
      
          [image: image]





ON THE

SPARTACUS ROAD

[image: image]

A SPECTACULAR JOURNEY THROUGH

ANCIENT ITALY

Peter Stothard

[image: image]


To Anna and Michael


Contents

[image: image]

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Prologue

I

ROME to ARICCIA

SAXON SUICIDES | SENATOR SYMMACHUS REGRETS | FINISHING SCHOOLS | TOO MANY FOREIGNERS | RIDDLE OF THE NUMBER 3 | CHEMISTRY WITH KIRK DOUGLAS | CAPUAN CARLO’S VIRGIN

II

ARICCIA to BENEVENTO

SPECTACULAR | POPLIOS PAPINIOS STATIOS | DWARF-EATING BIRDS | NAZI REVENGE | A CANCER CALLED NERO | HOW TO DIE WELL | HORACE AND HIS FATHER | HACKSAW TEETH

III

CAPUA to ACERRA

SPARTACUS LEAVES THE KITCHEN | CONTRACT KILLERS | CURIOUS KOREANS | SABBIO’S LAS VEGAS | BUSH E SHARON = CRIMINALI | FLORUS OF FLEET STREET | WHAT GOES AROUND COMES AROUND | MOUNTAIN MONSTER

IV

VESUVIUS to POMPEII

SLAVES ON A VOLCANO | EPICURUS IN SCOTLAND | DEATH AND HIS HALF-BROTHER SLEEP | A BOXER FROM THEBES | HOW TO SUCCEED IN SELLING PLATES | WHAT PAIN DOES TO THE BRAIN

V

POMPEII to NUCERIA

TERROR, RAPE AND REVENGE | CESSPOOLS IN OUR STREETS | VIRTUAL HERCULANEUM | A VICAR FROM ESSEX | SPARTACUS TRIUMPHANT | LOST LIBRARIES BY THE SEA

VI

EGNAZIA to BOTROMAGNO

SOUTH FOR THE WINTER | MAGICIANS AND CASTRATI | GREEKS VS TROJANS | ARTHUR KOESTLER’S CRUCIFIXIONS | EARLY CASES OF SYPHILIS | MASSACRE OF THE HORSE-BUILDER’S MEN | BODY SCANS | THE DUTIES OF SLAVE WOMEN

VII

GARGANO to POGNANA

VICTORY FOR A PHILOSOPHICAL CONSUL | IN THE HOUSE OF ARCHANGEL MICHAEL | HUMAN ENTRAILS AROUND THEIR WAISTS | CALLS OF CROWS | CORPSES ON THE BEACHES | HOW SPARTACUS LOST HIS HOLLYWOOD WAR

VIII

TORNO to PICENTINO

GHOST-HUNTING WITH THE YOGURT-SELLER | TO LEAVE ITALY OR TO FIGHT ROME | IN A CHEMO-FUELLED ROSE GARDEN | SOLID GOLD PISS-POTS | ENTER MARCUS LICINIUS CRASSUS

IX

REGGIO CALABRIA to BUCCINO~VOLCEI

POPCORN FOR PLUTARCH | COIUMNS IN THE PRESS | BETRAYED BY PIRATES | MAN A AND MAN B | AT THE BITTER-SWEET LAKE | WHEN THE WAR WAS OVER

X

SORRENTO to ROME

HOW TO LIVE A HAPPY LIFE | MARBLE MIMICS GRASS | THINGS TO DO WITH DEFEATED SLAVES | CRUCIFIED IN THEORY | A HEAD FULL OF MOITEN GOLD AND OTHER AFTERMATHS

Acknowledgements

List of Illustrations

Copyright

About the Publisher


Prologue
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In the final century of the first Roman Republic an army of slaves brought a peculiar terror to the people of Italy. Its leaders were gladiators. Its purpose was incomprehensible. Its success was something no one had ever known. Never before had the world’s greatest state been threatened from the lowest places that its citizens could imagine, from inside its own kitchens, laundries, mines, fields and theatres. Never again, the victors said when Spartacus was dead and his war was over.

The Spartacus Road is the route along which the slave army fought its Roman enemies between 73 and 71 BC. It is a road much travelled then and since by poets and philosophers, politicians and teachers, torturers and terrorisers of different times, those living today and those long ago dead, innovative thinkers about fear and death, some with truths to teach us, others whom we can try to forget. It stretches through 2,000 miles of Italian countryside and out into 2,000 years of world history. From Sicily to the Alps and from Paris to Hollywood, it has never wholly left the modern mind.

This book is a diary of a journey on that Spartacus Road. It is, in part, a journalist’s notebook because I have been a journalist—a newspaper reporter and editor—for most of my life. It is a classicist’s notebook, written with half-remembered classical books for company, because while reporting politics in our own time I have so often felt the beat of ancient feet. It is also the notebook of a grateful survivor: ten years ago I was given no chance of living to make this trip and, on the Spartacus Road, the memory of a fatal cancer and its fortuitous cure shone stronger, and stranger, than I ever thought it could.

Little of this book is as I thought it might be. It began as notes written night by night, on bar tables and brick walls, in the places where the Spartacus War was fought. It became a history of that war, the best that I could write, and the history of how I came to know anything about that war, other wars, and many other things.

Thanks are owed to Greek and Roman writers whom I thought I knew when I was young and know differently now. Returning to old books is like returning to old friends. They have changed, both the familiar characters studied at school and some of the less read ancients, a director of Roman water supplies, a historian who was a lovable tabloid hack, a pioneer writer on interior décor and on the apocalypse. Thanks too to some equally little-known twenty-first-century travellers, a pair of Koreans, an actor seeking centurion roles, a Pole selling DVDs and a bibulous priest.

The barest facts about Spartacus, like the road itself, are often hard to find. They disappear and reappear—in the landscape and in the memory of succeeding centuries. They have been twisted in the service of cinema, politics and art. There is Spartacus the romantic gladiator from Thrace, the fighter for freedom, the man who lives on in the memory of emulators; and there is Spartacus the terrorist and threat to life, the one who survives in others’ fears. There is the hidden man and the man of the Spectacular, the word which appeared on the first page of my first notes and is left still in the subtitle of this book, the Romans’ own name for the theatrical games and aesthetic of death that so powerfully defined both their lives and our memories of them.


I

ROME to ARICCIA
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Via di S. Stefano Rotondo, Rome

This Spartacus Road begins high on Rome’s most southeasterly hill, the Caelian, with questions that were asked here first some five hundred years after the great slave revolt. How could twenty-nine gladiators have strangled themselves in their underground pens? How did they dare to do it? How had they succeeded in doing it? There was no rope, no cloth, nothing to make a noose. The games had barely begun and twenty-nine men had suddenly been their own stranglers. Somehow it had happened. How?

[image: image]

These were not the questions which Quintus Aurelius Symmachus most wanted to ask. A power-broker of an age when his city had lost so much power liked to think of better things. Life was too short, its needs too great, for anyone, let alone him, to agonise over some ingeniously suicidal Saxons.

He had his duties as ambassador between the old Rome and the new, the pagan and the Christian. Rome’s rulers in Constantinople and Milan were militant leaders of the new ruling faith. Many of their subjects, his own people here among the empty barracks and neglected temples, were more relaxed in their religious commitments. Symmachus needed all his old Roman’s diplomatic skills to mediate between the two.

He had serious private interests as a writer and intellectual, a word he would happily have used of himself had he known it. He was self-important, self-reliant, subtle in his own cause, fond of focusing on himself in every way. Now one of the least read writers of ancient Rome, his nine hundred surviving letters and forty-nine reports to the rulers of his world are reminders of a time when he could demand to be read.

In the year AD 393, he was just over fifty years old. He had already held the thousand-year-old office of city prefect, a title whose antiquity was of some importance to him. True, he had not held the city prefecture very long: but brief tenures in office were nothing now of which to be ashamed. Holding on to any job, or even any consistent line of thought, was difficult when commands and signals came from two imperial courts, in east and west, so very far away and apart.

At least he had added a prefect’s distinction to his family line. Symmachus was still a Roman senator, a senior priest whose sway extended from Vestal virgins to omens of war, a man of wealth in gold and land to protect against what sometimes seemed the end of his world. On this troubled Roman morning, four centuries after the death of the first Caesar, he had greater anxieties to express in his letter to his brother than a mass immolation of twenty-nine men from the cold, dank north.

How much did he or anyone really care how the gladiators had died? They were captives condemned to appear in the Colosseum arena. He could see down to their last killing place from up here at his Caelian home. Their miserable heads had been unable to save their miserable necks. Those same heads had decided to break those necks. How had they done it? Who could tell?

He could see silvery streaks in the southern Roman sky, the first morning lights on the high arches built by great warrior emperors of old. This was only the second day of his games, only the start of his latest personal offering for the entertainment of the Roman people. Yesterday had been disastrous but there was much more still to come. Above the soaring marble was the fading array of stars at dawn. Symmachus, like many in uncertain times, found much contemplative comfort in the stars.

His first thought? No one had directly killed himself. Not even the toughest gladiator is tough enough to be his own strangler. All human grip fails before the body is dead. Second thought. Maybe the Saxons had a leader, an elected executioner or one chosen by lot, who stood behind each prisoner in line, choking the breath of one, then another, breaking the bones, stopping the blood. That was possible but not likely. Leadership of such an enterprising kind would surely have been detected—and corrected—before they arrived.

Third thought. Maybe the twenty-nine formed themselves up in pairs, as they should have done in the arena on this second day of his spectacular. Fourteen against fourteen. Or rather fourteen for fourteen, since they seemed to have agreed on their suicide, with one of them just watching from the wooden beams or wet brick walls. Then fifteen left in the cells, seven on seven, with a different one watching. Seven against seven, the most mythical numbers. Strangling a strong man is hard work, even if the strong man wants to die. It could have taken thirty seconds before each death came.

Then four on four, with no one sitting out the show. It was strange how odd numbers eventually divided into even. The chance of a three-on-three fight, once one of the most prized gifts for the Emperor and people of Rome, was gone for ever. In the cramped, low-ceilinged darkness, the blue-fleshed faces would by now have had hardly a place to fall. Then two on two. Another great spectacle he had paid for. The finest moment of a double duel in the arena brought two simultaneous sets of dying eyes, one to remind the spectator that he was still alive, the second to tell him that one day he too had death to face. But this time the eyes had been seen by no one.

Till one on one, the final, but a pathetic parody of what he had hoped to offer to the puppet-man on the imperial balcony. A gladiator who died in the dark need never have lived. Symmachus was this week celebrating the latest promotion of his son, a boy who one day might follow his father to the rank of consul. It was important to remind everyone that, while Christianity had its place in this new Rome, there were old Roman traditions which needed patronage and protection too.
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And after that? Surely at least one of the men would be left at the end. That was the troubling question, though none of his household slaves had mentioned a survivor. Had the Saxons cast lots for who that survivor would be? Had they decided for themselves who would be the one to fall, feeling the other’s thumbs at his throat, and who would be left alive as the last gladiator in this shameful night’s work? Symmachus was someone who liked a long, tendentious, apparently logical, mildly melodramatic question like that. He was famed throughout the city as a man of many words. Had one of the bastards fixed to cheat his fellows? Had the last man held some last hope of escape, of fighting in the games, of pretending to die, of avoiding the hooks of the body-clearers, of hiding in the wagon that, every hour or so during a week like this, hauled the corpses outside the walls? Who could tell?

Perhaps the two last determined men, knowledgeable in all the ways to kill and be killed, could have arranged that each died almost simultaneously. Possible again. But only in the old story books. Symmachus was beginning to be impatient with the whole bloody business. Words piled upon words until even the man who could demand that listeners hear him was doubtful whether he wanted an audience.

It was a brutal truth that the awakening city he could see from his home was little more now than a city of words. Deeds were not done in Rome as deeds had been done before. For more than half a century the city that had defined the world’s centre had been pushed to its edge. He had once described the Senate, his Senate, as the ‘better part of humankind’. But being ‘better’ was not the same as making anything happen. Easterners, northerners and even southerners did that now. Goths, Gauls and Saxons did that. Even Saxons—especially so now, it seemed.

The names of the emperor in charge of Rome changed at challenging speeds. Thugs and puppets of thugs followed one after the other. Six years before, Symmachus had made a dangerous mistake, publicly pouring one of his famous speeches of praise over a chancer who did not last very long. He hoped not to make that kind of error again.

The best emperor now would have been the very general who had captured those Saxons. His name was Arbogast. He had the military muscle but was not acceptable to traditionalists despite being a great traditionalist in spirit. So Arbogast had chosen someone else instead, a Christian schoolteacher called Eugenius who had a reputation for tolerance but little else to recommend his claim.

Why had so much of the world ended with the so-called Christ, with that bureaucratic incompetent Pontius Pilate and the gullible fools who felt guilt for a single crucifixion? A good ruler was now a Christian who tolerated the gods that had made Rome great, one who respected the pieties that had thrived before. A bad ruler was a Christian fanatic who did not tolerate even variants in his own religion.

Symmachus remembered the Eastern Emperor Theodosius from when he had been a lucky Spanish warlord, one of dozens: now the man sat on a throne at Constantinople as a single God’s sole representative on earth. To see him or to see any emperor ever in Rome itself was a rarity. Even the Western court was up north in Milan. The last time that Theodosius came to the one-time capital of the world was when he wanted support from the Senate for the succession plans of his son. That was how Symmachus had won his consulship, a victory showing either that his virtue and status were suddenly and inexplicably valued (he tried to be as optimistic as he could) or how unpredictable all life had become.

During his long career, Symmachus had spent millions on Colosseum shows. The family coffers had given up uncountable gold to gladiator-sellers, some of the greediest tradesmen he had ever known. He had imported bears and paid extortionate customs duty. He had paraded leopards, antelopes and lions, recalling those great occasions of the past when the Emperor himself might shoot arrows at the neck of an ostrich and when prisoners fought wild boars and wild witches as well as each other.

In his short time as city prefect he had written to his masters in rapture at the arrival in Rome of real prisoners-of-war for a real gladiatorial event. ‘No longer are we inferior to our ancient fathers. We have seen for ourselves the sights we used to read about with wonder: the lines of the conquered led in chains, those pallid faces that were once so savage, their hands, well used to barbarian arms, trembling at our gladiators’ weapons.’ The amphitheatre stars on that occasion were the descendants of exotic nomads from the eastern deserts, famed for a thousand years for deploying women among men as archers and cavalry. This week Symmachus had planned to be more modest. This present time was one when modesty was often best.

He had bought some splendid wolfhounds from Scotland: all Rome viewed them with wonder, he told his brother. But this present show was still indisputably inferior to the great examples of antiquity. A dog was still only a dog. ‘I did not want my display to be in any way gaudy,’ he wrote. He had an extravagant present ready for when Emperor Eugenius made his appearance before the crowd, a carved ivory panel in two hinged parts each framed in gold. But excessive theatrical extravagance might easily be frowned upon. Even tolerant Christians could be sensitive on the subject of the Colosseum, believing, quite wrongly, that thousands of their saintly predecessors had perished on its sands. It was probably only a few hundred, Syrians, Jews and other riff-raff, vicious, violent people for the most part, their agonies and their numbers absurdly exaggerated by religious propaganda.

The loss of twenty-nine Saxons, a few hours before their lives were meant to be lost, had depleted his cast. There was no denying that. The alien soldiers had broken every rule of their Roman school. Trained to kill in front of the country’s sharpest critics, in the open, on stage, they had chosen to die the unseen death of the untrained criminal. He could hardly fault his own behaviour. Even if he had paid the best of private guards, how could such reckless idiots have been stopped?

Who needed gladiators anyway? There was still time to add more African animals to his games. He would do it without a thought. He had spent too much effort already on this wretched gang of slaves who were, he told his brother with a flourish, ‘worse than Spartacus’. There was nothing for it but to use the experience to make himself a better person. The philosopher Socrates, one of the better Greeks, had taught that disappointment brought its own rewards, that failure to attain one’s cherished goals was a lesson in itself. Failure was so often better than success; there was so much more to be learnt from it.

Via San Giovanni in Laterano, Rome

The name of Spartacus sounds Roman enough to those who are tourists in the city today. But the distinguished senator of the elderly Roman Empire was using a word which his fellow countrymen had for centuries preferred not to use.

In many places, including here among the rats and recycling bins of the Via San Giovanni, Spartacus is among the most notable Romans of them all. In these streets around the Colosseum you can pay fifteen euros to a bulky Bulgarian in fancy dress and have your photograph taken with him. Behind the doorways of the bookshops where the tourist-trapping gladiators lurk, you can buy videos of Kirk Douglas in the role, DVDs of mini-series successors to what was once the most expensive film ever made, postcards of Spartacus from Pompeii, even the ‘worse than Spartacus’ letter of Quintus Aurelius Symmachus, though not translated into English.

To the ancient Romans who lived in 73 BC, and their successors for a long time after 73 BC, the rebel leader of the Third Servile War, as modern history books describe him, was an obscenity. To Marcus Tullius Cicero, greatest orator of the Republic, his name was a term of abuse to be used against the vilest of state enemies. To such as Symmachus he stood somewhere between gnawing vermin and rotting vegetables, to use the classification of the natural world that was then so fashionably a part of an intellectual gentleman’s life.

The events of that year in which a Thracian slave had escaped from his gladiator school, turned on his captors, summoned a rebellion and terrorised the country were a blot on the city record even though the battles had taken place almost half a millennium before. A very successful Socrates might be able to explain it away as a lesson for the future. But Symmachus and his fellow scholars were not easily philosophical about memories such as this. Socratic justifications were little comfort. Slave wars formed a nasty part of Rome’s narrative of decline—when greed overcame good sense, when the governable became ungovernable, when the rubbish rose to the top of the heap. Rome was rotten from the inside. There was always the nagging question of when the rot had set in. The Spartacus devastation (only the common herd called it a war) was one such moment.

This bit of the city is almost awake now. The actor gladiators are creeping out of their beds. The plastic gladiators are back on the tables where they will best attract trade. The light rises on Colosseum ivy, its ancestors as old as the Colosseum itself, and over a mass of Mexican daisies, more recent arrivals who love the same damp, dark places as the rats. A coffee outside the creperia costs fifty cents, the pre-tourist, beggars’ breakfast rate.

[image: image]

Why bother with the mind of Symmachus? Not because of his charm or his prose but because he was here close to the end. Within a few decades of the date of his letter to his brother the Western Roman Empire would be dead. The homes on the Caelian Hill would be razed by Visigoths from around the forests where Spartacus was born. Gladiatorial games would not just be difficult, they would be history. Symmachus does not know any of that. Characters from the past never know what is coming next. That is one of the less acknowledged reasons we like to think about them.

Today’s traveller to Rome may know that gladiatorial combat—and much else that Symmachus loved in Roman life—was already as doomed in AD 393 as its combatants had mostly been. The public fight-to-the-death was by then a peculiar old custom, ready to begin its journey into the history books of a different age, a ‘dark age’ to a classical scholar, an age of light to a lover of the gospels.

Modern historians know Symmachus’ personal future after his year of the dead Saxons—that he would live for about another decade, still indulging his guilty morbum fabricatoris, his passion for building houses; that he would still be importing crocodiles, leopards, men and bears, for one last pagan extravaganza in 401, before one last and fatal ambassadorial trip, to a besieged and snowbound Milan, in 402. What Symmachus could claim to know was only his own and his city’s past.

This was a Rome which had struggled from the muddy banks of the Tiber river at a time when Greeks already had their Olympic Games. There were thick-packed oak forests on the Caelian when Greek city statesmen were inventing modern politics. Rome’s leaders, however, had prospered quickly, creating their own young state by sharing a little power with their people, first conquering their near neighbours, Latins, Sabines and Samnites, and soon afterwards their far neighbours, dark Sicilians and Italian Greeks. Romans had next defeated their Mediterranean rivals, Hannibal’s Carthage and Greece itself, then the Syrians (a name for every servile eastern type) and finally, after nine hundred years, almost the whole of the known world.

Roman rulers had built their own extraordinary structures of stone, not just killing grounds and temples but stages for history and horror stories, tragedy and laughter. Even now, one of the prides of the capital was the theatre of Pompey the Great, soaring tiers of red and grey arcades, stage-sets with secret doors into painted forests, seats for 10,000 living spectators and hundreds of the bronze and marble dead. So how come that Rome was now beset by Goths and by other human garbage it had imported once to shift its scenery, clean its water closets and do all its most menial tasks?

This was a common question then. It is always a common question for civilisations of a certain age. Some spectators looked up at Pompey’s theatre, saw the statues of bisexuals, transsexuals, hermaphrodites, sex pets, sex pests, mothers of thirty children, mothers of elephant men, and wondered. Had these been their ancestors? Had Roman lives been less pious and pure than their teachers told? Had foreign decadence and magic been Roman from the beginning? Much old Roman practice was now seen by Christians as evil mysticism, unacceptable adultery, unnatural crudity, the kind of behaviour that got senators killed by the state. Was there justification for such a view?

When did the rot really set in? Some remembered Pompey’s war with Caesar, one of those many civil wars between ambitious warlords that ended the Roman Republic. Afterwards had come other civil wars and the Empire—with just one warlord who ruled for life—until that system too had broken into West and East under its own colossal weight. There were now Roman citizens so remote that they had never known a Roman, neither past nor present. Their masters might just as well have been a mythical hero as a modern thug, a Theodosius or an Aeneas, a Caesar or an Agamemnon, mere names spread indiscriminately through a space as vast as time.

On this dirty Roman sidestreet south of the Colosseum, with 1,900-year-old prison cells down below and a shopfront of books and statues behind, there is a wide range of spurs to the modern imagination of what went right and wrong. There are stone slabs here, 2,500 years old, antiquities in Symmachus’ time and kept to mourn the best of the ancient past; there are others, designed by Mussolini’s Fascists some seventy years ago, to keep alive that same past. Often an ancient mourning stone has been used for a second time or a third. It has become a modern monument, losing most of its original force but maintaining a little momentum still; most monuments here keep something of their mourning origins.

It is not so hard, in the grey start of a city day, to imagine these men of ancient Rome who saw their own past so clearly. There is no need ourselves to mourn their lost grandeur as Symmachus did. We are more likely to mourn those desperate Saxons, driven to suicide by an impending fate in an arena so repugnant to us now. But we can imagine old Symmachus mourning without sharing his anxieties. He has left enough monuments in stones and words to let us do that.

He seems a modern politician in many ways, someone we can identify, for better or worse, with our own. He was practical. He preached tolerance. He cited Socrates more enthusiastically than he attempted to understand him. He wheeled and dealed. He played his bad hands of cards as best he could. He took his wife away to the seaside when times were too hard. He talked about more wars than he fought, seeing action only in a skirmish against the Germans, an unusually one-sided show that had been staged for visiting dignitaries almost as in an arena. He was pleased that there was no rape of sleeping tribeswomen on that occasion—not while he, the man of sensibility, was watching the show. He wrote carefully about how pleased he was.

He was conscious of his image. He was famed during his short time as city prefect for rejecting the new foreign extravagance of a silver-panelled carriage paid for by the state. Like a British prime minister pointedly refusing a private jet, he chose the drabbest and most traditional means for his transport, running into trouble only when the Emperor wanted back the money for the silver panels. He told his story in letters, always keeping a copy so that he might have history’s last word. If we can imagine Symmachus—not a well-known figure and from a time that most of us do not know well—we can picture other builders and writers, and through them those who did not build or write but who, like the Saxons, still inspire our feelings. We can see both the terrorisers from ancient Rome and those who were terrorised and how sometimes, very often, they were the same people.

Spartacus and his armies had been a special part of that terror. Civil wars were always catastrophic. But when a slave army was rampaging through Italy, no one could trust the very men or women on whom they depended for everything, the foreigners whom they had brought into their houses and fields and who might suddenly, despite every threat to their own lives, slaughter the masters in their beds.
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A slave war placed doubts over so much. Pessimism about decline was a necessary part of Symmachus’ old Roman way of seeing the world. It was one of his and his kind’s great legacies to later minds. Pessimism had been at the root of Rome even in the good times. There had always been an earlier and better golden age, even when this had been a city of success, when barbarians were routinely routed in battle rather than regularly victorious. There was much now to be properly and justifiably pessimistic about. Where had it started? That was the common and weary question, spat out from angry mouths, a wholly understandable reason, in ad 393, to abuse a pile of Saxons ‘worse than Spartacus’.

The tour-guides are arriving now with their Evianpowered flocks, tiny children from China, towering women from the Caribbean, Americans, Africans. Coffee prices are advancing with the clock. Two linen-clad English tourists, with a BlackBerry and an 1890 Baedeker and little enthusiasm for using either, ask the way to the ‘Ludus Magnus, the school where the gladiators were trained’. The husband, in beige from brow to shoelace, begins the question and his wife, grey from head to sock, completes it, making ‘school’ sound ‘preparatory’ and ‘trained’ as though it means the same as ‘taught their manners’. The Ludus that they are looking for is a small semi-excavated arena with a surround of prisoner pens, standing now a dirty yard of pavement from where they ask their question. In one sense this was both a ‘prep school’ and a ‘finishing school’; doubtless there were bad pupils who were ‘worse than Spartacus’ and better ones who were not.

When Symmachus used those words he was himself being a bit of an old buffer, a fish-out-of-water and proud of it, boldly but self-consciously conservative, loose-lipped in the aristocratic tradition, like Prince Philip speaking of the ‘slittyeyed’ or George V saying ‘Bugger Bognor.’ It was a spit-away, throw-away line. But let us imagine Symmachus without company outside his house that morning as he first formed the syllables in his mind.

How did others see Spartacus in the crumbling years of the Western Empire? Traditional Romans had tried to forget him—and had mostly succeeded. Christians might have been sympathetic in their own rebel days but to the new masters of the world a rebel was the worst of creatures. Symmachus’ wayward protégé St Augustine, sitting in Africa twenty years later contemplating the City of God and his own shift to faith from reason, wondered how so ‘very few’ gladiators had come to lead ‘such a very large number of fierce and cruel slaves’. Augustine’s Spanish disciple Orosius wrote of ‘the universal fear’ that Spartacus had spread among the civilised people of his time. Historians had found no satisfactory explanation for the defeats of Roman armies and the devastation of so many Italian cities. Neither had the new princes of the Church.

The last major poet of classical Rome, the Egyptian sycophant known as Claudian, arrived from Alexandria at around the same time as the suicidal Saxons. He had a more vicious verbal wit than the senator whose pagan cause and windbag reputation he shared. The name of Spartacus appears just once in his works—in his abuse of one of Symmachus’ contacts at the Eastern court, a Christian fanatic who deploys ‘racks and whips, chains and windowless cells, before putting his opponents to the sword: cruciatus, vincla, tenebras Dilato mucrone parat’. This cruel Rufinus, claims Claudian, kills wives and children, tortures small boys in front of their fathers and ‘labours to exterminate the very race and name of Rome: exscindere cives Funditus et nomen gentis delere laborat’. Compared with this monster, screams the poet, ‘even you, Spartacus, will be seen as a do-nothing: iam Spartace segnis Rufino collatus eris’.

There would have been some clever Greek slave to whom Symmachus dictated his letters. A trained secretary would probably have known of Spartacus—either as a problematic question like Augustine’s, perhaps as a noble hero or a biographical model, or very likely as another bit of human trash.

Those who still enjoyed the poetry of Horace, that genius son of a freed slave in the time of the first Emperor, Augustus, might also remember the slave general. Horace used the name only twice—the first with the boldness of youth in possibly his earliest poem, written thirty years after the revolt, in which ‘fierce Spartacus: Spartacus acer’ is high on the list of fresh horrors for Rome. In a much later poem Horace wonders with a weary hauteur (or is that a mock-weary hauteur?) whether there is any decent wine left in the cellar from the years before Spartacus and his bands passed by. That question was posed about fifty years after the event. The wit even then still held a chill.

Four centuries later, Symmachus had a good knowledge of what had happened in all the slave wars against Rome, in the Spartacus scandal and in two earlier revolts that had raged through Sicily. He knew of their colourful leaders and chaotic ends. There had once been another mass suicide, not unlike his own disaster, when a bunch of defeated Sicilian slaves, thirty years before Spartacus, had been brought to Rome as lion-kill and had preferred to kill each other. On that occasion, as he recalled, the last slave left standing had succeeded also in killing himself. Perhaps that was what had happened to his Saxons. It was hard to say.

Symmachus had read studiously in the Histories of Livy, that master of Roman morality in the age of the first Emperor. His library held all the other books by writers who had told of the Spartacus War, as well as poems dedicated to himself by his friends. The Riddle of the Number Three was not perhaps the finest work by the imperial tutor, Ausonius of Bordeaux: ‘Three the Graces, Three the Fates, Three the corners of Sicily …’, a wearying list of Threes including ‘Three the pairs of Thracians at Rome’s first gladiatorial games’. But the poem was his and his alone. There was true magic in the number three. Or perhaps there was. Anyway, how else would any books survive if rich men did not inspire and keep them?

The Christians, of course, had made their own Trinity an obsession. They fought bitterly between themselves over how their Father, Son and Holy Spirit could fit together to make a single object of worship. These were absurd disputes. But why did any man’s belief in the unknowable have to stop the public practice of what Romans had always known? Bishop Ambrose, the local strongman whom Symmachus hated with a passion, was a master bully in the battles to show that three could be equally one. Ambrose had a peculiar policy too of persuading women to remain virgins. None of Symmachus’ fellow priests of Vesta, at any time in a thousand years, had ever suggested that what was right for Vestal virgins was necessary for everyone else. The Bishop was both brutal and absurd.

Romans were inexorably losing the battle for their own minds. There had been many self-styled historians since the first century BC but not much history in Latin worth the name since the death of Tacitus three hundred years before. The real Roman historians had always written to praise Rome, to prove that Rome was just as smart as any foreigner as well as infinitely mightier. All their Roman wars had been just wars. In recent years there had been ever less to praise and to rival. The diplomat and politician who mourned his lost gladiators that morning in AD 393 was a proud scholar—with not quite enough to be proud about.

He made no claims himself to be historian or poet. There had never been any Roman poets of real account, none born here in this city. The Romans made other peoples’ poets their subjects—and then gave them their subjects. That was the mission—to turn Neapolitans, Greeks, Spaniards and Gauls into artists of Rome. Symmachus himself was more a man of rhetoric, of words that led to actions, a man well known in his time as a physical protector of Roman values, most gloriously and dangerously against Christians who a few years before had torn the goddess Victory out of his Senate chamber. A mob had smashed her statue to pieces. That was one of his finest rhetorical hours.

He had, however, edited some of the texts of Livy, the books that began with the myths of Troy and Romulus and went on to tell of the great Republican days before the generals began fighting among themselves, before the common people got above themselves and everything went wrong. ‘One history’ was to be preferred to any ‘one god’. He could relate the history of Rome from before there were emperors, from before there was an empire, from before his society, as he saw it, had been suffused by the peculiar imaginations of Greeks and Jews, gladiators and other slaves from everywhere on earth. He had read many fine words—as well as speaking and writing some of the weariest words to have survived for us from the whole of the ancient world.

How exactly did his Saxons die? Where? Was it under this street, where the sun rises every day over the Colosseum to form sickle-shaped shadows on holding pens and cells? Was it in the larger of the semi-excavated rooms, the one where the sewer smell also rises? Take away the pink drinking-straws and Red Bull cans. Imagine the place as it once was, dark, piled with corpses, cloacal then as now.

Via Sacra, Rome

These are the first days on my Spartacus Road. This is where an English newspaperman, after four decades of interrupted love for the language of ancient Rome, tries to understand what he has sometimes glimpsed. I could have chosen the roads of many different men, Hannibal or a Caesar, Horace or a Symmachus. But Spartacus has got the call. He has form. He has worked for me before, in pictures and in words, not always when or how I was expecting him, but reliably enough over the years for this to be his journey as well as mine.

First there was the film. In the 1960s Spartacus was there for everyone, even on the wall of our Essex school science room where the light of only improving films was shone. Through toxic whiffs of sulphur dioxide, hydrogen sulphide and whatever our sixth-form manufacturers of hallucinogens were cooking up that week there emerged the words ‘SPARTACUS, the most spectacular movie ever made’, Kirk Douglas, pathfinder for the liberating power of Christ, his face projected over equations of organic chemistry, the famous dimple on his chin dipping up and down like a lightpen over the formulae for oxides on the wall.

The second engagement was in the shabbier classics classrooms, with a smaller scholastic band. Spartacus was then a reduced figure in the massive sweep of Roman history, a rebel nuisance in others’ careers. The third time was just before I became a student at Oxford—through the enthusiasm of an eccentric Italian milk-salesman, pursuing the ghosts of classical heroes on the shores of Lake Como. These Como months were the high point of my life as a Latinist. For years texts had poured into my seventeen-year-old brain and stayed there, a help not just in passing exams but in promoting a peculiar innocence that I might be with Rome’s writers and fighters myself, a witness to what I was reading. Like many gifts, I barely knew I had it till it was gone. Neither the naivety nor the receptive memory for Roman detail survived much beyond my eighteenth birthday.

The last and least expected sight of Spartacus was thirty years of journalism later, when I had become a newspaper editor, suffering occasional but peculiarly vicious pain, then suddenly discovering that I was as good as dead from a cancer, then looking to see if somehow that sentence might not be true. In those days many characters from my past reappeared in different lights, the fictional and historical as well as the personal. There are moments of horror when a mind does not choose its subject, when the subject chooses its mind. Spartacus has not just a faded childhood claim on this trip but a vivid adult one.

[image: image]

Back at home there are hundreds of books that might be useful guides for the coming weeks. With me here beside the gift shop at the Roman Forum there are just a few. Most are soft-backed classroom texts with the name P. M. Stothard and an Essex address in tumbling Quink-blue italics on the inside cover. In 1964, the year of Harold Wilson’s first Labour government, Spartacus, the bit-part player of Roman history, was not only the easiest ancient to imagine but also, in our patch of brick-box houses, the closest thing to a socialist. A green-backed Brentwood School edition of Parallel Lives by the Greek biographer Plutarch is my reminder now of that time—with greasy-thumbed pages in the chapter where the great slave-leader rose and fell.

Other books in the road-bag date from the early 1970s, the handwriting of their ownership inscriptions deliberately disjointed in an attempt to throw off childhood. One of these, a book of Latin letters, is still smeared with the wine and butter of the milkman who sold his wares in the Italian hotel where I worked for a while. Others seem little read at all. I appeared to have stopped studying the classics at the very moment I was supposed to be studying them the most. At Oxford there was so much else—bad theatre and worse newspapers. Spartacus was one of many ancients who could no longer compete. Next to some Livy, here now with a Trinity Oxford dateline and wholly unsullied by any human hand, there is the poet known as Statius, a favourite of one of my schoolmasters, derided then in most textbooks as a ‘lackey’ and lickspittle to tyrants. Each of his pages, purchased dearly when money was short, came from my old undergraduate boxes fresh, stiff and never-been-read.

Now Statius is one of the writers who has set me on this present road. He was not a contemporary of Spartacus. He never wrote directly about him. He is not always easy to read at all. But, from a new beginning in the cancer days of about a decade ago, the strange metallic verse of Statius has done much to get me to this sewer-perfumed corner of the Forum with a plan to report on 2,000 miles of travel. Statius of Naples was a weirdly wonderful poet, a life-giver to dead things, a flatterer and inflater of the powerful, a prophet of the end of the world, a man who might lead us somehow to the end of this journey too.

But he has to share his place. There is also a brown file of extracts from Sallust, an Italian politician, historian and extortionist, probably the first to write about Spartacus in any systematic way. There are pages by Florus, a less remembered popularising hack from Africa; and some pieces by Frontinus, a military scourge of the Welsh and the literary master of his Emperor’s waterworks; photocopies too from Frontinus’ best-known protégé, the hero of the Como milk-salesman, the Pliny who is doomed always to be called ‘the Younger’. Then there are Greeks, in variously Roman garb with contrastingly Greek ambitions.

There are pictures by artists who tried to preserve their views of ancient Rome, by the eighteenth-century Venetian master Piranesi more than any other. There are disconnected words from many centuries in many styles, from Claudian, the forgotten Egyptian who hailed Spartacus as a torturer and child murderer, to Catullus of Verona, the ever popular poet who wrote on love as well as hate. Claudian wrote lengthily on warlords and briefly, bizarrely and more readably on the water inside crystal balls. Catullus wrote long poems on eastern cults and short ones on sodomy. In Symmachus’ time, as now, these and others, big and small, are the men whose minds we can summon to bring Spartacus to life.

Old books will not tell us everything. They will not even tell precisely either where or how Symmachus lost his gladiators. They do contain all sorts of other strange details—about a games promoter in the age of Nero, fifth Emperor of Rome. He too found one of his German fighters dead by his own hand before the games began, this time on the seat of the school latrine, dead from a sponge-on-a-stick that he had stuck down his throat. ‘What a brave man, well worth his chosen fate,’ remarked the philosopher who recorded the story, ‘and how boldly he would have used a sword.’

There was another suicidal gladiator from around the same time, one being drawn by cart for the morning spectacular, one who pretended to be asleep, who let his head fall low towards one of the wheels and pushed it through the spokes. Do we not see how ‘even the lowest of slaves, when pain is the spur, may rise to the moment?’ The teller of this story concludes that ‘he is a truly great man who not only orders his own death but also finds the death by which to die’.

Ways of dying were a Roman obsession which a traveller on this Spartacus Road struggles to understand but he cannot understand Rome without confronting them. Ways of dying are some of many aspects of ancient life that are a mystery to those who study only when young. My own fiercest confrontations—with Roman rituals, beliefs and much else besides—all came in that year a decade ago when I was forced away from my newspaper office, aged forty-nine, experiencing the twin peculiarities of a killing cancer and its then barely plausible cures.

Memories from that time have since then come and gone. While most have vanished and others have long ago faded, a few seem redefined now by distance, like the foundations of a destroyed house when seen from the air above a field. Pain, it seems, produces permanent pictures which pleasure cannot. Chemotherapy pulls different images from parts of life that the patient has long forgotten, from places he can scarcely remember and books he thought he had never opened. My mind in the days of cancer-cure would swing back and forward, forward and back, day after day, a slow-mo version of what happens fast when a man is about to hang, or lose his head or see a sword slit his stomach. How the Romans died became then a bigger part of their story for me than how they lived. The virtue of a ‘good death’, or so the Romans thought, gave greatness to any man. That thought had meant nothing in the classroom or the chemistry lab.

Was Spartacus a great man? Many have argued so. Karl Marx considered him one of his favourite heroes of all time. Garibaldi made him his model for uniting and freeing Italy. For Voltaire the Spartacus war was the only ‘just war’ in all history. Kirk Douglas and other film-makers and novelists agreed, attributing to him their own passions and ideas, seeing seeds of the future that may or may not have been there, creating myths and legends on an epic scale.

Others have either gently or violently disagreed. For Symmachus and his friends in the former capital of an empire, Spartacus was still an expletive. The only benefit in the Saxons strangling themselves was they did not do that much more dangerous thing, escape. Gladiators were there to be symbols and mirrors, symbols and mirrors of Rome itself, stage-stars, even sometimes celebrities, stage-extras if they could do nothing else. In the southern Italian city of Capua, in 73 BC, a group of them got out into the real world.

Via Labicana, Rome

Some imitations of ancient Rome are easy to see in the modern city. Around the Colosseum and the Forum they are almost everywhere. Carlo is just one of them. He is from Capua. He is six feet tall, taller in his tinny helmet, taller still if he has tied on his red-feathered crest. He is tight-wired in his thighs, thick-shouldered, dark-skinned to an intensity more southern Greek than sub-Saharan and looks in every inch what a gladiator was supposed to be when Spartacus wore his own costume-armour.

Carlo speaks twenty-first-century AD Italian and English, not first-century BC Latin and Greek. But only the most pedantic hirer of ‘photo-me fighters’ would hold that against him. His plumes are dyed in a shimmering crimson that did not feature much in the training schools of Republican Rome, more cup-cake chemical than crushed shellfish. But that is hardly Carlo’s fault. Every other hired swordsman flashing his mirrored shield for the flashing cellphones has the same fancy dress.

Carlo would rather be in Capua than where he stands now, on the pavement outside Rome’s Hotel Gladiatori. He would rather be at home than looking up at the high-priced bedroom balconies, the ones that overlook the Ludus Magnus, the school for the Roman games. Instead he is stuck here breathing sunlit dust and smog with me. In Santa Maria Capua Vetere (to give his home town its full name today) there is another Colosseum, not as big as the one we are looking at this afternoon, but the one which covers ‘the real gladiator school from which Spartacus escaped’. There are tourists there too, always a few tourists, but not enough of the sort that pay fifteen euros to be photographed. He would still prefer to be at home.

Carlo is not even working as a tourist attraction here this afternoon. His costume is in a bundle by his side. Instead, he is ‘managing’ Cristina. He points her out on the other side of the metal-packed roundabout. She is not a Roman matron or slave girl or gladiator’s moll. She ‘does La Vergine’, he says proudly. She does, indeed, ‘do La Vergine’ —as though it were her profession from birth. It is impossible to describe Cristina precisely. Her skin colour is hidden. It may be close to that of Carlo or closer to mine. She is a human statue, her face made up in gold, with a golden halo of hair and a casino-gold dress which falls in folds past the platform on which she stands, mute, still, moving only as often as her most determined photographers and her own comfort require.

It is apparently more difficult to play the part of a marble mother of Christ than that of a walking, posing, preening gladiator
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