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Part I




I


It is more than a suggestion. It is a command, and one that I dare not disobey. How happily I would do so, how happily rest in my retirement, withdrawn from tumult, here where there is no sound but that of the cicadas among the olive trees; where my gaze is held by the distant uncaring sea; where I know for the moment only an azure calm, that seems to stream down from on high. How happily I repose on these odorous heights, oblivious of duty, military glory, politics, listening only for that siren’s call which the old Emperor himself longed to hear in the hope that it would soothe his tormented spirit.


And now this command, tersely delivered, that I should write the biography of the late, and by few lamented, Emperor Gaius. Why does she want it? Why is it needed? For what malign purpose?


Of course you may say, as my boy Agathon gravely suggested, that the request is an honour, and that she demands it as an act of family piety. No doubt this is so, up to a point. She is not lacking in family piety. I know that, to my cost. And perhaps she retains some affection for me, inasmuch as she is capable of feeling that for anyone but her so charming, as I am assured, son. But why Gaius? Why seek to rehabilitate him – for that must be her purpose. Would it not be better to commission another – yet another – biography of her hero-father, the sublime Germanicus?


I put this to Agathon, not that he understands, or indeed cares, for he has a blithe lack of curiosity about the past. Why should he? He lives entirely in the present and is careful only of my comfort in so far as that ensures his. As for me, I take pleasure in him, but do not love him. I have loved no one since Caesonia was torn from me, and indeed I wonder if I truly loved her, or whether she merely – merely! – intoxicated and enslaved me. Perhaps I was never capable of love, in the best and fullest sense of the word, but only of lust. That certainly, often. How Agrippina and I tore at each other in the year of our affair! Now even that has passed. I do no more than toy with Agathon, this curly-headed Greek boy of eighteen with his grave face, lustrous eyes, fringed by long girlish lashes, and smooth limbs. When I first saw him lines of Horace I have long loved came to my mind – ‘If you were to place him in a group of girls, the most discerning strangers could scarce tell the difference’ – and so I bought him. That was three years ago. He is now fond of me in his way, I think, mildly fond, and I am at ease with him.


These reflections distract me, which is why I indulge in them.


‘No one,’ Agrippina writes, ‘knew Gaius better than you, for so long. No one remained as loyal. Be now, I pray you, as loyal to his memory, poor Gaius.’


‘Poor Gaius’ – a note of tenderness that is uncharacteristic.


I shall submit, because I have no choice.


And it will be occupation. It may be also that it will bring me to an understanding of the shipwreck I have made of my own life and of the iniquities of our times. But if this is the case, if I write all that I know, and dare to recall, that will not serve Agrippina’s purpose. Therefore I shall write first for myself – and for posterity – before preparing a doctored or sanitised version for the Empress.




II


Is there anything in life, even first love, more exhilarating than your first military posting? It is the moment when you become, in your own eyes, a man. It is the moment for which, as a Roman nobleman, you have been reared. My heart sang throughout the long journey from Rome to the Rhine. Nothing – nor cold nor wet nor bad inns nor the insolence of a magistrate encountered at Lugdunum – could depress my spirits. I was eighteen, rich enough, handsome enough, with ancestors enough to make my name respected, and I was on my way to serve as a legate on the staff of the Emperor’s grandson Germanicus Caesar, already spoken of as the most audacious general of the day, the darling of the soldiers, surely himself emperor-in-waiting. I was certain I could win glory at his side. My uncle, who had arranged the posting, was equally certain that it would put me firmly on the first rung of the ladder of preferment.


Actually, though we talked of Germanicus familiarly as the grandson of the Emperor, or Princeps, as Augustus still preferred to be called, this wasn’t quite accurate.


Though I write this for myself and not, as the later version will be, for Agrippina, nevertheless it now occurs to me that my own grandchildren, or even their children, may wish some day to read this full and unexpurgated version, if only to learn what manner of man I was, and also perhaps to learn the true, rather than the approved, history of my time.


So, for their benefit, I should perhaps lay out the relationships in what we had already come to call, shame-facedly, the imperial family.


At the time of which I write Augustus was still alive, and his authority was unquestioned. He was very old, in his seventies, but, though he suffered from rheumatism in cold weather, and though his health had been poor in his youth, remained vigorous and alert. I knew him, my grandfather having been his friend when they were both young. As a small boy I often met him walking on the Palatine, and he would pat my cheek or pinch my ear and say, ‘I do hope you’re not going to grow up to be as naughty as your grandpa.’ Then he would chuckle and give me a sweet or a dried apricot.


That is by the way. Augustus was married three times, but had only one child, Julia. Her mother Scribonia was a cousin of my grandfather. So Julia was a sort of cousin of mine too. However, since I was the child of my father’s old age, my mother being his fourth wife, I was actually younger than any of Julia’s five children.


She herself was married three times, first to Augustus’ nephew Marcellus, then to Marcus Agrippa, his close colleague, a man of humble birth but great ability, finally, and disastrously, to the Emperor’s stepson Tiberius.


Agrippa was the father of all her children. There were two daughters, Agrippina and Julia. (Agrippina is called ‘the elder’ to distinguish her from her daughter of the same name who has commissioned this history.) You will learn more of this Agrippina soon, but the younger Julia plays no part in my account.


There were also three boys: Gaius, Lucius and Agrippa, called Postumus because he was born after his father’s death. Augustus adored the first two and would have made them his heirs, but death cheated his purpose. The young Agrippa was an idiot, given to violence, and had to be confined; he was later disposed of.


When Augustus divorced Scribonia because she nagged him, he married Livia. They remained together for more than forty years. My mother used to mutter that he was ‘too frightened to divorce her’, but that was only when Livia had irritated her. In other moods she called them ‘the perfect married couple’. They may have been. Who knows the truth of any marriage?


Livia had two sons by her previous husband: Tiberius and Drusus. I shall say more about Tiberius in time, much more. Drusus was dead before my story starts, but his son was my commander Germanicus Caesar, whose wife was Augustus’ granddaughter Agrippina. So in a sense it is accurate enough to call Germanicus the Emperor’s grandson, since he was the son of his stepson and the husband of his granddaughter.


There was another connection. His mother was Antonia, who was the daughter of Mark Antony, first Augustus’s colleague and then his rival, and Octavia, Augustus’s much loved sister. Later of course Antony deserted Octavia when he was seduced by the Egyptian queen Cleopatra; but Octavia and Antonia were always regarded as members of the imperial family, and Augustus was delighted that Antonia should marry his stepson Drusus. It was a happy marriage and Germanicus always spoke well of both his parents. Admittedly his father, as I have already remarked, was dead by the time I knew Germanicus, and men find it easier to speak well of dead fathers than of living ones. The same goes, in reverse, for sons who predecease their fathers. Tiresome often in life, they are made perfect by an untimely death.


It is fair however to say that Germanicus’ story might have been different had his father lived. So indeed might Rome’s.


To resume: I travelled north in high expectancy. I was received in a manner fitting to my birth, but also as a friend.


Germanicus clapped me on the back, hugged me, and kissed me on both cheeks.


‘We don’t stand on formality here,’ he said. ‘My wife and I regard all you young legates as members of the family.’


I was enraptured by the warmth of his greeting. No doubt I blushed with pride and pleasure. (I blushed easily in my virtuous youth.) It is of course natural for a young officer to delight in receiving a warm welcome from his-commander, but there was more to it than that. Germanicus had been my hero, even my idol and inspiration, since I was a small boy and watched him excelling in the Troy game, which Augustus loved to watch young aristocrats playing.


There are many statues of Germanicus in Rome and other cities of the Empire, but none that I have seen does justice to him. They show that he was handsome – the handsomest man of his time, as was agreed; but they cannot catch his charm or the vivacity of his manner. No sculptor – not even the most masterly of the Greeks, Phidias – could make manifest in marble the combination of strength and delicacy that he possessed. None could convey the readiness of his smile, and, of course, statues being dumb, they cannot give you any sense of his voice – a voice that was both light and firm and which rendered the harshest Latin mellifluous as Greek.


‘But of course,’ he said, ‘I was forgetting, you are indeed family. Agrippina has been eagerly awaiting your arrival.’


It was, as I soon understood, characteristic of Germanicus to introduce Agrippina so quickly into his conversation. He truly adored her, and she him. There has never been a more harmonious marriage; they had eyes only for each other. I believe that from the day of his marriage Germanicus never looked at another woman. As for Agrippina she was as virtuous as she was strong-willed. No wonder they had nine children. Three unfortunately died in infancy, to their great grief. One of these, called confusingly Gaius like their youngest, is said to have been adored by all. Certainly when he died his great-grandmother Livia dedicated a statue of him dressed as a Cupid to Capitoline Venus, and I have heard that Augustus used to keep a replica of this statue in his bedroom and would kiss it whenever he entered the chamber. It’s pleasant to recall such tender affection, given the ravages that the imperial family would inflict on itself.


Germanicus now led me to Agrippina, talking all the while about my journey and never failing to greet the legionaries we encountered with a smile and a friendly word.


The children were at supper. Agrippina always saw to this meal herself rather than leaving it, as is usual, to her slaves. She used to say that her children were her jewels and that nothing pleased her more than to look after them. No doubt this was true, but I believe that the explanation for her unusual conduct is to be found in her own childhood. Her mother Julia was notoriously promiscuous – you may know that her father Augustus eventually had her exiled and held under house arrest on account of her flagrant and very public immorality. This being her nature, she neglected her own children who would have grown up anyhow if it hadn’t been for the love that Augustus and, more reluctantly, Livia, lavished on them. Agrippina often told me that, despite this, her own childhood had been miserable; she particularly resented her grim and taciturn stepfather Tiberius, Livia’s son, the future Emperor. Though she rarely spoke of Julia, she had also been disgusted by her behaviour. So she was determined that her own children should know nothing but love and security. She may have overdone it. The two elder boys, Nero and Drusus, loved her so passionately that their first fear was to offend her. Though they lived to be adults, neither grew up. As for Gaius … well, more of that later.


I had my first sight of him now. He was stamping about the floor dressed in the miniature uniform of a private soldier and waving a wooden sword with which he from time to time smote one of his brothers on the back. When he did so his sister Drusilla scooped him up and covered his face with kisses. Then she offered his face to Germanicus to kiss, while the little boy, who was not quite three, struggled and protested that he was a soldier and not to be kissed. Everyone laughed and there were cries of ‘little pet’ and ‘lambkin’ and such like. Germanicus took the boy and placed him astride his shoulders and said, ‘Now you’re the general of the army, the commander-in-chief.’ At which Gaius crowed in triumph. Meanwhile young Nero, though only seven, greeted me with grave courtesy and hoped I had had a good journey.


Later that evening after dinner, which was attended by the other young legates, I was asked by Agrippina to remain behind, ‘to talk family matters’. This was merely an excuse. What she really wanted was information about the state of things in Rome, and by things she meant of course politics.


At first this surprised me. The only women I knew well were my mother and my aunts, and they never talked about politics. In retrospect I can’t blame them. One aunt’s husband, the austere but brutal T Quinctius Crispinus, had been one of those accused of committing adultery with the Emperor’s daughter, Julia, dismissed from the Senate and exiled. My own father had suffered likewise, for the same reason, at the same time, unjustly, my mother averred. No matter: the ladies knew well the danger and the horror of political involvement in the New Rome where, already in the reign of Augustus, benign ‘Father of his Country’, people were learning to be secretive even within the family circle, and to eschew speaking their mind to even those whom they thought to be their close friends. So my mother and her sisters occupied themselves only with domestic matters, and talked nothing but trivialities.


Accordingly, when Agrippina began to question me closely, I was at first reserved. When, soon, she spoke her own opinions, or what might be her own opinions if they were not uttered merely to test me, I was suspicious, then alarmed, and only after some time, entranced. She seemed to me wonderfully fearless. I was honoured that she should trust me, and regretted only that, on account of my habitual shyness and reserve, even with those of my own age and rank, I must appear to her ignorant and clownish; a sore disappointment.


Augustus was dying. Everyone, she said, knew that, and many were afraid, some hopeful. He had been there, it seemed, forever. You had to be a man of sixty to remember Actium and the Civil Wars which had ended with the death of Antony. Yet Rome was still nominally a Republic. Augustus himself in the monumental record of his reign, the Res gestae, had boasted that he had restored the Republic and claimed that while only equal to his fellow magistrates in power, he excelled them only in authority; a fine distinction which deceived nobody. Yet undoubtedly some now looked for the restoration of the true Republic, my own uncles and cousins among them. Vain hope.


Agrippina knew better. She knew that we – my family and those like us – were only noble. She and her family were imperial.


‘My stepfather Tiberius,’ she said, ‘pretends to be a Republican of the old school. He is forever grumbling about what he called “these imperial assumptions which are an insult to the nobility”. He’s very mindful that he is a Claudian, member of a family which can boast of consuls for centuries, while in his cups, where he is often to be found, he will mutter that Augustus’ father was a small-town moneylender, while my father Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa was a nobody, nothing known of his father or family. Well, that’s as may be, but he was a great man and a great general. As for Tiberius, he’s an old humbug, you know. When Augustus dies he’ll protest that he’s unworthy of the succession, and wishes the Senate to resume its old pre-eminence, and then – just you watch – he’ll assume all Augustus’ powers, protesting that they’ve been forced on him.’


I was charmed by her frankness, charmed into rashness.


‘Is there nobody else?’ I said. ‘Your brother Agrippa Postumus?’


‘Poor Postumus,’ she sighed. ‘Nobody likes him. He’d be his own worst enemy, if it wasn’t for Tiberius. And Livia of course. We mustn’t forget the old she-devil. She hates him. She hates me too. I’m lucky she adores Germanicus. Well, everybody must. Except Tiberius of course. He’s jealous as can be.’


She was right about Tiberius and right too about her brother. He survived the new reign for only a few days. Some say he was put to death by posthumous (rich irony) order of Augustus; some that Livia was responsible, others Tiberius. Nobody knows and it doesn’t matter.




III


Germanicus was of a sunny disposition; the world grew bright in his presence. It is no wonder his troops loved him. Admittedly, he had his critics. One of his senior legates, A Caecina Severus, was heard to grumble that popularity was not the test of a commander, and was anyway easily attained if you did not subject the men to regular and rigorous drill.


At the same time Germanicus was ambitious for glory, and his ambition was thwarted. These were the years after the disaster in the Teutoburg Wood in which, through rashness and carelessness, Quintilius Varus in command of three legions allowed himself to be surprised and surrounded by the Germans, and all were annihilated. This disaster provoked a change in imperial policy. Forgotten was the divine promise of ‘unlimited Empire’ which Virgil recorded. Instead Augustus ordered that the frontier was to be fixed on the Rhine and that no attempt be made to subdue Germany. At first Tiberius, as the senior commander of the armies, opposed and resented this restriction on aggressive war. Later he persuaded himself of its wisdom.


Germanicus was not likewise convinced. He was young and ardent. He sought glory which was apparently to be denied him. It was not long before Agrippina, forgetting that the policy had been determined by her grandfather Augustus himself, insinuated that it testified to Tiberius’ jealousy of Germanicus, and his fear that Germanicus winning glory and Empire would be seen by all as a more suitable Emperor.


At the time, being young and eager for warlike action myself, I did not question this interpretation. Now I am not so sure. Agrippina was certain that Tiberius was deeply jealous of Germanicus, who was of course his own nephew, and feared him on account of his popularity with the armies and the People. Perhaps he did, though it is possible to argue to the contrary. Be that as it may, the decision to abandon the attempt to conquer Germany was surely wise. Caesar took ten years to subdue Gaul, and that conquest was to be threatened by frequent rebellions, before the Gauls saw the advantages of Empire. The Germans are braver and harder warriors than the Gauls, and are moreover devoted to the idea of Liberty. The effort to subject them would have been dangerous, perhaps even beyond the means of Rome. And I do not believe that the freedom-loving Germans would ever have submitted in their hearts to our rule.


Nevertheless Agrippina fed her husband with her suspicions, and clouded even his sunny nature. He began to wonder if Tiberius was determined not only to deny him glory, but even to destroy him.


Now I see Agrippina as his evil genius. But then … then I adored her. I do not mean that I desired her. My adoration of her was part of my adoration of Germanicus. They were in my mind inextricably joined together in perfect harmony. Welcoming me into their innermost circle, at first only, I suppose, on account of my birth, subsequently because they perceived my merits and formed an affection for me, they gave me what I had never enjoyed: a warm and loving family life. Indeed, if I was in love, it was truly with the whole family of Germanicus and Agrippina.


I had no brothers or sisters. Now I found myself adopted as an elder brother by six adorable children.


Adorable? Yes, I stick to the word. Of course it would not be many more years before strait-laced Roman matrons – like my aunts – would be severely critical of them, and of the upbringing Agrippina had given them. And indeed, in one respect, by the standards of the world, this was rightly deplored. They were so natural. None of them knew what it was to be a hypocrite, something that, in the corruption of our times, the children of the great are taught to practise as soon as they can speak. In time, as I shall show, Gaius too learned this lesson, so necessary now that the essential Republican virtue, freedom of speech, has been outlawed, now that books are burned by official command, to destroy liberty and suppress criticism. This is the world we are condemned to inhabit, and in which the wise man can strive only to practise moderation, steering a path, safe from intrigue and peril, between obstinate denial and disgusting subservience.


But these children knew none of this. They laughed when they were happy, cried when they were hurt, gave way to ill-temper when they were crossed; in short, behaved as nature intended and had made them.


It is true that Nero, the eldest boy, was reserved, shy, ever mild in demeanour, so much so that you might have taken him, even at his tender years, for a cautious politician. But this too was his nature. It dismayed and pained him if he thought he had given offence, and he was even then careful to avoid the appearance of doing so. He was a child of warm affections, graceful, charming, tender-hearted. He loved Agrippina passionately, was dazzled by his father, and so anxious to please him that he did not know how to address him. Easily alarmed, ill at ease with the rough humour of the legions, he attached himself to me so completely that it is not too much to say that he had fallen in love. Agrippina was delighted. ‘You have given him the self-confidence which was the only virtue he lacked,’ she said, after I had been a few weeks in the camp.


Little Gaius was the soldiers’ pet. They loved to see him swagger about the camp in his uniform of a tiny legionary, waving his toy sword and shouting out commands learned from the centurions. I can even recall him drilling a small detachment of them who pretended to understand his disjointed and often contradictory commands. Of course he was too young to understand the meaning of the words he shouted; he had picked them up by imitation, as a cage-bird may mimic the speech of its owner. As the baby of the family he was, I suppose, over-indulged, even spoiled, not only by the soldiers, who gave him his nickname Caligula, or Bootikins, but also by his three sisters. Agrippina sometimes reproved the other children, though only mildly, but never little Gaius. Perhaps she would have been inclined to be more strict, even severe, with her brood, but Germanicus would say, ‘Let them be; we mustn’t bruise their spirit.’ Then he would look melancholy, and sigh: ‘The world will do that soon enough.’ Once, I remember, little Gaius lifted a hammer over a fine piece of pottery, preparing to smash it. ‘Must you?’ Germanicus said. The boy nodded and beamed his ready smile. ‘Well,’ said his father, ‘if you must, you must’; and the hammer was brought down and the fine Attic piece reduced to smithereens.


Have I ever been as happy as in these summer months in the camp on the banks of the Rhine?




IV


Augustus died, and became a god. Some pious idiot, or sycophant, assured the Senate he had seen his soul ascending in flames to the heavens. Germanicus plunged into deep mourning. Agrippina was rash enough to say, if only in private, that the old man had done the State a disservice by not hanging on for a few more years. She was sure that, had he done so, he would have named Germanicus, and not Tiberius, as his successor.


News of the death provoked unrest in the armies. The legions stationed in Pannonia mutinied, demanding higher pay, fixed terms of service, and timely discharge with generous pensions. The demands were reasonable, the timing and the method employed to secure them dangerous.


Word of the mutiny came to the armies on the Rhine. Mutiny is like plague, the infection easily caught. Almost before we were aware of what was afoot, the soldiers flared up in frenzy. It was a contagious madness.


Germanicus acted swiftly. No one could question his courage. He called the men together and addressed them. Where, he asked, was their pride, where their military restraint, where their discipline?


His speech, however, encouraged them to voice their demands still more fiercely. The fiercest outcries came from the veterans, weary of service and eager for the retirement that was denied them.


But there was no hostility to Germanicus himself. Indeed some cursed Tiberius, known for his harsh discipline. Others went further, calling for Germanicus to seize the Empire. If he did so, they would follow him devotedly.


The idea horrified him, or seemed to. He tried to leave the stage from which he had spoken – the tribunal. They opposed his withdrawal. Some drew their swords and waved them threateningly. But he cried out, ‘I would rather die than break my oath of allegiance.’ Whereupon he drew his own sword and made as if to stab himself, but was prevented by those around him who seized his arm. Then a certain Calusidius, a known troublemaker and one of the ringleaders of the mutiny, offered his own sword to his commander.


‘Try this one,’ he said, ‘it’s sharper.’


Then, amid mocking laughter and with much confusion, we managed to withdraw.


In our private quarters, secure under loyal guards, Germanicus shook, though whether with anger or fear I could not say. He was flushed and certainly nervous, as who wouldn’t be? Mutiny is a reversal of all that is normal. Once it is unleashed all rules of life are broken, natural superiority is set at naught, fear governs all. I learned then how much depends on the habit of command and obedience. When that is broken, all is discord.


Besides, it is likely that Germanicus had a double reason for his fear. The news that the mutinous soldiers had in effect offered to make him Emperor in place of Tiberius, if he would only consent to their demands, was sure to be carried to Rome; and there suspicion would fester in Tiberius’ dark mind. That Germanicus had rejected the invitation would count for little. Tiberius would remember only that the legions were ready to dispose of him and acclaim his nephew; henceforth a rival to be feared.


At Germanicus’ request, while he composed himself, I made my way to inform Agrippina of what had happened. She was already alarmed, and no wonder: the sound of mutiny echoed round the camp like the rumble of a thunderstorm. The children sensed the danger. The smell of fear is like rank sweat, disgusting, inescapable. Young Nero, more alert to realities than his siblings, trembled and wept. He clung to me begging me to stop them from cutting his throat. Only little Gaius Caligula was unaffected; he stood on a table and crowed, waving his wooden sword.


When I told Agrippina of how the mutineers had clamoured to hail Germanicus as Emperor, she sat rigid as a statue. For a long time, as it seemed, she said nothing.


Then, ‘If he had not declined …’ she said, and fell silent again.


‘There are times,’ she said at last, ‘when the course of danger is the only road to safety …’


I dared not reply, either to calm or foster temptation. Instead I busied myself comforting and reassuring young Nero.


Night closed in. The sound of singing, drunken singing, came from without. Some of the mutineers had broken into the quartermaster’s store and looted it.


At last Germanicus joined us. He too had been drinking. His face was flushed, and the wine had excited rather than calmed his mind. He could not conceal his apprehension. Accustomed to easy popularity, never having had his authority questioned, untried in a crisis, he was at a loss now, when brought against brutish realities. He picked up the children, one by one, and kissed them, feverishly, as if he might never do so again, or see them for a long time. To be fair, it was evident that his first fears were for Agrippina and the young ones. But there was fear for himself also. I saw that, and my admiration fell away. He was caught between the desire to assert himself and his fear which impelled him to seek some means of appeasing the mutineers. Yet, though I could not admire him at that moment, his very weakness made him more attractive. He mopped the sweat from his temples and talked too much in his agitation. I cannot remember what he said. There was no matter in his words.


One of my colleagues, a young knight, Marcus Friso, drew me aside.


‘Our commander is an actor in a play he doesn’t understand,’ he said.


What was I to make of this confidence? Was he tempting me into disloyalty? I shrugged him off, and made no reply. But I knew he spoke the truth.


This Friso, as I later learned, was Tiberius’ man in the camp, sent there to spy on Germanicus. So I was wise to distrust him. But I did so because he smelled wrong. I have an unusually acute sense of smell (which is why I detest cities). My nose is, as it were, an organ of judgement, and Friso smelled of rotten apples, corruption.


There was a stand-off lasting two days. Germanicus consulted senior centurions who had remained loyal. Some advised harsh measures. ‘Take,’ they said, ‘Calusidius and a couple of ringleaders and cut their throats. The men will then return to duty.’ But Germanicus shrank from this advice.


He resolved to send Agrippina and the children away to a place of safety under heavily armed escort. She was loth to consent. She spoke out angrily, reminding him that she was the granddaughter of Augustus and the daughter of Agrippa, matchless in war. She would not run away, but would be worthy of her blood, no matter how high the danger. She spoke bravely, perhaps to shame her husband. But, with a great show of force, he insisted.


All this was done before us, members of his staff. It is possible that the exchanges between them went otherwise when they were closeted together, with no audience. That is certainly my opinion now.


Agrippina yielded. I was given command of the escort. Agrippina and the children mounted a covered wagon. I surrounded it with cavalry, Gallic auxiliaries, and two maniples of loyal legionaries. So, slowly, we made our way towards the gate of the camp, while Agrippina and her ladies, and the children too, sent up wails of lamentation.


The mutineers had posted guards at the gate. I advanced, alone, assuming an appearance of calm. One seized my horse’s bridle. Another extended his sword towards me. I looked him in the eye. I smelled fear on him too. So far, the mutineers had abstained from irrevocable, unpardonable violence, unlike, as we subsequently discovered, their fellows among the Pannonian legions where one general, Gnaeus Cornelius Lentulus, had been stoned and saved from death by a detachment of the Praetorian Guard. So I commanded the men who had stopped me to step aside.


‘I am carrying,’ I said, ‘the Lady Agrippina and her children to safety, as instructed by your commander, Germanicus himself.’


This disturbed them. They began to argue among themselves, while we waited, and the gate remained barred against us.


‘Germanicus,’ I said, now raising my voice so that it carried to the groups of disaffected legionaries who were standing by in attitudes that suggested both truculence and uncertainty, ‘Germanicus,’ I repeated, ‘can no longer trust his wife and children to the care and protection of Roman soldiers, but has commanded me to escort them to the camp of our allies, the Treviri’ – and I indicated the mounted auxiliaries who belonged to that tribe, and who certainly at that moment looked fierce enough.


My words disconcerted them. They began to waver. At that moment Agrippina thrust her head out of the wagon, and imperiously demanded that we be allowed to pass. Little Gaius Caligula’s head appeared over her shoulder; he opened his mouth and began to bawl.


‘Caligula,’ one soldier cried out, ‘is he to be taken from us? Can we not be trusted to care for our little darling?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘Germanicus fears for his safety, and must do so as long as you behave like ravening wolves and not like Roman soldiers. How can he trust Caligula, his dearest child, to men who have forgotten their duty of obedience?’


Then all was confusion. Some cried out that the gate should be opened, others that Caligula should not be allowed to leave the camp where everyone loved him. Some swore that if he remained with them, not a hair of his head should he harmed. And others now cursed the agitators who had led them astray and protested their undying loyalty.


So, gradually, the mutiny subsided. And that is how the infant Caligula made the restoration of order possible and saved the honour of the army.


What followed was less impressive, was indeed, as I now realise, shameful.


The repentant legionaries took the law into their own hands. They themselves arrested the leading rebels, whom they had followed ardently a few hours previously. The men with swords at the ready formed themselves into a circle. The prisoners were paraded on a platform. The question was put and, if the answer was ‘guilty’, the wretched victim was thrown to the ground and killed. It seemed as if the men revelled in the massacre, as if this slaughter purged them of the guilt which they themselves had incurred by the act of mutiny.


Germanicus made no effort to intervene. So order was restored and he escaped the odium which naturally attaches itself to the commander who inflicts harsh punishment, however well-merited that punishment is. The men acted as both judges and executioners, and then swore that they would follow Germanicus wherever he led them. When he heard this, Germanicus wept, and allowed himself to be embraced by soldiers whose hands left bloody stains on his neck and shoulders.


Meanwhile, in Pannonia, the Emperor’s son, Drusus, subdued the mutiny by more orthodox methods.


I was young then, young enough to think things are as they seem. Our deliverance appeared a miracle. The mutineers had not felt the disgrace inherent in the repudiation of just authority, but when they saw themselves abandoned by Agrippina and her children because they could no longer be entrusted with them, their hearts were touched, generous sentiments prevailed, natural affections were revived, and they knew shame. So indeed it was, or seemed. Now, cynical on account of all I have since experienced, I ask what was theatre, what reality?




V


I remained for two years with the army on the Rhine. My experience then is not part of Caligula’s story. How could it be? In truth, since I was now commanding troops in the field, and no longer attached to Germanicus’ personal staff, I saw little of Agrippina and the children. Yet I cannot pass over these seasons without comment.


Tiberius, as I have said, had chosen to accept Augustus’ decision, formed after the disaster forever associated with the name of Varus, that the limits of Empire had been reached; that there was nothing to be gained by attempting to push its frontier beyond the Rhine and up to the River Elbe. As long as the Germans on the north side of the Rhine remained quiescent, and did not threaten Gaul, the German nations should remain free. At most, Tiberius would sanction only punitive expeditions, brief and disciplinary.


This decision irked Germanicus. He thought it pusillanimous. He persuaded himself, or was persuaded by Agrippina, that the policy had been adopted to deny him glory. He said, ‘If the Empire does not continue to expand, then it must decay. Such is the law of Nature.’


His words suggested that the argument, unvoiced but deeply felt, between him and Tiberius was purely political, a matter of what was best for Rome. Yet it was precisely because we no longer inhabited the Republic, but instead lived in the intense shadowy suspicion that is inherent in despotism, that the argument could never be brought into the open, debated in that Forum in which free men thresh out policies.


So Germanicus was compelled to dissemble. Apparently obedient to the Emperor’s command, apparently accepting the restrictions it enjoined, he nevertheless went his own way. Each winter was passed in rigorous training and the preparation for a summer campaign across the Rhine, and each spring this was launched. We marched into Germany, engaged the tribes, won victories, took prisoners, and taught the enemy, as we supposed, fear and respect. Yet, at the end of summer, we withdrew, harassed by raiding parties as we did so, right to the very brink of the river, and returned to our camp, with no enduring advantage having been gained. More than once we came close to disaster, averted as much by fortune as by skill and courage.


Everything hitherto had inclined me to be of Germanicus’ opinion, and not only because he inspired both affection and admiration in me. Even now it seems natural that I should have thought as I did. I was young, and youth is ardent and adventurous. There was no one who loomed larger in my imagination than Caesar himself; his History of the Gallic Wars was my inspiration. It seemed to me that we in our generation should seek to emulate his ambition and audacity. He had conquered Gaul; why should we hesitate to subdue the Germans, no more formidable an enemy than those whom Caesar had brought within the Empire?


Moreover I had listened to Agrippina, and felt her seductive power. Why should I doubt what she was certain of: that Tiberius’ prohibitions were inspired by fear and envy of his glorious nephew?




VI


My term of service at an end, I was recalled to Rome, wiser, as I think, and chastened. For a little I threw myself, with all the ardour that I had brought to war, into the delights of the city. I frequented the baths and theatres. I was in demand for dinner-parties. There was attached to me something of the glamour that, in the eyes of so many, belonged to Germanicus. If at any such gathering I found one who doubted or questioned his achievements on the Rhine, I spoke out eloquently in denial. My account of how we had come upon the scene of Varus’ disaster and of the horrors we had known made me a sort of lion. I was asked time and again to repeat it. Those of my generation who had not yet known war – some of them thankfully – looked on me with a mixture of awe and jealousy. It is not surprising that I very quickly acquired a mistress, the wife of a senator; she was ten years my senior, and I was by no means her first illicit lover. My name and my beauty might by themselves have been insufficient to attract her; she was drawn by something grim, distrustful, even dangerous in my manner. She was a woman who had long surrendered all claim to virtue. She now longed to be treated harshly, even to be punished. I did not fail to satisfy her desire, and despised myself for the pleasure this gave me.


When I had been in Rome some weeks I was summoned to an audience with the Emperor. (I call him that, though Tiberius disdained, or affected to disdain, the title, even to resent it, as Augustus had done, and preferred still to be known merely as the Princeps, or First Citizen, of the sham Republic.)


Tiberius was now in his late fifties, still tall and broad-shouldered, but stooped and slow-moving. His character, if you credit the pseudo-science of physiognomy, could be read in his face: the eyes clouded, the thin-lipped mouth down-turned, the jaw strong. He was formidable. It was said – though on what evidence I am ignorant – that the loquacious Augustus used to leave off chattering and fall silent when his stepson entered the room. And others put it about that the old Emperor had once remarked, ‘Poor Rome, to be chewed by these heavy jaws.’ But that is the sort of thing people say.


Now he looked on me for a long time without speaking, then ordered a slave to pour wine, then told me to be seated. When we were alone, he continued for some minutes in silence. I felt his gaze fixed upon me, and dared not meet his eyes.


At last he said, ‘Your father served with me in Illyricum, a good soldier, whom I respected.’


This was encouraging. I had not expected him to speak of my father, who had died in exile after being accused of adultery with Tiberius’ wife, Julia. I bowed my head in acknowledgement.


‘He was a good Republican,’ Tiberius said, ‘as we should all wish to be.’


He took a deep swallow of his wine, and sighed.


‘But the Republic is now impossible. We have reared a generation fit only for slavery. They speak even of “the imperial family”. I detest the expression, but there it is. People use it, and what can I do?’


No reply, evidently, was required.


‘You’re a handsome young man, which, as I remember, is more than could have been said of your father …’


He looked me up and down, as if I was a slave for sale in the market.


He said, ‘I fought a dozen campaigns, fifty battles, against the Germans, advanced three, four weeks’ march into their forests, brought my men out again, never lost an eagle. Did you know that? Nothing enduring was gained, ever. Did you know that too? My nephew Germanicus – your friend, I hope, and by the command of the late Augustus also my adopted son and heir – is young, ardent, beloved, they tell me, by his men, as I never have been – though they dare not add that. Does he believe he can succeed where I failed, where my father-in-law Agrippa also failed?’


I hesitated. He did not seem to be watching me. Yet I felt under observation. The room, deep in the palace, was very still. It looked out into a little courtyard, and onto a statue of the winged Mercury, god of, among others, liars, which rose over a fountain’s dancing water.


‘I am not in his confidence, Princeps,’ I replied. ‘But his expeditions have been undertaken to deter the tribes and remind them of Rome’s power.’


‘Just so. As it should be. You reassure me. Give yourself some more wine, there’s no need to summon the slave. And fill my cup too.’


As I did so, he stretched forward and gripped my thigh, digging his nails in.


‘Agrippina does not love me,’ he said. ‘You needn’t trouble to deny that. She blames me for her mother’s misfortune, as if I, or anyone, could have controlled Julia. A wise man once said to me that eventually we all become prisoners of our own character. He said it with reference to Augustus, whom he knew very well and had loved all his life. He was not a man I either liked or respected, but he spoke the truth. I realised it even then when he was telling me how Augustus, for his own purposes which he equated with the good of Rome, would compel me to divorce my wife Vipsania and marry Julia, to serve as the guardian of her children. Now,’ he relaxed his grip on my leg, ‘I apply his words to Julia also, and to myself. And perhaps to Agrippina. It may be that she is compelled by her nature and experience to fear me, resent me, hate me. The question is,’ his fingers now lay lightly, even tenderly, on my skin, ‘has she infected Germanicus with her distrust, her fear? I wish him nothing but well, believe me. Think before you answer.’
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