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Aleksander Krawczuk (1922-2023) was a noted scholar of Greek and Roman antiquity, a professor at the Jagiellonian University, a former minister of culture, and an author of over 30 popular and widely translated books on the subject of the Antique. For fifty years, his books have enjoyed great popularity among a whole army of devoted fans across Eastern Europe—many of them people who had never taken interest in the Antique until they picked up one of his books. 

What other scholar of antiquity writes main stream best-sellers on his topic? Yet, at one point, the good professor hosted an internationally syndicated TV program on ancient Greece and Rome. Of course, due to Russian cultural policies during the Cold War, it was very difficult to publish Polish books in the West. Thanks to the good USA, EU, and NATO, they now can be. And this is my way to say: “Thank you.”

This book appears as part of a project to translate all of the works of Aleksander Krawczuk into English. The following titles have appeared already:
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Temple Mount at the time of the First Jewish War.

From the translator

TWO SHORT NOTES IN THE STYLE OF THE AUTHOR

It is probably in keeping with the encyclopedic style of Professor Krawczuk for your translator to append two cultural notes to this delightful book.

1. In the year 1670, at the height of glory of Louis XIV, before rebellions and unlucky wars dimmed somewhat the brilliance of the Sun-King, his cousin and sister-in-law, Henriette d'Angleterre, daughter of the unlucky Charles I of England, and wife of Phillip d’Orleans, staged a bloodless duel: a head-to-head confrontation between two court dramatists, the aging Pierre Corneille (1606-1684) and the up-and-coming Jean Racine (1639-1699), both of whom she commissioned to produce a play on the subject of Berenice, Queen of the Jews. Performed a week apart at the end of November 1670, the two plays caused a furor, a loud war of words and pamphlets between two cultural (and, therefore, as always in France, political) factions—the supporters of either one or the other author. It was a war conclusively won by the new man. 

Broken by his defeat, Corneille never wrote another play. For Racine, this victory marked his rise to power. In 1672 he was elevated to a seat in the Academie and went on to compose, in short order, his greatest plays: Bajazet (1672), Mithridate (1673), Iphigénie (1674) and Phèdre (1677). 

The French ruckus sent a veritable cultural tsunami across the shores of European courts, all of which rushed to stage their own versions of the story, whether in dramatic or operatic style. As a result, the sheer volume of “Titus and Berenice” output deposited in the deep layers of European heritage is staggering while Racine’s play remains on the playbill in France until this day. As a result, most Europeans have heard of Titus and Berenice: the title rings a bell even if most can no longer say which church is tolling.

2. Pieter Bruegel (also Brueghel or Breughel) the Elder (1525?–1569) was the most significant artist of Dutch and Flemish Renaissance, a painter and printmaker known for his landscapes and peasant scenes (so-called “genre painting”); he pioneered the use of both subjects as the main focus of large paintings. He was a huge commercial success during his lifetime and founded a dynasty of sons and grandsons who continued the business, often copying their founder’s designs. Hapsburg Emperor Rudolf II, the famed alchemist and art connoisseur, was a great admirer and collector of his work, which is how the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna has come to feature a special room hung with twelve huge Pieter Breughels, including The Fall of Icarus, The Tower of Babel, The Hunters in the Snow, and The Peasant Wedding. It is, in my opinion, one of the most profoundly moving museum rooms in the world.

Tom Pinch
Ardennes National Park
Luxembourg
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GAZING AT ROME FROM THE PALATINE
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Things were working out just as Berenice had hoped. Her beloved brother, King Agrippa, and she had been received in Rome with all honors. The Senate granted her the insignia of praetorship, and ample rooms at the imperial palace on the Palatine were placed at her disposal. She could now meet her Titus without any hindrance whenever she wished. It was widely gossiped in the city that the two lived together like man and wife.

They felt all the more at ease because Titus’s father, Emperor Vespasian, did not live on the Palatine. He was happiest at the Sallustian Gardens, near the Colline Gate. Once Caesar’s private estate, this vast park lay just outside the city walls, on the slopes of the Pintius,0F[1] in the valley between the Pintius and the Quirinal. Here, villas, gazebos, and temples stood arranged among trees and ponds, meadows, and flowerbeds. It was quiet and spacious, green and idyllic—and yet the city center was nearby. 

The gardens were surrounded by a massive wall—a useful thing if one ever had to defend himself. This had been amply proven six years earlier when, in December AD 69, Vitellius’s men held off Vespasian’s legionaries for a whole day at that wall, pelting them with stones and spears, slings, and arrows. And they would have lasted longer if only Vespasian’s cavalry had not broken through from the side of the Colline Gate.

Now, standing on the Palatine and looking down towards the gardens, Queen Berenice had reasons to hope that a formal marriage ceremony might take place soon, and the foremost of these was (it was widely reported) that Titus had promised it. So, she stood there in the role of the bride-to-be of an emperor-in-waiting. She stood proud and dignified, she thought. 

Proud and arrogant, thought the Romans.

Titus and Berenice had met after four years of separation. Their love, born in the extraordinary days of a cruel war, proved to be surprisingly durable, alive, and fresh. During their separation, the two had written to each other frequently. Sometimes they also sent trusted courtiers—with greetings and gifts—but also with the secret instructions to espy whether the other side still cared. But the journeys between Italy and Palestine, by land and sea, were long and fraught with danger. And they both knew well that affectionate letters could be skillful deceivers and that emissaries often flattered and conveyed to their masters only what their masters would like to hear—for the simple reason that no one rewards the bearers of bad news.

Their long separation had worried Berenice. Titus’s libido and his inclination to erotic excesses were widely known. Malicious “friends” probably “comforted” the queen by noting that Titus had recently preferred boys. Heavy boozing sessions in male company stretched late into the night, invariably ending in wild orgies. This was probably not a great comfort to Berenice. Besides, Titus had other, more orthodox love affairs, too—though, thankfully, all of them fleeting thus far. But perhaps Berenice’s most depressing worry concerned the passage of time itself. She was over forty, her beloved—twelve years younger. She saw ever more clearly that she was in a desperate race against time: if she did not win him now, she would lose him forever soon.

However, as soon as they saw each other in Rome, the first glance, the first word told them everything—and her above all—that all those declarations of love, transmitted by letters and messengers, had not lied. And so it happened that their romance rekindled on the Palatine and now burned with the same intensity and beauty as it once had in the distant lands of Syria, Phoenicia, and Palestine. They had moved then through lands captivating with endless contrasts and intensity of color—through lush green valleys and sunburnt fawn-colored wastelands; between intensely blue, vast sea and high mountains covered with ancient, dark forests of cedar. And everywhere, death followed them. There were days when the wind carried the cloying stench of decaying corpses all the way to the queen’s bed. And how often Titus’s tent stood on a bloody battlefield or near smoking ruins, with heaps of corpses all around!

Those countries were far away, and the terrible years of the evil war behind them. Now peace reigned both in the East and in Italy. The year was, by our reckoning, AD 75: the sixth year of Emperor Vespasian’s reign, now firmly established and unchallenged. Titus and Berenice lived in the splendor of imperial majesty, and at their feet lay a huge, rich, populous city, the capital of the world. Living on the Palatine, the queen looked down at Rome every day, walking along the alleys of the Palatine gardens or leaning against the balustrade of the palace balcony. She looked at the great panorama of the metropolis—its temples, basilicas, theaters, circuses, monuments, obelisks, and colonnades. Did she consider it her hour of triumph? She would have had every right to.

We know so much about Berenice—much, much more than this, as you soon shall see. But about her beauty, we know nothing; what her charm consisted in, what her face and eyes were like, her hair, her character, her movements—our sources tell us nothing. No effigy of the queen has survived. You’d think that was only natural since she was Jewish, and the Jewish Law forbids the making of graven images of things in the heavens above, or on earth below, or in the depths of the sea, but that—was not the case. For we know that in her father’s palace, there had once stood golden, full-length statues of Berenice and her sisters.

And yet, we so want to know: what clothes did she like to wear? And how did she style her hair—was she perhaps a brunette? What colors of dresses did she like? Red or blue? Or yellow or green? Only one detail is known about her attire: she had a ring with a magnificent diamond, a gift from her brother. Most Roman women could only dream of something similar. A generation later, the poet Juvenal remembered this diamond, listing it in his sixth satire among the rich gifts that a besotted husband showers upon his capricious wife:


They bring her great crystal vases; then myrrhine,1F[2] gigantic; finally, a diamond famous and extremely precious because Berenice once had it on her finger: King Agrippa gave it to her, his shameless sister. And that was over there, where kings keep barefoot on Saturdays, and ancient forbearance allows pigs to live to a ripe old age.


So, only this precious diamond remains to inspire our imagination. Or rather, the sparkle of that diamond—as a ray of sunlight strikes the ring. The queen is standing in the Palatine gardens, under a tall, dark-green cypress in a golden-yellow dress. She put her graceful hand on the stone balustrade and, lost in thought, is gazing at Rome lying at her feet.

But nine years earlier, she had not had that diamond ring on her hand as she ran out of her brother’s palace in Jerusalem. She ran out barefoot, weeping, and her dress was not colorful but of simple white linen like the poorest women of her people wore. And thus attired, she, a queen, stood in front of the elevated dais where the Roman procurator sat sprawled on his stool, surrounded by officers in shiny armor and helmets with colored plumes.

That happened in Jerusalem in the spring of AD 66, when Gesius Florus was the procurator of Judea, and the emperor Nero was in the sixth year of his reign.
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THE TEACHINGS OF SIMON THE MAGUS
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The followers of Simon the Magus might have said—and they probably did, for though he himself was no longer alive, his followers were still active and remained so for centuries to come in the cities of Palestine and Syria—that such humiliation of even the most majestic of earthly queens was as nothing compared to the humiliations and sufferings that had befallen God’s first-born creation. 

She was Sophia, or Wisdom, also called Thought, or Idea, or Logos, or Ennoia. Simon and his disciples liked to use the last term. They taught:


God—the Supreme Being—conceived the Idea of Creation. She, the first Idea of God, is the Mother of all that exists apart from God, and he is the Father. 

Now, as soon as she was conceived and knew His will, she began her descent to earth—for the mere thought of God had already caused all creation to come into being, which was why she could now descend into it. The thought of God had called into existence all the different layers of heavens that exist today, as well as their angels, powers, and thrones; and the angels dwelling on the lowest rung of heaven created the Earth and the mortal men upon it. 

But as soon as all this came into being, all these inhabitants of the heavens turned against Ennoia. They did so out of pride and envy, for they did not want to admit that they owed their existence to her, and of course, as mere creations of Ennoia, they knew nothing about God, the Supreme Being. They knew only Ennoia. 

Now they seized her and imprisoned her, persecuted and tormented her, and did not allow her to return to the Father. At the same time, the angels fought fiercely among themselves to gain control of her, for they all ardently coveted her beauty.

Fleeing from constant suffering, Ennoia fell to ever lower levels. All this took many eons, that is to say, eternity, until she finally reached the bottom of her trajectory: the earth. Here, she had to take the form of a woman. From then on, for many, many centuries, she passed from one woman’s body to another—as wine passes from one jug into the next. She was the Helen of Troy, over whom the Trojan War was fought. She was Ariadne and Cleopatra, and many more besides. For whenever and wherever she appeared, fights broke out among men for control of her—just as there had once been a struggle over her between the inhabitants of the celestial circles. Finally, after many centuries, Ennoia met her most terrible fate.

But just then, the Father (who is the Supreme Being) decided to come to the aid of his first creation. And of all creation: for He wanted to save the world, all its heavens and earths, because He could see that the power-hungry angels ruled badly: each of them wanted to be the first, and each exalted himself above the others. 

And thus, the Father began to descend through successive heavens himself, as if down the rungs of a ladder. And into whatever circle he entered, he assumed, for concealment, the shape and face proper to its beings. In this way, nowhere recognized, he eventually reached Earth. Here, he became a man—namely Simon, born in Samaria. After a long and adventurous search, he found Ennoia in the Phoenician city of Tyre. Her name was Helen again. And to complete the measure of her humiliation and disgrace, she now lived imprisoned in a brothel.

By freeing her, Simon saved both the world and all humanity because her fate is an image and a symbol of the suffering of the human soul, imprisoned in the body, unworthily humiliated, and longing for salvation.2F[3]




Anyone studying the teachings of Simon the Magus and reflecting on them must have noticed three thoughts in particular—unusual and even shocking, but popular and fertile in the succeeding generations and well worth remembering.

The first was that the earth and all the creatures within it, including man, are not the work not of God but of beings which themselves had been created: secondary, imperfect, proud, quarreling both among themselves and with the Wisdom of God, and above all, willing to inflict suffering. Hence, the conclusion that the world is both inherently evil and badly governed.

The second was that God arrived on Earth from outside, from beyond the circle of all heavens, unknown to anyone, and constantly exposed to pain and humiliation.

Finally, the third was that Ennoia, the firstborn of God, experienced on earth the worst humiliation that can befall a woman and, at the same time, is always the indirect cause and helpless witness of all suffering, war, and bloodshed.

And since the epoch was fond of unusual symbolism and strange comparisons, we would remain in keeping with its mindset if we said:

As Berenice did in Jerusalem in the spring of AD 66.
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THE NAZARITE VOW OF BERENICE
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In the spring of AD 66, King Agrippa II left his capital and went on a long journey. His capital, Caesarea Philippi, recently renamed Neronias, lay slightly north of the Sea of Galilee, near the source of the River Jordan, for the lands subjected to the king extended on the border of Syria, to the north and east of this lake. These lands were called in Greek: Gaulanitis, Batanea, Trachonitis, Auranitis. On the western coast of the Sea of Galilee, however, only two districts belonged to his royal domain: Tiberias and Tarichaea.

Agrippa traveled to Alexandria in Egypt. He had come to the conclusion that it was necessary to congratulate in person the new governor of Egypt, Tiberius Julius Alexander, just appointed to this high office by Emperor Nero. Berenice accompanied her brother for a part of the way—her brother from whom she had hardly parted for years, as the wife never leaves her husband—which, of course, was a source of all kinds of talk. This time, however, the siblings—to everyone’s surprise—parted in Jerusalem. The king continued south alone while his sister stayed in the holy city. Her reason for remaining in Jerusalem soon became public and met with general approval as evidence of her piety. 

Not long ago, Berenice had been bedridden, and while ill, perhaps in the hope of becoming cured, she made a vow known as Nazarite. According to the Jewish Law, a person bound by it had to abstain for thirty days from wine and all intoxicants and even from the fruit of the vine in any form. He was not allowed to trim his hair. And if, during those thirty days, he should accidentally come in contact with a human corpse—even if the deceased were a member of his own family—he had to cleanse himself immediately by performing the appropriate rites, and the thirty days of his vow started all over again. The offerings he had to make at the end of his vow were costly: not everyone could afford to bring three yearling lambs, two male and one female, to the altar of the temple and a basket of unleavened bread and a basket of unleavened cakes—and both of these types of bread had to be made of the finest flour and oil.

The period of Berenice’s vow was set to end during her stay in Jerusalem, meaning that she could immediately make the sacrifices prescribed by Law at the Temple. But everything turned out differently and against her best intentions. The queen was unable to complete her vow. She saw blood and corpses in the streets and many who died martyr’s death on the cross.

Who was to blame for these misfortunes? Procurator Gesius Florus—that was what Berenice and the Jews said. However, he and his men had a different view of the matter. And, of course, the followers of Simon the Magus saw things yet differently.

Berenice was already in Jerusalem when Florus approached the city, leading a cohort of infantry and several dozen cavalry. The day was the 15th of Iyar,3F[4] the beginning of May. The Roman column marched not from Caesarea by the sea, where the governor usually resided, but from Samaria, where he had recently stayed.
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SAMARIA-SEBASTE
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More than eighty years earlier, Herod, king of Judea, had rebuilt the city of Samaria from scratch. He enlarged it many times: from ten hectares to eighty. He surrounded the entire hill on which Samaria stood with a mighty wall “twenty furlongs long,” that is, almost four kilometers. He built many grand buildings. He wanted the city to become not just an invincible fortress but also a beautiful monument in honor of Emperor Augustus—and since the Greek equivalent of the Latin Augustus is sebastos—he gave the city a new name: Sebaste. About six thousand veterans of his army were settled in Samaria-Sebaste. They received plots of land and many privileges. They came from different lands and spoke different languages. There were Greeks, Syrians, Thracians, Gauls, and Germans among them, as well as native Samaritans.

American and British archaeological missions conducted wide-ranging excavations on the hill—first between 1908 and 1910 and then again between 1931 and 1935—and found many artifacts from the first period of splendor of Samaria, that is, from the 9th and 8th centuries BC, but even more from a much later era: from the heyday of the Roman Empire. But there were also many remains of art and architecture dating back to the reign of Herod I and the decades immediately following. Among these were the foundations of defensive walls, towers, and gates; the ruins of a huge temple dedicated to Augustus; the remnants of the main street, almost a kilometer long, flanked by colonnades on both sides; and—finally—the essentials of any Roman city: the forum, the basilica, and the aqueduct. 

All these discoveries confirmed what we could have expected based on ancient written sources. But there were also other findings, completely unexpected. And thus, a little north of the Temple of Augustus, there was a large rectangular square, and on its western side lay the foundations of a spacious rectangular temple. The method of processing the boulders dated the building to the period of Herod’s reign—the beginning of the first century AD, that is, to the time when Simon, called the Magus, lived and worked in Samaria. The temple, built strictly on the Greek model and surrounded by supporting colonnades, had an interior consisting of two rooms: a small vestibule—the pronaos—which led to the sanctuary, the naos. Greek inscriptions told us that the goddess of this tabernacle was called Kore. In another district of Samaria, within a large sports stadium, a statuette of this goddess was found—unfortunately, very damaged, as well as an altar dedicated to her and several Greek inscriptions. One of them contained an invocation: “To the One and Only God, the Great Kore, Invincible.” Another contained a prayer: “May the Goddess Kore remember the rhetorician Marcialis and his friends.”

In Greek myths and religion, the name Kore was most often used to refer to Persephone, the daughter of the goddess Demeter, kidnapped by the god of the underworld, Hades, and thereafter, his queen. However, the word kore may also simply mean a girl, and so, sometimes other goddesses, when they were depicted in the form of young women, were also called kore, especially Athena and Artemis, and sometimes even nymphs. Thus, the name Kore alone is not enough to determine what goddess was worshiped in the mysterious temple in Samaria. To figure this out, we needed more clues.

By luck, an interesting bas-relief was eventually discovered in our mystery temple. Although it has no artistic value and is very rough—almost schematic—it does provide an unmistakable clue. It represents, carved on a stone tablet, two tall caps. Under each is a laurel wreath, and above each—an eight-pointed star. For experts on Greek symbolism, the meaning was immediately obvious: such caps, wreaths, and stars were the attributes of the Dioscuri, Castor and Pollux. These twins were the sons of Zeus and Leda and the brothers of Helen. And while some said that they were the sons of Tyndareus and Leda, in which case Helen was only their half-sister, all the myths agreed that the brothers had freed Helen from captivity when Theseus, prince of Athens, had kidnapped her as a young girl and taken her to his city. After having performed many famous deeds—Castor distinguished himself as a tamer of stallions and Pollux as a wrestler—the brothers died young in an armed skirmish with another pair of divine twins, from whom they tried to steal cattle. But only Pollux was admitted to Olympus, and only he was given immortality; his brother Castor had to go to Hades like any ordinary man. However, the former managed to entreat a special favor from Zeus: he was allowed to remain with his brother, but on the condition that they both spend one day on Mount Olympus and the next in the underworld: justice and fairness must prevail in the afterlife.

The Dioscuri were worshiped in many Greek city-states, and in some—and this is the crucial business here—they were worshipped together with their sister Helen. She had been regarded divine since times immemorial. In some myths, Helen, over whom the Trojan War had once been fought, was identified as an incarnation, or better yet—manifestation or emanation—of the goddess Persephone. 

Who was called Kore.

And so, it seems that the worshipers of Kore in Samaria may have invoked her by another name also: the name of Helen, the daughter of Zeus: a goddess who had suffered great privations, had been kidnapped and imprisoned, but then finally reclaimed. And so, it seems at least possible that Simon the Magus may have been the priest at the temple of Kore and the preacher of a myth blending in a strange way Greek and Near-eastern ideas, just like people of different languages and beliefs mixed in the city itself.4F[5]

But while we were talking, the procurator Gesius Florus had taken leave of Samaria and was approaching Jerusalem.
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JERUSALEM WELCOMES FLORUS
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None of the Roman governors of Judea ever earned much sympathy from its inhabitants, mainly because they exercised their rule firmly and ruthlessly. Compared to Florus, however (many said), his predecessors were harmless lambs, men of extraordinary probity and honor, kind and tender shepherds who had cared for the welfare of their flock. By comparison, the current administrator of the country was a sadist, a psychopath, an insatiable robber, a dishonorable and avaricious creature. He had provoked riots, it was reported, because riots provided an opportunity to “pacify,” which meant—to sack and plunder with impunity.

The accusations laid against Florus were almost certainly exaggerated: he was just another ordinary Roman military governor on the make. But the fact remained that on the 15th of the month Iyar, the procurator was approaching Jerusalem full of burning hatred for its people because the city had dared to wound his pride in a particularly painful way. Florus did not hide how this infuriated him. He ordered this to be declared openly to the crowds gathered outside the city walls.

In those days—days of ruthless and absolute Roman rule, it had become customary for the inhabitants of any subject city to greet a high Roman official and his soldiers outside the city walls with a show of groveling submission every time he entered. The crowd lined up in rows and shouted pious greetings, waving flowers and palm fronds. And, as per this custom (which had never been formalized as a written law), also on that day, the 15th of Iyar, crowds of citizens came out in front of the Women’s Gate and onto the road coming from the north, from Samaria-Sebaste.

They waited and waited, and finally, they saw, galloping towards them, a unit of Roman cavalry. The Romans rode like the devil, rushing straight for the crowd. They stopped their foaming horses just before they crashed into it. Their commander—his name was Capiton—shouted in a loud voice:

“Disperse immediately, you worthless rabble! The procurator does not want this wretched comedy of feigned cordiality! You have just taunted him brazenly, and now you want to greet him? If his enemies are men, let them joke now in front of him! Let them show their love of ‘freedom’ not with words but with swords!”

And while the crowd was still hesitating, the riders pushed their horses into it. The people scattered and slowly returned to their homes, frightened and helpless, cursing that fateful, ill-considered joke of their youths.

A few days ago, the procurator, through emissaries, had ordered the priests of the Temple to give him seventeen talents from the treasury for what he called “state purposes.” The order was obediently carried out, but the matter caused an unprecedented stir in the city. Great crowds gathered in the courtyards of the sanctuary, shouting slogans hostile to Florus. It was then that some young people took up a collection: they took a large basket and, pleading with tearful voices, begged the assembled crowd for a modest donation “for our poor viceroy.”

It was all fun and games, and only too late did everyone realize that the governor, touched to the quick by the ridicule, would fly into fury, and his fury would not be easily appeased. The fact that he did not deign to accept the customary welcome at the gates showed it clearly. No wonder, then, that the night of the 15th to the 16th of Iyar passed in fearful anticipation. For many, it was to be the last night of their lives.

After entering the city, the procurator occupied the former palace of King Herod the Great. It was a large and well-equipped complex of buildings set in artificially irrigated gardens. On one side, it was adjacent to the city wall, which protected it from that direction, and on the other, it had its own high, massive wall. It was also protected by three large towers, each of which was practically a fortress in its own right. Fragments of the biggest, once called Phasael, remain to our times and are known as the Tower of David. Roman governors visiting Jerusalem usually stayed in this palace, which was beautiful and comfortable, and at the same time, easy to defend. Sometimes, however, they also stayed in the fortress called Antonia, at the northern corner of the temple precinct.

Florus was probably accompanied by his wife. We may assume this because coastal Caesarea had recently witnessed violent clashes between Jews on the one hand and Syrians and Greeks on the other, and it would not have been safe to leave a woman there. And it wasn’t just a matter of love and affection. There was a more specific reason to protect this wife. Namely, the viceroy owed his office, so lucrative and so honorable, to her. She had earned him his nomination thanks to her friendship with Poppaea Sabina, the wife of emperor Nero.

But had Florus brought her with him? Had he not left her in Italy?
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CONCERNING THE WIVES OF VICEROYS
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In the olden days of the Roman Republic, commanders and senior officials going on business beyond the borders of Italy were not allowed to take their wives with them. Emperor Augustus lifted this ban, but under his successor, Tiberius, the matter was debated again in the Senate. The debate was heated and very interesting—on the grounds of public morals.

Severus Caecina proposed a law that no provincial governor should be allowed to travel to his assignment with his wife. In his speech, he first clarified that he lived in peace and harmony with his wife and that they already had six children. He then added that he himself had always followed what he now proposed as a general rule. For though he had served in various provinces for forty years, he had never allowed his wife to leave Italy. 

He went on to say:

“Not without reason was this once the established Roman practice that the wives of officials were not be taken along to allied or neighboring countries. Their mere presence causes undesirable phenomena. Women hinder peacemaking through their love of luxury and warfare through their timidity. Their sex is weak and incapable of enduring hardships, and yet, if only left unsupervised—cruel, ambitious, and power-hungry. Some women dare to stroll freely among soldiers and have officers at their service. It happened recently that a woman sat on a tribune to review cohort exercises. Also, consider this: whenever any of the governors is accused of extortion, it is their wives who are accused of facilitating most of the crimes. For it is to them, to the women, that the worst elements of the population of each province find their way, and it is the wives who undertake to represent their husbands in their most nefarious interests. And in the final analysis, it comes to this: if a viceroy travels with his wife, two persons are now publicly respected, and each is a nexus of power. And it is known that women are more stubborn and more uncontrollable than men. Our old laws kept women in check; in our time, when these restrictions have been lifted, their sex governs both domestic and public affairs, and recently even the army!”

However, Ceacina’s speech did not meet with the approval of the majority. Numerous voices of opposition were raised at once. Valerius Messalinus made a sharp polemic. First, he recalled that the austerity of the old times had already, in many cases, given way to better and more enlightened practices. And rightly so. After all, the city was no longer threatened by war, and the provinces were at peace. Of course, when fighting in the field, one should only have a sword at one’s side; but for those who return home after the hardships of war, what could be more honorable than to take comfort in his wife’s embrace? It is said that some wives are overly ambitious and greedy. But don’t most of the governors themselves succumb to various temptations? And yet no one suggests that no man should be entrusted with the administration of a province! It is also said that wicked wives corrupt their husbands. But are single men blameless? It is the husband’s responsibility if his wife behaves inappropriately! It would be highly injurious to deprive the husbands of their companions for good and bad just because this or that man had proven to be weak of character and unable to control his wife. At the same time, such a law would mean that the inherently weaker sex would be doomed to loneliness and left to the mercy of both their own love of splendor and the lust of others. Even with constant, vigilant, personal supervision, one defends the purity of his marriage with difficulty. How much more difficult it is during the many years of separation, while the husband is away on duty and the shared life is forgotten as if a divorce had already taken place?”

Caecina’s law has been rejected, leaving the provincial governors of different ranks free to bring their wives along. As did Gesius Florus.

And his wife bore the name of Cleopatra.
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CLEOPATRA OF POMPEII
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Because of the tragic fate of the famous last queen of Egypt, her name was rarely given to girls in the Roman Empire. Evidently, some considered it unlucky, others too pretentious—precisely because of the fame of the woman who had played such an extraordinary role in history. Therefore, the name of Florus’ wife is notable as very rare for its time. And therefore, when it was found in an inscription dating from this period but located in a place thousands of miles away from Jerusalem, the question naturally arose whether it did not refer to the same Cleopatra.

In 1928, and later between 1930 and 1932, excavations took place in Pompeii—yes, that well-known Pompeii, buried as a result of the eruption of Vesuvius in AD 79. They were carried out in the so-called first district, until then, hardly explored. And now a large complex of buildings came to light, surrounded by broad streets on all sides. It was what the Romans called an “insula,” literally an island and, in our modern terms, a city block. Today, the main house of the group is conventionally called casa del Menandro because a fresco depicting this famous comedy writer was found there. The house, the seat of a very wealthy family, had been decorated with many works of art and many valuable objects. Most had been stolen in antiquity—not long after the catastrophe that destroyed the city. Former inhabitants of Pompeii, or perhaps just robbers, broke in by digging wells and tunneling through heaps of congealed lava and compressed ash. Fortunately for us, they didn’t find everything. In the cellar, where the jugs of wine were normally kept, just below the bathhouse, a wonderful treasure was now discovered, probably hidden there at the last moment by the owner or his faithful house manager. It is a set of silver tableware consisting of one hundred and eighteen vessels. These plates, bowls, cups, spoons, and scoops weigh twenty-four kilograms in all. Of the five treasure hoards excavated so far in Pompeii, this one is the most complete and the most valuable. It testifies convincingly to the size of the household, which needed so many vessels, and to the wealth of the master of the house who could afford it. The layout of the building itself is quite typical. Rooms of various sizes are grouped around a large peristyle, or inner garden, surrounded by a colonnade. In a separate part of the house are the utility rooms and apartments of the servants, who used to sleep here and then walk to work in the suburban estates of their master.

Who were the owners of the house? Inscriptions answer the question. There are a lot of them in the casa del Menandro, just as in many other Pompeian houses. Mostly, they are very short, random, scraped, or sketched in haste to commemorate what had seemed important to the writer at the time, important, interesting, amusing, or outrageous; most entries are just names. 

These inscriptions indicate that the casa del Menandro belonged to one of the branches of the Poppaeus Sabinus family. They also owned other real estate in Pompeii, for they were among the wealthiest of its residents and had been settled there for a long time. The wife of Emperor Nero, the famous Poppaea Sabina, came from Pompeii. It’s no surprise that both she and her husband were very popular in that city. This is evidenced by numerous inscriptions on the buildings, not official inscriptions but graffiti drawn by ordinary, simple people who wanted to express their sincere sympathy for the imperial couple.

Some representatives of the Poppeans held high state offices. The wealth of the family and its social position meant that their Pompeian residence was visited by many eminent personalities. Such visits remain recorded to this day by inscriptions giving the names of distinguished guests; they are probably the work of servants.

On one of the columns of the peristyle, we find this name: “Neratius Pansa Cleopatra.” Could this be our Cleopatra, wife of Gesius Florus? Such a suggestion has been made by some scholars.5F[6]

These scholars remind us that the family of the masters of the house was related to Nero’s wife, and Cleopatra, wife of Florus, was, as is known from other sources, one of her friends. The inscription, however, was written not long before the eruption of Vesuvius, that is, in the year AD 79. And if our Cleopatra visited the house of the Poppaeus Sabinus as the wife of Neratius Pansa, and thus as the widow of Florus, or divorced from him, the bloody events of Jerusalem thirteen years earlier, on the 16th Iyar in the year AD 66, were by then only a distant memory.
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