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    Introduction



    Nero was born with the name Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus on December 15, 37
    CE. His parents were Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus and Agrippina the Younger.
    His mother, Agrippina, was the sister of the previous Roman Emperor
    Caligula. Nero himself was also the great-great-grandson of Emperor
    Octavian Augustus.



    Domitius, Nero’s father, passed away in the year 40 CE when Nero was only a
    child. He had been the subject of much controversy, intrigue, and gossip
    just three years prior, and it is said that had Emperor Tiberius not
    abruptly died, Domitius may well have found his way to the chopping block
    of the executioner. Upon the death of Tiberius, his great-nephew Caligula
    ascended to the throne in 37 CE. Caligula would ultimately only be emperor
    for four turbulent years before he was assassinated by his own Praetorian
    Guard in 41 CE.



    Upon Caligula’s death, his aging uncle Claudius assumed the throne. It was
    the elderly Claudius that would eventually adopt Nero as a potential heir.
    But the family had some rather formidable hurdles to overcome before
    reaching that point. Nero’s mother Agrippina had a significant falling out
    with Caligula just prior to his passing, in which the emperor accused her
    of committing adultery with her brother-in-law, Marcus Aemilius Lepidus. To
    be sure, Caligula was not leveling such charges merely out of his sense of
    morality, but also due to the fact that Lepidus had been a potential
    contender to the throne, and he therefore considered Agrippina as a
    co-conspirator for having any association with him. Ultimately, Caligula
    had Lepidus executed, and Agrippina was banished to the remote Pontine
    Islands in the Mediterranean Sea.



    Nero was only four years old as this intense drama played out, and during
    his mother’s subsequent banishment, Nero’s aunt Domitia Lepida took over
    custody of him. His father was dead, and his mother was banished; it was
    fast becoming a turbulent world for this toddler.



    



    


Chapter One



    A Wedding and a Funeral



    “The people love Nero. He inspires in them both affection and respect. . .
    . One can discern the reason for this popular feeling: Nero oppressed the
    great and never burdened the ordinary people.”



    —Napoleon Bonaparte



    Upon Caligula’s death in 41 CE, Agrippina was allowed to return from her
    exile and rebuild what remained of her family. Seeking to re-establish
    herself and ensure Nero’s future, it wasn’t long before she set her eyes on
    the new Emperor Claudius. For the aspiring Agrippina, there was nothing
    that she did not consider within her reach. And Agrippina, seeking the
    power and prestige she craved, soon desired a partnership with the emperor.
    But there were two obstacles standing in her way.



    First of all, Claudius was already married to a young bride named Valeria
    Messalina, and secondly, Agrippina was the niece of the emperor—such a
    union would be considered incest by the Romans, negating any chance for
    marriage. But such things were not going to stop the enterprising
    Agrippina. As fate would have it, in 47 CE, her rival for the emperor’s
    affection, Messalina, was caught up in an affair and attempted coup with
    her lover, a Roman politician named Gaius Silius. The plot was soon found
    out, however, and as a consequence of the condemnation she faced, Claudius’
    wife Messalina decided to end her life.



    Right on the heels of his wife’s suicide, Claudius and Agrippina began to
    maneuver closer towards a marital union. But even as she was seeking to wed
    Claudius, Agrippina’s strategic mind was also seeking to open the door for
    her son Nero to eventually wed Claudius’ daughter Octavia. In her conniving
    to make this match for Nero a reality, she used her political connections
    to have Octavia’s fiancé Lucius Junius Silanus kicked out of the Senate in
    48 CE. And when Emperor Claudius married Agrippina the following year,
    Silanus, in his anguish, decided to commit suicide on their wedding day.
    Silanus’ death only compounded the growing scandal surrounding the
    emperor’s decision to marry his niece.



    The close relations that were created by these particular unions were not
    pleasing ones for many Romans, and in order for Claudius to even marry
    Agrippina, he had to goad the Senate into passing legislation that would normalize such relations. Agrippina ultimately had her way and was
    wed to the elderly Roman emperor, and the path had been cleared for her son
    Nero to marry his cousin (now step-sister) Octavia.



    But this was not the end of Agrippina’s ambition; she openly sought to
    displace the emperor’s young son from his previous marriage, Britannicus,
    with Nero as the future heir to the throne. Incredibly, her incessant
    attempts at persuasion were quite successful at wearing down her husband,
    and on February 25, 50 CE, Claudius issued a decree that would make Nero
    his official successor. Nero was then put on the Roman fast track to power
    by being allowed to assume the toga virilis—a kind of Roman
    coming-of-age ceremony—at the age of 13, a full year prior to what was the
    custom.



    This early entry into manhood made Nero eligible for the consulship, of
    which he was duly elected on March 4, 51 CE. Just two years later, Nero
    also fulfilled his mother’s wishes by marrying his cousin Octavia in 53 CE.
    With this marriage secure, Agrippina’s first mission as a meddling
    mother-in-law was to urge her son to turn against his beloved aunt Domitia
    Lepida. Domitia was the one who had taken care of Nero during his mother’s
    exile but had since had a falling out with Agrippina.



    In order to get rid of her antagonist, Agrippina had Claudius bring Domitia
    to court on trumped up charges of “practicing black magic and disturbing
    the peace.” Not much is known as to exactly what kind of black magic was
    alleged to have been employed, or just how this woman managed to disturb
    the peace, but it was through Nero’s own solicited testimony that his aunt
    and custodian was convicted of the allegations that had been brought
    against her.



    Many historians assert that incidents such as this seem to indicate that
    Claudius was easily manipulated by Agrippina. Some would even contend that
    in the last few years of Emperor Claudius’ life, it was Agrippina who was
    the true power behind the throne. At any rate, Claudius passed away on
    October 13, 54 CE, and Nero Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus was
    immediately hailed as his successor, with the Senate unanimously voting in
    favor of him as well as showering Agrippina with praise. Nero was only 16
    years old.



    At first, mother and son seemed poised to embark upon a mutual partnership
    of power with Agrippina openly advising her son on how he should rule. But
    soon enough, cracks and fissures in their bond began to emerge. The first
    source of contention came in the form of an affair that Nero had with a
    freedwoman named Claudia Acte. Nero was apparently so head over heels in
    love with Acte that he was ready to put away his wife Octavia in full
    pursuit of his new flame.



    But Agrippina, who had tried so hard to set up the match between Nero and
    Octavia, wasn’t having it. She was not about to let her son abandon a wife
    of the royal blood for what she viewed as nothing more than the wild whims
    of youth. But unfortunately for Agrippina, it was this strong-voiced
    criticism of her son’s personal life that would eventually have her killed.



Chapter Two



    Murdering His Mother



    “No philosophy, my son; it is of no use to an emperor.”



    —Agrippina



    As her son Nero began to defy her commands and directives, Agrippina found
    herself scrambling for a bargaining chip through which she could once again
    reassert her control over her son. It was out of sheer desperation that she
    threatened to cast her support for the late Emperor Claudius’ son
    Britannicus as the true heir. She thought that she could frighten and
    coerce her son by doing so, but the move only backfired on her in a big
    way. She had hoped to provoke a reaction out of her son, but she wasn’t
    quite ready for the reaction that her threat had caused.



    On February 13, 55 CE, the day before Britannicus would have turned 14—the
    Roman year of manhood—Nero had him discreetly poisoned to death. Found dead
    at the children’s table at the palace, the court doctors deemed the
    official cause of his death to be an epileptic fit. But Agrippina knew
    better; she knew that her son had just cast off the only bargaining chip
    she had left. Now, knowing that her empty threats would get her nowhere,
    Agrippina began to openly castigate her son to his colleagues, condemning
    him to prominent senators, his wife Octavia, the Praetorian Guard, and
    anyone else who would listen. Nero had had enough, however, and unable to
    take the incessant nagging and pestering of his mother, he had her removed
    from the palace.



    Unfortunately for Agrippina, in light of her dramatic and highly visible
    removal, many of her old rivals and enemies began to come out of the
    woodwork to conspire and lay charges against her. One of these was a woman
    named Junia Silana. It was Junia Silana who came forward with information
    alleging to connect Agrippina with a plotter for the throne—Rubellius
    Plautus. Since Plautus was a great-grandson of the former Emperor Tiberias,
    he claimed himself to be a direct descendant of the imperial family.



    Such proclamations were perceived as a direct affront to Nero, and upon
    hearing his mother’s alleged connections to this man, Nero immediately
    wanted nothing more than to have them both killed. Not seeming to hesitate
    in the slightest on the thought of carrying out matricide, Nero then began
    to plot about assassinating his mother. His advisers strongly advised him
    against such measures, however, and in the end their advice won out,
    leading to a temporary reconciliation between Nero and Agrippina.



    But this peace would come undone when Nero once again become passionately
    in love with a woman outside of his marriage. Her name was Poppaea Sabina,
    and she was said to be one of the most beautiful women in Rome. The only
    trouble was that she was already married to one of Nero’s friends, a man
    named Marcus Salvius Otho. It is not clear just how deep the friendship
    went, but it appears that Otho willfully divorced his wife and handed her
    off to Nero. Some have pointed out the complicity of Poppaea in the union
    as well, claiming that she had married Otho—a known friend of Nero’s—simply
    to get close to the throne herself.



    Whatever the case may be, in 58 CE, just as the affair between Nero and
    Poppaea was heating up, Nero was besieged by new criticisms and harangues
    by his mother. She chastised him once again for cheating on Octavia and
    demanded that he end the affair with Poppaea. Nero was long past listening
    to his mother and found himself unable to tolerate the public ridicule that
    she was heaping upon his shoulders. He determined to get rid of Agrippina’s
    interference once and for all. At the behest of one of his advisors, he
    hatched a plot to make it appear that his mother was lost at sea.



    After celebrating a feast, he arranged for her to sail across the Bay of
    Naples. The sabotaged boat then broke apart in the middle of the water, but
    the tenacious Agrippina was apparently a good swimmer and managed to swim
    all the way back to shore. Nero, enraged that his mother had escaped his
    trap, then decided to dispense with the subterfuge and take her out with
    brute force instead. He sent one of his officers to her home with
    instructions to kill her. Upon entering her door, the soldier informed
    Agrippina of what he was about to do, prompting her to point to her womb
    and ask the soldier to sink his sword into it since it was her own son that
    was causing her

