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    Born into a privileged background, Robert Graves was educated at Charterhouse School and Oxford University. At the outbreak of World War One he enlisted as an officer in the army and began to write the realistic war poems that first made him famous. Between 1916 and 1975 he wrote more than 120books, including 55collections of poetry and 15novels. In 1929, after completing his autobiography, Goodbye to All That, he went with his then-partner Laura Riding to live in Majorca. In 1934 he was awarded the James Tait Black Memorial Prize for both I,Claudius and Claudius the God and the following year he was awarded the Hawthornden Prize for I,Claudius. He was married twice, first to the artist Nancy Nicholson, with whom he had four children, then to Beryl Hodge with whom he had another four.
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    Claudius the God is the second of two historical novels presented as the autobiography of the Roman Emperor Claudius, who reigned between CE41 and 54. As in the first book, we read of complex family relationships and bitter power struggles. Claudius had only survived the family feuds that led to the murder or banishment of so many of his relatives because he was considered to be a fool and not worth bothering with. Claudius had suffered from childhood with a number of health problems and stammered and limped. His ill-health had prevented him from becoming a soldier; nonetheless, as emperor he masterminded the conquest of Britain. He was unfortunate in his choice of wives, Messalina and Agrippillina, both of whom were able to manipulate him. The Claudius novels were a huge success, both with reviewers and the general public, and in 1976 were made into a BBC drama series starring Derek Jacobi.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    The novel opens with the Emperor Claudius recounting the dramatic events that had occurred at the end of the book’s prequel, I,Claudius. His predecessor, the Emperor Caligula, had been assassinated and in the ensuing chaos Claudius was hoisted on to the shoulders of the palace guards and acclaimed emperor in his place. A Republican like his father and grandfather, Claudius did not want to be emperor, but at the urging of his young, pregnant wife Messalina he accepted his position. His friend King Herod Agrippa, who was in Rome at the time, counselled him that the alternative was civil war. The Senate did not initially accept Claudius, and Herod Agrippa warned him to be on his guard against assassination. He advised him not to enter the Senate house immediately and then only with armed guards.


    The reign of the mad Emperor Caligula (who was Claudius’ nephew) had been marked by cruelty and excessive spending, and the treasury coffers were empty. Claudius set about raising money by melting down the gold statues and ornaments that Caligula, who thought he was a god, had made for his own temple and converting them into gold coin. He removed the unreasonable taxes and edicts with which Caligula had burdened the people, and scaled down the cruel and expensive entertainments of which many were becoming weary. With his wife Messalina, who had a good political mind, he made changes in the government, putting people he trusted in important governmental posts. These included freedmen (former slaves) such as Pallas, Narcissus, Callistus and Polybius. Claudius valued the advice given to him by Herod Agrippa and encouraged him to stay in Rome a bit longer, promising to restore to him the lands lost by his grandfather, Herod the Great.


    Claudius embarked on a number of important projects. He built two new aqueducts to bring fresh water into Rome and began work on draining Lake Fucine, in order to provide more farmland. He also ordered major improvements to the Port of Ostia. Rome was dependent on corn from Egypt, but often in the winter months ships could not get into the harbour, resulting in the loss of ships and crew and the all-important grain. A shortage of corn had led to riots among the people.


    Claudius kept his promise to Herod Agrippa and confirmed his kingship of Bashan, Galilee and Gilead, and added to it Judea, Samaria and Edom. Before he returned home, Herod Agrippa advised Claudius to trust nobody. The two friends kept in touch, including personal letters among the official documents.


    CONQUEST OF BRITAIN


    Herod Agrippa wrote to Claudius suggesting he attempt a conquest of Britain. Britain had been invaded (but not conquered) by the dictator Julius Caesar in 55BCE and again in 54BCE. Claudius studied Julius Caesar’s commentaries on his campaigns and planned his own expedition carefully. Caesar had taken 10000 men on his first campaign and 20000 on the second. Claudius sent four battalions (40000 men) to Britain under the command of Aulus Plautius. He landed at Richborough on the East coast. The Kings of East Kent and East Sussex came to meet him with tokens of peace and swore alliance and friendship to Rome. Claudius had given orders that if any tribes submitted voluntarily to Rome, they would be given the privileges of subject allies. Magnanimity was to be shown to those captured. No property was to be destroyed unnecessarily, “nor women ravished, nor children or old people killed” (p.230).


    Aulus’ goal was Colchester. They met with opposition from the armies of King Caractacus and his brother Togodumnus, who was killed. Claudius, who had sailed with the armies as far as France, had returned to Rome, but after receiving a prearranged signal involving a series of beacons, he sailed to Britain with extra reserves and the war elephants that had already been shipped to Boulogne. The elephants carried arms and supplies and lifted away the brushwood that been placed in the soldiers’ path. The British had never seen elephants before and in the final push into Colchester the soldiers scattered.


    Claudius himself rode into Colchester on the back of an elephant. He swore honourable alliance with the Kings of the Icenians, East Kent, and East Sussex, who had assisted him in the campaign. The remainder of Caractacus’ kingdom he formally declared a Roman province (p.265). He left Britain after 16 days, leaving Aulus in charge as governor. On his return, the Senate agreed that a triumphal procession should take place and this was arranged for the following year. A second, but lesser, triumph took place four years later when Aulus returned from Britain bringing the captured King Caractacus with him. Caractacus made such a noble speech to Claudius that instead of executing him he freed him to live as his guest in Rome (pp.342-3).


    KING HEROD AGRIPPA


    Claudius received a series of letters from Vibius Marsus, the Roman governor of Syria, raising concerns about the activities of King Herod Agrippa. He reported first that he was fortifying Jerusalem, then that he had invited a number of neighbouring kings to a secret meeting (pp.231-3). None of these kings had called on Vibius Marsus to offer their respects to Claudius, as they should have done.


    Claudius believed the reports but kept things on a friendly basis with Herod Agrippa, writing to ask him questions about the prophesied messiah, who was expected by the Jewish people. It subsequently emerged that Herod Agrippa had come to believe that he himself was the messiah and that his role was to free the Jews from the yoke of Rome.


    Herod Agrippa died shortly after addressing the crowd gathered in the amphitheatre at Caesarea for the celebration of Claudius’ birthday. Before he died, he wrote a letter to Claudius admitting that had plotted to take the Eastern Empire away from Rome, but that he loved his old friend “more truly than you ever supposed” (p.304).


    DEATH OF MESSALINA


    Seven years after he became emperor, Claudius discovered that his wife Messalina had been conducting affairs and political intrigues behind his back. After coming to him with a strange story about a prophesy that her husband would be killed, she went through a form of marriage with Silius, the consul-elect, whom Claudius disliked. Claudius had initially agreed to the idea on the basis that the couple would not actually consummate the marriage. He realised he had been deceived when reports reached him of the drunken behaviour of Messalina and her guests at the wedding party. Details of her other affairs emerged and the shocked Claudius was given a sedative by his doctor, Xenophon. The order for Messalina’s execution was given by Narcissus (p.385).


    MARRIAGE TO AGRIPPINILLA


    Three months later Claudius married another manipulative woman, his niece Agrippinilla. The marriage was political and Agrippillina took over much of the official work of the empire. She poisoned him in CE54 after five years of marriage.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    THE EMPEROR CLAUDIUS


    Claudius had suffered from poor health as a child, and as an adult he stammered and limped. His family had treated him as a fool and it was this that had kept him safe from his “ambitious and bloody-minded relatives”, who did not consider him “worth the trouble of executing, poisoning, forcing to suicide, banishing to a desert island or starving to death” (p.9). When Caligula was assassinated, Claudius was discovered by the palace guards hiding behind a curtain.


    Prior to his accession as emperor he had led a quiet life, studying and writing history. Like his father and grandfather, he held republican views and initially refused to become emperor. However, once he was established, he rose to the challenge and did some good things for Rome, such as the building of much-needed aqueducts and the enlarging of the Port of Ostia. His success in the conquest of Britain was the highlight of his reign and gained him much-needed respect.


    He was susceptible to influence by those he felt close to. Prior to her downfall, he trusted his wife Messalina, who was politically astute, to sign and seal documents on his behalf without reading them first. It came as a great shock to him when he discovered Messalina’s deceit and scheming. He gave his freedmen ministerial positions and, as with Messalina, was shocked when one of them (Polybius) let him down. He ordered the execution of Polybius, whom he had made Minister of Arts, because Messalina found proof that he had been selling citizenships. The freedmen who served Claudius formed a “very close guild” (p.336) and the others were affronted by his death. Later Claudius discovered that Messalina had been having an affair with Polybius and that he was jealous of her new love, the actor Mnester (pp.335-6).


    KING HEROD AGRIPPA


    Herod Agrippa was educated in Rome as a friend of the Imperial family. He studied with Claudius under his tutor Athenodorus and the two remained friends. Claudius’ mother, Antonia, had a lot of affection for the young man Claudius called a “scoundrel with a golden heart” (p.15) and helped him when he got into serious debt. He was imprisoned by Claudius’ uncle, the Emperor Tiberius, for making remarks Tiberius considered to be treasonable. When Tiberius died his successor, Caligula, released him from prison and gave him the Tetrarchy of Bashan and its revenues and the title of king (p.49). He was in Rome at the time of Caligula’s assassination and his quick thinking helped avert a massacre by the German Household Battalion, who were supporters of Caligula.


    When Herod Agrippa returned home the two friends wrote to one another, using their schoolboy nicknames. Herod Agrippa’s was Brigand, and Claudius’ was Marmoset. Herod Agrippa had warned Claudius to trust nobody, but Claudius did not think that included Herod Agrippa himself. When reports came that he was fortifying Jerusalem and building alliances with neighbouring kings, Claudius was not sure what to make of it. It transpired that his old friend had begun to think of himself as the expected Jewish messiah and believed that it was his duty to free the Jewish people from Roman domination.


    King Herod Agrippa is a major character in Claudius the God. Apart from a brief recap of Claudius’ accession as emperor, the first four chapters of the book are given over to a history of Herod Agrippa’s family and the background to the friendship between the two men.


    MESSALINA


    Messalina was Claudius’ third wife and he was passionately in love with her. Their son Drusus (later called Britannicus) was born three weeks after Claudius became emperor and a daughter, Octavia, followed less than a year later. Claudius was disappointed when Messalina asked if they could sleep separately from now on as she did not want to have any more children yet. She moved out of Claudius’ new palace into the old one, where she set up separate quarters. She assured Claudius that she still loved him and they continued to work together. Claudius even allowed her to give orders on his behalf and issued her with a seal so she could sign documents as though they were from him. It was seven years before he discovered that she was deceiving him with a string of other lovers. Her deceptions eventually led to her execution.


    AGRIPPILLINA


    Agrippillina was Claudius’ fourth and last wife, whom he married three months after the death of Messalina. Agrippillina was Claudius’ niece (daughter of his brother Germanicus) and he had to
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