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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Dictator tells the story of the final fifteen years in the life of the Roman statesman Cicero, imagined in the form of a biography written by his secretary, Tiro.

That there was such a man as Tiro and that he wrote such a book are well-attested historical facts. Born a slave on the family estate, he was three years younger than his master but long outlived him, surviving, according to Saint Jerome, until he reached his hundredth year.

‘Your services to me are beyond count,’ Cicero wrote to him in 50 BC, ‘in my home and out of it, in Rome and abroad, in private affairs and public, in my studies and literary work …’ Tiro was the first man to record a speech in the senate verbatim, and his shorthand system, known as Notae Tironianae, was still in use in the Church in the sixth century; indeed some traces of it (the symbol ‘&’, the abbreviations etc, NB, i.e., e.g.) survive to this day. He also wrote several treatises on the development of Latin. His multi-volume life of Cicero is referred to as a source by the first-century historian Asconius Pedianus; Plutarch cites it twice. But, like the rest of Tiro’s literary output, the book disappeared amid the collapse of the Roman Empire.

What must it have been like, one wonders? Cicero’s life was extraordinary, even by the hectic standards of the age. From relatively lowly origins compared to his aristocratic rivals, and despite his lack of interest in military matters, deploying his skill as an orator and the brilliance of his intellect he rose at meteoric speed through the Roman political system, until, against all the odds, he finally was elected consul at the youngest-permitted age of forty-two.

There followed a crisis-stricken year in office – 63 BC – during which he was obliged to deal with a conspiracy to overthrow the republic led by Sergius Catilina. To suppress the revolt, the Senate, under Cicero’s presidency, ordered the execution of five prominent citizens – an episode that haunted his career ever afterwards.

When subsequently the three most powerful men in Rome – Julius Caesar, Pompey the Great and Marcus Crassus – joined forces in a so-called triumvirate to dominate the state, Cicero decided to oppose them. Caesar in retaliation, using his powers as chief priest, unleashed the ambitious aristocratic demagogue, Clodius – an old enemy of Cicero’s – to destroy him. By allowing Clodius to renounce his patrician status and become a plebeian, Caesar opened the way for his election as tribune. Tribunes had the power to haul citizens before the people, to harass and persecute them. Cicero swiftly decided he had no choice but to flee Rome. It is at this desperate point in his fortunes that Dictator begins.

My aim has been to describe, as accurately as I can within the conventions of fiction, the end of the Roman Republic as it might have been experienced by Cicero and Tiro. Wherever possible, the letters and speeches and descriptions of events have been drawn from the original sources.

As Dictator encompasses what was arguably – at least until the convulsions of 1933–45 – the most tumultuous era in human history, a glossary and a cast of characters have been provided at the back of the book to assist the reader in navigating Cicero’s sprawling and collapsing world.

Robert Harris

Kintbury, 8 June 2015




‘The melancholy of the antique world seems to me more profound than that of the moderns, all of whom more or less imply that beyond the dark void lies immortality. But for the ancients that “black hole” was infinity itself; their dreams loom and vanish against a background of immutable ebony. No crying out, no convulsions – nothing but the fixity of a pensive gaze. Just when the gods had ceased to be and the Christ had not yet come, there was a unique moment in history, between Cicero and Marcus Aurelius, when man stood alone. Nowhere else do I find that particular grandeur.’

Gustave Flaubert, letter to Mme Roger des Genettes, 1861

‘Alive, Cicero enhanced life. So can his letters do, if only for a student here and there, taking time away from belittling despairs to live among Virgil’s Togaed People, desperate masters of a larger world.’

D. R. Shackleton Bailey, Cicero, 1971




PART ONE

EXILE 
58 BC–47 BC

Nescire autem quid ante quam natus sis acciderit, id est semper esse puerum. Quid enim est aetas hominis, nisi ea memoria rerum veterum cum superiorum aetate contexitur?

To be ignorant of what occurred before you were born is to remain always a child. For what is the worth of human life, unless it is woven into the life of our ancestors by the records of history?

Cicero, Orator, 46 BC




I

I REMEMBER THE cries of Caesar’s war-horns chasing us over the darkened fields of Latium – their yearning, keening howls, like animals on heat – and how when they stopped there was only the slither of our shoes on the icy road and the urgent panting of our breath.

It was not enough for the immortal gods that Cicero should be spat at and reviled by his fellow citizens; not enough that in the middle of the night he be driven from the hearths and altars of his family and ancestors; not enough even that as we fled from Rome on foot he should look back and see his house in flames. To all these torments they deemed it necessary to add one further refinement: that he should be forced to hear his enemy’s army striking camp on the Field of Mars.

Even though he was the oldest of our party Cicero kept up the same fast pace as the rest of us. Not long ago he had held Caesar’s life in the palm of his hand. He could have crushed it as easily as an egg. Now their fortunes led them in entirely opposite directions. While Cicero hurried south to escape his enemies, the architect of his destruction marched north to take command of both provinces of Gaul.

He walked with his head down, not uttering a word and I imagined it was because he was too full of despair to speak. Only at dawn, when we rendezvoused with our horses at Bovillae and were about to embark on the second stage of our escape, did he pause with his foot in the doorway of his carriage and say suddenly, ‘Do you think we should turn back?’

The question caught me by surprise. ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I hadn’t considered it.’

‘Well, consider it now. Tell me: why are we fleeing Rome?’

‘Because of Clodius and his mob.’

‘And why is Clodius so powerful?’

‘Because he’s a tribune and can pass laws against you.’

‘And who made it possible for him to become a tribune?’

I hesitated. ‘Caesar.’

‘Exactly. Caesar. Do you imagine that man’s departure for Gaul at that precise hour was a coincidence? Of course not! He waited till his spies had reported I’d left the city before ordering his army to move. Why? I’d always assumed his advancement of Clodius was to punish me for speaking out against him. But what if his real aim all along was to drive me out of Rome? What scheme requires him to be certain I’ve gone before he can leave too?’

I should have grasped the logic of what he was saying. I should have urged him to turn back. But I was too exhausted to reason clearly. And if I am honest there was more to it than that. I was too afraid of what Clodius’s thugs might do to us if they caught us re-entering the city.

So instead I said, ‘It’s a good question, and I can’t pretend I have the answer. But wouldn’t it look indecisive, after bidding goodbye to everyone, suddenly to reappear? In any case, Clodius has burned your house down now – where would we return to? Who would take us in? I think you’d be wiser to stick to your original plan and get as far away from Rome as you can.’

He rested his head against the side of the carriage and closed his eyes. In the pale grey light I was shocked by how haggard he appeared after his night on the road. His hair and beard had not been cut for weeks. He was wearing a toga dyed black. Although he was only in his forty-ninth year, these public signs of mourning made him look much older – like some ancient, mendicant holy man. After a while he sighed. ‘I don’t know, Tiro. Perhaps you’re right. It’s so long since I slept I’m too tired to think any more.’

And so the fatal error was made – more through indecision than decision – and we continued to press on southwards for the remainder of that day and for the twelve days that followed, putting what we thought was a safe distance between ourselves and danger.

We travelled with a minimal entourage to avoid attracting attention – just the carriage driver and three armed slaves on horseback, one in front and two behind. A small chest of gold and silver coins that Atticus, Cicero’s oldest and closest friend, had provided to pay for our journey was hidden under our seat. We stayed only in the houses of men we trusted, no more than a night in each, and steered clear of those places where Cicero might have been expected to stop – for example at his seaside villa at Formiae, the first place any pursuers would look for him, and along the Bay of Naples, already filling with the annual exodus from Rome in search of winter sun and warm springs. Instead we headed as fast as we could towards the toe of Italy.

Cicero’s plan, conceived on the move, was to make for Sicily and stay there until the political agitation against him in Rome subsided. ‘The mob will turn on Clodius eventually,’ he predicted. ‘Such is the unalterable nature of the mob. He will always be my mortal enemy but he won’t always be tribune – we must never forget that. In nine months his term of office will expire and then we can go back.’

He was confident of a friendly reception from the Sicilians, if only because of his successful prosecution of the island’s tyrannical governor, Verres – even though that brilliant victory, which launched his political career, was now twelve years in the past and Clodius had more recently been a magistrate in the province. I sent letters ahead giving notice of his intention to seek sanctuary, and when we reached the harbour at Regium we hired a little six-oared boat to row us across the straits to Messina.

We left the harbour on a clear cold winter morning of searing blues – the sea and the sky; one light, one dark; the line dividing them as sharp as a blade; the distance to Messina a mere three miles. It took us less than an hour. We drew so close we could see Cicero’s supporters lined up on the rocks to welcome him. But stationed between us and the entrance to the port was a warship flying the red and green colours of the governor of Sicily, Gaius Vergilius, and as we approached the lighthouse it slipped its anchor and moved slowly forwards to intercept us. Vergilius stood at the rail surrounded by his lictors and, after visibly recoiling at Cicero’s dishevelled appearance, shouted down a greeting, to which Cicero replied in friendly terms. They had known one another in the Senate for many years.

Vergilius asked him his intentions.

Cicero called back that naturally he intended to come ashore.

‘That’s what I’d heard,’ replied Vergilius. ‘Unhappily I can’t allow it.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because of Clodius’s new law.’

‘And what new law would that be? There are so many, one loses count.’

Vergilius beckoned to a member of his staff who produced a document and leaned down to pass it to me and I then gave it to Cicero. To this day I can remember how it fluttered in his hands in the slight breeze as if it were a living thing; it was the only sound in the silence. He took his time and when he had finished reading it he handed it to me without comment. 

Lex Clodia in Ciceronem

Whereas M. T. Cicero has put Roman citizens to death unheard and uncondemned; and to that end forged the authority and decree of the Senate; it is hereby ordained that he be interdicted from fire and water to a distance of four hundred miles from Rome; that nobody should presume to harbour or receive him, on pain of death; that all his property and possessions be forfeit; that his house in Rome be demolished and a shrine to Liberty consecrated in its place; and that whoever shall move, speak, vote or take any step towards recalling him shall be treated as a public enemy, unless those whom Cicero unlawfully put to death should first spring back to life.

It must have been the most terrible blow. But he found the composure to dismiss it with a flick of his hand. ‘When,’ he enquired, ‘was this nonsense published?’ 

‘I’m told it was posted in Rome eight days ago. It came into my hands yesterday.’

‘Then it’s not law yet, and can’t be law until it’s been read a third time. My secretary will confirm it. Tiro,’ he said, turning to me, ‘tell the governor the earliest date it can be passed.’

I tried to calculate. Before a bill could be put to a vote it had to be read aloud in the Forum on three successive market days. But my reasoning was so shaken by what I had just read I couldn’t remember what day of the week it was now, let alone when the market days fell. ‘Twenty days from today,’ I hazarded, ‘perhaps twenty-five?’

‘You see?’ cried Cicero. ‘I have three weeks’ grace even if it passes, which I’m sure it won’t.’ He stood up in the prow of the boat, bracing his legs against the rocking of the hull, and spread his arms wide in appeal. ‘Please, my dear Vergilius, for the sake of our past friendship, now that I have come so far, at least allow me to land and spend a night or two with my supporters.’

‘No, as I say, I’m sorry, but I cannot take the risk. I’ve consulted my experts. They say even if you travelled to the very western tip of the island, to Lilybaeum, you’d still be within three hundred and fifty miles of Rome, and then Clodius would come after me.’

At that, Cicero ceased to be so friendly. He said coldly, ‘You have no right under the law to impede the journey of a Roman citizen.’

‘I have every right to safeguard the tranquillity of my province. And here, as you know, my word is the law…’

He was apologetic. I dare say he was even embarrassed. But he was immovable, and after a few more angry exchanges there was nothing for it but to turn round and row back to Regium. Our departure provoked a great cry of dismay from the shoreline and I could see that Cicero for the first time was seriously worried. Vergilius was a friend of his. If this was how a friend reacted then soon the whole of Italy would be closed against him. Returning to Rome to oppose the law was much too risky. He had left it too late. Apart from the physical danger such a journey would entail, the bill would almost certainly pass, and then we would be stranded four hundred miles from the legal limit it prescribed. To comply safely with the terms of his exile he would have to flee abroad immediately. Obviously Gaul was out of the question because of Caesar. So it would have to be somewhere in the East – Greece perhaps, or Asia. But unfortunately we were on the wrong side of the peninsula to make our escape in the treacherous winter seas. We needed to get over to the opposite coast, to Brundisium on the Adriatic, and find a big ship capable of making a lengthy voyage. Our predicament was exquisitely vile – as no doubt Caesar, the original sponsor and creator of Clodius, had intended.

It took us two weeks of arduous travel to cross the mountains, often in heavy rain and mostly along bad roads. Every mile seemed fraught with the hazard of ambush, although the primitive little towns we passed through were welcoming enough. At night we slept in smoky, freezing inns and dined on hard bread and fatty meat made scarcely more palatable by sour wine. Cicero’s mood veered between fury and despair. He saw clearly now that he had made a terrible mistake by leaving Rome. It had been madness for him to quit the city and leave Clodius free to spread the calumny that he had put citizens to death ‘unheard and uncondemned’ when in fact each of the five Catiline conspirators had been allowed to speak in his own defence and their execution had been sanctioned by the entire Senate. But his flight was tantamount to an admission of guilt. He should have obeyed his instinct and turned back when he heard Caesar’s departing trumpets and first began to realise his error. He wept at the disaster his folly and timidity had brought upon his wife and children.

And when he had finished lashing himself, he turned his scourge on Hortensius ‘and the rest of the aristocratic gang’, who had never forgiven him for rising from his humble origins to the consulship and saving the republic: they had deliberately urged him to flee in order to ruin him. He should have heeded the example of Socrates, who said that death was preferable to exile. Yes, he should have killed himself! He snatched up a knife from the dining table. He would kill himself! I said nothing. I didn’t take the threat seriously. He couldn’t stand the sight of others’ blood, let alone his own. All his life he had tried to avoid military expeditions, the games, public executions, funerals – anything that might remind him of mortality. If pain frightened him, death terrified him – which, although I would never have been impertinent enough to point it out, was the principal reason we had fled Rome in the first place.

When finally we came within sight of the fortified walls of Brundisium, he decided not to venture inside. The port was so large and busy, so full of strangers, and so likely to be his destination, he was convinced it was the obvious spot for his assassination. Instead we sought sanctuary a little way up the coast, in the residence of his old friend Marcus Laenius Flaccus. That night we slept in decent beds for the first time in three weeks, and the next morning we went down to the beach. The waves were much rougher than on the Sicilian side. A strong wind was hurling the Adriatic relentlessly against the rocks and shingle. Cicero loathed sea voyages at the best of times; this one promised to be especially treacherous. Yet it was our only means of escape. One hundred and twenty miles beyond the horizon lay the shore of Illyricum.

Flaccus, noticing his expression, said, ‘Fortify your spirits, Cicero – perhaps the bill won’t pass, or one of the other tribunes will veto it. There must be someone left in Rome willing to stand up for you – Pompey, surely?’

But Cicero, his gaze still fixed out to sea, made no reply, and a few days later we heard that the bill had indeed become law and that Flaccus was therefore guilty of a capital offence simply by having a convicted exile on his premises. Even so he tried to persuade us to stay. He insisted that Clodius didn’t frighten him. But Cicero wouldn’t hear of it: ‘Your loyalty moves me, old friend, but that monster will have dispatched a team of his hired fighters to hunt me down the moment his law passed. There is no time to lose.’

I had found a merchant ship in the harbour at Brundisium whose hard-pressed master was willing to risk a winter voyage across the Adriatic in return for a huge fee, and the next morning at first light, when no one was around, we went on board. She was a sturdy, broad-beamed vessel, with a crew of about twenty, used to ply the trade route between Italy and Dyrrachium. I was no judge of these things, but she looked safe enough to me. The master estimated the crossing would require a day and a half – but we needed to leave quickly, he said, and take advantage of the favourable wind. So while the sailors made her ready and Flaccus waited on the quayside, Cicero quickly dictated a final message to his wife and children: It has been a fine life, a great career – the good in me, nothing bad, has brought me down. My dear Terentia, loyalest and best of wives, my darling daughter Tullia, and little Marcus, our one remaining hope – goodbye! I copied it out and passed it up to Flaccus. He raised his hand in farewell. Then the sail was unfurled, the cables cast off, the oarsmen pushed us away from the harbour wall, and we set off into the pale grey light.

At first we made good speed. Cicero stood high above the deck on the steersmen’s platform, leaning on the stern rail, watching the great lighthouse of Brundisium recede behind us. Apart from his visits to Sicily, it was the first time he had left Italy since his youth, when he went to Rhodes to learn oratory from Molon. Of all the men I ever knew, Cicero was the least equipped by temperament for exile. To thrive he needed the appurtenances of civilised society – friends, news, gossip, conversation, politics, dinners, plays, baths, books, fine buildings; to watch all these dwindle away must have been an agony for him.

Nevertheless, in little more than an hour they had gone, swallowed up in the void. The wind drove us forwards strongly, and as we cut through the whitecaps I thought of Homer’s ‘dark blue wave/foaming at the bow’. But then around the middle of the morning the ship seemed gradually to lose propulsion. The great brown sail became slack-bellied and the two steersmen standing at their levers on either side of us began exchanging anxious looks. Soon dense black clouds started to mass on the horizon, and within an hour they had closed over our heads like a trapdoor. The light became shadowy; the temperature dropped. The wind got up again, but this time the gusts were in our faces, driving the cold spray off the surface of the waves. Hailstones raked the heaving deck.

Cicero shuddered, leaned forwards and vomited. His face was as grey as a corpse. I put my arm around his shoulders and indicated that we should descend to the lower deck and seek shelter in the cabin. We were halfway down the ladder when a flash of lightning split the gloom, followed instantly by a deafening, sickening crack, like a bone snapping or a tree splintering, and I was sure we must have lost the mast, for suddenly we seemed to be tumbling over and over while all around us great glistening black mountains of jet towered and toppled in the lightning flashes. The shriek of the wind made it impossible to speak or hear. In the end I simply pushed Cicero into the cabin, fell in after him and closed the door.

We tried to stand, but the ship was listing. The deck was ankle-deep in water. Our feet slid from under us. The floor tilted first one way and then the other. We clutched at the walls as we were pitched back and forth in the darkness amid loose tools and jars of wine and sacks of barley, like dumb beasts in a crate on our way to slaughter. Eventually we wedged ourselves in a corner and lay there soaked and shivering as the boat shook and plunged. I was sure we were doomed and closed my eyes and prayed to Neptune and all the gods for deliverance.

A long time passed. How long I cannot say – certainly it was the remainder of that day, and the whole of the night, and part of the day that followed. Cicero seemed quite unconscious; on several occasions I had to touch his cold cheek to reassure myself he was still alive. Each time his eyes opened briefly and then closed again. Afterwards he said he had fully resigned himself to drowning but such was the misery of his seasickness he felt no fear: rather he saw how Nature in her mercy spares those in extremis from the terrors of oblivion and makes death seem a welcome release. Almost the greatest surprise of his life, he said, was when he awoke on the second day and realised the storm was over and his existence would continue after all: ‘Unfortunately my situation is so wretched, I almost regret it.’

Once we were sure the storm had blown itself out, we went back on deck. The sailors were just at that moment tipping over the side the corpse of some poor wretch whose head had been smashed by a swinging boom. The Adriatic was oily-smooth and still, of the same grey shade as the sky, and the body slid into it with scarcely a splash. There was a smell on the cold wind I didn’t recognise, of something rotten and decaying. About a mile away I noticed a wall of sheer black rock rising above the surf. I assumed we had been blown back home again and that it must be the coast of Italy. But the captain laughed at my ignorance and said it was Illyricum, and that those were the famous cliffs that guard the approaches to the ancient city of Dyrrachium.

Cicero had at first intended to make for Epirus, the mountainous country to the south, where Atticus owned a great estate that included a fortified village. It was a most desolate region, having never recovered from the terrible fate decreed it by the Senate a century earlier, when, as a punishment for siding against Rome, all seventy of its towns had been razed to the ground simultaneously and its entire population of one hundred and fifty thousand sold into slavery. Nevertheless, Cicero claimed he wouldn’t have minded the solitude of such a haunted spot. But just before we left Italy Atticus had warned him – ‘with regret’ – that he could only stay for a month lest word of his presence become known: if it did, under clause two of Clodius’s bill, Atticus himself would be liable to the death penalty for harbouring the exile.

Even as we stepped ashore at Dyrrachium Cicero remained in two minds about which direction to take – south to Epirus, temporary refuge though it would be, or east to Macedonia, where the governor, Apuleius Saturninus, was an old friend of his, and from Macedonia on to Greece and Athens. In the event, the decision was made for him. A messenger was waiting on the quayside – a young man, very anxious. Glancing around to make sure he was not observed, he drew us quickly into a deserted warehouse and produced a letter. It was from Saturninus, the governor. I do not have it in my archives because Cicero seized it and tore it to pieces the moment I had read it out loud to him. But I can still remember the gist of what it said: that ‘with regret’ (that phrase again!), despite their years of friendship, Saturninus would not be able to receive Cicero in his household as it would be ‘incompatible with the dignity of a Roman governor to offer succour to a convicted exile’.

Hungry, damp and exhausted from our crossing, having hurled the fragments of the letter to the ground, Cicero sank on to a bale of cloth with his head in his hands. That was when the messenger said nervously, ‘Your Excellency, there is another letter …’

It was from one of the governor’s junior magistrates, the quaestor Gnaeus Plancius. His family were old neighbours of the Ciceros from their ancestral lands around Arpinum. Plancius said that he was writing secretly and sending his letter via the same courier, who was to be trusted; that he disagreed with his superior’s decision; that it would be an honour for him to take the Father of the Nation under his protection; that secrecy was vital; that he had already set out on the road to meet him at the Macedonian border; and that in the meantime he had arranged for a carriage to transport Cicero out of Dyrrachium ‘immediately, in the interests of your personal safety; I plead with you not to delay by so much as an hour; I shall explain more when I see you’.

‘Do you trust him?’ I asked.

Cicero stared at the floor and in a low voice replied, ‘No. But what choice do I have?’

With the messenger’s help I arranged for our luggage to be transferred from the boat to the quaestor’s carriage – a gloomy contraption, little better than a cell on wheels, without suspension and with metal grilles nailed over the windows so that its fugitive occupant could look out but no one could see him. We clattered up from the harbour into the city and joined the traffic on the Via Egnatia, the great highway that runs all the way to Byzantium. It started to sleet. There had been an earthquake a few days earlier and the place was wretched in the downpour, with corpses of the native tribespeople unburied by the roadside and here and there little groups of survivors sheltering in makeshift tents among the ruins, huddled over smoking fires. It was this odour of destruction and despair that I had smelt out at sea.

We travelled across the plain towards the snow-covered mountains and spent the night in a small village hemmed in by the encroaching peaks. The inn was squalid, with goats and chickens in the downstairs rooms. Cicero ate little and said nothing. In this strange and barren land, with its savage-looking people, he had at last fallen into the full depths of despair, and it was only with difficulty that I roused him from his bed the next morning and persuaded him to continue our journey.

For two days the road climbed into the mountains, until we came to the edge of a wide lake, fringed with ice. On the far side was a town, Lychnidos, that marked the border with Macedonia, and it was here, in its forum, that Plancius awaited us. He was in his early thirties, strongly built, wearing military uniform, with half a dozen legionaries at his back, and there was a moment when they all began to stride towards us that I experienced a rush of panic and feared we had blundered into a trap. But the warmth with which Plancius embraced Cicero, and the tears in his eyes, convinced me immediately that he was genuine.

He could not disguise his shock at Cicero’s appearance. ‘You need to recover your strength,’ he said, ‘but unfortunately, we must leave here straight away.’ And then he told us what he had not dared put into his letter: that he had received reliable intelligence that three of the traitors Cicero had sent into exile for their parts in Catilina’s conspiracy – Autronius Paetas, Cassius Longinus and Marcus Laeca – were all out looking for him, and had sworn to kill him.

Cicero said, ‘Then there is nowhere in the world where I am safe. How are we to live?’

‘Under my protection, as I said. In fact come back with me to Thessalonica, and stay under my very roof. I was military tribune until last year and I’m still on active service, so there’ll be soldiers to guard you as long as you stay within the frontiers of Macedonia. My house is no palace, but it’s secure and it’s yours for as long as you need it.’

Cicero stared at him. Apart from the hospitality of Flaccus, it was the first real offer of help he had received for weeks – for months, in fact – and that it should have come from a young man he barely knew, when old allies such as Pompey had turned their backs on him, moved him deeply. He tried to speak, but the words choked in his throat and he had to look away.

The Via Egnatia runs for one hundred and fifty miles across the mountains of Macedonia before descending to the plain of Amphaxis, where it enters the port of Thessalonica, and this was where our journey ended, two months after leaving Rome, in a secluded villa off a busy thoroughfare in the northern part of the town.

Five years earlier, Cicero had been the undisputed ruler of Rome, second only to Pompey the Great in the affections of the people. Now he had lost everything – reputation, position, family, possessions, country; even at times the balance of his mind. For reasons of security he was confined to the villa during the hours of daylight. His presence was kept secret. A guard was posted at the entrance. Plancius told his staff that his anonymous guest was an old friend suffering from acute grief and melancholia. Like all the best lies it had the merit of being partly true. Cicero barely ate, or spoke, or left his room; sometimes his fits of weeping could be heard from one end of the house to the other. He would not receive visitors, not even his brother Quintus, who was passing nearby on his way back to Rome after completing his term as governor of Asia: You would not have seen your brother the man you knew, he pleaded in mitigation, not a trace or semblance of him but only the likeness of a breathing corpse. I tried my best to console him, without success, for how could I, a slave, understand his sense of loss, having never possessed anything worth losing in the first place? Looking back, I can see that my attempts to offer solace through philosophy must only have added to his aggravation. Indeed on one occasion, when I tried to advance the Stoic argument that possessions and rank are unnecessary, given that virtue alone is sufficient for happiness, he threw a stool at my head.

We had arrived in Thessalonica at the beginning of spring, and I took it upon myself to send letters to Cicero’s friends and family letting them know, in confidence, where he was hiding, and asking them to write in response using Plancius as a poste restante. It took three weeks for these messages to reach Rome, and a further three weeks before we started to receive replies, and the news they brought was anything but encouraging. Terentia described how the charred walls of the family house on the Palatine hill had been demolished so that Clodius’s shrine to Liberty – the irony! – could be erected on the site. The villa at Formiae had been pillaged, the country estate in Tusculum also invaded, and even some of the trees in the garden carted off by the neighbours. Homeless, at first she had taken refuge with her sister in the House of the Vestal Virgins.

But that impious wretch Clodius, in defiance of all the sacred laws, broke into the temple, and dragged me to the Basilica Porcia, where in front of the mob he had the impertinence to question me about my own property! Of course I refused to answer. He then demanded that I hand over our little son as a hostage to my good behaviour. In answer I pointed to the painting that shows Valerius defeating the Carthaginians and reminded him that my ancestors fought in that very battle and that as my family had never feared Hannibal, we most certainly would not be intimidated by him.

It was the plight of his son that most upset Cicero: ‘The first duty of any man is to protect his children, and I am helpless to fulfil it.’ Marcus and Terentia were now sheltering in the home of Cicero’s brother, while his adored daughter, Tullia, was sharing a roof with her in-laws. But although Tullia, like her mother, tried to make light of her troubles, it was easy enough to read between the lines and recognise the truth: that she was nursing her sick husband, the gentle Frugi – whose health, never robust, seemed to have collapsed under the strain. Ah, my beloved, my heart’s longing! Cicero wrote to his wife. To think that you, dearest Terentia, once everybody’s refuge in trouble, should now be so tormented! You are before my eyes night and day. Goodbye, my absent loves, goodbye.

The political outlook was equally bleak. Clodius and his supporters were continuing their occupation of the Temple of Castor in the southern corner of the Forum. Using this fortress as their headquarters, they could intimidate the voting assemblies and pass
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I

I came into the world feet first – a dangerous way to be born.

Aegri partus is the medical term. A painful birth.

My mother did not survive it.

My first two names are Marcus Vipsanius. But no one, however intimate, has ever used them. I am called – and have been for fifty years, ever since I was hauled by the heels from my mother’s corpse – Agrippa.

As soon as I was old enough to understand the meaning of my name, I pestered my family to discover who had bestowed it.

I wonder about it still.

Was it my father, who was always cold towards me? Did he imprint upon my forehead a brand heated red hot by grief and resentment, while I lay helpless and unknowing in my cot?

Or was it my older brother and sister, struck motherless, who heard the words aegri partus whispered by grieving adults, and whose childish voices ran the words artlessly together to form a name that stuck?

All claimed not to know, and the answer is now beyond discovery. In any case, it does not matter.

What matters are its effects.

When I left the nursery in my seventh year and went out into the world of schoolboys, with their natural cruelty and  taunts – Agrippa, Agrippa, mother-killer! – I was obliged to learn how to defend myself. Blessed from the start with a sturdy physique, and with the remote and brooding expression of a fighter, I would take on anyone who crossed me. Even on the rare occasions when I was beaten, I gained a reputation for reckless aggression that ensured I was left alone.

In time, my name ceased to be a mark of shame and became instead a badge of invincibility. I had survived a dangerous birth. I had defied Nature. My strength was supernatural. Over the years, this reputation has grown and hardened like armour around me, through all the wars in which I have fought – so much so that I am told the mere name Agrippa spreading from man to man across a battlefield has been enough to make an enemy sue for peace.

And it is this reputation that has led me, by an unexpected turn of events, at the age of fifty, to begin setting down my memories – something I swore I would never do.

One’s name shapes one’s character.

One’s character determines one’s destiny.

Three months ago, at the end of autumn, word reached me in Rome of an uprising in Pannonia, that rugged forested region immediately beyond the eastern Alps, infested with hostile tribes. The Princeps was in Greece. It therefore fell to me to decide what action to take. I immediately consulted our old mutual friend Maecenas.

I had fought in Pannonia twenty years before. It had taken us two campaigning seasons to subdue the barbarians. I did not relish returning to fight them again in what would soon be the depths of winter. I was no longer in my prime. I had a suppurating ulcer in my right leg, the latest manifestation of an infirmity I cannot shake off. For the first time in my life, I felt exhausted. Moreover, my wife had just become pregnant with our fifth child. Ever mindful of my mother’s fate, I wished to be with her during her confinement.

But to leave matters to fester in Pannonia risked losing all our gains, and could render north-eastern Italy vulnerable to invasion. Maecenas advised me that I should go at once and take control of the situation. Reluctantly I concluded that – as usual – he was right.

That night, I told Julia.

My third wife is twenty-three years my junior, the only child the Princeps has ever succeeded in fathering. We have been married for seven years. Our union was arranged purely as a matter of state policy, to provide male heirs for the succession. Even so, we were happy enough together, certainly at the beginning. Now, after producing four children – two boys and two girls – she complains of being weary of her role as what she calls ‘the imperial broodmare’.

I promised I would return within six months at the latest, to be with her for the birth. She took the news better than I had expected. We passed a tender few days together before the preparations for my departure were completed. Then I donned the red cloak of a general on active service and set off for the north.

The governor of Illyricum, M. Vinicius, an experienced soldier, had already crossed into Pannonia. He had at his disposal a force of seven legions: some thirty-eight thousand infantry and cavalry. I decided it was therefore only necessary for me to travel with a small escort.

We made fast time, frequently changing horses, riding from dawn till dusk. I was glad of my cloak, which concealed my bandaged leg, although I had to set my jaw whenever I dismounted so that my officers should not see my condition. When my doctor changed my dressing each evening, I clenched my teeth to stop myself from shouting aloud and alerting them.

By the time we reached the frontier at Aquileia, the first snows of winter were already falling across the mountains. The others were in favour of resting for a day or two. But that was never my way. I insisted we begin our crossing at once.

The following evening, I fell into a fever and had to be carried in a litter, half awake and half sleeping. Of that journey through the Alpine passes I remember little. Fortunately, on the fourth day, as we began our descent onto the Pannonian plain, the fever passed, and I was able to pull myself back into the saddle.

The army was encamped near the town of Segestica, on the northern bank of the Savus river. Our scouts went ahead to give notice of our approach, so that by the time we passed through the fortified gate, the legions had been assembled to welcome me. The roar as I removed my helmet and rode down the avenue between the centuries must have been audible for miles.

As soon as I had been shown to my tent, I summoned Vinicius and his staff and asked for a full report of the situation.

According to our spies, the Germanic forces were hidden in the forest that lay across open country about three miles to the north. The best estimate of their strength was a hundred and ten thousand, roughly three times our number. We could either stay inside our stockade and wait for them to show themselves – we had plentiful supplies of food and  water – or take the offensive.

What would Caesar have done?

I gave the order that we should prepare to attack the following day.

– And tell the men to make as much noise about it as they can!

That night it snowed. At dawn, I was roused by the sentries with the news that a party of six barbarian horsemen was advancing towards our camp under a flag of truce. I gave the order to open the gate.

I received them in my tent, seated in my curule chair beneath my standard, my senior officers arrayed behind me.

They were clothed in animal skins. Their straggling hair and beards were matted into pelts and their faces were heavily tattooed. They looked barely human. Their leader asked through a translator in their guttural language if it was true that I was the Roman general Agrippa. I said that I was. He replied that out of respect for the way I had fought them twenty years previously, they were prepared to disperse their forces and try to settle their grievances by negotiation. They agreed to deliver hostages as a guarantee of their sincerity. It was all arranged very swiftly.

I ordered the army to stand down.

I stayed in the camp for a few more days, resting my leg, waiting for reports from our scouts that the enemy had indeed returned to their villages. It seemed they had. Vinicius asked if I believed they would keep their promise. I replied that they probably would – for now. But in the spring, they would be back, by which time we would have been able to bring in reinforcements. In the meantime, I proposed to return secretly to Rome, leaving my standard flying over my tent to maintain the pretence that I was still with the army. I told him to inform no one of my departure.

I left that night with my escort under the cover of darkness.

We had to make haste to get back across the mountains before the snow closed the passes. We succeeded, and reached Italy four days later. It was important no one knew of my arrival. The German tribes had to be convinced I was still in Pannonia. My plan was to stop briefly in Rome, collect Julia and slip away unnoticed to our villa on the Bay of Naples, where the weather would be warmer. I could recover my health and she could have her baby.

The journey to Rome took another week. We reached the city at nightfall. I went at once to my house on the Palatine. My slaves were startled to see me. Worse than startled, I realised. Terrified. As I limped towards Julia’s apartments, they scattered out of my path like pigeons and fluttered away down the shadowy passages. I stopped outside her bedroom. I could hear voices. I opened the door a fraction, and in the flickering lamplight and the glow of the fire saw all that I needed to see.

If it had been any other man, I would have drawn my sword, strode to the bed and finished him on the spot. But it was Tiberius Claudius Nero, the adopted son of the Princeps, married to my daughter Vipsania and the father of my grandson.

I closed the door without being noticed and left the house.

It is unseasonably cold on the Bay of Naples – incessant rain since the moment I arrived, the sky grey, the sea beyond my terrace dark. I am here alone. I have told the household staff to keep my presence secret. No one is to be admitted to my room, except my doctor. I take no food. I lie propped on my couch. My cloak serves as my blanket, my shield my desk. I cannot sleep. I think. I write. I remember.




II

The most significant event of my life, from which all the others were to flow, occurred shortly before my fourteenth birthday, when I was plucked from the rough-and-tumble of my grammar school and sent to an academy on the Palatine to further my studies in Greek, astronomy and mathematics.

How my father could afford the fees was a mystery. He was a Stoic, a follower of Cato. He disdained worldly matters and subsisted on a small income from a few shops and apartments he had inherited. I was the only pupil of plebeian rank. The others were the sons of equestrian or senatorial families, with grand houses in Rome and estates in the country. They never asked me back to their homes after classes ended, and certainly I never thought of inviting them to our modest dwelling in the valley amid the tenements of Subura.

The only boy who was as unpopular as myself was a young lad half a year my junior, Gaius Octavius Thurinus.

His name meant nothing to me. He was often absent through illness, and when he did attend, he kept himself aloof. He never spoke to me, and I paid him no attention. But one day when I arrived for the first lesson of the morning, I found him being set upon in the street by two much bigger boys. I had been longing for a chance to fight ever since I arrived. I dragged them off him, knocked them both into the gutter and kicked them down the road. When I returned, expecting a word of thanks from their victim, he had gone.

Later that day, I asked another boy if he knew the reason why Octavius had been picked on. He looked at me as if I was a simpleton.

– Haven’t you heard? His uncle has just invaded Italy!

– Who is his uncle?

– Caesar!

I was dumbfounded. It was impossible to connect so feeble a figure as Octavius with the conqueror of Gaul. When I got home that evening, I asked my father if it was true that Caesar had launched an invasion. He replied bitterly that it was, that Caesar was a treacherous, immoral gambler who had broken the most sacred laws and brought his army across the Rubicon to destroy the Republic and make himself dictator.

I did not mention that I had met his nephew – in fact, I discovered afterwards, Octavius was only his great-nephew – and I certainly did not mention the fight.

A tremendous panic now seized Rome. The fathers of most of my fellow students, like my own father, were loyal to the Senate. The city began to empty as they fled to join Pompey, supreme commander of the Senate’s legions, who had decided to abandon the capital and raise an army in the countryside. Soon our classes were only half full.

To begin with, Octavius was also absent, and I wondered if he might have gone north to meet his kinsman. But then one morning he slipped into the classroom, clearly nervous of his reception, and after looking around came over and took the place next to mine. For the remainder of the day he stayed as close to me as my shadow. Finally I decided to make a joke of it.

– You seem to have appointed me your bodyguard!

– I can pay you if you want.

I should have taken offence. Instead, I found myself laughing. I told him he could keep his money. And after that, we were friends.

Despite the difference in our social status, we discovered we had much in common. By temperament, we were both loners. I had lost my mother. He had no memory of his father, who had died when he was four years old after a long period of service overseas. I did not care for my stepmother. He did not like his stepfather. Our talents were complementary. He helped me with my classwork. I showed him how to fight.

Two months later, Caesar entered Rome, and lessons were suspended. Terror lay over the city. I was forbidden by my father to leave the house. But I slipped out anyway and headed to the Forum in the hope of getting a glimpse of the man who had turned the world upside down. He was rumoured to be inside the Temple of Saturn, the Republic’s treasury, which was ringed with his troops and watched by a large and silent crowd.

Soldiers up till then had been forbidden to enter the city while on active service. This was the first time I had seen so many gathered in one place. They were part of Caesar’s legendary Thirteenth Legion – ‘Gemina’ – the veterans who had conquered Gaul and would follow him to the death. I can remember to this day the excitement I felt at the sight of their hard, thin faces staring straight ahead, pinched red in the cold; their glittering breastplates and helmets, their shields and swords and lances; their smell of leather and steel and sweat. All I wanted in life was to be one of them.

Presently there was a stir at the front of the crowd, and the doors of the temple opened. I managed to squeeze my way to the front in time to see a gaunt, grim, broad- shouldered figure, bareheaded and almost bald, closely surrounded by bodyguards with drawn swords. There was no cheering or jeering, merely a sullen silence on that chilly afternoon. The crowd shuffled back to let him through. He turned towards the Via Sacra, and I lost sight of him in the throng.

Years afterwards, I realised this must have been the famous occasion when he seized the state’s reserves of gold and silver –  fifteen thousand bars of the one, thirty thousand of the other – and told the tribune in charge of the treasury that if he did not stand aside, he would kill him on the spot.

– And, young man, you know well enough that I dislike saying this more than I would dislike doing it.

My father was waiting for me when I returned home, and I was soundly beaten for disobeying his orders. But I did not flinch. As the blows fell, I gritted my teeth and thought of the men of the Thirteenth.

Such was my first glimpse of Caesar. It was to be my last for a long time. He did not linger long in Rome. Within a week he was gone, intent on crushing Pompey’s forces, now mustering overseas. Out of the next two and a half years, he was in Rome for just eleven days.

The next morning, our lessons at the academy resumed, and with them, my acquaintance with Octavius.

He came into school bursting with stories of the hours he had spent with his great-uncle. Caesar had been away fighting in Gaul for the past nine years. It was the first time they had ever talked. They had dined together twice. They had walked in Caesar’s gardens beside the Tiber. He had been shown the general’s helmet, almost cleaved in two by a Gallic sword.

Caesar had no legitimate son of his own, although he was said to have fathered several by his many lovers. (His only child, Julia, who had been married to Pompey, had died giving birth.) Octavius’s connection to him was entirely on the female side –  he was the son of the daughter of Caesar’s  sister – and in truth therefore somewhat tenuous. But they were tied by blood, and clearly it had occurred to Octavius that if Caesar was to prove victorious in the civil war, then a glorious future could open before him.

This awareness changed him. Outwardly our friendship continued as before. But  occasionally – if I went too far with a joke or grabbed him in a playful  headlock – he would stiffen and give me a cold look, as if to remind me of his new dignity. Already I sensed my destiny might be entwined with his. I learned to curb my tongue.

And so we grew to maturity, the years passing to the distant drumbeat of Caesar’s victories. That summer, he subdued his enemies in Spain. The following March, as I turned fifteen and put on the toga signifying manhood, news came that he had landed in Epirus in pursuit of Pompey. In September, we learned that he had annihilated Pompey’s army at Pharsalus. What was left of the Senate bowed to the new reality and appointed him dictator in his absence.

It was around this time that G. Cilnius Maecenas entered our lives. (Such is his phenomenal memory that no doubt if he were here rather than in Rome, he would be able to provide me with the exact date.) He was only five years older than us but far more worldly. We had never encountered such an exotic creature. His voice was high, his appearance feminine. He had long, curly golden hair and fingers bejewelled by rings. Although he claimed to be descended from the Etruscan royal family, he had little money and earned a living as a tutor in literature and philosophy. He was obsessed by genealogy and gossip and knew more about the ancestry of some of the great families in Rome than they did themselves. A ridiculous figure. Yet he controlled his unruly pupils by his wit and cleverness quite effortlessly. He instilled in Octavius especially a lifelong love of poetry, although my literary tastes, to his despair, have always tended towards geography and military history …

I digress.

Pompey by now was dead, murdered in Egypt by one of his own former officers. Yet still the fighting dragged on. For the first time I experienced the true agony of a civil war. Cato, the most implacable of the old Republicans, remained at liberty in Africa. My elder brother, Lucius, to the pride of my father, was serving in the Republic’s army. As Caesar’s legions closed in to give battle, I still secretly wanted him to win. But I also wanted Lucius to survive and come home.

News of Caesar’s victory in Africa reached Rome in late April. As soon as his dispatch was posted in the Forum, I joined the crowd to read it. The Battle of Thapsus had been another massacre. Despite the Africans’ use of elephants as cavalry, ten thousand of the Republic’s army had been killed and thousands more taken prisoner. I went home to tell my father. I had never seen him weep before. That evening, he took me aside and spoke to me quietly.

– Will you ask your friend Octavius to enquire of his uncle if Lucius is still alive? And if he is a prisoner, whether Caesar will show mercy?

It must have been a bitter wound to his pride to have to beg for his son’s life from a dictator – and worse, to have to do so through me.

I promised to relay his message. The next morning, I raised it with Octavius. He said nothing, merely frowned and turned away. I feared I had overstepped the boundary of our friendship. But later, he sought me out.

– Forgive me, Agrippa. I needed to think it through. I have never requested a favour from my uncle before, and I cannot predict his reaction. But out of my fondness for you, I shall write to him today.

We did not refer to the matter again. Weeks passed. I heard nothing.

Gradually my father stopped pressing me for news. He spoke little now. He seemed greatly to have aged.

And then in the summer, word came that Caesar had returned from Africa and was approaching the gates of Rome. Octavius went out to meet him. The city was in tumult. That afternoon, the dictator addressed a great assembly of the people from the Rostra. I was too far away to hear him above the roars of adulation, or even to see him clearly through the haze of heat and dust. Afterwards, he retired to his estate on the banks of the Tiber to rest, accompanied by Octavius and his family.

A few days later, I received a message from Octavius asking me to join him. I left immediately, without telling my father where I was going.

Caesar’s country property lay along the Via Campana, about a mile beyond the city walls. I remember how nervous I was, and how my anxiety mounted with every step.

The villa was heavily guarded. I handed Octavius’s letter to one of the sentries at the gate and was told to wait while he went inside to make sure it was genuine. He returned accompanied by Octavius, who greeted me with an embrace and led me along the drive towards the largest of the several houses that lay scattered throughout the gardens. On the terrace of one of these, a curious collection of figures stood motionless in the sun, like a frieze on some ancient temple – men in pleated skirts, bronzed and naked from the waist up; women in flowing blue robes and elaborate golden headdresses.

I asked who they were.

– The King and Queen of Egypt, Ptolemy and Cleopatra, and their household.

– What are they doing here?

– When my uncle was in Egypt, he didn’t only fuck the country, he fucked Cleopatra as well.

The exchange sticks in my mind because until then I had never heard Octavius use a crude expression.

– What does his wife think of this arrangement? He grinned.

– His wife is not here.

– And the King of Egypt?

– He is Cleopatra’s brother as well as her husband. He is only thirteen. He does not care what she does. They are a strange race.

We walked on, through the villa and out into a courtyard where a fountain played. Beside it, a man in a straw hat and a loose white tunic was seated on a comfortable chair, his feet stretched out on a stool, exposing hairless sunburned legs, his head bent, reading. Two other men, holding documents – secretaries, I assumed – were standing nearby. Octavius pushed me forward.

– Caesar would like to speak to you.

I had half expected I might encounter him, but as we approached, my carefully prepared speech went out of my head, and I found myself gaping down at the dictator while Octavius introduced me.

Caesar looked up at me from beneath the wide brim of his hat. His face was half in shade. I could not see his eyes, but I could sense he was examining me. When he spoke at last, his voice was hard and rasping.

– So, you are Agrippa?

I stammered out some vaguely remembered lines that I was honoured to meet him.

– You petitioned us about your brother?

I cannot remember what I answered, or if I answered. Perhaps I simply nodded.

Caesar waited.

– It is customary to ask for mercy on one’s knees.

I felt Octavius’s hand on my shoulder again, gently pressing me down. But I could not do it. Looking back, it was foolish, adolescent,  disrespectful – even so, I could not kneel. I suppose it had been bred into me in the schoolyard to stand my ground whatever the consequences, even in the presence of the dictator.

Caesar removed his hat and scrutinised me. For the first time I felt the force of his gaze. He fanned his face. Finally he beckoned to one of his secretaries, said something to him, and the man hurried off. He stood.

– Tell your father Caesar sends his compliments.

And then he walked away, followed by his other secretary.

I stood alone with Octavius in the courtyard. It seemed to me I could not have made a worse impression. I started to apologise, but he cut me off.

– I think he likes you.

– How do you know that?

– Because you are still alive. Besides, look …

I turned.

From the interior of the villa limped a figure – pale and haggard, dazed by his sudden emergence into the light, but still recognisable. My brother Lucius.
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