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Who Can It Be Now?

The first season of HBO’s Rome plays fast and loose with its story.  Historical 

events are fudged, timelines are iffy, and some of the characters become quite 

problematic.  Certain well-known characters are accurate enough sketches of either their 

historical counterparts or their popular literary portrayals: Cicero, for instance, is 

sufficiently snarky; Brutus is, as always, terribly conflicted and tragic.  And the show 

portrays Caesar at his most ambiguous, hiding his true intentions behind a placid face. 

Perhaps the writers, in the midst of their research, read A History of Rome, which states, 

“In the end, it must be admitted that there is really no way to know what Caesar had in 

mind” (140).  The audience is left to decide for themselves whether Caesar wanted power 

and took it, or whether he wanted to “fix” the Republic, having its best interests at heart.

Other characters, however, do not receive such subtle treatment.  Atia, Caesar’s 

niece, is written as the villain of the show.  Cato is played by an actor considerably older 

than the historical figure would have been.  And, strangely, Octavia’s husband’s name is 

changed.  Where these discrepancies occur, there seems to be one consistent factor: in 

some way, the character becomes a composite of historical figures.

This is seen straightforwardly in the character of Cato.  The casting choice of Karl 

Johnson cannot be due to his considerable talents alone.  After all, the historical Cato “the 

Younger” was only forty-nine years old at the time of his death, almost a decade younger 



than Johnson in 2005 when his final episode “Utica” aired (imdb.com).  While this is not 

that large a gap in ages, it would not be unfair to say that it is a surprising one.  Johnson’s 

lean, lined face and light hair1 give him the look of a much older man, something that 

works well with the character, if not with the historical accuracy.

After all, Cato is a conservative character, both in the show and historically 

(Sallust 25).  Sallust says in his Conspiracy of Catiline that Cato “was esteemed . . . for 

the consistent uprightness of his life . . . Cato’s taste was for restraint, propriety, and, 

above all, austerity” (226).  What the “aging” of Cato in Rome does is give weight to his 

conservatism, but it also suggests an older Cato, both literally and figuratively: that is, 

Cato the Elder.  Although there is no direct connection or merging to be seen in the 

character and his historical great-grandfather, the show suggests in the older-looking 

actor a Rome that existed before Caesar and Pompey and the Civil War, a Rome that 

Marcus Porcius Cato “the Younger” could not possibly have experienced.  It could be, 

however, the Rome that his great-grandfather experienced.  A young man walking around 

talking an old man’s game might be seen as posturing in today’s society, especially for 

those unfamiliar with the historical background of Cato the Younger, but by making the 

character appear older, the audience can connect the younger man to his progenitor and 

therefore Cato the Elder’s Rome as well.

Octavia, too, stands for an elder and a younger—that is, Octavia the Elder does 

not exist in the television show, and therefore this character of Octavia transcends the 

titles of Elder and Younger.  Obviously, though, Octavia is primarily based on the 

1 Johnson’s hair appears to be a natural mix of gray and blond, but for the show his hair appears 
primarily gray.  This could be that his hair was dyed for the show, but it could also be that the gray 
is more prominent in the short Roman haircut.  Because only one other set of pictures could be 
found on Yahoo Images, where Johnson appears more blond but has longer hair, I have decided 
against making this argument.



younger sister, who was the full sister of Augustus; their older sister had a different 

mother (Suetonius 49).  However, this is not the odd choice that the writers make when it 

comes to this character—it is no surprise to see an “extra” sibling removed from the 

drama.  It is the affair of Octavia’s divorce that is problematic.

In the show’s first episode, “The Stolen Eagle,” Octavia’s marriage was dissolved 

so that she could be offered to Pompey after Julia’s death, making it possible to “renew 

the family ties,” as Suetonius says, although perhaps it might be more accurate to be 

more blunt and say that Octavia was offered to Pompey as a bribe so that he would find it 

more difficult to politically oppose a family member (26).  In life, Pompey was offered 

Octavia; as in the show, he declined (although in life, he probably did not have sex with 

her first, creating an insult to the Julii and heightening the tension between Caesar and 

Pompey).  But Octavia had not been divorced in preparation for this marriage as she was 

on the show.

This is all well and slightly inaccurate, but it does not suggest a merging of 

character.  What does suggest a merging of character is the name of Octavia’s husband.  It 

is a small thing, but Octavia’s husband in life was named Gaius Marcellus, while on the 

show her husband’s name is Glabius (Suetonius 26).  There could be a few reasons for 

this name change that have nothing to do with character merging.  A second Gaius, in 

Gaius Julius Caesar’s home, might be too confusing for an audience.  Also, the harsh 

sound of the name might make the character less sympathetic, as Glabius is quickly 

dispatched in the fourth episode by the hired men of his ex-mother-in-law Atia (“Stealing 

from Saturn”).  But it could be that Octavia’s husband is suggesting another divorce that 

occurred historically: that of Manius Glabrio and Aemilia Scaurus.  Briefly mentioned in 



Plutarch, the couple divorced at the behest of Lucius Cornelius Sulla so that Aemilia 

could be married to Pompey, despite being pregnant with Glabrio’s child.  This family tie 

did not last long, as Aemelia did not make it through childbirth (571).  That Aemilia 

married Pompey, rather than some forgotten politician, makes the name change 

significant.  Aemilia is suggested in Octavia through their husbands’ similar names.

Octavia’s mother Atia is the character whose actions and personality are probably 

the most fictionalized on the show, and she is the most easily recognized as a merged 

character by the fact that she is stated to be such in one of the show’s special features 

(“Friends, Romans, Countrymen”).  Having little history of her own, Atia is given that of 

Clodia’s, “a married woman so notorious for her very public love-affairs that Cicero 

could claim, apparently with a straight face, that her home served merely as a cover for 

‘lust, extravagance, and every kind of unheard of vice’” (Le Glay et al. 155).  While Atia 

is unmarried—her first husband dying accurately and her historical second husband being 

ignored completely—her love-affairs in the show, with Mark Antony and Timon (“[a]n 

amiable but rapacious brigand and quondam horse trader,” according to the show’s 

website), are as public as Clodia’s have been suggested to be.  There is also another tie 

here, with incestuous behavior.  Plutarch states that Clodia was “a woman of bad conduct, 

with whom Clodius was himself suspected of criminal intercourse” (618).  Although Atia 

herself does not engage in ancestral behavior, her children do.  In “Utica,” Octavia 

seduces her brother at the request of Servilia, who is trying to learn more information 

about her ex-lover Caesar’s mysterious illness.  Octavia here is not Clodia—she is not 

taking the historical figure’s character.  Octavia shows no signs of having a similar 

temperament as her mother and, unlike the suggestion in Plutarch, does not enjoy her 



task.   Rather, in this episode she is a substitute for her mother, to once again suggest 

Clodia.  Atia has no brother in the show with whom to commit incest.

Although the documentary specifically connects Atia with Clodia, she also 

suggests women to come: Messalina and Agrippina, the supposedly-scheming women 

that would follow later in her family line.  A History of Rome seems to pre-suppose the 

reader’s knowledge of Messalina, mentioning her only briefly and vaguely in regards to 

“her doubtless exaggerated escapades” and “[i]ntrigues” (233-34).  Suetonius too is 

strangely vague on the topic of Messalina.  While he is clear on her bigamy, he refers to 

“other disgraceful crimes” and “Messalina’s wounding and insulting behaviour” (176, 

178).  With Agrippina there can be made a more direct argument, as her son Nero is given 

preference over Claudius’s own child Britannicus, just as Atia’s Octavian is given 

preference over Caesar’s own child Caesarion (Le Glay et al. 234).  Still, either way Atia 

belongs to a tradition of Roman villainesses in Caesar’s line.

Cato, Octavia, and Atia are composites of other historical figures. Whether these 

“inaccuracies” in Rome’s historicism add to or detract from the viewer’s overall 

enjoyment is a personal decision most likely based off the amount of knowledge one has 

about the time period and, of course, whether one cares about its historical accuracy to 

begin with.  But it is clear that the creation of these composite characters is an aspect of 

the show that not only adds to the drama but helps to place it in that specific time period 

while also placing it in the larger framework of “Ancient Rome.”
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