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I had just returned from the Forum on pressing business with the wine-seller when I emptied my purse and came across an interesting find.  I held the coin between my finger and thumb, rubbing away the dirt of commerce before holding it up to the light.  You don’t find too many of these denarii just lying around any more.

I remember when my purse was filled with the image of Domitian.  Even in those days, he wasn’t the best of emperors.  Well – that may be a bit of an understatement.  In point of fact, he was a disaster.  Economic recession, taxes through the roof of the Curia, extravagant building projects that did more harm than help, quite a scandalous marriage.  If I remember correctly, only two years after gaining the throne he caught his wife Domitia Longina with her lover – an actor, of all things – and divorced and exiled her for her crime.  After that, Domitian developed some sort of unholy relationship with his niece, and ended up kidnapping her from her first husband.  What a spectacle!  He acted quite shamelessly, without a care in the world for his public image.  Domitian, an emperor who should have represented the might and glory of Rome, instilling pride in every Roman citizen and fear in every enemy!

In fact, he had more passion for leisure than for military conquest – a disgraceful excuse for a commander.  Instead of winning wars for the greater gloria Romae, he stayed at home to patronize gladiator fights and implement the Capitoline Games.  Not that I have anything against good entertainment, you understand.  But measure is necessary in all things, even good fun.  Domitian certainly didn’t understand that.  While Roman soldiers were off dying for Rome, he was reclining in the safety of his peristylium, dreaming up athletic contests and plans for new temples.

He was more than a little paranoid, too.  But he protected his power by killing Jews, Christians, and even members his own family.  He exiled some enemy of his every other day – no, he never was good at making friends or even alliances.  Shameful.  No backbone to speak of.

Domitian was finally murdered, praise the gods, around noon on one auspicious day in September 96.  I remember it well.  The sun shone even brighter than usual, as if it meant to be an accomplice to the justice served that morning.  Betrayed by Domitia Longina, too – that’s what he gets for exiling his own wife.  He should have known better.

And so the Senate appointed Nerva as his successor.  And that’s when things began to get interesting.  You see, in our tradition, immortality is inextricably bound to memory.  When an emperor has his name carved onto monuments, when he has craftsmen chisel his bust and display it throughout the city, he is essentially ensuring his immortality.  Roman boys will grow up under the shadow of his fame and accomplishment, and old men will tell stories of his long and prosperous reign.  His name – his memory – is forever set in stone.

Naturally, the Senate couldn’t allow such a disgraceful ruler to go on representing the power and glory of Rome.  Our enemies simply cannot respect us if we go about parading effeminate rulers who can’t even hold their own household together, much less the entire empire.  So the senators chose to institute the most demeaning, the most punishing custom in their power.  I remember it well, because I was a minor senator myself back in the day, privy to the inner workings of the great city.

There was a great deal of dispute surrounding that decision.  It stemmed mainly from Domitian’s few surviving supporters in the senate, too blind to realize the futility of their argument.  They were only injuring their own reputations by association with such a hated ruler.  I sat back in safe obscurity while the more prominent senators fought it out with Domitian’s few devotees, some securely under Nerva’s wing and some seizing the opportunity to fight for a foothold in the new order of the senate.
Finally, the enemies of Domitian reached an overwhelming majority, and a decree was passed.  It was finished.  The senate eternally cursed its hated ruler with the worst of all post mortem punishments – damnatio memoriae.  A sentence reserved for unsatisfactory emperors, traitors, and enemies of the state.  Rumors would trickle down through the chinks in Roman society, and the whole city would know by sunrise.

In the weeks that followed, bands of Nerva’s younger supporters destroyed every single golden statue of Domitian they could find.  For several months after that, new busts of Nerva popped up around Rome just as quickly as Domitian’s busts disappeared.  These were suspiciously similar – in fact, you could always tell apart the true craftsmen from the more careless stonemasons – those who simply added wrinkles to Domitian’s forehead and mouth to accommodate the twenty-year difference in age.

I studied the obverse of the coin on my palm.  DIVI F DOMITIANVS, it said.  No longer are you, Domitian, a god.  Not divine at all, but human to a fault.  Damned to the dingy pages of forgotten history books.  As if all these years you spent serving Rome meant nothing at all.  And so the Senate speaks, shaping not only our destiny, but also our history.…
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