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 ‘Right and wrong is not absolute or relative: it is geometrical.’
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‘The army might teach us to kill,


but it doesn’t teach us to murder.’
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Prologue


Picture the scene: an idyllic hill in central Italy, a group of men sit, silently watching the afternoon sky. In the distance, though easily within sight, on another hill are another group. These men are all shepherds and followers of twins who had risen from nowhere to kill the king of Alba Longa and seize the throne for their own, declaring themselves the sons of Mars. Under their rule, Alba Longa had welcomed fugitives and runaway slaves and vagabonds of all stripes until it had grown so large that the twins had decided to found themselves a city. And here they reached, for the first time in their lives, a point of irreconcilable conflict: for reasons unclear, the city had to be named after only one twin; the other would have to submit to his brother. Neither willing to back down, they agreed to let the gods decide between them by sending an omen. The omen they requested was vultures, and now they, with their followers, sat, waiting and watching, glowering across the valley. You already know the names of these twins: Romulus and Remus.


After god knows how long, a cry went up from the Aventine Hill where Remus and his pals waited. Six vultures had appeared. A sign the gods favoured Remus as the founder of the new city. Elated, he set out with his closest allies to the Palatine Hill where his brother Romulus was grimly waiting. Remus gave his news to Romulus, but at that moment another sign appeared. Twelve vultures flew over the Palatine. The gods had decided that Romulus would be the founder.


Each group hailed their preferred twin as the chosen king, which was awkward. Both groups began building their city. Tensions rose. Eventually, in an act of ultimate contempt, Remus leapt over one of the rising city walls on the Palatine, inciting Romulus into an uncontrollable fury. He attacked his brother and stabbed him to death and declared, unrepentant, that this was what would happen to anyone who ever breached his walls. And thus, in murder, Rome was founded.


By 510 BCE, Rome was a flourishing city under the king Tarquinius Superbus. Something, however, was rotten in the state of Rome and another act of violence soon changed everything. Tarquinius’ son Sextus Tarquinius raped an aristocratic woman named Lucretia. Lucretia responded by calling a family meeting, explaining what had happened and then driving a knife into her own heart. Her family saw this as honourable and praiseworthy in the extreme, and, full of righteous rage and grief, they took to the Forum and displayed her body as that of a murder victim. They demanded Tarquinius and his son be overthrown and exiled. The people of Rome agreed and, with a remarkable unity of purpose, swiftly abolished the monarchy and established the Roman Republic. The Romans designed the Republic to deny power to individuals and to prevent, through the means of shared power, checks and balances, any single man from becoming a tyrant. It was the Romans’ proudest achievement and it was founded in the unjust death of a woman.


The glorious Republic of Rome lasted 450 years, and the moment of its demise was also marked by murder. That moment came on the Ides of March 44 BCE when Rome’s sole ruler entered the Theatre of Pompey and forty of his friends administered twenty-three stab wounds, leaving Julius Caesar, perpetual dictator of Rome and proto-emperor, bleeding to death on the floor of the entrance hall, and opening the path for his nineteen-year-old great-nephew Octavian to become the glorious, deified emperor Augustus.










Introduction


Whenever there was a transformative moment in Roman history, there was a murder. A person died, usually bloodily, and, in the space where they once lived, something entirely new emerged. Rome was built on the blood of Remus; the Republic was born from the death of Lucretia; the Empire grew from the assassination of Caesar. Rome was an unusually murder-y place. But for most of Roman history murder was not a crime. And for all of Roman history, killing in the gladiatorial arena was a literal sport. The symbol of the Roman state was the fasces – a bundle of sticks containing an axe. The sticks represented the power of the state to beat its citizens, and the axe represented its right to kill them. The fasces were carried by guards known as lictors who accompanied all Roman officials whenever they left their houses, so the message was never forgotten.1 Few other societies have revelled in and revered the deliberate and purposeful killing of men and women as much as the Romans. The Romans were, frankly, weird about it.


But then, we as a Western society are also weird about murder. We absolutely love it. We consume it with a passion. Right now, in the UK, one in every three books purchased is a crime novel, which inevitably opens with a pretty woman found dead. The crime novelist James Patterson has been the world’s bestselling author for about five years. The amount of money he makes a year knocking out thrillers about gruesome murders (eighteen of which are about a ‘Women’s Murder Club’) is so enormous my brain can’t comprehend it. The joint biggest-selling English-language author of all time is Agatha Christie, selling between two and four billion copies of her murder mystery novels.2 But it’s not all fiction. True crime is also booming. In 2014, the podcast ‘Serial’, about the murder of a high school student, was downloaded forty million times in three months and things have only got better for murder podcasts and associated media from there. You, dear reader, have picked up a book called A Fatal Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, which promises (and will deliver) lots of good death and gore. I’m not judging, though. I wrote this book. Because I love murder too. I was a ‘Serial’ fanatic. I am an Agatha Christie obsessive. I am fascinated by murder. I’ll talk about my (many) serial killer opinions a lot if you listen to me for long enough.


Our Western obsession with murder as a titillating and enormously entertaining outlier makes us extremely odd in the grand cultural scheme of things. No other society has built media empires on such mountains of dead and mutilated women. But, to us, the Romans look like the weird ones because they were fascinated by murder in a different way. We have our mountains of dead fictional girls. But they had mountains of dead real men. Murder was a very literal sport. They took enslaved men and prisoners of war, forcing them to fight one another in an arena until one died violently in front of a screaming crowd of highly entertained people. Regularly. This was the number two sport in Rome (number one: horse racing) and it somewhat skewed how Romans perceived murder in the rest of their lives, along with how they viewed the fundamental notions of life and death and what it means to be a human.


The Romans also had an institutionalised, domestic and utterly pervasive form of slavery that is hard to get your head around as a modern person who believes that every person is equal. Enslaved men, women and children were everywhere in Rome. Aristocratic homes had hundreds of people living in them who had been enslaved by the Romans. Even poorer homes might have had one enslaved member of the household. The Roman state ran on the labour of enslaved men doing the administrative and physical labour necessary to run a huge empire and build fuck-off massive marble buildings covered in pretty paintings every four hundred yards. No inhabitant of Rome went without contact with enslaved persons and no one ever questioned it. No Roman ever looked at their slaves and at their freed slaves (who remained part of their household) and thought, ‘Hang on a minute. These are people!’ Instead, they treated these men, women and children with whom they shared their houses as though they were chairs. Things that could be abused and kicked and disposed of without, for the most part, any consequence. And everyone agreed that was fine and normal and right. And that also rather messed with their notions of right and wrong and life and death too.


What is murder?


I suspect that everyone thinks they know what murder is, but I also suspect that most people don’t, really. Until I started researching this book, I – like you probably – used murder and homicide interchangeably. It turns out that they are not the same thing. Homicide is the act of killing someone under any circumstances. Any time a human kills another person, that’s a homicide. Some of those are legal, such as the death penalty in the hundred countries that still have capital punishment laws (wow, that’s high). That’s a hundred countries in which one person can inject another person with poison or shoot them or hang them by the neck fully intending to kill them with the support of the state. Soldiers killing one another on a battlefield or with a big drone is another form of legal homicide. As a soldier, you can try your hardest to kill as many people as possible and get nothing but medals and complex PTSD in return.


But most forms of homicide are illegal, and there are lots of them. The lowest forms are called involuntary manslaughter in English and US law, and culpable homicide in Scottish law, and a bunch of other things in other places. They are incidents where maybe the perpetrator didn’t mean to kill that other person, but still someone died and it was definitely their fault. This is for when parents accidentally leave their babies in hot cars or healthcare workers accidentally give the wrong drug. That kind of thing. Then there’s voluntary manslaughter. This is when you meant to hurt the victim but not to kill them. Maybe you meant to punch them in a fight but when they went down they cracked their head and died. Maybe you were provoked and lost control. Maybe there is diminished responsibility because you were really high or in the middle of a psychotic episode.


After all these – and gosh is English law very specific and detailed about these – comes murder. Murder is defined in England and Wales as ‘where a person (1) of sound mind (2) unlawfully kills (3) any reasonable creature (4) in being (alive and breathing through its own lungs) (5) under the Queen’s Peace (6) with intent to kill or cause grievous bodily harm’. All six conditions have to be met in order for a homicide to be considered a murder in an English court. In Scotland, simply intent and ‘wicked recklessness’ are required. In American federal law, murder is ‘the unlawful killing of a human being with malice aforethought’. I bet you never knew that murder laws had such lovely turns of phrase.


Americans like to complicate this further by separating murder into first and second degrees, and then adding extra complications by letting each state decide what constitutes first and second degree murder. Generally, first degree murder is intentional murder that has been premeditated or planned, while second degree murder is intentional but unplanned. So, if I go out and buy a gun and then go to someone’s house and shoot them, that’s first degree murder. If I am Ted Bundy and I am pretending that I hurt my arm so a woman will help me lift my canoe up so I can beat her to death with a hammer while she’s not looking, that’s first degree murder. I planned that. However, if I am arguing with someone and then I pull out my gun in the middle of the fight and shoot them, that’s second degree murder. Some states also have third degree murder, which covers all forms of manslaughter. In the state of New York, first degree murder only refers to the murder of police officers, multiple murders, murders involving torture or being a paid assassin (!). So if I buy a gun and drive to someone’s house and kill them in Glenville, NY, that’s second degree murder unless I am being paid or they are a cop. But, if I did that same thing in Pottsville, PA, that would be first degree murder. If I did it in Lancing, UK, it would just be murder. Furthermore, I’d be liable for the death penalty in Pennsylvania, but not in New York because only capital (first degree) federal murders are death penalty murders in New York State. Which means, in Pennsylvania, a second homicide could occur as a result of the murder, this time in a nice state-sanctioned cell.


 


What I’m getting at here is that murder is a constructed act. The only black and white part of a murder is the bit where one person killed another, and that’s actually the homicide bit. Homicide is clear cut, but murder is a label we apply to some forms of homicide and that label changes over time and across space. What is clearly murder in one state is manslaughter in another; what is legal homicide to one person is obviously murder to another. Murder is the interpretation of an event, interpreted by individual people, which makes murder an emotive label, no matter how much legalese it is couched in. It is not a binary category. It is not a single or simple descriptor. Murder is complicated.


During the writing of this book, I had one quote above my desk, from the sociologist Douglas Black: ‘Right and wrong is not absolute or relative: it is geometrical.’ This is why I have used a very comprehensive definition of ‘murder’ to include basically all killing. Rightness and wrongness are products of social space, where gender, status, race, location, means, time, wealth and infinite other variables shift and move and come together to create rightness and wrongness that are never static. Because of this, I have interpreted the concept of murder very (very) broadly.


And I want you to keep all that in mind as we leap into the world of Roman homicide.
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Murder on the Senate Floor


Like a band playing its biggest hit first, we start with the reason you probably picked this book up. We start with that colossus bestriding the narrow world, the big hitter of Roman murders, a big hitter in all-time murders, burnt into our consciousness by two millennia of thinking about him: Gaius Julius Caesar. The problem with Caesar’s murder is that everyone thinks they already know it. They have seen Shakespeare’s tragedy in some community theatre or BBC adaptation or that film version with Marlon Brando as Antony, or they’ve watched a box set of HBO’s Rome or read a Robert Harris or Conn Iggulden novel about it. There’s no shortage of fiction about Caesar bleeding out on the Senate floor. Everyone in the West knows the meaning of the Ides of March even if they don’t actually know when the Ides are.† Everyone has an image of what they think forty men stabbing Caesar looks like and all of them come with Shakespeare’s ‘et tu, Brute?’


There are a few reasons why we know so much about Julius Caesar’s murder. The first is that the Romans themselves wrote about it a lot, and left us pleasingly detailed descriptions of the Ides of March and its aftermath. The second is that, in hindsight, as Caesar died, he took the Republic with him, which they made quite a big deal about. And, of course, the story is fabulously dramatic. The arrogant general, who has announced himself dictator for life, ignores the soothsayers and his wife’s dreams and weeping and walks to his own death; he dies on the Senate floor at the feet of a statue of his greatest rival; his final conscious realisation is the dawning horror and humiliation that his own closest friend has killed him and that no one will come to help; his final act is to cover himself, and his dignity, with his toga, always the showman to the last. All this means that Julius Caesar is more myth than man; he is a story that is told. His murder is not remembered as a bloody human act conducted by forty frightened dudes in ungainly dress who were so confused that they only got twenty-three stab wounds in (an almost fifty percent fail rate if you think about it). But Julius really was a man who lived and breathed and blinked and then one day felt a punch in his side that was suddenly cold and wet and very painful. And his murder was not a standalone incident. It was one of a series of astonishing political murders in the late Roman Republic that, together, show us how very odd political murder was in the Roman world at this time, and how it changed. So I’m going to confess that I teased you a little. I’ve played the opening chords of a familiar song. But now I am going to take you back almost a century before JC breathed his last and introduce you to Tiberius Gracchus, whose murder was even more of a horror show than this one.


Tiberius Gracchus


Tiberius Gracchus was a genuinely extraordinary man, mostly because of his death. His death marked the demise of the Roman Republic as much as Caesar’s, because it was his death which started almost a hundred years of open warfare in Rome. And I don’t mean that metaphorically. I mean that senators took to stabbing the shit out of each other with disturbing frequency for almost a century – very frequently in the centre of the city. It was a knife crime epidemic among the very richest and most powerful in the Roman Empire. It theoretically ended when Caesar fell, or perhaps when Octavian got the better of Antony and Cleopatra at Actium. But really, senators never stopped trying to kill each other; they just got sneakier. Before we get there, though, we need to see how murder became so central to Roman politics, and I’m sorry but it involves a lot of politics and chat about land reform policies and it’s awful. We can get through this together; I believe in us.


From the day the Romans drove their king out of Italy (notably not killing him) and constructed their beautiful Republic of shared power, they were at war with one another. It began with patricians versus plebeians, but it swiftly became the landed versus the unlanded, and eventually the populares versus the optimates. The populares were populist politicians who courted the people’s vote with handouts, while the optimates were high-born patricians and wannabes who literally called themselves the ‘best men’ and believed that the people should be kept as far away from government as possible. Italian land was desired by everyone because ancient wealth was based entirely on the ownership of land. Land equalled money in the same way that property in London and Dublin and New York equals money. So, the poor wanted half an acre to call their own, rather than having to rent a single room with a shower in the kitchen, while the rich wanted places to grow massive vineyards and frolic without having to look at the poor. As Rome expanded its power and influence into Italy throughout the fifth century BCE, the poor saw each victory as an opportunity for them to claim some land of their own – after all, they were fighting in the armies that were conquering these Italian neighbours. Unfortunately for them, they had no power and the patricians just gave themselves all the land. Or, even more cruelly, pretended to set aside land for ‘public use’, and then rented it to themselves for ludicrously low rents, leaving the landless Romans still landless and adding to their ranks those poor Italians who had suddenly been conquered by these fighty bastards from Rome. They kept that land and cultivated it and passed it around the family and bought and sold it.


As generations passed, this ‘public’ land became the patricians’ inheritance given to them by their grandparents and the patrimony they’d leave their children. It was their dowry and their daughters’ dowries, and the fruits of their hard labours, and they were absolutely not giving it up.


We can yada yada yada the lead-up to Tiberius Gracchus because this isn’t a book about Republican politics, but, basically, tension over this land ownership issue seethed constantly in Republican Rome and there was a very real split between the power held by the people of Rome in their tribes which they exercised through voting, and the power held by the Senate of Rome which was exercised through senatorial decrees. It’s all deeply uninteresting but, by 133 BCE, the land ownership thing was causing not just tension but very real, pragmatic problems for the growing Roman Empire and the city of Rome. The city was losing its ability to feed itself. So much of the land in and around Rome had become leisure land for aristocrats and pretty gardens and immense villas that Italy’s food production had dropped. Rome was coming to rely more and more heavily on imports, which is a bad plan. The expansion and maintenance of the now significant Empire was also threatened. By 133 BCE, Rome had conquered Italy, destroyed Carthage and colonised North Africa, and had just conquered Greece and Macedonia. It had been fighting expansionist battles for a solid two centuries and was not planning on stopping for a long time, which meant it needed Roman bodies in the army and newly built navy. Lots of Roman bodies. But there was a problem: service in the army was technically supposed to be a privilege limited to property-owning Roman citizens and Rome was running out of disposable men who owned land. The third problem, from the perspective of the Roman ruling classes and citizens, was that rich Romans were using the immense influx of enslaved labour to work their personal land rather than renting it out or employing free labourers. There was a sense among Roman citizens, one which was almost certainly false, that enslaved foreigners would eventually outnumber Romans and were an existential threat to Roman supremacy. This is almost the same as when a taxi driver told me that there were so many Eastern European people ‘flooding’ into the UK that ‘England would sink’, except slightly worse because the people ‘flooding’ the Roman countryside were enslaved people forcibly removed from their lands. Such concerns caused real problems, though.


So that’s three problems facing the government of Rome. The easiest way to resolve these issues, as far as our protagonist Tiberius Gracchus was concerned, was to redistribute the land. Settle landless Roman citizens on Roman land to farm it and basically all three problems were solved in one fell swoop, with the added benefit – for Tiberius Gracchus – that Tiberius Gracchus would be a hero to the Roman people for the rest of time. He was far from the first person to suggest land redistribution. The first had been the consul Spurius Cassius Vecellinus in 486 BCE – the people of Rome were delighted; the Senate, horrified. His co-consul and all other senators acted as though he were trying to cut off their legs. They accused him of being far too popular and trying to destroy their liberty, and eventually his own father held a household trial, found him guilty of something, had him scourged through the streets of Rome and then publicly executed him.1 That, unsurprisingly, put a dampener on land reform for a while.


Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus was the son of, of course, Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus and his wife Cornelia Africana. Tiberius the Elder was not of patrician stock but was highly distinguished. He was consul twice, a successful general and became Tribune of the Plebs, during which time he used his veto to prevent the great general Scipio Africanus from being prosecuted after he was accused of taking bribes from the Seleucid king Antiochus III. Scipio was so delighted he immediately betrothed his daughter Cornelia to Tiberius without bothering to consult either his wife or his daughter. Tiberius the Elder and Cornelia allegedly had twelve children, of which three survived to adulthood, one of which was a girl so she didn’t count. The boys were Tiberius Gracchus the Younger and his baby brother Gaius Gracchus. Tiberius the Younger was, as it happens, a remarkably boring Roman. He’s even the most boring member of his family. His mum got statues dedicated to her for being, essentially, the best Roman mum ever. The dad was the subject of a famous story: one day he found two snakes in his house, a male and a female (apparently he was an expert at sexing snakes because I’ve just Googled it and it’s hard. It involves the words ‘probe’ and ‘cloacal vent’.). He did the first thing that any good Roman chap did when confronted by an unusual situation and found a fortune teller to explain it. The fortune teller told him that he had to kill one snake and release the other (it is unclear why; fortune tellers never explained themselves). However, if he let the male snake go and killed the female, his wife would die, but if he released the female and killed the male, he would be killing himself.2 Being terribly fond of Cornelia, Tiberius chose to kill the one connected to his own fate and shortly afterwards he died of unknown causes. So that’s a good story. Tiberius’ brother Gaius was an absolute riot, said to be the first person in Roman history to pull his cloak open and expose his shoulder while speaking, which is both pointless and a bit sexy. He also had a full-time personal musician who would follow him around and play music: calming when he was getting too angry and excitable if he was getting too sleepy. What a guy! Even their sister Sempronia, who by virtue of being a woman in Roman history is basically invisible in the sources, got to be accused of murdering her husband Scipio Aemilianus (who was also her cousin). Tiberius, on the other hand, has nothing. No good anecdotes at all. An absolute personality vacuum. Until he became Tribune of the Plebs in 133 BCE.


Tribunes held enormous power in Rome; they were supposed to be the elected representatives of the non-patrician people of Rome and Tiberius apparently took that seriously. Having identified land redistribution as the solution to Rome’s problems, he got stuck in and proposed a commission. The commission would find and confiscate land which rich people were, technically, squatting on and redistribute it in parcels of five hundred iugera (about 350 acres) so that every (male) Roman citizen owned no less and, ideally, not much more than that five hundred iugera. Everyone would be equalish. To make matters worse, he very selfishly followed the normal protocol for Tribunes and, instead of presenting his proposal to the Senate, he called an assembly of the people (which explicitly excluded patricians) and, standing on the Campus Martius in front of thousands of urban and rural poor, made his proposal there first. Basically, he called together all the disenfranchised of Rome and offered them the chance to vote on whether they wanted to be given some free land or not. Both the city tribes and the rural tribes – unsurprisingly – voted enthusiastically for Tiberius’ brilliant proposal.


At first the Senate shrugged. Attempts like this had been made before and the laws had either been ignored or the rich had just bought back the land that was being ‘redistributed’. Unfortunately for them, Tiberius Gracchus knew his history and he had built into his law a commission that would actively confiscate land, and a clause forbidding land from being resold. It could only be redistributed. Once they worked that out, the rich became hopping mad. He may as well have proposed a commission for the redistribution of wives and daughters. Their dinner parties became rage-fuelled pity parties as they outlined their grievances to one another. The Greek historian Appian, writing many centuries later after the winners had been conclusively declared, outlines the complaints of the rich alongside the complaints of the poor and suggests that they are equal, which makes for some fun reading. Appian tells us that the rich were hugely upset that the land that they had worked very hard on, and dedicated many enslaved people to, was going to be stolen from them so they’d lose all their work. Also, some of them had bought that land fairly from neighbours after the neighbours stole it from the state and people of Rome, so they were definitely being hard-done-by. Others had inherited their stolen land from their parents or had received it in dowries and yet more had taken out loans against the stolen land – and what were they supposed to do?! Their prestige and inheritances were being cruelly attacked and they were weeping into their cups.3


A date was set for the Assembly to vote on the law and, as word spread, people began to flood into the city. The rich, suddenly concerned that they might lose, resorted to the Romans’ favourite insult: they accused Tiberius of wanting to be a king. Sadly for them, again, Tiberius Gracchus was convincingly not a tyrant. He was too virtuous for that. But he gave great speeches which roused the people to believe in a better future for themselves. One is quoted by Plutarch and it makes you want to rise up and start singing ‘The Internationale’:


The wild beasts that dwell in Italy have their homes, with each having a lair and a hiding place, but the men who ﬁght and die on behalf of Italy have a share of air and light – and nothing else. Without houses or homes they wander aimlessly with their children and wives, and their generals deceive them when they urge the soldiers on the battleﬁeld to drive off the enemy to protect their tombs and temples; not one of these Romans has a family altar, not one an ancestral tomb; instead, they ﬁght and die to protect the luxury and wealth of others. They are called masters of the earth yet have not a single clod of earth that is their own.4


The day of the vote finally dawned. Rome was heaving with rural men who had travelled to vote and crackling with the rage and fear of hundreds of landowners. Everyone congregated in their thirty-five tribes on the Campus Martius. The Tribunes and officials began. First, according to Appian, Tiberius stuck to his strengths and gave a long speech in which he attempted to please everyone. He emphasised that this law was for the good of Rome – the glory of the Roman people! – because everyone would be able to join the army and fight then come home and farm a few acres for the rest of their lives. What a life! He encouraged the rich to see this as a gift from themselves to Rome and to all the future Roman babies that would be born on the lovely Roman land. He went full Centrist Dad to be honest. No one was won over. As was immediately demonstrated by his colleague in the Tribuneship, Marcus Octavius. As he concluded his speech, Tiberius stepped aside and ordered an official to read aloud the law to be voted on. Octavius stepped forward and ordered the official not to. He vetoed the vote. There was a slanging match between Octavius and Tiberius and the Assembly was adjourned. Everyone was sent home to reconvene the next day. No one comments on how the crowd reacted, because by the time anyone was writing histories about this, no one cared about the people, but I can’t imagine it went well.


The next day, the Assembly convened again. Thousands of men again massed into the Campus Martius and waited. The Tribunes appeared and this time Tiberius brought a guard to protect himself. Thankfully, he didn’t make a speech. The official launched into the reading of the law, and Octavius shouted at him to stop. This time there was uproar. The Tribunes screamed at one another and the Assembly collapsed into a mob. Before things got out of control, Tiberius shouted that he would reconvene the Assembly yet again and this time he would be asking the people to impeach Octavius and ‘decide whether a Tribune who acted against the interests of the people should continue to hold ofﬁce’. So he did. And he won. Octavius was voted out of office and meandered off into obscurity and Tiberius’ agrarian law was passed. A commission would confiscate land and everyone would be given some. Joy was unconfined.


The Senate were not delighted but, in the end, they were going to be in charge of the commission so they worked on hobbling it from the inside in a manner that is too tedious to contemplate. Tiberius had technically won, but a technical win wasn’t going to bring land to most Romans or hurt too many senators. It seemed that, despite all the drama, Tiberius’ reforms would go the same way as every other attempt. They would die in committee. Except then, all of a sudden, Attalus Philometor, the king of Pergamon, died and made the people of Rome his heirs. Pergamon was a very rich and large city in Turkey, where Roman rule was beginning to creep in violently. Attalus had watched the long horrific wars in Greece and Macedonia and had seen the Romans brutalise everyone in their path so he hoped to spare his city and his people. He knew that the Romans would come for Pergamon soon enough and, by surrendering rule of the city to the Romans in his will, he gave them control of Pergamon without any bloodshed. It sort of worked. Technically, no blood was spilt there. But it was Tiberius’ downfall, because he leapt on it. Here was a lot of land which could be immediately distributed to Roman citizens by his commission without upsetting anyone. Here was a lot of money which could be given to Romans to run their new farms. Thank you very much, Attalus, said Tiberius, I’ll take this from here and the Senate doesn’t need to be involved.


By this time, Tiberius had been Tribune for a year and it was time to run for re-election. The rich desperately wanted Tiberius out of office so they could kill his commission and ideally exile him for being annoying. Tiberius desperately wanted to stay Tribune to protect himself and his work. Both sides worked furiously. Tiberius bussed in voters from the countryside and personally accosted voters in the city to beg for their vote, a move which Appian considered to be somewhat embarrassing, while his opponents were running on an ‘Anyone But Gracchus’ platform, a simple but effective strategy. When voting day dawned, the atmosphere in Rome was tense. Voting in Republican Rome took place on the Campus Martius where all eligible voters who could be bothered had to show up in person, line up in their tribes and spend basically the whole day voting – orally one by one. It took ages and was boring, unless something went wrong. This day, things went wrong. The first attempt at voting was interrupted when Tiberius appeared to be winning and his opponents got in the way. The votes were erased and everyone started again. Now Tiberius appeared to be losing, so his supporters interrupted and the whole thing was called off. Tiberius returned to his house, where people congregated shouting lamentations and encouragement through his window all night.


The next day began badly with a series of omens. First, the sacred birds of Rome refused to eat their breakfast, which definitely signalled bad news. Then, when Tiberius was leaving the house, he badly stubbed his toe on the doorframe, breaking the nail and filling his sandal with blood. This might have been because people had kept him up all night with the shouting and lamenting, but doors and doorways had great symbolic significance for the Romans, and they saw this as the gods telling Tiberius to go back to bed. Tiberius wasn’t listening. He kept going, only to have a tile thrown at him by a murder of crows fighting on a rooftop. It was all very ominous, but still Tiberius didn’t stop. After the previous day’s activities, voting had been moved to the Capitoline Hill where people might be expected to behave themselves a bit. It didn’t work. By the time Tiberius arrived, the tribes had devolved into two restless mobs, each furious that their vote had been erased the day before. When the other Tribunes tried to prevent the vote from going ahead yet again, a riot inevitably broke out. The fasces were snatched from the hands of the lictors and used as weapons by Tiberius’ followers, and his opposition were driven out of the Capitoline enclosure. The monumental centre of Rome was in chaos, and Tiberius and his friends were trapped on the Capitoline Hill by a mob waiting for revenge . . . Now, well done if you’ve made it this far through this thoroughly awful rundown of Republican politics, for which I’m very sorry and really I did my best, because this is where it gets good. And, for once, all the sources are remarkably consistent on what happened.


In the Temple of Fides, the Senate were in session and they were having a debate that would change the face of Roman politics forever. They were discussing whether to kill Tiberius Gracchus. In fact, many members of the Senate, the most grand and august body of Roman government, were trying to persuade the consul Publius Mucius Scaevola to use his imperium (supreme power) to kill Tiberius and officially execute him, without trial, for trying to take their stolen land. Mucius Scaevola refused. Killing a Roman citizen, a Tribune no less, without a trial was an abominable act, regardless of how much trouble he’d caused. The senators argued back and forth, while Tiberius tried to find a plan. Something was going to break somewhere, and one side was going to have to front up or back down. Appian, being of Greek descent and always slightly bemused by Republican Roman mores, says that he’s surprised that they didn’t take this opportunity to declare a national emergency and appoint a dictator, but suspects that they were so riled up, they completely forgot that appointing a dictator and legally suspending democracy was possible. That would have been a better plan, but then hindsight is always 20/20. The person who finally broke was, astonishingly, the Pontifex Maximus, the head of the college of priests who oversaw state religion. Admittedly, the priesthood wasn’t exactly a spiritual calling in Rome but it was still a bit like the Archbishop of Canterbury going full dark no stars when Scipio Nasica lost his patience, stood up in the temple and shouted, ‘As the consul is a traitor for letting the whole Empire and its laws collapse, I’ll fix this.’ (I’m paraphrasing a bit, but so were the Roman historians, who weren’t there either.) He then threw his toga over his arm and bellowed, ‘Let anyone who wants to save the country come with me!’ The senators roared and, as they were not allowed their swords in a Senate meeting, they tore their wooden benches apart and armed themselves with the planks of wood. Everything had gone awry.


One senator ran to the Capitol to warn Tiberius that the Senate were armed and dangerous. People surrounded Tiberius to protect and remove him from the literal theatre of conflict as the mob of senators approached. It was not a long walk from the Temple of Fides to the top of the Capitoline and there weren’t many ways out. As the supporters of the Senate and the rich surged forwards, Tiberius’ supporters tried to hold them back and the Senate began to swing their homemade clubs. This had got out of hand. It had transcended a simple riot as soon as the Senate themselves came in and started hitting. As wood shattered bones and blood began to flow, the Republic was being inexorably mutilated along with the faces of a lot of Roman people. As Nasica swung his chair leg into the heads of those trying to protect Tiberius, he shattered the façade of democracy and republicanism that allowed the people of Rome to believe they had a voice and power in their government. Bodies fell to the ground, some dead, some injured. People were trampled. The air around the temples was filled with screams. Tiberius was fleeing to the east side of the Capitoline area when someone grabbed his toga. A long, heavy, woollen blanket wrapped around you is a real hindrance when fleeing for your life. He let it fall, but tripped. As he went down, someone took their chance. Plutarch says that it was Tiberius’ fellow Tribune, Publius Satyreius, who threw the first blow and Lucius Rufus threw the second. Appian says that Tiberius fell at the feet of the statues of kings; Valerius Maximus simply says that he got what he deserved. Wood came down on his head and Tiberius died. He, along with hundreds of others, was beaten to death by a mob of the richest men in the West. He hadn’t reached his thirtieth birthday. Murder had been introduced as a solution to Roman political arguments and it could never be taken back.


It would be easy to imagine a kind of political hangover affecting the Romans the next day, that they were filled with shame and disgust at what had happened the day before. Instead, the Senate doubled down. Tiberius’ body and those of his supporters were defiled and thrown in the river. The Senate exiled several of his surviving friends, and killed some more. Plutarch claims that one, Gaius Villius, was punished as if he had killed his father by being sewn into a sack with some angry snakes. The bad guys had won and they weren’t going to back down. And they were absolutely the bad guys. For all the weaselly attempts by later Roman historians to make Tiberius into some kind of deranged traitor to the Republic, it’s pretty clear that what they mean is class traitor. He tried to undermine the controlling power of the rich and force some limited form of equality on them and they hated it. They hated it so much, they were willing to kill him. They ripped apart the chairs they sat in and beat his head to a pulp to stop him and then they threw his body in the river. It was an outrageous moment in Roman history and not one person complained because everyone suddenly knew the consequences of complaining. Everyone knew that there was no power balance between the Senate and the people of Rome. Democracy was a charade. There was just the Senate and they would kill to keep it that way. And there would be no consequences when they did.


 


From this point on, violence was always a possibility in Roman politics. It took a generation for murder to really take off as a strategic approach to political problems, but the elephant very firmly moved into the room as Tiberius’ blood splattered onto the statue of Romulus. At that moment it became OK to murder someone designated an ‘opponent of the Republic’ even if that designation wasn’t legal or official. At first, no one really believed that this was as important a moment as it turned out to be. In the moment, no one ever realises that they’re living through historical turning points. People thought that it was a bad thing but a one-off. It would never happen again. Until it happened again.


Tiberius’ little brother Gaius was nine years younger and significantly more lively than Tiberius. As soon as Gaius entered political life, he was subject to scrutiny from both the people and the Senate. The people pressured him, through overt appeals and calling at him in the street and writing graffiti on the walls, to take up his brother’s cause. The Senate, meanwhile, eyeballed him like the police eyeball an abandoned bag in an airport: they were ready to engage in a controlled detonation at the slightest sign of popularity. After being badgered with irritating lawsuits designed to annoy and exhaust him – because litigation really was a way of life for the Romans – Gaius eventually cracked and announced his candidacy to be Tribune in 123 BCE. Obviously he succeeded, to the fury of the Senate who, to a man, opposed him. Gaius was as confrontational and disruptive as his brother was conciliatory and compromising. He immediately started throwing out policy proposals designed to upset all the wrong people. He wanted land redistribution back on the agenda. He wanted new rules about magistracies. He wanted the people of Italy, known as the Latins, to have Roman citizenship. He wanted more money for public works and poverty alleviation. According to Plutarch, he really wanted long, straight, aesthetically pleasing roads with mile markers and special stones so that people could get on and off their horses easily. He loved a long, straight Roman road. He wanted a lot and the people loved it, while the Senate didn’t want him to have any of it. There was a great deal of politics happening to stop him from winning, all of it interminably dull, but eventually, after a good two years of squabbling, in 121 BCE, violence kicked off again.


This time, proving his combative nature, it was Gaius’ fault. After his supporters stabbed a rude lictor to death with their pens (!) and Gaius’ main complaint was that it looked bad for him, it became clear that violence was now part of the Roman agenda. Gaius decided to lead an armed insurrection against the Senate, despite no longer being Tribune or having any justification for it, and tried to occupy the Aventine Hill. It went badly. Fulvius, a supporter of Gaius’ and consul at the time, was found hiding in some baths and brutally slaughtered; Gaius was forced to flee the city and got his enslaved attendant, Philoctetes, to stab him. When the Senate found Gaius’ body, they cut off his head and a man named Septimuleius (say that three times fast) impaled it on a spear and carried it back to Rome. He was rewarded with the head’s weight in gold. To be fair to the Senate, Gaius did rather ask for it by trying to fuck with the Senate with a rag-tag army of pals and knives, but it was another violent blow to the Republic and another blood-soaked disaster that put an end to the idea of democratically reforming the government of the Roman Empire pretty much forever. It’s hard to call Gaius a good guy (even though he did pull open his toga like an absolute flirt) but his death, the death of the consul and the grotesque display of his head (which weighed 17.6 pounds) really hammered home how much the bad guys were winning and loving it. And how much murder was rapidly becoming business as usual.


Publius Clodius Pulcher


The best example of how mundane political murder became in the late Republic is the somewhat pathetic street murder of Publius Clodius Pulcher by his political rival Titus Annius Milo.


Publius Clodius Pulcher is probably my favourite ever Roman. He was a colossus of a personality. If I had had to live during his lifetime, I would undoubtedly have despised him and the horse he rode in on but, with the benefit of two millennia’s distance between us, I am able to gaze at him with delighted awe. He was simultaneously a theatrical, nose-snubbing, aristocratic, cape-swirling, pantomime villain, the people’s hero and an absolute anecdote machine. Wherever he went, glorious stories followed. And the rest of his family (who were all called Publius Claudius Pulcher) were the same. His great-great-great-grandfather, the first Publius Claudius to be called Pulcher (which means handsome), was the author of one of my top five best Roman anecdotes during the First Punic War against Carthage in 249 BCE. As the head of the Romans’ fledgling navy, created specifically to fuck up the Carthaginians, our hero Publius was the handsome consul charged with winning the war. To do this, he sailed the entire navy to Drepana in Sicily for an epic showdown between the two Mediterranean powers. As the sun came up, Publius prepared to fight. For the Romans, this preparation included reading the omens by checking in with the sacred chickens. The sacred chickens were a Big Deal in Roman religious practice, a way of hearing the desires of the gods, and decisions were made based on when and how they ate. So Publius asked the chickens, ‘Should we go into this battle? Will we win?’ and waited for the chickens to eat their food in the correct way to give him the green light. Unfortunately for him, the chickens were on a boat and absolutely not in the mood. Or, the gods were sending a message. Either way, the chickens would not eat. No matter how much the consul wanted them to, or how badly he wanted to attack the waiting Carthaginian navy. So Publius, in a fit of sacrilegious rage, wanged the chickens into the sea, screaming, ‘If they won’t eat, let them drink,’ and stormed headfirst into a catastrophic defeat, losing 93 of his 123 ships. When he eventually limped home, covered in shame, he was prosecuted for ‘activity hostile to the state’. Today’s lesson: don’t fuck with the sacred chickens.


Anyway, that’s the lineage our Clodius is coming from. It’s an ancient and magnificent one with a lot of history to live up to. He was the youngest of six in his generation, so he had youngest child syndrome and a real need for attention. This compulsion regularly manifested itself in causing immense amounts of trouble and pissing off Cicero. He really, really loved annoying Cicero as much as possible, a position with which I empathise. Cicero had the pompous, easily pricked ego that is absolutely irresistible. He also cared very deeply about the sanctity of Roman government, while Clodius cared about absolutely nothing.5 Once upon a time, Clodius had cared about Cicero and they had been enthusiastic allies in the extrajudicial murder of Lucius Sergius Catilina, better known now as Catiline. Catiline was also a troublemaker during a time of troublemakers. By the 60s BCE, Roman government had effectively broken down. Pompey, Caesar and Crassus were coming up to full war, while every aspect of government was poisoned with bribery, violence and uncertainty. In the middle of this, Catiline was a low-level rapscallion who wanted to make a name for himself by somehow violently overthrowing the consulship and perpetrating a lot of murders in the name of the disenfranchised people of Rome. Unfortunately for him, Cicero was the consul and Cicero was no Mucius Scaevola. As soon as Cicero found out about Catiline’s conspiracy, he had Catiline executed without trial. Most people were at least a bit horrified that consuls were now willy-nilly executing patrician citizens based on hearsay and without allowing them a defence, but Clodius was firmly on Cicero’s side. I think he just liked the chaos.


Their relationship broke down over a very Clodius scandal. In December 62 BCE, the same year that they murdered Catiline, Clodius got hornily curious about the ladies-only religious ceremony for the Bona Dea festival. Bona Dea was a specifically Italian goddess whose festival was held at night, in secret, in the house of the Pontifex Maximus. His wife led the ceremony, accompanied by the Vestal Virgins. It was a big thing that men weren’t allowed to participate, so obviously Clodius wanted in. Being precisely thirty years old and an idiot, he thought he might look young and feminine enough to pass so he disguised himself as a woman – presumably by putting on women’s clothes and some make-up – and climbed in through the Pontifex Maximus’ window. The Pontifex Maximus at the time was Julius Caesar, so the house was pretty large and Clodius immediately got lost. According to Plutarch, he was found by a maid who instantly saw through his bad drag costume and started screaming. Despite his brilliant attempt to hide in a nearby room, he was found and prosecuted for sacrilege. In a move of extraordinary ballsiness, Clodius went full Shaggy in court and declared that it wasn’t him in Caesar’s house because he hadn’t even been in Rome that day. He claimed he’d been miles away. At which point Cicero stepped forward and testified that Clodius had definitely been in Rome because he’d been in Cicero’s house. However, Clodius was immensely popular and cultivated a gang of supporters who liked to beat the shit out of people who looked at him funny. He was also enormously rich, so he was able to use a classic combination of bribery and intimidation to get himself acquitted. And that was the end of ‘Cicero and Clodius: Best Friends Forever’.


Clodius, who was technically called Publius Claudius Pulcher, then got himself adopted by a plebeian family in 59 BCE, meaning that he was no longer part of the patrician Claudian family, and changed his name to Clodius so he could run for election as Tribune of the Plebs. As a move, this was unprecedented and ballsy as fuck. But this was the time of the first Triumvirate, where Crassus, Pompey and Caesar were openly ruling Rome as a basically illegal cabal, so all bets were off. It tends to get brushed over a little in comparison to the sexy scandal of the Bona Dea situation and the stabbiness of Clodius’ later career but it was, I think, a real turning point in the battle between the populares and optimates. Until this moment, the point of gaining prestige and power and winning elections and victories for Roman men was to honour the family name. Every elite Roman man wanted to live up to his grandfather’s greatness or create a greatness to bequeath to his grandchildren. The family was supposed to be honoured by personal glory. But Clodius gave up his family and voluntarily surrendered his family name in order to be able to take an office to which he had no right, to be able to court the favour of the people of Rome and increase his personal prestige. He technically took the glorious patrician name of Claudius away from his children in order to hold a little more power in his grubby little hands.


As Tribune, Clodius proceeded to annoy the Senate, provide a perpetual corn dole to everyone in Rome, and, specifically to fuck with Cicero, he passed a law to prosecute consuls who had executed citizens without trial. And got Cicero exiled. Then burnt Cicero’s house down. And then, in 58 BCE, he created an armed gang of free and enslaved men to protect his interests. This is where things started to go really bananas because once Clodius effectively had a personal paramilitary force ready to beat the life out of his opponents, everyone wanted one. Organised violent gangs became the must-have accessory of 58 BCE. In particular, Titus Annius Milo got himself a gang of enslaved men and gladiators and, before long, political meetings became brawls. Every election was now a battleground. Rome was in chaos. For years. By 52 BCE, gang violence had become as normal a part of political life as bribery and prosecuting one another for gang violence. In Cassius Dio’s words, murder had become an everyday occurrence and by this he means open murders in the street. It was impossible to hold elections without them turning into bloodbaths so no one was holding elections. As someone who has been lucky enough never to have experienced civil unrest, it is tough to imagine what life is like when something that is supposed to be as tedious, staid and controlled as politics becomes a perpetual street brawl, where lives are genuinely under threat during elections and violence has become normal. Where Mark Antony chasing Clodius around the Forum with a sword, screaming bloody murder and forcing Clodius to lock himself inside a bookshop, was not the world-shaking drama it should have been – because an ex-consul chasing a Tribune around with a sword is wild – but a minor footnote of an anecdote.6 I have to sit and think hard about the mobs that Clodius inspired because the Roman sources are always keen to dehumanise these people, who were the urban middle and working classes. The Roman sources were all written by the one percent so they pretty overtly depict the urban plebs as an unwashed mass of disgusting subhumans when really they were people like you and me. The shop workers and builders and bakers and tanners and all the rest. These are the people who were being beaten up if they voted the wrong way in the elections, and whose homes and businesses were damaged every time a street fight broke out between two political gangs, and who were more and more alienated from the running of the Empire. And Clodius, odious though he was, was the only person offering them anything. The corn dole is presented by the Roman sources as a cynical ploy, which it probably was, but for the people in Rome it meant that no one ever had to go a day without eating. In effect, Clodius gave every citizen in Rome a universal basic meal plan, and for that reason they’d love him forever. So when he was murdered, it was a problem.


On 18 January 52 BCE, Clodius was travelling with his entourage of gladiators and enslaved men, thirty enslaved men with arms according to Asconius, when he met his arch-nemesis, Milo, at Bovillae. After Milo had leapt on the armed gang bandwagon so enthusiastically, he had emerged in the politics of the 50s BCE as a real problem for Clodius. The two of them spent years having gang fights over whether Cicero should be allowed to return to Rome and taking it in turns to unsuccessfully prosecute one another for said gang fights. Their relationship was one of vehement antipathy. So when Clodius and his entourage met Milo and his on the Appian Way that day in 52 bce, the violent clash was tediously inevitable. Except, this time, one of Milo’s gladiators went too far.


Clodius and Milo, being senators, did not engage in violence themselves. They hired and bought men to do it for them. They were generals, not soldiers, and so they did not expect to be the ones injured in street brawls. So on this day, when one of Milo’s men drove a knife into Clodius’ back, it was a surprise to everyone. Reports differ on what precisely happened. Cicero, speaking in Milo’s defence at his trial, minimises the murder and makes the whole thing sound like Clodius selfishly threw himself on Milo’s slave’s dagger on purpose while Milo was looking in the opposite direction. Appian claims that Milo may have given the order to attack, and that he certainly gave the order to make sure Clodius was dead. Dio states that the initial wounding of Clodius was an accident, while the final stab to ensure he was dead was deliberate, with Milo believing that he would be more likely to get away with murder than he would assault. Mark Antony, according to Cicero, went around telling everyone that Cicero had asked Milo to kill Clodius, which is a version I like a lot.7 Cicero did occasionally write letters dated ‘x days from the battle of Bovillae’, which suggests that he held the date of Clodius’ death close to his heart.


Asconius, who wrote commentaries on Cicero’s published speeches as absolutely rubbish but quite sweet presents for his sons during the reign of Nero (oh thanks, Dad, you wrote me a school book. Thanks.), gave the most detailed account. He portrays Milo as a killer without remorse. In his telling, the gladiator Birra attacked Clodius for giving him a threatening look, and Clodius’ entourage then dragged the wounded man to a nearby wine shop. There he lay, bleeding but alive while the brawl (though the Romans do insist on calling it a battle) between sixty enslaved men raged outside. Milo, when he heard that Clodius was injured, sent his men to find him and finish him. In Asconius’ telling, Milo’s men dragged Clodius’ injured body from the wine shop and threw him onto the road where they proceeded to stab him over and over and over until he stopped moving. They then finished killing the rest of his enslaved entourage and left the Tribune and his men in piles on the side of the Appian Way. Another senator, Sextus Teidius, travelling along the side of the road later in the day, came across the carnage and brought Clodius’ corpse back to Rome.8


Whatever the truth, Clodius ended up dead on the side of the Appian Way with a knife in his back and the people of Rome were appalled. This was a step too far. Clodius’ entourage carried his body to the Forum where they laid it on the rostra. He suddenly became a martyr for the Republic. He may have been an incestuous, sacrilegious, violent, horrible patrician co-opting the power of the plebeian Tribune, but he was their incestuous, sacrilegious, violent, horrible patrician co-opting their plebeian power and they were absolutely not OK with other senators killing him. It’s a truism that only good things are ever said about the dead, but Clodius embodied this. Suddenly, all his obnoxious behaviours were forgotten. Suddenly, he was the beloved Tribune who gave the people the corn dole and punished the Senate. He was their hero and they mourned him and they built him a pyre right there in the Forum. They built him a pyre of benches and wood ripped from the Senate House and then, at the appropriate hour, they burnt his body and the Senate House with it and held the funeral feast in the shadow of its flames. It had stood for five hundred years, built by the king Tullus Hostilius, and now, with the body of yet another murdered Tribune, it burnt. It took with it another slice of the Republic, and the Senate, in a panic, gave sole control of the Empire to Pompey.


Pompey created a special court to try Milo for Clodius’ murder, chose the judges himself, sat himself in the courtroom and surrounded the court with armed guards. Cicero spoke for the defence. His speech was significantly curtailed by the sheer number of Clodius’ supporters who packed the room and the power of Pompey, sole consul and sole ruler of Rome, looming over the room. Pompey’s intimate involvement with the case meant that the outcome of the trial was decided long before anyone stood up to speak at it and everyone knew it: Milo was going down. Which was a real problem for Cicero. Never one to back down easily, though, Cicero did his best. He powered through a truncated speech which was practically an epigram in comparison to, for example, his all-day thirty-six-thousand-word epic speech for Cluentius. He also, amusingly, didn’t even try to convince the court that Milo was innocent. He simply tried to argue that he shouldn’t be punished for murdering Clodius. His argument rested on three things: first, that it was self-defence; secondly, that the city was effectively at war so the laws shouldn’t really apply (the infamous line: silent enim leges inter arma); and thirdly, that Clodius was a villain and, had Milo deliberately murdered him (which he hadn’t), he would have been saving Rome from yet another populist leader of the plebs who threatened the stability of the Senate.
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