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ROME BURNS

During the reign of the Emperor Nero, the city of Rome was
a sprawling metropolis with an estimated population of two
million people living among the narrow roadways and densely
packed neighborhoods. Sometime during the night of July 19, 64,
a fire broke out on a street lined with shops near the Circus
Maximus, the stadium where chariot races and other public
entertainments were held. While fires weren’t uncommon, this
blaze spread with unusual speed. In a short time, it became an
inferno burning out of control. Panicked residents watched in
horror as the wall of flames rushed towards them. The Roman
historian Tacitus (TAS-it-us)describes the chaos in 77%e Annals:
“When they escaped to a neighboring quarter, the fire followed.

. Finally, with no idea where or what to flee, they crowded on
to the country roads, or lay in the fields. Some who had lost
everything . . . could have escaped but preferred to die. So did
others, who had failed to rescue their loved ones. Nobody dared
fight the flames.”!

When the fire broke out, Nero was away from the city at his
country home. By the time he returned to Rome, much of the
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city, including his palace, was in ruins. Even though Nero
instituted emergency assistance to Rome’s citizens, opening his
private gardens as a temporary homeless shelter and bringing in
food, rumors began to swirl that the Emperor himself may have
been responsible for the devastating fire. Prior to the blaze, Nero
had announced plans to tear down a third of Rome in order to
build several palaces and call the new development Neropolis
(near-AH-poe-lis). This grandiose scheme had been adamantly
opposed by the Senate. Its members did not want Rome named
after Nero. So as Rome burned, some people wondered if the
Emperor had stage-managed the blaze so he could rebuild Rome
as a monument to himself without Senate approval. That belief
was furthered by Tacitus, who claimed “while the city was
burning, Nero had gone on his private stage and, comparing
modern calamities with ancient, had sung of the destruction of
Troy.”? He may have accompanied himself with a lyre, a stringed
instrument similar to a small harp.

Few people doubted that Nero was capable of being so
ruthless. After the sudden death of his stepfather Claudius
(CLLAW-dee-us) in 54, Nero became emperor when he was just
16 years old. It was widely believed that Nero’s mother,
Agrippina—who was also Claudius’s wife—poisoned her husband
with mushrooms so her son could assume the throne. At first, she
exerted a great deal of influence on Nero. Since women could
not hold political office, this was the only way for Agrippina (ag-
ruh-PEE-nuh) to wield power.

It didn’t take long for Nero’s thirst for power and self-
glorification to conflict with his mother’s wishes. L.ike many
young men, he probably wanted to get away from a domineering
mother. Within a year or two, he rid himself of her influence.



ROME BURNS

e ettt ettt

Then he decided to rid himself of her entirely. After several
blotched attempts to kill her, some of his men stabbed her to
death in 59. Now he could rule the Empire as he wanted. Three
years later, he killed his wife Octavia so he could marry another
woman. If any Roman senators confronted Nero, they too were
putting their lives at risk. Living under such a reign of terror, it’s
easy to see why people believed Nero had started the fire for his
personal gain.

When the fire finally burned itself out nine days after it
started, almost 70 percent of Rome had been destroyed. Upset at
the rumors about his alleged involvement, Nero went on the
offensive. He accused a then-obscure Jewish religious sect who
called themselves Christians of setting the fire. Interestingly,
some modern historians think Nero may have been right.
Professor Gerhard Baudy of Germany’s University of Konstanz
claims that his research has uncovered evidence that in the first
century, followers of Christ handed out warnings that an inferno
would burn Rome to the ground. “In all of these oracles, the
destruction of Rome by fire is prophesied,” he explains. “That is
the constant theme: Rome must burn. This was the long-desired
objective of all the people who felt subjugated by Rome.”?

Whether or not they had any involvement in igniting the
fire, Christians had good reason to resent the Roman
government. Christian converts tended to be among the city’s
poorest citizens or slaves. They were not allowed to practice their
religion openly. If they were caught worshiping Christ, they
could be executed for not worshiping the Emperor, who had
proclaimed himself one of Rome’s official gods. Even though
nobody knows for sure how the great fire of Rome started or why
it raged for so long, Christians paid for the disaster with their
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lives. Groups of Christians were rounded up and condemned to
death without benefit of a trial.

Their executions would not be quick and merciful. In
ancient Rome, capital punishment was a form of public
entertainment, and the bloodier the better. Tacitus describes
some of the brutal ways Christians were persecuted: “Dressed in
wild animals’ skins, they were torn to pieces by dogs, or
crucified, or made into torches to be ignited after dark as
substitutes for daylight. Nero provided his Gardens for the
spectacle, and exhibited displays in the Circus, at which he
mingled with the crowd. . . . Despite their guilt as Christians, and
the ruthless punishment it deserved, the victims were pitied. For
it was felt that they were being sacrificed to one man’s brutality
rather than to the national interest.”*

Regardless of whatever sympathy some people might have
felt for Christians at the hands of Nero, nobody intervened. But
his brutality and ego had made him increasingly unpopular.
Eventually, Rome’s aristocrats, the Senate, and even his army
turned against the Emperor. When the governor of Spain
revolted against Nero and led an army to Rome to confront him
in 68, Nero was forced to leave the majestic palace he had built
for himself and flee Rome. Realizing he had lost his power, Nero
stabbed himself to death. He was last in the line of rulers
descended from the family of Julius Caesar and Augustus Caesar.

Nero’s end was a relief to most Romans. To Christians, it
marked the beginning of persecutions that would continue for
more than two centuries. Then they would find a champion, and
a convert, in the most unlikely of places.
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