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‘I read [history] a little as a duty, but it tells me nothing that does not either vex or weary me. The quarrels of popes and kings, with wars or pestilences, in every page; the men all so good for nothing, and hardly any women at all – it is very tiresome: and yet I often think it odd that it should be so dull, for a great deal of it must be invention.’


Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey


‘Women have served all these centuries as looking-glasses possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural size.’


Virginia Woolf


‘Don’t take no for an answer. Argue with silence.’


Amy Richlin




For Professor Mary Harlow and my mum:
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Introduction


There is a story from the 1970s often told by Roman historians of gender. It goes like this: students at an American college approached their male professor, a revered Roman historian, to request a course on women in Roman history. They, being among the first women ever to study ancient history at this university, wanted to see themselves on their syllabus. Their professor disagreed. To their dismay, he replied that he may as well do a course on Roman dogs.1 The professor’s meaning was clear: women have no place in history. History is not about women, or children or non-binary people or indeed dogs. History, to him and to an awful lot of people, is the Doing of Important Things. It is winning battles and having Important Opinions In Public. History is politics and public deeds. Women don’t make history.


The history of the Roman Empire is usually told in this mould. It starts with Romulus, moves through Brutus overthrowing Tarquin, bounces through an appallingly tedious list of expansionist battles and generals and consuls, before emerging into the political stab-fest of the Late Republic. From there, it runs through all the emperors, occasionally mentioning a wife or mother to show how badly things can go when women take control, until Constantine invents Christianity and then Attila the Hun rolls up and ruins it. But the history of Rome and its empire is so much more than just emperors and politicians and generals. History is so much more than Important Things. You and I, right now, are living through history. In the future, history books will be written about the times we live in, and we won’t be in them because we (mostly) do not do Important Things. History, though, still includes us. It includes women who are not prime ministers or queens or capital-I Important. History happens to women (and men) as much as they make it.


This book, then, is a revisionist history of the Roman Empire with Important Things relegated to the background. This is a history of the things the Roman male historians and biographers never wanted to write about and certainly didn’t want us to be writing about. This is a history of the things the Roman history writers designated as domestic, feminine, boring and worthless. It is a history of individuals, because, to quote Svetlana Alexievich, ‘this miniature expanse: one person, the individual. It’s where everything really happens.’2 This is a history of Rome, from its foundation in 753 BCE to the fall of the last western Roman emperor in 476 CE, through the lives of women you have probably never heard of. These women are Vestal Virgins and sex workers, they are business owners and poets, martyrs and saints. Only four are rulers or officially involved in Important Things. Each of them tells a different story of the Roman Empire as it grew from belligerent city state to immense empire and then shrank into warring states; from polytheistic Republic to emperor-worshipping monarchy to Christian superpower.


By focusing on women, we discover a whole new history of the Roman Empire, one where marriage is as important as war and where what it is to be Roman is constantly being reassessed. Many of the women in this book never set foot in Italy, let alone Rome. Several considered themselves to be enemies of the Romans; others considered themselves thoroughly Roman but were treated as enemies. Including women in history forces us, as historians, to re-evaluate what a Roman was, what Romanness was, and to confront the immense scope of the Roman Empire. Including women deepens our understanding of Roman history and Roman life. When Romulus founded Rome, he knew that his city would not be complete until it included women; the history of Rome is equally incomplete without them.





THE KINGDOM






Tarpeia and Hersilia


750 BCE



The Traitor and the Patriot


In the beginning, there was a wall. Built by Romulus at the top of the Capitoline Hill, breached by his brother Remus, protected by Romulus and baptised with Remus’s blood on 7 April 753 BCE. The legend served as a warning: Romulus’s walls were sacred and any incursion would be punished swiftly and brutally. Next, came a city state called Rome with Romulus as its king. Romulus claimed to be the son of Mars. He claimed the god had raped his mother, Rhea Silvia, to ensure the royal line would not be ended by her lifelong virginity. In this story we learn that, to the Romans, a bloodline is more important than an individual woman.


To fill his city, Romulus opened his gates to fugitives from other Italian cities, to people escaping slavery, to fortune seekers and risk takers and anyone curious enough to show up. To those who came he offered citizenship, sanctuary from the consequences of crimes committed elsewhere and freedom to enslaved men. And men came in their droves. When he had enough, Romulus instituted a hierarchy (because god, did Romans love a hierarchy) and created a Senate of one hundred of his favourites. This Senate he called Fathers (patres) and their job was to advise him, to guide him and to do his admin. The descendants of these first hundred men were known as Patricians, the most revered and respected class of families in Rome.1 Romulus embedded this hierarchy into his brand new society from the start. Remember this because we will come back to it in a couple of chapters.


In order to have descendants, however, these Patricians and all the other newly minted Romans needed wives. For wives, they needed women. Like all new spaces that seem full of opportunity for those who have little to lose (the Wild West, cryptocurrencies), early Rome primarily attracted men of a – shall we say – challenging temperament. In Rome’s case, this occurred because Romulus offered citizenship, freedom and sanctuary only to men, explicitly excluding women from his welcome package. All these male criminals and adventure-seekers and men fleeing enslavement made for an exciting and unpredictable place to be, but they did not make for a stable or long-lasting city state. As Romulus watched young, bright-eyed men arrive day after day he knew that if Rome couldn’t provide them with wives and futures, then all his new male citizens would eventually wander off, leaving his big, new city dead and crumbling before it celebrated its first birthday.


Before we go on, we need to have a chat about the available sources for the mythical beginnings of the Eternal City. The surviving works of two authors provide the major narratives of Rome’s earliest centuries: Titus Livius and Dionysius of Halicarnassus. The former we know better as Livy, an Italian historian who lived between 56 BCE and 17 CE and wrote his history of Rome from foundation to his modern day under the all-seeing eye of the first emperor Augustus. He produced his history as a friend of Augustus in order to help shape and define Roman identity during a time of immense social and cultural upheaval.2 But he also wrote at a time when Rome appeared to have reached its pinnacle. The Rome that Livy experienced was rich beyond imagining and controlled an empire of several million square miles. The Rome Livy knew referred to the entire Mediterranean as mare nostrum – our sea. He claims that he chose to write his history of Rome because the unstoppable rise of Roman power seemed, to him, to be the most shining example of good things happening to good people. Rome succeeded because Romans deserved it. He worried, however, that luxury and greed posed a threat to the Rome of his time, that he was living during a ‘downward plunge’ in Roman morality, and so he wrote his history to give his readers examples of good and bad behaviour, and encouraged them to ‘choose for yourself and for your own state what to imitate, from these mark for avoidance what is shameful in the conception and shameful in the result.’3 This ethical mission drove the selection and presentation of his stories about the most ancient Roman past.


The latter source is Dionysius of Halicarnassus’s Roman Antiquities. Dionysius arrived in Rome from Halicarnassus in modern-day Turkey in 29 BCE in order to learn as much about the Romans, whom he perceived to be foreign, as he could and write about them for readers in the Greek-speaking world east of the Mediterranean.4 He spent, by his own account, two decades living in Rome as a proto-anthropologist and eventually published his book in 7 BCE, also during the reign of Augustus. He chose to write a history of Rome from its foundation up to the wars with Carthage because he believed this was ‘a subject noble, lofty and useful to many’, again through its provision of examples of good behaviour. He also aimed to explain to his Greek readers just how exactly ‘the supremacy of the Romans has far surpassed all those that are recorded from earlier times.’5 Like Livy, he wanted to make sense of Rome’s power.


Most of what we know about approximately the first half-millennium of Roman history comes from these two blokes, both of whom wrote during the exact same decades, in the exact same court, experiencing the exact same cultural milieu and for largely the same purpose. Although Dionysius wanted to explain Roman supremacy to those they had colonised while Livy wanted to explain Roman supremacy to his dissolute peers, they both wanted to present a linear narrative of Roman history that rationalised constant success in war and money-making as a reward for good behaviour. Both wanted to define that good behaviour and offer it up as a set of moral exemplars for their readers. This is why the Romans won … this is why the gods love them … this is what you need to do to win. In every story we are about to read in the next five chapters, there is very much a moralising self-help undertone that cannot be ignored.


There are a few other sources, including Ovid’s epic poems the Fasti and the Metamorphoses, in which he both creates and records Roman myth, and Plutarch’s biographies of great Roman men. The Metamorphoses and Fasti were also written in the decades of Augustus’s reign, while Plutarch lived around 100 CE and spent his adult life travelling between Athens and Boeotia in Greece. All these authors wrote to explain the modern world they lived in, to find significance and meaning for their experiences in the Roman past. Although they drew on older sources (and sometimes even named them), they picked their stories and presented them in such a way as to be meaningful to their modern readers, as all historians do; as I did when I picked the stories I am telling you here. Most importantly for this book: when the ancient writers chose to put women in their stories, they were making an explicit choice and statement.


It is absolutely possible to recount the entire early history of Rome up until the Late Republic with mention of only a single woman. The only one you can’t really cut out entirely is Lucretia, but everyone else is very much optional and most modern histories of Rome do choose to excise the women I am about to talk about in order to focus on their husbands and fathers. But when Romans mentioned women in their histories, it was never by accident, it always had meaning and we are here to find out what that meaning was. The first women of Rome, the Sabine women, for example, explained and described the origins and purpose of Roman marriage.6


Which brings us back to Romulus, in his city of rough men and his desperate need for women. Romulus’s first strategy to gather women was a bold one – all his plans were bold ones. He sent envoys to all the surrounding city states in Italy like Crustumium and Caenina and Antemna and simply asked for wives. The Romans rather liked to portray their Italian neighbours as one-dimensional antagonists, but these were sophisticated, ancient city states. The pre-Roman people of Italy, like the Sabines who inhabited at least six cities in Lazio and Umbria, and the Etruscans who dominated Italy from about the eighth century BCE, were long-established, complex societies with cities and literature and rich histories and a strong sense of their own place in the universe. They were incredibly surprised, then, when these Roman upstarts showed up and asked them for their daughters’ hands in marriage. In return, Romulus offered to these venerable peoples an alliance with the new city state and the pleasure of intermarrying with his Romans.7 So basically, just the marriage. The kings of the Sabines and Etruscans and their leading men responded exactly as you perhaps would if someone sneezed into their hand and then tried to shake yours with the snot still dripping from their fingers. They recoiled in obvious revulsion. The older, fully established states of central Italy saw Rome as a grotesque, largely uncivilised folly – full of criminals and men who had previously been enslaved (posing a very serious problem) and led by a man who had killed his own brother. They absolutely would not be sending any of their lovely daughters over to hang out with the Romans. From the very start, the way the Romans saw themselves (divinely descended, the height of civilisation, practically perfect in every way) did not often overlap at all with the way they were seen by outsiders (terrifying, borderline genocidal, completely unreasonable and quite, quite deluded). Instead, over and over these rulers asked the envoys the obvious question: why didn’t Romulus offer sanctuary to women and attract women to Rome of their own accord? Let the women of Italy choose to come to Rome and choose to marry Roman men. Give women the same opportunity to escape slavery or prosecution or simple boredom and start a new life. If you need women, mate, let women into your city.


Romulus, hilariously, took this suggestion as a gross insult. Formerly enslaved men or bandit men or murderous men were one thing: a man could transcend his start in life. A criminal or formerly enslaved woman, however, was forever ruined and Romulus would rather have no women than have one who had left a difficult situation in Collatia. Romulus was bloody awful obviously, but then Roman men all were.


The response to the suggestion that women be allowed to arrive in Rome alone and of their own free will highlights how different the rules for women and female behaviour were in the ancient Mediterranean, and how embedded those rules came to be in Roman culture. The idea that a woman be allowed to choose to arrive in Rome as a free individual struck Livy as genuinely ludicrous because women, in Roman historical narratives and political culture, did not exist as individuals and could not be allowed the same agency as men. Women existed as daughters, wives and mothers, as relations to men, and they could arrive only if men moved them, like chess pieces. This is why Romulus and his tiny band of Romans decided that a much better option than attracting women who wanted to marry them and live in Rome was simply to kidnap some women they wanted and force them to be their wives.


And so, finally, we reach the first Roman woman. Almost. Until this point in the Romans’ own telling of their mythical history only a handful of women have appeared. The wives and lovers of Rome’s grandfather Aeneas, whom he continually abandoned to die without so much as a backward glance, were Trojan (Creusa), Carthaginian (Dido) and Latin (Lavinia). Romulus and Remus’s birth mother (Rhea Silvia) and foster mother (Larentia) were both Alban. Romans acknowledged these women as their ancestors but not as Romans themselves. The first woman with a name to live in the city of Rome was Hersilia, who started her life as a Sabine woman, born and raised in the Apennine mountains.8 There is no single version of Hersilia or her story, and she is rarely mentioned in modern retellings of Roman beginnings, but she is a vital part of the story of the foundation of Rome, and so every ancient telling includes her, because the story of the foundation of Rome is also the story of the creation of Roman society, including Roman marriage. Hersilia was Rome’s first wife. In some versions of her story, she is an older woman, the mother of a teenage daughter. In others, she is a young woman herself, virginal and unmarried. In all versions, she is an attendee at the most notorious party in Roman history.


The story goes like this: having been rejected by every town within riding distance, Romulus decided that he would just take the women he wanted. Riding into established towns with his brand new army to scoop up girls by force was clearly a bad plan, though, so he devised a scheme to bring the ladies to him. He began, according to Dionysius, by claiming to have discovered an ancient altar to the god Consus (also called Equestrian Neptune) buried under the Roman hills. He thus announced that he would be instituting a new festival to honour this new ancient god: the Consualia on 21 August in either the first or fourth year after the foundation of the city.9 He sent invites to all the most important families from all the nearby towns that had previously scorned him and promised them a banging party. And, out of politeness and curiosity and begrudging piety to a new god, some came. Several towns from Latium sent delegations but by far the most enthusiastic were the Sabines, who arrived as full family parties in their hundreds.10 The Sabine families toured this strange new city, traipsing up and down the Roman hills, they accepted the food and hospitality of Romulus’s followers, they sat in the Circus Maximus to watch a grand display of chariot racing, spectacles and sacrifices. And then, when Romulus gave his secret signal, they watched in horror as the Romans drew their swords, grabbed their sisters and daughters and granddaughters and nieces by their hair and dragged them screaming from the circus. The numbers of women taken on this day vary wildly, and include very specific numbers like 30, 527 and 683, and very vague estimates like ‘somewhat greater than thirty’ and ‘nearly eight hundred’.11 Amongst these Sabine women, the only one to be granted a name and a voice by the Roman historians was Hersilia.


In the chaos that followed, the Romans chased the Sabine men out of the city and then parcelled out the women amongst themselves. One of the major purposes of this story for the Romans of the Augustan era was explaining why Roman weddings traditionally included celebratory cries of ‘talasius!’ Onlookers and celebrants in Rome shouted this word at the bride and groom during weddings, but no one knew what the word meant. So, every version of the rape of the Sabine women includes a ‘Just So Story’ about its meaning and purpose. In Livy’s telling, it derived from a man named Talasius who had, during the Consualia, marked out a particularly beautiful young girl as his own. When the attack started, he charged his men with ensuring that no one else grabbed her first. As they carried the unnamed girl to him, they shouted out that she was off limits to other Romans because she was being taken to Talasius, and thus the wedding cry was born.12 Creepy shit. Plutarch offers several completely different explanations. One is very similar to Livy’s but the shout derives from onlookers telling Talasius that he is a very lucky man, wink wink. His own theory is that the cry is completely unrelated to the Sabine women and derives entirely from the Greek word talasia meaning come on, work harder, you can do it, which is somehow also very creepy.13 The point is that Romans told themselves that the form, purpose and celebration of their marriages derived from this mass assault of young women, in a martial act, but also that describing the formation and purpose and celebration of marriage was very important to Roman historians. Marriage was an important act for men, and for the city.


The Sabine kidnappees were handed out to the best and brightest of the unmarried Romans and were then subjected to Romulus going door to door giving them a lecture and trying to defend his actions. He blamed their parents and the leaders of their cities for refusing to negotiate with the Romans, telling the women to be angry at their fathers and not Romulus who, they had to understand, really, really needed women. He told them that they had been taken in marriage, to be their husbands’ partners, not their sex slaves or their victims. He promised the women that they would be full citizens of Rome and, in the words of Livy, he gave them ‘the greatest privilege of all the human race’: their children would also be Roman citizens.14 Citizenship of a four-year-old city comprised of kidnappers, offered by a man who stabbed his own brother, was perhaps not the kind of gift that these women had ever wanted, but Livy’s words were written for readers in the age of Augustus, when Rome was the glory of the Mediterranean and citizenship was an honour bestowed upon the few, so it cheered the women up quite a lot in his telling.


It’s worth noting here that while this incident is known to many as the Rape of the Sabine Women, this was not a sexual assault. The Latin word raptio is used by the ancient sources to describe the women being violently grabbed and dragged away and this was, whether deliberately or not, converted into the concept of sexual assault and the word ‘rape’ by Italian Renaissance artists. There is no suggestion of coerced sex in the ancient texts, who rather tend to emphasise the willingness of the Sabine women to become Roman in every way. The most willing of them all was Hersilia. Dionysius describes Hersilia as a woman of good standing among the Sabines who was already married and whose daughter had been targeted by the Romans. As all the other Sabines fled the Roman swords and abandoned their daughters and sisters, Hersilia stayed ‘of her own free will’ and was thus the only woman in early Roman history who became a Roman voluntarily.15 It’s maybe for this reason that Romulus chose her from all the Sabines to be his wife, and she got to be the first female voice in Roman history and the first wife to use soft power to influence her husband to do the right thing.


Before we fully explore Hersilia’s contribution to defining the role of a Roman wife, though, we have to interrupt this broadcast to discuss the wayward Roman daughter, Tarpeia. Because Hersilia can’t save Rome until Tarpeia nearly destroys it.


Tarpeia is the closest thing there is to a Roman woman at this point, being the daughter of a Roman man, a Roman general no less. She can’t have been born in Rome, but Tarpeia is the only woman we know of who wasn’t dragged screaming into her home. Tarpeia fascinated and perplexed Roman historians, who told and retold her story, exploring it from every possible angle, much like we tell and retell the stories of Snow White or King Arthur over and over, always reconfiguring them to reflect the issues of our own time. But every story needs basic beats to be recognisable, and Tarpeia’s story has three. The first is that, in the aftermath of the rape of the Sabine women, Rome was being besieged by Sabine men attempting to rescue their daughters. Each Sabine city organised and sent a separate army to retrieve their women, assuming that Rome was a tiny baby city that they could take easily. But you know what they say about assuming and asses. Initially, the wars went well for the Romans and they cheerfully humiliated a lot of established people who tried to fight them.16 Eventually, the Sabines realised that the Romans would require a collective effort, came together in a coalition against Rome and chose Titus Tatius to be their leader. Very quickly, Tatius drove the Romans back behind their city walls and besieged them for an unspecified amount of time. The Roman sources are amusingly hand-wavy over this part of the story, tending to skip from Tatius agreeing to lead the coalition to Rome being besieged with a yada yada yada over how they got there and how many losses may have been suffered on the way.


The second beat of Tarpeia’s story is her role in ending this siege. Specifically, that she deliberately opened the city gates and let the Sabines in while the Romans slept. Where the stories diverge a lot is in how and why she did this. Tarpeia’s motivations tormented the Romans. Was she a traitor, who sold out her own city? Was she a hero who tricked the Sabines? Was she a stolen Sabine daughter trying to get back to her father, or a Roman maiden terrorised into betraying her city, or a young woman in love with the handsome foreign king?17 At various points in Roman history, she was all these things. Her story survives in six Roman sources spanning two-and-a-half centuries and each contains a different Tarpeia. Some sources contain four or five different Tarpeias. Livy, Dionysius of Halicarnassus and Plutarch list every version of the myth they have read in all the histories now lost to us and few overlap.18 Tarpeia confused Roman historians because the most common version of Tarpeia’s motivation said that she was a greedy little girl who sold out her city for gold, and yet every year Romans celebrated and sacrificed to Tarpeia at her grave in the Capitol, the most sacred centre of Rome. This dichotomy tortured Roman writers. They simply could not reconcile the prevailing version of the past (that Tarpeia was a traitor) with their own present (where sacrifices were annually made to her). Eventually, in a moment of profound giving up, Dionysius of Halicarnassus declared, ‘Let everyone judge of the matter as he please’ and simply moved on.19


Of all the many renditions of this beat of the story, the one that repeats the most often is that Tarpeia was a young girl and the daughter of Tarpeius, the man whom Romulus had entrusted with the protection of the Capitol.20 One day, Tarpeia left the city walls to collect water (in some versions she was a Vestal Virgin), and while doing so she caught sight of the Sabine soldiers hanging around. As part of their traditional costume, the Sabines all wore large gold bracelets and big gold rings. While this may bring to mind an image of a hoard of Sopranos extras sporting signet rings, I’m sure they were much more dignified than that. The gold entranced Tarpeia because women are like magpies who love sparkles. She also lived in a Rome where, in the minds of male writers in the Late Republic, luxury and decadence and jewellery had not yet been invented, largely because it had no women. Fascinated, Tarpeia approached Tatius and offered him a deal: she would open the gates to the city for him and in return he and every man would give her ‘what he wore on his left arm’. The lack of precision in her words is key.


That night, Tarpeia snuck out and opened the gate, allowing an entire army of waiting Sabine men into the Capitol. Then, she demanded her reward, avidly eyeing their delicious jewellery, imagining herself wearing a hundred identical bracelets, swept away by the female greed that Roman historians believed to be the root of all evil. Tatius’s response was swift and disappointing. His lovely bracelet stayed where it was, but the other item he wore on his left arm – his huge wooden shield – came flying through the air. The heavy shield, designed to survive the blow of a sword, crashed into the young girl, knocking her to the floor. Tatius ordered his men to follow his example and give Tarpeia her reward. Shields flew at her from all sides. One after another, soldiers piled their armour on top until they crushed Tarpeia to death under the weight. A traitor killed by those she sold the city to, hoisted by her own stupid, imprecise petard. That she is crushed to death by Sabine shields, thrown at her as her reward, is the third element of Tarpeia’s story which remains immutable.


Roman writers thought about Tarpeia a lot, in many different genres, throughout the Roman centuries. She survives in histories, biographies, poetry and moral handbooks and this is surely just a sliver of her actual impact in the Roman world. She appears so often because Tarpeia is secretly the hero of Rome’s first war. Think about it. Without Tarpeia, what’s happened is that the Romans annoyed the Sabines by committing a terrible crime and the Sabines took revenge by breaching the city and occupying the most sacred, most heavily fortified part. Without Tarpeia, it looks like the Romans just picked a fight and lost, and Romans hated losing fights. Tarpeia exonerates the Roman men. It’s not their fault that the city was breached, that the Capitol was violated and that the enemy filled the sacred city. It was a girl’s fault, a greedy girl corrupted by luxury. What a moral lesson.


Thus, it was a girl’s fault that the Romans now had to fight a pitched battle in the middle of their own city and that Rome came close to being lost forever so early in its life. But it was also because of a girl that Rome was saved. In the valleys between Rome’s hills, in sticking mud and rain, the Sabine and the Roman men fought for days. At one point, a man named Marcus Curtius got himself so stuck in the churning, awful ooze that he was forced to abandon his despairing horse to save himself. In memory of this horse, the area was called the Lake of Curtius forever and ever, even long after it was paved over.21 Eventually, after long, hard days of war in the city, the Romans and the Sabines faced one another for one final time. The third-act final battle.


The Sabines, being the fathers and brothers and uncles of the stolen women, drew up their line at the foot of the Palatine Hill, precisely where the Church of Santa Maria in Campitelli now stands, while the Romans, who were now the husbands and lovers of the Sabine women, arranged themselves at the foot of the Capitoline, where the original Temple of Vesta was later built. They checked their horses, polished their swords, lined up their battalions, prepared to kill and to die. As they drew in their breath to start the battle, they were interrupted by what Plutarch somewhat unimaginatively calls ‘a spectacle beyond all description’.22 Running down the hills, charging onto the battlefield from all directions, came streams of crying Sabine women with their long hair let down loose in mourning. Many were pregnant and some carried babies in their arms, products of their Roman marriages. They took their babies to their Sabine relatives, or to their Roman husbands, they fell to the floor in supplication, and in the centre of the battlefield stood Hersilia, Romulus’s wife.


Addressing both the armies, Hersilia spoke the first words allowed to a Roman woman. She raised her voice and demanded of men ‘[w]hat terrible injury have we done to you that we have had to suffer and must continue to suffer such cruelty?’23 First, she thundered, the Romans had used violence to kidnap her and her kinswomen and to force them into marriages which have now borne children. Then, their fathers and brothers and uncles ran off when confronted with a sword and didn’t come back to save them for so long that many of the hundreds of women abandoned in Rome had been able to conceive and give birth to Roman children. The Sabine women had been left in Rome by Titus Tatius and most of his army for the better part of a year. And now, just as the women had settled into Rome and made peace with their new situation and their new identities as Roman wives and mothers of Roman children, their families had suddenly shown up and started murdering their husbands and the fathers of their children. Her voice carrying across the valley, Hersilia demanded that the soldiers of both sides kill her and her fellow women instead of each other because ‘it will be better for us to perish than to live, lacking either of you, as either widows or as orphans.’24


Hersilia stunned both sides. The fact that the men would hurt their women regardless of who won the war seems not to have occurred to them before this moment. The Sabines suddenly realised that, in the act of marrying the Sabine women and impregnating them, the Romans had forcibly made themselves their relatives. They had transformed this war into a family feud. Romans had shot the grandfathers of their sons, and their own brothers-in-law, while the Sabines had sliced the throats of their sons-in-law. They had all committed horrific, polluting acts of parricide. Through marriage and the bearing of children, the Sabine women had turned two separate peoples into one. Exactly what Romulus had wanted all along. Hersilia forced the men to confront this reality, to lay down their swords and, on the Roman side at least, their shields, by demonstrating that marriage made them family.


The truce as described by Roman sources is, it has to be said, clearly ludicrous. In Roman renditions, Titus Tatius decided that not only would he call off the war and come to peace, but he would also merge the Sabine peoples with the Romans, moving hundreds of his own people into the city of Rome, which would keep its name and not change in any way. Tatius also agreed to become joint king with Romulus. I have to admit that I would love to see a Sabine version of the whole affair. In the Roman version, the Sabines had no negotiating power because the Romans had possession of the women. He who has the ladies has the power, as the axiom I just made up goes. To celebrate this wonderful treaty, where Tatius just rolled over and gave up all sovereignty and most of his power to move to a city he had thought a villainous scum-yard a week earlier, Romulus decided to name the thirty curiae (legislative wards) after thirty of the Sabine women. Sadly, nobody records how those thirty were chosen; perhaps a talent show. Only about seven of the original curiae names are preserved so we don’t know whether Hersilia was one of the honoured women, but Tarpeia was remembered in the name of the Tarpeian Rock, a lost cliff in Rome from which particularly egregious traitors were thrown.25 She was also, as I said, buried within the city walls and every year, for hundreds of years, priests held rites at her grave on the Capitol.26


Tarpeia thus achieved a kind of immortality and eventually Hersilia joined her. During the reign of Augustus (of course) the poet Ovid, previously known for his sex poems, took a break from writing about how to pick up girls at parties and instead wrote some Roman mythology to ingratiate himself with the new emperor. The Metamorphoses is a kind of epic history of the world and Rome up until Ovid’s own time (can you tell that there was very much a theme to Augustan-era literature?) and thus obviously includes Romulus and Hersilia. Ovid’s version of Romulus’s life ends with the king being assumed into heaven without dying, and transforming into the god Quirinus.27 The association between Romulus and Quirinus appears in a lot of sources, but Ovid added an innovation. Twenty lines of Ovid’s poem describe Hersilia left distraught by her husband’s deification, heartbroken, alone on the mortal plane and facing a lonely afterlife without him. The great goddess Juno, wife of Jupiter, was so moved by her grief and so impressed by her goodness as a wife that she decided to allow Hersilia to join Romulus. A messenger goddess, Iris, took Hersilia to the Capitoline Hill where a star fell from the sky, hit Hersilia and transported her to the heavens where she was transformed into the goddess Hora Quirini.28 Ovid’s aim here was to associate Hersilia with Augustus’s wife Livia because he was really trying to get into Augustus’s good books (he failed) so he made Hersilia a model of a divinely good wife.


In these stories they told about the first Roman women, the Romans recognised that women were foundational. That without Tarpeia and Hersilia, there was no city of Rome, and there was no Roman Empire. In Roman foundation myths, both Tarpeia and Hersilia are needed to engineer the situation where the Sabine women, the Romans and the Sabine men are all together in a tight domestic space and the war can be resolved. Both women are needed for the city to become rooted and to flourish. The traditional version of the foundation of Rome, so often told in modern media, is one which eliminates Hersilia, and often Tarpeia too. It is a story of murder and war and kings, where women exist in the background as a homogeneous blob of (often pointlessly naked) ‘Sabine women’.


But the Romans didn’t tell that story. They told a story that had women at the core; every version of it prioritised women as the founders of the city and the glue that held it together. Tarpeia is constantly discussed, interpreted and reinterpreted as hero and villain because Romans were highly aware that without her there could be no truce, because without her there could be no intervention of Hersilia; without her Rome remains a pariah in Italy. Hersilia, meanwhile, is understood to be Romulus’s wife because she does what Roman wives do best: she persuades her husband to do a sensible and merciful thing.29 Married women – wives – are the particular heroes of the story of the foundation of Rome because they function as the common interest and the tie between men. Wives transform men from strangers to brothers and sons. When wives become mothers, they draw men even closer together, changing them from two separate tribes into one big begrudging family celebrating tense Saturnalias together. Without wives, men fight and kill and die with nothing. Wives allow men to have a future, a legacy, a family.





Tanaquil


616 BCE



The Queen


Hersilia may have been the wife of the first king, but Rome did not have a true queen until Tanaquil arrived. In the ninety-nine years and four kings between Romulus’s death and Tanaquil’s husband’s ascension, there had been no named women in the palace (if we exclude the second king Numa’s alleged ‘nightly consultations’ with a nymph).1 Tanaquil arrived to change all that and to usher in a brave new period of Roman monarchy: the chaotic incest and murder period.


Like Hersilia, Tanaquil did not begin life as a Roman woman. She was an Etruscan woman, born and raised in the Etruscan city of Tarquinii in Lazio. A member of an honourable and aristocratic family, she inexplicably married a nouveau-riche foreigner called Lucumo. Lucumo’s father came from Corinth, Greece, and moved to Tarquinii after being hounded out of his home city by political violence and the rise of a tyrant. In Tarquinii, he married a local girl and had two sons. He outlived one son so, when he died, his other son Lucumo inherited his entire estate. The huge patrimony made Lucumo rich enough to marry an aristocratic woman, but nothing could make up for that fact that his father had been Greek.2 In Tarquinii, an ancient and esteemed city, he would always be a little degraded, a little looked down on, because of his father’s heritage. Only people born and raised in the city for generations could ever be real aristocracy in Tarquinii.


Had Tanaquil and Lucumo merely wanted comfortable lives in familiar surroundings, this status situation may not have been a problem. The couple could have enjoyed luxurious lives of leisure in a big Etruscan city. That life, however, was not what either of them wanted, especially not Tanaquil. Livy describes Tanaquil as ‘a woman of most exalted birth, and not of a character to lightly endure a humbler rank’, suggesting to me a woman who was perhaps not entirely thrilled with the husband she ended up with.3 Thankfully for her, Rome offered another path. Rome was still a new city in Italian terms; just about 115 years had passed since Romulus had built his first little wall, and it still appeared a swirling meritocracy where anyone could show up and make a name for themselves. Roman citizenship remained open to people from all over the Mediterranean and so people with ambition, who wanted status unavailable to them in more settled city states, showed up to become Roman.


Suffocating in the rigid social hierarchy of Tarquinii, where Tanaquil would always be debased by her husband’s blood, where her children would never be able to ascend to the highest ranks, and where she would always be a little humiliated by her station, the wild newness of Rome seemed full of possibilities. There was room for men and women who wanted more in Rome and so, in Livy’s telling, Tanaquil persuaded her husband that they should leave their home city, their friends and family, and try to make it in the bright lights of Rome. And so, the two of them struck out on the sixty-mile trip south to their new home.4


I like this story a lot because it feels so timeless. The small-own/old-world kids striking out to make it in the big city/new world, a bright, fresh land of opportunity just over the horizon, a young couple tied together by their yearning for more. You can practically feel the Broadway overture swelling as they climb into their little carriage and make their way to new lives. Indeed, were this a piece of musical theatre, the intermission would come just after Tanaquil and Lucumo received a message from the gods, communicating to them their destiny. As they were travelling along the lonely road to Rome, just as they reached Janiculum (now part of Rome) an eagle swooped down and gently lifted the pilleum from Lucumo’s head. A pilleum is a brimless, slightly pointy felt cap associated with freedom and conveying an air of mild ridiculousness to the modern viewer, not unlike a Smurf hat, so please include this in your imagined version of this musical. The eagle flew a little circle above the cart and then, just as gently, dropped the hat back from whence it came before speeding noisily away, screaming at the skies. What made this feat particularly impressive was that Lucumo and Tanaquil were travelling in a covered wagon.


To you and me, and perhaps even Lucumo, this was a cracking anecdote to tell over dinner. ‘The time an eagle stole my hat and gave it back’ is basically a much better version of my story of the time a Brighton seagull deliberately tripped me so it could steal my pizza slice. Invite me round to dinner for the full version of that scintillating tale. Tanaquil, however, saw a clear omen. A marvel with a message from heaven. Because Tanaquil was an Etruscan woman and Etruscan women were believed to be uniquely skilled in reading divine messages; she explained to Lucumo what had happened with rising excitement: the eagle had come from a specific quarter of the sky and thus brought a message from some specific (unnamed) god; the eagle had touched the highest part of Lucumo’s head and had removed a head accessory, so clearly the message related to ruling. He had then replaced the hat. Basically, she said, he had thus been crowned by heaven. She read the incident as a prophecy of their assured success in their mission. They would rule in Rome. And so buoyed, they continued through the city gates. You see what I mean about this being a perfect place to put an interval.


This isn’t a play, though, so you just get a paragraph break. Sorry. The couple arrived in Rome just a year into the reign of the city’s fourth king, Ancus Marcius, grandson of the second king Numa, and the first king to have used his hereditary claim to convince people to vote for him. Romans chose their kings by a slightly complicated process whereby the Senate nominated a couple of candidates, the people voted for (or against) said candidate and then the Senate ratified the vote to make the decision final. During this process, a Senator took the temporary role of the interrex who oversaw proceedings and crowned the new king. The aim was to ensure that they allowed only the best and most qualified men to rule once they had proven their ability, rather than some over-privileged idiot prince with no skills. Ancus, with his royal blood, rang the first tinkling warning bell that this process might not be infallible.


Not that this bothered Lucumo and Tanaquil, who set about charming the pants off Roman high society. Lucumo immediately changed his name to fit in better, calling himself Lucius Tarquinius Priscus.† Bye bye foreigner Lucumo, hello Roman aristocrat Tarquinius. The pair used a combination of generosity, hospitality, kindness and good advice to win the affection of basically everyone in town, including the king himself.5 Within a few years, Tarquinius had worked his way into the king’s inner circle and, just eight years after arriving in Rome, was sent to lead the cavalry in a war with the Latins in 631 BCE. By the time Ancus died, peacefully in his sleep, in 616 BCE, Tarquinius had been made guardian of Ancus’s underage sons. That’s how good he was at making friends, and that’s how open Rome was to strangers. Any old (wealthy) person with any past could show up, invite some well-placed people to dinner, give some thoughtful gifts, and find themselves at the very centre of the Roman royal court, as Roman as can be. They could become so trusted, so Roman, that when a vacancy appeared on the Roman throne, they received a nomination from the Senate to be the next king of Rome. Which is what happened to Tarquinius.


Having been nominated, Tarquinius and Tanaquil decided to do a tiny bit of subterfuge to absolutely ensure their success in the election. Although Romulus and Numa had done their best to make a hereditary system unlikely, the Roman attachment to nepotism and family tended to override everything else. Ancus’s two sons had also been nominated for the throne and their royal heritage gave them a slight edge over the newcomers, despite their young age. If they could be kept away from the election meeting, however, they could not be elected. So Tarquinius and Tanaquil tricked Ancus’s young sons into going on a hunting trip in the countryside rather than going to a boring grown-up meeting. The boys blithely went off, giving Tarquinius the chance to give a rousing speech and have himself elected king before anyone knew what was happening. Thus, the Etruscans introduced both canvassing and subterfuge into a pure Roman system. Tiny cracks. Next, Tarquinius doubled the size of the Senate, enrolling a hundred new Senators who, he made sure, were entirely loyal to him above the state. For the first time, factions emerged in the Senate.


Despite the dodgy circumstances of their ascension, Tarquinius and Tanaquil ruled happily for several years. Tarquinius did what Romans did best and spent most of his time waging wars against his neighbours, including a town called Corniculum. In the sacking of this town, the Romans enslaved many people and took them back to Rome, including a woman named Ocrisia who may or may not have been the wife of the king of Corniculum and may or may not have been pregnant. In Livy’s telling, Ocrisia was already pregnant when she was captured, recognised as a royal woman and taken to live alongside Tanaquil as a companion in recognition of her status.6 In this version, Ocrisia gave birth to her son, Servius Tullius, as a free woman but nevertheless a royal hostage in the Roman palace.


There is, however, another much more fun version told by every other source from Dionysius to Pliny the Elder to Ovid. In that version, Ocrisia was a non-royal and not-pregnant woman, enslaved by Tarquinius and given to Tanaquil as an ancilla – an enslaved handmaid. One day, after years of service, Ocrisia was doing something with the semi-sacred fire in the royal house in the presence of Tanaquil, whereupon, to everyone’s great surprise, a giant willy rose up out of the ashes. The Roman authors all become hilariously coy when describing this, even though they all have dicks decorating half their houses. Ovid blushingly refers to it as an ‘obscene masculine form’, which is very funny for a man who wrote a poem about how girls should be porn-star loud in bed, while Pliny opts for ‘a male genital organ’ lest anyone read the word ‘penis’ and faint.7 This floating ash willy proceeded to impregnate poor Ocrisia, because Tanaquil, who was able once again to recognise this as a come on from the gods, ordered her to sit down on the fire and fuck it, and Ocrisia obeyed.


In doing so, Tanaquil acted as the interpreter of the gods, understanding that they wanted to give the Romans a hero, ‘a scion superior to the race of mortals’, and that Ocrisia was the chosen vessel.8 Like the Virgin Mary, but ruder. Quite whose dick it was floating in the ashes is up for debate; Ovid is pretty clear that it belonged to Vulcan (the Roman version of Hephaestus, not the pointy-ear dudes), while Pliny thought that the family’s Lar, a kind of home-based guardian deity, was the father. On the other hand, one nineteenth-century English translator of Pliny invented a cute theory that Tarquinius had impregnated Ocrisia and then lied about it ‘to escape the wrath of queen Tanaquil’. Here we see modern(ish) commenters converting Tanaquil from a wise mediator between the divine and mortal spheres, into a cuckqueaned hag who scares her cheating husband, who also hates her.9 That’s misogyny at work for you, pals.


Anyway. All this gods and fire penis stuff was developed to explain why Tanaquil and Tarquinius had such a special fondness for Ocrisia’s son, Servius Tullius, despite having two children of their own (a son and a daughter). The gods ordained that Servius be the favourite. Servius wasn’t an enslaved kid forever tainted by his enslavement, as Livy thought, but sent from heaven to rule the Romans. It was because she understood that that Tanaquil took Servius (who is more often called Tullius in the sources, but we already have a lot of names beginning with T here and there’s more coming, so I’m trying to make it easier for everyone) under her wing, educated him as she would her own son and trained him to be a leading Roman man. Over time, Servius impressed Tarquinius and Tanaquil, who remained convinced that he had been chosen by the gods, so they married him to their daughter, making Servius their son-in-law. The daughter’s name was, naturally, Tarquinia. I warned you.


At some point when Servius was almost grown, a third miracle occurred, again witnessed and interpreted by Tanaquil. This time, as the boy was sleeping, his head caught on fire. Reasonably, everyone around him went into a flap and tried to save him by putting the flames out. Tanaquil stepped in, recognised it as a divine fire and told everyone to calm down and not interfere. Eventually, Servius woke up of his own accord, and as he blinked open his eyes – possibly somewhat perturbed to find his entire family staring at him while he took a little siesta – the flames died down, leaving him completely unharmed. Tanaquil interpreted this for the onlookers, saying in Livy’s account that Servius would be ‘a lamp to our dubious futures and a protector of the royal house on its day of distress’.10


Despite these ominous omens, Tarquinius’s reign continued for thirty-eight successful years. The sources recording histories do not pay much attention to Tanaquil or the home front. They are much more interested in wars, battles, treaties and the occasional royal action. You would never guess from reading Livy or Dionysius that Tanaquil was remembered at all in Rome except in these odd moments. Thankfully, other genres of writing exist and these hint at the impact Tanaquil had on creating the model of an idealised Roman wife. We are told by Pliny, quoting the lost titan of Roman literature Varro, that Romans so revered Tanaquil as an ideal wife that objects believed to have been owned or made by her were preserved in two separate temples and could still be seen in the first century CE.11 In the Temple of the ancient god Semo Sanctus Dius Fidius on the Quirinal Hill stood a bronze statue of Queen Tanaquil along with her personal distaff and spindle. In the Temple of Fortune, also on the Quirinal, was displayed a toga – an ‘undulating royal toga’ no less (I assume that means pleated) – woven by Tanaquil for Servius and worn by him. She was considered to be the inventor of the ‘undulating royal toga’ and also of the straight, plain tunic ritually worn both by brides on the night before their wedding and by newly enlisted soldiers.


So Tanaquil wasn’t just a spinner and weaver, she was a trailblazing fashion designer. In addition, Romans believed and repeated that it was because of, and to honour, Tanaquil that brides carried a specially decorated distaff and spindle at their weddings, and to honour her that brides (allegedly) intoned ‘Where you are Gaius, there am I Gaia’ in their wedding ceremony, referring to her alternate name Gaia Caecilia.12 Tanaquil, an Etruscan queen, was woven into the very fabric of Roman life and that speaks to a queenly role that was visible and significant in Roman culture. And again, here we see more origin stories for marital rituals, and the importance of marriage in Roman self-mythologisation.


So far in her life, Tanaquil has persuaded her husband to move to Rome, interpreted at least three vital omens and invented at a minimum two types of clothing. But her greatest moment didn’t come until she was about seventy-five years old (according to the reasonable calculations of Dionysius of Halicarnassus) in 578 BCE.13 Almost four decades had passed since Tarquinius had played his little trick on the sons of Ancus Marcius to ensure his ascension to the throne, and those sons had grown into very bitter men. They felt that the throne should be their patrimony, their inheritance, and they had harboured this grudge for a freakishly long time. Therapy didn’t exist in the sixth century BCE, which is a shame because it could have averted some of the drama the Marcius brothers were about to start.


As Tarquinius and Tanaquil made it clear that they were attempting to set up Servius as the first son-in-law to inherit the Roman throne, it dawned on the Marcius brothers that they had absolutely no chance of taking the throne back into their family via the electoral process. Tarquinius transparently wanted his faction in the Senate to ease Servius’s ascension to the throne and be the first king to choose his own successor. This triggered a rage in the Marcius brothers, taking on a xenophobic flavour when they started going round complaining that Tarquinius wasn’t even a real Roman. He was a Greek (spit), and so they concocted a mildly ludicrous plot to have Tarquinius killed.


The plot involved the brothers persuading two friends, who might have been shepherds, or shepherds who might have been their friends, to go to Tarquinius’s palace and start a fake fight with their ‘rustic tools’.14 The plan was that the shepherds would make such a racket that Tarquinius himself would emerge to try to arbitrate the situation, and that is exactly what happened. The pair of shepherds screamed at each other and at the palace guards until the aged king hobbled out, followed by his wife, to deal with the matter, at which point one of the shepherds launched his ‘rustic tool’ – turned out it was an axe – at the king and then fled, leaving the weapon embedded in the royal skull.


The place exploded in uproar as everyone started freaking out about the literal axe murder of the fricking king. Everyone, that is, except Tanaquil. Tanaquil took charge. She ordered guards to deal with Tarquinius and kicked everyone else out of the palace. She closed and locked the doors, then summoned Servius. When Servius turned up, Tanaquil broke the news that the king was dead but insisted that no one else know about it. There was too much danger, to her mind, that the Marcius brothers might be able to talk their way onto the throne when she knew that the gods had bequeathed it to Servius. She knew from the omens and the divine messages. This was their day of distress; he was their lantern.


So, she gave Servius a pep talk and told him to pull himself together and be ready to act. She then, in an extraordinary moment, opened a palace window and addressed the panicking, pushing mosh pit of a crowd that had gathered outside to fret about their king. She leaned out, like Brian’s mother in Monty Python’s Life of Brian, and told them firmly that the king wasn’t dead, that he had merely been knocked out and needed a rest. In the meantime, she told them, they ‘should obey Servius Tullius, who would dispense justice and perform the duties of a king’. She basically declared herself to be the interrex and then placed the crown upon Servius’s head. And the Senate and people of Rome obeyed.15 Tanaquil was a king-maker.


Tanaquil and Servius hid the death of Tarquinius for several days while they went around campaigning to ensure that there would be no problems with Servius ascending to the throne. This included taking on formal guardianship of Tanaquil’s grandsons by her son, Lucius and Arruns, and then marrying them to Servius’s daughters – Tanaquil’s granddaughters by her daughter, both called Tullia. In Livy’s version of this story, Lucius and Arruns are Tanaquil’s sons, but Dionysius of Halicarnassus demonstrates pretty convincingly that they have to be her grandsons.† The plan moved smoothly, and Servius managed to work his way into being king without too many arguments from anyone. It’s not entirely clear how Tarquinius’s death was actually announced, or whether Servius ever went through the formal process of being elected king. In Livy’s telling, he managed to distract from the issue of whether he was legally king or not by starting a war, which Livy snarkily describes as ‘most opportune for the tranquil preservation of the existing state of things’.16


Thus, Tanaquil used omens and subterfuge to crown another king, and this one turned out to be even more significant for Rome’s future. Servius revealed himself to be a bit of an innovator who had some ideas about how to fix up the Roman army. He instituted Rome’s first census, primarily aiming to find out how much money everyone had. Allegedly, he recorded 84,700 people living in Rome at the time, making Rome in the sixth century BCE about the same size as St Albans in 2021. Based on how much cash every man owned, Servius divided the population into centuries. Centuries were both military and political units. The military part is irrelevant here, but in politics they acted as voting blocks: each century had one vote. All men who owned 100,000 asses or more were divided into eighty centuries, those with 80–100,000 asses were divided into twenty centuries, those with 75–80,000 asses made up another twenty centuries and so on until everyone who owned less than 25,000 asses (most people) were lumped into one single century.† Each century level had certain burdens in terms of military service and tax paying, with those at the bottom having no obligations. This system, quite fairly, put the burden of taxation on the rich and was surprisingly progressive. It was obviously never going to fly with the rich guys, and the solution was to give the rich lads at the top way more centuries than everyone else.17 As repayment, effectively, for paying more tax, Servius gave the richest more votes in elections and assemblies. From now on, votes would be taken by century, not per person, and the richest had four times as many centuries as the poor. The poorest mass now had one vote to share between them. I know you are wondering why I am telling you this tedious stuff but remember it. This is the beginning of some problems that came to characterise Rome for approximately five centuries and we will return to it later.


Before all that, though, we have to say goodbye to Tanaquil, who dies off screen. We have no idea how or when, just that she cannot still be alive at a certain point because she would be well over a hundred years old. Some historians, notably Fabius (most of whose works are lost), have her still knocking about at the end of Servius’s forty-year reign but those people, to paraphrase Dionysius, are bad historians.18 That’s not the most satisfying ending to a chapter, I know. It feels like someone as important and as interesting as Tanaquil should at least get a mention when she dies, if not a grand death scene, but Roman historians possessed a disappointing lack of dedication to narrative satisfaction.


Tanaquil is largely forgotten these days, even among historians of Rome. If there is a popular history of Rome mentioning her, I have yet to find it. Only Mike Duncan’s 179-episode epic history of Rome hints at her existence. She has been about as erased from history as it is possible to be.19 But this erasure is a modern phenomenon; to Romans, Tanaquil was important. In their myths and legends about how Roman wives should be and act, Tanaquil left a serious mark on the social and cultural history of Rome, in its ritual clothing, its rites of passage and its geography. A gate in the city walls colloquially called The Window was said to be named in reference to the window where Tanaquil, ‘a discreet and royal woman’, addressed the Romans following Tarquinius Priscus’s death.20 She is a model of an elite Roman wife who shapes the lives of her husband and children, who firmly advises and guides when necessary. And who invents a banging toga. But now, to the incest and murder.





_______________


†  There are tiny hints buried in some sources that Tanaquil started to go by the name Gaia Caecilia but this also might just be Romans being confused. In the sources which relate her whole story, she is always called Tanaquil, so that’s what I will be calling her.


†  His argument is basically that, if Tanaquil is seventy-five in 568 BCE, which is a reasonable guess based on when she arrived in Rome as a married woman, then the very latest she could have had kids is at about fifty, which would mean her hypothetical sons were in their thirties or forties when their father died and they would therefore not require an adult guardian and would probably already be married. It is perfectly plausible to Dionysius, and me, on the other hand, that Tanaquil could have young grandsons, perhaps because their father had died. Furthermore, Dionysius adds, no mother of honour or dignity, which Tanaquil certainly was, would ever be so awful as to bestow an inheritance which belongs to her son on some random kid. Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 4.6.


†  An as is a tiny bronze coin which acted as the equivalent to a sterling pound in the Early Republican economy when bronze was the most valuable metal available in quantity.





Lucretia and Tullia


510 BCE



The Virgin and the Whore


If there is one name you have heard before in this book, it is likely to be Lucretia’s; she exists at the opposite end of the notoriety scale to Tanaquil. Even if you have never read Livy or Ovid, you might have seen the paintings by Titian, Rembrandt, Raphael or Botticelli. You might have read about her in Dante or Chaucer, Machiavelli or Shakespeare. Over the millennia, Lucretia has come to be a symbol of innocence violated and strength of will; her naked body has been displayed in writing and in painting so often it is hard to keep track and I am afraid we are about to examine her again.


Lucretia’s story repeats about a hundred times in the surviving Roman literature but there are only really two versions of her legend: the version told by Livy and Ovid during the reign of Augustus, and the version told by everyone else. For some reason, the Augustan version has become the ‘canonical’ version, probably because it is cooler and also because Augustus reshaped the world in his own image, so that’s the story I shall tell you.


We begin in 510 BCE. Servius’s reign lasted forty-four years before he was replaced, in events we will get to later, by Lucius Tarquinius. In 510 BCE, Lucius, Rome’s seventh king, had been ruling for twenty-five years and he was a classic Roman tyrant. He stopped taking the advice of the Senate and acted entirely on his own will, he executed people without a trial and for his own profit, he made friends with Rome’s enemies and humiliated Rome’s friends. There was a whole deal where he arranged a meeting with all of Rome’s allies, who trekked out with their retinues to talk to him, and then he didn’t bother to turn up. Even his wars, usually a real crowd pleaser in Rome, were considered to be ‘unexpectedly tedious’.1 Worst of all, when Lucius Tarquinius engaged in public building projects, like the Great Sewer, he forced free people to work instead of using enslaved labour. Romans found this to be wildly offensive: what was the point of enslaving people if they didn’t do all the work?2 For all these offences against Roman morality and kingship, the Senate renamed him Tarquinius Superbus: Tarquin the Arrogant. Their resistance largely ended there, though, until Lucretia got involved.


Lucretia was a highly aristocratic woman, the daughter of Spurius Lucretius and the wife of Tarquinius Collatinus. As his name suggests, Collatinus was Tarquinius Superbus’s relative; the king’s second cousin once removed, which doesn’t sound like much but was important to the Romans. Thus, Lucretia sat near the top of the Roman hierarchy. In 510 BCE, she lived in Collatia, a Latin town about five miles outside of Rome, where her husband was governor. At the time of these events, though, her husband was away, engaged in a stagnant siege of a nearby town called Ardea. One evening, while bored out of their skulls in their camp, Collatinus got into a bragging match with his cousins – the king’s sons – about who had the best wife. Best, in this context, meant the most chaste, the most hard working and the most self-denying. If you have your head in your hands right now, you are not alone. Because Roman men be Roman men, the bragging turned into an argument, and then into Collatinus suggesting that the three of them ride to Rome late at night to spy on their wives, find out what the mice really did while the cats were away, and prove once and for all who was the most devoted and virtuous.


The men set out on the twenty-mile journey back to Rome. This is a four-hour journey on a trotting horse, six on a walking one, so that is quite some commitment to the bet. Arriving in Rome at dusk, the wee creeps snuck up to the palace and spied both the king’s sons’ wives having a lovely dinner party with their friends and some wine. This sounds fine, but Romans drew a direct line between drinking wine and adultery in women, so the implication in this dinner party is that the royal wives were sluts. With this disappointing data point in hand, they then trotted a further five miles north to Collatia where they peeped into the window to find Lucretia sitting in her atrium surrounded by enslaved women, each quietly working on spinning wool in the flickering lamplight. Wool working exists at the other end of the symbolic femininity spectrum to wine drinking; it represents chastity, devotion and self-sacrifice. Largely, I suspect, because spinning and weaving wool is a hugely time-consuming, labour-intensive, exhausting, repetitive, tedious and often disgusting activity that most people would only do under duress. Seriously, raw wool is so greasy. A rich woman who was willing to get involved with it as a hobby was rare indeed. Collatinus had won the Lovely Wife Competition hands down.


Ovid, being a poet rather than a historian, let his romantic flag fly a little when he described this scene. In Livy’s version, Lucretia is merely up late at night spinning wool because she is uncomplicatedly virtuous. In Ovid’s take, Lucretia is specifically spinning wool in order to make a cloak for her husband because she misses him so much. She is also crying because she worries about his safety while away at war:




‘I faint, I die, as often as the image of my warrior


Comes to mind and chills my heart with cold.’


She ended in tears, letting fall the stretched yarn,


And buried her face in her lap.3





Ovid found this weeping, greasy girl to be extremely hot, and so did Collatinus’s cousin Sextus who went full heart-eyes at her ‘white skin and yellow hair’ as well as her modesty and apparently incorruptible virtue. Everyone burst in, surprising Lucretia and forcing her to put on food and a guest room for everyone. Her hospitality made her even more attractive to Sextus.


From Lucretia’s perspective, she was sat at home in a slightly rubbish town outside her home city, murdering her eyesight and giving herself a repetitive strain injury with a spindle in the dark, when her husband suddenly burst in, dragging the king’s heirs behind him. She had to put on a bright smile and organise dinner and ignore her husband’s cousin leering at her over his wine. Eventually the men left and returned to their camp in the south, allowing Lucretia to return to her virtuous life for a few days until, out of the blue, Sextus turned up again, alone. Once more, Lucretia went through the motions of good hospitality: she fed him, she gave him a guest room, she made polite conversation and then she retired to her bedroom, perhaps a little confused about why Sextus had yet again made the six-hour journey to her house as she drifted off to sleep. She would soon find out.


In the middle of the night, Lucretia was awoken by an arm pressing down on her chest. As she drew in breath to scream, a voice whispered in her ear, ‘Shush Lucretia, I am Sextus Tarquinius. My sword is in my hand and if you scream you will die.’ Lucretia froze. It turned out that Sextus, son of the king, had found Lucretia’s wool working and modesty to be so attractive that he had snuck away from Ardea, ridden for hours and turned up at her house to rape her. But he didn’t want to take her by force. He wanted to take her virtue.


Lucretia, petrified, was subjected to Sextus alternately declaring his love, threatening her with death and trying to bribe her with promises of making her queen of Rome. Lucretia rejected his threats and his promises. She did not want to be queen, she did not want to be seduced, she was not afraid to die. She sat like a rock. Until Tarquin hit upon the one thing that Lucretia did care about: her honour. He told her that if she did not lie back and take it, he would rape her by force and then kill her. He would then kill one of her male enslaved attendants and tell her husband, her father and everyone she knew that he had caught them having extramarital sex and had – in accordance with the law – executed them for their crime of adultery. All her virtues in life would be washed away as Lucretia would be remembered as a harlot who debased her free, Patrician self with enslaved men while her husband was away.4
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