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The world has been full of dangerous people living through dangerous times. It’s not always the dangerous people to blame …




‘The world is a dangerous place to live; not because of the people who are evil, but because of the people who don’t do anything about it.’


Albert Einstein (1879–1955), German-born physicist





Einstein may have had the Roman people in mind when he said that.


– THE VICTIM –




‘Murder breathed her bloody steam’


Lord Byron (1788–1824), English poet, on looking around the ruins of the Coliseum





The story of Vibia Perpetua and her friends is not a pretty one. She was one of the victims of Roman persecution.


Yes, Roman … the citizens who had the effrontery to call the rest of the world ‘barbarian’.


Perpetua, a well-off North African woman, declared herself a Christian around AD 203. Her husband refused to be associated with a Christian so he abandoned her with her baby. It was a wise move.


The Roman emperor, Septimius Severus, had decreed that Christians must renounce their faith and burn a pinch of incense to the emperor as god. Perpetua refused. She and her slave Felictas were condemned to die in an arena along with two other Christians.


Her father begged Perpetua to reconsider – she was bringing so much disgrace on him. ‘Don’t get eaten alive. It’ll show your old Dad up something rotten,’ was the message.*


The four Christians were led to the arena where the crowds waited in feverish anticipation of a bloodbath. They got one.


Perpetua went along with ‘shining face and calm step’ – an enthusiastic martyr. Roman governor Hilarianus jeered at them. The Christians retaliated by telling him: ‘You may judge us, but God will judge you and this city.’ The words ‘red rag’ and ‘bull’ spring to mind … quite appropriately as it happens.


The furious crowd insisted the martyrs be whipped to prolong the agony of the occasion. The Christians were happy because they would be suffering the same way that Jesus had.


The women were forced to dress in the robes of the priestesses of Ceres, a pagan goddess. Oddly that enraged Perpetua more than anything and she struggled so hard they gave up trying to dress her. Perpetua then began to sing a psalm.


For the young women, Hilarianus had prepared a mad, horned cow. So they were stripped naked and brought out into the arena. Even the crowd was horrified when they saw that, so the women were dressed in tunics.


First the cow tossed Perpetua and she fell on her back. Then sitting up she pulled down the tunic that was ripped along the side so that it covered her thighs. Next she asked for a pin to fasten her untidy hair: for it was not right that a martyr should die with her hair in disorder. If you were facing a wild cow would your last request be, ‘Pass the hair gel’?


The report goes on to say that Perpetua ‘seemed in a trance’. She asked ‘When are we to be tossed?’ and had to be shown the marks on her own body to convince her she’d already been through round one.


A second attack left her dying and she was thrown into a corner where it was customary for gladiators to cut the throats of the victims to make quite sure they were dead. But the Romans weren’t happy with that in her case. They demanded that she be dragged to the centre of the arena so they could have a better view.


The young gladiator charged with the job was a bit nervous … all those people watching gave him a touch of stage fright. He missed Perpetua’s throat and stuck the knife into her neck. Perpetua cried out in pain, took the blade and guided it to her throat.* At last her ordeal was over.


– THE SPECTATORS –




‘The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.’


Edmund Burke (1729–97), Irish statesman and author





The civilized Romans had had their pleasure. Throughout history there have been blood-soaked cultures. The Aztecs ripped out beating hearts, for example. But they wanted to appease their demanding gods.


Even the Victorian British enjoyed a good public hanging. But they felt they were watching justice being executed.* They would argue the death set a moral example.


The French Revolution wanted rid of the aristos but used Dr Guillotin’s chopping machine to make the deaths painless. The French turned out in their thousands to watch the spectacle but it didn’t really qualify as a blood sport.


The Romans, on the other hand, built 50,000-seat arenas to watch the slaughter of humans. Not many were like Perpetua and went willingly to their deaths. Most went in terror. The Romans devised new and ingenious ways to prolong the suffering and extend their ‘pleasure’. Killing humans was a spectator sport. And they called the rest of the world ‘barbarians’.†


But of course the Romans wrote a lot of the history books and emphasized the glory that was Rome. To balance the books maybe we should look at exactly what it was like to live in the dangerous days of the Roman Empire. And exactly what it was like to die there.


Perpetua was confused after the first attack. What happened to her body? Dr Peter Fox MB, ChB, FRCGP, DrCOG* can tell us.




DANGEROUS DAYS DEATH I
ANIMAL ATTACK


The Mechanism of injury from a cow/bull tossing would be:


1. blunt injury to body – hit by heavy object


2. penetrating injury to body (if it has horns or kicked, breaking skin)


Shock clinically is about the effects of the body to compensate after circulatory blood loss, an overwhelming infection, heart attack or severe allergic reactions. As opposed to just being ‘shocked’ by your first bank statement after Christmas.


In this case Ms Perpetua probably has internal bleeding from the blunt trauma, as well as possible external blood loss from penetrating injuries. This would result in a drop in her blood pressure, less blood to brain, becoming drowsy and confused.


But NOT the loss of memory of events. For this I would expect her to have a head injury, either from being hit by the large bovine or from being tossed in the air and landing on her head (neither good). This would give her concussion, which would more likely explain the loss of memory of the recent events, the trance like state etc.


Under NICE guidelines she would go to hospital at this point, to undergo a period of observation and probably a brain scan as well. But in her situation then, even if brain scans had been available, the intention was not to treat her. Roman triage advice would be to avoid the bovine for as long as possible, take some paracetamol for the pains (if available) and give the crowd a good show!


Dr Peter Fox
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*   Fathers everywhere will identify with the problem of children who show them up.


*   This sounds unlikely. Remember the report was written by someone trying to glorify Perpetua as a martyr. Just because someone ‘said’ something happened doesn’t mean it ‘did’ happen.


*   No pun intended … or if it was it’s not a very good one.


†   The Romans borrowed a Greek word as a blanket term to describe their enemies: barbarians. (Because to Greek ears all foreign languages sounded like the bleating of sheep – ‘baa-baa’.) But the Romans were just as much the black sheep of the world as their enemies.


*   Between you and me I thought Dr Peter made that last one up, but I checked and it means ‘Diploma of the Royal College of Obstetrics and Gynaecology’. Now we know.
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‘History is a pack of lies about events that never happened told by people who weren’t there.’


George Santayana (1863–1952), Spanish philosopher and writer





The Romans once had kings. They were ‘elected’ kings, their role was more that of high priest, and generally they did a good job in helping raise Rome from a little city state to being an expanding menace to the whole region.


Lucius Tarquinius Superbus was the seventh king – unlucky seven (a.k.a. Tarquin the Arrogant … there’s a clue in the name to the troubles ahead). He and his wife Tullia were so ruthless the Romans showed them the door and decided to run themselves as a Republic.*


After 500 Republican years, their most powerful leader, Julius Caesar, was murdered on the dangerous ides of March, 44 BC. The main reason was that Caesar had been dropping strong hints he’d like to be king.† But that’s another story for another day.




‘Infamy! Infamy! They’ve all got it in-for-me!’


Kenneth Williams (1926–88) as Julius Caesar in Carry on Cleo





Curiously the death of Caesar led to the death of the Roman Republic. The common people were outraged that their hero was murdered by a bunch of assassinating aristocrats. A Republic was as flawed a system as the old monarchy. Let’s have a new dictator. Who? Caesar’s friend Mark Antony? A bit unreliable. So who better than Caesar’s grand-nephew and heir, Octavian.




Did you know … Mark Antony


Mark Antony was beset by scandal. He attended a meeting in the forum and vomited because of a hangover. Tasteless. But was he really depraved?


Gossip spread of a wild Roman party at which a senior officer stripped naked, painted himself blue and mimed swimming on the floor wearing a fish tail. He was role playing the sea god. The gossips didn’t specify where he stuck the fish tail.


Depraved? Or a typical Saturday night out in Manchester?





– AUGUSTUS (63 BC–AD 14) –


How do you get to rule the world?


First make friends with your biggest rival … until you are ready to smash him. Octavian made friends with dead Caesar’s ally, Mark Antony, and shared the Roman Empire with him. When Mark Antony started his scandalous affair with Cleopatra, Queen of Egypt, and neglected his duties, Octavian went to war and defeated him.


How did Octavian get the Romans to support him? If you have imperial ambitions then you need to remember the Chinese military strategist, Sun Bin’s, factor for certain victory:




‘The one who gets uniform support from his soldiers will win.’


Sun Bin (died 316 BC), Chinese military strategist





How to be an emperor










	•


	Play dirty. Octavian got word that Mark Antony had left his will in the keeping of the Vestal Virgins in the temple. Octavian seized the will and read it to the Senate. Antony’s will said he left Caesar’s legacy to Caesarion – the son of Caesar and Cleopatra. The Romans were outraged to think their inheritance was going to the Egyptians. They backed Octavian against Antony. Would you have read your opponent’s private correspondence in public? Yes, if you want to rule the world. As China’s other great strategist, Sun Tzu, said, ‘All is fair in love and war.’







	•


	Delegate. Octavian was no great general but he surrounded himself with competent generals – in this case Agrippa. You don’t have to be the best at everything if you can hire the best. And Octavian had a peculiar (or convenient) habit of falling violently ill when danger threatened. At the sea battle of Actium, 31 BC, Octavian’s admiral Agrippa out-manoeuvred Antony’s big ships.* Antony and Cleopatra ran away and died rather than face capture.







	•


	Be Wealthy. The big bonus of defeating Antony and Cleopatra was that he pocketed the wealth of Egypt and took over his enemy’s army. Octavian now had around 60 legions and scattered the veterans around the Empire to colonize it … regardless of what the natives in the provinces wanted.







	•


	Be ruthless. When Octavian defeated Brutus he had his head sent to Rome. To commemorate the first anniversary of Caesar’s murder he had 300 nobles executed. Octavian had been Julius Caesar’s adopted son. Caesarion had been Caesar’s biological son with Cleopatra. Octavian didn’t need that sort of competition any more than Richard III needed the Princes in the Tower. Octavian had 17-year-old Caesarion executed in Alexandria, following the advice of his teacher, Arius Didymus, who said ‘Too many Caesars is not good’. A deadly variation on the ‘too many cooks’ advice.










Deadly shots


We think of broadsides as an invention from the era of Spanish galleons. But the Roman navies had catapults firing stone balls that could (and did) decapitate enemy sailors.





The Romans loved success and Octavian was the embodiment of their ‘god’ who had been Julius Caesar. The power of the people had made Octavian an emperor and he took the name ‘Augustus’.


The people that hated kings had an emperor. A lot of Romans would live to regret it – a lot would die regretting it.
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The Vestal Virgins


 










	 


	Who were these women who were so careless with wills?







	1


	They were the priestesses of Vesta – goddess of the hearth – who defended the city.







	2


	Their duty was to tend the sacred fire and make sure it never went out. There were six of them at any one time with a dozen novices in training.







	3


	The novices joined from the age of six and took a vow of celibacy for thirty years.







	4


	A Vestal Virgin who let the fire go out would be whipped.







	5


	Marrying a retired Vestal not only brought you luck but a very nice state pension too.







	6


	Any Roman could go to the temple and get a light for their domestic fire.*







	7


	A condemned person who saw a Vestal on his/her way to the execution would be automatically pardoned.







	8


	Vestal Virgins were daughters of the city – Roman men were sons of the city. So to have sex with a vestal was incest as well as treason. The punishment for a violated Vestal was to be buried alive in a cave. To add to your torment you’d be left with a little food and water. Nasty.







	9


	The unlucky man who was caught seducing a Vestal Virgin would be whipped to death.







	10


	The coming of Christianity led to the disbanding of the Vestals and the extinguishing of the flame in AD 394. Did Rome fall as a result? Rome fell within 20 years. Draw your own conclusions.
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The good …
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	Augustus improved Rome’s infrastructure with aqueducts to bring in fresh water and the mighty sewer the Cloaca Maxima … so mighty it even had its own goddess of sewers, Cloacina. Admiral Agrippa’s greatest boat trip was to sail through the sewers to check that they were clean. From time to time, the sewers did get blocked and the forum was flooded with sewage. The posh had to hitch up their togas and paddle through poo. The outlet was into the Tiber and fish fed on the waste; they were then caught and eaten by the Romans. Tasty.
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	Augustus also pleased the poor (or ‘appeased’ the poor if you prefer) with generous doles of bread and shows – gladiator combats, athletics, sports and theatre. This pacifying of the mob came to be known as ‘bread and circuses’. It’s as if your government started giving away free televisions and chips. The down side is those circuses became the most cruel and violent ‘games’ in history.








The bad …
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	Augustus named his step-son successor – making a top job hereditary is not the Republican thing to do.* The best men no longer got the highest job. Instead it went to men who were temperamentally unsuited to rule over picnic arrangements in a sandwich shop. Augustus’s other mistake was to live too long.† His preferred successors dropped off their perches before he did. His eventual successor, Tiberius, was a soldier not a politician. If you were being kind you’d call Tiberius ‘misunderstood’.







	[image: images]


	In 18 BC Augustus set out to clean up the Roman morals … and went in for an early form of genetic engineering, encouraging the upper classes to breed. Three children got a man preferment in public office – refusal to marry had you debarred from your inheritance. Adultery was punished harshly. When his grand-daughter Julia had a baby to someone other than her husband, Augustus saw to it that the baby was killed. His own great-grandson.










Emperor spotting


Augustus was 5 foot 7 inches (1.7 metres) tall but wore stacked heels to appear taller. Suetonius wrote …


‘His teeth were small, few and decayed, his hair yellowish and rather curly. His eyebrows met above the Roman nose and his eyes were clear and bright. His complexion was between dark and fair. He had seven birthmarks on his chest and stomach in the pattern of the Great Bear constellation. He dressed untidily and favoured a broad-brimmed hat against glare of the sun.’


He softened the hairs on his legs by singeing them with red-hot walnut shells.





And the mad …
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	Augustus was a bad loser. Three Roman legions were wiped out in Germany thanks to the incompetent leadership of Varus – a relative by marriage. For months the emperor refused to wash or shave and wandered the palace banging his head against pillars while chanting, ‘Varus, bring me back my legions.’*
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	Augustus was capable of irrational behaviour which could be defined as ‘mad’. For example he divorced his second wife for nagging him … what sort of man would do that? Augustus wore an amulet of seal skin in the belief it protected him against his biggest fear – lightning. A slave was struck while carrying Augustus in a litter.† There is a report that a Roman official approached Augustus with writing tablets hidden under his toga. The emperor was convinced it was a sword, had the man taken away and tortured. Then he personally tore the man’s eyes out with his bare hands before sentencing him to death. The version Augustus gave was, ‘The man attacked me!’ He was sentenced to death, but this noble emperor spared his life and sent him into exile … where he was never heard of again. A generous and forgiving emperor … if you believe him.








 










	BRIEF TIMELINE







	27 BC


	Octavius pronounced Imperator Caesar Augustus. the republic is dead in all but name.







	22 BC


	An assassination plot by senators. It reminds 41-yearold Augustus he needs to plan his succession. He persuades faithful general Agrippa to marry his daughter, Julia, and become heir. Faithless failure Agrippa dies in 12 BC. So thoughtless.







	9 BC


	Augustus’s step-son Drusus has been named heir but he falls off his horse and dies.* They are dropping like flies in a Flit factory.







	6 BC


	(probably) A baby born in Bethlehem called Jesus. Despite the efforts of the Roman client-king Herod to kill him the baby will survive 33 years and bring Rome a lot of headaches.







	2 BC


	Augustus’s daughter – an orgy-loving lass – may have been part of a plot to overthrow her father. Her sons (Gaius and Lucius) were his heirs. Wicked woman packed off in exile.







	AD 4


	Grandson Gaius dies – murdered by stepmother, Livia, they say. Tiberius, the new heir, is recalled to rome from a ten-year sulk on Rhodes. He needs to learn the business.







	AD 9


	Following the defeat in Germany Augustus becomes increasingly withdrawn from public life as Tiberius assumes more duties.







	AD 14


	As Augustus travels from Rome to Naples he falls ill.* He dies, aged 75, in the same room where his father had died. How weird is that?








As Augustus lay dying he turned to his friends and asked …




‘Have I played my part in the farce of life well enough? Then send me from the stage with your applause.’





His friends probably agreed he was as farcical as they come and gave him a good clap. We do tend to say nice things to people when we know they are dying. Augustus, for all his little quirks (like murdering babies) was a top emperor. And, after reaching the top, it is usually downhill all the way.


– TIBERIUS (42 BC–AD 37) –




‘People who make history know nothing about history. You can see that in the sort of history they make.’


Gilbert Keith Chesterton (1874–1936), British writer, critic





The next bunch of emperors were probably the best models of the old adage created by Lord Acton. He wrote (with the wisdom of hindsight) …




‘Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. Great men are almost always bad men.’


Lord Acton (1834–1902), British historian





Many people have heard the first part of that quote. Most haven’t heard the interesting second part.* Lord Acton may have been thinking of the emperors of Rome when he wrote that – though he ought to have widened it to include ‘men and women’. And maybe he ought to have included ‘mad’ as well as bad.


Because you’d struggle to find a more deranged class of human than the Roman emperors. Who were they and what did they do that was so bad/mad?


I’m glad you asked …




‘Give the historians something to write about.’


Sextus Propertius (c. 45–15 BC), Roman poet





Tiberius was 56 when he became emperor at a time when 50 was a ripe old age. But he lived to 77 so had a fair chance to leave his footprints on the sands of time.


It has been suggested that Tiberius was left at the front of the queue to succeed Augustus because his old mum, Livia, had ensured all the other heirs were bereft of life.


Tiberius was a notable warrior, but he was not cut out to be a politician. He was also the grumpiest old man since God sent Noah’s Flood. He was a man who is quoted as saying …




‘I don’t care if they hate me so long as they respect me.’





He is the man who should have said …




‘Start every day off with a smile and get it over with.’


W.C. Fields (1880–1946), American actor





He was Augustus’s step-son and married Augustus’s step-daughter, Julia the Elder, to cement his hereditary rights. In effect he married his step-sister. Augustus had adopted him so he was the son of Augustus as well as his step-son. His step-father and father then became his father-in-law and his step-father-in-law. (Hope you are keeping up at the back there?)




Latin laugh


When Augustus died in AD 14 the legions in Germany revolted over poor pay and harsh conditions before Tiberius could get his feet under the imperial table. Germanicus was sent to quell the revolt, which he did by murdering some of the more brutal centurions … par for the course. The soldiers liked this and urged Germanicus to seize the throne for himself. He refused – the men insisted. He refused again … dramatically. He drew his sword, held it to his breast and said, ‘I’d rather die – is that what you want?’ A soldier was unimpressed by this drama-queen act; he drew his own weapon and said, ‘Try my sword, sir, it’s sharper.’





Tiberius tried to devolve power to the senate like in the good old days of the Republic. But the senators either didn’t want it or were used to being told what to do. They didn’t trust him or like him. He simply wasn’t a people-person the way Augustus had been.


Disillusioned, Tiberius exiled himself from Rome (in AD 26) and left Rome in the hands of his ruthless general Sejanus. Sejanus took the elite Praetorian Guard from around the Empire and concentrated them in Rome. They were his private army and he began to eliminate his enemies – without keeping Tiberius fully informed of course.


When Sejanus finally overreached himself (in AD 31) Tiberius sent him a letter. Sejanus began to read it, smugly. Halfway through he realized he was reading his own death warrant. He was executed the same day.


Tiberius’s revenge on everyone associated with Sejanus was pitiless. Historian Tacitus described it …




‘Tiberius ordered the death of all who were lying in prison. There lay, alone or in heaps, countless dead, of every age and sex, the great with the humble. Relatives and friends were not allowed close to them, to weep over them, or even to look at them too long. Spies were set to take note of the sorrow of each mourner and followed the rotting corpses, till they were dragged to the Tiber, where, floating or driven on the bank, no one dared to take them for cremation or even touch them.’*


Tacitus (AD 56–117), Roman historian





So what was wrong with Tiberius? A competent general who helped expand and secure the Empire. But what was he like as a human being? Pliny the Elder called Tiberius ‘the gloomiest of men’.


The good …
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	The Roman provinces did well under Tiberius. He knew a good governor when he saw one and let him get on with his job. That stopped fresh blood rising through the ranks, but at least there was a bit of stability in the provinces.
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	Tiberius had a reputation for being tight-fisted yet when Rome hit an economic depression in 33 the emperor loaned 100 million sesterces to the treasury to stimulate money circulation. You could say he invented what we now call ‘quantitative easing’, 2,000 years ahead of his time.
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	Tiberius left Rome to self-imposed exile on Capri but still attended to the business of government – he didn’t ‘abandon’ Rome. The trouble is Tiberius was only informed of the business Sejanus chose to dispatch to Capri. And Sejanus had his own agenda. Why did Tiberius trust Sejanus, a man so twisted he could hide behind a corkscrew? Because in their early days Sejanus threw himself between a rockfall and the emperor. He saved Tiberius’s life.










Emperor Spotting


Tiberius was tall, heavy and strong. It was said he could punch a finger through an apple – or the skull of a boy. He walked with a slight stoop. His hair was auburn and hung below his collar. He was good-looking with large eyes and had a ‘fresh’ complexion. This was marred from time to time with pimples. So of all the emperors he’s easiest to spot.





The bad …
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	Tiberius was fond of little boys and liked to swim with slave boys in his baths. He called them minnows and the swimming involved sex games. He was also a voyeur and ordered threesomes to perform for him. The scandal-mongers suggested the emperor was into goats, donkeys and camels – some might ask, ‘How do you hump a camel?’










‘A farmhand was caught in the act with his cow. He said he had bad eyesight and thought it was his wife.’


Spike Milligan (1918–2002), Anglo-Irish comedian













	[image: images]


	There was a punishment for any man caught going to the toilet while carrying a coin with the emperor’s head on, a law against kissing, and a Grinch-like law to ban the giving of gifts at New Year. Disobedience to Tiberius was often punished by having legs broken.








And the mad …
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	Tiberius was notorious for his cruelty. He might make a man drink lots of wine … then have the end of the victim’s penis tied up. And talking about penises (well you started it) Tiberius passed a law which banned men over 60 from legally begetting a baby.
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	There is a story that a poor fisherman on Capri caught a mullet and a crab and decided to give the huge mullet to the emperor as a gift. But Tiberius was in ‘do-not-disturb’ mode and was furious. He ordered that the smelly fisherman be scrubbed clean with the sandpaper scales of the fish. As the red-raw peasant staggered to the door he whined, ‘Just as well I didn’t bring the large crab I caught this morning.’ Tiberius said, ‘Go to this man’s house and fetch the crab.’








 










	BRIEF TIMELINE







	AD 20


	Over in Roman Syria the top Roman general (and heir to the throne) Germanicus is dead. He is the nephew of Emperor Tiberius and his popularity makes him a contender for the imperial throne. Germanicus’s widow, Agrippina, thinks Emperor Tiberius has instigated the death. Poison is suspected. But the alleged poisoner commits suicide by slitting his own throat before giving evidence against Tiberius. Convenient.







	AD 23


	The commander of the Praetorian Guard (and the emperor’s right-hand man) is Sejanus. He is becoming the most powerful man in Rome. But imperial heir Drusus doesn’t like Sejanus – he punches Sejanus in the face. Mistake. Drusus is poisoned.*







	AD 27


	Tiberius sends himself into exile on Capri, and never returns.† Who steps in? Sejanus of course. Plots and poisons are working well.







	AD 29


	Agrippina is banished by Sejanus. She will starve herself to death in AD 33. Her sons, heirs to the throne, will die after accusations from Sejanus. Sejanus points the finger, Emperor Tiberius nods the head for the execution. Heir we go again.







	AD 30


	In a sideshow in Jerusalem a man called Jesus is charged with plotting to overthrow Rome. The roman governor, Pontius Pilate, allows him to be executed on a cross. His martyr’s death will come back to haunt Rome. Pilate error.







	AD 31


	Now Sejanus is overthrown. The Senate condemned him to death by strangling – his three unfortunate children will follow.‡ His body is thrown onto the Gemonian stairs, for the mob to tear to pieces. Live by the sword, old boy …







	AD 37


	Tiberius dies. Messily. His death was announced, the crowds rejoiced … only for servants to hear the emperor call for food. Curses. Embarrassing. Heir Caligula smothers him ‘under a huge heap of clothes’. Cheers.*








This ‘keeping it in the family’ certainly caused the problem of unsuitable men on the imperial throne. Tiberius was great-uncle of Caligula, uncle of Claudius, and greatgreat-uncle of Nero … bringing the worst of both Acton’s worlds to bear on poor Rome. They were ‘bad men’ without being ‘great men’. And they didn’t come much badder than Caligula …




Did you know … potted poet


Tiberius is said to have feasted for two whole days and the night in between. When a poet called Tiberius ‘fat’ the emperor had him thrown off a cliff to his death. His enemies said that Tiberius liked wine … but that he liked blood even more.





Tiberius, like Augustus, was afraid of being struck by lightning. Roman Historian Suetonius said …




‘Whenever the sky was stormy he was never seen without a laurel wreath, since they say the laurel is never struck by lightning.’


Suetonius (AD 69–c. 122), Roman historian





– CALIGULA (AD 12– 41) –




‘Rome is a city of necks just waiting for me to chop.’


Emperor Caligula





Caligula’s father was Germanicus … the heir who had been poisoned. If Tiberius had prompted the poisoner then Caligula had his family’s revenge by smothering Tiberius at the end … maybe. He later boasted that he had taken a dagger to the room where Tiberius slept, intent on murdering the emperor, but threw it to the floor unused.


Germanicus had taken his son on campaigns and had a little uniform made for him including hobnailed boots – caligae. The nick-name ‘Caligula’ or ‘Little Boots’ stuck like blood. And the new emperor would see plenty of that.


Little Boots appointed his uncle Claudius to be a consul. This was a man who’d been largely ignored in the persecutions because of his disabilities – his stammer, his lameness and his tendency to drool.


Caligula married Messalina, whose mother and father were both descended from the God, Augustus.


Everything in the garden looked rosy. Then Caligula fell seriously ill in AD 37. When he recovered he was a changed man – changed for the worse. The Roman historians don’t go into detail – in fact information about Caligula is a little thin. But what has survived paints an ugly picture and is almost certainly not an accurate portrait – a bit like a Picasso painting.*


By AD 39 the emperor began to quarrel with the senate. He had started his reign by abolishing the treason trials, now he reintroduced them. Some senators were put to death, others were humiliated by being made to serve Caligula or run alongside his chariot.




Did you know …


Caligula is said to have enjoyed drinking pearls dissolved in vinegar and to have served his guests with loaves and meats made out of gold.


To entertain his guests Caligula had criminals beheaded in the dining room as they feasted (and some people still like a nice chop for dinner).





 


He then alienated the people with his cruelty. There was one ‘games’ event where criminals were set to be eaten by wild animals. The crowds flocked in but they soon ran out of criminals. Caligula ordered a whole section of the crowd to be thrown to the slaughter instead. His excuse was he was bored.


His fatal mistake was to make fun of a Praetorian centurion called Cassius Chaerea. Caligula had mocked the centurion’s squeaky voice and called him effeminate. Cassius Chaerea probably owed his voice to a wound in the genitals while fighting for Caligula’s father, Germanicus. Caligula jeered at the man calling him ‘Venus’ – slang for a eunuch – or ‘priapus’ (an erection).


Cassius, with the support of many senators and some of the Praetorian Guard, murdered Caligula at the Palatine games in AD 41. The centurion stabbed Caligula, appropriately enough, in the genitals. Revenge can never have been so sweet. The Praetorians didn’t all support the plot and Cassius was arrested. He was one of the few to be executed in the aftermath – killed with the same sword he’d used on Caligula. That was his last request.*


Fellow conspirators synchronized sundials and murdered the emperor’s wife and daughter at the same time. The baby had its head smashed against a wall. Caligula’s end was as farcical as it could be – stabbed 30 times. His guards attacked and killed a few of the assassins, but managed to kill perfectly innocent senators at the same time.


The Praetorian Guard then sought out stammering, drooling Claudius to take the throne. Claudius (legend says) was found hiding behind a curtain in the palace, quite convinced they had come to assassinate him too.




Did you know … small print


Caligula invented ‘small print’. He passed tax laws without telling anyone so taxpayers were ignorant of them and he could impose punitive fines. When there were protests the historian says, ‘Caligula finally had a notice posted, in an awkward spot in tiny letters to make it hard to copy.’


Our financial institutions wouldn’t try a stunt like that nowadays. Perish the thought.





The good …
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	Caligula was popular at first – the crowd acclaimed him as ‘Our Baby’ and ‘Our Star’. After all, he was following a reign of terror; he was loved because he wasn’t Tiberius. He also set out to make himself popular – he gave a bonus to the elite Praetorian Guard to buy their loyalty. (Ironic, as we have seen.) He handed more power to the senate and gave the people the games and shows of blood they craved like Dracula. (The animals were expensive to feed until the days of the games. No problem. They were fed with the flesh of criminals.) He banned sexual perverts from Rome and had to be restrained from having them drowned.*
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	Caligula introduced ‘Freedom of Information’ rules when he made public finances open for inspection. He helped people who lost property in Rome’s many fires and promoted new freedmen to the ruling classes. His new aqueducts were a marvel and he built a temple, a theatre and a racetrack for the people – as well as extending the palace for himself.










Latin laugh


At a sacrifice ceremony Caligula was handed a hammer. It was his ceremonial role to stun the animal that was about to have its throat cut. Very humane. Caligula’s little joke was to whack the priest over the head with the hammer instead.





The bad …
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	One of Caligula’s first acts following his illness was to eliminate his cousin, Gemellus, a man he saw as a threat.* The emperor’s cousin was followed by his father-in-law Marcus Junius Silanus and his brotherin-law Marcus Lepidus. Uncle Claudius was only spared because his disabilities made him funny to have around. Even Caligula’s greatest supporter, Macro, was helped to commit suicide. Macro, the man who had probably helped Caligula finish off Tiberius. Macro, the man who turned a blind eye when Caligula had an affair with his wife Eunia. There’s gratitude for you. Macro and Eunia committed suicide. Caligula could make his feasts more fun by having someone tortured as he ate. At one dinner he brought in a slave who had stolen a strip of silver from a couch; executioners lopped off the man’s hands, tied them round his neck and took him for a tour of the tables, with a sign showing what he had done to deserve it. He made parents go along to watch their children being executed.
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	The emperor was generous with gifts to the public at the gladiatorial games he provided. Of course it wasn’t his money and the treasury was soon empty. Never mind, by falsely accusing a few rich people he could have them fined or executed and seize their wealth. He had his sister Agrippina exiled then sold her jewels, furniture and slaves to fill his empty treasure chests. It worked so well he started to auction the contents of his old palace. He introduced new money-making taxes; there was a tax on marriage and a tax on prostitution … a her-charge surcharge? He would auction the lives of gladiators at the shows: ‘You want your favourite fighter to live? Then pay up.’ Centurions who had won riches from plunder were forced to hand it over to the state.










Incitatus


Caligula’s horse, Incitatus (Swift), is famous because Caligula was said to have made him a consul. Consuls were the main men in the Empire – Incitatus would be the mane man. The story is unlikely. But it is likely that Inci was one pampered pony. A report said, ‘Caligula would send out soldiers the day before the Games to order the neighbourhood to be silent, so that his horse Incitatus was not disturbed by noise. This horse had a marble stall and ivory manger, blankets of royal purple and a gem-studded collar. He had his own house and furniture, and a full team of slaves.’





And the mad …
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	Caligula had been told by a soothsayer that he had ‘no more chance of becoming emperor than of riding a horse across the Bay of Baiae’. So in a fit of pique he had a floating bridge built across the bay using boats as pontoons. That’s over three miles. He then rode Incitatus across the bay while wearing the breastplate of Alexander the Great – he had robbed Alex’s grave to get it. No doubt it gave him great satisfaction to thumb his nose to the soothsayer. But those boats should have been carrying grain to feed the hungry Romans. When the supply was interrupted, there was a famine in Rome. All so Caligula could say ‘Nurr, nurr’ to a fortune-teller.










Spot that emperor


Caligula was tall with an unusually large and hairy body. His scalp was almost hairless. He was a bit touchy about that hairy body so saying the word ‘goat’ in front of him would probably get you executed. He had a pasty complexion and a scrawny neck, sunken eyes and temples.
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	Caligula decided he was a living god. He began dressing as gods from Roman mythology. Hercules, Mercury and Apollo we can understand. But Venus? A little odd? In public documents he had himself referred to as Jupiter and had the heads chipped off statues of gods to be replaced with heads in his own image. He forbade people to look at him directly, though this may have had something to do with being sensitive about his incipient baldness.* Among the many depravities he was accused of, he was said to enjoy watching his victims being tortured. Imaginative punishments included covering the victim with honey and feeding them to a swarm of wasps …










… and the not-so-mad (maybe)


There is a story that Caligula marched to the north coast of Gaul to prepare for an invasion of Britain. When he reached the shore he ordered his men to collect seashells. Mad?


Or something lost in translation. ‘Musculi’ means seashells but it also meant military siege equipment. Was Caligula ordering his men to gather up the siege engines in preparation for a return to Rome where he feared there were plots against himself?













	BRIEF TIMELINE







	AD 37


	Tiberius dies and the senate quickly disinherits one heir Gemellus in favour of the other, Caligula. Caligula then adopts Gemellus. Cousinly love. nine months later he will have Gemellus executed. Cousinly caution.
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