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The Forum and the forest

THE MOST PLAUSIBLE account runs as follows: that he was born a few years before Christ, somewhere in Italy, most probably in Rome. But this was not, in the deepest sense, his country. His ancestors were mountain men from Samnium, south of Rome. There in the brutal hills the men scratched at stony plots, the women spun wool; they worshipped oak-groves and springs and woodpeckers, and their talk was of war. From time to time the Samnites would descend to the poppy-strewn fields of Campania, which they devastated. For years they fought the Romans, but in 290 BC Rome defeated them. The struggle had always been unequal.

After that defeat – much of their territory gone, and their power broken – the Samnites slowly and sourly picked up Roman ways. Some even became citizens. But they were still mostly peasant-fighters, as intractable as their mountains; and when civil war broke out between Marius and Sulla in 86 BC, the Samnites tried to wrestle free again. This time Sulla defeated them just outside Rome itself, right by the Colline Gate, and the reprisals were brutal. Those Samnite leaders that survived were executed; their mountain villages were burned like torches; the people were killed or scattered, and soft-skinned Roman colonists were sent to take their places.

Cicero, writing about it later, described this as the milder sort of war. The Romans were not fighting the Samnites as enemies, only as rivals for supremacy. They thought them rough and brave as Spartans; they respected them. But the difference in treatment was sometimes hard to perceive. Cicero himself described how, after the ‘respected’ people of Marseilles had forfeited their supremacy, a wooden model of the city was carried through Rome in triumphal procession ‘to show the world that they had been defeated’. In the case of the Samnites, though the names of their various families were scattered all over northern and central Italy, the polity was destroyed. There would never again be a mountain redoubt where people dreamed of liberty in quite the same way.

That is why we do not know where Pilate was born. His tribe, the Pontii of Samnium, was dispersed and broken. The Samnites were known in Rome as rustic buffoons, gallumphing creatures who were wild and clumsy as horses; Horace described one he met on the road, with such a scar on his face from the removal of warts ‘that he could dance the Cyclops-shepherd dance without a mask.’ The older ones spoke not Latin but Oscan, primitive country words that Pilate may have heard from his grandfather: ‘sollo’ for totus, ‘abzet’ for habet, ‘pipas’ for clamas; ‘Petis pipas?’, addressed to a child, meant: ‘What are you chirping for?’ Even in the gladiator’s ring these men were comic turns. It was traditional to deck them out in parti-coloured plate and helmets with huge bobbing crests, in mockery of the gorgeous new armour they had once worn proudly, according to Livy, to one of their defeats by the Romans. They would go into the ring heavily but ludicrously armed, with wooden swords and quarter-staffs, and simply belabour each other for hours, until darkness fell and the audience went home.

Yet the tribe of the Pontii was of the Samnite nobility, and it was not without heroes. The Pontii were even slightly larger than life, numinous with legends and fame. If Pilate’s father ever aspired to an atrium, an entrance hall decorated with painted wax masks of the family ancestors (in which a small boy could slide on the tiles in his slippers), it might well have contained a mask of Gavius Pontius, who had defeated the Roman army in 321 BC in a high mountain pass called the Caudine Forks. Under those walls of rock, loud with the sound of water, the Romans had fallen on their faces. But Gavius Pontius did not kill them. He simply took their weapons, made them strip to their tunics and sent them under a triumphal yoke of three spears lashed together. Thirty years later, he met the Romans again; they took him prisoner, sent his own men under the yoke and killed him, showing him no shred of the mercy he had shown them. The defeated Samnites, too, were made to strip to their tunics, giving up to the Romans the marvellous leather belts, studded with bronze clasps, that were the symbols of their liberty. Only the buffoon-gladiators wore such belts after that.

Next in the parade of family heroes came two brothers, both of whom had been caught up in the fighting in 82 BC after the Social War. Many of the Pontii were Roman citizens now, but they had been weaned on the legend of Gavius. The first brother, Pontius Telesinus, commanded the Samnite contingent for Marius against Sulla; he died beside the Colline Gate as the battle raged in the dark, cut down on the point of entering Rome. Those Samnites who survived were slaughtered by Sulla in the Campus Martius, where Pilate might later have wrestled or played hand-ball in the dust.

The brother of Telesinus was besieged with Marius’ son in Praeneste, outside the city. Heartlessly, Sulla sent them the severed heads of Telesinus and his men. At the sight of those gagging faces, with white eyes and bloodied hair, they resolved to die by one another’s hands. The younger Marius drew his sword and offered it to the breast of his friend, who fell on it. He then drew it out, shining with Samnite blood, and fell on it himself. ‘And so perished,’ wrote a modern Italian historian, ‘the noblest and last of the sons of Italy, the soul of resistance to Rome.’

These were the stories: a collection, thrilling as a Boys’ Annual, of desperate battles, struggles for liberty, magnanimous gestures, heroic sacrifices. The boy Pilate could glean from them that mercy shown to your enemies was both noble and futile: had Gavius Pontius killed those Romans, he might not have died by public execution. From the scene in the cell in Praeneste, where the two friends embraced each other and the cold blade in the dripping darkness, he could deduce that suicide for the honour of one’s nation was the ultimate act; and that death was all the nobler for being premeditated, sealed by mutual resolution and carried out with quiet efficiency. There were many such deaths to admire, from Socrates onwards.

There were lives to admire, too: for many of the Pontii had struggled after the dispersal, and their sense of illustriousness was difficult to recover. They had lost a generation of young men in the 80s BC, the generation of Pilate’s great-grandfather, and for fifty years afterwards the Samnites scarcely appeared in any public capacity in Rome. Still, they tried. Within two generations the most thriving members could be classed as just below patrician rank, respectable but decidedly second class. Julius Caesar recruited Samnites for their valour; they became equites illustriores, then special administrators, prefects and private imperial trouble-shooters. Yet not all could escape their origins. Titus Pontius became one of Caesar’s centurions in the civil war; when he refused to abandon his leader he became a hero of sorts, but only of sorts. ‘The great lights of our country,’ wrote Valerius Maximus, ‘will not be offended to see big-hearted centurions [like Titus] beside their own glorious and resplendent names . . . Nobility should encourage, not scorn, a natural goodness that springs from the breast of obscurity.’ A little later on, gracious Valerius summed up Titus again: Sine ullis imaginibus nobilem animum! ‘What a noble soul, even with no masks of the ancestors in the hall!’

It may have been during these years – if Pilate did not earn the name himself later – that the cognomen Pilatus, skilled with the javelin, became attached to his family. Javelin-throwing was thought to have come from the Samnites anyway, and the Oscan version of Pilatus, ehpeilatus, has been found on an inscription from Capua. It was another clue to Pilate’s origins: an indication of the violent past that beat, however faintly, behind him.

So his father, if not Pilate himself, held and balanced the javelin, which quivered in his hand like something living. This was the second skill of the Roman soldier, after he had been trained in the use of sword and shield. The pilum was five feet of wooden shaft and two feet of tapered iron, of which the bottom half was left soft and untempered. When the point lodged in a shield the shaft would bend and hang down, making it impossible to throw back. A trained javelin-thrower could tilt his heavy weapon skywards, flex his body, hurl the javelin thirty yards, and hit the mark. His training had consisted precisely in aiming at a fixed target, aiming again, aiming again, until his arm, bruised from the effort, could smoothly direct the missile anywhere he wanted. If you were called pilatus, it meant you excelled at doing that: that you showed decisiveness, strength, straightness of aim. But not all qualities could be transferred from the field of battle to public life.

His army service done, Pilate’s father probably settled down as a member of the Roman knightly class. We assume this because prefect-governors in the early empire were knights and sons of knights; it was not yet done to open the postings to freedmen. His father, then, had his own large house, with an atrium and colonnaded garden and piped water; several slaves would wait on him. He had a patron to whom he would present his morning greetings, but also a few men dependent on himself. Perhaps, like so many of the knights lampooned by contemporary writers, his aspirations ran ahead of his taste in furnishings, tableware and statues; perhaps, like them, he needed to impress and feel secure. And the vital element of his security was his children, the next generation. These would be given every piece of ceremonial, training and education, in order eventually to clamber back to the noble rank the gens had held before. By the time Pilate was born, the clan of the Pontii was on the point of producing Roman consuls and Roman millionaires, and the expectations had grown accordingly: the official’s toga praetexta with its purple border; a private bath, with windows overlooking a view; a litter for the streets; a villa by the sea. Wordlessly, these ambitions were laid on the shoulders of the next male child in line.

No one knows what Pilate’s first name was. As a child, whether he was called Marcus or Gaius or Lucius would have mattered; but as he grew older his friends and even his lovers would have used his cognomen, Pilate with three syllables in the vocative, when they talked or wrote to him. Mi Pilate, my Pilate, would have been a term of endearment or a nickname for the man; but his mother bending over his cradle would have whispered a name that history has rubbed away.

As a baby he would have been presented to the gods and given a bulla, a little golden pouch containing a lucky charm, which was hung around his neck. As a child he sat through several years of rote-learning in school, scratching with a metal stylus on a wax slate over which his long curls fell, absorbing the rudiments of mathematics, reading, rhetoric and writing. In order to write, he would put his small hand inside the strong hand of an adult; together they would trace the wobbly characters, until he was ready to draw them on his own. A rich boy would have slaves to carry his book-rolls; perhaps Pilate had one, or perhaps he carried the rolls himself, ‘slate and satchel slung over his left arm’, as the poets described it. At Saturnalia in December he was given presents: sweets, nuts and little terracotta figures you could fight with, at least until they broke. Richer boys got ponies and parrots.

In the last years of school he learned, like a little lawyer, to unpick the multiple sides of every question. The questions were well-worn: ‘Should Alexander have sailed the ocean, or not?’ ‘Should the Spartans have fled when they were sent against Xerxes?’ ‘Should Cicero have begged Antony’s pardon?’ Each had its series of set opposing answers, the different ‘colours’ of the schoolman, and these he would have learned too, declaiming them as well as he could with the right hand-movements and the right pitch of his breaking voice. This may have been most of his training in the practice of the law.

At the age of seventeen he would have been given his first ceremonial shave in front of the family shrine. The down was consigned to a tiny decorated box; then, dressed in the white toga of a new adult, the toga virilis, he was taken through the Forum to pray in the temple of Jupiter. The bulla was left behind at the family shrine, among the statuettes and fading flowers; and there may have been times in the years ahead when he regretted the leaving of that little piece of luck.

His days now had to be spent preparing for a career in public service. This usually meant trying for a commission in the army as a junior officer, for which he would need a recommendation to the commander. He would begin, therefore, the routine Roman round of getting himself known and noticed by the powerful. In the morning he would pay his respects, arriving at dawn at the entrance hall of the man he hoped would be his patron. He would have to wait until the nomenclator (only a slave, but the sort of slave who revelled in his authority) noticed him in the throng of hopefuls and passed on his name to his master. The nervous greetings were passed on too: Quid agis? Quid commode vales? ‘How are you? I hope you’re well?’ and in exchange might come a commission, a recommendation, or a little money. By these means he learned the essential etiquette of Roman life: all paths to advancement lay through politeness, persistence, and the favour of richer and nobler men.

Horace described the ritual in painful detail. As soon as he aspired to any rank or any noble friendship, he wrote, ‘people start asking, “Who is this fellow? What was his father?”’ Approaching the would-be patron was agony:


On coming into your presence, I said a few faltering words, for speechless shame stopped me from saying more. My tale was not that I was a famous father’s son, nor that I rode about my estate on a Saturian steed; I told you what I was. As is your way, you answered little and I withdrew; then, nine months later, you sent for me again and bade me join your friends. I count it as a great favour that I pleased you . . .



Part of Horace’s social disadvantage, though he did not say so, was that he was a provincial, from Venusia in Apulia. Those ‘few faltering words’ showed that he was still rough-cut, without polish, and with a country accent that could be heard; he still needed to learn the soft urbanity of Roman speech and manners, as perhaps Pilate did.

At last, somehow, the right impression was given. Having found a patron, Pilate would do whatever tasks he was assigned. He would run errands, take messages, whirl between the rich man’s house and the Janus Arcade where the bankers were. Sometimes he would ride in his patron’s carriage as his companion, where (by Horace’s account) he would be favoured with such conversation as ‘What’s the time?’ or: ‘Do you think Thraex is a match for Syro the Chicken?’ But on his free afternoons he would enjoy himself At the games he and his friends would sit for hours on the hard benches, discussing the muscles and stamina of fighters and the blows they had endured. There was no greater thrill than to see a man still fighting, still struggling out of the dust, when he was painted like an actor with the streams of his own blood. At that point the nameless criminal or captive, oiled and caged and conveyed to the circus in a cart, acquired a name and a reputation; he acquired the dignity of a man. And he died with that dignity on him, his own scarlet cloak.

Young men would build up their bodies in conscious imitation of their heroes. To be strong in every way, vir fortis ac strenuus, the steely character in the steel-hard body, was the Roman ideal. Together Pilate and his friends would attack the baths in style, leaping in off the side, splashing all and sundry with their ferocious strokes, wrestling one another like dolphins, belting out songs in the wonderful echo of the changing rooms. In the exercise yard they ran, lifted weights, did the long-jump and played ball until their bodies were pink with effort; then, exhausted, they made for the wineseller and the hot-sausage man. They were oiled and rubbed on adjacent tables, hung their clothes on adjacent pegs, used the same cold sponge in the latrines, fainted for the same mistresses.

Possibly Pilate was treated to a repetition of the famous lecture on sex once given (the story ran) by the philosopher Archytas to Herennius Pontius, the father of Gavius. Cicero related this story in his treatise ‘On Old Age’, recording too that Herennius was so deeply studious and intellectual that he had debated with Plato. ‘No more deadly curse than sensual pleasure,’ Archytas told Herennius, ‘has been inflicted on mankind by nature. It is a fruitful source of treasons, revolutions, secret communications with the enemy. In fact, there is no crime, no evil deed, to which the appetite for sensual pleasure does not impel us . . . Intellect is the best gift of nature or the gods. To this divine gift and endowment there is nothing so inimical as pleasure . . . since, when more than ordinarily violent and lasting, it darkens all the light of the soul.’ But perhaps your soul was not too much darkened if, during the Floral games in April, you watched the actresses take their clothes off.

In any case, sex took second stage when the call to the army came through. It probably took Pilate away from Rome for years. There seems not much doubt, from the record of his actions in office, that he was a soldier first and a diplomat second. Some have imagined he fought as a legionary, acquiring a taste for blood he never lost. Yet his class dictated against it; and if he had really been a foot-soldier, the sort of blunt and thick-headed strongman who is sometimes pictured, he would hardly have risen to become the governor of Judea. Legionaries spent their careers in the army, but Pilate clearly joined in the military tribune class that would lead, eventually, to a foreign posting as the governor of a province.

In the late Republic there was no longer an obligatory five-year stint of service before a man became a military tribune, or legionary staff officer; the minimum age for the office was eighteen, when a boy had scarcely shaved and might have been a soldier for only a year or so. His duties could be rigorous; but the experience could also be as much a shambles as military service in France in the 1970s. ‘Although our early manhood was spent in camp,’ wrote Pliny, ‘it was at a time when merit was under suspicion and apathy an asset, when officers lacked influence and soldiers respect, when there was neither authority nor obedience, and the whole system was slack, disorganised and chaotic, better forgotten than remembered.’

Pliny, bound for the civil service, would leave in a couple of years; but Pilate seemed to take the harder path. He probably did several tours of military service, both as a military tribune and as a prefect of cavalry or auxiliaries. Since he was a commanding officer, even of a relatively lowly sort and barely out of his teens, he wore lighter armour and had few encumbering weapons. The mark of his office was the parazonium, a waist-band that carried the sword on his left side, where ordinary soldiers wore it on the right. When he drew his sword the action was statelier and slower, crossing his chest like a half-salute; and he was not required to do it so often. The hardest marching, too, was not required of him. Slaves carried his gear; lowlier soldiers dug the ditches and put up the camp palisades. Superior commanding officers included him in their meetings, and sometimes offered him dinner in their tents.

Pilate was less a fighter than an administrator, keeping things straight behind the lines. For this he was paid 50,000 sesterces a year: about as much, the elder Pliny noted, as some connoisseurs would pay for a nice chandelier. He was in charge of the pay, food and floggings for his unit; he had to keep his men motivated and see they did not desert. Modern soldiers would call it a soft billet. Yet it was still active military service. He took the same oath as any foot-soldier, every third of January and on the anniversary of the emperor’s accession, to obey the emperor and his superior officers. Inside the camp palisade he would sleep as the others did, wrapped in his regulation red cloak under the cold stars, and in the morning he too woke to the long summoning blast of the army bugle. He ate the same porridge, drank the same sour wine – the wine that was offered to Jesus on the cross – and sang the same bawdy songs, like the mocking soldiers’ tribute to Julius Caesar known as ‘The Triumph over Gaul’:


Watch your wives, everyone, here we’ve got a man

Who may be bald but fucks the girls in any way he can.

Guess who’s spent your money on many a Gallic whore?

He’s used up every penny, and he’s coming to borrow more.



Not least, he took part in the same wars of conquest. Some suppose he fought in the German campaigns of Tiberius in AD 9 or Germanicus in 14, where it was sometimes cold enough to wear trousers and ride along muffled in a cloak. These were campaigns of victory, fought by legions nicknamed ‘The Triumphant’ and ‘The Indomitable’ to impose the peace of Rome on bearded and foul-smelling barbarians. Whether or not he was fighting, Pilate would have ridden out most mornings, his bridle heavy with his service medals, to see the standards with their silver medallions and wreaths and eagles flashing in the sun; and most evenings, tired, hungry, aching, he would relive his part in the day’s engagements. He was not constantly in the thick of things, but he was sometimes close enough to be in danger of enemy spears and to dread that his horse would be cut down under him; close enough to see the dilated eyes of the enemy and hear again the screams of the dying as he lay in the dark.

This was unlikely to have bothered him. The war he was fighting was generally considered a good one, a war for the future of civilisation, protected by the gods. Military discipline, wrote Valerius Maximus at about the time Pilate left for Judea, was ‘the principal glory of the Roman empire and its most secure foundation’; it was the one ancestral virtue that had been preserved intact by the soft and corrupted Romans of his day. Others among the prefects and tribunes, more languid young men doing their part-time service only because they had to, may have taken a more cynical view; like Catullus, they may have called it ‘playing billiards with our world’. But even military-tribune Pliny, not much of a soldier, could recall with emotion ‘life under arms, the camps, bugles and trumpets, sweat and dust and heat of the sun’; and Pilate probably took his soldiering seriously.

He could have gone to Judea straight from his military postings, and never become a civil servant in Rome. Yet he was not without position there. He was possibly a knight, an eques, by virtue of successive tours of military service; and it is likely that by inheritance he was also an eques in the civilian sense, with a minimum net worth of 400,000 sesterces. That would buy him two medium-sized houses in the city. He was entitled to wear a gold ring and to sit in the first fourteen rows at the theatre, where he would not be ‘elbowed or besmirched by the mob’, as Martial put it; although he was not so elevated that, naked at the baths, he could not be gently but firmly moved aside by the slave of an equally naked man of praetorian rank.

As a professional soldier, he did not have to stay abroad to qualify for governorship of a province. Although many governors-to-be passed through the same junior ranks, ending up as a military prefect on some difficult frontier, what was important was to catch the attention of the powerful at the right moment. For that, it was useful to linger in the city for a while. His family was known there; another of the Pontii, C. Petronius Pontius Nigrinus (‘the black-haired one’) was a consul when Tiberius died in 37, and there were other rich and influential relations. But Pilate’s own reputation still rested on exploits performed far away, and he would need to burnish it somehow at home.

If he stayed for a time in Rome, he may have become a member of the Praetorian Guard, the 1,000 strong personal bodyguard of the emperor himself. Tiberius, obsessed with security, had reorganised the guard, taking them out of their scattered lodgings round the city and giving them a permanent camp in which to nourish their esprit de corps. If Pilate was among them, this would explain (since Praetorians were famous for it) his well-attested public devotion to the emperor, his cult and his welfare. And it might have produced an association that was to make, as well as almost break, him.

Many scholars suppose that Pilate was taken under the wing of Lucius Aelius Sejanus, the brutal commander of the Praetorian Guard who, from 23 to 31, held sway over the emperor’s affections. Tacitus wrote that Tiberius, ‘always dark and mysterious with others, was carefree and outspoken only with him.’ Sejanus was hardy, daring and spirited, but he could affect humility when he needed to; he was a strange combination of the energetic and the watchful. In his military duties he ingratiated himself with the troops, perhaps with Pilate too, by mixing with them and learning everybody’s names. Some of those names he would then put forward to advance his own designs.

Sejanus commended himself to Tiberius by his efforts, in 22, to put out the fire that almost destroyed Pompey’s theatre. When the theatre was rebuilt, a bronze statue of Sejanus was placed in it. Others were put up round Rome and in the shrines of the legions, and his birthday was publicly celebrated with the burning of incense and candles before them. But he was deeply unpopular. Like Pilate, he was a knight, not a noble; he was something of an upstart and, worse, an ambitious one. This made him anathema to Roman historians, even without his misdeeds. According to them, Sejanus wished to destroy the older heirs of the imperial house in order to gain control over the younger ones, and he was not scrupulous about how he achieved his end. He was said to have murdered Tiberius’ son Drusus by slow poison in 23 with the connivance of the victim’s wife; and it is possible that Pilate glimpsed Tiberius, already greying and withdrawn, on the day when, as Tacitus recorded, he came to the Senate to rebuke the senators for weeping for his son. He made a speech of perfect, indeed chilling, composure until the very end, when he suddenly appealed to the consuls ‘or anyone else’ to relieve him of his power. Tacitus thought these remarks were stupid; they may have been merely tactical, to shore up his authority. But what might Pilate have made of this show of humanity and despair on the part of his emperor?

Sejanus then began to work towards the downfall of the rival house of Germanicus, headed by his widow Agrippina. He sowed fears in the emperor’s mind about the threat of civil war, and succeeded in getting two of the widow’s close friends charged with extortion and treason. Other charges followed against other enemies of Sejanus; all of them fell, as the favourite wormed himself still deeper into Tiberius’ affections. But in 25 Sejanus overplayed his hand by asking to marry Livia Julia, the widow of Drusus. His letter to Tiberius and the emperor’s reply, included by Tacitus in the Annals, are possibly both forgeries. But, genuine or not, they give a vivid impression of the social handicaps of an eques such as both Sejanus and Pilate were.

Sejanus said he was deeply grateful for the favours he had received. He insisted that he had never sought high office, because it was an honour merely to serve such a master as Tiberius, to whose ear he brought his hopes and desires ‘as readily as to the gods’. He could think of no honour higher than marriage to a member of the imperial house; and Augustus himself, after all, when he was looking for a husband for his daughter, had considered men of equestrian rank. So, if Livia Julia was thought to be in need of a husband, would the emperor kindly think of him?

Tiberius, in answer, said he would speak plainly. Livia Julia, already in her seventies and once the wife of Gaius Caesar, would never agree to grow old with ‘a mere Roman knight’. Even if he, Tiberius, agreed to it, the leading men in the state would never do so; they already thought Sejanus had been promoted well above ‘the permissible levels of equestrian advancement’. Yes, Augustus might have considered equestrian suitors for his daughter. But he went no further; she had married nobles. If Sejanus continued to prove his devotion and his usefulness, ‘there are no heights you may not reach’; but for the moment, nobility was out of the question.

Rebuffed, Sejanus went on plotting. Over the next months and years he persuaded Tiberius to leave the smoke and noise of Rome and go into exile in Capri, surrounded by Greek scholars; he poisoned his mind still further against Agrippina, engineering an imperial dinner party at which she refused to take apples, imagining them poisoned, from the emperor’s hand; and he managed to save Tiberius’ life by shielding him from a rock-fall as he dined at a villa called ‘The Cave’. His sense of power was perhaps never greater than when, crouching on hands and knees, braced beneath the rocks, he found himself face to face with the terrified emperor, only inches between them; and calmly held his death away from him.

For four or five years now, Sejanus had been suggesting appointments. He had recommended men as centurions, as tribunes and as governors. At dawn the leading citizens would congregate in his house, bringing the private petitions they wished to communicate to Tiberius. It is likely that Pilate was a regular too until 26, the year that he was posted. He too must have known that hall at first light and sat on the famous couch that eventually collapsed, on New Year’s Day in 31, under the weight of all the petitioners. Sejanus’ recommendations to the emperor in the 20s were seldom turned down. If he had suggested Pilate for the governorship of Judea, Tiberius would have concurred.

Yet there is no firm evidence that Pilate was Sejanus’ creature. He was certainly not so close to him that after his fall he had to die, as several other governors did. Sejanus would have known and presumably approved of him; Pilate for his part, whatever his private feelings, would have been careful to remain in his favour. And maybe that was all. Tiberius was also known to make governors on a whim, on no formal recommendation. Tacitus gives some idea what his criteria were: decent behaviour, good character, but not ‘outstanding merit’, because that might threaten him. At times, too, ‘decent behaviour’ was put aside. Pomponius Flaccus was made governor of Syria on the strength of a thirty-six-hour orgy of drinking, with the immortal imperial endorsement on his commission: ‘A good fellow at all hours, day or night!’

In 22, during the trial of a former governor of Asia, one senator suggested that it might be an idea if no one ‘of scandalous life and reputation’ were allowed to be a governor in future; it might save grief. But Tiberius disagreed. Many governors, he said, had surprised people, since ‘important positions stimulate some natures and blunt others’. His candidates were often unknown quantities, clay to be moulded by fate. He preferred them that way.

Pilate’s presumed Samnite origins would not have commended him. Tiberius disliked both Samnite-style gladiators and the ‘old Oscan farce’, a long-running series of hit shows called ‘The Comedies of Atella’ which featured young male actors in the grotesque roles of Bucco the Braggart, Dossenus the Hunchback, Maccus the Glutton and Pappus the Dotard; he had closed such shows down and sent the actors packing. But he seemed to trust Pilate enough (or thought him insignificant enough) to send him to his province once he had appointed him, rather than detain him in Rome on trivial excuses, which was the fate of several other governors.

So, one day, Pilate received his imperial promotion. It came on a five-leaved wax tablet, the official form; the standard response was to go to the temple to offer thanks and sacrifice. And then the knight Pilate, blooded in war, approved by the favourite, but still full of social insecurities and with his Samnite chip on his shoulder, set off for Judea.

 

* * *

So runs one version of Pilate’s early life. But a second, proposed with equal confidence, holds that he was a Spaniard. Giovanni Rosadi, an Italian magistrate, put forward this theory fully-fledged in 1908; but several sorts of Spanishness had been claimed for Pilate centuries before.

Some said he was born in Seville, a city whose residents had the right of Roman citizenship. There is a large house off the Plaza de Arguelles, built in a mixture of gothic and Moorish styles, with marble doorways, Roman columns, Spanish balconies, iridescent blue tiles and a garden which, in nineteenth-century guide books, was running wild and scattered with sculpture like a stonemason’s yard. This was known from the fifteenth century, and is still known, as Pilate’s house, although it was also the palace of the dukes of Alcalá. It boasts a praetorium, or governor’s judgement hall, and the table on which Judas is meant to have thrown down his thirty pieces of silver, as if they had been carted back as souvenirs of Pilate’s time in Judea.

Alternatively he was born in Tarragona on the coast of Catalonia, the citadel city where the great Augustus wintered after his Cantabrian campaign. This was another favoured imperial town, with golden ramparts on the seaward side. Among these ramparts, in a great square tower, ‘a ruin among ruins’, Pilate was born. The walls were twenty feet thick in places and, as late as the 1950s, the tower was still in use as a prison. Every eastern window looked towards Rome across the crawling sea. Tarragona smelt of fish and onions; white banners of cambric fluttered from the houses, and the slow sardana was danced in its squares. Pilate stayed and soldiered in the region for some years, and troops from Tarragona were supposed to have formed the ‘Italian legion’ that later scourged Christ outside the real praetorium.

The little Spaniard was called Lucius: Lucius Pontius Pilate. He grew up crunching garlic, sucking on oranges and revering the black bulls of Las Marismas; but he was also taught to look on Rome as the centre of the world. His father, Marcus Pontius, fought in the Cantabrian campaign and helped to suppress the Asturians, although he should by rights have defended his fellow Iberians against the might of Rome. For this treachery he was honoured and given the title Pilatus. Lucius followed after him, joining the suite of Germanicus and fighting with him through the German campaigns. Then, still young, he made for Rome, intending to have fun.

Spaniards in Rome had a flashy reputation, even a dangerous one. Any brigand or robber was ‘a Spaniard’. Spanish sea-captains, Ovid said, dealt only in meretricious baubles, and their wine was good only to get drunk on. Being Spanish and knowing no one, Pilate needed to ingratiate himself. He became an adsectator cenarum, a supper-scrounger, one of those young men found loitering in bands on street corners in the evenings, hoping to be invited to dinner; or one of those sycophantic morning greeters, all smiles and fluttering Spanish scarves. The poet Catullus described one such irritating Spaniard he knew, who would flash his bright white teeth on every occasion: in court, as the defence wound up a moving peroration, or at funerals, ‘where on every side heartbroken mothers weep for only sons.’ Perhaps, Catullus mused, this Spaniard was merely trying to prove that he washed his teeth; but all civilised people did that. The only difference he knew was that Spaniards used their morning urine as mouthwash.

So Pilate, saturnine and ingratiating, hung around Rome, and especially round the court of the emperor. Men like him were called umbrae, shadows clinging to their patrons. He was at the edge of every intrigue, behind every curtain. In the interests of self-improvement, he made himself as servile as possible: there was nothing he would not do. He was prepared to cut up the courtiers’ food and wait beside their litters; if the mere shadow of the emperor crossed his path, he would abase himself before it. He kept his own pride, which was considerable, locked up like a wasp in a bottle, and was prepared never to release it if that would help in his advancement.

One day, at the court of the emperor, he caught sight of a girl. Not just any girl: this was Claudia Procula, the youngest daughter of Julia, the daughter of Augustus, who had married Tiberius as her second husband. The notion that Pilate’s wife came from the imperial house was popular from the earliest years of Christianity; it gave an extra edge to Christ’s defiance if his judge was so close to the emperor. Julia, the story ran, had been banished by Tiberius for her passionate and adulterous behaviour; and in exile she had taken up with a Roman knight, Claudia Procula’s father. At the age of thirteen, Claudia Procula was sent to Rome to acquire noble manners and to find a husband. She was spirited, pretty, curious and intelligent; at least some of her blood was royal. A marriage might have been arranged for her with any of the young men at court. But the one who asked for her, who worked his way for several years towards that tremendous request, made of the emperor himself, was the strange young Spaniard with the haunted eyes and the strained, determined servility; and Tiberius agreed.

Their courtship, socially unequal as it was, did not follow the practice of other young Romans. Ovid in his Amores described the usual mating games: hanging round the Palatine Hill or the Temple of Diana to lure girls from the giggling, bangle-jiggling crowd; writing words in wine on the table at parties; the endless exchange of wax tablets with scribbled notes, ‘Come tonight’, or ‘Don’t come’; the snuggles and cuddles in the close press of the race-track or the gladiator shows, fanning your partner with your programme, adjusting her stool and her cushion, letting her bury her head in your shoulder when the action became too bloody to watch. Even if Pilate enjoyed these flirtations with other girls, the daughter of the imperial house demanded a certain distance: as when a man was obliged to watch his love from a different couch at a dinner party, unable in the dim light to see the subtle sign-language used by lovers, and too far away even to touch her slippered foot with his own. He would content himself then with tiny, poignant acts. When she passed the cup, he would brush with his lips the place where she had drunk; when she passed the bread, he would touch it where she had done; at night, silently, he would leave on her doorstep the chaplet of roses he had worn at the party. And after a while she would notice him.

On the day of the wedding all was as it should have been. The auspices had been consulted. The hall of Procula’s house was hung with flowers and branches, and a garland of myrtle was fixed on Pilate’s door. Procula, with her hair in six braids and wreathed with flowers under a veil the colour of flame, was led into the hall. Pilate, also crowned with flowers, waited for her while the contract was signed and then took charge of her. He took her right hand in his, and they were married to each other.

Among the twelve witnesses to the wedding was Tiberius himself. The imperial signet ring was impressed into the soft wax of the marriage-seals, and the imperial litter, attended by eight slaves, waited outside the house. Procula left first, with her girlfriends, to start the procession to Pilate’s house. She ran down the steps in her yellow slippers, while behind her the pitch-pine torches showered sparks into the dark. Scattered voices sang the bride-song, ‘Io! Hymen Hymenaeus!’, and the flutes sang out like nightingales. Pilate made to follow her, burning to possess her on the myrtle-strewn bed in his own house, but he found himself snagged by a grey, aging hand: the hand of Tiberius. The emperor said nothing. Instead, he fumbled inside the breast-fold of his toga and drew out a scroll of paper. He handed it to Pilate, climbed into his litter, and was carried unsteadily away.

The paper was Pilate’s order to leave at once for Judea. A war-bireme was already in the harbour, waiting to take him to Caesarea. He was to be the governor. It seemed an important posting; but it was also an exile and a punishment for having dared to marry so far above himself.

Meanwhile, Procula and her friends were nearing the door of his house. The ill-omened torches still tossed in the darkness, far away. The happy cries were fainter; the flutes had become the whine of insects. How did Catullus describe what was meant to happen next?


Shed your concealment!

new bride,

hear our bride-speech,

see, the shower of torch-flakes!

shed your concealment!

 

Your husband will lie

only in the valley of your breasts,

a hero caught in your arms

as the grape pole

caught in the twisting vine.

See! the day fades:

shed your concealment!

 

Venus will shine for him

in the vague night,

blaze

at midday.

The day fades.

New bride, shed your concealment!



But Pilate stood in the street without her. The last onlookers watched him curiously, wondering what he would do. In one hand he held the order, in the other the bag of walnuts and confetti which the new bridegroom was meant to scatter to the crowd. His wreath of flowers was still on his head. But between conjugal love and the emperor’s order there was no competition. Heartbroken, he turned and walked towards the harbour.

He did not see his wife again for six years. But out of the depths of his bitterness and sadness and sexual frustration, he tried to rule over Judea.

 

* * *

That is the second version. But a third, hugely popular in Europe from the Middle Ages onwards, insists that Pilate was German. He was born at Forscheim, near Mainz, on the Rhine. This was sandy country, a region of fir woods and hop gardens; the air smelled of beer and resin. A pasture near the town, with cows and horses grazing the uneven ground, is still called Pilate’s Field, and his red trousers – the favourite colour for a child’s first pair of trousers in this part of Germany – were still on show in 1936 in the Forscheim museum.

 

* * *

 

The story is found in the Golden Legend, a thirteenth-century compendium of lives of the saints, and in dozens of other chronicles and songs. Jacobus de Voraigne, the friar who compiled the Golden Legend, admitted even then that it was apocryphal; he had ‘read it in a history’. But it was worth retelling.

Back in the days when rulers were skilled in the seven liberal arts, there was a king whose name was Tyrus. He was born in the diocese of Maginise, in a castle called Leich, in the district of Babenberg. This king loved to hunt; but in the evenings, when he could no longer see the shadowy stags among the trees, he studied philosophy, as kings do. He understood the temperance and humours of the air; he measured the span of heaven; he observed the astrological signs and the courses of the stars. He knew everything.

From his observations with his ‘subtle engine’, and from the vellum pages of his great books, he saw that he was going to sleep with a woman and produce a line of descendants who would rule over many lands and islands. But on the day he had this illumination he was a long way from his wife, out hunting again. Indeed, he was a long way from any woman at all. He made quickly for the nearest city of the district, sending before him the message that if anyone knew of a woman good enough to sleep with him, they should bring her at once. For Tyrus preferred to lie with anyone he could find, promptly and unfussily, rather than lose the hope of fathering a great dynasty.

His men went out, following their lord’s orders, and searched the neighbourhood. At last they seized on a girl called Pila, pretty enough, the daughter of a moneyer. They led her to Tyrus, and he slept with her that night just as he slept with his wife; then, pulling on his long hunting boots, he galloped away. The deed was done. Pila conceived a child who was royal, or at least half-royal, and when she had carried the baby as long as she had to, she gave birth to him. But then a problem arose. The baby had to be given his father’s name, and Pila did not know the name of the king she had slept with. So she took her own name, Pila, and the name of her own father, Atus: and called him Pilatus.

She was proud of her invention. It sounded noble and respectable, more respectable than one would suppose for the child of a moneyer’s house. Indeed, in its bourgeois aspirations it smacks of nothing so much as the name Henry Boffin chose for his daughter in Our Mutual Friend, a name to match the garish drawing-room furniture, the too-small flowery carpet, the wax fruit under glass shades and the eight volumes of Gibbon displayed on a table: ‘Henrietty Boffin, – which her father’s name was Henery, and her mother’s name was Hetty, and so you get it –’. The Pilate of the York mystery play required his knights to ‘get it’ in just the same way.


My mother was Pila, Pila the proud,

Pila the proud had Atus for dad,

Pila plus Atus – how does that go?

Yes, bold knights! That’s Pilatus!



Not everyone thought the child’s father was Tyrus; some thought it was ‘Sir Caesar, that excellent emperor’, waylaid during his German campaigns. In the York play Pilate’s wife Procula purred over this ‘joyful genealogy’, but her dreams of connection with ‘gentry’ were dashed by other versions of the story. According to these, Pila was no moneyer’s daughter, just a bad brothel girl, ‘a lazy, stinking nurse, a piece of dung, who conceived in a night of two ribalds rolling together.’ The grubby tryst was not in Babenberg but in Lyons or Mainz, near the River Zei. There the king, who was himself called Atus, stumbled out of the woods under a sky filled with stars, a long way from the city. He and his companions found an inn, where they feasted and drank prodigiously to while away the hours. After a time, the king noticed the stars that blurred and danced outside the dim window, and made his prophecy of greatness to come. There was no queen to hand; but there was Pila, a serf’s daughter. His men said: ‘You shouldn’t miss this chance, sir.’

The king was quickly persuaded. ‘Matters raced on’; in no time, Pila was pregnant, and the child was born. A messenger was sent to tell the king the news. As Atus rejoiced in the birth of his wonder-child, the bringer of victories, the messenger asked: ‘Do you have a name for him, your majesty?’

‘Let’s have something easy,’ said the king. ‘I’m Atus, his mother’s Pila; join them together, that makes Pilatus! Call him that.’

So the messenger returned. He went back either to the inn on the edge of the forest, or to a serf’s hut, or, as some say, to the dwelling of Pila’s father, a mill on a stream in the depths of the woods. There, bending over the crude wooden cradle, he bestowed the name of Pilatus on the tiny child.

As the child grew, these were his memories. In the moneyer’s house, the fierce glow of the forge; hands adjusting a balance; shavings of silver that bit into the skin; the pleasurable shifting of coins in a purse. In the inn, violent nights; floors being slopped down in the morning; candles in extravagant icicles overhanging their sconces; the iron taste of wine mingling with the sweetness of milk. In the serf’s hut, smoke, oatmeal, cows’ breath. In the mill, water ceaselessly roaring and foaming; white meal in the folds of a dress, or on the reddish hairs of an arm; the damp green powder of moss on a fence; a boat, half-submerged, with its cargo of black leaves.

However shadowy these scenes, they had a proper geography. They belonged in Lyons, in Mainz, in Babenberg, somewhere along the wooded border of Germany fringing on Gaul
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