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      Introduction

      Absolute power corrupts absolutely. As conclusive evidence of this unfortunate truth,
         I present to you the Romans who ruled during the height of the Roman Empire. This
         singular collection of deranged sadists and ignorant egoists terrorized the people
         of Rome in ways that boggle modern sensibilities.
      

      But this is just the beginning, and the title of the book is only half the story.
         Rome wasn’t built in a day, and neither was its empire. From its very foundation,
         the history of Rome is replete with people and stories that shock and horrify. The
         story of Rome begins and ends with wicked rulers. The dark chasm at the heart of Roman
         history is irresistible, tempting us to peer over the precipice. After all, a careful
         study of the lives and careers of totalitarians can teach us a lot about the human
         condition. These monstrous men reflect the darkest parts of our own psyche, and if
         they invite comparison, I hope you share little with them. This rogue’s gallery of
         rulers consists of contenders for world’s worst human being.
      

      So which ruler is truly the worst? An internet search for “worst rulers of Rome” results
         in an exclusive list of emperors. Makes sense, but Rome’s history is long and complicated.
         Not all who ruled Rome—and certainly not all of its worst rulers—were emperors. Although
         these rulers make up the list’s majority, a complete and accurate view of Roman history
         and the nature of power in the ancient world requires a more expansive net. Narrowing
         our consideration to emperors would exclude some delightfully awful people.
      

      Yet before we continue, an editorial note: The history of ancient Rome comes from
         limited and often biased sources. A lot of this stuff happened a few thousand years
         ago, and a lot of it likely didn’t happen at all. In the absence of a confirmed historical
         record, Roman historians and scholars codified legends and myths into history. This
         mythology-turned-history subsumed the Roman psyche. What actually happened mattered
         less than what people thought happened. No matter how outsized, unlikely, or just plain weird some of the founding
         mythology of Rome came to be, it was the history around which the Roman identity was
         formed. 
      

      Even when contemporary historians were working at or near the time of events, they
         often skewed their work to align with a personal or political agenda. For example,
         the Roman historian Tacitus was a senator who lived and worked during the reign of
         Emperor Domitian. Domitian violently persecuted the senatorial class. Consequently,
         Tacitus’s description of Domitian glosses over the many positive aspects of the man’s
         life and rule, instead emphasizing their substantial shortcomings. We simultaneously
         must believe historians’ accounts and take them with a grain of salt. To qualify every
         historical detail would make this book long and tedious. As a result, some of the
         history is downright questionable. It’s not just skewed; it’s quite possibly fabricated.
      

      Particularly troublesome is the Historia Augusta, an anonymous work of uncertain date and dubious reliability. It is likely that much
         of this work is fabricated. However, for some periods, it is the only ancient Latin
         history that exists. So reliable or not, it’s necessary. Sorry in advance, Elagabalus.
         The stories about you in the Historia Augusta are just too good to pass up. Given the challenges with the bias or reliability of
         sources, some events will be presented as straightforward historical fact despite
         the fact that the truth is far thornier or subject to multiple interpretations. Consider
         it the cost of a conversation about ancient Rome. 
      

      Second, many think that the Roman Empire is part and parcel of Rome. In reality, it
         took centuries to build the Roman Empire. Consequently, historians generally break
         up Rome’s history into four phases:
      

      
         	
            the kingdom, starting with Romulus and the other mythical or semi-mythical kings of
               Rome;
            

         

         	
            the republic, where the oligarchs in the Senate seized control and ruled; 

         

         	
            the principate, the age of the emperors and the height of power; and 

         

         	
            the dominate, when the military ruled the state and appointed the emperors themselves.

         

      

      In reality, the four phases of Roman history are not so easily delineated. Within
         this book, we will address each of the four phases, and—despite the title of the book—we
         will cover periods and people beyond empire and emperors. 
      

      To tell the full story of Rome’s most wicked rulers requires us to look through a
         wider lens. However, the majority of our stories will be drawn from the principate
         (i.e., stories about emperors from the time period considered to be the empire). During
         this phase of Roman history Rome was at the peak of its power and influence. Thus,
         during the principate emperors had the most power to use for positive or negative
         means. Some of the best—and by best we also may mean worst—stories of Roman rulers
         come from the people whose names have become synonymous with sadistic lunacy, such
         as Nero and Caligula. Because we will be traveling between different periods in Roman
         history, we will need to set some context from time to time. Bear with me as I set
         the stage; the “murder and mayhem” arrive quickly with this lot.
      

      Third, some of the rulers not directly featured in this book did some pretty terrible
         things. For example, when Julius Caesar slaughtered the Gaulish tribes in his self-serving
         quest for glory, he ineradicably stained his legacy. Although Caesar did not warrant
         a chapter in Evil Roman Rulers, his omission should not be considered an endorsement. We are after the worst of
         the worst, where their legacy leaves little doubt and little to admire. Caesar’s life
         and legacy are much more complicated than, say, Nero’s. Caesar founded an imperial
         dynasty. Nero burned it to the ground. Caesar was a brilliant leader, one of the greatest
         in all of human history. People followed him—quite literally—to the edge of the known
         world. Nero drove everyone away and died a pathetic disgrace. To distill Roman history
         to the worst of the worst, we must dispense with nuance and focus on the irredeemable.
         Caesar will just have to answer more fully for his actions in other works. 
      

      That said, it also would be a bit tone deaf if I were to ignore some of the deeds
         and actions that still shock modern sensibilities. Without distracting from the very
         worst of the worst, I want to highlight some people who fall outside this bull’s-eye.
         Good and bad are subjective, after all. Some of Rome’s “best” rulers did terrible
         things. These deeds deserve consideration even if their committers did enough to keep
         themselves off of our list. This book contains a few brief detours—“(dis)Honorable
         Mentions”—which examine these horrors. Again, failure to include a particular deed
         or action should not be taken as an endorsement. We have so many things to choose from. We simply cannot cover them all. 
      

      One challenge anyone who writes about Rome faces is names. Roman names didn’t quite
         work in the same way modern ones do. Everyone knows Julius Caesar. But Julius wasn’t
         his “first name” in the way we think of it today. It was his family name; he hailed
         from the Julii family. There were a lot of Julii. In fact, at periods in Roman history
         when one family was ascendant, you often find lots of people with similar names central
         to the story at the same time. Not enough name variation in a short period of time
         can lend itself to confusion. In this book, I periodically opt for clarity over historical
         precision in naming conventions. For example, I refer to the king Servius Tullius
         as Servius, even as historians may shorten his name to Tullius. Why? Because his daughters
         were both named Tullia, and having Tullius, Tullia, and Tullia is confusing. Any adjustments
         to historical naming conventions are done for the benefit of the reader and do not
         alter the underlying history. 
      

      This is a history of certain Romans, but not a history of Rome itself. This book identifies
         the worst of the worst of its rulers and puts them all in one place. More than 1,350
         years passed between the legendary date of Rome’s founding and the guy we meet in
         the epilogue. That’s a broad swath of time, the better part of two millennia. To cover
         this much ground, we have to pick and choose our spots. I’m not trying to cover all
         of the details. I couldn’t if I wished. This book is less about the larger picture
         and more about the character of Rome’s rulers. 
      

      For example, when we get to Nero, we will skip the big native revolt in Britain led
         by the warrior-queen Boudica. Not that this isn’t interesting. On the contrary, it’s
         fascinating. It’s just that it didn’t really contribute to the development of the
         picture of Nero’s character. The lens will focus on the ruler. Things happening on
         the periphery will be outside the focus. This book is not and cannot be all things
         Rome during the life spans of its subjects. We have to draw the line somewhere, even
         if it means leaving out some really interesting stuff. Fortunately, opportunities
         to explore Roman history in all time periods from almost every lens imaginable are
         almost limitless. Except this one. So far as I can tell, nothing out there is quite
         like this book. 
      

      Sure, there are rankings, and people have their opinions about who was the worst emperor,
         but this book breaks with tradition by considering more than just emperors. One of
         the people on the list was one of the kings of Rome. His life and actions easily warrant
         inclusion in any such list. This book also takes a unique and provocative stance by
         specifically considering not only people, but also institutions that had an outsize
         influence on Roman life, and that, often quite violently, tilted the trajectory of
         Roman history. The Senate and the Praetorian Guard were not individual people, but
         they ruled and projected power. They held sway over life and death, with the power
         of their institutions behind them to enforce their will. All too frequently, members
         of these groups used that power for nefarious aims and in direct opposition to the
         interests of the Roman state itself. Neither of these institutions ever is treated
         as a “ruler” in the traditional sense, and thus their inclusion in this book adds
         a differentiated way to define and study power. 
      

      What is so striking about all these people, both the individual rulers and the institutions
         we discuss, is that they all found different ways to be awful. In a way, they were
         all innovative in finding new ways to manifest the darker elements of the human soul.
         With that said, this book’s intention is not to be excessively gruesome or voyeuristic.
         The book does not seek to wallow in the more disturbing details that could accompany
         this subject matter. It is impossible to tell the stories of why some of these people’s
         actions are evil without getting into some pretty uncomfortable territory. However,
         the intention is to be more focused on the nature of the rulers than the gory details
         of what they did. That said, it’s hard to make a case that someone was evil, or just
         plain incompetent, without describing why from time to time. Some things these people
         did, and commanded others to do, are genuinely shocking. 
      

      During a particular period, Roman emperors rose and fell so quickly they didn’t have
         enough time to earn access to this ignominious club. In the fifty-year span from 235
         to 285 CE, at least two dozen people claimed to be emperors. They didn’t rule long,
         but that doesn’t mean they should be overlooked. Being evil or awful takes no time
         at all. It can also get you killed in a hurry. Some rulers from this period would
         possess far more impressive résumés if they hadn’t been assassinated young, though
         to be fair, a couple of people we will meet, namely Caligula and Elagabalus, managed
         to pack a whole lot of crazy into about four years each. They didn’t rule long, but
         they sure made their marks. Some Roman rulers were murderers, some tyrants, others
         lunatics. Some were all three. 
      

      The conclusion of the book is a ranking designed to spark debate. Which was truly
         the worst? By the time you reach that ranking, you will be an expert on the subject
         and can come to your own conclusions. That’s part of what makes it fun. But first,
         we need to set the stage. We need to start at the very beginning, at the founding
         of Rome, when the city was founded upon betrayal and murder, which foreshadowed the
         horror to come.
      

   
      Prologue

      
         A City Founded on Blood

      

      The earliest days of Rome are shrouded in mystery and folklore. Today’s historians
         struggle to separate fact from fiction. But the Romans themselves didn’t suffer from
         such historical indecisiveness. They knew Rome was founded in blood. It was common
         knowledge, part of their identity, even sequenced into their DNA. In fact, the city’s
         very name enshrines a homicide. 
      

      Once the Roman Empire was secure, its historians looked back upon its founding and
         development from the vantage point of conquerors. In these shaky early years, the
         city needed cunning and determination to survive. In their accounts, the means always
         justified the end because they wrote from a place where ultimate victory has been
         realized. Not surprising, then, that the Romans believed their city was founded with
         a purpose, by a serious, charismatic leader, with a clear vision of the city’s destined
         greatness. This idea was central to their founding myth. The Romans believed that
         their city was founded by an act of murder. The soil of the Palatine Hill, the heart
         of the city, was fertilized by blood, and in this rich mixture the roots of empire
         took hold.
      

       Myth notwithstanding, archaeology suggests the site that eventually grew to the imperial
         capital of the world had very humble agrarian roots, dating back much further than
         the mythical date: thousands, perhaps as much as ten thousand years earlier. The first
         settlers almost certainly chose the Palatine Hill as home. Easily defensible, overlooking
         a narrow ford in the Tiber, the site had inherent commercial and martial advantages.
      

      Roman mythology tells the story of the twin brothers, Romulus and Remus. Born of noble
         birth, they were the grandsons of the king of a city called Alba Longa. When granddad
         was usurped by his brother, the newborn twins were famously abandoned in a basket
         by the Tiber and suckled by a she-wolf before being saved by a kindly shepherd who
         slowly came to understand the royal blood flowing through their veins. When they came
         of age, the precocious twins set off to reconnect with their lost family and help
         their grandfather reclaim his throne. After righting the wrong, the twins decided
         to establish a kingdom of their own. They found the famous seven hills and knew they
         were in the right spot. But which hill to make the center of their kingdom? Remus
         believed the Aventine Hill was best. Romulus made the case for the Palatine. The disagreement
         morphed into argument. Heated words were exchanged. The tension escalated until the
         rival camps came to blows. In the end, Remus was cut down, butchered at the hands
         of his brutish brother and his thugs.[1]  
      

      
         The legendary twins, Romulus and Remus, being suckled by a she-wolf. Romulus murdered
               Remus, founding the city that bears his name through bloodshed and betrayal. Wikimedia Commons.
            

         

      

      Bloodshed. The destruction of the vanquished. The killing of one’s own flesh and blood.
         These were ideas central to the very foundation of the Roman identity. Might makes
         right. Few remember the vanquished, but the name of Rome itself enshrines and celebrates
         power seized through fratricide. Subsequent generations of Rome’s rulers took careful
         note that power was consolidated by the sword. More than twenty-two hundred years
         would pass between the founding of the city and the collapse of the Eastern Empire.
         Over these millennia, hundreds of people would come to hold absolute power. Some would
         use this power with wisdom and benevolence. Some avoided problems and conflict at
         all cost, kicking the can downhill to leave challenges to their successors. But others
         used their power to terrible and bloodthirsty ends, liquidating enemies, slaughtering
         innocents. Some were brilliant but genocidal. Some were just strange, indulging bizarre
         habits that shocked ancient contemporaries and modern readers alike. When there is
         little to stop the impulses of mad men, bad things happen. 
      

      It is a testament to the Roman system that the empire could survive the likes of a
         Caligula or Commodus, and, in some cases, even thrive in the long run. More often
         than not, though, the relentless bloodletting eroded the foundations of Rome, sapping
         it of its strength, and often destroying the empire’s most talented leaders, generals,
         and citizens. It’s hard to help further the cause when you’re dead. 
      

      Case in point: with Remus dead, Romulus was in sole control. He was the king now.
         In those bloody first days, Romulus looked around and saw one serious drawback to
         the motley group of people he’d assembled as his cofounders; they were men and mostly
         fellow miscreants. At first, they had plenty to do. They had to organize a society,
         develop a military, feed people, all the usual stuff of a people trying to move from
         the Bronze Age to the Iron Age. To help give advice and counsel to the king, Romulus
         rewarded the founding families with representation in a prestigious advisory group,
         the Senate. 
      

       No matter what moves they made to stabilize their nascent kingdom, it would be impossible
         to build on their success without subsequent generations. The men needed wives and
         families. They weren’t exactly the most eligible bachelors. Undeterred, Romulus proved
         that he could be not only brutal, but also cunning. He called a big festival and invited
         all the neighboring tribes, especially the Sabines, with all their marriable young
         women. Once everyone was nicely liquored up, Romulus gave the signal, and the men
         abducted the Sabine women and drove off their families. Angry, and presumably now
         sober, the fathers and brothers of the stolen women regrouped and planned their revenge.
         They armed themselves and marched on the city. Both sides drew swords and planned
         to cut each other to pieces. But then the ladies intervened. The Sabine women, now
         married to their Roman captors, sued for peace. A deal would be struck. The Sabines
         would appoint their leader to be co-king to rule alongside Romulus. The tribes would
         share power. Their people would be united, and what started with the abduction of
         the young Sabine women resulted in a stronger, more powerful kingdom, richer in lands
         and armies.[2]  
      

      Romulus and company had done it again. Resorting to fratricide was one thing. This
         was wholesale kidnapping. And it worked! Not surprising, Titus Tatius, the Sabine
         coruler, was murdered a few years later. None of the sources point toward Romulus
         as the instigator, but it sure was convenient for him. He was in charge again. Solo.
         With no one to question his actions or decisions. For a time. Eventually that body
         of senators started to get ideas. Romulus had a long run at the top. A few people
         were getting itchy for their turn. 
      

      After a thirty-seven-year reign, Romulus vanishes.[3]   He either ascended to heaven in a cloud or was murdered by a jealous Senate. In
         the latter version of events, he was torn apart by the rampaging oligarchs, and the
         ascension to heaven was a convenient cover-up for their treachery and regicide. Given
         Romulus’s original seizure of sole power, convenient symmetry of murder marked both
         the beginning and end of his eventful reign. 
      

      Whether he ascended to the heavens after a peaceful end to a divine life or was delivered
         there via murder, the top job was available. Romulus would be succeeded by a series
         of kings, who established many of Rome’s institutions and began its relentless radiation
         of power in all directions. The results speak for themselves. Under these kings, Rome
         went from a tiny little backwater to a burgeoning power, developing rivalries with
         nearby city-states. As Rome’s power grew, so, too, did the power of the kings. Generally,
         they used this power to benefit their kingdom. For more than two centuries, the kings
         guided Rome’s ascent from its founding to its regional dominance—until one grasping,
         scheming tyrant seized the throne in a bloody coup and set a new bar for evil leadership
         for centuries to come. This king was so bad that the monarchy would be officially
         abolished, and to be accused of aspiring to be king was enough to get someone killed.
         Clearly, someone this evil is someone we need to get to know. 
      

      
         
            1. M. Cary, A   History of Rome (London: Macmillan, 1954), 34.
               

            

         

         
            2. Titus Livius and T. J. Luce, The Rise of Rome (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 14–16.
               

            

         

         
            3. Dio Cassius, Earnest Cary, and Herbert Baldwin Foster, Roman History. 9 vols. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1927), 1:23.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 1

      The Proud

      
      

      Legend has it that after Romulus ascended to heaven to become a god, or was torn to
         pieces by senators, or just sort of vanished, a year passed before a successor king
         was elected. Wanting to get a taste of kingly authority, the senators each took a
         turn at the helm, ruling for five days before passing it along to the next guy. This
         nonsense lasted a year until an election was held and the Senate appointed Romulus’s
         brother-in-law, Numa Pompilius. Where Romulus was hawkish, Numa was peaceful and gods-fearing.
         It is said that in his reign, many of the Roman religious institutions took shape.
      

      For example, the pious Numa built a temple to the god Janus. When Rome was at war,
         the temple’s doors would be open. When peace reigned, the doors would be closed.[1]   Preferring peace to war, Numa promptly closed the doors and kept them shut for
         the duration of his reign. When he died at a respectable old age, it didn’t take long
         for his bellicose successor to shove open the doors and go out a-conquering. The doors
         would remain open for four hundred years—four centuries of perpetual warfare. When they were finally shut, the peace lasted
         for all of eight years before being swung wide for another two centuries.[2]  
      

      Over the decades, the crown passed from ruler to ruler. Along the way, Rome’s farmer-soldiers
         projected the power of the upstart city farther and farther. The little settlement
         on the Tiber was evolving into a force with which to be reckoned. The kings of Rome,
         advised by the Senate, that body of men who traced their days back to the founding
         of Rome in the glory days of Romulus, oversaw strife, conflict, and near constant
         warfare. These kings of Rome ruled for an average of thirty-five years, a near-miraculous
         run of assassination-free longevity and good health. Granted, the stories of these
         kings went a long way in explaining the origins of Rome’s social, religious, and martial
         institutions. These legends crystallized the Roman identity, grounding the people
         in a shared past, never mind the fact that this past is wholly or partly myth. Or
         maybe the Romans just needed to justify its rulers’ savagery and bloodthirstiness.
      

      Being king was a good gig, and eventually someone came along who would stop at nothing
         to seize control for himself. Actually, a few tried, but the first to succeed in a
         bloody power grab would fate himself to be the last king of Rome, a ruler so reviled
         that afterward the Romans vowed never to let any ruler hold supreme power alone. You
         know you’re bad when a country reorganizes itself so there can never be anyone like
         you again. The twists and turns of how things got to this point are a bit confused,
         but there’s plenty of murder, betrayal, and ruthless ambition along the way. 
      

       When the aged king Ancus Martius died in 616 BCE, the Roman monarchy was still technically
         an elected position, not the birthright of the king’s kids. On Martius’s death, a
         wise regent who had served as Martius’s sons’ tutor lobbied for the gig and was duly
         elected king himself.[3]   Thus began the rule of Lucius Tarquinius Priscus: a competent ruler, acknowledged
         by all as the right man for the job. Except, that is, for Martius’s sons. They burned
         with resentment. They wanted power for themselves. While they schemed, Priscus ruled
         well, managed Rome’s ongoing wars to good ends, and married his daughter to a talented
         and promising man, Servius Tullius. 
      

      The years rolled by. Eventually, the scheming Martius sons made their move. They hired
         a couple of brutish thugs to murder King Priscus in order to clear their path to rule.[4]   The assassins enacted their scheme by pretending to get into a violent shouting
         match, each accusing the other of horrible things. Whipped up into a frenzy and with
         shouted abuse raining down on one another, the two put on quite a show. People got
         worried. They turned to their wise king to adjudicate the impassioned argument. Whatever
         it was about, it was big, and the king dutifully agreed to intervene.
      

      Eventually, the two combatants were brought before the king to settle their disagreement.
         Having gained the royal audience, they dropped the pretense of antagonism and worked
         together for their true aim: to kill the king. One brandished an ax and buried it
         in the head of the unsuspecting king.[5]   The assassins fled; the mortally wounded king was taken to private quarters. The
         sons of Martius who had hatched the scheme never came close to seizing power. Instead,
         they fled Rome in disgrace, only to be tracked down and executed.[6]   The first murder of a Roman king had failed to secure the throne for the assailants.
         The second would be more successful.
      

      Priscus died from his head wound, but before word could spread, his quick-thinking
         wife, Tanaquil, had him brought upstairs to his private rooms in the royal palace.
         She knew she had to act decisively. Appearing from a second-story window, she spoke
         to the gathered citizens holding vigil and declared the king’s injury just a flesh
         wound. She promised everyone he’d be back at work in no time. Meanwhile, knowing that
         the wound was mortal, she played the role of kingmaker behind the scenes.[7]   But who to rule in Priscus’s place? One on side, her son-in-law, the just, wise,
         and talented Servius Tullius. On the other, her own sons with the stricken king Tarquinius
         Priscus. She looked at her boys and knew they were lacking.
      

      Tanaquil chose well. Skipping over her sons, she made her move. While keeping up the
         charade that King Tarquin would be better any day now, she asked the people to trust
         Servius Tullius as a stand-in while the king convalesced. It would help the king heal
         faster, she suggested, if he could recover at his own pace and without the stress
         of his kingly duties. By trusting Servius’s leadership, Priscus would be back on his
         feet in no time. At Tanaquil’s urging, Servius began to appear wearing the royal robes
         and standing in as a proxy for the stricken king. By the time it was apparent that
         King Tarquin was actually dead, everyone had already come to accept Servius as king.[8]   It just sort of happened. Everyone shrugged and got on with their lives. 
      

      The wisdom of Tanaquil’s choice would bear out over the long, successful reign of
         Servius. But just as Martius’s kids seethed at being passed over, so, too, did the
         younger Tarquins. Well, at least one of them did. Servius Tullius had two daughters,
         both, confusingly, named Tullia. In order to create some semblance of family order,
         Servius had married his two daughters—again—both named Tullia (confusing, right?)
         to the sons of the good and now dead King Tarquin, Lucius and Arruns, the same two
         boys who had been passed over by their own mother.[9]   
      

      As it turns out, Lucius was violent, brooding, and power hungry. Arruns, it would
         seem, was of milder disposition. One of the Tullias was like Lucius; the other, like
         Arruns. The vicious Tarquin prince Lucius married the sweet Tullia. The sweet Tarquin
         prince Arruns married the vicious Tullia. Confused yet? Don’t worry. The picture will
         get a lot clearer in a moment as people once against start murdering one another in
         the craven quest for power.
      

      Vicious Tullia and vicious Tarquin saw in one another a vehicle for their ambition,
         a partner in crime in the very literal sense. The Roman historian Livy summed it up
         perfectly: “Evil attracts evil.”[10]   Being married wouldn’t be a deterrent for either of these two. Lucius and Tullia
         schemed in a way that would feel very comfortable to Alfred Hitchcock. They plotted
         together to arrange the deaths of their respective spouses/siblings. The gentle prince
         and princess, Arruns and the other Tullia, were duly dispatched through well-placed
         poison. With them dead and gone, Lucius and Tullia (there’s only one left now, so
         she gets sole possession of the name without qualifier) dropped the pretense of mourning
         and promptly married one another. From two royal couples to one, there was now a concentration
         of ambition, ruthlessness, and a crazed desire for power.[11]   
      

      Just to reset: Servius Tullius is king. His surviving daughter, Tullia, is married
         to Lucius Tarquinius, the son of the dead Tarquin king. Servius is father-in-law to
         the son of the previous king. Tullia and Lucius are cold, calculating murderers, having
         dispatched their respective spouses/siblings so they could plot and scheme together.
         The only thing standing between them and the power they crave is Tullia’s dear old
         dad and Lucius’s father-in-law, the noble and aged King Servius. They’d killed their
         own siblings and spouses. They had one more family member to betray, and power was
         theirs. It didn’t matter to them that Servius was a good, just, and wise king, that
         he guided the state with a benevolent hand and was universally admired by subjects
         and senators alike. He stood in the way. Family be damned. The old man had to go.
      

       It didn’t take the brute Tarquin long to make his move. At first, he worked in the
         background, whispering in people’s ears about how much the old king stunk, and how
         much better things would be for everyone once Tarquin was calling the shots. He bribed,
         pleaded, and cajoled people to give him their support when the time came, making outlandish
         promises about all the wonderful things he would do for them once he was in charge.[12]   Then one day, while Servius was off doing whatever kings did, Tarquin assembled
         a posse of armed thugs, marched through the Forum, and stomped up the steps to the
         Senate House. He went straight for the king’s chair and demanded that all of the senators
         assemble and acknowledge him as the king.[13]   When the aged Servius arrived to register his protest, Tarquin grabbed the old
         man by the waist and tossed him down the steps of the Senate House. Dazed and bloodied,
         poor Servius stumbled away, seeking the protection of the palace. Tarquin promptly
         sent his armed goons after the poor old man, and they hacked him to death for all
         to see. 
      

      Tarquin wasn’t the only one whipped into a frenzy of bloodlust. The lovely Mrs. Tarquin,
         you will recall, was the daughter of the deposed and now dead King Servius. If she
         mourned the loss of her father, she sure had a strange way of showing it. Having gotten
         word that the coup had succeeded, she drove her wagon into the Forum and hailed her
         husband as king. Then, as she left in her wagon, she saw the corpse of her father
         lying in the street where he had been butchered on her husband’s order. Rather than
         collect the body to ensure a dignified burial, she whipped the horses to go faster,
         promptly picked up speed, and crashed right over the body of dear old dad, desecrating
         his corpse and adding one last indignity to a man whose only crime was to have really
         awful kids.[14]  
      

      Let’s take a quick look at how Tarquin was doing on his to-do list as he trod his
         path to the throne:
      

      
         	
            Murder spouse? Check.

         

         	
            Help plot and pull off the murder of your brother? Check.

         

         	
            Marry your brother’s widow to form a power couple of doom? Check.

         

         	
            Threaten the Senate and people into recognizing you as king, despite a perfectly good
               one already on the throne? Check. 
            

         

         	
            Murder father-in-law? Check.

         

         	
            Seize power in a bloody coup and displace a good and wise ruler in the process? Check.

         

      

      Not bad. Not bad at all. Job well done, Tarquin and Tullia. What a swell couple you
         two are! Things looked bleak for Rome. The nature of their new king wasn’t lost on
         anyone. However, although Tarquin may have gotten to the throne by horrible means,
         once he was in control, he surprised everyone by being a humble, visionary ruler.
         Oh, no, wait . . . That’s not it at all. Grasping and vicious, Tarquin was about to
         take things from bad to worse for his subjects. 
      

      King Tarquin’s first order of business was to figure out which senators had objected
         to his heavy-handed seizure of power. He made his list, then murdered the whole lot
         of them. Aware that he had now set a precedent that all one needs to do to be king
         is to murder the previous one, he armed his retainers to the teeth and had them surround
         him wherever he went. Thoroughly unpopular for having displaced and murdered a popular
         ruler, Tarquin trumped up charges on leading citizens, personally overseeing sham
         trials. He served as both judge and jury and gave over to his thugs the role of executioner.
         Liquidating political enemies, both real and imagined, was also good business, as
         Tarquin seized the estates of the vanquished men, disinheriting their families and
         gobbling up all the cash for himself. One gets the sense that as bad as all this was,
         what really bugged the historians writing about the events down the historical road
         was that he turned his back on the Senate. No longer bothering even to pretend to
         care about them, he carried on as he pleased, striking deals with foreign powers at
         a whim, making all policy decisions, and generally acting as though his opinions were
         the only ones that mattered.[15]  
      

      Tarquin killed some nobles and relegated others to irrelevance. He was accompanied
         by an armed horde and threatened people with violence everywhere he went. And this
         was just in the first few months. The people could do little but mutter laments to
         themselves and hang the moniker “Superbus” on Tarquin. Far from meaning “superb,”
         this meant “proud,” but not in a cool way. Superbus was meant in an arrogant, obnoxious,
         and thoroughly unlikable way. He didn’t care. And besides, no one called him that
         to his face.[16]  
      

      As his reign progressed, he ruthlessly guarded his power and generally was a jerk
         to everyone. He embroiled Rome in countless wars and diplomatic tussles, wasting lives
         and resources. He ignored and undermined the Senate, and generally proved the accuracy
         of his nickname. No matter how horrified and frustrated the Romans were, there seemed
         little they could do about it, as Tarquin was always surrounded by his retinue of
         vicious, armed brutes. 
      

       Where the long-dead Servius had been done in by his progeny, Tarquin was the beneficiary
         of the machinations of his son, Sextus, who took after dear old dad in the worst ways
         possible. Once, while embroiled in a conflict with a neighboring city-state, Tarquin
         had Sextus flee to the enemy camp, pretending to be a persecuted refugee. The cover
         story of Tarquin being a jerk was believable, and the gullible rulers took him in,
         offering shelter and comfort. They felt bad for the kid. Everyone knew what an ass
         Tarquin was, and no one suspected anything when his own son showed up with a woe-is-me
         story. 
      

      At first, Sextus made a grand show of fighting against his dad and the Roman armies,
         winning the confidence of his hosts and earning a senior position in their leadership.
         Sextus waited until they let down their guard to spring his trap. Once thoroughly
         entrenched and with full access to his father’s enemies, Sextus rounded up the city
         elders. He did more than betray their confidence. Sextus slaughtered some, imprisoned
         others, and drove everyone else into exile. He then promptly surrendered the city
         and all its possessions to dad. The apple really didn’t fall far from the tree.[17]   But not all his kids’ scheming would reap profitable ends. They would, in fact,
         lead to his downfall. 
      

      Tarquin was determined to build lavish monuments to himself. Money was always short,
         and he frequently declared war on generally peaceful neighbors, with a mind toward
         sacking and looting to bolster his coffers. When that still wasn’t enough to pay all
         his expenses, he conscripted the commoners into forced labor.[18]   While Tarquin sought to build monuments to himself, resentment for him and his
         whole family grew and spread. Speaking out against the family was a death sentence.
         Conspiracies had to be kept secret in order to work. 
      

      One person who detested the Tarquins was Marcus Junius Brutus. His family was full
         of smart, capable people, and, as such, had drawn the ire of the Tarquins. Brutus
         had seen many of his relations slaughtered to prevent them becoming threats to the
         murderous tyrant king and his family. To keep himself safe, Brutus pretended to be
         a simpleton. Although it exposed him to countless cruel jokes from the Tarquin family,
         he stayed alive, biding his time and waiting for his moment. 
      

       Fortunately for Brutus, the Tarquins were the Tarquins, and his moment wouldn’t be
         long in coming. One night, Sextus Tarquin—he of the pretend to be an exile and ruthlessly
         seize control of a rival city variety—was drinking with his pals. This, apparently,
         was not an infrequent occurrence. In fact, Sextus and his entourage were often out
         partying, causing trouble, and generally being assholes. The prince and his retainers
         hit it hard late into the evening, getting plenty drunk and arguing over who had the
         best wife. One came up with the questionably wise idea that they should all go see
         what their wives were doing at that very moment. Nothing would help determine the
         virtue of these ladies like showing up unannounced and seeing what they did to occupy
         their time when their husbands weren’t around to keep an eye on them. 
      

      They hopped on their horses, one of the earliest recorded instances of drunk driving,
         and galloped off into the night. At their first stop, they found most of the royal
         princesses having their

      
      
      
         The tragic nobility of Lucretia led to the downfall of the vicious Tarquins and inspired
               the Renaissance master Titian more than two millennia after the events. Wikimedia Commons.
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