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Don’t let it end like this. Tell them I said something.’

PANCHO VILLA

20 July 1923


INTRODUCTION

Our last words are important – they are a ‘keepsake’ for future generations, but also our last chance to express how we see ourselves, our lives, the world around us and what really matters when the inevitable happens. Over the millennia, the deathbed has inspired some of history’s most memorable, poignant, uplifting and occasionally humorous remarks. The dying words of the great statesmen, poets, scientists, novelists and warriors – the eminent men and women who have shaped world events – are often cited to capture the spirit of the times or inspire great works and deeds. But there are also remarks from individuals who did not have such an impact on history, but whose dying words are equally important as they shed light on the nature of the human condition.

Beginning with ‘Living for ever’ – the oldest known epitaph on an Egyptian tomb – this book presents the legendary last words of antiquity, such as the inspiring words of one of the outnumbered and doomed Spartans at Thermopylae: ‘If the Persians [Medes] darken the sun with their arrows, we shall have our fight in the shade.’ Ironically, the last words of Socrates, the ancient world’s greatest philosopher, were rather more mundane: ‘Crito, we owe a cock to Asclepius. Do pay it. Don’t forget.” Most of us know of Julius Caesar’s ‘Et tu, Brute?’ but around the same time the Roman poet Horace perceptively said of his body of work: ‘I have executed a memorial longer lasting than bronze … I shall not altogether die.’

Deathbed statements often reflect the character of the speaker or sometimes reveal their deepest thoughts on their worldly deeds. Henry VIII famously uttered: ‘Monks! Monks! Monks!’ perhaps hinting at the guilt he felt about the destruction of the monasteries. Nostradamus was uncannily prescient, as he informed his assistant: ‘You will not find me alive at sunrise’, whereas Pancho Villa seemed desperate in his last moments, pleading: ‘Don’t let it end like this. Tell them I said something.’ Oscar Wilde was, as usual, witty as he quipped: ‘My wallpaper and I are fighting a duel to the death’, whereas King George V seemed angry as he shouted: ‘God damn you!’ to his faithful nurse and housekeeper as he expired.

Other last words are particularly poignant – a line in Kurt Cobain’s suicide note reads: ‘It’s better to burn out than to fade away’ – while others are more humorous, such as the great economist John Maynard Keynes who joked: ‘I should have drunk more champagne’, or the celebrity chef Keith Floyd who happily chortled: ‘I’ve not felt this well for ages.’

The last words in this book have been arranged in chronological order based on the date of the speaker’s death. Each dying remark is accompanied by succinct contextual information about the author and a brief explanation of the circumstances that gave rise to the quotation. The 370 entries in this book have been gathered from a wide variety of historical sources such as epitaphs on gravestones and monuments, sayings, speeches, obituaries, pamphlets, newspapers and letters and, of course, the reports of those present when the speaker passed away.

The history of the world is represented in these pages – a voyage through the ages seen through some of history’s most memorable final utterances. Some of the sentiments expressed are unbelievably sad while others are optimistic; some final words have become famous while others have remained obscure, but all reflect the follies and greatness of mankind – its heroes and villains, war and peace and the absolute power of language to influence our feelings and challenge our minds. It is written to be informative and entertaining but also, I hope, thought-provoking and inspirational.

Terry Breverton


MENKAURA
Fourth Dynasty (c.2620 BCE-2480 BCE)

‘Living for ever!’

From the sarcophagus of Menkaura

Menkaura was the pharaoh who built the third and smallest of the pyramids at Giza. His name means ‘last long [men] the vital forces [kau] of the sun god [Ra]’. When he died unexpectedly, work on his sophisticated pyramid complex was abandoned. At the end of the twelfth century, Saladin’s son and heir attempted to demolish the pyramids, starting with Menkaura’s. He found it almost as expensive to destroy as it had been to build, and gave up. In 1837, the Egyptologist Richard Vyse discovered deep inside the pyramid Menkaura’s beautiful basalt sarcophagus. On 13 October, however, it sank with the ship Beatrice as she made her way to Britain.

‘Colonel Vyse says that when he had reached the sarcophagus chamber inside the pyramid, he found there the stone sarcophagus of the king, and the wooden cover of the inside coffin, which was made of cedar. The body of the king had been carried to the upper chamber in the pyramid, and had literally been torn to pieces, most probably when the pyramid was broken open in AD 1196 in search of treasure.

The sarcophagus and cover of the coffin were shipped on board an English vessel; but, alas! the ship was wrecked and the sarcophagus found a resting-place at the bottom of the sea near Gibraltar. Fortunately the wooden cover was cast up by the sea, and the British Museum (third Egyptian Room) possesses this, together with a small fragment of the stone sarcophagus, and some fragments of the mummy. On the cover are two lines of inscription …

Osiris, king of Upper and Lower Egypt, Menkaura, the ever living, born of Nut [the goddess of the celestial waters, i.e. the sky], substance of Seb [the god of the earth]; thy mother Nut is spread over thee; she renders thee divine by annihilating thy enemies. O king Menkaura, living for ever.’


BUDDHA
c.563 BCE-c.483 BCE

‘All composite things pass away. Strive for your own liberation with diligence.’

Buddha’s final words to his attendants
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Buddha means Enlightened or Awakened One. The name generally refers to Siddhartha Gautama, the key figure of Buddhism and the Supreme Buddha of the age. According to most traditions, Gautama lived many lives before coming to our present world era. Born a prince in modern Nepal, he was escorted out of his palace at the age of 13 and came across the Four Sights: an old crippled man, a diseased man, a decaying corpse, and finally an ascetic. He realized that age, disease, death and pain were inescapable, and that the poor would always outnumber the rich. However, even if one were wealthy, all humans shared these same afflictions. Neither money nor peace could relieve people of fear and anxiety, nor lead them to ultimate happiness. Departing from the palace wearing rags, Gautama studied meditation, becoming an ascetic in his search for the truth. He found that liberation from worry could be attained only by reaching a state of absolute tranquillity and enlightenment.

According to the Theravada tradition, the oldest Buddhist school, in his last sermon Gautama encouraged his disciples to diligently ‘Doubt everything. Find your own light’ and seek the truth, not holding on to that which was impermanent. After 45 years of teaching, the Buddha, aged about 80, passed into Parinirvana, the deathless state of Nirvana. According to the Mahaparinibbana Sutta of the Pali Canon, he announced that he was about to die, and had his last meal, which was an offering from Cunda, a blacksmith. He fell violently ill, but asked an attendant to tell Cunda that he was not the cause. The Mahayana Vimalakirti Sutra states that Gautama pretended to be ill to demonstrate the impermanence and pain of the defiled world, thereby encouraging his followers to strive for Nirvana. His final words are echoed in George Harrison’s 1970 song ‘All Things Must Pass’.


LEONIDAS, KING OF SPARTA
c.54O BCE-11 August 480 BCE

‘Go, stranger, and tell the Lacedaemonians [Spartans] that here we lie, obedient to their commands’

Epitaph by Simonides of Ceos over the Spartan tomb at Thermopylae
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In August 480 BCE, Leonidas went to meet Xerxes’ army at the pass of Thermopylae, where he was joined by forces from other Greek city-states to form an army between 4,000 and 7,000 strong. He took only his bodyguard of 300 hand-picked warriors to lead the army, as the rest of the Spartan army was co-ordinating with the Greek navy against the Persian navy. The Persian army was said to consist of between 80,000 and 290,000 men-at-arms. Xerxes waited to attack for four days, expecting the small Greek army to flee. On the fifth and sixth days, in a frontal attack, perhaps 20,000 Persians died. On the seventh day, a traitor led a Persian force by a mountain track to the rear of the Greeks. Leonidas sent away most of his Greek troops to fight another day, and remained in the pass with his 300 Spartans, as well as 900 helots and 700 Thespians who refused to leave, to cover the retreat. Now attacked from the front and rear, Leonidas was killed, but the Spartans retrieved his body and protected it until their final defeat. The modern Leonidas Monument at Thermopylae reads: ‘Come and get them!’, which was the Spartans’ response when the Persians asked them to put down their weapons. Herodotus recorded:

‘The men were buried where they fell; and for these, as well as for those who were slain before being sent away by Leonidas, there is an inscription which runs:

“Here one, facing in fight three hundred myriads of foemen,

Thousand four did contend, men of the Peloponnese.”

This is the inscription for the whole body, and for the Spartans separately there is:

“Go stranger, and tell the Lacedaemonians [Spartans]

That here we lie, obedient to their commands.”’


DIENECES THE SPARTAN
d.480 BCE

‘If the Persians [Medes] darken the sun with their arrows, we shall have our fight in the shade’

Defiant words spoken during his last speech

Xerxes, the son of Darius I, led a force of perhaps 100,000 Persians across the Dardanelles, over a bridge of boats, to begin the Second Persian War. His army passed through Thrace and Macedonia and into Thessaly. The Olympic Games were in progress, but all the Greek states began to mobilize. A small army was sent to the Thermopylae Pass, which guarded the entrance to Boeotia and Attica, to hold the advance. It was the only road that connected Thessaly with central Greece and Athens. By the third day of fighting, the Persians had suffered far greater losses, trying to force their way through the pass. However, the Greek traitor Ephialtes showed the Persians a flanking route through another pass, and the defending Phocians were forced to withdraw to save their own city. To give the main force of 5,000 Greek hoplites time to retreat before the whole army was surrounded, King Leonidas I of Sparta remained at the pass with 300 of his bodyguards, 900 helots and 700 Thespians to fight a rearguard action.

All the Greek defenders were killed, but they delayed the Persians for long enough to allow the Greek army to re-form at the Isthmus of Corinth and win at Plataea, and for the Athenian navy to be victorious at the Battle of Salamis, effectively ending the invasion. Dieneces was ‘a most virtuous’ Spartan officer, and Herodotus noted:

‘Thus nobly did the whole body of Lacedaemonians [Spartans] and Thespians behave. One man is said to have distinguished himself above all the rest: Dieneces the Spartan. A speech which he made before the Greeks engaged the Medes [Persians], remains on record. One of the Trachinians told him, “Such was the number of the barbarians, that when they shot forth their arrows the sun would be darkened by their multitude.” Dieneces, not at all frightened at these words, but making light of the Median numbers, answered, “Our Trachinian friend brings us excellent tidings. If the Medes darken the sun, we shall have our fight in the shade.”’


PERICLES
c.495 BCE-429 BCE

‘No living Athenian through my instrumentality ever put on mourning’

Dying words

Thucydides called Pericles ‘the first citizen of Athens’, and the period in which he led Athens, from 461 BCE until his death 32 years later, is known as ‘the Age of Pericles’. Under his influence Athens became the cultural centre of the Greek world, and he fostered democracy there. Pericles lived for the first two and a half years of the Peloponnesian War, and according to Thucydides, his death was a disaster for Athens, as his successors were inferior to him. Pericles’ last spoken words seem to have been a reference to the claim that he had not put any political opponents to death, for certainly Athens had lost military personnel under his rule. Another unsourced but prevalent version of his last words was ‘There is no God.’

A great plague had broken out in Athens in 430 BCE, and in 429 it returned with fresh virulence. Pericles had already lost two sons to the plague, and shut himself in his house to mourn and stay away from the affairs of state. However, he was himself stricken; he recovered, but was soon after attacked by a fever, which he was too weak to resist.

‘Being now near his end, the best of the citizens and those of his friends who survived were sitting around him holding discourse of his excellence and power, how great they had been, and estimating all his achievements and the number of his trophies, – there were nine of these which he had set up as the city’s victorious general. This discourse they were holding with one another, supposing that he no longer understood them but had lost consciousness. He had been attending to it all, however, and speaking out among them said he was amazed at their praising and commemorating that in him which was due as much to fortune as to himself, and which had fallen to the lot of many generals besides, instead of mentioning his fairest and greatest title to their admiration; “for,” said he, “no living Athenian through my instrumentality ever put on mourning [clothes]”.’


SOCRATES
469 BCE-399 BCE

‘Crito, we owe a cock to Asclepius. Do pay it. Don’t forget.’

Last words, from Plato’s dialogue on the death of Socrates
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Socrates was tried before a jury of 500 of his fellow Athenians, accused of ‘refusing to recognize the gods recognized by the state’ and of ‘corrupting the youth’. His accusers were given three hours to present their case, after which he had three hours to defend himself. Socrates was 70 years old and familiar to most Athenians, but his antidemocratic views had turned many against him. Two of his students, Alcibiades and Critias, had twice briefly overthrown the democratic government of the city, leading to thousands of citizens being deprived of their property and either banished from the city or executed. Socrates was found guilty by a vote of 280 to 220 and was given a death sentence whereby he would have to drink hemlock. He was thus his own executioner, but was allowed to have his friends and pupils present.

Plato, Socrates’ most famous student, was ill and therefore did not attend the poisoning, although he knew all those who were present. He describes the scene through the narrative of the fictional character Phaedo. Socrates pleaded with his friends to stop crying, and walked around until his legs became heavy. He then lay on his back, as the attendant instructed. Squeezing a foot hard, the attendant asked Socrates if he felt anything. Socrates said that he did not. The attendant did the same to his calves and, going higher, told him that he was becoming cold and stiff. Then he felt him one last time and warned him that when the poison reached his heart he would be gone.

As the chill sensation approached his waist, Socrates spoke his last words: ‘Crito, we owe a cock to Asclepius. Do pay it. Don’t forget.’ ‘Of course’, said Crito. ‘Do you want to say anything else?’ There was no reply to this question, and soon afterwards Socrates died. Crito closed his mouth and eyelids, and the fictional Phaedo said: ‘This was the end of our friend, the best, wisest and most upright man of any that I have ever known.’


ALEXANDER THE GREAT, ALEXANDER III OF MACEDON
356 BCE-10 or 11 June 323 BCE

‘To the strongest!’

Last words on his death bed
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Numerous causes, including poisoning and a malarial relapse, have been proposed for Alexander’s collapse on a June afternoon in the Babylonian palace of King Nebuchadnezzar II. After a banquet and drinking party hosted by his friend Medius of Larissa about a week earlier, Alexander fell seriously ill and took to his bed. He treated himself with hellebore, a plant that could be used as a cure-all and as a poison, but his condition worsened. He lost the ability to move, except for his right arm, and could barely speak. Alexander’s wife Roxanne was pregnant, and there was no obvious heir to the empire. When his generals filed in to pay their last respects, they asked him which of them was to succeed him. His voice when he replied may have been indistinct. He may have murmured ‘Krater’oi’, ‘to Craterus’, one of his favourite generals, but Craterus was not present, and the others may have chosen to hear ‘tôi kratistôi’, ‘to the strongest’. Craterus was killed in battle in 321 BCE before he could assume control, and Alexander’s great empire was soon split into four kingdoms.

Alexander’s body was submerged in honey, which does not disintegrate and is a hermetic seal. It is said that he had asked to be buried at the Ammoneion of the Libyan Oasis in modern-day Siwa. However, during the struggle for succession following his death, one of his generals, Perdikkas, had his mummified remains transported to Macedonia in a golden funeral cart. Another general, Ptolemy, intercepted the procession and rerouted the remains to Memphis in Egypt, where he displayed them as a symbol of the legitimacy of his own rule over that part of Alexander’s former empire. Ptolemy’s son later moved the remains to the new capital, Alexandria, but by 400 CE both mummy and tomb had vanished. It is said that Alexander’s epitaph was ‘A tomb now suffices him for whom the world was not enough.’


DIOGENES OF SINOPE, DIOGENES THE CYNIC
c.412/404 BCE-323 BCE

‘Everything will shortly be turned upside down’

Attributed last words

We are unsure whether this philosopher left the Greek colony of Sinope on the Black Sea for exile because he was associated with fraud, or because he was captured by pirates and sold into slavery. Xeniades the Corinthian was said by Diogenes Laertius to have purchased Diogenes from the pirates and subsequently supported him. Diogenes of Sinope made a virtue of extreme poverty, living as a beggar but being greatly respected. Diogenes Laertius wrote a life of the philosopher:

‘He is said to have died when he was nearly ninety years of age, but there are different accounts given of his death. For some say that he ate an ox’s foot raw, and was in consequence seized with a bilious attack, of which he died; others … say that he died of holding his breath for several days … Others say that he, while intending to distribute a polypus to his dogs, was bitten by them through the tendon of his foot, and so died. But his own greatest friends … rather sanction the story of his having died from holding his breath … On this there was a quarrel, as they say, between his friends, as to who should bury him and they even came to blows … And they placed over him a pillar, and on that a dog in Parian marble. And at a later period his fellow citizens honoured him with brazen statues, and put this inscription on them:

“E’en brass by lapse of time doth old become,

But there is no such time as shall efface,

Your lasting glory, wise Diogenes;

Since you alone did teach to men the art

Of a contented life: the surest path

To glory and a lasting happiness.”

Xeniades asked, ‘How do you want to be buried?’ to which Diogenes answered: ‘Face downwards’. Xeniades asked him why, and Diogenes responded: ‘Because everything will shortly be turned upside down.’


DEMOSTHENES
384 BCE-322 BCE

‘Cast out this body of mine unburied’

Part of last speech

After Alexander’s death in 323 BCE, the great orator and general Demosthenes again urged the Athenians to seek independence from Macedonia. Antipater, Alexander’s successor in the region, demanded that the Athenians turn over Demosthenes and others who were advocating rebellion. Demosthenes fled rather than be handed over. Archias of Thurii, a former tragic actor like Demosthenes had been, was one of Antipater’s followers. He found where Demosthenes had hidden, and led Thracian spearmen to the sanctuary of the Temple of Poseidon on Calauria. Archias asked Demosthenes to come to Antipater. However, Demosthenes had dreamt that he would not be safe:

‘Archias at this beginning to grow angry and to threaten him, “Now,” said Demosthenes, “you speak like the genuine Macedonian oracle; before you were but acting a part. Therefore forbear only a little, while I write a word or two home to my family.” Having thus spoken, he withdrew into the temple and taking a scroll as if he meant to write, he put the reed into his mouth, and biting it as he was wont to do when he was thoughtful or writing, he held it there some time. Then he bowed down his head and covered it. The soldiers that stood at the door, supposing all this to proceed from want of courage and fear of death, in derision called him effeminate, and faint-hearted, and coward. And Archias drawing near, desired him to rise up, and repeating the same kind of thing he had spoken before, he once more promised to make his peace with Antipater. But Demosthenes, perceiving that now the poison had pierced, and seized his vitals, uncovered his head, and fixing his eyes upon Archias, “Now,” said he, “as soon as you please, you may commence the part of Creon in the tragedy, and cast out this body of mine unburied. But, O gracious Neptune, I, for my part while I am yet alive will rise up and depart out of this sacred place; though Antipater and the Macedonians have not left so much as thy temple unpolluted.” After he had thus spoken and desired to be held up, because already he began to tremble and stagger, as he was going forward, and passing by the altar, he fell down, and with a groan gave up the ghost.’


ARCHIMEDES OF SYRACUSE
c.287 BCE-c.212 BCE

‘Wait till I’ve finished my problem’ or ‘Do not disturb my circles’

Attributed last words, based upon the account of Marcellus sacking Syracuse

Archimedes was an astronomer, mathematician, physicist, engineer and inventor, the ancient world’s equivalent of Leonard da Vinci. The fabulous ‘Antikythera mechanism’, the first known mechanical computer, discovered in 1900, may well have been his invention. He died when the Romans captured Syracuse after a two-year siege, Plutarch recorded that ‘although he made many excellent discoveries, he is said to have asked his kinsmen and friends to place over the grave where he should be buried a cylinder enclosing a sphere, with an inscription giving the proportion by which the containing solid exceeds the contained’. The tomb was found by Cicero (106 BCE–43 BCE) in 75 BCE.

‘But nothing afflicted Marcellus so much as the death of Archimedes, who was then, as fate would have it, intent upon working out some problem by a diagram, and having fixed his mind alike and his eyes upon the subject of his speculation, he never noticed the incursion of the Romans, nor that the city was taken. In this transport of study and contemplation, a soldier, unexpectedly coming up to him, commanded him to follow to Marcellus; which he declining to do before he had worked out his problem to a demonstration, the soldier, enraged, drew his sword and ran him through. Others write that a Roman soldier, running upon him with a drawn sword, offered to kill him; and that Archimedes, looking back, earnestly besought him to hold his hand a little while, that he might not leave what he was then at work upon inconclusive and imperfect; but the soldier, nothing moved by his entreaty, instantly killed him. Others again relate that, as Archimedes was carrying to Marcellus mathematical instruments, dials, spheres, and angles, by which the magnitude of the sun might be measured to the sight, some soldiers seeing him, and thinking that he carried gold in a vessel, slew him. Certain it is that his death was very afflicting to Marcellus; and that Marcellus ever after regarded him that killed him as a murderer.’


HANNIBAL, SON OF HANNIBAL BARCA
248 BCE-183 or 182 BCE

‘Let us ease the Roman people of their continual care, who think it long to await the death of an old man’

Reputed last words

[image: Image]

This Carthaginian general fought against the expansion of Rome in the Mediterranean. In the Second Punic War, he famously marched an army including war elephants from Spain, over the Pyrenees and the Alps, into Italy. There, he won three great victories at Trebia, Trasimene and Cannae, and occupied much of Italy for 15 years. A Roman counter-invasion of North Africa forced his return, and he was defeated at Zama. He was forced to undertake financial reforms to pay the Roman war indemnity, so became unpopular and was forced into exile. He went first to the Seleucid court of Antiochis III, advising on his war with Rome, but had to flee again, to Armenia and then to the court of Prusias in Bithynia.

The Romans still wanted Hannibal dead, and when Prusias agreed to give him up, Hannibal took poison at Nicomedia, aged 64. Polybius remarked:

‘How wonderful is it that in the course of sixteen years, during which he maintained the war in Italy, he should never once dismiss his army from the field, and yet be able, like a good governor, to keep in subjection so great a multitude, and to confine them within the bounds of their duty, so that they never mutinied against him nor quarrelled among themselves. Though his army was composed of people of various countries – of Africans, Spaniards, Gauls, Carthaginians, Italians, and Greeks – men who had different laws, different customs, and different languages, and, in a word, nothing among them that was common – yet, so dexterous was his management that, notwithstanding this great diversity, he forced all of them to acknowledge one authority, and to yield obedience to one command. And this, too, he accomplished in the midst of very varied fortune. How high as well as just an opinion must these things convey to us of his ability in war!’


LUCIUS CORNELIUS SULLA FELIX
c.138 BCE -78 BCE

‘No friend ever served me, and no enemy ever wronged me, whom I have not repaid in full’

Self-made epitaph
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Sulla was a Roman general who became a powerful dictator, ruthlessly eliminating political opposition. Towards the end of his reign, however, he strengthened the constitution that he had previously almost completely ignored, and retired to his estates. From Plutarch’s Parallel Lives we note:

‘Sulla not only foresaw his own death, but may be said to have written about it also. For he stopped writing the twenty-second book of his Memoirs two days before he died, and he there says that the Chaldaeans foretold him that, after an honourable life, he was to end his days at the height of his good fortunes … and one day before he died, on learning that the magistrate … Granius, refused to pay a debt he owed the public treasury, in expectation of his death, he summoned him to his room, stationed his servants about him, and ordered them to strangle him; but with the strain which he put upon his voice and body, he ruptured his abscess and lost a great quantity of blood. In consequence of this his strength failed, and after a night of wretchedness, he died, leaving two young children by Metella …

The day was cloudy in the morning, and the expectation was that it would rain, but at last, at the ninth hour, the corpse was placed upon the funeral pyre. Then a strong wind smote the pyre, and roused a mighty flame, and there was just time to collect the bones for burial, while the pyre was smouldering and the fire was going out, when a heavy rain began to fall, which continued till night. Therefore his good fortune would seem to have lasted to the very end, and taken part in his funeral rites. At any rate, his monument stands in the Campus Martius, and the inscription on it, they say, is one which he wrote for it himself, and the substance of it is, that no friend ever surpassed him in kindness, and no enemy in mischief.’


GAIUS JULIUS CAESAR
100 BCE-15 March 44 BCE

‘Et tu, Brute?’ (‘You too, Brutus?’)

Attributed last words
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Julius Caesar was murdered by a group of senators led by Marcus Junius Brutus (85-42 BCE), who had been a close friend. In Shakespeare’s play, Caesar begins to resist the attack, but resigns himself to death when he sees Brutus:

CAESAR: Doth not Brutus bootless kneel?

CASCA: Speak, hands, for me! (They stab Caesar.)

CAESAR: Et tu, Brute? Then fall, Caesar! (Dies.)

CINNA: Liberty! Freedom! Tyranny is dead!

Caesar had been warned to ‘Beware the Ides of March’, and it was on that day that he was assassinated by the group, who believed that he had become over-powerful. Shakespeare drew inspiration from the Roman historian Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus’ Lives of the Twelve Caesars:

‘As he took his seat, the conspirators gathered about him as if to pay their respects … Cimber caught his toga by both shoulders. As Caesar cried, “Why, this is violence!” one of the Cascas stabbed him from one side just below the throat. Caesar caught Casca’s arm and ran it through with his stylus, but as he tried to leap to his feet, he was stopped by another wound. When he saw that he was beset on every side by drawn daggers, he muffled his head in his robe, and at the same time drew down its lap to his feet with his left hand, in order to fall more decently, with the lower part of his body also covered. And in this wise he was stabbed with three and twenty wounds, uttering not a word, but merely a groan at the first stroke, though some have written that when Marcus Brutus rushed at him, he said in Greek, “You too, my child?”’

Caesar had previously spared Brutus’ life when Brutus fought for Pompey in the Civil Wars. After Caesar’s death, Brutus was allowed to leave Rome, but Octavian (Augustus) declared the group of senators to be murderers, and Brutus committed suicide after the second Battle of Philippi.


CLEOPATRA VII PHILOPATOR OF EGYPT
January 69 BCE-12 August 30 BCE

‘She was a woman of surpassing beauty’

Words of Cassius Dio, c.210–230 CE

‘For she was a woman of surpassing beauty, and at that time, when she was in the prime of her youth, she was most striking; she also possessed a most charming voice and knowledge of how to make herself agreeable to every one. Being brilliant to look upon and to listen to, with the power to subjugate every one, even a love-sated man already past his prime, she thought that it would be in keeping with her role to meet Caesar, and she reposed in her beauty all her claims to the throne …’

As the last real pharaoh of the Ptolemaic dynasty, Cleopatra had a liaison with Julius Caesar that helped her keep the throne, and they had a son, Caesarion. After Caesar’s assassination in 44 BCE, she aligned with Mark Antony in opposition to Caesar’s heir Octavian (later known as Emperor Augustus). With Antony she had twins and another son. After losing the sea battle of Actium to Octavian, Antony committed suicide, and Cleopatra did likewise, traditionally by the bite of two asps. According to Plutarch’s Life of Antony:

‘Cleopatra sent to Caesar [Octavian] a letter which she had written and sealed; and, putting everybody out of the monument but her two women, she shut the doors. Caesar, opening her letter, and finding pathetic prayers and entreaties that she might be buried in the same tomb with Antony, soon guessed what she was doing. At first he was going himself in all haste, but, changing his mind, he sent others to see. The thing had been quickly done. The messengers came at full speed, and found the guards apprehensive of nothing; but on opening the doors, they saw her stone-dead, lying upon a bed of gold, set out in all her royal ornaments. Iras, one of her women, lay dying at her feet, and Charmion, just ready to fall, scarce able to hold up her head, was adjusting her mistress’s diadem. And when one that came in said angrily, “Was this well done of your lady, Charmion?” “Extremely well,” she answered, “and as became the descendant of so many kings” and as she said this, she fell down dead by the bedside.’

Cleopatra’s son Caesarion was declared pharaoh, but Octavian had him killed.


HORACE (QUINTUS HORATIUS FLACCUS)
8 December 65 BCE–27 November 8 BCE

‘I have executed a memorial longer lasting than bronze … I shall not altogether die.’

Lines from his Odes

The leading lyric poet and satirist of the Augustan Age sensed his immortality. In 38 BCE he was introduced to Gaius Maecenas, a man of letters who was also one of Octavian’s main political advisers, and who became an influential patron. In 35 BCE Horace published Book I of the Satires, poems stating his firm rejection of public life, the evil of ambition and aiming at wisdom through serenity. After Octavian had defeated Antony and Cleopatra, Horace produced his Epodes, which mocked social abuses, and a second book of Satires. After 27 BCE he published three books of Odes, representing himself as heir to the Greek lyric poets in verses celebrating love, wine, nature, friends and moderation. After 23 BCE he wrote three Epistles, the third known as the Ars Poetica, and in 17 BCE composed the Secular Hymn.

In 8 BCE Horace’s influential patron Maecenas died, one of his last requests to his friend Octavian (now the Emperor Augustus) being: ‘Remember Horace as you would remember me’. Just 59 days later, Horace too died after a short illness. Upon his deathbed and unable to write, he dictated his will, requesting that his farm in the Sabine Hills be left to Augustus, and that he himself be buried next to Maecenas’ tomb on the Esquiline Hill. Already at the time of Horace’s death his Odes had become a school textbook, their excellence being so great that they had few ancient lyrical successors. They fell out of favour in the piety of medieval times, but the Satires and the Epistles continued to be read because of their moralistic tones. The Odes became popular again with the Renaissance and, along with the Ars Poetica, exerted influence on Western poetry through the nineteenth century. Thus Horace’s works have lasted and inspired for over two millennia.


JESUS OF NAZARETH
7/2 BCE–26/36 CE

‘My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?’

Matthew 27:46

‘Father, forgive them, for they know not what they are doing.’ Luke

23:34

‘I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.’ Luke 23:42

‘When Jesus saw his mother there, and the disciple whom he loved standing nearby, he said to his mother, “Dear woman, here is your son,” and to the disciple, “Here is your mother.” From that time on, this disciple took her into his home.’ John 19:26-27

‘I am thirsty.’ John 19:28

‘Father, into thy hands I commend my spirit.’ Luke 23:46

‘It is finished.’ John 19:30
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Jesus of Nazareth is believed by Christians to be the son of God and Saviour of mankind through whom God revealed himself to the world, and whose crucifixion reconciles the world with God. The above statements – known as The Seven Last Words of Christ – were the inspiration for the 1787 composition by Joseph Haydn, The Seven Last Words of Our Saviour on the Cross. The first exclamation is a repetition of the first line of Psalm 22, a psalm of David, and is thus a prophetic fulfilment. Jesus felt alone for the first time in his life, before regaining his faith in God. In the second statement he forgives his persecutors. In the third, he assures one of the criminals alongside him that he will go to heaven, as he has expressed his faith in Jesus. In the fourth statement, Jesus ensures that his mother will be cared for after his death, by the apostle John. In the fifth, he fulfils the Messianic prophecy of Psalm 69, in which line 21 reads: ‘They put gall in my food and gave me vinegar for my thirst.’ The Roman guards did indeed give him vinegar to drink. Jesus’ final two statements show that his evangelizing mission had been accomplished.


NERO CLAUDIUS CAESAR AUGUSTUS GERMANICUS (BORN LUCIUS DOMITIUS AHENOBARBUS)
15 December 37 CE-9 June 68 CE

‘Too late! This is fidelity!’

Dying words

Nero was adopted by his great-uncle Claudius to become heir to the throne, and was proclaimed Emperor of Rome on 13 October 54 CE. He is remembered as the emperor who ‘fiddled while Rome burned’ during the great fire of 64 CE. It is claimed that in 55 CE he poisoned Britannicus, his 15-year-old stepbrother and the real heir to the Roman Empire, and in 59 CE he ordered the murder of his own mother. He executed his former wife Octavia after allowing her back to Rome from exile, and gave her head to his new wife Poppeia; and he is said to have kicked Poppeia to death when she was pregnant. In 62-63 CE he executed several rivals. When his legions began to rise in revolt, the Senate refused to back Nero and he fled into hiding.

‘… he wept and said again and again: “What an artist the world is losing!”… [he] read that he had been pronounced a public enemy by the senate, and that they were seeking him to punish in the ancient fashion; and he asked what manner of punishment that was. When he learned that the criminal was stripped, fastened by the neck in a fork and then beaten to death with rods, in mortal terror he seized two daggers which he had brought with him, and then, after trying the point of each, put them up again, pleading that the fatal hour had not yet come … anon he reproached himself for his cowardice in such words as these: “To live is a scandal and a shame – this does not become Nero, does not become him – one should be resolute at such times – come, rouse thyself.” And now the horsemen were at hand who had orders to take him off alive. When he heard them, he quavered: “Hark, now strikes on my ear the trampling of swift-footed coursers!” and drove a dagger into his throat… He was all but dead when a centurion rushed in, and as he placed a cloak to the wound, pretending that he had come to aid him, Nero merely gasped: “Too late!” and “This is fidelity!” With these words he was gone, with eyes so set and starting from their sockets that all who saw him shuddered with horror.’


TITUS FLAVIUS VESPASIANUS
9 CE–79 CE

‘Dear me, I believe I am becoming a god’

Reputed last words
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The founder of the line of Flavian emperors of Rome, Vespasian stabilized the Roman Empire after Nero’s excesses. He commanded the Second Legion during the invasion of Britain in 43 CE, and became a Roman consul and then Governor of Africa. Trusted by Nero, he suppressed the Jewish Revolt of 66-70 CE. During the rapid turnover of emperors following the death of Nero in 68 CE, Vespasian prepared his bid for power. The legions of Egypt, Judaea, Syria and the Danube all declared for him, and he sent his commander Primus ahead to secure Italy on his behalf. A bloody, victory was achieved at Cremona, and Primus took Rome in December 69 CE.

The senate passed a law conferring the powers of emperor on Vespasian and he arrived in Rome in the late summer of 70 CE, having left his elder son Titus in charge in Judaea. Titus completed Vespasian’s suppression of Judaea, Jerusalem being taken in August of that year, and the Temple destroyed. The spoils were used to finance the building of the Colosseum. Vespasian’s objectives were to repair Rome’s finances after Nero’s reign, to restore discipline in the army following the Civil Wars and to ensure the succession of his son Titus, all of which he achieved.

Suetonius tells us: ‘Titus complained of the tax which Vespasian had imposed on the contents of the city urinals. Vespasian handed him a coin which had been part of the first day’s proceeds: “Does it smell bad?” he asked. And when Titus said “No” he went on: “Yet it comes from urine.”’ This is often misquoted as ‘Money has no smell’. Vespasian set an example by living a simple life, leading to Tacitus observing that he was the first man to improve after becoming emperor. He met his approaching death with equanimity, and was indeed deified. His last words were: ‘Dear me, I believe I am becoming a god. An emperor ought at least to die on his feet.’


TITUS FLAVIUS SABINUS VESPASIANUS, EMPEROR OF ROME
30 December 39 CE–13 September 81 CE

‘I deserve not death, but I repent nothing else in my life except for one thing’

Dying words
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Titus, the elder son of Emperor Vespasian, was the second in the Flavian dynasty. Vespasian is reported to have said: ‘Either my son shall be my successor, or no one at all’. Titus became commander of one of his father’s three legions in Judaea in 67 CE, and played a leading role in Vespasian being proclaimed emperor by the eastern provinces. In 70 CE Jerusalem fell to his troops, and he had the Great Temple there destroyed, with only the ‘Wailing Wall’ surviving. The massive Arch of Titus, which celebrates his triumph over the Jews, still stands in Rome. On 24 June 79 CE Titus succeeded his father as emperor, despite being deeply disliked in the Senate and among the people as he continued his father’s unpopular economic policies. One month later, when the eruption of Mount Vesuvius overwhelmed towns including Pompeii and Herculaneum, it was said to be the revenge of Israel.

Titus finished his father’s Flavian Amphitheatre, better known today as the Colosseum, and inaugurated it with a series of lavish games and spectacles. At the closing of the games he officially dedicated the amphitheatre and the baths, his final recorded act as emperor. He is said to then have broken down in tears. After this, he set out for the Sabine territories, but fell ill at the first posting station, dying of fever. Suetonius and Cassius Dio both accuse his younger brother Domitian of having left the ailing Titus for dead. Some believe that the he killed the heirless emperor with poisoned sea-slug. Cassius Dio believed that Titus, in his dying words, alluded to his failure to have his brother executed when he was found to be openly plotting against him. However, Domitian’s first act as Emperor of Rome was to deify Titus.


AKIBA BEN JOSEPH
c.50 CE–135 CE

‘The paper burns, but the words fly free’

Reputed last words

An illiterate, poverty-stricken shepherd from Lydda in Palestine, Akiba was married late in life to Rachel, the daughter of a wealthy man. She accepted him on condition that he devoted himself to learning, but was disowned by her father for doing so. When their child started school, Akiba accompanied him and so learned to read. At the age of 40 he was admitted to the rabbinical academy of a Pharisaic teacher, and found himself championing the poor against the rich. In 96 CE he went to Rome with other rabbis to petition the Emperor Domitian to revoke anti-Jewish laws. Fortunately he received a bequest from a Jewish convert in Rome that allowed him to set up an academy near Jaffa, which attracted thousands of students. He developed a new method of textual interpretation that attached significance to every word of the Hebrew Scriptures, and this allowed him to adjust the law to the needs of the times. Regarded as one of the founders of rabbinic Judaism, he also rearranged the haphazard organization of Oral Law.

Akiba played an important role in the Bar Kokhba revolt against Rome (132-135), during which he insisted on continuing to teach the Law, though it was a capital offence. Presiding over the Sanhedrin, the rabbinical court, he believed that the Judaean commander Simon Bar Kokhba could be the new Messiah. This was the third major rebellion by the Jews of Judaea against Rome, and the last of the Jewish-Roman Wars. The revolt was crushed after three bitter years, with General Severus being recalled from Britain. He was Emperor Hadrian’s finest general, and according to Cassius Dio, 580,000 Jews were killed, with hundreds of towns and villages razed. Hadrian attempted to exterminate Judaism altogether, prohibiting Torah Law and killing clerics and scholars. Akiba was tortured and executed by the Romans, being burnt at the stake. He had been flayed while repeating the ‘Shema Yisrael Adonai Eloheinu Adonai Echad’ (‘Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God! The Lord is One!’). Because of Akiba, it is customary for Jews to recite the ‘Shema’ as their last words.


MARCUS AURELIUS ANTONINUS AUGUSTUS, EMPEROR OF ROME
26 April 121–17 March 180

‘Go to the rising sun, for I sink to my setting’

Historical account of Marcus Aurelius’ death

‘… the Emperor Marcus Aurelius disembarked upon the unknown shore. It is said that on the last day but one of his life, knowing that his end was near, for he had refused food and drink, he sent for his friends, and with a smile for the vanities of the world [ridens res humanas], and such indifference for death that it appeared contempt, he asked: “Why do you weep for me? Why don’t you rather consider the pestilence and the common death?” And as they were about to go, he said: “Since you now let me depart, I bid you farewell and I go on before you.” Then they asked to whose care he commended Commodus, and he answered, “To you, if he be worthy, and to the immortal gods.” Finally, when the officer of the guard asked for the watchword, he said, “Go to the rising sun, for I sink to my setting.” On the last day he saw Commodus only, and but a moment, for fear lest he take the disease. Then he covered up his head as if for sleep, and that night gave up the ghost.’
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Roman emperor from 161, Marcus Aurelius wrote his Meditations during 170-180 while campaigning away from Rome. The work is still revered today as a paean to serving one’s country without personal gain (and should be compulsory reading for today’s politicians). It was written in Greek, as that language had the complexities lacking in Latin to express philosophical thought. An important Stoic philosopher, Marcus Aurelius is regarded as the last of the ‘Five Good Emperors’. He fought the Parthian Empire in Asia and the Germanic tribes across Europe, and ensured that his son Commodus succeeded him as emperor. Cassius Dio noted that he ‘was involved in a multitude of troubles throughout practically his entire reign. But for my part, I admire him all the more for this very reason, that amid unusual and extraordinary difficulties he both survived himself and preserved the empire.’


GORDIAN THE YOUNGER (MARCUS ANTONIUS GORDIANUS SEMPRONIANUS ROMANUS AFRICANUS, GORDIAN II, EMPEROR OF ROME)
c.192–12 April 238

‘Twenty-two acknowledged concubines, and a library of sixty-two thousand volumes attested the variety of his inclinations’

Character sketch by Edward Gibbon

Edward Gibbon (1737–1794), the English historian and Member of Parliament, describes Gordian the Younger as a ‘venerable proconsul’ who accompanied his father Gordian I into Africa as his lieutenant. Gordian I was 80 when he became emperor, so he quickly co-opted his 46-year-old son to rule with him. They reigned jointly for only 22 days. Of Gordian II, Gibbon declares:

‘Twenty-two acknowledged concubines, and a library of sixty-two thousand volumes, attested the variety of his inclinations; and from the productions which he left behind him, it appears that the former as well as the latter were designed for use rather than for ostentation. The Roman people … rested the public hope on those latent virtues which had hitherto, as they fondly imagined, lain concealed in the luxurious indolence of private life … As soon as the Gordians had appeased the first tumult of a popular election, they removed their court to Carthage. … The feeble court of Carthage was alarmed by the rapid approach of Capelianus, governor of Mauritania, who, with a small band of veterans, and a fierce host of barbarians, attacked a faithful, but unwarlike province.

The younger Gordian sallied out to meet the enemy at the head of a few guards, and a numerous undisciplined multitude, educated in the peaceful luxury of Carthage. His useless valour served only to procure him an honourable death on the field of battle. His aged father, whose reign had not exceeded thirty-six days, put an end to his life on the first news of the defeat. Carthage, destitute of defence, opened her gates to the conqueror, and Africa was exposed to the rapacious cruelty of a slave, obliged to satisfy his unrelenting master with a large account of blood and treasure. The fate of the Gordians filled Rome with just but unexpected terror.’


CHARLEMAGNE, KING OF THE FRANKS
2 April 742–28 January 814

‘From the lands where the sun rises to western shores, people are crying and wailing… the Franks, the Romans, all Christians, are stung with mourning and great worry… the young and old, glorious nobles, all lament the loss of their Caesar… the world laments the death of Charles… O Christ, you who govern the heavenly host, grant a peaceful place to Charles in your kingdom. Alas for miserable me.’

Anonymous monk of Bobbio, in Emilia Romagna, Italy, lamenting the death of Charlemagne

Charlemagne, son of Pepin the Short, was King of the Franks from 768. In 53 military campaigns he expanded the kingdom to cover most of Western and central Europe. After conquering Italy, he was crowned Holy Roman Emperor Charles I by Pope Leo III in 800, becoming a temporary rival to the Byzantine emperor in Constantinople. He is also recognized as Charles I in the king lists of France and Germany. His reign saw a flourishing of art, culture and Christianity.

In 806 Charlemagne divided his empire among his three sons: Pepin, Charles and Louis. However, Pepin died in 810 and Charles in 811. Only Louis remained, so absorbed in piety that he seemed unfit to govern. Nevertheless, in 813, at a solemn ceremony, Louis the Pious was elevated from the rank of King of Aquitaine to that of co-emperor, and the 71-year-old Charlemagne uttered his Nunc Dimittis: ‘Blessed be Thou, O Lord God, Who hast granted me the grace to see with my own eyes my son seated on my throne!’

In January 814 Charlemagne fell ill with pleurisy. He died seven days later, aged 72, having reigned for 47 years, and was buried immediately in Aachen Cathedral. In 1165, Frederick I opened the tomb and re-interred his remains in a magnificent gold and silver casket that can still be seen today. Charlemagne was succeeded by his son Louis, who inherited the massive Carolingian Empire. Its later division between Louis’ sons laid the foundations for the modern states of France and Germany.


POPE ST GREGORY VII, HILDEBRAND, ILDEBRANDO BRONIZI DE SOANA
c.1015–25 May 1085

‘I have loved justice and hated iniquity; therefore I die in exile’

Reputed last words

Born in Tuscany, Hildebrand served as a chaplain to Pope Gregory VI, and was himself pope from 22 April 1073 until his death, being beatified in 1584 and canonized in 1728. Upon becoming pope, he began an extensive programme of reform in the Church, enforcing celibacy and opposing simony, clerical marriage and lay investiture, which enabled kings to appoint Church officials. He issued the Dictatus Papae, which proclaimed papal supremacy, stating that the Pope inherited the personal sanctity of St Peter. While these reforms vastly increased Church powers, Gregory remained unconcerned about the political consequences. In particular, he earned the enmity of the Holy Roman Emperor, Henry IV, who attempted to undermine his powers.

On Christmas Day 1075, Gregory was kidnapped by a Roman nobleman, Cencio i Frangipane, while he was celebrating mass in the great church of Santa Maria Maggiore. He was soon released by the Roman people, but he blamed Henry IV for the affair. Henry carried on attacking the Pope in letters and speeches, and announced his deposition at the Synod of Worms in 1076. In despair, Gregory excommunicated Henry, thus becoming the first pope to stand up to, and excommunicate, a king. The two were reconciled at Canossa in 1077, as Henry sought absolution. In 1080, Gregory sided with rebellious German nobles against Henry, and excommunicated the Holy Roman Emperor again. In response, Henry oversaw the crowning of one of his own men, Guibert of Ravenna, as Pope Clement III. Henry besieged Rome between 1081 and 1083, taking the city in 1084. Gregory escaped to Castel Sant’Angelo on the banks of the Tiber, and his ally, the Norman Robert Guiscard of Salerno (‘Robert the Weasel’) soon entered Rome and rescued him. However, much of Rome was sacked in the fighting and the Roman populace turned against Guiscard in dismay. Gregory was forced to flee Rome for refuge in Monte Cassino, and then to Salerno, where he died the following year.


HENRY I, KING OF ENGLAND
1068/69–1 December 1135

‘King Henry being in Normandy, after some writers, fell from or with his horse, whereof he caught his death; but Ranulphe says he took a surfeit by eating of a lamprey, and thereof died’

Historical account of Henry I’s death

Before he died in 1087, William the Conqueror (known at the time as William the Bastard) divided his possessions amongst his three surviving sons. William II took England, the eldest son Robert had Normandy, and the youngest son Henry received money. However, William II was killed in 1100 while hunting in the New Forest, by an arrow shot by Walter Tyrell, and the throne passed to his elder brother. Robert, however, was returning from four years of fighting on the First Crusade, and within days Henry had seized the royal treasury at Westminster and proclaimed himself King of England. He later defeated Robert at Tinchebray to take Normandy as well. Duke Robert, the rightful King of England, spent the rest of his life in prison, dying in Cardiff Castle in 1134.

Henry was not one of the more compassionate kings, throwing a treacherous burgher named Conan Pilatus from a tower in Rouen. In 1119, Henry’s son-in-law, Eustace de Pacy, and Ralph Harnec, the constable of Ivry, exchanged their children as hostages. When Eustace blinded Harnec’s son, Harnec demanded vengeance and Henry allowed him to blind and mutilate Eustace’s two daughters, who were also Henry’s own grandchildren. Eustace and his wife Juliane, Henry’s daughter, were outraged and threatened to rebel. Henry arranged to meet his daughter at a parley at Breteuil, only for Juliane to draw a crossbow and attempt to assassinate her father.

Henry holds the record for the largest number of acknowledged illegitimate children born to any English king, with 22 offspring for whom there is documentation, plus at least another three daughters. He probably died of food-poisoning in Normandy from lampreys (eel-like fish). His remains were sewn into the hide of a bull to preserve them, and taken back to Reading Abbey, which was destroyed during the Reformation.


ST THOMAS À BECKET
1118–29 December 1170

‘For the Name of Jesus and the protection of the Church I am ready to embrace death’

Last words, according to Edward Grim, an eyewitness
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As Lord Chancellor, Becket controlled all state affairs for the benefit of Henry II. However, Henry wanted absolute control of the Church as well, so appointed his friend Becket to be Archbishop of Canterbury from 1162. A rift grew between the men, Becket taking the side of the Pope, who almost excommunicated Henry. When Becket returned from exile, he was assassinated by four of Henry II’s knights in Canterbury Cathedral, after they had tried to drag him outside. Knowing he was about to die, he knelt and began to pray to God, Our Lady and the martyr St Denys:

‘Scarce had he said the words than the wicked knight, fearing lest he should be rescued by the people and escape alive, leapt upon him suddenly … wounded this lamb who was sacrificed to God on the head, cutting off the top of the crown … and by the same blow he wounded the arm of him who tells this. For he, when the … monks and clerks fled, stuck close to the sainted Archbishop and held him in his arms till the one he interposed was almost severed.

Then he received a second blow on the head but still stood firm. At the third blow he fell on his knees and elbows, offering himself a living victim, and saying in a low voice, “For the Name of Jesus and the protection of the Church I am ready to embrace death.” Then the third knight inflicted a terrible wound as he lay, by which the sword was broken against the pavement, and the crown which was large was separated from the head. The fourth knight prevented any from interfering so that the others might freely perpetrate the murder. As to the fifth, no knight but that clerk who had entered with the knights, that a fifth blow might not be wanting to the martyr who was in other things like to Christ, he put his foot on the neck of the holy priest and precious martyr, and, horrible to say, scattered his brain and blood over the pavement, calling out to the others, “Let us away, knights; he will rise no more.”’


GENGHIS, KHAN OF THE MONGOLS
c.1162–1227

‘It is clear to me that I must leave everything and go hence from thee’

Last words to his son Tuli

‘He ordered couriers to ride swiftly to his nearest son, Tuli, who was camped not far away. When the Master of War, now a man grown, dismounted at the yurt of the Khan, he found his father lying upon a carpet near the fire, wrapped in felt and sable robes. “It is clear to me,” the old Mongol greeted the prince, “that I must leave everything and go hence from thee.” He had been sick for some time, and this sickness, he knew now, was draining away his life. He ordered to his side the general officers of the horde, and while they knelt with Tuli, listening intently to his words, he gave them clear directions how to carry on the war against the Sung that he had begun but could not finish. Tuli, especially, was to take over all lands in the east, as Chatagai was to do in the west, while Ogotai must be supreme over them, the Kha Khan at Karakorum. Like the nomad he was, he died uncomplaining, leaving to his sons the greatest of empires and the most destructive of armies, as if his possessions had been no more than tents and herds. This was in the year 1227, the Year of the Mouse in the Cycle of the Twelve Beasts.’
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Born Temujin, Genghis was the khan (ruler) and khagan (emperor) of the Mongol Empire, the largest continuous empire in history. He united the north-east Asian nomadic tribes, and his domain spread across Asia and China. He overcame at least 20 kingdoms, with the policy of ‘All who surrender will be spared; whoever does not surrender, but opposes with struggle and dissension, shall be annihilated’. His last words in legend were: ‘Hero! A real hero!’ and to his commanders, ‘I wish to die at home. Let not my end disarm you, and on no account weep for me, lest the enemy be warned of my death’. His final words to his sons were: ‘With heaven’s aid I have conquered for you a huge empire. But my life was too short to achieve the conquest of the World. The task is left to you.’


SIR WILLIAM WALLACE
1272–23 August 1305

‘Traitor was I never’

Part of last speech

‘Sir William Wallace was instantly transferred to London, where he was brought to trial in Westminster Hall, with as much apparatus of infamy as the ingenuity of his enemies could devise. He was crowned with a garland of oak, to intimate that he had been king of outlaws. The arraignment charged him with high treason, in respect that he had stormed and taken towns and castles, and shed much blood. “Traitor,” said Wallace, “was I never.” The rest of the charges he confessed and proceeded to justify them. He was condemned, and executed by decapitation, 1305. His head was placed on a pinnacle on London Bridge, and his quarters were distributed over the kingdom.’

William Wallace, the leader in the fight for Scottish independence, was captured on 3 August near Glasgow and transported for a show trial in Westminster Hall. He had no lawyers and no jury, and was not allowed to speak. However, when accused of being a traitor, he shouted, ‘I could not be a traitor to Edward, for I was never his subject’, also quoted as ‘Traitor was I never!’ He then asserted that his king was John Balliol. Balliol had been King of Scotland from 1292 to 1296, but had been forced by Edward I to abdicate and go into exile. Wallace was taken from the hall, stripped naked and dragged through the city for four miles at the heels of a horse to the Elms at Smithfield, wrapped in the hide of an ox to stop him being ripped apart and to prolong the agony. He was hanged, drawn and quartered – strangled by hanging but released while still alive, emasculated, eviscerated and his bowels burnt before him, then beheaded and his body cut into four parts. His tarred head was placed on a pike above London Bridge, along with the heads of other patriots, and his preserved limbs were displayed in Newcastle, Berwick, Stirling, and Aberdeen. ‘A cruel yet fully deserved death’, wrote an observer. On the National Wallace Monument in Stirling is inscribed Wallace’s uncle’s proverb, from Bower’s Scotichronicon of 1444: ‘This is the truth I tell you: of all things freedom’s most fine. / Never submit to live, my son, in the bonds of slavery entwined.’


JACQUES DE MOLAY
c.1244–18 March 1314

‘Let evil swiftly befall those who have wrongly condemned us – God will avenge us’

Last words at the stake, according to Godfrey de Paris, an eyewitness

Jacques de Molay joined the Knights Templar in 1265, aged just 21. He later became Grand Preceptor of all England. He was elected twenty-third and last Grand Master of the Knights Templar shortly after they had been defeated by the Muslims and expelled from the Holy Land. The order’s headquarters was temporarily established in Cyprus, and many Templars returned to Europe, while de Molay sought support for a new crusade to recapture Jerusalem. In 1307 he was summoned to France by Pope Clement V, the French puppet pope whom Philippe IV had installed at Avignon. The call was ostensibly to discuss combining with the Knights Hospitaller for a new crusade. Philippe IV and other French nobles were jealous of the wealth and lands of the Templars, and Clement informed de Molay that Philippe had laid charges against the Templars of homosexuality, heresy and blasphemy. De Molay challenged the king to make the charges public, and after weeks of secret plotting, Philippe suddenly arrested almost 5,000 Templars. Pope Clement initially chose not to intervene, but eventually sided with the king.

Over the following seven years, the imprisoned Templars endured continuous torture, confessions and executions until Phillipe felt he had enough power to kill de Molay. Despite the torture, de Molay had continued to be loyal to his order, refusing to disclose the location of its funds. In 1314, he disavowed a forged confession, such a disavowal being punishable by death. With Geoffroy de Charney, Preceptor of Normandy, he was slowly roasted to death over a hot, smokeless fire. All Templar lands and known wealth was confiscated. Henry Hart Milman’s History of Latin Christianity (1855) states that de Molay’s last words were: ‘“Clement, iniquitous and cruel judge, I summon thee within forty days to meet me before the throne of the Most High. “According to some accounts this fearful sentence included the King.’ A month later, Pope Clement V died of cancer, and within seven months Phillipe IV died in a hunting accident. De Molay’s dying words had come true. In 2002, a document of 1308 confirming Clement’s absolution for de Molay and other Templars was found in the Vatican’s secret archives.


AGNOLO DI TURA DEL GRASSO
c.1300–post 1350

‘There was no one wept for the dead, for all awaited death’

From Agnolo di Tura, The Plague in Siena: An Italian Chronicle

Di Tura was a shoemaker and tax-collector who chronicled the Black Death in Siena. The bubonic plague wiped out between 30 and 60 per cent of the population of Europe at this time.

‘The mortality began in Siena in May [1348]. It was a cruel and horrible thing; and I do not know where to begin to tell of the cruelty and the pitiless ways. It seemed to almost everyone that one became stupefied by seeing the pain. And it is impossible for the human tongue to recount the awful thing. Indeed one who did not see such horribleness can be called blessed. And the victims died almost immediately. They would swell beneath their armpits and in their groins, and fall over dead while talking. Father abandoned child, wife husband, one brother another; for this illness seemed to strike through the breath and sight. And so they died. And none could be found to bury the dead for money or friendship. Members of a household brought their dead to a ditch as best they could, without priest, without divine offices. Nor did the death bell sound. And in many places in Siena great pits were dug and piled deep with the multitude of dead. And they died by the hundreds both day and night, and all were thrown in those ditches and covered over with earth. And as soon as those ditches were filled more were dug.

And I, Agnolo di Tura, called the Fat, buried my five children with my own hands. And there were also those who were so sparsely covered with earth that the dogs dragged them forth and devoured many bodies throughout the city. There was no one who wept for any death, for all awaited death. And so many died that all believed that it was the end of the world. And no medicine or any other defence availed. And the lords selected three citizens who received a thousand gold florins from the commune of Siena that they were to spend on the poor sick and to bury the poor dead. And it was all so horrible that I, the writer, cannot think of it and so will not continue …’


PETRARCH (FRANCESCO PETRARCA)
20 July 1304–19 July 1374

‘We are continually dying; I while I am writing these words, you while you are reading them, others when they hear them or fail to hear them’

Letter to Philippe de Cabassoles, c.1360

On the morning before his seventieth birthday, Petrarch was found by his daughter Francesca slumped over his desk having died sometime during the night with a pen in his hand. He was buried in the parish church, but six years later, his remains were transferred to a sarcophagus built by his son-in-law. The red marble tomb can still be seen in the main square in Arqua Petrarca, Padua. Petrarch lived through the harshest times of the plague and lost nearly everyone he knew to it. His son, grandson, numerous friends, and of course Laura, his writings for whom will live for ever. In 1327, his first sight of a woman called Laura triggered an outpouring of passion in sonnets that lasted for over 20 years. Laura was a married woman whose identity is obscure. Petrarch’s ‘Letter to Prosperity’ reflects on his unrequited love for her and her early death from plague: ‘In my younger days I struggled constantly with an overwhelming but pure love affair – my only one, and I would have struggled with it longer had not premature death, bitter but salutary for me, extinguished the cooling flames. I certainly wish I could say that I have always been entirely free from desires of the flesh, but I would be lying if I did’. His Church career did not allow him to marry, but he had two illegitimate children. His son, Giovanni, was born in 1337 but died of the plague in 1361, and a daughter, Francesca, was born in 1343.

Petrarch was one of the first people to refer to the Dark Ages. His writings and his development of the sonnet form influenced countless others, such as Boccaccio and Shakespeare. He revived recognition that a poet and intellectual was an important member of society, and royalty and nobles sought his company. In a letter to a friend, he even claimed that he had caused his own plague to spread over Europe.


JOHN HUSS (JAN HUS, JAN HUSS, JOHN HUS)
c.1372–6 July 1415

‘You are now going to burn a goose, but in a century you will have a swan which you can neither roast nor boil’

Last words at the stake

[image: Image]

This Bohemian priest, philosopher, reformer, and professor at Prague’s Charles University was tried as a heretic for preaching that following the Bible was more important than adherence to Church dogma. He was extremely important in the growing reformist movement in Europe, and his ideas were to influence Martin Luther a century later:

‘When the chain was put about him at the stake, he said, with a smiling countenance, “My Lord Jesus Christ was bound with a harder chain than this for my sake, and why then should I be ashamed of this rusty one?” When the faggots were piled up to his very neck, the duke of Bavaria was so officious as to desire him to abjure. “No, (said Huss) I never preached any doctrine of an evil tendency; and what I taught with my lips I now seal with my blood.” He then said to the executioner, “You are now going to burn a goose (Huss signifying goose in the Bohemian language), but in a century you will have a swan which you can neither roast nor boil.” If he were prophetic, he must have meant Martin Luther, who shone


JEROME OF PRAGUE (JERONÝM PRA[image: Image]SKÝ)
1379–30 May 1416






JOAN OF ARC, JEANNE D’ARC
c.1412–30 May 1431







RICHARD III, RICHARD PLANTAGENET, KING OF ENGLAND
2 October 1452–22 August 1485







LORENZO DE’ MEDICI, LORENZO IL MAGNIFICO
1 January 1449–9 April 1492







POPE ALEXANDER VI, RODERIC LLANÇOL, later RODERIC DE BORJA I BORJA
1 January 1431–18 August 1503







CESARE BORGIA
13 September 1475–12 March 1507







LEONARDO DI SER PIERO DA VINCI
15 April 1452–2 May 1519








BAYARD, CHEVALIER DE (PIERRE TERRAIL LE VIEUX, SEIGNEUR DE BAYARD)
1473–30 April 1524







NICCOLÒ DE BERNARDO DI MACHIAVELLI
3 May 1469–21 June 1527







SIR THOMAS MORE (ST THOMAS MORE)
7 February 1478–6 July 1535







CATHERINE OF ARAGON, QUEEN OF ENGLAND
16 December 1485–7 January 1536







ANNE BOLEYN
Between 1500 and 1509–19 May 1536








JANE SEYMOUR, QUEEN CONSORT OF HENRY VIII
1508–24 October 1537







CATHERINE HOWARD, QUEEN CONSORT OF ENGLAND
1520 or 1521–13 February 1542







JAMES V, KING OF SCOTLAND
c.10 April 1512–14 December 1542






HENRY VIII, KING OF ENGLAND
28 June 1491–28 January 1547








FRANÇOIS RABELAIS
c.1494–9 April 1553








THOMAS CRANMER, ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY
2 July 1489–21 March 1556






PIETRO ARETINO
20 April 1492–21 October 1556






MARY I, QUEEN MARY TUDOR
18 February 1516–17 November 1558







NOSTRADAMUS (MICHEL DE NOSTREDAME)
21 December 1503–2 July 1566








JOHN KNOX
1505/1515–24 November 1572







SIR PHILIP SIDNEY
30 November 1554–17 October 1586







MARY, QUEEN OF SCOTS
8 December 1542–8 February 1587








ROBERT DUDLEY, FIRST EARL OF LEICESTER
24 June 1532–4 September 1588















SIR RICHARD GRENVILLE
6 June 1542–10 September 1591

































TYCHO BRAHE (TYGE OTTESEN BRAHE DE KNUDSTRUP)
14 December 1546–24 October 1601







QUEEN ELIZABETH OF ENGLAND
7 September 1533–24 March 1603







GUY FAWKES
13 April 1570–31 January 1606








MIGUEL DE CERVANTES SAAVEDRA
29 September 1547–23 April 1616







WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
c.26 April 1564–23 April 1616





















SIR WALTER RALEIGH (RALEGH)
c.1552–29 October 1618







SIR FRANCIS BACON, FIRST VISCOUNT ST ALBAN
22 January 1561–9 April 1626








JOHN DONNE
21 January 1572–31 March 1631

















GUSTAVUS ADOLPHUS II, GUSTAF ADOLF THE GREAT, KING OF SWEDEN
19 December 1594–6 November 1632






BENJAMIN ‘BEN’ JONSON
c. 11 June 1572–6 August 1637








GALILEO GALILEI
15 February 1564–8 January 1642







KING CHARLES I
19 November 1600–30 January 1649






JAMES GRAHAM, FIRST MARQUESS OF MONTROSE
25 October 1612–21 May 1650














OLIVER CROMWELL
25 April 1599–3 September 1658







MAJOR-GENERAL THOMAS HARRISON
1606–13 October 1660







BLAISE PASCAL
19 June 1623–19 August 1662







THOMAS HOBBES
5 April 1588–4 December 1679







KING CHARLES II
29 May 1630–6 February 1685











JAMES, DUKE OF MONMOUTH
9 April 1649–15 July 1685






GILES COREY
c.1611-19 September 1692







SAMUEL PEPYS
23 February 1633–26 May 1703







JOHN LOCKE
29 August 1632–28 October 1704








LOUIS XIV OF FRANCE
5 September 1638–1 September 1715







SIR CHRISTOPHER WREN
20 October 1632–25 February 1723






PETER I, PETER THE GREAT (PYOTR ALEXEYEVICH ROMANOV)
9 June 1672–8 February 1725







SIR JOHN VANBRUGH
24 January 1664–26 March 1726







SIR ISAAC NEWTON
25 December 1643–20 March 1727








GEORGE I, KING OF GREAT BRITAIN AND IRELAND, HIS MOST SERENE HIGHNESS GEORG LUDWIG, ARCHBANNERBEARER OF THE HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE AND PRINCE-ELECTOR, DUKE OF BRUNSWICK LÜNEBURG
28 May 1660–11 June 1727














LA CONTESSA THÉRÈSE DI VERCELLIS
(née DE CHABOD)







COLONEL FRANCIS CHARTRES (CHARTERIS)
Baptized 12 January 1672–24 February 1732











































ALEXANDER POPE
21 May 1688–30 May 1744








JONATHAN SWIFT
30 November 1667–19 October 1745












FREDERICK LOUIS OF HANOVER, PRINCE OF WALES
1 February 1707–31 March 1751






ADMIRAL JOHN BYNG
29 October 1704–14 March 1757



















GENERAL JAMES WOLFE
2 January 1727–13 September 1759








GEORGE AUGUSTUS II, KING OF GREAT BRITAIN AND IRELAND, DUKE OF BRUNSWICK-LÜNEBURG, ARCHTREASURER AND PRINCE-ELECTOR OF THE HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE
‘… November 1683–25 October 1760







MADAME DE POMPADOUR, JEANNE-ANTOINETTE POISSON
29 December 1721–15 April 1764









HENRY FOX, FIRST BARON HOLLAND
28 September 1705–1 July 1774







NATHAN HALE
6 June 1755–22 September 1776






WILLIAM PITT (‘THE ELDER’), FIRST EARL OF CHATHAM
15 November 1708–11 May 1778







VOLTAIRE
20 February 1694–30 May 1778







MAJOR JOHN ANDRÉ
2 May 1750–2 October 1780






DENIS DIDEROT
5 October 1713–31 July 1784








SAMUEL JOHNSON
18 September 1709–13 December 1784







FREDERICK THE GREAT, FREDERICK II OF PRUSSIA
24 January 1744–17 August 1786








THOMAS DE MAHY, MARQUIS DE FAVRAS
26 March 1744–19 February 1790







BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
17 January 1706–17 April 1790







WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART (JOHANNES CHRYSOSTOMUS WOLFGANGUS THEOPHILUS MOZART)
27 January 1756–5 December 1791








KING LOUIS XVI OF FRANCE
23 August 1754–21 January 1793







JEAN-PAUL MARAT
24 May 1743–13 July 1793







MARIE ANTOINETTE, QUEEN OF FRANCE (MARIA ANTONIA JOSEPHA JOHANNA VON HABSBURG-LOTHRINGEN)
2 November 1755–16 October 1793








MADAME ROLAND, JEANNE-MARIE PHILIPON
17 March 1754–8 November 1793







MADAME DU BARRY
19 August 1743–8 December 1793







GEORGES JACQUES DANTON
26 October 1759–5 April 1794






ANTOINE-LAURENT DE LAVOISIER
26 August 1743–8 May 1794






ANDRÉ MARIE CHÉNIER
30 October 1762–25 July 1794




























MAXIMILIEN FRANÇOIS MARIE ISIDORE DE ROBESPIERRE
6 May 1758–28 July 1794
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