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  To all my Difficult Aunts
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  Dear Reader,


 
   

  The book you are holding came about in a rather different way to most others. It was funded directly by readers through a new website: Unbound.

  Unbound is the creation of three writers. We started the company because we believed there had to be a better deal for both writers and readers. On the Unbound website, authors share the ideas for the books they want to write directly with readers. If enough of you support the book by pledging for it in advance, we produce a beautifully bound special subscribers’ edition and distribute a regular edition and e-book wherever books are sold, in shops and online.

  
    This new way of publishing is actually a very old idea (Samuel Johnson funded his dictionary this way). We’re just using the internet to build each writer a network of patrons. Here, at the back of this book, you’ll find the names of all the people who made it happen.
  

  Publishing in this way means readers are no longer just passive consumers of the books they buy, and authors are free to write the books they really want. They get a much fairer return too – half the profits their books generate, rather than a tiny percentage of the cover price.

  If you’re not yet a subscriber, we hope that you’ll want to join our publishing revolution and have your name listed in one of our books in the future. To get you started, here is a £5 discount on your first pledge. Just visit unbound.com, make your pledge and type EMPRESS18 in the promo code box when you check out.

  Thank you for your support,

   


 
  Dan, Justin and John

  Founders, Unbound
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  ‘Who gets to speak and why is the only question.’

  Chris Kraus
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Introduction: History and Fiction


  This is the story of an extraordinary woman. She is extraordinary because she saw the limits placed upon her by her world as a result of her gender and simply decided that they didn’t apply to her. She saw clearly the spaces where women could not go, stormed into them anyway and was murdered as a result. This is the story of an empress, who was the sister, niece, wife and mother of emperors. It has incest and murder, wars and conquest, plots and prayers. It has a little of everything a good story should have because it is, importantly, a story.

  Agrippina the Younger was born Julia Agrippina and lived from November 15CE to March 59CE. Her life spanned, and was intimately bound up in, the reigns of four of the first five Roman emperors – Tiberius, Caligula, Claudius and Nero – known as the Julio-Claudians. Which all sounds great for source material on her; after all, the Julio-Claudians appear to be pretty well covered in sources. They’re the emperors everyone can name. Except that ‘well covered’ in Roman terms generally just means more than one fragmentary source, and Agrippina is a woman in a world where women are considered to be staggeringly uninteresting, if not totally irrelevant. As a result, we have just three major literary sources that mention Agrippina with any detail, and a total of seven literary sources from the entire corpus of Latin literature that think she was interesting or significant enough to deserve a single line; one of which is a play.

  The three big sources, with which you will become familiar over the course of the book, are Tacitus’s Annals, which is doomed to be defaced by sniggering Latin students for the rest of time, written around 116CE; Suetonius’s biographies of the emperors from Julius Caesar to Domitian, collectively known as TheTwelve Caesars, from just a little later, about 121CE; and Cassius Dio’s Greek language, but culturally Roman, Roman History, from about 230CE. Conveniently, each of these slips into a different genre of Roman literature, but each has its own glaring, crippling problems when it comes to reconstructing the life of Agrippina. As you will have noticed for a start, each is published between 50 and 180 years after Agrippina died. Reading Tacitus therefore is, to us, essentially the same as reading a recently published history of the Second World War, while reading Dio is like reading a new history of the Georgians: they may be excellent but they are describing different times. Secondly, two of the sources are incomplete. Tacitus is a great read but was not very popular in his time so he survives in just two fragmentary manuscripts, the fragments of which do not overlap, so there are some big chunks missing, including the whole of Caligula’s reign. This is a loss I shall never get over. The relevant books of Dio, on the other hand, are lost entirely and all that we have left are epitomes made by the much later writers Zonoaras and Xiphilinus, who cut down, paraphrased and supplemented Dio’s words for their own purposes. These are, in essence, fragments of Dio’s work and they are more fragmentary and confused than they appear when bound in a pretty translation. This leaves just Suetonius’s biographies, which would be fine if they were biographies of Agrippina; but they’re not. They are the biographies of the men that Agrippina was attached to. Suetonius is interested only in the motivations and actions of the subjects of his biographies and so the women in their lives, like our Agrippina, slip silently into the background to be brought out only when her presence could tell the reader something interesting about the more important man.

  Trying to pry a Roman person, let alone a Roman woman, out of these fragmented, scattered sources is hard enough but, on top of the holes, the bits we do have are moralising in the extreme. Virtually the first thing that Tacitus tells us in his Annals is that he will ‘write without malice or partisanship’, a sweet promise this his history is merely the dispassionate recitation of objective facts. At the same time, though, he also tells us that he picks and chooses what to tell us about any given year because he believes that the historian has a duty to tell history that is moral and instructive: a historian should actively praise good behaviour and condemn wickedness. In the same sentence he tells us that the Julio-Claudian period of which he writes was ‘a tainted and wicked age’, which, although I strongly suspect that he did indeed believe this was a dispassionate and objective fact, is an opinion. Of course, the reader of Tacitus will have noticed that he’s not being as objective as he claims as soon as he starts telling us what his characters were thinking. This happens for the first time in Book One, Chapter One of the Annals when Tacitus insists that Augustus gave his grandsons the made-up title ‘Princes of Youths’ with ‘pretend reluctance.’[1] For the general reader, this is all the better as Tacitus is hilariously catty and tells a brilliant anecdote, as we shall see. For the historian or biographer, though, it is a pissing nightmare, because it means that every fact that Tacitus gives us is twisted and manipulated and carefully presented to tell a story that fits his overall narrative of moral decline and Roman degradation. And quite often, Tacitus’s narrative includes mind reading to make his story work. Within that narrative, Agrippina looms large as a symbol of everything that is wrong with the imperial system.

  Suetonius is equally moralising, but in a less sophisticated way. He is simultaneously more and less useful to the biographer than Tacitus because, as one of the emperor Hadrian’s freedmen,[2] he had access to an awful lot of letters and documents and liked to show that off. This means that we all get to read Augustus’s letter to Livia in which he tries to decide whether her grandson Claudius is mentally incapacitated or merely externally revolting, and that’s obviously great. On the other hand, he also liked to throw every single thing he heard, read or thought about the subjects of his biographies down on the page and present rumour, letters, personal experience, narratives taken from histories and things he read written on walls as equal facts, often without telling us what is what. At the same time, he threw all these things on the page in a thematic fashion, rather than a chronological one. So, the good deeds of Caligula from his whole reign are crammed into the first 20 chapters of his biography, while the bad deeds then take up the next 36 chapters, giving the strong impression that Caligula was good for a while and then went bad. Meanwhile, the family members of the imperial subject float around in the background of these context-free thematically linked anecdotes, appearing and disappearing as the narrative of each chapter demands. In essence, Suetonius’s biographies have a tendency to read like a badly cited off-brand wiki page for Barack Obama; one littered with ‘citation needed’ notes and a references list that treats White House publications and the Above Top Secret conspiracy forums as sources with equal weight.

  This is an important point: not one of our ancient literary sources would pass even the most basic Wikipedia test. Every one of them would be, at the very least, subject to a strongly worded header that warned the reader that a lot of this was drawn from a single source. Barely a sentence would survive even the most lax demand for citation and support that underpins the modern Western understanding of what history and biography are. They absolutely cannot be treated as texts that are truthful in the way that you or I might conceive of truth, where they discuss something that actually happened. A much more useful way to look at the way that Tacitus, Dio and Suetonius constructed their writing is to think about the story that David Cameron fucked a pig.

  In case you don’t remember, this story emerged in 2015, when David Cameron was the prime minister of the UK, before he set fire to his reputation with the Brexit referendum. A Conservative ex-minister, Lord Ashcroft, who was embroiled in a personal feud with Cameron over a job, published an unauthorised biography of Cameron (Call Me Dave) in which he recounted an incident that had allegedly occurred while an ‘unnamed MP’ and Cameron were at university together, as part of a private dining club for extremely rich, extremely un-self-aware, male students.[3] At one meeting of this dining club, says the book, they had eaten a whole pig with attached head, just like Henry VIII might have done, and the teenage David Cameron had been peer-pressured, while a little drunk and flushed with attention, to get his dick out at the dining table and put it in the dead pig’s mouth. One imagines that, if this happened at all, which it probably didn’t, at worst a flaccid penis would have been flopped into the dead, cooked boar mouth for two seconds. However, when the aggrieved Ashcroft decided he needed a hook to get people to buy his book, the anecdote was irresistible.

  And so, one night in September 2015, the story was broken by British newspapers that David Cameron had fucked a pig. And we all know that, on the level of objective, real-world, capital T Truth, the story is not True. David Cameron did not have sexual relations with that pig. But as a story, as a narrative, it’s too funny, too perfect. It encapsulates everything that the social and political opposition to Cameron hated about him and his government: it has the exclusive university dining club setting, a dining club where they had a pig’s head like medieval lords; it has the image of the braying, drunk mob of red-faced posh boys, the peer pressure, and the notion that Cameron would do anything for approval; it has a literal penis going into a dead pig. To make the situation almost too perfect, there is a pure intertextual joy in the fact that the writer Charlie Brooker had spent years accusing David Cameron of looking quite a lot like a ham and had written a TV show in which the British prime minister was forced to fuck a pig. David Cameron fucking a pig had so many facets that encapsulated everything that was unpopular about the Conservative leader that the public couldn’t resist it either. So they wrote think pieces and made puns on Twitter about it, hashtags were invented and people talked about it seriously in broadsheets and on the news. But all that was done in the knowledge that it probably didn’t technically happen. People are smart; they know the story is – at absolute best – a wild exaggeration about the antics of a drunk kid. At best. Most likely it was a half-truth woven by a man who we know had recently and publicly stopped supporting Cameron after Cameron denied him a job. PigGate was widely believed, and reported, at the time as being an act of revenge by Ashcroft, to hurt Cameron personally. We know this. We don’t really, truly believe that David Cameron had sex with a pig. But still, there’s a PigGate Wikipedia page, it was in all the papers, it was in Time magazine. The prime minister of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland was forced to publicly deny on television that he had ever had sexual contact with an animal. It’s part of Cameron’s reputation, his legacy, even though it’s just a silly story no one believes. In 1,000 years, it’s just possible that this is a thing people will know about him: Brexit, phone hacking and the pig fucking. Which brings me back to the sources for Agrippina and her life. So much of what we have about Julio-Claudian emperors and their families is stories just like this – stories about sex, about private habits, about things happening on islands that no one ever visited, behind closed doors and even inside emperors’ heads. Take this classic line about Caligula, for example, probably one of the best known ‘facts’ about him:

  
    ‘…it is also said that he planned to make Incitatus [his horse] consul.’[4]

  

  This is written by Suetonius, about 80 years after Caligula died, and Suetonius is pretty clear that the level of chat we’re talking about is the level that David Cameron fucked a pig fits into. It’s a rumour, a story, something no one really believes but everyone thinks is funny because it fits what they think about Caligula: he’s a deranged, uncontrolled lunatic who likes his horse way too much and has no respect for the institution of the Senate. But another 50 years after that, 130 years after Caligula had a favourite horse, we get this from Cassius Dio:

  
    ‘He swore by the animal’s life and fortune and even promised to appoint him consul, a promise that he would certainly have carried out if he had lived longer.’[5]

  

  The rumour, the ‘it is said’, has become fact. Today, it’s in Horrible Histories books with FACT! written next to it.

  That’s an extreme example, of course. But it’s indicative of all the sources and the difficulties of trying to get a person out of them. Essentially, everything that we know about Agrippina comes from these three sources and is a blur of misogyny, genre tropes, moralising grand narratives and unsourced rumours. It is my job here to peel back layers of rumour, narrative and lies and find out if there is anything at all underneath. But what criteria do I use to decide which stories are ‘true’ and which are ‘rumour’? I mean, some are seemingly obvious, like the Caligula horse one. Others are, in context, obviously bollocks, too. Almost any accusation of incest can be disregarded because incest was a bizarrely common accusation in the first century CE; there are numerous examples of people openly making accusations of incest in order to take out their enemies. So, either the Romans were constantly fucking their siblings, or it’s a strange cultural quirk of the period to accuse your enemies of fucking their siblings. Dealing with the rest, however, can be a problem.

  All this also works to explain why this book has the chapter headings it does. If you are eagle-eyed you will have noticed that Agrippina is presented here only through her relationships to other people. Those other people are all men, with the exception of her mother, who is also called Agrippina. Both Agrippinas are named after a man: Agrippina is merely a feminine version of Agrippa, as Julia is a feminised version of Julius. As a woman, Agrippina exists only when her actions impact on the lives or actions of men in the political or military sphere because in the ancient world, as a woman, she exists only through her relationship to men. She can be seen only through the distorting lens of her relationship to other people and how well or badly she performed the ideal form of that relationship. It’s mostly badly, which is why we get to see so much of her. If she had been performing well, she’d be as invisible as her sisters. Even so, as we shall see, there are big chunks of her life – years of it, including while she was empress – where we have no idea what she was doing because she wasn’t impacting politics or men’s public lives. She could have been spending her days murdering girls and bathing in their blood and the sources wouldn’t record it because that’s women’s stuff and, therefore, very boring. As an individual, as an empress and as a member of the Julio-Claudian family in her own right, Agrippina is just not important in Roman eyes.

  *

  When Agrippina is not standing next to a man, she slips back into the darkness of history. History is mostly darkness. All we get to see in our sources are the very few men and women who managed – through luck or hard work or ingrained privilege – to burst into the tiny spotlight that historians hold and be seen by doing something very, very good, or very, very bad, or simply being emperor. For every little head that blinks in the glare of the historian’s spotlight there are 100,000 more whose important, significant lives have been untouched by it. Go to Highgate cemetery in London, for example, and you will see the graves of Douglas Adams and Karl Marx, and you will walk past a further 169,998 bodies of women, men and children whose names and stories will disappear with their gravestones, whose lives have vanished in the darkness. You’ll step over their graves to get to the famous ones. Those who stand in the spotlight reflect a little light, though, and with the reflected light we can see the people standing next to them: their wives and children and close friends. We see Agrippina in history only because she was the daughter, niece, wife and mother of powerful men. The sheer multitude of her relationships with famous men means we can see her a little better than most women, but we can still only see fragments.

  What this all means, beyond me having a moan about how hard it is being a Roman historian, is that there is no objective, capital T Truth about Agrippina. There is only a series of stories, drawn from other people’s stories about men. The only way through is to be honest about that. This story is as much mine as it is Agrippina’s, because I have chosen how to present the information I have. But it is a good story about a woman who deserves her own place in history. It is about a woman so important that men do everything they can to hurt her by accusing her of incest, adultery, murder and child abuse. It is about a woman who ran the Roman Empire for longer than a lot of male emperors, and about how the men who controlled the world reacted to that. It is about, at the centre of it all, power.


 

  
    	Tacitus, Annals, 1.1 ↵


    	Freedmen (and freedwomen) were emancipated slaves. As part of their manumission they were usually granted Roman citizenship but were bound by ties of obligation and formal gratitude, and sometimes affection, to their former owner and their families. In the early Imperial period, they formed an informal nouveau riche business class. In case you forget, though, there’s a glossary at the end for terms like this. ↵


    	Michael Ashcroft and Isabel Oakenshott (2015) Call Me Dave: The Unauthorised Biography of David Cameron. London: Biteback. ‘Drugs, debauchery and the making of an extraordinary prime minister’. The original article was Michael Ashcroft and Isabel Oakeshott (20 September 2015). Daily Mail. London. ↵


    	Suetonius, Caligula, 55. ↵


    	Dio, Roman History, 59.14.7. ↵
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A Very Brief History of Rome


  Before we leap into the life of Julia Agrippina, we need some context. Agrippina lived in a culture that is quite alien to our own, and which valued its history and its religion very much. Romans in every stage of Roman history, from the second that Aeneas stepped onto the shores of Italy to the moment that Romulus Augustulus was deposed in 476CE, felt themselves to be the very modern point of a history that stretched back thousands of years. The tendrils of their history were real, living things that entwined their way around their everyday lives, mostly through their family histories. Romans were a collective. Each individual existed primarily as part of a family and then as part of the Roman state, and those identities were considerably more important than any individuality. This is why about a third of the men and women in this book share the same names and why daughters usually take a feminised version of their father’s name (Claudius/Claudia, Drusus/Drusilla, Agrippa/Agrippina, Octavian/Octavia and so on): their familial identity is the most important thing about them in a cultural sense. Without having a little bit of knowledge about Roman history, and the history of the Julian and Claudian families, virtually nothing about Roman culture in the first century CE makes sense. At the same time, a tiny bit of background about Roman history tells you an awful lot about how they saw women in a big-picture sense, and what they thought the purpose and function of women was. So, let’s take a whizz-bang tour of nearly a millennium of Roman history up until the birth of Agrippina’s parents.

  Rome has two founders: Aeneas and Romulus. Aeneas was a child of Troy who escaped when it was sacked by the Greeks bearing the Trojan horse, carrying his father and household gods out of the ruined city but abandoning his wife. He travelled about a bit and eventually arrived in Italy and, long story short, became king of Alba Longa. A few royal generations later and a princess was raped by the god Mars, resulting in twins. The princess was also a Vestal Virgin, and had therefore taken a vow of chastity. Rape was considered a violation of that vow (this is a theme we shall return to) and so her sons, Romulus and Remus, were condemned to death as punishment. She tried to feed the twins to a wolf, which raised them instead (just keep going with me here). When they grew up, because they were demi-gods, the boys decided to found a city of their own, had a fight about which hill would be the best hill and Romulus killed Remus over it. So, Rome was named Rome and Romulus seemed pretty happy with the Capitoline Hill as the capital/best hill.

  Romulus now needed to populate his city, so he rounded up some random men from the area and all was well and good until they realised that a city of exclusively men was both horrible and wouldn’t last long. They needed women. To get some women, the new Romans, led by Romulus, pretended to throw a party for their nearest neighbours, the Sabines, and while the Sabine men were distracted at the party, the Romans sneaked off and stole all their wives and daughters. This was the Rape of the Sabine Women. The Sabine men, surprisingly, weren’t happy that all their wives and daughters had been kidnapped, so they started a war. However, the Sabine women were soft-hearted and had very quickly become attached to the Romans because the Romans hadn’t literally raped them, just kidnapped them. Women had low expectations of men in myth. The women wanted neither their fathers or their new husbands to die so they flung themselves between the two armies and stopped the war. As a result of this action, the Sabines and Romans became united as one people under the dual kingship of Romulus and the Sabine king, Titus Tatius.

  Immediately in the foundation myths you can see the crystallising of some of the most important parts of Roman culture: respect for one’s father, respect for one’s gods and the role of women as conduits and connectors between families. Women here function as links that tie peoples together, who bring peace and continuity in opposition to death and war. Men, on the other hand, are mostly violent. Easy, right? Good. Because there’s more and, to be honest, it’s all as gruesome as this.

  For the next few hundred years, the kings ruled happily. There were lots of good kings, like Numa, and everything was grand. Until the kings started to go bad, as kings do, culminating in 509BCE with the reign of Tarquinius Superbus (if you’re going to be an evil king, you may as well have an evil king name). Superbus’s son, Prince Sextus, developed an obsession with a woman named Lucretia, a woman of high rank and higher morals who spent her evenings weaving woollen cloaks for her husband and being quiet. Sextus, being a depraved prince, was so aroused by Lucretia’s modesty and weaving skill that he raped her (literally this time), assuming that she would keep quiet about the violation to her honour because rape was indistinguishable from adultery. However, Lucretia was also a woman of great moral strength and she immediately told her father and husband and then killed herself to spare them the pain of having to do it. Her father and a sort of family friend who was invited for no real reason took her body, displayed it in the Forum as evidence of the despotism of the king and thus incited a revolution, led by the family friend, which overthrew the kings forever. That friend’s name? Lucius Junius Brutus.

  This story, while exceptionally grim, also tells us an awful lot about the place of the female body in Roman culture. A woman’s body is a private space, invaded by the king. We also learn that even though Lucretia was assaulted, and told everyone that she had been assaulted, and everyone believed that she had been a non-consensual actor, she still bore the shame of adultery and had to die. Her consent was irrelevant. Her suicide was an act of masculine moral strength because she knew that her honour as a woman could never be restored. This is important: remember it for later. Finally, we learn that things that happened to women that were out of the ordinary could cause massive social and political upheaval. Women drove historical narratives, but ideally by dying.

  Back to the story. The kings were overthrown in 509BCE and the Republic was instituted by a collection of ancient aristocratic families known as the patricians. The Republic was specifically set up to control both religion and politics, those things being inseparable. Two consuls took the place of the kings at the top of the political ladder and split the kingly duties between them. The rest of the political system was divided into offices, carefully set up to divide powers and stop anyone from gathering too much individual control over anything. Two consuls, for example, meant that one could veto the other, preventing anyone from doing anything too terrible, and all terms were limited to a year. No one was really supposed to be consul twice. The consuls were the head of the Senate, initially made up of the patricians, who ruled through consensus. Men obtained a political office through a very direct form of sort-of democracy that involved elections but is irrelevant here. You just need to know they existed. The structure of the Republic was the crowning glory of the Romans and the thing they were most proud of.

  *

  These themes of republic, of shared power and of consensus and agreement are key to understanding the early emperors. Without knowing how violently Romans were repulsed by the idea of hereditary monarchy, and how absolutely core the notions of shared rule were to the image that Romans had of themselves, the actions of the early Roman emperors look bizarre and inexplicable. At the same time, take note of the idea of the patricians: these were ancient families who granted themselves authority purely on the basis of their antiquity and basically everyone agreed that they were the best because they were older. That’s important, too.

  The Republic ticked along all right for some centuries. There were some fights between the patricians and the plebeians that were irrelevant by the time of Agrippina but which caused lots of waves of trouble that continued to simmer. Then the Romans started expanding their territory and their armies started to grow. At this point, we leave the world of myth and enter reasonably well-documented military and political history. Now, the Romans granted men who won great military victories a big parade called a triumph and an enormous amount of personal prestige and authority. This was fine when wars were fairly small and great victories were rare, but during the Punic Wars against Carthage in North Africa[1] and the destruction of that city in 146BCE, massive victories became more common. The Punic Wars brought the Romans into contact with a lot of new people they thought they might like to conquer, and so it brought certain men a lot more personal glory – and personal power – than had previously been possible. The first two to emerge from this milieu and cause trouble were Marius and Sulla. Marius got so much personal power that he ended up being consul a terrifying seven times, so Sulla was sent to bring him down a peg or two by replacing him as general in the east. Which is how the first civil war started in 88BCE. This bit is complicated and not very important but basically Marius died, there was a second civil war involving Sulla, Sulla won and became dictator for a few years, reorganised the state then retired. At Sulla’s retirement, normal politics was reinstated. Everyone expected that the Republic would settle back to normal and recovery from the civil wars would start.

  Apparently, however, no one predicted that a lot of young men would see Marius and Sulla as idols to be imitated, young men like Pompey, who came up through Sulla’s armies, and Julius Caesar, who was a supporter of Marius. The conquest of the known world was still going on and Pompey was enormously successful in the east, defeating Mithridates in modern Turkey. Caesar, meanwhile, conquered Gaul and wrote books about it in the third person. In the middle was Crassus, who defeated Spartacus and became the richest man imaginable. Everyone was killing a lot of people and being praised a lot for it and there wasn’t room in the empire for all their egos. You all know what happened here. There was another civil war, Caesar defeated everyone and followed in Sulla’s footsteps by making himself dictator. Except, unlike Sulla, who understood that the dictatorship was a short-term emergency position, Caesar decided that he would like to be dictator in perpetuity and made his decision to be in charge of everything forever a bit too obvious. Mainly by telling everyone repeatedly that he was going to be dictator forever and letting Mark Antony offer him a crown in front of people. No one liked that, so Brutus and chums gave Caesar twenty-seven stab wounds and declared, once again, that the monarch had been overthrown and the Republic restored.

  Again, somehow, no one accounted for the ambitions of younger men. So, when 19-year-old Octavian, Julius Caesar’s posthumously adopted son, appeared from nowhere and started calling himself Caesar, demanding revenge and threatening people with swords, everyone was quite surprised. When Octavian turned out to have a friend named Agrippa who was a military genius and actually started defeating his elders in yet another civil war, everyone was even more surprised. And a bit upset. Octavian defeated Brutus and company, and then allied with Julius Caesar’s best friend Antony to unofficially rule the empire. Except that was never going to last, because the empire was still not big enough for two giant egos. Octavian started another war with Antony, defeated him at Actium and was finally the last man standing, effectively king of the world. But not in name. What Octavian, who was a very smart young man, learned from his adoptive father was that when men made their power explicit, other Romans got stabby. What he did instead was continually insist, until the day he died, that the Republic was fine, that he wasn’t in charge, that everyone could do exactly what they wanted. He just happened to have the best ideas and everyone agreed and stop looking at that sword over there.

  Octavian defeated Antony in 31BCE, after almost 200 years of continual war and almost 100 years of civil war. Rome was exhausted and had gained an enormous amount of territory to rule, an effort that required a lot of paperwork. So the Senate let him have his illusion of not being emperor because they were just happy that there were no more young and ambitious men left to threaten Octavian and continue the terrible cycle of war. They gave him laurels and called him Augustus and pretended that he was just like them but the best of them. He was the Princeps: the First Citizen.

  Which just about brings us to where we begin. Agrippina’s parents were born in about 14BCE and 16BCE respectively. Octavian was granted the name Augustus, which solidified his position, in 27BCE. What you will have noticed (hopefully) is that the second we slipped into history rather than myth, all the women disappeared. That was about 1,000 words of men doing war and politics. Awful stuff. That’s because Roman history as told by the Romans is all about men doing war and politics while women are quiet. There are a few women who appear in these stories for some dramatic purpose. Cornelia Africanus, the mother of the Gracchi, was a powerful character from the very beginning of the civil wars: a widow who raised her children right. Cleopatra is a figure who has resonated through the centuries as a beautiful, decadent, powerful queen, presented by Octavian as everything a Roman woman should not be so that Antony’s liaison with her was reason enough to destroy him. Fulvia was Antony’s second wife who raised an army for him and was abandoned by him as a result. Octavian’s sister Octavia stood as a modern Sabine woman between her brother and her husband Antony until she was also abandoned in favour of Cleopatra. A litany of near forgotten women were married off to create alliances and divorced when they fell apart. Women are quiet, private and do as they are told by their brothers, fathers and husbands for the most part, so they were not worth mentioning unless they were exceptionally bad (Cleopatra and Fulvia) or exceptionally good (Octavia and Cornelia).

  *

  This is our final lesson from this tour of Rome: it is perfectly possible to tell a history of Rome after Lucretia that does not mention women at all. War and politics only involve men on an official level. Only men wrote histories. So, if a woman is included in the narrative of the original sources, it is because the male author has made an explicit and definite decision to include her and has a reason for it. Women in the Roman world are never a neutral. They can never simply exist in the public eye. When they are held up to be looked at, they always mean something. That’s our most important lesson as we turn to look at Agrippina, who is missing from most of the beginning of her own life.
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Chapter One: Daughter










Julia Agrippina Minor


  The story begins with a baby, a Roman baby, born to the imperial family, and the first girl to be born after four boys. Her mother was used to childbirth by now. This one was born on 6 November 15CE. In Roman custom, the baby is taken from the mother and placed on the floor in front of the father. If the father accepts the child as his own, he picks her up. The father was Germanicus, remembered as one of the greatest generals of his age. The mother was Vipsania Agrippina, named after her father Agrippa, and she was the granddaughter of the emperor Augustus, who had been dead for a year now. The baby, being swaddled by a nurse, was named after her mother and became Julia Agrippina Minor. The Romans never were very inventive with their names. In the years to come, this baby will have an extraordinary life. She will be the sister, niece, wife and mother of emperors. She will stand in a cloak made of gold before adoring crowds as an empress. She will spend years in exile fearing for her life. She will die violently. She will look at the world she lives in and try to shape it around her and she will do things no Roman woman did before or after her. But all that was yet to come. At the beginning of the story, it was 15 November 15CE and she was a tiny newborn, wrapped up tight in swaddling clothes, in an army camp on the edge of the Rhine where her father was making his name as one of the most important and beloved men in the empire.

  *

  Julia Agrippina, who will be Agrippina the Younger for this chapter,[1] was born in a town called Ara Ubiorum rather than in Rome because her father had been sent by the reigning emperor Tiberius to oversee the Roman legions that were permanently stationed on the German borders of the empire. Tiberius was the second emperor proper of the Roman Empire. He inherited his throne from his stepfather Augustus, who had created the concept and role of Roman emperor and called it the Principate. Tiberius had two sons: one biological, called Drusus, and one whom he was forced by Augustus to adopt. This second son is Germanicus, who was also Tiberius’s biological nephew. The family tree of the Julio-Claudian emperors is a living nightmare of incest, borderline incest and adoption so settle in for some confusing relationships. Agrippina’s mother exemplifies the confusion. In 15CE Agrippina the Elder was simultaneously Tiberius’s ex-stepdaughter, niece and daughter-in-law. When Agrippina the Younger was born, Tiberius had been emperor for a little over a year and was already less popular than cholera. Germanicus, on the other hand, was more popular than honeyed wine. Across the empire, Agrippina the Elder and Germanicus were basically the Prince William and Kate Middleton of their day. They were young, beautiful, effortlessly royal and charming to be around. They managed to embody every possible virtue that was required of them. Agrippina the Elder had had several adorable babies; she eventually had nine children of whom six survived past infancy. These six were three boys – Nero, Drusus III and Gaius – and three girls – Agrippina the Younger, Drusilla and Livilla II – so they even managed to have a perfect balance of babies.[2] The ability to have loads of babies and be devoted to a single husband were the main virtues required of a Roman woman so Agrippina the Elder was doing brilliantly.

  Germanicus did even better. Germanicus was the grandson of Mark Antony, through his mother Antonia Minor. She is known now as Antonia the Younger because her older sister was also called Antonia (the Elder). As I’ve said before, we’re going to have to deal with a lot of this. Germanicus was probably named Nero Claudius Drusus at birth after his father, Nero Claudius Drusus, but became known as Germanicus after his successful campaigns in Germany. And Germanicus was adored by the Romans, especially by those Romans who never met him, like historians and biographers writing 80 years after his death, and the general population of Rome. The people who met him were, to be honest, rather more split on how much they liked him. But historians worshipped him, and he is remembered in writing as near enough a demi-god. His limited actual success deterred no Roman writer, as these tended not to be limited to mere truths, and Tacitus tells us that people believed that Germanicus ‘outdid Alexander the Great in clemency, self-control and every other good quality’ even though he provides only evidence to the contrary.[3]

  Suetonius, meanwhile, half-dehydrates himself so furious is his adoration, and six of the 60 chapters in the emperor Gaius Caligula’s biography are dedicated to spunking praise on his father. That’s a full 10 per cent about his dad. Germanicus was handsome, smart and funny, he killed men in hand-to-hand combat like Achilles but was so desperately modest you’d never know it, everyone fell in love with him where ever he went, except those who were jealous of him like mean old Tiberius, and to them Germanicus was kind and tolerant. He had bandy legs, but he worked every day after dinner to strengthen them by riding horses. He never knobbed his slaves and he only had one wife and he fathered loads of children for the empire. To our sources, he was literally a perfect man. According to both Tacitus and Suetonius, when Germanicus came to town people would follow him around and run up to 20 miles outside Rome to meet him. Indeed, he was ‘in danger of being mobbed to death whenever he arrived at Rome’.[4] Basically, Germanicus was the Beatles. And much like the Beatles, he insisted upon being a real-life, quite disappointing person rather than the cipher that teenage girls and grown historians want him to be.

  Germanicus and Agrippina had been married to one another on the orders of Augustus. Agrippina was the youngest daughter of Augustus’s only biological child, Julia. Both Julia and her eldest daughter (also called Julia, infuriatingly) had been exiled for improper female behaviour like getting drunk with loads of lads and weeing on the rostrum in the Roman Forum. Agrippina also had three brothers, two of whom had died in their twenties. The third brother, Agrippa Posthumous, had been exiled for being a bit weird and scaring everyone. It was quite easy to get exiled by Augustus. He was not a man who tolerated difference. Julia the Elder, Julia the Younger and Agrippa Posthumous had all died mysteriously and violently within days of Tiberius inheriting the throne in 14CE, because Tiberius was petty. By 15CE Agrippina the Elder was the only member of her immediate family left alive, which meant she was the only person of her generation left who had the blood of Augustus in her.

  This was a really big deal. The Romans were obsessed with family lines and lineages. Apart from the city of Rome, the family was the most important thing in a Roman’s life. Your family name was the most important thing about you by far. Your great-grandparents’ achievements were equally as important as your own. If you were a Julian, you were one half of the imperial family and could trace your bloodline back through Augustus to Julius Caesar and then to Aeneas and the goddess Venus. The other side of the family was the Claudians, an ancient but not divine family and therefore very much the poor relations. The Julians and the Claudians initially came together into one Julio-Claudian clusterfuck when Augustus married Livia (a Claudian) and then adopted Tiberius, her biological son from a previous marriage. The marriage of Germanicus (Claudian) to Agrippina the Elder (Julian) was meant to hold the families together for another generation. And it worked. Against all the odds, Germanicus and Agrippina the Elder were compatible in a lot of ways and seemed to genuinely love each other. The nine pregnancies that Agrippina had, some coming mere months after giving birth to the previous child, suggest that they never stopped bonking for a start. They were constantly at it. Agrippina the Elder followed Germanicus to every grim misery pit that he got sent to for their entire marriage, and usually had a kid while she was there.

  Germanicus made his name and reputation in a war with various German tribes between the Rhine and the Elbe immediately following the death of Augustus in 14CE. Germanicus arrived in Germany about 15 minutes before the news that Tiberius had decided not to decommission any soldiers who had been enlisted for less than 20 years. The length of service was supposed to be 16 years. Tacitus points to some soldiers who had served for 30 or 40 years. Instantly, the troops mutinied. And quite reasonably. Many of them had been in service for decades, and in service meant marching about in Germany, a place the Romans feared and loathed, in the cold and constant rain, with very limited rights and very low pay. Their conditions were also horrendous. As Tacitus puts it, the mutineers showed ‘their lash-marks, their white hair, their tattered clothes… their limbs bent and bowed with old age’.[5] It’s not hard to empathise with them. Germanicus struggled to put down the mutinies, partly because his power to meet their demands to get paid for their service and be allowed to go home was non-existent, and partly because he was bad in a crisis. His first approach to dealing with the mutiny began with a long and tedious speech about loyalty, went through some weeping and ended with him faking a suicide attempt in front of everyone in the hope that they’d stop him. Except one soldier offered him a sharper sword, so Germanicus went off in a huff. At this point, Germanicus had three kids, was in his late twenties, commanded a huge army, was first in line for the throne if something happened to Tiberius, and was acting like the protagonist in a very low-quality YA book.

  Despite this initial failure, he did stick around – with his wife, who was heavily pregnant with Agrippina the Younger, and three-year-old son Gaius by his side. He did some more crying in his room and some more bombastic speeches, which was his slightly pathetic best, until Agrippina the Elder took things into her own hands. She set up a very conspicuous leaving party, taking herself and her children very loudly out of the Roman camp and into the township of some friendly Germans, telling the troops that they couldn’t be trusted around the granddaughter of Augustus and so she had to get some foreigners to protect her from them. This triggered a shame mechanism in the highly loyal troops, who adored her and her son, and weren’t about to have the granddaughter of Augustus feeling safer with Germans than with them. After this, the mutiny died down. Germanicus took all the credit, gave some more speeches and then made the troops themselves kill the mutiny leaders to teach everyone a lesson. And then he cried about that, too. He cries a lot, to be honest. Historians have opinions about it, but they’re not important here.

  This was when our Agrippina the Younger was born, in farthest, darkest Germany when her parents had just put down a mutiny by the very skin of their teeth. Quite reasonably, they probably decided to send their newborn child to Rome, out of harm’s way, where she could be looked after properly. Agrippina the Elder and Germanicus spent the next year campaigning in the Teutoburg Forest and righting old wrongs in the name of the Romans while shagging all the time, because Agrippina the Elder became immediately pregnant again. She had another daughter ten months after giving birth to Agrippina the Younger; Julia Drusilla was born in September 16CE. Agrippina the Elder’s pelvic floor must have been wrecked. But Germanicus was taking revenge on some Germans and she wasn’t about to miss that. The Teutoburg Forest is in the region of Osnabrück, near the Weser River and was important to the Roman army and to the family of Augustus because in 9CE it had been the site of a brutal massacre of Roman soldiers by an alliance of Germanic tribes led by a Roman citizen, Arminius. The Roman general Quinctilius Varus had inadvertently led three legions to their deaths. That’s approximately 15,000 men slaughtered in a forest. Augustus had never quite recovered from the trauma of the loss. The day of the massacre was held as a day of mourning by Augustus, and two of the three legion numbers were never used again, such was the psychological impact of the massacre for the Romans.

  For Germanicus to reach the forest again was a pretty big deal symbolically, and he was able to finally raise a funeral mound for the soldiers who had died there, which was a very big deal indeed. He also had a bash at taking revenge on Arminius, and Tacitus claims that he won two minor victories and got Arminius on the run but was recalled to Rome before he could catch him. Tacitus is very clear that the only reason Germanicus failed to fully exact a Roman revenge on Arminius was because a jealous Tiberius didn’t want Germanicus getting any more glory than he already had. This is probably true. Tiberius didn’t trust our beloved hero one bit and didn’t need him winning too many victories and taking the attention away from the emperor. Tiberius was also an extremely conservative old man who hated the idea of having to deal with the administrative headache of adding new territory to the empire.

  *

  Tiberius has a generally very bad reputation, some of which is deserved (he killed Julia and Agrippa Posthumous, officially killed the Roman Republic), and some of which probably isn’t (accusations of pederasty). One of the primary accusations levied at him by Tacitus is that he lies about everything. Now Tacitus loathed – loathed – Tiberius with the kind of passion that makes one suspect that Tacitus was not fun at parties. Like he might just start going on about obscure bits of Tiberius’s reign in a slightly mad-eyed way when everyone else just wants to eat some more seafood and impress one another with hilarious epigrams. He gives off a slight air of conspiracy theorist uncle, mostly because, like all conspiracy theorists, he forces all apparent ‘facts’ to fit his narrative regardless of logic or sense. So, while some 9/11 Truthers like to think that the planes that hit the Twin Towers were, in fact, missiles disguised as planes through the use of holograms (I wish I had made that up), Tacitus insists that everything Tiberius did that was good or honourable was, in fact, just a lie. For reasons. Tiberius’s documented reactions to Germanicus’s successes in Germany were to give him the name Germanicus, grant him a triumph and deliver a probably quite tedious panegyric to him in the Senate. In Tacitus’s telling, however, Tiberius’s celebrations were ‘so ostentatiously elaborate, they did not ring true’. Which seems a tiny bit unfair. Tacitus’s claim that Germanicus was only prevented from crushing Arminius because of Tiberius’s malicious jealousy is also, in context, just a lie. Tiberius was extremely cautious with his troops and was clear throughout his reign that he saw the borders of the empire as something to be maintained and protected, not expanded. Indeed, such an order was part of Augustus’s will. Moreover, Germany offered nothing tangible to the Romans as a territory and certainly wasn’t worth an extremely risky war against a foe known to be very dangerous indeed. The idea of allowing Germanicus to prance around Germany on a semi-personal journey of revenge and glory, to gain some pointless territory that would be expensive and difficult to defend, was not a particularly attractive one. And it especially wasn’t attractive to Tiberius, whose main loves seem to have been being quietly where other people weren’t and not being hassled by anyone. That was suspicious to Tacitus, too, who saw it as yet more evidence of Tiberius’s mendacious nature. What kind of Roman didn’t like hanging out with other Romans? Only a bad one.

  The symbolism of Germanicus’s victories was significant, though, and Tiberius didn’t even pretend that it wasn’t. So when Germanicus returned to Rome he got the greatest of all possible Roman honours: he was hailed an Imperator and granted a triumph. Imperator is the Latin word from which our word emperor derives. It originally just meant general, but after Augustus began using it as a part of his name (calling himself Imperator Caesar) it became an imperial epithet, and eventually became an imperial title and then, a long while later, Charlize Theron got to be an Imperator in a desert. But for Germanicus, being hailed an Imperator was a huge honour. Many years after his death he would be remembered primarily and with enormous respect as an Imperator. And on top of that, he was granted a triumph.

  A Roman triumph was a pretty great thing.
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