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    Born into a privileged background, Robert Graves was educated at Charterhouse School and Oxford University. At the outbreak of World War One he enlisted as an officer in the army and began to write the realistic war poems which first made him famous. Between 1916 and 1975 he wrote more than 120 books, including 55collections of poetry and 15novels. In 1957 he published his translation of Suetonius’ The Twelve Caesars, which he had drawn on for I,Claudius. He wrote the Claudius novels at his home in Majorca, where he went in 1929 after completing his autobiography, Goodbye to All That. Graves was awarded the prestigious James Tait Black Memorial Prize and the Hawthornden Prize for I,Claudius which, along with its sequel Claudius the God, was made into a BBC drama series starring Derek Jacobi. He was married twice, first to the artist Nancy Nicholson, with whom he had four children, then to Beryl Hodge, with whom he had another four.
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    I, Claudius is a historical novel, presented as the autobiography of the Roman Emperor Claudius, who reigned between CE41 and 54. Claudius was born in 10BCE, and the story covers his life from his birth up until his unexpected accession as emperor at the age of51. We read of complex family relationships and violent power struggles as various factions contend with one another to ensure that their particular favourite is in line to become the next emperor. Some, such as Claudius’ grandmother Livia, wife of the Emperor Augustus, resort to murder to eliminate those who stand in their way. Claudius stammered and was lame, and was regarded by his family as a fool and therefore not a threat. He spent his time up to his accession as emperor studying literature and writing history. Robert Graves researched his sources carefully, drawing on a number of classical Roman writers, including Suetonius and Tacitus. The novel was an instant success, both with reviewers and with the public, and Graves followed it up with a sequel, Claudius the God, which relates the life of Claudius after he became emperor.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    In the first chapter, Claudius introduces himself to his readers and explains that he is writing the history of his life prior to a change that occurred eight years previously, when he was 51 years old. The change, which he calls “the golden predicament” (p.9), was his accession as emperor in CE41. He gives an account of his visit to the Sybil at Cumae, who prophesied in an oblique way that he would become emperor and told him that although he stammered, his voice would speak clearly to generations many hundreds of years in the future (pp.11-13).


    FAMILY HISTORY


    In chapters two to five, Claudius goes back in time to recount his family history, pointing out that there were two sorts of fruit on the Claudian family tree: “The sweet apple and the crab, but the crabs outnumber the apples” (p.19). His grandmother Livia, one of the crab apples, is married to the Emperor Augustus. Her first husband was Drusus Nero (Claudius’ grandfather), by whom she had two sons: Tiberius (the future emperor) and Drusus (Claudius’ father).


    Livia disagreed with her husband’s republican views and, although pregnant with Drusus, set her sights on Augustus, whom she married after obtaining a divorce. Both her sons were being brought up at their father’s house, but Livia objected to the way they were being taught republican ideals and poisoned her former husband at a dinner party. Augustus then became the guardian of both boys.


    Claudius’ mother was Antonia, the daughter of Augustus’ sister Octavia and Mark Antony. Antonia and Drusus had three children: Germanicus, Livilla and Claudius. Claudius did not know his father, who died at his army camp in Germany in 9BCE, one year after Claudius was born. He was poisoned, Claudius believed, by Livia’s physician, whom she had sent to Germany ostensibly to treat him for a head injury. Drusus, a republican like his father, had angered Livia by writing a letter to his brother Tiberius suggesting that it was time Augustus retired or it would be too late to restore the republic (p.44).


    Augustus adopted his nephew Marcellus, Octavia’s son by her first husband, and married him to Julia, his daughter by his first wife Scribonia (p.32). It was believed that Augustus would make Marcellus his heir, but when Augustus was ill and believed himself to be dying, he handed his signet ring to his old friend, the leading general Agrippa. This led to tension between supporters of Marcellus and those of Agrippa. Agrippa decided to withdraw from Rome and asked Augustus to appoint him governor of Syria. In that role, he believed he could negotiate the return of the regimental Eagle standards and the prisoners, captured from the Romans 30 years before. Augustus agreed, but instead of going to Syria, Agrippa went to the island of Lesbos, sending intermediaries to Syria to negotiate on his behalf.


    Marcellus died (poisoned by Livia) and Augustus summoned Agrippa back to Rome. Augustus married the now-widowed Julia to Agrippa and they produced five children: Gaius, Lucius, Postumus, Julilla and Agrippina, future heirs for Augustus. In 12BCE Agrippa died suddenly at his country house. We later discover that he was poisoned by Livia.


    Augustus decided that the twice-widowed Julia must remarry so his grandchildren would have a protector. Julia had fallen in love with Tiberius, but the feeling was not reciprocated. Tiberius was still in love with his wife Vipsania. Julia threatened to commit suicide unless Augustus intervened on her behalf and Tiberius had no choice but to divorce Vipsania and marry Julia (p.40). In 6BCE Tiberius, unhappy and suspecting Julia of adultery, went into voluntary exile (pp.67-9). Four years later Julia was sent into exile for sexual promiscuity caused, Claudius tells us, by a love-philtre given to her by Livia. Julia’s children were now Augustus’ heirs.


    CLAUDIUS’ CHILDHOOD


    In chapter five, Claudius focuses on his personal life and childhood. He had been born two months prematurely and suffered from malaria, measles that left him deaf in one ear, erysipelas (an unpleasant skin condition), and infantile paralysis which shortened one leg and left him with a permanent limp. He often had terrible stomach pains after eating. He stammered and had a nervous tic, and used to shake his head from side to side involuntarily. He also dribbled and his family treated him as though he was a fool. Livia was particularly cruel to him and would not allow him to eat with her or be seen in public. The only one to treat him kindly was his older brother Germanicus.


    Claudius records an extraordinary event that happened when he was eight years old. He was with his family and some of Julia’s children when the party saw eagles fighting in the sky. Blood-stained feathers were falling, and spots of blood were dripping on the dresses of Livilla and Julia’s daughter Agrippina and on the face of Julia’s son Postumus. Then something dark fell through the air and Claudius put out his apron and caught it. It was a terrified, wounded wolf cub. The eagles came swooping down to retrieve it but Claudius kept it safe in his apron. Asked by Antonia for an interpretation, an Augur who was present at the scene believed it meant that Claudius would become the protector of Rome (pp.55-6).


    Claudius had three friends, his brother Germanicus, Julia’s son Postumus and his tutor Athenodorus. Athenodorus saw Claudius’ abilities and encouraged his interest in history and literature. He gave him the first 20volumes of Livy’s history of Rome and introduced him to Livy personally.


    When Claudius was 13 years old, a betrothal was arranged between him and Medullina Camilla, whom he met in the garden of Sallust. They became friends and fell in love. As Medullina was leaving her house to go to the betrothal ceremony, she was killed with a poisoned needle. Claudius was heartbroken. Livia then decided to betroth Claudius to Urgulanilla, the daughter of her unpleasant friend and confidante Urgulania. Urgulanilla is a woman of Herculean size with no endearing features or character traits. The couple married one year later and produced a son, Drusillus.


    A week after his betrothal to Urgulanilla, Claudius met the writer Pollio in the Apollo library. Pollio was amazed when he discovered that this bright and erudite young man was Claudius. He had heard he was a half-wit. Like Livy and Athenodorus, he encouraged Claudius with his writing.


    Pollio advised Claudius that if he wanted to live and receive honour later in life, he should exaggerate his infirmities. He also told him that his father and grandfather had been poisoned for their beliefs in liberty, and that the person who did this would be the one who would prevent him writing the story of his father’s life. This was Livia.


    Pollio gave him authority to correct his own works in the future if he found anything unhistorical. He died just three days later and left Claudius 20volumes of his books. These were taken away from him by Tiberius, but 20years later Claudius kept his promise to Pollio by making some amendments on the character of Cicero.


    ADOPTIONS


    In CE4 Augustus adopted Postumus, Julia’s son by Agrippa, and Tiberius, effectively making them joint heirs. On Augustus’ instruction Tiberius adopted Claudius’ brother Germanicus.


    Livia plotted to discredit Postumus. He was falsely accused of the attempted rape of Livilla, Claudius’s sister, who was married to Castor. Postumus too was disinherited and banished to a tiny island. His older brothers, Gaius and Lucius, had already died (poisoned by Livia) and Livia’s son Tiberius was now Augustus’ sole heir, with Germanicus to follow.


    Germanicus was a popular and successful general in the army. He was married to Julia’s daughter Agrippina, who accompanied him on his campaigns in Germany. Their small son Gaius Caligula (whom the soldiers called Little Boots) became the army mascot.


    Augustus discovered the truth about Postumus and made a private visit to the island where he was incarcerated. He put a slave who looked like Postumus in his place and took Postumus back to Italy, where he went into hiding. However, Postumus was eventually murdered by Crispus, acting on behalf of Tiberius (p.208).


    DEATH OF AUGUSTUS


    In CE 14 Augustus fell ill but, suspicious of his wife Livia, he refused to eat any of the food she prepared or drink the water she brought him. He died, and later in the story we learn that he had eaten figs from a tree that Livia had smeared with poison (p.290).


    On Augustus’ death, Livia’s son Tiberius came to power. Tiberius initially refused to take on full responsibility as ruler, suggesting that the rule of the empire should be shared. Claudius believed his refusal was just a ploy so he did not appear to be grasping power. Germanicus, who was much more popular, was away at war at the time.


    Livia expected to continue to rule the empire through Tiberius, but eventually he withdrew from her, then from Rome itself. He put Sejanus in charge of Rome on his behalf and went to live a dissolute life on the island of Capri.


    In CE19, Germanicus died in Egypt under strange circumstances. His wife Agrippina returned to Italy and was subject to suspicion by Sejanus, who convinced Tiberius she was plotting against him. Sejanus himself, however, was conspiring with Livilla, whose husband Castor had now died, to become the next emperor and empress. Tiberius discovered what was going on and had Sejanus executed.


    DEATH OF TIBERIUS AND ACCESSION OF CALIGULA


    Tiberius died in CE37, suffocated by Macro (Sejanus’ replacement as prefect), with Caligula standing by (p.323). Caligula became emperor and his reign started off well. He had the support of the army and the people, who loved his father Germanicus and believed him to have the same character traits. However, he became ill with what Claudius calls brain fever and went insane, believing himself to be divine (pp.332-3). He spent the vast sums of money that Tiberius’ unpopular taxes had brought into the treasury on pleasure and extremely cruel public games. He was hated by all and in CE41 was assassinated.


    CLAUDIUS DECLARED EMPEROR


    In the chaos and frenzy following the assassination of Caligula, Claudius was discovered hiding behind a curtain and declared emperor.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    CLAUDIUS


    Claudius is the novel’s protagonist. He was a sickly child who was despised by his family for his physical infirmities. He hated his grandmother Livia, who treated him particularly cruelly. Even Antonia, his mother, did not love him, and his sister Livilla followed the family pattern of mocking and jeering at her lame brother. The only person who was kind to him was his older brother Germanicus. A sensitive boy, he was berated for fainting the first time he saw men killed in the public games (p.126). He was heartbroken when Medullina Camilla, the girl he had fallen love with, was killed by a poisoned needle on her way to their betrothal ceremony. He was subsequently married (at Livia’s instigation) to Urgulanilla, by whom he had a son, Drusillus, then to Messalina, who was pregnant at the time he became emperor. There were several prophecies that he would become emperor, but when his accession came it was unexpected. He initially rejected it, insisting that he would prefer Rome to return to republicanism. Claudius was not the fool his family believed him to be. He was very intelligent and, encouraged first by his tutor Athenodorus, then the historians Livy and Pollio, he became a writer and historian himself. He learnt the Etruscan language and wrote histories of Etruria, Carthage and Rome. He became emperor on the death of Caligula in CE41.


    LIVIA


    Livia was Claudius’ grandmother and the wife of the Emperor Augustus. Her first husband was Drusus Nero, by


    AUGUSTUS


    

    TIBERIUS


    

    GERMANICUS


    

    

    CALIGULA


    
  

OEBPS/Images/9782808017060_coverMarketing.jpg
I, Claudius

BY ROBERT GRAVES





