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Book Review by Barry Strauss

PAaLACE INTRIGUES

The Lives of the Caesars, by Suetonius, translated by Tom Holland.
Penguin Classics, 432 pages, $35 (cloth), $20 (paper)

power in an empire and then being shown

the door. You might want to write a tell-all
book about it. If so, however, you would be ad-
vised to proceed with caution. Now, imagine
what would barely be conceivable today: that
you undertook to write your exposé while you
were still in office. You would need all the fi-
nesse of a tightrope walker.

It’s not clear which of those two scenarios
fits the experience of Suetonius, whose mar-
velous, amusing, and often appalling biogra-
phies of Rome’s imperial rulers are classics
of the ancient world. Suetonius served in
high office under the emperor Hadrian, who
reigned A.D. 117-138 and was not a man to
cross. He began his reign by ordering the ex-
ecution of four opponents, each of them well
known and distinguished among Rome'’s elite.
No mere thug, Hadrian was highly educated
and literate. He was brilliant and terrifying,
Suetonius surely knew that his writing might
be read, and read carefully, by the man who
had the swords of 30 legions at his command.
No wonder The Lives of the Caesars ends 21
years before Hadrian was proclaimed em-
peror, in A.D. 96, when the previous dynasty
came to its end. The rest, Suetonius prudently
concluded, was silence.

In The Lives of the Caesars, sometimes re-
ferred to today as The Twelve Caesars, Gaius
Suetonius Tranquillus wrote biographies of
the first eleven emperors to rule Rome—from
Augustus to Domitian—plus Julius Caesar,
whose career marked the twilight of the re-
public that preceded Rome’s imperial mon-
archy. The book includes such famous and
infamous rulers as Tiberius, Gaius (better
known as Caligula), Claudius, and Nero. The
four men who vied in turn for the throne in
the civil wars of 69, the so-called Year of the
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Four Emperors, are also there: Galba, Otho,
Vitellius, and Vespasian, the last of whom
came out on top and started a dynasty. His
two sons, Titus and Domitian, round out the
story.

UETONIUS WOULD NOT PASS MUSTER
Swith many academic historians today.

His subject is not vast, impersonal
forces but individuals. He focuses on men.
He says more about women than one might
expect from an ancient biographer, but his
treatment of them is neither equitable nor
inclusive. He adores gossip. Across his pages
stride the cunning, the clever, the courageous,
the wicked, the monstrous, and the just plain
perverted. There is no theory here, no foot-
notes to grace a tenure file. But readers find
The Lives of the Caesars irresistible.

Suetonius was uniquely qualified to write
his book. He combined ferocious literary
talent with a fingertip feel for the reality of
Roman power. He was a scribbler: his many
books include volumes on the winds, on the
Greek games, on kings, and on celebrated
courtesans. None of these survive. All that’s
left are a few biographies from his collec-
tion On Famous Men (a book about liter-
ary figures) and the nearly complete Lives of
the Caesars, which is now missing only the
opening chapters of the life of Julius Caesar.
When he was in office, Suetonius had access
to the treasures of the imperial archives. It
shows. The reader marvels at the documents
that turn up on his pages, from Augustus’
letters to a compromising document written
in Domitian’s own hand. This is the work of
a lifelong insider.

He was born around the year 70 to a mili-
tary officer of the equestrian order, a group
of wealthy men second in importance only

to the senators, the several hundred power
brokers at the very top of the Roman tree.
Young Suetonius knew how to play Rome’s
status games, which required the support of
people near the pinnacle. By his 20s, he had
obtained the backing of Pliny the Younger,
a senator from a family prominent in impe-
rial administration and in scholarship, best
known for his polished, published corre-
spondence with Hadrian’s predecessor Tra-
jan, who reigned A.D. 98-117. Pliny probably
took Suetonius with him when he served
Trajan as governor over the wealthy province
of Bithynia (northwestern Turkey). He also
arranged for Suetonius to enjoy the privileg-
es awarded to fathers of three children, even
though Suetonius and his wife were child-
less. Then as now, it helped to have friends
in high places. Suetonius proceeded to win
the support of an even more powerful oflicial,
Gaius Septicius Clarus, the praetorian pre-
fect from 119 to 122. The prefect was com-
mander of the Praetorian Guard, the only
military force in the city of Rome, and a key
advisor to the emperor. It was to none other
than Septicius that Suetonius dedicated The
Lives of the Caesars.

In the early decades of the 2nd century,
Suetonius held three important imperial posi-
tions under Trajan and Hadrian. He oversaw
the imperial libraries, the archives, and, most
important, the emperor’s personal correspon-
dence. He is thought to have traveled with
Hadrian on an official visit to Gaul, Germany,
and Britain. It seemed he had made it—then
it all came crashing down. Suetonius was fired,
as was his powerful friend Septicius, in a
sweeping purge that included many others as
well. Their alleged sin was excessive informal-
ity in their behavior toward Hadrian's wife,
a detail that may be too delicious to be true.
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One wonders if Suetonius’ scandalmongering
enemies made it up after his fall to give him a
taste of his own medicine. In any case, as far
as we know, neither he nor anyone else lost his
head, only his office. Still, a man couldn't be
too careful.

Suetonius was careful—you could even
call him politically correct. If most of the
emperors he writes about get mixed reviews
at best, it is only to contrast them with
Hadrian. Compared to most of the prede-
cessors one encounters in Suetonius’ pages,
Hadrian looks like the perfect picture of a
gentle knight. It is a long way, for example,
from Nero’s Golden House—the monument
to his ego that he built on the ruins of the
Great Fire of Rome—to the Pantheon, the
temple to all the gods that Hadrian erected,
arguably the most noble edifice to survive
from the classical age. Nor is there any com-
parison between the four executions that
Hadrian ordered at the outset of his rule and
the drawn-out reigns of terror conducted by
Tiberius, Caligula, or Nero.

It was also surely no coincidence that Au-
gustus, who gets the longest biography in
Suetonius’ book, was also Hadrian’s favorite
emperor and his role model. Although Cae-
sar is the subject of the first chapter, he was
more the gravedigger of the republic than
the founder of the monarchy known today as
the empire. It took Augustus to put the new
regime on a stable footing, after a years-long
process of trial and error. Augustus is for
Suetonius the very image of public service,
while Caesar gets the back of his hand. Sue-
tonius concludes on balance that, although
the latter had his good points, he so abused
his power that he deserved to be assassi-
nated. Nostalgia for the republic was fash-
ionable among Rome’s elite. Not that many
Romans seriously wanted to restore the old
regime; almost everyone had too much at
stake in the new imperial order for that. But
longing for the good old days was harmless if
one refrained from acting on it. Even Augus-
tus had joked that his court historian Livy,
with whom he enjoyed close ties, was really
a supporter of Caesar’s rival Pompey in the
civil wars. It didn't damage the relationship
between the two men one bit. Tut-tutting at
Caesar was almost de rigueur by Suetonius’

day.

T'S A BOLD MOVE TO UNDERTAKE A NEW
English translation of Suetonius. The
British historian Catharine Edwards
did a fine one, with introduction and notes,
in 2000. The novelist Robert Graves pub-
lished a translation in 1957. As one might
expect from the author of I, Claudius (1934),

Graves's Suetonius is sprightly but very free
in its adaptation of the original. Scholar
and popularizer Michael Grant revised the
translation and added notes and a new in-
troduction in 1979. All worthy books, but
there was room for a new version to bring
the language up to date. It is hard to think
of anyone better suited for the job than Tom
Holland. He is a spirited writer and an excel-
lent scholar with a knack for penning best-
sellers, including Rubicon (2003), about the
fall of the Roman republic; Dynasty (2015),
about the Julio-Claudian emperors; and Pax
(2023), about the history of Rome from Nero
to Hadrian. In short, he is an ideal translator
of Suetonius. Holland’s text is learned, lively,
and engaging. It is a pleasure to read. It in-
cludes an excellent introduction, maps, end-
notes, and other aids to the reader.

Holland writes in his trademark style,
which combines scholatly references and
pop culture. The introduction, for example,
moves smartly from Einhard’s Life of Char-
lemagne (circa A.D. 825) to the BBC’s adap-
tation of I, Claudius (1970s), ABC’s Dynasty
(1980s), and HBO'’s The Sopranos (1999-
2007). Few readers of Suetonius would
doubt that his narrative often reads like Pax
Soprana, as one of the episodes of the series
is called. And any of Suetonius’ emperors
might have read one of his underlings the
riot act just as Tony Soprano did to one of
his: “You don't have to love me, but you will
respect me!” No doubt it would sound bet-
ter in the original Latin, a little like Caesar’s
statement in his account of the civil war that
his dignitas—not dignity so much as rank,
prestige, or honor—was dearer to him than
life itself: Sibi semper primam fuisse dignita-
tem vitaque potiorem.

Perhaps Holland had Tony’s dictum in
mind when he translated a statement that
Suetonius claims Caesar made in the full
flush of his arrogance: Debere homines consid-
eratius iam loqui secum. The Loeb Classical Li-
brary translates it cautiously: Caesar said that
“men ought now to be more circumspect in ad-
dressing him.” But Holland takes a less literal
approach, writing that Caesar said “men were
obliged now never to show him disrespect
when they spoke to him.” It’s a free transla-
tion, but true both to Suetonius and to what
Suetonius tells us about Caesar’s character.
Besides, Holland’s version makes for a memo-
rable English phrase.

Another place where Holland hits the
mark is in his rendering of Vespasian's bon
mot at the onset of what would be his final
illness. The Latin reads “Vae,” inquit, “puto
deus fio” “Poor me,” Holland quotes the
emperor as saying, ‘I think I am becom-
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Antisemitism and the Law
Robert Katz, Indiana University McKinney School of Law
2025, 752 pp, ISBN 978-1-5310-2842-8, $65.00, paper

This groundbreaking book serves as a vital resource for under-
standing the legal history of antisemitism and legal strategies to com-
bat it. It explores how legal systems have been wielded both to oppress
Jews and to fight antisemitism, offering a global and historical per-
spective on the intersection of law and antisemitism. It explores how
courts have extended race-based protections to Jews and other groups
not traditionally viewed as distinct races. It also investigates cases
where Jewish practices, beliefs, and projects were deemed racist. An-
tisemitism and the Law offers an essential framework for understand-
ing antisemitism as a legal phenomenon and addressing antisemitism
through legal means.

Democracy and Social Justice
Uncollected Writings of Louis Brandeis

Edited by: Peter Scott Campbell, Louis D. Brandeis
School of Law Library

2025, 210 pp, ISBN 978-1-5310-3264-7, $32.00, paper

Democracy and Social Justice collects many previously unanthol-
ogized writings to expand Brandeis’s corpus as well as to re-introduce
him to a new generation of readers. The title of this book reflects two
themes of much of the work collected here and in much of Brandeis’s
work as a whole. Brandeis was a lifelong proponent of democracy and
its promise of equal rights to all. Any person, or institution, that threat-
ened a personss right to freedom and self-improvement was not just
an affront to that person, but also to democracy itself. The articles in
this book touch on several issues that Brandeis believed threatened
democracy, such as monopolies, union busting, and racial discrimi-
nation. Of special note, there is also a brief memoir that Brandeis dic-
tated that was recently unearthed.

From Gutenberg to the Internet

Free Speech, Advancing Technology, and the
Implications for Democracy

Third Edition

Russell L. Weaver, University of Louisville School of Law
2025, 540 pp, ISBN 978-1-5310-3289-0, $70.00, paper

The history of free expression is inextricably intertwined with
advances in speech technology. However, until recently, most forms
of communication were limited and controlled by so-called “gatekeep-
ers” who had the power to limit or control the ability of ordinary
individuals to communicate with each other. Although both govern-
ments and private entities have attempted to control discourse over
the Internet, new technologies have enabled ordinary individuals to
more easily communicate with each other and to participate in the po-
litical process.

This greatly expanded new edition provides an examination of
how advancing technologies are implicating the democratic process.
In addition to tracing the history and evolution of speech technologies,
it examines how burgeoning social media—including Musk’s takeover
of Twitter (X)—has impacted traditional media (e.g., newspapers,
radio and television), as well as its effects on political campaigns. New
chapters on disinformation, robotic speech, bots and chatbots are in-
cluded.

Save 20% off these titles with the discount code,
CROBS2025, through December 31st, 2025. For more
information, and to view other titles, please visit caplaw.com.
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ing a god.” Graves-Grant made it “Dear
me!” which sounds like something out of
Downton Abbey. Edwards rendered it “Alas!”
which strikes a Shakespearean note. “Poor
me” sounds appropriately dry and ironic to

a reader in 2025.

ATIN'S COMPACTNESS IS A WITS DE-

light but a translator’s headache. It

achieves a brevity that is hard to match
in English. Occasionally one succeeds, as in
Caesar’s famous, if perhaps apocryphal re-
mark on crossing the Rubicon: Iacta alea est,
“the die is cast.” More often, pithiness like
that is untranslatable. Take, for example,
Suetonius’ description of a difficult decision
by Titus when he donned the purple in the
year 79 and became emperor. At the time, he
lived in Rome with his long-term mistress,
Queen Berenice, a great granddaughter of
Herod the Great. Titus reportedly prom-
ised to marry her, but that match was triply
insulting to Roman elite opinion. Berenice
was a queen and an easterner, which stoked
unhappy memories of Cleopatra. Worst of
all, from the Roman point of view, she was
aJew.

Nine years after suppressing that revolt,
Romans still smarted at the pain inflicted on
them by the rebels. I discuss Berenice and the
revolt in detail in my new book, Jews vs. Rome:
Two Centuries of Rebellion Against the World’s
Mightiest Empire. Never mind that Berenice
had stood in Jerusalem to oppose the uprising

and defend Rome publicly, at no small risk to
herself. All the same, she, like all Jews, was
suspect in the eyes of many Romans. But not
in the eyes of Titus, apparently. Suetonius de-
scribes his emotions and hers upon his deci-
sion to dismiss her:

Berenicen statim ab urbe dimisit invitus
invitam.

“He immediately sent away Berenice
from the city, against his will and
hers.”

It takes twice as many words in English as
in Latin to express the same idea. The Latin
emphasizes Berenice by making her name,
in the accusative case, the first word in the
sentence. To get the same effect in English,
one would have to start with the wordy “As
for Berenice, he....” The sting in the sentence
comes at the end in the juxtaposition of the
two Latin words invitus invitam, “he unwill-
ing her unwilling,” To relay it exactly would be

bad English. Holland writes:

He sent Berenice away from Rome the
moment he became emperor: some-
thing that caused him no less pain than

it did her.

It's an apt rendering, The Romans used “the
city” to mean Rome the way some Americans

do with New York. Holland’s “him” and “her”

nicely recall invitus invitam.

OBODY READS SUETONIUS IN SEARCH

of moral exemplars. From Caligula’s

alleged plan to make his horse a con-
sul; to Claudius’ indecorous coronation (he
was cowering behind a curtain when a soldier
found him, dragged him out, and hailed him as
emperor); to Domitian’s habit of whiling away
the hours alone in his room, catching flies and
stabbing them with a sharp pen, the emperors
paint a sordid picture. But we do read Suetoni-
us to remind us that we are human beings and
not machines. His pages fortify us against the
suffocating embrace of technology that wraps
ever tighter around our lives. To the assertion
that it’s all about the algorithms, to the steam-
roller effect of technobabble that turns the
language of Shakespeare into the herky-jerky
of the machine, to the great maw of artificial
intelligence that swallows up seas of informa-
tion and spits it out in a geyser of curated half-
truths, biography says a resounding no. Few of
Suetonius” emperors are heroes, but they are
all characters. They are individuals who make
a difference, for better or worse. Tom Holland
has done a great service by making them acces-
sible to a new generation of readers.

Barry Strauss is the Corliss Page Dean Senior
Fellow at the Hoover Institution, the Bryce and
Edith M. Bowmar Professor in Humanistic
Studies Emeritus at Cornell University, and the
author, most recently, of Jews vs. Rome: Two
Centuries of Rebellion Against the World’s
Mightiest Empire (Simon & Schuster).
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A Quarser-Censury oF CRB

“The Claremont Review of Books analyzes and illuminates the core issues of our time, and does so
in a consistently principled and elegant way.”

—Ayaan Hirsi Ali

“The Claremont Review of Books is awesome in its ambition and blessed to be in the hands of so
fine a scholar and editor as Charles Kesler.”

—William F. Buckley, Jr.

“Always provocative and worth reading, and makes a great gift idea for lovers of books and ideas.”

—Mollie Hemingway

“Insightful, wise, varied, and deep—sets the standard for defending the Western tradition while
remaining relevant in the battles of today.’

—Charlie Kirk

“In an age when reflection and civility are out of style, the Claremont Review of Books has become
one of the only places where important new books are treated seriously and in depth by reviewers
who know what they're talking about.”

—Charles Murray

“Quite simply the best-written and best-edited (and best-illustrated) collection of book reviews in
our language. We are unbelievably lucky to have it.”

—Lord (Andrew) Roberts

“An essential publication for the contemporary Right. In every issue, our nation’s great minds
confront our nation’s great challenges and point the way forward.”

—Christopher F. Rufo

“Proof that conservatism is a living and civilising force in American intellectual life, and a
powerful challenge to the dominance of the academic left.”
—Roger Scruton

“By far the best review of books around, treating them in depth, in style, and—most unusual of
all—with real thought, instead of politically correct rhetoric.”

—Thomas Sowell

“When I was asked, a few years ago, to list my most important reading matter, I put CRB at the
top of my list. Every issue validates my judgment.”

—George F. Will

“If you want to read serious reviews of important books by lucid experts in their fields, subscribe
to the Claremont Review of Books.”

—James Q. Wilson
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