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To all the con artists and their marks, throughout history, who have kept the human enterprise going















PREFACE



The human condition has always eluded accurate description. At the extremes, people may be monsters or saints. They may be miserly or munificent. Decorous or crude. Brilliant or dumb. But while these wilder manifestations of human behavior tend to be the ones that grab our attention, most of the time we find ourselves somewhere in the middle of any behavioral spectrum you might want to consider.


It is mostly in this gray, ambiguous area of human experience that charlatanism, fraud, and fakery have flourished, doubtless ever since Homo sapiens emerged in its modern form around a hundred thousand years ago. In many ways, what has happened over the ages in this vast, equivocal middle ground of human experience tells us a lot more about our predecessors’—and our own—lives than many of the grander events we usually think of as history do; and certainly, no account of our historical soap opera is complete that does not consider this aspect of the human condition.


The tendency that has made this vast swamp of morally dubious incidents possible is pretty familiar and straightforward. No con artist is unaware of how credulous his fellow citizens tend to be, even—or perhaps especially—those who think themselves most highly sophisticated. And every trickster is acutely conscious of the seemingly universal penchant for believing what one wants to hear. Either of these basic human proclivities opens the door for the unscrupulous to exploit their less cynical peers.
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In 1165, the Byzantine emperor Manuel Comnenus received a letter from an unknown Christian king, Prester John, whose lands allegedly extended beyond India to the Tower of Babel. Pope Alexander III then sent envoys east, hoping that Prester John would come to the aid of Crusaders in Jerusalem besieged by Muslim armies. Prester John’s mythical kingdom, as seen on this 1564 map, became the object of a quest that fired the imaginations of generations of adventurers, but has always remained out of reach.








In contrast, the motivations that have fueled the consequent entrenchment of misrepresentation, fakery, and demagoguery in common human experience are a little more complex; and they are as varied as the species Homo sapiens itself. The reason for taking advantage of the innocence, avarice, or preconceptions of others is most commonly simple greed, but malice and personal animosity are also frequent driving forces, as are sheer impishness, the desire for power or influence, a wish to “show the experts,” or even the pathetic need to simply be recognized for something.


Still, wherever the incentive may come from in any particular case, the dynamic that makes fraud possible is evidently baked hard into that frustratingly elusive human condition. As long as there are people and language there will be frauds and lies, con artists and suckers, the credulous and their gleeful exploiters.


If both human unwariness and the desire to take advantage of it are—and always have been—irredeemably part of the human psyche, then the consequent hoaxes, frauds, and fallacies also provide us with an alternative lens through which to view the vagaries of the past and present. This lens is potentially a powerful one, for while human gullibility is eternal, its expression varies hugely according to the fears, aspirations, and world views of each generation. At the very least, we can confidently claim that what we recount here is not history as written by the victors.


In this book, merely the most recent expression of a splendid historical tradition that dates back at least to Charles MacKay’s 1841 Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds, we have chosen a potpourri of fifty varyingly disreputable episodes that cover around five thousand years of human experience and billions of years of life itself. Since we have tried to keep each entry short, we have provided a few suggestions for further reading at the end of the book; a bit of browsing around on the Web—while remembering that what you find there is mostly without guarantee of factual accuracy—will yield a trove of other information.


Some of the events portrayed in this book are familiar, others obscure. Some involve intentional misrepresentations, while others more closely reflect misguided general preconceptions. Some reveal the depths to which human callousness and meanness of spirit can descend, while—to take a generous view—others actually added to the sum total of human contentment. But, considered together, they hint at two contradictory aspects of the human experience.


One of these is the constancy and durability of basic human nature: our species as a whole has evidently changed not one whit since human beings first began to write down their thoughts and feelings and experiences. The other, in contrast, is how dramatically the sands of history may shift: how our preoccupations and beliefs—and what, as a society, we have been prepared to be deceived about—change with the passage of time.


As authors, we have refrained—wisely, we hope—from attempting to fit any of these fifty episodes into a wider view of history, or of how it unfolds. Human experience is, after all, far too haphazard for that. But we do think that each of them will make its own point. And since it turns out that not all cons are altogether reprehensible—indeed, some fraudsters were actually perfectly genial—we have buried a tiny fraud of our own somewhere in this book. See if you can spot it.
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It has been estimated that 100 trillion bacteria live in our large intestine. There are over 40 trillion cells in the human body, outnumbered by our symbiotic bacteria, which have learned how to cheat our immune systems.


















1. OTHER ANIMALS <4 BILLION YEARS AGO



EVOLUTION OF THE CON


This book is about the integral place of fraud and fallacy in the human experience. Yet it may help put things in perspective to begin it by pointing out that fakery and deception are hardly unique to our species, Homo sapiens. Indeed, it seems that these frequently unappetizing propensities are rampant throughout the entire living world. As we lament the sorry state of the human condition, it is somehow comforting to know we are not alone in our imperfections.


Human beings are intimately nested into the great tree of life that unites all living organisms on our planet, and that stems from a single common ancestor which lived upward of 3.5 billion years ago. That ancestor doubtless shared many of its features with today’s microscopic, single-celled bacteria, and it seems that, for all their apparent simplicity, even bacteria engage in deceptive practices.


One of the big biological discoveries of recent years has involved the realization of just how important our “microbiota”—the community of microorganisms that live inside us and on our skins—is to our overall functioning. A major example of this is provided by the plethora of single-celled creatures that have colonized our guts and become crucial to our digestive processes. We have a very active immune system that usually sends out special cells to attack pathogenic invaders, yet our microbiota goes about its business unscathed. How does it pull off this trick? Well, it turns out that the bacteria that have coevolved with us indulge in what is known as “molecular mimicry.” In other words, they pretend to be our own cells, the bacterial species known as Bacteroides fragilis being especially good at imitating the proteins and sugars that coat the cells in the digestive tracts of humans and other animals.


Deception of this kind benefits both the bacteria and ourselves. But false advertising is not always so benign. To us, the intimate flashing of fireflies is one of the more delightful aspects of many a summer evening. But in the world of fireflies, danger always lurks. Usually a firefly flickers in the context of courtship, as males and females of the same species respond to specific patterns of flashes. But females of the firefly genus Photuris cheat.
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Females of the firefly genus Photuris mimic the courtship flashes of the genus Photinus. Male Photinus drawn to these flashes are captured and eaten by these “femme fatale” Photuris fireflies.








Imitating the flash pattern of another genus, Photinus, those female Photuris lie in wait for a smaller Photinus male. And when he shows up, he gets eaten. In the process, the female Photuris gets not only a tasty snack but also a dose of a steroid called lucibufagin, which will discourage jumping spiders from extending a similar courtesy to her. Sometimes crime pays.


Perhaps the most famous example of deception in the animal world is the “brood parasitism” that is remarkably common among birds. It is independently found in five different bird families, though the poster child for this bad habit is the common European cuckoo. A female cuckoo will lay an egg in another bird’s nest that very closely resembles the ones laid by the host. Amazingly, seven different variants of European cuckoo, producing different-colored eggs, specialize in parasitizing seven different kinds of host that range from warblers to wagtails.


Sometimes a male cuckoo will attempt to lure a prospective victim out of her nest so that his mate can sneak in to lay her egg. If it is not ejected right away from the host’s nest, that egg will incubate faster than the rest and the cuckoo chick will mature more quickly than the host’s own. Once hatched, it will do its best to dispatch the competition and to monopolize the food provided by the unsuspecting foster parents. The cuckoo parents can meanwhile relax, relieved of the responsibility of raising their youngsters.


If bacteria and birds are both into deception, then it is hardly surprising that primates do it, too. Actually, cheating hasn’t been reported yet among the lemurs and lorises, the so-called lower primates. But among our closer relatives, the “higher” primates, misleading behaviors are rampant. Chimpanzees, for example, are well known for hiding their real intentions from others, especially when such dissimulation involves a lower-status male who is trying to woo an attractive female within view of a dominant male.


Recently a chimpanzee has been reported hiding its intentions from humans, too. A male chimpanzee named Santino, resident at Sweden’s Furuvik Zoo, has now apparently gotten in the habit of hiding stones behind logs and hay piles, and then later suddenly snatching one and throwing it at an unsuspecting visitor.


Finally, a study some years ago showed that how often individuals of a primate species typically deceive one another is accurately predicted by how big the brain’s neocortex is in the species concerned. This is a measure that places us way ahead of chimpanzees. You have been warned.
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About 1 percent (around 100 species) of birds resort to “brood parasitism” by sneaking an egg into a host’s nest. If it is not ejected right away, that egg will incubate faster than the rest, and the chick will mature more quickly than the host’s own. Some hosts have learned to recognize “foster” chicks by the spots inside their mouths, in what is known as “gape pattern recognition,” and will feed them less than their own offspring. In response, parasitic pin-tailed whydah chicks (left) have evolved spots that closely mimic those of the host common waxbill chick (right).





















[image: Book Title Page]

The letter written by Isaac Newton in which he predicted the world would end in 2060.


















2. APOCALYPTICISM 2800 BC



THE END OF THE WORLD AS WE KNOW IT


If you are like us, you have probably seen more cartoons of men bearing placards that read REPENT FOR THE END OF THE WORLD IS NIGH than you have seen actual people doing so. But such apocalyptic visions are nonetheless ingrained in the human cultural experience—and evidently have been at least since people first began recording their beliefs about their place in the world around them, and about their fears for their own fate and that of humankind in general. An Assyrian clay tablet dating from 2800 BC is gloomily inscribed: “Our Earth is degenerate in these later days. There are signs that the world is speedily coming to an end.”


Such perceptions were eagerly adopted by early Christians, who seized upon Jesus’s repeated proclamations that the current world was about to end, to be replaced by the coming Kingdom of God. Initially they seem to have expected that catastrophe was just around the corner, although by the end of the first century doubts evidently set in: “But concerning that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father only” (Matthew 24:36, English Standard Version).


Later theologians seem to have taken this wavering as a challenge. For whereas in AD 365 the theologian Hilary of Poitiers returned to the original proposal that the end of the world was imminent, a whole host of his successors soon stepped up to the plate and predicted that the world would end on a specific date in the future: January 1, 1000, the Christian millennium. Despite the disenchantment that must have followed when the magic date passed uneventfully, specific dates remained in vogue.
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This Assyrian clay tablet bearing the Epic of Gilgamesh, dated to 2800 BC, reads in part: “Our Earth is degenerate in these later days; there are signs that the world is speedily coming to an end; bribery and corruption are common; children no longer obey their parents; every man wants to write a book and the end of the world is evidently approaching.”








Even the iconoclastic Martin Luther—who rejected the Book of Revelation, a favorite source of such apocalyptic embellishments as the Rapture, as “neither apostolic nor prophetic”—expected that the world would end on October 9, 1538. When that failed to occur, he revised the date to 1600, by which time he was comfortably dead and immune from disappointment.


Given the amazing variety of the things that people are manifestly prepared to believe, it is maybe not too surprising that ancient Assyrians and medieval theologians should have bought into apocalyptic predictions. Who knows? They might in the long run even be right, though we shall have to wait and see. More disconcerting is that Sir Isaac Newton, the very embodiment of the Age of Reason that saw the birth of modern science, stood right there alongside them. For it seems that the inventor of celestial mechanics and calculus, the author of the magisterial Principia Mathematica, was also a very literal believer, convinced that biblical prophecy was “no matter of indifferency, but a duty of the greatest moment.”


For Newton, scriptural prophecies were “histories of things to come,” albeit written in arcane symbolic language requiring expert interpretation that he was happy to supply. After years of effort he calculated that the world would end some 1,260 years after the foundation of the Holy Roman Empire, a period that would see us through to AD 2060. “It may,” he wrote in 1704, “end later, but I see no reason for its ending sooner.” So by the calculations of one of the most outstanding scientists of all time, many of us, at least, can rest easy.


Interestingly, Newton made his conjecture “not to assert when the time of the end shall be, but to put a stop to the rash conjectures of fanciful men who are frequently predicting [it], and by doing so bring the sacred prophesies into discredit as often as their predictions fail.”


Not that this sage objective was achieved. For example, closer to our own times, the radio evangelist Harold Camping predicted in 1992 that the Rapture (when, roughly at the time of Christ’s Second Coming, believers living and dead would be raised up to join the Lord in the clouds, while the rest of us would be consumed by earthquakes and plagues: blame Revelation again) would probably occur on September 6, 1994. Undeterred by the failure of this happening to take place on schedule, he revised his prediction for the Rapture to May 21, 2011, with the actual end of the world to follow five months later, on October 21.
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On his Family Radio network, Harold Camping predicted Jesus would return to Earth on May 21, 2011, followed by five months of fire, brimstone, and plagues that would culminate in the end of the entire universe on October 21, 2011. At age ninety-two, Camping met his own end on December 15, 2013, with Earth still intact.








Events, or the lack thereof, eventually forced Camping to “humbly acknowledge we were wrong about the timing.” But meanwhile, he and his associates had pocketed millions of dollars in donations to his Family Radio stations. Camping declined to return these donations after his prognostications failed to turn out as advertised, allegedly remarking, “We’re not at the end. Why would we return it?” Sadly, aggressive publicity directed at the 200 million souls he had expected to save incurred significant cost overruns, eventually forcing his network to sell off stations and lay off staff.


This discouraging experience is unlikely to end such predictions, especially in an age when an all-too-probable meltdown of the Internet could potentially have even more disastrous consequences for humankind than any number of apocalyptic Horsemen. But why, after so many disappointments, do so many people continue to devour them?


The theologian Lorenzo DiTommaso suggests that such beliefs flourish when problems loom in the material world (as they almost invariably do) and people feel pressured by circumstances. They come, he suggests, from the desire to reconcile two conflicting beliefs: that there is something disquietingly wrong with modern human existence, and that there are nonetheless grounds for hope. The idea that we are hurtling toward some kind of “cosmic correction” is balanced by the promise of salvation, so that “the God of apocalypticism is a God of order, not chaos.” And if DiTommaso is correct, the belief in apocalypse is as good an example as you will find of the cognitive dissonance that seems to characterize the human condition so profoundly.
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Millions logged on to Internet conspiracy sites alarmed that a 5,126-year Mayan cycle concluding on December 23, 2012, would mark the end of the world as we know it. The Dresden Codex, several pages of which are shown here, contains astronomical and astrological tables used to calculate this cycle. This codex is one of only three Mayan codices that survived out of an estimated five thousand; the rest were destroyed by Spanish religious authorities in the sixteenth century.


















3. PSEUDOARKEOLOGY 275 BC



THE ARK AT THE END OF THE RAINBOW


Human experience is finite, which is one reason why the same themes tend to crop up repeatedly as history continues to unfold. One of the most pervasive metaphors in the Western tradition occurs in the biblical account of Noah’s Flood, with its none-too-subtle message about how unwise it is for humans to displease higher forces. However, while most of us associate this episode with the Book of Genesis and the Judeo-Christian God, its elements actually go back way before biblical times to ancient Babylon—and quite possibly beyond, although no earlier written records exist.


According to the Epic of Gilgamesh, written some 1,500 years before the Old Testament was begun, the gods became so annoyed with the antics of mankind that they resolved to exterminate humans by drowning them all. But one man, Utnapishtim, was warned of this fate in a dream in which he was told to build a roofed boat of specific dimensions that should be filled with “the seed of all living creatures.”


This story is uncannily similar to the biblical account of Noah and his flood, although admittedly the hero’s name rolls less easily off the tongue. And the two watery legends are, indeed, sufficiently alike to suggest that they had a common origin; or perhaps the later one was directly bootlegged from the earlier. Either way, the story has clearly had enough staying power to repeatedly excite two somewhat contradictory aspects of the human psyche.
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The 16,854-foot-high Mount Ararat, located in eastern Turkey close to the borders of Iran, Armenia, and Azerbaijan. It is reported in the Old Testament to be the final resting place of Noah’s Ark. As early as 275 BC the Babylonian historian Berossus reported on an ark in Armenia from which “some get pitch from the ship by scraping it off, and use it for amulets.”








The first of these is the desire to believe in a truth revealed by a higher power. The second, presumably based in doubt at least as much as in the underlying faith, is a thirst to find some kind of material evidence to back up such convictions. Hence the regular reports in the press that someone has found definitive evidence of Noah’s Ark, perched somewhere up on “the mountains of Ararat” as reported in Genesis. Today Mount Ararat is located in far eastern Turkey, though it was more anciently in the territory of Greater Armenia.


“Arkeology,” the search for physical traces of the Ark, has a long pedigree. Back in 275 BC the Babylonian historian Berossus recorded that “some parts [of the Ark] still remain in Armenia, and some get pitch from the ship by scraping it off.” Since then, numerous intrepid souls have set off in search of those remains, even though a stranded wooden vessel is highly unlikely to have survived thousands of years on the wind-and-rain-swept flanks of a 16,854-foot-high mountain. But the rate of investigation seems to have increased sharply with the advent of TV, and its thirst for sensational material.


In 1949 a Bible college professor called Aaron J. Smith, upset with what he saw as widespread disbelief in the Bible, organized a large-scale expedition to Mount Ararat with the avowed intent of proving the Good Book true. Alas, after following up on various local myths he found no trace of the Ark. Undeterred, in the subsequent sixty years at least one hundred different expeditions have also tried, many spurred by the identification of “boat-shaped” features on aerial photos and satellite images of the mountain’s slopes. So unimpressive were the results (many reports turned out to be profitable hoaxes by local Kurds) that some scholars shifted the focus of their exploration to Mount Suleiman in Iran, on the south side of the Caspian Sea. Once more, to no avail.


But finally a story came along that the TV people could really get their teeth into. In 1993 the CBS network aired a purported documentary titled The Incredible Discovery of Noah’s Ark. This starred George Jammal, an out-of-work actor who told the national TV audience that he had visited Ararat three times in search of the Ark, finally finding it in an ice cave on the mountain’s upper slopes. As Jammal described it, the interior of this large icebound wooden vessel was divided into animal pens, and he had hacked off from it a piece of wood as proof of its existence. The other proof was going to be photographic; but alas, Jammal’s photographer fell into a crevasse soon after the Ark was discovered, and his body (and camera) were never recovered. This story was razor thin at best, and the show’s producers might productively have listened more carefully to the names of Jammal’s local Armenian collaborators: “Mr. Asholian” and “Allis Buls Hittian.”


Nonetheless, Jammal was the centerpiece of the prime-time program, theatrically showing off his piece of wood as “precious—and a gift from God.” His stellar performance was backed up by a parade of “experts,” each of whom made more extravagant and loopy claims than the last. The reverential host, Darren McGavin, summed up the whole two-hour farrago by declaring that the claims “support the biblical story of the Deluge in every detail.” Evangelicals applauded; skeptics harrumphed.
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The Epic of Gilgamesh recounts how the gods sent a flood to destroy Earth, but instructed one man, Utnapishtim, to build a boat to save himself, his family, and birds and beasts of all kinds. After six days, the waters abated and the ship was grounded. In the Book of Genesis, God decided to flood Earth but instructed Noah to build an ark to save himself, his family, and two of every living thing. After forty days, the waters receded and the Ark was grounded.
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An ark built to the dimensions described in the Book of Genesis at the Ark Encounter theme park in Williamstown, Kentucky. What has been the motivation for the endless and fruitless expeditions to find Noah’s Ark? Or Bigfoot, or the Fountain of Youth, or the Golden City of El Dorado… what are we looking for?








Within a year of the airing, Jammal publicly announced that the entire Ararat episode had been made up. He had never been anywhere near the mountain, and the allegedly ancient wood was a scrap of local pine he had boiled and baked with every condiment he could find in his kitchen. It reportedly smelled of teriyaki sauce, but the TV producers had declined to test its antiquity, as they had failed to fact-check everything else.


Jammal’s aim had, in his own words, been to expose the “propaganda” of the “radical religious right”; and after his revelations the CBS brass rushed to recast the “documentary” as “entertainment.” But the lesson was already clear: not only can you not believe everything you read; you can’t believe everything you see, either.


Noah’s Ark remains a phantasm. But the flood recounted in Gilgamesh and Genesis may actually have a basis in fact. Around 5600 BC the waters of the Mediterranean burst through into the low-lying and formerly isolated Black Sea basin, not too far from Ararat. Imagine the shock among the basin’s resident early farmers when the waters of their formerly freshwater lake rose, drowning the familiar landscape and doubtless many of them as well. It is a shock that still resonates today.















4. PREDETERMINED COMBAT 260 BC



GLADIATORS AND PRO WRESTLERS


Next time you find yourself standing in Rome’s mighty Colosseum, trying to imagine the overbearing structure filled with a cheering, jeering, frenzied crowd of citizens consumed with bloodlust as, in the center of the ring, sword- and net- and dagger-wielding gladiators impale one another and Christians are torn to pieces by wild animals, just conjure up the Astrodome on a night when it has been rented by World Wrestling Entertainment. The two forms of diversion have even more in common than might appear at first sight.


As its name implies, for all the threatening, scowling, and posturing that goes on in the ring, the WWE is pure entertainment. Boxers try to hurt one another; WWE wrestlers don’t. In fact, even as they slam each other to the floor and stomp on their alleged opponents’ heads, they are trying not to hurt one another—not always an easy task when the impression they are trying to create is of ultimate violence.


And they go to great lengths to create that violent impression. A video circulated not long ago of the WWE champ Triple H repeatedly banging his opponent Roman Reigns’s head on the announcers’ table, as the commentator Byron Saxton, himself a former wrestler, seems to be sneaking Reigns a capsule of artificial blood. The episode finishes with Reigns’s head an apparently bloody mess, while the crowd predictably goes wild. Real blood, by the way, would have been a violation of WWE policy, which insists on TV-PG programming—though it’s hard to see how it was avoided amid all that banging of Reigns’s face on the hard tabletop. But for some altogether unfathomable reason, in the absence of real blood the TV-PG rating is maintained.
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World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE) shows are not genuine contests, but are purely entertainment based, such as this match featuring star John Cena. They feature plot-driven, scripted, and choreographed matches, and often include moves that can put performers at risk of injury if not performed correctly.








As wrestling, then, the TV pro version is entirely fake—though its practitioners hate that word, preferring to describe their sport (to the extent that it is accurately described as a sport) as “predetermined.” Still, as a form of entertainment that demands high skills in acrobatics, theater, and improvisation, professional wrestling is not at all fake. It is, indeed, highly demanding. Not to injure or to be injured amid all that exertion and activity in the ring takes a great deal of expertise and concentration. But it pays off. As one pro wrestling coach reportedly remarked: “Nobody ever loses a wrestling show.”


Naturally, the audience is perfectly well aware that it is being treated to a staged performance. Protected by the anonymity of the crowd, many people apparently like to lose themselves in the illusion of violence. But of course, if anyone were actually to get killed or badly injured down there in the ring, the spectators would instantly subside into a shocked silence. Or would they? After all, tradition tells us that those crowds in the Colosseum responded to all that gore with cries for more.


Recent research, though, suggests that what was going on in Rome was not quite that straightforward. The standard interpretation of gladiatorial combat is that it became formalized as a sort of ritual warfare after the Pax Romana (the Roman Peace) was established around 30 BC. For more than two centuries, the Roman army had been engaged in almost constant war, and with the arrival of peace the gladiatorial tradition allowed for the maintenance of martial skills. To keep those skills sharp, it is argued, such combat was necessarily as savage as the fighting it replaced. But that is to forget the entertainment value of conflict that is staged in front of an audience secure in the knowledge of its own safety.


Although some of those spectacles in the Colosseum and elsewhere were just as hideous as history paints them—especially when they were mass events involving prisoners of war, criminals, Christians, wild animals, and so forth—we should never underestimate the apparently deeply ingrained human need to worship celebrity. And some gladiators indeed became celebrities, famed for their skills in hand-to-hand combat and in making nubile ladies swoon.


Flamma, for example, was one of the biggest names among Roman gladiators. Using a small sword and shield, and armor on only one-half of his body, he terrorized his opponents in thirty-four combats, drawing huge numbers of spectators. Thanks to Hollywood, though, the most famous to us today is Spartacus, who led a slave revolt that defeated six Roman armies before he was finally brought down. Gladiators were often stars; and the parallels between the present and Imperial Rome are uncannily close: Roman children even played with clay gladiator “action figures.”
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In the lower panel of this fourth-century mosaic, a retiarius (net-fighter) named Kalendio has thrown his weighted net over a more heavily armored secutor (chaser) named Astyanax. In the upper panel Kalendio is on the ground, wounded, and raising his dagger to surrender. The inscription above him bears the sign for “null” (Ø) and his name, implying that he was killed.
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The Roman Colosseum was completed in AD 80 and could hold up to eighty thousand spectators. It was the scene of gladiatorial contests as well as massive animal hunts, elaborately staged mock land and sea battles, magic shows, and brutal executions.








A-list gladiators were obviously far from expendable. Aside from the fact that these martial artists were expensive to train, the reputations of famous gladiators were hugely valuable to their sponsors, governmental and aristocratic alike. Although most gladiators were nominally slaves, we see their worth in what top practitioners got paid. The emperor Tiberius is said to have found his gladiators so expensive that he had to limit the number of games he staged to stave off bankruptcy, while a century and a half later one of his successors, Marcus Aurelius, was forced to try a salary cap. Maybe this was necessary because by then gladiators even had agents: impresarios called lanistae, who supplied them for the games staged by the emperors and the rich. A really famous gladiator with a good agent might fight only a couple of bouts a year, and make enough in that short time to buy a country estate.


Under these circumstances top gladiators could hardly fight to the death, or even risk serious injury. Instead, they often aimed at a broad display of all the fighting skills they had learned over time, thrilling their audiences with virtuoso performances. According to Steven Tuck of Miami University, many gladiatorial contests progressed in three stages. In the first, the fully armed combatants moved in on each other. In the second, when one was wounded (or, as rumor has it, feigned being wounded, even using fake blood), he would regroup and distance himself from his attacker; and in the third, both would discard their shields and weapons and move in to grapple with each other, perhaps even in the formalized style of modern WWE wrestlers.


Although most such contests were won or lost, the ideal outcome of a gladiatorial match involving superstars was for the combatants to fight each other to a standstill, maintain their honor, and live to fight another day. If that wasn’t exactly “nobody ever loses,” it wasn’t too far from it.
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Upon his ascension to the imperial throne, Julianus immediately devalued the Roman currency by 6 percent, thus reducing the amount he had to pay the Praetorian Guard. This didn’t go over well with the Guard or the people of Rome, who tried to stone him whenever he appeared in public.


















5. SELLING EMPIRES AD 193



THE JULIAN PURCHASE


Before you buy anything, make sure that the seller has title to it. This is the best real estate advice anyone can give you. The second-best advice is for the seller to make sure that the buyer can afford what he’s purchasing. Those two golden rules were every bit as apposite back in the days of the Roman Empire, when the largest real estate auction of all time was held.


The Praetorian Guard was founded around 275 BC, and soon came to be the military unit specifically designated for the emperor’s protection. At first its members were stationed mainly outside Rome, which meant that although they could rush to the emperor’s defense they could not directly control him. But in AD 23 the Praetorian base camp was moved right to the city walls, and the Imperial Palace came under the Guard’s constant surveillance. This system provided more efficient protection for the emperor, but also made the Praetorians a more than theoretical menace to the ruler. Thus, in AD 41 the Guard played an active role in the assassination of the emperor Caligula, and subsequently it saw its strength rise and fall as emperors alternately tried to exploit and control it.


But while the Praetorian Guard thus potentially controlled the fate of each emperor, it never became integrated into the larger administrative apparatus of Rome. And as a result, it remained relatively isolated politically. This isolation became particularly apparent in AD 193, which became known as the “Year of the Five Emperors.” It began when the increasingly unstable emperor Commodus was assassinated with Praetorian connivance, and the general Pertinax was declared the new emperor. Among the first discoveries Emperor Pertinax made was that Commodus had exhausted the imperial treasury, leaving him short of cash with which to pay his protectors. This was doubly awkward for Pertinax, since while he understandably wished to exert stronger control over the Guard, his inability to cough up their salaries set the stage for confrontation. The upshot was that after Pertinax had ruled for only three months a detachment of Praetorians rushed the gates of the palace in a pay protest, and he was killed.
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The Roman Empire “stretched from Hadrian’s Wall in drizzle-soaked northern England to the sun-baked banks of the Euphrates in Syria; from the great Rhine-Danube river system, which snaked across the fertile, flat lands of Europe from the Low Countries to the Black Sea, to the rich plains of the North African coast and the luxuriant gash of the Nile Valley in Egypt. The empire completely circled the Mediterranean… referred to by its conquerors as mare nostrum—‘our sea.’”—Christopher Kelly, The Roman Empire: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford University Press, 2007)








This is where the story departs from the standard pattern. Instead of installing one of their own—or at least a co-conspirator—as the new emperor, the broke and isolated Praetorians put the Roman Empire itself up for auction. In retrospect, this event marked the beginning of the empire’s famous decline, although at that point the territory it controlled was vast, embracing not only the entire rim of the Mediterranean but also much of the Near East and central and northern Europe. One estimate puts the total acreage in AD 193 at around 1.4 billion.


The Praetorians at first feared retribution from the Senate and the Roman population. But when—despite much grumbling—none came, they announced that the empire was for sale to the highest bidder. Most potential purchasers ignored the offer or hurriedly made plans to leave town, but after carousing at a late lunch, and urged on by his wife and a “mob of parasites,” the noted soldier and administrator Didius Julianus hustled to the Praetorian camp to make a bid. The other bidder was Pertinax’s father-in-law, Titus Sulpicianus, prefect of Rome, who had already been dispatched by the Senate to make peace with the Guard.


The bidding war began, with Sulpicianus inside the Praetorian camp and Julianus bellowing counteroffers from beyond its walls. When told that Sulpicianus had offered every soldier an amazing 20,000 sesterces for the empire, Julianus upped the ante to 25,000. And because the Praetorians knew that they couldn’t fully trust any relative of their victim Pertinax, they accepted Julianus’s huge bid with alacrity. It worked out to about $1 billion in today’s money—or about $1.40 for each acre of the empire.


The problem was, of course, that the Praetorians didn’t actually own the empire—or, for all their control of the imperial palace, even its leadership. And although they succeeded in forcing the Senate to declare Julianus emperor, there were people out there with other ideas. One of them was Septimius Severus, a close associate of Pertinax’s, who immediately began moving the armies he controlled in central Europe toward Rome.


Meanwhile, lacking sufficient cash to pay off the increasingly unhappy Praetorians, the new emperor Julianus devalued the currency and thereby further upset an already incensed population. A crowd in the Circus Maximus called for the consul to Syria, Pescennius Niger, to take over. Niger declared himself emperor, and also moved his legions toward the imperial city. To complicate things yet further, the Roman armies in Britain and Iberia independently proclaimed as emperor their own leader, Clodius Albinus, who initially allied with Severus. Civil war ensued, and eventually both Niger and a by-then-estranged Albinus were killed in battle with Severus’s troops, ending the war.


As all this began to unfold, an increasingly desperate Julianus was trying everything he could think of to neutralize the threat from Severus. He declared him a public enemy; he hired assassins; he ordered the Praetorians against him; he even offered him a co-regency. To no avail. After defeating a Praetorian contingent and offering the rest of the Guard amnesty—though he had the Praetorians who had murdered Pertinax executed—Severus entered Rome, where, even before one of his soldiers killed Julianus, a trembling Senate had recognized him as lawful emperor.


This was the beginning of June, AD 193, a scant nine weeks after Julianus had purchased his imperial title. Reportedly, Julianus’s dying words were: “But what evil have I done? Whom have I killed?” And despite his military background, he actually appears to have been of significantly less violent proclivities than the other major actors in this unfortunate story. Indeed, history—written of course by the victor, the austere Severus—has painted him as more interested in debauchery than in the arts of power and governance.


And thus the most spectacular real estate deal of all time ended in tears, not only for the unfortunate Julianus but also for the Praetorian Guard, which Severus disbanded. To both sides, the $1.40-per-acre price tag for the entire Roman Empire might have looked like a good deal at the time—after all, the Praetorians had good reason to distrust the underbidder Sulpicianus, whose son-in-law they had murdered, while in the afterglow of a good lunch Julianus was not to know that he would find the imperial treasury empty, or that Severus would or could move so fast. But then, the true cost of things is often a lot more than is apparent at first sight.
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Sulpicianus survived Julianus’s death and the arrival of the new emperor Septimius Severus. But due to his having supported the rival imperial claimant Clodius Albinus, Sulpicianus was tried and executed in AD 197.
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