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XI ante Kalendas Septembres, 856 AUC

The Curia swelled in flashes of angry purple as 300 men shifted in their seats, and 300 pairs of eyes sought a strident voice in the back row.  Now faltering, but gaining confidence with each assertion, Gaius Quintilius repeated himself.


“The untimely death of our illustrious leader is a great blow to the senate and people of Rome. The memory of Titus Domitianus merits the highest degree of respect and honor for fifteen years of dedication and service to the republic.  The consul’s suggestion is disgraceful and appalling.”


Gaius Antistius Vetus, enraged, stood from his seat at the center of the Curia, his chair grating backward across the cold stone floor.  “Out of order!  Your remarks are offensive and dangerous. You are advised to show respect for the senate and to choose your words with care – you are among a minority here, Quintilius.  Domitian, curse his name, is barred by Pluto’s gates, and can offer you no protection now.  You jeopardize your own position here in the senate by clinging to old alliances.”


“Domitian was a great leader who achieved countless victories for Rome!  I will not stand for such dishonor to his name.  Even now, you take for granted all that he has done for you – you cast aside accomplishment, you see only what small wrong he has done, what steps he had to take for the greater good of the empire!  Often you visit the temple of Jupiter on the Capitoline, the palace on the Palatine, you travel the roads, ravaged by fire and civil war, rebuilt by Domitian – and yet this man, who restored Rome to her former glory, you call a tyrant?  You would have his name erased and forgotten?  Give credit where credit is due!! He conquered the Chatti in Gaul, driving our frontier well past its former boundaries.  He left our treasury with a surplus!  And you question the success of his administration?”


Disbelief spread like wildfire through the senate house, and the rumble of voices grew to a roar as angry senators took in Quintilius’s words.  A comrade of Domitian, Quintilius had received power in the senate in exchange for absolute loyalty, but he and a few others still loyal to the fallen emperor were shunted to the background when Nerva rose to power.  For Quintilius to interrupt the consul with the senate in session, especially to applaud the reign of the hated emperor Domitian, was political suicide.  Vetus slammed his desk with a clenched fist and shouted forcefully above the uproar.

“Domitian was insolent, arrogant, and cruel.  His reign was a disastrous blow to the republic, and for his crimes against the senate and Roman people he fully deserved the punishment he received.  His name is honored by no honorable man, his death mourned by no man loyal to the republic.  Your emperor is Marcus Cocceius Nerva, and you’d do well to remember it!”


The Curia, silenced by Vetus’s uncharacteristic outburst, erupted once again in a vehement chorus of assent.  A loud cry from the back of the Curia drew attention to Marcus Metella, rising violently to confront Quintilius with a heated glare.


“Domitian conquered the Chatti, yes, but he celebrated final victory six years before it was achieved!  For years he paraded around Rome, dressed as a victorious general, while battles were being fought in Gaul to finish what he had started!  And as for the treasury – he devalued the denarius when the economy went into recession, and then raised taxes to compensate for his excessive building projects!  He convicted Cornelia, head of the Vestal Virgins, of “immoral behavior,” and buried her alive for the offense.  His lust for power and fame grew unchecked, and threatened to consume all of Rome until Stephanus put a stop to his tyranny.  Never was there a sacrifice more welcome to the republic than that of the freedman Stephanus!”

Metella’s claim set off shouts of “Stephanus!” and “Long live the republic!” throughout the Curia, but Quintilius was far from discouraged.  He would remain loyal to the bitter end.

“Domitian may have been strict in his enforcement of law and morality, but as censor perpetuus he had every right to maintain morality as he saw fit.  His strict law enforcement helped to reduce corruption in officials and in courts of law.  His policies were always intended for the greater good of Rome!”

“The greater good?!  Domitian made himself perpetual censor only to gain nearly unlimited power over the senate.  His policies were discriminatory and absurd!  He punished homosexual senators and prohibited the castration of males.  He taxed Jews for practicing their own faith, and even killed the consul Flavius Clemens for sympathizing with the Jewish community!  Domitian stopped at nothing!  He murdered members of his own family, he murdered senators…he executed twelve former consuls for opposing his policies, and exiled countless others.  Even his own praetorian prefects he dismissed from power!”


“Yes, and Claudius executed 35 senators and over 300 equestrians, but after his death in 807 AUC he was deified by the senate!  Why should Domitian be so different?  He was trying to purge the senate of treasonous conspirators – what emperor would not have done the same?”


“Conspirators?  Do you now accuse the senate of conspiracy against the republic?  We – all of us in this room – would give our lives for the sake of the republic.  Domitian treated all the senators – those not allied with him – with open contempt and disrespect.  If he could have gotten away with it, he would have removed the senate from the republic altogether!  He put the power of the republic into the hands of a few loyal followers, and kept the rest for himself.”


“Can you blame him?  All his life, until Titus’s death, Domitian lived in the shadow of his brother.  Vespasian granted him no imperium whatsoever, and never allowed him to win any military glory.  He shoved his younger son into the background while he trained Titus to wield the power of Rome.  Then Titus, when he finally became emperor, denied Domitian his rightful place as imperial colleague!”


Vetus, leaning forward aggressively, his jaws clenched, his face scarlet, was barely able to contain his disgust.  Finally, he lashed out at Quintilius with the full force and presence of a consul.

“An unfortunate childhood is a poor excuse for tyranny and despotism!  Domitian’s very memory disgraces our city and all that we value as citizens of Rome.  Honoring the vile name of Domitian is the worst insult to the republic that we could possibly pay.  No man since Nero has inflicted greater pain on the citizens of Rome.  Therefore, no man but Domitian will suffer as greatly as Nero for his crimes against the senate, and against the republic.  His name will be stricken from all records, his statues will be destroyed, and his name will be removed from all public buildings.  He will be forgotten as if he never existed.  Only when his memory is damned by every Roman citizen can we hope to preserve the honor of the republic.  This dishonor, this damnatio memoriae, is the severest punishment within the power of the senate.  May all men curse the memory of Domitian; may his name forever be erased from the pages of history!  Long live the republic, and death to the tyrant!”
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