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      When I was a teenager and took my first trip overseas, there were three things that instantly became a part of me: a passion for history and historical research, an urgent need to travel, and a deep love of creative writing to express it all. And in the thirty plus years since then, I have been fortunate enough to continue to do all of those things.

      As time went on, the shadow of Ancient Rome loomed larger in all that I wrote, in all that I researched, and in the places to which I travelled. I began to understand how important a role the Roman Empire played in the formation of our world in the West. The more I travelled and researched, the more I became fascinated by the people who inhabited the pages of Rome’s history, and the vast and varied places that were scattered across the map of Rome’s empire.

      When I began writing the Eagles and Dragons historical fantasy series around the turn of the millennium, I was all in on the world of Rome. My research introduced me to an endless line of captivating people who shaped our world and culture, and I researched and travelled to places that were alive with the ghosts of Rome’s great past.

      In 2009 when I began my blog, Writing the Past, as a means of sharing my research with my readers and fellow history-lovers, I never imagined that it would have the worldwide following that it does today. Now, after over thirty books, and years of research, I thought it was time to create a book that highlights some of the more fascinating people and places I have come across over the years.

      Empire is divided into two main sections: People, and Places. In the first part, we look at the lives and deeds of a wide range of people from the ancient Etruscans to the Caledonian tribes that harried Rome for centuries. We dive deep into the rulers of the Severan dynasty of the early third century A.D., and explore the lives of famous Romans from generals to artists. In the second part of this book, we journey back and forth across the Roman Empire to explore outposts from Britannia to the sand seas of Roman North Africa. We explore dark forests on the northern frontiers, and walk through some of the great cities of the East, all of which were once a part of the Roman world. The articles contained herein range from deep dives into research, to snippets of interesting background information, to travelogue-type articles that may urge readers to undertake their own journeys and explore the sites for themselves.

      In some of the articles, I reference the novels to which the specific research applies, and if readers are interested in viewing the pictures that were originally posted with each article, they have only to visit the ‘Article Archive’ on the Eagles and Dragons Publishing website. At the back of the book, there is also a glossary of Greek and Latin words to add to the learning.

      For those who are interested in the history of the Roman Empire, it is my hope that this book will be both educational and entertaining, and that it will also introduce you to some of the people and places that are not usually covered in the average history book.

      To me, the Roman Empire is endlessly fascinating, a sort of mosaic of infinite colours. I often wonder what the world would have been like if the Empire had remained intact, if it had continued to thrive. Would the world be plagued by the problems it has today if it had? Probably. If the history of Rome teaches us anything it is that there is never truly peace without war, and that there is rarely prosperity without depression. Certainly, people achieve greatness in times of toil and hardship. However, it is also true that in the peaceful cracks and crevices of the history of the Roman Empire, human achievement accelerated at all levels, be it in law, philosophy, technology, art or architecture.

      We still have much to learn from the Roman Empire, from the experiences of the people who inhabited it, and the ruined beauty it has left behind.

      Thank you for reading.

      

      
        
        Adam Alexander Haviaras

        Stratford, Ontario

        February, 2026
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        “They change their sky, not their soul, who rush across the sea.”

        Horace
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            The Elusive Etruscans

          

        

      

    

    
      One day, while excavating piles of my research on various topics, I unearthed some photos from a vacation in Tuscany back in 2002. These photos were of the Etruscan tomb of Montecalvario, just outside Castellina in Chianti.

      The site was simple and unassuming, but it had a great impact on my imagination, so much so that I used it in some parts of Children of Apollo and Killing the Hydra (Books I and II in the Eagles and Dragons series). On that trip, I started to learn more about the Etruscans who inhabited the Italian peninsula from roughly the Tiber to the Arno rivers and beyond, to the Po valley and Bologna.

      Not a great deal is known about the Etruscans, and I am by no means an expert. Anyone who has studied Ancient Greece and Rome will have had some contact with the Etruscans; the Greeks traded with them and were a great influence on Etruscan art and lifestyle, and Rome itself was ruled by Etruscan kings who brought that little backwater village by the Tiber out of the mud with a dash of civilization. In Tuscany itself, there are many sites where one can find the remains of Etruscan civilization, places such as Cerveteri, Veii, Tarquinia, Volsinii, Volterra, Vulci and Arezzo.

      Much of what is known about the Etruscans and their lifestyle comes from their tombs where elaborate paintings of banquets and sporting events such as the Olympics have been found. Many grave goods have been found in the tombs and there is an excellent collection of finds at the Archaeological Museums of Bologna and Florence.

      The Etruscans traded a great deal, and so had much contact with the Greeks from other parts of Italy, Sicily and mainland Greece. The walls of the tombs depict chariot races and elaborate banqueting scenes with diners reclining on couches, drinking wine from kraters, and being entertained by musicians. The scene is like many an ancient Greek depiction with one marked difference: in Etruscan art, women were shown dining right alongside the men, drinking wine and enjoying conversation. This would have been scandalous to an ancient Greek, as women the other side of the Ionian sea were not permitted to be in attendance at banquets or symposia.

      The Etruscans had their own rich culture and this is reflected in much of their bronze artwork and pottery. While some of it resembled ancient Greek art, or indeed was Greek art acquired through trade, much of it is quite unique. An excellent example of this is the famous bronze Chimera of Arezzo on display at the Florence Archaeological Museum.

      There is much debate about the origin of the Etruscans in Italy with no consensus yet in sight. Some believe the Etruscans were an indigenous people, others that they came from Lydia in Asia Minor. As far as the Roman scene was concerned, the line of Etruscan kings began circa 616 B.C. with the reign of Tarquin the Elder who was a Corinthian Greek named Lucumo who lived in Tarquinia and married an Etruscan woman named Tanaquil. The two were shunned for a mixed marriage and so moved to the growing centre of Rome where Tarquin became the fifth king of Rome.

      The Etruscans were famous for their understanding of augury and prophecy, religious practices which would be widely used in Roman life for hundreds of years. Etruscan augurs would read portents and the will of the gods in animal entrails and organs, and this skill impressed the Romans. The Etruscans not only complemented Roman religious practices, but also helped to improve Roman building practices and it is to them that the Romans owe their talent for building aqueducts and sewers.

      At the peak of their power and influence, the Etruscans were the dominant people of central Italy. They were however, never a truly unified nation and, like the Greeks who had influenced them and traded with them, their city-states never stopped fighting amongst themselves. With the Romans growing in strength and skill to the south, and the Celts expanding in the north, the Etruscans were in a superbly unenviable position and could not hold sway for long.

      The last Etruscan king of Rome, Tarquin the Proud who, according to Livy, took the throne by force and ruled through fear, was narrowly defeated in a series of battles between Etruscan allies and the Romans, led by Lucius Iunius Brutus. Many died on both sides, but Tarquin lived through the day and, though no longer King of Rome, lived out his days in exile in Tusculum. The wheels had been set in motion and Rome had become a Republic.

      Of course, when I walked into the cypress-crowned tomb outside Castellina in Chianti years ago, I knew nothing of Etruscan history, nor how fascinating it really is. This short article is a tiny scratch on the surface, a mere taste - there is so much more to learn.

      If you ever find yourself in Italy, I highly recommend the archaeological museums of Florence and Bologna where you can see Etruscan artefacts for yourselves, and it goes without saying that visits to the archaeological sites and towns mentioned above are well worth the adventure. Just remember that snakes, as well as tourists, like nothing more than a dark, damp tomb in summer time.

      

      *Be sure to check out the video The Etruscan Tomb of Montecalvario: A Short Tour on Eagles and Dragons Publishing’s YouTube or Rumble channels to see the entire archaeological site.
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            Publius Ventidius Bassus: The General Muleteer

          

        

      

    

    
      It has to be admitted that learning does take something away - as a file takes something from a rough surface, or a whetstone from a blunt edge, or age from wine - but it takes away faults, and the work that has been polished by literary skills is diminished only in so far as it is improved…

      
        
        (Marcus Fabius Quintilianus)

      

      

      

      I think that most of us will agree that education is crucial to our quality of life and, if we are to take the Roman educator Quintilian’s word for it, learning only makes things better.

      Education, however, is perhaps something that we take for granted in the West where most children have free access to a primary and secondary school education, and some beyond that. Today, education up to some level, is assumed.

      But was it the same in Ancient Rome?

      In this article, we’re going to take a very brief look at education in Ancient Rome from the Republican to the Imperial period.

      When I think of education in the ancient world, I have to admit that my first thoughts are of Ancient Greece and the Golden Age of Athens which, let’s face it, created the foundations of education in the western world, especially a liberal arts education.

      But even in Ancient Greece, there were other systems. The Spartan agoge springs to mind, that educational machine of war that took young boys at 7 years of age and thrust them into a world of brutality and torture to create the best warriors of the ancient world.

      When it comes to the Romans, however, education was more practical, a happier medium between the philosophical discourses of Athens and the trials of Sparta.

      Throughout most of the Rome’s Republican age, homeschooling was how young boys, and sometimes girls, were educated. They were taught by members of their family, either the father and/or mother, or some other relative who may have been more qualified.

      Boys were most often educated by their fathers in Republican Rome. The paterfamilias controlled everything, and made all the decisions about his children’s education, even whether or not they received one at all.

      

      Cato the Elder thought it not right, as he tells us himself, that his son should be scolded by a slave, or have his ears tweaked when he was slow to learn, still less that he should be indebted to his slave for such a priceless thing as education. He was therefore himself not only the boy’s reading-teacher, but his tutor in law, and his athletic trainer, and he taught his son not merely to hurl the javelin and fight in armour and ride the horse, but also to box, to endure heat and cold, and to swim lustily through the eddies and billows of the Tiber. His History of Rome, as he tells us himself, he wrote out with his own hand and in large characters, that his son might have in his own home an aid to acquaintance with his country's ancient traditions.

      
        
        (Plutarch, The Life of Cato the Elder)

      

      

      

      From about the age of seven, Roman boys were trained by their fathers in the areas that were deemed most important to life as a Roman citizen: reading, writing, and weapons training. You can see from the quote above that Cato the Elder pursued this course with his own son.

      Boys would also have accompanied their fathers on religious duties, as well as senatorial duties if they were from a senatorial family. Everything was geared toward an effective public life as a Roman citizen, and while boys were groomed for public life, girls were likewise groomed and trained in reading, writing, and arithmetic so as to be able to run an effective household.

      At sixteen years of age, the boys of nobles were given a political apprenticeship and then, at seventeen, they spent the campaigning season with the army so as to learn the business of war, Rome’s bread and butter, so to speak.

      This system of traditional homeschooling went on into the Imperial age in some families, but it was in the third century B.C. that things changed and new ideas crept into the Roman educational system.

      With the capture of the Greek colony of Tarentum in southern Italy in 272 B.C., and then the annexation of Sicily in 241 B.C., there was an influx of Greek prisoners of war and slaves into Roman society, and with them came Greek ideas.

      Many of the Greeks who were brought into Roman society became teachers or private tutors.

      Perhaps the most famous of this first wave of Greeks was Livius Andronicus (284-205 B.C.) who became a slave and tutor to his dominus’ children. He later was freed, and decided to stay in Rome where he is said to have become the first teacher of Greek education. He was also responsible for translating the Odyssey into Latin.

      It was people like Andonicus who introduced the literary education to Rome, for prior to that, the focus in Roman education was more practical and martial.

      But there remained differences between the Greek and Roman educational mindset for some time. For example, in the Greek educational system, music and athletics were of prime importance. These two areas were not taken seriously in Rome. To Greeks, music enriched the soul, but to Romans, music was perceived as a path to moral corruption.

      I doubt that Cato the Elder was very musical!

      Likewise, to the Greeks, the goal of athletic competition and training was to obtain a beautiful and healthy body, a noble goal in and of itself. In Rome, athletics were only seen as a way to maintain good soldiers who would fight for Rome.

      Again, Romans were much more practical in their education and the goals of that education.

      The study of literature, however, became more important in Rome as time went by, as it was seen to be beneficial in producing effective speakers. In a society where public life was so important, especially among the upper classes, this skill was crucial.

      So, generally, what were the stages of the Roman educational system?

      The first step was a sound moral education, and this began at home with fathers and mothers teaching their children (boys and girls) what Roman mores dictated were right and wrong, duties to family, to Rome, and to the gods themselves. In Ancient Greece, community was central to moral education, but in Rome, it was all about family.

      Formal early education began at age seven and lasted until age eleven. This included reading, writing and arithmetic taught by a litterator or, in Greek, a paidagogus. Both boys and girls received this early education.

      The rich tended to have private tutors for their children, but there were supposedly schools for the poor. This sort of school was known as a ludus litterarius. Because of the low wages paid to a litterator of the time, many such teachers also set up private schools of their own along the Greek tradition. These private schools did not have set locations, but rather moved around.

      Secondary education in Ancient Rome took place from twelve to fifteen years of age, and lessons were taught by a grammaticus.

      The foci here were the literary subjects and the analysis and expression of ideas, and lessons were taught in both Greek and Latin. The purpose of the secondary education (more often of the upper classes) was for general education, but also to prepare for the all-important training in rhetoric. Many classical Greek texts were used, but as time passed and more Latin writers emerged, texts would have included the works of Ennius, Virgil and others.

      Again, secondary education would have taken place in private, or in groups in various places.

      The final major stage of education in Ancient Rome was training in rhetoric.

      Few studied rhetoric with a rhetor, but those who did tended to be boys over the age of sixteen with a view to public life and a long climb up the Cursus Honorum, the sequence of official offices in the career of a Roman politician.

      The goal of training in rhetoric was to perfect one’s political oratory and skill in debate so as to be ready for a senatorial career, or, during the Imperial age when the Senate lost influence, for a career as an advocate in the law courts.

      After all of this, there was one possible final stage of education that was limited to a rare few from the elite of Rome’s upper classes, and that was the study of philosophy.

      This required means, and perhaps leisure, but was seen as the pinnacle of education in philhellene circles. Students who sought an advanced education in philosophy usually went abroad to a centre of philosophy in Greece, such as one of the schools at Athens.

      Most Romans did not pursue this course of learning, but those who did no doubt found their lives greatly enriched, and their speaking skills from the rostra of the Forum Romanum expertly honed.

      So, there you have it! A whirlwind look at the educational system of Ancient Rome.

      I hope you’ve found it informative and useful, and that the next time you go to a class of your own (or look back on one), remember that in our learning, we are standing on the shoulders of giants.
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            Plautus: Playwright of the Roman People

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In misfortune if you cultivate a cheerful disposition you will reap the advantage of it.

      

        

      
        – Plautus

      

      

      

      Sincerity is a Goddess (Book I in The Etrurian Players series) was always intended to be a comedy that involved the production of a play, but in the initial stages of research, one of the very first questions I had to pose myself was “Which play?”

      A lot hinged on the choice. Of course, when one thinks of ancient playwrights, one inevitably thinks of the great Greek playwrights, Aeschylus, Aristophanes, Euripides and others. But I knew that I wanted to use a Roman playwright’s work for this dramatic and romantic comedy, and so the choice was, inevitably, between Terence and Plautus, the great comic playwrights of Republican Rome. Their work was based on Greek New Comedy and subjects dealing with ordinary family life, love, and hilarity.

      Terence’s plays are full of feeling. They are tender.

      However, Plautus’ plays tended to be more comic and raucous with lots of music, songs, and duets that keep the audience at a distance. One might say that, in his time, Plautus had more popular appeal with the Roman people.

      And so, I chose Plautus and his Menaechmi.

      

      
        
        Let deeds match words.

      

        

      
        -Plautus

      

      

      Who was Titus Maccius Plautus?

      Let’s take a brief look at the man and his origins.

      Plautus, who later became the great Roman comedy writer we know of, was originally from Sarsina, a town in northern Italy in Emilia-Romagna.

      Early in his life, he moved to Rome where it is believed he worked at a trade in the theatre, either as a stage carpenter or scene-shifter. He also made money at some form of business, perhaps to do with shipping, but that business went under. He also worked as a baker, apparently.

      The second century A.D. writer, Gellius, gives us some hints about Plautus’ life before fame:

      Now there are in circulation under the name of Plautus about one hundred and thirty comedies; but that most learned of men Lucius Aelius thought that only twenty-five of them were his. However, there is no doubt that those which do not appear to have been written by Plautus but are attached to his name, were the work of poets of old but were revised and touched up by him, and that is why they savour of the Plautine style. Now Varro and several others have recorded that the Saturio, the Addictus, and a third comedy, the name of which I do not now recall, were written by Plautus in a bakery, when, after losing in trade all the money which he had earned in employments connected with the stage, he had returned penniless to Rome, and to earn a livelihood had hired himself out to a baker, to turn a mill, of the kind which is called a “push-mill.”

      
        
        (Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights)

      

      

      Luckily, his exposure to theatre is what got hold of him, and it seems that he began to write…and write…and write. We may not know much about Plautus’ personal life, but we are very fortunate indeed that much of his catalogue of plays survived the ages.

      Plautus wrote verse comedies, or fabulae palliatae which were based on Greek New Comedy, and he achieved huge success.

      The plays of Plautus are the first substantial surviving written works in Latin and, no doubt thanks to the fact that they were so popular, they were copied frequently.

      We know little about the man himself. Some hypothesized that even his name was not his true name and that ‘Maccius’ was actually a corruption of ‘Maccus’ the clown character in the Atellan farces, and that ‘Plautus’ meant ‘flat-foot’, referring to a character in the mimes. However, how many artists use stage names or pseudonyms? Many, I’d say.

      Though Plautus the man may be a mystery, we do know much about his extensive catalogue of works. It is not known exactly how many plays he wrote, but twenty-one have survived in their entirety, and there are fragments or mentions of an additional thirty. In the quote above, Gellius alludes to many more as a possibility.

      The metres of Plautus’ verse combined Greek metrical patterns with the stress patterns of the Latin language when spoken. But he went beyond simple translation.

      Plautus adapted plays from Greek instead. He added more music and songs, or cantica, like opera arias, than was normal in New Comedy. The performances were perhaps more like modern musicals which, in turn, partially owe their existence to Plautus’ work. Just think of A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, by Stephen Sondheim. That musical is, basically, a great homage to Plautus!

      Plautus’ plays appealed to Roman audiences because they presented a Latinized glimpse of Greek sophistication and outrageous behaviour that was outside of the audience’s experience. After all, theatre should be an escape!

      
        
        Not by age but by capacity is wisdom acquired.

        – Plautus

      

      

      Plautus’ plays lacked the characterization and refinement of Greek New Comedy. His humour was more about jokes, verbal tricks, puns and alliteration that delighted the audience. He mastered the use of vulgarity, humour, and incongruity.

      His stock characters were influenced by the Attelan farces, and included slaves, concubines, soldiers, and doddery old men. He created the ‘clever slave’ which would, in time, come to be known as a ‘Plautine Slave’. Often, the slave was smarter than his master, and even compared to a hero.

      The plays involved everything from love and misunderstanding, to ghosts, rogues, tricksters, and braggarts who get humiliated in the end. Plautus only wrote one play based on myth, his Amphitruo. The rest of his plays portray the lives of more everyday people who his audiences could, more or less, relate to.

      The Menaechmi itself is a comedy of errors about twins separated in infancy, in a Greek setting with numerous Roman references.

      Not only did Plautus adapt Greek plays, he expanded on them and modified them in such a way that he made Greek theatre Roman!

      Because he was a man of the people, having experienced their same toils, Plautus’ plays touched a nerve that made them extremely popular. They were performed for centuries after his death, well into the Renaissance, and his work was extremely influential on such greats as William Shakespeare (Comedy of Errors) and Moliere, who made use of many Plautine elements.

      Like many comedians to this day, however, Plautus was not immune to criticism. Playwrights have always been rebels. The more conservative elements in Rome accused him of disrespecting the gods because his characters were sometimes compared to the gods either in mockery or praise. Sometimes, his characters even scorned the gods!

      Some believe that Plautus was simply reflecting the changing tide of Roman society. He may have been controversial, but not enough to ban or prosecute him. Roman politicians were always keenly aware of the mood of the mob.

      
        
        Conquered, we conquer.

        -Plautus

      

      

      War is a subject that seems constant throughout history. We are certainly aware of it today (sadly), as were Plautus and the Roman people.

      During Plautus’ lifetime, the Roman people endured three great wars: the Second Punic War against Hannibal, and the First and Second Macedonian Wars against Philip V and Greece.

      With the Second Punic War, the Roman Republic and people were fighting for their lives with the enemy being, literally, at their gates at one point. When it finally ended, they were exhausted by war, tired of it.

      When certain powers in Rome wished to wage a successive war on Greece and Philip V of Macedon, the Roman people were not as supportive, and Plautus reflected these popular, anti-war sentiments in his plays such as Miles Gloriosus, and Stichus.

      Many Romans did not want another war, and Plautus championed them in a way by giving voice to their anti-war voices and touching on themes of economic hardship forced on the citizens by the wars.

      Sounds strangely familiar to us today, doesn’t it?

      One could say that the greatest contribution of Plautus’ work, his genius even, was to take up the cause of the average Roman through comedy.

      He was saying that the state should take care of its suffering people at home before undertaking military actions abroad.

      We should bear in mind too that at this time in Roman history, when the Roman Republic was expanding and gathering power, Roman theatre was still in its infancy.

      Plautus broke new ground in Rome. He made the people laugh, but he also gave them an important voice.

      

      
        
        Since he has passed to the grave, for Plautus Comedy sorrows;

        Now is the stage deserted; and Play, and Jesting, and Laughter,

        Dirges, though written in numbers yet numberless, join in lamenting.

      

      

      
        
        – Epitaph for Plautus, attributed to Plautus by Gellius and Varro

      

      

      We have but scratched the surface of Plautus’ life and plays. Little more is known of him personally but, as with any writer, we can perhaps discern something of the man from the stories he put into the world.

      There can be no doubt that the Roman world mourned his death on some level, as is attested by the moving epitaph shared by his fellow writers.

      In a sense though, because so much of his work has survived time, and continues to be performed, to influence other art, Plautus is perhaps one of the most immortal of Romans.

      The plays of Plautus are fun to read, even today, and I would encourage you to delve into them.
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            Caligula – From Little Boots to Maniacal Monster

          

        

      

    

    
      Caligula...

      The name conjures images, doesn’t it? Oh yes - more so than Gaius Julius Caesar Augustus Germanicus, the full name of the Roman emperor we know as Caligula.

      Caligula definitely has more power, largely due to the stories behind the name, stories of extreme debauchery, sadism, insanity and horror.

      You might envisage John Hurt in the television drama of Robert Graves’ I Claudius, his mouth bloody after eating the baby which he had put in his sister’s belly, believing himself to be the god, Jove.

      Or, perhaps more disturbingly, the image of Malcolm McDowell cavorts into your thoughts amid flashes of naked bodies and the bloody bits and pieces of Caligula’s victims in the infamous, star-clad film originally scripted by Gore Vidal, Caligula.

      These are the images that we have of Caligula today. They’re built on ancient sources and popular culture that described the reign of this most disturbing of Roman emperors.

      But is the portrayal of Caligula as an insane, perverted, and brutal emperor accurate? Is it fair?

      Caligula had an interesting life as a boy. He was with his father, the Roman hero Germanicus, and the army along the northern frontier camps. Among the men of the legions, it’s said, he got his nickname. ‘Caligula’ is a diminutive version of the word for military, hobnailed boots called caligae. He became ‘Little Boots’ because of the smaller pair of caligae he wore around the camp.

      Was Caligula ever a cute little boy? Odd to imagine after all of the rumours. The troops, however, seem to have adopted him at the time.

      His life took a turn for the worst though, leaving him one of the sole survivors of his family.

      There were rumours that Tiberius or Livia, Augustus’ empress, may have been responsible, more or less, for killing Caligula’s family, including his hero father, Germanicus. However, most now seem to agree that this was unlikely, that it was due to natural causes in the east. Another rumour was that Germanicus was poisoned by Gnaeus Piso, who was put on trial for it.

      Either way, ‘Little Boots’ ended up spending a lot of time with his great uncle, Tiberius, on the island of Capri. This island is where the Emperor retreated in his advanced years, and it’s rumoured that much depravity took place there, and that Caligula learned that behaviour.

      Oddly enough, the first six months of Caligula’s reign as emperor were said to be good and moderate. He fell seriously ill around that time, however, and afterward the chroniclers speak of a young man who believed himself divine, and who became the most cruel, extravagant and perverse of tyrants. Did the illness alter his mind in some way? We may never know.

      Caligula’s reign is one of the most poorly documented in Roman history.

      Since that is the case, it seems understandable that countless generations would cling to the tales told by Suetonius so many years after Caligula’s death: that he had sex with his sister on a regular basis, that he made his horse a consul, and that he prostituted senators’ wives.

      If you can make it up, it probably fits the historical and pop-culture bill when it comes to Caligula.

      The other side of the argument says that all of the salacious tales were invented, pure fabrications created by Caligula’s, and the Julio-Claudian’s, enemies.

      Perhaps. But must not there be some basis in fact?

      Certainly, the senatorial and Praetorian conspirators behind the assassination of Caligula (he was the first emperor to be assassinated) needed to justify their actions.

      Some believe that Caligula had tried very hard to increase the power of the Emperor and further minimize the Senate. This would make him a lot of enemies – enemies who would write the history of his reign long after his death.

      There is real power in writing after the fact – which is why we must approach any source, modern or historical, with a degree of caution.

      Even our views of the most famous and popular (even well-documented) figures of history can be flawed. History is written by the victors, or at the least by the survivors. Everyone, especially emperors, had enemies, even if they were ‘good’ or ‘bad’ rulers.

      Popular media, such as film and fiction, can reveal to us certain aspects of historical people, but we must take everything with a grain of salt. We have to accept that what we are reading or seeing might be based on subjective sources that had a particular goal in mind.

      However, learning how a generation of people viewed a particular person (even though the stories may not be true) can also be useful. Their hatred, love or fear etc. must have come from somewhere!

      Was Caligula as mad as they say or portrayed? Perhaps.

      His depravity has made for some good storytelling over the centuries. I suspect that some of it is true. But, like all good stories, things have been elaborated on for sheer entertainment value, especially when the man himself was safely dead.

      I highly recommend Robert Graves’ I Claudius if you have not already read it. It’s a modern classic, as is its television dramatization starring John Hurt and Derek Jacobi. It’s a wonderful piece of fiction, if not entirely accurate.

      On the other hand, if you have the stomach and libido for it, the film version of Caligula is a terror-filled, pornographic representation of Caligula that brings all of the most salacious tales of him to life. A warning: this film is not for the faint of heart.

      But let’s get back to an original source…

      We should end with a quote from Suetonius who seems to be one of the main sources of all the tall tales that have been passed down the ages:
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