
AUTHOR Q&A: David László Conhaim on his groundbreaking novel SPURIUS

· What inspired you to write the novel? Why did you want to write it and why are you the person to tell the story?

I’m the person to tell the story because in 2,200 years, I’m the only person who has told it in book form in either fiction or non-fiction in any language. There have been a few academic papers published about Rome’s suppression of the Bacchanalia and speculation that Livy—in telling the only full account to come down to us from the classical world—embellished the story, turning it into a morality tale and a bit of a soap opera. For my purposes, I took him at his word and enhanced the love story at the heart of the tale, but I also expanded the scope to put the conspiracy into the context of the times, an age in which Rome was still haunted by Hannibal’s punishing war against her, and the fact that he was still a living threat, albeit from modern day Turkey. In short, it was a great story worth delivering to the public. It took 23 years, but we finally pulled it off with the 2023 paperback edition, followed by Kulturalis’s luxury illustrated edition published this year.

· What makes Spurius himself compelling?  Tell us more about him as a person - both historically and in the novel.

We know practically nothing of Spurius except that he was Consul of Rome in the year 186 BCE, the year that he dealt with the Bacchanalians—successfully it must be said from the Roman senate’s point of view—while his consular colleague Marcius dealt rather unsuccessfully with the Gallic Ligurian threat in northern Italy. Little is known about Spurius beyond that except that he was a member of the patrician Postumii, one of the great families of the Roman republic. 
  
· Why does this story matter - and why now?

A great story is a great story, period. Spurius has been called “The Name of the Rose of ancient Rome.” Why did The Name of the Rose matter back in the 1980s? I don’t mean to be flippant. But if you want to dive deeper into Spurius’s possible topical relevance to today’s readers, it’s a tale of religious paranoia, state fear, societal panic, persecution, moral rot—in short a society coming apart at the seams in real time. Every reader may be able to relate to this today. It’s also a story of great power politics and clashes, of fighting wars of choice motivated by revenge or fear of a state’s unknowable future intentions. Again, all too familiar stuff in our times. 

· What does the novel suggest about how republics become empires?

In a word, security. First Rome, for purposes of its own protection, when it was just an emerging regional power, began to butt heads with other peoples on the Italian peninsula, the Greeks, the Etruscans. As it grew as a Western mediterranean power it became a peer competitor of Carthage, which it bested in three consecutive wars, leading it to become a major regional power. That eventually caused it to set its sights on Greece, which, in turn, brought it into conflict with Asia’s Antiochus the Great. Suddenly Rome—in just decades from its defeat of Hannibal—became a regional hegemon, but unlike Sparta whose empire was short-lived after it finally bested Athens, Rome knew what to do with empire, and…the rest is history.

· How does the novel relate to questions of political fear and propaganda today?

Broadly speaking, it’s about how states use fear to tighten their grip on their own people, to clean house in the interests of national security and empire-building. Both could be argued in the case of Spurius. Livy quotes him in his address to the Senate as fearful that young men capable of bearing arms who’ve sworn an oath to Bacchus might not make reliable soldiers on the battlefield.

· What do you think ancient Rome can still show us about power and public morality?

Each age had its moralists. Polybius, who was a Greek hostage at Rome, tried to explain how Rome in a short period of time made the Mediterranean her lake; Livy, writing a century later, attempted to moralize the past as a warning to his contemporaries about how, if not tightly controlled, a society that once prided itself on austerity could become wrecked by immoderateness. Spurius sees this happening in 146 BC as Rome needlessly obliterates both Carthage and Rome in the same year, and it causes him to look back at a time—exactly forty years before, when—however fleetingly—he saved the state from moral decay. Polybius’ famous formula that democracy devolves into chaos only to be remedied by dictatorship should give us pause for thought.

· How would you pitch this novel to someone who does not usually read historical fiction?

When I was in high school, my father used to tell me to give a new book 100 pages to prove itself, but, I confess, that was too many pages for Daniel Deronda. I get it. But what was it Sam-I-Am said? “Try it, try it, you might like it!”

· What research did you do, and what surprised you most?

The research began with Livy’s beginning-to-end account of the conspiracy. From there I plunged into those ancient historians who could contribute to the greater story of Rome’s relationship with the Mediterranean. Naturally Michael Grant and other modern historians and observers were crucial. I considered any history, no matter how ancient, significant to the text if it informed my ability to feel into the past and facilitate my impersonation of a Roman to whom such history and historiography were surely present in his own mind. That’s why I cite Thucydides in my bibliography. For tone, in equal parts I drew from Cicero, Tacitus, and Gore Vidal.

· Where does the book stay closest to the historical record?

Again, the historical record is suspect. We know the cult was proscribed because we have a bronze decree of the Roman senate all but banning it. With regard to the Bacchic affair, I stay pretty close to Livy’s account. As concerns the actual machinations of the senate’s documented response, he’s entirely reliable—it’s as if he had a copy of the decree posted by his desk. Rest assured, as an historical fictionist, I try to observe and report, to animate history responsibly—but at the end of the day, I’m an entertainer prone to using poetic license. For example—and this describes a series of illustrations in the Kulturalis edition—there’s a scene where Spurius is fitted with a breastplate under his toga to protect him from assassination. Well, that’s right out of Cicero’s Catilinarian addresses…`In another instance, I put Spurius at an historical event where in reality Flamininus was. But in each instance, I was drawing from real events.

· How would you describe the book in 10 seconds (for a short broadcast introduction)
It’s 186 BC. Spurius, Consul of Rome, is awakened in his bedchamber by unusual commotion echoing from the Grove of Stimula—beating drums, crashing cymbals, chanting voices. This rude awakening is prelude to Spurius’s all-out war on the cult of Bacchus. [From the forthcoming video trailer] 

· What makes the novel page-turning rather than scholarly?

Dare I say it’s both? I was interviewed by a 20-something-year-old from the Save Ancient Studies Alliance. Though I was surprised that such a young reader found the novel a page-turner, in my teens I couldn’t put down The Name of the Rose.

What are the three interview angles you would most enjoy discussing in a history podcast for the general public?

1. You’ve used the term “animating history” to describe your style of writing. Elsewhere you’ve called yourself an observer, a reporter, and describe “feeling into history.” Explain what you mean by each and take us through your process of “impersonating” an ancient Roman and bringing his world to life.
2. From Polybius to Livy: How two ancient historians—one Greek, the other Roman—explained the Roman republic’s rise…and the makings of its fall. What can we learn from their perspectives and the lessons they impart when coming to terms with where we are headed today?
3. “Carthage must be destroyed!” Was Cato the Elder the original Realist?

· What would you most want an interviewer to understand about the book before speaking to you?

Even when I first marketed the manuscript in 2004 as The Bacchic Conspiracy, it was an old-fashioned novel by design and aspirations—with it, its author hoped to achieve a literary and historiographical work on par with the greats of the genre. Its author would not compromise to create a conventional page-turner emphasizing the more salacious elements. When I was offered representation four years later, in 2008, on the condition that I transform the novel into more escapist fare, I refused on the basis that the first book-length treatment in any language of its subject deserved a serious treatment, not film-fiction. My ambition was to enter Spurius into the pantheon with, by design and precedent, the go-to novel on him and the extraordinary event over which he presided. Decades later the subject remained unpopularized though, by then, a few papers had been published on it, so I seized the chance for a publishing first.

