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“Young men, hear an old man to whom old men hearkened when he was young.” (Augustus, reported by Suetonius)

The life of Augustus is historically important because his leadership marked out a new era in the story of the Roman world, an era that would see the expansion of the Roman Empire across the Mediterranean and beyond. However, the influence of the Roman Empire extended much farther than its territory and had a profound effect on the development of Western culture. 

Moreover, the stories and legends that emanate from the Roman world have become part of the cultural consciousness of the Western world today. Our fascination with the Roman world is boundless; there are thousands of movies, books, plays, and video games that are inspired by ancient Rome. The stories of the lives of great Romans have, in turn, become stories and ideas that have been taken up by everyone from Shakespeare to the Star Wars franchise.

While the language, culture, and societal norms of Roman life were so different from those we know today, to the point that it can be difficult to relate to what life would have been like, many of the issues that affected Rome are strikingly similar to those that affect our modern societies. We may not understand the technicalities of the legislative tactics of the Roman Senate or the religious aspects of their governmental system, but we can certainly relate to the idea of big political personalities struggling for power against a background of propaganda. 

It helps to remember that Roman citizens essentially wanted the same things that any citizen wants: security, prosperity, and stability. Augustus offered these things to people who had experienced lawlessness, civil unrest, and political dysfunction. However, the Roman people—and the government—were extremely suspicious of powerful individuals. In fact, the Roman Republic that Augustus was born into was designed to prevent any individual from amassing great power.

What is absolutely fascinating about the story of Augustus is the way that he masterminded his ascent to power by leading people to believe that power was the last thing he wanted, so that as a leader, he was willingly accepted—and often demanded—by the people. At the same time, he also proved indispensable to the Senate, whose job it was to check his power.
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The history of Rome can be roughly divided into three distinct time periods: The Roman Kingdom, the Roman Republic, and the Roman Empire. To understand the pivotal role that Augustus played in the shaping of the Roman Empire, first, we have to understand a little of the history of Rome. By looking at the world that Augustus was born into, we can better understand how his life changed the course of history—not just for Rome, but for the wider world.

The Roman Kingdom

From the accepted foundation of Rome in 753 BCE until 509 BCE, Rome was ruled by kings. These kings were of various cultural backgrounds, including Roman, Sabine, and Etruscan origin. This is sometimes called the “legendary period” because many of the stories that we have about this time are a mixture of mythological tales, folklore, and historical accounts of varying degrees of reliability. We do know that the territory of Rome expanded during this time. This would have naturally led to further integration of different cultures, and inevitably, it would have resulted in competition for territory.

Each king was chosen by the Curiate Assembly and had to undergo a ceremony to ensure that the gods agreed with their choice of king. However, once they were appointed, the kings had absolute power. They controlled political issues, military policy, and religious matters. They could make or dissolve laws, appoint or get rid of officials, and were considered to be above the law. Essentially, the king could do as he pleased.

The Roman people, in time, became dissatisfied with the monarchy. There was a strong feeling that the system of government was unjust, and this came to a head with the reign of Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, who would be the last king of Rome. He was a deeply unpopular ruler due to his disrespect for Roman customs and his violent and oppressive tactics in controlling his citizens. The final straw came when his son raped a woman named Lucretia, who was the wife of Lucius Tarquinius Collatinus (who would go on to become one of the first consuls of Rome) and a daughter of an important noble family. As a result, she committed suicide, and her tragic story struck a chord with the people, bringing to the fore all of their grievances about the unfair way the monarchs ruled and the immoral way they led their own lives. As a result, a revolution began that would see the end of the monarchy and the establishment of the Roman Republic.

The Roman Republic 

The Roman Republic was founded in 509 BCE and lasted until 27 BCE. It took inspiration from the Greek systems of government, abolishing the old monarchy in favor of a government where, in theory, no one ruler could rise above the rest. This government was to be led by two consuls, each of whom was elected by the population on a yearly basis. The consuls sought advice and guidance from a Senate, which was formed to oversee the government. The whole system was designed to ensure that each individual had their power checked and that nobody could make major decisions without the input of others. This meant that the public could be confident that they would not be dominated by a tyrannical ruler.

However, while the Roman Republic was created as a fairer method of ruling the expanding Roman world, it was still not a democracy. Instead, it functioned more like an oligarchy; the role of consul was generally always taken up by a candidate who came from one of the established ruling families. So, while the monarchy had been abolished, there was still a strong sense of aristocracy among the ruling classes. Ordinary citizens still did not have any real power.

The Roman Republic was founded on an unwritten constitution that constantly changed as the government encountered new situations that they had to legislate for. The Senate was a prestigious body of highly respected individuals who would pass decrees and give advice to the ruling magistrates. Closely adhering to the ideals it was founded upon and a system of government that allowed for adaptation, the Roman Republic functioned for more than 480 years.

However, over time, the Roman Republic began to decline. By the 1st century BCE, it was near to collapse. The Senate, which was supposed to ensure that power passed along fairly, was embroiled in fighting among themselves for power. Political violence began to take the place of political discourse, which was a new phenomenon in Rome. Power suddenly shifted to those prepared to use force, and the Senate was increasingly finding itself challenged by the generals that they assigned to expand the territory of Rome. 

In 70 BCE, one of these successful generals, Julius Caesar, had been elected to the role of consul. This coincided with a time of serious social unrest and political upheaval; the standard of living was low, and people were dissatisfied with the political status-quo because they could see the vast difference in the lives of those with power and the lives of ordinary citizens. Slavery was rife, and rebellions against slavery became more and more frequent. Military duty had come to be seen as a way to achieve great wealth rather than a way to serve the Roman Republic, and so it was the wealthiest generals who tended to attract the best soldiers and therefore achieve success. 

Julius Caesar was a charismatic leader and a military genius, so he was in the perfect position to swoop in and take advantage of the chaos to seize power. In 60 BCE, Julius Caesar and two other leaders, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus (better known as Pompey) and Marcus Licinius Crassus, came to an arrangement to share power in what was known as the First Triumvirate. This marked an important point in the history of Rome; Julius Caesar was poised and ready to challenge the very ideals that the Roman Republic was founded on. Julius Caesar would come to be renowned for his short-lived role as dictator over Rome, but his great-nephew, a man who would come to bring about the end of the Roman Republic and usher in the age of the Roman Empire, was only just being born.
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On September 23rd, 63 BCE, Gaius Octavius was born into an average, relatively comfortable Roman family. He was born in Rome, in a place called Ox Head, but was soon taken to Velletri, a village near Rome where his father’s family hailed from. Rome at this time was incredibly overcrowded, and the family felt that Velletri was a better place for the boy to be raised, especially as his father was often away taking care of his duties.

At the time of his birth, Octavius’ father, also named Gaius Octavius, was the governor of Macedonia. Octavius’ paternal family was equestrian, meaning they were the second level of property-based classes (the senatorial class was first); they were a highly respected family that had mostly worked in banking, as well as being magistrates, and they had a history of loyalty to Rome. Octavius’ father had been a part of the Senate and was later elected praetor (magistrate) in 61 BCE. His role as the governor of Macedonia at the time of his son’s birth was his highest position, and he received much praise for his competent, reliable service and his success in defending Macedonia from attacks by various tribes during his leadership.

Octavius’ mother, Atia Balba Caesonia, was the niece of Julius Caesar, making Octavius the great-nephew of Julius Caesar. Caesar was a rising power in Rome, but he was childless at the time. As such, the birth of a great-nephew might have generated some minor attention, but other than this, Octavius’ birth would not have been considered important outside of his own family. It is likely that he would have been expected to be a minor politician or perhaps an estate owner managing a farm. 

Historical sources tell us that ominous signs around the time of his birth later led many people to believe that his arrival in the world had been foretold and that he was destined to become a great emperor. There had been a prophecy by an oracle that the village of Velletri would be the birthplace of a great leader of the Roman Empire. Respected scholar Publius Nigidius Figulus foretold the greatness of Octavius, while Consul Quintus Lutatius Catulus and philosopher and statesman Marcus Tullius Cicero both claimed to have had visions about the arrival of a great leader. Even Octavius’ mother was believed to have had strange dreams while pregnant with him. Whether these omens were genuine or were described with the benefit of hindsight is not known, but they are very interesting to consider.

Suetonius, a Roman historian, shares a number of wonderful (if perhaps not very believable) stories about Octavius as a child. Some of the more dramatic of these include the infant Octavius going missing from his crib. A frantic search party ensued, and eventually, the baby was found at the top of a tall tower, staring at the sky. Other stories, such as the ones in which he is able to command the frogs outside the villa to stop croaking or silently command an eagle to return a piece of stolen bread, all point to the creation of a legend that the Roman people could look to for confirmation of Octavius’ predestined authority. Roman culture may have aspired to republican ideals, but it was also heavily religious, and so, people looked for those with political power to be sanctioned by a higher power—the gods.

Octavius the elder returned from Macedonia to a family villa in Nola, Italy, in 59 BCE when Octavius was four years old. The plan was that Octavius the elder would stand as a candidate for consulship the following year. He had gained the necessary support from the Senate to stand for election as consul through his military achievements. This would have been a considerable advancement for Octavius the elder and for his family, and it would have certainly had repercussions on the life of his young son. However, soon after his return to Italy, he died very suddenly. Octavius was left without a father, and the task of educating him fell to his mother, Atia. Just like any Roman schoolboy of his background, Octavius was educated in both Greek and Latin, and his studies would have had a strong focus on becoming a skilled orator.

Atia remarried when Octavius was six years old. Her new husband was Lucius Marcius Philippus, who became consul in 56 BCE. He was politically opposed to Julius Caesar but was not directly in conflict with him, allowing him to have a successful public career. Octavius was sent to the home of his grandmother, Julia Minor—the sister of Julius Caesar. We know very little about these childhood years, except that a number of sources mention that Octavius was a sickly child and often suffered from ill-health.

When Octavius was just twelve years old, Julia Minor died. The young boy gave a powerful laudatio (a funeral oration similar to a eulogy) at her funeral. It was at this event that he was suddenly noticed by Julius Caesar, who was immensely impressed by the speech the boy had given for his sister. This marked the beginning of Julius Caesar’s interest in Octavius, which was to change the young man’s life forever.
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Reaching the age where a boy was considered to be a man was a very important milestone in many ancient cultures, and it still is today; even in modern times, we celebrate when a teenager officially becomes an adult. The tradition in the Roman culture at the time of Octavius placed huge importance on this momentous event when a boy, who would have previously spent his time studying and learning about the society he was going to enter, was suddenly considered to be suitable to hold all kinds of responsibilities despite his lack of practical experience. This day was marked by giving the young man his first toga.

Octavius officially became a man when he turned fifteen years of age on October 18th, 48 BCE. He received his toga virilis on this day, which was a white flowing garment that was an important symbol of manhood and permitted him to enjoy the benefits of adult citizenship. While many other young men may have been eased into adult life, Octavius had already attracted the attention of Julius Caesar, and he was very quickly given an important role in society by being elected into the College of Pontiffs in 47 BCE.

The College of Pontiffs was made up of the most senior religious figures in Rome. This undoubtedly caused quite a stir in Roman society at that time; it was unheard of for a man so young and inexperienced to be elected into such a high-ranking position. Octavius had essentially been fast-tracked to a point far beyond that of his superiors. This was more than just a sign of the faith that the establishment had in him, but an important message to the rest of Rome that Octavius enjoyed the favor of Julius Caesar and had a bright future ahead of him.

At this stage of his life, historical sources begin to take more notice of the young man who was making such a stir, which proves useful for historians trying to understand the life of Octavius. We know that he was considered to be good looking and that he attracted a lot of attention when he was presented in public. However, Octavius was very closely guarded by his mother and her family so that he would not be tempted by some of the seedier attractions of Rome. Sources tell us that he was kept away from women to avoid any potentially messy love affairs by taking care of his religious duties before sunrise. His life apparently changed very little, despite his high status; he lived in the same modest chamber, kept the same company, and led a simple life. Whether these accounts of Octavius’ model behavior as a cautious and sensible young man were true or a form of propaganda is impossible to say. What we can be sure of is that he was suddenly given a lot of responsibility, as he was in charge of the ancient Olympic games just a year after being elected to the College of Pontiffs. These games had been arranged to celebrate the building of the Temple of Venus Genetrix by Julius Caesar; yet again, Octavius was being introduced as a key figure in the political life of his great-uncle.

At this time, Julius Caesar was at a pivotal point in his career. The First Triumvirate, the coalition that divided power between Caesar, Crassus, and Pompey, was beginning to fracture. Rivalries between the three most powerful men in Rome had escalated into all-out conflict. In 53 BCE, Crassus died, and the battle for power between Julius Caesar and Pompey became even more intense. As the leader of the Senate, Pompey had the power to disband Caesar’s armies fighting in Gaul and send Caesar home to Rome. He wasn’t allowed to stand for election to consul again, and before long, Caesar felt he had no other option than to mount an attack that meant the outbreak of a civil war. Despite being massively outnumbered, Caesar’s forces defeated those of Pompey in 48 BCE. However, there still remained forces loyal to Pompey in Spain, then known as Hispania, who would have to be defeated for Caesar to gain complete power.

Octavius began to express his desire to be more active in the service of Julius Caesar, and while his mother stopped him from joining Caesar’s forces to fight in Africa, he was determined to join Caesar in Spain to defeat and scatter the supporters of Pompey. Octavius made plans to join Caesar, but these had to be postponed because he became seriously ill. There are a number of times in Octavius’ life when contemporary sources describe him as being unwell, and this is the first time that we see him being unable to carry out his duties or further his aims due to ill health.

However, Octavius was not to be stopped! In fact, what happened next gives us a very clear idea of how determined and capable he was, and it did exactly the same for the people of Rome and those farther afield who heard about his brave escapades. When Octavius finally did leave Rome to join Julius Caesar in Spain, the boat he was sailing in was shipwrecked. Octavius and a small number of other survivors of the accident managed to swim ashore. Here, they found themselves faced with the prospect of an extremely difficult journey across enemy territory in a country they were unfamiliar with. Yet, somehow, they managed to make the trip all the way to Caesar’s camp. This was a huge undertaking, and Julius Caesar was extremely impressed with both the practical ability and the commitment to the cause shown by Octavius. As a result, Octavius was permitted to travel with Caesar in his personal carriage and was instructed by him in the ways of governance. 

Caesar and Octavius remained in Spain until 45 BCE and then traveled back to Rome. Caesar was now the most important man in Rome, as he had ensured that he held a tight grip on the reins of power by claiming the role of consul and dictator for ten years in 46 BCE. The political situation in Rome was changing, and Caesar had managed to lay claim to more power than any other person since the formation of the Roman Republic. He was planning to extend his power—and the area of Roman control—by going to war with Parthia. To do this, he would need loyal and capable men in the area, poised to take military control. 

Octavius was sent to Apollonia in Macedonia—where his father had been governor—to gain a thorough education in military methods as well as academic subjects. He was also given the title of Master of the Horse. This made him the chief lieutenant, second only to Julius Caesar himself. Octavius was a crucial part of Caesar’s grand plan for pushing Roman control into the Middle East. However, even more honor was yet to come for the young man, and it was not through a war with Parthia. Octavius was about to gain more power than he could have ever imagined, and by means that Julius Caesar himself could never have foreseen.
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In 44 BCE, Julius Caesar was assassinated. His death has become an enduring legend, and many people know the story of how the senators, including Marcus Junius Brutus and Cassius Longinus, plotted against Caesar and came together in the Theatre of Pompey to stab him to death on the now infamous Ides of March (March 15th). The Senate feared the rapidly growing power and popular appeal of Julius Caesar, and they suspected that he was planning to establish himself at the head of a monarchy. They thought that the only way to protect the Roman Republic they believed in was to rid Rome of Julius Caesar once and for all. A group of these senators cornered Julius Caesar and stabbed him, one by one. In doing so, there was no single killer who could be held accountable for the act.

While Rome was fairly used to the sudden suspicious deaths of leaders, the death of Julius Caesar sent shockwaves across the Roman world, and we can only imagine the impact that the news might have had on young Octavius, who was in training to be an integral part of Julius Caesar’s inner circle of powerful men. Octavius’ future relied on the support and patronage of Julius Caesar, especially since his own father had died when he was a very young child. His future, which had looked so bright, was now uncertain. In fact, his safety as one of Caesar’s most senior lieutenants was at risk. 

However, Julius Caesar had one final surprise in store for Rome and for his great-nephew. He had been so impressed by the young man during the time they spent together in Spain that when he had returned to Rome, he had secretly made a new will and left it with the Vestal Virgins for safekeeping. This document named Octavius as the heir and chosen successor of Julius Caesar.

Returning to Rome at this time represented a serious risk to Octavius, and he was warned by advisors, including his stepfather, of the danger in returning to a city that had turned on his patron. Octavius, however, was determined to return when he learned of the contents of Caesar’s will. Ignoring the danger, he set out for Rome to claim his inheritance and, in doing so, entered a new phase of his life. When he arrived in Rome, he found that not only was he named as the successor of the leader but that he had also been adopted by Caesar as his legal son.

Octavius took on the name Gaius Julius Caesar and was commonly called Caesar at the time, but historians generally use the name Octavian to avoid confusion with the dictator Julius Caesar and also to mark his new identity as Caesar’s adopted heir.

Power Struggle

This news came as an unpleasant shock to Julius Caesar’s co-consul, Marcus Antonius, better known as Mark Antony, who had taken over his assets. Mark Antony was fully expecting to be the natural heir of the late leader, who had no legitimate living children that he acknowledged. Antony had gained popular support and had managed to raise public anger against the assassins of Julius Caesar with a powerful speech delivered at Caesar’s funeral, forcing Brutus and Cassius out of the city. With this move, Antony was well on his way to securing his own claim to power.

The arrival of Octavian upset Mark Antony’s plans, and so began a long-standing power struggle between the two men. Mark Antony allowed Octavian to take on Julius Caesar’s responsibilities and pay his bequests to the Roman people, but he would not release any of Caesar’s funds, and so, Octavian had to find the money himself. Mark Antony even went as far as to spread rumors that Octavian had only become Caesar’s heir through sexual favors. While this was a very common way of questioning the legitimacy of a rival’s power in Rome, it was still a damaging suggestion at a time when Octavian was trying to gain the respect of the Roman government and people.

Octavian’s determined and resourceful nature won through at this pivotal point in his early career. In need of money, he claimed funds that Caesar had set aside for his planned war with Parthia without permission from the Senate. He also took on the military forces that Caesar had built up for the conflict, reinforcing his own troops with Caesar’s loyal military by playing on the fact that he was Caesar’s chosen heir. He began to attract many of Caesar’s supporters and gathered a formidable army. With money and military behind him, Octavian returned to Rome to face Mark Antony in 44 BCE.

Return to Rome

When Octavian got to Rome, he found that Mark Antony was in an increasingly precarious position, trying to stay in favor with the Roman public and represent the Caesarian Party (supporters of Julius Caesar) while keeping on the right side of the powerful Senate and dealing with the ongoing threat from those who were concerned that he was amassing too much power too quickly and following too closely in the footsteps of Julius Caesar. Having done his best to undermine Octavian’s claim to power, Mark Antony decided it was best for him to leave Rome and set out to Cisalpine Gaul, where he had arranged to become governor. However, the province was under the control of one of the men involved in Julius Caesar’s assassination, Decimus Junius Brutus Albinus (Decimus Brutus). The handover of power did not happen, and the two men went to battle, enraging the Senate.

This was an opportunity for Octavian to prove himself and gain credit with the Senate, as well as to ensure that Mark Antony was no longer a threat. Octavian was made a member of the Senate and was given the power to command troops so that he could go and join Decimus Brutus to defeat Mark Antony and force him to retreat farther away to Transalpine Gaul. In doing this, Octavian formed an alliance with Marcus Aemilius Lepidus, a powerful candidate who had succeeded Octavius as the high priest in the College of Pontiffs. The Senate reacted to this decisive victory against Mark Antony by rewarding Decimus Brutus and largely ignoring Octavian’s part in the proceedings. As a result, Octavian refused to help the Senate any further and instead marched to Rome and demanded that he be the successor of the consuls who had died in battle. This was initially refused, but when faced with Octavian’s military force, the Senate had no choice but to elect Octavian to the position of consul, alongside his relative, Quintus Pedius.

The Second Triumvirate

The only way that the battle for power between Octavian and Mark Antony could be resolved, putting an end to the civil wars that had plagued Rome since the death of Caesar, was for an alliance to be formed. Neither man had the power to completely dominate, especially under the careful eye of the Senate. It was arranged for the three men—Octavian, Antony, and Lepidus—to meet at Bologna and find a way forward. On November 27th, 43 BCE, the Second Triumvirate was established. This was a means by which the three men could share power and was designed to last for five years to reestablish control across the Roman territories. While Brutus and Cassius still held power in the east, the three leaders—known now as the Triumvirs—divided the western territory up among themselves. While this afforded them some security from the threat that they posed to one another, it also made them vulnerable to challenges from other powerful characters who either publicly or privately opposed the new regime. 

The other issue facing the Triumvirate was finances—money was needed to fund the planned war against Brutus and Cassius, both to avenge the death of Julius Caesar and to secure their provinces.

The solution came to be known as the proscriptions. A (rather long) list was drawn up of men who any of the Triumvirs could consider to be enemies. The conflict may have been political, public, or personal, but there were up to 300 senators and 2,000 knights (a social ranking just below the senators), among many others. Those who were on the list were outlawed. All of their property was confiscated, and those who didn’t escape were killed. It was relatively easy to turn the population against the proscribed by simply offering rewards for their capture. This got rid of enemies and potential trouble-makers while filling up the coffers of the Triumvirate so that they could fund their armies.

Octavian found himself in a new, but still difficult, position. The Triumvirate was a delicate balance of power-sharing that relied on trust between men who had so recently been enemies. It was extraordinarily helpful for Octavian when he became—to all intents and purposes—the son of a god.
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In 42 BCE, the Senate decided to deify Julius Caesar, making Octavian Divi filius, “Son of the Divine”; he was now officially the son of a god and the heir of the great dictator. Along with this announcement came a lot of prestige and a lot of expectations. However, Octavian appears to have thrived in his new role, and if anything, the new title spurred him on to immerse himself in the challenges that he now faced with confidence. The first of these challenges was to eliminate Brutus and Cassius. This served a number of purposes; firstly, it was an act of revenge against the men who had been responsible for the plot to assassinate Julius Caesar. Furthermore, it got rid of any threat they may have posed while at the same time sending a powerful message to anyone else who might consider wronging him. 

Phillipi

Antony and Octavian confronted and defeated Brutus and Cassius at Phillipi in Macedonia in 42 BCE. This was fundamentally a victory for Antony, as he claimed the win and denounced Octavian as a coward who preferred to delegate his military duties to his general Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa rather than stand in battle himself. Antony was increasingly vocal about his disapproval of Octavian and took the opportunity after Phillipi to align himself with Cleopatra VII of Egypt. Cleopatra was the former lover of Julius Caesar and potentially the mother of his child, Caesarion. It is not known for certain if Caesar ever actually had any living children. Caesarion is the strongest case that Caesar did produce at least one child, but while Caesarion did look a lot like Caesar, Caesar never officially acknowledged him.

Octavian found himself back in Rome with a particularly difficult task at hand. He was responsible for resettling the veteran soldiers who had been promised homes in return for their service. The problem was that there was no land to settle the veterans on. Faced with the prospect of angry soldiers who would easily withdraw their loyalty or, worse, rebel against him, Octavian made a deeply unpopular move. He confiscated land from thousands of citizens, evicted many towns, and cast countless working people into poverty, homelessness, and ultimately death. Unsurprisingly, this lost Octavian a lot of public support.

Meanwhile, Octavian’s personal life was also less than happy. He had divorced his wife, Clodia Pulchra, who was Mark Antony’s stepdaughter. This had the effect of angering her mother, Fulvia, who allied herself with Mark Antony’s brother, Lucius Antonius, and formed an army to fight against Octavian. Lucius had benefitted from the drop-off in public support for Octavian, so this was a critical moment for both men. Fulvia and Lucius Antonius put Octavian under siege at Perusia (modern Perugia, Italy), but he turned the situation around and mercilessly slaughtered everyone who had supported or allied with Lucius. He spared Lucius because he was the brother of Mark Antony, but extensive burning and looting occurred in Perusia, sending a strong message to others not to oppose Octavian.

The Treaty of Brundisium 

The Triumvirate still stood, but there was constant competition between the three leaders. Relations had definitely soured between Octavian and Antony. Octavian had been opposed by Antony’s wife and brother while Antony had been having a love affair with Cleopatra. The relationship was no mere fling, though; the couple had three children together, and their relationship is still the stuff of legendary romances! 

Mark Antony returned from Egypt with the aim of defeating Octavian, but there was no appetite for conflict among the commanders of their forces. Instead, a treaty was set up at Brundisium to reaffirm their alliance and redistribute land; Lepidus was to remain in Africa, Antony would control the East, and Octavian would have power over the West. Mark Antony was given Octavian’s sister, Octavia Minor, in marriage as a gesture of unity. For the people of Rome, this was a happy development; they had tired of civil wars and the unrest it brought. 

War with Pompeius 

Before long, the relationships within the Triumvirate were tested by Sextus Pompeius, the son of Pompey, Julius Caesar’s old ally-turned-enemy. Pompeius refused to allow grain to pass through the Mediterranean to Italy, which was under Octavian’s control. Octavian had previously managed to stay on good terms with Pompeius by marrying into the family; he married a woman called Scribonia, thought to have been an aunt or sister of Pompey’s wife. Scribonia soon fell pregnant and gave birth to a girl, known as Julia the Elder, who would be Octavian's only natural child. However, on the day that Julia was born, Octavian divorced Scribonia, citing incompatibility, so that he could marry Livia Drusilla. This did nothing to help relations between Pompeius and Octavian, and since Octavian did not have the military power to fight him, he was forced to renew the Triumvirate for another five years. Antony sent troops to support Octavian, but Octavian reneged on his promise to send troops to Antony’s aid in Parthia. So, once again, the alliance between the two was on shaky ground.

Pompeius was subsequently defeated by an alliance of Octavian and Lepidus, and with promises of money and peace, Octavian managed to poach many of Lepidus’ men to join his own forces. Lepidus had little choice but to surrender to Octavian, and while he was expelled from the Triumvirate, he was allowed to keep his office as pontifex maximus (the head of the college of priests), although he was essentially exiled to a remote villa. 

Octavian saw the tide beginning to turn in his favor, and he negotiated his own safe return to Rome with the Senate so that he could set about gaining popular support from the Roman people. In his half of the empire, he made sure that his citizens had security and the right to property, and he also returned over 30,000 slaves who had supported Pompeius to their former owners. He had learned his lesson about settling veterans outside of Italy, so there was no repeat of the previous turmoil when it came to that issue.

The Battle of Actium

Mark Antony, on the other hand, was not having such a good time. His campaign in Parthia had been a complete failure—no doubt in part due to Octavian’s broken promises of support—and he had insulted Octavian and caused an uproar among the Romans by divorcing his sister Octavia Minor in favor of an illegal marriage to a non-Roman, Cleopatra VII. They had already been in a famed romance for many years, and she had borne him three children. Cleopatra could offer Antony the military support he needed, but their relationship was deeply unpopular amongst the Romans and did irreparable damage to his reputation.

Octavian publicly promised to give up the Triumvirate now that peace had been restored, if only Antony would also step down. He knew that Antony would refuse, but it was just a ploy for Antony to receive more bad publicity with the Roman public. Octavian was elected consul and used his position to spread propaganda against Antony, pointing out that he had been paraded with Cleopatra on golden thrones, that he had given her the title “Queen of Kings,” and that all signs pointed to Antony giving Roman power to a foreign queen. These claims were not completely fabricated; after stealing Antony’s will from the Vestal Virgins, Octavian was able to prove that he had planned to divide his territory up among his sons and be buried with Cleopatra in Alexandria. It was enough for the Senate to initiate war with Cleopatra.

Octavian was now in a strong position to mount an attack on Mark Antony’s forces and cement his claim to power. However, it was not just Mark Antony he had to defeat; it was Cleopatra as well, and her army was formidable. Fortunately for Octavian, his military commanders, including his best general and friend Agrippa, were some of the most experienced and capable. On September 2nd, 31 BCE, their naval forces met at Actium in Greece. Cleopatra’s forces suffered heavy losses, and she retreated back to Egypt with many of her ships and those of Antony. Those that remained surrendered. Octavian had successfully broken up her army. It took almost a year before Octavian could achieve a decisive victory against Antony in Alexandria. After the final battle, Antony and Cleopatra committed suicide, and Octavian ensured that Cleopatra’s son Caesarion (the possible child of Julius Caesar) and the eldest son of Antony were both killed so that they could not pose a threat to his power. He seized Cleopatra’s treasure and used it to pay his armies, ensuring that he could return to a hero’s welcome in Rome.
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Chapter 6 – Augustus
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The Battle of Actium was a major turning point for Octavian and for the Roman Republic. The Roman Republic had not been properly functioning as a republic for a long time due to the civil wars that had sprung up both during the life of Julius Caesar and especially after his assassination. The murder of Julius Caesar was intended to rid Rome of a leader who was amassing personal power; with his death, the Senate could regain control, and the Roman Republic would once again be just that, a republic. However, the ensuing chaos and unrest had meant that power was shared between just a few rivals who divided Roman territory among themselves. This was not how the Roman Republic was supposed to be run, and the Roman citizens were not happy.

Due to a combination of good fortune and great planning, Octavian had rid himself of all of his major competitors in the struggle for Roman power. He was undoubtedly the most powerful individual in the Roman Republic, and yet the Republic was designed to ensure that no one single person would ever have complete control. The Senate was still a powerful institution, and after the rise and fall of Julius Caesar, and the ensuing instability as his would-be successors battled for power, there was pressure from the people to return once again to the ideals of the Roman Republic. Octavian recognized that seizing power by force was not going to be an effective way to become the sole ruler of the Roman world. He needed to somehow win the support of both the people, who were desperate for stability, and the Senate, which was desperate to control the power balance in Rome. What was required was some careful planning and a lot of clever propaganda.

Co-Consuls

After his victory at Actium, Octavian marched triumphantly back into Rome with his most important general, Agrippa, by his side. Octavian and Agrippa were elected to the two consul positions, but Octavian still had to win over the Senate’s trust before he could begin to amass any real power. It was a tricky situation for both Octavian and the Senate; he needed their support, and they needed the stability his authority would bring, but they were also naturally suspicious of a powerful young leader with the legacy of Julius Caesar on his shoulders. 

Rome at this time was suffering badly as a result of the many civil wars that had taken place. With a government that was focusing on the power struggles and battles going on farther afield, Roman law enforcement had deteriorated, and there was widespread social unrest. Octavian was the only hope for the Roman Republic if it was to return to some kind of stable, productive society again.

The First Settlement

In 27 BCE, Octavian made one of his most important, calculated moves toward gaining widespread popular and political support. In effect, he gave away his territories and armies, transferring ownership back to the Roman Republic, its people, and the Senate. This grand display of relinquishing his own personal power in favor of a return to the traditional values of the Roman Republic was a key tactic in gaining the trust of the Senate and the people. Octavian still enjoyed unrivaled wealth, and his loyalty from those who had fought for him meant that he could easily command a powerful military force if required, so his position was only strengthened by this gesture. It gave the impression that he was not seeking to gain personal power or autocracy but rather that he cherished the ideals of the Roman Republic. He went even further than this, spending his own money to pay for important infrastructures, such as buildings and road networks, to win people over with his public spirit and self-sacrificing nature. It was especially important to Octavian that he give the right impression because he was all too aware that Julius Caesar had been assassinated for his attempts to gain personal power and that he could suffer the same fate if his true aims were suspected.

Octavian Becomes Augustus

Octavian was hailed as the restorer of the Roman Republic. The Senate, in turn, handed him more responsibility, putting him in charge of much of the Roman territory, which encompassed Syria, Gaul, Cyprus, Egypt, and Spain. This was an accepted method of governance in the Roman Republic during times of crisis. The aim was that Octavian would bring stability to these unruly provinces while other areas would be overseen by Senate-appointed governors, or proconsuls, signifying a return to the traditional method of governing in the Roman Republic. Octavian ensured that he had input into the appointment of the proconsuls and considered their authority to be somewhat below his own. 

By “reluctantly” agreeing to control this huge swathe of Roman territory for ten years, Octavian could keep up the pretense of wanting the power to stay with the Roman Republic and not with him as an individual. It also gave him control of the majority of Rome’s legions, so he had the might of the military on his side. How much of his power was due to the unspoken but very palpable threat of his military can only be speculated by historians. This method of governing the Roman territories came to be known as the First Settlement.

A short time after the First Settlement was established, on January 16th, 27 BCE, Octavian was given the honor of a new title, Augustus. This was the name that he would become best known by, a name with a religious slant that means “illustrious” or “revered.” Octavian was now officially known as Octavian Caesar Augustus. It is crucial to keep in mind the fact that many of the members of the Senate who were making these important decisions about honoring Octavian—now referred to as Augustus—actually owed their positions to him. There were many senators who were loyal to Augustus who had helped him to legitimize his power. The granting of this new title was more than simply a new name to go by; it was an outward symbol of his changing role both in the government of Rome and in the minds of its citizens. As well as this new name, Augustus also adopted the title princeps civitatis, meaning first among citizens or the first/highest citizen in the Roman Republic.

With this new honor came a host of privileges that would be a visible display of the power and influence that Augustus held. In Roman tradition, outward vestiges of power were important status symbols that instantly told everyone who you were and how important you were. However, Augustus rejected such ideas as wearing crowns or diadems, wielding a scepter, or donning the eminent purple toga that Julius Caesar had made famous. Augustus recognized that if he appeared to embrace the trappings of power too freely, the suspicions of those around him would be raised, and thus, his attempt to maintain the semblance of the Roman Republic would fail.
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Chapter 7 – The Birth of an Empire 
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This is the point when historians consider the Roman era known as the Principate to have begun. The Principate is a term used to describe the early period of the Roman Empire. Historians consider the Roman Empire to have started in 27 BCE, and yet at this stage, Augustus was keen to push the ideals of the Roman Republic still. However, the Principate was essentially a dictatorial regime that was dressed up to look like the Roman Republic. It was not a return to a monarchy (as this would have been absolutely unacceptable to the Roman people), but it was autocracy in disguise.

Augustus patiently gained power by small incremental steps. He maintained a strong military force, including a strong and powerful bodyguard for his own personal protection. He also set about making social and infrastructure improvements and established new trade routes to improve the quality of life for the citizens. All the while, he was gaining power while still selling the idea of himself as the great preserver and protector of the Roman Republic to the Roman people. It was an ingenious way of setting himself up as the emperor without causing controversy or inciting rebellion. By keeping the Senate intact, albeit with fewer members, and consulting them on certain decisions, it looked as though the Roman Republic was functioning as it should when, in reality, Augustus was all-powerful.

The Second Settlement

In 23 BCE, Augustus fell gravely ill. While we aren’t sure of the nature of this illness, it was serious enough that he was considered to be dying. At this point, on his deathbed, he assigned his documents to his co-consul, Agrippa, including financial accounts, and signed over all his military authority. He also decided on who should receive his possessions and property. What he did not do, though, was name an heir. This came as a surprise; Augustus had a nephew, Marcus Claudius Marcellus, who Augustus was believed to have favored, and it was expected that Marcellus would be named as the heir. As a very powerful man, Augustus would have been expected to name someone to inherit his authority and position in society, but he realized that this would be a step too far toward imperialism and would provoke hostility among his loyal supporters.

As he recovered from his illness, Augustus recognized the need for a new settlement. The First Settlement had worked well for him, and he was emperor of Rome in all but name. However, there were a number of reasons to consider a Second Settlement, and most of these revolved around the need for Augustus to continue making his rule palatable for those who were averse to the idea of a dictatorial ruler, or anything resembling a monarchy, so that he could become more powerful without raising suspicion or inciting resentment.

First of all, Augustus gave up the consulship. He had been elected as consul each year, but after having held the position for ten years, Augustus recognized that there was a growing feeling that the consulship should be open for other candidates. His act of stepping down made it appear to everyone that Augustus wanted to honor the republican process and allow others the chance to serve. He was still allowed to sit on the consul’s platform, and he retained his role as proconsul for territories outside Rome itself, which represented considerable power. In fact, the power that Augustus received in return for giving up the consulship more than made up for his loss of the role; he was granted the power of tribunicia potestas (tribunician power) for life, which allowed him to preside over elections, veto any laws he did not want to be passed, suggest his own laws at any time, and essentially undermine laws already passed by exonerating those convicted of a crime. He was not only the leader of the Senate, but he also had the right to convene a Senate meeting at any time and to be the first to speak at any such meeting.

Within Rome itself, Augustus was put in charge of the armed forces, known as sole imperium (previously, the task of managing these forces had come down to elected officials). Augustus’ existing command in the Roman territories was also extended; he could overrule even the proconsuls who were governing the provinces. All of this meant that the Second Settlement served to consolidate and legitimize his power, not further diminish it. More importantly, his power had been increased through traditional republican means. Remarkably, Augustus had managed to appease those who were concerned about his power while actually gaining more power at the same time.

Public reaction to the new settlement was positive. In fact, the public appears to have invested more trust in Augustus than ever before. In 22 BCE, when threatened with a serious food shortage, they demanded that Augustus be given dictatorial power so that he could solve the problem. As before, Augustus made a show of declining this power but then acquiesced, and the food shortage was solved incredibly quickly. So quickly, in fact, that some suggest that he engineered the entire catastrophe so that he could come to the rescue and gain the trust and admiration of the people. When Augustus did not stand for consul that same year, there was a great outcry. For a number of years, only one consul had been elected so that Augustus would take the other position. The general public did not understand how the Second Settlement would function, and so there were fears that Augustus was being pushed out by the Senate. This made it all the more sensible for the Senate to let the public see that Augustus retained power, again playing directly into Augustus’ hands.

The Second Settlement wasn’t just a good deal for Augustus; it also allayed the fears of the Senate. There had been worries when Augustus was ill over what would happen if the man who Rome relied upon so heavily should die; with his death, civil war would once again become inevitable. With stability in mind, Agrippa was made proconsul and given powers akin to those of Augustus, if not as far-reaching. Augustus married his daughter Julia the Elder to Agrippa in an arranged marriage designed to secure Agrippa’s loyalty and procure grandsons who Augustus could adopt as male heirs. This meant that the Senate and the people had peace of mind, and Augustus had a second-in-command who was loyal to him. Augustus considered the Second Settlement in 23 BCE to be when his reign began, while historians usually use the date when he was given the title Augustus, which was in 27 BCE.

In securing the Second Settlement, Augustus ushered in a period of relative peace and prosperity. The chaotic disruption of the previous years was finally over, and there was an opportunity for the attention of Rome to turn to the building of an empire.
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Chapter 8 – Imperator
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One of Augustus' most prized titles—and he had many—was that of Imperator, meaning “victorious commander.” It was under this prestigious title that he rapidly set about completely transforming the Roman Republic into the Roman Empire. Expansion of the empire and improvements at home in Rome was the double-edged sword with which Augustus secured his reign.

Augustus was now free from his role as consul, and so, he was better able to travel and become more involved in implementing change “on the ground.” From 22 BCE until around 19 BCE, Augustus traveled across Europe and into Asia, initiating reforms and restructuring as he went. His major achievement during this period was to reach an agreement with the Parthians, who had long been enemies of Rome. This meant peace and stability, but it also proved to be an invaluable boost to Augustus’ reputation, as he was able to retrieve legionary standards that had been captured in battle over thirty years prior. Resolving the Parthian conflict without war was the first in a number of deals and arrangements set up by Augustus to protect peace in the empire. The focus of his intentions was stability rather than war.


May it be my privilege to have the happiness of establishing the commonwealth on a firm and secure basis and thus enjoy the reward which I desire, but only if I may be called the author of the best possible government; and bear with me the hope when I die that the foundations which I have laid for its future government, will stand firm and stable. (Augustus, reported by Suetonius)


This period of travel has another important and intriguing mention in the works of the Roman historian Suetonius when he claims that Augustus had been a part of the Eleusinian Mysteries, a ritual initiation ceremony carried out as an important element of the Greek cult of Demeter and Persephone based in Eleusis. This was an unusual move for a Roman leader, but it gives us some insight into Augustus’ personal beliefs and his interest in the religious and the mythological.

On his return, Augustus made a number of moves that hinted at his plans for his successor. He gave responsibility to his stepsons, Tiberius and Drusus, setting them up with military powers. He also adopted his very young grandsons, the sons of Agrippa, and renamed them Gaius Caesar and Lucius Caesar. While these decisions might have previously made others in government, and possibly the public, worry that Augustus was setting himself up as an imperial family and giving authority to his own children, Augustus was too powerful to oppose at this point. Perhaps, more importantly, Augustus was incredibly popular, which basically allowed him to get away with whatever he wanted. This fed into his own self-assured belief in his supreme authority.

Economic Reform

One of the best ways to keep people happy and hold onto power was by adding to the wealth of Rome. To do this, Augustus made a series of sweeping reforms that transformed the economy. He did not do this alone. Instead, he set up the first civil service for the administrative management of the empire. This was an effective solution to managing the complicated economic and administrative duties that were too much for one man, even with personal staff, to control.

Taxes were also reformed, with individual citizens responsible for a poll tax and land tax, but taxes on trade were relaxed to promote trade. Tax collection was centralized to help eliminate corruption. Thanks largely to the peace that prevailed under Augustus, trade thrived. The coinage system was overhauled, and many new coins were produced, new mints opened, and industry was actively encouraged.

A New Rome

One of the things that Augustus is best known for is the extensive construction that he had carried out in Rome. With more money flowing into the city, more investment was made into the city itself. The result of this was a new Rome, as it was entirely transformed during the reign of Augustus. Buildings were renovated, impressive new constructions emerged, and the image of Augustus frequently appeared in the form of artwork and statues. New developments in civil engineering and a revived interest in architecture meant that many of the new buildings were both innovative and attractive. Heavy investment in public buildings brought public baths, temples, and places to congregate, encouraging social events and leisure.

Perhaps even more important to the citizens of Rome was that these infrastructure improvements meant a more reliable, cleaner water supply. The peace outside Rome brought many benefits to its citizens, such as a wider range of fresher food and regular supplies, bringing about a peace of mind and stability to the people of Rome that had not been seen in quite some time.

Art and Culture

Culture also thrived under Augustus, again due in part to the peace. Augustus encouraged writers to pay tribute to Rome (and in turn to him). He championed a revival of literature and the arts, and he dedicated himself as a patron of the major poets. Craftsmanship was also promoted across the empire, and there was a surge in the production of fine items, such as gemstones, glass, silverware, fine pottery, and sculpture. 

Cultural beliefs were also reinstated, and there was a rekindling of religious tradition; temples that had fallen into disrepair or been damaged in civil unrest were rebuilt, rituals and ceremonies that had been deserted were reinstated, and people were encouraged to take pride in the traditions and cults that had been neglected. 

The Deaths of Lepidus and Agrippa

Augustus became the pontifex maximus after the death of the former member of the Triumvirate, Lepidus, in late 13 or early 12 BCE. Soon afterward, in 12 BCE, Agrippa died, proving a major loss to Augustus, who went into mourning for a month and had Agrippa’s remains interred in his own mausoleum. He subsequently saw to it that Agrippa’s family was looked after and that his children were educated. 

After Agrippa’s death, Augustus forced Tiberius to divorce his wife and marry Julia. This brought Tiberius even closer to Augustus, helping to build up the dynasty that Augustus was passionate about creating. The marriage may have been calculated to both secure Julia’s family and ensure loyalty from Tiberius, but neither Tiberius nor Julia were very happy with the match, and the marriage later ended in separation.

Expansion of the Empire

While life in Rome was better than it had been for a very long time, on the outer limits of the empire, things were very different. Peace reigned for the citizens of the Roman Empire, but Augustus still believed firmly in the divine right of Rome to expand. The aim of the expansion was to protect Rome itself and to ensure that the empire was safe from the threat of invasion from other territories. For the first time, Rome had a standing army.

Augustus relied on his stepsons, Tiberius and Drusus, to push back the boundaries of the empire and expand farther north and east. Between them, they moved the border of the Roman Empire all the way to the Danube River. They also expanded into Germany, although Drusus died in the attempt. Tiberius continued to control the military advancement and was rewarded by Augustus in 6 BCE with the opportunity to share his stepfather’s power. However, there was a rivalry between Tiberius and Augustus’ two adopted sons (his grandsons, Gaius Caesar and Lucius Caesar), who were now of age. Tiberius left Rome and retired but was recalled to Rome in 4 CE after the deaths of both Gaius Caesar and Lucius Caesar. Augustus adopted Tiberius as his son and granted him powers that essentially made him equal to Augustus himself.

With his successorship secured, the expansion of the Roman Empire continued with further movements into Germany and a larger invasion into Bohemia. At the same time, rebellions had sprung up that had to be quashed before expansion could continue. A well-trained and loyal military force, guided by experienced generals, managed to put down these revolts, but the damage to the overarching plans for expansion was done, and the surge into Bohemia was met with disaster. Three legions of soldiers were destroyed when the Germanic tribes rose up against Publius Quinctilius Varus, the Roman governor. The Roman troops were forced to pull out and instead move to the Rhine to defend the outer border. 

Even with this defeat, it can be said that the Roman Empire expanded rapidly and successfully during the reign of Augustus, so much so that it came to be viewed as a golden age of expansion. The peace that reigned within Rome itself had allowed for the standard of living to soar and for arts and culture to flourish, and this period came to be seen as the beginning of a time of peace and prosperity known as the Pax Romana, which lasted for roughly 200 years
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Chapter 9 – Death and Legacy
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Augustus’ latter years were spent ruling in conjunction with Tiberius. While Tiberius was largely occupied with the expansion and military achievements of the Roman Empire, Augustus oversaw many important social and administrative reforms that had a profound impact on life for the Roman people. The infrastructure that was established at this time in Rome had direct consequences for generations after Augustus’ death and was a key reason that the period known as the Pax Romana lasted for so long.

The Death of Augustus

In April of 14 CE, Augustus deposited his will with the Vestal Virgins. Whether he was in ill health or not, sources are not sure. What we do know is that he fell gravely ill sometime later and died on August 19th, 14 CE, in Nola while he was visiting. This was the same place that his father had passed away when he was just four years old, again raising the question of whether Augustus had anticipated his own death.

The last words of Augustus, both those spoken in private and public, have gone down in history and are often quoted for the insight they give us into the mind of the great emperor. To those close to him who were there when he died, he said, “Have I played the part well? Then applaud me as I exit.” His last reported words addressed to the public were, “I found Rome a city of bricks and left it a city of marble.” This reference to the drastic changes that he made to Rome perhaps tell us how Augustus wanted to be remembered: not as a powerful emperor, not as a military hero, or not even as a successful leader, but as someone who transformed his beloved Rome and left it a better place than he found it.

The body of Augustus was taken back to Rome, where he was declared a god—the ultimate honor for a Roman leader—and a magnificent funeral was planned. Rome came to a standstill, with businesses closed and people publicly mourning. After his cremation, Augustus’ remains were sealed in his mausoleum, known today as the Mausoleo di Augusto. This mausoleum was one of the first buildings to be completed by Augustus and came to be the final resting place for many of his friends, associates, and family members. A large circular building set within gardens and featuring a huge bronze sculpture of Augustus himself, it was a fitting place to inter the emperor, and it remains a popular attraction for those visiting Rome today.

Of course, for a leader such as Augustus to die of natural causes was quite an unusual thing to happen, and rumors abounded at the time and in the years since that he may have been murdered. The most popular conspiracy theory regarding his death is that Livia Drusilla, his wife, poisoned him with figs. Her motive for such an act would have undoubtedly been to secure the role of emperor for her son Tiberius, but this theory is generally considered to have been invented as a form of propaganda by those who favored a different heir following Augustus’ death.

Livia did take a very active role in political life after the death of Augustus. She inherited a third of her husband’s property, and as she had always been a faithful advisor who was trusted by Augustus to give wise advice, she took the same role when her son Tiberius succeeded him. Augustus adopted Livia into the Julian family in his will, and she was granted the new title Julia Augusta.

Tiberius as Successor

Tiberius was the obvious successor of Augustus; he already had most of the same powers that Augustus himself had, and the two had ruled together for a number of years before Augustus died. However, there was another potential rival for power: Agrippa Postumus, a son of Agrippa, who was given this unusual name because he was born after the death of his father. He had been named as co-heir before Augustus’ death but was suddenly exiled in 6 CE for reasons that were never confirmed. Shortly after the death of Augustus, Agrippa Postumus died under suspicious circumstances, rumored to have been murdered by his guards on the orders of Augustus himself or his wife Livia to prevent him from making a claim to power.

Tiberius had already retired from his position and left Rome once before, settling on the island of Rhodes when Augustus seemed set on raising his adopted sons (and grandsons) with the possible aim of molding them into fitting successors. Tiberius was widely considered to be a brilliant general and had many military successes, but there is a pervading sense that he did not really want to rule and had no real love of power. He was considered a serious and somber character, who preferred his own company to the point that he was famously referred to as the “gloomiest of men” by the philosopher and writer Pliny the Elder. He became more reclusive as time went on, and his mother exerted a lot of pressure on him. Eventually, Tiberius left Rome and delegated his duties to his prefects in 26 CE. He lived for another eleven years and died in 37 CE under suspicious circumstances, and he was succeeded by Caligula.

The Roman Empire after Augustus

The Roman Empire that had been born under the guidance of Augustus lasted until 476 CE. The Pax Romana period of stability and prosperity that began with Augustus’ rule lasted for around 200 years, and it was during this time that the Roman Empire reached its largest point. In the 2nd and 3rd centuries CE, the Roman Empire began to decline, as it suffered from instability, and it underwent a series of crises that led to the eventual split of the empire into the Greek East and Latin West. The invasion of the Huns, led by Attila, contributed to the decline of the Western Empire, while the Eastern Empire fell to invasion by Ottoman Turks. By 480 CE, the Western Roman Empire was gone; the Eastern Roman Empire lasted until 1453. 

Legacy

One of the most widely known legacies left by Augustus is the month named in his honor to celebrate the victories of which he was most proud, especially the Battle of Actium. He chose to rename the month that was previously known as Sextilius after himself, in much the same way that Julius Caesar had renamed July. However, there are many other important legacies that Augustus left behind that are lesser-known but which nevertheless have had a profound impact on the world.

Augustus founded a fire-fighting service in Rome that not only attended fires, limiting damage and saving lives and buildings from the potentially devastating threat of fire, but also served as watchmen. A highly organized group of units patrolled the city at night to keep order. This developed into an early police service, known as urban cohorts, which protected the city and its people from civil disorder, riots, and outbreaks of violence.

The phrase “All roads lead to Rome” is a testament to the sheer number of roads built under the command of Augustus. He recognized that better roads meant better trade, easier mobilization for armies, and an easier life for citizens who now found themselves able to travel to do business. It wasn’t just roads that appeared under his rule but bridges, aqueducts, and trade routes. This opened up the Roman territory in a way that had never been seen before, and this was a policy that continued long after Augustus’ reign. The fact that many modern roads in Europe are Roman roads that have been updated over the many years is an amazing testament to the infrastructure built up by Augustus and his successors.

Roads that people could travel along for trade purposes meant trade flourished, and this required currency. Augustus saw the development of a uniform currency system, and this system was adopted far beyond the Roman Empire. In fact, many of the innovations of the Roman Empire were developed farther afield. The postal service is an excellent example of this. Augustus set up a series of relay points so that messages could quickly and easily be sent, which later became a postal system that inspired similar systems elsewhere.

Augustus left a lasting legacy, and in fact, it could be argued that few other leaders have had a more profound impact on the world. Within the Roman Empire, we can see the building blocks of modern societies, as well as its impact on government and infrastructure, not to mention law, philosophy, and religion. The impact of Roman architecture can be seen in the neoclassical tradition that is used in practically every city in the Western world. The literature that came out of Rome is still read, performed, translated, and studied by scholars all over the world; think of Horace, Virgil, and Ovid, to name but a few. Our English language would not be what it is today without the Latin of Rome that underpins it. The spread of Christianity can also be largely attributed to its adoption by Rome. The true extent of the effect that the life of Augustus has had on the world in the past 2,000 years is simply beyond measure.
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Conclusion
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Augustus forged a path to become the first emperor of one of the most powerful and influential empires the world has ever seen. His method of disguising his empire as a republic and hiding his hunger for power behind a façade of traditional values meant that he was able to effectively create a gradual transformation into the kind of rule that he desired. With patience and cunning, he went on to become one of the most famous leaders ever to have lived.

His determination to succeed, despite the dangers, despite the setbacks, and often despite the need for violence and deceit, makes him one of the most fascinating figures in history. While the historical sources tell us little of his character, we are left to deduce what Augustus the man may have been like by studying his deeds. What we are faced with is a contradictory picture.

On the one hand, Augustus was a brutal leader, a general who was ruthless in his quest to conquer and expand the Roman Empire. On the other hand, he established a lasting peace in Rome and made sweeping reforms and changes that undoubtedly made life better for the people of Rome. While history continues to judge the deeds of Augustus, the one thing that continues to evolve is the legacy left by the man and his empire.
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Part 2: Tiberius
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A Captivating Guide to the Life of Ancient Rome’s Second Emperor and How He Ruled the Roman Empire
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Introduction

Tiberius Claudius Nero Caesar.

Compared with the preceding rulers, Julius Caesar and Augustus, the name does not ring out with the same fame and pomposity. Shakespeare wrote no plays about Tiberius; his name does not echo in the history books with the same awe-inspiring prominence. Even his successors, Caligula and Nero, are more famous than he was. In fact, Tiberius can hardly be called famous at all. History knows him more for his infamy.

Tiberius is remembered, if he is remembered at all, for his bad behavior. He spent much of his rule on a Greek island surrounded by every pleasure that his diseased flesh could dream of, abandoning his empire to scandal and intrigue. He is a great villain of Roman history.

That same history has taught us, however, that even the worst of its villains are not born. They are made, forged in the brutal fire of suffering and beaten into the shape of despots and tyrants by the unrelenting hammer of cruelty. The same hardship that creates history’s heroes also has a tendency to shape its villains, and Tiberius is no exception.

The story of the life of Rome’s second emperor should, at first glance, evoke disgust and horror. Instead, as one pages through one sorry chapter after another, an unexpected emotion makes itself known: pity. The life of this man is a sorry soap opera of family drama, with the victim time and time again turning out to be Tiberius. His parents were forced to divorce when he was a little boy. His own marriage would, in fact, suffer the same fate, and he would end up married to a woman that the whole empire hated. His own brother died in his arms. His son was taken from him. Even his last and best friend died young, and Tiberius was wrongfully accused of killing him.

This is not just the story of a despotic ruler who abandoned his post when the empire needed him and decided to, instead, descend into unspeakable sexual horrors. This is the story of a man who was beaten, broken by life. A man who felt he had no other choice.
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Chapter 1 – Before the Emperors
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According to legend, the first king of Rome was raised by a she-wolf.

As helpless babies, Romulus and his twin brother Remus were cast out into the wilderness by a jealous and vengeful king. Set adrift in a basket on the banks of the Tiber, the two babies were doomed to die. But legend has it that they were both the sons of Mars, the Roman god of war, and they would not be so easily dispatched. A she-wolf rescued the two babies and raised them like they were her own cubs until they were able to care for themselves. The two brothers became warriors, seeking vengeance on the king that had tried to kill them. They took their revenge and then, in defiance, founded a city on the banks of the very river that was supposed to have drowned them.

But this city was not big enough for both of them. Conflict arose between the brothers, and they came to blows. Remus was killed, and when Romulus emerged as the victor, he knew what to name the city. He named it after himself: Rome.

The legend tells that Romulus became the first king of Rome in the mid-8th century BCE. It’s more likely that Rome had existed for years as a meaningless little village, and that an invasion from the neighboring Etruscans had forced its people and the tribes surrounding it to stand together and defend their homes. Either way, we have records of the first seven kings of Rome, who lived between 735 and 510 BCE.

These kings were very different from those ruling the tribes and countries that surrounded them for one main reason: the kingdom of Rome was not a hereditary one. Even though Rome's ruler was called rex, or “king,” he did not ascend to his throne by birthright. Instead, he was nominated by a chosen and trusted citizen of Rome and then elected by a council known as the Curiate Assembly.

Although the king was elected, he still ruled as an absolute monarch. He was the religious, military, and administrative leader of Rome, and the people had no say in their fates.

The kingdom of Rome prospered under the first few kings. Romulus' successor, Numa Pompilius, was a gentle and pious man, which was a sharp contrast to the brutal founder of Rome. The kings to follow were warriors, however, and they fought to expand and unify Rome. What had once been a village grew up into an important city with a large population and a powerful government. However, the king's word was still law—and when the kings were unjust, the people suffered.

The last king of Rome was the most unjust of them all. Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, or Tarquin the Proud, assassinated his predecessor, seized power, and—according to legend—became a despicable tyrant. The people suffered under his harsh rule but not for long. When Tarquinius’ son, Sextus, attacked and raped a beloved and virtuous woman named Lucretia (who committed suicide as a result), the people viewed this as an unforgivable sin. Tarquinius was forced out by his own government and sent into exile. Despite allying with the Etruscans in a bid to take Rome back, Tarquinius would never sit on its throne again. 

Tarquinius’ tyrannical rule had left the Roman people wary of ever trusting a king again. In fact, monarchy was out of the question for the majority of the people, who had realized that they had the power to overthrow their leaders if they so pleased. They decided to form a new government, one that would leave the power in the hands of Rome’s subjects instead of its leaders. And while the early years after Tarquinius’ rule were characterized by turmoil and constant battles against neighboring tribes that attempted to prey upon the kingless Romans, eventually, a whole new type of government rose from the darkness. This was the world’s first republic.

The republic was governed by two consuls, who were elected for only brief terms—at first, as short as a single year—by the Roman Senate. And for many years, once the republic had been firmly established, it flourished tremendously. This unique form of government proved to forge a city that grew into a nation far more powerful than its neighbors. Despite the tragedy of the sacking of Rome by the Gauls in 390 BCE, leaders rose up not only to defend the city but also to expand its lands until Italy, Macedonia, and parts of Northern Africa fell under Roman command. Back in the city itself, culture began to thrive thanks to contact with the Greeks. In 450 BCE, the Twelve Tables of Roman law were inscribed and put on display in the Roman Forum. Those laws formed the foundation of Western law, and the principles put forth there are still in use to this day.

The republic was far from perfect, despite its great success. Especially in the early years, the patricians, or nobility, were known to suppress the plebeians, or commoners. However, the plebeians continued to push for more power and more say in their fates, and in the later republic, plebeians were able to be elected to high offices, even to the consulship.

The wild success of the Roman Republic proved to be its downfall. Its borders swelled and expanded to encapsulate such a large area that two consuls, lacking absolute power over a vast domain of diverse peoples, struggled to maintain control. In the first century BCE, the Roman consul Sulla became a dictator, which was a role that consuls could take when the republic was under dire duress. This position came with severe limitations and had to be approved by the Senate, who, in this case, placed Sulla in office with no set time limit. While this had been done before, it had never been done when the republic wasn’t in extreme danger. Perhaps Sulla believed that Rome could only survive under the firm control of a harsh leader. However, Sulla’s rule was far from what Rome really needed. His people hated him, and from that hatred rose one of Rome’s most legendary and famous figures: Julius Caesar.

Caesar was an enemy of Sulla from the start. His marriage to Cornelia, a daughter of one of Sulla’s few rivals, caused the angry dictator to attempt to force the young Caesar to divorce his wife. Caesar refused and was exiled for his decision. Even after Cornelia’s early death, Caesar could not forget what Sulla had done to him. His strategic and diplomatic skills were sharpened when he was captured by pirates sometime in the 70s BCE, as he succeeded in negotiating his way to freedom—and having the pirates conquered and destroyed.

In the 60s BCE, with Sulla out of the way, consuls ruled over Rome once more—and Caesar was elected to be one of them. He would be the last consul of Rome. Although he would first rule in a triumvirate with two formidable Roman generals, Crassus and Pompey (who had formerly been his most aggressive rivals), Caesar soon found that he was discontent with sharing his power. His military exploits in Gaul and other parts of Europe had expanded Rome’s lands considerably, and he wanted them all to himself. With Crassus being handily killed in Parthia, he only had Pompey left to contend with. Jealous of Caesar’s power, Pompey tried to assert his dominance over Caesar. The result was disastrous. Caesar famously crossed the Rubicon River and headed straight for Rome, ready to force his power on the city. The ensuing civil war was brutal and one-sided; Pompey was put to flight, and Caesar became the sole ruler of Rome.

He was the first, but he would not be the last. The days of consuls ruling the Roman Republic was over. Rome was about to become something else, something that would prove to be one of Europe’s greatest and most enduring powers: The Roman Empire.
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Chapter 2 – Born into Turmoil
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Julius Caesar was powerful, but like many powerful men, he was also unpopular; in fact, he was so unpopular that in March 44 BCE, a group of senators seized him where he sat at his podium and started driving their knives into his body, harshly and mercilessly. Twenty-three stab wounds later, Julius Caesar was dead. The Roman Republic died with him.

The assassins were men who had been a part of Caesar’s inner circle, men who had been intimately involved in the government, and they had grown sick of him. Although Caesar never held the title of emperor, he was known as the Dictator Perpetuo—the dictator for life. Fearing that Rome was on a fast track to becoming an absolute monarchy once again, the senators decided that there was only one way out. Despite the fact that Caesar had brought great stability and prosperity to all of his enormous lands, he was deeply hated by the Senate. Their hope was that by killing Julius Caesar, the Roman Republic would be restored once more.

But it was not to be. Before his death, Caesar had nominated his successor, making it clear that he wanted his title to be hereditary instead of allowing the next ruler of Rome to be elected. This successor was his grandnephew, Gaius Julius Caesar, better known by his birth name, Octavian. Octavian had been selected as Caesar’s heir when he was still a teenager, and he had been going by the name of Caesar ever since, indicating that he was sure he was destined for great things. Arrogant though it was, he wasn’t wrong.

After Caesar’s death, the Senate was not united in its determination to see the Roman Republic resurrected. There were several senators who were appalled by the killing of Caesar, as well as supporters of the deceased dictator, and Octavian was quick to ally himself with one of them, a man named Marcus Antonius; or, to give him the name by which Shakespeare immortalized him, Mark Antony. They also reached out to Marcus Aemilius Lepidus, a clergyman who had supported Caesar during his reign, and together, the three of them formed the Second Triumvirate.

Octavian and his friends’ rule was not unopposed. In fact, for the first several years of his reign, Octavian would spend most of his time fighting a bloody civil war. With Antony and Lepidus by his side, he set to work fighting against two major enemies: Brutus Cassius, a ringleader of Julius Caesar’s assassination, and Sextus Pompeius, the son of Pompey. Ultimately, Octavian, Antony, and Lepidus were successful, but the Second Triumvirate crumbled under the weight of the war. Lepidus was ousted, and Antony and Octavian ruled together.

Unlike Caesar, it appears that Octavian was still quite content to share his power with Mark Antony. Antony was a gifted military commander and an able administrator, but he had one great weakness, and her name was Cleopatra. The beautiful and capable queen of Egypt had captured Antony’s heart when he had stayed there during his Parthian campaign, and he had married her, even though Octavian had given him one of his own daughters to wed. Their relationship soured, going further downhill when Antony accused Octavian of not even being the rightful heir to Rome. The Senate was on Octavian’s side, and they backed him when a civil war was declared, stripping Antony of his consulship. Rome was ruled by one man again, and this one would grow to call himself emperor.

First, though, he had to contend with Mark Antony. The former consul would not be ousted as easily as Octavian and his Senate had hoped. He had been Caesar’s right-hand man when they had charged over the Rubicon and attacked Rome, and he still viewed himself as a loyalist. Cleopatra had captured his heart, but when he handed her some of Rome’s Egyptian territories, it had not simply been because she was his lover. It had been because she had been Julius Caesar’s lover, too, and she had possibly borne him a son. Although it is not known for certain if this child was actually Caesar’s, Antony was certain that the boy was the rightful heir to the imperial title. But he was ready to grab his fair share of power too.

Cleopatra became the villain of the hour, as she was accused of seducing both Caesar and Antony. She was a formidable threat, the queen of an important realm that would be a dangerous enemy to Rome, and Octavian was determined to prove that he could rule as Caesar had. Mustering a 200,000-strong army, led by his favorite general Marcus Agrippa, he set off for Egypt but not before rooting out any semblance of resistance in Rome itself. Anyone who sympathized with Antony was at risk, and Tiberius Claudius Nero was one of those people.

Tiberius Nero was a seasoned military commander in his fifties who had served for longer than Octavian had even been alive. He had first proved his mettle in the 40s BCE, fighting against Pompey and other rivals in the Alexandrian War on the side of Julius Caesar. Tiberius Nero had made a name for himself as a strong commander, being elevated to the title of quaestor, but he quickly began to lose his trust in Caesar. He had old-fashioned values, clinging to the hope that Rome could still be governed as a republic despite its vastness, and when Caesar proved to be more and more of a dictator, Tiberius Nero began to passively resist him. Luckily for him, Tiberius Nero never took action against Caesar, and despite his vociferous support of Caesar’s assassins, he was elected as a praetor two years after Caesar’s death.

When Octavian proved to follow closely in Caesar’s footsteps and the Second Triumvirate crumbled to pieces, Tiberius Nero knew that he couldn’t remain neutral. He was terrified of what Octavian’s rule would mean for him and his small, but growing, family.

Twenty years ago, Tiberius Nero might have elected to fight against Octavian, but not now. Recently, he had married a beautiful girl named Livia Drusilla—a woman at least two decades his junior who was also his cousin. Livia was enchanting. Beautiful, modest, and quiet, she was the ideal picture of a Roman wife, the perfect understudy for a powerful military leader. She had been only sixteen years old when she had married Tiberius Nero, which was shortly after Caesar was killed, and she had changed the rugged commander’s world. Her gentleness stirred his heart away from warfare, and his world shifted even more in 42 BCE, two years after the assassination. It was on November 16th, in a luxurious villa on one of Rome’s seven famous hills (the Palatine Hill), that young Livia brought Tiberius Nero’s very first child into the world. It was a boy, and what was more, he was a healthy child: a rare gift in an ancient world fraught with disease. Tiberius Nero was delighted. He named the child after himself—Tiberius Claudius Nero. He would be better known simply by his first name: Tiberius.

Despite Tiberius Nero’s hopes, Tiberius would not be raised in the peace and sanctuary of the mansion on the Palatine Hill. By 41/40 BCE, Octavian was marching on Mark Antony and Cleopatra, and civil war had divided Rome on a single, jagged line. There was no staying neutral; even the streets were rife with talk over who was going to be the next ruler of Rome. Tiberius Nero could not be exempt from taking sides, even though he appeared to want nothing more than to settle down with his wife and infant son. Tiberius Nero could not bring himself to trust Octavian. There was something treacherous about the ruler, something he couldn’t depend on. He chose to ally himself with Mark Antony instead, and so, he had no choice but to flee Rome with his wife and two-year-old little Tiberius.

For Tiberius Nero, this meant shattering his dreams. For Livia, it meant being catapulted from a life of relative security and luxury into a terrifying series of flights from one attacker after the other. And for little Tiberius, a mere toddler, it meant a hard childhood with implications that would stay with him forever.
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Chapter 3 – The Eye of the Emperor
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Tiberius Claudius Nero the younger’s first memories were all about running.

On the coast of Egypt, Octavian was wreaking havoc upon Mark Antony’s forces, striking him with one defeat after the other. Each defeat spelled greater disaster for Antony’s supporters, including Tiberius Nero and Livia. Livia was little more than a frightened child herself, a teenage girl with a baby in her arms; she had nothing to rely on other than her husband's ability to keep them out of harm’s way. Fleeing farther and farther east, Tiberius Nero took them from Sicily to Greece, avoiding disaster by the skin of his teeth at every turn.

But little Tiberius knew nothing of civil wars and angry emperors. All he was aware of was the fact that his life was ever-changing. They would be settled down in one home, and just as he started to get used to it, his mother would wake him in the night, tuck him into her arms, and flee into the darkness on her husband’s heels, admonishing young Tiberius over and over to be quiet. He heard the battle cries sometimes as the war caused unrest throughout the empire. And little Tiberius, clinging to his mother’s dress, was terrified.

It was no way for a child to live. But live he would, as Tiberius Nero managed to keep them one step ahead of their enemies.

* * * *
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Just months after beginning his affair with Cleopatra, Mark Antony would return to the fold, even though he was much older than the youthful Octavian. The younger consul’s forces had wreaked havoc on Antony’s, forcing him to return even though his heart still longed for the queen who had seduced him. Antony had little choice other than to marry Octavian’s sister, Octavia the Younger, and settle down, ending the civil war around 40 BCE.

But this peace was short-lived. Antony loved Cleopatra too passionately and was too desperate to hold his own power, and he wouldn’t allow himself to be pushed around by a young upstart like Octavian for long. In 37 BCE, he returned to Egypt and Cleopatra. They both became heroes and gods in the eyes of the people they served, and Cleopatra supported her Roman husband during the Roman-Parthian Wars that still raged in modern-day Turkey and Iran. By 32 BCE, Antony had regained his confidence. He separated from Octavia the Younger, and war was declared once again between Antony in the east and Octavian in the west.

This time, however, Octavian was ready. He had established himself as the sole ruler of his part of the Roman state, and he was ready to seize the whole thing for himself. Summoning an army hundreds of thousands strong, Octavian attacked at Actium on September 2nd, 31 BCE. In a heated naval battle, brilliantly commanded by Agrippa, Octavian put Cleopatra and Antony both to flight. They returned to the city of Alexandria, where Antony, knowing he was beaten, committed suicide in Cleopatra’s own mausoleum. Cleopatra clung to life a few days longer, but when she realized that Octavian was the one Roman ruler that could resist her seduction, she followed suit.

With that, Rome and its lands were united once more. And Octavian returned to his capital city, utterly unrivaled.

* * * *
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It was during the first peace between Octavian and Antony, around 40 BCE, that amnesty was granted to all the enemies of Octavian during the civil war. For thousands of people across the empire, it was a much-needed sigh of relief. For Tiberius Nero and Livia, it was like the end of a bad dream. Tiberius Nero could finally return to the city he loved and his home on the Palatine Hill to raise his little boy and care for his pregnant wife in the peace that he longed for.

Sadly, for the family, returning to Rome proved to be a catastrophic choice. They would have been better off had they stayed safely in Greece, far away from Octavian’s wandering eyes. Not that Octavian was an enemy of the family by the time they had returned to Rome. Instead, he would prove to be far too friendly.

Livia was now a young woman in the full bloom of her beauty. Around twenty years old at the time, she was absolutely striking; with flawless pale skin and bright, soulful eyes, she turned heads when she walked down the street, especially next to her grizzled old husband. Not only was she beautiful and gentle—and obviously fertile, having three-year-old Tiberius close at her heels—but she was also part of a prominent family. The way she bore herself was regal, with a timeless dignity that spoke to the sentiment of the people about the old Roman Republic. Added to that, despite her innocent, guileless eyes, Livia was fiercely intelligent. To Octavian, who would soon divorce his second wife in 38 BCE, she checked all the boxes.

Tiberius didn’t know of these things, of course. As he spent two years of happy childhood getting the best of everything on the Palatine Hill, all he knew was that Livia was his mother, and he loved her. To all appearances, Livia and Tiberius Nero’s marriage remained solid, despite the fact that Tiberius Nero was so much older than she was. Love and laughter, for a time, echoed through the walls of the villa as Livia’s belly began to swell with the promise of Tiberius Nero’s second child.

It all fell apart in 37 BCE when Octavian finally made his move. He wanted Livia, and the fact that she was a wife and mother would not deter him. He demanded that Livia marry him, and therefore, she would have to divorce Tiberius Nero. It’s unclear how exactly Octavian made this happen, but it’s abundantly clear that Tiberius Nero could not say no to the most powerful man in the Western world. With a heavy heart, he let his young wife go—and Tiberius had to watch his mother leave.

Overnight, Tiberius’ world fell to pieces. The house on the Palatine Hill was suddenly very quiet, its stately pillars now as silent as gravestones, casting their long shadows over a cold and empty home.
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Chapter 4 – In the Shadow of Augustus
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The young woman, dressed in off-white muslin, walked slowly, the soft fabric draping down almost to the floor. The yellow flammeum—a veil that enclosed her head but kept her face open—was not enough to hide her red-rimmed eyes. This was not the first marriage ceremony that she would take part in. It was all familiar to her: the complicated knot holding the strip of wool that served as her belt, the intricate style in which her hair was pinned up and adorned with flowers. Even the steady pressure on her arm of the older man taking every step beside her was familiar.

Except, this time, Livia Drusilla was not walking beside her own father. She was walking down the aisle with Tiberius Nero, the man that she had grown to love. Despite the fact that they looked more like father and daughter than husband and wife, Livia had followed him to the very ends of her world. She had given birth to his children. She had had happy times with him, and those times were now at an end. Tiberius Nero was now her ex-husband, and she was walking beside him for the last time.

Octavian waited to receive her, beaming at the beautiful prize that he had wrested from Tiberius Nero’s grip. The old commander gave her away, both literally and figuratively, going with her to the very end. And with that simple gesture, he ripped young Tiberius’ world in half.

* * * *
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When Livia married Octavian, she was likely heavily pregnant with Tiberius Nero’s child. It was just weeks later that she brought the baby into the world, and it was another little boy, strong and healthy like his brother. But unlike Tiberius, this little one would not be allowed to experience the embrace of his mother’s arms. It is debated whether he was born directly before or directly after the marriage, but either way, the result was the same. The baby, named Drusus Claudius Nero after Livia’s late father, was stripped away from her far too soon. He was sent to live back on the Palatine Hill with his father and older brother, Tiberius.

Baby Drusus, of course, could hardly have known what was really happening to him; a man of Tiberius Nero’s means would have quickly secured a reliable nurse to care for the child. But to Tiberius, the world had become terrible and confusing. He was only about five or six years old, a child that was deeply attached to his mother, but now she was gone. For three long years, Tiberius would live with his baby brother, seeing his mother only now and then in passing parades and public appearances. She had become Rome’s crown jewel, but to Tiberius, she still just looked like his mother.

Little did Tiberius know that he would soon lose even more than his mother. His father, alone and aging, his military career ended in ignominy, his beautiful young wife brutally taken from him, would not live much longer.

* * * *
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Tiberius’ short legs were already exhausted from bringing up the rear of the long procession. Just walking a long distance through the streets of Rome was a tall order for any little boy of nine; doing it at the rear of his own father’s funeral procession was almost impossible. The professional mourners had led the way so Tiberius couldn’t see much of them from his spot at the back, but he could hear them shrieking as they ripped out their hair and dragged their fingernails across their faces. They would have been followed by actors representing Tiberius Nero’s ancestors, and then there would have been the bier, where Tiberius Nero’s body lay. Tiberius couldn’t really believe that the pale, rigid thing lying on the bier was really his father. The Tiberius Nero he’d known had laughed and cried and taught him and Drusus lessons and disciplined them for being rude. But this Tiberius Nero was stiff and cold.

Tiberius and Drusus, along with other more distant members of Tiberius Nero’s family, brought up the rear. Drusus was only three. Perhaps Tiberius was jealous of him, knowing that he didn’t hold the weighty responsibility of being the older brother, of having to perform the sacred duty that awaited him.

Once the procession was over, Tiberius Nero’s body was taken to the necropolis to be cremated. The adults had told Tiberius that when the burning happened, Tiberius Nero’s shade would cross the Styx, and he would enter the afterlife. Tiberius wasn’t sure what the afterlife was like, but he knew that nobody ever came back.

He also knew that the next part of the funeral—the eulogy—was his final duty to his dead father. Despite being only nine, Tiberius would be the one to deliver the lengthy eulogy for his father. Tiberius Nero had paid for his boys to have a good education, and it paid off. Tiberius made it through the eulogy, his first public appearance.

And then his life changed again forever. With their father gone, Tiberius and Drusus had to go and live with their mother, Livia, and her husband, the ruler of Rome.

* * * *
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Upon his return from the war with Antony and Cleopatra in 31 BCE, two years after Tiberius first came to live with him, Octavian knew that he was ready to become the sole ruler of Rome. But Julius Caesar’s assassination had taught him a harsh lesson. If he was going to become Rome’s first emperor, he had to do it more slowly, exercising more tact. Thus, he had a second consul elected: Marcus Agrippa, the commander who had brought him victory over Antony.

It was still evident that Octavian was looking for more power than any Roman ruler had held before, but his diplomacy was paying off. Despite being the richest man in the empire, and undoubtedly holding far more power than the Senate thanks to his careful political moves, Octavian was well-liked. This was proven in January 27 BCE when the Senate chose to bestow upon him a title that no Roman had borne before: Augustus. It means “illustrious” and holds an almost divine connotation, and Octavian loved it. While he served alongside some other consuls in the next few years, it was evident that Octavian was now the sole ruler of Rome, and 27 BCE is traditionally viewed as the end of the Roman Republic and the start of the Roman Empire.

Meanwhile, Octavian was already flirting with the idea of appointing an heir. He favored his nephew, a young man named Marcus Claudius Marcellus, since his marriage to Livia had been unproductive.

Tiberius, now a boy of fifteen, was not treated badly in the palace of Augustus. It is easy to imagine that the teenager must have struggled with living in the house of the man who took his mother away, the man who broke his father’s heart. However, Tiberius and Drusus were both supplied with the best of everything. Augustus spared no expense in their education, and they were raised alongside Marcellus, knowing that their noble birth and high education would likely give them important positions in the empire one day.

Shortly after receiving the title of Augustus, the rising emperor headed to the war front in Gaul. Germanic tribes there were still resisting the Romans, and Augustus had two reasons for inspecting the border: firstly, to check that his empire was in no danger, and secondly, to expose his prospective heir to battle. He took Marcellus with him, and Tiberius tagged along too. It was not the first time that Tiberius would feel the tension of war and hear the clash and cry of battle; he had heard it in the distance when he was just a toddler as his parents tried to stay away from Octavian. This time, he was riding through it at the heel of the man from whom he and his family had fled for years in his earliest memories.

Difficult as Tiberius’ teenage years must have been emotionally, his life would soon take a turn for the better—and strangely enough, his fortune was due to a tragedy. The trip to the front lines had shown Marcellus to be a promising commander and soldier, making Augustus even more certain of his choice of heir. Augustus did have one child, though: Julia, a young girl who had been born a little more than a year before he married Livia. In fact, Julia was the only reason he had waited as long as he did to divorce his second wife, Scribonia. He actually divorced Scribonia the same day Julia was born.

Julia had grown up in the household of a woman who wasn’t her mother, and it had made her difficult and bitter. However, she was still of strategic importance to the empire. Augustus took advantage of this by betrothing her to Marcellus, strengthening his position as heir, even though Julia was just twelve years old. She was little more than a pawn to Augustus, but at least she was betrothed to a boy she knew, a boy she’d grown up with and who was closer to her own age. Marcellus had been born in the same year as Tiberius, making him three years older than Julia. They married in 25 BCE.

Just two years later, tragedy struck. Marcellus died. Augustus and the empire were thrown into a panic; the young man, nineteen at the time of his death, had been instrumental in the future of Rome. Augustus was forced to turn to his most loyal ally, Agrippa, who was then in his forties. To Julia’s absolute horror, she was promptly married off to the old general in 21 BCE, even though she was nearly 25 years his junior. Unlike the relatively peaceful union of Livia and Tiberius Nero, this marriage was not a happy one.

For Tiberius, however, it proved to be a boon, because when Agrippa came to the palace, he brought someone with him—someone beautiful and sweet and gentle, a mere girl of fifteen years old with alluring eyes that captured Tiberius’ heart at once. She was Agrippa’s daughter, Vipsania Agrippina. And within a few weeks, Tiberius was hopelessly, madly, insanely in love with her.
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Chapter 5 – First Conquest
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Illustration I: A first-century statue of Tiberius from Paestum.

Vipsania changed Tiberius’ world from the moment that she walked into it.

Sources differ on whether Tiberius and Vipsania had been betrothed since Vipsania was a baby and when Tiberius had just been adopted into Augustus’ family. It is plausible, considering that Augustus was looking to create multiple options for successors in the event of his death. Either way, it is quite clear that Vipsania and Tiberius fell wildly in love—and that, whether it was arranged or not, Tiberius was eager to get married to the wide-eyed young girl who had so intensely captured his restless heart.

It would appear that all the bitterness of his youth had begun to melt away for Tiberius every time Vipsania’s eyes shone sunlight into his heart. They wasted little time in getting married. In 20 BCE, shortly after the union of Julia and Agrippa, Tiberius and Vipsania were married.

After his tumultuous childhood, things were finally beginning to look up for Tiberius, who was 22 years old by this time. He was still stuck with his stepfather, whom he probably still hated, but at least his nearness to Augustus was enabling him to attain higher and higher ranks. Marcellus’ death had made Tiberius and Drusus both potential heirs to the imperial throne, as Agrippa was too old, and he and Julia had yet to produce grandchildren for Augustus. In 24 BCE, Tiberius had been elected to the rank of quaestor, and so, he entered the world of politics. It proved to be a world that he grew to love; he became an advocate, and in a world where law was still in its infancy, and the roles of judges and advocates were more about arguing rhetoric, he found it nonetheless stimulating.

Tiberius and Vipsania hadn’t been married for long when he was called to the front, this time to a far more pressing military matter than just checking up on some military outposts. Armenia, a richly abundant country that was particularly well known for its endless supply of good chariot horses, had been captured by one of Rome’s greatest enemies: Parthia. Armenia itself had been a battleground for generals as legendary as Crassus, Pompey, and even Mark Antony. It had been under Parthian control for some time while Augustus focused on sorting out his own civil war, but when a group of Roman sympathizers assassinated the Armenian king—who had been little more than a figurehead of Parthian control—Augustus knew it was time to take action. And who better to send to the front than his twenty-something potential heir, Tiberius?

Tiberius headed out to the front in 20 BCE alongside a young Armenian royal named Tigranes, and they reached Armenia in time to launch a massive campaign, which was massively successful. Helped by the Roman sympathizers within Armenia, Tiberius and Tigranes were able to defeat the Parthians. Tiberius installed Tigranes on the throne, where he was crowned Tigranes III of Armenia, and ushered in a seventy-year-long treaty with Parthia that would keep a kind of peace that Armenia and Rome both desperately needed.

Returning to Rome, Tiberius was hailed as a hero by adoring crowds, soldiers who respected his even-handed treatment of his troops, a proud emperor, and a beautiful doe-eyed wife. He was given a glorious triumph through the city, a parade to honor and exalt his accomplishments. Riding in a chariot drawn by white horses, with a purple cloak thrown over his shoulders, Tiberius was arm in arm with the beautiful woman whom he adored. The crowds of Rome cheered wildly as Vipsania giggled by his side, and life had never been better for the victorious young praetor.

Yet in just a few short years, life would take an appalling turn for the worse.
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Chapter 6 – Forced Marriage
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By 18 BCE, Rome itself was entering a period of stability. The civil war had long been dealt with; there were, as always, a few rebellious factions messing around in Gaul, but nothing to threaten the empire itself. Even Parthia had finally been subdued for a while. Best of all, despite Julia’s steady hatred of her aging husband, she had managed to bear two boys to Agrippa. Gaius Caesar and Lucius Caesar were healthy boys, grandsons of Augustus, and as such, they were perfect heirs to the Roman Empire. Augustus had adopted them both as his own, and he was clearly set to groom them to succeed him.

For Tiberius, this meant that he was quite low on the list of potential heirs to the throne, but he was not particularly concerned at that point. He was newly married to a beautiful woman, enjoying a career in politics that he loved, even though it was unlikely to make him an emperor, and a successful, well-respected man of war. Life was good.

In 16 BCE, Tiberius and his brother Drusus were once again sent off to the battlefield. It was still a blow to Tiberius to leave Vipsania behind, but he was ready to face battle once again. This time, he left for modern-day Austria, Switzerland, and Bavaria. Germanic tribes were causing scuffles with Roman troops there, and Tiberius and his brother were sent to subdue them.

The landscape of those countries, which is so civilized and manicured today, was still almost completely wild and undocumented at the time. The tribes that lived there, though formidable in battle, were not as dedicated to order and literature as the Romans. Tiberius saw them as barbarians, and their country was beautiful but untamed. Their tribes, though they fought like demons, were also fairly easily defeated by Tiberius’ legions. Instead of spending all his time in hard fighting, Tiberius was able to explore the magnificent country; particularly, he started to follow the course of the Danube River. The second-longest river in Europe, its winding length runs for nearly two thousand miles across the continent, spanning ten countries. Even in ancient times, it was rich in natural resources and served as an important trade route. Tiberius was able to track it, covering long miles with the help of horses, all the way to its source. Hidden deep in the hostile territory of modern-day Germany, then known as Gaul, Tiberius found the place where the mighty Danube sprang up from the earth, as fresh as water can possibly be. Today, the source is known as the Donauquelle, and the spring is surrounded by marble pillars and an imperious sculpture of a beautiful young woman and plump little cherubs. Then, it was just a rich stream of the purest water welling up in the midst of the German wilderness, but it was equally impressive. Just as impressive was the fact that, having fought his way up the Danube, Tiberius had established the reaches of the Roman Empire all the way into northern Germany.

Returning home once more in triumph in 15 BCE, Tiberius was elevated to the rank of consul, as Gaius and Lucius were still far too young to hold any kind of political title. Even though consuls did not hold the same power as they once had—Augustus was now undoubtedly the sole ruler of the empire, even though he did not actually refer to himself as emperor—it was still an impressive rank, and Tiberius and Vipsania settled down to three years of peace, prosperity, and prominence in Rome.

But it did not last forever. In 12 BCE, Agrippa died. His death was a terrible blow to Augustus and to the Roman Empire. Augustus had grown up alongside Agrippa; they had been friends, comrades, even family. Worse, Agrippa had been Augustus’ trusted adviser and supporter—and the husband of Julia. His death was disastrous, and it left Julia unmarried. With Marcellus long dead and Agrippa’s sons Gaius and Lucius mere boys, there was only one man left who could take the throne now, and that man was Tiberius.

Tiberius was a hero, but he was only a stepson to Augustus (via Livia, who was not well-liked by the public), and the emperor knew that he would have to solidify their family ties in order for Tiberius to be accepted as a successor in the event of Augustus’ death. So, he did to Tiberius exactly what he had done to Tiberius’ father.

He forced him to divorce the woman that he adored.

The blow came out of nowhere, shattering Tiberius’ happy world. Just as he had finally come to grips with the life into which Augustus had catapulted him, just when things were looking up for him at last, Tiberius was about to lose the thing he loved most. Of course, marriage with Julia would give him even more social prominence, the promise even of becoming the emperor of Rome one day. But compared to losing Vipsania, that honor was nothing to him. Tiberius didn’t want to be emperor. He wanted to be Vipsania’s husband, but just like Tiberius Nero, he knew he couldn’t argue.

To make matters even worse, Tiberius would be forced to marry Julia, a woman who was hated through the length and breadth of the empire. Julia’s beauty was equaled only by her extravagance. Spoiled as a child but bullied into marrying one man after the other as an adult, Julia was only 27 years old and had already gone through two husbands. Being married off to a third only served to deepen her bitterness. She had borne three children to a man she did not love at first and was pregnant with a fourth; she had been dragged all over the empire as Agrippa’s duties took him from Gaul to Judea and back again. To make matters worse, it would appear that Julia’s heart had even begun to soften toward Agrippa, despite the fact that she had a reputation of being unfaithful toward him early in their marriage. Just as she finally began to love him, Agrippa had died, and now she had to marry Tiberius. They had grown up in the same household, and it must have felt like marrying a brother. Perhaps she harbored some resentment toward Tiberius since she had grown up groomed to be a princess that would be handed out to the most eligible husband, while Tiberius had the freedom to make war and be a consul and do so much more than she ever could.

Julia had been betrothed to the son of Mark Antony when she was only two years old. From that day onward, although the marriage was never realized thanks to the civil war, her life had been relentlessly controlled by her father. She was not allowed to see or speak to anyone unless he had approved them already; she couldn’t play in the street like the plebeian children. Confined to her room, she sought solace in books and education, and now with Agrippa dead and both her boys adopted to Augustus’ household, they were all she had left.

Tiberius had no choice. He said his final goodbye to Vipsania, whom he still adored, knowing that there was no other way. He had been only three years old when Livia had dragged him through the night, fleeing from the battle cries and the smoke, running away from Octavian when war broke out with Antony. Tiberius was a grown man now, a consul, far more powerful than Tiberius Nero had ever been. But just like when he was a toddler, Augustus still decided what his fate would be.

And his fate was to marry Julia. He did so, reluctantly and quickly, and as soon as possible after the wedding, Tiberius fled back to the battlefield in the company of his brother and only remaining friend, Drusus. Even the warlike Germanic tribes could not compare to the sharp-tongued, bitter, mourning princess that had become his wife.
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Chapter 7 – Rock Bottom
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Illustration II: A 17th-century engraving of Vipsania

Drusus was dead.

Tiberius had been there, but it was too late. He had held his brother’s hand, watching as the once-mighty general and governor of Gaul slipped slowly from this world, comatose and helpless and a long, long way from home. Tiberius could do nothing to save him, just as he had been unable to do anything to prevent Vipsania from being torn from his arms or to keep his family together when he was only a boy and Augustus took his mother from him. Now, he watched his baby brother die, slowly and in pain.

It was not a battle that took Drusus’ life, even though he had been at war for most of his years. By all accounts, Drusus was a skilled and intelligent general—but he was also fearless and occasionally a little extravagant with his personal skills in battle. Detesting Augustus from the start, Drusus left Rome at the earliest opportunity and stayed away for as long as he could. He had been in Italy just long enough to marry Augustus’ niece, Antonia Minor, who was also the daughter of Mark Antony. As much as he hated Augustus, he deeply and powerfully loved Antonia, remaining ceaselessly faithful to her. She was waiting in his new home, Lugdunum (modern-day Lyon, France), with his young children, waiting for a husband that would never come home.

Just like Tiberius was waiting for a brother that would never wake up.

Drusus had been at war with the Germanic tribes for most of his adult life, and he had won several outstanding victories. He had conquered entirely new territories, expanding the borders of Rome and adding Germanic kings as tributaries. Yet it was not a battle that killed him. It was an accident—a simple, silly accident, a fall from a horse. He clung to life for a month after the fall, during which time Tiberius, who had been riding to meet him with an eye to conquer some tribes and soothe his wounded heart after the loss of Vipsania, arrived by his dying brother’s side. There would be no conquering; there would be only heartache. Drusus had been well-loved, especially by Tiberius and by Antonia, who lived out the next fifty years of her life without remarrying—as faithful as Drusus had been in his life, so was Antonia faithful after his death.

Tiberius’ grief was tremendous. He needed the whole world to know how deeply he had loved his last friend in the world, and so, he walked back to Rome, a distance of more than a thousand miles. It would have taken months. He declined to ride a horse when his brother’s body was lying in a wagon and arrived back in Rome around 9/8 BCE.

With Drusus gone, Tiberius’ only close family left was his mother, his young son by Vipsania, and Julia. Livia was happily causing intrigue and chaos, perhaps as a kind of revenge for being stolen away from her life with Tiberius Nero (rumor had it that she wanted to put one of her sons on the imperial throne, and her attempts to do so were causing scandal); Tiberius’ son, Drusus (named after Tiberius’ brother instead of his father, which was uncommon during this time), had been packed off with his mother; Julia had fallen into drunkenness in Tiberius’ absence, and she was perhaps even then already engaged in a secret affair. However, she and Tiberius must have drawn at least slightly closer because, in 6 BCE, she gave birth to a son. The boy did not last long enough for history to know his name. He died as a baby, and Tiberius felt robbed.

Stumbling through the streets, trying to carry out the duties that he now carried as a Roman tribune, Tiberius was half-blinded in a cloud of grief and depression when he saw her. Vipsania. She hadn’t noticed his presence; she had remarried, of course, to a prominent senator named Gaius Asinius Gallus Saloninus, a man that Tiberius hated passionately, not least because Gallus claimed that Drusus—Tiberius’ son by Vipsania—was his own son. Vipsania was just walking through the streets, and she was a symbol of everything that Tiberius had lost. He could not contain himself. He stumbled after her, crying openly, the terrible sound of his grief echoing from building to building, his unashamed weeping so loud that it was the physical manifestation of a man who had lost everything he once loved.

It would be the last time that Tiberius loved anything with all of his heart. 

* * * *
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To rub salt into the wound, around 5 BCE—close to the time when Tiberius saw Vipsania again—Augustus’ biological grandson and adopted son, Gaius Caesar, turned fifteen. Relieved that a biological heir had made it to a relatively mature age, Augustus began to shower all of his attention on young Gaius, who had never taken up a sword to defend or expand the empire but was lucky enough to be born with the right DNA. Tiberius, once so close to being heir to the Roman throne, was practically forgotten. Once again, he was nothing but a pawn in Augustus’ ruthless game.

Abruptly, Tiberius had had enough. He could no longer stand living under Augustus’ shadow. Drusus’ last campaign had been so successful that Augustus had even closed the doors of the temple of Janus, the Roman god of war, signifying total peace in the empire. There were no barbarians to suppress in order to give Tiberius a purpose anymore. Julia was being extravagantly awful; she stumbled around drunk in public and brought shame to Tiberius. After the embarrassing spectacle that Tiberius had caused when he saw Vipsania, Augustus had even forbidden him from seeing her again.

Sick of it all, Tiberius simply gave up. He retired from politics and moved to the Greek island of Rhodes, a tropical paradise where he was able to live in comfort—and far away from prying Roman eyes and the humiliating gossip that constantly surrounded Julia. Maybe, out here, far from Augustus, Tiberius could finally live his own life in freedom. Tragically, it would appear that he did no such thing. Instead, depressed, Tiberius quietly withdrew from society and from his duties. He spent his time alone, having no one left in the world that he truly loved, his heart broken and embittered.

Soon, even Julia would no longer be with him. In 2 BCE, she succeeded in causing a terrible scandal when her illicit relationship with a noble-blooded man named Iullus Antonius came to light. There was more to the story than a simple extramarital affair, although it’s unclear how much of the tales surrounding Julia’s promiscuity are true. Several men were executed or forced to commit suicide, possibly as a result of relationships with Julia. As for Julia herself, Augustus—worried for the future of the empire and sick of her nonsense—had her sent in exile to the island of Pandateria (modern-day Ventotene). She was accompanied only by her mother, Scribonia, and forbidden to have any visitors at all. Considering that Pandateria was almost uninhabited, it was nothing short of torture for the social Julia.

For Tiberius, at least, his wife’s exile was a boon. And another boon was coming, or perhaps it better be called a curse. Tiberius would soon be the only living heir to the imperial throne.
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Chapter 8 – Ascension
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Despite the fact that Augustus had clearly started grooming Gaius for his heir and pushed Tiberius to the side, he was appalled by his stepson’s abrupt move to Rhodes just as his career in Rome was looking promising. Gaius was obviously his favorite, but Augustus was no fool. He knew how quickly things could change, and Tiberius was still his backup plan. He implored Tiberius to return to Rome. Tiberius, however, steadfastly refused. He had spent his life at the beck and call of the Roman emperor. He was not about to come home like a good boy now.

According to one tale—its truth is somewhat disputed—Augustus decided to pretend that he was terribly ill. This ruse finally got Tiberius’ attention. Not for Augustus’ sake, but for that of the empire for which he had fought so hard, Tiberius sailed from Rhodes. He did not set foot in Rome, however. Instead, he anchored not far from the city, waiting for word. When Augustus finally gave up and made a miraculous recovery, Tiberius turned right back around and sailed home to his island paradise. With that, Tiberius’ retirement was no longer simply a retirement. Augustus was outraged that, after years of meekly following his orders, Tiberius would commit this act of rebellion. Even when Tiberius felt guilty about his actions and would have returned to Rome to help, Augustus refused, and with that, Tiberius was in exile.

Writing Tiberius off effortlessly, Augustus turned his attention to his adopted sons. It was about 2 BCE when he started to give Lucius, now a late teenager, just as much attention as he had given Gaius. The boys were both young men now, and Augustus felt confident that they would be able to succeed him. Let Tiberius mope in Rhodes; Augustus didn't need him.

It was not to be. 

Tiberius had just accepted his fate of living in solitude, trying his best to avoid his own wife, when disaster struck in 2 CE: Lucius, the younger of Augustus’ two adopted sons, died.  Augustus, knowing that he was running out of heirs, had no choice but to permit Tiberius’ return to Rome in case something happened to his last remaining biological heir, Gaius. And in 4 CE, something did happen. Gaius had been sent to Armenia to sort out an uprising in the area—he was a twenty-something young man by now, well educated, and a capable consul—when he was wounded in the thick of the fighting. The wounds proved to be fatal, and just like that, the fate of the Roman Empire was suddenly and precariously hanging in the balance.

Augustus was 67 by this time, and he knew that he wasn’t going to live forever. He had to act fast to secure the future of the empire, and Tiberius was all that he had left. Tiberius must have been well aware that he was a fourth or fifth choice to be Augustus’ successor, but he allowed himself to be briskly adopted as Augustus’ son and hastily groomed to become the next Roman emperor. Either way, with Julia out of his life, Tiberius seems to have started doing better. He was sent to the Germanic front once again in 9 CE to defeat a batch of tribes that had been causing considerable trouble for the Roman legions there, and his mission was greatly successful.

The people had started to put their faith in Tiberius again, which was a good thing because only five years later —in 14 CE and at the ripe age of 77—Augustus Caesar, the first emperor of Rome, died of natural causes. Even in his death, he controlled Tiberius’ fate by passing the Roman Empire on to him. At the age of 56, Tiberius, worn down and embittered by a life of harassment from the late emperor, was now an emperor himself.
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Chapter 9 – A Slippery Slope to Capri
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Illustration III: Roman coinage bearing Tiberius’ image. Tiberius was Emperor of Rome at the time of Jesus Christ, and the coin mentioned in the Gospels was likely identical to those pictured.

The first few years of Tiberius’ reign were promising.

Augustus had been ruling over Rome for a long and largely peaceful period; while there had been trouble in Gaul and Armenia, once the civil war with Mark Antony was over, the Romans living in Italy and Rome itself had enjoyed prosperity and stability. There was some trepidation about Tiberius taking the throne at first, particularly from the armies, who supported a man named Germanicus Julius Caesar Claudianus, the late Drusus' son, thus Tiberius' nephew. Germanicus was a skilled general and the husband of Agrippina the Elder, one of Agrippa and Julia's daughters, which gave him a familial link to Augustus. Germanicus could likely have landed Tiberius into plenty of hot water if he had chosen to rebel against the new emperor. At Augustus’ request, Tiberius adopted Germanicus as his son, and probably to his surprise, Germanicus proved to be wholeheartedly supportive of his adoptive father. He was a stalwart friend and loyal to a fault, and for the first time since Drusus died, Tiberius felt like he had a family again.

With Germanicus taking care of the military side of things, and stability returning to Tiberius’ home life, he was free to focus on his rule. His mother, Livia, was determined to meddle as much as possible, trying rule through her son, but Tiberius was able to keep her out of his business, at least at first. He gained a reputation for being modest and moderate, managing Rome’s finances well. He even put an end to the lavish gladiatorial games, as Rome’s nobility enjoyed them when they should have been paying attention to affairs of state.

For five years, Rome enjoyed a steady peace under an emperor who, while not as extravagantly brilliant as Augustus, was nonetheless a wise and capable administrator. It is perhaps worth noting that, even though he was now the most powerful man in the world, Tiberius failed to force Gallus to divorce Vipsania. Instead, he allowed his ex-wife to enjoy the life that she had been living for decades and turned to governing his empire as well as he could.

It was yet another personal tragedy that would swing Tiberius’ reign from excellent to appalling. This man had lost everything—first his mother, then his father, his brother, his wife, his children—and now he was about to lose his adoptive son, too.

Germanicus had continued to be everything that an heir to the empire was expected to be: successful in war, capable in peace, constantly loyal to the emperor, and fertile—abundantly so. In 17 CE, having successfully conquered still more of the Germanic regions, Germanicus was given a triumph and paraded through the streets of Rome alongside his five children. Among those children was a little boy, then named Gaius, who would one day be known as Caligula, a notorious Roman emperor.

Two years later, Germanicus left to tour the Mediterranean and then Egypt. In Egypt—the source of most of the empire’s grain—he lowered the price of grain without consulting Tiberius. As much as Tiberius loved the young prince, he was forced to rebuke him, and Germanicus returned to Antioch in Syria on his way back to Rome. Tragically, Tiberius would never see him again. Germanicus died in Antioch in 19 CE, likely poisoned by Piso, a jealous governor who saw him as a rival.

Germanicus’ death was a horrific blow to Tiberius’ already delicate psyche, and to make matters even worse, the suspicious circumstances of his death quickly turned into a political scandal that spiraled out of control. Agrippina accused Tiberius of having poisoned Germanicus. Tiberius had done no such thing, but his rebuke of the prince lent credibility to Agrippina’s story, and her entire family was involved in a long and messy court case. Grieving and distrusted by his people, Tiberius’ heart was broken. Agrippina and her second-to-oldest son, Drusus Caesar, were sent into exile, where they both starved to death. One of his other sons, Nero Julius Caesar Germanicus, was eventually assassinated.

The only surviving son of Germanicus was a little boy named Gaius, who only survived because he was deemed to be too young to be a threat to the throne. Tiberius was once again entirely alone, so he latched onto little Gaius, adopting him as his son. With Germanicus gone, Tiberius was vulnerable and soon found himself under attack. Livia was more successful now in meddling in the affairs of the empire; it was possibly with her influence that Tiberius made a terrible blunder in instating a policy known as delation. This was the process by which anyone could make an accusation against an upper-class family. The accusation would usually be punished by confiscating all or part of their wealth, which would then be at least partially dispensed to the accuser. Of course, false accusations followed, and Rome’s nobility was quickly and thoroughly turned against Tiberius.

By 26 CE, now rapidly approaching his seventies, Tiberius could no longer deal with the rigors of running the empire. He had increasingly left the Senate alone with the administration, and finally, he decided to simply leave Rome altogether, longing for the peace that he had experienced at Rhodes. He took little Gaius off to the island of Capri and retired there, leaving the empire in the hands of a man named Lucius Aelius Sejanus, a captain of the Praetorian Guard. Sejanus gleefully took all of the power that Tiberius bestowed upon him, and the emperor himself almost entirely withdrew from politics, although he retained his title.
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Chapter 10 – The Last Javelin
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In his long and weary life, Tiberius had tried time and time again to find fulfillment in his relationships: with Drusus, with Vipsania, with Germanicus. Now, robbed of those he loved, his heart broken more times than he could bear, Tiberius turned to other things to bring him pleasure. And the Villa Jovis on the island of Capri was filled with the worldly pleasures in which the aging emperor chose to indulge.

Villa Jovis stood at the top of a towering cliff, dropping away into the almost impossibly blue waters of the Mediterranean. Its grandiose multiple stories housed a variety of almost unspeakable sexual pleasures. Tiberius had been a warrior, a lover, an emperor; now, he was little more than a nasty old man, seeking for bodily pleasure, his high intellect descended into a pit of madness and lust. And it was in this environment that little Gaius had to grow up, his young mind and eyes exposed to lavish and inappropriate pleasures at a tender age. Considering this, it is little wonder that the boy grew up into the famously mad emperor Caligula.

Tiberius had slipped away into utter depravity, constantly indulging in drinking and sex of every conceivable type. He’d become a drunk and a pervert, but he was still the emperor, and like it or not, he was still responsible for the empire. Sejanus, it would turn out, was a terrible replacement.

It was once again family drama, rather than political threats, that would cause disaster in Rome. Vipsania’s son by Tiberius, Drusus, had married a beautiful young woman named Livilla. Sadly, Livilla was more like Julia than like Drusus’ mother. She started having an affair with Sejanus, who eventually had Drusus poisoned. When news of his son’s death reached Tiberius, he awoke from his stupor for long enough to realize that Sejanus must have killed him. Thus, when Sejanus and Livilla asked Tiberius for permission to marry, the emperor flatly refused. Sejanus was outraged that the man who had dumped the responsibility of a whole empire on his shoulders would dare to refuse his wishes. He and Livilla began a plot against Tiberius, and it was only thanks to a warning from Livilla’s mother that the plot was unsuccessful. Tiberius rallied, took himself back to Rome, and had Sejanus and Livilla both horribly executed in 31 CE.

Afterward, Tiberius withdrew once again to Capri, making little to no effort to secure the succession and abandoning the empire to the government of the Senate. Gaius, now a young man named Caligula, was made a quaestor; however, he had not really received the education befitting the heir to the imperial throne. Tiberius, at this point, could no longer be bothered. He had suffered too much. He just wanted to die in peace in Capri, doing whatever he wanted.

Even that would be denied to the lecherous old emperor.

In March of 37 CE, Tiberius had traveled to Misenum, an ancient port of Italy, in order to take part in a ceremony. He was little more than a figurehead at this point, but nonetheless, he arrived in order to play his role, accompanied by young Caligula. The ceremony required him to throw a javelin. It had been decades since Tiberius had last lifted the small, sleek, wooden weapon; once upon a time, he had thrown them with deadly accuracy into the throats of Rome’s enemies. His movements had been effortless then, young and lithe, his heart filled with passion for Vipsania and comradeship with Drusus. But now he was just an overweight, tired, drunken, old man, stumbling into the ceremony to throw this javelin and then hopefully get back to Capri for some more debauchery. Still, he’d prove to these people that he was still the emperor. Drawing his arm back, Tiberius flung the javelin as hard as he could. It was a terrible mistake. Agony popped through his right shoulder, and it was more than he could take. The emperor crumpled to the ground, and his attendants flocked around him in a panic.

For days, Tiberius failed to awaken from his coma. Kept comfortable in his villa at Misenum, he seemed to be slowly slipping away from the world that had treated him so harshly. By March 16th, even his breathing had stopped. Overjoyed, Caligula announced himself to be the new emperor; the people, in honor of their beloved Germanicus, were quick to hail him. They had no way of knowing that he would become a far worse emperor than his adopted grandfather had been; for now, they just hoped to have a more stable ruler than Tiberius had turned out to be. Waves of supporters began to make arrangements for Caligula to be crowned emperor.

It was to their horror that news arrived from Tiberius’ villa. Not only was the old emperor not dead, but he was busy waking up—in fact, he was talking to his attendants. Panic spread through Misenum as Caligula’s supporters realized that all of them had effectively committed treason. Droves of terrified people began to flee from the emperor’s wrath, just as his family had once fled from the face of Augustus. As chaos filled the port city, Caligula remained calm. He ordered the commander of the Praetorian guard—his right-hand man, Macro—to deal with the problem. And in the midst of the panic, Macro marched calmly into Tiberius’ bedroom, pushed aside his attendants, seized the old man’s bedclothes, and suffocated him. Tiberius could do nothing to defend himself.

Tiberius was 77 years old when he died, and his rule had lasted for 23 years. Despite the fact that he had left Rome’s coffers full to almost overflowing, and the empire much more stable than in the time of Augustus, his appalling behavior in the last eleven years of his reign had made him abundantly unpopular with the people and with history.
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Conclusion
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Tiberius was briskly succeeded by Caligula, who forced the former emperor’s biological grandson, Tiberius Gemellus, out of his birthright to the throne. Caligula would become even more dreadful than Tiberius had been. After a promising start, Caligula became ill only a few months after beginning his rule. His body recovered, but his mind never did. Rome would suffer under the reign of a complete madman for the next four years until his own family stabbed him to death in 41 CE.

Tiberius himself would go down in history as Rome’s second emperor, as well as one of the most unpopular Roman emperors. While he could not be described as a tyrant—more as a kind of deadbeat dad for an entire empire—the latter part of his reign was characterized by debauchery, lavish corruption, and absenteeism.

Yet reflecting on Tiberius’ life before he became emperor, it is not difficult to see why he was driven to such lecherous lengths. His entire life had been controlled by Augustus; even in childhood, he was forced to accept that he had no say in how he grew up, who he married, or what his career path would be. He lost his beloved wife to Augustus’ determination to secure the succession. He saw his brother killed in a war meant to expand Augustus’ territory. And even when Augustus was gone, Tiberius found himself old and alone. He could think of nowhere else to turn than to all the ghastly pleasures he indulged in at Capri.

It bears mentioning that when Tiberius received the Roman Empire, it was still in its infancy. He was only the second emperor of Rome, ruling over a vast and sprawling territory that had recently been wracked by civil war, as Augustus used his sword’s blade and sharp wit to beat a failing republic into a rising empire. Tiberius had the unenviable task of consolidating Rome, proving to the world that there was a Roman Empire even if Augustus was no longer alive. At that, at least, Tiberius was successful.

But despite the glittering early years of his reign, Tiberius had earned his reputation as one of Rome’s worst emperors. Yet looking back on his sad life, and his horrible death, it has to be argued that he was also one of the most tragic.
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Part 3: Nero
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A Captivating Guide to the Last Emperor of the Julio-Claudian Dynasty and How He Ruled the Roman Empire
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What an artist the world loses in me!

- Nero

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Introduction

[image: image]


They say that Nero fiddled while Rome burned. And while fiddles would not be invented for another several hundred years—Nero was actually singing the “Sack of Ilium” while Rome burned, at least allegedly—the famous myth encapsulates Nero’s attitude toward his tremendous duty. Nero was indeed more interested in the arts and culture than he ever was in becoming the emperor of Rome.

Nero’s extravagance has become nothing short of legendary. In its day, it was incredibly destructive to his people, particularly after the Great Fire of Rome, a fire that he may have even started. Instead of assisting the ten districts that had been damaged by the fire, Nero took advantage of the extra space to build himself a golden palace. He murdered, among others, his own mother, his ex-wife, and his stepbrother. He was additionally a rapist, a child molester, and a brutal abuser.

But he was also an artist; at least, he believed himself to be one, and he had wanted to be one ever since he was a child. But an unlucky roll of the dice of fate ripped him from his aunt’s comfortable home and dumped him in the Roman palace, and eventually, he was thrown onto the Roman throne in 54 CE. The next fourteen years would be some of the worst in Roman history, showcasing the very worst of humanity.

Because the truth is that Nero thought he was an artist. But history reveals that he was little more than a monster.
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Chapter 1 – The First Emperors
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When, as legend tells, a she-wolf first came across the shivering forms of twin boys huddled on the riverbank of the Tiber, a kingdom was born that would morph into an entity that would have an inexorable impact on history, society, and mythology, an entity whose incredible achievements and undeniable power created ripples that are still felt through the great sea of time even to this day, thousands of years later: Ancient Rome.

The ancient legend tells that twin boys of noble birth, Romulus and Remus, were raised by a she-wolf to become mighty warriors. Romulus, the stronger of the two, eventually killed Remus and became the king of the city he named Rome. 

The more historically accurate explanation begins with a handful of little villages built in the vicinity of seven hills in what would eventually become known as Italy. Likely threatened by the neighboring Etruscan tribes, these villages banded together to fend them off. The strength they found in unity was enough to make the little confederation grow until it was a kingdom in its own right. Tradition lists seven kings who governed over Rome, with the kingdom growing powerful enough that the Etruscans stopped trying to fight it and joined it instead.

The first six kings of Rome were good and benevolent rulers, but the seventh, Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, was a despot and a tyrant. He was the first of the many awful rulers who would grow legendary in their incompetence and evil. While his terrible actions are probably exaggerated by the historians of old, Superbus was bad enough that the people of Rome decided they were done with him in 509 BCE—and not just done with him but done with kings and monarchies as a whole. From the overthrow of Superbus would rise a new system of government, one whose ideals are echoed in the administration of many nations today: a republic. The first republic of them all.

For the next four centuries, the Roman Republic would be governed based on ideas that were wildly advanced for their time. Two consuls ruled over the growing city, their terms lasting a single year. While the power of the consuls was absolute—they reigned over religious, civil, and judicial matters—their short terms curbed the amount of damage they could do. The consuls were elected by a council of senators, who also acted as advisers to the consuls.

Perhaps most progressive of all the Roman Republic’s ideas were its assemblies, which consisted of groups of ordinary people who had some ability to vote and decide on matters of the state, including wars, laws, and the election of consuls.

The Roman Republic proved to be stronger than the surrounding petty monarchies, and as the centuries slipped by, it grew and grew. First, the Roman Republic ruled over a single city and its surroundings; then, its armies began to conquer, and one after another, the surrounding nations fell before it. The Italian Peninsula was the first to fall; shortly thereafter, the great city of Carthage and the North African nation collapsed and was absorbed into the burgeoning republic. Macedonia and other areas of Europe soon followed.

It was, in the end, the republic’s great success that would become its greatest failure. The government that had been so successful when Rome’s population had been manageable could not stand up to the sheer scope of the growing lands. Warlords began to rise up in the ranks thanks to their military achievements, and one after the other, they caused chaos during their terms as consuls, which had now been extended to last several years.

From this madness, as the republic’s lands continued to grow and its internal government continued to be racked by strife, rose one of the most famous Romans in history: Gaius Julius Caesar. A military man himself, Caesar was more than just an accomplished soldier. He was a strategic genius with a coldly brilliant head for politics, and after forming an alliance with two other generals—Marcus Licinius Crassus and Gnaeus Pompey Magnus (better known as Crassus and Pompey, respectively)—he succeeded in overthrowing the old republican ways and established himself as the lifelong leader of Rome in 49 BCE. His rule was shorter-lived than he had imagined, ending when he was brutally stabbed to death by his own senators in 44 BCE, but it had succeeded in bringing an end to the Roman Republic.

Caesar’s successor, an ambitious young man who went by the name of Octavian, would be the one to beat the molten iron of the Roman Republic into the keen, sharp steel of what would become the Roman Empire. After forming alliances with several other generals, Octavian eventually overthrew them all, most famously defeating Mark Antony and his Egyptian lover, Cleopatra, in the Battle of Actium in 31 BCE. When Antony was out of the way, Octavian emerged as the sole ruler of Rome, taking on the title of Caesar Augustus. While he never called himself this during his lifetime, he would go down in history as the first emperor of Rome.

Augustus may have seized all the power for himself, but he did succeed in giving Rome something that had been sorely lacking in the latter days of the republic: peace and stability. With an emperor on the throne, the Roman people knew where they stood. Messy elections and rivalries between the senators were quickly resolved when a single man had power over all of them. What was more, the title had become semi-hereditary, although the emperor had the power to adopt anyone he liked as his legal son and groom him to be his successor. Augustus spent much of his reign occupied with trying to get one of his successors to outlive him. His biological nephew and grandchildren all died young, and so, when Augustus was finally laid to rest after 56 years of rule in 14 CE, he was succeeded by his stepson, Tiberius.

While Tiberius was wildly unpopular during his lifetime and has been recorded in history as being a ruthless tyrant and one of the most sexually immoral rulers in human history, his early reign was one of moderation and wisdom. Instead of seeking to continue the vast expansion that the Roman Empire had been undergoing—now encompassing Egypt, Armenia, Germany, and France, to name but a few—Tiberius focused on improving the Roman economy for several years. The loss of everyone he loved, including both his wives, his brother, and most of his children, eventually drove Tiberius to seek happiness elsewhere. He retired to the infamous island of Capri, where he became a nasty, lecherous old sinner who indulged in the most unspeakable acts of sexuality in all its most perverse forms.

It was on this despicable island that a young man named Gaius was supposed to be receiving his education. Instead, he more or less endured the fact that his adopted father—Tiberius—treated him as secondary to the rest of his lustful priorities. Gaius was allowed to indulge in his own bad habits as much as he wanted. Even as Tiberius aged well into his seventies, he still failed to make much of an attempt to groom the young man as his successor. Gaius, however, wanted power. So, when Tiberius fell sick in 37 CE, it seemed like the old man was fading fast. Gaius had himself proclaimed emperor of Rome, and he was well-received thanks to his father, Germanicus, who had been a military hero. To Gaius’ dismay, though, Tiberius rallied and started to recover; this was soon remedied when one of Gaius’ sympathizers promptly suffocated him with a pillow.

Thus began the reign of Gaius Julius Caesar Germanicus, who has gone down in history by his nickname, Caligula. And while his first few months as emperor seemed promising, as if he was determined to undo all the bad that Tiberius had done, he would eventually end up undoing the limited good that his predecessor had accomplished.

Caligula fell ill in October 37, just seven months into his reign, and he emerged from that illness a raving madman. He became known for his wildly extravagant spending of the coffers that Tiberius had diligently filled, splurging on ambitious building projects. He tormented his allies, largely ignored the empire’s foes, and slept with any woman he liked, repeating, “Remember that I have the right to do anything to anybody.”

Perhaps the most famous of Caligula’s exploits was the temporary floating bridge he had constructed across the Bay of Bauli. Possibly in defiance of a so-called prophecy that stated he had as much chance of becoming emperor as of riding a horse across the waters of the bay, Caligula donned Alexander the Great’s golden breastplate and cantered triumphantly over the bridge on his beloved gray horse, Incitatus. (Incidentally, he also had plans to make Incitatus a consul, deeming him more trustworthy than most people.) As a drunken audience partied and fell to drunken deaths in the bay, Caligula proved once and for all that he would go down in history as Rome’s mad emperor.

Caligula’s profligacy proved to be disastrous for the empire. He practically failed to govern it at all, and his habit of spending on ridiculous luxuries had drained its resources dry. Eventually, his own Praetorian Guard stabbed him to death, making him the second emperor in a row to die at the hands of his own former supporters.

Some of Rome’s citizens and the Senate hoped that the death of Caligula would bring about an end to Rome as an empire and restore the old, sane days of the republic. But it was not to be. Even though Caligula had failed to groom a successor, there was a fourth emperor waiting in the wings, ready to make his entrance. No matter how unlikely a candidate he might seem.
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Chapter 2 – Exile
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It is difficult to imagine a more unlikely candidate for the imperial throne than Tiberius Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus. Although he was the nephew of Tiberius, young Claudius was tragically crippled by illness at a young age. He walked with a limp, occasionally drooled, and was partially deaf, causing his own mother to call him a monster and consider him as the height of stupidity.

For decades, Claudius was hidden from public view and relentlessly abused by practically everyone who was charged with protecting him. His mother, Antonia Minor (the daughter of Mark Antony), had nothing but disgust for him; she abandoned him to be raised by his paternal grandmother, Livia. A notoriously scheming old woman who had manipulated her son Tiberius during his reign (possibly even driving him to Capri in the first place), Livia was little better than Antonia. She ordered a mule-driver to “discipline” him, saying that he wasn't stupid, just plain lazy.

Claudius, it would turn out, was neither. Despite his disabilities, he fought to give himself the education that society told him he could never have. As he grew into a young man, he requested time and time again that his uncle Tiberius allow him to begin a career in politics. But Tiberius had heard from Livia that Claudius would never amount to anything. So, to his dying day, he refused to allow Claudius to become anything more than a bottom-level priest.

It was when Caligula ascended to the throne that Claudius finally got his big break. Caligula had assassinated his fellow heir to the throne, Tiberius Gemellus, and found himself in charge but inexperienced and alone. He was barely 25, and he needed experienced guidance but not from someone who would turn against him. Caligula figured that no one was a better fit for this position than Claudius, hidden in the shadows and desperate for his time in the spotlight. He offered Claudius the position of consul (alongside Incitatus, the horse). Claudius must have proven himself in this role because after the Praetorian Guard stabbed Caligula to death, they promptly hailed him as emperor.

Claudius, however, was not the most influential figure in the life of Nero. Nero’s early years would be dominated by one central figure: his mother, Agrippina the Younger.

* * * *
[image: image]


Agrippina was born to a long line of influential matriarchs. Her mother, Agrippina the Elder, had married the Roman war hero Germanicus—and when Germanicus died, she had the guts to accuse the then-emperor Tiberius of killing him. It was untrue, but Tiberius did not succeed in rooting out Agrippina the Elder. She remained a thorn in his side until his death.

Agrippina’s many children included Gaius—later Caligula—and a daughter, Julia Agrippina, better known as Agrippina the Younger. Growing up in Caligula’s shadow, Agrippina knew that she was doomed to be nothing but a nobody. She was a pawn in the great game of Roman politics, to be married off to whomsoever her family pleased. That turned out to be a man named Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus.

On December 15th, 37 CE—when Caligula had just started to go mad—Agrippina bore her firstborn son to Domitius. He was a strong and healthy little boy, and she named him Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus. To differentiate him from his father, he was probably known as Lucius. Little did he—or his family—know that he would eventually have his name changed to Nero.

Agrippina had been pregnant with little Lucius when her brother Caligula became the emperor of Rome. Rumor has it that she had an incestuous relationship with Caligula, which is not out of the realm of impossibility, considering Caligula’s habits of sleeping with whoever he wanted, perhaps including even his sister. Either way, history is certain that whether or not she slept with her brother, Agrippina did conspire against him with her sister Julia Livilla. When he discovered this conspiracy, Caligula was outraged. He banished Agrippina to the Pontine Islands, seizing and selling all of her and her husband’s property. Four years later, Lucius’ father, Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus, died of edema at Pyrgi.

That left little Lucius a penniless nobody at the tender age of not even two years old. Since he was still so small, he was not considered to be a threat to the empire, and Caligula allowed him to remain on the mainland. He was sent to live with his paternal aunt, Domitia Lepida the Younger.

Domitia was a wealthy and somewhat eccentric woman in her thirties when little Lucius came to live with her. She came from a very important family, being a relation of Emperor Augustus, his archenemy Mark Antony, and both Caligula and Claudius. Lucius, however, was practically nobody; even though he was the nephew to Caligula, he had been stripped of his inheritance, and he may as well have been some minor noble. Accordingly, Domitia failed to give him any real education. Instead, she appointed a dancer and a barber to tutor him, perhaps thinking that Lucius would become a patron of the arts.

So, for the next several years, Lucius would grow up in his aunt’s household under the questionable tutelage of his artistic companions. It may be from the barber that he gained his fondness of beautiful things; from the dancer, he may have learned a love of music and art and extravagant costumes. The first four years of Lucius’ life were spent more or less playing dress-up.

Everything changed in 41 CE when the unlikely Claudius became the emperor of Rome. At the time, Claudius was married to Valeria Messalina, a daughter of Domitia Lepida. Messalina was a complete train wreck of a wife, especially in Claudius’ eyes. The emperor had always been unlucky in love—his wives running the gamut from dying on their wedding day to physically abusing the crippled emperor. Messalina was his third wife, and she was wildly and constantly unfaithful, to the point where she married one of her lovers in an elaborate ceremony while she was still legally married to Claudius. It was the last bound she’d ever overstep. Both she and her lover, Silius, were executed, and Claudius vowed that ill-fated marriage would be his last.

But the stormy political atmosphere in Rome would force the emperor to marry again, as if he was a princess whose hand was being given away in marriage. Ever since Tiberius had been accused of having Agrippina’s father Germanicus killed, Agrippina’s family had been at odds with the imperial throne. Claudius knew that his niece had plenty of ambition, and even though she had been recalled from exile by this time, he still didn’t trust her. In a bid to keep his enemies close, Claudius married her in 49 CE, eight years after becoming emperor.

And just like that, young Lucius’ life changed forever.
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Chapter 3 – Agrippina Pulls the Strings
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Illustration I: Agrippina depicted with Nero on a Roman aureus

Lucius was twelve years old when he got the news that his mother was going to be the empress of Rome.

He didn’t remember her. Agrippina the Younger had been in exile since he was two; perhaps in his most distant memories, he could recall her voice, maybe a flicker of her face. Nothing more. She was as distant to him as one of the stone goddesses that stood in the corners of Domitia’s villa, where he’d grown up with his playful tutors; he knew Agrippina was around, but she didn't seem to have any real power in his life. She was just a name he spoke. Domitia was the woman who raised him—for better or worse—and Lucius didn’t know what to make of the fact that Agrippina was coming home.

She had been in exile for almost eleven years when Claudius recalled all exiles and made his move to marry Agrippina, although he first had to obtain permission from the Senate to do so, considering that he was her uncle. For Lucius, the great-uncle he had heard about, the drooling one who’d since become the emperor of Rome, was about to become his stepfather. And his whole world would suddenly and abruptly be turned on its head.

When Claudius and Agrippina were married, Lucius was practically dragged out of Domitia's villa and sent to live with his mother and stepfather, who were both strangers to him, in the imperial palace. Considering that Domitia was Valeria Messalina’s mother, relations between her and Claudius were understandably strained. Lucius never set eyes on her again. Agrippina, fearing that Domitia would have greater influence over Lucius than she did, framed Domitia for a number of crimes and had her executed in 49. Stripped of the only maternal influence he knew, Lucius was catapulted into a cold and regimented world. The dancer and barber who had entertained him in his youth, teaching him about art and beauty, were gone. Claudius instead appointed him a tutor fit for the stepson of an emperor: Lucius Annaeus Seneca, better known as Seneca the Younger or simply Seneca.

Seneca, possibly a former lover of Agrippina’s, had been tutoring the highest family of Rome for most of his career. He was a Stoic, a tragedian, and a principled philosopher whose rational and sturdy outlook on life was as far removed from that of Lucius’ former tutors as could be possible. One can only imagine that the change chafed at young Lucius and that his life must have been vastly different once the move was made to the imperial palace.

For Agrippina, however, marrying Claudius was a magnificent stroke of good luck and an opportunity to finally seize the power she had been thirsting after all her life. She was now the most powerful woman in the known world, and what was more, she was married to a disabled emperor who had a reputation for being pushed around by his wives. Agrippina immediately settled down to doing whatever she wanted, which included manipulating Claudius according to her will. Sadly, for Claudius and the rest of his family, it would appear that Agrippina was successful.

Agrippina’s first order of business was to install her own son, Lucius, as the future emperor of Rome. At the time, this made absolutely no sense. Claudius had a biological son of his own, Britannicus, a son of Messalina born only four years after Lucius. Britannicus was the obvious candidate for the heir to the throne, but Agrippina began to orchestrate the affairs of the state in order to make herself even more important than an empress. She wanted to be the mother of an emperor, too.

By most accounts, it would appear that Lucius was wholly disinterested in becoming the emperor at all. He had developed a passion for the arts and literature, being particularly interested in dramas and plays. He loved dressing up in elaborate costumes and practicing monologues from classic dramas, which were an integral part of Roman culture. Nothing intrigued him more than theater or singing. Britannicus could be emperor for all he cared —Lucius just wanted to be left alone so he could be himself.

Agrippina had other ideas, though. She began to discreetly meddle in the lives of both young boys, replacing Britannicus’ tutors with less capable men and pushing Lucius in his studies to become not only the elder of the boys but also the more capable. And in 51 CE, only two years after marrying Claudius, she persuaded him to legally adopt Lucius as his own son. The fifteen-year-old Lucius officially became the joint heir to the imperial throne. Unofficially, it was evident that he was now the main candidate to become the next emperor, with Britannicus thoroughly shoved to the side. Lucius was also given a new name: Nero Claudius Caesar Drusus Germanicus, better known simply as Nero.

His life uprooted, his future decided by his mother, and even his name changed, Nero was now catapulted into public life as the future emperor. He started to make appearances in the Roman Forum, often pleading cases on behalf of the people, which made him instantly popular with the plebeians (a term used for Roman commoners). This may have been a strategic move on Claudius’ behalf, as he wanted to make the people friendly toward his chosen successor.

By this time, Claudius knew that he would need to make haste to prepare Nero for the throne. He had been sick for all his life and was beginning to age, his health slowly and steadily fading. Nero was only sixteen when Claudius married him off to his biological daughter, Claudia Octavia. Nero had grown up with Octavia as his stepsister, and now, she had suddenly become his wife. It was evidently an attempt on Claudius’ behalf to strengthen Nero’s position as his successor. Nero had read so many epic poems, had heard so many stirring songs on the topic of love, but true love would be forbidden him. His marriage would be arranged, forced by politics. Even the ideals that he loved in the arts would be taken away from him.

It would appear, however, that the following year—54 CE—saw Claudius finally regain a little of the spark that had led him, a cripple, to become the most powerful man in the world. Oppressed though he had been in the last five years by Agrippina, Claudius was starting to show that he had had enough. He began to shower more and more affection on his own son, Britannicus, who was now thirteen years old. Agrippina knew that Britannicus was perilously close to being old enough for the people to rally around, and she had already replaced members of the Praetorian Guard with men who would be loyal to her and Nero. So, the best way to get rid of the problem would be to get rid of Claudius. Modern sources differ on whether Claudius died of natural causes or not, but almost all of the classical ones agree that Agrippina murdered him. (Modern historians reason that Claudius had been sickly for most of his life and that he likely died of illness rather than murder.) While Nero slept in the imperial palace, his own mother slipped his ailing stepfather a dose of poisoned mushrooms, and Claudius died on October 13th.

With that, seventeen-year-old Nero, a disinterested teenager who would rather be going to the theater or listening to music than anything else, was suddenly the most powerful man in the world. Agrippina had surrounded herself and her son with people who would be loyal to them, and so, both the Praetorian Guard and the Senate accepted him as their emperor without any further ado.

But everyone knew that while Nero might be at the head of the Roman Empire, it was Agrippina who truly held the reins.
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Chapter 4 – Matricide
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At first, Nero was more than happy for Agrippina, Seneca, and the Praetorian prefect, Sextus Afranius Burrus, to rule on his behalf. He was a teenage boy, after all. Nero enjoyed all of the pomp and ceremony involved in being emperor, and he liked making grand and lengthy speeches to the people and wearing elaborate clothing and being important. But the actual administering, the paperwork, and the dreary decisions about wars and politics did not pique the young Nero’s interest.

Instead, Nero continued to pursue the arts, losing himself in a dreamy world that was growing increasingly self-indulgent. Agrippina gleefully ruled through him, so much so that her face appeared on the coinage of the time—an honor usually reserved for the emperor alone.

Rome itself, however, largely prospered during the first five years of Nero’s reign. Much of this probably has to do with the fact that Nero himself didn’t do much reigning; Agrippina was largely occupied with maintaining her own power, and so, the actual governing of the empire mostly fell to Seneca and Burrus. These two were capable men with plenty of experience and wisdom, and Rome prospered while its disinterested emperor neglected his duties.

Nero began to dive deeper and deeper into the world of Roman culture, and it was a rich world for him to immerse himself in. In contrast with the surrounding European kingdoms, whose cultures were largely still centered around folktales and songs, the Romans had richly intricate forms of entertainment. Some were utterly barbaric, such as the gladiatorial games, where enslaved combatants would fight to the death for the pleasure of the crowd, or the chariot races, where horses and men were crushed and trampled to death in the fray. But while these had been inordinately popular with both Claudius and Agrippina, they did not grip Nero in the same way. He turned his attention to the gentler and more elaborate forms of entertainment: literature, art, music, and drama. Rome’s literature was built upon the vast foundation of the ancient Greek writings, and it had been expanded to include various forms that ranged from sad to funny to epic. Plays with beautiful costumes always caught Nero’s attention, and he was a gifted actor himself. He also had a keen interest in music, playing both stringed and wind instruments that would someday evolve into the modern-day guitar and tuba. It was clear to those who watched and listened to him that Nero had missed his calling. He could have been one of Rome’s greatest entertainers if he hadn’t been its emperor.

Nero wouldn’t remain uninterested in the empire he was supposed to govern forever, though. As he turned seventeen, he started to have his own ideas. Instead of meekly staying in the palace with Claudia Octavia, playing at the arts, Nero began to try to stretch his wings, just as any boy his age would do. To Agrippina, this was more than just the average struggle of anyone parenting a teenager. If Nero began to have his own ideas and try to rule the empire himself, Agrippina would lose some of the power she’d killed her own husband to gain. And the more Nero expressed interest in the arts, the more Agrippina tried to force him to stay in the palace like a good little boy and not give her any trouble. Of course, this approach was useless. The tighter Agrippina wrapped her claws around him, the more Nero strained against her. And the key to his eventual freedom came in the form of a humble freedwoman named Claudia Acte.

From the moment he laid eyes on her, Nero knew that Acte was different. She was a nobody, for a start—not a conniving empress, or a pasty little princess, or a person of any consequence at all, unlike everyone who had constantly been trying to hurt him or get something from him for most of his life. In fact, Acte didn’t even look at him at first; she just served him, having been bought in Asia by Claudius and shipped to Rome as a slave. She was likely a slave of Octavia or Claudius, and it is uncertain who exactly made her a freedwoman. Either way, her exotic beauty and quiet nature quickly captivated Nero as she worked in the palace. What was more, Acte was possibly an actress herself. She may have helped to entertain young Nero or even worked alongside him on his plays.

Whatever the case may have been, Nero quickly and completely fell in love with this dazzling young girl who didn’t expect anything from him. He had little taste for his own wife, Octavia, shunning her at every opportunity to spend time with Acte. Her gentle nature was far more seductive to him than any amount of jewels or power could ever be. His relationship with her was everything that his marriage had never been. Marrying Octavia had been a forced thing, cold, political, rational. But being with Acte was a taste of the freedom he had had back in Domitia’s household; he could be free with her, be himself with her, and they loved one another with a fierce and blazing passion.

Seneca and Burrus were among the first to find out about Nero’s affair with Acte, and to Nero’s surprise, both of the men encouraged him to continue seeing her. They knew that Nero didn’t love Octavia, and they were terrified that another scandalous affair would rock the very foundations of Roman politics as it had done with Messalina and Claudius. The last thing Rome needed was yet another scandal. It was inevitable that a seventeen-year-old boy who didn’t love his wife would go thirsting after other women, and if Acte, a humble freedwoman who wouldn’t cause any trouble, could satisfy him, then it was the safest course of action to allow Nero to indulge in her.

When Agrippina found out about Acte, however, she was utterly livid. Before Acte had arrived on the scene, Agrippina had been the most important influence over Nero’s life. Now, suddenly, the boy was listening to what Acte had to say instead of submitting to his mother. It would appear that Acte believed Nero could be an emperor in his own right instead of leaving his empire to others; she may have even encouraged him to make his own moves in politics. Either way, Nero began to tentatively flex his political muscles, and Agrippina was appalled. This could not be allowed to happen. Nero was useful to her only when he was nothing but a figurehead. And he proved that Acte’s influence had made him more independent of Agrippina by removing her ally, Marcus Antonius Pallas, from his position as secretary of the treasury.

The lengths to which Agrippina went in order to keep her grip on her power are truly astonishing, to say the least. She had already murdered her husband. Nero must have somehow been able to protect Acte because Agrippina couldn't get to her. Since she couldn’t remove Acte, she instead decided that the best course of action would be to seduce her own son. At 41, Agrippina was still intensely beautiful, and she nearly succeeded in getting Nero to have an incestuous relationship with her. Mercifully, Acte discovered what was going on and put a brisk stop to it, reminding Nero that this would be political suicide after Caligula’s goings-on with his sisters.

Disgusted by what his mother had tried to do, and encouraged by Seneca, Burrus, and Acte, Nero drove Agrippina out of the royal palace in 55. He could no longer stand the very sight of her.

With every other course of action proving to be unfruitful, Agrippina decided that she would simply have to abandon Nero and betray him. She turned to Britannicus, who was then thirteen years old, and started to show support and affection for the young man. Rumors began to fly through the palace that Agrippina believed Britannicus, not Nero, was the true heir to the throne. The boy was barely old enough to understand what was going on around him, but he was suddenly a tremendous threat to Nero’s power. With her wiles and Nero’s total lack of experience, Agrippina could easily have overthrown Nero if she had won the hearts of the Senate and convinced them that Britannicus was a more legitimate heir than Nero.

But as inexperienced as Nero was, he had been living with his mother for five years. Her attitude of grabbing power at all costs, and her willingness to do whatever it took, had rubbed off on him. He’d learned a thing or two about treachery and murder from Agrippina, and he displayed it on February 11th, 55 CE, at a dinner party. 

Agrippina had been surprised when Nero invited both her and Octavia to the party, alongside Britannicus. Perhaps, she thought, she had startled her son by betraying him. Maybe he would welcome her back, and she could go back to being the most powerful woman in Rome. She was gloating at the dinner table when a hot drink was brought to Britannicus. After it was carefully sampled by a food taster, Britannicus took a sip. Pulling a face, the boy put it down, protesting that it was much too hot and that it had scalded his lips. The food taster poured some cold water into his cup, and Britannicus took a grateful gulp. It was at that moment that Agrippina’s hopes were shattered. The boy’s face turned suddenly and appallingly pale. He clutched at his throat, his eyes widening, but no breath came to him. For a terrible instant, his last, choking, strangled attempt at breathing filled the room. Then he collapsed, dead. And when Agrippina looked across the table to where Nero sat, she had no doubt who was responsible for Britannicus’ murder. The apple had not fallen so far from the tree after all.

Nero’s murder of Britannicus and his rejection of his mother were more or less supported by the people of Rome and by the Senate, who were thoroughly sick of Agrippina’s scheming. She was forced to retire when Nero had thrown her out of the palace, a fact that chafed relentlessly at her. Even though she had been stripped of her official role in the administration of Rome, she continued to make attempts to overthrow Nero, meeting with groups of senators and riling them up against him.

For the next several years, though, Rome still continued to prosper as Nero grew from a teenager into a young man. He started to make his own moves in the administration, and surprisingly enough, many of these appear to have been made with good intentions. Among other things, Nero even tried to abolish taxes entirely. Of course, Seneca and Burrus managed to stop the abolition from actually happening—an act that would have economically crippled the empire as a whole—but it is evident that Nero was finally taking an interest in more than just the arts. He wanted to rule. He was ready to be the emperor.

Agrippina wasn’t ready to give up her control over the empire, though. She continued to be a thorn in Nero’s flesh until he finally decided that something would have to be done—something drastic. She would have to die.

Nero’s decision to kill his own mother was perhaps not as shocking as it sounds. Agrippina had never really been a mother to him; Nero had lived with Domitia since he could remember and had only really met Agrippina when he was a twelve-year-old boy. Ever since then, she had done nothing but bring him harm; even making him emperor was done against his wishes. Agrippina had murdered his stepfather and the woman who had raised him. She had betrayed him, seduced him, and done her best to control him. And Nero had had enough.

Killing Agrippina, as it turned out, was not as easy as it sounds. One would think that the emperor of Rome could simply say the word, and Agrippina would be dead, but Nero’s mother was far too conniving to be dispatched so easily. So, he set his vivid imagination to dreaming up elaborate schemes for her death. Perhaps one of the most bizarre was having her bedroom ceiling, after being especially weakened and weighed down, come crashing down on top of her. Regrettably for Nero, this didn’t work, so instead, he had an entire ship purposefully engineered to overbalance, capsize, pitch her out, and drown the former empress before she could cause the empire—and Nero’s delicate ego—even more damage.

Surprisingly, the ship worked exactly as it was supposed to. Nero lured his mother out onto the sea by promising to meet with her on his own ship; Agrippina went, sailing off in a boat that Nero had conveniently provided. Unluckily for Agrippina, the boat was designed to kill her. It capsized in the foaming ocean, pitching her out into the balmy waves of the Mediterranean. Agrippina was not going to be killed that easily, though, and so, she swam off to shore and emerged entirely unhurt.

Infuriated, Nero gave up. Finesse was not going to kill Agrippina, so he did what any self-respecting emperor would have done in the first place: he sent a soldier to kill her. Agrippina’s wiles were no match for cold steel and hot rage. The woman who had been a mother, sister, and wife to three successive Roman emperors, and a thorn in the flesh to every single one of them, was butchered on the beach by Nero’s soldiers. Her body was burned, and with none of the pomp or ceremony that she had always craved, it was buried in an unmarked grave.

Nero never spoke of her again. But her cruelty had left an imprint on his mind, one that would never be entirely wiped away. 
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Chapter 5 – Right off the Rails
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By 59 CE, when Nero killed his mother, Claudia Acte’s gentle influence had faded from his life. It’s unclear what exactly happened to Acte; she was a person of little consequence but for her love for the emperor, and she is not mentioned after the early 60s CE. And it is clear that the woman with the most influence over Nero now was not the sweet Acte. Instead, it was Poppaea Sabina, a strong-willed young woman of the nobility, who may have even been the one who persuaded Nero to kill Agrippina.

Poppaea came from a prestigious family—her grandfather had been a consul and was close with Caligula and Claudius—but that did not exempt her from heartache. Her mother had committed suicide when she was just a girl; perhaps that would be some reason for Poppaea’s power-hungry behavior. She definitely had a grudge with Agrippina: the former empress had had Poppaea’s first husband, a member of the Praetorian Guard, fired and exiled since he was loyal to Britannicus. Some say that everything Poppaea did next was an attempt to get back at Agrippina. She married Otho, a friend of Nero’s, possibly for the purpose of getting close to the young emperor.

Nero—now in his early twenties—certainly didn’t mind the fact that beautiful Poppaea wanted to be close to him. Agrippina was still alive when Nero and Poppaea began their affair; so was Poppaea's first husband, Rufrius Crispinus, whom she had married in 44. Rufrius was ousted by Agrippina for his ties to Messalina, prompting Poppaea to marry Otho instead. There was little that Otho could do to stop Nero from having whatever woman he wanted, even if that woman was his wife, and so, Nero and Poppaea were allowed to continue seeing each other as much as they wanted. Poppaea saw her chance to avenge her first husband, and she began to hammer in the fact to Nero that he was the emperor. He could do whatever he wanted. He could kill whoever he wanted. And if someone was in his way, he could murder them with no consequences.

Some historians consider that Poppaea’s influence was to blame for Nero’s murder of his mother; however, this has not been definitively proven. Either way, in 62 CE, Nero divorced Claudia Octavia and married Poppaea instead, after forcing Otho to divorce her in 58 or 59 CE. Otho, for his part, was banished by Nero. Poppaea had become his everything, and she was by all accounts a bad influence on him. And whether it was because Poppaea was a bad influence, or because for all of her cold-hearted ambition Agrippina had been some kind of a moderating influence on the young man, Nero went suddenly and completely off the rails after his mother’s death.

Nero’s attempts at politics were no longer well-meaning, and they were certainly incompetent—and Seneca and Burrus were finding Nero harder and harder to control. Nero was still disinterested in being a reasonable, rational ruler, but he was definitely interested in doing whatever he wanted, and he abused his power in order to indulge in the arts that he loved. It is said that he used to trap large groups of nobility in theaters and sing at them for hours on end until some would pretend to be dead just to get out of the room. And while it’s unlikely that Nero’s singing was quite so appalling, the senators of Rome were certainly not keen on being trapped in a room with the emperor. Killing Agrippina and Britannicus had been so easy, so entirely without consequences, that Nero decided he could kill whoever he wanted. Accordingly, he executed everyone who dared to stand up against him, including his exiled ex-wife Octavia. And his killing spree drove a terrible wedge between him and the Senate.

Meanwhile, Nero had found a new passion apart from being a murderer: sports, or, as they were known in ancient Rome, games. He was an avid supporter of the Olympic Games and was a participant himself, to the detriment of all the other athletes since it was inevitable that the emperor would win any event he entered whether he actually completed it or not. He was excellent at cheating, particularly at chariot races, where he simply harnessed a few extra horses to his chariot and still won, even if he happened to fall out of said chariot during the race.

When Sextus Afranius Burrus died in 62 CE, the same year that Nero married Poppaea, he became even harder to control. Any voice of reason or moderation was considered to be a rival and likely executed. He surrounded himself with flatterers, who continued to enable his appalling behavior. Seneca was the only one left with any influence over the rebellious emperor, and even he found out that there was little he could do. Surrounded by enemies, the aging philosopher realized that there was nothing left for him in this political climate. He had no choice but to retire.

Utterly unfettered now, Nero was free to do whatever he wanted, and what he wanted was to indulge himself in every conceivable way. Banquets. Women. Games. He even had a reputation for being a pedophile. Poppaea remained loyal to him despite it all, even though he was recklessly unfaithful to her. And Nero’s sexual preferences were not limited simply to women and girls, as he was attracted to men as well. Tiberius had also had male sex slaves on Capri, and while Nero was not the first Roman emperor who may have been bisexual or homosexual, he was the first to have a same-sex marriage. In 64 CE, after several successive days of banqueting and orgies during Saturnalia (the feast of the Roman god of wealth and prosperity, Saturn), Nero married a freedman named Pythagoras. Nero dressed as the bride, while Pythagoras played the role of the groom. Their wedding night was publicly displayed to all who attended the banquets.

By this point, Nero had completely lost the faith of the entire Senate. While, at great cost, peace was finally established with Parthia during Nero’s rule, the majority of his reign was peppered with revolts as Rome’s provinces realized that it was being governed once again by someone out of touch with reality. The valiant Celtic Iceni queen in Britain, Boudica, was one of the most famous leaders of such revolts against Nero. Nero had also lost touch with all of his duties and responsibilities as emperor; he practically abandoned the governing of the empire, except to plunder its coffers whenever he saw fit in order to pour more and more resources into his own selfish wants. Chief among these wants was the Domus Aurea, or “Golden House.” Nero basically wanted to build a gilded temple to himself, a gigantic, gold-covered villa, where he could engage in whatever pleasures he desired while being surrounded by utter opulence.

It is difficult to attempt to understand whether there was even a scrap of humanity left in the depraved emperor or if his very soul had been eaten away by sheer self-indulgence. Nero was focused on only one thing: what he wanted. And as the Roman emperor, no one could deny him his wants. Perhaps, however, his marriage to Pythagoras hints at the extent to which Nero’s desires and personality had been suppressed by Claudius’ and Agrippina’s attempts to force him into being a “manly” emperor. It could be that it was not simply his love of the arts that had been forced aside when he was being groomed to be the next emperor.

Considering how self-centered and self-indulgent the emperor had already proven himself to be, Nero’s desire for the Domus Aurea was most likely unsurprising. Yet none of the citizens of Rome could ever have predicted the lengths to which he was willing to go to get what he wanted. 
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Chapter 6 – Rome Ablaze
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Illustration II: An artist's impression of the Great Fire of Rome by Hubert Robert

It was mid-July 64 CE, and all of Rome was afire.

The hot, dry summer winds fanned the blaze, which had started near the Circus Maxima, where the chariot races were held. Yellow flames were whipped wild by the wind, and they jumped in ravaging tongues from one building to the next, reducing homes and businesses to mere soot and ash. Rome was the greatest city in the world, but it was also the world’s greatest slum, and much of the city consisted of the poor plebeians’ humble little homes. These homes were made of wood and were crowded close together. In other words, they were tinder to the roaring blaze. It rushed through the city, coughing a gigantic plume of blackened smoke over its seven hills, and leaving destruction in its wake.

The fire moved so fast that it could neither be contained nor avoided. Efforts to evacuate the people were often fruitless; the very old, the very young, the weak, and the sick simply couldn’t outrun the blaze. It engulfed them, swallowing them whole and melting the living—in a few minutes of horrible agony—into scorched corpses that were barely recognizable as anything that could have once walked and talked. Courageous officials and commoners strove to staunch the blaze, but it was like trying to stop a tidal wave or the coming of winter. It was more than a fire: it was a force, a mighty and unstoppable cascade of heat and destruction, and there was nothing that they could do.

For six long days, starting on the night of July 18th, 64 CE, Rome burned. And it burned, and it burned. And while it burned, Nero, the emperor of Rome, stood upon a rooftop and sang from a classic Greek tragedy about the desolation of Troy. The flames and smoke brought terror to his people. To him, though, they were the perfect backdrop for this dramatic piece of music, and his beautiful voice rose arrogant and thoughtless above the sounds of a dying city. The expression that “Nero fiddled while Rome burned” is inaccurate in its details, considering that stringed instruments wouldn't come to Rome for several hundred years, but its essence was likely to be true.

Desperately, the city officials eventually managed to make some headway against the blaze by destroying a large section of homes in a last bid to make a firebreak. Their attempt was not entirely successful, but it did at least slow the fire down for long enough. After one more day of continual struggle, the fire was finally put out.

The damage was already done, though. Almost two-thirds of Rome, once so vibrant and bustling, had been reduced to a wasteland of smoking ash. As much as ninety percent of its homes were destroyed. Food, shelter, water, infrastructure—it had all been swallowed up in the flames. It is unknown exactly how many casualties there were, but one can only imagine that in a city of several million, it must have been many. And, sadly, the majority of the survivors were now homeless.

Nero, at least, appears to have stepped in at this point in a bid to help his people through one of the greatest tragedies that Rome would ever suffer. He reduced the price of food and had large amounts of corn imported from other areas of the empire, as well as offering public places as temporary campgrounds to the now largely homeless population. But what he did next would prove to be unforgivable to the people—and possibly point to the cause of the fire.

So much of Rome had been destroyed that its people were now faced with the almost impossible task of rebuilding it. Nero, too, had an ambitious plan in mind for rebuilding the city. And it didn’t involve giving homes to the homeless. No, now that a large section of his city had been razed to the ground, Nero saw a perfect opportunity to build his beloved Domus Aurea. And to the horror of its people, that was exactly what he did. While his people watched from their frail campgrounds, their worldly possessions all destroyed, Nero built a house covered in gold leaf just for his own pleasure. To top it all off, he added a twenty-foot-tall statue of himself at the front of the Domus Aurea.

Nero had gotten away with everything so far—even killing his own mother—but this was one step too far. Rumors began to fly through the city as both patricians and plebeians found themselves repulsed by Nero’s Domus Aurea, rising like a golden monolith out of a city that was reduced to ash. Someone said that they’d seen Nero on a rooftop singing while Rome burned. Someone else murmured that he had been trying to figure out how to make room for the Domus Aurea shortly before the fire. In the months that followed the Great Fire of Rome, Nero realized that he was being accused of starting the fire. To make matters worse, a group of drunken men had been seen throwing blazing torches into the flames during the fire. When confronted, they said that they’d been acting on orders that were possibly from the emperor himself.

History is still unclear as to whether Nero actually did set his own city on fire, but it is certain that the people thought he did, and Nero had to act fast in order to shift the blame from himself and onto others. And the rising sect of Christianity proved to be the perfect scapegoat.

The Roman Empire under Tiberius had crucified Jesus Christ, but they had failed to put to death his following. Spread by Jesus’ disciples, a whole new religion was moving through the empire as swiftly as the flames that had destroyed the city. As fast-growing as the movement was, its followers were still tiny in number compared with other religions, and nobody liked them. They were the enemies of the Romans and Jewish alike, and, Nero thought, they would be easy enough to kill.

And kill them he did. Accusing them of starting the Great Fire of Rome, Nero had thousands of Christians rounded up and executed in horrific ways. Mauled by wild animals, stabbed by gladiators, burned to death—Christianity may have still been in its infancy, and it had already suffered much, but never as much as it suffered now. Most historians today agree that the Christians were not involved in setting the Great Fire, but they nonetheless perished in the hundreds for it, the apostle Peter perhaps being among them.

To make matters worse for the patriarchy, Nero raised taxes and tribute in order to help rebuild Rome (even though he did apparently have the money to build the Domus Aurea), and he even devalued the Roman currency for the first time in the empire’s history. All of this made sure that not everyone fell for Nero’s ruse of blaming the Christians for the Great Fire. It was more than likely simply an accident, as it wouldn’t have taken much to send tinder-dry, disorganized Rome up in flames. But whatever the cause of the fire, it still landed Nero in hot water.

The emperor’s sins were starting to catch up to him. And before the people would demand a reckoning, Nero’s personal life would be the first to succumb.
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Chapter 7 – Regret
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Nero had done many awful things in his life. The blood of thousands of innocents lay on his hands; Britannicus had been only the first innocent person he had murdered. Now, he ordered a wave of persecution across the Roman Empire that would bring death and destruction to the growing Christian Church. And while Nero’s vicious persecution of Christianity failed to stamp it out—it actually fanned the flames, spreading Christians even farther across the world—he was not done killing yet. His next victim would be very, very close to him. And her death would acquaint him with a concept that seems to have eluded the emperor up to this point: regret.

Despite the fact that Nero was still “married,” albeit unofficially in the eyes of the Roman law, to Pythagoras, he was also living with Poppaea. By all accounts, beautiful Poppaea was the only person that he truly loved. While she is often considered to be a bad influence on Nero, Poppaea did attempt to do some good in her time as empress. She had a particularly soft spot for her hometown, Pompeii, whose residents erected statues in her honor and considered her nothing short of a heroine.

She was also close to Nero, and it appears that the two had as happy a marriage as could be possible, considering that he was a murderous psychopath and a serial adulterer. He still seemed to have loved her in his own way, though. Their first child, a daughter named Claudia Augusta, had died after four months; by 65 CE, however, Poppaea was pregnant with another baby. That child would never get to see the light of day. And Poppaea herself wouldn’t see it for much longer, either.

The political atmosphere in Rome had never been stormier. Nero, once the darling of the Senate, had become its worst enemy. Roman politicians were starting to see him for what he really was; without Seneca, Burrus, and Agrippina to keep him in check, Nero’s rule was rapidly becoming a total disaster.  Nero’s self-indulgence, his undignified participation in games and arts, and his incessant disregard for all that his high title stood for was chafing the Senate and riling up the nobility of Rome. None more so than Gaius Calpurnius Piso.

Piso was well-liked, handsome, and well-connected, and he could very well have been the next emperor of Rome if his widespread conspiracy to murder Nero had succeeded. In 65 CE, it rapidly gained secretive support from many politicians. Unfortunately for Piso and his co-conspirators, Nero came across their plot before it could be brought to fruition. He responded with predictable malice, ordering the guilty to be put to death or to commit suicide.

Seneca had no hand in the conspiracy. A Stoic to his very bones, his philosophy commanded that he was simply to endure the terrible circumstances in which Rome found itself. He did his best to improve what he could during his career—campaigning for slaves to be treated better, among other things—but decided that the gods’ will was for Nero to be emperor, and that was that. To conspire against him would not be just unwise and dangerous but also unthinkable. Yet Nero had already proven that he didn’t need much excuse to kill those who got in his way, and Seneca was no exception.

Despite the fact that he repeatedly protested his innocence, Nero would hear none of his old adviser’s words. While he had trusted Seneca during the early days of his reign, Nero now remembered what a terrible shock it had been to have the old man as his tutor when he was a boy. He had been free once, happy even, in the household of Domitia, free to dress up and deliver his orations to any audience unfortunate enough to listen, free to indulge in his dreams of becoming a world-class artist. Then Claudius married Agrippina, and he had been ripped away from Domitia and the dancer and barber who acted as his tutors. He had been forced in with old Seneca instead, and from that moment on, his life had become a cycle of miserable suppression. Nero was done with Seneca. He had an excuse to kill him, and he wanted him dead.

Seneca did not protest too much once it became clear that Nero was deaf to all reason. He calmly took a knife and slit his own wrists and legs. And quietly, while dictating his will to his companions, with his own beloved wife watching, Seneca the Younger bled to death in his villa for a crime he did not commit.

He would not be the only person close to Nero that would die in 65 CE. Poppaea was next. Even though Nero appears to have loved her deeply, with a passion bordering on obsession, she was not exempt from his unpredictable and tempestuous personality. While it is possible that this story was fabricated by historians who hated Nero, it’s not difficult to believe that his outbursts of temper led him to physically abuse even Poppaea. One night, this abuse gained a new level of viciousness. Nero was in a relentless rage (possibly over the conspiracy) when he delivered a swift kick to Poppaea’s bulging abdomen. The kick killed his own baby almost instantly.

Nero might never have kicked Poppaea at all, but she definitely had a miscarriage, and either way, the result was the same. She died, and her death tore Nero’s heart apart when it was starting to become doubtful that he even still had one. He dived into a period of deep and powerful mourning. But even in his grief, perhaps the most relatable of all human emotions, the emperor still managed to be brutal and perverse.

Poppaea had only been dead for a few months when he forced Marcus Julius Vestinus Atticus to take his own life so that he could marry the late consul's wife, Statilia Messalina. But Statilia could not satiate his sexual appetite. The same year that he married her, a new batch of puer delicatus—child slaves chosen for their beauty—arrived at Nero’s palace. One of them immediately caught Nero’s attention. He was a little boy, with a wide-eyed and innocent beauty that uncannily resembled Poppaea. Seeing the child, whose name was Sporus, around the palace was like seeing a ghost, and somewhere deep in Nero’s perverted brain, it spawned a sexual attraction to the boy.

Sporus’ young life could never have been easy; he was a child slave after all, probably between ten to twelve years old, and he was treated like property. But when Nero took notice of him, it took a dramatic turn for the worse. The boy was forcibly castrated to preserve his youthful looks and then married the emperor in 67 CE. This time, unlike with Pythagoras, Nero played the role of the husband while Sporus played the wife, and also unlike with Pythagoras, Sporus’ marriage to Nero would be official. Sporus was addressed as “Empress” or “Mistress,” appeared with Nero in public, and was given every luxury that was formerly bestowed upon Poppaea. Every luxury except one, the one that this molested, mutilated little boy wanted more than anything else: freedom.
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Chapter 8 – The Last Killing
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Illustration III: A 1st-century amethyst showing an impression of Nero playing the lyre

If Nero’s love for Poppaea had been the last vestige of his heart, the last proof that there was any kind of humanity left in him, then her death had snuffed it out. To all those close to him, it had been proven that the emperor was lost in his fantasies of grandeur, lost to the point where he would rape an innocent boy out of grief for his wife, lost to the point where no one close to him was safe. And the Roman Empire itself, for all that it had stood for thousands of years from kingdom to republic to empire, was not safe either.

The peace that the Roman Empire had enjoyed under Tiberius, Claudius, and even Caligula was starting to show cracks. The Britons under Boudica had only been the first to revolt against the Romans. In 66 CE, the First Jewish-Roman War began when the Jewish people attempted to throw off their shackles, starting a bloody revolt that would continue for four years.

It was clear that with Nero on the throne, popular as he was with the commoners living outside of decimated Rome, the empire was vulnerable to attacks. And Nero was much too busy building himself gilded palaces and molesting children to actually pay attention to the affairs of the state. Something would have to be done about him, and one conspiracy had already been attempted and failed. Only a full-blown rebellion would be enough to put a stop to Nero’s reign of depravity, and so came the last revolt of Nero’s rule—a revolt of Rome against itself.

The first man to take up arms against Nero was Gaius Julius Vindex, a governor in faraway Gaul, which had become a part of the Roman Empire during the reign of Tiberius. Vindex was an ambitious young man in his thirties, nonetheless still older than his emperor, and a capable strategist. He had been planning to overthrow Nero for years, ever since his youth in Roman politics; all he needed was someone to crown emperor in Nero’s stead. Vindex himself was too low-born for that, but Servius Sulpicius Galba was an ideal candidate. Galba was a fearless commander, despite suffering from crippling arthritis; he was high-born and had governed large areas of Rome under previous emperors. Now, he was the governor of Spain, and when Vindex reached out to him regarding the rebellion, Galba agreed to be a part of the plan.

Supported by the citizens of Gaul, who were angered by the raised tribute that they had to pay ever since the Great Fire of Rome, Vindex launched his rebellion in April of 68 CE. It was ill-fated and short-lived. Nero was unpopular, but he was still the emperor, and he sent Lucius Verginius Rufus to deal with Vindex. A deeply honorable man and an adept military commander, Verginius made short work of Vindex’s men. Their armies only met in one pitched battle, but it was more than enough to make it abundantly clear that overthrowing Nero’s troops would be much more difficult than Vindex had anticipated. As his men were being cut down and butchered all around him, Vindex was overcome with shame. He committed suicide, and his men were put to flight.

Nero was so hated by the military, however, that ending Vindex’s rebellion by no means put an end to the desire for another emperor. Awed by Verginius’ prowess in battle, his men immediately turned to him and tried to make him the emperor. With the support of Rome’s armies, Verginius could easily have overthrown the city and made it his own. Yet curiously, in an era where Roman politics had been reduced to a constant grab for selfish power, Verginius refused. He told his men that he would neither become nor support an emperor that had not been lawfully elected by the Senate, and that was the end of that.

The rebellion itself, however, was far from over. Enraged by the death of Vindex, Galba decided that the time had come to stand up against the emperor. Joined by Nero’s old friend Otho, now the governor of Lusitania, Galba began to march unopposed toward Rome.

Nero himself had greeted the news of Vindex’s rebellion with flippant dismissal. He’d known that Verginius would take care of it; it wasn’t the first revolt he’d seen, and he knew it would end with the guilty parties safely in the ground. But when Galba and Otho started to march on Rome, Nero knew that things had changed. He began to worry, and his worry was for good reason. In June 68, the Praetorian Prefect declared his allegiance to Galba. The Senate soon followed by declaring Galba as emperor and condemning Nero himself to death.

Nero was petrified. All the senators he had killed, the politicians he had wronged, the taxes he had raised, the people he had raped and murdered and pillaged were finally standing up to him. His own sins were coming to get him like a marauding wolf pack, baying over the seven hills of Rome for his blood. At first, he tried to bully his way out of the mess, ordering some army officers to ready his ships and take him to the loyal east. But they refused. Panicking, Nero knew he was out of friends and out of favors. And while he slept in the palace that night, he rose around midnight only to discover that his guards had all left. The emperor was as naked and vulnerable as his many victims had been during the brutal orgies in the Domus Aurea.

The emptiness of the palace drove Nero to a depth of depression he had hitherto never felt before. True to his dramatic soul to the very end, Nero staggered through the empty halls, crying out for a gladiator to come and kill him. But the palace was empty, except for a handful of his freedmen, the only friends he had left. There was Neophytus, Phaon, and Nero’s personal secretary, Epaphroditus. Phaon owned a villa a few miles beyond the city limits, and he offered to take Nero there and keep him safe. Taking Sporus with him, Nero fled with the freedmen to Phaon’s villa.

However, even there, he was not safe. No one could be safe, not now that the entirety of Rome was out for his blood. The people who had so enjoyed Nero’s public performances were bent on seeing an execution now, and a mob began to gather in the streets as the appalled emperor watched from the windows of Phaon’s villa. An army was on its way to come and get him, as even his own Praetorian Guard had mustered against him. Nero, obviously, believed that he was going to be killed. Unbeknownst to him, though, the Senate had decided that he would have to be preserved somehow; he was the last of the Julio-Claudians, and even if he was good for nothing else, at least someday he might produce an heir.

Nero didn’t know that. All he knew was that he was being hunted, and now he had gone to ground like some helpless animal with the hounds on his heels. Pacing dramatically up and down the terraces of Phaon’s villa, he decided that he would die as he had lived, on his own terms. The last three emperors had all been murdered, and Nero was nothing if not different. He refused to be killed. If anyone was to do the killing, it would be Nero himself.

But faced now with his last killing, Nero had lost what little nerve he once possessed. He could not bring himself to do it. Instead, with the Praetorian Guard hammering at the doors, he turned to Epaphroditus and begged his loyal secretary to do the deed. Even now, the emperor would not be disobeyed. Epaphroditus drew his knife and stabbed Nero in the neck. The Praetorian Guard burst in to bring Nero safely to the palace, but it was too late. The emperor was already bleeding out on the floor, coughing up his last words. They are a little ironic but entirely tragic, perhaps revealing more than anything else about who Nero thought he was.

“What an artist the world loses in me!” he croaked on a spray of blood. And with that, the most depraved of all the Roman emperors died at last on June 9th, 68 CE.
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Conclusion
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Strangely enough, despite the fact that he had been hated by his contemporaries, Christians, and history in general for nearly 2,000 years, Nero had been distinctly popular with the commoners. He had lost sway with those actually living in Rome after the Great Fire, but the common people in the outlying areas of the Roman Empire liked the fact that this emperor was not above enjoying the same games and arts that they did.

It didn’t take long, considering the sketchy circumstances of Nero’s death, before a legend began to circulate among the commoners that Nero was not really dead—and that if he was, he was coming back, like a twisted version of a Roman King Arthur. The Nero Redivivus (“Nero Reborn”) legend remained popular enough that several minor rebellions were launched by men who claimed to be the reincarnation of the deceased emperor. None of these gained much ground, however, and instead, Rome was plunged into a period of utter chaos known as the Year of the Four Emperors, with Galba as the first one. The Pax Romana, which had begun during the long reign of Augustus, was over.

In its place was chaos, a Rome literally and figuratively raped by the last Julio-Claudian emperor and haunted by the memories of one of the most colorful historical figures of all time. The world has known many tyrants and despots in the 2,000 years between now and the rule of Nero; it will know many more. But Nero himself stands out as larger than life, a megalomaniac and villain so appallingly bad he nearly doesn’t seem real. One is stunned, almost speechless, when looking at the multitude of atrocities he committed. Even in the lives of many of history’s most awful figures, there is a vestige of humanity, a backstory, a reason for their behavior. Yet Nero is in a league of his own—a villain to end all villains.

Perhaps the only real explanation we can find for Nero’s behavior lies in the years of oppression he endured from Seneca, Burrus, and Agrippina. All three of them, for different reasons, wanted him to be something that he never was. In another world—a world where Claudius never married Agrippina—perhaps Nero would have gone down in history as an artist, an entertainer, a writer, an orator, or musician without rival.

Instead, he goes down as one of the most terrible of all of Rome’s emperors. And rightfully so.
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Part 4: Constantine the Great
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A Captivating Guide to the First Christian Roman Emperor and How He Ruled the Roman Empire
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Constantine the Great is a complex figure surrounded by controversies and contradictions. The sources history left for us to read are often biased one way or the other as he is the first Christian Roman emperor. His own propaganda paints a bright picture of his actions and his personality, while on the other side, we have his political enemies who paint him in much darker colors. All of the sources available to us are either fully supporting Constantine or are strictly against him. There is no objective work that will give us any true insight on how Constantine lived, what he was thinking, and what his true motives were. In truth, contemporary historians served the purpose of writing what the people wanted to hear. They followed the latest political and cultural trends, and they did not care too much about objectivism and truth. Most of the historians who wrote about Constantine were Christians themselves, and they wrote in the emperor’s favor not because they believed in Constantine’s righteousness but for personal gain. For example, Eusebius was a Christian historian who pleased the emperor with his propaganda so much that he was given the appointment of the bishopric of Caesarea. Personal gain was a driving force for contemporary writers and historians, and even though they are our only source, we should always read their works with a grain of salt and question the motives behind each paragraph.

Another great source of the events surrounding the persona of Constantine the Great is his coinage. He issued new mints with each victory against the “barbarians,” and one could say that it is in this coinage that we can observe what happened through Constantine’s point of view. Coins were imprinted not just with the scenes and symbols of victory but also with inscriptions, which often tell us of Constantine’s political views and actions. Even the civil wars got their own mints with inscribed general terms such as “blessed calm” or “perpetual peace,” as it was a delicate thing to celebrate events in which Romans killed other Romans. Constantine’s sons were depicted on coins, too, giving us a clear picture of the emperor’s hopes for the future of his empire. Even the lack of Crispus’s portrait after he was put to death tells us of Constantine’s anger and disappointment that he must have felt toward his oldest son.

In the end, the most accurate insight on the personality of Constantine the Great we can find is from his surviving correspondence and the edicts he issued. Although he had a plethora of secretaries and advisors who helped him with the documents, we can say that the original thought and attitude behind them comes from Constantine himself. Quite a few of these documents were even written by his hand, and we can learn a lot about his political and religious views by taking a look at them.

All these sources we mentioned are Constantine’s own propaganda. But there are a number of pagan writers who saw Constantine as an inadequate emperor who allowed Christianity to become the main religion of the Roman Empire, and, of course, these writers were his political enemies. In their writings, they are often very quick to harshly judge Constantine and blame Christianity for the Roman Empire’s downfall. For example, Zosimus, a Greek historian from the 6th century, criticizes Constantine’s religious views, which he uses to interpret the military failures of the empire.

There are also a few contemporary authors who tried their best to stay impartial and give us an objective view on the rule of Constantine the Great, but they are few. And their own impartiality is often tainted by the biased sources they were forced to use in their own writings. It is their personal experiences of the empire they lived in that stayed truly impartial, which can help fill in the gaps we have when reading Eusebius or Zosimus. The questions like what sort of a man was Constantine and what exactly did he achieve during his reign are still baffling historians. It is through tracking the right material and reading in between the lines that we are able to give some sort of answer. We have to use our common sense to discern the truth in the pages of propaganda and paint a new, more accurate picture of Constantine the Great, his deeds, and his persona.
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Chapter 1 – The Early Life of Constantine the Great
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Marble bust of Constantine the Great found at the Capitoline Museums in Rome

(Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constantine_the_Great#/media/File:Rome-Capitole-StatueConstantin.jpg)

It is not an easy task for historians to discern the true facts about Constantine the Great. He was a great man who lived during a turning point in history, as Christianity was beginning to take over the old Roman pagan pantheon. Since the writers of that time were either serving his own propaganda or composing stories that would bring about his downfall, it is very difficult to even pinpoint Constantine’s exact birth year. We know the date was February 27th, but the year is somewhat obscure. Constantine was a man who always wanted to show himself as a young ruler, and through his propaganda, he claimed he took the crown at a very young age. His supporters and admirers claimed he was born either in 280 or in 282 CE. However, we know he was between 62 to 65 years old when he died in 337 CE; therefore, he must have been born around the year 272. This is also the year modern historians accept as the most accurate year of his birth.

If we look at the place of birth of Constantine the Great, once more we cannot be sure what is propaganda and what are the facts. The most likely birthplace of Constantine was Naissus in Upper Moesia, which lies in today's city of Nis in Serbia. It is unknown if Constantine proclaimed this city his birthplace since he needed solid ties to Emperor Claudius II Gothicus, who Constantine claimed was his ancestor. Or maybe he was actually born there, and the victory that Emperor Claudius won over the Goths at this site simply gave Constantine the idea of proclaiming Claudius as his ancestor. Other cities have been proposed to be the birthplace of Constantine the Great; however, Naissus remains the most likely one and is also the one most accepted by modern historians.

What we do know for certainty are some facts about Constantine’s father, Constantius I Chlorus. He came from the region of Dacia Ripensis (south of the river Danube in today’s Bulgaria) and was a son of a simple goat herder and freeman’s daughter. Constantius I started out as a simple soldier, but he quickly advanced to the post of an officer and had a very distinguished military career. He continued to rise through the ranks to the position of praetorian prefect of Emperor Maximian and gained status as a Roman citizen, which opened up the opportunity to become a part of the Roman Empire’s political life, not just the military. Contemporary writers often described Constantius as a generous and kind man, who, despite his lack of official education, was a man of culture and philosophy. Sources of Christian origin claim he was a monotheist, as one of his daughters was named Anastasia, a purely Christian name. But there is no solid evidence of his religion. 

Constantine’s mother was a Greek woman named Helena, who probably never married his father. She was a stabularia, which can be translated from Latin as a barmaid or a landlady of a tavern. She could have been the owner of a guesthouse where Constantine’s father stayed during his military campaigns. There is no mention of any marriage between the two in sources, and it would be very unlikely that a Roman officer would have married a non-Roman woman. However, it was a great dishonor in those times to call someone a bastard. This is why some historians claim Constantine could not have been anything less than a legitimate son of Constantius and Helena. Although it’s not known whether Helena was actually married to Constantine’s father or not, it is known that she fell from his grace once he married Flavia Maximiana Theodora, the adopted daughter of Emperor Maximian. With Theodora, Constantius had six children, and it is very unlikely Constantius kept Helena as a concubine in those times. Helena, however, would rise to power once more during the reign of her son Constantine. She would appear in the art and on the coins issued by Constantine, which can only mean that she was highly respected as the emperor’s mother.

As a child, Constantine spent very little time with his family. His father was always on the move as an army officer, and so, his son could not follow him to the distant lands where he campaigned. Instead, Constantine spent his youth at the court of Emperor Diocletian (244–311 CE). The Roman Empire was already practicing division under two emperors who each had his own seat of power, army, and freedom to move anywhere through the empire. This diarchy was founded by Emperor Maximian once he became Augustus (senior emperor) and appointed Diocletian as his Caesar (junior emperor) in 286. At that time, the Roman Empire was controlling the territories from Britain to Africa and from Spain to Armenia. In fact, it was Diocletian who instituted the tetrarchy system of rule, where power was divided among four individuals who ruled separate parts of the empire. Each territory had its own capital city, while Rome was considered to be the capital of the whole empire. 

One of the rulers of the tetrarchy was Constantine’s father, who was appointed to the prefecture Galliae, today’s Britain, France, and some territories of Germany. His capital was in Augusta Treverorum, modern-day Trier, Germany. His co-rulers were Galerius, the eastern Caesar who ruled over parts of the Balkans and Pannonia with the capital in Sirmium (nowadays Sremska Mitrovica, Serbia); Maximian, the western Augustus who ruled over “Italia et Africa” (territories of North Africa, Italy, and Spain) with the capital in Mediolanum (Milan, Italy); and finally, Diocletian, the eastern (senior) Augustus who ruled over Asia Minor with the capital in Nicomedia (Izmit, Turkey). The tetrarchy was what would eventually bring about the downfall of the Roman Empire, as it created many internal power struggles. However, at the time of Diocletian, it was a necessity as the empire was too large to defend all of its borders, especially because the Germanic tribes had started their invasions, and Dacia was already abandoned due to the constant attacks from the Goths. Diocletian was a strong ruler whose personality and politics kept the Roman Empire together, but after his death, the tetrarchy was destined to fail.

Diocletian was the senior ruler, and to ensure the loyalty of his co-rulers, he gathered their sons and cousins at his court to play the role of hostages. However, the royal hostage in these times was not treated as a prisoner or as a hostage in the modern meaning of the term. In fact, they often grew up together with the children of the emperor, enjoying the same rights and having the best education the royal court could give them. This is how Constantine spent his young age, surrounded by the best teachers of pagan and Christian origins, who taught him Roman and Greek literature and philosophy. Constantine spoke only Latin, and later in life, he would need Greek translators whenever he addressed the people. His mind and thinking were influenced by the politics of Diocletian’s court, and he even accompanied the emperor on his campaign in Egypt against the usurper Domitius Domitanus, where Constantine gained insight in what it means to be a ruler of the Roman Empire. Constantine wasn’t spared from court intrigues either; he was viewed as a political threat to other prominent families, and he was surrounded by jealousy and hostility from the other courtiers. As a result, Constantine had to train skills such as deception and duplicity, all the while keeping his own thoughts to himself.

Besides education, Constantine received military training, and when he came of age, he became a successful officer. First, he served as a member of Diocletian’s personal guards before being transferred to Galerius’s court, where he became a bodyguard. While serving under Diocletian, Constantine fought barbarians on the banks of the Danube River in 296 and fought the Persians in Syria in 297/8. While under Galerius, Constantine fought in Mesopotamia as well in the years 298 and 299. By the year 305, Constantine became a tribunus ordinis primi (first order tribune/officer). He returned to Nicomedia by 303, which was when the Great Persecution of Christians started. 

It is no secret that Christians were often persecuted in the Roman Empire. They were an illegal religious cult, unaccepted by the citizens of the empire, and were often blamed for anything bad that happened in Rome. They were seen as members of a secret society and often characterized as evil. However, it was the anger of the people who fueled the earlier persecutions of the Christians; it was never an official state effort. Christians were often dragged out of their houses and beaten to death by angry mobs. The state rarely meddled, allowing the mobs to sate their anger on Christians more often than preventing the abuse from occurring. However, in early 302, it was Emperor Diocletian himself who asked the oracle of Apollo for advice about the Christians. Diocletian was a traditionalist, and he saw himself as a ruler who would restore the old Roman values. This included the old Roman pantheon of gods from Mount Olympus. Diocletian was a pagan to the core of his soul, and there was no room for new religions in his empire. Christians were to be persecuted as the new, unfamiliar religion, while Jews gained an exemption because their religion was old and familiar. 

Initially, Diocletian thought it would be enough to remove Christians from the state’s employment and military service. Galerius, however, who happened to be in the presence of Diocletian at the time, insisted that the Christians needed to be exterminated. The two rulers argued about this, and to settle the argument, they decided to ask the oracle of Apollo what would be the right thing to do. Constantine was present at the court when the answer from the oracle arrived. The answer itself was vague, saying that Apollo could not speak due to “the just on earth.” This message was enough for Diocletian, as he interpreted “the just” as the Christians, and he ordered the universal persecution and extermination of all Christians. In his later writings, Constantine said he opposed Diocletian on the matter of the Christians, and this makes it very unlikely that he took any part in the persecution. However, there is no doubt he was influenced by the events that took place. Constantine was passive during the Great Persecution, and this proved to be a political liability for him later in his life. 

In 305, Diocletian chose to abdicate due to his poor health. On May 1st of the same year, he held a ceremony in which he declared his intentions. On the same day, Maximian in Milan had the same ceremony, as he, too, wished to abdicate. Two new Caesars were to be chosen, and everyone thought Diocletian would announce that Constantine, son of Constantius I, would be his heir. However, Galerius had influenced Diocletian heavily and made him pick his own nephew instead, Maximinus Daia. It is even believed that Galerius persuaded Diocletian to abdicate in favor of his nephew. As the Caesar of Italy and Africa, Valerius Severus was chosen instead of Maximian’s own son. Severus was a close friend of Galerius, and it is obvious he influenced this election as well because Severus did not have any official training to be a leader or any relevant experience. One of the contemporary writers, Lactantius, described how the crowd that listened to Diocletian’s abdication speech was disturbed to find out Constantine was not declared his heir. His description of the melodramatic surprise of the crowd is exaggerated, but it is clear that Constantine was considered as a candidate. There are also stories of hate that Galerius had for Constantine, which describe Galerius’s several attempts to kill the young officer. He sometimes sent him on pointless missions in the marshes of the Danube’s midsection, while in others, he would make him fight a lion alone. No matter what Galerius tried to do, Constantine would always come out victorious in these stories. But these myths are just that, and maybe there is a grain of truth about the animosity between the two. However, there is no historical evidence at all that Galerius attempted to assassinate Constantine.

With the abdication of Diocletian behind him, Constantine wanted to reunite with his father in the West. It is believed that it was his father who asked for Constantine’s release from Galerius’s court as he was gravely ill, but we don't know if this information is true. Other sources mention how Constantius asked for his son’s help in the campaigns of Britain. What we do know is that Constantine got permission to leave the court in the East to join his father in the West. Lactantius once more gives us a very descriptive moment in his writings on how Constantine did not want to wait and risk the emperor changing his mind. Instead, he escaped the court the very same evening, and his ride was so vigorous that the horses under him died of exhaustion. Keep in mind that Lactantius was a writer of propaganda, and so, he is an unreliable source, but unfortunately, it is the only one we have concerning this matter. It is more probable that the real threat to Constantine was Severus, who became his enemy and opponent during the abdication. Nevertheless, Constantine reached his father before the summer of 305. 

Constantine spent a year in Britain, fighting the Picts alongside his father beyond Hadrian’s Wall. However, his father became gravely ill, or perhaps he was already ill when he called on his son to join him. Constantius I Chlorus died on July 25th, 306, in Eboracum, but not before he declared his wish that his son, Constantine, should be raised to the position of Augustus. King Crocus of the Germanic tribes, who was serving under Constantius, proclaimed Constantine the heir and new Augustus. His father’s troops quickly accepted him as the new ruler and gave him their support. Gaul and Britain accepted Constantine, but Spain, which had only been under the rule of Constantius for a year, denied him.

Constantine sent a note to Galerius to notify him of his father’s death and his ascension to the position of Augustus. Probably to avoid Galerius denying him the position, he was smart to accuse his father’s army of “forcing” the rule upon him. This way, Constantine made sure Galerius knew it wasn’t his choice to take on the mantle of leadership, but since he did, in fact, become Augustus, he had the army to back him up. It was a subtle way of saying that if Galerius attacked him, Constantine had an army who was loyal and willing to defend his position. At first, Galerius was furious at Constantine’s behavior, but he couldn’t just simply deny him, as it would mean an open war. Instead, he offered Constantine the title of Caesar instead of Augustus, a title that would suit the young ruler more comfortably. Constantine accepted the offer, probably in an attempt to avoid the conflict himself, and was happy enough that the title made him a legitimate ruler of his father’s lands. Galerius lifted his friend Valerius Severus to the position of Augustus since he was his favorite.

The Rhine River was the border of Constantius’s domain, and it was an important strategic area of the Roman Empire against the Germanic tribes. The army stationed there was huge, and it was Constantine who had the power of commanding it. However, he knew he was not strong enough to take on Galerius at this point. He chose to remain steady and rule his share of the empire, which consisted of Britain, Gaul, and Spain. He stationed himself in Britain, where he could continue fighting the Picts, and he improved the roads and finished building military bases, the latter being a project his father started. 

Back in Rome, the atmosphere was becoming more intense, as Maxentius, the son of Maximian, was jealous of Constantine’s elevation to the position of Caesar, and he wanted the same for himself. He had no love for Galerius and was brewing a rebellion.
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Chapter 2 – Early Rule
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After the campaigns in Britain, Constantine finally moved to his capital in Augusta Treverorum. When the Franks learned of Constantine’s ascension, they decided to invade Gaul in the winter of 306/7. This was a great opportunity for Constantine to win his first major battle as a new ruler, and he managed to drive the Franks back across the Rhine River. He even managed to capture two of their leaders, King Ascaric and King Merogais, who both died in the amphitheater of the capital Augusta Treverorum after being fed to the beasts during the victory celebration ceremony.

With the immediate threat over, Constantine launched a major expansion of his capital. He strengthened the city walls by building towers and fortified gates. In the northeastern part of the city, Constantine started the construction of his own royal palace. The audience hall of the palace was massive, and so was the imperial bathhouse. However, Constantine did not limit his building plans just to his capital. He sponsored various construction projects throughout Gaul, especially in Augustodunum and Arelate, today’s Autun and Arles in France.

The persecution of Christians was still going on when Constantine became a Caesar. Diocletian had abdicated, leaving the persecution to Galerius, even though he thought the job was done since the Christians were eliminated from military and state positions. It was Galerius who understood that it would take a much bigger effort to permanently get rid of elusive Christians. In the end, the persecution was unsuccessful, as the Christians found various ways to defy the Roman Empire. Some bribed the state officials to stay in their position, some simply left the empire, and others hid in the woods and groves where they were safe from being targeted. Christians continued existing through the persecution, though they had to keep a low profile and stay silent as their properties were confiscated and churches were burnt. At this time, Constantine wasn't a Christian yet; however, he chose a softer policy toward them. He ended the persecution officially in his share of the empire and returned all the properties the Christians had lost during the pogrom. He even allowed Christians who were running from the “Great Persecutor” Galerius to settle in the lands he ruled.

Maxentius’s Rebellion

As it was the custom, Constantine’s portrait was brought to Rome upon his succession to the throne. There, a jealous Maxentius mocked the portrait, calling the new Caesar the “son of a harlot” while complaining about how powerless he was. Maxentius decided to seize the title of emperor in 306, thinking he deserved it even more than Constantine. However, Galerius refused to recognize him, and he even sent Severus to discipline Maxentius. But Severus was in command of the armies who were previously loyal to Maximian, the father of Maxentius. So, instead of obeying their new commander, the army decided to imprison him. To support his son, Maximian quit his retirement and took the role of emperor again. He openly asked Constantine to support his son, and in return for doing so, he would allow him to marry his daughter Flavia Maxima Fausta and grant him the title of Augustus. Constantine agreed, but he was reluctant to join the fight openly. He admitted Maxentius as being the emperor in Italy, but other than political recognition, Constantine did not offer any other kind of help.

In order to avoid a direct role in the Italian conflict, Constantine returned to Britain under the excuse of Pictish incursions. He sent his army to fight the Germanic tribes along the Rhine to avoid sending them as military aid to Maxentius. Because he avoided direct conflict with the rest of the empire, Constantine became very popular among the common people. Instead of paying attention to the internal state conflicts, he toured the country, investing in the arts and economy and becoming even more popular. Maximian stayed with Constantine for a year, but upon his return to Rome, he had a fallout with his son. Many believe that their argument was staged in order to trap and dispose of Severus, but there is no historical evidence to support this view. However, soon after the death of Valerius Severus in 307, Maximian and Maxentius reconciled, and Maximian once more took the title of Augustus and shared the rule with his son. 

On November 11th, 308, Galerius called all the rulers to a general council. He deliberately did not invite Maxentius because he influenced his father Maximian to resign once more. He now needed a second Augustus to rule the West while he ruled the East, and he chose Gaius Valerius Licinianus Licinius, his comrade-in-arms, who had never even served as Caesar. This decision angered his nephew Maximinus Daia, who retained his title of Caesar instead of receiving a promotion while this newcomer Licinius was elevated to the role of Augustus. Maximinus demanded a promotion from Galerius, who, in turn, offered him the title of “son of the Augustus” (Filius Augustorum). The same title was offered to Constantine, who was now demoted back to Caesar since his promotion by Maximian was considered to be illegitimate. However, neither Constantine nor Maximinus accepted this new title, and Galerius had no other choice but to refer to both of them as Augusti by the end of spring in 310. With Constantine being the new Augustus in the West, Licinius was left with the control of only the Illyrian provinces.

Maximian’s Rebellion

In 310, Maximian, even though he had abdicated from the position of Augustus for the second time, remained restless, and he tried to raise a rebellion against Constantine at whose court he retired. Constantine sent him, along with a contingent of troops, to Arles, fearing that Maxentius would attack southern Gaul. Once there, Maximian proclaimed Constantine dead and took the royal purple for himself. However, the army remained loyal to their legitimate emperor, and they forced Maximian to leave the city. To gain some followers, he offered large amounts of money to anyone who would support him. Still, it wasn't enough, and the people showed their love for Constantine to be greater than that of gold.

Once Constantine heard of the rebellion, he abandoned his campaign against the Franks and started the march up the Rhine. Maximian’s only choice was to flee and seek refuge in Massilia (Marseille, France), a town that could withstand long sieges. However, Maximian did not count on the citizens’ loyalty to Constantine. As soon as he approached the city, the people opened the back gate to their emperor and his army. Maximian was quickly arrested and reprimanded for his crimes against the only emperor who was willing to take him in after his second abdication. Constantine obviously respected Maximian, probably because of the friendship Maximian showed to his father, but he could not forgive this betrayal. Instead of dealing out severe punishment, Constantine encouraged the ex-Augustus to take his own life. Maximian hanged himself in July 310.

There is some controversy behind the death of Maximian, as the sources claim it was Constantine who said his suicide was a family tragedy. However, a year after Maximian’s death, Constantine offered another story. Instead, he claimed that he granted a pardon to Maximian after his rebellion and offered him to stay with him and his daughter Fausta at the royal court. But Maximian plotted to kill Constantine, and due to the loyalty of his wife, he survived. In fact, when Constantine learned about the plot, he ordered a eunuch to sleep in his quarters the night of the planned killing. Maximian was arrested while performing the deed, but Constantine was still merciful enough to offer him the choice of suicide rather than to disgrace him with public execution. This second story might have been a fabrication and the propaganda of Constantine himself, who issued a damnatio memoriae (condemnation of memory) on Maximian. Constantine ordered the destruction of everything that referred to Maximian in any way, be it by name or picture.

However, Maximian offered support to Constantine in the past, and he was the source of his legitimacy as an Augustus. Now that the old emperor was dead, Constantine needed a new source of that legitimacy if he wanted to keep his respectable public image. After Maximian died, he fabricated a dynastic connection to Claudius II, a Roman emperor from the 3rd century. He even gave a speech to make this fact publicly known. Claudius II (214–270) was famous for defeating the Goths near Naissus in Upper Moesia, where Constantine was born. Claudius was also known for restoring order throughout the Roman Empire. Because he claimed family connections to this emperor, Constantine also claimed the ancestral prerogative to rule alone. He was obviously dismissing the idea of the tetrarchy, realizing its instability after the unrest that followed Diocletian’s abdication. To support his claim that the empire was in need of a sole ruler, Constantine said he experienced a divine vision sent by Apollo, who Constantine was a devoted follower of. In this vision, the god himself granted Constantine laurel wreaths, a symbol with which he blessed the Augustus with health and long rule. At the same time, Constantine issued new coins that replaced Mars as his patron deity with Apollo, the sun god. Of course, his proclamation of dynastic ties with Claudius II and of this divine vision is nothing more than propaganda; however, it should be noted that it did make an impression on his followers. He became especially popular among the citizens of Gaul after these proclamations.

Hearing of his father’s death, Maxentius presented himself as a devoted son. He swore he would avenge his death and started issuing coins with the image of his disgraced father, probably to inspire the people’s support.
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Chapter 3 – Civil Wars
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A fresco depicting the battle between Constantine and Maxentius

(Source:https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constantine_the_Great#/media/File:Battle_of_Constantine_and_Maxentius (detail-of-fresco-in-Vatican-Stanze) c1650_by_Lazzaro_Baldi_after_Giulio_Romano_at_the_University_of_Edinburgh.jpg)

By the mid-310s, Galerius was ill and unable to make any good political decisions. His last act was a proclamation of the end to the persecutions of Christians and the return of the Roman Empire to religious tolerance. He died in April or May 311, soon after the proclamation was issued. His death was due to a horrible, gruesome illness, possibly gangrene or bowel cancer. With his death, the tetrarchy ended. Maximinus moved quickly against Licinius, who had just lost a friend and supporter. Following Constantine’s example, Licinius fabricated his dynastic ties to another old Roman emperor in order to set himself as the sole ruler after the death of Galerius. He claimed he was the descendant of Philip the Arab (204–249), which fortified his position. Maximinus managed to take over Asia Minor through peaceful solutions as Licinius agreed to share the eastern provinces between the two of them. 

At the time of Galerius’s death, Constantine was touring Britain and Gaul, while Maxentius prepared for war to avenge his father’s death. He hoped to gain Christian support by allowing them to elect a new bishop of Rome. Even though Licinius also claimed the right of sole rule over the Roman Empire, Constantine regarded Maxentius as the bigger threat and decided to move against him. In fact, he made an alliance with Licinius in the winter of 311 when he offered him his half-sister, Flavia Julia Constantina, as a wife. However, by making this alliance, Constantine made an enemy of Maximinus, who kept trying to wrestle power from Licinius. In response to this alliance, Maximinus sent ambassadors to Rome, offering political recognition to Maxentius if he would give him his army in return. Maxentius agreed and began preparations for war. It is noteworthy that contemporary writers describe how it was impossible to travel between regions at those times and how everyone expected the political tensions to culminate into a war at any moment.

By the early spring of 312, Constantine gathered his army, but he decided to move only a quarter of his forces against Maxentius. His generals, advisors, and even soothsayers advised him against the preemptive strike, but Constantine ignored all of them. Many people believed he was driven by some divine power, and they were eager to follow him. Constantine took around 40,000 men on a march to cross the Cottian Alps and attack Maxentius. The first town Constantine encountered in Italy was Segusium (Susa), and he took it without many casualties. The town did defy him, but he ordered the gates to be burned down and the walls scaled. After a quick, decisive victory, Constantine forbade the looting and pillaging of the city, and he then marched his army farther into northern Italy. 

It was at the gates of Augusta Taurinorum (Turin) where Constantine encountered the first heavily armed cavalry of Maxentius’s army. At the Battle of Turin, Constantine encircled Maxentius’s cavalry with his own. Constantine’s soldiers were equipped with iron-tipped clubs, which they used to dismount their enemies before easily defeating them. The city of Turin recognized the victory of Constantine and thus refused to open the gates to the retreating army of Maxentius. Following this victory, other cities in northern Italy sent envoys to Constantine, congratulating him on his victory. When Constantine approached Milan, the city gates were already open in anticipation of his arrival.

The next cities Constantine conquered were Brescia and Verona. While Brescia posed no challenge, Verona hosted a large part of Maxentius’s army. Ruricius Pompeianus, the general of the Veronese forces and Maxentius’s praetorian prefect, tried to defend the city, demonstrating his loyalty to the late Maximian. Verona was in an excellent defensive position as it was surrounded by the river Adige from three sides. But Constantine managed to cross the river on the northern side of the city and lay siege to it. In the short battle that followed, Ruricius was killed, and Verona opened its gates willingly. With the surrender of Verona, other cities soon followed, including Aquileia, Mutina (Modena), and Ravenna, opening the road to Rome, where Maxentius waited.

Maxentius prepared the city for a long siege, as he had grains from Africa and the control of the praetorian guard, who protected the impregnable walls. He also destroyed all the bridges that connected the city with the other bank of the river Tiber. This move left the rest of central Italy undefended, but Maxentius claimed it was the will of the gods. Seeing how they were abandoned, the people of that region offered their support to Constantine. Even the citizens of Rome showed hatred for Maxentius, openly taunting him by saying how Constantine was invincible. Now Maxentius wasn’t sure if he would be victorious after the siege, and so, he built a wooden bridge over the Tiber that would grant him a route for his army to an open field battle if the need arose. On the sixth anniversary of his reign in 312, Maxentius asked the oracles for guidance. They prophesied that the enemy of the Roman people would die in the battle. Encouraged by these words, and not even considering that the enemy of the people might be actually him, Maxentius rode out of the city with his army to meet Constantine on the battlefield.

The battle between the two rulers of the Roman Empire was brief, and Constantine was victorious. In his attempt to cross the wooden bridge back to Rome, Maxentius fell in and drowned. His army dispersed, pushed by Constantine’s cavalry, and they, too, tried to cross the Tiber River, retreating back to the city. Constantine entered Rome on October 29th, 312, and the people cheered. He ordered Maxentius’s body to be fished out of the Tiber and be decapitated, and his head was paraded through the streets of Rome for everyone to see. Even though Constantine launched the propaganda campaign against Maxentius depicting him as an evil tyrant and himself as a liberator, Constantine did not seek revenge on the supporters of the late ruler. The grateful Roman Senate decreed him “title of the first name,” which meant that all official documents would bear his name first. They also declared him as the “Greatest Augustus,” which meant he was now superior to both Licinius and Maximinus. To present himself as a benevolent ruler, Constantine issued decrees in which he returned all the properties confiscated by Maxentius, as well as recalling the citizens that were sent to live in exile and freeing his enemies from the dungeons. It appeared that Constantine liberated Rome from the yoke of a tyrant, and the people celebrated their new freedom, thus making their new emperor very popular throughout the empire.

Constantine was now very close to becoming the sole ruler of the Roman Empire, especially because Licinius and Maximinus had to settle a quarrel of their own. In 313, Constantine met Licinius, and they agreed on the Edict of Milan, which granted freedom of religion throughout the empire. Christianity was now finally legalized. However, Maximinus took the opportunity of Licinius’s absence and invaded his European territories. Constantine did not offer any military help, but Licinius managed to defeat Maximinus on his own and gain full control over the eastern part of the empire. For a time, the two emperors ruled together, with Constantine in the West and Licinius in the East. However, their relationship started to deteriorate rapidly.

In 320, Constantine accused Licinius of breaking the Edict of Milan by renewing the oppression of Christians. He claimed Licinius started confiscating Christian possessions and eliminating any Christian office-holders. However, there are no unbiased sources that confirm this new oppression of Christians. It is only known that Licinius saw the Church as a tool that Constantine often used to promote his politics, but there is no evidence that Licinius openly defied Christianity in general. Nevertheless, a civil war broke out in 324 based on Constantine’s accusations. Licinius was aided by Gothic mercenaries, which was depicted as an evil, old pagan force in the history of Christianity. Constantine, on the other hand, with the army of Franks behind him, was depicted as a liberator who fought under the symbol of Christ. Even though the battle between the two emperors was a battle for political supremacy, everyone saw it in religious terms. Constantine’s army was outnumbered, but, inspired by the divine, they managed to gain a victory in the Battle of Adrianople (Thrace). It is said that the symbol of labarum (a symbol of Christ) was like a talisman for Constantine’s army. Constantine displayed the symbol throughout the battle to motivate his soldiers, who, in turn, fought vigorously, ensuring a victory.

After his defeat, Licinius retreated to Byzantium, but Constantine marched after him. However, the narrow waters that divided Thrace from Asia Minor posed a challenge. It was Constantine’s son Crispus who won a naval battle there and opened the path for his father’s army. Constantine met Licinius in the final battle at Chrysopolis, which took place on September 18th, 324. Constantine launched a single massive frontal assault on Licinius’s army, forgetting about any maneuvering tactics. The result was a decisive victory in which 30,000 soldiers led by Licinius lost their lives. Licinius himself managed to escape, however, and gather another force at the city of Nicomedia. But he was aware he had no chance against Constantine’s growing army, and he finally gave up the fight, throwing himself at the mercy of the victor. 

Initially, Constantine spared his life, probably on the request of his sister, who he had given to Licinius in marriage. However, a few months later, the army accused Licinius of planning treason and demanded his execution. Constantine had no other choice because the support of the army was too important to lose. In addition, a year later, Constantine also executed his own nephew, the son of Licinius, under the same suspicion of treason. At last, Constantine had become the sole emperor of a vast and mighty empire.
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Chapter 4 – Constantine, the Lavish Administrator
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Constantine was an autocratic emperor like many other Roman rulers that came before him. However, he was more open about that fact, as he would later describe his empire as a dominate, or dominion. It had become a custom to address Emperor Domitian (51–96) with the title of “domine,” which means lord; however, a similar title “dominus” would only be formally adopted in the times of Diocletian (r. 284–305). 

Diocletian was different from his predecessors, who preferred the simple, traditional Roman manners, as he introduced a number of complex rituals and protocols at his court. They were inspired by the lavish oriental customs in Persia, and Diocletian liked the luxurious silk robes with encrusted gems and complex ceremonies. He also changed the official court greeting from the polite “salutatio” salute to “adoratio,” which was somewhat demeaning to those who greeted him.

Constantine’s father didn’t care much about formal court proceedings and sophisticated manners. He was a pragmatic man. On the other hand, Constantine himself didn’t share his father’s opinions on the subject. He preferred to wear lavish robes, decorated bracelets, and a great deal of jewelry. Constantine also chose to have long hair to resemble Alexander the Great, even though some of that hair was fake. His rule was transformed from the traditional role to a more sacred and divine one, inspired by the idea of Christianity’s heavenly court. He took this development further, referring to his palace as the “domus divina” (temple) and introducing the word “sacrum,” meaning sacred, in many of the court ceremonies. 

These changes were to become even more drastic over the years. Constantine stamped new coins with his figure wearing a diadem made of pearls to signify his position as being superior to that of mere mortals. The image of the divine was intertwined with the image of the emperor. Everything from his formal garbs to his palaces, from court manners to newly minted coins, reinforced this image. Constantine sought to not only imitate Diocletian but to also exceed him by openly taking advantage of this autocratic power.

The administration of the empire also suffered a set of changes. It all started with Diocletian, however, as he had reorganized the administration by separating the military tasks from the civil tasks. Constantine continued the process by fully separating the military and civilian leadership. Under his rule, the governors of the Roman provinces lost their military commands. Instead, military duties were given to separate generals. This way, civil administration and military administration in a given province would be completely unrelated. The reason for these changes was to further limit the power of the provincial governors, who had a history of occasionally raising rebellions against the emperor. Constantine gained more power over the provinces by doing this, and he also continued the centralization campaign by breaking the provinces apart into smaller administrative territories that would become easier to control. The centralization of the empire was performed gradually so that Constantine could maintain a tight grip over his dominion.

In addition to the significant administrative changes, Constantine removed the traditional aristocracy that governed under the emperor. Instead, he created the Order of the Imperial Companions, an office that would consist of people Constantine trusted and deemed as friends. Their allegiance was sworn to himself personally and not to the state. This act is important, as it represents the building block of vassalage that would later be instituted throughout Europe in the medieval period.

Constantine created many such organizations and offices in order to promote the many people he deemed deserving and loyal. Each man who received such honors from the emperor was essentially showered with wealth and status. These changes assured Constantine’s control of the empire; however, bureaucracy became a nightmare. With so many institutions, the administration slowed down in performing its tasks, while costs increased significantly. The cost of the military had also increased greatly, and due to the many expeditions and campaigns the Roman legions were involved in, Constantine had to support a monstrous machine that was constantly hungry for funding and supplies. Taxes had been high since the era of Diocletian, and these new changes meant even more taxes for the common people. 

In addition, Constantine led a very lavish lifestyle with his newly appointed administrators and companions. He liked to organize rich ceremonies and spend money on complex building projects. Constantine wanted to gain the adoration of the people, and in order to do so, he had to spend far more than the previous emperors. Many writers of the time seemed to agree on this aspect of spending. They write that Constantine was spending money at far higher rates than anyone since Alexander the Great’s famous campaigns. They mentioned that in addition to all of his projects and personal spending, Constantine was also giving the lowly citizens of the empire food and clothing, such as beggars and widows. The people adored him for doing this; however, this caused a massive increase in the number of people who did not contribute to society.

So, as one can gather, the empire needed more money, meaning taxation had to be increased. Other emperors were concerned about raising taxes too greatly because such measures were seen as oppressive to the population. Constantine, however, kept the high taxation that was instituted by Diocletian and added several other taxes of his own. He didn’t just tax the poor, as he also added new taxes for the wealthy senators as well. Constantine also declared that whoever wouldn’t pay his taxes on time would have to pay five times the sum. If they still would fail to deliver, capital punishment would be used. These taxes were such a high burden on society that many historians of the period wrote about its effect on the people. They noted that Constantine started making examples of those who didn’t pay by torturing them in the public square. Some historians even mention a massive increase in slavery because the poor people who couldn’t afford the taxes had to sell their children as slaves in order to avoid punishment.

The high taxation caused a chain reaction throughout the empire. The middle class had to contribute a great deal as well; therefore, they increased the rent for the use of their land and rural properties. The peasants became so poor as a result that many communities were abandoned as people were forced to flee. With such poor rural areas, agriculture suffered. Constantine sought to fix the problem by eliminating the punishments of torture and simply imprisoning those who could not pay. He also reduced one of the taxes, but that made a marginal difference that didn’t matter on the grand scale. In time, towns and municipalities began suffering as well because much of the taxation did not benefit the people. The money went to the government, with much of it being distributed to Constantine himself in order to support his lifestyle. In addition, by 320, many luxurious churches were being constructed with those taxes as well. As a result, the middle class soon began to collapse, and the taxes became too much to bear even for the merchants and tradesmen.

The tax policies instituted by Constantine led to the downfall of all trade and agriculture throughout the empire. The increasing poverty among the classes led to increased hostilities toward the government. Inflation started impacting the economy even more, and eventually, by the end of the century, gold and silver coins would become difficult to come by. The empire became poorer, and without a doubt, this entire chain reaction would help lead to the fall of the Western Roman Empire.

As the empire went through economic struggles, corruption reached new heights. Wages shrank drastically due to the growing inflation; therefore, many public servants started accepting bribes whenever they had an opportunity. This problem expanded to the military as well, as officers started stealing from the soldiers’ wages or treated them badly until they would pay a small fee. The churches accepted bribes as well from those who wished to secure a position as a priest or climb the hierarchical ladder. 

Constantine was aware of the troubles of the empire. He even knew about the corruption that took place, and he wasn’t pleased at all. He knew it couldn’t continue unanswered because it reduced his own power over his subjects; therefore, he implemented a number of new laws. Penalties against acts of corruption were increased, and Constantine decreed that if anyone suspected a high-ranking official of any misconduct, that person should come forward and personally address him. The emperor became a judge as well, hoping to root out the corrupt governors and officers.

Constantine’s new laws were meant to enact vengeance upon criminals and inspire order through the fear of punishment. He instructed his judiciaries to severely punish anyone who broke the law. This included punishment by death or mutilation, and it wasn’t meant just for those in positions of power. Scribes who falsified papers, workers who failed to deliver according to their contract, dishonest tax collectors, and basically any member of society could be savagely punished for breaking any law. An even more extreme form of punishment, however, was reserved for crimes related to chastity. Slaves who had sexual relations with a free woman would be executed at once. Maids who would help someone kidnap her master or mistress would be executed by pouring molten lead down her throat. These are but a few examples of the brutal punishments that were designed to maintain control over a dire situation.

None of Constantine’s measures had any effect. Corruption ruled, and no law would persuade the criminals and the desperate to refuse bribes and conduct themselves in a more respectable way. Even the fear of death failed to convince the impoverished population from performing illegal actions. Many historians from the time of Constantine wrote that everything (and everyone) could be bought and that death did not even slow down the corruption
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Chapter 5 – The Man behind the Emperor
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Behind the autocratic emperor lies a man that is difficult to truly know and understand. In order to learn who he was as a person, we need to rummage through a great deal of the flattering propaganda of the time. For instance, there were many Christian writers who admired Constantine and wrote that he was kind, charming, and loved by all. Other writers mention that everything he did was of high nobility. All of this is the exaggeration of the time, so we truly need to sift through a lot of material in order to gain real insight into Constantine’s personality.

Constantine was, after all, just a man, and like any other, he was both brilliant in certain ways as well as flawed. For instance, we know that he was indeed a great general, a talented leader, and a calculated planner and organizer. He was clever, and he knew when to wait and when to strike to his advantage. However, the most valuable aspects of his character can be seen in his policies over religion, Christianity in particular.

Constantine learned a great deal at the court of Diocletian, and it is there that he studied the art of patience. He learned how to pursue a goal with care and tact, and he mastered the art of dissimulation. This would become valuable, as he would become an adherent to Christianity in order to unify the empire. He believed that embracing the Christian faith, together with the statesmen beneath him, would gradually push the entire population to do the same and become unified under one faith. His patience and gradual approach to his plan for unification can be considered to be the most important of his talents.

Another interesting aspect of Constantine’s personality is the fact that he enjoyed conversation with the common soldier, thus inspiring loyalty into his military. As a military man himself, he delighted in discussing the familiar with his troops.

Constantine was also heavily focused on education. He focused on bettering himself intellectually, especially because his education was initially lacking. According to his contemporaries, he wasn’t the best when it came to abstract thinking and logical arguments. However, he promoted all intellectuals and fought against any current that went against them. Constantine also encouraged education by eliminating certain taxes for those who pursued a career in the sciences and arts.

Unfortunately, this is where the real positive aspects of the emperor end. We already discussed many of his failed plans and actions, and one can see that, ultimately, Constantine was an ambitious emperor. He was emotional instead of logical, and he was even superstitious, as evidenced by his devotion to his own religious views. Nonetheless, he was autocratic about achieving his own success no matter the cost. That is one of the reasons why he implemented such ruthless punishments that, in the end, did not help to stem the tide of corruption at all. Even though Constantine strived to be patient and implement his plans gradually, he was also known for his outbursts of impatience, although they only occurred on occasion. His eagerness to achieve his goals the way he imagined them led to despotic decisions, and it did not help that Constantine did not have the ability to judge people and see who they truly were.

Constantine’s character was divided into two distinct personalities. On the one side, he was patient, tolerant, and understanding, but on the other side, he could simply snap and become impatient, brutal, and vengeful. His biggest fault, however, was the fact that he was incredibly vain. Constantine enjoyed flattery, and he adored being popular. That is why he organized many ceremonies and social events, and he also tried to buy the love of the poor by giving money to the widows and beggars during his early reign. This made him easy to deceive and manipulate if enough flattery was applied. Constantine’s vanity and desire to be loved pushed him to create many unnecessary offices and political organizations that drained the empire’s coffers without providing anything other than social status and wealth to his friends. His generosity, in combination with his vanity, led to the economic downfall of the empire.

Toward the end of his reign, Constantine would worsen, as his positive traits were lessened and overcome by the negative ones. He started having dreams that he saw as visions, and he was often overtaken with jealousy and rage. He would also often experience bursts of fury that would lead him to murder some of his entourage due to his unfounded suspicions. For instance, Constantine executed Sopater, a pagan philosopher who was one of Constantine’s advisors, in 331. Constantine blamed him for magically controlling the wind and thus causing a famine to erupt, which was due to the failed delivery of food and supplies. Many more of his friends and advisors would die the same way, as Constantine saw himself as a supreme autocrat who had the right to decide over anyone’s life.

According to Eutropius and Gibbon, Constantine would continue to deteriorate greatly, and by the end of his reign, his power would corrupt him absolutely.
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Chapter 6 – Constantinople
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Coins minted to commemorate the founding of Constantinople

(Source: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/e6/Constantinopolis_coin.jpg)

Constantine is famous for two things. He converted the Roman Empire to Christianity, and he built Constantinople, a city that would shortly after become the heart and capital of the Eastern Roman Empire, which is also referred to as the Byzantine Empire. 

The city of Rome was still beloved at the time, and it was an important center for trade and administration; however, it had lost its reputation as the political heart of the empire. Rome was simply too far away from the borders of the empire and the numerous roads that stretched throughout the Roman territories. In addition, several military-driven emperors wanted to be away from the Senate and its influence so that they could pursue their goals without interference from state politics. These emperors developed new military and administrative centers, such as Sirmium in the Danubian provinces, Antioch in Syria, Thessalonica in Greece, and today’s Milan. Over time, these cities took away from the power of Rome.

Constantine, on the other hand, was on the lookout for a new site to build a capital greater than Rome. He was searching for a location where the European road intersected the Euphrates River, through the Bosporus passage that connected the Black Sea to the Aegean Sea, and he found it. This new site was also where Constantine defeated Licinius in 324 in the Battle of Chrysopolis. There was a long tradition of emperors and successful military commanders founding a city at the location of one of their famous victories. This site was Constantine’s famous victory, and in addition to that, the location was of strategic importance due to the trade routes and defensive potential it had, as the new city could be defended both by a navy and a military force.

The founding of Constantinople is assumed to have taken place around the year 326, but its actual dedication ceremony was arranged in 330. Constantine was present during the massive construction project, pushing everyone involved to progress faster and harder. In addition, he also employed the Visigoths to rise to the defense of the city as a result of a peace treaty he signed with them.

Constantinople quickly developed, as it was connected to Europe as well as the economic centers of Syria and Asia Minor. In addition, the city had access to Egypt’s trade route and thus took advantage of the grain exports that also fed the city of Rome and the entirety of North Africa. As a result, immigrants flocked to the opportunities presented in Constantinople, and they were encouraged to further develop the new capital. Constantine offered land to new settlers and even gave them a number of tax breaks in order to boost the local economy and to further develop trade and industry. However, the massive construction projects and the large number of craftsmen required proved to be a punishing expense to the emperor. Constantine focused on multiple projects at one time, and he invested heavily in bringing statues from all corners of the empire, as well as libraries filled with both Greek and Roman works. The city developed, but it would not reach Rome’s size for quite some time. When Constantine died, it is estimated that Constantinople had a population of roughly 50,000 citizens.

Constantine demonstrated prudence in his new construction project. It was clear that he wanted the city to eventually become the capital of the empire; however, at the time, he did not dare to take anything from Rome. The new city, in fact, rivaled the other important urban centers in the empire, and soon Constantine would build many lavish palaces and monuments that would make the city shine above the rest. The founding of Constantinople is significant because it would essentially move the Roman Empire to the East, as it was far richer than the old Western Empire and Italy itself.
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Chapter 7 – Constantine and Christianity
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A drawing on vellum depicting Constantine and the Council of Nicaea burning Arian books

(Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constantine_the_Great#/media/File:Constantine_burning_Arian_books.jpg)

During Constantine’s childhood, monotheism was already progressing in society, and more and more people were joining the movement to abandon the belief in multiple deities. This drastic change was also caused by the development of several philosophies that shifted people’s beliefs from many pagan cults to one single deity. Monotheism was growing in the empire even before Christianity, mainly due to Mithraism (the worship of Mithras), which was spread by Constantine’s father, as well as Constantine himself. This paved the way for the Christian cult that was steadily growing during Constantine’s rule.

Christians were a minority in the Roman Empire; however, they were a minority that had significant influence because they were well-organized. In fact, the Roman emperors and senators were frequently worried about the Christians because they were so well-organized in groups. The Christian organizations were first loyal to themselves and to the bishops that led them. This meant the Roman state considered them to be disloyal to the empire, so the government initiated a series of persecutions against them.

When Constantine came to power, however, his main goal was to unify the empire, and he saw Christianity as a tool that would allow him to achieve his plans. If the entire population gathered around a single deity, the empire would flourish in unity, or so Constantine thought. He was against the persecutions, and he stated that he was shocked by them, at least according to the writers of the time. It is difficult to distinguish facts from fiction in this case because many historians and witnesses believed the Christians deserved to be punished because they misbehaved; therefore, they downplayed the persecutions in their writings. Others have done the complete opposite and have exaggerated the circumstances. In any case, Christianity seemed to persuade both sides of the population, whether they were liberal or conservative in thinking, that it was the key to a unified empire.

It is known that before his conversion, Constantine’s patron god was Apollo, the ancient sun god. While on his journey to fight Maxentius in 312, Constantine took a detour to visit the shrine of Apollo. There, it is claimed that Constantine received a vision from Apollo, and he realized that the sun god was his personal protector. Once Constantine achieved victory against Maxentius, he presented himself once again to the shrine of Apollo and brought gifts to his god. These tales of his visions cannot be confirmed or denied as they were spread by orators from the cult of Apollo.

Constantine worshiped the sun god, as Apollo was often portrayed on the coinage Constantine produced. Further evidence of this is the fact that by the year 317, the pagan gods “died out,” as they stopped appearing on Roman coins; however, Apollo prevailed, as he was the sole god to still be depicted on coins, art, and architecture. This personal connection that Constantine had to Apollo would make it easy for him to transition to the belief in Jesus Christ.

Many believers at the time, Constantine included, thought Christ was their beloved sun god and that both figures were, in fact, two separate aspects of one supreme deity. Apollo and Christ didn’t exclude each other in the minds of the Romans; therefore, it was fairly easy to build a bridge between paganism and Christianity. For instance, the writings of Clement of Alexandria depict Jesus Christ as riding his chariot across the stars, just like Apollo was usually depicted. Statues dedicated to Jesus have also resembled the sun god. Because of this intermingling of faiths, the pagans actually believed that the Christians were simply worshipers of the sun. In addition, the Christians met during Sundays to pray together, looking to the east toward the rising sun. This act only solidified the Romans’ belief that the Christians prayed to the sun god. A century later, the birth of Jesus Christ would be celebrated on December 25th, which also coincides with the winter solstice, the birth of—you guessed it—the sun god. Therefore, we can easily see how the Roman commoners would easily make the association between Christ and Apollo.

Constantine continued to gradually implement Christianity, and he developed a habit of receiving visions and dreams about Christ and various symbols, like the cross. The ancient Romans believed at the time that dreams were a gift from the divine. Therefore, they sought to understand their meaning by discussing them with various philosophers and priests. Constantine was no different. He believed in his dreams and made those around him believe in them as well. It is not known whether this was all a clever plan to reach his political goals. However, we know about one of his visions in which he saw a cross appear in the sky. Constantine claimed the soldiers saw it as well, but there is no evidence of that. His vision, however, would soon be stamped on new coins, as he saw the cross as a symbol of the divine. He often saw Christians performing the cross sign in order to ward off demons, so he was certain that he had received a divine vision and that he was protected.

Constantine was very careful and pushed Christianity slowly to avoid angering the pagan public. Most of his army was, in fact, still pagan; therefore, he used the connection he and his people saw between the sun god and Christ in order to gradually Christianize them. Constantine also started leading prayers for his troops and instructed his officers to do the same. These prayers, however, were more about teaching them a simplified way of worship of the supreme deity. Constantine knew better than to forcefully push Christianity on them because just before him, Diocletian started persecuting the Christians inside the army. Therefore, the soldiers and officers were wary about accepting the new rules of worship, and Constantine knew that he had to ensure the loyalty of the troops and that the rest would eventually follow.
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Chapter 8 – Late Rule and Death
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Painting depicting Constantine’s baptism

(Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constantine_the_Great#/media/File:Raphael_Baptism_Constantine.jpg)

In the year 326, Constantine became aware of the rumors that his wife Fausta had an affair with his son Crispus, who was born by a woman named Minervina. It is unclear whether these rumors were true or whether Fausta herself fabricated them in the hopes that Constantine would get rid of his firstborn son, making her children the next in line to inherit the throne. No matter the truth, Constantine decided to kill both Crispus and Fausta. Crispus was poisoned in Pula, Croatia, sometime between May 15th and June 17th, 326. Empress Fausta was killed by an overheated bath. Constantine made sure to wipe their names from various inscriptions and to condemn any memory of them. Even Vita Constantini (Life of Constantine), a public speech written by Eusebius of Caesarea, contains no mention of his wife Fausta or his son Crispus. It is because of the lack of contemporary sources that we cannot be sure why they were killed. The Christian stories of those times rush to portray Constantine in a good light by saying he had to punish his closest ones for their illicit relationship, which was a great sin. However, modern historians are still trying to guess what could have been the real political motive behind the murders. Some suggest Constantine killed Crispus because Fausta wished her own children to become legitimate heirs; however, this does not explain the killing of Fausta. It is possible she had to die in order for her children to realize that Constantine would not shy away from eliminating anyone, no matter how dear to him, if the situation demanded it.

Constantine spent his late years in his beloved Constantinople, both as his capital and as his permanent residence. He planned on reconquering Dacia, a province once abandoned under Emperor Aurelian in 285 when the Goths overtook it. This time Constantine joined forces with the tribal confederation of Sarmatians and raised a campaign against the Goths, moving the border in Dacia along the Brazda lui Novac (Romania). After the victory over the Goths, Constantine took the title Dacicus Maximus in 336. 

During the final years of his life, Constantine made extensive plans for a campaign against Persia. He wrote a letter to Persia’s ruler Shapur II (r. 309–379), urging him to treat Christians well since he was taking them under his patronage. There is no evidence of the date of the letter, and we can only presume it was written after the raids on the eastern border of the Roman Empire in 335 and the Persian invasion of Armenia in 336, which had been a Christian kingdom since 301. Constantine saw these events as an attack on Christianity, and he decided to campaign against Persia by leading a crusade. Bishops were called to join the crusade, and Constantine even commissioned the construction of a tent in the shape of a church that would accompany the army and offer a sacred place for prayers wherever they might find themselves. 

Constantine himself wished to be baptized in the Jordan River, where Jesus himself was baptized. In his plans, this would happen right before he crossed into Persia. However, Persia sent diplomats who entered Constantinople in the winter of 336. Their mission was to seek peace. Even though Constantine could not agree to the desired peace and turned away the diplomats, the campaign was canceled, at least for the time being. But in the spring of 337, Constantine fell ill and could not resume his plans. Feeling that he might die, Constantine finally asked for the baptism to take place. 

In the Christian community, baptism takes a position of great importance. It symbolizes the rebirth into a new faith, guarantees the abolition of all committed sins up until the point of the ceremony, and promises an introduction to the kingdom of heaven. According to Saint John the Baptist, who baptized Jesus, one cannot enter the kingdom of God if they are not born of water and spirit. However, before he could be baptized, Constantine had to go through a period of catechesis, which lasted for two years according to the Christian tradition. However, due to his compromised health and his status as an emperor, Constantine was granted either a full exemption or a much shorter period of catechesis. 

Today, Christians are often baptized during infancy and rarely as adults. However, in the old times, baptisms of adults were common as it was believed that after the ceremony, one should not commit any sins. Many people postponed their baptism as much as they could, but Constantine took it to the extreme. Some even believe he waited on purpose to be on his deathbed before the baptism so he would be sure that all of his sins would be forgiven. However, there are many other theories that explain why Constantine kept postponing his baptism, even though he showed strong convictions in Christian values during his whole life. One such theory explains that he was an emperor over both the pagans and the Christians, and in order to please both factions, he had to stay neutral. Others say that he waited for the opportunity to fulfill his wish to be baptized in the Jordan River. And some claim that Constantine thought it was unnecessary for him to be baptized as he was an instrument of God Himself. Modern historians opt to believe he delayed his baptism due to a fear of God. Constantine believed in divine anger, and it is possible he was afraid his soul would be forever lost if he committed a sin after baptism.

Constantine chose Bishop Eusebius of Nicomedia to perform the ritual of baptism. After the ceremony, Constantine retreated to his villa at Achyrion near Nicomedia, where he died. Eusebius (the historian, not the bishop) wrote that the emperor breathed his last on what he referred to as White Sunday in the year 337 on a white couch at around midday. Constantine’s body was laid in a golden coffin and covered with royal purple draperies. Then the coffin and the body were transported to Constantinople to be put on display in order to receive homage from all the members of his household and principal members of his empire. When his second son, Constantius II, arrived in the city, the final rites began. Constantine was buried in a mausoleum he had built himself called the Church of the Holy Apostles. 

Constantine’s Legacy
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The Roman Empire under Constantine

(Source: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/1/1c/ConstantineEmpire.png)

In 335, Constantine the Great looked into the future and realized his empire would be in turmoil after his death. This is why he set plans in motion to divide the empire to prevent his sons from fighting each other. Constantine II was to rule over the western provinces, Constantius II would reign over the East, and Constans was set to rule Italy, Pannonia, and Africa. Constantine appointed his nephews as Caesars as well. Delmatius (also spelled as Dalmatius) ruled Thrace, Macedonia, and Achaea. His brother, Hannibalianus, was given the easternmost territories, which were detached from the main empire, and he never gained the title of king. Therefore, there were four rulers after Constantine’s death: his three sons and his one nephew. What Constantine imagined was a renewed tetrarchy but with the hereditary succession system. However, Constantine couldn’t foresee that another tetrarchy would fail. It was not long before the successors started plotting each other’s murder. Delmatius and his brother Hannibalianus were the first to fall. Constantine II was killed in 340, and he was followed by his brother Constans ten years later. It was Constantius II who reestablished his father’s sole rule system over the whole Roman Empire. He ruled until his death in 361.
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Conclusion
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Constantine was the first Christian emperor, and it was he who converted the pagan Roman Empire to Christianity. It was actually the Christian historians who gave him the moniker “The Great” long after his death. Today, it is a popular opinion that he deserved such a title during his life due to his many military successes. Constantine effectively warred against the Franks (306–308 and 313–314), Alamanni (306–308), the Goths (332), and the Sarmatians (334). He also managed to return much of the Dacian province back to the Roman Empire’s fold. If not interrupted by his illness, his plans against Persia would have continued and would have possibly been added to the list of his victories. Constantine is considered to be the Roman emperor who ruled the second-longest, amounting to around 31 years (Augustus holds the honor for the longest reign with an incredible 40 years).

After Constantine, ten emperors carried his name with great honor. One of them was the last emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire, Constantine XI Palaiologos. Charlemagne (742–814) often imitated Constantine the Great to show off that he was his descendant and equal. The Holy Roman Empire considered Constantine the Great to be one of the most important historical figures, as he was regarded as a warrior emperor who fought against the heathens. The Orthodox Church even elevated Constantine to the status of saint, and his celebratory day is on May 21st. Constantine is also regarded as isapostolos, which means “an equal to the Apostles.” He would certainly be pleased with the title, as it was recorded that he himself often said he was the thirteenth apostle. The Roman Catholic Church also regards Constantine as a saint, with the same celebration date; however, his influence is less felt in Catholicism today.
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Part 5: Justinian I
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A Captivating Guide to Justinian the Great and How This Emperor Ruled the Roman Empire
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Introduction
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While the name Justinian may not be one that instantly strikes a chord with people, his life and his legacy continue to impact people all over the world to this day. It is very likely that as you read this, you are living your life in accordance with laws that came about as a result of Justinian’s rewriting of the old Roman codes. Your religious life may have been impacted by the religious melting pot of the Byzantine Empire, and you may not even realize it. Perhaps even some of the characters in the books you read, the movies you watch, and the games you play are actually taken from the lives of real people who lived in a very different world than ours, and yet they have captured the imaginations of creative thinkers throughout the centuries.

We know about the life of Justinian from various sources, and as with all historical accounts, it is important to remember that a lot of history was written with an agenda in mind. This is very true when it comes to looking at the life of Justinian I. The famous Byzantine Greek historian Procopius is a major source for modern historians on Justinian. While Procopius began by praising Emperor Justinian I and enshrining his many accomplishments, he later villainizes both Justinian and his wife with lots of damning indictments of their wickedness. It is worth bearing in mind that we cannot necessarily trust either the glowing reports written under the emperor’s patronage or the outrageous gossip written once that patronage was taken away. The truth undoubtedly lies somewhere in the middle ground, and it is up to historians to try to establish the truth.

What we can be much surer of are the political achievements of Justinian, his important legal work, and the incredible record of the extraordinary buildings that were erected in his name. The artistic offerings of the Byzantine Empire under his reign have produced artifacts that can attest to the flourishing cultural atmosphere of the time.

However, perhaps the most interesting aspects of Justinian’s life are those for which we must try to fill in the blanks: his humble origins, his rise to power, and his legendary relationship with one of history’s most intriguing women, Theodora.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 1 – Early Life
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The ruler who came to be known as Justinian was born in 482 under the name Flavius Petrus Sabbatius Justianus to a peasant woman named Vigilantia. There is very little source material to tell us about his early life—probably owing to the fact that he was of low birth—so to give us an idea of what life may have been like for the young Justinian, let’s take a look at the world he was born into.

Justinian was born in Tauresium, in the Roman province of Dardania. At this time, the Roman Empire had become fractured and weakened. The Western Roman Empire had fallen, and the Eastern Roman Empire was under threat on all sides. The Eastern Roman Empire would remain the last remnant of the Roman Empire until its eventual fall in 1453; it would be in 1557 that the name Byzantine Empire came about, which is how it is often referred to today. Life was fairly turbulent for those near the borders of the empire, as they were under threat of invasion, and even those who were relatively safe from violence had the threat of political and economic instability. 

We know very little of the child’s father, Sabbatius, or his profession. It is likely that he was a farmer, as his mother’s family had been. However, it was Justinian’s adoptive father—his uncle, Justin—who would change the fortunes of the young Justinian and, in doing so, change the world.

Adoption by Justin

Justin may have begun life as a lowly farmer, but he left his rural home as a young man and went to Constantinople in search of a better life. He joined the army and fought in a number of battles, rising through the ranks to become the commander of the imperial guard, known as the Excubitors. These guards were top-ranking soldiers who had proven their loyalty and skills in order to be granted the honor of protecting the ruler, who at that time was Emperor Anastasius I.

Finding himself in a position of relative power and influence, Justin took his nephew under his wing, adopting him (which is when he took on the name Justinian) and taking him to Constantinople to be educated. As a result, Justinian received an education that Justin himself could only have dreamed of. He was taught history, theology, and the theory of law. It is likely he would have gained important skills such as oration as well. Some historical sources suggest that Justinian himself also served as a member of the Excubitors.

Justinian developed a strong sense of loyalty to Justin, his adoptive father, who essentially set him free from the life of a peasant by giving him an education and an introduction to proper society. In return, Justinian supported Justin in his claim to power. Against all the odds, Justin was poised to take the place of the ruler who he was employed to protect. He had served as a senator, and in 518, the death of Emperor Anastasius, who left no clear heir, gave way to a power vacuum that a number of powerful men sought to fill.

Justin’s Rise to Power

The Senate held a meeting to debate on who should become the next ruler of the Byzantine Empire. Time was of the essence; the Senate wanted to be in control of the decision in order to secure their own hold on power, and yet there was much unrest among the potential candidates. It was important to avoid conflict or risk destabilizing the government, especially when the threat of invasion from neighboring territories left the weakened empire feeling insecure. After much debate, Justin was chosen as the successor of Anastasius in 518. However, this did not mean that he could relax. Many others were unhappy about the choice, most notably the nephews of Anastasius, who felt they had more of a right to rule.

It was urgent that Justin legitimize his claim to power and reassure the Senate and the people that he was the right person for the role. Securing his power was made possible by Justinian, who proved to be increasingly intelligent when it came to planning and resourceful when it came to making things happen. Justin was illiterate, spoke Latin as opposed to Greek, and had little in the way of education. He was a self-made success, but this left him vulnerable to criticism and distrust, and so, he relied heavily upon experienced advisors. Justinian was his most important advisor and became an integral part of Justin’s reign.

With Justin I in power, Justinian removed the threat of those who opposed him, mainly by executing and exiling his rivals. He also secured the loyalty of prisoners in return for their freedom and ensured that Justin’s reign was protected by efficient military forces. Justin I’s rule brought one major change to the Byzantine Empire—he was an Orthodox Christian, while previous rulers had been Monophysites. The major difference in the two beliefs related to how they each perceived the nature of Jesus Christ; the conflict arose over the dual nature of Christ as both divine and human. These differences in doctrine had led to huge religious and political disagreements between different parts of what had been the Roman Empire. By bridging the gap between the Roman Catholic Church and that of the Byzantine Church, and forging stronger links back to Rome, Justinian helped Justin to implement major religious changes in the empire.

Without Justinian, it is doubtful whether Justin could have held onto his power. However, Justinian proved to be a loyal and effective supporter, and many writers of the time and since have attributed much of the real power to Justinian rather than his uncle. Justinian was certainly becoming more influential and powerful as time went on. His passionate interest in restoring the Eastern Roman Empire to how it had been in its glory days was only growing. As a keen politician, he was a regular attendee at the most important social and political events of the day, which were—surprisingly—the chariot races.

Chariot Races

Imagine all of the passion that modern societies have for team sports like football and soccer. Then imagine that there are just two teams, the Greens and the Blues. Now imagine that not only are those two teams rivals when it comes to racing, but they are also politically and religiously opposed to one another. Now imagine enormous stadiums, known as hippodromes, where up to one hundred thousand people can meet to watch the races and cheer on their team. Even women, who were so often excluded from other sports, were allowed to be spectators. The importance of the chariot races in the Byzantine Empire can really not be understated! The races were dangerous, thrilling, and so much more than just sport. People stuck with absolute loyalty to their team, with races often erupting into violence. Justinian was a keen supporter of the Blues, and it was here that he met another Blues fan who would change his life forever.

Her name was Theodora, and together they would go on to become one of the most powerful reigning couples the world has ever seen.
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Chapter 2 – Empress Theodora
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Theodora was born around the year 500. While sources vary about the details of her background, it is generally believed that she was of Greek Cypriot heritage and probably born in Cyprus. Her father was employed as a trainer of bears, providing thrilling entertainment for the people attending the famous Hippodrome of Constantinople—the same place where the chariot races took place—but he died when Theodora was very young. Her mother was an actress and performer, so when she found herself widowed with young children, she was forced to remarry immediately to secure the family’s future. It is recorded that after her husband died and she had remarried, she presented her young girls to the Green faction and their thousands of supporting fans. The poverty-stricken children were directed to charm the audience, begging for their new stepfather to be given their father’s old job with the Greens. When they were met with ridicule and taunting, the Blue faction seized the opportunity to gain some kudos with the public and charitably offered Theodora’s mother’s new husband a job. This was a rare case of switching loyalties from one faction to the other, but it would come to have an extremely profound effect on the life of Theodora.

Life as a Performer

Theodora was reportedly very beautiful and elegant. With few options for making a living, Theodora and her sisters became performers while they were still children. Often described as an actress, the word has connotations of prostitution, and it is widely assumed that Theodora was first a child prostitute and then an actress. This would have meant performing sexual acts on stage as well as privately. She may have been engaged in performances of stripping, acrobatics, dancing, and play-acting, and she was most well known for her performance of the story of Leda and the Swan, which was performed using geese. It was a lewd industry, and women were heavily exploited. The threat of poverty and violence was very real, and succeeding as an actress and prostitute was, at times, the only option for young women such as Theodora. 

Religious Conversion

As a teenager, Theodora made a rather unconventional choice and left her position to travel with an official who was journeying to Libya. She lived with him as his mistress for three or four years before traveling to Egypt, where she had a religious conversion and became a firm believer in Miaphysite Christianity. This is the belief that the dual nature of Christ—both mortal and divine—is actually one inseparable nature. This contrasts with the beliefs of Emperor Justin I and Theodora’s future husband, Justinian. However, when Theodora left Egypt and spent time in the company of a friend named Macedonia, who is believed to have been a dancer who was also employed as a spy, which would have been a common occupation during this time of political and religious uncertainty.

Theodora and Justinian

The story of how a prostitute of low birth became one of the most powerful women ever to have lived is one that captures the imagination of many people, and yet we do not know exactly how she met Justinian or what their life together was like before they were married. We know that she returned to Constantinople around the age of 21, and it must have been soon afterward that she met Justinian. 

At this point, during the years 518 to 521, Justinian was becoming increasingly important to Emperor Justin. He had been made consul and commander of the army, and despite his lack of experience as a soldier, he was a trusted military commander. Justin is believed to have become gradually unstable and suffered from senility as he grew older. He has been described as a doddering old man in accounts by Procopius. Justinian stepped in and was essentially the real power and authority behind the scenes when Justin was unable to rule effectively 

When Justinian and Theodora met, he was around twenty years older than her. This may have raised a few eyebrows, but the real issue was the fact that it was illegal for anyone of the senatorial rank, which Justinian was a part of, to marry an actress. It is thought that they lived together anyway, and Justinian took parental responsibility for Theodora’s illegitimate daughter, a child she had when she was just fourteen years old. Justinian raised the child as his own despite her obviously not being his biological child. To legitimize the relationship, Theodora and Justinian had to marry, and it was another woman who stood in the way of this happening: Empress Euphemia. Justinian’s aunt by marriage to his uncle Justin, Euphemia had been a slave and a concubine before she was the empress, and so it is perhaps surprising that she was so against Justinian marrying Theodora because of her low birth and immoral occupation. Powerful men often married women of low birth who had won beauty contests, so there was a tradition there that would have made the match a little less shocking to wider society; however, it was still considered a scandal. Euphemia was determined that the marriage would not take place, and it was not until after her death in 523 or 524 that Justin changed the law to permit the marriage and also to legitimize Theodora’s daughter. This was reasonable repayment for the many things that Justinian had done for him to secure his power, and the pair married around the year 525.

Empress Theodora

Justin I died on August 1st, 527, and Justinian was naturally his chosen heir. Despite her low birth—or perhaps because of it—Theodora deeply loved the ritual and ceremony of court life. She was crowned as empress alongside her husband when he became emperor the same day Justin died. Remarkably, Justinian insisted that his wife be crowned as his equal; she was to rule alongside him rather than simply being given the title “Empress” because she was his consort. Just two years after their marriage, before which she was considered to be the lowest of the low in society, Theodora was not only married to a powerful man whom she loved, giving her status and respect, but she also found herself Empress of the Eastern Roman Empire.

Her humble beginning in life apparently did not lead to a humble attitude when she was enthroned in power, however! A visit to the court of Theodora was reportedly a terrifying experience for any government official. She required everyone to prostrate themselves, kiss her shoes, and refrain from speaking unless spoken to. Having been little more than a slave to men of higher status, Theodora ensured that as empress, men of status were treated as little more than her slaves. We get a small hint that perhaps she had more understanding of how transitory power is, however, in her most famous quote, "For my own part, I adhere to the maxim of antiquity, that the throne is a glorious sepulcher."
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Chapter 3 – Rebellion, Riot, and Rebuilding
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Justinian I came to power in the year 527. Despite having already been the de facto ruler for a while under Justin I, not everyone was happy with his succession. His early reign was dogged with problems, and yet he established his aims and set about achieving them with an energy and determination that earned him a reputation as “the emperor who never sleeps.”

Justinian’s aims were lofty and ambitious; he wanted to restore the Roman Empire to the greatness it once enjoyed and regain control over the Western Roman Empire. Part of this was his plan to unify the Christian church and bring in sweeping law reforms. These law reforms were one of his most urgent and immediate priorities when he came to power, and they would go on to be his most lasting legacy, extending their reach into the fabric of modern-day society.

Justinian assembled a team, headed up by Tribonian, who was the highest legal expert in the Byzantine Empire, to completely revise and redraft the entire Roman code of law. This was a mammoth task, one which would take five years to complete. Just as his predecessor Justin I had done, Justinian judiciously surrounded himself with talented advisors who could offer real expertise. By employing military men with experience, he could have confidence in his armies. By employing finance ministers who understood the economy and his plans for the empire, Justinian was able to collect taxes more efficiently, increasing his funds and allowing him to implement the reforms he wanted and equip the army as he needed.

Unfortunately, it was this policy of employing talented advisors that contributed to his first major test as the emperor; people were dissatisfied with the way Justinian was choosing to govern, as they distrusted his chosen advisors and were worried about the changes to taxes and the law. This led to civil unrest; while Justinian’s trusted experts were engaged in a huge project to rewrite the law, the people on the streets were rejecting the very authority of the emperor himself.

The Nika Riots

While the Nika riots were short-lived, beginning on January 13th, 532, and ending after just five full days, it was one of the bloodiest rebellions ever to occur within the Eastern Roman Empire. The hippodrome and its competing factions were to provide the setting for this dark time. Political and social issues were frequently raised at races, with the emperor coming under immense pressure from the public as demands were made between races regarding policy, the appointment of governors, and reform issues. Sometimes this would spill over into violence, with the competing supporters forming mobs that were an unstoppable force, even with a heavy military presence keeping careful watch. Unless the guards and army posted to keep the peace had the agreement of the leaders of the different color factions, they were powerless to intervene if things got out of hand. Murders were not uncommon, but those guilty of murder at a race were put to death.

This is precisely what should have happened in 532 when violence broke out and a man was killed in the stands of the hippodrome. However, the murderers were able to escape and took refuge in a church. The mob was angry; some were defending the men, protecting them from their rivals, while others were desperately trying to reach the men to kill him. Justinian had to calm the situation; he knew that this violence was symptomatic of a larger sense of dissatisfaction that the people were feeling. Not only did they resent higher levels of taxation, but some of his advisors had also proved unpopular with the people as well.

To diffuse the tension, Justinian announced that a chariot race would be held. Instead of having the murderers put to death, he reduced their sentence to imprisonment. This made neither side happy; the Blues wanted them killed, while the Greens insisted they be freed without punishment. When it came time for the chariot race, the crowd was already worked up, and the atmosphere was tense. Supporters of the Blue and Green factions soon turned on a common enemy—Justinian himself. The riots became known as the Nika riots because the supporters’ chants changed from the traditional support for their respective teams to the word “Nika!” which translates as “Conquer!” Had Justinian actually been in the hippodrome, he would undoubtedly have been killed, but as he was in his royal box watching the race from the safety of his palace next door, the crowds attacked the palace and held it under siege. Demands were made, which were supported by some members of the Senate who took this opportunity to try to get rid of Justinian. Among these demands were that the governor in charge of taxes, John the Cappadocian, and Tribonian, who was in charge of the law reform, both be dismissed from service.

The violence soon spread across the city, and it is estimated that half of the city was burned to the ground, including many of the important historic buildings such as the Church of the Holy Wisdom, which became known as the Hagia Sophia, where Justinian had held his coronation. A new emperor was named, Hypatius, the nephew of the former Emperor Anastasius (who you will remember was not happy with the succession of Justin I after the death of his uncle). However, Hypatius would never come to real power, despite having the support of the people.

Under siege, with his city aflame and control seized by competing angry mobs, Justinian began to talk about leaving the city. He made plans to escape by ship and take his advisors and his wife Theodora with him as fugitives. This gave rise to a now-famous speech by Theodora, who refused to give up her role as empress, even if it meant death. 


My lords, the present occasion is too serious to allow me to follow the convention that a woman should not speak in a man’s council. Those whose interests are threatened by extreme danger should think only of the wisest course of action, not of conventions.

In my opinion, flight is not the right course, even if it should bring us to safety. It is impossible for a person, having been born into this world, not to die; but for one who has reigned it is intolerable to be a fugitive. May I never be deprived of this purple robe, and may I never see the day when those who meet me do not call me empress. 

If you wish to save yourself, my lord, there is no difficulty. We are rich; over there is the sea, and yonder are the ships. Yet reflect for a moment whether, when you have once escaped to a place of security, you would not gladly exchange such safety for death. As for me, I agree with the adage that the royal purple is the noblest shroud.


It was altogether too rousing and emotive to resist, and Justinian was completely swayed by her. He agreed to stay in Constantinople and fight to save himself and his city. He sent Narses, a  great general and a eunuch, to bribe the leaders of the Blues with gold, pointing out that Justinian was a loyal supporter of the Blues since childhood, whereas the would-be emperor Hypatius was a loyal Green supporter. This actually worked. Hypatius was supposed to have been made emperor that very day, but the Blues walked out of the hippodrome where the coronation was to take place. Instead, Justinian’s armies, led by his loyal commanders Mundus and Belisarius, marched in and slaughtered the Greens. Over thirty thousand people lost their lives inside the hippodrome that day, and the Nika riots were over.

Justinian was careful to ensure that no traces of this rebellion were allowed to remain. Encouraged by Theodora, the usurper Hypatius was executed, along with any senators who had lent him their support. Not only did this bloody conclusion to the riots rid Justinian of rebels within the Greens and in his Senate, but it also reaffirmed his authority and served as a stark warning to any dissenting voices that may have considered plotting against him in the future. With the city in ruins, Justinian set about rebuilding with his usual energetic and resilient attitude. He restored the city and built some of the largest and most impressive buildings that Constantinople had ever seen, including the lavish Hagia Sophia, which replaced the earlier Church of the Holy Wisdom on the same site. This helped to restore his reputation in the minds of his citizens. With the rebellion quashed, the city being rebuilt beyond its former glory, and his reputation as a powerful emperor secured, Justinian was able to set about achieving his ambitions as emperor, and none of these were more important at this stage than the law reform that he had been so passionate about implementing.
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Chapter 4 – Corpus Juris Civilis
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After the Nika riots, Justinian redoubled his efforts on his planned law reforms. It was essential to the success of his reign that the law be firmly reestablished. No one had ever undertaken such a broad rewriting of the Roman legal code before, but Justinian was motivated by the large number of constitutions and the plethora of unnecessary court proceedings that arose from them; many of these legal cases arose simply because the law was unclear or contradictory. There were many inconsistencies, constitutions that had become irrelevant, and contradictory laws, which resulted in much confusion. By systematically working through all of the components of the legal code, the law itself could be simplified, and this would make it easier and more effective to implement. It also would make it easier to impose the law on territories that Justinian planned to conquer.

It was an arduous and difficult project since they were going to reevaluate all the laws. It was not just the criminal justice system that they were overhauling but also laws governing society, such as those dealing with inheritance and marriage. Thousands of documents from a wide range of sources had to be studied, some of which were hundreds of years old. Tribonian had been assigned to lead a group of legal experts and scribes to undertake the project soon after Justinian became emperor, and he was tasked to continue after the Nika riots, despite the fact that his unpopularity had led to the public calling for him to be dismissed from his duties.

One of the main reasons for rewriting the laws in this way was, in fact, to promote peace. In the Code of Justinian, a preface explains this theory:


“The maintenance of the integrity of the government depends upon two things, namely, the force of arms and the observance of the laws: and, for this reason, the fortunate race of the Romans obtained power and precedence over all other nations in former times, and will do so forever, if God should be propitious; since each of these has ever required the aid of the other, for, as military affairs are rendered secure by the laws, so also are the laws preserved by force of arms.” 

— The Second Preface


In the year 534, a final draft of the Corpus Juris Civilis (“Body of Civil Law”) was completed. It consisted of four distinct sections.

Codex Justinianus

Made up of twelve books, the Codex was the first part of the Corpus Juris Civilis to be completed. The Codex Justinianus sets out all of the imperial edicts that had been issued since the time of Hadrian in 117. This incorporated the last major legal work that had been created, called the Codex Theodosianus. All of the pronouncements were organized carefully by theme rather than by the ruler who had made them. Justinian added to the codex as he made his own imperial edicts, and a copy of the Codex Justinianus containing his own legislation, dated to 534, still survives.

One of the most important elements of the Codex Justinianus is how it deals with religion. The first of the twelve books was dedicated to matters of religion, and it sets out the status of Christianity as the official religion of the Byzantine Empire. This was essentially Justinian’s way of incorporating the church into the state; any citizen of the empire would only remain a citizen if they were a part of the church. The first law insists that all those living within the empire must be Christians, and heresy was not to be tolerated. Pagan practices were also outlawed.

Digest

Also known in Greek as the Pandectae (“Encyclopedia”), the Digest is a compilation of legal writings and opinions by legal experts. The idea behind this was that these juristic pieces could be used in court, allowing those involved in a case—and the judges themselves—to refer to the wisdom and experience of various respected and celebrated Roman minds. The Digest was made up of fifty books containing the edited wisdom of great legal minds of the past, organized by topic to make it easier to use. The importance of the Digest was that although legal writings from the past had always been an important part of the legal process, this was the first time that they had actually been given the force of the law. Instead of referring to a snippet from these writings to help inform a case or sway a judge, the Digest was to be considered legally binding.

The Institutiones

Aimed at making the law easier to understand and learn for students of the law, as this would undoubtedly result in a more effective legal system, the Institutiones Justiniani (“Institutes of Justinian”) was basically a textbook for law students. This consisted of four books, each dealing with one of the four sections of the Corpus Juris Civilis. 

The Novellae Constitutiones

This section was reserved for new laws (novellae constitutiones literally means “new laws”). This allowed the three other parts of the law to stand alone, while new edicts could be incorporated into the Novellae. This is particularly useful to historians as it gives insight into how the law changed over time, allowing them to track social change and providing insight into the development of civil rights for oppressed groups such as women, children, and slaves.

The Impact of the Corpus Juris Civilis

The impact of Justinian’s new legal code cannot be underestimated. New laws were added, and parts of the Corpus were revised, but the fundamental body of work remained throughout the centuries. Not only did it persist for nearly a thousand years until the eventual collapse of the Byzantine Empire, but it also went on to form the basis for much of the Western legal system. The laws that govern many Western countries to this day have evolved from the Corpus Juris Civilis that Justinian produced. Translated from the original Latin into Greek, it became the basis for legal training all over Europe, influencing lawmakers throughout history.

Theodora and the Law

While Justinian revolutionized the way people understood the law, changing the legal landscape of the world forever, Empress Theodora was also challenging the status quo and implementing real and lasting social change that then made its way into law. Justinian had once referred to Theodora as the “partner in my deliberations,” meaning the issues that mattered to Theodora mattered to Justinian.

Theodora took particular interest in increasing the rights of women in society. Her past as a prostitute gave her a passion for protecting women who were forced into the sex trade. Theodora ensured that forced prostitution was outlawed and wrote a treatise making it illegal for anyone to act as a pimp. Brothels were closed down, and women who had been forced into prostitution were often provided for rather than being left to fend for themselves. There are even accounts of Theodora buying women who were for sale (women could be sold for as little as the price of a pair of sandals) and then freeing them. A convent was also set up for women who had escaped prostitution to live safely. 

It was not only the issue of prostitution that Theodora was passionate about; she also implemented sweeping reforms to the rights of women when it came to owning property, marriage, and divorce. Women were given new rights of guardianship over their own children, something that had previously been denied them. Theodora also introduced anti-rape laws in which rape was punishable by death, and she repealed the death sentence for women who committed adultery. 

Her incredible achievements as a champion of the rights of women have to be balanced by the reports of her distrust of women of higher status and her forceful habit of “rescuing” women who may not have desired to be rescued. However, it is also worth remembering that all the accounts of Theodora’s life and actions were written by men who were likely to have felt, at best, threatened, if not scandalized, by her. There is no doubt that the changes Theodora made completely transformed the lives of many women from the lower rungs of society, and these changes were enshrined in law so that she effectively protected the rights of women well into the future.
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Chapter 5 – Expansion of the Empire
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With the Nika riots quashed, the great city of Constantinople being rebuilt on a grand scale, and his team of legal experts working on the Corpus Juris Civilis, Emperor Justinian I turned his mind back to his ultimate aim: the restoration of the Roman Empire. 

Before he could expand his territory and reclaim the land and people that had been lost when the Roman Empire crumbled, he had to first put an end to the war with the Sassanid Empire, a Persian dynasty, which he had inherited from his uncle, Emperor Justin I. Between the years of 527 and 532, Justinian’s Roman forces battled the Sassanids for control of the eastern border of the Byzantine Empire. The war saw victories and defeats on both sides, and it only ended after the Persian king, Kavad I, died. This gave Justinian the opportunity to secure a peace deal with the new king, Khosrow I, for which he paid dearly, as it was recorded that it cost eleven thousand pounds of gold. This fee earned him peace and protection on the eastern side so that he could focus on reclaiming territory in the West, toward Rome itself.

War with the Vandals

In the year 533, Justinian’s forces invaded the territory of the Vandal Kingdom. The Vandals were a powerful force. They were of Germanic origin, and they had fought against a number of formidable enemies, including the Huns and the Goths. They invaded and settled in North Africa in 429, where they had established a kingdom by 439. The Vandals had plundered Rome in the year 455, yet relations between them and the Eastern Roman Empire had been good until the Vandal king, Hilderic, was deposed. He sought the support of Justinian to defeat the usurper of the throne, Hilderic’s cousin Gelimer.

Justinian tasked his best general, Belisarius, with leading a force of fifteen thousand of Justinian’s men, along with a barbarian army. The Vandals had forces twice the size of the invading armies, but they were caught off guard in a time of peace when their military lacked training and supplies. As a result, Belisarius was able to forge ahead and defeat the Vandals at the Battle of Ad Decimum on September 13th, 533. The Roman victory was due in part to the poor leadership of King Gelimer, who was distraught at the death of his brother. Soon after the battle, Belisarius captured Carthage, and although he was too late to rescue the deposed King Hilderic, who had been murdered when Gelimer heard that the Roman troops were arriving, he famously devoured a sumptuous meal that had been prepared for the king.

King Gelimer, along with his family and entourage, escaped to Numidia, where they sought refuge in the mountains after the Roman troops took control of Carthage. They were soon under siege by Belisarius’ men, and due to the threat of either starving or being attacked, they were forced to surrender in the spring of 534. Gelimer was taken to Constantinople and paraded through the streets, but he was shown mercy and given land in Galatia (modern-day Turkey), where he lived a long life.

The defeat of the Vandals meant Justinian was able to reclaim territory not just in North Africa but also territory in Corsica and Sardinia, as well as the Balearic Islands. 

Reclaiming Italy

In 535, Justinian pulled Belisarius out of Africa and sent him to Sicily. As was to be the norm with Justinian’s military endeavors, he did not go to battle himself but instead chose talented generals such as Belisarius, who had proven himself in Africa, to lead his campaigns. The political situation in Italy had broken down due to an ongoing power struggle among the Ostrogoths.

The Ostrogoths, the eastern branch of the Goths, had invaded and established the Ostrogothic Kingdom of Italy in 493. In 534, the Ostrogoth King Athalaric died, and by 535, the Ostrogoths had fallen into squabbling among themselves over who would rule. Athalaric’s mother, Queen Amalasuntha, had been imprisoned by Theodahad, who had claimed the throne after Athalaric’s death. Procopius reports that Justinian and Amalasuntha had a close diplomatic relationship, so Justinian wanted her freed. Her murder, while she was under the “care” of Theodahad’s guards, was suspected to be an execution under the orders of Theodahad. This was the opportunity that Justinian needed to enter Italy under the guise of helping to restore the monarchy. 

In 535, Belisarius took seven and a half thousand men and began his invasion at Sicily, where he faced little opposition. Emboldened, the armies moved in to attack mainland Italy, capturing Naples first by placing it under siege and then moving on to Rome, after having been invited by the pope. At this point, the Ostrogoths had replaced Theodahad with a new king, King Vitigis. He was not inclined to give up his recently obtained power without a fight and set out to reclaim Rome, placing the city under siege. However, after over a year of being under siege, from 537 until 538, Rome was still under the control of Justinian’s forces. Rather than withdrawing, Justinian sent more troops into Italy under General Narses. While this army was successful in taking Milan, it soon fell again to the Ostrogoths, and Narses was pulled out of Italy in 539 due to a conflict between him and Belisarius. Italy was proving more difficult to conquer than had initially seemed.

In 540, Belisarius progressed through Italy toward Ravenna in the north of the country. Ravenna was the capital of the Ostrogothic territory, and so, capturing it would have meant that Belisarius had defeated the Ostrogoths. Instead, they offered Belisarius the opportunity to become an emperor in his own right, the Western Roman emperor. Belisarius accepted the offer of power and entered the city. However, Belisarius had no intention of betraying Justinian, and once he entered the city peacefully under the pretense of becoming the emperor, his men were essentially able to claim the city for Justinian with virtually no opposition. He returned to Constantinople with the now-deposed King Vitigis as a prisoner.

Conflict in the Sassanid Empire 

The success in Italy was short-lived, as Justinian was forced to recall Belisarius to deal with new problems with the Sassanid Empire in the early 540s This was partly because of the conflict in the Sassanid Empire, but there is evidence to suggest that Justinian was jealous of Belisarius’ popularity and started to become fearful that he may rise up against him. The peace agreement that Justinian had come to with the Persians had been broken by King Khosrow I when he invaded territory belonging to the Eastern Roman Empire. Justinian had little choice but to meet the demands of the king, and he had to sacrifice a lot of gold as tribute in order to protect his empire. Belisarius was able to make some progress against the Persian armies, but they were fairly evenly matched, and they were also hampered by the outbreak of plague. The war with the Sassanid Empire continued until the year 562. A series of delicate peace deals were brokered, with the Persians promising that they would never again attack the Byzantine Empire during Justinian’s lifetime. Justinian, on the other hand, was forced to pay an annual tribute to the Persians. While the attention of Justinian and his generals was focused on the Sassanid Empire, back in Italy, things had become very precarious.

War in Italy

In 541, the Ostrogoths began making real progress toward their goal of recapturing the land that Justinian’s forces had claimed from them. The resulting war lasted from 541 until 554. The Ostrogoths began by conquering the most important cities and towns in the south of the country and then moved north until they controlled most of Italy. Again, Belisarius, the most illustrious of Justinian’s military commanders, was sent to tackle the challenge of retaking Italy. After a major success against a large fleet of enemy ships, Belisarius found himself ill-equipped and failing to gain any ground against the better-equipped Ostrogoths. Both sides would make important gains only to suffer heavy losses soon after; Rome itself was captured and recaptured by each side multiple times. Belisarius was removed from command in 548, which was when General Narses took charge. 

In 552, in a decisive move, Justinian sent over thirty thousand men to Italy, where they attacked the Ostrogothic capital, Ravenna, under the command of General Narses. It took a matter of weeks to overthrow Ostrogothic King Totila. Soon afterward, the Battle of Mons Lactarius took place. This was to be the definitive moment, and the Ostrogoths were defeated, paving the way for Justinian’s forces to reclaim Italy. Pockets of resistance from Ostrogothic strongholds had to be eliminated, and the threat of invasion from bordering territories had to be pushed back, so large garrisons of soldiers were established for the purposes of defense. The number of deaths amongst the Ostrogothic population as a result of the war was estimated by the writer Procopius at fifteen million. Italy was now a part of the Eastern Roman Empire—Justinian had succeeded in reclaiming the original home of the Roman Empire. The Ostrogoths who survived this period were absorbed into the Lombards, a Germanic people who would later set up a kingdom in Italy in 568 and rule much of the peninsula until 774.

Expansion, Expansion, Expansion

Justinian was absolutely set on expanding his empire and took every opportunity to surge forward into other territories. Justinian’s armies entered Hispania, again by offering assistance during a period of political upheaval, and captured a swath of land in the south of the country, founding Spania in 552. He also ensured that his own borders were defended with absolute rigidity; threats from incursions in the Balkan territories were countered with force and diplomacy. Justinian was careful not to focus so intently on expanding the empire that he might neglect defending his territory. 

At its peak, Justinian’s territory, which came to be known as the Byzantine Empire, spread right around the Mediterranean.
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Chapter 6 – Religion
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After the Eastern Roman Empire, or Byzantine Empire, was taken over by Constantine I in the year 312, Christianity became the official religion. Constantine I had experienced a religious conversion and had embraced Christianity, making it his mission to found a great city that would unite the people and act as a center of Christianity. This city was Constantinople, which was founded in 330 on the site of the ancient city Byzantium, and it was named after the great leader. Constantinople became the focal point of Christianity in the East. 

Justinian’s Religious Role

As the emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire, where church and state where inextricably linked, Justinian was viewed as a religious figure as well as a political leader. The religious aspect of his role was one he fully embraced, and he led the empire through a period of religious reform. Justinian was a passionate advocate of Christian Orthodoxy and set about enshrining this in law, opposing other forms of Christianity and eliminating any traces of paganism.

Justinian and Theodora - Religious Conflict

Justinian and Theodora, while considered to be one of the great power couples of world history, disagreed when it came to issues of religious doctrine. The particular aspect of Christian doctrine that divided them was one that divided the Christian world at the time. This was the conflict between Monophysitism and Chalcedonian Orthodox doctrine. Previous emperors had been tolerant of the different Christian sects and their beliefs, and this had caused tension between them and the leaders in Rome. Justinian sought to change this; he wanted closer ties with Rome, and this meant rejecting Monophysitism.

Monophysitism was defined by the belief that Jesus Christ was of one divine nature. This viewpoint had been declared heretical by the Council of Chalcedon in 451, which asserted that Jesus Christ had both human and divine natures. This belief in the dual nature of Christ became known as dyophysitism. Monophysitism was a doctrine that was widely accepted in Syria and Egypt and one which Theodora was a passionate believer in, most likely as a result of her travels in Egypt, where she had spent time with a religious community.

Justinian was opposed to Monophysitism, both for reasons of religious belief and for political reasons, as the Monophysites resented the rule of Constantinople. However, he did not want to alienate either his wife or the Eastern provinces where Monophysitism thrived. He was also aware that permitting Monophysitism in the empire would inevitably alienate him from Rome. And so, Justinian aimed to reach a compromise that would be accepted by both opposing groups. He tried to manipulate important church figures and even held Pope Vigilius—considered to be the first Byzantine pope—in Constantinople against his will in an attempt to gain concessions from him, even going so far as to compel religious leaders to produce writings permitting Monophysitism. 

However, Justinian’s attempts to force the issue did not work. Rather, they backfired, with the Council of Constantinople meeting to reject the bogus writings and reassert the Chalcedonian doctrine in 553. Instead of reaching a compromise or obtaining some kind of religious tolerance between the two opposing doctrinal beliefs, Justinian had only enraged both sides. The Monophysites felt that they were still oppressed, while the religious leaders were angry at having had their doctrinal beliefs undermined. Justinian’s treatment of the pope earned him condemnation from Rome, and the resulting conflict led to an even greater religious schism.

Theodora does not appear to have ever given up her belief in Monophysitism. She actively undermined Justinian’s efforts to promote the Chalcedonian doctrine, going so far as to found a monastery that offered sanctuary for Monophysite leaders and inviting those under threat to have safe shelter in her palace in Constantinople. She put in place Monophysite patriarchs in positions of religious power, often outwitting her husband and establishing her choice for a religious leader before Justinian could. As a result, Theodora was blamed for undermining the religious unity of the empire and was accused of heresy.

Interestingly, Justinian himself turned toward Monophysitism as he grew older, offering the same protection that his wife had afforded to religious leaders and becoming more and more interested in the intricacies of religious doctrine toward the end of his life. Historians have often debated whether he had great personal faith, or whether he cleverly used religion as a tool with which to attain and secure power over the populace. Toward the end of his life, when his power was waning, it appears that it was Justinian’s own personal faith that occupied him. He is attributed with the quote, “There are two great gifts which God, in His love for man, has granted from on high: the priesthood and the imperial dignity.”

Religious Life and Religious Law under Justinian

Justinian’s despotic approach to the keeping of the law in his empire was mirrored in the religious sphere. Despite the obstacles he faced in doctrinal matters, his authoritarian approach to imposing his religious doctrine meant that the religious lives of his citizens were tightly controlled. Religious doctrines were enforced by the Justinian Code, and bishops had to carefully follow his lead on doctrine and teachings. Strict legal rules controlled the clergy and religious administration; however, they also afforded protection to monks, allowing them to inherit property and ensuring they received wealth from taxes.

The Hagia Sophia was the most impressive religious monument that was built by Justinian. When it was finished in 537, he is recorded as gazing upon it and exclaiming, “Glory to God who has thought me worthy to finish this work. Solomon, I have outdone you!” The Hagia Sophia comprised many shrines, smaller chapels, and religious art, the most famous of which are the mosaics (many of which depict Justinian and Theodora). Other churches, monasteries, and religious monuments were also completed during Justinian’s rule, resulting in a flourishing of religious art and church-building during this time.

Religious Persecution

Religious persecution of those who followed pagan beliefs was absolute. Even citizens of high status were punished for following any practice or belief considered to be pagan. Pagan practices were not permitted either in public or in private. Justinian ordered the destruction of sites where pagan activities took place, such as the worship of Amun and Isis. Bishops were sent as missionaries to convert pagans, most notably John of Ephesus, who traveled in Asia Minor. Justinian also closed the famous Academy at Athens and exiled the pagan teachers there. 

While Judaism was not forbidden outright, those of Jewish faith had their civil liberties denied, and Justinian made changes to how the synagogue was managed and what doctrine was supported. When faced with resistance, for example from the Samaritans, Justinian acted swiftly to persecute those who would not convert. This resulted in a violent conflict between the Christians and Samaritans, an ethnoreligious group closely related to the practitioners of Judaism. Manicheans, a major religious group founded by an Iranian prophet, were among the most violently persecuted, and it is recorded that Justinian had a number of Manicheans drowned or burned in his presence.

Justinian did manage to rescind the doctrinal policies made by his predecessors that permitted Monophysitism and had created a wedge between Rome and Constantinople. This enabled a stronger link between the East and the West and earned him credit for restoring the Roman Empire. However, the conflict between the different doctrines still raged within Justinian’s empire, and this resulted in the persecution of those who did not agree with Justinian’s doctrines. To modern readers, his religious policies might seem extreme, with the empire striking us as a prime example of church and state being linked to the detriment of the citizens. However, the beliefs of the time held that Justinian was a representative of Christ, and so, his religious authority was accepted. The Eastern Roman Empire and the Orthodox Christian Church were inextricably connected; the religious doctrine was enshrined in law, and political decisions were bound up with religious aims. As a result, the Christian Orthodox Church was undoubtedly strengthened and spread exponentially from Eastern Europe, extending across the world. The modern Orthodox Church has two hundred and sixty million baptized members.
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Chapter 7 – Life under Justinian
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Justinian is best known perhaps for his rewriting of the Roman laws and the impact of his reign on the religious landscape of the empire and beyond. However, he is also recognized for his architectural legacy, his patronage of the arts, and the economic development of the Eastern Roman Empire under his reign. How much of his encouragement for artistic practices and funding of buildings came from genuine interest and how much was an attempt to secure his own dynastic legacy and compete with the patronage of the arts from other important figures can only be guessed.

Architecture

After the Nika riots, Justinian set about reconstructing Constantinople, rebuilding damaged areas bigger and better than they had been before. The Hagia Sophia, designed by Isidore of Miletus and Anthemius of Tralles, is the most famous example and represented a turning point in Byzantine architecture that would influence buildings across the empire and beyond into the future. However, this was just the pinnacle of the wider urban reconstruction that characterized Justinian’s reign. The writer Procopius was tasked with the job of recording the architectural achievements of the emperor in a treatise he composed, entitled, On Buildings. There were many new churches, including the highly regarded “Church of the Holy Apostles,” and a wide range of secular buildings established under the patronage of Justinian I, which were built all across the empire. The architecture was advanced, and so were the decorations inside and outside of the buildings. Artists were employed to create sculptures, paintings, and elaborate mosaics to adorn the most important buildings, and Justinian ensured that no expense was spared.

Built Infrastructure

As well as buildings, important advancements in built infrastructure were made. Extensive fortifications were built to protect the borders of the Eastern Roman Empire, and a complex arched dam was constructed at Dara, an important border settlement, in order to prevent flooding. Constantinople was growing in size, and to ensure a reliable source of water, vast underground cisterns were built. The largest of these is the Basilica Cistern, but hundreds of these cisterns still lie under Istanbul, which was where Constantinople once lay. New bridges were also built to facilitate travel, trade, and military maneuvers. The most impressive of these was the 430-meter-long (almost 1,411 feet) Justinian Bridge, also known as the Sangarius Bridge, which was built to connect Constantinople with the Eastern provinces. Earthquakes frequently caused damage to cities within the Eastern Roman Empire, and Justinian was quick to restore the damages and prevent civil unrest.

The Decorative Arts

Diptychs were one of the art forms that enjoyed the rich patronage of Emperor Justinian. Diptychs were elaborate ivory panels that depicted the emperor and symbols of the empire, such as acanthi, lions, and religious scenes. The production of diptychs was an important tradition that was furthered by Justinian. 

Icon painting also thrived under Justinian’s rule, which was the painting of religious scenes and symbols using a traditional technique involving pigment in hot wax. Diptychs and icon paintings were often sent to monasteries or dignitaries as gifts from Justinian. As a result, a large number of important artworks could be found spread across the Byzantine Empire.

Literature

As well as the decorative arts and crafts, Justinian I was an avid patron of literature, especially the recording of history. A number of important writers emerged, the most notable of these being the historian Procopius. Poetry also thrived under Emperor Justinian. The poet and historian Agathias composed many epigrams, poems, and essays, as well as historical works.

One of the more favored poets supported by Justinian was Paul the Silentiary, who composed the following poem about Empress Theodora:

Theodora by Paul the Silentiary


Scarcely has the pencil

Portrayed the girl's eyes,

But not at all of her hair nor

The supreme lustre of her skin.

If any can paint the sheen of the sun,

He will paint the sheen of Theodora.


Agriculture

The main source of income in Justinian’s empire was generated through agriculture. Under Justinian, trade thrived, and produce was sold widely within and outside the empire. Wheat from the Byzantine Empire was traded as far away as India. The Byzantine trade even reached England, where valuable tin was obtained. To facilitate agricultural trade, Justinian built large granaries to store produce at strategic points along trade routes.

Silk

At the time of Justinian’s reign, silk production was introduced to the empire. Silk had been an important traded item throughout Eastern Europe for centuries. Raw silk was brought into the empire from China and woven into high-quality silk, which was then transported for trade. When silkworm eggs were secretly smuggled into Constantinople by monks, a thriving silk tradition began, and the Byzantine Empire would go on to become famous for its silk production.

Wealth and Administration

The Eastern Roman Empire was wealthy when Justinian became emperor. The imperial treasury was healthy, but there was still a lot of corruption and inefficiency in the collection of taxes. Tax reforms enabled Justinian to reduce corruption and collect more taxes at a greater speed. This coincided with a campaign of simplifying the complicated—and sometimes contradictory—administrative procedures. In the same way that Justinian sought to rewrite and reform the law so that it was easier to understand and enforce, he also made the administrative practices more streamlined, getting rid of unnecessary officials and redistributing the balance of power across the provinces. As a result, Justinian was able to increase the revenue of the empire and invest it in military campaigns, infrastructure, and building projects.

Pestilence, Natural Disaster, and War

Life undoubtedly improved for the people of the Byzantine Empire under Emperor Justinian I; they benefited from greater stability, increased wealth, less corruption, and simpler laws and administrative procedures. Education was allowed to flourish, and Justinian’s emphasis on trade meant that agriculture and mining also thrived, resulting in higher incomes for most citizens. However, there were a number of serious obstacles and setbacks to contend with that undermined the beneficial changes that Justinian had implemented.

The wars in Italy and Persia were a serious drain on the empire’s finances, while the presence of opportunistic invaders near the borders was a constant threat. Religious persecution made life dangerous for those who did not conform to Justinian’s religious laws, and it was fairly common for conflicts to erupt between different sects and ethnoreligious groups.

A fast-spreading epidemic of bubonic plague, known as the Plague of Justinian, ravaged the Eastern Roman Empire between 540 and 543, damaging the economy and devastating the population; millions died as a result. Justinian himself suffered from the plague during this outbreak, but he survived and recovered, which was out of the norm for the time period. At its peak, the Plague of Justinian was responsible for five thousand deaths every day in Constantinople alone at the height of the disaster. This made it impossible for bodies to be disposed of properly, and the plague spread faster as a result. Mass graves were dug, towers were filled and sealed with bodies, and mass burials at sea resulted in corpses washing up, again spreading the disease.

Perhaps the most mysterious of obstacles to everyday life in the time of Justinian was the unexplained pollution of the air that occurred; dust and fumes blocked out the heat of the sun and caused famine while the people fell sick. This bizarre occurrence is likely to have been the result of the passing of a comet, the gases released by a number of volcanoes, or a combination of the two. This was followed by a major earthquake in 551, which caused a devastating tsunami and claimed the lives of around thirty thousand people. 

It is understandable that the people of the time believed that they were being punished by God. In fact, this period was a time of great superstition and petitioning to God for mercy. Most people believed that the plague was the manifestation of evil and sought exorcisms for those who suffered from it. With disease killing large swaths of the population, natural disasters occurring, and strange things happening to the climate as the very atmosphere altered and the sun appeared to fade, it must have been a time of high anxiety for the people of the Byzantine Empire and beyond.
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Chapter 8 – The Decline of Justinian
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In 548, Theodora, the beloved wife of Justinian and the empress of the Eastern Roman Empire, passed away, having suffered from an illness that historians now believe to have been cancer. This came as a severe loss to the emperor, who lost not only his wife but his closest and most trusted advisor; Theodora had reigned beside Justinian, almost as an equal rather than just a figurehead. Historical sources tell us that Justinian was visibly moved at her funeral, weeping openly.

The loss of Theodora is seen as a turning point in the life of Justinian, even though he survived her by many years. His attention turned away from the practical details of ruling the empire, and he instead focused his energy on matters of theology. He kept his promises to Theodora that he would continue to protect the Monophysite communities that had always enjoyed her patronage and protection. In later life, his own beliefs were beginning to increasingly turn to reflect those of the Monophysites.

As Justinian was turning away from political matters and becoming more occupied by spiritual ones, the Byzantine Empire was suddenly faced with a number of disasters in a short space of time. A major revolt of the Samaritans took place in 556; this ignited religious tensions, and the military was under pressure to put down the revolt and restore order. Less than a year later, another major earthquake caused serious damage in Constantinople, including the famous dome of the Hagia Sophia. This coincided with a return of the plague, causing widespread panic.

In the year 559, the Eastern Roman Empire suffered a major invasion by the Kutrigars and the Huns. These troops crossed the frozen Danube, split up, and attacked the northern border. The main army reached Constantinople and had to be routed by the famous general Belisarius, who was called out of retirement by Justinian, and a hastily assembled army of veterans and paid soldiers. Justinian was able to negotiate to secure his border in return for giving the invading forces safe passage back across the Danube. However, once they had crossed back to apparent safety, Justinian had secretly arranged an attack by the Kutrigars’ rivals, the Utigars, which rid the empire of the immediate threat that they posed. However, the defenses in the Balkans were failing, and attacks became more common.

The attack on Constantinople also had a damaging effect on morale in the city, and combined with food shortages, it led to civil unrest. Violence and looting flared up regularly, Justinian was in debt and had been forced to borrow capital, and the business people in the city were disgruntled. In 562, there was a conspiracy to overthrow Justinian. Several business leaders planned to depose Justinian, and although they did not succeed, the attempt gives historians insight into the turning tide of his popularity. All of this meant that when Justinian passed away from natural causes at the age of 83 on November 14th, 565, rather than mourning him, there was a sense of relief and, in some areas, actual jubilation. 

Justinian had always relied on the expertise of expert advisors, and in the later years of his life, he was assisted by his nephew, Justin, who was married to his niece, Sophia. His decline from his once-powerful position had been gradual, and he had been very wary of naming a successor, although Justin appeared to be the ideal candidate. Having no children to inherit his role, any named successor would have posed a threat to his continued reign. The story of Justinian’s death was carefully constructed by the powerful people around him to ensure that there could be no doubt as to who should succeed him. As such, Justinian’s death was witnessed by one member of the court, a man called Callinichus. He announced that Justinian had named his nephew as his chosen successor, and the waiting Justin was immediately crowned as the new emperor. Vast crowds of citizens assembled to watch the funeral procession of Justinian, and his body was interred in the Church of the Holy Apostles, where it lay in peace until 1204, which was when his mausoleum was looted and destroyed by the Crusaders.

Justin II

Justin II was accepted as the new emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire; he had a family connection to Justinian, had some experience of working with him, and enjoyed the support of the head of the Excubitors, Tiberius. Justin II quickly set to work righting some of the problems in the empire as he saw them. He paid off the debt of his predecessor, proclaimed a policy of religious tolerance, and made sure that he was on the right side of the aristocracy. This left him with empty coffers and lots of people to please, and so, Justin stopped the payments of tributes that had been crucial in maintaining peace with neighboring territories.

As a result of the weakened state of the Byzantine Empire and the cessation of tribute payments, Justin II’s rule was marked by wars, most notably with the Sassanid Empire. Military defeat followed military defeat, and with the Byzantine Empire under threat on all sides, Justin’s once-determined sense of invincibility deserted him, and he succumbed to mental illness. During increasingly severe bouts of his mental illness, he reportedly behaved like a wild animal, throwing himself from windows and attacking his attendants to the point where rumors went around that he had eaten two of his servants. To keep him placated, Justin was wheeled around while organ music played. In short, he was in no way fit to rule.

The madness of Justin II resulted in his wife Sophia convincing him to adopt Tiberius as his son and later to abdicate. As he passed over control of the empire in 574, Justin is recorded as having made a flowery speech offering advice to his successor that suggests that he was still capable of great lucidity and eloquence. 


I have been dazzled by the splendor of the diadem: be thou wise and modest; remember what you have been, remember what you are. You see around us your slaves, and your children: with the authority, assume the tenderness, of a parent. Love your people like yourself; cultivate the affections, maintain the discipline, of the army; protect the fortunes of the rich, relieve the necessities of the poor.


Tiberius and Sophia went on to rule the Eastern Roman Empire together until the death of Justin II in 578 when Tiberius took full control and officially succeeded him. By the time of Justin II’s death, the Eastern Roman Empire had lost most of Italy and was struggling financially and militarily.

The Fall of Byzantium

The Byzantine Empire, as the Eastern Roman Empire became to be known, survived until 1453. This is the year when Ottoman forces attacked Constantinople and the city fell. 

Up to that point, the empire had seen off many threats, both internal and external. By the year 700, Islamic forces had taken over vast swaths of territory, much of which had been claimed for the Eastern Roman Empire by Justinian I. Lands in Syria, Egypt, and North Africa, as well as across the Holy Land, were lost. 

However, due to its reduced size, the Byzantine Empire was wealthier and easier to control. Rather than fading away, it thrived, and in the 10th and 11th centuries, it enjoyed a golden age of art, culture, and development. The beginning of the Crusades marked the turning point for the Byzantine Empire. This succession of holy wars, in which European forces sought to eradicate Muslims, led to steadily increasing friction between the Byzantine Empire and Western forces. In 1453, the Ottoman leader Mehmed II stormed Constantinople and symbolically entered the Hagia Sophia—one of the great symbols of the legacy of Justinian. The holy building was to become one of the most well-known mosques in all the world. The Byzantine emperor, Emperor Constantine XI, was killed in the battle, and the era of the Ottoman Empire began.
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Chapter 9 – Legacy
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It is difficult to trace the legacy of Justinian I and the Byzantine Empire because the cultural impacts have become merged with so many subsequent cultures. By its very nature, the Eastern Roman Empire was both geographically and culturally an overlap of Eastern Europe and Western Europe. It began as an attempt to prolong and revive the Roman Empire, but over the course of its long existence, it transformed into an empire in its own right.

Justinian’s personal legacy is inextricably linked with that of the Byzantine Empire. The flourishing of the arts during his reign and his impressive record of developing architecture and infrastructure means that there is much to remind the world of Justinian and his influence long after he was gone. How concerned Justinian was with his own legacy can never truly be known, but there is evidence to suggest that he made efforts to leave his mark on history. His impressive building record helped to ensure that at least some of the buildings he commissioned would exist in the future. Like many great leaders before and since, he frequently commissioned writers and artists to record his achievements and create devotional artwork to honor both himself and his empress, Theodora. Some of the incredibly intricate mosaic work dedicated to Justinian is still revered for its aesthetic beauty and historical importance today.

The Restoration of the Roman Empire

Justinian’s driving desire was the Renovatio Imperii, or the “Restoration of the Roman Empire.” While he did not succeed in entirely restoring the Roman Empire to its prior glory, he did reconquer many of the old territories in the West, and he is often referred to as the “Last Roman Emperor.” Justinian’s hand in this was as the instigator, the financier, and the high commander; he had little to no actual military experience, and his strategic acumen is unknown. It is clear that he entrusted many of the military campaigns to Belisarius. Both men shared similar views: they did not want war for the sake of war or for the glory of it but rather, or so they claimed, to bring peace. Belisarius is attributed with having said, “The first blessing is peace, as is agreed by all men who have even a small share of reason...The best general, therefore, is that one which is able to bring about peace from war.” Justinian’s break with tradition in handing over responsibility to those who earned it rather than those who were powerful or wealthy contributed to his military and political success.

For over a thousand years after the fall of Rome, the Byzantine Empire, often calling itself the Roman Empire, continued to build on the legacy of all that the Roman Empire had been. Just as the Roman Empire had been a blend of numerous different cultural influences, so, too, did the Byzantine Empire become a melting pot of cultures and ethnicities. One of the major contributions that Justinian bestowed on the world was his rewriting of the Roman laws, which allowed them to persist for much longer than they otherwise would have. Justinian’s legal code has formed the basis for law-making across the Western world, and so, as citizens, we are all impacted every single day by his work.

Religious Legacy

Justinian believed strongly that the Eastern Roman Empire must have one unified faith, and he enforced Christianity as the state religion. He ensured that the state and church were inextricable. In doing so, those considered to be heretics were ruthlessly punished; pagans and Jews were pressed and forbidden to practice or express their beliefs. This had an irreversible impact on the religious makeup of the population.

While the empire under Justinian I struggled with various religious conflicts involving complex ecumenical matters, Justinian himself became a revered religious figure. He is widely known as Saint Justinian the Great. The Orthodox Church that formed in the Eastern Roman Empire became the Eastern Orthodox Church, which is now the second-largest Christian Church and stretches across the modern world. One of the main reasons for this religious legacy is due to the large number of impressive churches Justinian built that often featured artwork devoted to him. Enabling his citizens to worship in these grand buildings earned him the favor of the religious population, and this, in turn, cemented his place as a semi-religious figure in the Orthodox Church. 

Constantinople

Constantinople, the capital of Justinian’s empire, is one of his most important legacies. While it had been an important city for a long time before he came to power, it was the rebuilding of Constantinople after the Nika riots that led to it becoming one of the most developed and architecturally impressive cities in the world. Constantinople became the center of the Christian world. It was not only the largest city but also the wealthiest, with a strong focus on education and the arts. The importance of the city persisted far beyond the classical period and into the medieval period, despite the changes in regime and religion. The Imperial Library of Constantinople can be thanked for the preservation of many important ancient texts; fortunately, some documents were copied and shared before the destruction of the library in 1204 by the Normans. The influence of Constantinople and its culture has had an untold impact on Eastern and Western European cultures, as well as the world at large.

Cultural Impact

The spread of culture in art and architecture in Constantinople and the wider Eastern Roman Empire can be traced far beyond the boundaries of the empire. Religious buildings in Russia, Arabia, and Egypt all show recognizable influences that must have spread outward from the Byzantine Empire. While Justinian’s major architectural legacy has to be the Hagia Sophia, there are buildings, churches, bridges, and aqueducts scattered all across Eastern Europe that exist because of Justinian’s passion for building.

In the art world, the works of Byzantine painters went on to have a very strong influence on the style of art we associate with the Renaissance. Many of the most well-known Italian Renaissance artists were inspired by the works of Byzantine artists. In fact, many historians go further than this, citing the influence of advanced scholars and artists who left after the sacking of Constantinople and settled across Europe. Many actually moved to Italy, where their ideas and creative endeavors helped to spark the Renaissance.

Justinian and Theodora have always held the fascination of those who came after them, and this is still true today. While some revere them as important religious figures, modern cultural offerings have also been keen to capture some of their stories. They have appeared in countless works of fiction, movies, and even computer and video games. The love story of Justinian and Theodora has become legendary, and their names appear alongside the great romances of the world such as Romeo and Juliet and Antony and Cleopatra.

The story of how Justinian came from lowly circumstances to rise to the top of one of the world’s most culturally important empires, restoring the lost territories of the Roman Empire, and his great romance with the most unlikely of women, who in turn transformed the lives of her female citizens, is one that will continue to intrigue people for ages to come.
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