Cornelia, Mother of the Gracchi

[bookmark: _GoBack]Cornelia Africana was the daughter of Scipio Africanus the great general of the Second Punic War who had beaten Hannibal at the Battle of Zama in 202 BC.  She was born in 190 BC and lived till she was about 75.  She married the politician Tiberius Gracchus the Elder (he had been Tribune of the Plebs, Praetor, Consul and Censor) when she was 18 (172 BC) and he was 45.  In 19 years of marriage (he died in 153 BC) they had 12 children of whom 3 survived infancy, two sons Tiberius (born after 169 BC) and Gaius (born 154 BC) and a daughter Sempronia (born 170 BC). As a widow Cornelia ensured her sons had the best education available.  They grew up with the sense that it was their duty to right a particular wrong.  Much public land had been given to wealthy landowners which caused many peasants to become homeless.  There was also a problem of recruitment for the army with the lack of land to reward them.  The brothers decided to restore the public land to the peasants and reward poor soldiers with free food and land.  The best way to do this was becoming Tribune of the Plebs.  

Tiberius was elected in 133 BC and set about implementing his reforms.  These were opposed by many landowning senators who resolved to prosecute him at the end of his year in office.  He stood for a second term so the senators arranged for him and 300 supporters to be clubbed to death in the Forum.  In 123 BC Gaius was elected with the support of the Equestrians and embarked on a large programme of reform in addition to land reform concerning courts, grain prices and extending citizenship.  He was elected for a second term but failed to carry out his programme and committed suicide in 121 BC.  3,000 of his followers were arrested and executed.  Cornelia outlived him by a couple of years and after her death the people of Rome voted to put up a statue to her.  The base of this survives.

Plutarch wrote a Life of Tiberius Gracchus relating how his Tiberius the Elder chose to die to save Cornelia leaving her to raise the children:

A story is told that Tiberius once caught a pair of snakes on his bed; the soothsayers considered the omen and did not let him kill or free both of them, but instead offered him a choice, that if the male were killed it would cause Tiberius' death, and if the female, Cornelia's. So Tiberius, both because he loved his wife, and because he thought that it was more fitting for him to die since he was older, and she was still young, killed the male snake, and let the female go. And not long after that he died, leaving twelve children that had been born to him and Cornelia. 

Cornelia took over the children and the household, and proved herself so sensible and motherly and generous that it seemed that Tiberius had made a good decision when he chose to die on behalf of such a woman. When Ptolemy [VI Pharaoh of Egypt 181-146 BC] offered to share his kingdom with her and proposed marriage, Cornelia refused. She remained a widow, and of her children, only a daughter survived, who married Scipio the younger, and the two sons, the subjects of these biographies, Tiberius and Gaius. After they were born she raised them in such a laudable manner that, although they were generally agreed to be the most naturally gifted of all Romans their virtue was regarded as having come from their education rather than their birth. 

Plutarch also wrote a Life of Gaius Gracchus which praised Cornelia's noble nature at the end of her life:

The people of Rome honoured her not less for her children than for her father, and in later times set up a bronze statue of her with the inscription, 'Cornelia, Mother of the Gracchi'. 

Cornelia is said to have borne these and all her misfortunes nobly and magnanimously, and to have said about the shrines where they were buried that their bodies had received worthy tombs. She herself spent her days in the area called Misenum, and did not change her customary way of life. She had many friends and entertained her friends, and there were always Greeks and learned men in her company, and all the kings exchanged gifts with her. She particularly enjoyed discussing with visitors and friends the life and habits of her father Scipio Africanus, and she was most admirable because she did not grieve for her sons and talked to her audience without weeping about their sufferings and their accomplishments, as if she were telling stories to them about the ancient heroes of Rome. 

Some thought that she had lost her mind because she was old and had suffered so greatly, and that she had become insensible because of her misfortunes, but these people were themselves insensible of how much nobility and good birth and education can help people in times of sorrow, and that for all the attempts of virtue to prevent it, she may be overcome by fortune, but in her defeat she cannot be deprived of the power of rational endurance. 

A famous anecdote about Cornelia was recorded by Valerius Maximus in “Memorable Deeds and Sayings” in the C1st AD:

A Campanian matron who was staying with Cornelia, mother of the Gracchi, was showing off her jewels, the most beautiful of that period. Cornelia managed to prolong the conversation until her children got home from school. Then she said, “These are my jewels.”

Cornelia was also renowned as a letter writer, for example, by Cicero.  Some extracts purporting to be from her letters to Gaius were produced by the biographer Cornelius Nepos who lived shortly after her death (c. 110-24 BC).  They date to sometime after Tiberius’s death in 133 BC and before Gaius was elected in 123 BC.  Two examples show why Romans admired her:

You will say that it is a beautiful thing to take on vengeance on enemies. To no one does this seem either greater or more beautiful than it does to me, but only if it is possible to pursue these aims without harming our country. But seeing as that cannot be done, our enemies will not perish for a long time and for many reasons, and they will be as they are now rather than have our country be destroyed and perish. 

The second is rather longer:

I would take a solemn oath, that apart from those who killed Tiberius Gracchus, no one has given me so much pain as you in this matter, who ought to undertake the part of all children I have ever had, and to make sure that I should have as little worry as possible in my old age, and that, whatever your schemes might be, you should wish them to be agreeable to me, and that you should count it a sin to take any major step against my wishes, especially considering that I have only a little part of life left.
Is it quite impossible to cooperate for even that short space of time without your opposing me and ruining our country? Where will it all end? Will our family ever cease from madness? Can a bound ever be put to it? Shall we ever cease to dwell on affronts, both causing and suffering them? Shall we ever begin to feel true shame for confounding and destroying the constitution? But if that is quite impossible, when I am dead, then seek the Tribunate.

Do what you like so far as I am concerned, when I am not there to know it. When I am dead, you will sacrifice to me and invoke me as your hallowed parent. At that time, you will not be ashamed to seek the intercession of those hallowed ones whom alive and present you treated with such abandonment and desertion? May Jove above not let you persist in this nor let such lunacy enter you mind! But if you do persist, I fear that through your own fault you will encounter so much trouble throughout your whole life that at no time will you be able to rest content.

