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from the presence of tartar on the teeth
of skeletons—that Pompeii was a city of
bad breath—is a typical Beardian turn.
Beard’s ancient world can seem, at
least on the surface, rather like the more
urban and liberal parts of our own. Her
Rome is polyglot and multicultural, an-
imated by the entrepreneurialism of
freed slaves in overcrowded streets. At
the same time, Beard warns against the
danger of smoothing away the strange-
ness and foreignness of Roman life.
Her latest book, “Laughter in Ancient
Rome: On Joking, Tickling,and Crack-
ing Up,” which has just been published,
is an engaging exploration of what
made the Romans laugh—bad breath,
among other things—but it also ex-
plores dimensions of Roman sensibility
that have become elusive to us. Beard
observes that there is no word in Latin
for “smile,” and makes the striking sug-
gestion that the Romans simply did not
smile in the sense that we understand
the social gesture today. (Writing in 7%e
New York Review of Books, Gregory
Hays, a classicist at the University of
Virginia, has challenged the claim: “It
may well be that the Romans did not
smile, as we do, to indicate greeting
or willingness to serve. But the smile
of amusement, pleasure, or approval is
probably as Roman as gladiators and
stuffed dormice.”) Beard’s popularizing
bent is grounded in a deep knowledge of
the arcane, and she gives new insight
into the hoariest of topics, according to
Elaine Fantham, a well-known Latinist
who is a generation Beard’s senior. “If
you are a Latinist, you are always being
asked to talk about Pompeii,” Fantham
says. “When Mary does something; it is
not old hat. It becomes new hat.”
Beard’s academic concerns have kept
her busy for decades: she can be seen
scouring the classics library at Cam-
bridge with her arms full of volumes,
like an eager undergraduate. But in re-
cent years, and somewhat to her sur-
prise, Beard has found herself cast in the
very public role of a feminist heroine.
Through her television appearances, she
has become an avatar for middle-aged
and older women, who appreciate her
unwillingness to fend off the visible ad-
vancement of age. Beard does not wear
makeup and she doesn't color her abun-
dant gray hair. She dresses casually, with
minor eccentricities: purple-rimmed

spectacles, gold sneakers. She looks
comfortable both in her skin and in her
shoes—much more preoccupied with
what she is saying than with how she
looks as she is saying it.

Beard, in her unapologetic braini-
ness, is a role model for women of all
ages who want an intellectually satisfy-
ing life. She estimates that she works
thirteen hours a day, six days a week. On
more than one occasion, I have e-mailed
her at 8 PM. or later from New York, ex-
pecting to hear from her by morning,
only to discover an immediate and ex-
haustive reply in my inbox. Among
those in the audience for “Oh Do Shut
Up Dear!” was Megan Beech, a student
at King’s College, whose spoken-word
ode “When I Grow Up I Want to Be
Mary Beard” was posted on YouTube
last summer. (“She should be able to
analyze Augustus’s dictums, or early
A.D. epithets / Without having to scroll
through death, bomb, and rape threats.”)
Peter Stothard, the editor of the Times
Literary Supplement, where Beard is the
classics editor, sometimes appears with
her at literary festivals; together they
conduct a seminar on how to read a
Latin poem. “Afterwards, a few people
will come and talk to me,” he told me.
“And there will be a line of schoolgirls
and middle-aged women lining up to
have their photo taken with Mary.”

eard’s output is prodigious. She has
written a dozen books, produces
scholarly papers and book reviews by
the pound, and appears not only on her
own television programs but on shows
such as “Question Time.” She is a fre-
quent contributor to Radio 4, the Brit-
ish equivalent of NPR, offering audio
essays on subjects as varied as dementia,
the four-minute mile, and academic
testing. She has written for the London
Review of Books since the late eighties.
(A decade ago, the L.R.B. opened an
eponymous bookstore in Bloomsbury,
near the British Museum. Beard’s was
one of the first inscriptions in the guest-
book: “Nice feel. Rather understocked
with the works of M. Beard.”) She is a
familiar presence in the Guardian, a
principal organ of Britain’ liberal intel-
ligentsia, but she has also contributed to
the Daily Mail, the voice of lower-mid-
dle-class conservatives.
Beard is an avid user of social media.

On Twitter, she is dauntingly willing to
engage in intellectual discourse with
strangers, sometimes clarifying matters
of Latin grammar. (“Some first declen-
sion nouns ending in ‘a’are masculine.”)
She does not hesitate to tweet more
mundanely; on a British Airways flight
from Istanbul, she wrote, “Been told off
by cabin crew lady for having my feet in
bulkhead.”

Since 2006, Beard has maintained
a blog, A Don’s Life, which features
jaunty accounts of her studies, travels,
and domestic life. Her husband, Robin
Cormack, an affable Englishman six-
teen years her senior, is an art historian
specializing in the Byzantine period.
They have a daughter, Zoe, whose doc-
toral thesis is on the history of South
Sudan, and a son, Raphael, who is study-
ing for a doctorate in Egyptian litera-
ture. (Beard is brisk about her children’s
geographic adventurousness: “Zoe can
ring up from somewhere in the middle
of South Sudan—actually, it’s quite irri-
tating. I am trying to do some work, and
she’s telling me the bus hasn’t come.”)
Beard and Cormack live in a handsome
Victorian house in Cambridge, ap-
pointed with antiques and art works ac-
quired at local auctions. Beard’s study,
upstairs, looks like the den of a very pre-
cocious and very messy teen, with books
strewn on a chaise longue and piled on
the floor; Cormack’s is neater, with a
pane of Pre-Raphaelite stained glass in
the window. The spacious kitchen is
decorated with woodwork in Cretan
blue, and it has a dumbwaiter that has
been restored to working condition; a
taxidermied stoat is displayed on one
wall, but comes down when vegetarian
guests are dining. In the garden behind
the house is a concrete replica of the
Farnese Hercules, which Beard and
Cormack picked up for fifty pounds.
In arecent blog entry, Beard expounded
on spousal differences over the aesthet-
ics and practicalities of installing a
clothesline in their garden: “Most of the
obvious places would involve stringing
the damn thing across the path to the
car and dustbins. And the husband
would be bound to decapitate himself
(shouting ‘T told you so’ in his final
seconds).”

Beard’s charming command of her
subject has had a palpable effect in En-
gland, where the university study of
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classics is on the rise, even as French and
German are falling off. Readers of Pros-
pect, a political magazine, recently voted
Beard the seventh-most-significant
world thinker—behind Amartya Sen
and Pope Francis, but above Peter
Higgs, the Nobel Prize-winning physi-
cist. In 2013, The Oldie, a magazine de-
voted to counteracting the unearned
deference paid to youth in popular cul-
ture, named her its pinup of the year.
And the Queen recently appointed her
to the Order of the British Empire, for
services to classical scholarship. Beard,
who is generally a republican in the
British sense, dithered about accept-
ing it,and decided that she could refuse
it only if she refrained from ever men-
tioning it. “So, I thought, would I really
not tell anyone?” she wrote on her blog.
“Answer, no, of course I'd blab . . . at
some evening or other after half a bot-
tle more of pinot grigio than I should
have consumed.” She later filed a re-
port of the ceremony at Buckingham
Palace, making note of the Edwardian
wooden seats in a “truly wonderful
ladies’loo.”

The observation was consistent with
Beard’s presentation of the ancient
world: how the ancients relieved them-
selves is a recurring theme in her popu-
lar work, providing a vivid means of
conveying familiarity and difference. In
her Pompeii book, she points out that

the city’s public amphitheatre offered no
lavatories. A memorable sequence in
“Meet the Romans,” a BBC series that
aired in 2012, shows Beard speculat-
ing about the logistics of an impres-
sively preserved communal toilet in the
port city of Ostia. She sits atop a two-
thousand-year-old latrine, swinging her
legs and merrily invoking a scene of
“everyone shitting together, tunics up,
togas up, trousers down, chatting as
they went.”

-A?pear'mg on television made Beard
famous in the UK., but what has
made her even more famous has been
the suggestion, put forward by certain
male observers, that she is too old or
unprepossessing to be on television at
all. A. A. Gill, the television critic for
the Sunday Times, greeted her Pompeii
series by remarking, “Beard coos over
corpses’ teeth without apparently notic-
ing she is wearing them. . . . From be-
hind she is 16; from the front, 60. The
hair is a disaster, the outfit an embar-
rassment.” Gill dismissed “Meet the
Romans”by declaring that Beard “should
be kept away from cameras altogether.”

After a “Question Time”appearance
in the Midlands, in which Beard argued
that recent immigrants were not a bur-
den on the local economy, she was re-
peatedly vilified on an Internet message
board. One user described her as “a vile,

“Can I put this on your bulletin board? The one in the hall is totally crazy.”

spiteful excuse for a woman, who eats
too much cabbage and has cheese straws
for teeth.” (British comments sections
can seem to be haunted by the ghost
of Roald Dahl.) Less creatively, an-
other commenter posted a doctored
photograph in which an image of a
woman’s genitals was superimposed
over Beard’s face.

There is an injunction among users
of social media that one should not pay
attention to online detractors. There is
even a Twitter account, @ AvoidCom-
ments, which issues monitory state-
ments: “You wouldn't listen to someone
named Bonerman26 in real life. Don’t
read the comments.” Beard argues, in-
stead, that comments sections expose
attitudes that have long remained con-
cealed in places like locker rooms and
bars. Bonerman26 exists; his vileness
should be contended with. In this spirit,
she posted the image of herself-as-gen-
italia on her blog—it was surely the
first time that the 7/L.S. site might
have needed a Not Safe for Work warn-
ing—and suggested possible responses
for her supporters to take, such as flood-
ing the offending message board with
Latin poetry. The story made interna-
tional news, and the message board soon
shut down.

Beard responded to Gill’s snark,
meanwhile, by contributing a piece to
the Daily Mail in which she observed,
“Throughout Western history there
have always been men like Gill who are
frightened of smart women who speak
their minds, and I guess, as a professor
of Classics at Cambridge University,
I'm one of them.” She suggested that
Gill, who had not enjoyed a university
education, had been obliged to resort to
insult as a substitute for well-reasoned
argument. (Gill, who is profoundly
dyslexic, studied at the Slade School of
Fine Art.) She then offered—or per-
haps threatened—to expose him to her
tutorial method should he agree to visit
her study at Cambridge’s Newnham
College.

I met Beard recently on a bright
morning in Oxford, in a café in the
vaults of St. Mary’s, a medieval church
in the center of town. In conversation,
she is good-humored and confidential,
with the optimistic affect of someone
immersed in stimulating studies. She
ordered a cappuccino and admitted that
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she was slightly hung over: the previous
night, there had been a ceremonial din-
ner at Brasenose College, and she had
partaken of more after-dinner drinks
than were strictly advisable.

Gill’s review of “Meet the Romans”
had been a turning point, Beard ex-
plained. “That is when it became kind
of a personal calling, because I spoke out
and said, ‘Sorry, sunshine, this is just not
on,” she said. “The people who read the
Mail are middle-aged women, and they
look like me. They know what he’s say-
ing. For all the very right-wing, slightly
unpleasant populism that the Mai/ trades
in, its readership is actually people who
know an unacceptable insult when they
see it. They've got gray hair. He’s talking
about them.”

The targeting of Beard is hardly a
singular instance of online misogyny,
and she is quick to note that there are
differences of degree. A comment about
one’s teeth is rude; a rape threat is crim-
inal. After Caroline Criado-Perez, a
thirty-year-old activist, launched a cam-
paign last spring to have an accom-
plished woman represented on the Brit-
ish ten-pound note, she was subjected to
multiple threats of rape and murder via
Twitter. (Her effort succeeded nonethe-
less: Jane Austen will soon appear on the
currency.) Stella Creasy, a Member of
Parliament, received similar threats after
expressing support for Criado-Perez.
Last summer, Caitlin Moran, the news-
paper columnist, mobilized a day of
“Twitter silence” to protest the site’s
slow response to threats of violence
against women; Beard intended to par-
ticipate, but broke her silence when she
received a tweeted bomb threat, which
she reported to the police as well as to
her followers. When the hour of the
threatened explosion had passed, she
tweeted, with sang-froid, “We are still
here. So unless the trolling bomber’s
timekeeping is rotten . . . all is well.”

In another highly publicized inci-
dent, Beard retweeted a message that
she had received from a twenty-year-old
university student: “You filthy old slut. I
bet your vagina is disgusting.” One of
Beard’s followers offered to inform the
student’s mother of his online behavior;
meanwhile, he apologized. Beard’s ob-
ject is not simply to embarrass offenders;
it is to educate women. Before social
media, she argues, it was possible for

young women like those she teaches at
Cambridge to enjoy the benefits of fem-
inist advances without even being aware
of the battles fought on their behalf, and
to imagine that such attitudes are a
thing of the past. Beard says, “Most of
my students would have denied, I think,
that there was still a major current of
misogyny in Western culture.”

Beard’s zest for the online fray seems
indefatigable. If there is a newspaper
comments section excoriating her, read-
ers may be surprised to come across
comments from Beard, defending her-
self. If there is a thread praising her on
Mumsnet,a popular British site for par-
ents, she may pop up there, too, thank-
ing her admirers. When she feels that
she has been misrepresented in a news-
paper article, she takes to her blog to ex-
plain herself further. If she gets into a
Twitter spat, it is likely to be reported on
by the British press, to whom she will
give a salty, winning quote. When asked
by the BBC what she would say to her
university-student troll, she replied,
“I'd take him out for a drink and smack
his bottom.”

There is, she acknowledges, an irony
in the imbalance of power: as a promi-
nent scholar, she does have a voice, how-
ever unpleasant the threats to silence her
may be. Most of her Twitter detractors
are grumbling to only a handful of fol-
lowers, at least until she amplifies their
audience. She has discovered that, quite
often, she receives not only an apology
from them but also a poignant explana-
tion. After she published the genitalia
photograph on her blog, the man who
ran the site where the image had orig-
inally appeared wrote her a long let-
ter. “He explained his personal circum-
stances—he was married with kids—and
he said how he should never have done
it, in a way that was very eloquent,” she
told me. After a “Question Time”viewer
wrote to her that she was “evil,” further
correspondence revealed that he was
mostly upset because he wanted to
move to Spain and didn’t understand
the bureaucracy. “It took two minutes
on Google to discover the reciprocal
health-care agreement, so I sent it to
him,” she says. “Now when I have a bit
of Internet trouble, I get an e-mail from
him saying, ‘Mary, are you all right? I
was worried about you.”

The university student, after apolo-

gizing online, came to Cambridge and
took Beard out to lunch; she has re-
mained in touch with him, and is even
writing letters of reference for him. “He
is going to find it hard to get a job, be-
cause as soon as you Google his name
that is what comes up,” she said. “And
although he was a very silly, injudicious,
and at that moment not very pleasant
young guy, I don't actually think one
tweet should ruin your job prospects.”

At the same time, Beard questions a
narrative in which her troll is recast as
her errant son and she takes on the role
of scolding but forgiving mother—a Pe-
nelope who chastises Telemachus for
being rude, then patiently teaches him
the error of his ways. “There is some-
thing deeply conservative about that
reappropriation of errant teen-ager and
long-suffering female parent—it is re-
writing the relationship in acceptable
form,”she says. “If I said to my students,
‘What is going on here?’ and they just
came out with a happy-ending story,
I would be very critical. I would say,
‘Haven’t you thought about how the
same sorts of gender hierarchies are
written in different forms?”” Despite
this analysis, she feels emotionally
satisfied with the outcome. “Some of
these adjectives we use, like ‘maternal'—
try putting ‘human’ in there instead,”
she told me on one occasion. “If being
a decent soul is being maternal, then
fine. I'll call it human.”

For all her openness to interaction,
Beard has found it useful to respond to
many of her critics personally and pri-
vately—to take the brawl inside. An
early online experience was instructive.
Just after the terrorist attacks of Sep-
tember 11,2001, Beard was asked by the
London Review of Books to contribute
her thoughts. She argued, astringently,
that it served little purpose to decry the
attacks as “cowardly,” or to go no further
in analyzing the motivations of the per-
petrators than to call them terrorists:
“There are very few people on the planet
who devise carnage for the sheer hell of
it. They do what they do for a cause;
because they are at war.” The attacks
needed to be understood not merely as
an atrocity but as a response to Western
foreign policy, and she alluded to a com-
mon sentiment in her community—
“that, however tactfully you dress it up,
the United States had it coming.” She
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received angry e-mails from correspon-
dents who understood her to have cal-
lously suggested that the workers in the
Twin Towers deserved to die.

Beard has had a great deal of oppor-
tunity to reflect on that event, she told
me one afternoon in her study at Newn-
ham, which has pale wooden floors and
French windows that open onto pretty
gardens. “I think if people get very upset
at what you say, and you didn’t mean
them to, then you got it wrong,” she said.
Her first, knee-jerk response to the crit-
icism was to keep quiet; then she recon-
sidered. “I thought, This is stupid. You
have written something which is really
upsetting people, and you didn’t mean
what they thought you meant, so for
God’s sake tell them.” She wrote to
her critics individually, clarifying what
she had meant, and replied to their
replies.

Her wrongness lay not in her politi-
cal position, she explained to me, but in
the language she chose to express it.
Beard believes that there was a very brief
moment after 9/11—"“a kind of extra-
ordinary rhetorical aporia®—when there
was not yet a consensus about how to
define the attacks, and that this gap had
firmly closed in the interval between
her composing her contribution and
its publication, two weeks later. In the
years that followed, she added, “we have
constructed a series of ways in which
we can disagree about 9/11 without it
being hurtful.” Beard remains in occa-
sional contact with some of the peo-
ple who were angered by the L.R.B.
essay, and feels grateful to all those who
engaged with her rather than demon-
ized her. Through listening, she made
herself heard.

Beard was the only child of profes-
sional parents: her mother was the
headmistress of an elementary school,
and a feminist; her father was an archi-
tect. Beard grew up in and around the
market town of Shrewsbury, and her
voice retains the soft inflection of the
Midlands rather than the plummy tones
of Oxbridge, where she has spent most
of her adult life. Beard’s intellectual
inclinations began to emerge when
she was a student at Shrewsbury High
School, a private school for girls, where
she studied French, German, Latin,and
Greek. “Bright kids at that age do like
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doing things they’re good at,” she says.
“I was an intellectual control freak, and
Greek was quite good for that—you
could be good at it. You could master it.”
She appreciated the ancient languages
precisely because nobody spoke them
anymore. She told me, “Part of the plea-
sure of knowing Latin is that you don't
have to learn to say,"Where is the cathe-
dral?”’ or ‘T would like a return ticket, sec-
ond class, please.”You actually get to the
literature. You don't always have to be
making yourself understood.”

Coupled with her pleasure in en-
countering Virgil and Tacitus was her
discovery of archeology. She joined a dig
where archeologists were uncovering
the remains of a Roman settlement not
far from her home and trying to discern
what happened there after the Romans
left. “The guy who was running the ex-
cavation was really keen to say, ook,
everybody wants to see the glories of
Roman civilization. But how was the
city used when the Romans were gone?”
she recalls. “So we're in the blasted Dark
Ages, and there is not much to find.
Slightly differently colored bits of soil,
with a posthole where the post was—
that kind of stuff.” She later adopted this
orientation toward the unsensational in
her own work, although, at the time, her
discoveries were largely social. “There
was lots of sex, drugs, and rock and roll,
all under the banner of this activity that
was so intellectually proper.”

In 1972, she planned to apply to
King’s College, Cambridge, founded by
Henry VI, which had begun admit-
ting women that year, but her headmis-
tress advised her against being in the
vanguard of change. Instead, Beard suc-
cessfully applied for a scholarship at
Newnham College, which, then as now,
accepts only women. Before entering
the university, Beard was not especially
engaged by feminist issues, though she
was politically animated. She had a par-
ticular interest in Angela Davis, and
kept a poster of her on the wall,and had
considered submitting an essay in praise
of Davis for her Cambridge entrance
examination. Her headmistress vetoed
that, too.

At Cambridge, the inequities of gen-
der began to dawn on Beard. “Most of
the people who taught us in the faculty
were blokes,” she says. “There were only
twelve per cent women among the stu-

dents, and you thought, Actually, there
is an issue here. You go into a dining hall
of a men’s college, and everybody’s por-
trait was a bloke. Well, perhaps some
female founder back in 1512, some lady
who gave the cash—and everyone else
was a bloke. For the first time I saw
that, somehow, I was there as sort of a
favor.” She attended women's groups
and joined campaigns to open the uni-
versity further to women. The women of
Cambridge were undertaking more per-
sonal voyages of discovery, too: in a
drawer somewhere in Beard’s house is a
plastic speculum that she acquired at
one consciousness-raising gathering.

Beard left Cambridge in 1979, for
King’s College London. She completed
her Ph.D. in 1982; two years later, she
returned to Newnham as a fellow. At
the time, she says, she was one of only
three women on the classics faculty, out
of a total of twenty-six; before long, both
of her female colleagues left. (Now there
are roughly four men to each woman.)
The following year, she published her
first book, “Rome in the Late Republic,”
which she wrote with Michael Craw-
ford, an ancient-history professor then
at Cambridge. She married Cormack in
1985, and Zoe was born the same year;
Raphael arrived two years later. It was a
second marriage for Cormack, who had
older children. He was teaching at the
Courtauld Institute of Art, in London;
they maintained an apartment in the
city, and he commuted back and forth.

Institutionally, there was little sup-
port for working mothers at Cambridge,
Beard says. Nor, despite her being at a
women’s college, was there necessarily
much precedent. Her most illustrious
predecessor at Newnham, Jane Harri-
son, who, in the first decades of the
twentieth century, wrote a series of in-
fluential books about Greek history, was
both childless and imperiously demand-
ing toward junior colleagues. A few years
ago, Beard wrote a lively meta-biography,
“The Invention of Jane Harrison,” draw-
ing on previously unpublished docu-
ments about Harrison’s early career
which she had found in the archives of
Newnham and Girton Colleges. In a
preface, Beard calls her book “a product
of that familiar combination of irritation
and gratitude, devoted loyalty and rebel-
lion, that almost anyone feels for their
own institution and its icons.”
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ABOUT MUSCLE

If there’s no need for movement, then no need for a brain, I've learned,

a fact demonstrated by the sea squirt, a small creature that swims

freely in its youth until it settles on a rock. Then it devours its own brain.
And spinal cord. It simply doesn’t require them any longer.

(God, don't let me settle.) Need for movement leads to need for muscle.
The brain evolves in order to plan and execute reaching, grasping,

turning, according to the expert on Charlie Rose, which I watch

on my iPad while walking on the treadmill to rebuild my strength.

Plenty of species thrive without brains, he says. It could be different

on another planet, I suppose, but here evolution of the brain is about muscle.
Just ask Arnold Schwarzenegger or an evolutionary biologist.

Yet the brainless sea squirt still gets upset, still squirts.

Maybe it’s innate, like a horse’s hide shuddering to dislodge a fly.

Maybe that’s why I started moving and arranging boulders last fall.

I thought I was making a terrace. But afterward it looked more like a grave.

Beard says of her own early years at
Newnham, “The idea of how you man-
aged children with a job was something
that people didn't talk about—they did
it,and they sweated, and they regretted
that they hadn’t shared their experi-
ence.” Her response was to write a
non-academic handbook, “The Good
Working Mother’s Guide,” which was
published in 1989. Beard offered advice
on managing housework—"“pay for as
much help around the house as you can
afford”—and made stern diaper recom-
mendations. “Any working mother who
willingly chooses nappies that need
washing and sterilizing deserves no
sympathy,” she wrote.

Colleagues at Cambridge say that
she was supportive in a very practical
manner. Helen Morales, a classicist who
now teaches at the University of Cali-
fornia, Santa Barbara, says that while
she was a junior colleague at Cambridge
she spent a period as a de-facto single
parent. “The men’s response was sympa-
thy—some of them had the mommy-
track idea,” she says. “Mary did things
like go to the supermarket and buy
ready meals and stick them in the fridge
and give me a gin-and-tonic.” Beard
was marked by a reflexive egalitarian-
ism, according to Clare Pettitt, a pro-
fessor of English literature at King’s
College London who was formerly at
Newnham. She and Beard worked on a
Victorian-studies research project at

—Marylen Grigas

Cambridge. “In one of our first meet-
ings, we were talking about the Victori-
ans and what they thought,” Pettitt says.
“And Mary said, ‘Well, the cleaners didn't
think that.”

ne morning last spring, I joined

Beard at the British Museum for
a visit to the basements, which are off
limits to the general public. “This is
where antiquities come to fade away,”
Beard said lightly, as we entered one of
the musty storage recesses, fitted with
shelves that held fragments of ancient
statuary. The scene suggested a morgue
after a brutal urban bombing: a severed
hand, a foot with its delicate sandal
straps intact but no sign of the leg to
which it was once attached, a row of
heads as inert as cabbages in the mar-
ketplace.

We lingered over one head in par-
ticular: a skull, carved in marble. Beard
had discovered it in a museum cata-
logue while researching her most re-
cent television show, a program about
Caligula, who reigned bloodily for less
than four years before being assassinated
by members of his Praetorian Guard.
The sculpture, which had been found
on Capri, at the palace of Tiberius,
Caligula’s great-uncle and imperial pre-
decessor, was extremely unusual. “I've
never seen anything like it in my life,”
Beard said.

In “Caligula with Mary Beard,”

which aired on the BBC last summer,
she tells viewers that the skull was a cen-
terpiece. By the time that Caligula was
a young man, Tiberius had already
caused the deaths of Caligula’s two
brothers, as well as of his mother, Agrip-
pina,and, quite possibly, his father, Ger-
manicus. “Anyone sitting around this at
the imperial dining table must have
been aware that their lives hung on a
knife edge,” Beard told her viewers. It
is a very plausible theory, given the
Romans’ penchant for artistic remind-
ers of death. In Petronius’“Satyricon,”
the banquet of Trimalchio is inter-
rupted when a servant brings in a silver
skeleton with articulated joints; the
host urges his guests to “live then while
we may.” But Beard’s description is nec-
essarily embroidered by imagination.
There are no records of the skull’s an-
cient use or function. When it entered
the British Museums collection, in the
nineteenth century, it was assumed by
some scholars to have been used for the
teaching of anatomy. For Beard, the
skull’s function as a tool of tyranny can
be deduced from understanding the
culture of the reigns of Tiberius and
Caligula, under whom, she says, the lin-
eaments of modern dictatorships can
first be discerned. The concluding words
of her “Caligula” program—“When that
group of disgruntled army officers de-
cided to rid Rome of the monster, sure,
they left him in bits on the palace floor,
but all they got was more of the same”—
were an oblique but unmistakable allu-
sion to contemporary global affairs.

As Beard continued through the
basement, her eye fell on a dozen Roman
tombstones arrayed against a wall, in a
gloomy half-light. They were from a
site on the Black Sea, and each was en-
graved with a standardized image of the
dearly departed. “They look horrible,
don't they?” she said. “It’s good to come
along and say they are awful. You are so
trained to admire them. At school, the
older the object is the more respect
you were supposed to give it. But you
can look at them there, all piled up,
and they appear to be what they are:
mass-produced, not very good grave-
stones. Thank God the ancient world
was democratic enough that it turned
out crap.”

At the end of another corridor, we en-
tered a conservation room. An enormous
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