



  [image: cover]






  




  A BRIEF HISTORY OF


  The Private Lives of The Roman Emperors




  





  Other titles in this series




  

  

    A Brief History of 1917: Russia’s Year of Revolution


  




  Roy Bainton




  A Brief History of the Anglo-Saxons




  Geoffrey Hindley




  A Brief History of the Birth of the Nazis




  Nigel Jones




  A Brief History of the Boxer Rebellion




  Dianna Preston




  A Brief History of British Kings & Queens




  Mike Ashley




  A Brief History of British Sea Power




  David Howarth




  A Brief History of the Celts




  Peter Berresford Ellis




  A Brief History of Christianity




  Bamber Gascoigne




  A Brief History of the Circumnavigators




  Derek Wilson




  A Brief History of the Cold War




  John Hughes-Wilson




  A Brief History of the Crusades




  Geoffrey Hindley




  A Brief History of the Druids




  Peter Berresford Ellis




  A Brief History of the Dynasties of China




  Bamber Gascoigne




  A Brief History of Fighting Ships




  David Davies




  A Brief History of Globalization




  Alex MacGillivray




  A Brief History of the Great Moghuls




  Bamber Gascoigne




  A Brief History of the Hundred Years War




  Desmond Seward




  A Brief History of Infinity




  Brian Clegg




  A Brief History of Medicine




  Paul Strathan




  A Brief History of Misogny




  Jack Holland




  A Brief History of Mutiny




  Richard Woodman




  A Brief History of Napoleon in Russia




  Alan Palmer




  A Brief History of Painting




  Roy Bolton




  A Brief History of the Flying Corps in World War I




  Ralph Barker




  A Brief History of Science




  Thomas Crump




  A Brief History of the Tudor Age




  Jasper Ridley




  A Brief History of Vikings




  Jonathan Clements





  





  [image: ]




  





  To Mary Hesketh & to Georgia de Chamberet




  Constable & Robinson Ltd


  3 The Lanchesters


  162 Fulham Palace Road


  London W6 9ER


  www.constablerobinson.com




  First published in the UK by Quartet Books Limited 1994




  This edition published by Robinson, an imprint of Constable & Robinson, 2008




  Copyright © Anthony Blond 1994




  The right of Anthony Blond to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs & Patents Act 1988.




  All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any

  form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.




  A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library




  ISBN: 978-1-84529-719-0


  eISBN: 978-1-47210-362-8




  Printed and bound in the EU




  1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2




  





  
[image: ] CONTENTS [image: ]





  Acknowledgments




  Bibliography




  Apology




  Map




  Family Tree




  Glossary




  

    ROMAN SOCIETY


  




  

    Sex




    Slavery




    The Romans and their Jews




    Roman Law




    The Roman Army




    The Bloody Games


  




  

    JULIUS CAESAR AND THE JULIO-CLAUDIAN EMPERORS


  




  

    Julius Caesar




    Augustus




    Tiberius




    Caligula




    Claudius




    Nero


  




  

    ROME


  




  

    The Cityscape




    Domus, the Townhouse




    Religion




    Roman Food




    The Trivial Round and the Common Tasks




    

      Index of Proper Names


    


  




  





  
[image: ] ACKNOWLEDGMENTS [image: ]





  To my wife, Laura, for her chapter on Roman food, to Auberon Waugh, editor of The Literary Review, who let me write notices of these Emperors’ biographies, and to

  James Fergusson, who suggested they be written up into a book; to Lord Bridges, who introduced me to the British School in Rome and to the kindness and hospitality of the Director and the Deputy

  Director of that admirable institution; also to the archive department of the British Film Institute.




  





  
 [image: ] BIBLIOGRAPHY [image: ]





  There isn’t one. Publications are acknowledged in the text. I have used the Ancient Roman historians and am indebted to Penguin, not only for the relevant Penguin

  Classics but also for Who’s Who in the Ancient World by Betty Radice, which Anthony Blond published in hardback in 1971. The glossaries in the historical novels of Colleen McCullough,

  The First Man in Rome, etc. (Century), are superb works of clarity and scholarship. Rome in Africa by Susan Raven, now in its third edition with Routledge, has become a classic, and

  the Falco novels of Lindsey Davis (Century) are a delightful way of slipping painlessly into the mores of Ancient Rome.




  





  
 [image: ] APOLOGY [image: ]





  There is nothing original in this book. Even my view that the Emperor Caligula was not mad, just very bad and very dangerous to know, is allowed by his latest biographer.




  The unexpected behaviour of the famous and infamous in Ancient Rome, which I may have pointed up in these pages, came from mostly standard sources; what I hope has been fresh is the approach.

  Cicero revealed himself as a Rachmanlike slum landlord in a letter to his friend Atticus. The loan of money at 48 per cent by Brutus, ‘the noblest Roman of them all’, is a matter of

  Senatorial record. Julius Caesar’s disdainful preoccupation with his despatch box at the Games was witnessed by thousands and recorded by a few. The picture of his great-nephew, Augustus,

  friendless and bored in his old age, watching small boys playing dice in his little house on the Palatine Hill, hoping his wife has found him a virgin for the afternoon, is my emphasis but not my

  invention; indeed Ancient Rome was so literate, so lively and so malicious that the amateur historian has no need to invent anything, unlike, say, the mediaevalist. (My favourite anecdote has a

  very modern ring. One of Nero’s aunts was very mean. She let it be known that she did not ‘appreciate’ – as New Yorkers say – one young man around town saying she sold

  old shoes. He sent back a message. ‘Tell her I didn’t say she sold them; I said she bought them!’)




  Tiberius, Augustus’ stepson and son-in-law, was the next Emperor and essentially the most scrupulous and conscientious of the bunch, and the misanthropy which soured him only came from his bitterness at being forced (by Augustus) to abandon the only human being he loved – his wife. (Augustus, by the way, was certainly not poisoned by his wife,

  Livia, as seen on television. They had lived together for forty years and did not particularly like each other, but she had no reason to murder him, like two other Empresses, the succession of her

  son, Tiberius, being secure.)




  Hating Rome, and indeed all mankind, Tiberius took his revenge by bequeathing as Emperor the ‘serpent’ (his word) Caligula, his great-nephew, who, inevitably assassinated, was

  succeeded, illegally, by his uncle Claudius, not the dithering benevolent figure of recent impersonations but the most cunning and ruthless of the Julio-Claudian clan. Poisoned by a dish of his

  favourite mushrooms, and finished off by his doctor, Claudius was succeeded by his seventeen-year-old nephew, a golden boy who did not breathe freely until he had murdered his mother.




  (An explanation for their appalling conduct must be that these characters, with the exception of the first two, Caesar and Augustus, who had loving parents, endured such traumatic childhoods as

  would make a social worker of today vow to get them off any charge.)




  The first five years of Nero’s fourteen-year reign were notably benign, guided by Seneca, hero of Classics masters down the ages, whose enforcement of his usury provoked the bloody

  rebellion of Boadicea, Queen of the Iceni and Commander-in-Chief of the English, who appealed to the Emperor Nero. (This lady was coeval with St Paul, so, with Seneca as link, they would all have

  known about each other.) Nero, historically unpopular for trying to eliminate an unappealing sect of Jews, not yet known as Christians, was the most charming of these Emperors, the most visionary

  and the only aesthete. He was of course cruel – Romans were – but this twentieth century, with Auschwitz as its visiting card, has no right to point a finger at the

  first. Nero tried to abolish the Games, and his proposal that he stop a war by appearing before the army of the enemy and bursting into tears should be an idea considered for contemporary heads of

  state by the United Nations.




  Finally a word about the essays, which are intended to set the background against which the leading characters perform. I have included – perhaps a piece of self-indulgence – one on

  Rome and her Jews, relatively more numerous than they are today but ignored by Ancient Roman historians and not much dealt with by the moderns. Further I have not really well understood the

  religions of the Romans but I sense that neither did they. I see I have omitted the haruspices, the practice of divining the correct course of actions by examining the entrails of an animal.

  I remember the Roman general thus warned against his proposed attack ignoring the advice and winning. I believe the only ‘ism’ Romans believed in was that of pragma.




  To our eyes now, Ancient Rome does not appear so ancient or so far away. It was nearer in spirit to turn-of-the-century Manhattan – with its polyglottery, very rich and very poor –

  and in its power-broking and denunciations, to contemporary Washington, capital of the present number-one world power.




  This book is the personal view of an amateur and will therefore contain inaccuracies, for which I apologize. I have snuffled round Roman vestiges in England, France, Italy and Israel (once with

  the late General Yadin). I published a book on Aphrodisias but I have not yet been there, or seen much of Rome in North Africa, though reading Susan Raven is a fine substitute for a visit.

  Patrolling the perimeter of the Circus Maximus in Rome, I noticed one side was dug into the rock of the Aventine Hill and I fancied I heard the echo of the din made by the very early morning crowd

  claiming their free seats for the chariot races which so annoyed Caligula, trying to sleep in his palace on the top of the Palatine Hill opposite.
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  AEDILE magistrate in charge of the infrastructure of the city of Rome. Originally four in number (two elected by the plebs, two by the patricians). Not

  an essential step on the cursus honorum – the political career – but because of their involvement in the Games, a way of getting into the public eye.




  AFRICA to Romans only the countries bordering the Mediterranean.




  AGER PUBLICUS the land belonging to the state, in Italy and the provinces, leased out by the censors or given to veterans.




  ALLIES OF ROME title given to a city friendly to Rome in the Italian peninsula; nations further afield were called ‘Friend and Ally of the People

  of Rome’.




  AMPHORA the standard container of the ancient world, a two-handled jar with a narrow neck for storing or transporting anything which could be poured,

  like grain, wine and oil; holding an average of nine gallons in Greece and six to seven pints in Rome.




  AQUILIFER the top soldier in the legion who carried the silver eagle and was expected to die rather than surrender it.




  ASIA western Turkey, including the islands of Lesbos, etc., and the cities of Smyrna and Ephesus.




  ASSEMBLY there were three: 1) the Centuriate, ancient unwieldy, consisting of the plebs and the patricians together in their

  classes. Elected consuls, praetors and censors and passed laws. 2) The Assembly of the People, arranged in the thirty-five tribes of Rome, summoned by a consul or praetor. Elected the

  quaestors, the curule aediles and the tribunes of the soldiers, with the patricians. Passed laws and had trials. 3) The Plebeian Assembly, no patricians, passed laws and conducted

  trials. In all Assemblies the block vote was operated.




  AUCTORITAS authority plus prestige, credibility and influence.




  AUGURS elected priests to the official College of, to check out whether a proposed undertaking – anything from a war to a marriage – had the

  approval of the gods.




  BARBARIAN any non-Roman, originally any non-Greek.




  CAMPUS MARTIUS military training ground outside the city walls to the north-west, with space for horticulture, depots for wild animals, temples and

  mausoleums.




  CENSOR this office was the zenith of a respected political career, to which only a consular (q.v.) could be elected, for five years. The two censors

  controlled the membership of the Senate, the equestrian order, and awarded state contracts, apart, of course, from coping with the




  CENSUS which was the roll call of every

  male Roman citizen, with his tribe and status, brought up to date every five years.




  CISALPINE GAUL Gaul from this, the southern, Roman, point of view. Conquered by an Ahenobarbus ancestor of Nero, securing for Rome the territory from

  north-west Italy to the Pyrenees.




  CITIZEN a Roman citizen could not be flogged or punished without a trial and had the right of appeal (vide St Paul). He could be conscripted at

  seventeen and was entitled to the corn dole.




  CITRUS WOOD no longer extant and not to do with lemon trees but cut from the roots of the cedars of Lebanon; the most coveted and

  valuable wood for cabinet makers in the ancient world. Table tops were mounted on ivory legs; Seneca had a lot of them.




  CLASSES there were five official classes in Rome, according to economic status; the ‘head count’ did not have any, therefore no vote.




  CLIENTELA every grand Roman patron was attended in the morning by a group of hangers-on or dependents, ‘clients’, who were treated by him

  with consideration or hauteur according to his mood or nature, but the relationship was important to both parties, crucial between former master and freedman.




  CONSCRIPT FATHERS senators enjoyed this designation because it reminded them of their antiquity.




  CONSUL the top job in Rome under the Republic, with limitless power, and an office to which Emperors were frequently elected. Strictly speaking a Roman

  could not be elected consul before the age of forty-two. Two were elected annually and their names, with the abbreviation ‘cos’, were used to date events.




  CONSULAR (noun) a former consul who would be used to govern provinces, become censor, etc.




  CUNNUS root of the English word ‘cunt’ and the French ‘con’.




  CURSUS HONORUM the four steps of a political career – senator, quaestor, praetor, consul.




  CURIA place where the Senate met, in our period not fixed.




  CURULE CHAIR a grand stool made of ivory, sometimes inlaid with gold, for the use of magistrates and above, with curved legs in the shape of an X.




  DELATOR a citizen who denounced another, usually one of substance, to ingratiate himself with the powers that be and get a

  rake-off (vide MAIESTAS).




  DEMAGOGUE rude word from the right for a politician of radical views who often hired thugs (vide Clodius and Milo).




  DENARIUS the origin of our penny (1d), a silver coin the size of a dime.




  DIGNITAS crucial to a Roman of any standing, his reputation, his worth, his everything. It was for the sake of his dignitas that Caesar crossed

  the Rubicon.




  ERGASTULA barracks where slaves in chain-gangs working latifundia (landed estates) were locked up at night.




  ETRUSCANS were an older race than the Romans, who took over many of their beliefs. They lived in that swathe of Italy on the west, between the rivers

  Arno and Tiber. Maecenas was an Etruscan prince.




  FASCES outward and visible sign of authority in Rome, these bunches of birch rods were borne before a magistrate by lictors, whose number indicated the

  level of his power, from two for an aedile to twenty-four for a dictator. Outside the pomerium (boundary) of Rome an axe was included in the bundle, meaning the official could execute

  as well as scourge . . .




  FORUM any open-air space where people congregated, also a market place.




  FREEDMAN a slave who had been given, or had purchased, his freedom, but see ‘CLIENTELA’.




  FREE MAN a man born free anywhere in the world.




  GENS (noun, fem.) clan in Rome – e.g., Julia, Claudia (this book is about the Julio-Claudian clan), Livia, Cornelia, etc.




  GLADIATOR a professional performer with the sword, who fought before an audience, not intentionally to the death, several times

  a year.




  GOVERNOR used loosely in this and other books on Roman history to mean consul, praetor or other official who ruled a province in the name of the

  Senate or Emperor for a year or more.




  GREECE was never even a geographical expression in Roman times, being depopulated and politically déclassé. (The Athenian Empire

  only lasted for thirty years.) Roman Emperors patronized, in every sense, the Greeks.




  IMPERATOR originally the commander of a Roman army, then a great general hailed for his victory by his army, then a title used only by Emperors.




  IMPERIUM area of power and degree of authority, vested in an individual and renewed annually.




  INSULA apartment building in Rome, where most people lived, separated from the next insula by a street or alley. A rich family might have the

  whole of a ground floor of a five-storey building, the street-facing spaces being let as shops and the higher, the cheaper, the more dangerous and the most insanitary floors being subcontracted to

  a slum landlord.




  KNIGHTS substantial Roman citizens, members of the equestrian order, who became in our period the businessmen of Rome – as opposed to the

  patrician senators who were not supposed to be ‘in trade’. In the early days of the Republic the knights had to supply and maintain a horse as part of a unit of cavalry for the

  city’s defence, but it became an indicator of status – 400,000 sesterces a year – and political entitlement.




  LEGATES the Roman army did not categorize ranks into as many grades as ours (from lieutenant to field-marshal); legates were senior officers at the

  level of senator, reporting to the general and senior to military tribunes.




  LEGION the essential Roman army unit, akin in esprit de corps, tradition and reputation to our regiments but fixed at

  around 6,000 men made up of ten cohorts of six centuries each. They were variously rowdy, riotous, rapist, indisciplined or balanced and trustworthy, depending. A legion was a complete unit, like a

  modern division with its own artillery, auxiliaries and cavalry.




  LEX (noun, fem.), e.g., Lex Pompeia, called after the consul Pompey Strabo, passed by the Plebeian Assembly, which enfranchised communities in Cisalpine

  Gaul. Laws were inscribed in bronze or stone and stored in the temple of Saturn.




  LICTORS the beadles, beefeaters, escorts of Roman magistrates who carried the fasces (q.v.). They had to be citizens but were not well paid and

  relied on tips.




  MAGISTRATES general term for the elected officers of the Senate and People of Rome (SPQR – Senatus Populusque Romanus – still engraved on the manholes).




  MAIESTAS treason (cf. lèse-majesté), a dangerous and much abused law by Tiberius through to Nero in our period.




  MANUMISSION the act of freeing a slave. Theoretically the freedman became a Roman citizen but was usually too poor to vote as he was placed in one of

  the unenfranchised classes.




  MENTULA correct Latin for male organ (vide PENIS).




  NOBLEMAN as distinct from PATRICIAN (q.v.). A consul and his descendants became noblemen and this was a way of diluting the

  exclusivity of the old aristocracy, vide the English custom of converting politicians into peers of the realm.




  PATERFAMILIAS head of the family, who in early Rome could execute his daughter if he smelt wine on her breath and sell his son into slavery. Augustus,

  when pushed, availed himself of these ancient, terrible rights.




  PATRICIANS the early Roman aristocracy which adhered to its prestige and privileges for hundreds of years, producing consuls,

  praetors, senators, generals and governors, whoever was in power. As in eighteenth-century England, when there were only 150 members of the House of Lords, they were all related and alone

  could hold certain priesthoods; however, throughout our period their power is fading in the face of the ‘new men’ and the imperial freedman.




  PENIS (vulgar) name for the male organ (vide MENTULA).




  PLEBS nothing derogatory about being plebeian, embraced every citizen who was not patrician.




  POMERIUM the religious boundary enclosing the city of Rome within which no one could be buried.




  PONTEFIX MAXIMUS head priest of the state religion; not a full-time job, but brought with it a grace and favour house with the Vestal Virgins.




  PRAETOR second highest job in the state, eight of them in our period, often provincial governors.




  PROLITARII the lowest, classes, also the ‘head count’.




  PUBLICANI ‘publicans’ of the New Testament, tax farmers under the republic. The system generated abuse and was cleaned up by the

  Emperors.




  PUBLIC HORSE in Rome (as in the Middle Ages) a horse cost as much as a Bentley; 1,800 were supplied by the state to the most important knights, becoming

  a mark of distinction for a family, which handed them down through the generations.




  QUAESTOR the first step on the cursus honorum, a tax official who was elected for a year and had to be thirty, like a senator. There were sixteen

  of them and they served in the treasury in Rome or were seconded to the provinces.




  QUIRITES a civilian as opposed to a soldier (cf. Julius Caesar’s opening remark to his disaffected veterans).




  ROSTRA prows of ships used for ramming but became our ‘rostrum’ because the prows of the defeated fleet of the Volsci

  were stuck on to the speakers’ platform in the Forum.




  SENATE senior advisory and occasionally legislative and debating chamber in Rome, whose numbers wobbled up and down from 100 in the days of the kings to

  300 in the Republic (when they were appointed by the Censors) to 600 under the Empire at the discretion of the Emperor. Senators had to be rich and were mainly landowners, often with estates all

  over the Empire. They were often usurers and Brutus, ‘the noblest Roman of them all’, once took advantage of a thinly attended session to put through a guaranteed loan to some Cretans

  at 48 per cent interest for himself. The Senate controlled the treasury, foreign affairs, declarations of war and could dominate in an emergency, even against an Emperor, e.g., in outlawing Nero.

  Unlike its imitators in other countries, the Senate did not have its own building but could be convened in different places, like a privy council.




  SESTERCES abbreviated as HS, the commonest Roman currency, worth a quarter of a denarius.




  SUBURA the slummiest section of Rome, where nevertheless Caesar had his family domus; polyglot, including Jews and the first synagogue.




  TALENT about twenty-five kilos of metal not necessarily gold or silver.




  TOGA impressive but awkward garment worn by Roman citizens on formal occasions; like a large bath-sheet and held by the left hand. Colleen McCullough,

  now a scholarly writer of historical novels, has proved that a Roman so attired could not have worn underpants as he would have found it impossible to pee. Togas only came in one size, were always

  made of light wool but were decorated variously for Emperors, triumphant generals, magistrates, priests and for those in mourning – black.




  TRIBE thirty-five in number of which sixteen were ancient, patrician gentes.




  TRIBUNE an official. The term was used of military officers, magistrates, senior civil servants at the treasury, elected representatives of the plebs

  with powers of veto. Tribunicial potestas voted to Emperors gave them overriding powers.




  TRIUMPH voted by the Senate to a successful general; occasions when the city of Rome went en fête, wallowed in self-glorification, food,

  drink, loot and the blood of their enemies. Often the preliminary to a coup d’état; Augustus restricted Triumphs and Nero, fatally, perverted them.




  TUNIC standard top for a Roman male, distinguished by stripes of colour according to rank. The tunica modesta was used to burn the Christians for

  Nero’s garden parties.




  VESTAL VIRGINS six girls of gentle birth chosen as children of seven or eight to be brought up in chastity and serve the goddess Vesta for thirty years.

  Their persons were sacrosanct and any lapse on their part was punished by being buried alive.




  VILLA a large country house, originally at the centre of an estate but in our period built in agreeable spots, like Antium, for pleasure and holidays by

  the sea. They were always grand.
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  The omnipotent paterfamilias, enforcing chastity on his sons with the threat of death if they did not obey; the formidably pure matron, like the mother of the Gracchi;

  the censorious Cato the Elder, who held that a husband had the right to kill a man found in his wife’s bed; all were part of Roman legend at the beginning of our age, the time of Augustus,

  but their image had faded.




  The DIY element in Roman justice had been replaced by the courts. The matrona Lucretia might blush in the presence of Brutus on being quoted an epigram of Martial, but she had her own

  copy in the bedroom, and Cato was said to go to the theatre – smutty music-hall – only so that he could be seen to leave it.




  The sexual temper of the age was randy, permissive and tolerant of fairly bad behaviour, but not vicious or orgiastic. The sources for this opinion – the poets Horace, Virgil and Ovid, the

  writers Martial, Petronius and Juvenal, the historians Tacitus, Suetonius and Dio and, somewhat surprisingly, Cicero, from his lawyer’s addresses and his letters – used by modern

  scholars, with your author limping behind, describe every variety of sexual activity, but contain no reference to group sex – partouses.




  The interested modern eroticist might also be puzzled by Roman indifference to female breasts – boys’, yes – lesbians and masturbation. There is no Latin

  word for dildo and the constantly self-replenishing pool of slaves in Rome – willing or unwilling, it did not matter – surely made masturbation unnecessary.




  In Rome, attitudes and even laws obtained which inhibited sexual excess, but pederasty, prostitution, pimping and pornography were never criminal. Wife-beating is not recorded and rape was more

  talked about and threatened than prosecuted in either sense.




  The free-born Roman constructed for himself a sexual personality, a macho image, derived from the God Priapus,1 who was depicted displaying his organ

  – his weapon – massive, ensconced in huge balls, as boldly as Jupiter his thunderbolts. Priapus was a potent, talking phallus, celebrated by the poets, who stood in his garden, a

  potter’s field, threatening expected intruders with his sickle in one hand and – more often employed – his powerful penis in the other. He raped women in the normal way and boys

  through the arsehole but men were subjected to irrumatio.




  Another work2 I have consulted lists 800 Latin words for sexual organs and other orifices and vessels, and the use to which they could be put – for there

  was no activity unknown to, or beyond, the Roman appetite, except perhaps ‘rimming’. Rimming (the theme of a privately circulated poem by the late W.H. Auden), for

  which, again, I cannot find a Latin word, is seriously indelicate. I cannot repeat the advice of Dr Johnson, in the same quandary, to a young lady, to ‘ask your mother’, because mother

  would not know. An open-minded (I nearly said open-mouthed) homosexual who knows Japan, might. In defence of this proclivity one can only say – as the Roman playwright Terence, not Horace,

  remarked – ‘Homo sum; humani nil a me alienum puto’ (‘I am a man so consider nothing human foreign to me’).




  Mr Adams states there is no English equivalent to the Latin transitive verb irrumare. It means to fuck someone in the mouth, quite different from fellating them or sucking their cock or

  clitoris. Penis, by the way, was a four-letter word for the Romans (avoided, for instance, by Cicero), mentula being the acceptable form. Irrumatio was the ultimate humiliation a

  Roman could inflict on another and to be accused of taking pleasure in being so performed upon was the worst insult available to Roman writers. It was one used by the Emperor Augustus in his famous

  obscene epigram directed at Antony. The first and last lines of Catullus’ defence on his erotic poetry are thoroughly priapic, viz., ‘Pedicabo ego vos et irrumabo’

  (‘I will bugger you and fuck your mouths’).




  Women were not threatened or abused in this way. Towards women the Roman was loving, tender, generous, persuasive, jealous and possessive but rarely gallant and never chivalrous. The knighty

  Christian concept of chivalry would have baffled the Romans (vide Julius Caesar’s treatment of the glamorous Gaul Vercingetorix). Their ideal woman had ‘skin as white as wax,

  sparkling eyes, sweet breath, lustrous dark or auburn hair’ (never yellow or red), ‘a scented sensuous lissome body and a shaved clitoris, glowing like a pearl’. (To be the

  ultimate ideal, she should be sixteen.) All these attributes are culled from Roman poets. She should also be buxom, in the old English sense of being obliging both round the

  house and in bed, and sober (Roman gels only drank water), not extravagant or too made-up, with a graceful carriage and able to dance – but not too well.




  The Romans had always been, unlike contemporary sophisticated peoples like the Jews, monogamous. However, divorce was easy and the attendant litigation over marriage settlements, dowries,

  inheritance and custody kept the lawyers rich, happy and popular. The Roman chose his bride for her looks, her consanguinity (she was often a cousin) or her political connections – or for a

  combination of all three. Marriages therefore, especially in politically dominant and Imperial families, were arranged. Nevertheless, or perhaps because of this, they were often happy and endured,

  but not so often discussed as those which were not, and did not.




  The Romans loved gossip. How they would have enjoyed the telephone! Cicero, so different from the ponderous and indignant orator presented by generations of Latin masters, was fascinated by the

  affairs of his sons’ ex-mistresses. When a Roman marriage ‘broke up’, they used the expression, as we do, in a passive sense, as if a bad-tempered wind had picked up the marriage

  vessel and smashed it to the ground. The former partners might behave in a ‘civilized’ way towards each other. The poetess Lucretia, prized by Professor Richlin, remarks that her

  marriage lasted fifteen years and that she was still remarkably fond of her husband. How like an Upper-East-Side New Yorker!




  The husband was not expected to be faithful and there is no reference in Roman literature to ‘cheating on the wife’ nor to the ‘scarlet woman’ stealing his affections. In

  a city packed with prostitutes – and a bored married woman could register as one with the city aediles – there was no need for such carryings-on. Upon

  marriage a Roman was expected to put aside his boy and his concubinus but, if he could afford it, it would be normal for him to employ a – traditionally, pretty – cup-bearer.

  Wives’ comments on this tradition are not recorded.




  Horace vises a young unmarried man, with a bob or two, to seek relief with a prostitute and not with a girl of the same class, in order to avoid affronting the matronae. (‘Do you

  need a gold cup for your thirst?’) He describes the fate of those, forced through lack of means to pursue ‘free’ sex, who are caught in adultery by the master returning

  unexpectedly to his country house. ‘One throws himself headlong from the roof . . . another is beaten with whips to the point of death . . . another gives money for his bodily safety.’

  Not for him, says Horace smugly, the fear of ‘while I’m fucking, the door being broken in, the dog barking and having to beat a retreat barefoot, in an unbuttoned shirt’. It has

  been said of Horace, as of Virgil, that he could not have been in such danger, his inclinations lying elsewhere. (The curious and successful defence by a man found in a married woman’s

  bedroom – that he was looking for a slave boy with whom he was in love – is part of Roman history.)




  The Romans were not infernal sex machines geared to gratifying lust. They did not treat, like upper-class Victorian and Edwardian English gentlemen, the lower class as their brothel. The six

  plays of Terence, who died in 159 BC, have been performed for 2,000 years, and still are by the boys, and I suppose now girls, of Westminster School. They are peopled by

  courtesans, their pimps, eunuchs and maids – Ethiopians being favourite for their fine bones – by the young gentlemen of Athens, loaded with debt and love for a

  ‘music-girl’, their cheeky servants, ancestors of Figaro, and by grumpy papas, whose bark was always worse than their bite, turning up in the last act to sort things

  out. Music was the least of the girls’ accomplishments. They were quite young, the idyllic age of sixteen, and their young men were expected to pay for their lessons. The plays of Terence are

  frothy but full of affection – of brothers and friends for each other, of fathers for their sons, of servants for their masters (and for servants, read slaves) and of a well-born young man

  for a lowly music-girl, the sort which ends in marriage. That the Romans could delight in the mores of Terence shows surely that they would not have approved the cynicism of Les Liaisons

  Dangereuses or the ethic of the blockbuster sex novel, put together off Madison Avenue and powered by the Harold Robbins’ formula of money/power/sex/violence/money/ power . . . From this

  the Romans would have detached sex, for though ‘private’, i.e., sexual, life was very much not a man’s own affair, but was used by anyone who dug up the details for use in

  character assassination in a trial,3 in graffiti, lampoons, letters to friends or loud remarks at a party, public knowledge of it never destroyed (or made) a

  career.




  Exposure of a Roman’s deviant sexual behaviour did not reflect on his ability to govern nor did it automatically terminate a political career, as has occurred to British politicians caught

  kerb-crawling, spanking rent-boys or visiting the basement-flat property of a Chancellor of the Exchequer, controlled by a lady flagellant . . . Indeed Julius Caesar, who was known as a young man to

  have been the toy-boy of an Oriental prince and later to have become a promiscuous ‘bald-pated adulterer’, sung about by his soldiers, went on to be deified. Antony,

  exhibited as a boy for sale in a woman’s toga, the garb of a prostitute, became a triumvir and would have been, had he not lost the Battle of Actium with Cleopatra, the ruler of the

  world.




  For a Roman to be a known homosexual did not affect his social or political progress provided he was circumspect, did not let his desires appear obsessive, did not behave outrageously in public

  – did not, in other words, ‘frighten the horses’. Though the ancient Greek patented meeden agan – nothing to excess – they were notorious for ignoring that

  precept. Diogenes masturbated in public. Phryne, the most powerful courtesan in Athens, accused of orgying at the sacred mysteries of Eleusis, was stripped naked before the Athenian Assembly with

  the words, ‘You who believe that the good are beautiful must believe that the beautiful are good!’ She got off. Alcibiades, the Athenians’ star, died under a shower of their

  arrows. They were bored by his umpteenth betrayal. Excess was in fact the characteristic of the Athenian Empire, which lasted only thirty years; moderation that of the Roman, which lasted for

  centuries.




  Further, a Roman homosexual should not pursue his ultimate sexual goal – anal penetration – with a free-born boy, lest it affect his character. The passive role, reinforcing through

  economic domination the dread and contempt in which it was held, was reserved for slaves. Inevitably the relations between a Roman and his freedmen were made awkward, if they had served him in this

  way in their past.




  Most Romans with leisure and money were bisexual. Of our five Emperors only Claudius was certainly not. Such indifference was unusual. A later Emperor, the goody-goody Marcus Aurelius, was

  considered unreal for not responding to a compliment on the beauty of his male slaves.




  More love poetry was written to and about boys than women or girls. (There is none between male lovers.) Virgil, ‘the supreme poet of the Empire and the Roman

  people’, told in his most passionate and lyrical lines, in the second Eclogue, the sad tale of Corydon and his love for Alexis, a slave boy, designed for buggery as a Porsche is for

  speed – and costing as much. Virgil, so rumour had it, was a homosexual but again this did not diminish his prestige among contemporaries nor the admiration of his Emperor, Augustus.




  The charm of boys as they advanced towards puberty and on to manhood was vigorously celebrated and enjoyed. Unlike today, when enthusiasts have to check them out dangerously and often illegally,

  they were freely on view in the baths of Rome. Men’s eyes would fall easily on a ‘cute pair of balls’. The appearance of a spectacularly well-hung young man or a fortiori a

  boy – the beau ideal – would be greeted with applause. Dragging back could be expensive and there are sad little poems about an erection collapsing when a Roman reflected on the cost of

  further pursuit. Boys were – and were expected to be – petulant, demanding, indifferent and faithless. Serving at table they should play the Ganymede; epicene, tender and flirtatious,

  but later that night the Priapus, ‘stuffing the master’s dinner further down his backside’.4




  Romans did not allow themselves the gooiness of homosexual sentiment. They did not romance about the Theban ‘army of lovers’. They were practical in this matter

  as in every other. Boys were lovely but tricky and finally disposable and replaceable like the succession of poodle puppies required by the lady in Aldous Huxley’s novel Point Counter

  Point. We do not know the extent of loving between men in Rome but we can guess, suspect or (why not) hope. The Dictator Sulla had a satisfactory affair with an actor, synonymous with male

  prostitute, throughout his explosive career. We can be sure that love between men was thought to be a preference, never a perversion.




  In Praise of Older Women would not have sold in Ancient Rome. A nasty niche is reserved in the Roman Chamber of Sexual Horrors for the voracious older woman, rich enough to buy men or

  employ eunuchs, pathics or slaves to satisfy her ‘itching, desiccated cunt’. (That word by the way has a respectable Latin root.) Women were more generally feared than idolized.

  Juvenal’s description in his sixth Satire, the most vitriolic piece of misogyny in the ancient – or, one would have thought, any other – world on the behaviour of a Roman

  wife, is designed to discourage matrimony. If a man wants a chaste wife, says Juvenal, he must be mad, for a woman will try to run his money, friends and slaves, will try to gossip with important

  men, will, if literary, act superior, will take, as lovers, actors, musicians, even eunuchs and pretend to be jealous to conceal her own adultery. If upper-class, she will refuse to have children,

  and if rich, will wear too much make-up. (Fards, then as now, cost a fortune.) Juvenal does comment that good women are boring.




  No Roman wife behaved as badly as Messalina. She consumed lovers recklessly but also had an appetite for anonymous sex, posing as a prostitute in a brothel. When her husband, the Emperor Claudius, was snoring safely in his bed, she sneaked out into the streets wearing the red or yellow wig of a slave and accompanied only by her maid. (A

  nostalgie de la boue was frequently indulged in by high and mighty Romans, to the dismay of their security men.) She would stand naked in the doorway of a room in the brothel, her nipples

  titivated with gold paint, welcoming all until the early hours, when she would creak back to the palace, grimy with lust and dirt. Though spectacularly wicked she was also stupid, and caught in an

  inept plot against the Emperor, having gone through a form of marriage with her lover, she was finally put down.




  Of course, most Roman wives did not have a slave flogged to give them an appetite while they were being dressed for dinner (or while choosing material for a new set of curtains), nor did every

  well-heeled husband abuse his slave boys, and the prurience of the satirists describing this behaviour surely contains a sliver of disapproval. The ancient world might have considered some

  twentieth-century activities, like the purveying of ‘snuff movies’, inhuman, though Romans took an unashamed and guiltless pleasure in the display of cruelty, perhaps not understanding

  how much of their pleasure was sexual.
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  Slavery is as old as mankind, indeed an early sign of human organization. The absence of slavery in the modern First World is a recent phenomenon. Declared illegal by an

  English judge in the seventeenth century, abolished in the United States and Russia in the nineteenth, slavery flourished a hundred years ago in parts of Latin America, notably Brazil (The

  Masters and the Slaves by Gilberto Freyre, published by Knopf in 1956, is one the most remarkable books on any subject).




  Slavery still exists in Arabia, where auctions have been recorded recently, and, by extension, in Eaton Square, London SW1, where indentured Filipino girls are found sobbing in the streets,

  complaining about their attempted rape by the sons of their employers.




  We react to revelations of slavery or of quasi-slavery – child labour in the Far East, for example – with horror, but this reaction is only as old as the existence of the motor car,

  say a hundred years. For the Romans in our period, from the birth of Julius Caesar to the death of Nero, the last of his clan (37BC–AD 68),

  slavery was a mostly unquestioned part of life. The behaviour of human beings towards each other, however inhumane, always has its justificatif. Geneticists from California were invited to

  Germany by the Nazis to justify the concentration camps. The institution of slavery had the most respectable apologists: Aristotle approved, subject to ‘no outrage, no

  familiarity’, limitations which were spectacularly ignored. Euripides, the great humanitarian, ‘could not conceive of its abolition’, a view shared by the Hellenist Jewish

  philosopher Philo. The Stoics considered slavery to be an external accident about which nothing could be done. Hannah Arendt, the existentialist political theorist, explains in The Human

  Condition: ‘The institution of slavery in antiquity . . . was not a device for cheap labour, nor an instrument of exploitation for profit, but rather an attempt to exclude labour from the

  conditions of a man’s life.’




  Put the other way, the ancient world considered some tasks, essential to life, so disagreeable that they could and should not be performed by proper human beings, so slaves were invoked to

  perform them. Therefore slaves cannot be considered as completely human. They were ‘tame animals’, interested only, said Euripides, in filling their stomachs. Under Roman law, because

  slaves do not naturally tell the truth, their evidence in court was only allowed if obtained under torture. When a slave was freed he rejoined his ‘nature’ – i.e., was transmuted

  from a res to a persona.




  Seneca – playwright, philosopher, tutor to Nero – was alone in disapproving of slavery and of the bloodletting of the Games, but then he was a very rare and a very rich man.

  Seneca’s contemporary in Rome, St Paul, with whom fifth-century Christians invented a correspondence, said easily: ‘We are all slaves before God.’ It was not until the reign of

  Trajan, nearly fifty years later, that the institution was thought to be ‘unnatural’, and not until the Emperors Antoninus Pius and Claudius Aurelius that a slave could complain of

  ill-treatment and that the power of life and death was removed from the masters.




  A Roman of senatorial rank could be a soldier, an administrator or an advocate (unpaid) but never a businessman in a regular way, though speculation was, strangely,

  considered OK. The poorer Roman citizen, the plebeian, who had only his vote to sell, would never sell his labour. So all the work, physical and mental, was performed by slaves. They were

  doctors, secretaries, book-keepers, major-domos. Both sides used slaves as soldiers in the Civil Wars, Emperor Augustus as Imperial Guardsmen. Gladiators and actors almost had to be slaves, which

  explains the downfall of the Emperors Caligula and Nero, whose performance in these roles, though they delighted the plebs, engendered the fatal distaste of the Roman upper classes. The first was

  murdered by young nobs and the second outlawed by senatorial decree.




  A man born into this world was weaned, coddled, taught, fed, entertained and indeed often loved by a variety of slaves from the cradle to the grave. Long-serving slaves were manumitted on his

  deathbed – Seneca’s was the classical example – and the rest were left as part of his estate. Slaves in Rome were completely inside society and indeed often, if a play on words is

  permissible, inside their owners. By the end of our period few families in Rome were not laced with slave blood, which may have diminished Roman severitas but also made Romans more tolerant.

  Rich people bought handsome slaves of all sexes for pleasure and display just as randy duchesses in the eighteenth century relished a well-turned calf in a footman or a groom both for public

  contemplation and for private enjoyment. Marcus Aurelius, listing the austere attitudes of indifference to sensual pleasures of his adoptive father, Antoninus Pius – a remarkable pair of pure

  Emperors – adds that he did not notice ‘the beauty of his slaves’.
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