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      Image 1: The Roses of Heliogabalus by Alma-Tadema

     



   

   The false ceiling moved and the rose petals began to fall. Did the diners have any warning: a click or a whir of machinery, or perhaps some hint from the young Emperor? Certainly, they were on edge. Heliogabalus’ banquets were notorious for surprises. Often these were humiliating or frightening. Couches were rigged to tip their occupants sprawling onto the floor. Wild beasts were released among the tables. Imperial Rome had a history, by turns pleasant and sinister, of false ceilings at dinner parties. A dining room in Nero’s Golden House had revolving panels in the ceiling to sprinkle the guests with perfume and flowers. In the reign of Tiberius, informers secreted themselves in the hollow between the false and real ceiling to eavesdrop on any senators lulled by wine and trusted companions into treasonous chatter.

   At what point did Heliogabalus’ guests realise they were in danger? How soon did the scatter of rose petals become a deluge, which threatened to smother them? When did they begin to struggle, start to fight for their lives? When did they realise they were going to die?

   The Roses of Heliogabalus by Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema was first exhibited in 1888 at the Royal Academy in London. In the painting, everyone appears strangely calm. Heliogabalus, clad in golden robes at the head of the dais, looks on impassively. His interest seems less piqued than the others reclining in safety on the high table. They, at least, lean forward for a better view. Even odder are the reactions of the victims down below. Two women in the centre move, but languidly: more as if luxuriating in the flowers than trying to avoid suffocation. Two other women gaze out at the viewer. Far from terrified, their faces betray no flicker of emotion. Perhaps the awful realisation has not yet dawned. Although, given that the woman looking out from the left of the picture is already so submerged that her pink face has almost disappeared into the pink of the flowers, that seems improbable. More likely their lack of reaction is intended to be understood as the end result of Roman decadence. They are all so sated with luxury and sensuality that any new experience, even the threat of death, provokes nothing but boredom: the particularly Victorian emotion of ennui.

   Never mind that The Roses of Heliogabalus is complete fiction. Alma-Tadema took the story from a late antique historical novelist. He altered the ‘violets and other flowers’ of the original to roses (and, incidentally, replaced the mechanical ceiling with an awning). For Victorians, roses symbolised both sensuality and decay. Always obsessive about detail, and working in the chill of an English November, when roses do not bloom, Alma-Tadema imported at vast expense thousands of fresh flowers to his studio. An extravagance redolent of his subject. Alma-Tadema’s source, the unknown author of the collection of lives of the Emperors known as the Augustan History, adapted the anecdote from the dinner of Nero, which he had found in Suetonius, got rid of the perfume, and added the lethality. There is much more to say about The Roses of Heliogabalus and we will return to it in the final chapter (in preparation, you might want to check out the ornaments in the room, and the man on the right with the elaborate hairstyle, and maybe take a look out at the landscape). For now, it is enough to note that while Alma-Tadema’s painting may be a complex, multi-layered fiction, it perfectly encapsulates Victorian ideas about the decadence of imperial Rome, and the young Emperor as its lowest point.

   Fast forward over a hundred years to the twenty-first century, and in general Roman decadence is still going strong. The cruelty and depravity of Caligula and Nero are embedded in popular consciousness (there is plenty of evidence on the internet). But Heliogabalus has almost completely disappeared (again, we will study this disappearance in the final chapter). The young Emperor can still be found, among the piles of notes and ziggurats of books, in the studies of a few scholars. Actually, a very few scholars, as academe largely ignores him. Otherwise, he has withdrawn to the margins. Sometimes he makes an appearance in the counterculture at the wilder edges of the LGBT+ community. Now and then he can be glimpsed (always through the prism of Alma-Tadema’s painting) in contemporary art and its often overblown criticism. Once in a blue moon he is paraded (again always mediated via The Roses of Heliogabalus) in the vacuous publicity of fashion houses. But in the mainstream, like a god abandoned by his worshippers, Heliogabalus has vanished into thin air.

   In the Roman world Heliogabalus always remained centre stage. This is ironic, as after his death his memory was formally condemned. Damnatio memoriae, as scholars frequently remind us, is a modern term. But the concept was Roman, and its penalties were rigorously enacted in the case of Heliogabalus. Some of his statues were carefully taken down and stored in warehouses, waiting to be remodelled as someone else, while the rest were mutilated. The hammer blows were aimed at the sensory organs: eyes, ears, nose and mouth. Then the battered statues were dragged off to be reused as building materials, or ignominiously discarded. Some, or all, of his official names – Marcus Aurelius Antoninus – were chiselled off inscriptions, and crossed out on papyri. Even his coins were not exempt. It is probable that many were melted down. Some that survived were counterstamped with the initial of his successor. A few, like his inscriptions, were defaced with a sharp instrument. Paradoxically, this thorough damnatio memoriae actually helped preserve the memory of the Emperor. He became a significant presence by his very absence: the empty plinth and the blank space on the inscription.

   The dead Emperor remained distinctly alive in the Roman imagination. He acquired a wide range of nicknames. Despite the brevity of his reign (AD218–22), many are known, more than for any other Emperor. They are all derogatory, mocking his illegitimacy, his effeminacy and sexuality and his race and religion, as well as the fate of his corpse: False-Antoninus, Unholy-little-Antoninus, Gynnis (‘womanish-man’), Bassiana (the female form of a family name), Koryphos (‘virgin-rapist’, or perhaps ‘catamite’), the Assyrian (i.e. ‘oriental’), Sardanapalus (after a mythical Assyrian king), Tractitius (‘the dragged’, from the treatment of his dead body), Tiberinus (from the river where his remains were thrown), and Elagabalus and Heliogabalus (both derived from Elagabal, the god he worshipped).

   This is a good place to pause and consider his names. As a child, most likely, he was Sextus (or Caius) Varius Avitus Bassianus. When he came to the throne he became Marcus Aurelius Antoninus. After he was dead, he got all those other names. As far as he is remembered at all in the modern world, usually he is Elagabalus or Heliogabalus. What should we call him? Marcus Aurelius Antoninus risks confusion with two other Emperors with the same names (either his supposed father, also known as Caracalla, or the famous philosopher, the author of the Meditations). Elagabalus, the nomenclature commonly employed by academics, hardly distinguishes him from the deity Elagabal. It leaves a text littered with near homonyms. One scholar has championed the use of Varius. This has the disadvantage that neither his subjects nor anyone now would know who it was meant to identify. Heliogabalus was a made-up name. The god Elagabal was identified with the sun: Helios in Greek. Combining the two produced Heliogabalus. ‘A monstrous name for a monstrous Emperor’, as has been noted. Say it aloud: Heliogabalus. It sounds like the gabbling of a turkey, or a barbarian. The latter was the intention. The name Heliogabalus was not created until the Emperor had been dead for almost two centuries. It is not ideal, but it is distinctive. People know who you are talking about. It is what we will use. Well, most of the time…

   The injunctions of damnatio memoriae did not cover works of literature. Which is odd, when you stop and think about it. Sometimes ancient writers expressed their reluctance to record the vices of bad Emperors before, with the morality of a tabloid journalist, going on to elaborate every nuance of depravity. ‘My page is dirty, as was his life, but my life is clean’, as they might have expanded the standard excuse of Latin erotic poets.

   There are three main surviving literary accounts of Heliogabalus, all in varying degrees salacious. Two of them are by contemporaries. The first is Cassius Dio, who wrote a history of Rome from the arrival of Aeneas and the foundation of the city to his own lifetime under the successor to Heliogabalus. Unlike the majority of the text, which is extant only in later epitome, the section on Heliogabalus survives in the original (although there are lacunae in the manuscript). A Greek from Asia Minor, Cassius Dio had a successful career in Roman politics. He was twice appointed consul, the highest magistracy, and served on the council of at least two Emperors. His work is that of an informed insider, whose interpretation is filtered through the outlook of the senatorial class. Complicit in the regime of Heliogabalus, in retirement he sought to distance himself from the dead Emperor.

   The second is Herodian, another Greek, a younger contemporary of Cassius Dio. His history of the Roman Empire from the death of Marcus Aurelius (AD180) to the accession of Gordian III (AD238) survives intact (unless a final book or two is missing). Herodian was of less exalted status than Cassius Dio (it has been suggested that the author was an ex-slave), and his history contains fewer details, especially on senatorial matters. Yet, with his interest in religion and the imperial women, he provides an alternative viewpoint, essentially that of an educated Greek subject.

   The final major source is possibly the most perplexing in all Classical literature. It is the Augustan History (the name is modern: in Latin Historia Augusta, and also in older scholarship the Scriptores Historiae Augustae), which gave Alma-Tadema the story of the fatal dinner party. The Augustan History is a series of biographies of Emperors from Hadrian (AD117–38) to Carinus (AD282–5). They claim to be written by six different men around AD300. In fact, the lives were the work of one writer living about AD400. Despite over a century of intensive modern scholarship, no consensus has emerged concerning the motives of the unknown fraudster (anti-Christian propaganda or sheer devilment are the leading interpretations). The life of Heliogabalus is best interpreted as an ancient historical novel, which mixes reliable information with generalisations, wild invention and sly, scholarly literary allusions and jokes.

   It is worth remembering that the vast majority of Classical writers do not survive by chance. They survive because they were copied and recopied by generations of scribes across the Middle Ages. The reason they were copied is that their works were recognised from the start as high-quality literature. Of course, chance played a large part in survival: a fire in a monastery; a philistine using the only manuscript to wipe his arse. Yet the worse the writer the more susceptible his works were to such accidents. They had been less copied in antiquity. There were fewer manuscripts. The Classics that remain are classics not just because they are very old, but because their writers were literary artists. Part of that artistry was their deft handling of themes that illuminated their own age and had resonance in later times. If Heliogabalus was the worst of men, he made the best of subjects. Cassius Dio, Herodian and the Augustan History, although with varying emphases, depict the Emperor as the most monstrous tyrant ever to ascend the throne. Cruel and bloodthirsty, profligate and perverse, the devotee of a barbaric god, the transgressor of every social and cultural boundary: Heliogabalus was a terrible warning to rulers and the ruled, both contemporary and in the future, against the ultimate excesses of autocratic power.

   Another part of the literary artistry that preserved these three Classical writers – two historians and a biographer/novelist – was their narrative skill. Cassius Dio, Herodian and the author of the Augustan History were great storytellers, and the life of Heliogabalus was a mine of great stories.

   A Syrian youth (just thirteen or fourteen years old) was against all probability victorious in a civil war started by his aged grandmother. His reign opened with a spate of killings: that of his tutor was by the Emperor’s own hand. In the four years of extravagant misrule that followed, the Emperor elevated lower-class favourites to positions of prominence and appeared to go out of his way to humiliate the established elite. He was married to at least four women, and, to the outrage of traditional sentiment, twice to a Vestal Virgin. Again flouting Roman conventions, he openly enjoyed the passive role in male–male sex and it was said that he married a man, worked as a male prostitute and asked doctors about the possibility of a physical sex change. His ancestral god, manifested as a large, conical black stone, was imported to Rome and installed in a lavish temple on the Palatine. Another temple was built in the suburbs. The Emperor, disdaining the dignity of a Roman toga and dressed instead in ‘barbaric’ robes and wearing make-up, danced in public ceremonies worshipping his god. Linked to his religion were rumours of magic, even necromancy. Other deities had to make way for Elagabal. Two goddesses were married off to the newcomer. Much worse, Jupiter Optimus Maximus was deposed. Henceforth, Elagabal, the deity from the East, was the head of the state pantheon. The temples, weddings (human and divine), ceremonies and the Emperor’s lifestyle consumed immense sums of money. Ignoring the normal duties of an Emperor, it was said Heliogabalus devoted himself to driving chariots, sometimes pulled by naked women, sometimes by dogs or even less likely animals. And there were the dinners: all the food of one colour, the courses served in different palaces, pimps and buffoons as guests and the notorious one with the deadly cascade of flowers. Finally, the Emperor was assassinated, along with his mother, by the Praetorian Guard. The coup was again orchestrated by his grandmother. The corpses of Heliogabalus and his mother were stripped naked and dragged by hooks through the streets of Rome. To deny it burial, that of the Emperor was weighted down and thrown into the Tiber.

   Many of the stories, not just the roses, appear implausible. Historians like Cassius Dio and Herodian were far closer in their methods to a modern historical novelist than to a modern historian. In antiquity, the genre of history writing was very different from that of the modern world. It discouraged the naming of sources and insisted on the invention of dialogue, in the form of formal speeches. It was relaxed about chronology and even the invention of entire episodes. Classical biography might include documents, letters and the like, but it was even less constrained by factual accuracy than history. Amid the exuberant fictions of the Augustan History are many evidently spurious documents. Our sources were not attempting a dispassionate reconstruction of the past on its own terms. Instead, they drew on its material for their contemporary purposes. They told stories either to make serious political and cultural arguments or to provide entertainment. Ideally, they did both.

   So many stories swirl around the figure of Heliogabalus. To complicate matters, our three main sources are not completely independent of each other. Herodian had read Cassius Dio, although the level of his dependence on his predecessor is controversial. In turn, the author of the Augustan History had read both Cassius Dio and Herodian. Here the question is to what extent the mischievous biographer deliberately altered what he found in the accounts by the Greek historians. To make sense of all these interlocked stories, modern scholars have created a rule of thumb: Cassius Dio is more reliable than Herodian, with the Augustan History tailed off last. Except that, when we come to the reign of Heliogabalus, a few scholars reverse the top order: Herodian becomes more trustworthy than Cassius Dio. The Augustan History remains a distant third, until we reach the last months of the reign, when there is a strange unanimity that it begins to follow a good, now lost, source and so becomes extremely plausible.

   This hierarchy of reliability should be abandoned. Instead, to try and judge which stories are true, or at least plausible, each must be considered in the light of the aims and methods of its teller. Each must be measured against all the surviving evidence. Like a detective, we need to evaluate each piece of evidence without preconceptions, on its own merits, before we attempt a reconstruction.

   We will investigate our sources and explore different interpretations. This history with the top off, revealing its workings, shows what historians actually do. This detective work – part forensic examination, part intuition – is one of the keenest pleasures in thinking about the past. Sometimes the journey is as important as the destination.

   Not just literature will come under the microscope. We will be looking at inscriptions, coins, papyri, archaeology and many works of art, including several statues and portrait busts, a couple of relief sculptures and an extraordinary cameo.

   As well as sex and death and decadence, the story of Heliogabalus is an ideal prism through which to view other questions which were central to imperial Rome. What were the limits of political power? How far should a ruler intervene in the life of his subjects? What was an Emperor actually expected to do? What constituted religious extremism? When did admirable piety tip over into superstition and dangerous zealotry? How was ethnicity constructed? Was Heliogabalus hated because he was Syrian? Were the Romans racist? Such questions – changed, but not out of all recognition – are still vitally important today. When we illuminate the past we are shining a light upon ourselves: in what ways are we different and what ways the same? Rome, as it is often said, is always ‘good to think with’.

   Enough about roses and false ceilings, about sources and methods. It is time to tell the story of Heliogabalus. We need to start at the beginning. How did this unlikely boy ever become Emperor of Rome? We need to go back to a mild spring night in Syria, back to the night after the Ides of May AD218.

  

 
  
   
Chapter 1: The Revolt

   Syria: May AD218

   
I The Flight

   After nightfall, they took the boy and slipped out of the Syrian city of Emesa. Time was not on their side. It was the night after the Ides of May: only ten hours of darkness and over twenty miles to the fortress at Raphaneae. A very long walk for a child, even tougher for an old woman. They could have ridden in a carriage, but that might have made their departure more conspicuous. A senior officer was close to the town, with troops known to be loyal to the Emperor. The conspirators had to avoid detection and reach the fortress well before dawn.

   Emesa was a walled city, more from civic pride than for defence. It was over two centuries since barbarians had raided these upper reaches of the Orontes valley and Rome’s recent eastern wars had been fought either away in the north of Mesopotamia, or far off in the east, in the territory of the Parthian king. The gatekeeper might have been bribed to turn a blind eye and let them pass, or perhaps the local status of the family had secured their discreet exit.

   Immediately outside the gates was the necropolis, the city of the dead. Both sides of the road would be lined with tombs. They could take different forms, resembling towers or pyramids or houses. The architecture might vary, but the practice was normal for any settlement. Yet at night the respectable and the superstitious avoided such places. Prostitutes, down on their luck and lacking a room, plied their trade in abandoned sepulchres. And there were endless stories of the unquiet dead walking. It was only two nights since the last Lemuria, when the gates to the underworld stood open. The boy, Varius, was fourteen (or perhaps still thirteen) and fascinated by the supernatural. If he dwelt on such things, as he passed the gloomy structures, it could be forgiven.

   Our two contemporary sources differ on who was hurrying through the darkness. Cassius Dio says Varius was taken to the camp by his tutor Eutychianus, and that the young grammaticus (almost certainly an ex-slave) did so without the knowledge of the family. Herodian, not mentioning the freedman, claims it was the boy’s grandmother, Maesa, along with his mother, Soaemias. An attempt could be made to reconcile the versions: the initiative lay with the women, who sent Eutychianus but themselves remained in Emesa. Such a course, however, brought no advantage. Anyone left behind was in great danger, as would be shown by the tragic events of the following day. Modern scholars often downplay the evidence of Herodian, pointing to his dramatic desire to emphasise the role of the women. Yet that ignores the equally strong literary aim of Cassius Dio to stress the disreputable and lower-class nature of everyone involved in the revolt. Furthermore, Cassius Dio was writing in the next reign, when his career flourished under a regime initially controlled by Maesa. It would have been tactless to remind his readers of her role in bringing to power a now deposed and disgraced young Emperor.

   Oracles had spoken of change, among them the patron deity of Emesa. Their ambiguous utterances might have encouraged Eutychianus to act alone. Young men still do extraordinary and terrible things in the name of God. But Eutychianus was a creature of the family. He had been raised in the home of the grandmother (and thus we assume his servile origins) and was the lover of the mother. Although Soaemias was widowed, the affair was shocking to contemporaries, even more so as the man she took to her bed had been a slave. No matter how close to the family, in ways conventional or otherwise, Eutychianus was unlikely to have access to either their closely guarded coffers or their most treasured heirlooms, and tonight both would be required. Neither woman was given to shying away from direct participation in desperate political events.

   Cassius Dio says that Eutychianus had the help of just a handful of others in the plot: some town councillors of Emesa (perhaps just six men of equestrian status, the second rank in Roman society, but the manuscript is defective), and a few freedmen and soldiers. One of these individuals can be identified as Festus, a freedman, who would be given an important role at Raphaneae by Eutychianus. Among the town councillors was one Aurelius Eubulus. From Emesa, Aurelius Eubulus was later a close companion of Heliogabalus and entrusted with a post of equestrian status crucial to the Emperor in Rome.

   According to Herodian, the soldiers acted as guides and two others were included in the expedition. Maesa had another daughter and grandson. The boy, Alexianus, was even younger than Varius, about nine. Alexianus and his mother Mamaea were not central to the drama that was planned, but the perils of leaving them behind were evident. At least one other grandchild, but most likely two, who lived nearby, were left to their fate. Maesa was ruthless. If the gods were kind, they could be summoned in the morning.

   So a small and unimpressive party then – three women, two children, a few ex-slaves and soldiers, and perhaps half a dozen locals – set off into the country. The path to Raphaneae ran north-west from Emesa. A medieval copy of a late Roman map, the so-called Peutinger Table, shows a road connecting the two places. The going was not difficult, across rolling hills and through olive groves. And the night would be mild, in the mid-fifties Fahrenheit (about thirteen Celsius). But the countryside was an alien environment. In bucolic poetry and novels it was a place of antique innocence, where rustic swains sought the love of virginal shepherdesses. In reality, it was something the elite rushed through to get from the safety of one town to another, or to the security of a landed estate. The countryside was infested with brigands. Across the empire tombstones were inscribed interfectus a latronibus (killed by bandits in Latin), or the like. People just vanished. It was advisable to make a last will and testament before setting out.

   Worse than brigands haunted the countryside at night. It was then that the membrane that separated humanity from the denizens of the other world was especially porous. Daemons, vampires, werewolves, all sorts of creatures, were imagined to roam the dark hills and fields. Crossroads were especially bad. Travelling in the East, the philosopher Apollonius of Tyana had encountered a shape-shifter. It had fled at his shout. But Apollonius himself was touched with the divine and his was an unsuitable solution for those travelling covertly.

   There was much more to unsettle the boy Varius than just the darkness and the countryside. He was wearing someone else’s clothes, and he had a new name, a whole new identity. The man who had raised him had died a few years ago. Now he was told that the man had not been his father. No longer Varius Avitus Bassianus, the son of a Roman senator from Syria, now he was Marcus Aurelius Antoninus, the illegitimate child of the murdered Emperor known as Caracalla. A far more dangerous inheritance. The boy knew, as did the adults, that if things did not go well at the camp, none of them would live to see another night.

   
II Domna’s Plot

   On the night of 15 May AD218 the stakes could not have been higher. There could be no hope of clemency. This was not the first time a woman of the family had conspired against the Emperor.

   Julia Domna, the sister of Maesa, had been the wife of the Emperor Septimius Severus (AD193–211) and mother of the Emperor Caracalla (AD211–17). In the last three years of his reign, while Caracalla had been campaigning against the Parthians, Domna had remained in the Syrian city of Antioch. All correspondence to the Emperor had gone first to Domna. She had decided what should be forwarded to Caracalla. The rest she dealt with herself. In an autocracy, access to the ruler was power. Apart from the field army, all other aspects of imperial government in effect had been controlled by Domna.

   The message, totally unexpected and devastating, had reached Domna by courier. Her son was dead. On 8 April AD217 Caracalla had left his winter quarters at Edessa in Mesopotamia to sacrifice at the Temple of Sin outside the town of Carrhae. Suffering from an upset stomach, he had dismounted to relieve himself. To give him some privacy, his escort had withdrawn and looked away. A soldier called Martialis approached, as if summoned by a nod. Martialis had a concealed dagger. Caracalla’s back was turned, his trousers around his ankles. Just one blow was struck, catching the Emperor near the clavicle. Reaching his horse, Martialis tried to escape, but was brought down and killed by the javelins of Caracalla’s barbarian bodyguards. Senior officers, including the praetorian prefect Macrinus, ran to the stricken Emperor. It was too late. The wound was fatal. Macrinus wept and lamented. The Emperor had been killed by an individual with a grudge. That, at least, was the official story.

   Learning of the murder of her son, Domna resolved to die. Beating her breast, she inflamed a quiescent tumour. Refusing food, she began to starve herself. Macrinus, now proclaimed Emperor, sent her, along with the ashes of her son, a kindly letter of condolence. No change would be made to her royal retinue, or her guard of Praetorians. Domna rallied and took food. Yet she did not write back to the new Emperor. Instead, far from expressing any gratitude, she began to intrigue with the soldiers against Macrinus.

   There was another version of the story of the assassination of Caracalla. The blow of Martialis had not proved fatal and he had not acted alone. Pretending to rush to the aid of the wounded Emperor, two brothers, Nemesianus and Apollinaris, tribunes of the Praetorians, had finished him off. Most of the headquarters staff were implicated in the plot, including Agrippa, the commander of the fleet, and Triccianus, the prefect of the Second Parthian Legion, who was seconded to the mounted escort. The whole conspiracy against Caracalla had been masterminded by his successor Macrinus.

   Cassius Dio and Herodian both subscribe to the latter story: Macrinus was responsible for the assassination. It has been suggested that they merely reproduce the propaganda spread in the reign of Heliogabalus. This seems unlikely. Both historians detested Heliogabalus. Writing after his death, they had no reason to produce any version that might help to justify his uprising. Almost certainly, the rumours that Macrinus had been behind the killing of Caracalla flourished from the start. They would have reached the ears of Domna. Cassius Dio says that as soon as she heard of her son’s death, Domna had indulged in bitter abuse of Macrinus.

   Revenge on the killer of her son gave Domna a strong motive. A fragmentary passage of Cassius Dio adds another: fear that she might be deprived of her title of Augusta and that she might be forced to return to her native city of Emesa. As we will see, status was everything to the women of this family.

   The intrigue of Domna was not to be dismissed lightly. Caracalla had been loved by the common soldiery. For almost a quarter of a century, the troops had taken their military oath to the ‘Divine House’ of the Severan dynasty. Honoured as ‘Mother of the Camp’, Domna was the central member of the imperial family. Funds were available. Apart from her own fortune, and that of her relatives, Domna was in wealthy Antioch, the imperial capital in the East. Detachments of many units, as well as the Praetorians assigned to Domna, would be stationed in the city. From its port of Seluceia Pieria, supplies and reinforcements flowed through Antioch to the field army with Macrinus in Edessa. Disaffection might easily spread.

   Macrinus was decisive but circumspect. The open execution of Caracalla’s mother would provoke unrest among the troops. Instead, Domna was ordered to leave Antioch and go wherever she wanted. If Praetorians still attended her, no doubt they were carefully chosen to watch her. To add to her misery, word reached Domna of rejoicing in Rome at Caracalla’s death. Unlike the soldiers, the Senate and people in Rome had hated her son. There was no point in living. Although she was dying from cancer, she now went through with starving herself to death. Such is the account of Cassius Dio. That of Herodian is briefer and more sinister: ‘she committed suicide [the Greek verb can mean either by starvation or hanging], perhaps without any prompting, or perhaps because she was ordered to do so.’

   What had been the aim of Domna’s intrigue? A recent study suggests that, as ‘a woman could not rule’, she had actually intended to put on the throne her great-nephew Heliogabalus (as we will now call Varius). A previous plot, a year before the flight to Raphaneae, is an intriguing idea. Yet, ultimately, it does not convince. Heliogabalus might not have been the obvious choice in the family. His father had died some years before, his maternal grandfather very recently, and an unknown sibling (we do not know if it was a brother or a sister) at some time between those dates. Yet other male relatives were alive. There was an uncle by marriage who had two children. One was a married daughter. The other, if blood was what mattered, was a son. This man, known via an inscription, and probably mentioned in a fragmentary passage of Cassius Dio, had been co-opted into the Arval Brethren, a college of priests, in AD214, three years previously. Thus, unlike Heliogabalus, he was an adult and a senator.

   Other candidates aside, if Domna had advanced Heliogabalus as a pretender it is probable that he would have suffered the normal consequences of failure: death, or, at the very least, exile to a secure prison island. As we will see in the next section, Macrinus left Maesa in full possession of her wealth and sent her to live in Emesa with Heliogabalus. That would have been an act of immense political folly if her sister had just attempted to start a rebellion in his name. Summing up the reign of Macrinus, Cassius Dio wrote that he had been ‘overthrown by a mere boy of whose very name he had previously been ignorant’.

   Finally, it is worth looking closely at what Cassius Dio says about Domna’s motives. ‘She hoped to become sole ruler [autarchese: literally “independent of others”] like Semiramis and Nitocris, inasmuch as she came in a sense from the same parts as they.’ Semiramis and Nitocris were legendary rulers in the East: Queens of Assyria and Egypt respectively. By pointing to her Syrian origins, Cassius Dio intended to ease his Greek and Roman readers into believing that Domna was aiming at such a ‘barbaric’ role. In fact, no woman would rule the Roman Empire in her own right for centuries; not until Irene, the widow of Leo IV, took the masculine title Basileus (AD797–802) in Constantinople, long after Rome itself was lost. Yet that does not automatically mean that Domna did not aspire to sole rule. From the inception of the Roman Empire, for two and a half centuries, no Emperor had been from an equestrian background, until Macrinus ascended the throne in AD217. Yet as early as the reign of Tiberius, the second Emperor (AD14–37), the equestrian praetorian prefect Sejanus was believed to have schemed to take the purple for himself.

   Although it may have been unrealistic, after twenty-five years at the heart of the imperial court, the last three effectively running the empire, Domna might have sought to grasp sole power. Cassius Dio may not have been totally wide of the mark. As we will see, several factors in Domna’s background in the East encouraged her ambitions. And the women of the Emesene dynasty were to confound contemporary expectations repeatedly.

   
III Maesa’s Plot

   Maesa, although married to a leading senator, had lived at court with her sister throughout the reigns of Septimius Severus and Caracalla. She was with Domna in Antioch during the last fraught months. We are told nothing about her role in events, but she suffered in the aftermath. Macrinus ordered her to depart and live in her home town of Emesa. Ironically, it was the fate Domna had feared for herself. Maesa was allowed to keep all her possessions, including the vast wealth accumulated in her decades close to the throne.

   Maesa’s husband, the senator Caius Julius Avitus Alexianus, had died recently of old age, serving as an adviser to the governor of Cyprus. So it was as an elderly widow that Maesa returned to the provincial town of her birth. At first glance it was an unpromising position from which to plot the overthrow of the Emperor. What induced her to take the terrible risk?

   Maesa might have considered herself lucky to have survived the failed intrigue of her sister, but she was far from safe. In Roman law there were two types of exile. Those condemned under the harsher deportatio were confined to a specific place, usually an island. Their civic rights were removed, and, almost always, their property was confiscated. The milder penalty was relegatio, which entailed banishment from Rome, Italy, and, if applicable, their native province. Those suffering relegatio normally kept their estates, as well as their status and citizenship. Evidently, Maesa does not fit either of these categories. The will of the Emperor had legal force and overrode the niceties of temporal law. No formal sentence may have been passed on Maesa, but she can have been under no illusion that her condition was anything other than a form of internal exile.

   There was serious cause for concern. All too often, the executioner followed the exile. A prominent person was got out of the way before being killed quietly off stage. The death sentence might arrive quickly, or after years of anxiety. Maesa knew this well from the experiences of her own family. Plautilla, the wife of Maesa’s nephew Caracalla, was divorced and banished to Lipara in AD205. For the next seven years she lived in ‘great fear and wretchedness’, until the order for her death reached the island in AD212.

   Maesa’s vast fortune only added to the anxiety. Perennially short of funds, Roman Emperors frequently succumbed to the temptation of unjust condemnations of members of the elite in order to confiscate their wealth. To create a fictional rural idyll, the philosopher Dio Chrysostom imagined two peasant families left to their own devices when the Emperor executed the owner of the estate of which their smallholdings had once formed a remote part. No Emperor was specified. There was no need. His readers knew it was just what Emperors did. They killed the rich for their money. Rather than the aberration of tyrants, such behaviour can be interpreted as a structural part of imperial finances. Again, Maesa was all too aware of this threat. Her brother-in-law Septimius Severus had been notorious for convictions motivated by gain.

   The two fears were inextricably linked. If Maesa were executed, her family would be reduced to penury. Together they made a potent incentive. But other factors urged her to take the ultimate gamble.

   Maesa, quite rightly, held Macrinus responsible for the deaths of her nephew and sister. Revenge (ultio) was an honourable ambition, even a duty, in Rome. Emperors commonly killed the families of those executed for treason, not just out of wanton cruelty or greed but to safeguard their own future. Although it might be tempered by clemency (clementia), taking justified revenge was embedded in the value system of the Roman elite. It was the flipside of their much-vaunted giving of benefits to the deserving. The Dictator Sulla had inscribed as his epitaph that no one had outdone him in doing good to his friends, or harm to his enemies. Here, yet again, Maesa had the example of her family. Both Septimius Severus and Caracalla had praised to the Senate the severity of Sulla and Caracalla had restored the tomb of the Dictator, epitaph and all.

   Fear and revenge were keen spurs to act. Another is given by Herodian. Maesa ‘would rather have risked any danger than live as an ordinary person, apparently rejected’. She had a straightforward desire for status: the same motive ascribed to Domna by Cassius Dio. Living in a less hierarchical culture, we might be tempted to dismiss the idea. It could be written off as nothing more than a rhetorical flourish. Perhaps it was just a literary topos, borrowed from Cassius Dio by Herodian, and transferred to another character. Taking such a line would be a mistake. By the standards of their culture, both Cassius Dio and Herodian were acute judges of motivation. In many ways the Romans were similar to us, but in others they were very different. That was as true of their thinking as of externals like clothes or food. For them, the core of status was the concept of dignitas. Dignity in English is derived from the Latin word but does not convey its importance. For us, dignity is vaguely suspect, something to stand on, easily slipping over into self-importance and pomposity. For the Romans, dignitas was a key element of their identity. Famously, embarking on his own insurrection, Julius Caesar had announced that dignitas meant more to him than life itself. It was a sentiment Domna and Maesa might have echoed. And Maesa was about to put it to the test.

   In many ways the time was promising for a rebellion. The new Emperor Macrinus was not yet settled on the throne. The army disliked him. As Caracalla’s successor, Macrinus had inherited his war with Parthia. It had not gone well. In the summer of AD217, a battle at Nisibis in Mesopotamia had cost huge numbers of Roman casualties but brought no decisive victory. The latter, rumour had it, was because Macrinus had lost his nerve, and fled the field. His previous career as a lawyer might not have fostered physical courage and did nothing to endear him to the troops. Negotiating a peace treaty – one widely regarded as unsatisfactory to Roman interests – had necessitated keeping the army in the field over the winter of AD217–18. Short of supplies, and many living in tents through the inclement weather, the soldiers became resentful. Especially as Macrinus himself was said to be living in luxury in Antioch, cultivating his beard and discussing philosophy. Barbarian incursions into the province of Dacia caused unrest among the detachments of the field army drawn from the garrisons along the Danube. Their families were at risk and they demanded to go home. To make matters worse, Macrinus decreed that new recruits would not receive the increases in pay and privileges awarded the troops by Caracalla. The attempt at budgetary restraint might have been necessary, but it could not have been more untimely. Unsurprisingly, serving soldiers saw it as the first step to removing their own grants. And behind it all ran the story that Macrinus had been responsible for the death of Caracalla, their fellow-soldier.

   If any of the Emperor’s subjects ever compiled a handbook on insurrection, explaining in detail how it must be undertaken, his work of practical instruction has not survived. Modern scholarship has attempted to fill the gap. Successful military rebellions – as opposed to assassinations or palace coups – were led by men with great names: senators at the least, much better aristocrats, especially those commanding armies. First they got their own entourage and those serving in their province onside. Oracles might be consulted. Their predictions were always ambiguous, but if useful could be circulated. Divine favour counted for a lot. Enough to outweigh the risk of being denounced, or blackmailed by unscrupulous priests. Letters would be sent to the powerful: men who, like the sender, had troops. They contained promises of career advancement, both personal and for family and friends. More letters would go to rich provincials and important cities. Status and material rewards were offered. Finally, clandestine distributions of money were made to the soldiers. Every step was treasonous, and every step carried the death penalty. But the broadest base of support was needed.

   Maesa arrived in Emesa in August AD217, at the earliest. She set off to Raphaneae with Heliogabalus in mid-May the following year. At most, nine months to organise an uprising. She would not have started planning straight away. Time was needed for her to identify her opportunity.

   The patron deity of Emesa was Elagabal, a sun god, manifested as a large black, conical stone. The temple of Elagabal was wealthy. Herodian tells us that every year the governors of neighbouring provinces and barbarian kings sent costly offerings. The priesthood was controlled by Maesa’s family. Once they had been kings of Emesa. When their monarchy had been abolished by the Emperor Domitian some five generations previously, her ancestors had channelled their energies into the cult, perhaps importing the god, to maintain their primacy in the city. The current priest was her great-nephew. Soldiers regularly came from the local garrison to worship. The Third Gallic Legion had been based at Raphaneae for well over a century. The majority of its recruits were Syrian. Elagabal was the ancestral god of some and culturally acceptable to all. Some of these soldiers were already clients of Maesa’s family. A customary aspect of Roman society, the relationship of client and patron was reciprocal. The client showed respect to the patron and supported their aspirations, while the patron gave benefits to the client. Herodian implies that the soldiers frequenting the temple also had non-religious motives, taking erotic pleasure in watching young Heliogabalus officiate at the ceremonies. Given Roman sexuality, which we will explore in chapter 10, this is quite likely.

   Here was Maesa’s opportunity. A direct line into Raphaneae, and from there to all of the camps of the army in the East. She knew that the soldiers were dissatisfied with Macrinus and revered the memory of Caracalla. As Heliogabalus was chief priest, favourable oracles were not hard to produce. That similar utterances were forthcoming from other shrines is an indication of the influence of the family throughout the region. Maesa told the soldiers that Heliogabalus was the illegitimate son of Caracalla. Never mind that it branded her daughter an adulteress. Given the affair with Eutychianus, even had she wished Soaemias was in no good position to object. Maesa also took the irrevocable step of promising the troops money if they would restore the throne to her family.

   We cannot be sure if Maesa spoke to the soldiers herself. Given their later prominent roles with the troops, Eutychianus and Festus might have been her envoys. That some of the soldiers were already clients of the family would have facilitated the approach. By the spring of AD218, several of the essentials of the revolt were in place. Maesa had obtained divine backing, although one assumes it had the enigmatic nature of all oracles. She had secured the support of the freedmen of her own entourage, as well as certain notables in Emesa, and had offered at least some of the nearby garrison money. Yet it was still a small group, with none of them senior officers. A worryingly narrow foundation for an armed insurrection.

   A fascinating papyrus recording an attempted rebellion survives from Egypt. Although brilliantly reconstructed, the text is so fragmentary that the effect is like watching a damaged DVD: the picture pixilates, freezes, then jumps to a moment of clarity, before vanishing again. It is an official document: the account of the revolt being added to the morning report of a Roman army unit. The year is uncertain. We shall return to that (in chapter 5), as it may be in the reign of Heliogabalus himself. Most likely the rebellion was in Egypt, but again we cannot be sure. The report may have come from another province. Yet some specifics can be picked out. Timing was important. The coup was launched during a festival, when the troops were on holiday and discipline relaxed. Religion was repeatedly stressed. The standards, the shrine of the camp and the military oath are mentioned. As well as the troops, an attempt was made to win over civilians. The uprising was launched by an officer referred to as ‘that prefect’ (ille praefectus). Perhaps he was the prefect of Egypt, or of the Second Legion Triana Fortis stationed there, or of an auxiliary unit? Whatever his rank, it seems he acted with one centurion and ten soldiers. It shows that a rebellion could be started by a small group, without powerful backers. Yet the careful avoidance of the name of ‘that prefect’ also indicates that he failed.

   The evidence of the papyrus points to the odds being very much against Maesa when she took Heliogabalus to Raphaneae. Like ‘that prefect’, she had the support of no men of high rank and influence. Why had Maesa not enlisted the governors and the barbarian kings with connections to the temple of Elagabal? The recruitment of the latter in a Roman civil war might have been unwise. Several barbarian monarchs offered their aid when the Emperor Vespasian made his bid for the throne. It was held to his credit that Vespasian had declined. Emesa was in the Roman province of Syria Phoenice. The governor, Marius Secundus, was away on official business in Egypt. Secundus, not long appointed, was loyal to Macrinus. The absence of Secundus actually allowed the plot to incubate. Yet we hear of no approaches to other governors. Later, after the outbreak of the revolt, when both sides sent letters trying to rally the provinces to their cause, Cassius Dio implies it was for the first time. A quarter of a century at court had taught Maesa the importance of the legions and their commanders. Something had brought the timing of the rebellion forward.

   Ulpius Julianus, one of the two praetorian prefects recently installed by Macrinus, had arrived in Syria Phoenice. We are not told why he was there. With Secundus away, Julianus may have been given the task of overseeing the province and inspecting the troops in their winter quarters. Later, we hear of many deserters in the region, so perhaps Julianus was rounding them up.

   It has been suggested that when Maesa set off to Raphaneae she was unaware of the proximity of Julianus. This is extremely improbable. A praetorian prefect travelled in some style. Julianus was accompanied by a unit of Moorish auxiliaries and had an escort of his own guardsmen. As well as being predominant in Emesa, Maesa’s family had relatives and estates in the neighbouring cities of Apamea and Arca. As we will see, Julianus was in the vicinity of Arca. Maesa would have been informed of the arrival of the praetorian prefect.

   Julianus, even before being rumoured to be implicated in the murder of Caracalla, had an unsavoury reputation. One of his previous posts had been commander of the frumentarii. Despite their anodyne name – which implied something to do with the grain supply or rations – the frumentarii were the nearest thing Rome had to a secret service. They were the Emperor’s confidential messengers. More sinisterly, they were his spies and assassins. As praetorian prefect, Julianus remained responsible for their activities.

   The appearance of Julianus in Phoenice terrified Maesa. At the least, he was well placed to uncover her treasonous intrigues. At the worst, news had already leaked and the praetorian prefect had orders for her arrest and execution. Maesa had intended to strike while the army was still in winter quarters, and before the return of Secundus. Many parts of the plot were in place: the oracles, her freedmen, a few local dignitaries and some legionaries of the Third Gallica. But she had yet to secure the adherence of a single army commander. There was no time for that now. The arrival of Julianus precipitated her frantic nocturnal flight from Emesa.

   
IV The Acclamation

   Maesa, with Heliogabalus and the rest of her ragtag little party – tired, travel-worn and apprehensive – reached Raphaneae well before dawn. The approach was forbidding. In the gloom, as they came down from the eastern hills, the slope on their right was pitted with dark quarries, the skyline notched with tombs. Raphaneae lay in a valley dominated by a sanctuary – to what deity we do not know – on an eminence to the west. As far as we can tell the town was unwalled. They went through the quiet streets of the civilian settlement to the walls of the legionary fortress. Arriving, they found that the gates were shut. This was a moment of the gravest danger. If they were not admitted, the revolt was over and their lives would soon be forfeit.

   The fortress was the home of Legio III Gallica. It was a legion with a long and proud history. Founded in the 40s bc by Julius Caesar, partly from veterans of his conquest of Gaul, hence its name, it had fought in Spain at Munda, the final battle of the civil wars that had brought him to sole power. A decade later it had campaigned under Mark Antony at the far end of the empire, against the Parthians beyond the Euphrates. The legion remained in the East for a century and acquired permanent eastern ways. Briefly returned to the West during another civil war, in Italy at the second battle of Bedriacum in AD69, as dawn broke the soldiers of the Third turned to the East and hailed the rising sun. This Syrian religious ritual was thought by the rest of the army to herald the arrival of reinforcements. The misinterpretation lifted morale and was pivotal to victory. The following year Legio III was sent back to the East to make its base at Raphaneae. And there it had remained for almost a hundred and fifty years. By AD218 the vast majority of its recruits had long been locals: the sons of soldiers, or easterners with Roman citizenship.

   To the relief of Maesa and her adherents, the gates swung open. Herodian says the garrison immediately saluted the boy as Emperor. Most likely this is a simplification. Not all the soldiers were in the plot, and the events of the next days show that the legion was unprepared for revolt. There would have been negotiation.

   Who did the rebels negotiate with? We hear nothing of any mutiny, so it would have been the officers. Syria Phoenice was a one legion province, so the commander of the Third Gallica was the governor, Marius Secundus. But, as we have seen, Marius Secundus was away in Egypt. In theory, in the absence of the legate, the next most senior officer was the senatorial military tribune. There were six tribunes in a legion: five equestrians, and one from a senatorial family. For all his high social status, the latter was a young man doing military service at the start of his career. In practice, command devolved onto the praefectus castrorum, the prefect of the camp, an ex-centurion. A minority of centurions were equestrians, who entered the army at that rank. The vast majority, however, were soldiers who had risen through the ranks: tough professionals in late middle age. There is a temptation to identify the prefect of the Third as one Publius Valerius Comazon. We will meet Comazon again, but at Raphaneae there is a better candidate. Subsequently in the revolt the rebels promoted men within their units. By the end of the year the legate of III Gallica was an ex-centurion called Verus. Events would prove that Verus was both ambitious and a risk-taker. As the governor of Syria Phoenice usually would have been based in the capital of the province, probably the city of Tyre, the legionaries at Raphaneae would have been accustomed to taking orders from the prefect of the camp. Verus was the key man who had to be won over.

   In the last hours of the night, who undertook the delicate task of persuading Verus and the rest of the legion? The army was, in the phrase of sociologists, a ‘total institution’. For a recruit, the identity of ‘soldier’ largely superseded any previous affiliations. Soldiers had little sympathy for outsiders, like those in Maesa’s party. They had no time for civilians. When the philosopher Dio Chrysostom – old and unarmed and with no official position – visited an army camp on the Danube, he was amazed they could even stand the sight of him. Women, obviously, had no role in the army. When Agrippina ‘acted as a commander’, and quelled a panic on the Rhine, it earned her the lifelong mistrust of the Emperor Tiberius. When Narcissus, the freedman of the Emperor Claudius, tried to address the troops before the invasion of Britain, they refused to let him speak, shouting ‘Io Saturnalia’, from the festival where slaves were allowed to dress as their masters.

   Despite such prejudices, the attempt had to be made. Perhaps the freedmen spoke first – Eutychianus of course, possibly Festus – then the women – Maesa and Soaemias. Soldiers could be sentimental about children of the imperial family. Maybe Heliogabalus was coached to make a speech. If so, we have no record of what he said. But Maesa had been in Rome seven years before, when her nephew (and now the supposed father of Heliogabalus) had spoken to the troops at a similarly fraught moment. After murdering his brother, when the loyalty of the soldiers was uncertain, Caracalla had gone to the Praetorian camp and said, ‘I am one of you, and it is because of you alone that I care to live, that I may confer on you many favours; for all the treasuries are yours.’ At Raphaneae something on those lines would have chimed well with Maesa’s promises to distribute all her wealth to the troops.

   At sunrise, the soldiers acclaimed Heliogabalus as Imperator. The time was propitious both for the sun-worshipping legionaries of the Third and the young priest of the specific solar god of Emesa. The youth was draped in a purple cloak. Had the family brought it with them, or was it found in the shrine of the camp? In some impromptu acclamations a cloak had to be stripped from the shoulders of a deity in a nearby temple. There was other paraphernalia of an Emperor: a diadem or even a crown, special clothes and boots. But it was the cloak that mattered. Heliogabalus added a personal touch. He strapped on a sword. A nice touch that symbolised both a transition to manhood and his fellowship with the soldiers.

   After the acclamation the soldiers took the sacramentum, the military oath. The wording varied over time. In the previous century, the crucial element of the oath had been to ‘value the safety of the Emperor above everything’. Only one man in each unit recited the entire formula: the rest in turn just said ‘idem in me’ (the same for me). Although to us the ritual might appear slightly comical – all of those soldiers parroting idem in me, idem in me… – and in the third century soldiers often broke their oath, it should not be dismissed as a piece of meaningless theatre. The Romans believed in their gods (as we will see in chapter 8), and modern studies demonstrate that the military oath remains important to contemporary servicemen and women.

   What had induced the men of III Gallica to break their oath to the reigning Emperor and throw in their lot with a fourteen-year-old boy? On any calculation, it was a reckless move. There were some thirty-three legions in the army. Stories of Caracalla’s newly discovered son might be circulating, but there was no certainty that any other legion would follow the lead of the Third at Raphaneae. Several interlocking motives had come together. There was dislike of Macrinus, who had displayed cowardice in the field, was living in luxury in Antioch, was thought likely to remove their recently granted extra pay and privileges and was rumoured to have been behind the murder of their ‘fellow-soldier’ Caracalla. Then affection for Caracalla, loyalty to his dynasty and perhaps sentiment towards his child. Perhaps shared religion played a part. And then there was money. Modern scholars often downplay money. If they valued it highly, they would have chosen a different profession. Contemporaries, albeit members of the elite, had no doubt of its importance to the Roman soldiery. They wanted cash, vast amounts of cash.

   The first public step of the revolt had been a triumph for Maesa and her wealth: idem in me, idem in me…

   
V Maesa’s Face

   What was she like, this aged woman who had started a civil war and put her entire family at risk to place her grandson on the throne? We will form an estimate of her character from her actions, but somehow that does not seem enough. We need to put a face to the name. What did she look like?

   A beguiling answer has been offered: a portrait bust from Hierapolis in Syria, usually dated on stylistic grounds to about the right time (c.AD218–35). A motif of a stylised acanthus leaf, common on funerary monuments, joining the bust to its pedestal suggests a posthumous image.
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      Image 2: A Portrait Bust of Maesa?

     



   

   This is just how we feel Maesa should look: large, protruding eyes, sunken cheeks, a great, humped beak of a nose, a strong, jutting chin. Gaunt and fierce, this is a woman who would sacrifice any number of her grandchildren to her indomitable will.

   Unfortunately, beyond coming from Syria (and Hierapolis is a long way from Emesa), and, as we will see, possibly dating to about the right time, actually there is very little to connect the bust to Maesa.

   We need to bring out into the open two seldom mentioned motives for identifying Classical portraits with known individuals. First – and it is very understandable – a portrait of an empress or the like just seems more exciting, somehow more significant than one of a nonentity. Second – and much more dubious – in the modern antiquities market (a notoriously venal and unprincipled place) a portrait of a well-known individual is much, much more valuable. Some art historians need to put a name to the face.

   Let us compare the bust to a portrait of Maesa on an imperial coin. We will explore later (in chapter 9) the fascinating issues of who chose coin types and how they were ‘read’ by different groups in the empire. For now, it is enough to note that this is an ‘official’ image put out by the regime that was expected to bear a definite resemblance to reality.
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      Image 3: An Official Portrait of Maesa and the Virtue of Chastity

     



   

   Maesa’s image on the coin – at least to my eyes – looks rather different from the bust. Her nose is straight and her chin is less pronounced. Her face is plumper, with fuller cheeks and a roll of flesh on the neck.

   If we look at their hair styles (although we can’t see much on the bust, as she wears a veil) both women have a central parting. This can lead to a circular argument. Ordinary women are thought to have copied the hairstyles of members of the imperial family (although how long was it before such imitation took place – a year, two, maybe twenty, and how long did they continue the fashion?). As the hair of the sculpture is somewhat like that of Maesa on the coinage, the bust must date to roughly the same time. Then the argument is flipped. As the bust dates to the right period, and has the same hair style as the empress, it must be Maesa.

   Maesa’s hair on the coin is modelled on that of her sister, the empress Julia Domna, and hers in turn looked back to that of an earlier empress, Faustina the Younger. It stresses continuity. Nothing innovative here – just another female member of the imperial house.

   There is a danger of importing our anachronistic value judgements to such things. Back in the reign of Trajan, when we know from literature that the public role of imperial women was at its most circumscribed, their elaborate coiffures can seem to us to indicate flamboyant self-advertisement. Yet, despite the risk, it is hard not to see Maesa’s hair – carefully ordered, scraped back into a sensible bun – as indicating reticence and an almost self-effacing modesty. This image is supported by the labelled personification on the reverse of the coin: Pudicitia, Bashfulness or Chastity. Pudicitia features on forty-six percent of Maesa’s known issues. Her other main types – Saeculi Felicitas (the good fortune of the age, twenty-eight percent) and Pietas (Piety, thirteen percent) – are equally traditional. The image of Maesa put out by the imperial mint was conservative and uncontroversial: a respectable Roman matron, a repository of antique virtues. As we will see, that image, perhaps deliberately, was deeply misleading.

   
VI The Siege – 1

   The praetorian prefect Ulpius Julianus was ‘at no great distance’ from Raphaneae: probably at the town of Arca (also known as Caesarea ad Libanum). It was about forty miles south-west of Raphaneae. News of the uprising could have reached him by sunset of 16 May, but certainly within a couple of days.

   A praetorian prefect was second in power only to the Emperor. By the early third century the prefects had acquired wide legal and administrative authority. Yet the crucial element of their power remained military. The only men allowed to be armed in the presence of the Emperor, the prefects commanded the nine thousand or so bodyguard of the Praetorians. The danger they posed was evident. Who guards the guards? (Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?), in the famous phrase of the satirist Juvenal. The Emperors tried to minimise the risk. They almost always appointed two prefects. Should one turn traitor, the other might remain loyal. With only a couple of exceptions, they selected men from the equestrian order rather than senators. The hope here was that should a prefect attempt to set himself on the throne the traditional elite would offer him no support. Although the Emperor Commodus had been killed by a prefect, and rumour had it that Tiberius had been finished off by another, in general the checks had worked well for two centuries. The reigning Emperor Macrinus was the first prefect to usurp the man he had sworn to defend.

   Ulpius Julianus was loyal to Macrinus. His first known post was princeps peregrinorum, commander of the frumentarii, the imperial secret service, which indicates that Julianus was a military man. At the end of Caracalla’s reign, he was in charge of the census in Rome (a censibus). From that position he had written to warn Macrinus that he had been denounced, and thus precipitated the plot which led to the death of Caracalla. As the new Emperor, Macrinus rewarded Julianus by making him one of his praetorian prefects. Julianus’ colleague, Nestor, was with Macrinus in Antioch. Interestingly, Nestor had also once commanded the secret service.

   Julianus acted decisively. Two members of the Emesene family were caught and executed. Maesa’s daughter Mamaea in turn had a married daughter, whose name we do not know. The latter woman, and her husband, were the unfortunate victims. Mamaea’s husband, Gessius Marcianus, came from Arca. Most likely his daughter was apprehended on their family estates.

   Julianus knew that the revolt of III Gallica had to be stopped quickly, before it had any chance to spread to other units. Cassius Dio tells us that Julianus collected ‘as many of the remaining soldiers as he could in the short time at his disposal’. As prefect, he would have been accompanied by a detachment of Praetorians. We know that at Raphaneae he led Moorish troops. Sent to serve in the Roman army in fulfilment of a treaty with Caracalla, these Moors would have been tribal levies rather than regular units of auxiliaries. As the imperial field army had wintered in Syria, there may have been other troops quartered near Arca. Having gathered what forces were available, Julianus set off to Raphaneae.

   The rebels at Raphaneae had not been inactive. Raphaneae was an unusual garrison town. In the eastern provinces, legions were stationed in existing cities. At Raphaneae there is no literary or archaeological evidence for a settlement before the arrival of Legio III. As was common in the western provinces, the city of Raphaneae grew around the fortress of the legion.

   Although, in a sense, it was their city, the civilian town was unwalled, and the legionaries of the Third Gallica made no attempt to defend Raphaneae. Instead, Herodian tells us, ‘they moved all their supplies and children and wives from the settlements and land nearby into the camp, before shutting the gates and preparing to withstand a siege’.

   The actions of the rebels are revealing in two ways. First, the majority of Legio III was not prepared for the uprising. Second, the rebels did not feel strong enough to face Julianus in the field. A legion had a paper strength of about five thousand men. But natural wastage – retirement, death, desertion and detached duties – meant fighting strength was usually lower. Most likely, the rebels thought they would be outnumbered by the forces of the praetorian prefect.

   When Julianus marched down into the valley of Raphaneae he would have summoned the Third Gallica to hand over Heliogabalus and Maesa and the others. The summons was refused. Lacking a siege train, Julianus could not batter down the walls of the camp, and he did not have time to starve its occupants out. He decided to assault the gates. Battering rams were easily improvised. The troops chosen were the Moors.

   There is something odd here. In ancient battle the Moors were light troops: either unarmoured javelin men, rushing forward on foot to hurl their missiles, then sprinting away, or dashing horsemen, riding without bridles, controlling their ponies with a stick and wheeling back and forth as they harassed more ponderous foes. They were not intended for work close to the steel, and not ideal for storming fortifications defended by legionaries. But, like them, Macrinus was from North Africa. Julianus thought they would fight bravely for an Emperor who shared their ethnicity. Morale trumped tactical experience.

   Julianus was right. The Moors broke open the gates. And then, with the camp at his mercy, Julianus called them back. A modern theory asserts they were recalled because the rest of Julianus’ troops were mutinous and refused to enter the camp. It exemplifies ‘knowing more than our sources’. Cassius Dio gives alternative explanations. Either Julianus ‘was afraid to rush in’, or he now expected the defenders to surrender. Because Cassius Dio thoroughly disapproved of Julianus, the latter is to be preferred. As dusk fell, Julianus was confident that the rebels would be in his hands the next day. It was a fatal mistake.
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Julius Bassianus

Maesa m. Caius Julius Avitus Alexianus

Domna m. Septimius Severus

Caracalla Geta

Soaemias m. Sextus Varius Marcellus

Mamaea m.1 Unnamed Senator
m.2 Gessius Marcianus

Marcus Julius
Gessius Bassianus

Unnamed

Sibling(s)

Heliogabalus m.1 Julia Cornelia Paula
m.2 Julia Aquilia Severa
m.3 Annia Aurelia Faustina
m.4 (+) Two or Three Unnamed Wives?
m.5 Julia Aquilia Severa

Unnamed Daughter ~ Alexianus/
m. Unnamed Husband ~ Alexander





