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The Nones of Julius of the Year 352

Rule of Flavius Magnus Magnentius

Dawn


The sweet Roman sun eased and seeped its rosy rays through the crackled marble columns at the peak of dawn.  Her delicate fingers intertwined with the swords of light and whispers of wind dancing across the countryside as the luminescent glow penetrated my eyes.  I hesitated my scrubbing of the cold marble to gaze through the window to the golden brilliant eye staring over the hills and spreading light to farmhouse and market alike.  A stretch, a crack in my back, a yawn, and I turned back to the veil of dust and dirt on the white marble. 


My ears perked up to the grumbling and moaning of a waking master.  “Antonius!”  My whisper echoed and reverberated through the column-spackled atrium to reach the ear of my brother in service.  Taking my hint, Antonius gathered up his ratty tunic and dashed towards the bedroom to tend to the senator as he rose from the grasp of slumber.  While sun continued to cascade down over the clouds and trickle into my body, strengthening my oneness with the many gods of my religion and their infinite wisdom, I finished my scrubbing and glided silently towards the lady’s room.  The lady seems to be far more tolerant of my religion than the senator, I thought, and I cringed as a slap and a wail tumbled from his room along with a bleeding Antonius.  I have feared of this persecution to return widespread and full force in Rome should the Emperor’s legions fail to that of a certain man.  His religious beliefs clearly do not side with mine or my brothers’, yet to have simply restored rights to some of us, the great Emperor Magnen—


“Servant!  Servant!”  Stumbling, I arrived in the lady’s cubiculum to see her fully dressed and jeweled, bed maiden by her side, covered in lavender stola and golden necklace. I bowed as if with the wife of the sun god himself and she tossed a small leather bag of denarii to my scarcely sandaled feet.  “Take these to the market, buy two modi of wheat for the household.  And quickly.”  I responded inaudibly with a humble bow, and passed out of her room as quietly as I had entered, an ephemeral ghost of a servant in the colossal marble world of a senator.  Not without scrubbing the last spot out of the milky white stone and stopping past the triclinium to check on Antonius’ throbbing welt, I slipped through the vestibulum and out a side door of the household.  


I emerged from the household and paused, staring at the glimmeringly golden goblet of the gods before stepping—splash—beside the paved street.  My sandals and calloused feet squished past the mud as I tactfully dodged rickety carts, stern Praetorian guards, and ‘parasitic’ (as the senator calls them) beggars, trying to reach the path to the forum and market.  Bowing as I must to the least-dirtied togas with the sun dripping like amber honey from the maw of the sky, I made my way, bag in hand, down the steep road to the market.  The serenade of raspy growls (oxymoronic, true, yet the words seem to fit) for slaves, fruits, pots, pans, baskets, and begs for money in the wasteland world of the poor began to reach and rattle in my ears.  


As I continued walking—it was still at least a quarter mile to the marketplace—I curiously reached into the bag to pull out a slightly tarnished yet gleaming silver denarius.  I flipped, weighed, gripped, turned, attempted in vain to bend and at last placed the once molten shard of currency in my palm and looked at the face.  There he was, my emperor, my master’s emperor, my brother’s emperor…Rome’s emperor.  A great military leader, our Roman usurper, Flavius Magnus Magnentius.  For a moment I stared at his minute head on the coin, made gargantuan by his empire and the thousands of identical coins that bear the same face.  While I carelessly skipped over my scrawny legs down the road, my stare remained fixated on that single eye in the profile view of Magnentius.  It is almost eerie, the sheer iron size of the eye in proportion to his face, containing a whirlwind history of usurping and battles.  As my eyes traveled down the curving carved contours of his somewhat chubby face, saucer eyes, and flowing toga on the coin, I distinctly remembered the ‘expert’ history lessons of the senator I had overheard in the tablinum for the boy recently.  “Ever since our great Emperor and General Julius Caesar took our dear capital following his slaughter of the vicious Gauls in 52 B.C., the emperors of this, the world’s greatest empire have followed in suit: usurping, claiming glory, and grasping Rome repeatedly to build this great empire.”  I chuckled imagining the shiny baldness, wispy hair tufts, bushy eyebrows, and protruding peninsula of the gut of the senator.

Yet it was true, and for Rome’s current emperor, Emperor Magnentius, it was no exception.  I recollected his birth date in 303 in the Samarobriva province of Gaul—as sweat drowned my brow in the flagellation of the sun, I know not how I remembered these facts—to the bizarre parentage of an English father and a Frankish mother.  I flipped the coin again as I delved deeper into my malleable memory.  In early adulthood he served in a barbarian unit under Constantine, rising to command a small mobile force and later rising to the leadership of the elite Ioviani and Herculiani legions.  It was not long after when the army, dissatisfied and angry with the Emperor Constans, aided Magnentius in usurping the emperor and rising to power himself on the fifth day before the Kalends of Februarius of the year 350 (I believe that was the date, although I cannot fully recall).  Declared Augustus at Autun, Magnentius’ agents tracked down the fleeing Constans, the new emperor now with complete allegiance of the armies.  “His rise to power was complete.”  I smirked again thinking of the senator’s dramatic bellow as his gut jiggled from gluttonous feasting.  I dropped the coin back in the pouch to dwell on the—


“Watch it!”  A flea-infested cart and its disgruntled driver barreled past from behind, sending me crashing face first into the quagmire of mud on the side of the road.  I rose, wiping mud and grass from my neck and tunic.  Sarcastically genuflecting in the direction of the departing cart, I wiped more mud from my arms and legs and continued, knowing what would await that man in the underworlds of my gods.  The groans and cries of the market drew nearer and I pulled the money closer for fear of slithering greedy grasps.  It was interesting to think how I, a male slave, am simply a number; 500 denarii, 2000 sestertii, 8000 asses, however the rich prefer to see me.  As my feet trod deeper into the pit of indiscernible poverty or wealth in the marketplace, 300 denarii a month for Centurion, nine for messengers, 60 for a praetorian, and nothing for myself, the gaze of my mind wandered back to Magnentius.


Yes, there was a reason why I favored him, as he has promised to be far more tolerant of us ‘pagans,’ and in doing so he gathered the favor of empire provinces in Hispania, Britannia, and Gaul.  Flashing back again to the lessons and heated arguments of the senator and certain political guests in the household, I recalled that Magnentius elected his brother, Flavius Magnus Decentius, to the position of Rome’s Caesar in 351, designating him the responsibility of protecting Gaul and the Rhine line.  But—my mind was straining to find the bits and pieces of my memory while I was jostled, bumped, prodded, and tripped through the increasing crowd—problems arose in 351.  It was Danube, the legions of Danube, who hailed their own emperor to be a man named Vetranio, an obedient puppet of Constantius II.  War began, as it has run as a rampant behemoth through Rome’s history, between Constantius II and Magnentius. Magnentius gathered far superior forces from Germany and Gaul and soundly defeated Constantius II at Atrans (if I remember the name correctly), and when Constantius withdrew, Magnentius followed.  This led to a great bloody battle, the Battle of Mursa in which our Emperor was brutally defeated, 50,000 legions slaughtered.  Magnentius returned to build another army and it is here that I am today.

As the sun was spraying heat on the necks of the hills, my body became a scrap tossed in the bowels of rapids as I attempted to swim upstream through the market and forum.  I stood still for a moment and my ear strained for the single note I sought in the blended medley of melody of market shouts.  “Pottery!  Baskets!  Slaves!  Jewelry!”—through the plethora of shouts, moans, squeals, and begs, I found it—“Modi!  Wheat!”  At last I slithered through the myriad of goods and people to reach the stand.  A thickly slathered accent asked me what I wanted and I responded the lady’s request.  “4 denarii.” He said.  I handed it over and waited for him to fetch the backbreaking bag of wheat I was to return to the lady and senator.

As I waited, I fingered a remaining coin of Magnentius, studying the labarum as it sucked up the light and blasted it back brightly in my eye.  Many have wondered what will become of the empire in the months to come.  Magnentius gathers his armies, yet it is said that Constantius will invade Italy, sending the Romans through the tumultuous cyclone of political warping yet again, and certainly not for the last time.  Yet could Magnentius defeat Constantius if this were to come?  If he does or does not, what will it mean?  Will we ever truly have another Julius Caes—slam!  The vendor threw the bag of wheat at my feet and my thoughts were interrupted again.  I thanked him humbly and began to return to the direction of home.


The rosy rays that I had seen reflected in the crackled marble at dawn had climaxed into blazing swords of midday sun and I hurried back to the senator’s house to escape punishment.  After a light jogging which the paved roads pounded into my heels, I arrived, mud and all, to the house I had worked in for so long.  I skipped off the dappled street and, obtaining once again my ghostly identity of a translucent servant, a wisp and smudge on the map of society, silently slipped past the shadows of the columns.  I brought the modi to the cellar, left the remaining denarius for the lady, and returned to the peristylium.


I became a statue for a single minute and observed the twinkling dew dropped leaves, the solid tree trunks, the smooth columns, the trickling and babbling pool, and the stark, still, and static statuettes.  I got down to my knees, smiled at Antonius, and started scrubbing.
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