
BLOOD AND POWER

IN ANCIENT ROME

——————————————————————

Five Assassinations That Changed the Roman Empire

A Narrative History



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      BLOOD AND POWER IN ANCIENT ROME

    

    
      First edition. March 16, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Abednego Abbey.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8233002793

    

    
    
      Written by Abednego Abbey.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Abednego Abbey

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          100 States of Mind

          
        
          
	          Women Kings

          
        
          
	          Blood and Power in Ancient Rome (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Abednego Abbey

Blood and Power in Ancient Rome

Contents

Author's Note

Introduction: The Knife and the Crown

Julius Caesar

Caligula

Commodus

Pertinax

Aurelian

Conclusion: Blood and Power — The Lesson Rome Never Learned

A Note on Sources and Scholarship

Sign up for Abednego Abbey's Mailing List

Further Reading: Women Kings

Also By Abednego Abbey

Blood and Power in Ancient Rome: Five Assassinations That Changed the Roman Empire

All historical content is drawn from primary ancient sources including Plutarch, Suetonius, Cassius Dio, Appian, and Herodian, supplemented by modern historical scholarship. This work is a narrative history intended for a general audience. Where historical evidence is debated or uncertain, this is clearly noted in the text.
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This is a narrative history written for general readers. It is not a work of academic scholarship in the technical sense, though it draws throughout on the tradition of classical scholarship that has shaped our understanding of the ancient world.

The primary sources for this book are the ancient historians who wrote closest in time to the events described: Plutarch, Suetonius, Cassius Dio, Appian, Herodian, and the compiler or compilers of the Historia Augusta. These writers are remarkable in their detail and their limitations alike. They were not disinterested recorders of fact; they wrote for particular audiences, within particular rhetorical traditions, with particular political purposes. Where their accounts are contested or uncertain, this book acknowledges those uncertainties explicitly rather than smoothing them over for narrative convenience.

Modern historical scholarship has been consulted throughout. Where historians disagree significantly about interpretation or evidence, the text notes the disagreement and presents the range of scholarly opinion rather than asserting a single settled verdict.

Direct quotations attributed to historical figures are drawn from ancient sources and represent the best surviving record of what was said. They should be understood as historical testimony, not verbatim transcript. The ancient world did not have stenographers.

The goal of this book is to tell five true stories as fully and as honestly as the surviving evidence allows, and to let those stories speak to what they have always spoken to: the nature of power, and the cost of its abuse.

❖  ★  ❖
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Introduction: The Knife and the Crown
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“The man who commits the crime says it boldly; the guilty man feels fear.”
— Seneca the Younger, Letters
❖  ★  ❖

A Morning That Changed the World

On the morning of March 15, 44 BC, the most powerful man in the known world rose from his bed, dressed himself in the senatorial toga with its blood-red border, the mark of a triumphant general, and prepared to walk into the Theatre of Pompey. He had been warned. His wife Calpurnia had dreamed of catastrophe and spent the morning weeping at his feet. A soothsayer had whispered a prophecy in the Forum weeks before: Beware the Ides of March. A note had been pressed into his hand by a desperate well-wisher as he arrived, but Caesar tucked it unread beneath his arm. There would be no later.

Julius Caesar, Dictator Perpetuo of the Roman Republic, was not a man who believed in premonitions. He had spent fifty-five years overcoming obstacles that would have destroyed lesser men: poverty, debt, political opposition, military disaster, betrayal, and civil war. He had conquered Gaul, crossed the Rubicon, defeated Pompey, and subdued Egypt. He had won at Zela so swiftly he could summarize the entire campaign in three words: Veni, vidi, vici. The dark murmurings of augurs and the tears of anxious wives were not the things that stopped Julius Caesar.

He believed in Rome. And Rome, as he would discover in the next few minutes, was a far more treacherous beast than any battlefield enemy he had ever faced.

What happened in that marble-floored chamber, with the ambush and the daggers and the twenty-three wounds and the final collapse at the base of Pompey's own statue, would reverberate through five centuries of Roman history. Caesar's death did not save the Republic, as his killers had desperately hoped. It destroyed it. In the chaos and civil wars that followed, something new and far more durable was born: an empire governed by a single man, whose personal qualities determined the fate of millions, and whose survival depended entirely on maintaining the loyalty of the armed men who stood closest to him.

The Most Dangerous Job in the Ancient World

The history of that empire is, in significant measure, a history of assassination. Between Augustus, who established the Principate in 27 BC, and Romulus Augustulus, who was deposed in 476 AD, Rome had approximately seventy emperors. Fewer than twenty died peacefully of illness or old age. The rest were murdered, executed by rivals, killed in battle, driven to suicide, or simply vanished under suspicious circumstances.

The most powerful political office the ancient world ever created was also, with remarkable consistency, the most dangerous job on earth. No title guaranteed less safety. No throne brought more men to a violent end. To rule Rome was to live always within reach of the knife.

This book examines five of those murdered rulers: Julius Caesar, Caligula, Commodus, Pertinax, and Aurelian. They were chosen because together they illuminate the full spectrum of Rome's recurring political crisis, spanning three pivotal centuries. The story runs from the assassination that ended the Republic in 44 BC, through the Julio-Claudian dynasty's self-destruction in the first century AD, through the Antonine succession's catastrophic failure in the second century, and into the Crisis of the Third Century that nearly ended Rome entirely.

Each death is different in its immediate causes, its cast of conspirators, and its aftermath. Together, however, they reveal a deep structural failure at the heart of Roman governance, a failure that no emperor, however brilliant or virtuous or gifted as a general, ever successfully corrected.

Why Roman Politics Was So Combustible

To understand why Roman leaders were killed with such brutal regularity, we must first understand what made Roman politics uniquely combustible. The Roman state had no peaceful mechanism for removing a leader who had become dangerous, incompetent, or tyrannical. There were no democratic elections in the modern sense, no constitutional votes of no confidence, no formal procedure by which the Senate could strip an emperor of power without triggering civil war.

The Roman constitution, largely unwritten and deeply dependent on custom, had been designed for a city-state of competing aristocrats governing a compact territory, not for an empire of fifty to seventy million people spread across three continents. As the historian Mary Beard has argued, Rome's political institutions were built for a world that the city's own success had made obsolete.

The Republican system Caesar destroyed had been built on the elegant principle of distributed power. No magistrate held office for more than a year. All important offices were held by two men simultaneously, each capable of vetoing the other. The Senate deliberated
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