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Si no’us vei, Domna don plus mi cal,
Negus vezer mon bel pensar no val.

(And if I do not see you, Lady mine,
No sight is worth your image in my mind.)

—Bernart de Ventadorn (fl. 1150–80)
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Preface

WE ALL REMEMBER hundreds of key events in our lives that can be evoked by the casual question, “What was the first time you ever … ?” Depending on the rest of that question, we may find ourselves searching our memory banks for an incident decent or indecent, momentous or trivial, too pathetically droll to relate without laughter or too depressingly sad for words.

The first of anything in our lives acquires an aura all its own: the first time I spoke French in France, the first time I had an erotic dream, the first time I flew, the first time I got into a fight, the first award I ever won, the first time someone let me down.

If mundane firsts like these assume such importance in our eyes, the groundbreaking firsts of the mighty of the earth—its great heroes, artists, thinkers, discoverers, and villains—acquire something of the same magical glow as those of our private lives, except writ large. In their case, the firsts were not cosmically (or even locally) insignificant but represented audacious deeds never before seen on earth. If some of our private firsts determined the future course of our own lives, the historical firsts often determined, for better or worse, the fate of a large segment of the human race.

As in our own lives, the very first—such as the first discovery of gunpowder in China—might ultimately have less significance than another similar first at a different time and place—such as the first use of gunpowder in cannons in Europe, which allowed the rise of powerful and centralized European nations by denying local nobles the protection of formerly impregnable castles. Countries such as France, England, Spain, and Portugal were thus empowered to conquer, exploit, and some would say civilize, some would say terrorize, much of the rest of the world. Similarly, the printing press (first used in China) began to have its earth-shattering impact only after it was first used in Europe at a time when it fueled religious divisions, world exploration, the growth of a literate middle class, and the rediscovery of the ancient world. Likewise, the first voyages of Europeans to the Americas (Norsemen, c. 1000) produced nothing of lasting consequence, whereas Columbus’s four voyages mightily diverted the course of subsequent history.

In attempting to understand human history as an organic development, we nonetheless impute a special importance to the first occurrence of a certain type of event, whether it be an invention, a philosophy, a literary genre, a geographic discovery, or a scientific breakthrough, because this helps us go back and determine which future aspects were already present ab ovo, which were gradual accretions, and which had intriguingly little to do with what came after. “Who (or what) was the first?” always implicitly carries within it the question, “Who (or what) was the first to make a real difference?”

Who was the first to sack the city of Rome? Write a sonnet? Take a picture? What was the first university? The first great novel of world literature? The first astronomical telescope? The first flying machine? These are the kinds of questions you’ll find answered and explained in this book, which focuses on 150 of the most significant firsts that occurred in the first twenty centuries of the Christian (or Common) era.

The essays for each century are prefaced by a listing of all the who or what questions for that section, consecutively numbered throughout the book for a total of 150 questions, answers, and essays. The essays attempt to explain the answers engagingly and informatively, putting them in historical context and often aiming at clarification of the difference between the absolute first and the first that really mattered.

There’s a certain pathos or poignancy to some of the firsts you’ll read about, such as the first four-wheeled automobile consisting of a primitive engine plopped onto a stagecoach, or the paltry twelve-horsepower engine of the first airplane (see Questions 141 and 144). “If only they’d known what we know!” we like to say, but of course without thousands of pioneers like the ones in this book, we wouldn’t know much of anything.

In An Essay on Criticism, Alexander Pope counseled wariness toward innovation:


Be not the first by whom the new are tried,
Nor yet the last to lay the old aside.



Conservative Mr. Pope was urging the writers of his time (1711) to exercise caution before adopting trendy new words too quickly, but most of us admire those brave souls who “boldly go where no man [or woman] has gone” and start something new for the rest of humankind to follow. Sometimes, however, the wisest course to pursue in the face of something new is to shun it, and examples of these firsts are liberally sprinkled throughout this book, as even a cursory glance at the table of contents will demonstrate. Those notorious firsts serve to remind us that much of what history considers worthy of recording is a succession of unspeakably cruel actions in the eternal saga of how homo homini lupus est—“man is a wolf to man.”

Sometimes the process of sifting out a first is well-nigh impossible. Sigmund Freud observed that “every discovery is made more than once, and none is made all at once, nor is success meted out according to deserts. America is not named after Columbus.” This sentiment was echoed and amplified by William F. Ogburn and Dorothy Thomas of Columbia University who, in 1922, compiled a list of 148 major scientific, mathematical, and technological discoveries that were made independently or more or less simultaneously by two or more persons. For examples in this book, see Questions 126 and 137.

I had originally planned a book featuring 301 very short essays, but I soon realized that before the essays could even get going, it was time for them to be ending. I carefully pared the number down to 200, where it stayed for quite a while, before I saw that the resulting book would be far too sprawling for a one-volume work. The next step was to bring the number of essays down to 175—and then whittle it down even further to 150. It still made for a long book, but I found that this number of topics was just about the bare minimum that would allow the contributors and me to provide a basic sense of the particular fragrance—or odor—of each century we cover.

With this aim in mind, I decided to allot either seven or eight essays to each of the twenty completed centuries of the AD era. Considerations of length and reader interest led me to aim for briefer and less detailed essays for the comparatively fallow years from 400 to 1000 than for the earlier and later centuries, but I have not always abided by my own rule. Nonetheless, it seemed natural that, as the essays approached our own tumultuous times, they should fill out a bit more, much as our waistlines have expanded in the most recent years.

Why does the book confine itself to the years 1 to 2000? Besides the advantage of round numbers—two thousand years, twenty centuries—that lends an air of mystifying symmetry to the book, it is undeniable that the start of the Christian era marks a dividing line not only in our chronology but also in the history of the human race. For better or worse, Christianity has been the dominant religion of Europeans—the peoples who were the impetus behind much of postclassical history by their gradual mastery of experimental science, technology, medicine, government and law, exploration, and, most of all, warfare. Their relentless and aggressive proselytizing, colonization, and imperialism have been matched only by their achievements in the arts that lend grace and refinement to life. And their conquest of North America eventually resulted in the creation of another military and cultural behemoth that has determined the course of much of world history for almost a hundred years.

But my main reason for banning the BC centuries from the book is the practical one of not having too many things stem back to the Sumerians, who created the world’s earliest civilization way back in the fourth, third, and second millennia BC. The Sumerians invented a surprising number of important things we take for granted, such as writing, and if the Sumerians didn’t invent it, you can be sure that some other very canny ancient civilization—Egyptian, Indian, Chinese, Cretan, Mycenaean, Etruscan, Hebrew, Greek, Roman, etc.—did.

Events that occurred so long ago are often poorly documented, if at all, and they rarely point to an individual or a specific date that can be associated with a first. To avoid bewildering generalities and, worse, an endless, recondite, hard-to-pronounce tour of Babylonian this and Syrian that, Phoenician this and Carthaginian that, Assyrian this and Hittite that, I decided to commence with the first century AD, which, presided over in the West by Caesar Augustus for its first fourteen years, presents a more recognizable historical epoch for our perusal.

While many of the earlier essays refer briefly to any BC antecedents that may exist, all the firsts in the questions are understood to mean “first in the AD era.” Although the book is mostly about Europe and the United States, I have included as many firsts from other parts of the world as my limited space and even more limited knowledge allowed.

A book spanning so many centuries was not the place for a systematic account of the explosion of literary and artistic innovation and experimentation in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Adding essays on the Cubists, Futurists, and Dadaists, for example—not to mention Debussy, Stravinsky, Satie, Schoenberg, Baudelaire, Flaubert, Proust, Kafka, Joyce, Pound, Eliot, etc.—would have extended this book far beyond any reasonable compass, and excellent resources on these movements and artists are widely available. Likewise, I was able to include only a sampling of the many inventions that have enhanced or detracted from our lives in the past several hundred years (see Questions 140, 141, 144, and 147). I have avoided topics dealing with sports, pop culture, or celebrities, leaving them to the experts in their respective fields.

“All men by nature desire to know,” said Aristotle, and more and more of us are trying to escape the twin tyrannies of mindless entertainment and ubiquitous advertising by turning to one of humanity’s perennial questions—“What happened before I was here?” I sincerely hope this book will provide at least the general contours of an answer and serve as an aperitif to stimulate the reader’s hunger for further historical knowledge in greater depth and detail.

My favorite part of prefaces, even of books I haven’t written myself, is the acknowledgments section. My mother, Virginia Ciavolella D’Epiro, has been an inspiration to me since she first drummed into my six-year-old head that “reading and writing are two of the most wonderful things in the world.” Her steady, calm, and cheerful reassurance helped get me through the dispiriting moments that are inevitable in any long, challenging assignment.

Tom Matrullo, stalwart friend and intellectual companion of very long standing, has contributed mightily to this book (and my last two) in both the number of essays he expertly handled and in the constant e-mail pep talks and detailed feedback on this entire project.

My twice-monthly lunches with Wayne Guglielmo at Peppercorns (or, as we dubbed it, “Les Grains de Poivre”) in Park Ridge, New Jersey, always expanded into three-hour discussions of this, that, and my various book woes. I owe to Wayne an epiphany—or at least a crucial breakthrough—in the winnowing process regarding the number of essays, as well as heaps of perceptive advice from one writer to another. Wayne and his gracious wife, Maria, also treated my wife, Nancy, and me to many a lavish dinner party during a very frenzied time for us.

My terrific agent, Rafe Sagalyn, steered me toward the concept of “firstness” at a time (December 2006) when I was floundering around in murkier waters. It’s been a heartfelt pleasure working with my editor, Diana Secker Tesdell, whose advice on overall format and on ways to keep the content from ballooning out of control has been invaluable.

Nancy and I thank Bill Schaffner, MD, Professor and Chair of the Department of Preventive Medicine at Vanderbilt University School of Medicine in Nashville, Tennessee, for his help with Question 148. We are also grateful to Gregory House, MD, both in his original form and in his reincarnations as reruns and DVDs, for providing witty, urbane, and irreverent diversion from our daily scribal chores.

I thank Lynn and Arlene Austin, John Baranowski, Debbie Kaplan, Sally Kubetin, Fausto and Margaret Macera, Julia Muiño, Mary Desmond Pinkowish, Tony Vecchione, Bob and Roseann Vitale, and many other friends and family members for their good wishes during the book’s incubation period.

I’m profoundly grateful to my team of distinguished contributors—Dante D’Epiro; Richard Jackson, PhD; Eric Lenk; Tom Matrullo; Kia Penso, PhD; Lisa C. Perrone, PhD; Joseph Sgammato; Nancy Walsh; and William A. Walsh, PhD—who have all graced this book with their distinctive voices.

My greatest debt is to my wife, Nancy Walsh, whose unflagging encouragement and loving support—not to mention her contribution of thirteen essays—made it all worthwhile.

Peter D’Epiro
June 10, 2009
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1 [image: ] Who was the first Roman emperor?

Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus, aka Augustus
(reigned 27 BC–AD 14)

LONG BEFORE THEY HAD AN EMPEROR, the ancient Romans had an empire. Beginning with Sicily, Sardinia, Corsica, and Spain, all wrested from Carthage in the third century BC, the Roman republic had strung together an imperial bastion of overseas possessions. By the time Octavian seized sole control of the Roman world by defeating his former ruling partner Mark Antony at the naval battle of Actium in 31 BC, the legions sent out from the Eternal City on the Tiber had conquered territories comprising most of Western Europe and great swaths of northern Africa, the Balkans, Turkey, Syria, and Judea. In the following year, Octavian converted the late Cleopatra’s massively wealthy Egyptian kingdom into just another province of Rome.

After several generations of butchery in the successive civil wars between Marius and Sulla, Caesar and Pompey, the assassins of Julius Caesar (led by Brutus and Cassius) and the avengers of Caesar (led by Octavian and Mark Antony), and, finally, between Octavian and Antony, the Roman world was ready for peace and unity at just about any price. It received them from a cagey young man, handsome and intelligent but sickly and not overly courageous, who had the fortune of being Julius Caesar’s great-nephew, adoptive son, and chief heir.

Caesar had been king of Rome in all but name, and that’s why, in 44 BC, he was murdered at a meeting of the senate. Having thrown out their last king more than four centuries earlier, the Romans were fiercely proud of their republic presided over by magistrates elected for one-year terms. Not only had Caesar had himself declared dictator for life, he also affected an un-Roman monarchical demeanor with his purple robes, scorn for the senate, and godlike haughtiness. The Roman nobles feared Caesar, but they hated him even more.

The lesson was not lost on young Octavian (63 BC–AD 14). He graciously accepted from the senate the honorific Augustus (“revered, majestic, worthy of awe”) on January 13, 27 BC, when, in a staged little drama, he offered to resign the extraordinary powers he had exercised since Caesar’s death, and the senate made him a counteroffer he couldn’t refuse. But there would be no regal pretensions in the public manner or official status of Augustus. He was content to be princeps civitatis—first citizen—and princeps senatus—leader of the senate (hence the English term Principate for his regime). Meanwhile, he was lavished concurrently with the key offices of the old Roman constitution—consul, proconsul, tribune—which guaranteed his control of the civil government while fostering the illusion that he had restored the republic by acting only as a senior colleague of its traditional political leaders.

But Augustus’s main basis of power, as commander in chief of Rome’s armies, derived from his being proclaimed imperator, the origin of our word emperor. An imperator was, at first, a Roman military commander—the general of an army. Then the word was applied to a general who had been acclaimed by his soldiers after a victory and to a proconsul who held the military command of a province. But the power of an imperator was always meant to be limited in time and place.

When the senate eventually created Augustus imperator over the entire empire and for life, prefixing the title to his name, it officially sanctioned his control over all the military forces and foreign possessions of Rome, and this is why historians consider him the first Roman emperor. Subsequent emperors were invested with the same title, which required the armies of Rome to swear allegiance to them personally rather than to the state.

Vested with overall command of the Roman army, navy, provinces, and a large personal army guard, the Praetorians, Augustus convened the senate and initiated legislation that it rubber-stamped. He made and unmade senators, he handpicked cronies to govern the most critical territories of the empire in his name, and he deprived the popular assemblies of their legislative or veto powers. The old majestic formula for the twin pillars of the Roman state—senatus populusque Romanus, the Roman senate and people—had become a sham.

Though crafty and manipulative, Augustus, “that subtle tyrant” in Edward Gibbon’s phrase, was ruthless during his reign only when he had to be, preferring to overlook petty affronts. He ruled the Roman Empire for more than forty years, during which he ushered in the era of peace known as the pax Romana, promoted family values (though failing signally with his own debauched daughter and granddaughter), and patronized the best writers of Rome’s Golden Age. Virgil’s Aeneid, Horace’s patriotic odes, and Livy’s epic history of Rome glorified the ancient Roman military and moral virtues that Augustus was attempting to resurrect. (No paragon of virtue himself, the Revered One and Father of His Country was addicted to women and dice.) His massive building program led him to boast that he had found Rome a city of brick and left it a city of marble. For his own dwelling, he chose a site above the ancient sanctuary where Rome’s founders, Romulus and Remus, had supposedly been suckled by a she-wolf on the Palatine Hill. Augustus’s residence was thus called the Palatium—the source of our word palace.

The emperor’s last years were clouded by a catastrophic Roman defeat under the inept governor Varus in Germany, in which three legions—more than twenty thousand men—were cut down in AD 9. Augustus would bang his head against a door and shout, “Quinctilius Varus, give me back my legions!” After a favorite nephew and two grandsons died young, he reconciled himself to bequeathing his position—and Rome’s twenty-five legions—to his stepson and adopted son Tiberius who, though a capable general and administrator, had always struck the emperor as too proudly aloof, morose, and temperamental to continue the Augustan constitutional charade. But Tiberius went on to have a long reign of his own (AD 14–37), and the sometimes admirable, sometimes deranged men known as Roman emperors succeeded to the throne until 476 in the Western Empire and 1453 in the Eastern or Byzantine Empire, besides inspiring Russian czars, German kaisers, and even an Italian ex-socialist known as il Duce.

In the account he himself wrote of his remarkable career, which was engraved on two bronze pillars in Rome and carved in stone throughout the empire, Augustus sometimes blusters like Shelley’s Ozymandias: “In my triumphs there were led before my chariot nine kings or children of kings” and “Twenty-six times I provided for the people … hunting spectacles of African wild beasts …; in these exhibitions about three thousand five hundred animals were killed.” He also can’t resist one final iteration of the big lie at the center of his administration: “After that time I excelled all in authority, but I possessed no more power than the others who were my colleagues in each magistracy.”

The first, greatest, and longest-reigning of all the Roman emperors died in his mid-seventies in AD 14, in the month that had been renamed August in his honor, and he was promptly deified by the compliant senate. On his deathbed, he summoned his friends and, in the tradition of comic actors, asked for their applause if they thought he had played his part well in the farce of life.

Did the hypocritical role assumed by this political actor fool anyone? It all depends on your definition of fool. Roman aristocrats realized they could prosper by administering Rome and the empire in Augustus’s name if they just threw a little sycophancy into their lives. The chief writers of the time obtained funds and farms from Augustus’s cultural minister Maecenas, whose name has become synonymous with enlightened patronage. The soldiers got bonuses, while the common people got cheap food and gladiatorial games. And in those far-off days of children being seen and not heard, not one of them had ever dared shout out, “But the emperor has no clothes!”


2 [image: ] What was the first poetic handbook of Greek mythology?

Ovid’s Metamorphoses, completed c. AD 8,
one of the most influential books of all time

JUST BEFORE HIS BANISHMENT TO FRIGID, semibarbarous Tomis on the Black Sea coast by Caesar Augustus in AD 8 for an offense that may have involved the emperor’s slutty granddaughter Julia as well as a sexy earlier work—a tongue-in-cheek seduction manual called The Art of Love—the Roman poet Ovid completed his Metamorphoses, a Latin poem of nearly twelve thousand hexameter lines. This treasure trove of Greek myths is thematically unified by the miraculous transformation of humans into beasts, birds, trees, plants, rocks, bodies of water, and even heavenly bodies.

Publius Ovidius Naso (43 BC–AD 17/18) set out to write a different kind of epic from the martial sagas of Homer and Virgil. His aim was to collect the most important Greek myths into a single narrative with the leitmotif that all is constant flux in the universe. The artistic problem was to keep the momentum going over a sprawling and varied terrain, which Ovid solved by weaving myths into other myths and quoting speakers who quote other speakers in a kaleidoscopic orgy of narration that never degenerates into a shaggy-dog story.

Ovid recounts about fifty myths in detail, such as that of Narcissus, who falls in love with his reflection in a pool while ignoring the proffered love of Echo (who pines away until only her voice remains), and the tales of the famous lovers Hero and Leander, Venus and Adonis, and Orpheus and Eurydice. The myth of Daphne, changed into a laurel tree to save her from rape by Phoebus Apollo, inspired one of Bernini’s marble masterpieces, besides countless literary retellings. In some pruriently macabre lines from the tale, Ovid dramatizes the frustrated erotic desire of Apollo, the original tree hugger:


But Phoebus loves her even as a tree—placing his hand
on the trunk, he feels a heartbeat beneath the bark,
and taking the branches in his arms, as if they were human limbs,
he kisses the tree, but the tree rejects his kisses.



An immensely popular school text for teaching Latin and the myths at the heart of Western culture, the Metamorphoses became the secular bible of artists like Dante, Chaucer, Titian, Shakespeare, John Milton, and Ezra Pound. The 1567 translation of the poem into heptameter couplets by Arthur Golding, often referred to as “Shakespeare’s Ovid,” inspired the Bard’s narrative poem Venus and Adonis, as well as the farcical playlet enacted by Peter Quince and his “rude mechanicals”—The most lamentable comedy, and most cruel death of Pyramus and Thisby—that provides A Midsummer Night’s Dream with some uproarious humor. More recent manifestations of the book’s perpetual appeal are the partial translation by Ted Hughes, Tales from Ovid (1997), and the dramatic adaptation, Metamorphoses, written and directed by Mary Zimmerman, through which Ovid made a big splash on Broadway in 2002 in a ninety-minute play staged around and in a large pool of water.

As far back as c. 700 BC, the Greek poet Hesiod had assembled myths on the genealogy of the gods in his Theogony. Ovid took his cue, however, from the Alexandrian Greek scholar-poet Callimachus (third century BC) who, in a long poem now almost entirely lost, the Aetia (Causes or Origins), explained certain cultural practices of his day by searching Greek history and legend for their ultimate explanations.

Ovid’s more ambitious aim was to collect all the most noteworthy Greek myths and a number of Roman ones into a single narrative proceeding from the creation of the world to the transformation of the deified Julius Caesar into a star. In this poetic world, humans were often mere playthings of the gods. Did the hunter Actaeon, for example, do anything wrong when he stumbled on the goddess Diana stark naked in her bath deep in the woods? If not, why did she change him into a stag so that his own hounds would rip him apart?

The worldly-wise poet’s main concern wasn’t theological, however, since he believed in none of the old divinities, but psychological. He wanted to delineate the myriad ways that passion can lead to self-destructive behavior. Not all passion in Ovid is sexual. There is the fatal passion of the young Phaëthon to drive the heavenly chariot of his father, Apollo the sun god. In a similar tale, the boy Icarus forgets his father Daedalus’s instructions about how to fly safely with wings of feathers and wax, plummeting into the sea after soaring too close to the sun. The tender tale of the hospitable old married couple, Philemon and Baucis, whose passion was to die at the same moment, ends with their being changed by the gods into an oak and a linden tree growing from a double trunk.

Another major theme of Ovid’s book is that of hubris punished when mortals or lesser divinities offend the Olympian gods by daring to compete with them. Consider the sorry case of Marsyas, the satyr who thinks his piping sounds much better than Apollo’s, thereby earning the punishment of being flayed alive—the subject of a gruesome canvas by Titian. Then there’s Arachne, who boasts that she can weave better than Athena, the goddess of handicrafts. When Athena examines the girl’s awesome work, she boxes her ears in a fit of envious rage, driving the desperate young woman to hang herself. In a questionable gesture of pity, Athena changes Arachne into a spider—the first arachnid ever and still a world-class weaver. Queen Niobe can’t understand why her people worship the goddess Latona, mother of only Apollo and Diana, whereas she herself is the mother of seven handsome sons and as many lovely daughters. The reward for her presumption is to see her entire brood shot to death by the arrows of the divine siblings and to suffer transformation into a woman-shaped rock that still exudes moisture as if weeping tears of grief.

Though most of the love stories in the Metamorphoses feature heterosexuals, Ovid clearly relished those dealing with alternative lifestyles, such as the strange tale of Tiresias, who starts out a man, is changed into a sexually active woman for seven years, is changed back into a man—and vouches that sex is more enjoyable for women. Iphis, a girl who grows up as a boy, is transformed into a man so that she can marry the woman she loves. Caenis, raped by Neptune, begs to be changed into a man and becomes the warrior Caeneus. We also find in Ovid’s poem the original hermaphrodite (Hermaphroditus, who is joined, literally, with the water nymph Salmacis); incest (Byblis falls in love with her brother, Myrrha with her father); pederasty (Jupiter’s love for Ganymede, Apollo’s for Hyacinthus); fetishism (the sculptor Pygmalion falls in love with his beautiful statue); and even bestiality (centaurs attempt to rape women; Queen Pasiphaë mates with a bull and gives birth to the monstrous Minotaur). With heady cocktails like these served up via the vivid storytelling that characterizes the poem, is it any wonder the Metamorphoses has been read avidly (and sometimes surreptitiously) for the past two thousand years?


3 [image: ] Who was the first Roman emperor to be assassinated?

Caligula, the first certifiably insane Roman emperor, in January of AD 41

ALTHOUGH CALIGULA WAS THE GREAT-GRANDSON of both Emperor Augustus and Mark Antony, you’d never suspect it. This deranged young man became the third Roman emperor in AD 37 as the heir of his great-uncle and adoptive grandfather, Tiberius, but his numerous “behavior issues” guaranteed he wouldn’t grow old in the job.

His real first name was Gaius, but as a child he acquired the nickname Caligula (“Little Boots”) while growing up in army camps with his father, the great general Germanicus, who used to dress him up like a soldier, complete with the caliga, a military half boot. Tiberius was jealous of Germanicus, and when the famous general died young, perhaps of poisoning, many in Rome believed the emperor was behind it. Although there was no evidence for this, Tiberius certainly went on to dispatch Caligula’s mother and two brothers, and he severely mistreated the young man himself, too.

Is it implausible that when the seventy-seven-year-old Tiberius lay on his deathbed in March of 37, Caligula was suspected of having administered a slow poison? Or of having refused him food after he woke up from a feverish coma? Or of having throttled him to death with his bare hands? In the version of the historian Tacitus, the sick old emperor had seemed to die, but when he inconsiderately woke up again, Macro, the commander of the Praetorian Guard, who was in cahoots with Caligula, ordered him to be smothered with his bedclothes. While the truth may never be known, Caligula’s presumed involvement might be viewed less as an assassination than as a way that an infirm Tiberius may have been “helped to die” in an ancient Roman version of euthanasia. Similar rumors had circulated about the death of Augustus, too, but there is no doubt that Caligula himself was the first Roman emperor to be openly murdered.

But what had Little Boots done to deserve it? The historian Suetonius says there was great rejoicing at his accession and that 160,000 animals were sacrificed in the first three months of his reign to help kick things off in grand style. Nonetheless, in addition to killing off a young cousin, who was also his joint heir, Caligula had a disquieting penchant for attending public executions, at which he might be heard bidding the officers in charge, “Make him feel that he’s dying!” He held treason trials and apparently had men sawn in half. Once, when the people cheered the wrong team in the arena, he cried out that he wished they all had just one neck so that he could cut it off with one stroke. In a single year, he also managed to run through the bulging treasury that stingy Tiberius had left him.

Sexually omnivorous, Caligula committed incest with all three of his sisters. After debauching the wife of his henchman Macro, he ordered him to commit suicide. In fact, he compulsively borrowed other men’s wives, sometimes even at their weddings, and then publicly critiqued the women’s good and bad physical points and their sexual performances. Among the many men he had sex with was his brother-in-law, whom he later ordered to be killed.

Caligula disgraced his lofty office by appearing in public as an athlete and a performing artist (though perhaps he’s to be commended for beating with his own hands anyone who talked during plays). He was so jealous of the fame of others—even dead writers—that he wanted to have the works and busts of Virgil and Livy banned from libraries. He planned to make his beloved horse, Incitatus, a consul of Rome. Eventually he demanded to be worshipped as a god, setting up in his shrine his life-size golden statue, which was dressed exactly like his tall, pale, and spindly self every day. The least bad thing he seems to have done is a bit of cultural plundering in bringing an old Egyptian obelisk to Rome. (Now owned by the pope, it’s the one in front of St. Peter’s Basilica.)

Besides his obvious insanity, Caligula also suffered from severe epilepsy and incapacitating insomnia. After a little less than four years of him, some officers of his own guard and several Roman senators decided he had to go. One of the emperor’s final provocations took place when he ordered a young actress to be tortured. A tribune of the Praetorian Guard, Cassius Chaerea, whom Caligula used to torment for his supposed effeminacy with obscene taunts and gestures, had to oversee the process and was disgusted by the woman’s ordeal.

On January 24 of 41, when Caligula took advantage of an intermission in the day’s theatricals to go wash up and have lunch, the conspirators were ready. As he stopped in a secluded corridor to chat with a song-and-dance troupe of foreign boys who were rehearsing, Chaerea stabbed him in the neck. When he fell to the ground, another Praetorian tribune, Cornelius Sabinus, plunged his sword into the twenty-eight-year-old emperor, followed by a number of other assassins. A centurion of the guard then swept through the palace, killing Caligula’s fourth wife, Caesonia, and dashing their infant daughter’s brains out against a wall. This first assassination of a Roman emperor by an army conspiracy, justified as it might have seemed to those behind it, established the precedent for numerous later military coups that eventually eroded the fabric of imperial government.

In the twentieth century, Caligula lent his name and notoriety to artistic creations as diverse as a play by the existentialist philosopher Albert Camus and a fancy porn flick by Bob Guccione of Penthouse fame. The main problem in evaluating Caligula is that almost all we know of him is derived from hostile ancient sources. Still, there must have been a kernel of horrific truth to the accusations if his reign became so indelibly associated with so many nasty episodes.


4 [image: ] Who was the first pope?

St. Peter, considered by Catholics the first bishop of Rome, AD 42–67

THE MAN WHO STARTED OUT LIFE as Shim’on Bar Yonah (“Simon Son of Jonah”) was a fisherman living at Capernaum on the Sea of Galilee when he became a disciple of John the Baptist. His brother Andrew, a fellow fisherman and follower of the Baptist, led him to Jesus, who summoned the pair, his first apostles, to become instead “fishers of men.”

We know that Simon was a married man and that, with James the Greater and John, he formed part of an inner circle among the twelve apostles of Jesus, being present at certain crucial events described in the Gospels. But his leadership of the group was firmly established when he became the first to assert that Jesus was the Messiah and the Son of God. In recognition, Jesus gave Simon a new name and some rather serious responsibilities:


… you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church.… I will give you the keys to the kingdom of heaven. Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven (Matthew 16:18–19).



In the Greek of the New Testament, the name translated as Peter is Petros, which means rock, corresponding to an original Aramaic word kepa with the same meaning, which Jesus presumably used in his own native language. (In fact, Peter is often referred to as Kephas or Cephas in the epistles of St. Paul.) And so the primacy of Peter in the Christian church, at least in the Roman Catholic view, is founded on a pun, that is, “You are now to be called Rock, and upon this rock I will build my church.” But what did Jesus mean by the name change and the symbolism of the keys? Catholics claim that the absolute leadership and ultimate authority of the church were thus vested in Peter—and also in his successors as bishops of Rome, the popes.

But let’s take a closer look at the man himself as presented in the New Testament. For someone whose name appears first in all four lists of the apostles recorded there, Peter sometimes comes across as a bit too impulsive, lazy, and cowardly to be a leader. When he sees Jesus walking on the water toward his boat, he tries to go meet him but panics when he starts sinking beneath the waves. At another time Jesus calls him Satan after Peter rebuked him for prophesying his passion and death. Peter was also one of the three apostles who couldn’t keep his eyes open while Jesus went off to pray in agony in the Garden of Gethsemane. Jesus was particularly disappointed with him on that occasion, sadly reflecting that “the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.” As a crowning indignity, Peter denies Christ three times “before the cock crows,” but at least he goes off to weep in bitter remorse.

On the other hand, Peter makes a stout attempt to prevent Jesus’ arrest when he draws his sword and cuts off a fellow’s ear. After Jesus’ death, he was the first to preach to the Gentiles, converting and baptizing the Roman centurion Cornelius and his household. After being thrown in prison by King Herod Agrippa I of Judea, he is said to have been miraculously released from his chains by an angel. The Scriptures even claim that Peter raised a woman named Tabitha from the dead. Two letters of the New Testament are traditionally attributed to Peter, but they’re almost certainly not by him.

Although it’s unknown exactly when and how Christianity first came to Rome, it must have antedated Paul’s letter to the Romans (c. AD 56–58). We also learn from Suetonius’s Lives of the Caesars that Emperor Claudius expelled Jews from Rome in 49 for making a ruckus over “Chrestus.” Roman Catholic tradition claims Peter may have first visited Rome as early as AD 42 and established the Christian community there (thus acquiring the title of bishop, which at first meant “overseer”), though others say he arrived in the mid to late 50s, in 63—or perhaps even never.

Tradition maintains that Peter was executed on Rome’s Vatican Hill in AD 67 (or 64) during a persecution of Christians under Nero, occasioned by the emperor’s need of scapegoats to counter the unfounded rumor that he himself had set the great fire of Rome in July 64. While some Christians were ripped apart by dogs or coated with pitch to serve as human torches, others, like Peter, were nailed to crosses. Peter supposedly asked to be crucified head downward because he felt himself unworthy to die in the same way as Jesus. The Romans were also said to have beheaded St. Paul at approximately the same time, and thus the two martyrs share a feast day on June 29. What is called St. Peter’s tomb may still be seen beneath the high altar in St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome, and in 1968 Pope Paul VI announced, not without controversy, that the saint’s relics had been discovered.

But how did we get from the simple fisherman of Galilee, whose master had said, “My kingdom is not of this world,” to the pomp and majesty of latter-day popes who, as late as 1963, were crowned with the triple tiara and among whose titles are archbishop and metropolitan of the Roman province, primate of Italy, and patriarch of the West? Whereas other important early Christian centers could claim only one or another apostolic founder, Rome could point to Peter and Paul, the two towering figures of the nascent church. In time, the bishops of Rome (which was, after all, the capital of the Western world) came to regard themselves as supreme over all other bishops. This view was often resisted by other prelates, and fierce wars of words broke out, as in the mid-third century when Cyprian, bishop of Carthage, refused to accept the claim of Pope Stephen I that, as bishop of Rome, his authority was preeminent.

This claim was repeatedly articulated by Pope Leo I (440–61), who maintained that the leadership of the church had devolved from St. Peter to all later bishops of Rome. With the demise of the Western Roman Empire, papal authority in Rome increased, and popes began assuming the title of pontifex maximus (“supreme pontiff”), which had belonged to the chief priest of the old Roman pagan religion and was held by the likes of Julius Caesar, Augustus, and subsequent Roman emperors (whereas pope originally meant simply “father”).

Pope Gregory I (590–604) established the medieval papacy as the hub of Christian authority, and Pope Boniface III in 607 was recognized as the one and only “Universal Bishop” by Byzantine emperor Phocas, reinforcing the view of Emperor Justinian eighty years earlier. When Pope Gregory II renounced his allegiance to the Byzantine emperor in 731, ending almost two centuries of nominal rule by a viceroy from Constantinople, the pope became ruler of Rome in name as well as in fact, and before the end of the century the papacy acquired vast holdings in Italy and military protection from Pépin and Charlemagne. With the death in 1115 of Countess Matilda of Tuscany, who left her lands to the church, the Patrimony of St. Peter was further enlarged.

In the later Middle Ages, popes like Innocent III (1198–1216) were powerful monarchs who enforced their will on Christendom by excommunicating recalcitrant individuals, declaring crusades against heretical groups, deposing disobedient rulers, and placing entire nations under interdict, depriving them of the sacraments. In the person of Pope Julius II (1503–13), Europe witnessed the vicar of the Prince of Peace leading his troops into battle on horseback to enlarge his papal kingdom, which was very much of this world. It was only in the nineteenth century that the pope lost his extensive Italian territories (known as the Papal States) and finally the city of Rome itself, though even today he remains absolute sovereign of Vatican City, the smallest independent state, as well as spiritual leader of the world’s one billion Catholics.
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Roman emperor Claudius, who believed in delegating, in AD 43

CLAUDIUS WAS THE MOST UNLIKELY CONQUEROR of anything. Perhaps afflicted with cerebral palsy, he went through life with the pathetic stammering, twitching, shuffling, and snorting that Derek Jacobi brought to the title role in the televised version of Robert Graves’s I, Claudius. Long treated as the imperial family idiot, Claudius was actually an eccentrically pedantic scholar who, among other lost literary labors, such as an autobiography and a book on gambling, wrote histories of the Etruscans and the Carthaginians in Greek. After the murder of his nephew Caligula, the Praetorian Guards found the fifty-year-old Claudius cowering behind a curtain in the palace and acclaimed him emperor. After some resistance, the senate, which was considering restoring the republic, went along with the army’s fait accompli.

Julius Caesar had been the first Roman to invade Celtic Britain, in 55 BC, and then again, in greater force, the following year, but these brief expeditions to the so-called ends of the earth were mainly undertaken to impress the folks back home, grab some booty, and deter the Britons from coming to the aid of their fellow Celts in Gaul, which Caesar was subduing. In AD 43, almost exactly a century later, Claudius decided it was time for Britain to join the empire.

Under the pretense of aiding a southern British king, Bericus (or Verica), who had been driven from the island by the dominant Catuvellauni tribe and taken refuge in Rome, Claudius moved four legions and their auxiliary troops—forty thousand men—to Britain under the command of Aulus Plautius. The actual casus belli was a desire to protect Roman Gaul from Celtic inroads from across the Channel, mingled with the ambition of Claudius to be seen in the same light as some of his more martial ancestors. The Roman army landed in Kent and pushed past the Medway to the Thames, meeting with some resistance on the way.

Within three months Plautius assured the emperor that the coast was clear, so Claudius headed for Britain, arriving in time to enter the enemy capital riding a war elephant. After spending all of sixteen days in Britain, he decided his work there was done—which was essentially showing his face in the war zone and receiving the formal surrender of eleven local tribes so that he could qualify for a triumphal procession in Rome. With the Catuvellauni duly defeated and their capital captured (where Claudius later had a temple built to himself), he declared the mission accomplished and moved on, though his army stayed behind. On his return to Italy from Britain, he celebrated by sailing through the harbor of Ravenna in a kind of vast floating palace and was hailed by the senate as “Britannicus.” Within a few years, Rome extended its grasp to more than half of the island, and the Roman province of Britannia was born.

Back in Rome, Claudius, who was not devoid of cruelty and sadism, had his depraved third wife Messalina executed in 48. During his fourth and final marriage, to his own niece Agrippina, the aging and ailing emperor became increasingly uxorious. He died at age sixty-three on October 13, AD 54, perhaps from gobbling up a poisoned dish of his favorite food, mushrooms, served by his wife. Her motive was to secure the succession for her son, Nero, instead of Claudius’s son (named, of course, Britannicus), who was predictably poisoned early in the next reign. The philosopher Seneca, whom Claudius had banished to Corsica for eight years, wrote a nasty squib on the dead emperor in which he is denied admission to Mount Olympus based on the hostile testimony of his step-grandfather Augustus.

In 60, during Nero’s reign, Boudicca, queen of the British Iceni, led a rebellion against Rome after her people had been brutally treated, she had been flogged, and her two daughters raped by the conquerors. Plundering and razing the Roman settlements later known as Saint Albans and Colchester, not to mention the business center of Londinium, her forces massacred seventy thousand of the inhabitants and defeated the Romans in battle on numerous occasions. When her huge army was finally obliterated, she poisoned herself to avoid capture. Within about forty years of Claudius’s invasion, by c. AD 84, Roman power was fully established in Britain after the victories of the general Agricola in the north and west.

Following several major attempts at conquest, over scores of years, the Romans decided that the wild Caledonians of what we call Scotland were better left to their own outlandish ways, and they never even bothered with Ireland. Much of Britannia (basically modern England and Wales) settled into a peaceful and prosperous urban-and-villa way of life based on the exportation of grain, tin, hides, pearls, and slaves. The Romans planted numerous cities and towns on the island, including the fashionable hot-springs resort of Aquae Sulis (Bath), and dug a splendid system of roads fanning out from London.

After about 350 years, Roman legions began pulling out of Britain to deal with barbarian onslaughts closer to home. In 410 Emperor Honorius officially urged the British to fend for themselves, leaving a power vacuum on the island that marauding Germanic tribes were quick to fill. It’s believed that the fanciful tales of King Arthur may have originated in the actual struggles of a late-fifth-century Romano-Celtic military leader against the new wave of invaders.
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St. Barnabas and St. Paul, who journeyed to Cyprus and Asia Minor in c. AD 45

IF WE THINK OF A MISSIONARY in its original meaning as someone who is sent, St. Barnabas would qualify as the first Christian missionary. When a Christian community had been founded in Antioch, Syria, by those fleeing persecution in Jerusalem after the stoning in c. AD 36 of St. Stephen, the first martyr, church leaders decided to strengthen the proselytizing efforts there by sending Barnabas. When he arrived in Antioch and saw the progress being made, he went to Tarsus to look for his friend Saul to help him out, and the two spent a year preaching in Antioch (c. AD 43), where, a few years earlier, the followers of Jesus had been dubbed Christians for the first time anywhere.

Barnabas was soon overshadowed as a missionary by his colleague, better known as St. Paul. Born with the Hebrew name of Saul and the Greco-Roman name of Paul in Tarsus, a city of Cilicia in Asia Minor, he was educated in Jerusalem and adhered to the strict Pharisee sect. The story of his conversion, sometime after AD 36–37 while he was on the road to Damascus to persecute Christians, is told three times in St. Luke’s Acts of the Apostles. In each, he is thrown to the ground at the sight of an intense light and hears the voice of Jesus saying, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” Though Paul subsequently did much of his preaching in synagogues, including those of Damascus, he came to see his mission as a God-appointed one to extend the message of Jesus to non-Jews, thus earning the appellation “Apostle to the Gentiles.”

As such, he undertook, with various companions, three main missionary journeys through Asia Minor (modern Turkey), Macedonia, and Greece, establishing Christian communities in urban centers of the Greek-speaking Roman world. On the first journey, from c. 45 to 49, Paul and Barnabas are sent forth by the “prophets and teachers” of the church in Antioch, who are said to be inspired by the Holy Spirit to do so. After sailing from a seaport near Antioch, the pair arrive in Cyprus, Barnabas’s native land. They preach only in synagogues, although Paul manages to convert the Roman proconsul Sergius Paulus.

When Paul and Barnabas eventually arrive at the city known as Pisidian Antioch in the interior of Asia Minor, Paul speaks of Jesus as the Messiah in the synagogue, and at first all goes well. On the following Sabbath, however, some of the Jews are angered by the crowds of Gentiles who turn out to hear Paul and Barnabas, so they drive the missionaries from the city. It’s here that the pair decide to concentrate on preaching to the Gentiles, though at their next stop, Iconium, they speak in the synagogue and make many converts among both Jews and Gentiles, but they are ultimately driven out with a threat of stoning. In the nearby city of Lystra, after Paul heals a lame man, the Gentile crowds start calling him “Hermes” and Barnabas “Zeus” and attempt to offer animal sacrifices to them—which goes to show some of the dangers of preaching to pagan idol-worshippers. Meanwhile, some of Paul’s enemies arrive from the other cities he had visited, and this time they do manage to stone him, leaving him for dead. After better successes elsewhere in Asia Minor, Paul and Barnabas retrace their steps to encourage the newborn Christian communities and then return to Syrian Antioch.

The two attend the so-called Council of Jerusalem (c. 48–49), where it’s decided that neither circumcision nor Mosaic ritual laws should be imposed on Gentile converts to Christianity, beyond a few simple dietary and intermarriage prohibitions. Paul and Barnabas then quarrel over the competence of an assistant, John Mark, and go their separate ways with different companions.

On Paul’s second missionary journey (c. 49–52), undertaken with Silas and later also with Timothy, he first revisits the Christian communities he and Barnabas had established and then moves into Macedonia, where, in Philippi, he founds the first Christian community in Europe (though there may already have been Christians in Rome at this time). He and Silas are beaten with rods by the Roman authorities in Philippi but released soon after their arrest when they’re found to be Roman citizens. Paul makes many converts in the Macedonian city of Thessalonica but eventually has to flee to Athens, where he gives a speech mentioning the resurrection of the dead, at which some of the skeptical Athenians burst into laughter, though a few of them believe. After moving on to the Greek city of Corinth, where we discover that Paul’s trade was that of a tent maker, he founds a church and then heads back to Jerusalem and Syrian Antioch.

Paul’s third journey (53–58) takes him westward through the interior of Asia Minor until he reaches the coastal city of Ephesus, where he spends more than two years. It’s here that the silversmiths of the town, which housed a temple of Artemis that was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world, stage a riot, because Paul’s new teachings are ruining their business of making miniature silver shrines of the goddess. “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!” they shout in all their unionized fury, but the town clerk finally manages to calm them down.

Paul decides it’s high time to leave Ephesus, and after further adventures (including raising from the dead a boy who had fallen from a third-story window, tired of hearing Paul drone on all night), he arrives back in Jerusalem, where he encounters outraged Jews who claim he is undermining their religious practices. The remainder of Paul’s story, as told in Acts of the Apostles, consists of arrests, trials, speeches, murderous plots, ingenious countermoves, an accusation that he is “a perfect pest,” and various imprisonments. As a Roman citizen, Paul finally appeals to the emperor, who happens to be Nero.

And so, in the autumn of 60, Paul sets out for the imperial capital under Roman guard, but a storm at sea shipwrecks them on the island of Malta, where they pass the winter. Once in Rome, he spends two years under a lenient house arrest that allows him to preach to those who come to listen. Then he seems to have been set free to resume his travels, possibly even to Spain, but he is subsequently rearrested and again sent to Rome, where he is beheaded, perhaps in AD 67, during the same Christian persecution in the reign of Nero that ended the life of St. Peter.

Of the thirteen epistles attributed to Paul in the New Testament, almost half have been questioned as of doubtful authorship, but his major authentic works—such as his letter to the Romans and the two to the Corinthians—are significant for having been written before any of the canonical Gospels. As such, they preserve aspects of the Christian message that are prior to the four evangelists’ accounts of the life and teachings of Jesus.

In the end, what are we to make of this learned Jewish convert who could quote the Greek poets, this dynamo of zeal who established and nurtured churches in major centers of the Roman Empire and who has been called the first Christian theologian? His fluent Greek epistles reveal him to be boastful, garrulous, self-important, obsessive, much too hard on fornicators, waspish against foes and rivals (though a loving friend), and a busybody of titanic proportions. He himself admits that he was not a trained speaker or physically strong or impressive, but listen to the litany of sufferings he endured for his faith (2 Corinthians 11:24–27):


Five times at the hands of the Jews I received forty lashes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I passed a night and a day on the deep; on frequent journeys, in dangers from rivers, dangers from robbers, dangers from my own race, dangers from Gentiles, dangers in the city, dangers in the wilderness, dangers at sea, dangers among false brothers; in toil and hardship, through many sleepless nights, through hunger and thirst, through frequent fastings, through cold and exposure.



In addition to his paean to love (1 Corinthians 13), which, despite being mouthed at countless exchangings of all-too-transient nuptial vows, still retains its sublimity unsullied—


If I speak in human and angelic tongues, but do not have love, I am a resounding gong or a clashing cymbal.… If I have faith so as to move mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing.… Love is patient, love is kind.… It does not seek its own interests, … it does not brood over injury.… It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never fails.… So faith, hope, love remain, these three; but the greatest of these is love—



we also have Paul to thank for a pithy summation of a life worthily lived that only a fortunate few are able to claim on their
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