
[image: Cover: Ten Caesars, by Barry Strauss]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Ten Caesars, by Barry Strauss, Simon & Schuster]



To my students



AUTHOR’S NOTE

Ancient names are generally spelled following the style of the standard reference work, The Oxford Classical Dictionary, 4th ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012).

Translations from the Greek or Latin are my own, unless otherwise noted.

All dates are AD unless noted otherwise.



CHRONOLOGY OF THE EMPERORS

THE REIGNS

All dates AD unless stated otherwise.



	Augustus

	27 BC–14 AD




	Tiberius

	14–37




	Nero

	54–68




	Vespasian

	69–79




	Trajan

	98–117




	Hadrian

	117–138




	Marcus Aurelius

	161–180




	Septimius Severus

	193–211




	Diocletian

	284–305




	Constantine

	306–337
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PROLOGUE

A NIGHT ON THE PALATINE

It is night on the Palatine Hill, a historic height in the heart of Rome. Imagine yourself alone there after the tourists go home and the guards lock the gates. Even during the day, the Palatine is quiet compared with the crowded sites in the valleys below. At night, alone and given an eerie nocturnal run of the place, could you rouse imperial ghosts?

At first sight, the answer might seem to be no. The breezy, leafy hilltop lacks the majesty of the nearby Roman Forum’s columns and arches or the spectacle of the Colosseum and its bloodstained arcades. The ruins on the Palatine appear as a confusing jumble of brick and concrete and misnomers. The so-called Hippodrome, or oval-shaped stadium, for example, is really a sunken garden, while the “House of Livia” did not belong to that great lady.

But look more closely. Give rein to your imagination, and you will understand why the Palatine Hill gave us our word palace. It was here on the Palatine that Rome’s first emperor planted the flag of power and where, for centuries, most of his successors each ruled over fifty million to sixty million people. It began as a modest compound for the ruler and his family and a temple to his patron god. Then it turned into a series of ever-grander domus, or “houses.” They were palatial estates used not only as homes but also for imperial audiences, councils, embassies, morning salutations, evening banquets, love affairs, old and new religious rituals, conspiracies, and assassinations.

In their day, they bespoke magnificence. Their walls were lined with colored marbles from around the empire. Their columns gleamed with Numidian yellow, Phrygian purple, Egyptian granite, Greek gray, and Italian white. Gilded ceilings rose high over tall windows and heated floors. One banquet room seated thousands while another revolved. Water flowed in fountains and pools fed by the Palatine’s own aqueduct. Some rooms looked over the chariot races in the Circus Maximus in the valley to the south, offering a kind of skybox.

Perhaps a modern night visitor to the Palatine could imagine a famous dinner party with the emperor at which one guest said he felt like he was dining with Jupiter in midheaven. Or a less pleasant banquet when the emperor had the walls painted black and the dining couches laid out like tombstones, leaving the terrified guests in fear of their lives—which were spared. Or we might remember the rumor that another emperor turned the palace into a brothel—a salacious but not very credible tale. We might think of the palace steps, where one emperor was first hailed and another announced his abdication. We might think of the grand entrance, where one new emperor’s wife proclaimed her resolution not to be corrupted, or the back door, where another emperor slinked home, barely escaping with his life from a food riot in the Forum. Or we might imagine a Senate meeting in a palace hall, with the emperor’s mother watching through a curtain. Or the covered passage where a crowd of conspirators murdered a young tyrant. They all happened here.

From the Palatine, the emperors ruled what they called the world, a vast realm stretching at its height from Britain to Iraq. Or at least they tried to rule it. Few excelled at the grueling job. The imperial administration took care of ordinary business, but crises proved a challenge. Many emperors turned out not to be up to the task. A few did extremely well. They brought to bear, in equal measure, ambition, cunning, and cruelty.

They brought family, too. The Roman emperors ran one of history’s most successful family businesses and one of its most paradoxical. In order to concentrate power in trusted hands, the imperial family made full use of its members, including women. As a result, mothers, wives, daughters, sisters, and mistresses enjoyed what some might consider a surprising amount of power. But it was sometimes an unhappy family, with forced marriages common and infighting and murder hardly rare. It was, moreover, a family whose definition was loose and flexible. More emperors came to the throne from adoption than by inheriting it from their fathers, and not a few seized power in civil war. It was both the empire’s glory and curse that succession was often contested. It opened the door to talent and to violence.

The first emperor, Augustus, set the tone. Adopted by the founder of the family’s fortune, his great-uncle and Rome’s last dictator, Julius Caesar, Augustus had to fight a civil war in order to prevail. Indeed, his wife, Livia, eventually perhaps the most powerful woman in Roman history, was once a refugee in that war and had run away from the man she eventually married.

The following pages tell the story of ten who ruled. They were Rome’s most capable and successful emperors—or, in the case of Nero, at least one of the most titillating, and even he was a great builder. Success was defined variously according to circumstance and talent, but all emperors wanted to exercise political control at home, project military power abroad, preside over prosperity, build up the city of Rome, and enjoy a good relationship with the divine. And every emperor wanted to die in bed and turn over power to his chosen heir.

We begin with the founder, the first emperor, Augustus, and end about 350 years later with the second founder, Constantine, who converted to Christianity and created a new capital in the East, Constantinople (today’s Istanbul, Turkey). Roughly halfway in time between the two men came Hadrian, who called himself a second Augustus and who did more than most to make the empire peaceable and to open the elite to outsiders. Alas, Hadrian was also tyrannical and murderous. In that, he was not unusual.

From beginning to end, the Roman emperors resorted to force. They rarely hesitated to have rivals and dissidents killed. They depended on the army, which conquered the empire, defended it, and put down revolt with brutality. Even Marcus Aurelius, a philosopher-emperor who preferred the arts of peace and came to power with no military experience, devoted most of his reign to fighting on the frontier.

No less important, the army made and broke emperors. No emperor could rule without the soldiers’ consent. They mattered even more than the Roman Senate, those members of the elite who supplied the leadership class, at least at first. The emperors increasingly relied for administration on nonsenators, even on ex-slaves. The people of Rome also mattered to the emperors, but they were bought off with subsidized food and entertainment—not that life was ever easy for the poor, who made up the vast majority of the empire. Finally, the gods also mattered. Every emperor established peace with the gods, and more than a few introduced new gods while not rejecting the old. Constantine was different not in worshipping a new god but in turning his back on Rome’s ancestral deities.

But religion is embedded in culture, and the character of Rome’s culture would change mightily with the coming of monarchy. Between them, Augustus and his successor, Tiberius, accomplished a herculean feat. They turned the Roman Empire from conquest to administration. They took power away from the proud, militaristic, quarrelsome nobility and began to transfer it to bureaucrats, who came from less prestigious social classes. They decentered the city of Rome to the benefit first of Italy and then of the provinces.

Augustus’s successors added two new provinces to the empire by armed force; but these were minor border adjustments compared with the two previous centuries, when Rome conquered the entire Mediterranean and northwestern Europe. Conquering elites always burn themselves out and become more interested in money and pleasure than in expansion. Every empire declines without exception. However, the Romans did an excellent job of holding onto what they had won.

Behind a façade of sumptuous and extravagant rhetoric lay the heart of a pragmatist. That was the real Rome. The real Rome is found less in the periodic sentences of Cicero or the polished prose of Publius Cornelius Tacitus than in Tiberius’s giving up Germany without a backward glance or in the emperor Vespasian justifying a tax on public toilets with the observation that “money has no smell.” New blood and new gods; tough choices and strategic retreats: in order to survive as an empire, the Romans were willing to do whatever it took.

Eventually Rome lost its role as capital. The Western emperor ruled from northern Italy or Germany—and eventually there was a Western emperor as well as an Eastern emperor. Constantine’s predecessor, Diocletian, recognized that the empire was too big and its problems too great for one man to manage. Constantine, who carried the full burden, was an exception.

Rome outgrew itself, but that was one of the reasons for its success. Change was built into the very fabric of the system, not that it came easily or without bloodshed. New men rose to the top. The two middle emperors of the book, Trajan and Hadrian, were both born in Hispania, today’s Spain. Two generations later, the emperor Septimius Severus came from North Africa. He was of Italian-immigrant descent, as well possibly of mixed African and Middle Eastern ancestry, but not Diocletian or Constantine, both of whom came from the Balkans and had no Italian blood. New women rose, too: Severus’s wife came from Syria and Constantine’s mother from Asia Minor, today’s Turkey.

The lords and ladies of the Palatine proved in time to be more diverse than the empire’s founder could have imagined. Their voices are long stilled, many of their names forgotten. In some cases, their statues are lost or the ancients tore them down after revolution or scratched their images off paintings or stone reliefs. Yet we can call up their ghosts from literary texts and inscriptions, from art and archaeology, and from the scientific study of everything from shipwrecks to sewage.

The Romans live, and they do so not only in the imagination of a night on the Palatine.
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AUGUSTUS

THE FOUNDER

Augustus is an icon, and well he should be. Few historical figures show better what it takes to win at everything. He ended a century of revolution, brought down the Roman Republic, and replaced it with the empire of which he was the first emperor. But Augustus is also a mystery. Fatherless at the age of four, he became one of Rome’s top political players by the age of nineteen. How did he do that—and so much more?

How did he overcome an opposition led by the most glamorous team in history, Antony and Cleopatra? How did a frail boy become a successful warlord, and how did he then turn into one of history’s most famous promoters of peace? How did he find the perfect number two: a partner to serve as his general and administrator without threatening the boss’s power? How did he manage one of the most productive but challenging marriages in history, to the brilliant, talented, and crafty Livia? How did he found a dynasty that lasted a century and an empire that lasted many centuries more?

Toward the end of his long life, Augustus answered some of these questions. On bronze pillars before his mausoleum in Rome, he had a detailed inscription erected that included this statement: “When I had extinguished the flames of civil war, after receiving by universal consent the absolute control of affairs, I transferred the republic from my own control to the will of the senate and the Roman people. For this service on my part I was given the title of Augustus by decree of the senate.”

That was the official account. What was the real story? Let us begin with a young boy and follow his career.

ATIA’S BOY

He was born on September 23, 63 BC. We know him as Augustus, but it is customary to call him Octavian when referring to the first thirty-five years of his life. Only then did he take the name Augustus.

His father, Gaius Octavius, came from a family of strivers from a small town south of Rome. Octavius was wealthy and politically aspiring, but he lacked the noble heritage that most Romans, rich or poor, expected in their leaders. By “nobility,” the Romans meant a very small group: descendants of the consuls, the Roman government’s two annually elected chief magistrates. Octavius married into the nobility by wedding Julius Caesar’s niece, the daughter of the future dictator’s sister. She opened the doors to power for her husband and their young son. Her name was Atia.

Her marriage began well, with a move to Rome and a rise in the political ranks for her husband. Gaius Octavius seemed headed for the consulship, but he died suddenly in 58 BC on the way home from a trip abroad after a successful stint as a provincial governor. Atia was now a widow and had two children: Octavian and his older sister, Octavia.

To add to the fatherless young Octavian’s troubles, at least one of his guardians mismanaged or even plundered his inheritance. Yet the boy not only survived; he thrived. He had three things going for him: his mother, her family, and his own resilience.

Atia is one of history’s unsung heroines. True, we don’t see her in the round. We don’t know what she looked like, for no coin image or sculpture of her appears to have survived. Augustus’s now-lost Memoirs probably drew the portrait that survives in later Roman writing: of a chaste, old-school mother who exercised strict discipline and kept a close watch on her son’s upbringing. The sources reveal a woman who was shrewd, pragmatic, politic, and a relentless booster of her son’s career.

Roman mothers had to be boosters. Their husbands often predeceased them, leaving it up to the mother to fend for the children. Roman history is full of forceful mothers who pushed their sons ahead. Latin literature offers the example of the goddess Venus, who drives her son, Aeneas, forward to his divine fate of founding Rome. No wonder Roman men often revered their mothers.

Shortly after being widowed, Atia remarried, this time to another prominent public figure, a slippery character who managed not to commit himself to either side in Rome’s Civil War (49–45 BC) and yet still came out on top. Young Octavian might have learned more than a little of the art of deception from his stepfather. But Atia entrusted him to his grandmother Julia, Atia’s mother, who raised the boy under her roof during his formative years. Her brother, Julius Caesar, was in the process of conquering Gaul, an ancient country in the area now occupied by France and Belgium, and becoming the first man in Rome. Surely Julia wrote to him about the bright and ambitious youngster in her charge and how he did the family proud.

When Julia died circa 51 BC, Octavian moved to his mother and stepfather’s house, but he kept thinking of his famous great-uncle. It is said that Octavian was eager to join Caesar at the front in 46 BC, but Atia, who worried about the boy’s health, refused.

While Octavian grew up, Caesar was revolutionizing Rome, which had evolved into a proud, self-governing republic. The people and the elites shared power through institutions such as assemblies, courts, elected officials, and the Senate. That was the theory. In practice, the republic could not hold its own against a conquering general like Caesar and his tens of thousands of loyal soldiers.

When Caesar crossed the Rubicon River and marched from Gaul into Italy in 49 BC, he inflicted civil war on a country that had already suffered five decades of intermittent civil conflict, with roots in a crisis going back another two generations. Rome, it seems, was trapped in a maze of political, military, social, economic, cultural, and administrative impossibilities.

Only someone who could tame both the city of Rome and its empire could bring peace, order, and stability. Caesar was not that man. He was a conqueror, not a builder. But if Caesar couldn’t do it, who could?

Caesar had no legitimate son of his own, although he probably had sired a foreign prince born out of wedlock, Caesarion, son of Cleopatra. Instead, Caesar would choose another relative as his heir. He had several legitimate Roman nephews and great-nephews, but Octavian rose to the top.

Burning with ambition, Octavian was a natural politician: intelligent, charming, communicative, and handsome. Although not a born soldier, he was tenacious, cunning, and brave. He had an iron will. And he had Atia, who surely sang his praises to Caesar at every opportunity. She might have even told him a tale making the rounds that her son’s father was not really Gaius Octavius but the god Apollo, who in the form of a snake visited her in a temple, impregnated her, and left a permanent mark on her body. Only the gullible would believe this, but Caesar knew that the masses were gullible, and so he might have been impressed.

Caesar kept promoting his great-nephew. Around 51 BC, at the age of eleven, Octavian gave the funeral oration for his grandmother Julia on the speaker’s platform in the Roman Forum. Soon after turning fourteen, Octavian was named to an important religious office at Caesar’s request. At seventeen, Octavian marched through Rome in Caesar’s triumphs—his victory parades—for his conquests in Gaul and the Civil War. It was 46 BC, and Caesar honored the young man the way a triumphing general would normally honor only his son.

A prominent boy like Octavian had many friends, one of whom became his lifelong right-hand man: Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa. Like Octavian, he came from a prosperous Italian family, although without a connection to the Roman nobility. What Agrippa had in abundance was practical genius. He was courageous, assertive, and, above all, loyal. To be sure, Octavian had a gift for making men follow him. In Agrippa’s case, Octavian went to his great-uncle and got Agrippa’s brother freed even though he had fought against Caesar. Agrippa was grateful.

In 45 BC Octavian became sick, and Caesar supposedly even visited his bedside before departing Rome to stamp out a rebellion in Hispania. Octavian faced chronic health problems and endured several major bouts of illness in his life, but until the very end, he always soldiered on. Soon the young man was on his feet again, and he left for the front. His small entourage probably included Agrippa but not Atia. She wanted to join them but Octavian turned her down.

Octavian arrived in Hispania too late for the fighting but reached Caesar after a dangerous trip through hostile country. This earned his uncle’s admiration—a quality that only increased during the several months that Caesar spent with the gifted young go-getter. It was Octavian’s chance to shine, and he used it well. When Caesar returned to Italy shortly afterward, he made Octavian his main heir and offered him posthumous adoption as his son.

By choosing Octavian as his successor, Caesar surely saw the seed of greatness. Yet when the news of Caesar’s choice came out, some found it hard to believe that a seventeen-year-old could persuade the most powerful man in the world to pick him without some underhanded ploy: sex. Octavian’s rival Mark Antony later accused the boy of having an affair with Caesar while in Hispania. On the one hand, this was just the kind of slander that Roman politicians dished out. On the other hand, Octavian was as handsome as he was ambitious, and rumor said that when Caesar was a teenager, he himself had gone to bed with a powerful older man. Yet both Caesar and Augustus were ladies’ men, so the tale is probably untrue.

When he returned to Rome, Octavian finally moved out but continued to live near his mother and stepfather, supposedly spending most of his time with them. He also continued his education in oratory, philosophy, and literature, in both Latin and Greek—the preferred curriculum of the Roman elite. Although war and revolution interrupted Octavian’s studies, he continued to read and to practice delivering speeches daily. At the age of eighteen, he is supposed to have given up sex for a year, which he thought would keep his voice strong. Perhaps it worked because in later years, he had a sweet, distinctive speaking voice unlike Caesar’s piercing vocal sound.

Caesar’s plan now was a three-year war of conquest in the East. He gave Octavian a big role by naming him, at the age of eighteen, his Master of the Horse, or second in command. Although this was in some ways a ceremonial position, it offered visibility and networking opportunities. The expedition was scheduled to begin in March 44 BC. Around December 45 BC, Octavian left Rome at Caesar’s command and, along with Agrippa, crossed the Adriatic Sea to Caesar’s military headquarters in what is today Albania. There Octavian made invaluable contacts with legionary commanders.

But the Ides of March changed everything. On that day, March 15, 44 BC, a conspiracy of more than sixty prominent Romans, led by Marcus Brutus, Gaius Cassius Longinus, and Decimus Brutus, assassinated Caesar at a meeting of the Senate.

Suddenly Octavian’s closeness to Caesar made him a target. Atia was in Rome when Caesar’s will named her to organize his funeral. But her first priority was Octavian, and she immediately sent a messenger to him across the Adriatic. Octavian was considering the possibility of launching an armed revolt at the Adriatic headquarters. Atia disagreed strongly. She knew that Rome was the key, and she urged Octavian to return there. She wrote that “now he had to be a man and consider prudently what he had to do and do it according to fortune and opportunity.” After consulting his friends and advisors, Octavian agreed and sailed back to Italy.

What a loss for Octavian Caesar’s death was. The man who had stepped in to become Octavian’s father, and who had gone out of his way to give him his sense of potential greatness, had been murdered. In a traditional Roman gesture of mourning, Octavian grew a beard. But sorrow was not his only emotion; he also felt fear, anger, and a lust for vengeance. Yet Caesar’s death was an opportunity as well as a blow. Octavian was now the head of the family, as well as heir to Rome’s dictator. But he had to fight for his inheritance.

MY NAME IS CAESAR

November 44 BC

The Forum, Rome, the plaza that was Rome’s civic center

Octavian gave a speech that he later proudly circulated. It was a defining moment. He stretched his right hand out to a statue of Julius Caesar and swore by his hopes of attaining his adoptive father’s honors. He had just turned nineteen but had already claimed all the power and glory of Rome’s former dictator for life. Men have been sent to mental hospitals for less.

Megalomania it might have been, but after six months of hustling, Octavian was making progress. As Atia advised, he had hurried back to Italy. He was cautious and obedient enough to consult his mother and her husband but too ambitious to accept their advice to proceed slowly—or even, as his stepfather supposedly said, to turn down Caesar’s inheritance and retire from public life when he had barely entered it.

Rome was full of enemies. The consul Mark Antony was in charge of the city, and Caesar’s assassins were regrouping after a temporary setback. They had little use for Octavian. Neither did Antony. At thirty-nine years old, Antony was in the prime of his life. Son of a noble Roman family, he was a superb general, a cagey politician, and an excellent orator. Strong and handsome, Antony took as his patron deity Hercules—a symbol of responsibility and justice as well as military prowess. Antony looked down on Octavian. As a distant relative and longtime associate of Caesar’s, Antony considered himself the slain dictator’s rightful successor.

But Octavian was determined. He wanted honor and glory, and he didn’t care what they cost. He was ready to fight. He wasn’t going to mourn Caesar; he was going to avenge him. No, he was going to be him. He began the process of finalizing the adoption that Caesar had offered him in his will. Although we’ll continue to call him Octavian, he now called himself Caesar. He adopted the name as easily as if he had been born to it. Not only that, but he treated it like a talisman of power, as if it already had the weight of centuries behind it. His mother was the first person to address him as Caesar, but she would not be the last.

Octavian was audacious but not impetuous, and violent without being wild. After her own initial doubt and indecision and having shown respect for her husband’s position, Atia changed her mind: she decided to give her full support to Octavian’s ambition. But she advised cunning and patience, and Octavian now agreed. He moved strategically and showed people only what he wanted them to see. He was mysterious, so it seems appropriate that for a part of his career he sealed documents with the image of a sphinx; later on, he replaced it with his own likeness. (A later emperor called Augustus a “chameleon.”) The sources say that Octavian got his sphinx seal from Atia, which brings us back to the god Apollo, his supposed heavenly father, as the Romans associated the sphinx with that deity.

The “sphinx” knew how to tempt people, starting with his stepfather’s neighbor in his country villa on the Bay of Naples. This was Rome’s greatest living statesman: Marcus Tullius Cicero. Of all the statesmen of the ancient world, none speaks to us more intensely than Cicero. His tongue was eloquently persuasive; his hands wrote ceaselessly; his heart beat for the republic, whose last decades his career spanned. His orations still sparkle, his letters lay bare the political maneuvering of the age, and his philosophical works practically invent Latin political thought.

As a politician, Cicero enjoyed mixed success. He put down a revolt during his term of office as consul, but, along the way, he executed five Roman citizens without benefit of a trial, which later forced him into temporary exile. After vacillating in the Civil War, Cicero received Caesar’s pardon and compliments on his literary works, but he found the door to power slammed shut. Following the Ides of March, Cicero came out of retirement and supported the assassins. Now Octavian convinced Cicero that he, Octavian, could restore the liberty that Caesar had curbed.

On the face of it, that seems naïve. Cicero wanted to save the republic from another military dictator like Caesar. Octavian wanted to be that dictator. Had the old man gone soft? No. He knew that Octavian was a risky bet, but he thought it worth taking. Cicero considered Antony older, more experienced, and more dangerous than young Octavian, while Octavian feared no man. So Cicero and Octavian made an alliance of convenience, and then the real question was who would dump whom first and come out on top.

Octavian’s youth turned out to be an advantage. Since he had little investment in the old system, he had little inhibition about upending it.

Octavian was determined to push the issue with Antony. Hiding his real plans from his mother, Octavian went to southern Italy and lobbied for support among Julius Caesar’s former soldiers. He convinced three thousand veterans to come out of retirement and support him. This private army violated the law, but years later, he boasted of his action, which he rebranded as a way of saving the republic: “At the age of nineteen at my own initiative and private expense I raised an army, by which I set free the republic which had been oppressed by the tyranny of a faction.”

The most important part of that army consisted of two veteran legions that Octavian’s agents lured away from Antony by offering more money and less discipline. The two legions suddenly gave Octavian the power to compete in a bloody game of maneuver. And they got the Senate’s attention.

With an armed showdown against Antony imminent, the Senate turned to Octavian and his legions. His claim of loyalty to the republic rang hollow, but his youth made him seem less threatening to the senators than Antony. In April 43 BC, the two sides clashed in two battles in northern Italy. Antony, a hardened warrior, hurled a charge of cowardice at Octavian, who had never seen combat before. Although Octavian was not a natural warrior, he was capable of courage. At the second battle in 43 BC, for instance, he heroically shouldered the eagle when his legion’s eagle bearer suffered a severe wound. In war, as in all else, Octavian displayed self-control. By way of illustration, consider that although he was in the company of soldiers, he drank no more than three glasses of wine at dinner—probably only about nine ounces.

The Senate’s armies were victorious and forced Antony to retreat. He crossed the Alps and withdrew to Gaul, but Octavian did not pursue him, as the Senate had wished. Octavian knew better than to trust the senators. When he heard that Cicero had said of him, “The young man should be honored and lifted up—and out,” Octavian was angry but probably not surprised. Antony regrouped by winning over the armies of Gaul. Meanwhile, Octavian decided to change course and support Antony.

The Senate was only a temporary ally, useful to confer Octavian legitimacy but hostile to his goal of attaining Caesar’s status. Antony made a better partner because he lacked the Senate’s attachment to the republic’s institutions. Besides, his new armies made Antony too strong for Octavian to defeat. So Octavian turned to Antony.

In the summer of 43 BC, Octavian sent a centurion (captain) to the Senate to demand that it name him consul, the highest office in the state and one customarily unattainable before the age of forty. He didn’t care about custom. The senators agreed reluctantly and then reneged, hoping vainly for new troops from abroad. They tried to take hostage Atia and Octavia, who were in the city, but the women fled for safety among the Vestal Virgins. The six Vestals were priestesses of an important state cult and lived in an official residence beside the Roman Forum. In part to protect them, Octavian, ever devoted to his family, hurried to Rome with his legions. He became master of Rome on August 19, 43 BC. Now liberated, Atia and Octavia embraced him.

Sadly, the reunion was brief, as his mother died sometime between August and November. Her husband probably died around the same time. Octavian persuaded the Senate to give Atia a public funeral, if persuaded is the right word for someone who won the consulship via military might. A public funeral was a rare honor. In fact, as far as we know, Atia was the first woman in Roman history to receive one. A poet wrote Atia’s epitaph. It says:

“Here, stranger, the ashes of Atia, here the mother of Caesar / Is found; so ordained the Roman fathers that is, the Senate.”

Atia had been indispensable as Octavian’s mother, advocate, and political advisor in his early crises. Even after death, she was recalled in literature. Even as a memory, Atia was a reminder of her son’s claim to nobility.

And in Rome, vengeance was a noble virtue, with Romans fearing its outcome but admiring its pursuit. Right after the Ides of March, the Senate had hammered out an amnesty for Caesar’s killers. Now Octavian tore it up. He had a law passed that set up a special court that condemned them to death. As a good son, he took Caesar’s murder personally.

Octavian invited Antony back to Italy and made peace. In October they met, along with Julius Caesar’s old ally Marcus Aemilius Lepidus, and formed a three-man commission with dictatorial powers for five years, later renewed. They had over forty legions. They divided up the western part of the empire among them, while Brutus and Cassius, who had fled Rome after the assassination of Julius Caesar, controlled the East. It was a coup d’état.

Less than two years after returning to Italy, Octavian had maneuvered his way through politics and war, outfoxed his competitors, and become one of the three most powerful men in the Roman Empire—all by the age of twenty.

When Julius Caesar conquered Rome, he followed a policy of clemency, pardoning his enemies. But his assassination suggested that clemency did not pay. Instead, the triumvirs chose proscription: a purge. They marked out around two thousand elite and wealthy Romans for death and confiscated their lands. Most escaped; probably around three hundred were killed. Cicero was the most famous casualty. Antony wanted his archenemy dead. Octavian said later he tried to save Cicero but, if so, he didn’t try very hard.

As part of his new alliance with Antony, Octavian married Antony’s young stepdaughter, Claudia. Her mother, Antony’s wife, Fulvia, was a formidable woman who had outlived two previous husbands—both politicians who died violently.

On January 1, 42 BC, Octavian took his devotion to his father’s memory up a notch and had the Senate declare Caesar a god, which allowed Octavian to call himself the son of a god. A law was passed to build a temple and institute the worship of the deified Julius Caesar. Four years later, in 38 BC, Octavian was acclaimed by his troops as imperator, or victorious general. He now became known as “the victorious general Caesar son of a god.”

At age twenty-four, Octavian had achieved great things. His ambition was boundless, his intelligence was keen, his judgment was sure, his work ethic was limitless, and his persuasion was winning. Like any young man, he felt emotion—above all, rage at his adoptive father’s murder—but he mastered the art of turning pain into strategy. And strategy, it became clear, was Octavian’s specialty. He always thought far ahead. He would have to, to face the trials that awaited.

ANTONY AND CLEOPATRA

The showdown with Brutus and Cassius came outside the Greek city of Philippi in 42 BC. Octavian partnered with Antony, and the latter shone in the two battles that brought victory. Octavian had once again to face the charge of cowardice when, in the first battle, the enemy captured his camp but he had already fled. He said later that he was ill and had a vision warning him of danger. This was probably true, since Octavian faced recurrent medical challenges. But he recovered and issued the bloodthirsty command to cut off the head of Brutus’s corpse and send it to Rome to place at the foot of a statue of Julius Caesar as revenge.

Philippi was a tremendous victory for Antony and Octavian, but they still had to bring the Roman world under their control. After pushing aside Lepidus, Octavian and Antony divided the empire, with Antony taking the East and making his base in Athens, while Octavian ruled the West from Rome.

That left Octavian the unpopular task of confiscating civilians’ land in Italy to give to veterans. Antony’s wife, Fulvia, and his brother, Lucius Antonius, led the charge against him. She made an appearance with Antony’s children and his mother before the soldiers in order to keep their loyalty. (Octavian had recently divorced Claudia, claiming under oath that the marriage had never been consummated. No doubt this angered his former mother-in-law.) Octavian now had to subdue Fulvia. He surrounded her and Lucius and their army in the central Italian town of Perusia (modern Perugia). Fulvia got the backhanded compliment of having her name inscribed on her enemy’s sling bullets along with rude references to her body parts. Fulvia wrote to Antony’s generals in Gaul to ask them to hurry across the Alps to her aid, but it was too late. Octavian’s forces won. If the report is true and not just propaganda, Octavian then massacred a large number of enemy leaders on the altar of the deified Julius—on the Ides of March. Octavian supposedly met every request for mercy with a cold “It’s time to die.” But he let Fulvia and Lucius go free.

Antony, meanwhile, restored Roman control to the East, which Brutus and Cassius had left in turmoil. But Antony is known for something different during his time in the East: his relationship with Cleopatra, an affair not only of the heart but also of the sword and the purse.

Cleopatra was the most powerful, richest, and most glamorous woman of the era. Queen of Egypt, she was a female ruler in a male world. Like all of her ancestors in the three-century-old Ptolemaic dynasty, she was Greek (or, more precisely, Macedonian), even though she ruled Egypt. She was clever, cunning, educated, and seductive. Cleopatra had great physical presence. She was short and vigorous. She could ride a horse and hunt. She paid enormous attention to her public image. Greco-Roman portrait sculptures made her elegant, while coin portraits showed her as kingly and even slightly masculine.

Cleopatra exuded charisma, and Egypt’s capital, Alexandria, was an architectural marvel and a cultural magnet. Whichever man had Cleopatra had access to Egypt’s fabled wealth and to the mystique she created in the bedroom. Octavian had Caesar’s name, but Antony had Caesar’s mistress. In 41 BC Antony and Cleopatra began an affair that produced a set of twins. Nevertheless, with Fulvia having died of a sudden illness, Antony took a new wife: Octavian’s sister, Octavia. She was newly widowed herself and understood the way the game was played; the purpose of such a marriage was politics, not love. Yet Octavia seems to have enjoyed Antony’s charm. They had two daughters together whom she raised in their house in Athens along with three children from his and her previous marriages. No one seems to have wondered about Antony’s ties to Cleopatra.

OCTAVIAN MAKES LOVE AND WAR

In his midtwenties, Octavian faced his greatest crises to date. He fought his most dangerous military campaign by far, and he met the love of his life—a woman who changed him for the better.

Octavian had not yet consolidated power in the West. He had to defeat Sextus Pompey, the last surviving son of Caesar’s rival Pompey the Great. Sextus Pompey controlled the seas around Italy with a fleet based in Sicily. Sextus was a cunning and alluring figure who championed the republic and offered asylum to the victims of proscription. Although he blocked grain ships and left Italy hungry, he was popular in a Rome grown weary of purges and property confiscation. Octavian and Antony were forced to make peace with Pompey and recognize his realm. Octavian also acknowledged Sextus’s power by marrying Sextus’s aunt (by marriage), Scribonia. She was strong and severe—and about ten years older than Octavian.

Then, in 39 BC, Octavian met Livia. The moment could not have been more fraught. At twenty-four, he had just shaved his mourning beard for Caesar after having worn it for five years. Livia Drusilla, to use her full name, was nineteen, noble, bright, and beautiful. Octavian was handsome and rich. True, three years earlier, Octavian had sent Livia running from Italy, just one step ahead of his troops, after she’d supported his enemies Fulvia and Lucius in the war at Perusia. But eventually it was safe for her to come home. Like Octavian, Livia was married. In fact, she was pregnant—and so was Scribonia. Falling in love broke every rule, and that made it irresistible.

For Livia at age nineteen, winning Octavian’s heart was as much a coup as winning Caesar’s approval had been for Octavian at seventeen. As later events would show, she was Octavian’s soulmate, matching him in intelligence and ambition. But Octavian was a politician, and so there was more to the story than the marriage of true minds. Livia offered him a great increase in respectability because she came from the bluest of noble blood. Her forebears occupied a higher rank in the Roman elite than did Scribonia’s. Livia’s ancestors held Rome’s highest offices and were variously prominent as statesmen, generals, orators, and reformers. Scribonia’s were less important. Meanwhile, Scribonia annoyed Octavian by complaining about his adultery. She was also outliving her political usefulness, since relations with Sextus Pompey showed signs of souring.

On January 14, 38 BC, Scribonia gave birth to a daughter, Julia. Octavian divorced Scribonia the same day. Around that time, Livia’s husband also divorced her. On January 17 Octavian and Livia were married.

Livia was six months’ pregnant at the time of the marriage. Three months later, already living in Octavian’s house, she gave birth to a son, Drusus, who joined an older brother, the three-year-old Tiberius. People gossiped and said, “The lucky have children in three months,” which gained the status of a proverb. It turned out to be especially cruel because Livia would bear only one stillborn child for Octavian. Yet they would remain married for fifty-two years, even though he wanted a dynasty that she could not give him.

Octavian might have divorced Livia, but doing so was dangerous, for she might remarry and create a rival power center. He could have killed her, but that would have sullied his reputation. Maybe Octavian stayed married to Livia because he loved and admired her. Perhaps she proved from the start to be a source of wise advice as well as support. In later years, she was one of the shrewdest politicians in Rome. “He loved and esteemed her to the end without a rival,” the historian Suetonius wrote.

The peace agreements with Sextus Pompey did not last. Octavian considered his wily and aggressive opponent too dangerous for peaceful coexistence, so he went back to war. Octavian strained the Italian economy and courted unpopularity in order to build a massive new fleet. He went into battle, and, more than once, he was lucky to escape with his life. But his old comrade Agrippa came to Octavian’s rescue as his admiral. Agrippa was a shrewd strategist, brave in battle, and, above all, a superb organizer. With Agrippa in charge, Octavian’s fleet was finally able to beat Sextus decisively at sea in 36 BC. Sextus escaped but was soon captured and killed.

SHOWDOWN WITH ANTONY AND CLEOPATRA

Antony, meanwhile, planned an invasion of Parthia, Rome’s rival empire in what is today Iran and Iraq. He wanted men and money from Octavian, but Octavian still had his hands full with Sextus. So, in 37 BC, Antony turned to Cleopatra, who became his supplier and once again his lover—she soon bore him a third child. For one stunning moment, the Roman Empire appeared to be a fool for love, governed at opposite ends of the Mediterranean by two pairs of lovers: Antony and Cleopatra, and Octavian and Livia. And in a perverse twist typical of the hothouse world of the Roman elite, Antony was still married to Octavian’s sister, Octavia.

In an even more perverse twist, each couple represented a competing claim to Julius Caesar’s legacy. Octavian was Caesar’s legally adopted son by Roman law. He had Caesar’s name, and he lived in Rome. Antony was Julius Caesar’s closest surviving lieutenant. He had Caesar’s former mistress, Cleopatra, and lived in a city that Caesar had conquered, Alexandria. And Cleopatra was the mother not only of Antony’s children but also of a son who was probably Caesar’s love child and now Egypt’s king, Ptolemy XV, nicknamed Caesarion. Rome and Alexandria, Caesar and Caesarion: which one would win?

War, not love, answered the question. The situation grew ever tenser between 36 and 32 BC. First, Antony’s invasion of Parthian territory ended in military disaster. A second campaign did secure him Armenia, but that was a consolation prize. Meanwhile, Octavian was in firm control of Italy and the Roman West. Antony distributed some of Rome’s territories in the East to Cleopatra and their children. He also recognized Caesarion as Julius Caesar’s son, which was a slap in the face to Octavian. In 32 BC Antony made a decisive break with Octavian by divorcing his sister. It is unclear if he formally married Cleopatra.

But Octavian held the upper hand when it came to propaganda, especially after he seized Antony’s will from the Vestal Virgins in Rome. The will stated Antony’s desire to be buried in Alexandria alongside Cleopatra. Octavian accused his rival of treason, arguing that Antony intended to move the seat of Rome’s empire there.

Was that really possible? The East had more money, people, and cities than the West, and beyond it beckoned the lands that Alexander the Great had once ruled, stretching all the way to India. Before Julius Caesar’s death, there were rumors that he had planned to move the capital from Rome to Troy (in today’s Turkey).

Many eminent senators, however, were unconvinced. For all his flaws, Antony was one of them—a member of the Roman nobility—while Octavian was not. Many senators fled to Antony, but the rest declared war. But it was war on Cleopatra, not Antony. Octavian shrewdly recast the fight as a foreign war and not a civil conflict. “Poor Antony,” he said in effect. “An alien queen had unmanned him.”

So war it was, with Greece the focus of action. Although Antony had huge resources and great military experience, Octavian was hardened by the struggle against Sextus and buoyed by Livia’s support. Octavian’s navy, commanded by the faithful and talented Agrippa, slowly cut off the enemy’s supplies. Antony and Cleopatra’s fleet was under great pressure when it finally faced Octavian’s navy off the Actium Peninsula in western Greece. The day of decision was September 2, 31 BC. Actium was a historical turning point. On a likely reconstruction of the battle, Antony and Cleopatra gambled on a master stroke but failed. They then fled the scene, leaving most of their fleet to fend for itself.

Octavian (or, actually, Agrippa), had an enormous victory, which he followed up the next year by invading Egypt, where armed resistance crumbled. Antony and Cleopatra each committed suicide in Alexandria in 30 BC.

The torch was out. The world was duller but calmer. Octavian’s patron, Apollo, the god of reason, had defeated Antony’s patron, Hercules, the symbol of might. Octavian now stood alone, the master of the Roman Empire. And it would be Roman indeed. Actium kept the center of gravity of the empire in Rome, where it would remain for another three centuries.

Cleopatra was a strategic genius, but she had moved the world through love. She had seduced in succession two of the most powerful men in Rome and had borne their children. She almost brought down the Roman Empire. But she had met her match in Octavian.

Octavian entered Alexandria. He was the new ruler, but he behaved more like a political boss than a conqueror, preferring to make deals with the locals than to crush them.

The victor rode into town in a carriage not with a fierce legionary but with his tutor, a native of Alexandria. Octavian entered the most beautiful public building in the city, the Gymnasium, the very symbol of Greek culture. There he got up on a dais and addressed the people—not in Latin but in Greek. He said that he would spare them for three reasons: the memory of Alexander the Great, the size and beauty of the city, and as a favor to his teacher. The combination of royalty, culture, and cronyism was classic Octavian. Leniency toward a city of perhaps a half million people was incidental! Indeed, Octavian spared the city but not its king. He had Caesarion executed. As Octavian’s tutor explained, “Too many Caesars is not a good thing.”

Octavian got off a good line himself. After seeing the mummified body of Alexander the Great, he turned down the eager locals who wanted to show him the mummies of the Ptolemies. “I wished to see a king, not corpses,” Octavian said. This was vintage Octavian, too: cutting irony and a sense of his own majesty.

Egypt was now a Roman province, and Octavian was its pharaoh. The prestige of the city of both Alexander and Caesar, as well as of Cleopatra, now belonged to him. By force of arms and by the power of persuasion, Octavian showed himself to be Caesar’s son.

Yet another execution awaited. On Octavian’s order, one Cassius of Parma, a poet and the last survivor among Julius Caesar’s assassins, was executed in Athens. Caesar’s adopted son finally had the last full measure of revenge. But the entire Roman world had paid for it.

MY NAME IS AUGUSTUS

Having defeated Antony and Cleopatra, Octavian faced another great challenge: stabilizing Rome’s political system after a century of war and revolution. And he had to do so in a way that would leave him in charge without exposing himself to the daggers that had brought down Caesar. He began with a name, or, rather, a title.

Augustus was unique and invented for the occasion, although it did recall certain Roman traditions. On January 16, 27 BC, the Roman Senate voted that from now on Octavian would be called Augustus or, more formally, Caesar Augustus.

Three days earlier, on January 13, Augustus had announced that he was stepping down from power, but everyone knew that it was a mere show. He was only thirty-five and had many more years of rule in him. But the careful stage-managing hints at how Augustus, as we will now call him, broke the cycle of war and violence.

Soon Augustus would be everywhere. You couldn’t cross the street, go to a dinner party, enter a temple, or handle a coin without hearing his name or seeing his face, or that of his beautiful wife or his adorable children. He had been a man; now Augustus was a brand.

Augustus used his image to promote stability. Coins issued in 27 and 26 BC, for instance, bear a familiar image of his face but with the new names Augustus as well as Caesar. They highlight images of peace and plenty such as laurel wreaths, stalks of grain, and cornucopias. They evoke the gods Apollo and Jupiter. They praise Augustus for saving citizens’ lives.

Like Augustus, the women of his family were ubiquitous. Their images appeared on statues, sculpted reliefs, gems, and, less commonly, on coins. Buildings were dedicated to them. Prayers and sacrifices honored them. Their birthdays were celebrated.

Augustus believed that Rome had to settle down, not just politically but also personally. The personal decadence of the elite bothered him. (As a former bad boy himself, he knew whereof he spoke.) He also fretted over Rome’s declining birth rate and the toll that years of civil war had taken on the size of the population.

So Augustus sponsored a program of moral reform. He passed an ambitious series of laws that promoted childbearing and punished the childless and unmarried by limiting their ability to inherit. Romans paid a penalty, in effect, for celibacy. They also paid a price for adultery, as Augustus turned sex with a married woman (other than a man’s wife), widow, or unmarried woman into a public crime. Previously these matters were handled within the family. Note that it was not a crime for a husband to have an extramarital affair with a slave, a freedwoman (an ex-slave), or a prostitute. Augustus was serious, and he gave the laws teeth, but that also raised opposition because Rome’s upper classes enjoyed their fun. Eventually these restrictions came back to hurt Augustus hard.

THE AUGUSTAN PEACE

Roman civil wars had a well-established pattern: first came the bloodshed, then came the settlement. But it was easier to win the war than to forge the peace, since few generals were as good at making peace as at waging war. Augustus was the exception. The cold-blooded killer grew with the job. He ended a century of civil war and laid the foundations of two hundred years of peace and prosperity—the famous Pax Romana, or Roman Peace. Trade flourished in the Augustan peace. The cheapest way to transport goods was at sea. Thanks to Agrippa’s victories, Rome ruled the waves, and piracy virtually disappeared. Rome represented a huge market for grain imports, but many other goods were traded as well. Stability and the security of Roman law encouraged money lending, while a military drawdown took pressure off taxes. In short, conditions were ripe for good times.

Augustus also achieved the ambitious agenda that he had set himself at age nineteen. He had all of the power and glory of Julius Caesar. But it took fifteen years to get it, and it cost a heavy price in blood and treasure. At least Augustus learned something in the process: how to build a lasting and stable peace, something that Caesar had failed to do. Julius Caesar might have ruled the battlefield, but when it came to politics, the son outdid the father.

How did he do it? What, besides a new title, explains his success?

Augustus ruled for a long time. After defeating his rivals at Actium in 31 BC, just short of the age of thirty-two, he led the empire for the next forty-five years, dying in the year 14 at age seventy-six. No one ever ruled the Roman Empire longer than he did. Augustus had the advantage of learning from his predecessors as well as the wisdom of avoiding their mistakes. During his long reign, he experimented with various forms of government and made numerous changes and adjustments. He was nothing if not flexible.

He was immensely rich, having inherited a fortune from Caesar and acquiring more wealth during his career of conquest. Agriculture and mineral resources made Egypt one of the wealthiest places on earth, and Augustus controlled it as his personal possession.

He chose his advisors wisely. None did more to execute Augustus’s vision than his old friend Agrippa. Both at home and abroad, Agrippa was a troubleshooter, a manager, a builder, and, when need be, an enforcer. He negotiated with senators and kings and sponsored major infrastructure programs at Rome and in the provinces. Agrippa did not lack personal ambition, but he always put loyalty to Augustus first. The poet Horace called Agrippa “a cunning fox imitating a noble lion,” a reference both to his craftiness and his social climbing. Augustus himself would eulogize Agrippa as a man whose virtues everyone acknowledged.

Augustus was Machiavellian centuries before Niccolò Machiavelli, who advised usurpers to start their reigns by putting into effect all the cruel measures that they considered most necessary and then to rule in a way that calmed and enriched the people, to win them over. Doing the opposite—starting soft but becoming increasingly cruel—would be fatal.

Augustus did not start soft. From 43 to 30 BC, he fought, lied, cheated, and trampled on the law. It is estimated that he killed more than a hundred senators. Then, after defeating all his domestic enemies, Augustus dedicated himself to peace at home and limited military expansion against foreign—and never Roman—enemies. Still, however gentle he became, Augustus always remembered that his rule depended on his soldiers.

He satisfied his troops by giving several hundred thousand veterans land, money, or both, settling them in colonies both in Italy and overseas. This was very expensive, and at first Augustus paid for it from war booty. Then, after the year 6, he taxed the rich. He kept a careful eye out for renegade commanders—potential new Caesars, as it were. He reduced the size of the army from more than sixty legions to twenty-eight, yielding a total military (including light infantry and cavalry) of about three hundred thousand men. This reduced taxes but also limited the empire’s ability to expand its boundaries. No wonder Augustus negotiated peace with Parthia instead of renewing war.

But he did not stop expansion—far from it. Romans expected their leaders to conquer new territory and thereby demonstrate the favor of the gods. Augustus carried out this responsibility with enthusiasm. As his favored poet Virgil wrote, Rome had a duty to achieve “empire without end.” So Augustus won new lands in Hispania, the northern Balkans, and Germany, as well as annexing Egypt. The wealth gained from conquest helped to pay for new projects in Rome.

Although never a natural commander, Augustus fought in campaigns when he could. In later years, he left generalship to others—preferably, trusted members of his family. Perhaps it was then that he got into the habit of writing words of caution to his generals: “Make haste slowly.”

He wanted to push eastward and conquer Germany as far as the Elbe River. But Augustus suffered badly when, in the year 9, Publius Quinctilius Varus lost three legions, or about fifteen thousand men, in Germany’s Teutoburg Forest. The disaster reduced the number of the legions from twenty-eight to twenty-five for a generation. More important in the long term, it cost Rome control of most of Germany. “Quinctilius Varus, give me back my legions!” Augustus is supposed to have cried out at the news, not just once but occasionally for months afterward. Once again he grew a beard of mourning, though this time for only a few months.

RESTORING THE REPUBLIC? OR RENOVATING IT?

Augustus learned from Julius Caesar that power grew from the blade of a sword. Yet, unless it had the support of an outstretched arm and a willing heart, power would vanish in the flash of a dagger. Augustus learned that from Caesar, too.

Through a process of trial and error, Augustus found a way to adapt traditional Roman constitutional procedures to new circumstances. Never mind that in doing so, he changed their meaning entirely. It was a pragmatic solution to the problem of one-man rule, and it was very Roman. The Romans, like all people, sometimes floundered in the face of crisis, but in the end they displayed the ability to change. Augustus embodied his nation’s adaptability.

Augustus asked the Senate to grant him the powers of a people’s tribune—that is, the powers to propose legislation and exercise a veto. The ten people’s tribunes represented the interests of ordinary people. Although they continued to exist, people’s tribunes effectively ceded their clout to Augustus and his successors. Augustus also asked for supreme military power in both Rome and the provinces. The Senate agreed, as no doubt it had to, but it put Augustus’s rule on a legal footing.

Augustus’s standing in Rome never rested solely on his legal powers, though. It was also a function of his authority—what the Romans called auctoritas, which meant not just authority but also prestige, respect, and the ability to inspire awe.

Augustus had the fingertip feel for power that was typically Roman. He understood that successful regimes don’t merely crush the opposition but co-opt it. So he granted senators a degree of influence and honor.

By no means, though, did Augustus intend for the Senate to be its old self. It was, as the Roman historian Tacitus put it, a much diminished body; a mere “semblance of the republic.” For instance, the new Senate no longer controlled foreign policy, finance, or war. Under the republic, senators had governed provinces, and they still did, but generally only the less important provinces. Augustus kept for himself the key provinces on the frontiers with the main concentration of armies, as well as Egypt. The local authorities there were not senators but Roman knights. Knights were a group of extremely rich men around the empire, almost equal to senators in wealth and far greater in number. Augustus and his successors increasingly made use of knights as military officers and as administrators, much to senators’ dismay. Cowed by the memory of those who fell in the civil wars or were evicted in purges, senators all claimed to support the emperor, but many privately mourned the old days.

Augustus never made the mistake of confusing the Roman Empire with the city of Rome. He had only one foot in the old Roman aristocracy himself—as his opponents never let him forget—and in some sense, he saw his primary constituency as the elite of Italy rather than the first families of Rome. And he also looked much further afield. Indeed, after returning from the civil war in 28 BC, Augustus spent another decade outside Italy on a series of military and political trips around the empire, more time abroad than any other emperor until Hadrian ruled, from 117 to 138.

Like Julius Caesar before him, Augustus shifted power away from the city of Rome toward the provinces. He laid the groundwork for what became under his successors an international ruling class. It was something new to the Romans but familiar to us today. We call it globalization.

From one end of the empire to another, from Britain to Iraq, people shared a common culture. Here, people means a tiny privileged, wealthy, and educated elite. They all shared a similar education, held common values, and maintained like ambitions. They wore the same clothes, quoted the same literary classics, showed off the same rhetorical skill, boasted the same table manners, and aimed at similar careers. Like today’s “Davos elite” they belonged to a rarefied globalized club. Nowadays, a CEO in California’s Silicon Valley often has more in common with a CEO in Mumbai than with a garlic farmer down the road in Gilroy. So in ancient times, a Roman estate owner in Gaul had more in common with his counterpart in Syria than with the peasant who lived down the road.

The big losers were the people of the city of Rome: both the old nobility, which had to give up its monopoly of political power, and the ordinary plebeians—the common people—who lost the right to take part in elections. Politics as it had existed in the republic—messy, lively, parochial, cranky, sometimes violent but always free—was gone. It was replaced by order, internationalization, and control; replaced, in short, by the emperor and his helpers. Meanwhile, imperial society was split between a tiny ruling group and a mass of ordinary people.

In theory, Rome was still a republic. Augustus was just a public official exercising enhanced powers at the request of SPQR: senatus populusque Romanus, or the Senate and the Roman people. In practice, Augustus was a monarch, but the founder of the Roman Empire never called himself king, much less emperor, at least not in Rome. He was too cagey for that. Instead, he called himself by a variety of other titles, of which the most important were Caesar, Augustus, Imperator, and Princeps, or First Citizen.

Our word emperor comes from the Latin imperator, which meant “victorious general.” Augustus knew that the spirit of republican liberty—the impulse that had murdered Julius Caesar—still survived. So, having won supreme power, he masked it. In the Greek-speaking East, Augustus was often called king, but not in Rome.

Augustus lived in a house on Rome’s Palatine Hill. His successors would build splendid palaces there. In contrast, he lived in relatively modest circumstances, but only relatively so, as his estate did include such features as a temple of Apollo. Previously a neighborhood for wealthy families, the Palatine was on its way to an imperial takeover. It became an exclusive site for the emperor and his courtiers. Still, when Augustus went down from the Palatine to the Forum to attend Senate meetings, he made sure to greet every member by name, without a prompter, and he didn’t make them get up from their seats in his presence. Nor did he allow people to call him Lord; it took three hundred years until one of his successors took that title.

Augustus managed change not by the language of revolution but by the language of reform and renewal. In 27 BC he proclaimed “the transfer of the state to the free disposal of the Senate and the people.” He used language that suggested that he had restored the republic, but it could also mean simply that he had restored constitutional government or that he had renovated the republic—and not that he had restored the system as it was before Julius Caesar.

CITY OF MARBLE

Augustus turned the common people of Rome from feisty political actors into pampered spectators. And he completed the transformation of their city from a lean, mean, fighting machine into a spectacular stage set of an imperial capital.

Julius Caesar had already given Rome a new forum. Augustus went further and practically rebranded Rome’s cityscape with his and his family’s name. In the late 30s BC, before he was thirty-five, he began building his mausoleum. A grandiose dynastic tomb for Augustus and his extended family, it was the tallest building in the city. It consisted of an artificial hill sitting on a white marble foundation, and was covered with evergreens and crowned by a bronze statue of Augustus. The exterior was decorated with the loot of battle, rendering it a war memorial and trophy as well as a tomb. The massive ruins are still visible today in the Campo Marzio neighborhood of central Rome.

In 29 BC Augustus dedicated a temple to the deified Julius Caesar. Located on the edge of the Roman Forum, on the site of Caesar’s cremation, it was his shrine. In addition, Augustus gave Rome a new forum, the Forum of Augustus, complete with a Temple of Mars the Avenger—the avenger of Julius Caesar, that is—and a statue gallery of famous Romans. Augustus paid for the new forum with the spoils of war, which gave the project added prestige in Roman eyes. He also built a victory arch, a sundial, and a stunning new altar of peace. His family members built or renovated temples, aqueducts, baths, theaters, parks, and covered porches. On his deathbed, Augustus would say, “I found a Rome of bricks; I leave to you one of marble.” It was meant to be a metaphor for the empire’s strength, but it was literally true of much of the city.

Poets and historians under Augustus coined the idea of Rome as the Eternal City. It was a vivid metaphor of the lasting power that Augustus hoped his new regime would have. Although the empire is long gone, that name for the city has survived.

Augustus paid careful attention to the poor people of Rome, who, in the past, had been the source of riot and revolution. He made grain distribution to the poor more efficient and instituted public works programs. To keep order in the streets, Augustus created Rome’s first police force and also stationed his own personal guard on the edge of town. Called the Praetorians or Praetorian Guard, the name used for a Roman general’s bodyguard, the Guard would play a crucial role in future imperial politics.

Nor was Augustus all stick and no carrot. He made celebration a theme of his regime, undoubtedly on the principle that if people behaved as if they were happy, then they really would be happy. In 29 BC, after returning from Egypt, he staged a magnificent triumph to dramatize the end of the civil wars. As an impresario, Augustus outdid all earlier Roman leaders by staging bigger, better, and more frequent games and shows. His “Secular” or New Era Games in 17 BC were a two-week spectacular of sports, theater, music, animal sacrifices, eating, and drinking. Whenever Augustus attended a game or show, he made sure the crowd saw him watching carefully, and he let people know that he loved a good show. When he appeared in public, he tried to look the part of leader. For example, because he was of only average height for a Roman male, at five foot seven, he wore lifts in his shoes to look taller.

BETWEEN A ROCK STAR AND A SAINT

Augustus put religion at his service to sell his regime. Conquering bodies was not enough for him; he wanted people’s souls as well. He brought sacred monarchy to Rome, borrowing the basic ideas from the great Greek kingdoms of the East where Cleopatra and her fellow rulers had long been worshiped in one form or another. But he shrewdly gave Greek kingship a Roman accent.

Augustus founded the emperor cult that recognized him as the son of a god (Julius Caesar) in Rome and a divine being elsewhere. In the ancient world, having the status of a god was something like a cross between being a rock star and a saint today. Neither Greeks nor Gauls minded giving Augustus that status, but it offended republican ideas of equality, so he came close to accepting divine honors in Rome without actually doing so. He put up a colossal statue of the Guardian Spirit of Augustus (Genius Augusti) in his new forum, and it resembled him without actually being him. Meanwhile, the East had a popular cult of Rome and Augustus, while Gaul and Germany were centers of emperor worship.

Grassroots organizations sprang up in many cities of the Western Empire to spread the word about Augustus and honor him. Most of the members of these groups were freedmen (ex-slaves), showing how Augustus’s message expanded beyond the citizen class. Meanwhile, men whose careers he had promoted, regardless of their rank, employed themes of Augustan art and architecture in their tombs and gravestones.

Even Rome conceded that there was something divine about Augustus. After reorganizing the city of Rome into 265 districts, he paid for a new crossroads shrine in each of them, and as a result he was worshipped at those shrines alongside the gods. In a sign of local initiative, people in Rome, as elsewhere, started pouring wine as an offering to the emperor at every banquet, public and private.

The Roman father was a priest as well as the head of his household. He was responsible for the family maintaining a proper relationship with the gods. As chief priest, or pontifex maximus, the emperor did the same for all of Rome. Augustus set the pattern: religion was the emperor’s responsibility, and many a later emperor launched a major religious reform.

The reign of Augustus was a classic moment in the history of the world. It was one of the most creative and enduring eras of Western political history, yielding basic political concepts such as emperor, prince, and palace. The very term Augustan Age means a period of peace, prosperity, and cultural flowering under an enlightened and orderly political patron. Writers such as the poets Virgil, Horace, and Ovid, as well as the historian Livy, flourished. Augustus was an educated man who appreciated literature.

THE FAMILY BUSINESS

Augustus ran his regime like a family business. He kept the circle closed and turned to a trusted group of reliable men and women related to him by blood or marriage. Family branding also humanized the process of communicating to the world outside. Everybody loves family dramas, but few people like the details of road building or grain procurement.

The role of family in Roman politics was not new. A few proud aristocratic houses had always dominated Roman politics in every period of the republic. What was new was that from now on, only one house, the Julian clan, would rule. That was a tall order for one family, so it was only logical that Augustus increased its resources, both male and female. He brought Agrippa, his most trusted lieutenant, into the family by marrying Agrippa to his daughter, Julia. Augustus eventually adopted their sons. He also increased Agrippa’s powers to the point that he was in effect Augustus’s deputy and a potential heir.

Women loomed large in Augustus’s family business. Across the stage of the late republic stepped some of the most powerful women of ancient history. And then came Livia, the mightiest of them all. Yet she was neither flamboyant nor lascivious, at least not after, as a pregnant nineteen-year-old, she left her husband for Octavian. For the rest of her life she put on a mask of modesty and simplicity, like the man she married, and worked her will behind the scenes.

The new Livia made an effort to present herself as the ideal Roman wife and mother; the picture of domesticity. She never overtly interfered in politics or her husband’s public business. She played her part in the regime’s ongoing effort to differentiate itself from the excesses of the late republic.

But Livia had extraordinary influence, with only Augustus’s sister, Octavia, as a near rival. Augustus had both women made inviolable (sacrosanct) like the people’s tribunes, freed from male guardianship and honored in statues. Each woman controlled enormous wealth, ran a huge household, and even sponsored public buildings. But Livia was closer to Augustus and lived much longer than Octavia, who died in 11 BC.

Centuries later, in the Middle Ages, a notorious love affair would attest to Livia’s lasting prestige. The French theologian Peter Abelard seduced his brilliant student Heloise d’Argenteuil. Although the relationship cost them both, she had no regrets. Heloise once defiantly wrote to Abelard that she would rather be his whore than Augustus’s empress. Heloise chose her figure of wifely privilege well.

Livia’s great-grandson, the emperor Caligula, called her “Ulysses in a stola,” that is, a model of cunning in the long, free-flowing linen robe that was the traditional dress of a Roman woman, and thus the image of modesty. She and Augustus, the master strategist, Carl von Clausewitz in a toga, made an incomparable couple.

One of the secrets of Augustus’s success was a certain androgyny, or so it appears to a modern eye looking at the many portrait statues that show him young and ageless, with a sweet face, even when wearing a soldier’s armor. Augustus was both a man’s man and the greatest friend that elite Roman women had ever had. At times, it seems almost as if he were playing to them as to a constituency in modern politics. No Roman woman had the vote, of course, but elite women enjoyed enormous wealth and even political power.

Livia was one of Augustus’s most trusted advisors. She was his traveling partner around the empire in spite of the previous Roman male practice to leave the wife at home while on business abroad. Other elite women also began traveling with their husbands on business abroad and sometimes took part in their decisions. When discussing important matters with Livia, Augustus wrote memoranda in advance and read them from a notebook in order to get things just right. For her part, Livia saved her husband’s letters, kept them in a shrine, and pulled them out when needed after his death.

Hostile and sometimes brilliant literary tradition made Livia into a witch. She was, it was claimed, a poisoner who murdered one by one the males of Augustus’s line as well as her grandson and finally Augustus himself—all so that her son by her previous husband, Tiberius, could inherit the empire and she could be the power behind the throne. Although it makes for delicious novels and television dramas, that is myth. Strong women were part of Roman culture, but so was misogyny. A powerful female often attracted slander, none more so than Livia.

She was subordinate to her husband but carved her own place in the public sphere. Her image was a very distant second to Augustus’s in the Roman public eye, and yet she made the most of it. An art historian describes her as “the first woman in the history of the West to be depicted systematically in portraits.” Livia copied and popularized a new hairstyle, a nodus, or forehead roll, first worn by her sister-in-law, Octavia. Livia helped the new style overtake Cleopatra’s tightly braided coiffure in popularity in the Roman world.

Livia certainly knew how to use publicity; for example, making public a miracle that supposedly took place not long before her marriage to Octavian. She was returning to her estate north of Rome when an eagle is said to have dropped into her lap a white hen holding a laurel sprig in its beak. Considering this a great omen, Livia decided to raise the bird and to plant the laurel sprig. The bird had so many chicks that the villa became known as the “Hen Roost.” The laurel flourished, and Augustus began the practice, continued by his successors, of carrying a branch from the grove in which it stood when celebrating his triumphs.

Livia depicted the miracle in the famous Painted Garden, a painting that covered the walls of an underground chamber of the Hen Roost villa, a room probably used for dining in the heat of summer. A powerful woman, Livia may well have played up the miracle to increase her authority. At least one later historian in ancient times, Cassius Dio, saw it that way when stating: “Livia was destined to hold in her lap even Caesar’s power and to dominate him in everything.”

PLANNING FOR THE SUCCESSION

Like any good family businessman, Augustus thought long term and planned for the succession. His own experience as Julius Caesar’s heir underlined the need for such thinking. Augustus made plans, but he found it harder to build a dynasty than to defeat his fiercest warrior or shrewdest political foe.

Livia gave Augustus only one stillborn child. Her two sons from her first marriage, Tiberius and Drusus, grew up to be excellent soldiers, and while Augustus made full use of them, he had other plans for his succession.

If a family is a business, then its members have to set their personal wishes and desires aside for the sake of the firm. That takes its toll, and more than one person was scarred by Augustus’s dynastic needs. No one paid a higher price than Julia, his only biological child. She was the product of divorce, since her father divorced her mother, Scribonia, the day of Julia’s birth. Scribonia never remarried, and Julia was raised in the home of her father and stepmother, Livia.

In spite of her difficult background, Julia grew up to be bright and witty. She was popular with the public, who saw in her a kind and gentle spirit. She was also conceited and proud of her unique status as Augustus’s blood. Unfortunately for her, she was also his broodmare.

Augustus married Julia first to the ambitious young son of his sister, Octavia. But when he died before the couple had any children, Augustus next married the eighteen-year-old Julia to Agrippa—making his advisor divorce his wife first. He and Julia proceeded to have three boys and two girls together. In 17 BC a happy Augustus adopted the two oldest boys, his grandsons Gaius, three, and Lucius, an infant. Soon he began grooming them as his successors.

About a decade later, Augustus showed off his family on the Ara Pacis Augustae, the Altar of Augustan Peace. A white marble structure originally painted in vivid colors, it is one of the most famous and beautiful monuments of the ancient world. Dedicated in 9 BC, the altar is carved in exquisite relief with scenes of fertility and sacrifice while highlighting the imperial household marching in a stately procession. It shows Rome’s first family as Augustus wanted them to be seen: patriotic, dignified, and united, as well as a living symbol of peace, prosperity, and piety. The reality was quite different.

Agrippa is depicted among the family members, although he’d died in 12 BC at the age of fifty-one. Augustus honored him by delivering the funeral oration and burying Agrippa’s ashes in the mausoleum of Augustus. Meanwhile, Julia was a widow again.

Augustus now married her to Livia’s son Tiberius. But the marriage failed, and Tiberius went into self-imposed exile on the Greek island of Rhodes. Julia traveled with a smart set, and she took a series of lovers, apparently not her first. When Augustus complained about her spending too much time around young men, Julia supposedly told him not to worry because she would soon make old men of them. When asked on another occasion how she managed to conduct love affairs while bearing children who resembled her husband, Julia supposedly replied that she only took on passengers when the ship was full (that is, when she was already pregnant).
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