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There are three things to bear in mind as you set out to read Tiberius Caesar.

1. The whole Trilogy is a politically entangled work






On its literary merits alone, Jacek Bocheński’s Roman Trilogy remains even today (I am writing this in 2023) one of the greatest literary works to have come out of Eastern Europe since World War II. But to most minds, it remains entangled with the history of the anti-communist struggle for freedom and democracy. And therefore, I should tell you that story in a nutshell: 

Like many young people who came of age during World War II under German rather than Russian occupation, young Jacek Bocheński went through a period of youthful enthrallment with communism and Marxism-Leninism. But gradually, as he watched the communist system in Eastern Europe settle in for a permanent dictatorship (rather than the originally promised “passing phase”), he became disillusioned with both the ideology and its practice. Wishing to distance himself from the regime, he gave up his work in journalism and decided to escape from the ugly present by turning to a remote, abstract subject unrelated to current events. His idea (totally wrong it turned out later) was to write commentaries on the books of Julius Caesar. (What can possibly be political about a book two thousand years old?) 

In the resulting Divine Julius, Bocheński produced a literary masterpiece: a picaresque account of how a cynical but charming villain overthrows a republic. The book is written as a kind of how-to manual: You want to overthrow the Republic and become a god? This is how you do it. Its innovative prose, the beauty of the language (just reread the section describing Caesar and Cleopatra in Upper Egypt, pages 141-142), its many profound psychological insights, and witty essayistic asides launched the book to spectacular critical success. But within a few months, the book was suppressed by the censors and taken off the market: too many readers (including those in the communist party headquarters) recognized the mechanisms of manufactured consent described in the book as familiar and very close to home. Unwittingly, Jacek Bocheński found himself celebrated as a critic of the communist regime. 

Perhaps in part in response to the government suppression of Divine Julius, Bocheński-the-man began gradually to transform into a more and more vocal critic of the dictatorship of the proletariat, eventually becoming one of Poland’s leading dissident figures. His subsequent publishing history became entwined with the political struggle unfolding in Poland. 

Now, all successful, long-lasting dictatorships use the mechanism of ebb-and-flow of oppression—alternating periods of “tightening of the screw” (less freedom, more oppression) and “thaw” (more freedom, less oppression)—as a way to modulate and control the general mood of the populace. In periods of “thaw,” Bocheński’s books were published, and in periods of “tightening of the screw,” they disappeared. Indeed, their appearance in and disappearance from bookshops became a kind of barometer of the current “oppression climate.”

The second book of the Roman Trilogy, Naso the Poet, was published in a period of “thaw” (1969) but first, the censors submitted it to thousands of cuts and revisions—a clear indication that Bocheński was now under special supervision. Lesser men in his place may have taken the clue and mended their ways. Others might have taken it as a personal challenge. Temperamentally, Bocheński belonged to the second cohort. He felt compelled to undertake more acts of civil disobedience and, among other sins, signed some high-profile protest letters.

Eventually, in 1976, the hammer came down: the office of the censor put Bocheński under an interdict: not only would no works of his ever be published, but the very mention of his person in any media was strictly forbidden. (A damnatio memoriae, just like Ovid’s—Naso the Poet thus became a kind of Chronicle of a Death Foretold). In response, like many great writers before him, Bocheński turned to self-publishing: he co-founded and co-edited an illegal, independent, uncensored, underground publication Zapis. The students in my high school passed this contraband around—copied in garages somewhere on some primitive copiers, some copies barely legible, all of them dog-eared—from hand to hand, taking it home for our parents to read.

I believe I read the first fragments of Tiberius Caesar in Zapis. I read others after emigrating from Poland, in Western-Europe-based, pro-democratic Polish literary publications. Like most of us, I knew the book was coming, and I waited. And waited. And waited. But the political events of the 1980s, which involved Bocheński in full-time dissident activity, were not a period conducive to producing demanding literary work. Bocheński did not return to Tiberius Caesar until after Poland regained its independence (1991), finally completing it only in 2008.

Given the modern-political relevance ascribed to Divine Julius by the book’s readers (“Julius Caesar is Gomułka! Cicero is Iwaszkiewicz!”—Gomułka was the dictator du jour in Poland, Iwaszkiewicz the intellectual accommodator du jour), it is small wonder that references to modern politics gradually thicken in the Trilogy as it grows and that, in its final volume—Tiberius—they become almost omnipresent. (In his defense, Bocheński says: “Our style is given to us”). 

But readers of the Trilogy should keep in mind what Bocheński has consistently said: “I did not write these books to criticize the communist dictatorship or any particular political figure. I wrote these books to show the mechanisms that rule all dictatorships everywhere: terror, manipulation, corruption, betrayal, secret police, informing.”0F0F0F0F0F​[1] Everywhere: from Tiberius’s Rome to Putin’s Russia.

The scene in Tiberius in which the author is interviewed by a media person (“Public Space,” Tiberius Caesar, pages 255-256) makes just this point: the journalist wants to know how to tie specific parts of his novel to specific political positions. She doesn’t care about the historical Tiberius, she doesn’t care about the literary value of the work. She wants a current political soundbite. This whole section is the author’s way of saying: wrong, wrong, wrong. That’s not what I am trying to say.

2. The Trilogy is polyphonic

Each volume of the Trilogy is written in a slightly different style. While Divine Julius is ironic, picaresque, at times hilarious:


Would you like to become a god? It has been done before, you know, there are techniques.




Naso the Poet—a novel about a poet—is, well, poetic: there are parts of the book that contain some of the most gorgeous writing to have come out of Poland in the last century. Like this:


There was always the question of whether the windows should be opened or closed. When closed, they protected against the heat, but when opened, they gave the pleasant illusion of a breeze. A brief moment of reflection before settling down on the bed. Lazy heaviness and an uncertain sense of reality. What about this window? All by itself, the hand made a slight movement and pulled the latch with an unclear intention. Only then it turned out that one shutter would remain closed and the other slightly ajar.



And Tiberius is—well, more about that later. First, let’s talk about polyphony.

Polyphony

One way to capture a slice of the universe is to write dialogue, in which one person says something and another responds. This technique seeks to disentangle confusing human behavior into a number of different component parts and describe and define each on its own terms. Plato was not the first writer to do this, but his example inspired two and a half-thousand years of literature which has divided speech into discrete statements, each separated out by quotation marks and ascribed to a specific speaker. Thus, in a dialogue written by Galileo,1F1F1F1F1F1F1F​[2] we have the Copernican system, represented by one speaker, debating the Ptolemaic system, represented by another.

But while this is a useful analytical technique, it does not capture the texture and feel of the universe. This is not how humans behave or speak. Humans speak in disjointed phrases, in a kind of cacophony of views and reactions, a cacophony not only taking place all around us but also within us, since we, each of us, often experience conflicting emotions and find we hold contradictory opinions (unawares).

Bocheński’s writing style sets out to capture that cacophony, by removing the quotation marks, not assigning the speech, by mingling two or three voices in a single paragraph, letting each speak—sometimes shout—through and past each other. (See the “Assumption of Power” in Tiberius, pages 148-153).

This is not a technique much seen in English literature and is one of the greatest difficulties of this prose, both to Bocheński’s translators and editors and to his English-language readers. And the way to deal with this prose as a reader is not to look for sense and order, the way one might read Jane Austen, say (“he said, she said”), but to let that cacophony wash over you and let its overall impression slowly emerge—the way you might read Faulkner or Joyce. This is not easy prose, but it isn’t written this way for show. It is there for a reason: because politics, like all life, is confused and cacophonous, and we all have to cut through the noise to make sense of it. 

Bocheński is a good guide on how to do this, but only if you listen/read carefully. He has an important message, but the message does not lie on the surface. It comes to you after you have read it all, perhaps twice, and slept on it for a few days. (See section 3).

The polyphony of Tiberius Caesar

Now, back to my point about Tiberius Caesar.

I have already noted that there is something unique about Tiberius Caesar in the whole Trilogy. And the uniqueness comes in this: in Tiberius Caesar, unlike in the other two volumes, Bocheński allows the modern readers of his prose (he calls them “participants of my guided tour”) join in the general cacophony of voices. And the result is... (to my ears) embarrassing. His modern readers debate Marxist theory, feminism, sexual liberation, and recent history in the way in which most people debate them: haphazard, confused, and shallow. These are not my favorite parts of Tiberius, and had I been its editor, I would have cut them out. I already know the men in the street have little profound to say about Marxism, or feminism, or anything, and belaboring it through extended quotations is really not necessary.

And yet the text is there for a reason, and I think (and it is a dangerous thought) that they are there because—while preparing the Trilogy for its English publication, I have read every single academic paper written about it (Bocheński has become a bit of a cottage industry in Eastern Europe)—and by and large, I was... underwhelmed. My impression was that, just like the members of Bocheński’s “tour”—most academics did not understand the Trilogy. 

They may have had doctorates and professorships, but none of this made their reading more profound than yours or mine. And that’s fine as far as it goes, but the point is that Bocheński is a profound thinker and writer, and he does not want to tell you: he wants to show you. 

And if you can read something on the surface, spelled out in black and white, you have just missed it.

3. The Trilogy is full of hidden messages

Bocheński shows you, and it is your job to see. So... take your time to think about it. The exercise is worth the effort.

For instance, a lesser writer may have ended the story of Cato’s death (the Epilogue of the Divine Julius, pages 177-188) with words like “and all that nonsense was in vain.” Or he may have said: “Defeated and forced to commit suicide, yet has Cato won a great moral victory over Caesar, for, until this day, we talk about him with admiration.” But Bocheński does not do any of this easy stuff. He ends with the words: “he ripped the wound wide open with his bare hands and died.” It’s up to you, reader, to figure out how you feel about that.

Neither does Tiberius spell out its main message. It just portrays how Tiberius struggled with the challenge of holding power and what the consequences of that struggle were for him and for others. We, readers, get an insight into the workings of his mind. And the picture is terrifying. 

But perhaps you are interested in my reading of Tiberius?

In case you are, here it is: Tiberius is an intellectual and moral zero. All he knows is how to stay in power at any cost. Look around you. See Lukashenko. See Putin. See Kim Jong Il. There is nothing inside.

And so, while Divine Julius is funny and Naso the Poet is touching, Tiberius Caesar is—terrifying.
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PART ONE
The Prospectus 1970
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First of all, please undo your collar. And also loosen your belt. Please relax, I will create the best conditions for you, but you should not feel embarrassed. Maybe you don’t know yet that you are on a journey? Well, you have left home, you are on holiday, freedom, general release from duties and control. Do only what you like. You don’t have to reckon with anyone. Do you understand? Ah, no, you don’t understand, I suppose. 

Then please take off your shoes and socks. Stop thinking about work and money, those things do not concern you, you have no superiors, you are not bound by any house or marriage, no one will make any demands or comments. You will only focus on yourself and your pleasures. Please take off your shirt. It’s warm, you are in Italy.

And now, observe the landscape, this steep island, you can see all of it if you just look about, just soak up the impressions. See the luminous sea below, sparkling with white foam at the shore, green mountains above you, and the air shimmering in the sun. Hear the rattling sound of cicadas, and smell the sweet smell of lavender blooming on the nearby slopes. So when you have taken note of all these sensations, take off your pants and rest. You are on vacation.

I can feel this calms you down. Breathe freely, deeply, effortlessly. Breathe naturally. And loosen up, relax. It is not so much about relaxing the muscles as it is about relaxing your nerves. Breathe through your nose, mouth, and skin, through your skin pores, your groin, the most intimate parts of your body. To achieve this, it is best to lie on your back, lightly pull your legs up, and, with your thighs apart, raise and lower your buttocks in a gentle undulating movement.

Soon you’ll want to get rid of your briefs. Please take them off. By exposing yourself in this way, you do the most ordinary thing in the world: you reject something that binds you. Please realize that two thousand years ago, there were no briefs: nudity was a universal human good. So naked and completely relaxed, keep practicing. Don’t let anything trouble you. Others will follow your regime in silent admiration. 

These people grovel before you. There is no reason why you should refrain from making any move you wish to make. Let your urges run wild. The more openly you do this, the deeper your impression on those watching you will be. They are all captivated and carried away to see a god unleashing their urges upon them, on their behalf. You are the pioneer of a future age, and they feel it. You are the first. 

But you shouldn’t be distracted by their presence. You focus your attention solely on yourself. You listen to your hidden desires, you follow your instincts, you fulfill them. As you move your torso, absorbing oxygen and exposing yourself to the invigorating effects of nature, light shivers begin to vibrate in your male member.

Go ahead, then! What do you want to do now? What or who do you need? Your every demand will be met. Please understand that you are allowed to do anything. You have all the means at your disposal. But we don’t know what your hidden urges will tell you and what desire will seize you. The point is, you should choose something. You can summon any person to mate with you. But if you prefer, you can kill someone. Or start a fire. You are the absolute steward of the world. You are not limited by law or even by God. You don’t know anything about any Christ. It will seem strange to you, but if you wanted to, you could even prevent Christ from being crucified. But you don’t care about Christ: he is beneath you. 

I’m sorry to say this but you are old in this adventure. You have a slim figure and a certain dexterity, as well as quite considerable muscle strength. You have never avoided the gymnasium or the swimming pool, and you still practice with the javelin. On the other hand, in terms of physiology, you have lost your former efficiency, and you can no longer afford an erection. The thought of encountering a woman irritates you rather than attracts you. All attempts in this area fail: despite the fascinating caresses with which women try to encourage you, you only feel a lack of potency, a burnout of some sort, an unpleasant dissatisfaction, and you end up getting angry with yourself. The results of intercourse with young men are better, although you harbor suspicions about and slight envy towards young men.

But nothing works on you as electrically as the mere sight of a naked body. You like to watch it in motion, in various arrangements, poses, and contortions. Perhaps this is where your taste for swimming pools comes from. You are especially excited when you see nudity combined with water. For example: a body dripping with water, the shine of a wet belly in the sun, a body in a bath, or legs splayed rhythmically while swimming freestyle, a diving body, the shadow of a body underwater. And then: multi-body combinations. When you look at groups of girls and boys in the swimming pool, you get ideas.

So I understand that at the moment, when you feel these restless shivers under the influence of the invigorating treatment in the sun and fresh air, you are somewhat embarrassed, and you would rather go into the water in which the children swim. Well, you have built a lot of bathing facilities here, all with special attendants. Only a step—and you are in the pool, filled with well-filtered rainwater. 

But please, please, you should use these facilities, especially since the heat is getting stronger. You’re probably feeling a little stuffy, and red specks are flying in front of your eyes. This clean, soft rainwater, although warmed by the sun, is cooling and refreshing. You can clearly see a bunch of naked babies splashing around in the pool. They scurry underwater like agile fish, and needless to say, they resemble a shoal of cupids. 

And now you’re swimming among them. You have their pink bodies all around you. Already naked and pleasantly cooled, oxygenated, flexible, refreshed, you swim breaststroke. And just then one little swimmer glides between your thighs. And immediately the second, and the third, and the fourth follow him. They do it very skillfully. Each of them knows that they should rub gently against your lower abdomen. So far, there have only been cautious brushes, but when you show satisfaction, the little ones will become bold and have fun. Everything depends on you.

Don’t be surprised, and don’t hesitate. Please consider that the so-called libido of these children, at least the youngest, who are barely out of their suckling age, has not yet left the oral stage, and as a modern man, you understand what that means. No one would force half-infants to do anything for his pleasure contrary to their natural desire. But their urges and your libido complement each other. You will not only experience pleasure, but you will also give it, and after all, such equality between partners is precisely the condition for real sexual satisfaction, which you have not been able to achieve lately. 

Oh, how these pups love this diving, all these different gimmicks and tickles! A little encouragement from you is enough, and the prettiest baby will snuggle up tight in your crotch and stay there longer. Why, he will be greedy. He will be in his element, he will show biological gluttony appropriate for his age. If you still have doubts about whether this activity is appropriate for children, ask yourself whether anyone ever consults children regarding what is appropriate for them. You, adults, don’t really know anything about children’s desires. Just imagine what we might hear when the revolution of two-year-olds takes place, and they are suddenly emancipated! 

Well, relax, relax! You still have some time, and besides, you, in your present position, are not in danger. You may stop swimming. Rest comfortably with your baby. Let him suck your poor, flabby pendant, consumed only by grief and boundless longing. Relax. No nervous tension! Be careful with the heart, do not overload it with excessive work. Breathe.

Still breathing. Relax and breathe.

Thank you, you pay nothing.

Now you understand what went on here. Well, as the Roman historian Suetonius informs us in his Lives of Caesars, and more specifically, in the forty-fourth section of the biography of Tiberius, the practice which you have just tasted was invented and practiced by Tiberius Caesar, the successor of Augustus. The story takes place in Capri, where Tiberius lived between AD 26 and 37, having left Rome in the final period of his reign. Other ancient historians also attest that during his stay on the island, Tiberius indulged in perverse sexual practices. There was a permanent rotation of female and male prostitutes in appropriately adapted grottoes and groves, which he often visited. He also established copulation shows in twos and threes and in various chain systems, and here Suetonius used the mysterious word spintria. But we do not know whether it meant a type of practice or a kind of person. (Round coppers of unknown purpose have been preserved, on which we see such acts depicted). 

Traces of pools, baths, and hydraulic devices have been discovered among the Roman ruins on Capri. And the reputation of the user of these baths, Tiberius, as a sexual pervert has long been established in the historical tradition.

I am obliged to add that some modern scholars are of a different opinion on this matter. No, they say. What the ancients wrote about Tiberius’ supposed sexual excesses is utter nonsense. A man of that age? Surely, he fell victim to malicious calumny. These obsessions attributed to him are completely at odds with the general disposition of this misunderstood loner. He was slandered by lying pamphleteers. When one takes into account objective facts impartially and ignores the comments of unfriendly biographers, it is clear that all these orgies in Kapreai2F2F2F2F2F2F2F​[3] are an invention. Tiberius could not possibly have held them.

Could you? I just wanted to see if you could.

For God’s sake, where are these grottoes and groves adequately adapted for orgiastic practices? Please imagine the comfort of those rooms: Persian luxuries alternating with Roman asceticism—all according to the mood and taste of the times: quiet caves in the sheer rock, mosaic floors, sculptures, recesses, statues, papyri, Alexandrian books on lovemaking, paintings, Atalanta with Meleager, Seritic—that is, Chinese—silvers, drapes, bedding, oil lamps and chilled wines from Chios. Imagine those groves, landscapes of oak and pine and nymphs and fauns and excited Priapuses with erect phalluses3F3F3F3F3F3F3F​[4] and open spaces with views of the sea; the moons, the sunrises, the circling gulls, but who cares about gulls!—hawks!—trees different from those found here today. There is a palm tree, yes, but only one species; there are animals (billy goats, of course); goats, roe deer, wild boar, and probably domestic pigs gone feral, all very well, but where were these nymphaeums, these homosexuals on duty? No one knows. Addresses have not been recorded. You have to look all over the island: sellaria or sellariae—and what does that mean? 6F6F4F4F4F4F4F​[5] Girls sitting on duty or taking turns in groves and grottoes, in erotic mountain wildernesses, one would say today—“hangouts.” Ah, no one knows for sure what they were and where to look for them, and especially where to look for Tiberius: there are only vague clues, maybe here, maybe there, in twelve villas—I have a lot to sort out.

But please absolutely rely on me. Only I guarantee the highest level of service—not my competitors!—and I will do my best. I am already climbing up, following a path that is barely visible, unsecured, despite some remnants of a protective railing, cracked, broken here and there, half-buried. I’m climbing higher and higher, wandering between the bushes, landings, boulders, lizards, panting sub sole,6F6F5F5F5F5F5F​[6] o sole mio. Of course, there will be this song, too, all in its proper time. For now, this is just my prospectus, an introduction, an announcement. But rely on me, for now I will find the Fern Grotto, the Arsenal Grotto, the Castiglione Grotto, that’s what these grottoes are called these days. And I must reach so many other grottoes, of which there is a multitude: certainly Matermania, though not necessarily the Blue Grotto, but for the sake of the singing of o sole mio, I think it will be necessary to get to the Blue Grotto after all,7F7F6F6F6F6F6F​[7] but now I am climbing to Castiglione, hoping to find one of those girls, maybe one of them is still sitting somewhere, waiting for Tiberius. And for me, yes? 

Wouldn’t a girl come in handy on a tour? Or a sweet escort boy? Are there only lizards here? And yet, no, there is no one here. I am following a path crumbling with old age, a path in parts collapsed and overgrown. I do not know if I can live up to the physical stamina required by my new job. If it had not been for the training in the Tatra Mountains, acquired in my early youth—the skill to traverse stretches of dwarf pine, to avoid crevices. But I have good qualifications, please trust me, I will undertake all the difficulties to reach my goal. These difficulties are, of course, unimportant—like these thorny shoots, these rose vines reaching up to one’s chin that suddenly block the way like barbed wire. You have to carefully untangle yourself from it, one last stretch in the heat, and—I gasp—here it is: the grotto!

A cooler chill blows from the inside than I had expected.

In Tiberius’ times, the comfort of coolness had to matter no less than the decor of the rooms. Air conditioning was unknown. The natural chill of the caves, a spring somewhere in their depths, or perhaps the drops of cold water oozing from the rocks, brought relief on hot days and invited people to stay in these divine nooks, which were also frequented by nymphs and constituted their natural environment. A man lured by nymphs—let him be a pious Greek colonist in Kapreai, an inhabitant of the island before Tiberius—such a man entered here with his craft and his mythology. He wanted to equip these grottoes with the facilities necessary for the nymphs and for himself. He probably set up the first figures of goddesses and made the simplest fountains, wooden channels, little pools. Maybe he made offerings to nymphs, brought votive offerings: pies, honey, fruit. Who knows whether his health, for example, did not depend on any of the local naiads, mountain oreads, tree dryads. (In Greek, water nymphs were called naiads, mountain nymphs—oreads, and wood nymphs—dryads). 

Please do not imagine that these divine nudes were Roman and spoke Latin. They were, of course, Greek. Even when Tiberius settled on the island, few knew Latin here—apart from the Romans who came with him. Probably no one spoke it well. So first, these Greeks, with their Greek nymphs, daughters of Zeus, arranged these grottos their own way. The Romans saw it, and as always, they liked these Greek inventions. It was interesting and nice to have a little relationship with the deities, especially with young, graceful female deities, in the Greek way, as freely as with people. This is what has characterized the Greeks since the time of Homer: a certain lack of distance between the two worlds—the human and the divine, the real and the mythical. 

The question is, how will we feel in such conditions when the boundaries between beings are abolished? It will be a far more serious test than swimming in a special pool full of suckling babies. As for the ease of intercourse with nymphs, I must warn you that they were in the habit of generally appearing in groups, not singly. They also often appeared in the company of austere Artemis, or Hermes, or the rather abrupt Pan, or a group of satyrs—excitable men related to animals and mostly drunk. Only dryads sat in the hollows of trees all their lives and died along with the plants. 

But that’s what happened in the ancient past. Over time, a different order came. The Romans, it seems, liked the nymphs the most. They liked to have them by their side. When Divine Augustus bought Kapreai from the city of Naples and ordered a summer residence to be built on the island, the grottoes began to change their character. The wild mountain caves were transformed into nymphaeums of a new type, elegant and magnificent. They were equipped with artificial water reservoirs, walls, apses, vaults, niches, stairs. One could say: these former caverns were furnished, extended, decorated with sculptures, planted with flowers, and adapted for entertainment or leisure rather than religious ritual. 

It was not uncommon to connect these nymphaeums directly with the villas, making them part of the palace complexes. It is difficult to say what the nymphs themselves did under these new circumstances. There is no doubt that they were there and that Tiberius, as can be inferred from ancient historians, was very keen on them. But how did they feel?

Dances have always been an important part of their ritual roles. Orgiastic dances with the participation of satyrs were a natural activity for the nymphs. Did the originally religious ritual imperceptibly turn into a performing art, and did Tiberius come to the nymphs as if to the theater? The architecture of these spaces, with the indispensable element of one semicircular side, a normal characteristic of a grotto, makes it possible to think about some theatrical role for the nymphs. But if the mysterious sellaria were located in grottos and groves, weren’t they really just nymphaeums with waiting nymphs?

In the Grotto of Castiglione, where I have just arrived, no one is waiting now. And there is not much space here, and very little water, too. Admittedly, there is an ancient tower where water was once stored, but it is closed and has been rebuilt many times—this is not the original Roman structure. There are no Roman remains, everything has been destroyed or looted in the last two thousand years. And yet—small pieces of the old masonry have survived.

Perhaps this one, on which I am now sitting, waiting for Tiberius, is Roman? No, it is not. It is from a later period, I recognize the masonry work.

The mystery of where this small dump of rubbish—various stones and scrap metal—could have come from to this hard-to-reach cave gives me no rest. Probably not from the medieval castle of Castiglione situated above, somebody’s private estate today. Who could have brought it all the way to the grotto, and for what purpose?

Two thousand years ago, on that high rock above me on which a fortified castle was built in the Middle Ages, one of Tiberius’ twelve palaces was once supposed to stand, according to a certain hypothesis. It was later destroyed and plundered so thoroughly that no trace of it survives, not a shard left for modern archaeologists. Thus, the hypothesis is poorly substantiated. Yet, all these twelve palaces had to be somewhere, somehow packed into this not-very-large island. 

But I do not take any responsibility for the location of Tiberius’ villa, and especially for his private nymphaeum in this not particularly beautiful place. I will not invite anyone to Castiglione.

Among the scattered junk, there is evidence of some work done recently by modern workers: plank trimmings, a coil of wire, a rusty spring, weathered paper bags, a large piece of chipboard.

I dusted the chipboard off, put it on my lap, and it serves as my writing table.

In order to reach Tiberius, one must first get through Tacitus.

Ah, so easily said: get through Tacitus. Yes, in order to find the traces of Tiberius, one has to go through the work of Tacitus. One has to read the Annals, six books of it, starting with the death of Divine Augustus, in order to be embraced by the gloomy shadow of his successor, the first emperor to follow Augustus. And the character of the story is slightly shifting as I read it, you can probably sense it already. One has to clamber over piles of dead, linguistic difficulties of the prose, and it does not make for easy tourism, it is like hiking on the pathless rocks of Capri. Through the Latin of Tacitus, one does not march with the same easy pace with which one marches through the memoirs of Julius Caesar, who wrote simply and directly. The territory of Tacitus is full of hills and cliffs, steps, turns, slopes, crevices.

One cannot be certain what the grammatical or logical twists in the text conceal, left to the reader’s guesswork in places, for example: the missing subject of a sentence. One cannot be sure of the meaning of the abbreviations, or of the discreet, unannounced jumps from topic to topic, or be sure what begins where and where it ends, or what is associated with what and what is not. And then, somehow, we are already talking about something else or someone else, but who? And then suddenly—the end: a cliff, a leap over the precipice, there is no protection. There is always something missing in this rude, stylistic economy, lapidarian conciseness, that is, in etymological terms, a stone (lapis means stone, ladies and gentlemen). Naked, sharp, stony language, this is how you walk through Tacitus. Yet the narrative does have a certain flow.

Okay. If anyone wishes, I will show you how it feels to be in this territory. Or better, I will only show how it was at the very beginning, how the Annals began when I started with them, and how I went through them, word for word, step by step, all alone. My duty does not oblige you, but if you are curious, you can, of course, watch over my shoulder to see how carefully and slowly I work my way through the terrain. 

Here. Look.

Urbem Romam a principio reges habuere The city of Rome was initially ruled by kings, libertatem et consulatum L. Brutus instituit freedom and consulates were established by Lucius Brutus, dictaturae ad tempus sumebantur dictatorships were introduced only temporarily, neque decemviralis potestas ultra biennium nor did the power of the decemvirs ever last longer than two years, neque tribunorum militum consulare ius diu valuit neither did the consular powers nor the powers of the military tribunes last long, non Cinnae, non Sullae longa dominatio also not the rule of Cinna or Sulla, et Pompei Crassique potentia cito in Caesarem, Lepidi atque Antonii arma in Augu stum cessere likewise the powers of Pompey and Crassus quickly (passed) to Caesar, (and) the armed forces of Lepidus and Antony passed to Augustus, qui cuncta discordiis civilibus fessa nomine principis sub imperium accepit who took possession of the whole, exhausted by domestic conflicts, calling himself the First Citizen, sed veteris populi Romani prospera vel adversa claris scriptoribus memorata sunt however, these weighty events of ancient history of the Roman nation have already been described by eminent writers, temporibusque Augusti dicendis non defuere decora ingenia Other great talents discussed the times of Augustus, donec gliscente adulatione deterrerentur until they were scared off by the growth of bootlicking, Tiberii Gaique et Claudii ac Neronis res florentibus ipsis ob metum falsae accounts of Tiberius and Caligula, Claudius and Nero, falsified in their lifetime out of fear, postquam occiderant, recentibus odiis compositae sunt, after their death were rewritten under the influence of fresh resentment, inde consilium mihi hence my intention, pauca de augusto et extrema tradere to present only a few concluding events from the time of Augustus, mox Tiberii principatum et cetera and then move on to the principate​[8] of Tiberius and the rest, sine ira et studio without anger or partiality, quorum causas procul habeo which last motives are the furthest from my mind.

(Tacitus, Annals, I, 1)

––––––––
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The motives of anger and partisanship were far from him, he claims in the most lasting phrase he has left us, and which has lasted since—when? Dates would be helpful. 

It is not known exactly when Tacitus was born, but probably around AD 55, eighteen or nineteen years after the death of Tiberius. He wrote his Annals in his old age, extending his account, or rather the surviving part of it known to us, to the times of Nero (AD 54-68), whose last years he had probably witnessed. It seems that he did not project his childhood memories of the Neronian nightmare onto his vision of Tiberius. He did not experience the rule of the earlier emperor, and only as an aging historian, he imagined it in a certain way, without anger and partisanship, of course. Modern scholars and critics believe that it was only the experience of the excesses of Domitian (AD 81-96)—a cruel madman—that is to say, the nightmares experienced by the mature and fully conscious Tacitus, that made him suspicious of all power and influenced his attitude towards all Caesars, including the early ones.

He is distrustful—oh, how deeply distrustful—how fundamentally and how organically imbued with skepticism towards human intentions, especially political ones. Formally objective, he draws his material from a variety of sources and tries to assess the credibility of each. If one source ascribes a better motivation to a historical figure and another a worse one, Tacitus weighs both possibilities. But he tends almost always to conclude that the worse one was more likely. I can sense this. This is how he understands the world, both based on some a priori assumptions about human nature and on the accumulated experience of a lifetime. 

Which he does not flaunt. He is reserved. He upholds the principle of a hidden truth: that is, he assumes that no one says what they really think. The truth is most often hidden, and only falsehood is on display. And thus, all public conduct is a pretense, as a rule. Tacitus does not trust public conduct, he registers it out of obligation, but he is not interested in it. But he takes seriously concealed actions, or more precisely—the hypothesis of deceit, intrigue, betrayal, assassination. In a word: his deeper reflection focuses on imagined and alleged actions about which no one knows anything for sure. But intuition leads him that way. Things become even more complicated when the information about someone’s meanness and crimes—betrayals, attempts to poison, forgeries, and other compromising proclivities—comes from people unfamiliar with the subject, and is in fact, rumor and gossip and is reported without evidence. Tacitus is doubly distrustful: towards the people he is being informed about, whose human nature should, after all, incline them to iniquity, which he, Tacitus, knows all too well, and towards the probable ill will or stupidity of his informants, gossip spreaders tickled by sensationalism, especially because he is aware of the secret springs of the most uncontrollable spreader of untruth: people’s tendency to succumb to sentiment. He faces the dilemma of what to choose in such situations—choose without anger or partiality, of course.

Mainly because of these choices of Tacitus, of his judgments passed through the sieves of his bitter intuition and sober prudence; but also because of the reports of Suetonius, a gloomy image of the Roman emperor Tiberius Caesar Augustus has emerged, became enshrined in history, and is questioned today.

“Suetonius was a journalist. A republican,” says Peppino, the watchman-guide at Villa Jupiter on Monte Tiberio. Suetonius slandered Tiberius. Is it so hard to understand that these ancient historians were really PR hacks? That they were biased? Oh, how much of it we see today: this press, these parties, these Christian Democrats, communists, fascists, this sort, that sort. One’s political opponents are capable of anything. They don’t hold back. “It was the same then, too, because man is and has always been the same,” he announces in the tone in which certainties are announced. 

“There was a political struggle. Black propaganda. Tiberius was killing republicans, that’s for sure. After all, he had to, he was the emperor. And his political opponents, the republicans, accused Tiberius of being a pederast. What an absurdity! He had two legal wives! And children.”

I came to Villa Jupiter, excavated between 1932 and 1935 by the great archaeologist Maiuri (excavated not entirely without the ideological or financial help of another archaeologist—the fascist dictator of Italy, Mussolini), and am now talking to old Peppino, the watchman of the excavations, and an ardent supporter of Tiberius. I climbed Monte Tiberio alone to see the multi-story ruins, to reconnoiter the terrain, to make inquiries before (with a pennant in my hand or a cap on a stick) I bring here various gentlemen and ladies, and you, and schoolchildren, or perhaps some college students.

Yes, ladies and gentlemen, I have taken on a new profession. I, your former antiquary and later an emcee of a variety show,8F8F7F7F7F7F7F​[9] have now changed my profession again. I will be your tour guide. But for now, I’m just practicing.

It’s 1970. The Cold War is on, and the Vietnam War is in full swing. Last year, the Americans landed on the moon. It’s a hot summer in Italy, another general strike, the fire brigade has left their posts and is demonstrating in front of the parliament, the government in Rome has fallen. The movie Love Story has hit the screens. The price of gold is $37 an ounce, the price of oil $2 a barrel. Brazil beat Italy 4-1 in the finals of the FIFA World Cup. Jimmy Hendrix, the guitarist, is dead, overdosed on sleeping pills, he was twenty-seven. “Normalization” of Czechoslovakia continues. (In August 1968, the armies of five countries of the Warsaw Pact, led by the Soviet army, entered it and put an end to the attempt to build “socialism with a human face.”)

The 1960s may be over, but the West (and this is something completely different from the East, let alone the South) is still under a deep impression of the May Revolution in Paris, the Youth Revolution, the Flower-Children Revolution, the Marxist Student Revolution, the Cultural Revolution in China particularly valued and imitated by young people at universities around the world, and finally, yes, the sexual revolution, which is still ongoing.

In March 1968, a variant of the student revolution swept over Poland, where the old-fashioned communist Gomułka ruled. The student revolution in Poland was suppressed by the police and the special services, but those same services also threatened Gomułka. He barely survived and only by making concessions to these security services, which were rebellious and demanding the highest state posts, jobs, promotions. To make room, Polish Jews were blamed for the student revolt, and many were forced to leave the country so that the accusers could take over their jobs and apartments. Thanks to all these measures, the so-called people’s authorities have managed to cling to power in the Eastern Bloc, isolated from the rest of the world. They stand firm despite popular dissatisfaction, a backward economy, and a catastrophic shortage of basic life necessities and worthless currencies. You can live well for a few days in those countries on one dollar, while on Capri, that same dollar buys you a roll with a piece of cheese and a leaf of lettuce.

This is roughly the situation of the world in 1970 and the situation of the countries where I, your former antiquarian and emcee, now promote my sensational offer of a package tour to other times and places. To the pools of Tiberius, of course, but not only! The offer will be diversified, I would say—versatile, diversified, tailored to the individual desires of my clients. It still needs some work. 

And so, you will have various options with unexpected possibilities and astonishing prospects. The offer is really very rich, but the cost of the trip—please take this into consideration!—is minimal. Only one thing will be required from all participants: their individuality. Simply put, and in accordance with the fashion of the times: not only is it not forbidden, but on the contrary, it is strongly encouraged and recommended. What? Well, well! Yes, be yourself! Yourself! I think that I hit the bullseye of the needs, tastes, and philosophical views of my esteemed clientele.

And since we have already entered the grounds, so to speak, of the philosophy of man—or perhaps, shall we say, of historical anthropology?—the question arises whether the fashionable saying I want to be myself and old Peppino’s dictum that man is and has always been the same can be reconciled. In other words, would seventy-year-old Tiberius, if he were somehow to enter the body of the seventy-year-old Peppino, still be himself? The same self or a different self?

“Maiuri put me here,” says Peppino with pride and a sense of responsibility in his voice, just as Tiberius would probably have said it in Villa Jupiter on the lofty top of the peak of Capri, now named after him—Monte Tiberio—since, in a way, Divine Augustus had placed him there. “I don’t need a cane to go down,” adds Peppino. “I only need it going up, only at the very top. I need it for the last stretch. But going down, I just follow the path.”

In my opinion, Peppino is a bit visually impaired. I accompany him on his way back from the summit. He’s walking without his cane. I get the impression that sometimes he moves as if in the dark.

“I walk this path every day for my health,” he explains. “To keep fit, for otherwise I could become lame in my old age. Or paralyzed.”

Was Tiberius, at the age of Peppino, also afraid of becoming lame or paralyzed? Is that why he moved to Capri at the end of his life, in order to exercise every day by scaling the cliffs?

It’s very likely.

And what happened during those nine months when Tiberius locked himself in the palace and didn’t go anywhere? Ancient historians do not say that he did it out of fear. But what did he do when he didn’t take walks? Did he prowl around the villa like an animal in a cage?

“They made him a pederast,” repeats Peppino. “It’s Plato! It’s his fault.”

“Excuse me, who?”

“That Greek. Homosexuality is a Platonic concept, alien, un-Roman. Plato slandered Tiberius.”

Doesn’t Peppino know that Plato died four centuries before Tiberius? He does know, however, that the Greek had something to do with homosexuality, to which the Roman Tiberius was immune, since he was protected by his innate Roman virtue (of course). Didn’t Maiuri once say something about the possible influence of Plato’s vision of eros—spiritual and ungendered—on the customs of the Roman elite? Peppino had heard such things, associated them with debauchery, confused everything, and concluded that Plato and Suetonius slandered Tiberius.

Anyway, thanks to his decision to settle in Capri and the bad opinion of ancient historians, the word vitia9F9F8F8F8F8F8F​[10] stuck to Tiberius for twenty centuries, denoting, in the most general terms, immoral, unworthy, embarrassing traits and deeds, misdeeds, excesses. It was not until the beginning of the twentieth century that modern historians challenged this traditional opinion of the ancients.

One of them proposed that a plaque of honor be placed on the Clock Tower (Torre del Orologio) at the most important Piazza in Capri in honor of Tiberius. He wrote a pompous text in Latin, in which there was talk of a statesman and a man of the highest probity, slandered by ancient historians. The Capri authorities of the time felt called upon to defend traditional views and especially traditional morality. Due to their resistance, the plaque remained unlaid for a very long time.

But we have other things to do, and we will not concern ourselves now with the differences of opinion between the old and the new historians. We foresee subversion. I’m giving you the keywords here: Tiberius murderer! Tiberius executioner! Carnifex, boia, murderer, assassin! 

Sounds good? Anyone buying my trip yet? Of course, some will! And young people too, which is a good thing because some physical effort will be required, not to mention that if there are “students,” some participants may have a rough grasp of history and archaeology. We anticipate subversive action immediately, sine mora, right now, immediatement, subito, gleich!10F10F9F9F9F9F9F​[11] In fact, even sooner, much sooner, because in the past! The exact date? Here you go: I give you the date: the night of 18/19 October AD 31. 

A rare opportunity for the impatient! Get ahead by so many centuries. I give you the date. And the place? Why, where The Number One of the system lives, the lofty occupant of Villa Jupiter. Right under his nose, on this mountain, on Monte Tiberio. I can’t promise that we can reach the palace right away, but a point near the palace will be the site of our operations, our ancient... er... let’s say... observatory. 

Details soon.

OK, we’re going there right now, from the Piazza, straight up to the crossroads of la Croce, and then along Via Tiberio, a narrow, well-swept street, between the private villas of the Capriots. On the way, you people can talk. 

What kind of a sign is this? Some moron put it up on his gate: “My house will replace my whole world, but the whole world can never replace my house.” What a bourgeois concept. Only violence can overthrow capitalism. 

Excuse me? 

Oh, overthrow capitalism, of course. Well, alright, I guess, after all, a home is a home. How far have we got? 

Wait, not this way. 

There, there is a signpost. 

Why a signpost? That’s how people walked then. Today is today, today we walk where we like. 

So, we follow a field path, among crops and terraces, higher and higher, step by step, between ancient olives.

How high will it be, how many meters’ elevation?

Something over three hundred.

It’s not that much, three hundred above sea level, so I’ll say it right now, not even half that in relative elevation, and no, not from this side. 

Did Tiberius walk this way? Probably, but probably they carried him? 

A strong smell of cytusis. The Scotch broom, if you prefer. 

What about transport in general? After all, in those primitive conditions of theirs, they had to build a palace on top of the hill and an observatory, of course, all brick, there were no heavy blocks to hoist thank goodness, ah, wrong, there were columns.

Oh, look at the pigsty! There’s a piglet! 

Didn’t they use some kind of a rope lift?

Maybe.

Why not a cable car? 

They didn’t have the technology. 

Shall we go through these bushes? 

Oh, hell! They could have made a steam turbine, theoretically. They had the physics solved by Heron of Alexandria, you know. 

Heron my foot, they ought to have invented the steam engine. Why didn’t they? 

That scent of cytusis! 

I don’t know. 

Cytisus everywhere. 

I’ll tell you why, but wait, what is this dungeon, this is Roman, no? A cistern, I guess, a cistern. Or a garbage dump. It is a garbage dump today.

I cut myself, damn. There are still Roman ruins in the ground, and why did they need so many cisterns, what for? For water. But they converted some of them in the Middle Ages. Come on, let’s move. So, listen, they didn’t invent machines because they didn’t have industry, and they didn’t need it, you know? Technology could not develop on an industrial scale, only that Heron in Alexandria was up to something!

These weeds! We should have followed the signpost like everyone else. 

You didn’t want to. 

You didn’t want to. 

So they carried Tiberius through these bushes? 

There were no thickets here then, this was where the road went.

Just so that you know: I, your tour guide, will chime in here: surviving record describes an event when Tiberius was blocked somewhere along the route by bushes that had not been properly trimmed. He ordered the centurion responsible for the maintenance of the road stretched out on the ground and flogged to death. 

Kinda cool, this.

The pine trees growing on Monte Tiberio are getting closer.

So, I’ll tell you: they didn’t need any machines when they could do that with this centurion.11F11F10F10F10F10F10F​[12]

I don’t see the connection. 

Why, of course, they didn’t have to improve the tools of production because they had slaves to do everything for them, period. 

What slaves? The centurion was not a slave, he was an officer and did not produce anything. 

Oh well, no, he wasn’t a slave, but they had others who produced.

But workers are always producing, today too, and yet the tools of production are being improved. 

Yes, but today production is on an industrial scale.

I told you: in ancient times, they didn’t need the technology because the state of the productive forces was such that they didn’t need industry at all. They didn’t really need a ship, for example. They could squeeze everything out of their slaves, they had millions of them.

What do you mean? Wasn’t it possible to build entire fleets by hand? 

And now we’re under the pines on Monte Tiberio. 

Centuries later, whole fleets were built by hand without slaves, so what’s the difference? 

Yes, ships were built, but they were built under the whip. What I mean is, you can do it by hand, without machines: ten work and one whips them. You can use such a system for a long time, many centuries. 

Anyway, slavery, feudalism—it’s basically the same, there’s still some lord, some sovereign, some feudal ruler, and there are slaves, or serfs, or subjects who are beaten. Then, of course, you can use such a system, and it all depends on the system, specifically, it all depends on whether the ruling class still uses physical coercion against the oppressed.

I say even more specifically: that a centurion can be flogged to death for the faulty condition of the road. 

But that’s not true. Because sometimes, the centurion himself belonged to the ruling class, and yet he was subjected to physical repression, though he was a free citizen. 

But what do we care that he was “formally free” when they could make mush out of him anytime they wanted? From the Marxist point of view... Just me talking, from the Marxist point of view. 

No, because you keep saying he’s “free.” 

Not I. I mean, within the same social class... 

What’s within the class? 

It is precisely between the representatives of the ruling class that the relations of oppression, dependence, and coercion arise, the same as between the masters and the slave classes. 

No, you can’t say this. Who’s really “free”? 

This centurion. 

No.

I don’t understand. Something’s wrong with the theory.

The ruins of the observatory emerge at the peak. Look: a tangle of lumpy walls of pink brick and gray stone. That is where we must reach because that is where the coup will take place. Further on lie the ruins of the palace: a complex of buildings with floors, stairs, and cisterns. Many ruins on top of the hill and just a little below. Lots of trees. And above that—nothing but the sky.

Concentrate now. You are on the old, abandoned Roman route to Monte Tiberio. You have been, as it were, Romans on this path and have tried to walk like them. You tried to understand the basic principles of their civilization and what makes us different from them. Very good! Go on with that work, use introspection if needed. But we should understand each other: I’m not advocating that you engage in one of those idiotic spectacles shown to tourists, change into togas and play Romans in the ruins of an ancient observatory. Oh, no, count me out. If you’ve heard rumors that I might be dressing people up in historical costumes for some nefarious ends, then please take note that I’m not into costume play. This is not a pretend play—let us be perfectly clear! You must be yourself.

Focus on yourself. Experience. React to stimuli. I will recreate for you the specific conditions of the time, which you, as a proper Marxist, want to understand. But you must react as your true self. Oppose. Protest. Shout. Demand. Fight. Pursue your revolutionary goals.

Now here is our setting. There is no doubt that these ruins are the remains of the residence of Tiberius. What is not known, however, is the purpose of this peculiar building, the site of the subversive activity about to take place. Note: its walls, chaotically overturned in places, are low but incredibly thick. Take a look at the architecture: this set of dark vaults is more like a dungeon than utility rooms. Take a look at the three stories, which have been preserved to this day, and above all, see the central wall: a huge thing made of limestone and cement. A very high structure had to rest on such a powerful foundation. It probably reached higher than any part of the palace. The most logical assumption is that it was used to
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