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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Augustus, Roman general, conventionally known as Octavian until he became first emperor of Rome

Claudia Pulchra, first wife of Augustus

Scribonia, second wife of Augustus

Julia, known as the elder, daughter of Scribonia and Augustus, the emperor’s only child, wife of Marcellus, Agrippa and Tiberius

Marcus Claudius Marcellus, son of Octavia, nephew of Augustus, first husband of the elder Julia

Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa, Roman general, second husband of the elder Julia

Gaius and Lucius, first and second sons of the elder Julia and Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa, designated heirs of Augustus

Julia, known as the younger, first daughter of the elder Julia and Agrippa

Lucius Aemilius Paullus, half-cousin and husband of the younger Julia

Agrippina, known as the elder, second daughter of the elder Julia and Agrippa, wife of Germanicus

Agrippa Postumus, third (and youngest) son of the elder Julia and Agrippa, born after his father’s death

Livia Drusilla, third wife of Augustus, first empress of Rome

Tiberius Claudius Nero, first husband of Livia

Tiberius, first son of Livia and Tiberius Claudius Nero, third husband of the elder Julia, second emperor of Rome

Vipsania Agrippina, daughter of Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa, first wife of Tiberius

Drusus, known as the elder, second son of Livia and Tiberius Claudius Nero, brother of Tiberius

Drusus, known as the younger, son of Vipsania Agrippina and Tiberius

Mark Antony, Roman general, colleague and rival of Octavian, defeated in the civil wars

Fulvia, third wife of Mark Antony

Antyllus, first son of Fulvia and Mark Antony, betrothed to the elder Julia in childhood

Iullus Antonius, second son of Fulvia and Mark Antony, friend and alleged lover of the elder Julia

Octavia, younger sister of Augustus, mother of Marcellus, fourth wife of Mark Antony

Cleopatra VII, queen of Egypt, fifth wife of Mark Antony

Antonia, second daughter of Octavia and Mark Antony, wife of the elder Drusus

Livilla, daughter of Antonia and the elder Drusus, sister of Germanicus and Claudius, wife of Gaius (son of the elder Julia) and the younger Drusus

Julia Livia, Tiberius and Germanicus Gemellus, children of Livilla and the younger Drusus

Lucius Aelius Sejanus, Praetorian prefect, lover of Livilla

Apicata, divorced wife of Sejanus

Germanicus, first son of Antonia and the elder Drusus, brother of Livilla and Claudius, husband of the elder Agrippina

Nero and Drusus, first and second sons of the elder Agrippina and Germanicus

Caligula (real name Gaius), third son of the elder Agrippina and Germanicus, third emperor of Rome

Agrippina, known as the younger, first daughter of the elder Agrippina and Germanicus, fourth wife of Claudius, empress of Rome

Julia Drusilla, second daughter of the elder Agrippina and Germanicus

Julia Livilla, third daughter of the elder Agrippina and Germanicus

Junia Claudilla, first wife of Caligula

Livia Orestilla, second wife of Caligula, empress of Rome

Lollia Paulina, third wife of Caligula, empress of Rome

Milonia Caesonia, fourth wife of Caligula, empress of Rome

Claudius, second son of Antonia and the elder Drusus, brother of Germanicus and Livilla, fourth emperor of Rome

Pallas, Narcissus and Callistus, freedmen (freed slaves) of Claudius, powerful ministers in his regime

Plautia Urgulanilla, first wife of Claudius

Aelia Paetina, second wife of Claudius, mother of Claudia Antonia

Valeria Messalina, third wife of Claudius, empress of Rome

Domitia Lepida, mother of Valeria Messalina

Domitia, elder sister of Domitia Lepida and Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus, aunt of Messalina and the emperor Nero

Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus, brother of Domitia and Domitia Lepida, first husband of the younger Agrippina

Gaius Sallustius Passienus Crispus, friend of Caligula, second husband of the younger Agrippina

Nero, son of the younger Agrippina and Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus, fifth and final Julio-Claudian emperor

Acte, freedwoman (freed slave) and lover of Nero

Claudia Octavia, daughter of Messalina and Claudius, younger half-sister of Claudia Antonia, first wife of Nero, empress of Rome

Britannicus, son of Messalina and Claudius, younger half-brother of Claudia Antonia

Poppaea Sabina, second wife of Nero, empress of Rome

Marcus Salvius Otho, friend of Nero, previous husband of Poppaea Sabina, emperor in AD 69

Claudia Antonia, daughter of Aelia Paetina and Claudius, elder half-sister of Claudia Octavia and Britannicus, sister-in-law of Nero

Statilia Messalina, third wife and widow of Nero, empress of Rome





INTRODUCTION

Femicide is generally understood to involve intentional murder of women because they are women … [It] is usually perpetrated by men, but sometimes female family members may be involved. Femicide differs from male homicide in specific ways. For example, most cases of femicide are committed by partners or ex-partners, and involve ongoing abuse in the home, threats or intimidation, sexual violence or situations where women have less power or fewer resources than their partner.

World Health Organization, 2012[1]

When you emerge from Rome’s central railway station, Termini, there is an imposing Renaissance palace to your left. The Palazzo Massimo looks out of place in this run-down area of the city, where charities distribute food and second-hand clothes to the growing numbers of homeless people who live on its margins. But the palace, now a museum, houses an outstanding collection of sculpture from ancient Rome, including leading members of the Julio-Claudian dynasty. In the first century BC, two great families, the Julians and the Claudians, joined together and provided Rome’s first five emperors, from Augustus to Nero. Its leading members are amply represented on the lower floors, where one of the prized exhibits is a typically self-aggrandising statue of Augustus in the robes of a priest. There are also busts of women from the dynasty, including heads that are believed to represent Augustus’s sister, Octavia, and his niece, Antonia. The Julio-Claudian women are among the first in western history whose names, faces and histories have been recorded, even if what we ‘know’ about them turns out to be problematic.

But the most celebrated exhibit in the Palazzo Massimo is not a piece of sculpture. A grand marble staircase leads to the room on an upper floor which is now home to a set of frescoes known as ‘Livia’s Garden’ (il giardino di Livia). Livia was Augustus’s third wife and Rome’s first empress, a position that had never previously existed. The wall paintings come from her country house at Prima Porta, a small town 14 kilometres north of Rome, where they once adorned the walls of an underground dining room (triclinium). The frescoes are as fresh today as when they were painted more than 2,000 years ago, creating the illusion of being in a garden where birds perch in trees heavy with fruit. The colours are ravishingly beautiful, smoky blues and greens, designed to lighten the atmosphere in the subterranean room where the family would have taken refuge from the fierce summer heat. It isn’t hard to imagine Livia and Augustus dining on fruit grown in the villa’s extensive gardens, while the flickering light from torches offered glimpses of the painted forest in the background. It’s a rare insight into their private life, and their guests would have included Augustus’s daughter, Julia, and Livia’s sons, the future emperor Tiberius and his younger brother Drusus.

The Julio-Claudian family tree is famously tangled, with frequent marriages between close relatives creating a web of connections that’s hard to follow; Drusus was the husband of Augustus’s niece, Antonia, while Julia was briefly and unhappily married to her stepbrother, Tiberius. Julia was one of the most beautiful, literate and popular women in ancient Rome, but her separation from Tiberius would have drastic consequences, leading to her exile on a distant chain of islands off Italy’s west coast. She would also become a magnet for some of the most salacious gossip that circulated in the city, gleefully recorded by Roman authors who couldn’t resist the opportunity to denigrate one of the most famous women in the ancient world. It’s a tradition that’s been carried on by later writers, who’ve found the stories about adultery, wild parties and prostitution irresistible. They’re still being repeated to tourists in the twenty-first century, as I discovered during a visit to the Palazzo Massimo while I was writing this book.

An English-speaking Italian guide brought a party of visitors into the room where I was admiring Livia’s frescoes. He spoke loudly and with confidence, describing the history of the paintings and the origins of the Julio-Claudian dynasty. He explained that Augustus and Livia were married for many years but never had children together. Then things took an unexpected turn.

‘Augustus only had one child, with his first wife,’ he told the tourists, ‘and unfortunately his daughter was a nymphomaniac.’

Julia was a nymphomaniac? I could hardly believe what I was hearing.

‘Excuse me,’ I said, interrupting his spiel. ‘Julia’s mother was not Augustus’s first wife. And Julia was not a nymphomaniac.’

The guide turned to me with a smirk. ‘It’s in the sources, signora,’ he said.

‘I’m familiar with the sources,’ I said. ‘I assume you’re referring to Seneca’s essay De Beneficiis? Where he claims that Julia, despite being one of the most instantly recognisable women in Rome, went down into the forum at night and had sex with every passing barman and gladiator. Do you really think women behave like that?’

I pointed out that Julia was young and famously fertile. She had given birth to six children when she is supposed to have made this startling change to her lifestyle, yet she never became pregnant again, despite allegedly having unprotected sex (as though there were any other kind in ancient Rome) with dozens of paying customers.

‘How did she manage that?’ I asked.

‘Maybe the sources exaggerated,’ the guide said through gritted teeth.

[image: ]

They did, and it’s hard to think of a better illustration of why this book is needed. Ancient authors made up pornographic fantasies about the Julio-Claudian women which have been accepted as fact by generations of commentators. Lucius Annaeus Seneca was a philosopher and senator in the first century AD, and his sneering portrait of Julia obsessively seeking sex with strangers is the foundation for the most damaging claims about her. The satirist Decimus Junius Juvenalis (universally known as Juvenal), who died in the early second century, invented an entire second career working in a brothel for the empress Messalina. She too has been accused of ‘nymphomania’, a word not even used in English until the early eighteenth century, and popularised by a French doctor who had some very bizarre ideas about the female half of the human race.[2] He believed that some women suffered from a ‘horrible distemper’ called furor uterinus, a kind of madness originating in the womb that led to excessive sexual desire. His pseudo-scientific diagnosis has been seized on with glee, turning Roman women who had sex with men other than their husbands into insatiable ‘whores’. That’s before we even get started on the accusations of greed, incest and murder, the latter often made about deaths that were more than likely due to accidents or natural causes.

I have loved Latin since I was fortunate enough to attend one of the few state schools that continued to offer it. For a working-class girl who lived on a council estate, it opened up a vista of another world, where literature, art and architecture were highly valued. I loved Roman authors, especially the historians Tacitus and Suetonius, but I couldn’t help noticing the ugly misogyny that portrayed patrician women as wilful, ambitious and sexually incontinent. I went on to do a degree in Latin and included a chapter on Roman women in my book Misogynies, but the idea of a whole book lingered in the back of my mind.

Three or four years ago, when I began rereading texts I’d first encountered as an undergraduate, the misogyny of ancient authors was just as overt as I remembered. One thing did surprise me, however. I began the research assuming that sceptical modern attitudes would have led to a re-evaluation of sources so obviously hostile to Roman women. There were honourable exceptions but I kept finding the same old slurs, treating the emperors’ wives, daughters and mothers as little more than wilful children and deserving of everything that happened to them. The double standard was astonishing: I was often told, while I was writing this book, that Roman sources for the reigns of the Julio-Claudian emperors were hostile and shouldn’t be trusted. Stories showing them in a bad light have been dismissed as malicious gossip, repurposing Augustus as a statesman, Tiberius as an outstanding administrator, Claudius as a misunderstood intellectual, and so on.

This process reached its nadir in 2021, with the opening of the British Museum’s Nero exhibition, devoted to the fifth and final emperor in the dynasty.[3] The museum’s website described the purpose of the exhibition as ‘question[ing] the traditional narrative of the ruthless tyrant and eccentric performer, revealing a different Nero, a populist leader at a time of great change in Roman society’. When I first read the announcement, I assumed it was a marketing device; exhibitions on this scale involve huge expense, including insurance for priceless objects, and obviously the museum needed to sell tickets. When I visited the exhibition, however, it turned out that they meant every word. A caption aimed at visiting schoolchildren displayed a flavour of the apologetics on offer:

Nero’s mother and wives were powerful. Ancient writers said that Nero had them killed. Nero said his mother and first wife betrayed him.

Who would you believe?

Since few thirteen-year-olds are familiar with the accounts of Roman historians, it’s hard to know how they were supposed to judge. More to the point, the museum was regurgitating the defence offered by just about every abuser who has killed a current or former wife: ‘She made me do it.’ This excuse has been called out many times by experts on domestic violence, who know that a woman’s murder by a male relative is usually preceded by long periods of abuse and plenty of warning signs. That was certainly true in the case of Nero, who would eventually be implicated in the murders of five women – his aunt, his mother, two of his wives and his sister-in-law – yet no one at the British Museum seems to have challenged a caption making light of serial murder.

It’s the most dramatic example I’ve encountered of the excuses currently being made for the Julio-Claudian emperors, but also the victim-blaming that goes with it. Ancient historians are said to have embellished accounts of the ruling men to suit a hostile political agenda, gleefully repeating anecdotes such as the emperor Caligula making his favourite horse, Incitatus, a consul, and yet, at the same time, they told the unvarnished truth about their wives, mothers, sisters and daughters. We’re supposed to believe that the Julio-Claudian women were truly awful, so much so that some of the people vehemently expressing this view wondered why I was bothering to write about them at all. The reason is simple: Roman history is immensely popular, inspiring books, exhibitions and TV series, yet few contemporary commentators on the period know anything about violence against women. Stories of the Julio-Claudian women are still being told by institutions, academic historians and popular biographers who don’t know the first thing about domestic abuse. They repeat lazy tropes about emperors being driven beyond endurance by unfaithful wives or promiscuous daughters, while minimising and excusing serious crimes committed by the men themselves.

My reading of the sources is different, informed by a lifetime’s work researching and writing about violence against women. For eight years, from 2013 to 2021, I advised two mayors of London, Boris Johnson and Sadiq Khan, on strategies to tackle domestic and sexual violence in the capital; I worked with senior police officers, lawyers, and organisations that provide services for women who’ve suffered psychological, sexual and physical abuse at the hands of male relatives. And what I saw when I began to look more closely at the Julio-Claudian dynasty was a pattern of behaviour that amounts to extreme abuse: child marriage, serial rape, house arrest, exile on distant islands, forced suicide and murder. One of the most striking forms of cruelty was contempt for mothers, whose value plummeted as soon as they produced the heirs imperial men wanted above all else. Separation from children is one of the themes of this book, reflecting an assumption that even young children belonged in their fathers’ households, regardless of the impact on mothers or the infants themselves.

Attempts to re-evaluate periods of history are often accused of ‘presentism’, applying modern standards to cultures with very different values, but it’s not even as though mine is an exclusively twenty-first-century view; we know that ordinary people in Rome recognised how badly women in the dynasty were being treated at the time and poured onto the streets to protest. It happened in 2 BC, when crowds heard that Julia had been exiled and demanded her return, continuing their demonstrations when Augustus responded furiously. It happened again in AD 62, when Nero divorced his first wife, another woman called Octavia, and an angry mob invaded the imperial palace.

Indeed, one of the most remarkable texts to have survived from the ancient world, a play written not long after the empress Octavia’s murder, lists some of the women in the dynasty who had suffered terrible abuse over several generations. The list is by no means definitive but it mentions the murders of Nero’s grandmother Agrippina, Claudius’s sister Livilla, her daughter Julia Livia, Octavia’s mother Messalina, and Nero’s mother, also called Agrippina. It includes a catalogue of the punishments imposed on some of the women: ‘exile, flogging, cruel chains, grief, bereavement and finally death after years of suffering’ (exilium, verbera, saevas passa catenas, funera, luctus, tandem letum cruciata diu).[4] The fact that the women’s brutal mistreatment was recognised as long ago as the first century AD makes the willingness of some modern historians to overlook it all the more culpable.

This is not to argue that the women always behaved well, especially towards the end of the dynasty when only the most single-minded managed to survive. It’s vital to bear in mind that by the middle of the first century AD the Julio-Claudian women had experienced half a century of femicide. Some readers may not be familiar with the word but it has a specific meaning, applying to the killing of women because they are women. And while it’s true that many men were executed during the Julio-Claudian period, the murders of female members of the dynasty were inspired by an extraordinary degree of personal animosity. They were also unnecessary: the emperors were absolute monarchs, who exercised unlimited power over their wives, mothers and daughters. If they wanted to get rid of annoying female relatives, they could have sent them to live on a country estate outside Rome, guarded by soldiers, or on islands from which escape was impossible. Exile was the fate of around half the women in this book, but it was more than mere banishment and usually the precursor to a very unpleasant death. It is clear that the emperors wanted these women to suffer, imposing the cruellest imaginable punishments on mothers or wives they once claimed to love.

The figures speak for themselves: in this book, I tell the stories of twenty-three women closely associated with the Julio-Claudian emperors, and fewer than half a dozen can be said with any confidence to have died of natural causes. The others were savagely beaten, suffered multiple stab wounds or perished from starvation, either deliberately denied food on the orders of an emperor or because they could no longer bear to live, an outcome all too familiar to modern experts on domestic violence. The fate of the sixteen women who married men who were or became emperors is particularly telling: nine were divorced, while seven were eventually murdered even if they survived the marriage. There was even an attempt, in some cases, to obliterate them from history, leading to the wholesale destruction of statues, friezes and inscriptions. It didn’t always work, but we have few verified images of some of the most significant women in the dynasty, including Augustus’s daughter Julia, whose direct descendants included the emperors Caligula and Nero.

These absences are frustrating, but they are a sign of what the Julio-Claudian women have become, tantalising figures glimpsed in the shadows of the biographies of their male relatives. In this book, I’ve tried to piece together their stories, using my own translations from the Latin, to show how they struggled for control of their lives at a time when both the law and culture were stacked against them. It is not a conventional history but an interpretation of the original texts informed by what we know now about the mechanics of domestic abuse. There are no ‘nymphomaniacs’ here; the picture that emerges is one of spirited, inspiring and sometimes reckless resistance to male authority. The way these women have been misrepresented for 2,000 years speaks volumes not just about ancient misogyny, but the origin and persistence of attitudes that continue to blight women’s lives today.




1

The I, Claudius Effect

First, some background. The Julio-Claudian dynasty ruled Rome from 27 BC to AD 68, although Augustus had effectively been in charge since he defeated his great rival, the Roman general Mark Antony, at the battle of Actium four years earlier. The switch from a republican form of government to one-man rule was seismic, causing festering resentment among the patrician class whose ancestors had, for the most part, ruled Rome for centuries. They were the most privileged of the city’s three social classes, the others being knights (equites) and plebeians. Patrician families were often able to trace their ancestors back for several centuries and they were used to a political system where two of their number were elected as consuls, the highest political office in Rome, each year and served (usually) for twelve months. It was more an oligarchy than a democracy, distributing power among a number of prominent families. Now, though, power was concentrated permanently in the hands of a single man, something that had happened in the past but only as a temporary measure – and one of the effects was to give the emperor’s female relatives a prominence never previously enjoyed by Roman women.

The wives of consuls had not been public figures under the republic and historical women, as opposed to mythological figures, were rarely memorialised with statues. Augustus changed all that, making a deliberate decision to put his relatives at the heart of imperial propaganda. His extended family was celebrated on one of the most famous monuments in Rome, the Ara Pacis Augustae, or Altar of Augustan Peace, where they appeared in processions on the north and south sides of what is in effect a small temple. Begun in 13 BC to celebrate the emperor’s military successes in Gaul and Spain, it represents a startling break from the Roman republic in terms of public representations of women. Men still outnumber women, but a veiled female figure in the south procession probably represents Julia, standing next to her husband, the Roman general Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa, their eldest son, Gaius, hanging on to his father’s toga.[1]

[image: ]

The prominence of women in public life was by no means universally welcome, however, and not just because it was such a departure from tradition. The Romans had a profoundly conservative view of the roles of the sexes, believing that women belonged firmly in the domestic sphere. One of the most startling indicators of their lack of status is the fact that girls did not have first names in the republic and early empire. A Roman man traditionally had three names: a first name (praenomen), a surname (nomen) and a nickname (cognomen) that indicated which branch of the family (gens in Latin) he belonged to. Girls had two names, the feminine versions of their father’s surname and nickname; the names we know them by, Julia or Agrippina, are actually surnames, a bit like referring to them as Jones or Brown, and in large families there were sometimes several girls with the same name. Mark Antony had three daughters called Antonia and would very likely have had a fourth if his final wife, Cleopatra, had not put her foot down (her daughter with Antony was called Cleopatra Selene). Families must have used nicknames to get round the problem of having several girls in the same household with the same name, possibly based on birth order – the girls’ name Tertia, for instance, means ‘third’. Some female names are very clearly diminutives, signalling their lesser status; Drusilla is not just the daughter of a man called Drusus but a ‘little’ version of her father, for instance. It’s also the case that girls in patrician families were married at such an early age that sisters born years apart didn’t always overlap for long.

The fact that female children were not considered important enough to have their own personal names creates problems for anyone writing about successive generations of the same family. The Julio-Claudian family tree contains a daunting number of women with the same names, with far too many girls called Julia, Agrippina and Claudia for comfort. It’s baffling even to those of us who are immersed in the period, and I have occasionally started awake in the early hours, trying to remember which of Mark Antony’s daughters called Antonia was the mother of the emperor Claudius (it was the younger of his two daughters with Augustus’s sister, Octavia). The conventional way to distinguish between identically named women is to call them ‘the elder’ and ‘the younger’, but it’s an unwieldy device when repeated many times. No system is ideal, but where it isn’t clear from the context, I’ve added a couple of words about an individual’s role in the family or her position in the dynasty – Augustus’s daughter Julia, as opposed to his granddaughter of the same name, for instance.

What needs to be stressed from the outset is that the early Roman empire was a period of dramatic change for upper-class women. Under the republican system of government, which lasted for several centuries, the ideal Roman matron had been an intensely private person. She left her sons’ education to their father, taught her daughters traditional pastimes such as spinning and weaving, was rarely seen in public and would be praised for her undemanding existence on her tombstone. Some women did step out of line and have affairs, providing an abundance of material for Roman poets who complained endlessly about their cruel mistresses. These women were often what are euphemistically known as ‘courtesans’, to distinguish them from prostituted women who sold sex in brothels, but they belonged to a class of females who would be indulged as long as it suited their lovers and then abandoned without further obligation. (I don’t use the ideological neologism ‘sex worker’ in this book because prostitution is a form of abuse, not a job like any other.) Others were married women or widows who risked being shamed and ostracised by their families if their affairs became public knowledge.

The equation of female pleasure with prostitution was deeply imbued in the psyche of Roman men – ironically, as it happens, because most women in the commercial sex trade were slaves or former slaves, often of Greek origin, who certainly weren’t in it for the sake of enjoyment. It was a prejudice that had existed for years when the Julio-Claudian women began to emerge from the shadows towards the end of the first century BC (and, indeed, still exists today, when religious conservatives equate sexual autonomy in women with being available to all men). The censorious attitudes women in the imperial family would encounter are vividly illustrated by one of the most notorious court cases of the late Roman republic.

It took place in 56 BC, two years after the birth of the future first empress, Livia. A well-connected woman called Clodia Pulchra accused a dissolute young man called Marcus Caelius Rufus, who had been her lover before they fell out, of trying to poison her. Caelius was also accused of involvement in a plot to murder an ambassador, Dio of Alexandria, who had been poisoned in Rome by agents acting on behalf of the king of Egypt. Clodia’s brother, Publius Clodius Pulcher, was a populist politician who had changed the family’s name to minimise its connection to the aristocratic gens Claudia, changing hers at the same time. He was also a mortal enemy of one of Rome’s greatest orators, Marcus Tullius Cicero, whom Caelius engaged as his defence counsel. Clodia was a widow, around forty years of age at the time of the trial, and Caelius was one of several younger men who were supposed to have been her lovers. One of them was the poet Catullus, who disguised her under the pseudonym ‘Lesbia’ when he wrote some of the finest love poems in the Latin language (and the most vituperative, when the affair ended). Clodia’s marriage to a cousin had been unhappy and she evidently relished her freedom as a wealthy widow, owning houses in Rome and the fashionable seaside resort of Baiae, on the bay of Naples.

Cicero pretty much ignored the charges against Caelius, homing in on Clodia’s lifestyle like a defence barrister in a modern rape trial. A sexually active single woman was no different from a prostitute in Cicero’s eyes and he repeatedly characterises Clodia as exactly that; he describes her as living like ‘a self-willed prostitute’ (libidinosa meretricio more) and portrays her dinner parties in Rome and Baiae as orgies.[2] In an early example of the short-skirt defence, he attacks her clothes (ornatu) and goes on to criticise the way she looks men in the eye, speaks without hesitation, and her affectionate behaviour towards male friends. (There are shades here of the accusations that would be made against Augustus’s daughter Julia half a century later, when her friendships with personable young men would be turned into charges against her.) Without a shred of evidence, and no doubt to the delight of Caelius’s cronies, Cicero condemns Clodia as ‘not just a prostitute but also a shameless and impudent prostitute’ (non solum meretrix sed etiam proterva meretrix procaxque).[3] He even uses her address in Rome, on the fashionable Palatine hill, as a stick to beat her with, calling her a ‘Medea of the Palatine’ (Palatinam Medeam) after the fabled figure from Greek mythology who was accused of a series of murders including those of her brother and her children.[4]

Onlookers might have been forgiven for thinking it was Clodia who was on trial, not the man accused of trying to poison her, and the impact of the speech must have been devastating. Caelius was acquitted and Cicero was so proud of his efforts on the wastrel’s behalf that he published his defence. In a testament to the invisibility of Roman misogyny, the Pro Caelio (In Defence of Caelius) is regarded as one of Cicero’s greatest speeches, even though the historian Michael Grant, who translated it for the Penguin Classics series in 1969, acknowledged that Caelius was almost certainly guilty of the murder of Dio of Alexandria and several other people as well. Clodia disappeared from history after her ex-lover’s acquittal, erased so thoroughly that we don’t even know when or how she died.

This was the context in which the Julio-Claudian women would find themselves scrutinised and judged when Augustus became emperor in 27 BC. Events of the period were extensively documented, providing an extraordinary record of one of the most fascinating periods of European history. But the men who wrote about it – and they were all men – were the inheritors of misogynistic attitudes that had underpinned Roman culture for centuries. The ‘sources’ are often quoted without any acknowledgement of the fact, so it’s worth having a look at who they were – and why their work should come with a health warning.

One of the few contemporary accounts we have of the reigns of Augustus and his successor, Tiberius, was written by a career soldier called Velleius Paterculus. He was born around 19 BC, during the first years of the Roman empire, and he not only served in the army under Tiberius but regarded his former commander with something close to hero-worship. His usefulness as a historian is compromised by his hostility to Tiberius’s ex-wife Julia, whom he loftily condemns as ‘a woman whose womb was fortunate neither to herself nor to the state’ (feminam neque sibi neque rei publicae felicis uteri).[5] His bias is by no means confined to Julia and is typical of Roman men of his generation, illustrated by his damning aside about Mark Antony’s wife Fulvia. She had outraged an earlier generation of Roman men by involving herself in the civil wars that followed the assassination of Julius Caesar, and Velleius can’t even bring himself to admit she was a woman; he sneers that she had ‘nothing womanly about her except her body’ (nihil muliebre praeter corpus gerens).[6] Velleius offers useful information about chronology but he is not remotely in the same league as Tacitus, the next and greatest Roman historian of the period.

Publius – or Gaius – Cornelius Tacitus (we don’t know his first name for certain) was born during Nero’s reign but wrote in the early second century AD, long after the dynasty ended. He was himself prominent in Roman politics as a senator, consul, and eventually governor of Asia (the western part of modern-day Turkey). His Annals are a year-by-year account, stylistically brilliant and full of mordant wit, of the period from the death of Augustus in AD 14 to the end of Nero’s reign in 68. Crucial sections, including the reign of Caligula and the two years before Nero’s enforced suicide, are missing. But Tacitus was well informed, growing up at a time when older people had vivid memories of significant events such as the death of the emperor Claudius and the murder of Nero’s mother, Agrippina. He had read (and sometimes quotes from) books that no longer exist, such as the work of the historian Marcus Cluvius Rufus, who lived in the reigns of Caligula, Claudius and Nero. He had even read one of the great lost works of ancient history, the empress Agrippina’s autobiography, of which no copies survive. (No doubt she would have had a great deal to say about the men in her family, and it is perhaps not surprising that such an explosive document was destroyed.)

The Annals are generally regarded as a reliable, if partisan, version of events, greatly influenced by Tacitus’s own experience during the reign of the deeply unpleasant emperor Domitian (AD 81–96). It left him with a lasting hatred of tyranny that undoubtedly colours his account of the Julio-Claudian emperors, but what is even more striking is his distrust of women, one of the few things he has in common with Velleius. In the Annals, they operate as the classic power-behind-the-throne, their influence even less legitimate than that of their male relatives. Tacitus is ambivalent even when they do something he can’t help admiring – Julia’s daughter Agrippina rallying her husband’s mutinous troops in Germany, for example – because it’s not how Roman women are supposed to behave.

Tacitus’s near-contemporary, Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus, adopted a more straightforward approach in his biographies of the first Roman emperors, De Vita Caesarum, usually known in English as The Twelve Caesars. Suetonius was about a dozen years younger than Tacitus and he became the emperor Hadrian’s private secretary, which gave him access to the imperial archives; he was able to quote from the correspondence he found there, including letters written by Mark Antony, and Augustus’s private papers. His focus is very much on the emperors, whose lives he covers according to an eccentric, non-chronological method of his own devising. His physical descriptions are often entertaining – Nero’s body was ‘spotty and smelly’ (corpore maculoso et fetido), for instance[7] – and he’s less personally hostile towards women than Tacitus. When he’s rude about them, it sounds more as though he’s repeating received wisdom than offering a passionately held opinion, which suggests that his observations were common currency at the time he was writing.

Suetonius and Tacitus are both a great deal less garrulous than our third important source, the Roman senator Cassius Dio, whose history of Rome stretches to eighty volumes. Dio was born around the year AD 165 in Nicaea, a Greek city in north-western Turkey, and he wrote in the early third century, more than 200 years after the founding of the Julio-Claudian dynasty. (Like many educated Romans he spoke, and indeed wrote, in Greek.) Dio is an inveterate gossip and his account of the Julio-Claudian period often includes longer versions of anecdotes told by other writers, with additional information he appears to have found in histories that have not survived. He is turgid, however, even in translation, and the inclusion of long, made-up speeches in his text does not encourage confidence in his credibility as a historian.

Between them, Tacitus, Suetonius and Dio offer an impressively detailed account of the early Roman empire, but their verdicts on women certainly shouldn’t be taken at face value. That warning applies even more dramatically to authors such as Seneca and the poet Juvenal, whose Satires, written in the early second century, include a diatribe against women. Astonishingly, Juvenal’s misogynist fantasy about the empress Messalina has been treated as fact by commentators who should know better, doing incalculable damage to her reputation, as we shall see later in this book. Disapproval of the conduct of the Julio-Claudian women is the default position of all these authors, none of whom acknowledges the limitations they were struggling against. They ignore a crucial circumstance, which is the fact that the emergence of patrician women onto the public stage in the late first century BC was accompanied only by gradual improvements in their legal position – and indeed some additional restraints. They mistake the appearance of power for its reality, even though it makes a nonsense of applying the same critical standards to the women’s behaviour.

There is one more, perhaps surprising ‘source’ for what we know, or think we know, about the Julio-Claudian women, and its impact has been incalculable. Writing almost 2,000 years later, the poet Robert Graves seized on the material left behind by Roman authors and turned it into two best-selling novels, I, Claudius and Claudius the God and His Wife Messalina. His idea to write the ‘autobiography’ of the emperor Claudius, despised by everyone including his own mother, was a masterstroke, appealing to the popular imagination in a way that few historical novels have managed to do. To this day, people who haven’t read the original ancient texts have got their impressions of early imperial Rome either from the novels or, more likely, from the various films and spin-offs of Graves’s historical fiction. 

When I was researching this book, friends’ eyes would light up when I said I was writing about Livia, Julia and Messalina, and more often than not they would mention I, Claudius. It is true that Graves was a classical scholar and intimately acquainted with the work of Roman historians, but few people know more than that. The problem is what he did with the sources, interpreting and embellishing them to produce a hugely influential – and profoundly misogynist – version of events in early imperial Rome.

Graves’s novels were published to great acclaim in 1934. But they really achieved prominence when the BBC turned them into a TV series in 1976, written by the highly regarded screenwriter Jack Pulman, which won numerous awards. The series is still being shown and talked about half a century later, often referred to as one of the BBC’s crowning achievements. It created an appetite for Roman ‘history’ that’s never gone away, even though the results are sensationalised and have little connection with reality. An eight-part TV series called Domina, made by Sky Atlantic in 2021, had the empress Livia as its main character and relished its portrayal of her as a villain; the series devoted an entire episode to her ‘murder’ of Augustus’s nephew Marcellus, who actually died in an outbreak of fever in Rome in 23 BC that killed thousands of people. It prompted the Daily Mail to describe Livia as ‘the real Wicked Witch of Rome’, salivating over her ‘real-life lust for power that saw her kill her grandsons, exile her daughter and poison her husband’.[8]

None of this is true but it’s directly traceable to Siân Phillips’s stellar performance as Livia in I, Claudius, glowering at the other characters as she schemes to put her son Tiberius on the throne. Phillips’s empress is a steely matriarch who sends her own doctor to a military camp in Germany to finish off her gravely injured younger son, Drusus, who has hinted that he would like to restore the Roman republic. The purpose of the scene is to demonstrate her ruthlessness but it’s a complete invention; Drusus’s death was caused by injuries sustained in a fall from a horse, most probably when his wounds became infected with gangrene. In another early episode, Augustus – played by a hopelessly miscast Brian Blessed – enters a room where men who have slept with his daughter Julia have been lined up to give evidence against her; the actors appear to have been chosen for their unprepossessing appearance, confirming that she’s so promiscuous that she doesn’t care what her lovers look like. It’s another fabrication, based on a scene in Graves’s first novel in which Claudius blames Julia’s insatiable appetite for sex on a ‘love-philtre’, consisting of the notorious Spanish fly and given to her by Livia, thus condemning both women in the same breath.[9]

The underlying misogyny of the novels and the TV series is exposed by the fact that both make use of a myth beloved by men’s rights activists, namely that women often make false claims of rape to conceal their own bad behaviour. Julia’s youngest son, Agrippa Postumus, is lured to her bedroom by Claudius’s sister, Livilla, who screams and accuses him of rape to cover up the fact that they’ve had an affair.[10] Livilla is one of the most tragic figures in the Julio-Claudian dynasty, wrongly accused of murdering her husband and starved to death by her own mother, but neither Graves nor Pulman hesitated to damage her reputation even further with this sordid and entirely fictitious anecdote.

The cover of the Penguin Modern Classics edition of I, Claudius tacitly acknowledges the novel’s distance from historical reality; it shows a seventeenth-century painting by Benedetto Gennari the Younger of a voluptuously naked Cleopatra, who killed herself twenty years before Claudius was born, applying a snake to her breast. Graves’s motive for writing the novels was an acute financial crisis, prompted by scarcely credible events in his own life. It was in his interests to make the books as sensational as possible and the strategy worked, earning him the equivalent of around £350,000 in today’s money. The damage done to the historical record by the Claudius novels has rarely been recognised, something that’s all the more remarkable because Graves projected so much of his own chaotic life onto the early Roman empire.

[image: ]

When Graves began writing the books, he was still very much affected by his horrific experiences during the First World War, when he suffered severe injuries on the Somme. He made a slow and painful recovery, recording what he went through in the trenches in his autobiography, Goodbye to All That (1929), but he was left with troubling symptoms which would now be diagnosed as PTSD. His attitudes to women were confused and ambivalent, leading him to marry a feminist, Nancy Nicholson, in 1918. His account of the marriage in Goodbye to All That is curiously detached but with intimations of resentment; Graves claims that Nicholson ‘ascribed all the wrong in the world to male domination and narrowness’, dismissing his wartime experience as insignificant compared to the sufferings of millions of working-class married women.[11] Sex was a bone of contention, with Nicholson apparently regarding Graves’s expectations as ‘excessive’, but they managed to have four children before he began an affair with another unconventional woman, an American poet called Laura Riding.

In 1927, Graves and Riding moved to a top-floor flat in a Georgian house in St Peter’s Square in Hammersmith, while Nicholson and the children were installed on a houseboat on the nearby Thames. At this point, an Irish poet called Geoffrey Phibbs appeared on the scene and seems to have become involved with the others in an unstable ménage à quatre; when Graves imagined Julia and Messalina rushing from one bed to another, the origin surely lies here, in his tumultuous private life, but
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