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Secrets of the Dead: The Nero Files
Premieres Wednesday, February 20 at 10 p.m. on PBS (check local
listings)
Streams February 21 via pbs.org/secrets and PBS apps
Synopsis
The Roman emperor Nero is considered one of history’s greatest criminals. His name
has become synonymous with evil, as historic accounts have accused him of killing his
stepbrother, his wife and his mother, as well persecuting Christians and instigating
the devastating Great Fire of Rome. This is the judgement that is passed in history
from one generation to the next, but are these accounts of Nero’s reign accurate? New
scientific discoveries and a closer examination of the ancient texts written about Nero
cast a different light on the Roman emperor and the accusations levelled against him.
Secrets of the Dead: The Nero Files follows internationally renowned criminal
psychologist Thomas Müller and a team of scientists and historians as they
investigate the new evidence in order to discover the truth about the controversial
emperor.
Short Listing
Take another look at the life of Nero and find out what history may have gotten wrong about
him.

Long Listing
Take a closer look at the life and legend of Nero, the infamous Roman emperor, as a forensic
profiler attempts to find out what history may have gotten wrong about his alleged tyranny.
Running Time: 60 minutes
Notable Talent
•

Thomas Müller - criminal psychologist

•

Martin Zimmermann – ancient historian

•

Wolfgang Bicker – forensic toxicologist

•

Marcus Reuter – director, Rheinisches Landesmuseum Trier

•

Manfred Clauss – ancient historian

•

Paul Schubert – classical scholar

•

Rebecca R. Benefiel - historian

Noteworthy Moments in Nero’s Timeline
•

As his stepson, Nero should not have inherited the throne after Claudius’ death. But
Brittanicus, the rightful heir as Claudius’ biological son, was too young to become
emperor, allowing Nero to take control. It is believed that Nero had Britannicus
killed by poisoning his drink to eliminate a potential adversary.

•

It is believed that Nero turned to matricide because of an ongoing power struggle
with his mother Agrippina. He engineered a plan to have her swept off a boat and
drowned at sea.

•

The phrase ‘fiddling while Rome burned,” refers to the belief that Nero played music
while watching the destruction of his city. He’s also been accused of starting the
terrible blaze in order to make room for his own construction projects and then, after
blaming Christians for the fire, had them brutally and publically executed.

•

In one of the darkest tales of Nero’s reign, it is believed the emperor killed his wife,
Poppaea Sabina, by kicking her in the stomach while she was pregnant with their
child.

Buzzworthy Moments
•

In a modern-day forensic laboratory, scientists attempt to discover if the most
effective poisons of ancient Rome—plant toxins from yew trees, lilies of the valley,
hemlock and wolf’s bane—could have killed Britannicus in the manner described by
ancient storytellers.

•

An experiment in a ship model basin reconstructs an ancient Roman ship to
determine what kind of modifications would have been necessary to create an
opening at the bottom of the ship that someone could suddenly fall through without

also sinking the ship. The model includes two trap doors, one opening inward, and
the other outward, to determine how Agrippina might have fallen out.
•

An experiment showing how the Great Fire of Rome could have broken out and
spread so rapidly reexamines the ancient city’s fire-prone infrastructure on the dry,
hot wind of that summer evening.

•

A team of experts decipher text from an unearthed papyri dating back to Roman
times from excavations in Egypt. It contains Nero’s name and references to a dying
woman, his wife Poppaea Sabina, providing clues to determine what caused her
death.

•

The excavations of the ancient Roman city of Pompeii revealed 80 inscriptions on the
walls of buildings from citizens, which included praise for the emperor.

Series Overview
At the intersection of science and history, Secrets of the Dead uses the latest scientific
discoveries to challenge prevailing ideas and throw fresh light on unexplained historical
events.
Production Credits
Secrets of the Dead: The Nero Files is a production of Interspot Film in association with
THIRTEEN Productions LLC for WNET. Directed by Klaus T. Steindl. Stephanie Carter is
executive producer for Secrets of the Dead.
Underwriters
Funding for Secrets of the Dead is provided by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting,
and by public television viewers.
About WNET
WNET is America’s flagship PBS station: parent company of New York’s THIRTEEN and
WLIW21 and operator of NJTV, the statewide public media network in New Jersey. Through its
new ALL ARTS multi-platform initiative, its broadcast channels, three cable services (THIRTEEN
PBSKids, Create and World) and online streaming sites, WNET brings quality arts, education and
public affairs programming to more than five million viewers each month. WNET produces and
presents a wide range of acclaimed PBS series, including Nature, Great Performances,
American Masters, PBS NewsHour Weekend, and the nightly interview program
Amanpour and Company. In addition, WNET produces numerous documentaries, children’s
programs, and local news and cultural offerings, as well as multi-platform initiatives addressing
poverty and climate. Through THIRTEEN Passport and WLIW Passport, station members can
stream new and archival THIRTEEN, WLIW and PBS programming anytime, anywhere.
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