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The world has been full of dangerous people living through dangerous times. It’s not always the dangerous people to blame …


‘The world is a dangerous place to live; not because of the people who are evil, but because of the people who don’t do anything about it.’

Albert Einstein (1879–1955), German-born physicist



Einstein may have had the Roman people in mind when he said that.

– THE VICTIM –


‘Murder breathed her bloody steam’

Lord Byron (1788–1824), English poet, on looking around the ruins of the Coliseum



The story of Vibia Perpetua and her friends is not a pretty one. She was one of the victims of Roman persecution.

Yes, Roman … the citizens who had the effrontery to call the rest of the world ‘barbarian’.

Perpetua, a well-off North African woman, declared herself a Christian around AD 203. Her husband refused to be associated with a Christian so he abandoned her with her baby. It was a wise move.

The Roman emperor, Septimius Severus, had decreed that Christians must renounce their faith and burn a pinch of incense to the emperor as god. Perpetua refused. She and her slave Felictas were condemned to die in an arena along with two other Christians.

Her father begged Perpetua to reconsider – she was bringing so much disgrace on him. ‘Don’t get eaten alive. It’ll show your old Dad up something rotten,’ was the message.*

The four Christians were led to the arena where the crowds waited in feverish anticipation of a bloodbath. They got one.

Perpetua went along with ‘shining face and calm step’ – an enthusiastic martyr. Roman governor Hilarianus jeered at them. The Christians retaliated by telling him: ‘You may judge us, but God will judge you and this city.’ The words ‘red rag’ and ‘bull’ spring to mind … quite appropriately as it happens.

The furious crowd insisted the martyrs be whipped to prolong the agony of the occasion. The Christians were happy because they would be suffering the same way that Jesus had.

The women were forced to dress in the robes of the priestesses of Ceres, a pagan goddess. Oddly that enraged Perpetua more than anything and she struggled so hard they gave up trying to dress her. Perpetua then began to sing a psalm.

For the young women, Hilarianus had prepared a mad, horned cow. So they were stripped naked and brought out into the arena. Even the crowd was horrified when they saw that, so the women were dressed in tunics.

First the cow tossed Perpetua and she fell on her back. Then sitting up she pulled down the tunic that was ripped along the side so that it covered her thighs. Next she asked for a pin to fasten her untidy hair: for it was not right that a martyr should die with her hair in disorder. If you were facing a wild cow would your last request be, ‘Pass the hair gel’?

The report goes on to say that Perpetua ‘seemed in a trance’. She asked ‘When are we to be tossed?’ and had to be shown the marks on her own body to convince her she’d already been through round one.

A second attack left her dying and she was thrown into a corner where it was customary for gladiators to cut the throats of the victims to make quite sure they were dead. But the Romans weren’t happy with that in her case. They demanded that she be dragged to the centre of the arena so they could have a better view.

The young gladiator charged with the job was a bit nervous … all those people watching gave him a touch of stage fright. He missed Perpetua’s throat and stuck the knife into her neck. Perpetua cried out in pain, took the blade and guided it to her throat.* At last her ordeal was over.

– THE SPECTATORS –


‘The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.’

Edmund Burke (1729–97), Irish statesman and author



The civilized Romans had had their pleasure. Throughout history there have been blood-soaked cultures. The Aztecs ripped out beating hearts, for example. But they wanted to appease their demanding gods.

Even the Victorian British enjoyed a good public hanging. But they felt they were watching justice being executed.* They would argue the death set a moral example.

The French Revolution wanted rid of the aristos but used Dr Guillotin’s chopping machine to make the deaths painless. The French turned out in their thousands to watch the spectacle but it didn’t really qualify as a blood sport.

The Romans, on the other hand, built 50,000-seat arenas to watch the slaughter of humans. Not many were like Perpetua and went willingly to their deaths. Most went in terror. The Romans devised new and ingenious ways to prolong the suffering and extend their ‘pleasure’. Killing humans was a spectator sport. And they called the rest of the world ‘barbarians’.†

But of course the Romans wrote a lot of the history books and emphasized the glory that was Rome. To balance the books maybe we should look at exactly what it was like to live in the dangerous days of the Roman Empire. And exactly what it was like to die there.

Perpetua was confused after the first attack. What happened to her body? Dr Peter Fox MB, ChB, FRCGP, DrCOG* can tell us.


DANGEROUS DAYS DEATH I
ANIMAL ATTACK

The Mechanism of injury from a cow/bull tossing would be:

1. blunt injury to body – hit by heavy object

2. penetrating injury to body (if it has horns or kicked, breaking skin)

Shock clinically is about the effects of the body to compensate after circulatory blood loss, an overwhelming infection, heart attack or severe allergic reactions. As opposed to just being ‘shocked’ by your first bank statement after Christmas.

In this case Ms Perpetua probably has internal bleeding from the blunt trauma, as well as possible external blood loss from penetrating injuries. This would result in a drop in her blood pressure, less blood to brain, becoming drowsy and confused.

But NOT the loss of memory of events. For this I would expect her to have a head injury, either from being hit by the large bovine or from being tossed in the air and landing on her head (neither good). This would give her concussion, which would more likely explain the loss of memory of the recent events, the trance like state etc.

Under NICE guidelines she would go to hospital at this point, to undergo a period of observation and probably a brain scan as well. But in her situation then, even if brain scans had been available, the intention was not to treat her. Roman triage advice would be to avoid the bovine for as long as possible, take some paracetamol for the pains (if available) and give the crowd a good show!

Dr Peter Fox
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*   Fathers everywhere will identify with the problem of children who show them up.

*   This sounds unlikely. Remember the report was written by someone trying to glorify Perpetua as a martyr. Just because someone ‘said’ something happened doesn’t mean it ‘did’ happen.

*   No pun intended … or if it was it’s not a very good one.

†   The Romans borrowed a Greek word as a blanket term to describe their enemies: barbarians. (Because to Greek ears all foreign languages sounded like the bleating of sheep – ‘baa-baa’.) But the Romans were just as much the black sheep of the world as their enemies.

*   Between you and me I thought Dr Peter made that last one up, but I checked and it means ‘Diploma of the Royal College of Obstetrics and Gynaecology’. Now we know.
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