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Making Roman Monarchy: Tiberius, Second King of Rome 

 

Abstract 

 

 This dissertation examines the reign of the Roman emperor Tiberius to characterize it as 

one of uncertainty along multiples axes. This period in Roman history presented opportunity and 

necessity for society to adapt to the reality of a princeps at its head, in a newly enduring position 

previously held only by Augustus on his own authority. I first establish the lack of a fully 

coherent ideology alongside limited choices for ritualized response at the accession of Tiberius 

through an examination of the oath sworn after Augustus’ death. Next, through the medium of 

provincial coinage bearing Latin legends I show the variation in early expressions of Tiberius’ 

role, suggestive of a developing ideology consistent in its broad strokes but not yet standardized. 

Both the oath and coinage have connections to the Republican past. I then address this same 

process of acculturation to the role of the princeps through a reading of Tacitus’ Annals, 

bolstered by epigraphic, numismatic, and other literary evidence. In so doing I develop a model 

to explain the prominence of moderatio in ancient sources relating to this period and show how 

its practice, while seeming apt for moments of uncertainty, in fact restricted the options available 

to all elite actors at Rome, Tiberius included. I attribute the historical legacy of Tiberius to this 

process. I then consider contemporary literature under Tiberius, finding most of all a desire to 

connect the Principate with an idealized Republican past, as well as a retreat from specificity in 

literature that matches the actions of the senate. I conclude by briefly examining the reign of the 

emperor Domitian as a point of contrast to illustrate the specificity of Rome’s response to the 

first inheritance of the powers of the princeps.  
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Introduction 

 
This dissertation presents a new vision of the emperor Tiberius and his role in the 

development of Roman monarchic practices. The reclusive nature of the second emperor is 

widely reported in ancient sources, and evident in modern scholarship too. In history books 

Tiberius largely lives in the shadow of Augustus, as he did in his own time. Such a view of 

Rome’s second emperor is incomplete, but not entirely unwarranted. Two modern biographies of 

Tiberius — both from the 1970s, and both since updated and revised — have partially filled the 

gap; Barbara Levick’s Tiberius the Politician is the best place to form an understanding of 

Tiberius’ life and time in power.1 As the title of this dissertation suggests, I examine Tiberius 

primarily for his role in the construction of Rome’s peculiar conception of monarchy.  

It is clear from the attention Augustus paid to succession that he intended his ad hoc 

governing arrangement to endure beyond his lifetime, whether for the good of Rome or to secure 

his own personal legacy through the blessings of stability, and probably for both reasons. There 

is every indication that Tiberius was not his first choice for successor, and the two men shared no 

blood relation. “Semi-hereditary monarchy” neatly encapsulates the strangeness of Rome’s 

system of emperors, with relatively little bloodline continuity but strong continuity in the 

institution itself.2 Had both Augustus and Tiberius not lived and ruled well into their seventies 

Roman monarchy might look very different. 

 
1 Levick 1999. The other biography is Seager 2005. 
 
2 The locus classicus for this discussion is Tac. Hist. 1.15-16, where Galba adopts Piso and comments on the 
need for deliberate choice in succession. 
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But they did, and the fundamental role of the emperor as the most powerful actor in the 

state through his legal, political, economic, and military influence, and as the figurehead of the 

empire at large, did not change for centuries afterwards.3 It is in developing the limits and proper 

exercise of power that Tiberius proves most interesting. I contend that the political ideology 

supported by (and in turn supporting) a stable view of the emperor’s role in state and society was 

not fully developed under Tiberius and could not be readily articulated by him or his subjects. 

This did not bode well for Roman elites. 

The goal of this dissertation, then, is to examine Tiberius’ reign as one most of all 

dominated by uncertainty and negotiation. My concern in so doing is to establish that under 

Tiberius – generally accounted one of the ‘bad’ emperors – there was neither fully centralized 

control nor a mature ideology to account for the Principate. I refer to this phenomenon variously, 

often as “(ideological) space.” By this term I mean the absence of widely shared understanding 

of the princeps’ role in state and society, as well as the lack of institutionalized practices for 

interactions with the emperor. In tracing the evolution of ideology, I find articulations of the role 

of the princeps originating beyond the imperial house and its closest adherents, both at Rome and 

in the provinces. That is, initiative in defining the princeps can be found beyond the domus 

Augusta, evidence of negotiation over what position Tiberius would occupy.  

The unique difficulty of first defining what the princeps was and would become fell on 

Tiberius’ time: it is only with the first succession of power that there is a Roman (rather than 

Augustan) system of monarchy. A secondary but important argument of this work is that 

Tiberius’ role as first successor — and thus embodiment of the permanence of change — 

 
3 On the emperor as symbol, an idea present in most modern scholarship on ideology, I have been especially 
influenced by Ando 2000 and Noreña 2011, both addressed specifically below. I note my disagreements with 
each author, and both are concerned primarily with what happens in the provinces, which is part of my focus 
but not central. 
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accounts for a considerable degree of opprobrium attached to him, and not merely in hostile 

authors like Tacitus who are arguably critical of the system as a whole. It also held explanatory 

power for the period as a whole. I present evidence that there was genuine uncertainty regarding 

what the powers and limits of the princeps (as distinct from Augustus) were at this point in 

Rome’s history, and that this uncertainty created difficulties in the process of acculturation to the 

new system.  

In tracing this change in ideology and function across sectors of Roman life at their nexus 

with official power, I am guided by three key findings. First, political ideology had not yet found 

a home for the princeps and the Principate. There was not a standardized, broadly accessible set 

of actions or ideals to safely guide interaction with Tiberius, nor were there clear limits on how 

and when Tiberius should wield his power. Some patterns had doubtless developed under 

Augustus through sheer longevity, but experience in how to address the next king was scarcer. At 

Rome especially, I find that this was haltingly resolved through integration of the Principate into 

a Republican ideology that persisted before and after Augustus, which was enlarged to 

accommodate the princeps during Tiberius’ reign. 

The use of the term Republican is, as ever, difficult in its application to Rome. Could 

meaningfully Republican ideology be professed by the autocratic Augustus? Would that make it 

simply a tool of autocracy? I hope in large part to dodge the issue, especially wherever it does 

not bear on my argument. The nature of surviving literary evidence has kindly conspired to 

enable me in this evasion, and the sources most relevant for my analysis all fall (more or less) in 

the second half of the 1st century BCE or later. For these reasons, my use of the term Republican 

refers either to: (a) the period of Rome’s past that preceded and overlapped with Augustus and in 

which the Roman state functioned or was thought to have functioned under the guidance of its 
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typical bodies and institutions; or more commonly (b) an ideological conception of Rome that 

centers the senate’s (rather than emperor’s) authority, maintains the traditional rights and 

obligations of political offices as acting in balance (and ideally concert) with each other to 

manage the state, and self-consciously connects itself to Rome’s past as it was remembered, 

regardless of the accuracy of that commemoration.  

I rarely range beyond what is generally termed the Late Republic, though periodization has 

recently been fruitfully reconsidered.4 Because I am most concerned with Tiberius’ time, it does 

not matter as much whether Cicero faithfully represented the political functioning around him; it 

is sufficient that he enjoyed broad currency as a Republican authority in later years. An author 

like Livy, writing under Augustus in multiple senses, can express Republican ideology on model 

(b) by deliberately presenting a story as part of a unified Roman past, with implicit or explicit 

judgement of the functioning of Rome’s major social institutions, provided that those institutions 

reflect a balance of power that does not acknowledge the supremacy of Augustus. I hold to these 

broad precepts, but there are doubtless slips. I hope that the contrast between an ideology that 

supports a division of power among various offices and civic institutions on the one hand, and 

expressions of overwhelming power by the princeps on the other, will be clear enough as not to 

meaningfully detract from general understanding of my analysis. I use the term Principate to 

refer to moments and situations in which the power of the princeps is the obvious and 

acknowledged dominant factor, and any time from the accession of Tiberius onward. 

The second major finding is that Tiberius himself did not dictate the process delineating the 

emperor’s constraints and prerogatives. To put it differently, Tiberius did not define the role of 

 
4 Flower 2010 provides a new way of thinking about the broader republican era, challenging the traditional 
periodization of Early, Middle and Late by subdividing the time between the Regal period and the empire into 
six separate republics and various pre-, post-, and transitional periods.   



 5 

the princeps in the broader empire. For a variety of reasons, other sectors of society had an 

interest in the emperor’s success, and shaped how he operated and was received. On this point I 

am tracing lines like those of other modern scholars, but to different ends. Greg Rowe has shown 

how the senate, along with other major strata of society, reoriented itself towards aggrandizing 

the royal house through a focus on its younger members, and he uses much of the physical 

evidence from Tiberius’ reign that I myself do.5 The stability that the princes were thought to 

promise is part of the story, but in this work I attempt to show the evolution of the princeps’ role 

specifically. I take the impulse that Rowe has convincingly identified – intense loyalism to the 

emperor as an organizing principle – and look for cracks; the difficulty of knowing how to 

properly express loyalism under Tiberius is central to my argument. With Rowe’s are the 

arguments of Clifford Ando, who has laid out one method of thinking about the construction of a 

Roman identity through reliance on (and manufacture of) consensus.6 His focus is broader and 

generally later than my own, and the asynchronous approach in his work limits its utility for 

close study of a particular emperor, especially Rome’s second. I have found his presentation of 

Augustus as a charismatic ruler on the Weberian model very influential on my own exploration 

of stability, succession, and its constraints, but I aim to delve more deeply into how this was 

articulated in a pre-consensus world while showing the multidirectional and overlapping power 

relations that shaped the role of princeps.  

Carlos Noreña has demonstrated the initiative of non-Roman actors in constructing 

imperial identity through his exploration of numismatic evidence.7 His work begins with the 

 
5 Rowe 2002. 
 
6 Ando 2000. 
 
7 Noreña 2011.  
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Flavians, and thus answers a different question, related to my own but shorn of the immediacy 

that the first succession created. Matthew Rollins has charted some of the development of 

imperial ideology, including under Tiberius, through a predominantly literary angle, and Eleanor 

Cowan has written much on various aspects of Tiberius’ reign.8 My hope is to land somewhere 

between these scholars, through an exposition of specifically Tiberian issues and sources that 

also, I think, has something to offer to our wider understanding of the Roman Principate. The 

clear existence of ideological space under Tiberius is striking, and I aim to show that it is 

intimately connected to the contemporary trouble and later commemoration of his reign. Instead 

of matters of personality – which, it must be said, seem to have played a role – I focus whenever 

possible on structural issues to explain both Tiberius’ and others’ actions.  

This leads to the third key finding of my work: the process of acculturation to a system 

dominated by the princeps generated two important outcomes. Firstly, it is partly responsible for 

Tiberius’ posthumous reputation as a prototypical tyrant. Tiberius is a fascinating character, and 

in some ways did not help his own legacy, as with his withdrawal to Capri. Secondly and 

relatedly, I find that it is paradoxically his reticence to wield his power fully and openly that has 

done the most harm to his reputation, and that also engendered the greatest conflicts under his 

rule. I use the term moderatio, in line with ancient sources, as a shorthand for Tiberius’ restraint 

in the full exercise of his influence and authority, and show this restraint led not to a Republican 

working arrangement or circumscribed role for the princeps, but instead to a widespread 

paralysis in the politics of Rome, with the only safe avenue being deference and overzealous 

seeking of the emperor’s favor. In short, Tiberius’ unwillingness to act as forcefully as future 

emperors would counterintuitively reinforced the emperor’s importance to the system that 

 
8 Rollins 2001 and 2018, with much between the two. Cowan 2009a and 2009b.  
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developed. Later characterizations of Tiberius as a tyrant owe much to this fact, and the tension 

between an operative Republican ideology and the sporadic exercise of monarchic control could 

not be satisfactorily resolved.  

These are the two claims and three key findings of my work, all interrelated. Tiberius’ reign 

was one of uncertainty and negotiation, and his role as first successor, crucial to understanding 

the conflict of the time, was responsible for much of that uncertainty. The result of this situation 

was an unsettled political ideology that blended the Republican past with the new Principate. 

Tiberius and imperial actors did not have full control of the process; local, senatorial, and elite 

initiative played a part. Tiberius’ preference for restraint, perhaps meant to facilitate the growth 

of a stable shared understanding, in fact undermined the process. This aspect of his rule 

paradoxically emphasized the importance of the princeps to many facets of Roman life, and at 

the same time gave rise to the historical memory of Tiberius as a capricious tyrant. 

The general course of my argument is as follows. I show first that from the very beginning 

there was some understanding of the importance of the princeps at and shortly after the death of 

Augustus, but that there was not yet a cohesive ideology operative across Rome and its 

provinces, or even at all levels of Roman society in the city itself. This establishes the existence 

of ideological space, which was partially filled through actions that Tiberius did not request or 

administer, and at times these actions were directly contrary to Tiberius’ wishes. Having 

established this uncertainty from the outset, I next consider Tiberius’ interactions with elites at 

Rome. His status as successor is crucial here, and I explore its importance while developing a 

model for moderatio as prompting a vicious feedback loop, where each step back by Tiberius 

only necessitated closer adherence to him by the senate. I next consider literature under Tiberius, 

finding there the clearest contemporary expression of Republican ideology being reshaped to 
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allow room for the princeps. I close with a brief examination of the reign of Domitian, as a 

means of highlighting the uniqueness of the role Tiberius played in developing the ideology and 

practice of Roman monarchy. I do this in five chapters, briefly summarized below.  

Chapter 1 begins with Tiberius’ accession to power. In this chapter I trace the evidence of 

individual and communal initiative in the very creation of Tiberius as emperor, recorded as an 

oath to support him. Such an action has both Republican precedent at Rome and provincial 

history. The transition of power was unprecedented, however, and could not have employed the 

tools of previous ritualization to determine the response to Augustus’ death. In the absence of 

prescribed actions, both Roman elites and provincial communities expressed their understanding 

of Augustan ideology through the oath they took to Tiberius. This act would be regulated and 

ritualized later in the Principate as an annual event, a fact that demonstrates the active creation of 

a new ideology comprising both new and old circumstances.  

Chapter 2 continues my efforts to identify spaces for non-imperial initiative through an 

examination of Livia focalized through her appearance on provincial coinage, specifically coins 

bearing Latin legends. Later taxonomies sometimes refer to the two classes of coinage in the 

Empire as ‘Roman’ (not provincial) and ‘Greek’ because these productions were so limited and 

short-lived; Latin-bearing coins not minted under the direct control of Rome disappeared during 

and shortly after Tiberius’ reign. I find significant space between local conceptions of Livia’s role 

and the wishes of Tiberius as expressed in ancient historiography.  Manifest in these coins is an 

imperfect understanding of ideology under the Principate. Livia’s role was built on trends begun 

under the Republic, but numismatic evidence shows fundamental differences between the past 

and present incompatible with traditional Republican ideology.  
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In Chapter 3 I address Tiberius’ reception by ancient historians. As often in Roman 

historiography, understandings of his reign have been expressed and understood with reference 

to his character. This is not unreasonable in examining a system that was functionally autocratic, 

and personality surely affected negotiations over ideology and power, as well as senatorial 

actions and functioning. To maintain a structural analysis, I show that actions and incentives can 

be adduced to explain the difficulties of Tiberius’ reign; much of his reputation derives from the 

mismatch of form (Republican) and function (imperial), leading to charges of hypocrisy and 

dissimulation against Tiberius. Moderatio is the core concept by which to understand how 

Tiberius expressed his reluctance to establish the boundaries of his own power, and contributed 

to the establishment of recusatio as a facet of Roman imperial rule.9 With a cogent ideology of 

the Principate yet to be established as distinct from the Republican ideals that had dominated 

Roman thinking to that point, the inconsistent application of force inherent in moderatio did not 

galvanize active participation but discouraged it along all save a few key lines, namely those 

concerned with the aggrandizement of the princeps. I close the chapter by presenting a 

theoretical model by which to understand relationships between the princeps and elites at Rome 

as a distinct category of analysis, where challenges were far greater than across the wider Roman 

world. It is from this class that the hostile tradition arises, and they that were most affected by the 

uncertainty created by Tiberius’ policies. I engage throughout with the writing of Tacitus, a 

vicious critic of Tiberius and most responsible for modern conceptions of the time.  

Having established in Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 the lack of a centrally directed ideological 

program and shown its negative effects on both Roman society and the commemoration of 

Tiberius in Chapter 3, in Chapter 4 I consider the contemporary understanding of Tiberius. I 

 
9 The most recent full-scale work on this is topic is Huttner 2004, but many others cited within my work touch 
on it. I view recusatio as related to but distinct from moderatio. 
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focus on two authors, Valerius Maximus and Velleius Paterculus, who provide the two most 

significant literary testaments from this period. I consider both writers not only on the topic of 

Tiberius, but on the understandings they express of the time in which they lived. I find in each a 

strong urge to place contemporary society within the Republican past, but with a new space 

carved out for Tiberius atop society as a guarantor of stability and, ironically, a continuator of 

traditional greatness. I demonstrate that literature of the period also shows a new reticence to 

engage with their modernity directly, analogous to the same impulse away from engagement in 

politics. This is best shown in and may have contributed to the development of a focus on 

exempla as a means to examine the past.  

Finally, in Chapter 5 I offer a coda to my study in the form of Domitian. Domitian’s interest 

in Tiberius was noted by Suetonius in a suggestive comment, but I find further evidence that 

Domitian likely did exhibit some attachment to Tiberius. A dominant theme in the 

commemoration of both emperors is the prominence of prosecutions and the degradation of 

senatorial liberty, leading to an environment rife with distrust, secrecy, and surveillance. After 

briefly surveying Domitian’s reign along the pertinent axes, I consider why these two emperors 

might be paired together and use their respective reigns to highlight the peculiarity of Tiberius’ 

position. How two men ruling in very different contexts came to be similarly remembered offers 

suggestions for understanding each in their own world, and to show the development of the 

ideology of the Principate more generally. I end with some brief concluding remarks.  

Unless otherwise indicated, I have followed the most recent Loeb text for minor authors in 

this work. Where I treat an author more extensively or there are important textual concerns I 

have made use of the appropriate commentaries and scholarship, specified in footnotes and my 

bibliography. All translations are my own unless otherwise indicated. In discussing inscriptions I 



 11 

have generally followed the Leiden conventions, with the exception of the Senatus Consultum de 

Cn. Pisone Patre (abbreviated as SCPP throughout) in Chapter 3, where I adopt the sigla used by 

Cooley 2023, with appropriate explanation. I have followed the standards of the Oxford Classical 

Dictionary 3rd edition in abbreviating the names and works of ancient authors, occasionally 

writing out the author’s full name as an aid to the reader when they are lesser known. 



 12 

Chapter 1: Accession: Oaths in the Late Republic and Early Principate 

 
“He said: ‘I shall always be consistent and never change my ways, so long as I am 
of sound mind. But the senate should beware the precedent of swearing itself to 
the actions of any man, since he may, through some misfortune, be himself 
changed.’” 1  

(Suetonius, Tiberius 67.3) 
 

 
A guiding principle of this dissertation is that Roman society was actively reconstituting 

itself under Tiberius to accommodate his supremacy. Tiberius’ public embrace of the value of 

moderatio played a key part, but it was not a process entirely under his control. From the very 

outset of his reign – which commenced, for all intents and purposes and despite some initial 

uncertainty, immediately at the death of Augustus – other actors could and did influence how the 

new Principate would function. Evidence suggests widespread agreement that there was a 

Principate, but its terms were not clear. It had been to that point simply the powers and influence 

of Augustus, made more or less corporeal across a wide range of sectors. How it would endure 

was the most pressing question. There were no serious contenders for supreme power still alive 

beyond Tiberius except for those who might, as happened decades later, seize it by force. 

In the event Rome seemed to cry out for Tiberius as leader. This may be a surprising 

assertion given his later reputation, but the earliest actions recorded on the passing of Augustus 

clearly show widespread demand that Tiberius assume the role, with the major voice of restraint 

being Tiberius himself. It is with the very start of his reign that my project begins, through 

examining how he came to power after Augustus’ death. In a tense, unprecedented situation, key 

leaders fell back onto what I show to be a thoroughly Republican practice, enlarged and made to 

 
1 ait: similem se semper sui futurum nec umquam mutaturum mores suos, quam diu sanae mentis fuisset; sed 
exempli causa cavendum esse, ne se senatus in acta cuiusquam obligaret, quia aliquo casu mutari posset. 
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accommodate Augustus’ position with conquered territories and peoples. Other trappings of 

kingly inheritance were inadequate because of Rome’s longstanding revulsion towards that 

office, at least in name. To acknowledge Tiberius in these terms would have rent asunder the 

ideological fabric by which Rome still operated. As with so much under Augustus leaders, 

politicians, and communities invented new ways to recognize autocratic dominance without 

straining Republic practices past their breaking point. They did break eventually, but radical 

rupture and gradual accommodation are two different things. Republican practice fitted itself into 

an autocratic mold slowly, under pressure over the course of decades. Instead of snapping it was 

reforged, for good or ill, into a much more durable form than it would likely otherwise have 

obtained in light of the bloody century preceding the transition.  

It is remarkable that a Republican ideology persisted so long after the Gracchi brothers 

pushed on its foundations and bloodshed ensued, but that is a project for another time.2 The 

present chapter demonstrates how a Republican institution, that of official oath-taking, spread 

from military roots to leaders of state in times of crisis. Under Augustus the practice extended to 

subject communities and became a facet of his domination. When he died, having left clear 

indications of a chosen successor but no process for managing such a feat, first leading senators 

then the empire at large used oaths to express support for Tiberius’ rule. It was a traditional 

action, but not mandated by any central authority. It outstripped the machinations of the senate’s 

and Tiberius’ own deliberations. This early oath at Tiberius’ accession is an example of 

decentralized decision-making, based on shared ideology rather than legal form, and one which 

reinforced the Principate as Rome’s new model of governance from the ground up, even in the 

 
2 This of course is the traditional (Roman) view of the origins of political violence, e.g. Appian B.C. 1.2. The 
lateness of our sources doubtless conceals so much turmoil of the middle Republic, but this is simply 
inescapable. 
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face of an outwardly reluctant leader. This aspect of Tiberius’ accession has not been previously 

examined, and indeed scholarship on Roman oaths in general lags behind its Greek 

counterparts.3 It provides the earliest example of empty ideological space at the transition from 

Augustan domination to the Principate as a governing paradigm and shows the role of non-

imperial actors in filling this void. 

 

1.1 The Role and Function of Oaths 
 
In modern analyses oaths fall into two categories: either assertory (vouchsafing the 

accuracy of a statement) or promissory (promising future action), in both cases supported by the 

invocation of a deity or deities to punish the swearer should they swear falsely. The most recent 

of a long running series of publications on oaths in ancient Greece by Alan Sommerstein defines 

them as comprising three parts:4 

(1) The swearer makes a declaration. 
(2) The swearer specifies, explicitly or implicitly, a superhuman power or powers as 
witnesses to the declaration and guarantors of its truth.  
(3) The swearer calls down a conditional curse on him/herself, to take effect if the 
assertion is false or if the promise is violated, as the case may be; that is, (s)he prays that 
in that event (s)he may suffer punishment from the guarantor power. This element need 
not be explicitly spelt out; it is often left to be understood from the words of the oath 
itself…. At any rate, whether explicit or not, it is the key defining feature of an oath: an 
oath is a declaration whose credibility is fortified by a conditional self-curse. 

 

Seeing oaths as a “conditional self-curse” points to two key elements of the practice. First, 

it is internally generated: one cannot be made subject to an oath one did not swear.5 There is, 

 
3 Partly due to the difference in practice of the institution of oath-taking, much more prevalent in the East.  
 
4 Adapted from Sommerstein and Torrance 2014: 1-2. 
 
5 This does not, however, prevent coercion in their swearing (on which see below).  



 15 

therefore, a personal connection between the swearer and the object of the oath. Second, and 

corollary to the first point, is the fact that promissory oaths constrain the swearer’s future actions. 

To avoid the curse, the conditions promised must be maintained.  

Oaths sworn collectively are thus an extraordinarily powerful tool. Such oaths not only 

bind each individual to their promise, they unite the collective group in a shared course of action, 

from which no individual can stray without harm. Below, I trace the evolution of oaths in Roman 

society and politics from their origins in the Roman Republic into the early Principate. In the arc 

of their history we can see how personal obligation, expressed in the form of an oath, became a 

potent means for securing political power. The use of oaths also created a new communicative 

paradigm, and during Augustus’ reign contributed to a sociopolitical reordering at the expense of 

established institutions. This process came to a head at the accession of Tiberius, when oaths 

were deployed to support the extraconstitutional inheritance of one-person rule. Precisely 

because of their personal nature, they offered a method to acknowledge the realities of power 

without directly confronting the Republican model that was so important to Rome’s self-

presentation. 

Sommerstein, along with most scholarship on oaths in antiquity, focuses on the Greek-

speaking world, but this definition can suitably apply to Roman contexts as well.6 From the 

Republican era onwards oaths played an attested role in Roman government, as well as in public 

and private disputes. In public life, officials were sworn to the functions and duties of their 

office, while litigants at all stages certified and enhanced their claims by taking oaths. Although 

judicial proceedings were the most common arena for oaths and the vast majority of these were 

assertory (just as today we often require participants of legal proceedings to testify ‘under oath’), 

 
6 Closing the distance further is the fact that from the second century BCE onwards Rome was often the object 
of oaths made by Greeks. 
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promissory oaths played a much larger role in government and international relations. In the late 

Republic and early Principate they took on a new role, as they blended personal and civic 

obligations and became a tool for connecting directly with powerful people and institutions.  

Literary examples attest to the lineage of oaths. Polybius records an oath sworn on Jupiter 

in the earliest treaty between Rome and Carthage in 508 BCE.7 Livy, writing in the first century 

BCE of the Horatii in the seventh, records their oath and the attendant ritual before battle with 

the Curiatii.8 Both authors, of course, are far removed from the events they describe.9 But even 

setting aside treaties and international relations we can surmise a long history to promissory 

oaths in many facets of Roman life and administration. From at least the third century BCE this 

included a military oath (sacramentum militare) taken by new soldiers, whose enrollment in the 

ranks was not complete without swearing it.  

At first soldiers in the republic had sworn only to assemble and disband at the command of 

the consuls, but in 216 BCE, shortly before the Battle of Cannae, a new oath was instituted. Livy 

describes this new, more official oath as quod nunquam antea factum erat, and tells us that the 

military tribunes for the first time administered an oath of loyalty to both Roman and allied 

soldiers that they should not break ranks except to gain advantage or to rescue a fellow soldier. 

This had been a voluntary (and presumably occasional) pact made among soldiers on their own 

initiative (sua voluntate ipsi inter sese), formalized and administered in an official capacity for 

the first time only then.10 Private became public. 

 
7 Hist. 3.22-3.25. 
 
8 Ab Urbe Cond. 1.24. 
 
9 Though Polybius much less so, especially as he writes of the process in the context of the third Roman-
Carthaginian treaty (backed by vows) in 279 BCE. Neither treaty, however, was within living memory. 
 
10 Livy 22.38; Campbell 1984: 19. 
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216 BCE held further development in the Roman practice of oaths. After the destruction at 

Cannae, a new oath led by Scipio (not yet Africanus) presaged changes to come in the late first 

century. Discovering that some young men were discussing flight and the end of the republic, 

Scipio broke up the meeting and demanded they swear their fidelity to Rome.  

“Ex mei animi sententia” inquit “ut ego rem publicam populi Romani non 
deseram neque alium civem Romanum deserere patiar; si sciens fallo, tum me, 
Iuppiter optime maxime, domum familiam remque meam pessimo leto adficias. in 
haec verba, L. Caecili, iures postulo, ceterique qui adestis. qui non iuraverit in se 
hunc gladium strictum esse sciat.” 

“I swear that I shall not myself abandon the republic of the Roman people nor will 
I allow any other Roman citizen to do so, either. If I knowingly lie, then, Jupiter 
Optimus Maximus, visit the most terrible destruction on my home, my family, and 
my possessions! I demand that you, Lucius Caecilius, and all the rest of you here 
present, take this oath using these words of mine. Anyone not swearing—let him 
know that this sword is drawn against him!”11 

 
The object of this oath is Rome (rem publicam populi Romani), not Scipio. Still, Livy goes 

on to tell us that the would-be deserters swore as instructed and entrusted themselves to Scipio’s 

command (iurant omnes custodiendosque semet ipsos Scipioni tradunt, 22.53), and he drives 

home the consequences with a drawn sword. The precise language of swearing (ex mei animi 

sententia) is echoed exactly in an oath of loyalty to Augustus from Conobaria at the close of the 

first century.12 There is no doubt that this story marks a crisis moment, and presents an oath to be 

taken both individually and collectively in support of the state, with Scipio enforcing adherence. 

It seems to lose no value for being coerced.  These two incidents, placed on either side of one of 

Rome’s most dire historical memories, suggest a change that is to come: the expanded role of 

 
11 Livy 22.53 (trans. Yardley, LCL 233). 
 
12 Whether this language is also authentic to the period or reflects Livy’s own lifetime, it is clear that this was 
one possible formulaic introduction to an oath in Latin. For the Conobarian oath, see below.  
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oath-taking in binding soldiers to their commander. This trend found its natural zenith under the 

emperors.  

The key evolution of this trend, however, lay in the bloody struggles of the first century. 

Sulla’s army provides the earliest clear example of oath as personal obligation to the commander, 

even if it had changed somewhat in form over the intervening years.13 After Sulla, and 

throughout the upheaval that followed, soldiers became more comfortable with swearing 

allegiance to their commander, at times in contradiction of their allegiance to the state.14 By the 

time of Augustus’ domination, many armies had switched their loyalty a number of times, each 

man swearing anew as necessary.15 

This might cast some doubt on the durability of oaths at a personal level. The very fact they 

continued to be used, however, speaks to their importance. Even as the res publica to which 

Scipio committed himself and his wavering peers was supplanted by a string of commanders 

fighting other Romans, the oath itself does not seem to have lost its meaning: Caesar writes in his 

Civil Wars that soldiers were recommitted to their purpose by a fresh oath, in some ways forced 

upon them (B.C. 1.76).16 The act of swearing was clearly important to maintaining soldiers’ 

loyalty and cohesion, and was worth obtaining even under compulsion.  

Promissory oaths carried divine punishments, but they were also a public signal. To return 

to Scipio’s case, he calls on Iuppiter Optimus Maximus to inflict ruin on himself, his family, and 

 
13 Plutarch Sull. 27.3; Campbell 1984: 20. 
 
14 Smith 1958: 33. See Campbell 1984: 19-23 for a summary of some key moments in the evolution of the 
military sacramentum during the republican years. 
 
15 Campbell 1984: 21-23, citing mainly Caesar and Appian. 
 
16 Campbell 1984: 23. Campbell uses this passage in a slightly different way, but still in support of the 
importance of oaths to the soldiery. 
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his estate should he fail, a threat which for some must have held great weight in its own right.17 

To swear by the gods was never an empty gesture, and religion was pervasively intertwined in 

Roman public and private life. But Scipio also insisted that all present swear the same as he did 

or face his wrath. This public element is important to the efficacy of the promise. 

Polybius recognized this importance, identifying it as a great strength of the Republic. In 

his description of the Roman military, he tells us that at enrollment each new soldier was obliged 

by tribunes to affirm the oath of allegiance and obedience to their commanders one by one 

(6.21.1-3). In what may be an allowance for expediency the tribunes chose the most suitable man 

from the group (ἐκ πάντων ἕνα τὸν ἐπιτηδειότατον) to recite the oath first; others had to come 

forward and echo that they would do the same as the first man. Allied communities carried out 

the same process (6.21.4). This approach perhaps diminished the personal impact, or it may 

simply have trimmed a multi-day affair down to manageable size while still allowing – in fact 

requiring – each swearer space to make a personal connection to the oath and its object. Even 

this reduced form still mattered a great deal, and Polybius records with satisfaction that those 

who broke faith while in the army were routinely punished, whether for bearing false witness or 

simply stealing.18  

But the communal importance is clear too. Each man had to state publicly, in front of his 

peers, his commitment to the cause. Military oaths were both personal and public 

pronouncements. Oath breakers faced not only potential legal and divine sanction, but would 

meet with loss of prestige, dignity, or honor among their co-swearers. Polybius notes that while 

 
17 The exact god and exact consequences, both of which changed based on context, are not as important as the 
concept of divine sanction.  
 
18 Hist. 6.56 (seriousness and emphasis on oaths in army); 6.37 (failure to uphold oaths, false witness, 
stealing); 6.33 (disavowal of stealing via separate oath). 
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some transgressions were punished as crime, others were viewed simply as cowardly and 

unbecoming of a soldier, a category that included throwing away your weapons and lying about 

your deeds in battle.19 Such actions did not need to be formally adjudicated: soldiers would 

rather face certain death than the scorn of their peers for cowardice.20 Clearly social sanctioning, 

independent of legal or divine retribution, exercised persuasive power in its own right. As each 

soldier in turn affirmed his obligation, he increased the social pressure on both himself and his 

fellows to abide by the terms sworn. This act of consensus building is at least as important as the 

threat of divine sanction.21 No one wants to be the odd man out, seen to have reneged on his oath 

when others held firm. At Tiberius’ accession, the risk was even greater: the full force of the 

Roman state could be brought to bear against any community or constituency that refused to 

swear as their peers had.  

Military oaths in the republic could thus be taken at regular but important moments, as in 

the case of army initiation, or in response to crisis, as the oath instituted by Scipio. Generals like 

Sulla and Caesar continued to rely on them, and divine punishment compelled compliance with 

promissory oaths; so too did the public nature of the act. The occasional threat of force in 

demanding an oath only underscores the importance of obtaining it. There was a normative effect 

in the communal aspect of oath taking: the bond created was not just between swearer and the 

oath’s object, but between fellow-swearers. Vertical links (to the oath’s object) and horizontal 

 
19 The first two offences match well with proscriptions in the oath given at Livy 22.38 (see above), where 
soldiers renounce flight but breaking ranks to pick up a discarded weapon is acceptable.   
 
20 Hist. 6.37. 
 
21 Ando 2000: 75. Ando is concerned with creating loyalty among provinces and conquered peoples, but the 
notion of consensus building through speech acts is equally applicable here, especially as oaths are buttressed 
by the guarantee of divine vengeance, and thus must be carefully considered speech acts. 
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links (between peers) were formed in the process of swearing, a facet that would be exploited 

under Augustus and later emperors.  

In short, when communities faced present or looming crisis, oaths created and reinforced 

shared standards, expectations, and loyalties. Swearing an oath strengthened a group’s purpose 

and social adhesion. When the same oath was taken en masse, as in the Roman army, larger 

communities could be formed on a scale of one to hundreds of thousands: each soldier (1) swore 

individually, out loud and in public, in front of his fellow soldiers (10s or 100s) in a ceremony 

repeated across every Roman and allied army group (1000s). Speaking the words was a personal, 

religious act. It was also a promise to those nearby with whom he would share dangers, 

accountable to mortal reproach as well as that of the gods; it was part of the price of admission to 

good social standing. A common object of the oath pulled these smaller groups into line with 

each other. This is a powerful tool for creating community. Insofar as the sacramentum was 

required of soldiers, it was within the state’s power to enforce. Through and after the turbulence 

of civil wars, however, something new emerged: the creation of communities through oath taking 

that bypassed traditional legal and official structures. 

 

1.2 Oaths Under Augustus  
 
In the account of his life and service to state distributed after his death, the Res Gestae Divi 

Augusti, Augustus made it a point to mention that alongside his many achievements and triumphs 

he also enjoyed the support of all Italy, expressed freely in the form of an oath. In his words: “all 

of Italy swore an oath to me of their own volition (sua sponte)…the Gallic and Spanish 

provinces, Africa, Sicily, and Sardinia swore on the same terms.”22 The provinces mentioned are 

 
22 R.G. 25.2.; trans. Cooley 2009 (adapted). 
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those assigned to Augustus as triumvir in 40 BCE (the Gauls, Hispaniae, Sardinia) and those won 

subsequently from his rivals (Africa, Sicily).23 While provinces and their associated armies 

certainly have a military flavor and perhaps cannot represent the will of the Roman people to 

Augustus’ audience, his decision to cite all of Italy, thereby including soldiers as well as citizens, 

was deliberate and meant to signal widespread support.24 This inclusion of the citizenry in a 

typically military context redolent of the sacramentum in many ways presages what followed: a 

funneling of all oaths to first Augustus and then the imperial house as the Principate became the 

dominant paradigm for interacting with power in Rome. It was, in part, universal support during 

a time of crisis that defined Augustus as savior instead of tyrant. 

Taking an oath to the emperor would become a regular feature of the principate in both 

civil and military life, but this passage of the Res Gestae does not describe an annual oath like 

that which would come to be used. It was instead a one-time expression of loyalty to Augustus 

amid crisis, precisely the kind of community-forming event discussed above In 32 BCE, when 

the oath was made, Augustus’ power had lapsed and he had no formal office in government.25 

The oath was extra-governmental and sanctioned only by its own power; its importance was 

contingent on the success of Augustus and not, as in the formal sacramentum or in international 

treaties, on the power of the Roman state. It also exemplifies the trend, begun earlier in the 

century, of expanding oath-taking from an exclusively military context to include civilian 

supporters of a commander.26 Civilians did not swear a sacramentum militare, but rather took 

 
23 Cooley 2009: 217. 
 
24 Whether this might be best termed a sacramentum or coniuratio does not much matter (cf. Cooley 2009: 
215). 
 
25 Probably. Gray 1970 seems to think Augustus continued to hold some grant of power, though even if he did 
the oath was clearly extraordinary and extended beyond a military sacramentum to the commander. 
 
26 Campbell 1984: 22. 
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part in a new form of compact centered on support for the man who would reign as the first 

princeps.  

We can, and probably should, doubt the sincerity of Augustus’ claim that the oath was 

purely voluntary.27 We have seen the pressure to conform placed on soldiers taking their oath 

publicly amongst their peers. The same kind of pressure, backed this time by a potentially hostile 

army encamped nearby, must have been immense. All the way back to Scipio, however, the 

threat of force did not prohibit the extraction of an oath. Instead, this practice of communities 

binding themselves, each to Augustus and thus to each other, prevailed deep into his reign.28 And 

in Italy it was a community-by-community event, where informal sanctions would be highest for 

failing to take part. We know this because not everyone took part: a sole Italian region was 

excused due to its longstanding connection to the family of Antony, which shows both the local 

nature and scale of collective action by its very exception.29 Regions uniting under Augustus 

created a common ideology across the empire. Pressured or not, it is likely that they would have 

chosen to follow the pattern set by their peers and leaders rather than risk social exclusion for 

omitting to swear, and the threat of violence accompanied divine retribution for abandoning 

vows.30 

Even if the oath was induced its extraction still had value, most of all for Augustus. It 

allowed him to claim the allegiance of all true Romans – whatever that means – and legitimized 

his claim to widespread consensus behind his power. There are precedents from the closing 

 
27 Cooley 2009: 216; Syme 1939: 284. 
 
28 See below on the Paphlagonian oath.  
 
29 The exception is the region of Bononia (Bologna) (Suet. Aug. 17.2 and Cooley 2009: 216).  
 
30 Note as well Ando 2000: 134-5, on the notion of overlapping constituencies played against one another. 
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decades of the Republic for this creation of consensus. Cicero was keen to ensure the perception 

that he enjoyed broad support for his policies, even when the reality was more complex. In 

defending his actions in the Catilinarian affair and especially his execution without trial of 

Roman citizens, Cicero claimed: 

Meam causam senatus palam, equester ordo acerrime, cuncta Italia publice, 
omnes boni proprie enixeque susceperant. Eas res gesseram, quarum non unus 
auctor, sed dux omnium voluntatis fuissem, quaeque non modo ad singularem 
meam gloriam, sed ad communem salutem omnium civium et prope gentium 
pertinerent. 

“My cause was taken up by the Senate openly, by the Equestrian Order with the 
greatest energy, by the whole of Italy through public resolutions, by all loyal 
citizens individually and with the greatest enthusiasm. My measures were not 
grounded on my sole authority, but carried out the general will; they not only 
concerned my personal reputation, but the general welfare of all citizens, I might 
say of all peoples.”31 

 
Cicero’s actions, if not strictly illegal, certainly ran counter to standard legal practice and 

deep into dangerous territory by depriving citizens of their right to trial.32 But the invocation of a 

unified public will gave him a putative base of power beyond normal legal rights and constraints. 

How this will was expressed so uniformly is murky in Cicero, but explicit in Augustus’ claim of 

an oath offered by all of Italy and certain provinces. 

This publishing of the oath of 32 BCE also acknowledged one early base of Augustus’ 

support: Italy and the western provinces. Even the use of provinces (provinciae) in this context is 

remarkable. The understanding of provinciae as abstract concepts, comprising geographic parts 

of the world rather than the assignation of specific terms and powers to a magistrate, seems not 

 
31  Cic. Sest. 38 (trans. Gardner, LCL 309). 
 
32 Kaster 2006: 3.  
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to predate Augustus by much, if at all.33 There may be anachronistic (re)writing happening here – 

Augustus probably did not draft his Res Gestae until towards the end of his life34 – but it is 

tempting to view the provinces, through their unifying declarations of loyalty, as defining 

themselves as Augustan institutions rather than Roman. If this is the case, the Roman world was 

being meaningfully reconstituted, and with Augustus at its center; territories defined themselves 

in new ways through sworn support for him. 

The geographic specificity also created pressure on other subject communities who had not 

been so quick, or had not had the chance, to show their support for the eventual master of the 

world.35 In the years to come honoring the reigning princeps became one of the standard 

methods of status-seeking and importance.36 Who would reasonably want to claim not to have 

lent Augustus their support and allegiance? Even the sole Italian region excused from the oath 

because of its longstanding connection to the family of Antony adds evidence that oaths were to 

be taken seriously by its very exception.37  

Other scholars have traced the tendrils reaching from Rome outwards to peoples and 

subjugated provinces, and shown how the imposition of Roman order reinforced its existence 

and manufactured buy-in at the personal level.38 The adoption and adaptation of various forms of 

oaths served the same purpose. Directing them to the nascent principate, and more specifically its 

 
33 Talbert 2004: 23; Richardson 2008: 96-97 sees the start of this in Julius Caesar’s writing.  
 
34 See Cooley 2009: 42-43. Whether this was 2 BCE or the final weeks of his life makes little difference. 
 
35 Ando 2000: 134-5 on the notion of overlapping constituencies played against one another. 
 
36 The central premise of Rowe 2002. Though Rowe focuses on the imperial princes, his work presents as 
fundamental the notion that expressions of support and honor for the imperial house was the means of 
consensus building during and immediately after Augustus’ time in power. 
 
37 The exception is the region of Bononia (Bologna) (Suet. Aug. 17.2 and Cooley 2009: 216).  
 
38 E.g. Ando 2000. 
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head, helped to solidify Augustus’ power at Rome and empire-wide. The deification of Julius 

Caesar allowed even coins minted at Rome to bear Augustus’ message that he was divi filius, and 

so further strengthened the connection of divinity that was critical to oaths. Participants would 

have been swearing by a god to someone who, if not a living deity on the Hellenistic model, was 

at least very close. Double bonds were thus laid upon religious oath takers who feared the 

punishments that attended breaking faith.39   

Yet this was not a naked claim to divine power. Augustus prohibited worship of himself as 

divine during his lifetime, at least in Rome.40 Actions further abroad seem not to have troubled 

him as much, and in any case we should not conflate divine honors from a subject community 

with belief in his divinity.41 But the ritual was important. The spread of divine cult, much argued 

over in modern analyses for its meaning, shows the same impulse: to externalize and ritualize 

support for the emperor. Along with temple-building and cult administration, communal oaths 

were yet another way for local leaders to display their devotion, and to enshrine their position of 

power by mediating connection with the imperial center.42 At the same time, and by a method 

closer to imperial cult than civic adornment, the process of instituting a communal oath created a 

specific group as unified in support of Augustus. None of these were empty gestures: alongside 

 
39 Connolly 2007: 204-205 points to clever phrasing that allows a particular oath (OGIS 532=SEG 57-1298) to 
honor the living Augustus as a deity while maintaining plausible deniability that this is what they are doing. 
See below for further discussion of this, the Paphlagonian oath. 
 
40 Suetonius Aug. 52. 
 
41 So Gradel 2002: 3, 25-26, and passim on the imperial cult. Hellenistic kingship traditions led to much more 
conflation of living emperors with gods in the Roman East as opposed to the West, where post-mortem 
divinization was standard (and omissions, like that of Tiberius, were pointed). 
 
42 Rowe 2002, with special attention to imperial princes. 
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soldiers and tax payments, symbolic displays of commitment ranked in the first echelon of 

subjection to Rome.43 

The fundamental modern treatment of the Roman imperial oaths, Peter Herrmann’s Der 

römische Kaisereid,44 successfully argues that we ought not to see these acts as centrally 

imposed according to a standard formula. They are instead examples of what we might now call 

local initiative. The desire for classification pushed Herrmann to go further, seeking to trace the 

tradition back to (in his schema) two divergent sources, one eastern and one western. The 

common points of the two traditions are a friendly disposition45 toward the emperor and the 

promise to keep friends and foes alike in common with the emperor, and to support him in his 

actions. These common points are worth bearing in mind, and their application reveals a 

widespread understanding of how Augustus wished to be addressed and honored. We need not, 

however, be overly concerned with the lineage nor with classification. Communal oaths express 

how a community — or perhaps its leaders — want to be viewed; this is the purpose of 

announcing and publicizing such oaths, actions that were as important as the swearing. As 

suggested above, such actions also create community in a meaningful way, with the oath as an 

organizing principle. In the case of oaths to Augustus, communities expressed how they wanted 

to be viewed by and in relation to the princeps, as well as how they viewed themselves.  

The long and winding path of scholarship attempting to identify the origins of the oath of 

allegiance to the emperor began in earnest with Mommsen, who thought the military oath 

 
43 Millar 1984: 41: “Being a subject community of the Roman Empire therefore consisted, first of all, in a 
symbolic, or diplomatic, adhesion, and secondly in the obligation to pay tribute.” 
 
44 Herrmann 1968. 
 
45 Often given in Latin as pro salute and Greek as εὔνοια. It is a rough equivalence; salus is an important term 
that runs beyond friendly disposition, and I address its variable uses both in this chapter and in Chapter 4.  
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(sacramentum) was the dominant model.46 Cumont suggested the Hellenistic world of kings.47 

von Premerstein believed the source was a putative oath taken by clientes for their patron.48 As 

noted, Herrmann’s model allows the local element to come to the fore, and I think this is best: 

while there are elements in common across time and space, nothing like a prescribed verbal 

formula existed, or if it did it was so flexible that the content was more important than the form. 

Taking oaths was a religious act, but this does mean it was a narrowly defined rite. Much like 

coinage, we do not need to believe the emperor designed or even approved the types. Instead, let 

us be content with the understanding that public expressions including oaths were by design 

aligned with perceived imperial values and leave it at that.49 

The earliest oaths to Augustus that survive as inscriptions have another key feature: 

inclusion of the imperial household. Of the five oaths that comprise the docket of early imperial 

inscriptions examined by Herrmann, two in Greek are Augustan. The earlier is from 5 BCE on 

Samos50 and the later dates to 3 BCE in Paphlagonia.51 To these two we can add a third, a Latin 

inscription in bronze discovered in southern Spain in 1983.52 This inscription, from Conobaria, is 

 
46 Mommsen 1952 (1877): 792-3. 
 
47 Cumont 1901. 
 
48 von Premerstein 1937. Rowe 2002: 135-6 provides a very short summary of the tradition and goes on (135-
139) to discuss oaths in the context of his own argument. González 1988: 117-118 does the same. 
 
49 Wallace-Hadrill 1986: 67-68. As with coins this does not mean documents cannot be issued in response to 
specific events, only that they do not need to have been authored or demanded by the honorand. 
 
50 Herrmann 1960 nos. 1–3 and Herrmann 1968: 125-6 No. 6. 
 
51 OGIS 532=SEG 57-1298=Herrmann 1968: 123-4 No. 4. Sørensen 2015:16-17 offers a new edition – the first 
in over a century – based on autopsy, photographs, and squeezes, though makes mostly minor emendations to 
the edition from which all previous scholars, including Herrmann, worked. 
 
52 But it was not published until 1988 (González 1988). 
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probably the earliest, dating to 6/5 BCE.53 As will be seen, the Samian oath dates to the same 

event as the Conobarian while the Paphlagonian has its own significance. All are deeply attuned 

to the shifting tides of power at Rome. 

The Conobarian inscription, the earliest imperial oath surviving both in the West and also 

in Latin (and perhaps of all), presents the vow of all community members for the prosperity 

(salus), honor, and victory of Augustus along with his adopted sons Gaius and Lucius as well as 

his grandson Agrippa Postumus (ll. 6-11). With this is a promise to hold in common enemies and 

allies of Augustus and his house, sparing no resources to act in his interests (ll. 12-18). The 

opening invocation (ex mei animi sententia, l. 6) exactly matches the formula used by Scipio in 

Livy’s telling.54 The occasion is almost certainly the elevation of Gaius to consul-designate and 

his assumption of the toga virilis, which occurred as Augustus held his 12th consulship (begun 

January 1, 5 BCE). While Agrippa Postumus, the grandson, is a male relative of Augustus, at the 

time of this inscription he was still a small child and would not be adopted as his son until a 

decade later. The Conobarian elite — and it was undoubtedly elites who formulated and 

administered the oath — may have been overzealous in their support, or may have included 

Agrippa from an abundance of caution lest they give offense to any future master. But such an 

instinct reveals how deeply entrenched the importance of the imperial household was already. 

Whether this was an eastern or western model was not in their calculation; they were expressing 

the reality that power belonged to Augustus and his heirs, and to this group honors were due. 

Better to include excessively than to exclude. 

 
53 AE 1988, 723. This document could date as late as 2 BCE based on the omission of titulature for Lucius 
Caesar; González thinks it most likely to date to 5BCE.  
 
54 At Livy 22.53, discussed above.  
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One name, however, is pointedly excluded: Tiberius. The difference in status between him 

and Postumus, with whom he would come to share the unofficial position of heir apparent in 4 

CE, is hardly in the latter’s favor: the son-in-law of Augustus and a successful general with 

extensive experience in important administrative posts surely ranks at least on par with a child. 

Aside from an unlikely chance exclusion, perhaps the Conobarians’ understanding of the 

imperial family included only blood descendants of Augustus. The other likely explanation is 

that they had news that Tiberius, who retired to the solitude of Rhodes in 6 BCE, had lost favor. 

His exact reasons for retirement are continually disputed in modern scholarship; Tacitus thinks 

he was embarrassed by the behavior of Julia, the troublesome daughter of Augustus.55 In any 

case it seems the authors of the Conobarian oath thought that excluding Tiberius was wise, or at 

least safe. 

If the exclusion was deliberate, it reveals a remarkably responsive understanding of the 

machinations of the imperial household. Conobaria was not a major power or population center. 

That elites were informed enough to know who the proper recipient of a loyalty oath was and 

who was not — if imperfectly, as the inclusion of Agrippa Postumus may demonstrate — makes 

clear how widespread imperial ideology centered on Augustus and his potential successors must 

have been. It is also suggestive of Tiberius’ withdrawal having effect beyond the center of power, 

and of an astonishingly perceptive view of events at Rome across the empire. 

Augustus’ often-frustrated concern with succession is well documented, and from oaths 

such as this we can surmise the changes were not just internal to Rome but generated 

repercussions empire-wide. Knowing how to interact with the Roman center was one means for 

local elites to reinforce their importance both down- and upstream, to their local communities 

 
55 Tacitus Ann. 1.53. 
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and to powerbrokers at Rome. This is not an argument for ‘Romanization’ being brought to 

under-civilized provincials, but rather a reminder that Rome’s dominance invited new forms of 

local power to assert itself through displays of allegiance.56  Serving as a go-between of one 

community and another is a time-tested path to local power.57  

Honors such as this also neatly forego the need for formal titles, offices, and the like. 

Power resided with Augustus and his family, so to them vows were sworn. The senate and 

Republican processes for election and governance do not require consideration, as shown by the 

inclusion of the young Agrippa Postumus, aged perhaps 6 or 7. The link created here is between 

the community and the domus Augusta, on the kindest reading parallel to the collective 

governance of elites at Rome, and on the coldest reading in direct contravention of it. The 

Conobarians are not honoring the res publica or Augustus as their provincial administrator, they 

are honoring Augustus qua Augustus.  

The Samian oath shows many of the same characteristics as that from Conobaria. Couched 

in a decree stipulating that ephebes would have to take an oath to Augustus as they enrolled in 

the citizen body – itself a remarkable intrusion of the domus Augusta into the civic fabric – the 

same promise to maintain a friendly disposition (εὔνοια) towards the emperor is present.58 

Tiberius is excluded here too, but the children of Augustus are included ([τοῖς τ]έκνοις αύτοῦ).59 

This is not surprising, as the context is the same: the arrival of Gaius in public life and as consul 

designate alongside Augustus’ first new consulship in many years. A third oath from around the 

 
56 Millar 1984: 45 (on coinage). Also Ando 2000 especially Ch. 5, though Ando is there more interested in the 
effect of Roman pronouncements rather than local, (relatively) unprompted expressions. 
 
57 Rowe 2002: 136 on this facet of the Conobaria oath. 
 
58 The oath is fragmentary, but this much is secure. Cf. Sørensen 2018: 261 and Herrmann 1968: 95-96. 
 
59 Herrmann 1968 Appendix 1 No. 6 B line 11. 
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same time mentioned in Josephus makes clear how widespread the acknowledgement of this 

occasion was.60 

On balance it seems that Tiberius’ exclusion was deliberate.61 One recent scholar has gone 

so far as to assert that “the cluster of oaths is best explained by the disappearance of Tiberius 

from the political scene.”62 These oaths, then, are not regular expressions of devotion. They are 

reactions to a moment of tension at Rome.63 In the aftermath of Tiberius’ departure for Rhodes in 

6 BCE the remaining power structure was unsettled, and oaths of allegiance to the chosen 

successors do not just support Augustus. They also enshrine and validate his succession plan. In 

this regard an oath is fundamentally different from regular acts of thanksgiving or praise, and in 

the nascent Principate they retained elements of their earlier, Republican instantiation, as 

personal and public pronouncements of loyalty in advance of conflict.64 Their standardization 

under and after Tiberius suggests that this was one of many new methods needed to cement the 

status of Rome’s leader. Further, the Samian inscription also tells us that the priest of the cult of 

Augustus was involved in the process. This detail is another salient reminder that oaths were not 

the only means for Samians to display their loyalty to Augustus, who also received cult honors 

on Samos and in other parts of the empire.65 Oaths and cult both supported connection between 

 
60 The oath administered by Herod in 6 BCE (A.J. 17.42). There is no text to the oath in Josephus, but the 
demand that residents show εὔνοια to Augustus (εὐνοήσειν) has led to the connection in Sørensen 2018. 
 
61 It is worth noting, however, that an oath to Tiberius in 14 CE (discussed below) specifies blood relations as a 
determining factor, so the case is not definitive.  
 
62 Rowe 2002: 137. 
 
63 So Herrmann 1968: 35-39, finding that oaths accompany stress-points in Roman history.  
 
64 As found in the ‘western’ model of the sacramentum militare and/or the oath to Augustus in 32 BCE. 
 
65 Lines 20-22; Rowe 2002: 137.  
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the emperor and specific communities in a way beyond the scope of traditional Republican 

officeholding. 

The Paphlagonian oath of 3 BCE is the clearest expression of how communities bound 

themselves to the emperor, and how they contributed to creating the emperor’s unique position 

atop the state. The client king Deiotarus had died in 6 BCE, leaving Paphlagonia in Roman 

control. This oath, taken first in Gangra (modern Çankırı, Turkey) then sworn by inhabitants 

throughout the region who probably traveled66 to Gangra for that purpose, contains the same 

elements as the others: it is sworn to Augustus, his children, and his descendants (ll. 9-11), and 

the Paphlagonians vow to support their interests without reservation. Even more, Augustus is the 

final in a list of gods by which the oath is sworn; though it is just possible to read the oath as not 

explicitly identifying Augustus as a god, it does not seem likely that he would have taken trouble 

to correct anyone who interpreted their oath to mean precisely that.67 The line between swearing 

by and swearing to the emperor is in any case a thin one, and perhaps not overly important. 

While evidence from study of the imperial cult68 and Augustus’ own expressed wishes might 

discourage the view that all swearers thought they were swearing by Augustus the god, the 

positioning of his name alone emphasized his importance.  

There are three distinct parts to the Paphlagonian inscription, which is by far the longest of 

surviving imperials oaths: a preamble that dates and places it, the oath itself, and a postscript 

 
66 Local leaders probably performed the process again in their own communities, as suggested by the singular 
verb.  
 
67 Connolly 2007: 205. 
 
68 Price 1980, especially on the distinction in sacrifices to the emperor and on behalf of the emperor, the latter 
being more common even in rituals expressly honoring him.  
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specific to the particular group of the participants, in this case the people of Phazimon-

Neapolis.69 

“When the emperor Caesar Augustus, son of the god [Julius Caesar] had been 
consul for the twelfth time, in the third year, March 6, in Gangra in ..., the oath 
was taken by those who dwell in Paphlagonia and by the Romans70 who pursue 
their business among them.  

‘I swear by Zeus, the Earth, the Sun, all the gods and goddesses and by71 
Augustus himself that I will be favourable towards Caesar Augustus and his 
children and descendants all the time of ... in word, deed and intention. I will 
reckon as friends those whom they might reckon as friends and regard as enemies 
those that they might judge to be enemies. And in defence of their interests I will 
spare neither body, nor soul, nor life, nor children but take any risk, whatever kind 
it may be, for their interests. Whatever I might perceive or hear being said, 
planned or done against them, I will disclose, and I will be an enemy of one who 
says, plans or does any of this. Those that they judge to be enemies, I will pursue 
them with weapons and iron at land and sea, guarding myself against them. If I 
should do anything against this oath or not precisely as I have sworn, I will raise 
for myself, my own body, soul and life, children, all of my family and my 
possession, destruction and utter ruin extending to all those that succeed me and 
all my descendants. The land and the sea shall neither receive the bodies of my 
children or descendants, nor shall they bear them fruit.’  

All those living in the countryside swore according to the same terms at the altars 
of Augustus in the sanctuaries of Augustus that are in the ... Likewise did the 
Phazimonitai, who dwell in what is also called Neapolis, all swear in the 
sanctuary of Augustus at the altar of Augustus.”72 

 

The preamble tells us that the swearers were all the inhabitants of Paphlagonia, as well as 

the Romans operating among them. The specificity reveals that the occasion is not a blanket, 

empire-wide event but rather a local occasion, and indeed we do not know of other oaths from 

 
69 Known also as Themai Phazemoniton (Barr. 87), in the modern day Havza district of Turkey. 
 
70 Reference to Romans is conjectural based on only an extant rho (Ῥ[ωμαίων]), and restored by Cumont 1901: 
27 on the basis of parallel to the oath at Assos in 37 CE. Sørensen 2015 notes that there is space in the line 
beyond what would be taken by Ῥωμαίων, but finds Cumont’s restoration acceptable.  
 
71 Or perhaps ‘to’ Augustus (see paragraph above).  
 
72 Trans. Sørensen 2015: 17. 
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this year. It seems likely that this document, as with other early imperial oaths but distinct from 

the later annual Kaisereid, reflects a local moment of tension, perhaps the transfer of Phazimon 

into the control of Pythodoris of Pontus, a client queen for first Augustus and then Tiberius.73 

Despite all Paphlagonians taking part, each smaller community defined themselves locally, as 

Phazimon-Neapolis in the postscript. Such an act recreates horizontal, intraregional links 

between networked communities and collectively reaffirms their vertical link to Augustus. 

Further, the use of the singular verb ὀμνύω suggests that this oath was sworn person-by-person in 

the same way as the sacramentum militare. All three Augustan oaths are thus both communal and 

personal, and deeply local. They bypass the traditional state apparatus of senate petitions and 

Roman administrators. Augustus, not the state, is their touchstone, and they swear at his altar, in 

his temple. In a promissory oath this is a significant commitment, and the penalties swearers call 

down on themselves and their families, should they fail to keep it, are suitably harsh.   

And so, after the initial vow of support for Octavian the commander seen in 32 BCE, we 

can trace an empire-wide impulse to swear to Augustus in the years of his domination of the 

Roman world. These oaths occurred sporadically across space and time, but the local importance 

did not lapse. In his mature power Augustus received many honors from many communities, yet 

oaths specifically seem to correlate with moments of tension, and the cluster around the issue of 

succession show its particular importance.74 Even an intensely local, isolated moment of 

disjunction at Phazimon-Neapolis, far from Rome, seemed appropriate for reaffirming 

connection with Augustus. What had been an exceptional tool became more pervasive and 

routinized.  

 
73 Sørensen 2015. Another suggestion is that Phazimon was added to Galatia in 6 BCE on the death of 
Deiotaros Philadelphos, and there was then a three-year waiting period before swearing. This seems less likely.  
 
74 As further evidenced by oaths on the accessions of Tiberius and Caligula (below). 
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1.3 Tiberius and the Formalization of Power 
 
Augustus’ death was a crisis, and it is worthwhile to put this first act of designated 

hereditary succession in a broader Roman perspective. Tiberius’ relatively smooth accession to 

power was the first uncontested act of multigenerational monarchy at Rome since the end of the 

regal period five hundred years prior. The century before Augustus’ death had seen a 

breathtaking succession of men who bent the state to their will, and none of them lasted in 

power. Augustus had achieved success and stability in part through long life, but Romans could 

also look to half a millennium of tradition that limited the power of even the most successful 

leaders to their own lifetimes and the judgement of posterity. Further, what was to be inherited 

(alongside astonishing wealth and connections) was a position beyond acknowledged legal 

structures, won in the wars that justified its creation. Almost everything about those crucial days 

after Augustus’ death is muddled in ancient sources, including whether Tiberius was even present 

at the deathbed of his adoptive father to speak with him.75  

I do not, however, suggest that anarchy ruled, merely that it threatened. Whether the two 

men spoke of the future or not, at Augustus’ death key pieces were already in place for Tiberius. 

We can be sure that he already held tribunician and consular powers equal to those of Augustus 

and that the two had recently completed a census together.76 Tiberius was invested with the 

powers and, equally important, the prestige that he needed to step smoothly into the vacuum of 

the departed princeps by his status of longstanding colleague, military commander, adopted son 

 
75 Suetonius thinks so, and records that Tiberius and Augustus had a long, private exchange before Augustus 
died (Aug. 98.5; Tib. 21.1). Dio records the Suetonian tradition as an alternate explanation but deems it more 
likely that Tiberius was abroad at the death of Augustus, a fact that Livia concealed until Tiberius could return; 
he claims this has the support of the majority and of the most trustworthy historians (56.31). Tacitus makes no 
declaration either way, saying only that it is uncertain whether Tiberius found Augustus alive or dead (Ann. 
1.5). 
 
76 Suet. Tib. 21.1. 
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of and lieutenant to Augustus. But the role that Augustus held, his paterna statio, was largely 

extrajudicial and even some of his official powers were disconnected from officeholding. Rome 

and its subject territories and peoples had to determine the best means to acknowledge and assent 

to this transition.  

In a famous passage at the outset of the Annals, Tacitus tells us of the reaction to the death 

of Augustus: 

At Romae ruere in servitium consules, patres, eques. Quanto quis inlustrior, tanto 
magis falsi ac festinantes vultu que composito, ne laeti excessu principis neu 
tristiores primordio, lacrimas gaudium, questus adulationem miscebant. Sex. 
Pompeius et Sex. Appuleius consules primi in verba Tiberii Caesaris iuravere, 
apud que eos Seius Strabo et C. Turranius, ille praetoriarum cohortium 
praefectus, hic annonae; mox senatus milesque et populus. (Ann. 1.7.1-2) 

But at Rome there was a rush into servitude from consuls, fathers, equestrians. 
The more illustrious each was, the more false and frantic, and, with their looks 
composed to avoid delight at the passing—and too much gloom at the 
commencement—of a princeps, they blended tears with joy and mourning with 
sycophancy. Sex. Pompeius and Sex. Appuleius as consuls were the first to swear 
allegiance to Tiberius Caesar, and in their presence Seius Strabo and C. Turranius, 
the former being prefect of the praetorian cohorts, the latter of the food supply; 
next came the senate, soldiery, and people.77 

 
Note that the first action taken is the oath of allegiance, which likely preceded the first 

meeting of the senate78 and is not attributed to any demand of Tiberius. Dio tells us that Tiberius 

likewise had to maintain control of the soldiers in Italy by use of the same oath sworn to 

Augustus (57.3.2), and we shall see that the soldiers’ sacramentum was an ongoing concern in 

early days. Before anything else could happen, several major organs of state — both consuls and 

two officials key to security and stability — swore an oath of loyalty to Tiberius. We are not 

 
77 Trans. Woodman 2004: 5. 
 
78 Tacitus Ann. 1.7-8. Sage 1982/3 remains the most comprehensive examination of the timeline surrounding 
these events. 
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given the form of this oath but nothing about the context suggests it was fulfilled in a military 

context. Instead, there are echoes of the vow of support to Augustus from 32 BCE, a spontaneous 

oath of allegiance encompassing military and civilians in a moment of crisis, justifying Tiberius’ 

position in ways Rome’s constitution79 could not. Praise and honorifics are to be expected, but 

the use of a promissory oath binds swearers in their future actions. This made the oath a tool 

uniquely suited to crisis moments, in this case to the entrenchment of the Principate as a form of 

government.  

The swearing, as Tacitus notes, began with the consuls but spread throughout society: 

senate, soldiers, and people followed suit. The Praetorian Guard had its example in their prefect 

Seius Strabo, and we have seen in Dio that the Italian armies, dangerous for their proximity, 

swore on the Augustan model. This presumably happened quickly; Dio says that Tiberius did this 

while he negotiated with the senate and still feared revolts in Pannonia and Germany, both events 

that followed soon after the death of Augustus and concluded within the year. Like the oath to 

Augustus in 32 BCE, Tiberius could (though, to my knowledge, never did) claim that this oath 

was offered sua sponte by Rome, Italy, and the empire writ large. It held a clear direction to 

Tiberius: a mandate to rule at the moment when the leader of the past four decades was no more.  

If, as seems likely, the oath was an ad hoc and almost immediate action on the part of 

Roman leaders, it points to a fundamental shift in how power was conceived of at Rome. There 

was no need to wait for wills to be read, for senatorial decrees, indeed for official actions of any 

kind. Instead, the model adopted under Augustus for his own benefit gave groups and individuals 

a way to transition the extraconstitutional investment of power from one person to the next. The 

decision of elites at Rome and abroad reinforced his position, independent of the civic and 

 
79 I mean constitution not in the modern sense of a written, guiding document, but rather to refer to the tangled 
mass of law and precedent that determined acceptability in Roman politics.  
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political processes typical of the Republican past. And we have seen how oath-swearing often 

had a coercive effect on peers and subordinates. Its spread is unsurprising, and as each new 

group took stock of the situation or cue from their neighbors Tiberius could creditably claim a 

massive base of support that relied not on official sanction but on personal allegiance. Ripples 

from major power centers like the consuls and minor places like Conobaria would have 

combined into a great wave that drew power from the individual, community, and eventually 

empire-wide level. All this, perhaps, before the senate could even meet to discuss the matter.  

This is a state being remade, or perhaps remaking itself. It is one thing to conquer in war 

and receive (even demand) allegiance; warlords have done and will continue to do the same. But 

at this crucial juncture when the republican bodies of Roman government, most notably the 

senate, should have had full control of a state without its longtime leader, the world moved 

without them. The precedent of Augustus’ reign had created a new structure for acknowledging 

Roman power: subject people and communities could, in effect, declare for monarchy by 

declaring for Tiberius. This happened across all strata of Roman society. The consuls led the way, 

but in the armies and abroad the same impulse showed. And it mattered. The oath of allegiance 

was not an empty exercise, but clearly held significance to oath makers and to the recipient. 

Tiberius’ much-reviled equivocation in the senate can hardly have looked other than empty; there 

was, at least in the moment, no going back. 

The lack of regular mentions of the imperial oath has vexed some historians, though 

references make clear that later in the first century CE it was commonplace across the empire.80 

Still, an argument from silence cannot be taken to mean the oath was not used, and this quick 

mention by Tacitus may be the proto-example, the first oath to a new leader after Augustus 

 
80 As attested in Pliny Ep. 10.52-53. 
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himself was no more. With no major coups attempted, it seems the senators followed the 

example of their consuls in swearing to Tiberius without much disruption.81 Like the soldiers 

within Italy, the armies in the provinces almost certainly did the same, though with varying 

degrees of alacrity.  

Mutinies broke out in Pannonia and Germany on the death of Augustus, and both required 

significant attention from the imperial house to resolve. The motives, according to Tacitus, were 

nothing new: the armies’ desire to improve their lot at the change of ruler (1.16).82 Soldiers in 

revolt probably did not swear an oath of allegiance; if they did, they forgot it very quickly. In a 

fascinating article David Wardle83 suggests that exactly this issue appears in Tacitus, when 

Germanicus addresses the soldiers in Germany as he sends his wife and children away from the 

mutinous camp.84 Wardle hears echoes of a Kaisereid in the opening of Germanicus’ speech, 

specifically in promises to hold the state dearer (carior) than his own life and family. If he is 

correct, Germanicus may be either reminding the soldiers of their sworn promises or shaming 

them for failing to swear as he and everyone else had. In the end, Germanicus administered the 

oath of allegiance to himself, his subordinates, and the Belgic cities.85 To swear to the new ruler 

was to be part of the Roman state; not to swear was to be outside of it. 

 
81 Though it is perhaps worth noting that Suetonius Tib. 25 mentions plans for revolution plotted by Lucius 
Scribonius Libo. 
 
82 This section of Tacitus seems to beg the question of the Principate’s existence; there can hardly have been 
soldiers still serving at this point who could recall any other change of ruler. Writing century after, Tacitus 
almost certainly falls back on what was understood to be a common occurrence in his own time. 
 
83 Wardle 1997. 
 
84 Ann. 1.42. 
 
85 Tac. Ann. 1.34. 
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All this casts the importance of the oath as more significant than has been previously 

recognized. If the legions in revolt had not yet sworn their loyalty, then their doing so was 

equivalent to accepting Tiberius as the new princeps – an act that would, for the first time, 

acknowledge that the Principate should continue. If they had done so but reneged on their 

promise, then Germanicus’ reminder recalled them to their sworn obligation. In both cases the 

oath is important, and a crucial acknowledgement of Tiberius’ authority.  

A newly discovered inscription from Spain that dates to 14 CE may add further evidence.86 

A more precise date is unobtainable at this point, but the names of the consuls and the use of 

Augustus in reference to Tiberius places it with certainty between Augustus’ death on 19 August 

14 CE and the end of that year.87 Under the heading of Sextus Appuleius and Sextus Pompeius, 

the very same consuls who led the oath-taking to Tiberius, the edict makes mention of the 

armies’ obsequium (“obedience”) to Augustus being transferred to Tiberius. The consular 

heading88 and reference to Tiberius in the third person show this is not an edict from Tiberius 

himself, but rather a decree from the senate.89 Although we have only a portion of the text, it is 

clear that the soldiers’ obsequium – perhaps a reference to their oath, as much as good behavior – 

to Tiberius has earned them some kind of reward, possibly from Tiberius himself, beyond what 

 
86 The first edition, likely based on auction lot photographs before police seizure of the three pieces, was 
published in 2020 (Rothenhoefer 2020), and second, superior edition and commentary based on autopsy by 
Caballos Rufino followed in 2021. I am also indebted to Georgy Kantor’s 2021 blog post for analysis. 
 
87 Caballos Rufino 2021: 310. Kantor 2021 points out the omission of divus in line 3, which would suggest a 
dating before Augustus’ deification on September 17 or a serious mistake by the engraver. Rothenhoefer 2020: 
106 thinks it is later, since he places the reading of Augustus’ will at the September 17 senate meeting and the 
use of the title Augustus for Tiberius was inherited. Kantor dates the reading of the will to the first meeting of 
the senate on September 3 or 4, based on Tacitus Ann. 1.8. 
 
88 Rather than, say, a heading of the provincial governor in charge of distribution, as in the SCPP. 
 
89 Caballos Rufino 2021 identifies the inscription as a senatus consultum. Kantor thinks it may be a decree 
from the consuls alone (Kantor 2021). 
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was willed to them by Augustus.90 It is further evidence that the vow of support which 

Germanicus was so eager to extract legitimized Tiberius in power. That the decree comes either 

from the senate or from the consuls opens a new question: was the senate so quick to 

acknowledge Tiberius’ role as the proper object for the armies’ loyalty, and as the source of their 

improved pay and working conditions? We know already that the consuls, having sworn the oath 

themselves, were sympathetic. Other inscriptionary oaths, preserved at the transition from 

Tiberius to Caligula, show a pattern had been set, and provincial communities publicized their 

oath of allegiance specifically to the princeps as part of a new ruler’s accession in the time after 

Tiberius.91 Soldiers too were expected to vow themselves to service of the state and the princeps 

as its leader, and we should not neglect that the oath is a crucial – and, if Wardle is correct, 

determinative – means for doing so. If the mention of obsequium refers to the oath to Tiberius 

himself, in the undefined but omnipotent role of princeps, rather than the res publica, we can see 

in real time the construction of a parallel state apparatus suited more to monarchy than republic. 

Oaths were not only taken by soldiers and those near to Rome. We have an inscription first 

published in 1960 from Palaipaphos on Cyprus, dated to 14 CE and dedicated to Tiberius. The 

basics are the same as in others seen so far: the Cypriots swear loyalty to Tiberius and his house92 

across land and sea, and to keep the same friends and enemies as does he. In addition to fitting 

the model of imperial oaths on accession that would emerge later, the early dating comes in part 

from two deliberate lacunae (lines 13 and 19) that would neatly fit Αὐτοκράτορα and 

 
90 Caballos Rufino 2021: 323. 
 
91 The oaths at Aritium and Assos (Herrmann 1968: 122-3 Nos. 1 and 3). 
 
92 Interestingly this oath specifies children of his blood; Rowe 2002: 137 questions whether this is an 
intentional exclusion of Germanicus or an oversight. 



 43 

Αὐτοκράτορι respectively, but remain unfilled.93 Tiberius was famously hesitant in accepting 

honors and titles; the Cypriots, eager not to offend, must have left space to fill in the appropriate 

language when they were more certain. This is further evidence of how attuned local leaders 

were to the vagaries of the imperial disposition, and the impulse to express this publicly. Tiberius 

disdained the title of Αὐτοκράτωρ (Imperator) at least early in his reign, and denied petitioners 

the right to worship him alongside the gods.94 The Cypriots got it right, and presumably it was 

worth the effort to wait on official word before committing to stone something that was not 

guaranteed to meet with imperial favor.95 

Together with the newly uncovered Baetican inscription we have now a few points of data 

suggestive of an empire-wide phenomenon, from Cyprus to Spain. The later ubiquity of the 

imperial oath conceals the importance of its deployment at this crucial juncture. Publicly 

swearing to Tiberius so early, in so many places, suggests that oaths were seen as the right tool to 

acknowledge his accession. Had an uprising occurred and succeeded, there is no doubt that local 

officials would have found a way to pretend that they had always supported the winning side, but 

in the event they had been well trained by Augustus’ long reign. They reacted to the change in 

power with forceful, perceptive responses. Tiberius succeeded Augustus through political 

positioning, but also by public acclamation, which had been strategically positioned at key 

junctures of power realignments in Augustus’ lifetime, especially regarding succession. Yet when 

 
93 Mitford 1960: 79. 
 
94 Suetonius Tib. 26. The inscription does not refer to Tiberius as θεός, but does (properly) use the epithet for 
the deified Augustus. Cf. Fujii 2013: 23-36 on the semantic connection between θεός and divus in Cypriot 
inscriptions, to which Sørensen and Winther-Jacobsen 2013 respond. 
 
95 A second inscription from shortly after Augustus’ death (ILS 151) shows blithe confidence in the fact of 
succession before it was settled, addressing Tiberius as “Imperator Caesar Augustus, son of Augustus.” Here 
the lack of divus suggests Augustus had not yet been deified, potentially dating the inscription (from a 
milestone on a North African military road) to within a month or so of his death. Rowe 2002: 52-53 discusses 
this artifact in the context of the importance of tribunicia potestas.  
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Tiberius hesitated to accept the full mantle of power in the senate he opened himself to the 

charges of duplicity that tainted his entire reign. Perhaps more importantly, he created a collision 

between old and new forms of power. The authority Augustus had wielded was beyond the 

power of the senate to grant, and its breadth was reflected in the swift declarations of support for 

Tiberius. When he hesitated, the powerlessness of the senate was laid bare. Public acclamation 

had rendered the succession either fait accompli or, should he refuse it, an invitation to anarchy 

and renewed civil war.  

 

1.4 Conclusions 
 

Oaths were not the only means of expressing approval and acceptance of the new ruler, but 

they were an important one. Part of this is the nature of the promissory oath: it is forward-

looking, honorific, and (at least conceptually) binding. At moments of uncertainty these are all 

useful traits. Early in the Principate, when there was no established script for transition, oaths 

offered refuge in adapting Augustan forms – themselves borrowed from a Republican past – to 

the Tiberian era, as the Cypriots did with their careful language. Tiberius did not prescribe this, 

or the uncertainty would not still be evident.  

He likewise could not have activated myriad, geographically diverse local expressions of 

devotion to bolster his own importance within mere weeks of Augustus’ death. The oath makers 

were acting in their own interests as far as they could see them, through methods they thought 

suited the moment. Except for Germanicus’ trip to a few hesitant armies, the oath seems to have 

been given quickly and freely. Countless communities across and beyond the Mediterranean 

world reconstituted themselves as vowed supporters of Tiberius. Actions and expressions that 

had focused first on Augustus then on the imperial family became, by their transference to 
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Tiberius, pillars of the Principate as an acknowledged, institutional part of the social order. On 

the death of Augustus, an idea inconceivable and unexampled in Rome’s recent past pushed in on 

Tiberius and the senate: the king is dead, long live the king.  

For many across the empire this presented no issue. It eased the decision-making process 

for local elites, who could be reasonably sure that their expressions were appropriate and would 

avoid offense. The Greek world was much more comfortable acknowledging kings. Mastering 

and implementing these expressions allowed them to appropriate power from a new source, 

namely the Principate and princeps at Rome. It is possible that in its continuing use these actions 

became routine, and thereby lost a great deal of their significance. At the accession of Tiberius, 

however, they were still specific and deliberate, and more potent for that reason.  

In many ways Tiberius both benefitted from and was subject to the relationship created by 

these oaths. Despite any professed hesitancy he was, without any deliberate provocation on his 

part, recognized as the ruler of the Roman world almost immediately after the passing of 

Augustus. His problems stem mainly from the senate, with whom the dance was much more 

complex than with either the provinces or the armies, both more accustomed to having a master. 

If the ‘good’ emperor is really the pro-senatorial one then the tradition should not surprise us.96 

Focusing on the senate flattens a geographically diverse, far-flung empire. Oaths, and especially 

promissory oaths like those sworn to the new emperor, are by definition unequal. This is 

palatable to a community making entreaties to the ruling power, shaping the relationship between 

the two. The army soldier understands that he has an obligation to his commander.  

But the senate did not recognize the princeps as its master, or else required that this 

recognition remain tacit. In tracing the precursors to the Paphlagonian oath, Serena Connolly 

 
96 So Wallace-Hadrill 1982: 45. 



 46 

points to its place in a long tradition of explicitly unbalanced obligation. She goes as far back as 

the explicit statement in the Hittite oath made by Alaksandu of Wilusa around 1300 BCE that 

“these words are by no means reciprocal.”97 Although treaties between powers could and did 

include reciprocity clauses, oaths of allegiance are a class apart, by nature ill-suited to 

agreements between peers or peer polities. Even if an emperor presents himself as merely first 

among equals, the truth was known and implicitly recognized even at Rome.98 A new social 

order, formed during Augustus’ long reign, had come into its own, and senators had to enact their 

part to be included. The first test was after the progenitor of the order was gone. 

The oath so swiftly taken by the consuls at Tiberius’ accession was part of a new power 

structure that bypassed traditional Roman processes. The consuls knew as well as the soldiers 

that Tiberius had complete command, but could swear an oath precisely because it was not yet a 

regular legal obligation in contravention of the Republican past. They were, after all, the head of 

government, and their swearing to be well-disposed to Tiberius (who officially held only 

extraordinary powers, not office) did not reduce their rank. It acknowledged the reality of 

monarchic rule by a process running parallel to the legal governing structures. Their authority 

was retained, and it is under their heading that notification was sent to the army about rewards 

for loyalty shortly after Tiberius came to power.99 To others, though, this subjection to a man 

who perhaps had not quite earned it in the way Augustus had must have chafed. Augustan 

measures were bought with peace and thus tolerable, but their continued use under Tiberius 

brought into stark relief that the change was not a temporary one; the senate now owed ongoing 

 
97 Connolly 2007: 208. 
 
98 Wallace-Hadrill 1982: 42. 
 
99 See discussion of the Baetican description, above, on whether this was through a senatus consultum or their 
pronouncement.  
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obedience to the inhabitant of a new role of princeps, not just to Augustus. When he hesitated to 

take what was offered, it may have seemed insincere to senators who thought they were being 

called not just to admit their domination but to ask for it. Relations between the two never 

recovered.  

Through extrajudicial actions like oath swearing, Tiberius’ path in power was smoothed 

and the Principate as a form of government became more regularized, stretching beyond the life 

of its founder. The ritualization of many of these practices under Tiberius and later emperors may 

have limited the importance of each act, but it undoubtedly entrenched the Principate as an 

institution more deeply in the daily life of its subjects.100 This first use, however, was an example 

of initiative originating beyond the imperial house, defining Tiberius’ role within an existing 

tradition. More than in later times, a senator in 14 CE might well have taken umbrage at their 

body’s apparent diminution. What Augustus had won in war became an obligation ever-after, and 

nowhere was this clearer than when Tiberius acceded to an unofficial throne. Oaths and other 

rituals were at once expected and exceptional, meaningfully binding and precedented, but used in 

a way beyond the traditional structures of Republican government. In the absence of a securely 

established and fully institutionalized Principate, they were one avenue for acknowledging 

monarchic power without directly ceding to or challenging the importance of other elements in 

the Roman polity. Others filled the space that a lack of institutionalization left blank. An oath 

must have been an appealing option, both for those who wanted to be clear that they understood 

the reality of the new form of government and those who wanted to pretend that it did not exist. 

 
100 “Institutionalization lacks in theory and abstract discourse the force it acquires in practice.” (Ando 2000: 
28).  
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Chapter 2: Coins of Livia and Imperial Ideology  

“She kept the old custom of domestic virtue, but was obliging beyond what would 
be approved by women of antiquity. An imperious mother, she was an 
accommodating wife, well-suited to the cunning of her husband and the pretenses 
of her son. Her funeral was modest, and her will was long ignored.”1 

 (Tacitus, Annals 5.1) 
 

When Livia and Augustus met in the fall of 39 BCE, she was mother to the future emperor 

Tiberius, then a boy of three, and pregnant with her second son, Drusus. She was married to 

Tiberius’ and Drusus’ father, Tiberius Claudius Nero. Augustus was himself married to his 

second wife, Scribonia, who was pregnant with his only natural child, the ill-fated Julia the 

Elder. Each divorced their spouse quickly (Augustus on the day of Julia’s birth, Livia around the 

same time while roughly six months pregnant2) and three days after the birth of Drusus they 

married on January 17, 38 BCE.  

A traditional model for long-lasting stability this is not, at least in modernity. But the 

marriage of Augustus and Livia endured until his death five decades later in 14 CE and, more 

importantly, the couple publicly paraded their union as an exemplum of Roman domestic 

tranquility and by extension of an enduring pax Romana.3 This was a demonstrably successful 

 
1 Sanctitate domus priscum ad morem, comis ultra quam antiquis feminis probatum, mater inpotens, uxor 
facilis et cum artibus mariti, simulatione filii bene composita. Funus eius modicum, testamentum diu inritum 
fuit. 
 
2 Dio 48.34; Barrett 2002: 19-23. 
 
3 On the exemplarity of Augustus’ own life, cf. Ovid: “the most just authority [Augustus] will bring laws, and 
govern morality by his own example” (legesque feret iustissimus auctor, exemploque suo mores reget, (Met. 
15.833-4)). Cooley 2009: 144 connects this passage with R.G. 8.5, where Augustus points to his laws that 
revived old and created new exempla for Romans to follow, possibly in reference to his marriage legislation.   
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endeavor, and the domus Augusta became lastingly connected with the Principate as a form of 

government.  

Just as oaths came to be a regular feature of submission, the early Principate brought 

change in the public perception of female members connected to the princeps. By coopting and 

bending tradition to suit its purposes, Roman institutions under Tiberius entrenched a new model 

of these imperial women, deeply connected to the ideology of a monarchy that could not yet be 

frankly acknowledged. In the case of oaths, I have taken pains to present their use as an organic 

reaction, in the Republic tradition, to an unprecedented situation, and not directly responsive to 

Tiberius’ demand. The same is true for the treatment of Livia, and the same process can be 

shown: a long Republican past, a gradual realignment under Augustus to his benefit, and 

institutionalization under Tiberius. As we move beyond accession, a new feature of Tiberius’ 

reign emerged that picks up the suggestion of a decentralized process presented in the analysis of 

oaths. Tiberius’ reluctance to dictate terms allowed variation to creep in, sometimes in opposition 

to his expressed wishes. We see, in short, one effect of Tiberian moderatio4 in the surviving 

physical evidence, namely local coinage. The coinage of Tiberius has received very little critical 

analysis.5 In partial remedy of this I examine depictions of Livia in provincial coinage to 

understand both her evolving role in relation to the princeps as well as the broader political 

ideology that spread throughout the empire under Tiberius. In the course of this analysis, I show 

that it was in fact a widespread ideology reflected in the numismatic evidence, not central 

propaganda in the modern sense.6 Western mints had an autonomy that they would not under 

 
4 An important Tiberian quality that I discuss more fully in Chapter 3, below. 
 
5 Major exceptions are addressed in the course of this chapter, much of it centered on the moderatio/clementia 
types examined below. 
 
6 For contemporary literature and propaganda, cf. Chapter 4, below.  
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later emperors, and coins depicting Livia reflect this distance. The provinces are especially 

useful, as the production of local coins was not yet controlled by Rome directly. 

At the outset of Tiberius’ reign, the Cypriots in 14 CE left space for but did not carve 

Αὐτοκρατορ, a term he generally shunned.7 Their uncertainty on this point was nonetheless 

accompanied by a forceful oath of allegiance. The broad strokes were correct, and they gambled 

on the particulars while hedging their bets. So too with coins of Livia. Minters knew roughly 

what they ought to express, or at least could reasonably hope that they did. They were part of a 

state still working towards and into its new form, with the princeps atop it but in an under-

defined position. This is fertile ground for evidence of disjunction, and for showing the 

ideological space that existed around Tiberius. If Augustus was unprecedented – and he was – 

then Tiberius was doubly so, both in his inheritance of power and in being very much not 

Augustus, despite the evaluation of his policies by some ancient and modern commentators.8 In 

the event, provincial mints seem to have acknowledged the changes that had taken place, while 

Rome did not. This is not to suggest that imperial women were more important in the provinces 

than at Rome, or that Rome was ruled by its edges. Instead, the provinces simply reflected the 

realities of empire more cleanly than other sources of discourse surrounding the Principate. The 

political apparatus of princeps and senate, for a variety of reasons, could not acknowledge the 

changes that were taking place with the same speed, even if it felt them just as keenly. Change 

 
7 Mitford 1960 and Chapter 1, above. 
 
8 His two major modern biographers, Barbara Levick and Robin Seager, both maintain this view to some 
degree, though of course with much nuance. E.g. Levick 1999: 82; Seager 2005: 147-9; cf. Cooley 2023: 62 n. 
358. In the ancient sources, many of which are discussed specifically in the course of this dissertation, it was a 
fairly common view as well, often summarized with Strabo 6.4.2 that Tiberius took his cue in administration 
and decrees from Augustus (κανόνα τῆς διοικῆσεως καὶ τῶν προσταγμάτων ἐκεῖνον). On this point cf. Cowan 
2009b.  
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had to come gradually, or risk throwing the world into another generation of civil war like that 

which followed the death of Caesar.  

There was no master of this process, though there is some evidence that Tiberius at least 

understood what was happening.9 Tradition had its uses, not least in pacifying the ruling classes 

immediately below the princeps and supporting a policy of moderatio as a guiding tenet of 

Tiberius’ reign.10 Official leniency was a key component of the delicate calibration between 

tradition and innovation, played out under the watchful eye but often slow hand of Tiberius. 

Changes within and outside of the city were either suppressed or embraced, contributing to the 

gradual development of wider Roman practices and ideology.  

The exploration of women’s roles within the princeps’ household underscores a complex 

evolution that began prominently under Augustus, yet its roots extend far into Rome's earlier 

periods. I begin by evaluating the ideals reflected in Republican Rome's mythological narratives 

before examining more historically reliable instances. This approach traces a progression into the 

first century BCE, marking the era when women started to emerge as significant figures through 

their connections with the state's powerful men. I follow further change into the Principate, 

examining a process begun by Augustus and still very much alive under Tiberius. The use of 

women as a connecting tissue between past, present, and future went hand in hand with a deeper 

enmeshing of imperial monarchy in Roman society, culminating in the deployment of Livia’s 

name and image to represent continuity and stability. While literary sources offer insights into 

 
9 Tiberius refused a number of divine honors and all of them at Rome, but allowed them occasionally in the 
provinces (Tac. Ann. 4.37-8, 4.55-6). But it was not a blanket policy of acceptance, as he rejected another the 
following year in Spain (cf. Gradel 2002: 59). Likewise he publicly disdained the use of the title Augustus but 
signed documents as Augustus/Sebastos on occasion. 
 
10 Surely present as well is an element of recusatio, identified as crucial to the façade of the Principate in 
Wallace-Hadrill 1982 (cf. Huttner 2004). For moderatio as distinctively Tiberian see most recently Cooley 
2023: 72-77 and Balmaceda 2014 for Tiberian virtues generally. 
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Rome's imagined history, the Principate offers epigraphic and numismatic evidence that 

highlights her critical role and the complexity of her part in political ideology. Livia long 

outlived her husband, and had to fill the roles of both wife and mother to Rome’s most powerful 

men in turn. There existed precedent for both of these roles in Roman life, but not at the scale 

called for by the dominance of the Caesars.  

 

2.1 Mythic Tradition 
 
Although the marriage of Livia and Augustus proved lasting, Tacitus makes sly note of its 

inauspicious beginnings. When reporting the case against Augustus that was bandied about in the 

wake of his death, the historian includes one view of his marriage to Livia as “the abduction of 

Nero’s wife, and the priests consulted in a farce as to whether she could legally marry despite 

being pregnant but not yet having given birth.”11 The language is purposeful: abducted women 

(abducta12 uxor) held an outsize role in the Roman imagination, especially in connection with 

changes to the state.13 Ancient writers from Herodotus onwards often drew a connection between 

tyranny and the violation of boundaries, including the boundaries of marriage and sexual 

propriety.14 Positioning Augustus as part of this tradition presents him as the stereotypical 

overreaching tyrant. Then something remarkable happened: the tyrant was indulged rather than 

rejected by his society, and Livia acquired no small measure of her own power from her position. 

His stolen bride became his longtime wife. 

 
11 Ann. 1.10.5: abducta Neroni uxor et consulti per ludibrium pontifices an concepto necdum edito parturite 
nuberet. 
 
12 TLL I.61.5-15 (Lehnert) for this use of abducere as the seizure of women; cf. Strunk 2014: 129.  
 
13 Cf. Strunk 2014 (on this passage); Boatwright 2011 (on Livy). 
 
14 Herodotus 3.80 on the dangers of monarchy in the “Persian Debate.” 
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Tacitus’ pointed reference primes a Roman audience for the upheaval that should follow 

such an act.15 Instead Livia is continually promoted and garners more fame as Augustus grows in 

power; the state rejoices and the domus Augusta thrives. The principate is a fundamentally new 

thing, Tacitus suggests, to the extent that older expectations no longer apply. Indeed Livia’s 

position was new, but it depended on an established series of Republican precedents and 

practices onto which a new ideology was grafted. Some of these stretched back in time, while 

others were more recent; together they made space for Livia and the concept of an imperial 

family to find its place in the Principate. Progress was uneven and contingent on the vagaries of 

chance and personal decisions, but during the reign of Tiberius the various lines ran together and 

a role for the femina princeps16 emerged as part of the Roman system of power. From there it 

served as a model for future rulers of the empire. 

I thus begin with the distant past, or one kind of it. Roman historiography was late to 

develop, and the surviving stories of Rome’s earliest centuries are far removed from whatever 

historical events they recall or invent. My purpose here is not to establish the ‘truth’ of historical 

figures from Rome’s history, nor to deny it. Instead of reading these stories through a lens of fact 

or fiction, I take them as broadly reflective of tradition and widely accepted mores at the time of 

their writing in one way or another. That is, from the many stories of Rome’s mythic past I have 

selected examples that are dealt with in major authors and would have been widely known in 

literary circles or through other messaging.  As will be seen, some stories are probably genuinely 

antique; others may be inventions suited more to the time and purpose for which they were 

 
15 And it may well be a uniquely Tacitean spin on the topic; no other ancient source offers so hostile an 
opinion of the event. Velleius Paterculus 2.79.2 and 2.94.1; Suetonius Aug. 62.2 and Tib. 4.3. Dio even says 
that Livia’s recently divorced husband gave her away to Augustus as a father would (48.44).  
 
16 The combination is Ovid’s (Pont. 3.1.125), and he uses it specifically of Livia as a positive exemplum for his 
own wife in Tristia 1.6. 
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recorded. Each paved the way for the women of the domus Augusta to assume increased 

prominence in the world of the Roman Principate without overtly threatening the Republican 

past. I consider examples from the Regal Period, the early Republic, and the late Republic to 

elucidate views and expectations for important women woven into the fabric of Roman political 

thought.  

One of the chronologically earliest women of note was Hersilia, wife either of Romulus or 

of Hostus Hostilius.17 It was she who beseeched Romulus to grant citizenship to the conquered 

Sabine people of Antemnae in order to pardon and reunite parents with their daughters and 

thereby grow the state; this took place before the mass intervention of her fellow Sabine women 

at the Battle of Lacus Curtius that ended war with the Sabines for good. Such is the account in 

Livy, at least (1.11-13). But no matter which version18 we turn to, Hersilia’s role is functionally 

the same: intercession between Sabines and Romans to protect the interests of both her kin and 

the Roman state. And the new Roman wives are soon to become Roman mothers; Romulus 

promises this as a salve when he consoles the seized women.19 Within the realm of Roman 

historical narrative, this is apparently comforting. 

A non-literal but straightforward reading of Hersilia’s conceptual importance to Rome’s 

early history is as follows: she gives voice to the practice honed over centuries of Rome 

absorbing conquered people into their polity, thereby transforming acts of conquest into justified 

and unifying events freed from shame for conqueror and conquered. Her ready allegiance to her 

 
17 Wife of Romulus: Livy 1.11. Wife of Hostilius: Dionysius 3.1. 
 
18 Wiseman 1983: 449 provides a summary of her various appearances in historiography including Livy, Ovid, 
Dionysius, Plutarch, and Gnaeus Gellius. Of these, it is notable that all but Gellius are roughly Augustan or 
later, and Gellius is fragmentary. 
 
19 Livy 1.9.14. Fantham et al. 1995: 217 emphasizes the built-in purity of Rome’s first mothers in Livy’s 
narrative. 



 55 

new state was exemplary for Romans, safely wrapped as it was in her unchallenging domestic 

status as daughter and wife. In at least one tradition she was taken by mistake alongside her 

daughter and had a role in the institution of Roman marriage rites and in legitimizing the Rape of 

the Sabine Women.20 Ovid perhaps picks up on the maternal tradition at the close of Book XIV 

of his Metamorphoses, when Hersilia is addressed as et de Latio…et de gente Sabina…matrona 

(14.832-3). In this telling she is reunited with the deified Romulus through the intervention of 

Juno and herself deified as Hora Quirina to serve as her husband’s partner forever after. Her 

name and pairing are suggestive of a position like the First Lady of Rome’s founding. Echoes of 

Augustus, Livia, and a renewed founding of Rome are not explicit, but may well have lurked in 

the background. 

In Hersilia we have an exemplar of integration for conquerors and conquered as well as an 

emblem of female dedication to husband and state. She brings peace through domestic 

tranquility, an idea that finds echoes in Augustan and Tiberian messaging; the role of matrona 

resurfaces in the early Principate. The significance of her belonging to the inaugural generation 

of new Roman women bears attention, as her narrative importance extends beyond the cessation 

of hostilities between Romans and Sabines. It encompasses the tacit acknowledgment of a 

distinct Roman femininity and the role of women in propagating future generations, which 

underscores her utility in Roman mythmaking. Hersilia emerges as a symbol, embodying both 

peace and motherhood within this context.  

More famous than Hersilia is the woman whose self-sacrifice ended the Regal Period and 

ushered in the Republic, Lucretia. Her story is well known, and I offer only the briefest 

summary, generally following Livy’s account. The broad strokes are the same in other major 

 
20 Wiseman 1983: 448, relying on a mention of the event in a speech of Augustus in Dio 56.5.5. 
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sources including Dionysius and Cassius Dio.21 It is as follows. The son of Tarquinius Superbus, 

Tarquin, became obsessed with the wife of his cousin Lucius Tarquinius Collatinus because of 

her beauty and outstanding domestic virtue.22 This was Lucretia. Later Tarquin raped Lucretia, 

threatening her with various kinds of dishonor should she not acquiesce to his demands. She 

endured the sexual assault, but then reported it to her family before taking her own life. This led 

her husband and another nephew of the king, Lucius Junius Brutus, to gather a band of outraged 

followers to depose Tarquinius Superbus and in so doing to end monarchy at Rome. Collatinus 

and Brutus were remembered as Rome’s first consuls in 509 BCE, among the founders of the 

Roman Republic.  

Lucretia’s role in the story is a sad one. Her suffering and death, bravely met, received 

fame primarily as the spur to action for her male relatives and as a demonstration of the cruelty 

inherent in kings and tyranny, at least in the initial reading. Her exemplary devotion to her 

household both in life (on Livy’s telling she was found to be at home engaged in domestic labor 

deep into the night, thus winning acclaim for her husband Collatinus) and in death (taking her 

own life to prove her innocence in the rape committed against her23) signal clearly that these are 

virtues Rome was eager to inculcate in society. Her self-sacrifice also carries the requisite dose 

of nationalism so common in Rome’s myth-historic past: she does not act before extracting a 

pledge for vengeance from her husband: 

 

 
21 Dionysius 4.64-67; Livy 1.57-58; Dio 2.13 (by way of Zonaras). See Wiseman 1998 on the possible origins 
and development of this story. Ovid (Fast. 2.721-852) offers a lengthy version, as do many later authors.  
 
22 Langlands 2006: 87 on this aspect, and 80-97 more generally for discussion of Lucretia in Roman literature.  
 
23 Appearances are an important part of the story. Livy 1.58.7: ceterum corpus est tantum violatum, animus 
insons; mors testis erit. Tarquin prevails on Lucretia by threatening to pose her corpse with a slave when he 
cannot convince her with the threat of mere death.    
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“Sed date dexteras fidemque haud inpune adultero fore. Sextus est Tarquinius, qui 
hostis pro hospite priore nocte vi armatus mihi sibique, si vos viri estis, 
pestiferum hinc abstulit gaudium.” Dant ordine omnes fidem; consolantur 
aegram animi avertendo noxam ab coacta in auctorem delicti: mentem peccare, 
non corpus, et unde consilium afuerit, culpam abesse. “vos” inquit “videritis, 
quid illi debeatur; ego me etsi peccato absolvo, supplicio non libero; nec ulla 
deinde inpudica Lucretiae exemplo vivet.” 

“‘But give me your hands and word in pledge that the adulterer will not go 
unpunished. It is Sextus Tarquinius who last night as an enemy instead of a guest 
took his pleasure from me by force to my ruin and his, if you are men.’ They each 
swore in turn, and consoled [Lucretia] sick at heart by diverting the fault from the 
woman compelled to the perpetrator of the crime, telling her that it is the mind 
that sins, not the body; where consent was lacking there is no guilt. ‘You all’ she 
responded, ‘will see about his punishment; For my part, even if I absolve myself 
of guilt I do not excuse myself from punishment; no other unchaste women will 
live with Lucretia as her example.’” (Livy 1.58) 

 
The focus in Livy’s account of Lucretia’s speech on chastity24 hints at an evolving role for 

Lucretia, and provides insight into the reworking of the past even in the realm of sexual politics.  

It must be acknowledged that for both stories we depend largely on roughly Augustan or 

post-Augustan sources. Authorial invention of the traditions is unlikely and in some cases 

disproven by other evidence.25 We know, for example, that Brutus, slayer of Caesar, minted coins 

featuring his tyrannicide ancestor as early as 54 BCE, and surely the story itself is older and 

would have been repeated, for example at family funerals for the Bruti.26 It has a foothold in the 

late Republican literary tradition in Cicero, though for different reasons that are less amenable to 

autocracy.27 Clearly the story had currency in that era, but the enlargement of an existing literary 

 
24 A convenient but inadequate rendering of the complex concepts contained in pudicitia. 
 
25 See Small 1976 for the identification of a Volterran urn depicting Lucretia, with slight differences between 
the Etruscan and standard Roman versions. Precise dating is difficult; probably it is late Hellenistic (Small 
1976: 357). Despite her immense popularity, secure visual depictions of Lucretia from antiquity have not 
generally survived.  
 
26 RRC 433/1.  
 
27 It appears first in Cicero (various places, but especially Rep. 2.46-7, where it shows the dangers one man 
rule can bring to the state).  
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tradition under Augustus marks a shift in emphasis. Authors after Cicero reframe the story, 

moving it from a demonstration of the dangers of monarchic excess to one focused on moral 

rectitude and specifically pudicitia.28 It is precisely from late Republican tradition that the 

Principate began its piecemeal centering of the imperial house in as many aspects of Roman life 

as it could manage.29 In some cases, though, a story that could not be erased might need to be 

reworked, lest it strike the wrong tone. This seems to be at play somewhere between Livy and 

Cicero.  

The 54 BCE minting from Brutus points to another useful approach to understanding the 

burgeoning importance of women to the Principate. In its early stages, the Roman historiographic 

tradition emerged in part from family and clan memorialization; families had an understandable 

interest in preserving their ancestors’ exploits as a point of pride, as well as the means to do so. 

We know of funeral orations already ancient in Cicero’s time30 and inscriptions under the 

portraits of famous ancestors, and indeed we have found still-extant sepulchral evidence of 

historical commemoration in the tomb of the Scipios.31 Marcus Junius Brutus’ use of his ancestor 

as iconography on a coin type, with the legend LIBERTAS on the obverse and head of the first 

consul Brutus on the reverse, is a part of this trend. Within these family histories women could 

 
28 Langlands 2006: 82 notes that pudicitia is not a central theme of Cicero’s depictions, though it is taken up 
later by a variety of authors. Valerius Maximus begins Book 6 with a discussion de pudicitia and Lucretia is 
the first and signal exemplum.  
 
29 Daveloose 2023: 445: “The achievements or reputation of an individual can be transformed within an 
explicitly familial framework, in order to functionalise the memory and legacy of a particular family group. 
Thus, individuals can be transformed into ‘figures of memory’. ‘Memory’ does not only serve to strengthen 
family groups from within, but also to purposefully transform public knowledge thereof from the ‘outside’ – 
i.e. by non-related individuals.”  
 
30 The oldest, preserved in Pliny, is that of Quintus Caecilius Metellus for his father Lucius in 221 BCE 
(Flower 1996: 136). See Flower 1996: 127-150 for the general practice.  
 
31 The list of evidence is T.P. Wiseman’s (Wiseman 2007: 71).  
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have real importance, circumscribed by their general inability to take part in political actions. In 

the lead up to the first century their importance escaped onto the political scene as well.  

The story alluded to by Brutus’ coin type was widely known, but there is a gap between 

these mythic women and the direct exercise of political power. It is true that late Republican 

versions of both Hersilia and Lucretia pushed a nascent Rome to adopt customs and institutions 

that were important to the later state, but their fundamental attributes are oriented inward towards 

the family and household; their service to the state is important but secondary in Augustan 

literature. Both women’s stories deliberately conflate familial stability with stability in the state; 

violations of one have consequences for the other.32 The gap from virtuous housewife or mother 

to Livia, mother of the world, is just too large. The latter role subsumes and extends the former, 

and Romans had to enlarge their ideological theories about important women to accommodate it.  

A second thread of memory, dating back not to the mythic past but to Rome’s 

Mediterranean dominance in the second century BCE (and thus the onset of irreparable cracks in 

the Republican foundation), can fill the gap. There emerged in the tradition a new kind of 

woman, one more directly involved in political affairs. She has some commonalities with her 

remembered antecedents, and it is chiefly through male members of her family that she won 

acclaim. But her movement into public space33 and consciousness happened much more quickly, 

and the mark she made on the political scene was not one of abnegation. She was a player in the 

game, exercising her influence to shape policies and events as they happened. I write of Cornelia, 

mother of the Gracchi.  

 
32 Specific to Livy, scholars have noted his use of women in the early books as “catalysts and markers of 
change.” (Boatwright 2011: 118.) 
 
33 Roller 2018:199-200 on the necessarily private sphere of the demonstration of female virtues, by their nature 
nearly incompatible with public acclaim (with Roller 2014).  
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2.2 Historic Precedent 
 
Rome’s self-mythologizing includes a long history of female exemplarity, only a tiny 

sample of which is addressed above. But there is some consistency: in the realm of myth, the 

virtues demonstrated are generally in line with what we might expect, namely dedication to their 

male relatives (fathers, sons, and husbands) and dedication to Rome and its greatness above all. 

As republic moved toward empire, new contexts were found or created for public display of 

female family members. While it is Livia who ultimately bridges the two key gaps (Republic to 

Augustan domination, and thence to established Principate), earlier mythic and semi-historical 

women were not relegated exclusively to the tomes of elite writers. A temple reconstruction in 14 

BCE may have included scenes of the Sabine women’s intercession, more accessible through its 

medium than a written work and an attestation of their importance across Republican and 

Imperial contexts.34 Such an installation would have lacked meaning if it did not refer to a well-

known event in Rome’s past with a broadly agreed upon narrative. The coin of Brutus discussed 

above is another example of public dissemination of familial history where women are crucial to 

the values contained. These were events from the distant past, renewed and revitalized for the 

message they carried but reflecting long tradition. The valorization of contemporary women, 

more pertinent to current issues through living connections, carried different and more 

challenging connotations. It began in earnest probably in the second century BCE and Cornelia – 

daughter of Scipio Africanus, mother of the Gracchi brothers, and mother-in-law of Scipio 

Aemilianus – is the example par excellence.  

Cornelia was famous in antiquity. Her role supporting her sons was necessarily intertwined 

with their revolutionary political thought, and with their actual and proposed reforms at a 

 
34 Boatwright 2011: 124-5.  
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turbulent time in Republican history. Further, we have (purported) writing from the woman 

herself; putting aside the authenticity of these documents as preserved, it nonetheless found its 

way into the historical record within roughly fifty years of her death.35 We know from Cicero 

(Brut. 211) that her letters were in fact in relatively wide circulation, and Quintilian also 

discusses them.36 Both authors praise her as a pedagogical guidelight for her sons – one 

traditional role for leading women – and the possibly spurious letter fragments go further, 

preserving direct political advice.37 Yet it is not only for her lineage and letters that she is 

remembered. Cornelia was a woman at the apex of mid to late Republican political life.  

In an extraordinary testament to her importance, a statue of Cornelia was erected around 

100 BCE, probably after her death,38 and was seen by Pliny the Elder (N.H. 34.31) and Plutarch 

(Life of Caius Gracchus 4).39 Remarkably, the base of this statue can be found in the Capitoline 

Museum still bearing the inscription Cornelia Africani f. Gracchorum.40 Plutarch claims the 

people of Rome erected the statue to honor her as mother of the Gracchi, not for her famous 

father Africanus,41 and it may be that the inscription was recut during Augustus’ reign to replace 

the dangerously populist undertone of such a primary identification, that of her sons, with a more 

 
35 The writing survives in two fragments, possibly from the same letter, of Cornelius Nepos. Scholarly 
consensus (though not unanimous) is that the attribution is spurious. Horsfall 1989: 41-42 cautions that nothing 
in the content of the fragments precludes a 2nd century BCE dating but does not think on balance we can say 
they are authentic. So too Dixon 2007: 26–29. Few scholars have taken them entirely as legitimate in recent 
years; of this class the most insistent is Hallett 2018.   
 
36 Institutiones Oratoriae 1.1.6. 
 
37 For a summary of this aspect of Cornelia cf. Roller 2018: 201-204. 
 
38 Though not necessarily (Kajava 1989: 120-121). 
 
39 On the statue’s original placement and purpose see Flower 2002.  
 
40 CIL 6.10043. 
 
41 Life of Caius Gracchus 4.3; Flory 1993: 290.  
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roundly nationalistic one by the inclusion of Africanus.42 This brings to mind the recasting of 

Lucretia’s story from anti-monarchic exemplum to positive paragon of female virtue.  

The context in which Pliny mentions the statue43 holds its own interest for the present 

discussion. It arises in the midst of a reported proposal of Cato the Elder (Censor 184 BCE) that 

statues of Roman women ought to be forbidden in the provinces specifically. The provinces of 

184 BCE were more geographically connected to Rome, and nearly incomparable with the far-

flung geographic diversity the next 50 years would bring to the empire.44 This distinction 

between province and Rome, though, continued into the Principate.45 Cato (as reported in Pliny, 

who says the utterances existed still in his own day46) saw different levels of propriety applying 

at Rome where such things ought to be forbidden absolutely without discussion, and in the 

provinces, where he advocates for the same, stricter approach that was apparently not in effect. 

Presumably something prompted his concern. Rome’s approach to managing their empire, 

laissez-faire within certain bounds, meant there was space between practice at Rome and practice 

abroad, a fact that would take on an energy of its own with real ramifications during the 

transition to hereditary monarchy.47 This space is evident in the coinage of Livia I examine 

below and shows the variability that had to be managed to create a lasting imperial ideology.  

 
42 Flory 1993: 290-292. On the unusual omission of mater with the genitive Gracchorum see Kajava 1989 and 
Roller 2018: 221-5. 
 
43 N.H. 34.31. 
 
44 Perhaps most neatly shown by the willing of the Pergamum to Rome by Attalus III in 133 BCE. 
 
45 See ‘Coins of Livia’ section, below.  
 
46 N.H. 34.31: exstant Catonis in censura vociferationes mulieribus statuas Romanis in provinciis poni. 
 
47 Although assiduous in carrying out his obligations, Tiberius seemed content to leave the details to others, as 
when he extends the usual term of provincial governors (Dio 58.23.5). Of course, a Tacitean reading of the 
same evidence might suggest he tightened control by allowing only his trusted confidants to hold power for 
years on end. 
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Even if we accept the existing statuary inscription as original, the plural genitive 

Gracchorum is a certain reference to Cornelia’s sons, not her husband.48 That Nepos could 

include letters from Cornelia shortly after her death shows at least that her imagined story could 

include offering pointed political advice to her son Drusus.49 This is not a matter of the mythic 

past, even if the tradition was bent to imperial purposes a few decades later. Cornelia could be 

thought to have had strong views on her son’s actions in the realm of politics and to have advised 

him on the matter. We have moved beyond Hersilia and Lucretia into a much more real and 

reified connection between women, public ideology, and governance.  

Cornelia is clearly exceptional; her statue may have been the only one of a female historical 

(i.e., clearly non-mythic) figure erected until those of Octavia and Livia in 35 BCE.50 But she 

was not the only woman to receive acclaim even before the chaos of the mid 1st century BCE 

created the need for new kinds of public images. We know too that around 100 BCE – within 

easy distance of a reasonable dating51 of the Cornelia statue – a public funeral oration or 

celebration52 was held for Popilia, mother of Q. Lutatius Catulus (cos. 102 BCE). Catulus was a 

well-regarded historian too, and no doubt a self-serving one.53 It has been suggested that his 

 
48 The use of a genitive singular following filiation in inscriptions is often used to indicate a husband; the 
plural forbids that reading here (Kajava 1989: 127-131). 
 
49 There is some thought that the letters are a creation of the optimates faction in the late republic, but the 
(imagined) role of Cornelia is unaffected by the issue of whether the letters are genuine or a later creation. 
Dixon 2007: 26-28 discusses the evidence for and against this view.  
 
50 Barrett 2002: 138. 
 
51 Coarelli 1978. 
 
52 Hillard 2001 takes issue with the notion that this is the first public funeral for a woman, an opinion held by 
some scholars based on Cicero De Or. 2.44. Whether it is the first or not (or, as Hillard suggests, whether it 
was even a funeral oration rather than some other type of public honor) makes no difference here, as clearly 
some notable public honor was granted. 
 
53 He wrote de consulatu et de rebus gestis suis (Cic. Brutus 132-133).  
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political fortunes rose through attachment to Marius in 103 after a string of failures.54 Could this 

public celebration have been part of a public messaging campaign to restore or augment his 

prestige and build on his newfound success?55 If so, it may well have been trading on the acclaim 

enjoyed by Cornelia and the opportunity that it presented to use female relatives (though so far 

only dead mothers, specifically) for a person’s own political program. Both instances are 

examples of a new, more important role for Republican women ‘escaping’ from the confines of 

familial history into the realm of genuine public importance. Two points from roughly the same 

time do not make a trend, but they do make precedent. This precedent, first exploited under 

Augustus then moderated under Tiberius, grounds the current study.   

 

2.3 Livia in Context 
 
All of this history pulls us inexorably to Livia Drusilla, known variously as Julia Augusta, 

Julia, or simply Augusta56 after her adoption into the Julian family in Augustus’ will in 14 CE. 

Scholarship on Livia has started to fill out in the past generation of writing, in part through more 

nuanced readings of the literary sources as well as the inclusion of other types of evidence. 

Lovisa Brännstedt57 draws a soft line between earlier biographies of Livia and those that follow 

Barrett 2002, when attention shifts significantly from her personal qualities and familial role to 

considerations of Livia as part of the state, and the two are of course intertwined. There exist 

 
54 Badian 1968: 38. 
 
55 Catulus had stood unsuccessfully for the consulship thrice before finally attaining it in 102 (Hillard 2001: 
56-7).  
 
56 I use the name Livia throughout to refer to Livia Drusilla, not least to avoid any confusion with Augustus’ 
daughter Julia (the Elder).  
 
57 Brännstedt 2016: 16-17. 
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important exceptions to the former model for interpreting Livia’s life (many noted by 

Brännstedt), perhaps most famously Purcell 1986. Many of these focus on Livia vis-à-vis 

Augustus; extending this inquiry into the Tiberian period is still a work in progress.  

That is the work taken up here, in service of understanding the early principate as a 

piecemeal evolution of culture and custom rather than a switch that was flipped from republic to 

monarchy under Augustus.58 In so doing I do not just aim to show Livia’s evolving role in 

political ideology, though I do this first. Livia as presented in her coinage contributes to my 

broader argument that Tiberian moderatio is one (admittedly crucial) component that 

underpinned an entire process of realignment, in which we can see that his hesitating impulse left 

room for other actors. Moderatio both prompted and was induced by the lack of a unified 

political ideology to accommodate a princeps who was not Augustus. It was clear at the 

accession, in a process arguably driven by eager oath-takers and not Tiberius’ command. In the 

chapter following this one, I show how it has contributed to the largely critical historic 

understanding of his reign, and in the next that it affected contemporary literature as well. This 

chapter aims to use Livia’s presentation and coin types bearing her name and image to prove that 

the perceived space for ideological innovation and misstep was real, and persisted deep into 

Tiberius’ reign. The consequences were (relatively) light, but within a generation mistakes were 

eliminated nonetheless. Livia’s importance grew alongside the enduring power of principes, and 

by the end of her life she was clearly in a class of her own. Once-removed from command by her 

sex, there was no role for her as stateswoman in her own right. The tradition laid out above, both 

mythical and historical, provided the basis for the elevation of important women in connection 

 
58 So Crook in the Cambridge Ancient History cautions us against the view of Augustus as omnipotent creator 
of the principate, lest “the institutions he initiated look too much the product of deliberation and the drawing-
board, whereas they need to be seen as arising, incomplete and tentative, out of the vicissitudes of a continuing 
political story.” (Crook 1996: 70). 
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with their male family members. A feedback loop between senate, imperial house, and provinces, 

with each component serving its own agenda, made further change inevitable. Tiberius’ reign 

was consumed in part by finding a balance between these forces; so too in the case of Livia’s role 

and public prominence. Jealously guarded aristocratic tradition had solidified Rome’s 

dependence on a relatively few closely- and inter-woven families for its management. It is 

incompatible with the evidence that women in important households did not exert meaningful 

influence, even while excluded from any official positions or elite legal standing. Sometimes we 

know just the opposite to be the case, as when Ovid asks his wife to work for his return through 

Livia who, unable to pardon him herself, could presumably prevail on her husband Augustus to 

do so.59 His approach wasn’t without sense: a decade later Livia is publicly recorded to have 

intervened on the side of clemency for the wife of Gnaeus Calpurnius Piso, condemned for the 

murder of Germanicus.60 

When it comes to Livia the literary sources are judgmental; for better or worse that is their 

nature.61 Tacitus takes a sharply negative view of her from the outset, while Suetonius is 

generally more positive. Dio splits the difference. The three together make up the major 

historians of the Julio-Claudian era, but writers closer to Livia’s own time do not offer surer 

footing. Before his exile Ovid has general praise for Livia, and after his exile a marked 

desperation creeps into his writing, shown above. Valerius Maximus, whose work was dedicated 

 
59 Ovid Pont. 3.114-166. 
 
60 Tacitus Ann. 3.15-3.17. Her intercession is recorded and confirmed by the SCPP, lines 109-120. 
 
61 Barrett 2002: 229 rightly points out that our sources from antiquity are often concerned with Livia (and 
imperial women in general) only insofar as discussing her reveals some aspect of the princeps himself. 
Appendix I of Barrett 2002 contains an extremely useful and thorough concordance of literary (and other) 
references to Livia, to which I am indebted. 
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to Tiberius, is unsurprisingly obsequious; much the same for Velleius Paterculus.62 Each of these 

authors had reason to praise the imperial house, even if only for the purpose of self-preservation. 

Tacitus’ work may be an overly critical correction that indulges the historian’s contrarian and 

cynical tendencies. The truth, as ever, probably lies somewhere between the poles. I attempt to 

peer through the moral curtain of ancient sources not to understand Livia’s character, but rather 

to explicate her position in and importance to an evolving political scene after Augustus’ death.  

The leap from Republican women at the close of the 2nd century BCE to imperial women in 

the 1st century CE was not without intermediate steps, but it was nonetheless a leap. One way to 

track this change is through numismatic evidence, which requires an understanding of what coins 

do and do not signify. It was only shortly before Augustus came to power that any living Roman 

woman had featured prominently on a Roman coin type. Scholarly consensus is that Fulvia, third 

wife of Marcus Antonius, is depicted on an aureus minted at Rome in 41 BCE,63 and this is the 

first time a living woman’s portrait can be found on a Roman coin. She is not identified by name 

in the legend, but within a few years Antony minted coins securely identified as featuring 

Octavia (sister of Octavian/Augustus) in the early 30s BCE.64  This just narrowly follows the 

first living Roman man (Julius Caesar) to appear on coinage during his lifetime, and it is clear 

that a sea change had taken place in numismatic practices.  

This does not mean that all coins are a direct reflection of imperial will. It is better to 

understand the various types as generally reflecting the importance of the emperor, expressed in 

 
62 For a summary of these and others on Livia, see Barrett 2002: 229-302. 
 
63 RRC 514/1. The identification is based on earlier coins from Lugdunum (Lyons), also a mint controlled 
directly by Rome, from 43 BCE. (Harvey 2020: 34-39.) 
 
64 Harvey 2020: 39-40. 
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rough accordance with his wishes.65 To put it another way, we should not suppose that Augustus 

or Tiberius specifically requested or approved the types of coinage issued during their rule, 

though they may have for matters of particular importance. We can, however, assume that nearly 

all types were aligned with imperial values, either because of broadly shared imperial ideology 

or because they reflect subordinates’ attempts to honor or curry favor with the emperor (which 

would, in the final analysis, express some level of imperial ideology itself). This at least is true at 

Rome. In the provinces coinage was still in the hands of local elites, and served both to 

communicate inclusion in the Roman whole and to represent the city that produced it.66 It is for 

this reason that local coins can give us insight into conceptions of imperial institutions that are 

less beholden to imperial control of messaging, to whatever degree such control existed.    

Cornelia received a statue in connection with her sons, and Brutus relied on Lucretia’s 

sacrifice and the actions it spurred to promote his lineage in a coin type, though more obliquely. 

The renewed emphasis on mythic exempla like Lucretia and the Sabine women as models, 

following what seems to be the genuine promotion of a very few women like Cornelia as public 

figures, must have made more palatable to a Roman public the increasing prominence of Roman 

women living close to power. This was expressed carefully and gradually, and was never to 

exceed certain constraints. But even within those constraints we can find the same kinds of 

change that crept into so many areas of Roman life in the years when the principate settled into 

its niche at the top of society as the paradigm for governing. 

 

 
65 Following Wallace-Hadrill 1986: 67-70; Levick 1982b: 108.  But cf. op. cit. 107 for a clear example of 
where coin types do not self-evidently reflect any imperial purpose, when minting coins of Gaius and Lucius 
Caesar persisted for a number of years after their deaths with no change in type.  
 
66 Horster 2013: 243-244, though she writes of a Greek context.  
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2.4 Coins of Livia in the Western Provinces 
 
While the final years of the Republic and the subsequent Augustan coinages have received 

considerable attention, there has been a dearth of work on the second princeps, Tiberius. 

Traditionally considered to have continued Augustan policies without much innovation, Tiberius 

has largely escaped numismatic notice in favor of his more revolutionary predecessor. Closer 

examination of this continuity, however, reveals that the same broad themes in mintings take on 

new meaning under a new ruler. Tiberius is not failing to innovate, but rather using the trends 

begun under Augustus to bolster his own image and authority. Depiction of the women of the 

imperial household on coinage — Livia most of all — is not inertia at work, and it does not 

reflect the same message once her husband was dead and her son ruled. It instead shows the 

growing symbolic and political importance of the entire domus Augusta, carrying forward an 

increasing prominence of important women in public messaging begun in the late Republic and 

accelerated under Augustus. There was also a significant disconnection between imperial and 

local numismatic practice that can help us to see how Rome adjusted to the reality of de facto 

monarchy.67 

A fundamental tenet of Augustus’ new form of government was maintaining the appearance 

of the old Republic, even as the political world was remade. Precisely what that means in a 

technical sense is murky and much debated, but an easier way to think of it is as a matter of 

form: no significant new offices were added or removed to Rome’s major governing apparatus 

under either Augustus or Tiberius. By and large, politicians could continue on a recognizable 

career path for which the official criteria were unchanged. To draw a rough modern analogy, it is 

as if the President of the United States, through some uncodified and unreviewable means, 

 
67 Noreña 2011 on the interaction of local and Roman elites as expressed in coinage. 
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suddenly had control of the “Blue Slip” process by which the United States Senate operates on 

judicial and certain other nominations, wherein the support of both home-state senators is 

informally required for a nomination to advance.68 Moreover, it is as if such a practice existed for 

many more levers of government and the President had control over all of them. There is no 

official law, rule, or regulation supporting it beyond tradition, but the practice has so far persisted 

unchallenged for over 100 years, despite the considerable effect it has on policy and government 

at the federal, state, and local level by modern day senators. The arcane nature of the process is 

part of the analogy, though it is far from perfect – not least because the President holds a 

legitimate role and obligation to offer these nominations in the first place. Nominations (in 

whatever form) had no such backing under law or tradition for the princeps, who was not elected 

to “office” in any way concordant with Republican practice. 

But unlike day-to-day affairs and political appointments, where imperial maneuvering was 

perhaps more subtle, early imperial coins are one area where we can clearly see the outsize 

influence of the Principate on state matters. Building on earlier changes born in the death throes 

of the Republic, Augustan coinage exhibits a departure from the traditional aversion to portraits 

of living Romans while making much of Augustus’ connection with the deified Julius Caesar. 

From at least 2 BCE Augustus is identified as pater patriae in coin types, and thereafter the title 

appears on the majority of Augustus’ legends on his coins.69 It was in this same year that the 

honorific was granted to him; clearly numismatic practice could reflect changing circumstances 

quickly and widely when such a shift was deemed beneficial or appropriate.  

 
68 For a history of the process and its current state see U.S. Library of Congress, Congressional Research 
Service, The Blue Slip Process for U.S. Circuit and District Court Nominations (1917-Present), R44975, by 
Barry J. McMillion (August 2, 2023). “Blue slips” are not a function of either law or of Senate rules, simply a 
practice. 
 
69 Hekster 2015: 46 fn. 13.  
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The adaptability of coins as a medium made them a good candidate for new initiatives, as 

in the case of publicizing Augustus’ new title.70 With regard to the domus Augusta, there is in the 

Julio-Claudian dynasty a general reliance on fathers as coin types during each emperor’s rule, but 

Tiberius is exceptional in including Augustus on more than 25% of his coins.71 A link to the past 

was never more important than in the wake of the first instance of intergenerational transfer of 

imperial power. Augustus provided one such link for Tiberius. Images of Livia could and did 

contribute too. This was not uncomplicated; other imperial family members could provide 

dangerous hooks on which to hang ideological visions separate from his own.72  

It is important that Livia’s contribution was not just as wife of Augustus, but also mother of 

Tiberius, who was not Augustus’ natural son. By the last decade BCE coin types at Rome were 

dedicated almost exclusively to the imperial family.73 Some, like Livia, were important as 

exemplars of a new regal womanhood; others had their own achievements to be celebrated or 

embellished. In all cases they present a serious break from the standard Republican practice of 

excluding scions. Coinage had become prospective rather than retrospective, looking ahead to a 

transfer of power instead of strictly celebrating achievements of the current emperor or his 

ancestors.74 In a world of inherited station, however, even connections to the past have 

prospective value. Tying Tiberius closely with Livia promoted his legitimacy as heir; even 

 
70 Though it was by no means exclusively used for new projects; Augustus himself (and the Principate in 
general) made much more continuous use of the tribunicia potestas, in keeping with the Republican conceit. 
 
71 Hekster 2015: 45-46. 
 
72 The usual concern is Germanicus. See also Shannon-Henderson 2019: 45-46 on Livia and Gillespie 2020 on 
Agrippina. 
 
73 Wolters 2012: 343; Harvey 2020: 121. 
 
74 Wolters 2012: 342. 
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without an acknowledged monarchic structure the promise of stability was worth advertising or 

celebrating.  

The numismatic evidence is part of a larger network of changes in representation taking 

place. As discussed above, the literary portraits of Livia have been explored in some detail, and 

there has been a great deal of work done on Augustan authors, much of it very valuable. Tiberian 

authors are harder to come by and generally less well-regarded; charges of sycophancy abound, 

even if more serious scholarly attention has been brought to bear in recent years.75 Livia spans 

both categories, but much of our basic picture of her is drawn from the later historians and 

Tacitus most of all. The need to locate her within a larger process of social and political 

development has become clear. Certainly her role was not static from her marriage to Augustus 

until her death almost 70 years later.  

To understand Livia requires a basic understanding of the domus Augusta. To my 

knowledge, the phrase itself first appears only circa 10 CE (perhaps a few years earlier), in 

Ovid’s Ex Ponto 2.2.74.76 This early mention is already innately wrapped up in concerns with 

succession. At the close of a letter to Messalinus beseeching him to intervene with Augustus to 

secure Ovid’s release from his relegation, the poet conflates the state of Augustus’ family with 

the strength of Rome:  

 

 

 
75 It is telling that the only scholarly commentary on Velleius Paterculus’ Tiberian narrative is Woodman’s 
1977 edition. A new Teubner edited by W.S. Watt in 1998 was the first full critical edition in roughly a century. 
See also Chapter 4 in this work.  
 
76 And the first official use is in the Tabula Siarensis in 19 CE as part of an inscribed senatus consultum; see 
below. Suetonius uses the term in the mouth of the consul Valerius Messala at Aug. 58 referring to the events 
of 2 BCE. This may be retrojection on his part, but it is also possible that Ovid is simply the earliest instance 
that survives. 
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Tempus adest aptum precibus. Valet ille uidetque | quas fecit uires, Roma, ualere 
tuas.| Incolumis coniunx sua puluinaria seruat, | promouet Ausonium filius 
imperium. | Praeterit ipse suos animo Germanicus annos | nec uigor est Drusi 
nobilitate minor. | Adde nurus neptesque pias natosque nepotum | ceteraque 
Augustae membra ualere domus.  

“The time is fitting for requests. He [Augustus] sees the powers that he gave you, 
Rome, are secure. His wife [Livia], undiminished, keeps safe his marriage bed; 
his son [Tiberius] advances the empire. Germanicus outstrips his age in valor and 
the vigor of Drusus is matched by his nobility. Add too that his daughter-in-law 
and granddaughter, and the sons of his grandsons, and all the members of the 
domus Augusta are well.” 77 

 

Augustus’ family is in good order; Rome is in good order. Throughout Augustus’ life in 

power, the careful promotion of male relatives reflected the enduring importance of dynastic 

inheritance, even when frustrated by death or changing favor. The Roman elite had always been 

concerned with familial strength and fame, and the processes of adult adoption and politically 

motivated marriage alliances were not unusual. In the case of Augustus, however, much more 

was at stake. Traditional methods of securing family legacy and inheritance took on new 

importance when supreme power in the Roman world was in the balance.  

This required new processes and models. One is the public elevation of the female 

members of the house, especially in matters of succession. Hence the statues of Octavia and 

Livia erected in 35, and the exceptional grant of sacrosanctity to them in the same year as 

reported by Dio.78 There were some limited precedents for these actions, but the close focus on 

Augustus’ family makes the argument for a more general elevation of Roman women difficult to 

 
77 Epistulae ex Ponto, 2.2.67-74. 
 
78 τό τε ἀδεὲς καὶ τὸ ἀνύβριστον ἐκ τοῦ ὁμοίου τοῖς δημάρχοις ἔχειν ἔδωκεν (Cassius Dio 49.38.1-2). Taken as 
a whole, τε ἀδεὲς καὶ τὸ ἀνύβριστον most likely refer to the tribunician protections. This was probably 
justified in a religious context, as the Vestal Virgins had (or would have) many of these same rights under 
Augustus. 



 74 

sustain. These were efforts focused on the perpetuity of Julio-Claudian power.79 The domus 

Augusta cemented and extended the public importance of first Augustus’ and then Tiberius’ 

public importance by building the infrastructure for multigenerational control. Romans were 

comfortable with prominent political families, but the inclusion of living female members of the 

family indicates a greater ambition. 

The case, however, should not be overstated. Livia receives no mention in Augustus’ Res 

Gestae, and her personal importance is inextricably bound up in her children and relatives, 

Tiberius most of all.80 There is no suggestion that she was acknowledged as holding power 

distinct from that which she shared with her husband then son. But we should not take this to 

mean that Livia did not have a public presence in Rome.81 On the contrary, she had a presence 

far beyond any other woman; that the Ara Pacis was dedicated on her birthday in 9 BCE is 

demonstrative of her significance, and later in the same year Dio tells us the senate voted statues 

and a grant of ius liberorum for Livia as a consolation for the death of Drusus.82 The Ara Pacis 

was a particularly suitable tribute and in line with the long connection in Roman tradition 

between women and peace-keeping.83 This co-identification also deepens the profoundly 

Augustan move to conflate Augustus’ own domestic security with pan-Mediterranean security, as 

appears in Ovid’s poetry towards the end of Augustus’ life. But between 35 and 9 there are no 

 
79 Rowe 2002, in a different context. 
 
80 After, as is so often the case, Augustus.   
 
81 Very useful here are Bartman 1999, Wood 1999, Barrett 2002, and Harvey 2020. 
 
82 Ara Pacis: Purcell 1986: 93; Wood 1999:104. Ius liberorum: Dio 55.2; Flory 1993: 297-9. 
 
83 See Mythic Tradition section above. For the disputed Livia-as-Pax identification on coinage under Tiberius 
and Augustus, see most recently Harvey 2020. 
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recorded public honors for Livia.84 On one view her public image waxed and waned directly in 

concert with the position of her children;85 Agrippa and Marcellus, rather than Tiberius, had been 

the early favorites among Augustus’ heirs until Tiberius’ marriage to Julia in 11 BCE. Gaius and 

Lucius were still too young to be creditable alternatives, so the elevation of Livia alongside 

Tiberius began anew. The lapse in Livian iconography is a clear marker that this was a 

prospective connection; she had been married to Augustus the whole time.  

Moving into a post-Augustan world, we know from the Tabula Siarensis of 19 CE 

proposing an arch in honor of Germanicus that there was a statuary group of the domus Augusta 

constructed in 15, of which Livia was almost certainly a part.86 This document also provides the 

first official use (i.e., used in a legal context rather than the poetic example of Ovid, above) of 

the term domus Augusta, included in the senatus consultum that the inscription bears. There were 

likely other statues that featured Livia at Rome, and numerous examples throughout Italy and the 

provinces.87 And Livia most certainly was featured by name and image on coins throughout the 

reign of her son Tiberius — but on provincial coins, not those minted at Rome.  

This is a crucial distinction. Livia’s name did not appear on coins minted at Rome under 

Augustus, and only very rarely under Tiberius. A Roman dupondius dated to 22-23 CE of Salus 

Augusta is generally accepted to have a portrait of Livia, but does not name her; around the same 

time, she is named on a sestertius from Rome but her image does not appear.88 In 22 Livia was 

 
84 Unless Harvey 2020: 110-11, 122 is correct and the type minted at Rome in 13 BCE is of Livia, not 
Augustus’ daughter Julia as commonly supposed (RIC I2, 404, 405). 
 
85 Flory 1993: 298. 
 
86 Flory 1996. 
 
87 Winkes 1995 assembles a huge catalogue.  
 
88 Harvey 2020: 121-122.  
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recovering from illness, and these coins were part of a thanksgiving program for her recovery. A 

sense of moderation persists, and it seems that Livia can have one or other, name or face. To go 

much further would push her uncomfortably close in status to the regnant princeps. The limit is 

telling. While it may be natural (or even correct) to us to style Livia as an empress, the hesitation 

evident in these coins shows that it was not felt to be so at Rome.  

It should be noted that there are other coins from Rome that are thought by some to feature 

Livia. They do not identify her by name, however, so historians are forced to argue that the 

public would have naturally associated the images with the wife or mother of the emperor. We do 

not tend to expect the same discretion in representations of the emperors. One of the commonest 

types is a seated female figure holding a scepter and a patera (ritual bowl) that has been 

identified variously as Iustitia, Pax, Pietas, and then again as Livia as each of these. The 

argument relies on analogy with western provincial mints that bear similar types and sometimes 

carry the identification Iulia Augusta.89 I think the case is convincing, and further study is 

warranted. Yet it remains true that coins minted at Rome shrank from naming Livia explicitly, 

and the paired name and image so familiar in types bearing the emperor’s face was not used. By 

focusing only those coins where Livia is named in the legend, we can find the places where her 

public persona was unambiguously being used in service of ideology.  

The eastern provinces minted coins of Livia unabashedly. The argument sometimes runs 

that, as with the imperial cult, this mode of expression came more naturally in the eastern 

Mediterranean where monarchs, including women, had long featured on coins. This supposition 

seems creditable. But there is a fundamental separation between coins minted in Greek and those 

 
89 Iulia Augusta here is Livia, not Julia daughter of Augustus. Harvey 2020: 80-93 discusses this type in more 
detail. See also Wood 1999: 89 who says the identification is more properly connected with the new cult of 
deified Augustus. 
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minted in Latin; Roman power of the era may have felt that Latin was innately bound up with a 

true sense of Roman identity.90 For this reason I focus on western provinces minting coins with 

Latin legends. There is a closer connection between Roman mints and those of the western 

provinces that extends beyond language; by the mid 1st century CE local coinage in the west had 

been almost entirely replaced with Roman coins.91 

Indeed during Rome’s relative silence the western provinces produced numerous legends 

bearing Livia’s name, as well as a number of associated titles. African cities, the mints of which 

had not featured Livia in name or image under Augustus, began to do so under Tiberius. The 

inference is obvious because of what had changed: Livia was an important bridge between the 

first and second emperor and took on a new importance to reflect that role. Such prominent 

placement for the mother of Tiberius activated different associations than Republican ancestral 

commemoration. Most importantly she was still alive at the time, and her name asserted the 

continuity of the Augustan family in power at Rome rather than mere ancestral glory.  

While it would be wrong to suggest that Livia operated conceptually apart from the 

imperial house as a whole, there is evidence that she received special recognition. She is 

identified by name and importance in her own right: at Hippo Regius she is identified simply as 

Iul(ia) Aug(usta)92 but at Lepcis Magna she is Augusta Mater Patria(e), achieving a status 

reminiscent of Augustus as pater patriae.93 This is an exceptional honor, and that it appears on 

 
90 Suetonius Divus Claudius 16 has Claudius denying citizenship to a Greek eques because of his inability to 
speak Latin. In the same section he requires each person to plead their own case rather than allowing an 
advocate to do so on their behalf; the text does not specify pleading in Latin but clearly language is important. 
Cf. Burnett 2005: 177. 
 
91 RPC 1: 18-19; Burnett 2011.  
 
92 RPC I, 711 (20-21 CE). 
 
93 RPC I, 849, 850 (20-30 CE).  
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the reverse of a coin bearing Tiberius’ portrait on the obverse does not diminish its importance. 

Rather the opposite. Even for local mints, displaying the head of the emperor became the general 

practice under Augustus and continued under Tiberius.94 The reverse offered a ‘blank space’ 

where the local mint could make a second statement, in tandem with the obverse, and surely such 

choices were carefully made. In any context a double-headed coin “offers a valuable idiom for 

making a dynastic statement,”95 and it is tempting to read Livia/Tiberius coins as inverting the 

usual dynamic, with Livia secure and Tiberius newly-elevated. At least one more African coin 

mentions Livia by name: at Thapsus she takes on a divine persona in connection with the 

goddess Ceres, and a coin bears the legend Cereri Augustae.96 All three coins date from roughly 

20 CE97 or later, but the terminus post quem for the coin of Thapsus is 21 CE; it is thus possible 

that all three cities featured Livia’s name before Rome did so. If the three coins are 

contemporaneous, they predate the celebration of her recovery from illness on coins at Rome. 

Local coinage from Africa is not attested after Tiberius’ reign, so these were among the last to be 

minted.98  

 
94 Wallace-Hadrill 1986. Regarding the use of Augustus’ portrait on his coinage Wallace-Hadrill 1986: 73 
notes “The case of local coinages suggests that the imperial head had a spectrum of significations, from direct 
involvement of the emperor in the issue at one end to an unsolicited honour at the other. We need not be too 
anxious to press our interpretation to one or other end of the spectrum. For even when it was an honour given 
without Augustus' knowledge, his portrait must have been an immeasurable benefit to the coin. It did indeed 
lend its auctoritas. If the benefit to a coin of a design lies in facilitating its economic function by encouraging 
its circulation and unquestioned acceptance, the head of Augustus was an ideal design.” All the same applies to 
Tiberius. 
 
95 Wallace-Hadrill 1986: 71-72. 
 
96 RPC I, 795 (16-21 CE). 
 
97 The most notable event of 20 CE is the trial of Gnaeus Calpurnius Piso for the murder of Germanicus. A 
connection between the two events is tantalizing, especially since Livia seems to have been publicly 
acknowledged to have intervened in the trial (through Tiberius) on behalf of Piso’s wife Plancina, who was 
acquitted (Tacitus Ann. 3.15-3.17). This intercession is recorded and confirmed by the SCPP, lines 109-120. 
The nature of any connection between the two events is not clear, and perhaps nonexistent.  
 
98 Burnett 2011: 11.  
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The same trend holds true in Spain.99 Local coinages were being overtaken by Roman, but 

there were still 25 mints active under Tiberius and the last known local mint did not disappear 

until the reign of Claudius.100 Numerous Spanish types from Tiberius’ reign feature a seated and 

veiled woman identified as Iulia Augusta.101 But some go further: at Colonia Romula she 

receives acclaim echoing what was seen at Lepcis Magna: Livia is identified as Iulia Augusta 

Genetrix Orbis, shown with her head resting on a globe.102 Livia, mother of the world. 

Both these exceptional coin types (those of Lepcis Magna and Colonia Romula) emphasize 

Livia’s motherhood.  But unlike Cornelia, (mater) Gracchorum, Livia is identified in a maternal 

role that extends beyond her connection to the emperor; she is mother either of the nation 

(patriae) or the world entire (orbis). There may be an element of exemplarity at play. Livia’s 

connection with her children was part of the public dialogue,103 and her identification with Ceres 

at Thapsus perhaps also emphasized her fecundity.104 This is part of her larger promotion as the 

premier matrona of Roman womanly virtue, a project begun under Augustus. 

But this is not sufficient explanation. The appellation genetrix orbis may bear some 

connection to the imperial cult, known to be especially active in the region around Romula.105 

Perhaps this is possible in Lepcis Magna too with mater patriae, but such an honor feels more 

 
99 Ripollès 2005. On the development of Spanish coins generally see Ripollès 2010.  
 
100 RPC I: 17. 
 
101 Caesaraugusta (RPC I, 341); Emerita (RPC I, 39); Italica (RPC I, 66-67).  
 
102 RPC I, 73. 
 
103 Seen, for example, in the contrast between Octavia and Livia in Seneca’s Ad Marciam de Consolatione 3.1-
2, where Livia’s ability to moderate her grief at Drusus’ death is exemplary. 
 
104 Purcell 1986: 92.  
 
105 Étienne 1958: 353-397. Cf. CIL II 2038 for an inscribed statue base (probably of Livia) from the same 
region that also identifies her as genetrix orbis. 
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natural in the civic sphere than the religious. Even more important is that the sources tell us 

Tiberius explicitly disallowed a senatorial attempt to honor Livia with (among other things) the 

title of mater patriae.106  

 It is clear that Livia’s importance extended beyond her children and was bound up deeply 

in the principate as a nascent institution. Tiberius may have (grudgingly) relied on her to 

legitimize his own position. Rome’s reticence on its coins may reflect this same impulse, 

alongside Tiberius’ need to establish himself as sole ruler while also honoring the aversion of the 

Roman ruling class to monarchy. But the coins of the western provinces weren’t so constrained, 

and indeed invented honors for Livia that surpass Rome’s. In fact, they offer titles that the most 

powerful man, Tiberius, had rejected outright. One explanation is that Tiberius allowed these 

mintings to occur abroad and did not discourage them. They ultimately went to his gain; a 

celebration connected to Augustus was unlikely to spell trouble. In wrangling with the senate, he 

would have needed much more caution in his positioning relative to both Livia and Augustus; he 

faced both anti-monarchic sentiment and, as contemporary literature shows, ideological support 

for his reign was based on his exceptional character, ability, and virtue, not his mother or 

adoptive father.107   

The discussion in Pliny of Cato’s concern about statues of women also demonstrates a 

perception of laxity in upholding strict moral order abroad to the same standards as at home. 

These coins are equally likely a matter of neglect, and not positive consent. Tiberius may never 

have seen these types. It is more likely that these cities were simply acting on their own initiative 

using the languages of power with which they were familiar. Absent evidence to the contrary, 

 
106 Mater patriae: Ann. 1.14; Suet. Tib. 26 shows Tiberius declining months named for himself and Livia. 
 
107 On which see Chapter 4. 
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production of these types does not suggest ‘taking a stand’ for a particular mental model of 

Tiberius’ legitimacy. They present a snapshot in time, the Cypriots of 14 all over again. Tiberius’ 

most famous pronouncement concerning the provinces is one of vague beneficence supported by 

supreme power: “I want my sheep shorn, not shaved.”108 It seems simple now to say that he was 

unbothered by variations in local coinage, even when they were in direct contravention of the 

wishes he expressed at Rome. But such a view is in no way concordant with his depiction in the 

ancient historians, nor with the archetypal tyrant. 

And so another side of this story is the diffusion of ideological power that the Principate 

allowed, the maintenance of ideological blank space. Narrow focus on the struggle between 

senate and emperor, which I address in the following chapter, obscures the plurality of the 

process. Such scant evidence cannot rehabilitate Tiberius’ role as tyrant, but can at the least show 

that he did not, perhaps contrary to our expectations, contest expressions of devotion to Livia 

that failed to align with practice or decisions at Rome, even when they ran directly contrary to 

his expressed wishes. The weight of history, both Roman and local, must be accounted for. Late 

Republican society was comfortable with honoring mothers and motherhood in aristocratic 

families; the western provinces took this further under the empire. Livia was a bridge, whether 

Tiberius preferred it or not. In that role, however, she personified not only motherhood but the 

new paradigm of inherited power. It is this fact, more than any other, that can explain the 

disconnect between Roman and local coin types bearing her name and/or image. At Rome the 

terms of the principate were much more fiercely contested, and senators stood to lose the most. 

Tiberius’ caution (or perhaps respect) in their sight made deployment of Livia on Roman coins 

more fraught, as the evidence shows. Although change persisted, some measure of progress in 

 
108 Dio 57.10.5. 
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mutual accommodation (or utter submission) is evident in later coin types: in the reigns of first 

Claudius109 then Galba110 we see the central Roman mint itself issuing coins commemorating 

Livia as Diva Augusta. Recall that by the reign of Claudius the western mints had largely stopped 

operating, replaced by Roman coinages. Livia’s deification undoubtedly boosted her stature, but 

Tiberius’ death111 may have mattered too. The absence of her son makes Livia less complicated. 

If the later years of Tiberius’ reign were as troubled as commonly believed, her connection to her 

son is not what these coins were meant to emphasize. Tiberius has been leapfrogged, with 

Augustus as legitimator of Claudius and Galba.112 Livia can be genetrix orbis, diva, and not 

mater Tiberii. She is a new Hora Quirina/Hersilia to Augustus’ Romulus, not a Cornelia [mater] 

Gracchorum to Tiberius. 

 
 

2.5 Conclusions 
 
In the absence of clearly established institutional features and practices, the Principate was 

necessarily somewhat heterarchical, with Rome operating on one set of standards and various 

provinces operating on their own within the limits deemed acceptable. Tiberius’ wishes regarding 

the title mater patriae were not honored in North Africa, but were observed at Rome, where his 

presence was felt more directly. In one sense the Roman senate and the city of Lepcis Magna 

were aligned in their approach to imperial honors. That both suggested the same title means they 

 
109 RIC I2, 101. 
 
110 E.g. RIC I2, 142-143, 150-153.  
 
111 Not attended by deification. 
 
112 The same is true for the Flavians (see Chapter 5).  
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had similar understandings of how to appeal to Livia and, through her, to the imperial house, 

even if these understandings demonstrate a mistaken reading of Tiberius. 

Long tradition, boosted and undoubtedly reshaped under Augustus, had made space for the 

increasing prominence of women in Roman political ideology. Livia combined two separate 

threads: the matrona of the mythic past and the political female agency embodied by Cornelia. In 

general this is an unsurprising tendency of autocratic regimes, which gather to themselves praise 

for all good things. In the city of Rome, however, the precise terms with which to honor Livia 

were more contentious. She was the wife of Divine Augustus, surely an appropriate recipient for 

praise of all stripes. She was again mother to the princeps, whose importance was undoubted 

even as the limits of his role were unknown. But a step back from this arrangement clearly shows 

the relationship between the three: it is hereditary monarchy, kingship. There really is no other 

term for it, and although today we accept a blend of figural monarchy and parliamentary 

democracy easily, Romans could not. Their discomfort is clear.  

My reading of Livia thus presents four important findings. First, I have argued that 

traditional, pre-Augustan Roman family practices laid the groundwork for her emergence 

through literary, cultural, and political celebration of specific women over the previous century. 

Second, even after Tiberius tried early in his reign to check the praise she could accumulate, the 

western provinces were busy granting her as much and more. Livia was undoubtedly a source of 

legitimacy through connection to Augustus, which served as a reminder of Rome’s new 

monarchic reality, still uncomfortable in the city itself but less controversial abroad. Third, it is 

wrong to assume that such actions reflect a lack of information or some kind of failure of the 

center to command the edges; provinces honoring Livia on coin types and legends expressed a 

fully valid understanding and experience of the power structure at Rome. The difference between 
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their approach and that taken at Rome demonstrates the lack of a standardized political ideology. 

Fourth, differences between local and Roman coinage disappear shortly after Tiberius’ reign, 

evidence that this period was important to the development of a more unified approach. In the 

case of Livian coinage the practice in western local mints won out, and Diva Augusta became an 

acceptable legend even at Rome under Tiberius’ successor.  

The variation demonstrated in coin types featuring Livia suggests a crucial aspect of 

Tiberius’ principate, namely an unorganized deployment of imperial will to coerce specific 

ideological expressions. I have shown in this chapter that it was relatively harmless in the case of 

local coinages. As well it should have been. Even if Livia’s prominence irked Tiberius personally 

or showed a disregard for his preferences (which were perhaps not widely known), it 

undoubtedly expressed a connection with Augustus and his family, which is to the benefit of 

Tiberius most of all. This seems, in short, like the correct policy. It is also an important corrective 

to broad notions of tyranny and centralized control. There was time and space to work relatively 

minor issues out over the course of a few decades, and centrally imposed mandates might have 

met greater pushback for the disruption of local elites’ regional power. This is true even if they 

failed to align precisely with imperial wishes. Rome did assume control of coin types in western 

mints, approximately twenty years after the minting of the types examined here. This need not 

have been (and probably was not) any kind of punitive measure; the benefits of this efficiency 

are obvious if we view it as reflecting a more established ideology of the Principate, more 

accurately represented in more places. Twenty-three years under Tiberius must have gone a long 

way to answering the question of whether the Principate was a generational anomaly or lasting 

change.  
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Acculturation to the Principate was a multidirectional and ongoing process, at Rome and in 

the territories over which it exercised political control. A basic understanding of Roman imperial 

ideology was widely spread but shallow. In time it deepened. At Rome, however, the topics to be 

addressed and responses they generated were different. It is from interactions with the Roman 

elite that our primary conception of Tiberius is drawn. Just as North Africa and Spain reflected 

contemporary power structures while also shaping them, Tiberius and elites at Rome worked 

together (not always happily) to test the limits of the new arrangement and find their roles within 

it. But the provinces were never as crucial a part of Roman identity as its own city and politics. 

In this context moderatio, the call for and exercise of restraint, was both more critical and less 

successful. It is likewise from this sphere that the historical understanding of Tiberius as cruel 

tyrant was born, an idea I explore in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 3: Moderatio, Succession, and Historical Memory 

“I fear the oligarchical executive of the French will not do. We have always seen a 
small council get into cabals and quarrels, the more bitter and relentless the fewer 
they are….I think that for the prompt, clear and consistent action so necessary in 
an Executive, unity of person is necessary as with us. I am aware of the objection 
to this…”  

“Tacitus I consider as the first writer in the world without a single exception.”  

(Thomas Jefferson, 1786 and 1808)1 

 
 
No examination of Tiberius can proceed without Tacitus. He is our best source, and by far 

the most influential on the conception of the era. The subtlety of his writing adds to his power on 

both counts, and any modern vision of Tiberius uninfected by Tacitus’ dark depiction is 

impossible. In the present chapter I join the long tradition of classicists who have tried to wring 

something new from his work.  

A central claim of this dissertation is that the turmoil of Tiberius’ reign has been obscured 

by understanding it as simply a continuance of the model that emerged like Athena, fully formed, 

from the head of Augustus. In some literal sense this is true, as there were few drastic changes to 

official processes. But in what follows I argue that continuance of the Augustan model was in 

part a deliberate policy decision, driven by a desire for stability rather than blind adherence or 

stunted imagination.2 Instead of viewing Tiberius’ reign as simply an extension of his 

predecessor, we ought instead to recognize it as a period of intense experimentation, refinement, 

 
1 “From Thomas Jefferson to John Adams, 28 February 1796,” The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, vol. 28, 1 
January 1794 – 29 February 1796, ed. John Catanzariti. Princeton University Press, 2000: 618–619. 
“From Thomas Jefferson to Anne Cary Randolph Bankhead, 8 December 1808,” Founders Online, National 
Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/99-01-02-9252. 
 
2 I do not by this argument mean to suggest that Tiberius’ personal and political devotion to Augustus was 
either feigned or entirely based on expediency; see below for interactions between Tiberius and Augustus.  

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/99-01-02-9252


 87 

and mutual acculturation, not entirely successful or gratifying to all participants. Much of this is 

due to his status as inheritor of power, and his early years most clearly demonstrate the 

connection between Augustus, Tiberius, and Rome’s governance. Interactions with the senate 

before 23 CE demonstrate ongoing negotiation as to how the principate would operate 

ideologically and politically after Augustus.  

Oaths of allegiance, originally rare and generally deployed in a military context, became a 

standard tool to reinforce the dominance of the emperor. At the very outset of Tiberius’ reign the 

oath of allegiance from all levels of society preceded any formal actions of the senate after 

Augustus’ death.3 The Kaisereid became a standard yearly obligation afterwards, but 

spontaneous oaths even to leading citizens had been very rare before, with the notable exception 

of that taken to Augustus in 32 BCE.4 This was a symptom of the ideological spaces still to be 

filled. At the transition from Augustus’ to Tiberius’ turn as princeps, promissory oaths were a 

widely accepted means of indicating continued support; consuls, senate, armies, and citizens 

used this tool to recognize the new princeps, likely without prompting. Since Augustus’ power 

was largely extraconstitutional, there cannot have been a prescribed process for succession. The 

usual processes for the expiration and renewal of existing offices embedded in history, custom, 

and law were lacking.5 Instead we see initiative, begun by the consuls but quickly echoed 

throughout the Roman world, to make clear the new order immediately at Augustus’ passing. 

Nothing suggests Tiberius called for this. Although he did end up assuming the statio of 

Augustus, he did not do so before the famous debate in the senate over what portion of the 

 
3 Tacitus Annals 1.7.1-2. See also Chapter 1. 
 
4 RG 25.2. 
 
5 But see Gruen 2005 on the special status of tribunician power, discussed below. 
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responsibility to accept. A broadly understood imperial ideology carried him forward, but it was 

not sufficient basis for the entirety of his reign.  

Likewise, the coinage of Livia in the western provinces shows a minting tradition that 

reflected ideology emanating from Rome but along slightly different lines. By minting coins 

bearing the name and image of Livia, as well as assigning her titles unaligned with the wishes of 

Tiberius at Rome,6 local coinages demonstrate the perception of the importance of the entire 

domus Augusta to the burgeoning ideology of the principate. But they demonstrated it 

imperfectly, and ran ahead of the ruling house in their enthusiasm. Republican tradition had 

allowed an increasing prominence to wives and mothers of important men over the preceding 

century, and under the later Principate women of the ruling house would come to be featured on 

coins more regularly. In the first half of Tiberius’ reign, however, this was not yet the case. 

Unique types from western mints disappeared by the middle of the first century CE, subsumed 

into a more heavily regulated program directed from Rome. Here too we see signs of uncertainty 

and experimentation: the provinces tried to reflect their understanding in a way that was at times 

out of step with the princeps and his desires. The western mints became standardized partly to 

prevent such misalignment in the future, and partly from their own clearer understanding of how 

the Principate would operate going forward (a matter not at all clear in Tiberius’ early years).  

For the Principate to endure, the Roman world needed to develop a shared understanding of 

what the Principate was, not just who the princeps was. This was the project of Tiberius’ reign, 

and I have endeavored to demonstrate the ideological space that different actors across the 

Roman world could fill in the absence of mandate. This absence – space reserved for action, not 

a positive program to be adhered to – was fostered deliberately for a number of interrelated 

 
6 Such as mater patriae (Tac. Ann. 1.14). See also Chapter 2. 
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reasons. Tiberius did not want to push too hard lest he show his omnipotence, still formally 

unacknowledged. The Augustan past tied his hands too; to use power too forcefully would mark 

a clear break from his predecessor at an inappropriate moment to do so. Rome’s inability to name 

its monarchy as such (a preference that persisted long after Tiberius) also forbade the creation of 

a ritualized transfer of power, at least to this point.7 We have evidence of preference for a light 

touch, on the model of Augustus. Collectively, this impulse can be described as one of 

moderatio. It was on the one hand a reasonable response to its contexts, and on the other 

responsible for much of the acrimony that surrounded Tiberius’ rule.  

In the following chapter I present the case for moderatio as the crucial concept that 

explains both Tiberius’ policy and his historical legacy as cruel tyrant. I find that this concept 

was intimately linked to his position as the first successor to power in the Principate. 

Accordingly, I first establish the effect that succession had on Tiberius’ status at Rome through 

an examination of the phenomenon more broadly. I next show that contemporary and later 

evidence indicate that moderatio was active under Tiberius. With this base secure, I offer a 

thematic reading of Tacitus’ Annals with moderatio as the organizing principle. It is not a strictly 

historical reading intended to prove that this concept was foremost in Tacitus’ mind or 

understanding. He was not a mere reporter of facts, and writing sine ira et studio did not bind 

him to neutrality.8 The first six books of the Annals offer many things, one of which is a theory 

of the Principate. I find in Tacitus a consideration of how the Principate had to operate as a social 

and governance structure beyond Augustus’ life, as reflected in his decision to begin the account 

 
7 Some stability was arrived at in time, however, as demonstrated by the Lex de Imperio Vespasiani and its 
grant of powers based on precedent among earlier emperors (Clauses 1 and 2; cf. Brunt 1977; Levick 2009).  
 
8 On which cf. Luce 1989 and Levick 2011. 
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at the accession.9 It is at that point that the Principate was no longer the era of a particular 

princeps, but something new and lasting. I therefore focus on points of connection between 

Augustus and Tiberius in the Annals. I consider as well the deployment of moderatio by Tiberius, 

by which I mean moments where Tiberius clearly demonstrates restraint on his own actions or 

those of others, regardless of motive. Tacitus’ presentation of key scenes within these themes 

highlights the paralyzing effect of uncertainty at Rome, in contrast with the moment of accession 

and local coinages, where it proved much less pernicious. My aim is to present a structural 

analysis of the effect of moderatio on the Principate, supported by Tacitus’ account on the one 

hand and theoretical underpinning on the other. I thus close the chapter by developing a 

structural framework to explain the gap between experiences of moderatio at various places and 

levels of society under Tiberius.  

 

3.1 Kingship and Succession 
 
Augustus is reported to have visited the tomb of Alexander the Great in Egypt in 30 BCE. 

While appropriately reverential towards the epochal general, Augustus beheld the rest of 

Hellenistic Egyptian history with disdain. Suetonius’ account is pointed and brutal: “Having 

offered a golden crown and strewn the body [of Alexander] with flowers Augustus, asked 

whether he wished also to see the Ptolemies, replied that he wanted to see a king, not dead 

bodies. And he reduced Egypt to the state of a province….”10 

 
9 Syme 1939: 1; O’Gorman 1995. 
 
10 Suet. Aug. 18: corona aurea imposita ac floribus aspersis ueneratus est consultusque, num et Ptolemaeum 
inspicere uellet, regem se uoluisse ait uidere, non mortuos. Aegyptum in prouinciae formam redactam… 
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Alexander was in some ways a fitting archetype for the latest man to have conquered the 

known world, and the attraction for Augustus is obvious. But his casual dismissal of the entire 

Hellenistic line of rulers in Egypt – the last Hellenistic state to fall under Rome’s formal power, 

and always a carefully kept one – as he reduced it to what would essentially become his own 

private province compresses a long history of interaction between Rome and Egypt down to his 

own day. The first Roman expedition to the relatively young Ptolemaic dynasty was in 273 BCE, 

when Roman representatives brought back lavish gifts from Ptolemy II Philadelphus, son and 

successor of the dynastic founder Ptolemy I Soter, general to Alexander. Contact between the 

two powers was regular from that point on and generally to Rome’s advantage as time passed, 

especially after Gaius Popillius Laenas’ famed intervention between the Seleukids and Ptolemies 

with a show of Roman power in 168 BCE.11 The fecundity of Egyptian soil made it of particular 

interest to Rome’s rulers even before Augustus took it first for Rome and then for himself. But 

despite Augustus’ dismissal of the Ptolemies, a tantalizing parallel exists between his own 

lifetime and the early days of Ptolemaic history. 

After Alexander’s death Ptolemy I Soter established Macedonian control over Egypt and, in 

imitation of existing structures, claimed the title of Pharoah. He held it through a lifetime of war 

with the other Diadochoi, then passed control of the kingdom to his son Ptolemy II. The reign of 

Ptolemy II is unusually well attested, due largely to the preservation of papyri known as the 

Zenon Archive, which preserves correspondence of Ptolemy II’s household manager 

(dioiketes).12 Alongside an extensive courtly apparatus Ptolemy II engaged in considerable 

patronage, and some of the most famous Hellenistic writers and thinkers – Apollonius, 

 
11 Livy 44.29, 45.2-3; Polybius 29.27; Diodorus Siculus 31.2. 
 
12  The index assembled in P.W. Pestman’s A Guide to the Zenon Archive (1981, in two volumes) is the easiest 
entrance to this archive that is split across space in various smaller collections. 
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Callimachus, Theocritus, perhaps Euclid – flourished under his rule.13 He deified his father 

Ptolemy I Soter, with whom he had trained for a few years as co-regent before assuming power 

in his own right.14  

Augustus too saw fit to enroll a series of (mostly unlucky) successors as partners in power. 

He too supported literary, artistic, and architectural flourishing, much of it bent to his own 

aggrandizement. And in the Roman empire he had to manage, on a scale that not just wholly 

encompassed but dwarfed that of the Ptolemies, a multilingual and multicultural political body, 

all from within an existing mental framework of how power ought to be represented at the 

political center. Ptolemy I Soter became pharaoh; Augustus became princeps.  

The suggestion is not that Augustus consciously modeled his approach to establishing a 

dynasty on the early, successful Ptolemies of late 4th and 3rd century Egypt. The more recent 

Ptolemaic history had hardly been a model of stability, and of course Augustus himself brought 

an end to the pharaonic system in Egypt. Nonetheless, it is a useful starting point to consider how 

Tiberius, as successor to a power structure drastically reshaped by a dynastic founder, might see 

the imperatives of his rule.  

No one to my knowledge has focalized historical study of Tiberius through his role as 

second-generation ruler.15 It is naturally part of his life story, the best telling of which remains 

 
13 For discussion of patronage under the Ptolemies see Murray 2008.  
 
14 Chaniotis 2003: 436-7. 
 
15 One notable exception is Vout 2013, who focuses on primary sources and does not in general present a 
theoretical framework. Her article is nonetheless very valuable. See also Cowan 2009a, which begins down the 
road I will follow in Chapter 4 of analyzing contemporary sources to understand the reign of Tiberius directly 
as successor of Augustus. Gruen 2005 also addresses the difficulty of unofficial succession through the lens of 
Augustus’ illness in 23 BCE. O’Gorman 1995 considers the matter through a literary lens of Tacitus’ project in 
the Annals. 
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Levick 1999 (1976).16 Connected to this peculiar position, I argue, is constraint on the actions 

Tiberius could freely take. What has traditionally been seen as a lack of innovation on his part 

can be better read to show the difficulty succession posed to the Principate as a durable 

governing arrangement. I consider various models of second-generation kingship as well as the 

unique role that moderatio played in Tiberius’ approach, and how it may have been received by 

elites at Rome. They posed the most direct threat to the stability of the system and Tiberius’ own 

person. It is also in interactions with Roman elites that moderatio proved least apt. 

Inheritors of power face challenges different from those of regime creators. A key challenge 

is that of ‘sinking status’ in each successive ruler, as distance from the founder (temporally 

and/or genetically) weakens claims to the predecessor’s authority.17 Augustus’ had bolstered his 

authority through an extraordinary constellation of civic, literary, and religious honors, and 

Tiberius was generally careful to echo and preserve what marked Augustus as distinct from other 

mortals.18 The seemingly contradictory antidote to sinking status is some measure of self-

effacement, unavoidable in general but varied in specific application. To channel the Weberian 

charisma of a founder the new ruler must exalt him through diminution of self, unless claiming 

to be the founder reborn. That is, the second ruler must either base his power to a large degree on 

his predecessor or compete with him.19  

 
16 For Levick’s view of Tiberian ‘virtues’ see Levick 1999: 84-91; for the accession see 68-81. Seager’s 2005 
revision of his 1972 Tiberius remains valuable and was the first new biography of Tiberius after that of Marsh 
(1931). It contains updated appendices that address the new evidence (especially inscriptions) between initial 
publication and the second edition. Kornemann 1960 takes a sympathetic view of Rome’s second emperor. 
 
17 The term was coined by Hildred Geertz and Clifford Geertz in 1975 (Kinship in Bali). Cf. Graeber and 
Sahlins 2017: 9, 430, 432 for its use in later anthropological studies.  
 
18 Cf. Cooley 2019. 
 
19 Cf. Pieper 2021 for analysis of this phenomenon in Velleius Paterculus.  
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A second difficulty of successors is negotiating control with other elites, including those of 

inferior status (which, internally, is everyone). In the case of Rome, where a constitutional role 

was not defined for Augustus (nor was there any ‘constitution’ in the sense of a legal document), 

it cannot have been clear exactly what non-traditional powers would transfer seamlessly to 

Tiberius, and thus some points settled under Augustus needed to be relitigated.20 Finally, the 

death of a founder is a natural stress point for any regime, especially when pre-existing power 

structures have not been dismantled – there was always the option of risking chaos to choose (or 

become) a new leader. 

Augustus had addressed some of these issues during his many years in power. His elevation 

of a series of partners through a broad program of public messaging, legal maneuvers, and 

ultimately his will made clear exactly whom he viewed as successor to his station in Rome. In 

different historical circumstances, research has shown that adoption of primogeniture for 

monarchic inheritance considerably reduces the odds of the ruler being deposed, through raising 

the cost of action for would-be usurpers and inducing heirs to wait their turn.21 Augustus, lacking 

male issue, did not have recourse to primogeniture, but his promotion of various members of his 

family attempted to reproduce it. The concern he showed for who would succeed him 

demonstrates his understanding of the fraught nature of power transfers, and he had taken great 

care through his will and earlier honors to designate Tiberius as his partner in power and thus 

natural successor, perhaps most of all through requesting the grant of tribunician powers.22 

 
20 For tangible inheritance and the testament of Augustus more generally see below. 
 
21 Kokkonen and Sundell 2014. 
 
22 Gruen 2005 identifies tribunician power (without office) as the distinctive marker of succession, thereby 
sidestepping the need to make elected offices heritable or other trappings of hereditary monarchy that might be 
(at the least) distasteful to Romans. 



 95 

Although he was careful not to create an obvious monarchy, it seems clear that this message was 

received.23 Tiberius would be his successor. 

It is not uncommon for a successor king still to operate within the existing power structures 

the founder has taken over, substantially unchanged aside from accommodation for the 

conqueror. One model suggested recently by Marshall Sahlins as applied to ‘stranger-kings’24 – 

that is, conquering entities who graft themselves atop existing power structures in the process of 

state formation – suggests that the ‘indigenous’ powers retain authority in subsequent 

generations. As he put it: “The successors of the indigenous chieftains…are the constituted 

kingmakers, who in legitimating the royal heir demonstrate their own residual sovereignty.”25 

The situation in Rome is not an exact match, but substituting the Roman senate for indigenous 

chieftains (both groups the remnants of the previous power structure) shows a common role for 

residual elites, namely legitimizing the new authority and establishing for themselves some level 

of power and, crucially, separation from the masses.26 This accords with a further ‘thesis on 

kingship’ from Graeber and Sahlins: monarchs, through their unbridled authority, necessarily 

flatten the rest of the hierarchy, and all others are fundamentally “undifferentiated…that is, 

equal.”27 The senate was eager to avoid this flattening of status. Tiberius needed to control a 

tenuous new mode of governance while also acknowledging and buttressing the prestige of 

Roman elites, in part through allowing them to differentiate themselves from others; anointing 

 
23 Gruen 2005. 
 
24 Initially put forth in Sahlins 1981 “The Stranger-King or Dumézil Among the Fijians.” The Journal of 
Pacific History 16(3), 107–32.  
 
25 Graeber and Sahlins 2017: 230.  
 
26 The senate’s (and to a lesser extent, people’s) role in legitimizing the princeps has a vast literature, often 
connected with either Augustus or Trajan in the first century. 
 
27 Graeber and Sahlins 2017:12.  
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him leader was one opportunity to do so.28 Alongside this was a desire, presumably widely 

shared, to preserve the stable and largely functional arrangement with subject territories that had 

obtained before and under Augustus, as well as to minimize harmful dissent at Rome. Tiberius’ 

actions suggest that he saw publicizing and practicing a devotion to moderation in matters of 

state as one avenue for settling this question. 

For all that Augustus may have conquered Rome, he does not quite fit the model of an 

outside conqueror. He was deeply embedded in the traditional Roman value system and 

superficially operated within acceptable limits of a leading man at Rome.29 Much has been made 

of his personal and extra-legal auctoritas30 (as expressed in RG 34.331) when he declares that he 

surpassed all in auctoritas but had more potestas than none. The thinking goes that these two 

items are categories in contrast: potestas represented his legal powers and auctoritas the entire 

ball of extraconstitutional influence and shadow-powers that defined the real power of Augustus. 

Unable or unwilling to object to his self-circumscribed role as a bearer of simple tribunician 

powers, the senate did not meaningfully limit the massive influence Augustus wielded.  

Greg Rowe has offered an important corrective, challenging the notion that we ought to 

ascribe such weight to one word among many.32 He goes further to suggest that in this context 

 
28 Most immediately with the oath of loyalty begun by the consuls.  
 
29 Interestingly, this distinction between a ‘native’ conqueror like Augustus and a foreign power as envisioned 
by Sahlins might hold some explanatory power for the unique form of the early Principate. This is a promising 
avenue for future exploration.  
 
30 Galinsky 1996. 
 
31 Unless otherwise specified I have used the Latin and Greek editions contained in Cooley 2009, and any 
English translation of the RG not otherwise indicated is my own.  
 
32 Rowe 2013. 
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auctoritas simply describes Augustus’ role as princeps senatus,33 which enjoyed thoroughly 

Republican precedents. He may well be right in his conclusion, but in any case his rejection of 

auctoritas as stand-in for all the powers we want or imagine Augustus to have controlled is 

welcome. It is too easy to see auctoritas as the true medium of autocracy, and to imagine it as 

directly heritable disguises the ongoing evolution of social and political stability that continued 

into the time of Tiberius. The inheritance of Tiberius did not include any formal measure of 

auctoritas beyond what any Roman stood to gain from illustrious heritage, at least in relative 

terms.34  

What Tiberius’ inheritance did include was the tremendous financial estate35 and some 

measure of the statio of his predecessor. Also important was the close connection with the 

armies, whom Augustus had deliberately cultivated and with whom he had taken pains to create 

personal ties36 in addition to those connected to officeholding, which he largely disdained in later 

years anyway. A tangled knot of clients and adherents would also have transferred over to 

Tiberius as designated heir, following standard Roman custom.37 Less standard were the 

numerous ‘client kings’ on the edges of empire, with whom Augustus had cultivated extensive 

 
33 Rather than, say, princeps civium or princeps civitatis. For the flexibility of princeps in its applications 
under Tiberius, see Chapter 4, p. 175, below. 
 
34 Better here is Cooley 2019, who identified statio as the contemporary lens for understanding the position of 
princeps. 
 
35 Technically two-thirds of it, with the remaining third going to Livia. There were also the myriad important 
and unimportant distributions contained in Augustus’ will, which would have amounted to a significant sum 
and were outside the bequest left to his designated heirs. Cf. Champlin 1989.  
 
36 We might think of the disappearance of non-imperial triumphs proper after Lucius Cornelius Balbus in 19 
BCE (Cf. Flower 2020) or the creation of the Aerarium Militare in 5 or 6 CE.  
 
37 The cliens-patronus relationship has been the subject of immense study, with assessments of the relationship 
ranging from durable quasi-legal institutions to informal and overstated social connections. Probably the truth 
is somewhere in between, but clearly Tiberius maintained longstanding, inherited obligations to and 
connections with certain people and groups.  
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ties and bonds of loyalty.38 As has been suggested here and elsewhere, Tiberius’ position at the 

death of Augustus was nigh-unassailable, and this fact was recognized swiftly both at Rome and 

across the empire.  

Unassailable does not mean popular, and Nero, popular but very much assailed,39 is the 

classic example to remind us that the two do not need to coincide. While the tradition of the 

“Good Tiberius” may have had some afterlife if we can evade the harshness in Tacitus, 

Suetonius, and Dio, a sense of discord or at least uncertainty within the ruling class seems 

nonetheless to have existed.40 This runs counter to the perception of technical competence under 

Tiberius: the state and treasury were well-managed, natural and man-made disasters met with 

generous support,41 notable uprisings at Rome were few,42 and the borders of empire were 

generally maintained. To explain this seeming contradiction I suggest that Tiberius, in a mission 

that found some successes, dedicated a significant part of his reign and energies to securing the 

future of the Principate and thus Roman stability through forging a more defined role for the 

 
38 The classic work is Braund 2014 (1984) Rome and the Friendly King: The Character of the Client Kingship. 
Millar 1966 (republished in Millar 2004: 229-244) points out the need for further study of these client 
kingdoms, where rulers and ruled had to create an understanding of themselves both in relation to local 
monarchy and the imperial center. This calling is taken up most recently by Ish-Shalom 2021, who suggests 
that Augustus created out of client kings in the East a new kind of imperial administrator loyal most of all to 
the Julio-Claudian line.  
 
39 Suet. Ner. 57 tells us that while some celebrated his death with caps of liberty, for years afterwards people 
brought flowers to his grave. The three attested pretenders must have counted on some support in taking up his 
name. 
 
40 Champlin 2008 lays out the case in a thoroughly entertaining manner for ‘Tiberius the Wise’ using alternate 
sources. He points to the cross-cultural models underlying a number of the cruelest Tiberian stories as evidence 
that they reflect authorial animosity, probably in the common source(s) of Tacitus, Dio, and Suetonius, at least 
as much as fact.  
 
41 This facet of the emperor’s rule is itself indicative of his prominence; that he could grant relief through his 
own powers and resources emphasizes his ongoing conflation with the state as a whole.  
 
42 The greatest exception is of course Sejanus, who worked his way into power through closeness to Tiberius. 
On Libo early in the reign, see below. 
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senate, equestrians, and other important power players at Rome.43 He could not command them 

to be free without paradoxically acknowledging his tremendous power, nor could he completely 

sideline the often vain and jealous Roman elites so long accustomed to influence and prestige. 

What he did instead was invite them to engage in the process of building a more durable 

coalition at the center of empire by leaving space for them to operate. It took both the senate and 

Tiberius time to realize that the senators were and would continue to be residual elites. Much of 

the ugliness of his reputation in the historical record stems from the working out of this truth.44  

 

3.2 Moderatio and the Nature of the Tiberian Principate 
 
Maintaining political cohesion requires effort, and this is particularly true in the face of 

significant social or political changes. The death of Augustus and the institutionalization of the 

principate under Tiberius meets both criteria and ought to be regarded as a period of intense 

stress for the Roman state. Surely there were questions not only of Tiberius’ elevation but of the 

legitimacy of the entire system. Maintaining the state required Tiberius to inhabit the role 

Augustus had long held, while through his power guiding all sectors of society, near and far, to 

some kind of shared understanding of how the new regime would function in the absence of its 

founder. Partly this meant creating new practices and standards, but this was rare. An equal part 

lay in curbing, refining, or maintaining various practices initiated outside his control, but which 

nonetheless played an important part in the social and political fabric of the empire.  

 
43 O’Gorman 1995: 104 in reference to Ann. 1.3.7: “It is implied that there must be a gap between Republic 
and Principate, to allow a new generation to arise who has never learned republicanism.” 
 
44 Pelling 2010 for an occasion on which moderatio backfires (in his view, unfairly) for Tiberius, read against 
an Augustan parallel.  
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Because his personal power was functionally unconstrained except by personal violence, 

Tiberius could punish and reward as he saw fit. The famously withdrawn and enigmatic emperor 

rarely deployed this power overtly early in his reign, and he was not generally capricious.45 

Instead he became a fulcrum at the center of Roman society and the political structure, around 

which ideology could be organized.46 The senate needed to define its own role in a way 

acceptable, or at least not threatening, to Tiberius. The use of a light touch – moderatio – from 

Tiberius seemed to meet the moment.47  

In the traditional story of the Julio-Claudians Tiberius is a sort of vicious placeholder, 

sitting between the brilliant founder Augustus and the brief and wild Caligula before the creation 

of an entrenched imperial bureaucracy under Claudius.48 This view conceals Tiberius’ durability 

and importance. His more than twenty-two years in power were not eclipsed until the reign of 

Antoninus Pius in the mid second century; Trajan, the first comparably lasting princeps at 

nineteen and a half years in power, ruled 61 years after Tiberius’ death.49 On the heels of 

Augustus’ long rule, the relative quiet before the churn that followed Tiberius suggests two 

things. First, Tiberius was more successful than later Roman historians suggest in maintaining 

the state without lasting damage, and the broad powers of the princeps weren’t seriously 

 
45 He was, however, inconsistent, a feature I address below at length. 
 
46 Roller 2001: 258-60. 
 
47 I deliberately do not venture to assess any “republican” leanings on the part of Tiberius, and endeavor to 
keep my analysis structural.  
 
48 Levick 1999: 137 also reminds us that from Claudius onwards the provinces would act as “a counterweight 
to the opposition from the senate” and their importance was perhaps underrecognized by Tiberius, unlike 
Augustus. 
 
49 On the next closest in tenure, Domitian, see Chapter 5. 
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reevaluated.50 Second, all levels of society benefitted from stability.51 The Roman world was 

adjusting to the Principate; it behooved everyone to take the time to learn their role in the new 

social order before upheaval seemed an attractive option to anyone. This process of settling was 

at the heart of Tiberius’ reign. 

Developing a new working paradigm for Roman governance had its difficulties, most 

famously in the eruption of maiestas trials that terrified elites and (to Tacitus) functionally broke 

the liberty of the senate.52 These should not be downplayed, and I address below the lasting 

societal damage that results from degraded social trust. Edge cases, the rise in maiestas trials 

among them, tested and found the limits of the new arrangement.53 Just as social institutions like 

oaths of allegiance and provincial coinage show the space accorded to non-imperial actors under 

Tiberius, trials for (sometimes dubious) charges of lèse majesté pointed to the need to define the 

roles for both princeps and senate in governance and the increasingly important realm of 

honorifics. But maiestas trials run amok are the unintended inverse of the key principle that 

Tiberius brought to the fore. Acknowledged even by his critics to have been an able 

administrator, the second princeps was a decorated, capable manager of men and resources long 

before Augustus’ death. This managerial skillset became embodied in the newly desirable 

imperial virtue of moderatio.54 

 
50 This arrangement persisted, and is evident in the Lex de Imperio Vespasiani. Cf. Tac. Hist. 4.3.3 on the 
matter: at Romae senatus cuncta principibus solita Vespasiano decernit. See also Levick 2009. 
 
51 For an interesting mathematical model of Roman emperors’ time-to-violent-death and the curve it follows –
high-risk in the first year, relatively low and stable, then increasing sharply from Year 12 in power onwards – 
see Saleh 2019. On stability engendered through the ‘office’ of the princeps (a concept not yet fully developed 
at the time of Tiberius), see Wallace-Hadrill 1982: 45-47. 
 
52 But see Griffin 1995, also discussed below. 
 
53 Rutledge 2001 traces this phenomenon from Tiberius to Domitian. 
 
54 Christes 1994 on moderatio in Tacitus’ Tiberian narrative; Hellegouarc’h 1972: 264-5 for ideological 
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The notion of a canonical group of “imperial virtues” has rightly been challenged.55 The 

debate begins from the clipeus virtutis presented by the senate to Augustus in 27 or 26 and then 

reproduced widely on monuments and coinage.56 The four specified virtues – virtus, clementia, 

iustitia, pietas – may have some connection to the ideal virtues of the Socratic circle, though they 

are not identical.57 They were, however, useful to Augustus. These four values speak directly to a 

world undergoing reconstruction, with the last warlord – Augustus – victorious in the field 

(virtus), midwifing a renewal of stable social order (iustitia) without desire for retribution 

(clementia) in an inherently Roman way (pietas).58 These are the virtues of a (re)founder, or of a 

restorer – Augustus’ claim to which status immediately precedes the assignation of the awards 

expressing his virtues in the Res Gestae.59  

The case of Tiberius is different. He was not a restorer60 and he was not Augustus. Imperial 

virtues were not meaningfully canonized yet if ever, and in any case at this point Augustan 

 
significance; Westphal 2015 on the meaning of the term in Valerius Maximus. 
 
55 Wallace-Hadrill 1981: 300-307. 
 
56 RG 34.2. A marble copy of the shield from Arles (AE 1952.165 = ILS 81) dates to 26 BCE, but this could 
date either the copy or the original grant. For a summary of important representations see Cooley 2009: 266-
271. 
 
57 Wallace-Hadrill 1981 convincingly rebuts the notion that this set is a transliteration of the Greek ideals or 
closely tied to them. Cf. also Noreña 2001: 152ff. 
 
58 Much could be written about each of these virtues. The inclusion of pietas is especially interesting 
considering the impending widespread adoption of imperial cult, as well as the broader inculcation of pietas in 
Augustan imagery and ideology. Interestingly, this seems to mimic the fifth canonical virtue of εὐσέβεια or 
ὁσιότης that fell out favor in Greek philosophical circles (Wallace-Hadrill 1981: 301 and fn. 11).  
 
59 RG 34.1: “In my sixth and seventh consulships, after I had put an end to civil wars, although by everyone’s 
agreement I had power over everything, I transferred the state from my power into the control of the Roman 
senate and people.” See also the recently discovered aureus type in two copies (at the British Museum (BM 
1995-4-1.1) and Blackburn Museum (cat. no. RNUM-063004)) bearing the reverse legend LEGES ET IURA 
P[OPULO] R[OMANO] RESTITUIT (“He restored laws and rights to the Roman people”) dated to 28 BCE 
by the obverse CON VI (Abdy and Harling 2005: 175-6). The authenticity of these fortuitous finds has been 
challenged, but defended as legitimate in Rich and Williams 1999 (esp. p. 170). 
 
60 Though note the language of Velleius Paterculus on the two men, which suggests that Tiberius did in fact 
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virtues would have been just that: Augustan.61 Tiberius needed to maintain the ideological and 

charismatic appeal of his predecessor without becoming Augustus himself, already deified and 

untouchable. His predecessor’s successes were of obvious value, and Tiberius did not start ab 

nihilo, but the point remains that we should not think of moderatio as a heritable, capital-letter 

Imperial Virtue; such a category better suits historians than history. Instead, I use the term to 

denote a quality and approach suited to the time, something between a cultural meme and full-

blown political program. Like the many Augustan themes, moderatio could be deployed in a 

polysemic manner, both upward and downward between social networks of varying power. From 

afar it promised continuity, peace, and stability underwritten by Roman hegemony. Nearer to 

Rome it promised restraint from the new princeps and limits on autocratic action. At Rome it 

meant ideological blank space reserved for the Roman senate, and deference to traditional 

presentations of power.  

Publicly ascribed virtues must have been useful to be used continuously, and for that reason 

Roman society’s long attachment to moderatio deserves attention.62 Moderatio is a constant of 

Tiberian imperial presentation: it appears on coins, in documents from the period, and in 

contemporary and later historians, each discussed below. Altogether this suggests that the 

zeitgeist of Tiberius’ reign featured moderatio as a core value. Its application reflected Tiberius’ 

role as the first Roman to inherit supreme power over the state, a position with both tremendous 

power and considerable uncertainty associated with its use. It promised (and asked for) restraint 

 
have much to restore. I address this comparison in Velleius’ work in Chapter 4.  
 
61 Even if certain virtues became canonical in later thinking or historiography, they could hardly have been 
anything other than broadly associated with the role itself rather than Augustus in Tiberius’ time. Tiberius’ 
work was to enshrine as institution what had been the statio of one man.  
 
62 Noreña 2001; Noreña 2011. 
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on all sides, and it signaled a continued focus on stability. It also soothed fears of erratic tyranny 

that the senate may have held.  

We should not take the focus on this particular quality as a coordinated, top-down assertion. 

Like many interactions involving the princeps, claims of specific virtues could be deployed both 

on behalf of the emperor and by those seeking to encourage certain behaviors or characteristics. 

The emperor could publicize real or imagined aspects of his rule; the senate and local authorities, 

within reason, could choose to praise certain qualities or policies they desired.63 To be important, 

virtues need not be canonical, imposed by central authority, or spontaneously and popularly 

generated. Sheer prevalence must count for something. The prevalence of moderatio 

demonstrates that the underlying concept was sufficiently in circulation in the first decade of 

Tiberius’ rule that the broader public understood its use, even if each segment of the public 

received different shades of meaning.64  

It was the province of the powerful to turn down honors, to demonstrate restraint, and to 

cast themselves as humble.65 Although Augustus was eager to inhabit the Republican value 

system, the earliest and only mention to my knowledge of his moderatio is in Ovid’s Tristia 2.41-

 
63 So Ando 2000: 22 (though with an eye towards the provinces): “By grounding his communications theory 
on such a model of socialization, Habermas succeeds in breaking down the historical fallacy … of viewing 
classes and other collective actors as agents in history and as subscribers to particular ideologies. His approach 
allows us to view such groups as constructed through intersubjective relations, between subjects who succeed 
in reasoning with each other.” This accords with Mann’s ideas of multiple overlapping networks of interaction 
rather than a unitary society, on which see Section 3.5 below. To my knowledge Ando does not make use of 
Mann’s writing in Ando 2000, but did edit a volume explicitly engaged with Mann’s thoughts on power and 
empire 17 years later (Clifford Ando and Seth Richardson, eds., Ancient States and Infrastructural Power: 
Europe, Asia, and America. Empire and After. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017). Noreña 
2011: 10ff. explicitly cites Mann 1986 in his framing of the emperor’s position.  
 
64 It is notable that the OLD (2nd edition, 2012) s.v. moderatio gives meanings that encompass avoiding 
extremes (1a), moderation as personal control (2a), as well as controlling, governing, and restraining (3a, 3b, 4, 
all present in Cicero). It is possible that to an audience just learning their Cicero, moderatio carried a simple 
meaning not unlike the English “governance.” Cf. TLL s.v. moderatio, which lists as its primary definitions 
self-restraint and governance, in that order (TLL 8.2.1206.5-10 and 8.2.1208.45-50 (Lumpe)).  
 
65 Wallace-Hadrill 1982. 
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2, where it is specifically in the use of power that he shows restraint.66 The evidence below 

demonstrates the pervasiveness of expressions of moderatio in Tiberius’ time, and that it was 

intertwined with the role of the princeps. I begin with numismatic evidence. 

Coin types are a fraught means for divining imperial intention. Rather than the product of 

imperial fiat, numismatic evidence should be understood to reflect broadly the importance of the 

emperor, often but not always in accordance with his wishes.67 This applies not just to provincial 

mints, which had more leeway, but also to imperial precious-metal mints like that at Lugdunum 

(Lyon). While it is conceivable that an emperor at some point may have chosen a specific type to 

suit his fancy, there is no suggestion of this occurring under Tiberius. Based on all surviving 

evidence he is an unlikely candidate to do so, and especially not for a type featuring himself 

rather than Augustus. The question of who precisely did propose or approve types is harder to 

answer for this point in history but, following Levick, probably those in charge of other aspects 

of minting had some say in the initial selections, perhaps subject to further approval.68 Such an 

arrangement calls for caution but does not undermine the value of numismatic evidence. The 

specific aims and predilections of coin producers may have influenced the types produced, 

though they would not dare be too far out of line with imperial wishes. Thus we cannot take 

coins to reflect Tiberius’ wishes directly, but we can safely claim them not to run deliberately 

contrary.  

 
66 “Nor was anyone able to hold the reigns of his power more lightly (moderatius)” (nec te quisquam 
moderatius umquam / inperii potuit frena tenere sui.). See also Cowan 2009a: 480-1. 
 
67 Here following Wallace-Hadrill 1986: 67-70 and Levick 1982b: 107-109. For types that seem to maintain 
their own inertia despite changing ideological ground cf. Levick 1982b: 107, on Gaius and Lucius Caesar types 
that were continuously produced unchanged after their deaths.  
 
68 Levick 1982b: 107-108. 
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Tiberius, under whom numismatic innovation and indeed coin production itself were 

relatively scarce, may have been less interested than some later rulers in how his image was 

presented. There may also have been uncertainty as to how the structures of state should respond 

to his position as a successor. Ought they to continue the emphasis on Augustus to the exclusion 

of their current master? Or should Tiberius be the focus of their efforts? Nonetheless it is 

reasonable to believe that types of the period reflect ideas generally in line with a desirable, 

public understanding of the princeps and his position. That this understanding may have been 

generated by subordinates, the emperor, or both in concert suggests its wide applicability and 

provides another means of examining the negotiation between different social networks and 

classes.69 Whether the suggestion of moderatio in coins minted under Tiberius runs upward to 

the emperor or down from the emperor, it is still valuable evidence. Diffused imperial ideology 

will have restrained types from ranging too far afield and, as I suggest in this chapter, moderatio 

was an apt choice to encourage this exploration of status and value between different groups. 

Among the most famous Tiberian coin types are dupondii minted at Rome featuring the 

head of Tiberius on the obverse (identified as TI CAESAR DIVI AVG F AVGVST IMP VIII)70 

and an imago clipeata probably71 of Tiberius with the legend MODERATIONI on top, flanked by 

S (left) and C (right) for senatus consulto.72 Paired with this is a second dupondius type 

 
69 Cf. Noreña 2011 in the realm of numismatics specifically. 
 
70 The obverse inscription’s use of AUGUST(US) seems at a glance to cut against Tiberius’ declining of the 
title “Augustus” (Suet. Tib. 26; Dio 57.8). Each ancient author concedes (ibid.) that Tiberius did use it in 
practice, especially in official matters (and included it in his signature of the SCPP).  
 
71 Some of busts seem to be children, others mature enough to be Tiberius. Who exactly is depicted matters 
much more for prospective arguments about succession after Tiberius. Here I am confident that the reverse 
inscription clearly speaks to the current ruler, Tiberius. The only imago clipeata type minted under Augustus 
(RIC I2 p. 356), a denarius from 16 BCE, clearly shows a bust of Augustus (Sutherland 1979: 22).  
 
72 RIC I2 Tiberius 39. 
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identified as die-linked and featuring the same obverse, with a reverse legend of CLEMENTIAE 

S-C.73 The date of issue has been debated, with suggestions ranging from 16 CE to the final years 

of Tiberius’ reign; there is most consensus around a middle dating of 22/23 CE.74 The early 

dating is tantalizing, as it would suggest that moderatio was a cornerstone of Tiberian self-

presentation early on. But on balance the middle dating is most persuasive, and the loss of such 

early evidence is assuaged by the fact that the middle dating aligns the production of these types 

with the first regular minting of sestertii at Rome in 40 years.75 If not an early statement, 

certainly a forceful one.  

Moderatio is a fitting match for clementia and its long history in (especially) the Julian 

line.76 Both types, moderation and clemency, brought Augustan ideals into the Tiberian age. The 

very form recalls the clipeus virtutis of Augustus, as well as echoing his coinage from 16 BCE, 

discussed above. Clementia suggests a restraint against transgressors and some amnesty for 

missteps; the connection with moderatio is, I think, clear enough. Both speak to a restrained rule, 

forgiving others and taking care not to transgress.  

Moderatio is also a distinctly Tiberian addition. Augustus advertised his forgiveness; 

Tiberius emphasized his self-restraint. This difference can be explained by a few reasons. First, 

Tiberius did not need to ‘re-brand’ himself for times of peace, as he did not come to power in the 

 
73 RIC I2 Tiberius 38. Sutherland 1938 shows them to be die-linked. 
 
74 16 CE: Levick 1975a: 132; late dating in H. Gesche, 'Datierung und Deutung der CLEMENTIAE-
MODERATIONI-Dupondien des Tiberius', JNG 21 (1971), pp. 37-80. Dating of circa 22 CE: Mattingly 1923 
BMCRE I, p. 132, nos. 85-90; Sutherland 1979; Woytek 2017 offers further support through examination of a 
previously unknown pseudo-medallion. RIC I2 p. 39 rejects the later dating but offers 16-22 CE.  
 
75 Woytek 2017: 89.  
 
76 See e.g. Dowling 2006: 20-24; 72-75. Chapter 3 (76-125) looks at numerous examples of clementia in 
Augustan literature. Cf.  Levick 1975b: 29–38 on the usefulness of the distinction for tracking competing 
political interests inside the imperial house (largely none).  
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midst of a civil war. Simply put, there was less to forgive. An emphasis on restraint also reflects 

(and asserts) that the power of the princeps was more securely established. If the dating of circa 

22 CE is correct for the types discussed above, he was eight years into his reign. Coins could 

safely emphasize the light touch with which he deployed his power, in contrast to the mere 

existence of that power. This insight gives us some understanding of the situation at Rome. 

Moderatio suggests space for others’ agency in a social system underpinned by Tiberius’ power. 

Whether this was a plea from those seeking that space or a promise from its guarantor, it seems 

likely that moderatio as a practice was thought to be core to a successful political arrangement.   

We have further evidence that moderatio was seen as critical to the newly forming political 

ideology: the Senatus Consultum de Pisone Patre. When Germanicus died in October of 19 CE 

allegedly at the hands of Cn. Calpurnius Piso (consul 7 BCE77), the Roman world erupted first in 

grief and then into animosity towards the alleged murderer. In 20 CE, after it had convicted Piso 

of treason despite his suicide, the senate ordered an official account, including the speech of 

Tiberius, be published throughout the empire “in the most frequented city of each province and 

in the most frequented place in that city; and that likewise this decree of the Senate should be set 

up in the winter quarters of each legion where the standards are kept.”78 There can scarcely have 

been a more direct way to ensure unified understanding for powers across the empire – senate, 

local elites, and the armies – than the publishing of this account.79  

 
77 With Tiberius as co-consul. 
 
78 ll. 170-172. Trans. Cooley 2023. 
 
79 See Cooley 2023: 72-77 for a summary discussion of the evolving meaning of moderatio in the SCPP and 
contemporary literature under Tiberius.  
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The account was brutal. The elder Piso ignored public law and the dignity of the imperial 

house (ne˹g˺lecta maiestate domus Aug(ustae), ll. 32-380), allowed foreign intrigues to continue 

unchecked, corrupted the soldiers through donatives, and, perhaps worst of all, attempted to 

disrupt the hard-won peace that had obtained under Augustus and then Tiberius by fomenting 

civil war. The senate, viewing his suicide as insufficient penalty for his crimes, further added 

restrictions on mourning the traitor, demolished part of his house, and forbade his son from 

sharing his praenomen.81 

   The nature of the trial – treason, not murder – and the punishments all have solidly 

Republican precedents.82 Although the senate adjudged the numen of the deified Augustus to 

have been violated, the heart of Piso’s conviction lay in the fact that he had ignored the limits on 

his power governing Syria. Worse yet he had abandoned his province then tried to return after 

Germanicus’ death and thus caused Roman to fight Roman, raising the specter of renewed civil 

war. The inscription presents Piso as unhinged, beyond the bounds of civil(ized) behavior.83  

Tiberius and the entire imperial house stand in stark contrast. The SCPP praises moderatio 

not only in Tiberius’ approach (seconded by the senate84) to Piso’s sons, but in Livia and Drusus 

 
80 Here and elsewhere I follow the Leiden Conventions in transcribing inscriptions. For the SCPP specifically I 
adopt the use of the sigla ˹ ˺ to indicate editorial corrections to textual errors, following Cooley 2023: 113. 
Marked corrections are from Cooley 2023, not my own. 
 
81 He adopted the name Lucius (PIR2 C 293) and went on to a successful political career.  
 
82 Flower 2006: 133-135 on the Republican nature of the charges and punishments despite the insertion of the 
domus Augusta. Bodel 1999 on some differences. See below for parallels to the punishment of Drusus Libo in 
16 CE. 
 
83 Cooley 1998, esp. p. 200-201 for the moral denouncement of Piso’s actions as barbaric. See also Potter 
1999. 
 
84 ll. 100-101 
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for patience and restraint during the difficult trial85 and in three further imperial women for 

keeping their grief within acceptable bounds.86 Indeed the dying Germanicus renounced his 

amicitia with Piso only when the former’s singularis moderatio had been worn down by the 

cruelty of the latter.87 It is clear that moderatio was a virtue to be desired, and one intimately 

connected to the imperial house.88   

This important inscription also contains further evidence of the settling process that such 

moderation permitted. Tiberius is thanked and praised for referring the matter to the senate at the 

outset of the proclamation, but its close is equally telling. Thanked (in order) for their exemplary 

behavior are: again Tiberius (ll. 123-132); various members of the imperial family (ll. 132-151); 

the equestrian order as a whole (ll. 151-154); the plebs of Rome for keeping the peace (ll. 155-

158); and the army for their enduring loyalty (ll. 159-165). There is a cascading effect from top 

to bottom, beginning from the moral exemplars in the imperial house.89 The equestrians act as 

they ought – in this case, deferentially to the senate’s process90 – and the plebs are explicitly 

praised for “join[ing] with the equestrian order in demonstrating its devotion towards our 

princeps and the memory of his son” (ll. 155-156). Noticeably absent is the senate itself, which 

has by this very decree clearly abrogated the right to mete out both praise and justice to other 

 
85 l. 133 
 
86 ll. 145-6. The ascription of moderatio to women is notable.  
 
87 l. 26-29.  
 
88 Severy 2000; Cooley 2023: 60-62. 
 
89 Cooley 1998.  
 
90 The praise for equestrians is for their expressions of grief and acclamations in support of the princeps rather 
than any part in the judicial process. Cooley 2023: 228 suggests that this indicates restraint, citing as a 
counterpoint equestrian demonstrations in the theater against the Augustan marriage laws (Suet. Aug. 34.2).  
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sectors of society.91 This agrees with and expands on the ‘residual elites’ role identified by 

Sahlins, where the senate not only legitimates imperial authority, but also orders and judges other 

sectors of society. 

 Moderatio appears in contemporary literature from Tiberius’ life as well. I treat 

contemporary sources more fully in the next chapter of this work, but a glance through the 

content of and scholarship on Tiberian authors shows that moderation was something to be 

valued; restraint and good governance are the (sometime) hallmarks of Tiberius even in later, 

more hostile authors.  

 Velleius Paterculus, largely dismissed until Woodman’s commentaries renewed interest in 

serious scholarship nearly 50 years ago, emphasizes the moderatio of Tiberius both through 

explicit use of the term and through telling examples. As a military general Tiberius used a light 

touch, leading by example but treating leniently men who were unable to match his own self-

discipline; punishment was rare and occurred only when necessary (2.114.3). And in an 

interesting echo of Germanicus’ qualities in the SCPP (see above) he describes the singularis 

moderatio of Tiberius in accepting a mere three triumphs despite earning seven (2.122). His self-

control in the face of adversity is likewise suitably praised (2.130).92 Another Tiberian author, 

Valerius Maximus, chooses to begin Book 4 with a contemplation of moderatio and identifies it 

as “the most beneficial aspect of the mind.”93 A scholar’s recent assessment illuminates this in a 

Tiberian context: “Displayed generally by men in hierarchically superior positions and with high 

degrees of freedom of action, moderatio could manifest itself in two aspects, as it included the 

 
91 Rowe 2002; Cooley 1998. 
 
92 See also Balmaceda 2014, esp. 356-357.  
 
93 Val. Max. 4.1: Transgrediar ad saluberrimam partem animi, moderationem.Cf. Westphal 2015 for recent 
discussion and summary on moderatio in Valerius Maximus. See also Section 4.2, below. 
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restraint of power and the control of self-importance, but also the avoidance of rash and 

unreasonable decisions.”94  It is hard not to read this as pointed. 

 Even the fables of Phaedrus95 may suggest that restraint was seen as a core feature of 

being ruled under Tiberius. Towards the opening of his work he warns against replacing a tyrant 

deemed too inactive with someone new, as change is not necessarily good (1.2). The fable is 

couched in an Athenian setting and the tyrant whom Athenians ought not to wish changed is 

Pisistratus, often thought of as having overseen the Golden Age of Athens.96 The framing of this 

story may suggest some applicability to Rome; certainly worse would come after Tiberius. When 

Tiberius himself appears, named, in Phaedrus’ work it is in a thoroughly recognizable character: 

dismissive of flattery, perhaps tight-fisted, but more judicious than cruel.97 

There is ample evidence in later historians that tradition ascribed moderation to Tiberius, at 

least in the early years, both as a matter of personality and of policy. The three fullest sources – 

Tacitus, Suetonius, and Dio – show clearly that he often sought restraint in a variety of situations. 

To begin with Tacitus: at the beginning of the Annals Tiberius demonstrates adroganti 

 
94 Westphal 2015: 206. See also Section 4.3, below. 
 
95 The traditional dating of Phaedrus to Tiberius’ reign may be inaccurate, and Champlin has argued for a 
dating under Claudius or Nero (E. Champlin, ‘Phaedrus the fabulous’, JRS 95 (2005), 97–123). I follow the 
traditional dating in describing this as Tiberian literature, but under either dating scheme the depiction of 
Tiberius bears on the matter at hand. Most recently Wiegand 2013: 181-192 places it in the latter of half of 
Tiberius reign, including some production post-Sejanus, but admits that the case is not certain. 
 
96 Polt 2014: 163-174 on the fable, its framing, and its applicability to Rome. It is interesting to note that this is 
a fable about frogs asking for a change in leadership, before regretting their choice when the new king is a 
water snake who devours them. Suet. Aug. 94.7 lists among other omens of Augustus’ greatness that as a 
young child he commanded the frogs to be silent, and they were (cum primum fari coepisset, in avito 
suburbano obstrepentis forte ranas silere iussit, atque ex eo negantur ibi ranae coaxare). I do not know of a 
connection between the two stories, but there is some thematic resonance. Polt 2014: 186 points out that 
Suetonius may also be echoing Phaedrus when his Tiberius declares that Caligula will be a destructive water 
snake for the Roman people (Suet. Cal. 11). 
 
97 Phaedrus 2.5. Cf. also Henderson 2001; Polt 2014: 185; Libby 2010: 555-557. On “Tiberius the Wise” as a 
counter-tradition to later history, see Champlin 2008.  
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moderatione – Tacitus cannot resist the barb – in warning the Roman people to keep their 

mourning for Augustus within suitable bounds (1.8) and limits the honors for Livia and himself 

amidst senatorial sycophancy (1.14). He later limits the mourning for Germanicus (3.6, 

confirmed by the SCPP (see above)) and puts a check on senatorial accusers, which earned him a 

reputation for moderation (fama moderationis parta, 3.56). He chastises the ostentatious use of 

golden lettering in honor of the elevation of Drusus to the unofficial position of heir through the 

bestowal of tribunician power (3.59), and rejects calls98 for preemptive inquiries into the 

management of provinces on the grounds that crime should precede punishment. Tacitus tells us 

in connection with this incident that Tiberius was adept at moderating his course when not driven 

by personal animus (3.69).  

Just before the famous turn to evil that accompanied the rise of Sejanus, Tacitus reminds us 

that Tiberius – bristly and dreadful as he was99 – kept his personal prestige and the ship of state 

on a moderate course, with governing responsibility and honors shared according to merit rather 

than hoarded by the emperor:  

 

iam primum publica negotia et privatorum maxima apud patres tractabantur, 
dabaturque primoribus disserere et in adulationem lapsos cohibebat ipse; 
mandabatque honores, nobilitatem maiorum, claritudinem militiae, inlustris domi 
artes spectando, ut satis constaret non alios potiores fuisse. sua consulibus, sua 
praetoribus species; minorum quoque magistratuum exercita potestas; legesque, 
si maiestatis quaestio eximeretur, bono in usu. 

 
 

 
98 From Cornelius Dolabella, who had put forth a similarly sycophantic proposal for an ovation for Tiberius the 
year before, in 21 CE (Ann. 3.47). His rejection of Dolabella specifically might have signaled an impatience 
with such business. 
 
99 Ann. 4.7. 
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“From the very beginning public business, and the most important of private 
individuals’, was dealt with before the fathers, and it was permitted for their 
leaders to speak, and those who slipped into sycophancy he checked himself. He 
handed out honors by paying regard to the nobility of ancestors, brilliancy of 
soldiering, and illustrious qualities at home, so there should be sufficient 
agreement that no others had had more powerful claims. Consuls and praetors 
each enjoyed their own special display; the power of the lesser magistrates too 
was exercised; and the laws, if the question of treason be subtracted, were in good 
use.”100 (Ann. 4.6).  

 
This in his political career. In the field, Suetonius tells us that even at the height of his 

career under Augustus when avenging the Varian disaster in Germany he moved cautiously, 

consulting his advisors and hewing closely to the idealized Republican role of a commander by 

eating on the ground and foregoing a tent.101 Suetonius also echoes Tacitus’ assessment of 

Tiberius at the outset of his reign, remarking that he rejected all but a few modest honors and 

demanded (the irony is apparent) that he not be addressed with titles such as dominus (Tib. 26-

27). 

Dio for the most part reiterates what can be found in Suetonius and especially Tacitus: 

Tiberius kept honors with limits, disdained high names and referred to himself as simply as 

πρόκριτός τῆς γερουσίας, i.e. the princeps.102 He was generous in attaching not only Augustus’ 

name to buildings finished or restored under his own rule, but also the names of the original 

builders of other restored monuments (57.10); here is a hint of moderatio looking beyond 

adherence to Augustus. Dio further credits him, almost unbelievably, with an easy 

approachability and common touch in visiting with freedmen and attending the games, even if he 

did not enjoy them himself (57.11). In matters of taste, and in line with his prohibition of gold 

 
100 Trans. Woodman 2004: 124-5. 
 
101 Tib. 18-19.  
 
102 Dio 57.8. This accords with Rowe 2013 on the auctoritas of Augustus, with specifically Republican 
associations of the term at pp. 12-14. 
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lettering for Drusus, Tiberius is reported by Dio to have forbidden silk dress and gold vessels 

except in ceremony (57.15). The picture that emerges from Dio is one of moral rectitude in line 

with an idealized Republican ethos of simplicity and equality, not indulgence. The desire for the 

appearance of equality led to trouble for both princeps and senate, but it is not on its face 

lamentable.  

Tacitus, Suetonius, and Cassius Dio collectively provide a portrayal of Tiberius as a 

moderate ruler and man. Character is a difficult term as applied to ancient histories, but for the 

purposes of this discussion I define it roughly as a consistent approach to issues and decisions 

put into practice in historical circumstances. Presumably at the margin some instances are 

embellished or fabricated to serve historiographic ends, but enough evidence exists to define a 

pattern even if some data points are of questionable veracity. Despite their critical tendencies, 

these historians depict Tiberius as embracing a character of moderatio in his early years, though I 

will show this is not always to his credit. Whatever his failings, tradition held that he wielded 

power both before and after the death of Augustus with a measure of restraint and prudence, and 

especially in the first half of his reign.  

 

 

3.3 Moderatio and Tacitus’ Annals  
 
The evidence for moderatio as one of the defining qualities of Tiberius’ reign is clear. What 

did this mean in practice? In the following section I examine key points in Tiberius’ reign to see 

where and how Tiberius can be shown (or was said) to have pursued a path of moderation, 

guided by Tacitus. I focus especially on the interaction with Augustan precedent, in line with 

understanding Tiberius as essentially a successor-king variously bound to his predecessor. The 
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early years were also Tiberius’ most politically active, and a fuller account is preserved in Tacitus 

than of the later years. I find that Tacitus sees moderatio not simply as a farce – though charges 

of dissimulation abound – but as a paralyzing force, and deeply hypocritical. The hypocrisy is 

not in saying one thing and doing another; it is a structural hypocrisy. Tiberius’ position, Tacitus 

suggests, so thoroughly dominated Roman politics that there was no safe space left in which to 

operate, undermining the very premise of moderatio. To the senate, a long leash looked like mere 

rope with which to hang themselves. Sporadic interventions made this all the clearer. Autocracy 

cannot be meaningfully shared.  

There is necessarily a gap between the historical commemoration of Tiberius and his own 

time, and Tacitus is ever slippery. In the first place, Tacitus’ depiction – while not ranging into 

fiction – is an elaborate construction, and in his masterwork he may well put failures of the 

principate as a form of government down to the first subject on whom he turns his gaze, 

Tiberius.103 There are questions on how we ought to read him, and interrelations between form 

and function in his history.104 Simple acts like ascribing motive or even interiority to Tiberius 

reflect Tacitus’ vision, not fact. This is perhaps most evident in charges of dissimulatio, where 

even Tacitus could not have known when Tiberius was earnest and when he was false. In the 

second place, moderatio itself forbids grand pronouncements and over-strong guidance. As a 

political and ideological value its chief function is to provide negative space to be filled. It is thus 

always open to charges that the real action happened out of sight and that moderatio was in 

essence a flimsy cover for autocratic power. Such charges cannot be absolutely refuted; one of 

the most fascinating aspects of the early principate is the tension between its not-yet-vestigial 

 
103 Griffin 1995.  
 
104 O’Gorman 2000. 
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Republican form and private autocracy. Despite these challenges, I contend that in his depiction 

of Tiberius’ early years, Tacitus records a structural mismatch between a lingering Republican 

value system and the new world of the Principate. We can make whatever we will of actors’ 

intentions, but to Tacitus Tiberius was an autocrat. Failing to acknowledge this did not mitigate 

it, it only made it more dangerous. This is the crux of hypocrisy charges, often imputed to 

character but in fact symptomatic of a mismatch between ideology and form.  

I must now confess my sympathy for Tiberius in his role. Given his massive influence, it is 

hard to see an avenue by which he might have divested himself of his station. Leaving Rome 

only reinforced the degree to which his importance was embedded in the system; the 

inapplicability of moderatio suggests that greater stability lay in fully seizing power to exercise 

as he saw fit. It is an unenviable choice for a man concerned with how he would be remembered. 

Such, apparently, was the lot of the successor, and in keeping with my attempt to focus on 

structural forces rather than personality I will add only that he may be a double-victim in his 

commemoration: of Tacitus, and of circumstance.105 I offer no opinion on whether he deserved it, 

and turn now to Tacitus.  

Business as usual does not make fascinating history, and Tacitus does not simply rewrite 

the acta senatus. The evidence for understanding where Tiberius used a lighter or heavier touch 

is centered on exceptional cases, often those that most closely illustrate themes and questions of 

interest to the ancient historians. Presentation is necessarily selective, and it is fair to assume that 

Tacitus’ inclusion of an event in detail suggests its importance. I deviate very slightly in 

(probable) chronology to offer one representative example that shows the difficulty Tiberius 

faced in working with the senate. The year 15 begins in Tacitus at 1.72, and soon the case of 

 
105 Syme 1958: 426: “After, no less than before, Tiberius was the victim of Augustus.” 
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Granius Marcellus, proconsul of Bithynia, arises, whom a subordinate accused first of provincial 

extortion and then treason. In addition to abusing his office, Marcellus was reputed to have 

slandered Tiberius, elevated his own statue above those of the Caesars, and replaced the head of 

a bust of Augustus with one of Tiberius. Tacitus reports this on the heels of “test cases”106 of the 

lex maiestatis for the sale of a statue of Augustus107 and perjury under his name (1.73). Tiberius 

had in these cases stopped the prosecution as needlessly destructive.108 In the present case, the 

attack on Augustus’ dignity109 seems to have provoked Tiberius: 

…ad quod exarsit adeo, ut rupta taciturnitate proclamaret se quoque in ea causa 
laturum sententiam palam et iuratum, quo ceteris eadem necessitas fieret. 
manebant etiam tum vestigia morientis libertatis. igitur Cn. Piso “quo” inquit 
“loco censebis, Caesar? si primus, habebo quod sequar; si post omnis, vereor ne 
inprudens dissentiam.” permotus his, quantoque incautius efferverat, paenitentia 
patiens, tulit absolvi reum criminibus maiestatis. de pecuniis repetundis ad 
reciperatores itum est. 

“[Tiberius] flared up to such an extent that with his habitual silence broken he 
proclaimed that he would give his own opinion on the matter openly and under 
oath, by which action the same would become necessary for everyone else. But 
even then traces of languishing freedom remained. Therefore Gnaeus Piso said 
“In what place will you vote, Caesar? If first, I will have that which I should 
follow; if after everyone else, I am afraid lest I should dissent unwisely.” Moved 
by these words and by how much he had too incautiously boiled over, Tiberius, in 
an act of penance, permitted the defendant to be acquitted110 of the charge of 
treason. The extortion charge was referred to the appropriate board.” (Annals 
1.74.4-6). 

 
106 praetemptata crimina (1.73.1), Woodman 2004: 37. 
 
107 Although it is unclear whether this was, in fact, a crime at the time, it would eventually be so (Dig. 
48.4.5.2). See Bauman 1974: 71-84. 
 
108 By reference to the famous maxim that the injuries to the gods were theirs to police (deorum iniurias dis 
curae, 1.73).  
 
109 Goodyear 1981 ad loc. offers extensive discussion. Some scholars suggest Tiberius was angry at the petty 
nature of the charges, while others maintain he was outraged at the treatment of Augustus’ statues. I am 
inclined to the latter reading, as Tiberius is often presented at least publicly as concerned more with Augustus’ 
treatment than his own (e.g. Tac. Ann. 1.77, 4.37). 
 
110 Or perhaps “proposed acquittal,” though this is less satisfying and less thematically resonant (Goodyear 
1981: 165). 
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This passage is a programmatic opening to the fundamental dangers of unofficial power, 

and much can be made of it. First, the reign of Tiberius is already characterized by his habitual 

silence (taciturnitas), ominous for its sudden disregard (rupta). A less hostile author might 

commend quiet from the princeps as restraint (moderatio).111 In this case, however, Tacitus 

highlights how moderatio in fact paralyzes debate instead of freeing it, precisely because 

Tiberius’ ability to intervene should he choose to do so will inevitably carry the day, thus 

exposing dissenters to retribution.112 Second, the senate as voiced by Piso is under no illusions 

about Tiberius’ supremacy; that Tiberius’ opinion is the important one is clear to all. This is a 

pointed contradiction to Tiberius’ reticence, real or feigned, to take on the mantle of supreme 

power explicitly. If he weighs in only occasionally those occasions will be fraught for an 

independent senate who feel pressure to concur. If he weighs in constantly, what of senatorial 

independence?  

Tacitus puts much of this conflict down to character.113 If we accept the Principate as 

already in effect as the dominant operational paradigm, then Piso, whether he offers sincere 

advice or barbed criticism, emphasizes the tension between an independent senate and Tiberius’ 

presence. Character need not enter into the matter to find a satisfactory explanation. The 

appearance of Republicanism was critical at this stage of the Principate, and was at least 

notionally the legitimacy on which Augustus chose to build his power and his public messaging 

campaigns. It was not entirely empty, for the senate still had charge of managing significant 

 
111 In general and in maiestas on particular, the chief Tiberian apologists critical of Tacitus’ handling are 
Marsh 1931 and Walker 1952. 
 
112 Shotter 1974: 233 suggests that Piso was trying to gently correct Tiberius and remind him of his stature, not 
rebuke him. Cf. Goodyear 1981: 162-4. 
 
113 Exarsit…rupta taciturnite…vereor…paenitentia patiens. On the immutability of character in historical 
writing cf. Gill 1983, modified and in my opinion corrected by Woodman 1989 = Woodman 1998: 188-167. 
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aspects of the empire. This passage, however, shows it to be a fiction when interacting with the 

princeps, doubtless an outcome deliberately crafted by Tacitus in his account. Never mind that 

Tiberius had stopped the prosecutions that immediately preceded this one; in Tacitus’ schema of 

hypocrisy the inconsistency only further proves that the whims of the princeps controlled the fate 

of senators and officials. Tiberius did not initiate prosecutions personally at this point, but clearly 

there was danger either in convicting someone he wished spared or sparing someone he wished 

convicted. Likewise for bringing prosecutions, which might earn reward and acclaim or subject 

prosecutors to contempt (as in cases examined below). To Tacitus, moderatio is cover for 

autocratic capriciousness. On this line of thinking, the seeds of continuing discord were sown 

deep and early; psychology studies suggest that a variable rate of reward for the same action, as 

in slot machines or gambling, most quickly engrains the behavior, leads to repetition, and resists 

extinction longest after the reward is discontinued.114 Variable rewards for vicious prosecutions 

would come to be a major facet of Tiberius’ reign. 

As point of fact, Tiberius as princeps senatus had every right to speak. The crucial 

distinction is that his decision would be effectively binding, rather than merely weighty. And it 

was a matter that touched on his own position, namely how and to what extent Augustus’ and 

Tiberius’ images should be policed. Issues bearing on the emperor required stricter scrutiny. 

Moderatio, an acceptably Republican virtue,115 was difficult to reconcile with what was felt by 

the senate to be necessary guidance from the princeps for such personal and thus thorny cases. It 

 
114 The classic work, much expanded on and successfully reproduced, is Charles Ferster and B. F. Skinner’s 
1957 Schedules of Reinforcement. This publication was produced at Harvard under contract with the Office of 
Naval Research. 
 
115 E.g. Cicero (de Officiis 1.17; 98; 102), who was obviously not referring to the Principate. Cowan 2009a: 
480. But see also Suet. Div. Iul. 75, where moderatio and clementia belong to victorious Caesar for an instance 
that is not particularly Republican. 
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is, after all, only when the princeps has become synonymous with the state that the vaguer 

charge of maiestas can stick. As will be seen below, matters touching on Augustus – the font of 

Tiberius’ power, and foundational to the Principate as a system – often presented testing grounds 

for determining the ideological standards of the new regime.  

 But the senate was still the appropriate venue for this kind of charge, and the exceptional 

nature of Tiberius’ outburst indicates that senators could usually be relied on to manage this kind 

of trial without his explicit guidance. The negative space preserved by moderatio is highlighted 

through its disappearance in this instance, as Tiberius weighed in without any prompting, even 

though he explicitly deferred to the senate or the laws several times in passages examined below. 

Further, it is because Tiberius fails to offer clear enough guidance – simply allowing an acquittal 

and referral, an aversion to programmatic statements in line with a policy of moderatio – that 

similar issues reappear; they were not satisfactorily settled in light of his ability to intervene 

sporadically.   

It would be too far, however, to use this passage to suggest the senate was already an 

archaic rubber-stamp in 15 CE, despite Piso’s questioning. On this point, it is important to note 

that it is Tiberius’ positioning relative to Augustus for which Marcellus was, in part, being 

prosecuted. In matters touching on his adoptive father the princeps was a natural leader in how 

the senate should proceed; his intercession was not wholly inappropriate, as it was his family that 

was being attacked. The senate might naturally take into consideration the affected party. But 

Piso’s remark makes clear that they harbored deeper anxieties about their independence. Tacitus 

identifies daring even to say such a thing as a trace of languishing freedom in the senate. This is 

criticism of the Principate in general as much as the specifics. 
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Why would the senate be complicit in their own diminution, nakedly yielding their 

prerogative in vote and debate to Tiberius? Fear (vereor) is certainly part of it, as Piso claimed. 

Another aspect is their searching for a new position, as the legitimizing role for conquered 

chieftains (‘residual elites’) suggested by Sahlins. This idea has been convincingly argued in a 

Roman context by Greg Rowe, who elucidated the senatorial elevation of the domus Augusta as a 

move by the senate to enhance its own status. The inverse of this is the policing of slights to the 

same. By not only offering honors to the imperial house themselves, but also collating and 

publicizing the honors granted by the other orders, the senate created itself as a “clearinghouse” 

for imperial flattery.116 Simply asserting this role at the top of the pyramid (below the princeps 

himself, of course) allowed them to paint themselves as the legitimate arbiter of good conduct in 

the state, all of which naturally supported the princeps. Rowe’s argument is focused on 

honorifics but the impulse is the same, namely one of deference. No matter how deferential the 

senate and princeps each were, eventually someone had to take precedence and no one doubted 

that it would be Tiberius.  

In the current circumstances we can see senators in their deference struggling to anticipate 

the desires of Tiberius, an act which requires at least some clarity.117 In 15 CE there was not a 

sufficient body of evidence to draw from, especially after the hesitation of Tiberius to take on the 

role without first asking it be diluted. He was the new princeps, but did that make him the new 

Augustus118 or something else? In the same way that foreign communities knew that the imperial 

 
116 Rowe 2002: 60 for the term. 
 
117 “In authoritarian regimes where possibilities of political violence and repression are ubiquitous, both the 
dictator and his potential opponents face difficulties in forging peaceful relationships. For instance, in the 
presence of high political uncertainty, potential opponents may have trouble in correctly estimating the 
dictator’s true intentions and capabilities.” (Higashijima 2022: 6) 
 
118 Tiberius, of course, generally disdained taking the honorific title of Augustus (e.g. Dio 57.8.1; Suet. Tib. 
26.2). He makes exceptions even early on, as in his signature of the letter to Gytheion in 15 CE (SEG XI. 922 
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house required praise even when the specifics were less clear, the senate had a sense of propriety 

but did not know its limits. Augustus’ actions and their incorporation into the Principate as a 

construct proved to be an ongoing concern.  

The muddling start to senatorial freedom under Tiberius is clear from the opening of the 

year 15. It is not an accident that a lack of clarity regarding Augustus, Tiberius, and the ‘office’ 

of princeps sparked cases in which Tiberius had to intervene. One means to understand the 

moderatio as a practice (and not just personal restraint) is to examine where Tiberius was said to 

have claimed Augustan precedent as binding. On straight reading119 such claims were meant to 

be understood as conservative; the promise – kept or not – was that things would continue to be 

done as they had been before Tiberius, and disruption minimized. This is moderatio as stable 

governance rather than mere self-restraint, though both senses are active. We will see that this 

was not always true, and such cases are necessarily bound up in Tiberius’ status as the first 

successor-king. 

In an important sense the wide publication of moderatio was itself an appeal to tradition, a 

promise that Tiberius would not range too widely from his predecessor’s actions and positions.120 

Early in Book I of Tacitus’ Annals Tiberius makes this promise explicitly: at the first round of 

elections in his reign, he rebuffed a request from the senate that he increase the number of 

candidates he nominated for praetor explicitly on the grounds that he would not exceed what was 

done by Augustus (1.14.4).121 The senate was intent on adulation but was checked by the 

 
= Ehrenberg and Jones 1955, 102b). 
 
119 Other readings are of course possible, and Tacitus accuses Tiberius obscuring new crimes with old words at 
Ann. 4.19: proprium id Tiberio fuit scelera nuper reperta priscis verbis obtegere. 
 
120 Levick 1999: 89. 
 
121 He even went so far as to bind himself to this position by oath (iure iurando obstrinxit se non excessurum).  
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princeps, and in this case the exercise of moderatio includes two core tenets. First, reverence for 

and deference to his predecessor: Tiberius often summoned the specter of Augustus to support 

his decisions.122 Second, it signals a willingness to forego the exercise of personal power. It is 

essentially a statement that Tiberius will not take on more autocratic power and will continue the 

practice – or charade – of power-sharing with the senate. Whether we take Tacitus’s presentation 

to imply hypocrisy or simply as the grudging acknowledgment that laws and processes were 

generally maintained, it would be an odd and minor point of debate to invent, so likely reflects 

Tiberius’ expressed sentiments at the start of his reign. 

In keeping with the model of successor-kings, declaring adherence to Augustan precedent 

at this early stage was the first example of Tiberius’ supposed dependence on his predecessor to 

guide his actions, though far from the last. This is the usual understanding of his reign.123 Self-

imposed adherence to the decisions of his adoptive father is different from the longstanding 

Roman obsession with mos maiorum, and different again from the reticence for pomp that 

Augustus sometimes showed. While Augustus had made recusatio124 a cornerstone of his 

approach to monarchy, Tiberius was in a new position: he expressed the idea that his honors and 

powers should be limited not just by the humility (false, in Tacitus’ opinion) of the autocrat, but 

by the specific precedents of his adoptive father and predecessor. In so doing Tiberius 

immediately registered Augustus’ decisions among those elements of the Roman past that were 

 
122 See for example the trial of C. Silanus in 22 CE. Tiberius literally has the Augustan precedent for punishing 
a proconsul of Asia read out to the senate (Tac. Ann. 3.68), on which see also below. 
 
123 Levick 1999: 81 fn.3. See also Strabo 6.4.2 for the oft-cited contemporary evidence that Tiberius modeled 
his administration on Augustan practice: Tiberius made Augustus the model of his administration and 
commands (κανόνα τῆς διοικῆσεως καὶ τῶν προσταγμάτων ἐκεῖνον). 
 
124 See Wallace-Hadrill 1982: 36-7 and passim for a fuller exploration of recusatio as a uniquely Roman 
monarchic quality, building on and refining the work laid out in Béranger 1953. Huttner 2004 for recusatio in 
relation to accession. 
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to be emulated.125 This was an enormous category with a strong republican tradition put to new 

use.126 Never before had so fine a point been put on which traditions were worthy of recreation. 

In the same way that in political office Augustus and Tiberius could hold maius imperium – 

within the bounds of tradition but clearly recognizing their unique authority – so too could the 

Augustan past be uniquely enshrined as customary without the need for scrutiny or long history.  

Tiberius’ emphasis on moderatio built the notion of recusatio into the principate, which 

would develop into an office of self-abnegation even as such pretense became farcical. It is clear, 

however, that it was not simply a case of everyone knowing the new rules and abiding by them. 

When announcing the reintroduction of the maiestas laws (1.72), Tacitus frames the issue as a 

question posed by the praetor Pompeius Macer to Tiberius: should prosecutions for treason be 

revived? Tiberius answers in the affirmative, claiming the laws must be enforced. Tacitus marks 

this as the beginning of trouble for the Tiberian regime, and the passage is telling.  

 

Decreta eo anno triumphalia insignia A. Caecinae, L. Apronio, C. Silio ob res 
cum Germanico gestas. nomen patris patriae Tiberius, a populo saepius ingestum, 
repudiavit; neque in acta sua iurari quamquam censente senatu permisit, cuncta 
mortalium incerta, quantoque plus adeptus foret, tanto se magis in lubrico 
dictitans. non tamen ideo faciebat fidem civilis animi; nam legem maiestatis 
reduxerat, cui nomen apud veteres idem, sed alia in iudicium veniebant, si quis 
proditione exercitum aut plebem seditionibus, denique male gesta re publica 
maiestatem populi Romani minuisset: facta arguebantur, dicta inpune erant. 
primus Augustus cognitionem de famosis libellis specie legis eius tractavit… mox 
Tiberius, consultante Pompeio Macro praetore an iudicia maiestatis redderentur, 
exercendas leges esse respondit.  

 

 

 
125 As Roller 2001: 259 has it: “But rather than merely reacting to and choosing among the models for his 
authority that were placed in circulation by others, Tiberius intervened actively in this collective process of 
paradigm setting.” 
126 I explore the new world of imperial exemplarity in Chapter 4. 
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“Decreed in that year [15 CE] were triumphal insignia for A. Caecina, L. 
Apronius, and C. Silius for their accomplishments with Germanicus. The title 
“Father of the Fatherland,” often suggested by the people, Tiberius rejected; and 
he did not permit an oath to be sworn to his acts though the senate proposed it, 
saying again and again that all mortal affairs were uncertain and that as much as 
he attained, by that much was he in hazard. But by this he did not create belief 
in his civic-mindedness, for he had brought back the law of treason, the term 
for which had been known of old but applied to different matters, such as if 
someone diminished the army by betrayal, the masses by sedition, or finally the 
sovereignty of the Roman people through improper actions. Deeds were accused, 
but words unpunished. Augustus first brought legal recourse against libelous 
writings under the cloak of this law…Soon Tiberius, to the praetor Pompeius 
Macro’s question of whether maiestas proceedings ought to be revived, answered 
that the laws must be enforced.” (Ann. 1.72) 

 
It is impossible to ascertain whether the sentiment at Rome really held the reintroduction of 

maiestas laws to outweigh the moderatio Tiberius expressed, and one suspects hindsight and the 

historiographer’s license behind Tacitus’ presentation of the incident. Public praise for his civic-

mindedness is in fact recorded by Tacitus, even at a much later date.127 But so great was the evil 

of maiestas that Tacitus uses it to undermine the professed civility and restraint Tiberius 

exhibited.128 Ironically it is his predilection for moderatio, often expressed through maintaining 

Augustan precedent, that engendered the harm inflicted by the treason trials. His restrained 

approach fostered the very conditions that facilitated their emergence and growth. 

These laws, according to Tacitus, had not been used before Augustus to prosecute speech, 

only acts; in this case Augustan precedent was a deadly one. It is important to note that even in 

Tacitus’ account it was a question brought to Tiberius, rather than a proclamation or assertation, 

that led to the reintroduction of the law, which Tiberius answered in a statesmanlike manner. It is 

 
127 Ann. 3.69, discussed below.  
 
128 Tacitus is not alone in placing such weight on maiestas under Tiberius: Pliny’s Pan. 11.1 claims that 
Tiberius deified Augustus precisely because it would allow him to introduce the charge of treason. Seneca 
(Ben. 3.26.1) is closer in time and echoes the same: sub Tiberio fuit accusandi frequens et paene publica 
rabies. 
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framed by (Tacitus’) Tiberius as a strictly legalistic decision, with the ring of authenticity 

confirmed by identical language in Suetonius.129 This was not the right approach; the 

nebulousness of maiestas combined with the uncertainty of a new princeps made it impossible to 

know how far the senate might push.130 Moderatio was, in glaring hindsight, the wrong policy in 

this instance, and not neutrality but a positive decision.131 But here, as above, the power of 

Tiberius via Augustus was at issue. In a reign built on shaping and solidifying a new paradigm 

for rule, issues of his personal status and the actions of his predecessor are both in his purview. 

Augustus’ past, despite his extraordinary honors and propagandistic efforts, could be summoned 

to justify any number of actions. How were senators and officials, eager to avoid disfavor, to 

know which to act on? In part through the new arbiter of all important matters, Tiberius.  

Here is a difficulty of moderatio for a successor, shown in a very different light than we 

might think of political moderation. Tiberius relied on his predecessor’s station for his own. In 

the empire at large this was fairly unproblematic, as it was a simple replacement. Augustus stood 

in for Rome when dealing with the center; Tiberius could be substituted without too much 

difficulty and sign letters as Sebastos. But at Rome it was more difficult, as Roman elites were 

the equals Tiberius claimed simply to be first among. To put it differently, the relationship was 

 
129 Suet. Tib. 58. Cf. Goodyear 1981: 240-50 for a deft summary of the passage in general and approaches 
(including the legalistic, which he thinks mistaken). For an interesting discussion of Tiberius’ “legal fictions” 
see Nagel 2013. 
 
130 Cuff 1964: 137: “From this it follows that, when the praetor consulted Tiberius, presumably informing him 
that the delatores were laying charges of maiestas, the reply exercendas leges esse was the worst possible reply 
to make. For not only did the Roman system of prosecution lend itself to abuse unless the bringing of cases 
was strictly controlled, but also the assumption, inherent in Tiberius' reply, that the laws were sufficient 
guardians of the state was itself a dangerous one.” 
 
131 It is evident from their various restorations that Roman laws could lapse for years without trouble, including 
Tiberius’ own policy change in 33 at the start of the financial crisis. Whether that is truly the case with this law 
or Tacitus is taking liberty with the truth is difficult to decipher; the legal history of maiestas is long, unclear, 
and necessarily includes very different contexts. 
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more personal and immediate. Errors could be seen as insults, and Tiberius was clearly invested 

in maintaining the prestige of Augustus. The senate, self-appointed honorers-in-chief for the 

domus Augusta, strove to police transgressions and avoid any of their own. Embedded in a 

broader political climate of moderatio this was a delicate position, and the senate needed to know 

how far Tiberius wished them to pursue offences. In modern terms, prosecutorial discretion was 

at issue, but in a world without public prosecutors who are shielded by their office. Moderatio in 

its gentlest form might urge turning a blind eye to minor issues, but by the same token could 

never call for abrogation of laws.  

As the concept of moderatio evolved under Tiberius, it became a balancing act. The need to 

maintain Augustus' legacy and uphold the prestige of the domus Augusta required the senate to 

navigate a fine line in dealing with potential transgressions, especially when they saw their own 

standing as bound up in the process, connected to successful prosecutions and good behavior. 

Fellow senators also tended to be the victims of maiestas cases. This complexity laid the 

groundwork for future problems, even as it grew from Tiberius’ professions of restraint. Stability 

and the appearance of Republicanism called for moderatio, as did the desire to establish a new 

yet familiar framework for the Roman political climate. A hesitant senate sought clear answers. 

The uniquely Tiberian addition of moderatio to ideological conceptions of the Principate 

offered new, lasting, and important elements to the theater of Roman power. Intended to 

emphasize the hard-won stability that Augustus had worked so diligently to inculcate in the 

public imagination and a respect for traditional Roman structures, it also devoured itself. There 

were matters in which ideology and form could simply not coalesce. Roman elites, still adjusting 

to their second princeps and thus the Principate as a whole, could not know which aspect of 

reality to appeal to: the fact of autocracy or the ideology of the Republic.  
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The Trial of Silanus 
 
The events around the trial of Silanus in 22 CE neatly demonstrate both the highs and lows 

of this approach. A shining moment of Republicanism precedes the event in the Annals, when 

Tiberius properly defers to the senate management of the issue of asylum in the east. This is 

marked by Tacitus as underhanded: “Tiberius, while securing the power of the Principate for 

himself, offered the appearance of the senate of old by referring to its investigations the demands 

of the provinces.” Yet it was also a genuine moment of senatorial independence: “It was a great 

sight on that day, when the senate considered the grants of their ancestors, agreements with 

allies, even the decrees of kings that had thrived before the arrival of Roman power, and the 

reverence of the gods themselves – they considered what to keep and what to change freely, as 

they had before.”132 Tiberius’ deference to the senate enabled this resurgence of Republican 

practice, notable especially for the late date of its occurrence (22 CE).133 Tacitus’ framing 

suggests both the good and the bad: Tiberius’ moderatio on full display to the benefit of the 

senate, but also the fundamentally weakened role of the senate inherent in the Principate.134 It 

would not have been in doubt in years past that the senate would manage foreign policy 

exclusively. 

Onto the trial itself (Ann. 3.66-69). Shortly after this bright moment Silanus, proconsul of 

Asia, is accused by the allies of abusing his position for gain. This is the first and more important 

charge, but the informers pile on and add charges of maiestas to render Silanus isolated and 

hopeless, maiestas charges being a binding obligation of silence for any potential supporters 

 
132 Tac. Ann. 3.60. 
 
133 Cf. also Woodman and Martin 1996: 429-431. 
 
134 Cf. Griffin 1995. Likely it was senatorial provinces that were referred to their discretion, further 
undercutting the supposed magnanimity of the act.  
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(3.67: vinclum et necessitas silendi). Already we can see the swift advance of maiestas beyond 

any initial hesitation; it is open season. The accusers cite ancient examples, and each hopes to 

improve his own lot through the prosecution. Further, Silanus was forced to contend with the 

shining stars of Asian oratory in addition to senatorial accusers; he, rendered alone and 

unpracticed, was unequal to the task of speaking on his own behalf. He abandoned his defense, 

and committed suicide that night.  

A guilty verdict for Silanus on the repetundae charges was without doubt, all the more so 

after Tiberius has an Augustan precedent for the prosecution of a proconsul of Asia135 from a 

decade earlier read out for the senate (3.67-8).136 Tacitus is not explicit, but it seems the maiestas 

charges were dropped.137 To the sycophantic proposals of Cornelius Dolabella in aftermath, 

proposing that the princeps determine each candidate’s fitness for office, the Tacitean Tiberius is 

emphatic: power should be limited and vested in laws, not people. Likewise actions should be 

punished only after they occur, as tradition dictated (3.69). He also softened the punishment of 

Silanus and earned rare (according to Tacitus) public approval for his actions. Hence the famous 

Tacitean pronouncement that Tiberius was “sensible in his restraint (moderandi), if not driven by 

personal hatred.”138  

It is around this time – perhaps the same year – that Roman coin types advertised Tiberius’ 

clementia and moderatio.139 Tacitus is unlikely to have invented the prosecution, and recording 

 
135 Valerius Messala Volesus was proconsul of Asia in 11 or 12 CE, so the precedent was recent. There is no 
indication that he was convicted or arraigned on maiestas charges (Woodman and Martin 1996: 466; Seager 
2005: 160). 
 
136 Shotter 1972b, Rutledge 2001: 187. 
 
137 Cf. Woodman and Martin 1996: 450, 466.  
 
138 3.69: ille prudens moderandi, si propria ira non impelleretur. 
 
139 See above on moderatio coin types (pp. 105-8).  
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public support where none existed would be a strange rhetorical choice; the alignment between 

virtues presented on coins and the details of the case suggests a genuine historical moment. 

Specifically, moderatio consisted in this instance first of adducing Augustan precedent for the 

(possibly trumped-up) prosecution of a powerful politician, and second in Tiberius declining 

proposals to expand his own power or punish unduly. The two are linked, and suggestive of 

Tiberius’ continued, professed dedication to maintenance of the Augustan status quo ante. But 

the threat of maiestas charges complicated the matter. This, Tacitus indicates, was a new force in 

politics. Even if Silanus was not found guilty of maiestas, the pernicious effect of the charges is 

amply illustrated by his inability to find allies once the accusation was levied.140 It was also a 

tempting avenue for power-hungry senators, understanding that their advancement now relied on 

the princeps most of all. Failure to rein in the law – Augustan though it was – meant that such 

charges would continue despite Tiberius’ piecemeal efforts to check them in some instances.141 

Programmatic guidance was needed, but ran up against Tiberius’ disinclination to exercise direct 

control in the senate or publicly contradict Augustus. Moderatio as invitation to participation is a 

thoroughly strange concept when the matter at hand is whether to convict one of your peers for 

being insufficiently deferential to your host. Debate cannot have thrived, and that some 

prosecutions were headed off, some encouraged, and yet others met with no response from the 

princeps offered no clarity for future action. Existing laws being enforced is well and good, but 

some matters require positive action.  

 
140 “Every political theorist who has written about despotism, from Aristotle to Machiavelli and from 
Montesquieu to Arendt, has noticed one key characteristic of despotism, a characteristic that might well be 
called the essential prerequisite for despotism: despots must find some way to keep subjects isolated, unable to 
coordinate political opposition.” (Boesche 1987: 195.) 
 
141 As he does in the very next chapter and case (Tac. Ann. 3.70). 
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On occasion Tiberius did take positive action, but often in such a way as to reinforce the 

importance of Augustus to his own position. The senate for its part seems to have been 

unconcerned with exact preservation, offering Tiberius the chance to appoint more candidates 

than had Augustus in the earliest days of his reign (1.14, discussed above). This intensification of 

honors was an ongoing problem throughout and after Tiberius’ reign, and is the trend that 

contributed to a visibly powerless senate. But honoring Augustus’ chosen successor is not the 

same as following Augustan practice; it is Tiberius, ever the successor, who must remind them 

that he desired to stay within the bounds set by his father. Tiberius demonstrates this same 

impulse in the case of Silanus, foregoing the expansion of his powers to some public approval. In 

this, as in his declining the title Pater Patriae and (with a few exceptions) the name Augustus 

itself, Tiberius showed a consistent desire to elevate Augustus even above himself. Such a 

decision reflects reality: Tiberius’ power unquestionably did derive largely from that of 

Augustus, and he was always quick to defend it. As the first successor he relied on the charisma 

of the founder for his own position. This was a non-negotiable point even with the senators 

whom he was attempting to cultivate. The lingering power of Augustus was one important 

consideration; the signals Tiberius sent by declining to expand his own power were another, and 

not always strictly compatible with his role as princeps. He needed to rule in his own right. 

Further, early on in Tacitus’ work we can see that professed neutrality and deference to 

laws – also an aspect of moderatio and part of Tiberius’ attempt to find a role for the senate 

despite his immense personal power – allowed the worst elements to flourish in the case of 

maiestas. The past simply offered insufficient guidance for the evolving present once maiestas 

had opened a new avenue to ambitious men for fame, and for resolving intra-senatorial disputes 

and grudges. As a successor Tiberius needed to enshrine as inviolable the actions and status of 



 133 

his predecessor, present in his explanation for the reintroduction of maiestas laws in the first 

place. The trial of Silanus showed the approval won by a light touch on power, perhaps even to 

the senate’s advantage. On the other hand, the as-yet undefined ideological and political 

relationship between senate and princeps was taking on its own momentum, and that same light 

touch left the moral boundaries of senatorial behavior increasingly unguarded.   

 
Breaking Precedent  

 
Augustus’ power was institutionally important to the Principate, but it could not guide 

action in every instance, as an event in 15 CE showed. Violence had erupted at the theater, 

leading to the death of soldiers and civilians. The senate debated a response, with a suggestion 

that praetors should have the authority to whip actors. The motion was prevented by the 

tribunician intercession, when Haterius Agrippa vetoed the matter and for his efforts earned a 

rebuke from Asinius Gallus. Tiberius sat silent, granting in this instance the “appearance” of 

independence to the senate (ea simulacra libertatis senatui praebebat, 1.77). A simulacrum to 

Tacitus, but in fact an exercise in moderatio. Despite – or perhaps because of – his silence, the 

veto held. This is in itself notable commentary from Tacitus. Presumably the suggestion is that 

Tiberius could have overridden the tribune or forced him to withdraw his veto (neither act 

unprecedented in Republican history, though rare in times of peace). Whether this suggestion is 

well-founded is less clear, and Tiberius’ early interjections in the political process are usually 

recorded by Tacitus. He was apparently boxed in, however, when Haterius cited an Augustan 

pronouncement that actors were not to be beaten and it was impermissible for Tiberius to 

contradict this (quia divus Augustus immunis verberum histriones quondam responderat, neque 

fas Tiberio infringere dicta eius).142  

 
142 Cowan 2009b: 183-190 details this incident, with much useful detail and some speculation. I am indebted to 
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There is some ambiguity around the question of whether the claim that Tiberius could not 

contradict Augustan dicta belongs to Haterius or Tacitus. If the former, it is a clever and 

potentially dangerous rhetorical deployment by Haterius, clear evidence of negotiation over 

claims on Augustan power; if the latter we must take Tacitus to say that Tiberius was functionally 

bound, at least in public, not to contradict anything said by Augustus even, as here, on matters 

that were not clearly decided with any finality.143 In the words of Eleanor Cowan, “Tacitus 

suggests that, in the light of several, even contradictory, actions and words of Augustus, the 

response produced by Haterius represented a particular and selective interpretation of Augustus’ 

position.”144 

This is one skirmish in an ongoing debate about who controlled the past. If Tiberius’ 

reticence and moderation meant reference to Augustan practices could carry the day, there was a 

long and doubtless confused history to choose from after four decades of his rule. Would a 

tribune dare deploy that history against Tiberius’ wishes so soon after Augustus’ death the year 

before? But if Tiberius, who along with the senate had sworn to uphold the official acts of 

Augustus, acted as arbiter, then he too would have had an interest in shaping the reception of the 

Augustan past to suit his purposes and desires. The power of Augustus held in this instance, but 

Tiberius could push back without abandoning a policy of moderatio.  

And this is precisely what we see. In Book II of the Annals the impoverished senator 

Marcus Hortalus, grandson of the orator Hortensius, applied to the senate for relief from 

conspicuous poverty in an unseemly way, diverging from the senate’s agenda and bringing his 

 
her exposition of the possibilities latent in Tacitus’ framing and reporting of the incident.  
 
143 Cowan 2009b: 184-186, discussing the confusion between the apparent permission to beat actors in Suet. 
Aug. 45.3-4 and the present passage.  
 
144 Cowan 2009b: 188.  
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children in rags as visual props.145 Hortalus argued that he married and had children only at the 

urging of Augustus, who was concerned that the line of Hortensius would fade from the world.146 

Pleading before a sympathetic audience in the senate, Hortalus argued that his sons should not 

suffer merely because he followed Augustus’ advice (2.37).  

Tacitus tells us that the senate’s sympathy served as incitement for Tiberius to oppose the 

motion.147 What is presented as simple contrarianism by Tacitus is in fact a fight over Augustan 

precedent. Tiberius cannot impugn the wisdom of Augustus and the precedent is well established, 

so he must find another way. He does this by drawing a distinction between official and 

unofficial acts and thus making his break from the past into an act of moderatio as restraint.  

Dedit tibi, Hortale, divus Augustus pecuniam, sed non conpellatus nec ea lege ut 
semper daretur. Languescet alioqui industria, intendetur socordia, si nullus ex se 
metus aut spes, et securi omnes aliena subsidia exspectabunt, sibi ignavi, nobis 
graves. 

“Divine Augustus gave money to you, Hortalus, but uncompelled and with no law 
that it should always be given. Besides, industriousness will languish and 
sluggishness spread if no fear or hope comes from oneself, and everyone, free 
from care, will look for outside help, useless to themselves and burdensome to 
us.” (Annals 2.38.3) 

 

 
145 The family history after Hortensius left something to be desired, as Goodyear 1981 ad loc. points out: “His 
son Quintus, killed after Philippi (Vell. 2.71.2, Plut. Brut. 28.1) presumably lost his property through 
proscription. He was a worthless character, according to his father (Val. Max. 5.9.2) and Cicero (Ad Att. 6.3.9, 
10.4.6). And another grandson, Hortensius Corbio, whose exact relationship to the Hortensius here is 
uncertain, was a particularly sordid pervert (Val. Max. 3.5.4). One sees why the family’s position had become 
precarious.” 
 
146 For Augustus’ general policy of restoring upstanding families to the varying wealth requirements for the 
senate see Dio 54.17 and Suet. Aug. 41.  
 
147 Ann. 2.38.1: inclinatio senatus incitamentum Tiberio fuit quo promptius adversaretur. But Tiberius may 
also have reasonably objected to the intrusion of personal problems into official senate business. 
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Tiberius countered Hortalus and the senate’s sympathy in two ways.148 The first is through 

the declaration that Augustus had granted the support as a private action, not official policy – a 

seamless assumption of the role of arbiter of Augustan custom. In other cases, Tiberius claimed 

to treat the deeds and words of Augustus as law,149 and certainly he was eager to preserve the 

good qualities and prestige of his deified predecessor. Creating such a distinction here runs 

counter to that effort in an obvious way, even more so when Augustus had taken similar actions 

noted in ancient sources to preserve the senatorial status of a number of families.150 It is not 

certain that Augustus intended all such gifts of support as purely private largesse.  

 The second element of the argument is moral. In line with his reputation for rectitude and 

tight-fistedness (earned, it must be remembered, in part through stories like this one) Tiberius 

takes the opportunity to criticize the helplessness of Hortalus: the state cannot subsidize 

indolence, and help comes to those who help themselves. These are twin instances of moderatio, 

as self-regulation and political restraint. In the first place, then, Tiberius puts a limit on Augustan 

precedent, and in the second he affirms this as the ‘new normal.’ Tacitus’ view of the Principate 

is inextricably intertwined with the presentation of Tiberius’ action in this case. In his account 

Tiberius does this on the grounds that it is he as princeps who can separate official and unofficial 

acts. He can both determine the weight of the Augustan past and, as here, somewhat 

paradoxically establish new guidelines in so doing; that they serve Tiberius’ desired outcome is a 

fundament of Tacitus’ understanding of the hypocrisy inherent in the Principate. It fits 

conspicuously with a policy of moderation, in both the form of the argument and the non-

 
148 Cf. Goodyear 1981: 304-6 on the passage. 
 
149 Ann. 4.37: omnia facta dictaque eius vice legis observem.  
 
150 Perhaps this case differs from others because the support was to preserve a distinguished lineage rather than 
enable service to state, but the general sympathy of the senate suggests otherwise.  
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interventionist outcome, but the tension between senate’s and Tiberius’ positions foregrounds its 

fiction. It is also the first extended direct speech of Tiberius in the Annals. How closely it reflects 

Tiberius’ own words is unrecoverable, and each scholar will have their preference.151 That may 

remain an open question without detracting from its importance to the narrative of Tacitus: 

moderatio as a policy can in fact be cover for harmful (in)action, deployed by Tiberius to justify 

cruelty in the face of a sympathetic senate. 

 But in the event Tiberius relented. Tacitus tells us that, sensing the displeasure of the 

senate at his answer, he offered money personally to each of Hortalus’ male children. After 

forcefully asserting what was and was not within the appropriate bounds of state business, he 

used his own fortune to assuage the sting. In so doing he was pulled begrudgingly back into 

imitation of his adoptive father by the senate, a sure sign that moderatio was an attempt to solve 

the problem of the Principate but not its ultimate resolution. Through this incident we can see the 

negotiation to separate state from ruler, past from present. Hortalus’ partial victory – his needs 

were addresses – shows Tiberius’ willingness to compromise, the importance of senatorial 

approval, or both. But we do not see wholesale capitulation, as the official decision stood. In 

both cases Tiberius jealously guarded his connection with Augustus, and staked a claim to 

determining precisely what Augustan precedent meant both for his own position and in relation 

to the senate. He did this not through proclamation but through a kind of negotiation, and 

managed to satisfy his own preferences and those of the senate, at least in part. The outcome was 

muddled; would other senators, seeing Hortalus’ pecuniary victory despite a tongue lashing, meet 

success should they take the same approach in the future? Considerable risk was attached to such 

 
151 Syme 1958: 700 thinks it Tiberian; Miller 1968 uses statistical philological evidence to prove it is so, but is 
refuted on the same grounds by Wharton 1997. I am sympathetic to Goodyear 1981 (ad loc.) in his desire to 
see something to Tiberian in it, and in his inability to prove it. That Tiberius had a particular style seems true 
on the totality of evidence, whether it was preserved in Tacitus or not. 
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an action, but Hortalus had ultimately gotten what he wanted. The risk-reward analysis was not 

easily resolved. Tiberius’ power demanded the senate consult him on some (most) matters, but 

his refusal to guide with a firm hand meant the same questions could not reliably find the same 

answers. Moderatio meant that approval, denial, or impartiality in a given claim were all on the 

table.  

 

3.4 Failures of Moderatio in Tacitus 
 
Moderatio was not intended to produce maiestas trials run amok. Perhaps the most reviled 

facet of Tiberius’ reign, charges and trials dominate the latter half of the Tiberian hexad of the 

Annals. In the process they show the ultimate degradation of the senate, where the entire state 

apparatus is bent toward currying autocratic favor instead of serving its proper purpose of at least 

advising, if not governing. 

As I have suggested throughout this chapter, treason trials came to the fore in part because 

of Tiberius’ preference for moderation. The senate, unsure of its role and standing but 

increasingly confident as clearinghouse for imperial honors, leaned into the aspect of their role 

that they understood. As meaningful political power tilted irrevocably away from the senate and 

towards the princeps, ideological power became increasingly important. But Tiberius, the 

princeps who lamented the adulation of “men prepared to be slaves,”152 had, through his 

emphasis on moderatio, closed off the obvious avenue of empty flattery for demonstrating an 

understanding of this ideological network centered on him. He likewise did not consistently 

exercise supervisory discretion, and it was an open question whether he would or not in each 

case. This only reinforced the truth of his power, even when he refused to wield it. The 

 
152 Tac. Ann. 3.65 
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difficulties occasioned by moderatio here are a distinctly Roman issue, for those operating in the 

city. This was not the case for subject communities, who were free to compete in honoring the 

princeps when before they had competed with each other more directly.153  

Elites at Rome had to try a different approach, and they turned to policing each other. By 

zealously guarding against (and at times contriving) slights against the domus Augusta they 

could show their ideological commitment to the regime. Honor was worth dying for, and 

Tiberius’ moderatio encouraged such a risky approach as the new arena for earning it. From 

inauspicious beginnings – flagged with great emphasis by Tacitus – the atmosphere of suspicion 

grew until depravity ruled on a scale suggestive of societal breakdown. 

 

The First Step towards Ruin 

The trial of M. Scribonius Drusus Libo is presented as paradigmatic by Tacitus in the 

Annals.154 It took place in September of 16 CE, during the ludi Romani that otherwise would 

have freed senators from official business. Interruption of the games suggests a seriousness to the 

charges, echoed in the summoning of the senate: they were told they were to discuss “an 

important and terrible matter” (re magna et atroci, 2.28). There was precedent for such haste, but 

 
153 This is the thrust of Ando 2000 Chapter 5, e.g. p. 133-134: “the concentration of power, first in Rome, and 
later in the person of the princes, shifted the standards by which power and esteem were measured, but did not 
require cities or individuals to abandon their desire for either…. Instead, they viewed each other in the first 
instance as united only in competition for the benefactions of their common master.” 
 
154 2.27-2.32. Other ancient sources seem to confuse Marcus Scribonius Drusus Libo (PIR1 S 214) with his 
brother Lucius Scribonius Libo, who was consul in the same year (Suet. Tib. 25, Dio 57.15). Velleius (2.130) 
and Seneca (Ep. Mor. 70.10) get it right, the latter disparaging of Libo’s character in the same way as Tacitus. 
On the trial see (among many) Syme 1958: 399-4, Shotter 1972a, Bauman 1974: 60-1, Levick 1999: 149-152, 
and Goodyear 1981: 262-283. On the name – and whether we ought to prefer Drusus Libo or Libo Drusus – 
see Pettinger 2012: 219-232. I follow Pettinger’s adoption of Drusus Libo, against that of Tacitus (2.27.1), 
who has probably mixed the name up (cf. Sumner 1970: 275 n. 113). 
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not even the trial of Aemilia Lepida, formerly engaged to marry Lucius Caesar (before his death 

in 2 CE), carried enough weight to disrupt the festivities when she was on trial in 20 CE.155   

Tacitus dwells on the importance of this case, commenting that he will “examine the 

beginning, middle, and end of this matter especially carefully (curatius), because then for the 

first time was uncovered that which for many years devoured the republic” (2.27). Despite the 

strong signal that an emergency session of the senate conveys, there is some debate as to how 

serious the threat posed by Libo was.156 In any case it is the circumstances of Libo’s missteps 

that trouble Tacitus most. He presents it as essentially a case of entrapment, as the senator 

Firmius Catus led the younger Libo – an incautious youth, and given to delusions (iuvenum 

inprovidum et facilem inanibus, 2.27) – to imagine greatness by pointing out his distinguished 

lineage157  and encouraging his extravagant spending.158 Once the young man was sufficiently far 

down the path to ruin, Catus at once sent word of his actions to Tiberius through an intermediary, 

despite having encouraged and joined in Libo’s profligacy.  

Tiberius, however, did not act. He declined to meet with Catus, and indeed allowed Libo to 

hold the praetorship the next year; he dined with him and gave no indication that anything was 

amiss (2.28). Tacitus claims that Tiberius preferred to know what was being said rather than to 

 
155 Tac. Ann. 3.23. It is not entirely certain that the games during Lepida’s trial were the ludi Romani, but it 
seems probable (Woodman and Martin 1996: 217).  
 
156 The assessment of the threat often hinges on how closely Libo’s case is to be connected to the insurgency 
by Clemens, a slave of Agrippa Postumus, who was fomenting civil war at about the same time. Rogers 1935: 
12-25 and esp. 22, connects the two incidents and he is followed by Levick 1999: 149-152. Other scholars (e.g. 
Shotter 1972a) suggest that the use of astrology was the real issue, and the danger of revolution largely absent. 
Cf. also Pettinger 2012: 8 n.18 for a fuller summary of scholars on each side of the debate. As will be seen, 
Tacitus does not present Libo as a serious threat.  
 
157 Libo’s ancestors include Pompey the Great and Scribonia (former wife of Augustus) as great aunt.  
 
158 There is something of the commonplace in this approach. One might think of Sallust on Catiline, who 
preyed on the insecurity of wastrels and, when met with honorable men, led them astray and into poverty (Sall. 
Cat. 14). 
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act.159 It is only when one of the magicians consulted by Libo brought the evidence to L. 

Fulcinius Trio that the senate was summoned.160 Trio, Tacitus tells us, was celebrated amongst 

accusers for his talent at the work and his eagerness for ill repute (celebre inter accusatores 

Trionis ingenium erat avidumque famae malae, 2.28). He promptly informed the consuls.  

The charges were generally minor, at least as they are presented. The prosecutor laid out a 

variety of trifling matters, stupid or perhaps more kindly pitiable, until some writings in Libo’s 

own hand were produced in which were found “dark or frightening marks” (atrocis vel occultas 

notas, 2.30.2) against Tiberius and his family. The slaves who attested to Libo’s handwriting 

were prohibited from testifying against their master, so Tacitus claims Tiberius devised a novel 

legal process to make them available via a forced sale.161 When work adjourned for the day, Libo 

made a final written plea to Tiberius via an intermediary; ever the constitutionalist, he responded 

that Libo should ask the senate. Exercendas leges esse. Discerning no pity in the chamber and 

having found no defenders, Libo committed suicide that night. Tiberius claimed belatedly that he 

would have spared his life.  

Tacitus’ case is clear. Here was a young man, perhaps with some deficiencies, who was led 

astray by one of his closest friends (2.27) into dreams beyond his station and spending beyond 

his means. The cruel tyrant allowed him to dig the hole deeper without saying a word, until 

finally the trap was sprung. When Tiberius read out the charges in the senate he did so “in such a 

moderate way as to seem neither to soften the charges nor make them harsher” (recitat Caesar 

 
159 Suetonius (Tib. 25) suggests Tiberius was waiting to consolidate power before addressing the revolutionary, 
and kept close watch on him for this reason.  
 
160 Fulcinius Trio (PIR2 F517) also prosecuted the case of Piso in 20 CE, and was consul in 31. His connection 
with Sejanus led to his suicide in 35. 
 
161 Tacitus may have been confused on the point. See Brunt 1980: 257-8, who cites Dio to place the widening 
of torture-through-sale from adultery (18 BCE) to maiestas in 8 BCE, both under Augustus.  
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ita moderans ne lenire neve asperare crimina videretur, 2.29). To Tacitus this is a veneer, but 

stripped of innuendo it is simple moderatio. An earlier pronouncement paving the way for 

maiestas trials that “laws must be enforced” has shown the difficulty of separating intent from 

effect, and Tiberius’ very presence undeniably altered the senate’s approach to business. In light 

of the work Tacitus has done to paint Tiberius in hypocrisy, the neutrality can only be read as 

feigned. Even if sincere, it is not a clear call for mercy on Libo’s behalf, which the senate might 

reasonably have needed to confidently acquit him. Leaving intention and motive aside, as 

princeps Tiberius found the legal means to continue the investigation and also rejected Libo’s 

plea at the close of the first day. Both moves have constitutional cover, but the senate took its cue 

from Tiberius; the empty ideological space has been filled.162 To assist a prosecution – even 

under the guise (or in the act) of rule-following – can be read as an indication of a preference it 

continue, and the senate was eager for clues. Further, in several cases already Tiberius had put a 

stop to maiestas trials. He did not do so here. His moderatio had trapped him: after intervening in 

only some matters, ostensibly (and perhaps truly) to give the senate space to operate, his failure 

to do so suggested implicit approval to continue. Moderatio became license.   

It is possible to read Tacitus’ allegation that Tiberius feigned ignorance to Libo’s face by 

inviting him to dinner as authorial invention: it lines up so neatly with the character of a 

coldblooded tyrant as to be questionable, and makes Tiberius’ proclamation that he would have 

spared Libo’s life if given the chance simply cruel.163 The presence of a similar suggestion of 

hypocrisy in Suetonius and Dio weakens the suggestion that it is invented, though all could have 

worked from the same source on this particular trial. But it is nonetheless conceivable that 

 
162 “Tiberius was sadly mistaken if he supposed the senate was proper body to decide about such a case or that, 
without a positive lead from him, it would be unprejudiced and merciful.” (Goodyear 1981: 253) 
 
163 On whether Tiberius was perhaps constrained by Libo’s officeholding see Weinrib 1968. 
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Tiberius viewed Libo in much the way Seneca and Tacitus do: a bumbling youth who has 

committed foolish but not dangerous acts, worthy of benign neglect.164  Such a reading ascribes 

exemplary moderation to Tiberius, restraining the heavy hand of state punishment until news was 

brought separately to Fulcinius Trio, who was eager to show his loyalty. At that point failure to 

punish would be difficult, especially with Libo allegedly targeting the imperial house. Perhaps 

until that point Tiberius had been applying privately the moderatio that was championed 

publicly. It did not matter, as his putative partners in rule, inferior to his position, did not view 

their role as one encumbered by the same restraint. 

The failure to intervene on either side of the debate might reasonably have been taken to 

indicate tacit permission to continue under a professed policy of moderatio. This is the greater 

failing of Tiberius. Fulcinius Trio enjoyed continued success (and successful prosecutions) for 

many years to come. When a range of measures of thanks was given for the posthumous 

conviction of Libo, many of the proposals were made by Tiberius’ close friends and 

connections.165 In a body of proud men eager to distinguish themselves, the silence of the 

princeps, a prosecution led by a personal friend, and the refusal to hear the plea of the accused 

must have looked like the indication of Tiberius’ thoughts that Piso had sought the year before. 

By then assenting to Tiberius’ perceived wishes, they could gamble on being on the right side of 

the princeps. His proclamation that he would have spared Libo does not meaningfully alter the 

calculus, as fawning subordinates could put it down to the exemplary clementia of their leader. In 

any case the rash of thanksgiving honors for the putative crisis averted, including a publicly 

 
164 Much of Libo’s consultation of magicians seems to have centered around his own future and fortunes, and 
we are not told even in Tacitus’ hostile account what were the notas that so frightened and outraged the senate. 
 
165 Levick 1999:149-150. 
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commemorated holiday, indicate that vigorous prosecution was thought to be a winning 

strategy.166 

The analysis above does not rely on the intentions of Tiberius, nor does it require 

discerning his true feelings about Libo. The case can be read simply to reflect a program of 

moderatio. Whether he meant Libo well or ill is immaterial; once he had determined that he 

would encourage at least procedural independence in the senate, Tiberius had limited recourse to 

intervene after a case had been publicly brought; Piso had reminded him of the power of his vote. 

To do so would have further paralyzed an already timid senate. Tiberius did not jump to 

prosecution himself, or through an intermediary, and allowed Libo to hold office after what he 

might have viewed as genuine, if minor, transgressions. But stopping the prosecution once it had 

been raised to no less an authority than the consuls, and by a determined prosecutor, would not 

only run contrary to the appearance of Republicanism. It would break with moderatio, and 

engender resentment among senators further separated from the most public part of their work. 

Attempts to avoid such an atmosphere led to the policy in the first place. 

Another major aspect of the Libo affair is that Libo seems to have been led astray by a 

close friend. Among all the effects of Tiberius’ supposed cruelty – great men brought low, a 

cowed senate, the loss of much-loved libertas – Tacitus sees the growth of suspicion as 

especially harmful. The theme of perverted language in Tacitus has been well-explored,167 and it 

is, I hope, uncontroversial to say that Tacitus’ Tiberian hexad engages deeply with the distance 

 
166 Ehrenberg and Jones (1955) 52. 
 
167 The list is long, and often focused on Tacitus’ work in the genre of historiography. Among the most recent 
entries O’Gorman 2000 has been influential from a literary angle; Haynes (Haynes 2003, Haynes 2004) 
continues her project. Parker 2008 is focused on the historiographic tradition from a more psychological angle. 
Most recently Spielberg 2017: 334-338 usefully surveys the corruption of language as a theme in ancient 
historiography and goes on to address Tacitus’ use of it, largely in the Histories. 
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between presentation and reality, most of all when it comes to Tiberius himself. It is Tiberius, 

Tacitus charges, who was adept at cloaking new crimes with old words.168 Whatever its intent, to 

Tacitus moderatio simply is hypocrisy under the Principate.  

 

Ruin 
 
Two additional cases later in the Annals illustrate the deleterious effects of rampant 

backstabbing through unchecked charges of maiestas. In one, pronounced “a terrible example of 

wretchedness and savagery” by Tacitus (4.28.1),169 a son raised against his own father false 

charges of conspiring against the princeps and plotting revolution. The senate found the charges 

repulsive and without merit; the father was acquitted and the son hauled back from his flight of 

the city to face the punishment for false accusation. Tiberius interceded on the youth’s behalf, 

bearing a grudge (Tacitus explains) against the father that dates back to the Libo affair, and thus 

neatly linking the stories.170 Families were torn apart in the quest for personal prestige and 

power, a constant theme of autocracy.171 Whether Tiberius’ actions – after, it must be 

acknowledged, the senate had felt empowered to reject the spurious charges – should be put 

down to clementia and moderatio, or to encouraging such acts in the future, is a matter of 

interpretation. It is clear, however, that there was need not for space but for positive action to 

check the swelling tide of maiestas trials, and none was forthcoming.  

 
168 Tac. Ann. 4.19.2. 
 
169 Cf. Martin and Woodman 2006 ad loc. for the effectiveness of this exemplum. 
 
170 Tac. Ann. 4.29. According to Tacitus the father (Vibius Serenus) sent Tiberius a letter after Libo’s 
conviction complaining that the princeps had not duly noted his enthusiasm in the matter.  
 
171 Boesche 1987: 199. 
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A later parallel to the case of Libo shows Roman elites fully descended into shamelessness. 

Titius Sabinus, a prominent equestrian, was entrapped by his future prosecutors deliberately 

because of his support for the house of Germanicus in 28 CE.172 These were the high times of 

Sejanus, and the prosecutors hoped by their shameful actions to win the consulship.173 After 

approaching Sabinus and praising him for his steadfast loyalty, the chief informer led him further 

in his speech until he cursed the cruelty first of Sejanus, then even of Tiberius. The denouement 

of the plot (dolus) is painted in vivid detail. The co-conspirators, in order to witness Sabinus’ 

outburst, searched for a suitable hiding place to listen. Ultimately “they hid themselves between 

the roof and ceiling, a hiding place no less filthy than the crime was detestable.”174  

After Sabinus’ conviction the city was gripped by fear, and civilized exchange all but 

vanished.175 “Meetings, conversations, and the hearing of strangers and friends alike was 

avoided; even mute and inanimate things, walls and roofs, were watched suspiciously.”176 

Tiberius had withdrawn from the city by this point, and Tacitus suggests that the cruelty of 

Sejanus lies behind much of the degradation. Even so, Tiberius’ absence must have further 

separated the senate from its much-needed guidance.177 I do not suggest that these dark, later 

 
172 Martin and Woodman 2006: 247-8 say he was in fact a friend of the dead prince, and the entire plot hinges 
on this fact; it therefore is likely true.  
 
173 Tacitus says the goodwill of Sejanus was best secured through wickedness (neque Seiani voluntas nisi 
scelere quaerebatur, 4.68). Senatorial in-fighting surely increased through a combination of Tiberius’ 
withdrawal in 26 and the concomitant rise of Sejanus, as actors had to adjust themselves to the new power 
arrangement. 
 
174 4.69: tectum inter laquearia tres senatores, haud minus turpi latebra quam detestanda fraude, sese 
abstrudunt. The use of senatores (instead of, e.g., homines) is pointed and effective. 
 
175 For the connection between degraded speech and stasis see Spielberg 2017. 
 
176 4.69: congressus, conloquia, notae ignotaeque aures vitari; etiam muta atque inanima, tectum et parietes 
circumspectabantur. 
 
177 So Brunt’s assessment of Tiberius’ withdrawal (Brunt 1984: 444).  
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years of Tiberius’ reign reflect exactly the situation of its beginning, but it seems a difference in 

degree more than kind, and in part an outcome of his devotion to moderatio. To criticize Tiberius 

for his failure to exercise despotic power more actively is an odd position, but one I find myself 

in through this reading of Tacitus. Moderatio, based on a fiction, never allowed for positive 

innovation while inhibiting quick response to new harms. 

It is for this reason that the historical memory of Tiberius is so bleak. An arguably well-

intentioned and potentially suitable policy of moderatio did not achieve its ends, even if the 

empire more broadly was largely untroubled. Among elites at Rome – the sector that gives us 

most of our ancient written testimony – the lack of a guiding hand combined with an unsettled 

political and ideological framework for success led to chaos and social breakdown, created by 

and evidenced nowhere more than in the maiestas trials. Social breakdown of this type, which 

led to peers and even families informing against each other, is indeed deeply damaging. More 

easily studied eras show that there are significant political, civic, and economic costs to intensive 

covert surveillance that extend far beyond the duration of spying.178 Later historians are not 

wrong to view this aspect of Tiberius’ reign as calamitous. Why Tiberius left the city is a 

question for another day, but from the earliest stages he showed a reticence in wielding his power 

fully and openly, intent as he was on forging an ideological regime that accommodated the senate 

as political partners in the Republican tradition. To then deny them obvious avenues for prestige 

reeks of the tyrant, and limits the opportunity for differentiation from the masses that Sahlins 

 
178 In a recent study on the aftershocks of state surveillance by the Stasi, Lichter et al. use regional variation in 
Stasi apparatus to examine the long-term effect of spying. In summary, they find that “a higher spying density 
led to persistently lower levels of interpersonal and institutional trust in post-reunification Germany. We also 
find substantial and long-lasting economic effects of Stasi surveillance, resulting in lower income, higher 
exposure to unemployment, and lower self-employment.” (Lichter, Löffler, and Siegloch 2021: 741).  
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identified as a typical role for residual elites. Failing to act forcefully in curbing delatores, 

however, encouraged infighting. Tiberius’ middle-ground approach seems not to have held.  

Finally, recall Tacitus’ introduction of maiestas. Tacitus was asked by a praetor whether an 

Augustan custom179 of punishing speech in addition to acts ought to continue. Tiberius responddc 

in the affirmative, saying simply exercendas leges esse, the laws must be enforced. 

Commendable on its face, this opened the door to the ruin that would follow. Since Tiberius in 

other cases showed himself not to be strictly bound by Augustan precedent, but an active 

interpreter of it, he could have offered a more measured response, and perhaps this is what he 

tried to signal by pushing back against the earliest accusations and some later ones. But the 

broader program of moderatio meant that he often had to defer. The senate sought to enhance 

their status through proximity to his power as their own dwindled; finding the princeps 

inhospitable to flattery they turned to darkness. 

 

3.5 The Unique Difficulties of Relations with Roman Elites 
 
I have suggested throughout this chapter that it is from interactions with Roman elites that 

Tiberius’ memory suffered the most harm, an apt reflection of the discord that was unique to 

them under his rule. Earlier chapters have shown that moderatio was not as difficult to exercise 

in other contexts, and I now offer a theoretical model of why this was the case, by borrowing a 

scheme from sociology for understanding social power. The theory of social power laid out by 

Michael Mann in 1986 finds that its four major sources are networks built broadly around 

 
179 In the case of Cassius Severus (PIR2 C 522), who was banished (though not executed) by Augustus for 
libelous verses against leading Romans. He was highly regarded by Tacitus, who marks him out as an 
innovator in changing his oratory to reflect the times in which he lived (Tac. Dial. 19). This may be subtle 
commentary about the Principate and its effect on speech, debate, and freedom. 



 149 

Ideological, Economic, Military, and Political relationships and resources (IEMP).180 By 

examining each as it relates to Rome at and after succession I hope to clarify from a structural 

view two key issues: (1) a theoretical rationale behind a famously enigmatic ruler’s actions and 

(2) how the ancient tradition came to view those actions in such a negative light.  

Mann is careful to caution that these networks overlap, sometimes significantly. The terms 

of Augustus’ will illustrate this neatly: yes, the legions were ideologically loyal to their 

imperator and princeps, but a financial bonus of 300 sesterces (and a thousand for the 

praetorians) cannot have hurt. Likewise he returned to their children the bequests left to him by 

friends, and with interest; financial means and political power had long overlapped at Rome.181 

His long partnership with Tiberius, begrudging or otherwise, conferred some measure of 

ideological and political power on the new princeps, as represented by the rush into servitude 

described by Tacitus. And Tiberius held real political power, perhaps most importantly the 

enduring tribunician power by which he summoned the senate on Augustus’ death (Tac. Ann. 

1.7). But here is the greatest gap. I suggest that Tiberius’ policy of moderatio focused on the 

sources of social power least heritable in these circumstances, namely ideological understanding 

of the new regime and political relationships with Roman elites.182 He had been at war or in 

retirement for significant parts of the decades leading to his accession, and did not enjoy the 

 
180 Mann 1986. One of Mann’s chief innovations in sociological theory, the addition of militarism to the 
standard tripartite division of political, ideological/cultural, and economic units of analysis, is rendered less 
significant under Tiberius by the period of relative peace established under Augustus. This is abnormal for 
Rome. When militarism returns we see the advent of emperor-generals, and I think Mann’s model suits the 
Roman world. 
181 Champlin 1989. Dio 56.32, and cf. Suet. Aug. 66 who describes it as a common practice of Augustus while 
alive.  
 
182 In Mann’s formulation political power is generally restricted to centrally directed state power rather than 
factional politics (Mann 1986: 26-27). No one seemed genuinely to question either Augustus or Tiberius’ role 
in important state matters. Here I diverge from Mann slightly – though in line with his claims about power 
networks as sociospatially bounded sets of interaction rather than abstract notions – by essentially considering 
two Romes, that of empire and that of the city. 
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same close, working relationship that Augustus, who rarely left the city, must have had. It is not 

just the command, or wealth, or ideological positioning of Tiberius that granted him power; that 

power existed in and alongside existing social networks which created, endorsed, and 

perpetuated it. 

The distinguished lineages claimed by most Roman statesmen (and unfailingly a topic of 

conversation when lacking) show that some measure of ideological power was heritable; to win 

election on the fame of one’s ancestors is the use of ideological power to gain political power, 

and was commonplace throughout much of Republican history.183 But the principate of Augustus 

was something that stood outside of tradition no matter how carefully it was disguised, and 

interactions with that most necessary sector, elites at Rome, were the most fraught. Tiberius was 

right to worry most about keeping Roman elites placated.184  

It is useful at this point to separate the ideological and political power of Rome across its 

vast empire from the machinations of the senate and leaders physically operating in the city. 

Tiberius did not leave central Italy after his accession, despite a life spent abroad in service of 

state. I have tried to demonstrate in earlier chapters an extensive but diffused185 understanding of 

Roman power which most often placed the emperor at its center, with local initiative reflecting a 

 
183 Cf. also Hekster 2015: 11-15. 
 
184 A note on terminology: throughout this dissertation I use the term ‘elites’ to encompass those who held 
significant power in a given sphere of meaningful size. I have tried to demarcate clearly when the term is used 
specifically in reference to those at Rome (as in much of this chapter) vs. throughout the empire, but I am not 
overly concerned with the division between e.g. senators and equestrians. A coup d’état is unlikely to be (and 
in Roman history generally was not) carried out by a single person, but rather by a cadre of likeminded power 
holders. Strict definitions of class and status for various elites can be useful when tracing the lives of 
individuals, but at the theoretical level are a distraction and would not meaningfully alter the course or 
outcome of my analysis. 
 
185 The term is from Mann 1986: 8. “Diffused power, however, spreads in a more spontaneous, unconscious, 
decentered way throughout a population, resulting in similar social practices that embody power relations but 
are not explicitly commanded. It typically comprises, not command and obedience, but an understanding that 
these practices are natural or moral or result from self-evident common interest” (emphasis added.)  
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general understanding of first Augustan then Tiberian command. Such emphasis on the emperor 

was, for practical purposes, largely correct. I have also shown that this understanding was 

sometimes imperfect. Even so, delegations, suppliants, and petitioners stood the best chance of 

success if they had the sympathetic ear of Rome’s first citizen. His indifference was the next best 

option and might allow for winning over the senate. His hostility was generally fatal to the cause.  

This diffused ideological power may have been a natural outgrowth of Rome’s 

longstanding comfort with local variation so long as its interests and desires were respected. It is 

perhaps most neatly embodied in the economic sphere, evidenced by the spread of Roman 

coinage.186 It is present also in ‘Romanization’ (however we understand the term) of local elites, 

the adapting of local practices like Hellenistic ruler cult to accommodate Sebastos/Augustus, and 

the collapse of distinction between Rome and its ruler in petitions. Crucially, at this point in 

history few truly foreign powers were able to threaten a march on Rome itself. As the first 

century BCE amply demonstrates, much more trouble lay in disaffected elites who were already 

enmeshed in the political system at Rome itself, a precept for stability that holds true into 

modernity.187 In short, not upsetting the senate was good policy. It is also this class that drove the 

commemoration of Tiberius. 

In Mann’s analysis power runs through sociospatial networks of organization by which 

actors can achieve goals; these networks are constructed differently in different places and are 

not homogenous features of a unitary society.188 On this basis I consider interaction with Roman 

 
186 Market exchange is the paradigmatic extensive-diffused power network for Mann (1986: 9). In the opposite 
corner is army command structure as paradigmatic intensive-concentrated power network.  
 
187 In one recent study, the vast majority of 316 authoritarian rulers ousted via ‘nonconstitutional’ methods (i.e. 
not a natural death or political process like election) between 1945 and 2002 were removed by “government 
insiders, such as other government members or members of the military or the security forces” (Svolik 2009: 
477-478).   
 
188 Mann 1986: 1-3, 10-14, 16-17, and generally Chapter 1. 
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elites – most of all senators and influential equestrians – different from interaction with foreign 

or provincial leaders of all stripes. It is one thing for a local leader to interact with the imperial 

center. It is another thing for those at the center. The networks were different and ought to be 

considered separately. The ranks of leading men at Rome supplied commanders, priests, and 

magistrates; they wielded power also as patrons of diverse, far-flung adherents.189 This much 

more restricted group had its own concept of power relations rooted in history and tradition. 

They also had concerns about what political and ideological space in those networks both they 

and Tiberius should occupy, a fact that explains much of the tension between Tiberius and the 

senate.  

Moderatio on this model existed to reunite the fraying edges of a new/old ideology, 

preserving as it did (at least in theory) the power of the senate within its own established 

ideological and political networks. Senators could continue their work, imagining themselves to 

be doing the same things as their Republican predecessors as they oversaw Rome’s glory. In 

many matters of state and propriety, however, there was uncertainty in how to proceed, as shown 

in the memorializing and posthumous treatment of Augustus. Such instances brought to the fore 

a crucial gap in imperial ideology, and one where Tiberius’ power was most patent. Lacking 

clearly defined rules (symptomatic of moderatio) on how to engage an all-powerful superior, 

senators had to preserve their standing in a Republican model, but learn to act in a new world 

dominated by the power of the princeps. This, alongside personal and factional interests, may 

have led them to take initiative rather than ask permission if, as in the case of oaths and coins, 

they believed their actions would be met favorably.  Sometimes they erred, and it was then 

 
189 Cf. Hölkeskamp 2010: 23-43 for a useful summary of the senate’s powers in the republican context; my list 
of roles drawn from the senatorial class is indebted to his on p. 29-30. 
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Tiberius who filled in at his own discretion the negative space in the ideological network. That 

such intervention was sporadic only further unsettled things. In short, the ideological network 

made up of Roman elites and, to some extent, Tiberius himself did allow for genuine senatorial 

initiative, but in such a way that its use was risk-laden and constrained.190 The senate formally 

had the right to occupy its ideological and political role as it had before the principes, but 

functionally could not exercise that right. Moderatio seemingly invited but effectively 

discouraged senators’ initiative, and the strain of holding such a network together is evident. 

The collocation of Roman elites and Tiberius as they stumbled towards a cogent ideological 

network brings to mind Fergus Millar’s famous call-and-response model of an essentially passive 

administration, first suggested in his 1966 article “The Emperor, the Senate and the 

Provinces.”191 In it he suggests that responding to petitions was the means by which the Roman 

empire – in contradistinction to the Republic – operated. He wrote that “the centralization of 

power in the hands of an individual did not mean the centralization of initiative. On the contrary, 

the Imperial power was largely static or inert, and its activity stimulated by pressures and 

initiatives from below.”192 We must think carefully about whether “below” includes the senate. 

Millar was attacking the notion of two discrete tracks of justice and administration, one for 

public provinces and another for imperial provinces. This has not stopped his theory from 

underpinning much of the way we think about the Principate as a whole: questions asked and 

answered of the princeps was the way to do business (or so the thinking goes). If senators did not 

 
190 Though not in all cases; they could still communicate outwards from Rome (Rowe 2002; Potter 1999). 
 
191 Millar 1966, more fully laid out in Millar 1977. Cf. also Clifford Ando’s "Petition and Response, Order and 
Obey: Contemporary Models of Roman Government" in Michael Jursa and Stephan Prochazka, eds. 
Governing Ancient Empires. Proceedings of the 3rd to 5th International Conferences of the Research Network 
Imperium and Officium, Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften (forthcoming).  
 
192 Millar 1966: 166.   



 154 

know to ask or could not properly anticipate responses to initiative early in the principate’s 

history, we should expect to see some discomfort.  

But the gap between what Millar wrote and how we use his model is sometimes too large. 

First, we should recognize an absolute difference between the act of managing empire and the 

managing class of the empire. Why should the senate and its leader interact in the same way the 

provinces interact with the imperial center? Even if senators were subservient to the emperor’s 

wishes, that is not quite the same as being a subject community, nor (I think) would Millar 

suggest this. Further, Tiberius presented a unique challenge by his use of moderatio and the 

strangeness of his unofficial inheritance.193 The increasing importance of senatus consulta 

demonstrates that there were some real shifts in political functioning, but much of the work was 

ideological. At work under the reign of Tiberius was not petition, but something else that a call-

and-response model cannot explain. 

A coherent imperial center required a coherent ideology of Roman power amongst its chief 

holders. Tiberius’ attempt to cede some power, even superficially, through the practice of 

moderatio in fact created uncertainty about which ideology ought to be expressed, and how. By 

limiting his power before the senate was sure of its own role, he gave space for a new working 

relationship to develop while at the same time (perhaps unintentionally) paralyzing elites who 

feared a costly misstep. All of this was much less of a concern for subjugated peoples and 

communities outside of central Italy. If they made a mistake, there were a number of remedial 

actions they could pursue: claim ignorance to beg indulgence, replace local elites, use other 

channels of access or, assuming the offense was mild enough not to be thought intentional, 

 
193 Which, again, granted him strong command of Economic, Military, and some Political (as in Mann) 
powers, but the only model for Ideological power was Augustus.  
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simply ask again. In other cases, like provincial coin typing, the eventual cost was not great 

enough to cause real concern. Less so in the senate. 

Much of this uncertainty relates to Tiberius’ position as successor to Augustus. Because a 

new princeps was unprecedented, the line between personal and public policy cannot have been 

clear.194 Less clear still would have been the senate’s role – always ill-defined195 – in a new 

structure that relied on a sociospatial ideological network centered on the princeps as princeps, 

where there had only been Augustus before. Hence the ability to see petition on the Millar model 

in the urge to clarify (should the treason law be brought back?) rather than to risk overstepping, 

while an impulse toward much-maligned adulatio was evident in those nakedly seeking to curry 

favor. The first is an example of petition, and the second of private initiative put to noxious 

purpose. Both are tests of the new thinking, and both were given space by moderatio, which 

could bolster (or preserve) the prestige and maiestas of the senate in service of a new ideological 

model. This might reflect a Republican or traditionalist sentiment on the part of Tiberius, but it 

certainly shows care that some understanding be reached, unless he was simply a monster who 

lorded his power over his inferiors. He may also have recognized that senatorial distinction relied 

on his own recusatio even if he, like the senate, did not yet see that their power would largely 

derive from legitimizing his own, as in Graeber and Sahlins’ model of residual elites. 

Nonetheless, it was inevitable that a hesitant senate would look for whatever signals it could find 

to solidify its ideological power, so crucial when the apportionment of political power was also 

being negotiated. 

 
194 See above on the senator Hortalus. 
 
195 Hölkeskamp 2010: 26: “In other words, the power of the Senate was really based on the fact that it did not 
have any formally defined or precisely circumscribed responsibilities and was therefore not restricted to a 
specific set of concrete political topics or areas of ‘competence.’” The same might be said of the princeps. 
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The sheer size of the Roman empire meant that much of the mundane administration must 

have been carried out by the senate and state apparatus with minimal input from the emperor. We 

are captives here of the historiographical tradition, and Tacitus most of all. Quotidian acts by 

definition do not meet the threshold for inclusion in histories, especially histories motivated by a 

desire to elucidate a moral schema or to identify key causes and trends for posterity.196 In this 

kind of history the role of the emperor is the question; everything else is ancillary. Despite 

Tacitus’ keen attention to Tiberius and his actions, senators still exercised real political power in 

Rome, Italy, and the public provinces.197 Elite Romans were not passive partners or the senate a 

rubber stamp, though they certainly took on a diminished role in the new networks of power. In 

some areas, however, the senate specifically was ready to defer for reasons beyond simple 

flattery. 

In recognition of his hierarchical advantage, appeals to the emperor were likely to fall into 

two categories of issue: 1) those concerning his and his family’s personal interests and honors; 

and 2) those on which there was genuine uncertainty about how to proceed, sometimes in 

connection with the issues at interest under (1). Certain other issues – the credit crisis of 33 CE is 

perhaps the clearest example – simply required the economic resources that only Tiberius 

wielded. But it is not the case that the senate completely ceded their power as soon as Tiberius 

showed himself willing to take on the mantle of Augustus. Each group represented its own 

interests and jockeyed for position in the new order. A stronger hand in control might not have 

succeeded in building lasting stability, but moderatio explicitly allowed for some measure of 

conflict, exemplified most memorably in maiestas trials. For residual elites who needed most of 

 
196 On Tacitus’ selectivity see Woodman 1998: 86-103 and Woodman and Martin 1996: 451-453. 
 
197 Cf. Levick 1999: 105-108. 



 157 

all to show their importance through aggrandizement of Tiberius, competition in this realm 

meant fighting each other. The senate under Tiberius is understood best not as petitioning 

Tiberius, nor as asserting their right to initiative against his own. They are testing the limits of 

the new ideological system, to find where points might be scored or danger met, just as other 

groups and networks did. The stakes were higher for elites at Rome than elsewhere, and it is also 

they who wrote history. This history reflects the struggle for social power embodied in new 

ideological and political networks that could accommodate the princeps while still maintaining at 

least some existing elements of the previous arrangement. 

 

3.6 Conclusions 
 
Tiberius operated in a position akin to that of successor-kings. Such a position came with 

inherent limits, most of all in connection with ‘residual elites’ (the Roman senate) and with the 

regime founder (Augustus). He was keen not to upset the widespread peace in the provinces; he 

likewise did not wish to cast off the Republican cover that Augustus had established so 

effectively. Through a sociological model of social power we can see that Tiberius was least 

secure in his dealings with the senate and elites at Rome. To navigate these limitations, he 

strategically prioritized moderatio as a central tenet of governance, a focus supported by both 

contemporary evidence and careful reading of subsequent historical sources. In aiming to bridge 

the political-ideological void left at Augustus’ passing, he allowed the senate some measure of 

freedom. As his own political and ideological power grew within and without Rome, the senate’s 

became more tightly circumscribed and connected to Tiberius’ success. Far from empowering the 

senate, moderatio ultimately paralyzed it, and left only bad choices for senators to seek their own 

social power.  
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The empire was happy to accept a new princeps at its head, and their mistakes were less 

costly. In the everyday work of governance elites at Rome expected more, including a continued 

path to honor and preeminence among their peers. The tools that seemed to promise stability for 

Rome, most of all a program of moderatio, threw the senate into disarray as it tried to find a new 

understanding of social power and prestige. Although in some instances Tiberius’ checked their 

darker impulses, the lack of a programmatic approach to reining in senatorial excess left open the 

decline in decorum, civility, and ultimately safety that the senate faced.  

Roman historiography and Tacitus especially put this down to the princeps not wrongly, but 

for different reasons than those I put forward. It was the lack of clarity engendered by moderatio 

that led to the proliferation of maiestas charges and trials, not their deliberate cultivation. These 

trials and the fear they created had real, damaging, and lasting consequences for the civil society 

of Roman elites. The same policy allowed other power centers – most notably and infamously 

Sejanus – to arise and present alternative paths to prestige. Senators did not stop desiring power 

and influence, and they did not act as a monolith. Each had their own wishes and concerns which 

they advanced where they could, including through unscrupulous behavior. Whether Tiberius left 

Rome disgusted, exhausted, or negligently, in his absence senators sought social power through 

the paradigm worked out under his early years. The results were an intensification of what had 

come before and, when they went on unchecked, disastrous. After the civil wars the Principate 

had emerged as the new form of government by promising relative stability on a broad scale. 

Tiberius’ accession made it a semi-hereditary autocracy. Senators who had fought and died for 

prestige and power had to learn new ways to continue that struggle, now overshadowed by the 

all-important princeps. With Tiberius refusing to exercise his power openly no guidance was 
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forthcoming, and in this struggle to define a new role they incidentally demonstrated how large a 

shadow that was. 
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Chapter 4: Contemporary Views of Tiberius 

“Everything in our age conspires to turn the writer, and every other kind of artist 
as well, into a minor official, working on themes handed down from above and 
never telling what seems to him the whole of the truth.”  

(George Orwell, 1946)1 

 
In this chapter I examine the two principal surviving authors of Tiberian literature in an 

attempt to draw out further aspects of life in the early Principate. What has survived to modernity 

has two major commonalities: a concern with relating the imperial present to the Republican 

past, and a retreat from specific history into abstraction. In evaluating the writing of the era, I 

have made a deliberate choice to read through this frame. I am concerned with form as much as 

content, and with a consciousness of the pressures that must have weighed on those writing in an 

unsettled ideological time. That ideology was an unsettled realm is shown in my reading of the 

evidence, and there are parallels between the literary and civic spheres.  

Contemporary sources are our best window into the dynamic process of settling (a phrase I 

do not view as a contradiction in terms) into the Principate as preserved by those who lived it. 

Tiberian authors were working out how to present this new-yet-old Roman arrangement to an 

elite audience and also to newcomers, who relied on the written tradition to understand and meld 

with the old guard. Ideology is one component of a stable political arrangement, thoroughly 

discussed in political contexts in my previous chapter. The ideology I find expressed in literature 

seems cleverly crafted to meet the moment of the institution of the Principate through emphasis 

of continuity and the limiting virtue of moderation exemplified by the princeps. How this 

 
1 “The Prevention of Literature.” Polemic 2, January 1946. 
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nascent ideology fared when actually practiced in the system of Roman government, I think I 

have shown in Chapter 3.   

Tacitus offers one understanding of the Principate in a model that showed supreme power 

as inherently hostile to social and especially senatorial liberty .2 He was writing with the benefit 

of hindsight and a lifetime of experience, including under the deliberately repressive rule of 

Domitian. As a successful politician, he worked within a Principate that was undoubtedly much 

more rigid in its norms and expectations than the fledgling autocracy that had just survived its 

first transfer to a new master. We cannot know how much Tacitus’ experience under Domitian 

colored his portrayal of the earlier Tiberius. But we need not believe every fine detail of the 

narrative to concede that the larger theme, expressed so memorably in the opening of the 

Agricola, rings true in contemporary evidence from Tiberian times: free thought and discourse 

sacrificed for servitude and silence.3    

While Tacitus is a prudent reminder that we can never read uncritically, the literature of 

Tiberius’ own time offers a closer window into the codification of norms under the early 

Principate. Together with its Augustan precedent, it seems largely unified around praise of the 

princeps and in celebrating a new birth of Roman greatness. Writings under the first two imperial 

principes are not identical or synonymous, however, and by examining Tiberian literature 

specifically we can better detect how the reign of the successor differed from that of the founder. 

Further, we may find that contemporary authors expressed the needs of the moment in their own 

 
2 Cf. Strunk 2017: 9-13 and throughout on the seeming contradiction between Tacitus’ biography and 
sympathies, though Strunk’s work leans further into an under-defined republicanism on Tacitus’ part than I am 
prepared to endorse. The scope of this project limits the space I can devote to defining precisely where on the 
spectrum between liberty and autocracy his sympathies lay. The great Ronald Syme and Mommsen before him 
both viewed Tacitus as a reluctant monarchist. I might add that one can live and indeed succeed in one world 
and still sincerely wish for another. 
 
3 Tac. Agr. 2.  
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voices, not as an imperial mouthpiece. To dismiss everything produced under Tiberius as 

produced by Tiberius deprives us of a richer understanding of the era. That it – more specifically, 

what has survived of it – was often laudatory to the point of being fawning may spark resistance 

in modern historians, keen as we are to demonstrate our incisive ability to separate propaganda 

(in the modern, general sense of the term) from reality. A reconsideration of not only what was 

written, but why and how, may nonetheless yield a sense of Roman literary society adjusting to a 

new situation. Tiberius did not dictate their work to these authors, and so their choices are 

necessarily reflective of their own judgement, even if constrained by political realities.  

For these fawning qualities Tiberian literature has often been criticized. Velleius Paterculus, 

despite some recent efforts at rehabilitation, is rarely thought to faithfully reproduce the general 

mood at Rome when compared to Tacitus’ depiction, whatever else his merits may be.4 Despite 

its massive popularity in centuries past,5 the work of Valerius Maximus has historically received 

relatively little attention, and it was not until W. Martin Bloomer’s Valerius Maximus & the 

Rhetoric of the New Nobility (1992) that scholars began to seriously reconsider the exempla that 

he collected.6 Cremutius Cordus, a bastion of dissent, is largely lost to us and died by suicide 

under Tiberius. Various minor authors can offer traces of other views, but no programmatic 

picture emerges from them. I do not detect a strong literature of resistance. 

 
4 See, e.g., Cowan 2011a, for a recent edited volume examining Velleius as literature. Woodman 1977 (and 
Woodman 1983) led the charge on rehabilitation. Syme, meanwhile, never forgave Velleius his “mendacity” 
(e.g. 1939: 393 and forty years later Syme 1978).  
 
5 “More manuscripts of the Memorable Deeds and Sayings survive than of any other Latin prose text, save the 
bible” (Bloomer 1992: 2). 
 
6 Bloomer 1992. Most notably since, a Cape Town University conference in 2017 produced an edited volume 
(Murray and Wardle 2022) that picks up and evaluates the evolution of scholarship on the topic in the 30 years 
between Bloomer’s work and its publication. To my knowledge the first complete English translation in three 
centuries is Shackleton Bailey 2000. 
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That literary works would reflect the new reality of centralized power is not surprising. 

Even panegyric, however, need not lack all nuance. Augustan literature has been so extensively 

mined that hints of subtle criticism or reservations about the new order can be found in nearly 

any author, often with solid grounding. To assume that Tiberian literature offered only praise 

might overstate the ability (and interest) of Tiberius in suppressing criticism; Cremutius Cordus 

clearly had an afterlife in writing despite his sad end.7 Some of this is a result of suppression or 

(self-)censorship, some of simple evidentiary survival over the centuries through a mix of tastes 

and accident. My chief finding in what survives is that it is broadly and consciously laudatory of 

the new regime, but without acknowledging that a new regime exists. Unlike an Orwellian 

rewriting of the past, pre-Tiberian history is not erased; Roman tradition is so strong that Tiberius 

must be fitted into it rather than the other way around. It is not work overflowing with praise 

directed explicitly at the emperor, but rather in service of a different project that aligned with his 

interests. Namely, Tiberian literature is deeply engaged with wedding the Roman past to its 

present.8 Rather than discard this as pandering, we can more profitably frame it as part of a 

sincere attempt to make sense of a relatively new situation, which perhaps looks newer to us than 

to those who had lived it day by day.  

A second core tenet of this chapter is that a specific rhetorical and pedagogical tool, that of 

historical exemplarity, came to the fore in a way it had not previously.9 Presumably it did so 

because it was useful, and I will attempt to demonstrate why that is the case. It was not, however, 

 
7 Cf. Tutrone 2022: 54 for a succinct discussion and bibliography of the reintroduction of Cordus’ work. His 
death at Sejanus’ instigation is memorably described at Tac. Ann. 4.34-5 and Dio 57.24.2–4. See further, 
below.  
 
8 Gowing 2005. 
 
9 Modern analyses of exemplarity in the period are most recently framed by Roller 2018 and Langlands 2018, 
each of whom had also published extensively on the topic before. The scholarship investigating exemplarity in 
specific authors is vast, profitable, and growing.  
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an innovation: exempla had never been lacking in Roman history. It was long part of the Roman 

historiographical tradition, and maintained as its explicit aim the creation of moral and ethical 

frameworks. Livy perhaps gives it most clearly, declaring that the ability to see and thus to know 

to mimic or avoid all kinds of situations and responses is an especially beneficial and useful 

aspect of history (praecipue…salubre ac frugiferum, Praef. 10). Even when not stated explicitly, 

such a view is implicit in most historians of Rome, from the earliest surviving work onwards. As 

Matthew Roller puts it:  

“It is a familiar feature of Roman historical consciousness that, at any given time, 
the past could be regarded as a storehouse of practices, orientations, and values … 
that were embodied in celebrated actors and deeds, and through them were made 
manifest and accessible to later ages. These actors and deeds could be adduced as 
cognitive or ethical models to provide guidance and standards to later Romans as 
they contemplated actions of their own, or evaluated the actions of others.”10 

 

Decades later Tacitus asked how to be a good man under a bad emperor. The literature of 

Tiberius’ reign reflects a different, related question: how to make sense of any emperor. What 

values, abilities, and restraints should a generation that had grown up under the yoke of largely 

autocratic power inculcate? How should these be decided and communicated? With Tiberius’ 

grip on power quickly solidified but the precise terms still under negotiation, Tiberian literature 

offered history as a chance to test ideas and ethics under and against a fledgling autocratic 

tradition. Even as it signaled continuity, resort to the past relieved authors of the immediate 

pressures of commenting on specific policies in their own time, and thereby provided a discreet 

conduit for introspection and perhaps critique, though I do not find this in abundance. In this 

context, Tiberian literature stands alongside that of many other periods in offering a record of 

events as a guide for moral and ethical navigation. This preserves for us a view of contemporary 

 
10 Roller 2009: 214. 
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understandings. Through the veiled language of historical analogy and philosophical discourse, 

writers explored and imparted lessons on integrity, prudence, and courage in an uncertain era of 

autocratic rule. I am less concerned with whether they meant to do so and operated with the 

challenges of autocracy in mind: they may have thought themselves to live in the twilight of 

freedom, a glorious age of res publica renewed, or some combination of both. With the 

triumphant Augustus behind them and the inscrutable Tiberius at the helm, they cannot be said to 

have lived in a settled political and ideological world. Hence it is unsurprising to find some 

degree of retreat, but there is no sign that they were abandoning the Republican ship. I begin by 

considering the case of Cremutius Cordus as a window into the issue of writing under autocracy, 

before considering the writing of first Velleius and then Valerius in turn. Minor authors feature 

where they must. 

 
 

4.1 Cremutius Cordus and an Understanding of Censorship 
 

“The senate decreed that [Cordus’] books should be burned by the aediles. But 
they remained, hidden and republished. And so it is all the more pleasing to mock 
the folly of those who imagine present power can extinguish the memory of future 
ages.” (Tac. Ann. 4.35)11     

 
Cremutius Cordus, facing conviction at the instigation of Sejanus, left the senate and 

committed suicide by starvation in 25 CE. The senate (and note that it is not Tiberius) ordered his 

works be rounded up and burned. His mode of death, in addition to its Stoic undertones,12 also 

neatly echoes the state of discourse that he represents: the slow choking of dissent and freedom 

 
11 Libros per aediles cremandos censuere patres: set manserunt, occultati et editi. Quo magis socordiam 
eorum inridere libet, qui praesenti potentia credunt extingui posse etiam sequentis aevi memoriam.  
 
12 Tutrone 2022: 54. 
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under the oppressive weight of dominatio. The charge was related to his writing:13 his eulogizing 

account of the Republican heroes Brutus and Cassius drew the ire of Sejanus, especially in 

naming Cassius “last of the Romans.”14 Nearly all of his work, which certainly covered the civil 

wars and possibly extended into Augustus’ reign,15 is lost, but what remains of his writing shows 

a sympathy for Republican ideals in a thoroughly compassionate depiction of Cicero.16 We know 

from Seneca the Younger that Cordus’ daughter was instrumental in the preservation of these 

materials, though she (or perhaps another editor) seems to have removed the most offensive 

sections before their wider circulation, which is itself another kind of censorship.17 Even so, it 

likely was not just one copy that escaped destruction before being readmitted into public 

discourse under Caligula.18 In spite of this, and despite Tacitus’ brave pronouncement, one can 

only lament that the purge of Cordus’ writing seems, in the medium and long term, to have 

succeeded.19 A few traces are all that survive.  

 
13 Contra Rogers 1965, which is in any case too bound up in the legality of the matter – often a realm 
insufficient to understand censorship in antiquity or modernity. The unanimity of ancient authors suggests that 
no matter the specific charges, Cordus’ writings were to blame (Tac. Ann. 4.34-35; Dio 57.24.2-4; Suet. Tib. 
61.3; Sen. Marc. 1.2-4, 22.4-7). 
 
14 Tac. Ann. 4.34. The phrase may be borrowed from Brutus (Plut. Brut. 44; App. BC 4.114), an idea first 
proposed by Furneaux ad loc. The generous phrasing from Brutus accords with Velleius Paterculus’ 
description of the pair: Cassius was the better general but Brutus the better man; in the one more vigor and the 
other more virtue (Vell. Pat. 2.72.2). 
 
15 Cornell 2013: 3.592-3. 
 
16 Sen. Suas. 6.19 = Cornell 2013: 2.971 F1. This is admittedly not much to go on, but the circumstances 
surrounding his death are suggestive of tension. 
 
17 Sen. Marc. 1.3; Quint. Inst. Orat. 10.1.104.  
 
18 Suet. Cal. 16.1. 
 
19 “Although no other source [than Quintilian] says anything about this alteration to the text, we may assume 
that the version available to Domitian’s chair of rhetoric was also the one generally available in his time. If the 
post-trial version differed from the pre-trial one – and in the key passages, at that – then the supposed triumph 
of historical texts over “present power” (Ann. 4.35.5) was in fact closer to a draw.” (Sailor 2008: 253.) 
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Certainly the Romans did burn books, before and after Tiberius.20 But it was not through 

widespread acts of deliberate destruction that the imperial will primarily proscribed negative 

attention. In assessing literary discourse under Tiberius we should not imagine or demand strict, 

state-propagated guidelines for “appropriate” work. There were undoubtedly risks to direct or 

insufficiently indirect criticism of the imperial house, as the fate of Cremutius Cordus amply 

demonstrates. But in the course of exploring the literature of a regime finding its footing in 

autocracy, it must be remembered that official censorship and self-censorship are not always 

separable.21 The practice of private prosecution adds another layer to the apparatus of 

enforcement: it took only a single motivated private citizen, whose interests may have been 

simple self-advancement, to chill free discourse.22  

When examining the strictures binding Tiberian authors, however lax or informal they may 

have been, we must acknowledge the fact that strictures existed. We saw in the previous chapter 

how the uneven application of political power felt capricious regardless of its intention. This in 

turn had a paralyzing effect on politics and discourse. To have the same effect on writing (a much 

more readily examined type of discourse than whispered conversations) required only occasional 

prosecutions or imperial hostility.23 In an insidious way, censorship – by which I mean the 

 
20 The starting place for discussion of book burning remains Forbes 1936. For Augustan book burning we have 
Dio 56.27 (in general) and of the works of Titus Labienus (mentioned at Suet. Cal. 16, fuller account given in 
Sen. Contr. Praef. 4-7), the precise dating of which is in dispute. Probably it occurred either in 8 (so Bauman 
1974: 28-31) or 12 CE. The date matters insofar as Seneca tells us that Cassius Severus, likely the architect of 
attacks on Labienus, suffered the same fate when his work too was burned. Bauman thinks both acts occurred 
in 8 CE, but if the later date of 12 is correct and there was an interval between the two it must be Tiberius, not 
Augustus, who is assigned the destruction of Severus’ work.  
 
21 Palmer 2024: “The majority of censorship is self-censorship, but the majority of self-censorship is 
intentionally cultivated by an outside power.” 
 
22 That Cassius Severus likely instigated the burning of his enemy Labienus’ books before suffering the same 
fate himself provides satisfaction to Seneca the Elder, coeval of both (Sen. Contr. 10 Praef. 7).  
 
23 Cf. Rudich 2006: 24, on the same point.  
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punishment of an author for the contents, tone, or message of their work – is more effective if it 

seems capricious: even if a given violation of perceived rules goes unpunished, every author will 

know that there are rules, however ill-defined. When they produce a new work they will have 

this knowledge in mind, and may select topics and treatments accordingly. Setting criticism 

aside, the modern reception of certain Tiberian authors shows that even praise is complicated: 

bowing too visibly to power carries its own risks, stripping writing of its perceived import even 

while aiding in its survival.   

We need not imagine the aediles forcibly banning or removing literary works to understand 

that authors were constrained under Tiberius’ rule. A moment’s reflection makes this point 

obvious, but it is important. The very fact of autocracy, and especially insecure, uncertain, or 

inconsistently applied autocracy, deters certain kinds of works and encourages others. So too do 

its prosecutorial accomplices, whether for reasons of their own sincerely held convictions or 

simply to improve their standing and demonstrate loyalty to a receptive audience. The massive 

capability of modern states, especially in the digital age, has sometimes shifted our instinctive 

understanding of censorship to that of a more centralized process, probably carried out by 

someone in power. This is not the only effective means of censorship, nor indeed historically the 

most common. There is harm in the blocking, disallowing, or shouting down of dissident 

viewpoints; also impactful is the pause each writer must take to consider whether their own work 

exposes them to future harms or dangers. As Roman society struggled toward an understanding 

of its new reality, the literary world was not untouched. Tacitus saw this clearly. 

This model of censorship complicates our understanding of Tiberian literature. Did 

Manilius with his Astronomica, the terminus post quem for Book 1 of which is 9 CE, expect 

acclaim from Tiberius, whose love of astrology was well known? Or was it a riskier proposition, 
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threading the needle between defiance and gentle corrective after Augustus’ exile of astrologers 

from Rome in 11 CE? 24 There was great power in the stars, and astrology – a technical art in 

antiquity that must have appealed to Tiberius’ scholarly inclinations, and of which Augustus 

made frequent and adept use in his public messaging – occasioned respect for its utility but 

caution in its application, lest it be used to generate support for a rival by encouraging his own 

aspirations or rallying public opinion.25 Still, a book dedicated to astrology in the same year Libo 

Drusus was destroyed in part for his employment of the art, 16 CE, is not impossible.26 There 

was no clearly crafted “party line” that authors could choose to conform to or martyr themselves 

against, especially under an emperor so famously hostile to flattery. Every literary production 

was inherently fraught. Authors might choose to flatter – as Velleius is most of all reviled for – 

but they could not know with certainty what awaited them. In the case of Cremutius Cordus, Dio 

(57.24) tells us that in fact Augustus had previously read from his work; this did not save him 

from the wrath of the Tiberian regime nor, one suspects, would it have saved him had he earned 

the concentrated ire of Augustus at a later date.27 This uncertain situation, perhaps more than 

coordinated purges, may explain the very paucity of surviving Tiberian literature. It is a potent 

 
24 The terminus post quem comes from reference to Battle of Teutoburg Forest (1.898–903). Cf. Volk 2009: 
137-161 on dating the work. She suggests an all-Augustan composition, with possible reservations about the 
fifth book. She likewise acknowledges that, at least in the anglophone tradition, the hybrid model of Augusto-
Tiberian composition is still generally accepted. Green 2014: 11 n.2 acknowledges Volk’s dating but says 
“there has been a very general consensus in recent times towards a dating for the work of c. AD 9–16.” 
 
25 Cf. Green 2014 for astrology in an Augustan and specifically imperial context; 104-106 for Thrasyllus, 
astrologer to Tiberius.  
 
26 In 11 CE Augustus had banned “all consultations held in private between diviner and client alone” (Green 
2014: 104, citing Dio 56.25.5). Libo’s was the first prominent prosecution for violation of this prohibition.  
 
27 Bauman 1974: 103 suggests the existence of two versions, one “cleaned up” for the reading to Augustus and 
the other the unadulterated history that led to Cordus’ demise. Cornell 2013: 1.499 calls this theory “a 
scholarly counsel of despair.” Whether the lines in question only provided a pretense for Sejanus to carry out 
his own vendetta is immaterial; the recorded reason – even if recognized by everyone as mere cover for 
personal animosity – would have the same chilling effect.  
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reminder that the unsettled dynamics of Tiberius’ reign could be destructive even absent 

malicious imperial impulse. Censorship did not and does not require a formalized process to 

impede free inquiry and discourse. In the following, I consider the two major surviving works of 

Tiberius’ time with this precept in mind. 

 
 

4.2 Velleius Paterculus 
 
In answer to the question of a regime’s influence on literature, Velleius Paterculus is an apt 

place to begin. In his two-book work, dedicated to the consul Marcus Vinicius for his success in 

obtaining the consulship of 30 CE and dated to the same year,28 Velleius wrote a history of Rome 

from its founding to his own time. His work has been criticized for its lack of artistry – a charge 

not entirely without merit – and for its inutility as a resource, so clearly was it thought to smack 

of imperial propaganda.29 Given the present work’s aim of understanding the Tiberian 

sociopolitical climate, this hardly renders it useless. I will consider the content of Velleius’ 

writings especially regarding Tiberius and Augustus, and also place his chosen historiographical 

practice alongside that of his contemporaries to argue that the same hesitant approach which 

senators fell back on in politics was present in literature, the result of an as-yet uncertain 

ideology underlying the Principate and induced in part through Tiberius’ emphasis on moderatio. 

Even a supporter of the regime, and one writing late in Tiberius’ reign and life, can be seen to be 

thinking through how the new form of government fit into the Roman past.  

 
28 And not later, as the section praising Sejanus (2.127-8) cannot have been written after his fall in 31.  
 
29 Schmitzer 2000, one of the best recent monographs on Velleius, calls it presumptuous (vermessen) to 
believe the history of scholarship has missed some hidden mastery in his prose, or to deny the “mediocrity” 
(“Mittelmäßigkeit,” quotation marks in original) of his historical understanding (Schmitzer 2000: 29; the term 
is Velleius’ own (mediocritas, 104.3, 111.3)). It must be noted Schmitzer says this by way of concession 
before drawing a great deal of useful information from Velleius. On the related parvitas in Valerius, see below. 
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Velleius was in some ways well placed to do so. From his work we can take considerable 

autobiographical detail. His great-grandfather, Minatius Magius of Aesculanum,30 raised a legion 

in the Social War on the side of the Romans (his loyalty is noted by Velleius) and assisted in the 

capture of Herculaneum, and in the course of a distinguished career secured a special grant of 

citizenship.31 Minatius’ own (great-)grandfather, Decius Magius, was a Roman ally against 

Hannibal.32 Velleius’ grandfather was a prefect under Pompey and Tiberius’ father, and his father 

and brother also held impressive military posts, the latter receiving public commendation from 

both Augustus and Tiberius (2.115.1). Velleius himself served under Tiberius in a number of his 

campaigns, and took part in Tiberius’ triumph of 13 CE celebrating victory over the Dalmatians 

and Pannonians. Prior to that, he held the quaestorship in 6 CE and was finally appointed praetor 

in the year of Augustus’ death, a post he took up in 15. In many ways he advanced alongside 

Tiberius, before and after the latter’s ascent to supreme power. He also thus represents the new 

power in Roman politics, as a member of the Italian elite who had over the previous century 

clawed their way into eminence.33  

 
30 2.16.2-3. The Latin is atavus, but there is conceptual trouble with the text as transmitted in relation to 
ancestry. Cowan 2011a: x identifies Minatius as simply Velleius’ great-grandfather, but Sumner 1970: 258-9 
thinks great-great-great-grandfather is possible given a maternal connection and thus shorter generational 
intervals, unless the emendation should be to abavus, i.e. one generation nearer.  
 
31 Cowan 2011a Introduction (p. x). This paragraph owes a debt to her concise summary of the biography 
revealed by Velleius’ writings, with citations to the text. Cf. also Sumner 1970 for a detailed discussion of 
Velleius’ lineage and personal career, at times differing on the generations between ancestors in ways that do 
not much matter for my purpose in establishing Velleius’ lineage.  
 
32 Sumner 1970: 259 suggests pronepos (great-grandson) for the transmitted nepos as Minatius’ relation to 
Decius. 
 
33 On Velleius’ place in this process see Dench 2005, with reference to his particular view of Italian unification 
at p. 119-20, 125-6 and Bispham 2011, esp. 19ff. I return to Velleius’ conception of Rome and the insider-
outsider dichotomy below. See fn. 35, below. 



 172 

Velleius’ style (until recently, perhaps) has not endeared him to posterity, and the 

widespread adoption of Tacitus’ dark view of Tiberius has made Velleius an easy target as the 

prototypical collaborator with an oppressive power. But before examining the detail of his work, 

we can glean important information from its framing. It is, after all, the first comprehensive work 

of history that survives from life after Augustus, and it was easier for late golden age authors to 

tell a story that culminated in Augustus. His long rule and the stability it engendered made him 

something of a natural endpoint to a story of the Roman project: from obscurity to troubles to 

eternal greatness. Time, however, did not stop with his death. I have discussed already the 

anxiety of a successor in relation to a founder: too boldly eclipsing the founder destroys the 

successor’s inheritance and, in the case of Tiberius, was a losing struggle anyway. Creating too 

much obsequious distance dooms any chance at greatness to second-rate at best. Velleius had to 

square the circle, so to speak. He does so by placing both Tiberius and Augustus in a much 

longer run of history. 

The audacity of Velleius’ compression – a universal history in two books – should not go 

unnoticed. It may signal his mastery of the subject matter or serve a new rhetorical environment 

based on display rather than persuasion.34 Its chronological breadth may be part of a larger 

project to create and propagate a new imperial ideology.35 It also indicates, typical of the genre of 

panegyric, a teleological progression to current greatness manifested in Tiberius. His haste has 

 
34 So Lobur 2007, esp. 219-223. 
 
35 Wallace-Hadrill 2005, following Syme, argues that a core part of the creation of the Principate was the 
relocation of power from Rome to provincial Italian elites, made possible by the wishes and power to bestow 
of the emperor. So also Jones 1970: 83-4, following Syme 1939:19-21, 349-68 (the latter being the 
fundamental discussion). This project required an accessible, legible literature of what the Roman elite was to 
enable its new members to step seamlessly into the space formerly occupied and led overwhelmingly by a 
select group of extended families. Lobur subscribes to the same view, and would include Valerius Maximus in 
the project (Lobur 2007: 213). In doing so he follows Bloomer 1992 and Dench 2005: 327-8.  
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been well-noticed.36 This may simply be the crafty choice of an historian trying to make his mark 

while staring down the massive work of Livy, or it may be genuine haste to finish before his 

dedicatee, Vinicius, took office. Perhaps he was, in the tick-tock of fashion, reaching back to the 

model of shorter works like those of Nepos. Intent is elusive, but the effect can be guessed at 

more profitably. 

Regardless of whether Velleius was imitating his literary forebears like Nepos or 

anticipating the later summarists generically, the form he chose cannot have emphasized 

discontinuity.37 Whether intended for private recitations, broad publication in honor of Vinicius, 

the school halls, or simply the interested reader,38 the progression at breakneck speed from 

earliest times to the present combined with a thoroughly positive depiction of Tiberius positions 

Velleius’ own time as the natural development of the Roman past. Progress was not an 

uncomplicated concept in Rome, but a framing of continuity smoothed the disconnect between a 

deeply conservative culture and what we now view as a radically new political system. In some 

ways Velleius recreates the Augustan promise of res publica restituta,39 presenting one-man 

domination – bounded by limits that only principes can impose on themselves – as the necessary 

restraining force that prevented backsliding into the turbulent decades of the mid-first century 

BCE. 

It must be recalled too that the old soldier Velleius was an author, not a spokesperson. He 

had great reason to dedicate himself sincerely to Tiberius’ success, and his personal estimation of 

 
36 Woodman 1975: 278-80; Lobur 2007; Bloomer 2011. 
 
37 So Gowing 2007: 417. 
 
38 For the first, Lobur 2007. The honor for Vinicius is self-evident. Cf. Starr 1981 for the potential of a more 
limited scope of intention.  
 
39 On this notion cf. Eder 1990.  
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Tiberius the man, always acknowledged as a capable military leader, may color his writing. I 

mention this only to further shake off the association between positive writing and direct 

authoritarian control. Many men advanced under the auspices of Augustus and Tiberius. They 

may have felt that they did so justly. Not every writer is a political philosopher, and Velleius is a 

cogent reminder that Tiberius had a great deal of support as well as opposition. Few would claim 

it proudly in later years – his chief supporter, Sejanus, did not survive the reign, while his most 

famous admirer in decades to come, Domitian,40 does not inspire envy – but one aim of this 

chapter is to calibrate our reading of these authors away from that of simple puppets. To do so 

flattens their works and our understanding of the era that produced them.   

This is not to say Velleius should replace other sources as the definitive account of the time. 

As will be seen, he does not paint a universally rosy picture, nor include much in the way of 

specifics after 14 CE, a fact revealing in its own right in a limited way, given the limits of the 

genre. He is, however, well positioned to answer questions like: What could or needed to be said 

under Tiberius? How should it be expressed? Starting from these this point, we can examine the 

dynamics at work in literary culture, and see many of the same responses that presented 

themselves in the political sphere: uncertainty, a degree of retreat, but nothing like the wholesale, 

deliberate embrace of strictly autocratic rule.41  

The Historia Romana is a universal history, but recent scholarship has explored the use of 

exempla and personal virtues within the work to build a model of leadership that culminated in 

 
40 Suet. Dom. 20. 
 
41 A recent paper has argued that in Velleius the maiestas of the senate is highlighted under Augustus and 
Tiberius, without any diminution of its auctoritas (Markelov 2020). The former claim is certainly convincing 
(and in line with other accounts of Tiberius’ rule, most importantly Rowe 2002), while the latter is less 
convincing in regard to Velleius. I am not certain that Velleius’ work operated on such rigid distinctions. 
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Tiberius.42 In his introduction to the Loeb edition of the work, Frederick Shipley identified the 

fascination with character and biography in striking terms, as “one long gallery of such portraits 

which are brought into relation to each other by a slender band of historical data.”43 This, I think, 

is a good representation of Velleius’ writing: great men (and empires44) in succession. From these 

characters scholars have drawn forth the now-familiar ideology of the successful Roman ruler: 

prudentia, iustitia, virtus, pax, munificentia, fides, maiestas, clementia, and, in the case of 

Tiberius, moderatio.45  

Mining these biographies for Republican sympathies to show that Velleius was subtly 

criticizing Tiberius’ position is an exercise in wish fulfillment. A key point is that the schism 

between Republic and Empire did not intrude on Velleius’ work, except to echo the Augustan 

assertion of res publica restituta. Nor should the glories of the past be taken as critique of 

contemporary society in any serious sense; the genre of Roman history often took as its explicit 

aim to spur emulation in readers. It also presented no problem to imperial ideology. No one could 

count denigration of the past as among the failings for which Tiberius should be condemned. 

These virtues, either capably demonstrated or conspicuous by their absence, are perhaps the 

greatest part of what Velleius wished to convey to his audience. He was happy to name principes 

of all stripes; even Virgil receives the title princeps carminum (2.36.3).46 Our reading of Tacitus’ 

 
42 E.g. Schmitzer 2000; Gowing 2007; Schmitzer 2011; Balmaceda 2014. For virtues under Tiberius in public 
discourse (in reference to the SCPP) see most recently Cooley 2023: 62-82.  
 
43 Shipley 1924: xv. 
 
44 On Book One as a succession of empires culminating naturally in Rome, see Kremer 2005.  
 
45 Most directly discussed with regard to Velleius in Gowing 2007, Schmitzer 2011, and Balmaceda 2014 (and 
indeed throughout Cowan 2011a in which Schmitzer 2011 appears). For the focus on moderatio see again 
Cooley 2023: 62-82 and Chapter 3 of this work, above.  
 
46 Kuntze 1985: 162-4. For the addition of Virgil (lacking in Kuntze’s discussion), Cowan 2011b: 336 fn. 3.  
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works, when improperly blended, can apply to Tiberius the charge leveled against Domitian that 

men had to shield their light lest it eclipse that of the emperor. Only perhaps Sejanus (and less 

plausibly, Germanicus) can be said to have suffered at Tiberius’ hands for rivaling him in 

success.  

Whatever we make of Tiberius’ request for partners at the outset of his rule, it carried on for 

years: a calendar marking official thanksgiving for the suppression of poor Drusus Libo47 

celebrates the unraveling of a plot against Tiberius, his family, but also (and crucially) other 

leading men of state, aliorum principum civitatis.48 Taken with this, Velleius’ demonstrations of 

great men in his history look less like pure teleology and more like earnest encouragement to 

service. The presentation of exempla is thus thoroughly unthreatening, and a different kind of 

propaganda than the simple panegyric of Tiberius. As so often in late Republican history, the 

chief calling is not to praise the emperor but to uphold Roman values and greatness; more Uncle 

Sam than the boot of Big Brother.  

The sum of Velleius’ toadyism has thus far not too obnoxiously eclipsed his predecessors. 

That Tiberius has many of the positive qualities of Roman leaders of the past is convenient, yes, 

but also arguably true. Until Augustus’ death, Tiberius had built an exceptional career across civil 

and military administration. The argument from Velleius seems to be mostly one for continuity; 

one may judge this propaganda, but it may also be sincere opinion. Lobur is correct to say that 

the dominant tone of Velleius’ work is not fear, but pride.49 

 
47 See Section 3.4, above. 
 
48 The Fasti Amiternini; Ehrenberg and Jones (1955), 52. 
 
49 Lobur 2011: 210. 
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When we consider Velleius’ work as serving the needs of the new regime, we must also 

consider the broader context of Roman historiography. To grossly oversimplify, the history 

written immediately prior had, perhaps under the weight of Augustus, leant heavily on praise for 

Rome, its powers, and its virtues. Even earlier, critical writing from the first century drew the 

same connection between Roman virtues and successes as it lamented the lapse of both. There 

had also been an increasing dependence on character sketches and biography as part of 

historiography, beginning perhaps from Sallust.50 Velleius is part of this trend, and history was a 

rhetorical art, value-laden. Under Tiberius, Rome’s greatest threat was internal; the power of 

Rome was widely acknowledged in its sphere of operation, and disruption from within more 

feared then raids on the borders. One of the most pressing challenges the principate tended to 

face, insurrection in the armies, Tiberius showed himself capable of dealing with at the very 

outset, and it was never so dire again in his time. On the moral-practical model underlying so 

much Roman writing, how can the leading man of a generally well-run state not be upstanding? 

The steady parade of triumphs, ovations, coins, and embassies made it difficult to sell Rome’s 

condition under Tiberius as one of degradation within the traditional framework.51 Later writers 

could do this through focusing on libertas, but history in 30 CE hardly offered rich exempla for 

how to think about a radical transfer of power from the traditional upper classes to one man – 

with the exception, perhaps, of tyrants.52 

 
50 Woodman 1977: 30-46 for a still mostly relevant summary of the development of biography and 
historiography leading to Velleius. Cf. also Woodman 1975, Starr 1981.  
 
51 In addition to what we think of as “imperial issues” celebrating pax, iustitia, clementia and the like, we are 
not far removed from the addition of major new provinces like Egypt, celebrated both at the time and 
thereafter, as in a dupondius of a chained crocodile (RIC I2 158) dated as late as 3 BCE, notable especially as a 
coin that would have circulated widely for lower value transactions.   
 
52 On which see Conclusions, below.  
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To understand the role of the emperor specifically in Velleius, I turn now to depictions of 

Augustus and Tiberius. In a work dominated by personalities, and especially those of leading 

men, Velleius naturally draws out his narrative of more recent history, not least because he had 

lived through and seen much of it. I begin with Tiberius’ major introduction to the text, then 

compare Velleius on Tiberius and Augustus before offering some thoughts on how Velleius’ 

historiographical approach and message both reflect a particularly Tiberian discourse. 

Tiberius receives a hero’s welcome from Velleius when he enters public service as quaestor 

at the age of 19 (23 BCE): in looks, in training, and in talents he gave every indication of the 

great man he would become (2.94.2).53 His first engagement is civic, skillfully regulating 

(moderatus est, 2.94.3) the grain supply and relieving a shortage at Rome and Ostia with such 

ability as to demonstrate his future promise. From there it is straight to military service in 

Armenia (20 BCE, 2.94) and Raetia and Vindelicia (15 BCE, 2.95.1-2). The collapse of time is 

understandable in a character sketch, but Velleius pulls us back abruptly: in the two sections 

following hard-fought victory and thorough domination despite danger,54 he returns his gaze to a 

Rome unequal to the task of governing itself in Tiberius’ absence. The censors of 22 BCE, 

Plancus and Paulus, were entirely inadequate, barely carrying out their duty amidst their own 

feuds, and no credit to the state or themselves (2.95.3). They lacked (respectively) moral 

rectitude and energy, and the role would lapse for 70 years following their tenure.55 Next in 

Velleius, and rather abruptly, is the death of Agrippa (2.96.1, 12 BCE), first adjutant to Augustus. 

A decade separates the two events, but they cluster in Velleius’ history and create a vacuum of 

 
53 On the implications of his physical appearance, which seems to have calcified to some degree in 
iconography before 14 CE, see Woodman 1977: 97-99.  
 
54 perdomuerunt (2.95.2)  
 
55 Woodman 1977: 103-4; on the lapse: Suet. Claud. 16.1. 
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political leadership. Augustus can surely be found in the background, but Tiberius’ success 

abroad contrasts sharply with the quality of the ruling class at home and his own success at a 

young age.  

Velleius’ haste in writing is well documented, but the rapidity deployed here creates a very 

particular sense of Rome in need of Tiberius. He is introduced; he deftly administers civil and 

military callings; other Romans are unequal to the burden of rule (the censors) or dead (Agrippa), 

and then he marches off to Pannonia to his next victory. It is a striking introduction, and 

suggestive of a man who merits a position of dominance in the state. That Tiberius achieves this 

under Augustus is not necessarily criticism of the first emperor, but it certainly does not present 

Tiberius as mere continuance. He answers the needs of the moment, and of the future.  

The drive towards a particular and positive presentation of Tiberius is unsurprising. The 

teleological project of Velleius’ work, and indeed court history in general, must show that the 

current ruler is the perfection of the past. But this runs into the issue of Augustus, who looms 

over Tiberius and his reign to this day. I have explored in this dissertation how Tiberius based his 

power in large part on the charisma of his predecessor. If we consider that Velleius wrote his 

work in a way which, if not guaranteed to please, at least would not deliberately offend, then we 

ought to expect Augustus to receive concomitant praise, slotted in somehow alongside the 

majesty of Tiberius. Indeed we do find a change in the work once Augustus takes over, but 

comparison between the two is still illuminating. As Maria Elefante has observed, from the death 

of Julius Caesar onwards Velleius presents history as a double-biography of Augustus and 
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Tiberius, until the fateful change in 14.56 The principes, no longer the consuls, senate, and 

people, are the state.57 

In the most directly comparable passages (2.98 and 2.126), Tiberius seems to come out on 

top.58 These two sections echo each other in their language and praise: both men have restored – 

and this is important, because it suggests that Tiberius did not inherit a completed project59 – the 

state to its greatest heights. For Augustus this meant ending civil wars, winning external ones, 

restoring peace, and returning power (vis) to the laws, authority (auctoritas) to the courts, 

maiestas to the senate. He brought back the old republic (prisca ilia et antiqua rei publicae 

forma revocata).60 Tiberius, on the other hand, recalls fides to the forum and banishes strife, 

checks political ambitions and campaigning, settles the senate and restores to the state iustitia, 

aequitas, and industria, which had been buried (obsitae), whether under Augustus or before his 

time being unclear. Like Augustus, he restores order but on slightly different lines: magistrates 

receive auctoritas, the courts gravitas, and the senate, as with Augustus, enjoys restored 

maiestas.61 One wonders when and how maiestas disappeared between the two principes to 

require new restoration.  

 
56 Elefante 1997: 34. 
 
57 Elefante 1997: 34: “Per Velleio i prìncipi, non più i consoli con il senato e il popolo romano, sono le Stato.” 
 
58 The summary of each (Augustus at 2.89.3 and Tiberius at 2.126.2-3) and the supremacy of Tiberius in 
comparison to Augustus is the central argument of Cowan 2009a: 477-479. 
  
59 Cowan 2009a: 479.  
 
60 2.89.3: Finita vicesimo anno bella civilia, sepulta externa, revocata pax, sopitus ubique armorum furor, 
restituta vis legibus, iudiciis auctoritas, senatui maiestas, imperium magistratuum adpristinum redactum 
modum, tantummodo octo praetoribus adlecti duo. Prisca ilia et antiqua rei publicae forma revocata. 
 
61 2.126.2: Revocata in forum fides, summota e foro seditio, ambitio campo, discordia curia, sepultaeque ac situ 
obsitae iustitia, aequitas, industria civitati redditae; accessit magistratibus auctoritas, senatui maiestas, iudiciis 
gravitas. 
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More of Tiberius’ personality and values seems to creep in. He suppressed riots in the 

theater, and everyone acted rightly from either desire or necessity: under Tiberius the upright 

were honored and the wicked punished. Humble men respected their superiors without fearing 

them; the powerful preceded their inferiors but without disdain for them.62 In short, everything 

was kept within strict moral limits, to the benefit of all. The very next sentence makes clear that 

this balance improved the state: Quando annona moderatior, quando pax laetior (2.126.3)? The 

price of grain is of course important, and its management was an early marker of Tiberius’ 

ability, but the greater equivalence here is between moderatior and laetior. Taxes were consistent 

and fair, victims of natural disasters63 could expect help,64 and influence yielded to fairness as 

ambition did to virtue. All this under Tiberius’ moral example, which is worth as much as his 

actions.65 Genre and ideology seem to coalesce in Tiberius’ exemplarity. 

Overall, this comparison lends further credence to the notion of continuity. The Roman past 

had been stacked up before the reader, and Augustus was yet another in the long line of examples 

from the Roman past that could be compared against Tiberius. While Velleius stops short of 

 
62 2.126.3: compressa theatralis seditio, recte faciendi omnibus aut incussa voluntas aut imposita necessitas: 
honorantur recta, prava puniuntur, suspicit potentem humilis, non timet, antecedit, non contemnit humiliorem 
potens.  
 
63 Velleius explicitly cites Asian cities, devastated by an earthquake in 17 CE, on which cf. Tac. Ann. 2.47. 
Graham 2019 presents useful comparisons of Tacitus’ account with those of Strabo, Dio (the last on the 
earthquake of 115), and an inscription from ca. 30 CE commemorating Tiberius’ rebuilding of Asia (ILS I 156 
= CIL X 1624).  
 
64 Tiberius’ general tight-fistedness (if it was such) seems not to prevent disaster aid, as in the earthquake of 17 
as well as the stadium disaster at Fidenae 10 years later, when he rushed to the scene from Capri despite his 
intended retirement; Suet. Tib. 40; Tac. Ann. 4.62-65, in a remarkably detailed and lengthy account.  
 
65 2.126.4: Fortuita non civium tantummodo, sed urbium damna principis munificentia vindicat. Restitutae urbes 
Asiae, vindicatae ab iniuriis magistratuum provinciae: honor dignis paratissimus, poena in malos sera, sed 
aliqua: superatur aequitate gratia, ambitio virtute; nam facere recte civis suos princeps optimus faciendo docet, 
cumque sit imperio maximus, exemplo maior est.  
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criticism of Augustus,66 he is not shy about measuring Tiberius against his deified predecessor to 

Tiberius’ credit. The major Roman institutions are represented, and though the judgment passed 

on each perhaps corresponds to real actions, the moral value of the terms is clear and dominant. 

The Tiberian summary is also redolent with Republican language and terminology, applied in a 

new context but fundamentally conservative in its outlook.67 Velleius generally chose not to 

engage with specific policy; his historiographical approach and perhaps understanding of Rome 

shines through most clearly in the values displayed.  

In this realm of abstraction, panegyric and history coincide. Peace, justice, the majesty of 

the Senate, the restoration of law and order to the courts and much else besides; to Velleius all 

depend on the moral exemplum of Tiberius. A deep connection between morality and the health 

of the state makes praise for Tiberius inescapable within the form of Velleius’ work, unless he 

sees Rome itself as failed or failing. Others may have; the dark depiction of Tacitus has so 

thoroughly colonized our view of the era that we expect contemporaries to understand and to 

dread their loss of freedom. But many must have been simply proceeding about their lives, 

muddling on as best they could. Deference to the courts would have soothed fears of 

capriciousness on the part of the emperor; an increase of (surface-level) majesty in the Senate 

would have reassured the more anxious members that indeed they had achieved the pinnacle 

open to them and that their place in Roman society was secure, especially vis-à-vis other sectors. 

Whether the dissolution of the contiones was felt as a keen disenfranchisement by the plebs is 

unknown, but we will not find the answer in Velleius’ writing. Reported actions of the plebs 

 
66 Though see Cowan 2009a: 479 for a case where Tiberius seems to possess the greater ability, perhaps 
unsurprisingly in the realm of military affairs. Cf. also Pieper 2021 for discussion of Tiberius’ interaction with 
Augustus’ legacy through rejection of aemulatio, which paradoxically allows him to surpass his predecessor. 
 
67 Schmitzer 2011: 199 and passim.  
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elsewhere, such as tearing down Sejanus’ statue with glee after his removal, do not suggest that 

they felt especially disconnected from the state.  

Velleius’ history mines biographies of the past to understand the current situation in Rome. 

Praise for Tiberius surely reflects the agglomeration of power and honor enjoyed first by 

Augustus and then his successor. But it is also the case that such praise should not be nakedly 

ascribed to panegyric; operating within the constraints of the political reality he faced, Velleius 

simply had to praise the princeps when he praised Rome. It is through the exploration of 

examples and of previous leading statesman that Velleius examines what makes a leader 

successful; it is in turn leaders, principes, who make Rome successful. Velleius implicitly argues 

that Rome’s continued greatness under Tiberius can be explained in the traditional way: through 

the excellences and virtues of its leader. As he guides readers through millennia of Roman 

history, he pulls them towards the conclusion that Tiberius is the apex of this tradition, possessed 

of a character suited to the times and apt to continue the long line of men who led Rome to its 

current prosperity. Such a long timeframe, which did not require much engagement with specific 

policies or actions, avoids the difficulty of shifting favors.68 It is this indirectness alongside 

Republican framing that counterintuitively best reflects the age of autocracy in Rome. Was Rome 

now ruled by something like a king? Better to leave that question untouched, and instead to focus 

on Tiberius as part of Rome’s long history and therefore less threatening to its constituent fabric. 

Insofar as Velleius’ discussion of Tiberius reflects an imperial ideology, the criticism can be 

sustained. Rome was an empire. Within Rome’s empire, however, the princeps was the guarantor 

 
68 A lesson best shown in this era by the rise and fall of Sejanus. 
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of continuity and stability, and inextricably intertwined with its greatness as had always been the 

case.69  

An important characteristic of the limited surviving literary production under Tiberius, and 

clearly evident in Velleius, is this obliqueness. He dedicated his work to the consul Vinicius 

rather than the princeps. Ties between clients and patrons persisted even for someone as deeply 

attached to Tiberius as Velleius.70 To simply point all praise squarely at the emperor and his 

house would please no one other than him; as important as the emperor was, I can find no one to 

argue that Rome’s culture revolved around overflowing love of Tiberius.71 Rather, he lurks in the 

background; more than lawgiver, the emperor acted as guarantor of peace, stability, and 

prosperity through his steady hand. This is interesting in its own right: the argument that a given 

princeps (in this case, Tiberius) was the right man for the job suggests that there was such a job, 

and one to which no other person or body was fit. It is a new height for leading citizens, but not 

categorically different in Velleius’ work.  

Underlying Velleius’ work is a fundamental support of Roman imperialism, a fact largely 

unremarkable in Roman historiography. Fitting with his status as a long-time soldier, he is 

comfortable with Roman expansion and exceptionalism.72 He suggests that Rome’s position 

 
69 “V. has simply and naturally channelled towards the person of the emperor the patriotism which was 
expected of the ancient historian and which may be traced back to the earliest days of the Latin 
historiographical tradition.” (Woodman 1977: 55.) 
 
70 And, in the case of Valerius Maximus (below), to Sextius Pompeius, probably the longtime patron of Ovid 
and consul at Tiberius’ accession. The threads of connections between literary figures and political ones 
(where they are not the same person) can be difficult to trace; cf. Pistellato 2020 for the tentative suggestion 
that Seneca’s family and the troublesome and troubled Pisones may have had a lasting connection.  
 
71 One must consider Rowe 2002 in this discussion. While he clearly shows the process by which the senate 
redirected praise from all segments of society to the imperial house to bolster their own importance, he 
demonstrates not a wholesale focus on the emperor so much as a reshuffling of the political economy, with 
imperial praise as the currency. 
 
72 Brkan 2023. A (perhaps the) notable exception is the abuse of Italian loyalty in the Social War (2.15.2). 
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owes much to the biographies he has unfolded before his audience, and that this will continue as 

long as Romans show the dedication to service that Velleius so prizes.73 As in the case of the 

Fasti Amiternini, there was room for other men at the table alongside Tiberius. 

But we should not impute to Velleius the suggestion that Tiberius was a simple first among 

equals, even if the princeps would have preferred it to be so. The recusatio of Augustus was 

always something of a show, but it is a quality praised in Tiberius by Velleius even before his 

accession: having truly (sine ulla dubitatione) earned seven (!) triumphs, Tiberius was content to 

celebrate a mere three (1.122.1).74 Here is the very height of success to which Velleius urges all 

Romans to aspire. But Tiberius (and Augustus) had so far outshone the traditional Roman path to 

honor that there was value in modesty and moderation, a thing nearly unthinkable before them.75 

It bears repeating that this was a new development in Roman politics, and that Tiberius’ 

accession – all but a crowning – was unparalleled in Republican history. Continuing forward the 

modesty of Augustus was not to be taken for granted, especially when some seemed happy 

enough to pile on the accolades and honors. How does this new value – one I have already 

identified as thoroughly Tiberian – fit into Velleius’ scheme? Whether he was propagandist or 

earnest historian, we must account for it.  

The answer lies in what came before Augustus. The cultural memory of civil war must have 

been powerful and traumatic, and its force can be found in Velleius too. The forming of the first 

triumvirate of Pompey, Crassus, and Julius Caesar is introduced bleakly: “It was in Caesar’s 

 
73 Hillard 2011.  
 
74 Tiberius in fact celebrated two full triumphs (7 BCE, 12 CE), as well as an ovatio in 9 BCE. Augustus 
distinguished between the two categories in his Res Gestae (RG 4.1), having himself received three full 
(curule) triumphs and twice taken an ovatio. See Flower 2020 on triumphs under Augustus and Tiberius. 
 
75 Though there had always been limits on what was acceptable, as Caesar most of all learned. Cf. Pompey’s 
refusal of a golden crown in Velleius (2.40.4) and Seager 2011 (on Pompey in Velleius generally).  
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consulship that began the partnership in political power between him, Gnaius Pompey, and 

Marcus Crassus which for the city, the world, and each of them in their turn was ruinous.”76 It 

was the specter of renewed strife that energized support for first Augustus and then Tiberius. To 

praise some of these men, whose ambition threw the Roman world (the internal-external 

distinction obviously matters) into bloodshed, is to implicitly point out the need for the 

moderation that Tiberius so visibly demonstrated. That the specter lurked in politics as well as 

literature is confirmed by the decree against Piso: “he also tried to foment civil war, even though 

all the evils of civil war had long since been buried through the divine power of deified Augustus 

and the virtues of Tiberius Caesar Augustus.”77 In her commentary on this passage Cooley points 

out that Velleius on occasion uses the same language: civil war has been buried (sepultis, ut 

praediximus, bellis civilibus, 2.90.1). It was perhaps uncomfortable to posit Tiberius or Augustus 

as the beneficiary of such death; better to position them as bulwarks for all against its 

reanimation. 

It is as a guarantor against future disaster that Tiberius can be so elevated as to afford the 

turning down of four triumphs and countless later honors. It is emperorship as duty, for the good 

of all.78 Certainly this accords with Tiberius’ own reported remarks, if we take them with any 

degree of sincerity. The simple call of duty – which Tiberius had, it must be acknowledged, 

generally met throughout his life – does not demand boundless ambition on a scale that would tip 

the state into crisis. Such a view separates Tiberius from much-reviled kingship and opens space 

 
76 2.44.1. I have tried to recreate in English the effect Velleius achieves by withholding “ruinous” (exitiabilis) 
until the end of his sentence: Hoc igitur consule inter eum et Cn. Pompeium et M. Crassum inita potentiae 
societas, quae urbi orbique terrarum nec minus diverso cuique tempore ipsis exitiabilis fuit. 
 
77 SCPP ll. 45-47. Trans. Cooley 2023. Cooley 2023: 178-9 for the preoccupation with civil war amongst 
Augustan and Tiberian authors, and Osgood 2015: 1691-2 on the same. Cf. also Potter 1999. 
 
78 On the topic, Hillard 2011.  
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for other leading men to make their own contributions in the measure they are able. Through the 

combination of Republican history and emperors-as-safekeepers, Velleius reflects and 

contributes to the emerging ideology of the early Principate. Exemplary figures showed what 

was crucial to Roman character, and the work as a whole showed those values alive and well 

under Tiberius, who embodies them in their highest form. The best emperor, Velleius says, 

teaches by example, and that example is more valuable than any position in the state.79  

Before turning to the other major extant author, Valerius Maximus, I close where I began 

on Velleius’ style. The festinatio of his work could have had many causes: genuine haste, 

rhetorical humility, innovation in generic style, the demand that the orator entertain his audience. 

But there is an unshakeable second-order effect. In the piling up of Roman exempla held together 

by a “slender band of historical data” Velleius’ work can gloss over a great deal, including much 

controversy.80 It can thus tie all of Roman history to the present, and the very dedication of the 

work to Vinicius’ consulship suggests that the lessons are still practicable. This is still Rome, still 

the Republic, Velleius seems to say. A cynical reader, flying from the fall of Troy a thousand 

years forward to 60-odd years of supremacy of Augustus then Tiberius might add: yes, if you 

squint.  

 
 

4.3 Valerius Maximus 
 
I have taken pains to emphasize the exemplarity inherent in the work of Velleius 

Paterculus. That the examples were largely from the Republican past does not present a problem: 

in Velleius’ schema the Republic was restored and safeguarded from disastrous strife by the 

 
79 2.126.3. On the Roman values in Velleius see again Schmitzer 2011. 
 
80 Gowing 2010.  
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tireless attention of first Augustus and then his successor, but the foundations of Roman identity 

and exceptionalism were unaltered. The biographical exempla find their ideal expression in 

Tiberius, who in addition to traditional Roman values exhibits the moderation that others, 

perhaps most notably the Gracchi brothers lack at the opening of Book 2. His history elides 

much, preferring a sense of inevitable momentum that can hide any rupture between past and 

present eras. It is a history of abstraction, a retreat from modern specifics into the uncontroversial 

historic (often heroic) past to frame the future in the same terms. There is, in short, a focus on 

values at the expense of policy. It is an oblique way to comment on the present.  

Valerius Maximus’ work, on the other hand, can offer only oblique commentary due to its 

very form: Memorable Deeds and Sayings collates roughly a thousand stories into thematic 

groupings.81 As the only other major work definitively dated to Tiberius’ reign, it requires the 

same scrutiny afforded to Velleius. Its genre, however, calls for a different kind of reading. 

Where Velleius wrote history – slap-dash though he claimed it to be – Valerius worked in a very 

particular world with specific intent. Namely, his handbook was, in the phrase of his modern 

champion, “from and for declamation,” declamation being the oral presentation of rhetorical 

material that served as the final part of an orator’s education.82 Since politics was inextricably 

bound to oratory, it was thus part of the politician’s training as well. An aspiring politician may 

have been well-steeped in the stories from which Valerius drew his exempla, or he may, as with 

Velleius’ potential audience, have been a new adherent to Roman elite practices who was still 

 
81 The precise number varies depending on how precisely exempla are classified and divided. Bloomer opens 
his work by mention of 967 “stories” (Bloomer 1992: 1); the most recent count by David Wardle gives us 1051 
exempla (: 18). I am grateful to Professor Wardle for kindly sharing with me his tabulation of these exempla 
and their contents in private correspondence. 
  
82 Bloomer 1992: 2-3. Bloomer’s is the first English-language monograph dedicated to Valerius Maximus.  
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getting up to speed.83 In either case the work offers a valuable reflection of elite ideology under 

Tiberius through both its form and its content. The training aspect of declamation also makes it a 

promising place to examine how Romans grappled with the world in which they found 

themselves operating.84 

Unlike Velleius, Valerius gives us almost nothing by which to know him. That he traveled 

east once with Sextus Pompeius85 is the entirety of biographical data.86 This should not trouble 

us overmuch: his genre limits (though, as we shall see, it does not eliminate) the effect of bias in 

storytelling. Valerius’ work makes clear that he is not engaged in historiography in the sense we 

have largely seen so far, but rather selecting from other writers particularly useful pieces. By 

useful in the previous sentence I (and he) mean specifically useful in declamation. While he 

arranges his topics carefully and shows a great deal of interest in virtues and vices – the latter 

comprising the final book of his work – he is most of all creating a resource for others to use. 

This is stated clearly in his opening, in which he declares “The city of Rome and foreign nations 

have produced both deeds and sayings which are worthy of record. They are too widely scattered 

 
83 A dichotomy between a readership of aspirants to elite society (essentially Bloomer 1992) and moral 
education for Rome’s traditional elite (as in Skidmore 1996) is misleading. People on the edges of social 
classes are generally adept at reading up and down the social ladder, while even the bluest blooded Roman 
families included young men still learning the way of the world.  
 
84 Dinter and Guérin 2020: 4: “As a fictional genre, produced in safe pedagogical environments, declamation 
provided elite Roman youths with an opportunity to come to terms with the past and with their moral duty as 
citizens.” 
 
85 (Probably) in or about 25 CE. Briscoe 1993 (joined by Shackleton Bailey 2000) has refuted suggestion that 
it was not the same Pompeius (cos. 14 CE) from this era, though in the intervening years Wardle 1998 
suggested that it was an otherwise unknown person bearing the same name. The multitude of other 
contemporary references to Tiberian figures make it the point moot, as the dating to late in Tiberius’ reign is 
secure.  
 
86 The preface to 5.5 makes mention of a brother, wife, and children (as pointed out in Murray 2021a). 
Shackleton Bailey 2000: 1 flatly refers to this as “an imaginary figure, not the author himself.” Murray 2022: 2 
allows the reference may be strictly rhetorical. So scarce are the clues about Valerius’ life that from such minor 
points are built an imagined biography, and from this section (5.5) in particular for its reference to imagines 
and thus Valerius’ status. It is a matter best left as unsettled for now.    
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among other authors to be mastered in a short time, and so I have decided to make a selection 

from famous authors and to arrange them so that those who wish to embrace the examples may 

be spared the toil of lengthy research.”87 

Utility for the declaimer is the organizing principle. To be useful the work must be broadly 

acceptable; we can thus read Valerius’ exempla carefully to understand how various stories – 

most of them well-known from other sources – found acceptable use under Tiberius. The inverse 

is true as well: we can note what he does not say as interesting. The crassest reading of Tiberian 

authors suggests they are simple apologists for a new regime, but in fact Augustus and Tiberius 

do not weigh down the work by any strained intrusion.88 Further, Valerius has conveniently 

organized his exempla with topical headings and occasional commentary. This is a boon for 

modern historians: to have the author clearly announce that he considers something a worthy 

exemplum of “Ingratitude,” for example, removes a great deal of guesswork.89 

Like the topics selected, the virtues and vices espoused and criticized by Valerius do not 

stray far from what we think of as traditional Roman fare. He himself tells us this in his 

introduction. There is comfort in this; we may take him as generally attuned to the current state 

of education (and thereby, to some degree, mental framework) for elite and would-be elite 

Romans. The first question one turns to, then, is whether he presents his own era as distinct from 

the past, and especially from the late Republican era that makes up so much of his work. David 

Wardle has addressed exactly this question in a recent chapter and found, in short, that although 

Valerius can clearly mark periods of history and does so with the regal period, he does not draw 

 
87 1.Praef. Trans. Wardle 1998. 
 
88 Bloomer 1992: 226-9. 
 
89 On the organization of the work see Bloomer 1992 Chapter 2. 
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any sharp line at Julius Caesar, Augustus, or Tiberius. Joining the general consensus, he finds 

essentially continuity between Republic and Principate in Valerius.90 

The next question that comes to mind is which values are highlighted as particularly 

(ig)noble. A full list would be impossible, and in any case would inevitably end up reflecting the 

divisions of Valerius himself, who put together his work for just such a purpose.91 That values 

can be highlighted in the negative makes rigid tallying impossible. Should a negative exemplum 

of avarice count as anti-greed or pro-restraint? Suffice to say that they tend to the positive 

(excepting Book 9 on vices) and present what we think of as the usual preoccupations of 

Republican history: piety and the gods (Book 1), traditional custom (Book 2), personal virtues 

(Books 3-6), legal topics and the arts (Books 7-8), and vices (Book 9).92 Roman incidents 

outnumber foreign by about two to one.  

So far Valerius’ looks like a work we would be comfortable calling Republican at a glance. 

The genre and format necessarily must draw from the past, and there was as yet no great stock of 

Caesars from which to draw historical examples. The same rough temporal shape applied by 

Velleius and Livy93 before him holds true: time slows as it approaches the present, tarrying in 

what we call the late Republic. Crucially, it continues into the years of Caesar and Augustus (if at 

a reduced rate), with an extraordinary example – the disgraced Sejanus – as the sole Tiberian 

artifact.94 It is, essentially, more of the same.  

 
90 Wardle 2022, especially p.30-31, 41-43. He agrees with (and cites) Bloomer 1992: 3, 9; Gowing 2005: 157; 
and Roller 2015: 15.  
 
91 For a number of useful case studies, see Part 4 (“Values”) of Murray and Wardle 2022 (p. 167-286).  
 
92 Loosely following Bloomer 1992: 20-25. 
 
93 Unsurprisingly, Livy is a frequent source for Valerius. 
 
94 Wardle 2022: 20. Quibbles with Wardle’s specific periodization do not undermine the essential point that 
roughly a tenth of Roman exempla deal with the year 50 onwards. Wardle notes (fn. 10) a cluster in 43 and 42 
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I look thus to the exceptional. Although events from the time of Caesar onward do occur, 

Julius Caesar, Augustus, and Tiberius do not provide the subject of many exempla. Perhaps to 

have used them in this way would be read as too directly on the nose, and would have created 

exactly the kind of empty panegyric for which Valerius (and Velleius even more so) has been 

dismissed. Although not the bulk of the work, certainly some of this can be found. When and 

how Valerius engages with Augustus and especially Tiberius bears close scrutiny.  

First, the preface. The work is dedicated to Tiberius, and here we get what we came for: 

straightforward flattery. The dedication – invocation, really – is notable in its own right as the 

first extant prose dedication to an emperor.95 After the statement of purpose (quoted above), 

Valerius defends his selectivity as necessary to limit the size, and excuses the brevity further by 

disclaiming his ability to add either detail or beauty to the work of earlier authors.96 Having thus 

excused his mission, he begs the favor of Tiberius as the muse who will improve his work: 

Te igitur huic coepto, penes quem hominum deorumque consensus maris ac terrae 
regimen esse voluit, certissima salus patriae, Caesar, invoco, cuius caelesti 
providentia virtutes, de quibus dicturus sum, benignissime foventur, vitia 
severissime vindicantur: nam si prisci oratores ab Iove Optimo Maximo bene orsi 
sunt, si excellentissimi vates a numine aliquo principia traxerunt, mea parvitas eo 
iustius ad favorem tuum decucurrerit, quo cetera divinitas opinione colligitur, tua 
praesenti fide paterno avitoque sideri par videtur, quorum eximio fulgore multum 
caerimoniis nostris inclutae claritatis accessit: reliquos enim deos accepimus, 
Caesares dedimus.97 

 

 
(“the years of worst triumviral excess in proscriptions”) that comprises nearly half of these.  
 
95 Wardle 1998: 68. 
 
96 nec mihi cuncta complectendi cupido incessit: quis enim omnis aevi gesta modico voluminum numero 
comprehenderit, aut quis compos mentis domesticae peregrinaeque historiae seriem felici superiorum stilo 
conditam vel attentiore cura vel praestantiore facundia traditurum se speraverit? For Valerius’ modesty and 
the inversion of the usual call to historical writing (which we should not assume to have been his intention) see 
Wardle 1998: 67-8. 
 
97 The text here and throughout is that of Shackleton Bailey 2000. Translation is my own unless otherwise 
indicated. 
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“You, therefore, I invoke for this undertaking, in whose care the consensus of 
gods and men has wished to place governance of land and sea, Caesar, surest 
salvation of the fatherland, by whose divine providence the virtues of which I will 
write are most generously fostered and vices most severely punished. For if the 
orators of old properly began from Jupiter Best and Greatest, and if the most 
outstanding poets took their start from some divine power, then my humble 
person (mea parvitas98) takes recourse in your favor all the more justly; while the 
divinity of others is deduced from common opinion, yours is seen with present 
certainty, equal to the star of your father and grandfather by whose extraordinary 
brilliance so much glorious splendor has been added to our ceremonies: for we 
have received the other gods, but the Caesars we have given.” 

 
Valerius then launches smoothly into exempla concerning the Roman practice of religion, 

promptly leaving the Caesars behind. The deification of Julius Caesar and Augustus to which he 

alludes had official backing, and the clear ascription of divinitas and caelestis providentia to 

Tiberius, who was not and never would be deified, is striking.99 The latter’s distaste for personal 

worship is well documented, but this kind of praise is not unknown: Tacitus tells us that Sejanus 

flattered Tiberius by saying he prays more readily to his ear than to the gods (4.39).100 We are 

truly in the realm of panegyric.  

The connection to divinity is nevertheless unusual, at least in prose.101 One can only 

wonder how it would have been received by Tiberius, if indeed such a handbook ever reached his 

attention. Tiberius is also presented as the guarantor of virtue and the avenger of vice. This calls 

to mind the earlier pronouncement of Velleius on the same: it is Tiberius who provides the model 

 
98 The self-effacing phrase brings to mind Velleius Paterculus’ mediocritas. There may be something of the 
lowered gaze in the fact that both authors speak with such humility of their work (or perhaps evidence of a 
broad culture of moderatio). 
 
99 “V.'s particular pride in the Caesars as gods is extreme in Roman thought.” Wardle 1998: 73.  
 
100 We should not take this uncritically as “divinizing,” as the expression is of relative power and social status. 
All the way back to Plautus a beneficiary could praise his benefactor as a more powerful Jupiter than Jupiter 
himself (Gradel 2002: 52).  
 
101 The usual example from poetry is Virgil’s invocation at Georgics 1.5-42, which includes Augustus in a long 
list of deities and anticipates eagerly his deification.  
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to which others should aspire.102 Augustus had professed for himself a similar role in the state.103 

If we can excuse the poetic claim to divinity, then Valerius does not push the boat out too far, and 

the connection to his opening theme might further excuse it. Once the work proper begins, the 

Caesars step discreetly off the stage. 

I have written above and repeat again that the Caesars do not comprise anything near the 

bulk of this work. In a very real way, however, Tiberius underlies the entire work, through the 

overt dedication but also as the natural point of comparison for readers. This despite limited 

appearances. It is interesting to note, however, that every time Tiberius does appear his 

supremacy is clear: in each case excepting the preface (where there is already sufficient 

deference) that Tiberius is invoked – a grand total of 5 – he bears the title of princeps.104 This 

however is very different from divinity. Augustus seemed to have preferred the term for his own 

position, and its continued use does not suggest anything beyond republican limits.105 One finds 

the term applied to, e.g., Pericles, Scipio Africanus, Sulla, or Pompey.106 Tiberius’ supremacy 

was not seriously in doubt when Valerius was writing, so we can forgive him for expressing it in 

the same way he would have had it occurred a hundred years before. 

The continuity is the point. Although clearly exceptional, Tiberius is the apogee of Rome’s 

long moral development, and pointedly not external to it. Despite the flowery praise at the outset, 

 
102  Tiberius as moral exemplar: Vell. Pat. 2.126. That this idea escaped from (or perhaps jumped to) the 
literary realm is evidenced at SCPP ll. 90-92, wherein Tiberius and Augustus provide a model of virtues the 
senate received from the ancestor then learned especially from Tiberius and Augustus. The virtues in this case 
are clementia, iustitia, and magnitudo animi.  
 
103 Augustus broadcast himself as an exemplar of the past and for the future at RG 8.5. 
 
104 2.praef.; 2.9.6; 5.5.3; 8.13.praef.; 9.11.ext.4 (Wardle 2022: 40). 
 
105 Cf. Cooley 2019 on the principatus and its separation from any legal or constitutional status under Tiberius. 
The term is first applied to Augustus’ supremacy by Velleius (2.89.6).  
 
106 Wardle 2022: 39, with citations in fn. 79 and 80. 
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the work builds on standard Republican material, and does not notice a difference in kind 

between a pre- and post-Augustan world. The form and stated modesty of the work, however, 

suggest retreat. Valerius explicitly casts down his eyes and his ambition. This must in part be a 

product of genre, but it represents a choice nonetheless. While the absence of Tiberius as a 

subject of exempla refutes charges of propaganda in the ‘glorious leader’ tradition, it also 

demonstrates a reticence to stare too long at the sun lest the author be blinded. In the case of 

Valerius, as in that of Velleius, it is not clear that it was the beauty of the sun that was likely to 

blind so much as the power. Better to keep the (rose-tinted) glasses on.  

The most stunningly contemporary exemplum does not, in fact, feature Tiberius at all. It is 

the excursus on Sejanus (unnamed,107 9.11.ext.4), and can serve this discussion as a bookend for 

the strongly panegyric opening, as the opening invocation and the section on Sejanus present the 

only two internal moments contemporary with the creation of the work.108 Although never 

naming Sejanus, Valerius feels compelled to turn his gaze from the past example to the bloody 

present, when he sees “all wickedness surpassed by the designs of a single parricide.”109 The 

parricide in question is Sejanus.110 

Why he is a parricide is made clear in the following lines: he aimed to betray his friendship 

to Tiberius, then wrest from him the power “our princeps and father holds in his salutary 

 
107 It is hard to read the betrayal as referring to anything other than Sejanus. Shackleton Bailey 2000: 2-3 
thinks Briscoe settled the debate in 1993, and in any case the only serious challenge to the idea is that he is not 
named explicitly. This would fit easily with a potential damnatio memoriae or an audience who would be 
keenly aware of his recent downfall. Cf. Baroud 2022: 226 to place Sejanus’ much publicized amicitia with 
Tiberius in the larger scope of Valerius’ presentation of this important concept. 
 
108 A fact that is itself perhaps suggestive of some discomfort in how to treat Tiberius’ actions after his ascent 
to sole power. 
 
109 9.11.ext.4: cum unius parricidi cogitatione cuncta scelera superata cernam. 
 
110 On philological connections between depictions of Sejanus and Catiline in this section, cf. Murray 2021b.  
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hand.”111 Here, as in the very start of the work, salus is the realm of Tiberius. At the start he is 

“surest salvation of the fatherland” (certissima salus patriae); here he holds the reins of Roman 

power (habenas Romani imperii) in his salutari dextra. Tiberius himself reportedly claimed the 

mantle of a salutaris princeps, and maintaining the health of the state was perceived as a chief 

function of the princeps.112 

There are further echoes of the work’s preface in the section on Sejanus. Divine stars 

return, and another nod is made to the providentia113 of Tiberius in averting disaster: “the eyes of 

the gods kept watch, the stars maintained their power…above all, the author and safeguard of our 

wellbeing foresaw (providit) by his divine policy that his extraordinary accomplishments should 

not fall with the ruin of the world.”114  At two key points, the beginning and the end, Tiberius 

provides a stabilizing force, but one that operates outside of the content of the work. His moral 

exemplarity and care-taking (providentia) underpins both the continuity of the history and the 

values expressed in the work as a whole. The Principate, with Tiberius at its head, appears as the 

present perfection of historical values, an end of history that intrudes only to affirm and carry 

forward the greatness of the past.  

 
111 princeps patensque noster salutari dextra continent. 
 
112 Suet. Tib. 29, and Levick 1999: 86 on salus more generally. On prayers for Augustus’ salus in the earliest 
surviving imperial oath, see Chapter 1; Livia as Salus Augusta on coins in Chapter 2. On the cult of Salus, 
Marwood 1988. 
 
113 “That fatherly care for his people, which is inherent in a good ruler” (Balmaceda 2014: 355). On 
providentia/prudentia of Tiberius see also Dio 56.14; 56.24; 57.14.8; Suet. Tib. 18-19; Tac. Ann. 3.69; 4.6.4- 
6; 4.38 (collected at Balmaceda 2014 fn. 87). On the usefulness of providentia for expressing both mortal and 
divine oversight of the emperor cf. Noreña 2011: 92-99, which traces representations of the quality through 
time after Tiberius, but in an assessment concordant with my own (e.g. p. 93: “Because providentia was a 
quality associated with the gods, and because so few humans were endowed with it, it is easy to see how the 
line between divine and human providentia could become blurred.” 
 
114 9.11.ext.4: sed vigilarunt oculi deorum, sidera suum vigorem obtinuerunt…et in primis auctor ac tutela 
nostrae incolumitatis ne excellentissima merita sua totius orbis ruina collaberentur divino consilio providit. 
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As a final point, Valerius directly addresses the great Tiberian value of moderatio. It 

provides the opening of Book 4 in his work, and his treatment is revealing. In the preface to the 

book he identifies moderatio with another salus-adjacent word as “the most healthsome part of 

the soul.”115 In light of Tiberius’ extensive engagement with this quality it cannot be an 

accidental description. Even more, his first example is deeply relevant to the contemporary: that 

of Publius Valerius Publicola (cos. 509), who looked kingship in the face and decided that limits 

to kingly power were essential. In Valerius’ account Publicola curbed the rights of censors, took a 

partner in power, protected the rights of citizens, and reduced his own power so that the 

community might be more free.116 I cannot prove that this is a direct analogy to Tiberius, but I 

likewise am not prepared to deny its application in this regard. The question is how an audience 

living under an emperor who cast himself publicly as a servant and partner in power might 

receive this story. I suspect they would at least reflect on the tension between power and 

freedom, an idea which we often see explored in relation to Tacitus but evidently long in 

circulation.  

The content and form of Valerius’ work each offer valuable understandings of Tiberius’ 

reign. In content, the chosen exempla are presented as relevant into contemporary times, thus 

negating charges that Roman society has been fundamentally altered. The preponderance of late 

Republican exempla underscores this point, acting as a unifying force. The glancing way in 

which the era of the Caesars is treated allows Valerius to avoid the issue of civil war more often 

than engage with it, and more importantly does not force him to look to closely at how the 

current peace and stability were achieved. 

 
115 4.praef.: saluberrimam partem animi. 
 
116 4.1. On the reduction of his own power: ita, quo civitatis condicio liberior esset, imperium suum paulatim 
destruxit. 
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The decision to compile a handbook of discrete exempla drawn largely from Rome’s 

history, a contribution to the genre that Seneca tells us he saw develop from its infancy, marks a 

level of retreat from direct engagement. The vagaries of fashionable literary and artistic exercises 

cannot all be held to result from what we now see as a change in governmental form. 

Nonetheless, it is hard not to see such explicit mining of the past as a turn away from the present. 

Despite Cremutius Cordus’ peril, writing about something like the Gracchi brothers – no matter 

what opinion of them is presented – must have felt safer than commenting on, for example, 

maiestas trials of Tiberius’ time. As in the case of Velleius, the two key points are a retreat to the 

past through abstraction of form and a focus on continuity with the Republic that came before.  

 
 

4.4 Conclusions 
 
The contrast between the ideology found in these authors and the general understanding of 

Tiberius’ reign is striking not for its divergence but its congruity. Panegyric of Tiberius and 

disdain for his enemies can certainly be found. Nothing like a centrally-dictated program exists, 

but the elevation of Tiberius (and Augustus before him) is clear.117 Clear too is the emphasis on 

the diligent, workmanlike approach in which Tiberius chose to dress his role as princeps – a view 

he may well have held. The ascription to Tiberius during his rule of all the great Republican 

virtues is hardly surprising, and it is not clear that Tiberian writers thought in those terms: they 

may have preferred ‘Roman’ to ‘Republican’ in the prior sentence. Of virtues specific to 

Tiberius, moderatio stands out most clearly. Its echo in other Tiberian documents confirms its 

importance. 

 
117 For a reading of the exemplarity (and differing success) of Augustus and Tiberius together in Suetonius, 
Gunderson 2014. 
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It is, I think, fair to say that the ideology of Tiberius’ reign as preserved in these documents 

underscores the importance of the princeps’ moderatio. Augustus showed the quality in various 

ways, and Tiberius made it something of a mantra, though with varied results. This is not without 

good reason. It seems very likely that the Principate had not developed into and was not 

recognized as pure autocracy. It was presented as the restoration of order, if at some cost to other 

elite institutions. Probably there were, as there are always, those who saw it for what it was and 

hated it for that reason. For some, any abridgement of libertas was one too many. This, however, 

was not a view that could be freely expressed and may not have enjoyed as many subscribers as 

we might like to think.  

Ideology and politics seem to agree that restraint was a cardinal virtue of Tiberius. How 

could (and did) this lead to the disastrous posthumous estimation of this time period? Whatever 

else he is doing, Tacitus is not inventing Tiberius from whole cloth, and the tradition must have 

come from somewhere unless we posit a massively successful negative propaganda campaign 

that erased the facts in favor of useful fiction. I suggest the answer lies in the gap between 

Tiberian authors and Tacitus’ own work. Not in the temporal gap, but rather in what the work 

was trying to accomplish. Although Tacitus, like all Roman historians, seems often to be thinking 

in terms of character, he was a keen student of systems. It is the system of the Principate itself: 

supreme power held back, at best, only by its own good intentions. To live during the reign of 

Tiberius, even as under the Republic, is to fall victim to its dissimulatio.  

In a provocative new book, J.E. Lendon has suggested that the puzzling mess left by the 

conspirators against Julius Caesar can find its answer in declamation.118 Easier chances to 

murder Caesar were passed by for the theatrical stabbing in the senate; senators not in on the 

 
118 Lendon 2022.  
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conspiracy panicked and fled. “To anyone with even a rudimentary sense of how Roman politics 

worked—of how power at Rome was assembled through networks of affinity and gratitude—the 

slaughter of at least Caesar’s more powerful supporters will have seemed inevitable.”119 Yet it 

did not come. Conspirators took refuge on the Capitoline, coming down to deliver public 

speeches on the tyranny they had just ended. As Antony asserted control they slipped from the 

city, and bloody wars of vengeance would follow. Lendon suggests they were acting out the 

declamatory theme of tyrannicides, an act (in their training) universally met with applause and a 

return to “prelapsarian” civic order after the heroes are escorted down from the citadel.120 This, 

of course, is not what happened.  

So too with Tiberius. A restrained leader, applying the very best of Republican virtues and 

thus limiting the threat he posed, looked good on paper. It fit the model and Augustus’ preference 

for (public) modesty, and it had precedent all the way back to the birth of the Republic. There is a 

bit of the teacher’s craft in this as well: you praise what you want your students to show. But to 

Roman elites, who were often contesting matters of life and death, there is small comfort in 

knowing the hand that can smite you might choose not to do so. Better to keep your head down 

and not present a target, just in case. Hence retreat in both politics and literature. 

The rhetoric of the age, which seems to have been earnestly practiced by its authors and 

encouraged by its chief citizen, ran into the buzzsaw of reality. Ideology is not practice, and the 

classroom is not the world. One can see the appeal for Tiberius, who may not have wanted the 

job, does not show any signs of initially aiming at wanton despotism, and was keenly aware of 

history. His subjects – not that they would or could admit themselves as such – theoretically 

 
119 Lendon 2022: 31. 
 
120 Lendon 2022: 48. 
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gained power proportional to that which he ceded. In contemporary literature praise for Tiberius 

is only to be expected, but it is how he is praised that proves most indicative of the times. 

Restraint on all sides ought to have been a good thing. It was a clever approach. As Tacitus’ 

account shows us, success did not attend this cleverness.  
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Chapter 5: The Next Tiberius 

 
 
“Beyond the memoirs and policies of Tiberius Caesar he read nothing at all.”1 

(Suetonius, Dom. 20) 
 
 

Tiberius’ long struggle with the Roman state and the role of the princeps within it generated 

unease and dissatisfaction for all parties. At the same time, it both sparked and codified norms 

for the Principate that endured long beyond his reign. It was, in short, a period of internal 

reorganization, with constituencies from the furthest edges of empire to its very heart relearning 

and expressing their role in the state. Tiberius’ reluctance to take the helm firmly left room for 

variation and experimentation, and essentially enshrined a laissez-faire role for the princeps at 

lower levels of operation during his reign. Occasional interventions, however, made clear where 

power lay should he choose to exercise it, a revelation that discouraged further initiative. A 

paralyzing feedback loop developed: Tiberius let others take the lead, exercised his power in 

‘correction’ when he saw the need, and thereby raised the potential cost of future initiative. Elites 

then did less, and Tiberius had to do more. It was perhaps inevitable that an overwhelmingly 

powerful princeps, with command of the purse, armies, and key personnel in state officeholding, 

would find only deference and the need to take on a greater executive role. In short, paralysis 

caused by supreme power further solidified the princeps’ supremacy, regardless of intent.  

It is an open question whether Tiberius wanted this. It is also relatively immaterial to 

understanding the process whereby the princeps became a true emperor and the Augustan system 

 
1 praeter commentarios et acta Tiberi Caesaris nihil lectitabat. 
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became the Principate. Moderatio may be commendable in theory, and reflects a power-sharing 

impulse on its surface. The accession of Tiberius shows a distributed decision-making capacity 

as various constituencies sped Tiberius’ coronation by their oath, and the coinage of his era 

demonstrates that while sharp edges unaligned with the center were (eventually) sanded down, 

there was still room enough to allow mistakes. In the realm of politics moderatio invited bedlam, 

and arguably well-intentioned self-abnegation robbed senatorial politics of trust and efficacy, a 

process complex in its running and deftly presented by Tacitus after the fact. The literary culture, 

meager as it is, was likewise in retreat; exemplarity located the princeps in long Republican 

tradition, but avoided engaging too closely with specific policies and a political atmosphere that 

betrayed the presence of autocracy. Our memory of the time is shaded much more by Tacitus 

than Velleius Paterculus. 

Tacitus’ penetrating depiction of Tiberius’ reign remains the dominant, inescapable model 

for thinking about the period. Although much closer to the time than are we, Tacitus did not live 

in it, and his writing was inevitably colored by his own experiences.2 The parallel between the 

first subject of Tiberius’ Annals and the repressive regime of Domitian that he laments in his 

Agricola is inviting, and in this final chapter I accept the invitation.  

It is not only Tacitus who connects Tiberius to Domitian. Domitian generally shares the 

ignominy of his political forebear, and can be counted as an admirer of Tiberius: Suetonius tells 

us Domitian “never applied himself to learning either history or poetry, or to the writing required 

 
2 I mean only what I say: that Tacitus’ understanding of history and Tiberius must have been affected by the 
circumstances of his own life. I do not suggest that Tiberius the character is “Domitian in disguise” or any 
direct conflation of the two in Tacitus’ writing. 
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of him.3 Beyond the memoirs and acta of Tiberius Caesar he read nothing at all.”4 The comment 

is suggestive of deliberate connection, and surprising as well. It comes amidst a summary 

description of Domitian that could hardly contrast more sharply with Tiberius: unlearned, given 

to leisure and spectacle, spoiled as a youth and unserious in his military campaigns, incapable of 

exertion. It is something of a rhetorical turn by Suetonius who, along with Tacitus, claims that 

Domitian set aside any literary aspirations at his accession; he had been engaged with them 

before.5 The very same passage criticizing his lack of care for the arts concedes that he took an 

interest as emperor in the restoration of libraries.6 The facts of Domitian’s reign belie the claim 

that he saw no value in literature,7 and it may be that articulating a connection to Tiberius is the 

simple point of his mention. It is a connection worth exploring. 

I offer here a study of Domitian not as exact analogy to Tiberius, but rather as a means to 

compare two similarly criticized emperors to find what the couching of those criticisms reveals 

about their environment. Domitian will serve as a coda to this project, a second Tiberius that 

shows just how unique was the position of the first. It is a marker of how far Roman thinking 

about the role of the princeps had come that the young Domitian, fleeing fire and slaughter at 

 
3 Jones 1996: 144 (ad loc.) suggests this understanding of the text (and necessario specifically) against that 
shown in Rolfe’s Loeb (LCL 38) translation of “an ordinarily good style.” 
 
4 Suet. Dom. 20. Numquam tamen aut historiae carminibusve noscendis operam ullam aut stilo vel necessario 
dedit. Praeter commentarios et acta Tiberi Caesaris nihil lectitabat. 
 
5 Suet. Dom. 2.2. (Simulavit et ipse mire modestiam in primisque poeticae studium, tam insuetum antea sibi 
quam postea spretum et abiectum, recitavitque etiam publice); Tac. Hist. 4.86.2 (studiumque litterarum et 
amorem carminum simulans, quo velaret animum et fratris se aemulationi subduceret). Note the presentation of 
his enthusiasm for literature as a pretense (simulavit; simulans) in both authors. Cf. Coleman 1986: 3088-3095. 
 
6 Dom. 20:  quanquam bibliothecas incendio absumptas impensissime reparare curasset. These may be the 
Alexandrian libraries (that of Ptolemy Philadelphus and the Pergamene library transferred to Alexandria by 
Antony), or libraries at Rome (so Jones 1996 ad loc.; Coleman 1986: 3095-6; Jones’ thinking has apparently 
evolved from Jones 1992: 13). 
 
7 Not least his establishment of a new festival honoring Minerva at his Alban villa; cf. Hardie 2003.  
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Rome at the downfall of Vitellius, came out from hiding and was greeted openly as Caesar.8 He 

had no relation to the Julio-Claudians, and his father – now the emperor – would not return to the 

city for the better part of a year.  

Despite the absence of connection through blood, Domitian’s family seems to owe much to 

the reign of Tiberius. It was under Tiberius that his father Vespasian and his uncle first entered 

the senatorial order, perhaps through the influence of Antonia Minor, mother of Germanicus.9  

Vespasian made a rocky start in politics and straddled Tiberius and Caligula’s reigns as he rose 

towards the praetorship, but his brother had more success, and earlier.10 The bulk of their 

achievement of course came later, and Vespasian’s eventual victory in 69 CE meant that 

Domitian also inherited power after an intra-Roman struggle, though not until after the brief 

tenure of his brother Titus in addition to that of his father. Inheritance of the principate is hardly a 

unique trait among emperors, and we cannot ascribe much importance to it. But Vespasian’s new 

dynasty, the Flavians, created a familial break from the Julio-Claudians that was not easily 

papered over, as their very efforts on this front attest. Vespasian was in some ways a new 

Augustus, another insider-outsider who conquered Rome by force or, indeed, the mere threat of 

it, and yet was a product of its culture, raised in its politics.  

The Flavians were eager to reinforce this view. The last Julio-Claudian, Nero, was hardly a 

worthy public model, and Claudius, Caligula, and Tiberius would not do either. As I suggest 

above, Rome had covered a remarkable amount of ideological ground between Augustus’ death 

and the start of Vespasian’s rule when Domitian was greeted as Caesar, all in a mere fifty-five 

 
8 Suet. Dom. 1.3. 
 
9 Jones 1992: 3-6. 
 
10 Suet. Vesp. 2.2-3. The brother is Titus Flavius Sabinus, interestingly retained as praefectus urbi under 
Vitellius (and Nero before him), who died at Rome as Domitian made his escape in 69. 
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years, or roughly two generations – but eight principes (three of them very brief). By the time of 

Domitian’s reign, the benefits of stability had been thoroughly reaffirmed, to be weighed against 

the occasional (and occasionally deadly) eccentricity of the principes. Vespasian’s decade in 

power not only saw a rejuvenation of the physical city that Domitian would continue,11 but a 

renewed, deliberate engagement with the Julio-Claudian past and especially Augustus,12 

occasioned in part by a desire to emphasize business as usual instead of radical change while still 

avoiding the shadow of Nero, popular though he had been among certain groups.13 The year that 

had led to Vespasian’s accession also emphasized the value of stability. 

It is Domitian who faced the special ire of Tacitus, and for many of the same charges faced 

by Tiberius: a miasma cast upon civil (viz. elite) society, informers rampant and unchecked, and 

an inability for others to achieve notable service to the state (and attendant glory). While Tacitus’ 

evidence is key to our perception of both rulers, I do not claim that Tiberius’ depiction in the 

Annals is Domitian in disguise, nor do I mean to suggest that they had the same faults. I offer, in 

essence, a reading of Domitian against Tiberius. By this comparative approach I aim to 

understand the fabric that underpinned each of their reigns to show the specificity of Tiberius’ 

problems to his own time. I have argued that Tiberius’ reign suffered in part because of a still 

ongoing coalescence of ideology and political mode of operation. As the Lex de Imperio 

Vespasiani shows and Tacitus affirms, the process was fairly standardized even before the senate 

 
11 For a recent summary of Flavian building see Gallia 2016. On Domitian’s building program see also Conlin 
2021, Goldman-Petri 2021 on particular aspects, as well as Moormann 2021 for a useful brief overview. 
Darwall-Smith 1996 is the comprehensive starting point for discussion of Flavian building programs 
(Domitian at p. 101-252). 
 
12 Boyle 2003 is an admirable starting point to consider the Flavian dynasty’s interaction with the legacy of 
Augustus and the Julio-Claudians, with details in many of the other essays in the same volume (Boyle and 
Dominik 2003). The collection of essays in Marks and Mogetta 2021 is explicitly focused on Domitian and 
Augustus. 
 
13 Most notably in the East, whence all three his imposters arose.  
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enacted it for Vespasian.14 Thus a study of Domitian, presented in antiquity as the second 

Tiberius, will suggest whether their shared opprobrium can reveal their differences. The reader 

will, I hope, have a sense of my conception of Tiberius and his reign by this point in the work. As 

Aristotle had it: against the single way to be good, there are many ways to miss the mark.15  

Whatever similarities the two men and their reigns shared – and I find some telling – they 

were also quite different. But one major point of convergence, that of prosecutions, must be 

addressed comparatively. As I have shown in Chapter 3, plays for power through sometimes 

spurious accusations are in fact often a mere symptom of autocracy, a means to settle scores and 

gain favor when other avenues are foreclosed. I address prosecutions in this chapter to see not 

only their performance and content, but how Rome reached that particular state of degradation 

under each emperor. Despite the ancient co-identification, it is not by precisely the same route.  

To understand the atmosphere and conflicts of Domitian’s rule I offer a brief sketch of the 

major facets of policy during his time in power.16 It is selective in content and breadth, and 

consistent with my focus on system and structures I forego general biography except where it is 

useful. Not much is securely known about Domitian’s youth.17 Before his reign he had some 

considerable experience in matters of state, having held the consulship six times in the 70s, 

generally as suffect consul. The distinction matters as far as it illustrates the gap between him 

 
14 On the lex, Brunt 1977 is still the modern starting point of discussion, its arguments extended and revised 
many times, especially well in Colognesi and Scandone 2009. Tacitucs describes the process as all the usual 
honors being granted (Hist. 4.3: Romae senatus cuncta principibus solita Vespasiano decernit).  
 
15 Aristot. Nic. Eth. 1106b14, more familiar perhaps from Tolstoy’s reformulation that all happy families are 
alike while all unhappy families are so in their own way. 
 
16 My debt in this section to Jones 1992: 72-125 as a guide is considerable. Where I use his specific evidence 
or expand on his findings with more recent scholarship I so cite. See Galimberti 2016 for a shorter but more 
recent narrative of his life, with updated bibliography. Griffin 2000 is invaluable for the Flavian period (p. 54-
83 for Domitian). 
 
17 Galimberti 2016: 92-94. 



 208 

and his brother, Titus, who was groomed for more immediate power, and not unreasonably – he 

was, in fact, next in line. “Domitian was left with honors, but not responsibility.”18 Probably the 

preceding view is correct, but there is evidence that Domitian was interested in managing the 

state despite limited opportunity: Vespasian quipped that Domitian made so many appointments 

in his absence that he was grateful to be allowed to remain emperor.19 From 81 onward he held 

the consulship a further eleven times,20 and forewent it towards the end of his reign; he was, by 

that point, already censor perpetuus (from 85) and hailed as imperator more than once a year on 

average throughout.21 He celebrated multiple triumphs, the first regnant princeps to do so. 

 

5.1 Stable Management 

The sheer energy of Domitian’s rule across a wide range of public-benefit sectors runs 

contrary to perceptions of him as a vicious, self-involved tyrant. A massive building program, 

solid finances, and a demonstrated attention to provincial matters all suggest that if he was in fact 

a megalomaniac he at least saw his own fate as intertwined with that of Rome. I am less 

interested in diagnosing him,22 but I do find the evidence of his activity and general efficacy 

compelling. Vespasian had laid the groundwork in the preceding decade, but there was much for 

 
18 Jones 1992: 18. Cf. Galimberti 2016: 95 “On the psychological level, Domitian the emperor was 
unquestionably driven by a spirit of vindication vis‐à‐vis his father and brother who had, perhaps rightly, kept 
him on the sidelines during their own reigns, restricting him, as we have seen, to comparatively minor roles.” 
Consulships in Buttrey 1980: 28-9.  
 
19 Dio 66.2.3. 
 
20 This includes an extraordinary 10-year grant to the consulship (Dio 67.4.3), otherwise unattested (Buttrey 
1980: 37-8).  
 
21 Buttrey 1980: 30-1.  
 
22 Southern 1997 provides a psychological reading of Domitian, as well as providing one of only two English-
language biographies of the emperor. 
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Domitian to do. The state of the ancient economy is perpetually difficult to assess in both size 

and form, but we can rule out penury at the beginning and end of his reign, and identify some 

trouble in the middle.23 Unlike the parsimonious Tiberius, Domitian spent lavishly on new 

projects, some by choice and some through necessity. The fire at Rome in 80 (under Titus, but 

hardly rectifiable before his death) required that a significant portion of the city be rebuilt. That 

Domitian did not do so on the basis of the cheapest bidder is to put it mildly.24 Tiberius’ 

prohibition on golden lettering for Drusus (Tac. Ann. 3.59) looks positively quaint alongside 

Domitian’s gilding of the roof of the temple to Jupiter on the Capitoline at a cost of nearly 300 

million sesterces.25 He increased pay for the army as well,26 though whether this counts as choice 

or necessity is foggy if we consider that his own father had shown that a stable reign was 

contingent on the army’s backing. War was a constant, and an expense. Against these costs 

Domitian seems to have continued (and perhaps tightened) Vespasian’s strict tax regime, 

especially after an economic crisis in 85.27 Confiscations may have bolstered the fiscus. 

Especially notable is his close focus on the currency. Almost immediately upon accession he 

increased the purity of denarii to Augustan levels, from its previous debasement.28 He was forced 

 
23 Jones 1992: 79. Rogers 1984 attempts to quantify revenue and expenses under Domitian and finds a gap, 
largely driven by higher costs associated with the army. He suggests this was made up by greater 
confiscations. Without pointing out the error explicitly, Jones 1992: 74 reminds that such figuring presupposes 
a market rate sale of the properties, which is not how we generally think of confiscation.  
 
24 On Domitianic building program, see below. 
 
25 Griffin 2000: 58. That is, about enough to pay about a quarter-million soldiers for a year after the pay raise. 
 
26 Unusually well attested in its specificity in the sources (Suet. Dom. 7.3; Dio 67.3); cf. Alston 1994: 114. 
This is often cited as the cause of money troubles for Domitian in both antiquity (e.g. Suet. Dom. 12.1) and 
today. 
 
27 Whence begins the “Third Period” of Domitian coinage (Carradice 1983: 9).  
 
28 Jones 1992: 72. 
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to walk this back in 85, when levels returned to a Neronian standard that was still finer than 

coins of Vespasian and Titus.29 Unusual consistency in purity and messaging reflect a sure hand, 

and tell of a capable and engaged princeps.30 Against tight control evident in numismatic records 

must be counted the near-immediate debasement of the return to the Augustan standard coupled 

with money-driven prosecutions in 85; perhaps Domitian’s economic reckoning was not as 

strong.31 He accepted inheritances at least in the later years, including that of Tacitus’ father-in-

law Agricola.32 Syme thought he left a surplus, or at least a balanced budget.33 “Expensive and 

extravagant, but not ruinous” seems to be the right summary.34  

Wars were a part of the cost, and Domitian’s reign saw many of them. He launched into a 

campaign of some kind against the Chatti from Gaul almost immediately upon coming to 

power.35 For this he claimed his first triumph and the honorific Germanicus, which was likely the 

chief objective; aspersions of tyranny make megalomania attractive, but it seems equally likely 

that we see yet again the importance of the army to Flavian security in his desire to burnish his 

bona fides amongst the soldiery.36 Nerva and Trajan kept the name. Around the time of 

Domitian’s first triumph – a falsus triumphus, to Tacitus (Agr. 39) – Agricola was marking the 

 
29 Carradice 1983: 28.  
 
30 Jones 1992: 79.  
 
31 Griffin 2000: 72-3. 
 
32 Tac. Agr. 43.4; Griffin 2000: 71 (mistakenly giving Agr. 44.4). 
 
33 Syme 1930, sympathetic to Domitian throughout. 
 
34 Rogers 1984: 77. 
 
35 Jones 1992:128-131, though dating to 82 or 83 is still debated. 
 
36 Who, Suetonius tells us, were the only group outraged at his death and would have revolted but for want of a 
leader, and demanded the execution of his assassins (Suet. Dom. 23). 
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end of his seven-year campaign at Mons Graupius, though the ground would soon be ceded back. 

More interesting is that Domitian went into the field himself, and again a few years later for 

campaigns against the Dacians (85-89) and again the Chatti. A theme to which I will return is the 

evidence that Domitian was visibly decoupling the princeps from Rome, as the aftermath of 

Nero’s death had first shown.37 The only other extended absence by an emperor to date had been 

Tiberius’ retreat to Capri. A revolt was put down in 89 without trouble.  

Despite his immediate bellicosity, Domitian was not engaged in aggressive expansion. He 

was most often responding to long-lasting troubles which would not be settled until Trajan’s 

campaigns two decades later, and – mocked though it was by Tacitus38 – the loss of northern 

Britain did not spell disaster. Much of the fighting was reactionary, either directly in response to 

incursions or for the purpose of avenging losses. It was not without consequence, though, and 

laid the foundations of the limes that would be more permanently established under Hadrian.39 

The suggestion that he (and the Flavians in general) created an enduring policy (‘Grand 

Strategy’40) of static borders and defensive use of the legions is not overtly confirmed by the 

evidence.41 The nature of fighting seems rather to conform to the classic Roman model of 

opportunism. It is Domitian’s youthful charge into enemy territory within months of accession 

that most recalls the drivers of Roman expansion under the Republic. Aristocratic competition 

 
37 Tac. Hist. 1.4: “the secret of the empire was out: the emperor could be made outside of Rome.” (evulgato 
imperii arcano posse principem alibi quam Romae fieri.) 
 
38 Hist. 1.2: perdomita Britannia et statim omissa. 
 
39 Galimberti 2016: 98-99. 
 
40 As in Luttwak’s conception, which seems to be most famous a foil against which to argue. (Luttwak, 
Edward. 1976. The Grand Strategy of the Roman Empire. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.) 
 
41 Dart 2016. 
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reared its head again, but by this time was only truly available to one family at a time; Domitian 

needed to live up to the prowess of his father and brother.  

Numismatic evidence most clearly shows Domitian’s grip on state apparatuses, but what 

looks at first blush like a criticism of corruption in Frontinus confirms that under Domitian 

financial management was a key focus and administered effectively. Writing under Nerva, 

Frontinus was pleased to report that Nerva restored to the aerarium revenues from aqueducts that 

had been disappearing improperly into Domitian’s pockets, sometimes taken as evidence of his 

rapacity.42 In fact Frontinus himself admits that before Domitian the revenue had been lost 

altogether due to poor management; Domitian’s improper (if it was such) diversion to the fiscus 

must be counted an improvement.43  The wars of his period are not exceptional except by his 

personally waging them, thus leaving Rome without its first citizen. What is exceptional is his 

multiple triumphs, when no other princeps had celebrated more than one while in power. If 

Tiberius demonstrated restraint in turning down so many as a private citizen, Domitian can 

hardly be said to have done other than demand glory at an unprecedented rate. His withdrawal 

was not confined to active military service, and he preferred his villa at Alba Longa to the 

Palatine. This despite the considerable work he did in the city, and where contrast to Tiberius 

could hardly be greater.  

 

 

 
42 Frontin. Aq. 2.118. 
 
43 Carradice 1983: 154-5; Griffin 2000: 74. 
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5.2 Change and Corruption in the Physical Environment 

For all that his wars were a mix of exuberance and reaction, Domitian’s building program 

at Rome was deliberate and substantial. In the first four chapters of this work I have tried to 

establish the presence and effect of ideological empty space under Tiberius as a key driver of 

conflict, and to emphasize the entrenchment of the princeps as the most important, and 

increasingly sole, locus of supreme authority. For Domitian, both aspects were more or less a 

known quantity, and I consider instead the physical space in and around Rome. In both the 

manner he ruled – showing clear evidence of monarchic court practices – and in the physical 

spaces of Rome itself scholars have detected signs of tyranny. Throughout his reign Tiberius 

maintained a lack of interest in a new building program, perhaps because to do so would have 

been to challenge Augustus directly and thus destabilize the platform on which his own power 

rested. Domitian was not so constrained, and looked to Augustus in a different way: as a model 

to be emulated without disparaging it, in a way that time made accessible to him but not Tiberius. 

I have mentioned above the nearly incredible cost poured (literally) into the roof of the temple of 

Jupiter Optimus Maximus, and Domitian set his – and only his – name on his buildings.44 

Tiberius, on the other hand, honored everyone but himself by restoring the names even of public, 

not merely imperial, benefactors.45 

A considerable scholarship has grown up around Domitian’s remaking of Rome.46 I focus 

here on two key aspects, namely control of space and Tiberian echoes, but through grand gesture 

 
44 Suet. Dom. 5. Jones 1992:8 0 points out that existing inscriptions on Domitianic restorations use restituit 
rather than fecit, but concedes that they do not name whose work was restored.  
 
45 Dio 57.10. 
 
46 E.g. Darwall-Smith 1996, Raimondi Cominesi et al. 2021 (in connection with an exhibition in Leiden and 
Rome in 2021-2), Fredrick 2003; Part I of Marks and Mogetta 2021, Gallia 2016, and many smaller studies on 
individual components. The literature on spectacle is probably larger. 
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and necessity he remade vast sections of the city. Major new structures included: a stadium in the 

Campus Martius which lasted for hundreds of years and is now the basis of the Piazza Navona; 

an accompanying odeum alongside it, built for the recitation competitions of the same event as 

the stadium – the certamen Capitolinum, a quinquennial celebration in honor of Jupiter Optimus 

Maximus, first performed in 86 CE47 – which was admired by Ammianus Marcellinus centuries 

later (16.10.14); temples to the gods and his own family;48 and so many arches that Suetonius 

(Dom. 13.2) records the scrawling in Greek of arkei (‘enough already’) on one of them.49 This is 

not to mention his equestrian statue that towered over the Forum. Its base is nearly 12 by 6 

meters.  

Domitian’s restorations may have been driven by necessity after several fires with civil war 

in between them, but hardly a section of the city was left untouched. Between restoration and 

construction is the massive palace complex replacing the Domus Aurea of Nero on the Palatine. 

Ancient testimonies to this palace attest to its magnificence, and it was the seat of Roman power 

for centuries thereafter. From his youth, however, Domitian had preferred to spend his time 

outside the city, most conspicuously at his villa at Alba Longa, along the Via Appia outside of 

Rome.  

Although the inner section of Domitian’s palace (the Villa Augustana) operated as a private 

space – arcana cubilia,50 with all its sinister overtones – it is his villas outside Rome that draw 

 
47 Censorinus DN 18.15 for the dating of the first games; Suet. Dom. 4.4 for the triplex certamen (music, 
riding, and gymnastics) generally and Dom. 5 for the construction of the odeum. Both the stadium and odeon 
were new types of buildings in Rome, reflecting the Greek practices of the games they contained. In contrast to 
the failed Neronia, these games apparently lasted into the early fifth century (Darwall-Smith 1996: 221-226).  
 
48 The last a mausoleum (Jones 1992: 87-88).  
 
49 The pun in Greek suits the context, but is also interesting in light of the arguments for deliberate Hellenizing 
(cf. Wallace-Hadrill 1990). 
 
50 Pliny Pan. 49.1; Jones 1992: 96.  
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my interest. Through his military campaigns Domitian created a separation between ruling Rome 

and ruling at Rome, a significant change from his predecessors.51 Tacitus gives us the memorable 

name of arx Albana (Agr. 45.1) for the Alban Villa, surely intended to summon to mind the 

tyrant atop his hill, ruling the city with fear.52 An artificial grotto on the grounds of this villa 

offers a second Tiberian connection, and a strong one: remains of a statuary group that depicted 

Odysseus and his men escaping from Polyphemus has been found.53 A similar group has been 

found at Sperlonga, long suspected to be the ‘Cave’ villa in which Tiberius survived a rockfall in 

26 CE.54 Although the statue groups are in one sense a natural choice for a grotto’s décor – 

Scylla is shown as well, and the aquatic theme is clear – it is an astounding coincidence that 

Domitian should have the same stories in his retreat from Rome as did Tiberius, who in 26 was 

on the cusp of his self-imposed exile from the city, if that exile had not already begun. One 

wonders if Domitian’s love of Tiberius was not merely Suetonian suggestion. 

Where Tiberius’ informers watched from tight spaces, Domitian’s intrusiveness was plainly 

evident. In a recent chapter David Fredrick has convincingly drawn the connection from the 

building program of the Flavian dynasty, and Domitian in particular, to an intrusive regime of 

surveillance. He writes: “To the extent that the Augustan city successfully disguises the relation 

between its public architecture and the imperial practice of surveillance, then the Roman cultural 

 
51  Perhaps including Tiberius, depending on whether Sejanus was seen as his mouthpiece or a rival in power. 
Tiberius’ two retirements remain a key piece of the unsolvable puzzle of why Tiberius withdrew and how 
(much) he managed minutiae of governance from Capri.  
 
52 Note, however, the contrary view in Ogilvie and Richmond 2002 [1967]: 307: “It was called arx (Dio 
67.1.2) not because it was a stronghold but because it incorporated the citadel of the ancient city.” I think this 
erases the obvious connection that would have been in operation.  
 
53 The so-called ‘ninfeo berantino.’ See Raimondi Cominesi and Stocks 2021: 108-110; Valeri 2021: 141-3; 
and most of all Darwall-Smith 1994. 
 
54 Stewart 1977 on the association. Suet. Tib. 39 and Tac. Ann. 4.57. In both Tacitus and Suetonius his villa 
was known as “The Cave,” spelunca. 
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revolution is not complete and the republican body is allowed to persist, at least as a fiction. To 

the extent that the enormous encroachment of Flavian building on the space of the city reflects 

the encroachment of imperial surveillance into the social and emotional space of the elite, a 

different way of seeing and being has come into existence.” 55 Underlying his argument is a 

fundamental unease among elites who were unmanned56 by their hierarchical subjugation to the 

princeps, who with every grand display took more social and ideological space at their expense.  

A related theme traced by Fredrick, and with explicit reference to Tiberius, is the autocratic 

impulse to surveil and know the minds of subjects. I have shown in Chapter 3 the lasting 

consequences of this strain on the social fabric, and the considerable harm done when people 

never feel free from dangerous oversight, even in private exchange. Under Tiberius it was arrived 

at in part through collaborators, intentional or not, who saw policing the actions of their fellow-

elites as a means to win fame, power, and money; all of these rewards flowed from Tiberius, and 

made the leap to guarding his name and image especially zealously a natural one. That Tiberius 

himself evidently took great care in handling Augustus’ legacy can only have reinforced the 

message, and in the darkest days there were rewards to be had and careers made through 

entrapment and delation. Under Tiberius, the sine qua non for prosecution was thought to be 

some offense against the princeps and his household.  

Domitian's rule was a different kind of regime, in both government and surveillance. 

Fredrick argues that Rome's physical space imposingly affirmed Domitian's supremacy, but not 

only to intimidate elites. Domitian’s reconstruction of Rome implied his ubiquity and 

 
55 Fredrick 2003: 214. 
 
56 The gendered connotations of my word choice are consonant with Fredrick’s argument: “This chapter will 
examine the relation between building under Domitian and the theme of imperial encroachment on the elite 
male body” (Fredrick 2003: 201).  
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omnipresence, conspicuously threatening at every corner to reveal quiet conversations or designs 

against the emperor. One of the examples adduced by Fredrick – a highly polished portico, in 

which Domitian would watch what happened behind him57 – reflects this concern, with Domitian 

constantly looking over his shoulder (both to punish and for his safety). It is a scene that is 

inconceivable under Tiberius, whatever the defects of his character and relationship with the 

senate. Any vagueness about the position of each side has dissipated, leaving only an axis 

between panegyric and hostility in which to position oneself. The middle ground was not 

tenable; Domitian consumed it literally and metaphorically. There was no space left unclaimed 

by the tyrant, just as there was no space in Roman architecture for anyone but Domitian. 

 

5.3 Sycophancy and Punishment 

Domitian, of course, was not wrong to look over his shoulder. He was assassinated by his 

staff in 96, and his memory was condemned; statues torn down, name erased, and reputation 

fiercely attacked by Rome’s leading men. Despite the recent strain of scholarship that seeks to 

provide a more balanced view – even if, it must be acknowledged, that balance still tips towards 

the bad – there are clear marks of abuse of power. When precisely prosecutions for maiestas 

began is a matter of some debate, but it seems clear that this particular charge was deployed 

more often later than earlier.58 The paucity of evidence makes comprehensive reconstruction of 

trials under Domitian impossible, but a few observations may be offered. First, however, I 

consider ‘proper’ expressions of his maiestas in the form of sycophancy.  

 
57 Fredrick 2003: 210-211; the story is from Suet. Dom. 14.4. 
 
58 Rutledge 2001: 129-135.  
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The impulse to sycophancy is clearly illustrated in the poetry of Statius and Martial. In 

Chapter 4 I showed that Tiberius lived on the edges of contemporary literature, present without 

being overly intrusive. It is a different matter under Domitian. As with my focus on Domitian’s 

building program rather than ideological debates about his role – the latter giving every 

indication of being firmly established – I focus here not on what Martial or Statius ‘really 

thought’ but instead examine how Domitian figures in their poetry. Rome’s physical architecture 

reflected the dominance of Domitian, and so too does the poetry of the age.59 Sincerity is not a 

chief concern of my argument; in investigating expressions of Domitian’s power and prominence 

I hope to show that his role was substantially different in its broad understanding than was 

Tiberius’. Caveats abound: a change in tone after Domitian’s death might hint at suppressed 

criticism; censorship constrains literary production; working authors needed to cultivate ties of 

patronage among elite Romans, with no one more elite than the emperor himself; panegyric 

demanded flattery by its nature. These very warnings already show that Domitian was front and 

center in a way that Tiberius was not. The larger aim of this project is to explicate the insecurity 

of power articulations in Tiberius’ time, and a lack of that insecurity under Domitian is itself the 

first piece of evidence.  

A modern reaction might be to dismiss panegyrical writing as base flattery, to be expected 

under a tyrant. The absence of such work under Tiberius is precisely the point of the comparison. 

To begin with form, Domitian is simply much more present in the poems of Statius and Martial. 

Martial begins Book 8 of his Epigrams in direct address to his dominus; the same book features a 

 
59 I am following here (loosely) the approach laid out by Gunderson 2021, e.g. at 10: “Simply put, whether or 
not the poet “believes in” the praise of the emperor, the poetry praises him. Sincere or not, the corpus believes 
in playing the game that it is playing. For if it did not, it would be playing some other game.” Scholarship 
seems to have largely left behind the search for hidden criticisms emboldened by Frederick Ahl in 1984 (“The 
Art of Safe Criticism in Greece and Rome.” American Journal of Philology 105(2): 174–208). 
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greater percentage of ‘imperial’ poems than any other.60 Across all ten books written under 

Domitian, 98 of the 864 poems are imperial; compare this to the work of Valerius Maximus, 

discussed above.61 Valerius Maximus dedicates his work to Tiberius at the outset, in glowing 

language that elevates Tiberius to stand alongside the divinity of Augustus and Julius Caesar. 

From that point on, however, Tiberius appears only five times across roughly 1000 vignettes. 

Admittedly the project of each author is different, but the ratio of imperial intrusion between 

Martial and Valerius Maximus is greater than twenty to one in comparably sized datasets. 

Domitian is simply part of the fabric of intellectual life.62 It is not merely through name-mentions 

of the emperor and his associates, however, that poetry reflected Domitian’s importance.   

An evolving mode of discourse responded to the prominence of the emperor. Valerius 

Maximus offered the first extant prose preface to equate the living emperor with divinity. In the 

opening of Martial’s Book 8 it is nearly de rigueur to call him dominus directly and, a few lines 

later, to have the god Janus gawp at his magnificence, and be beseeched to grant immortal life to 

the dominus deusque of the world (8.2). If we can excuse the excesses (to the modern eye) of the 

genre, what is striking about these works is that a chief area of competition is in the skill and 

inventiveness deployed in praise for the emperor. This may show in the skillful integration of 

imperial accomplishments and agenda alongside the often-irreverent wit expected of epigram, 

creating a collection that is both entertaining for the reader and fittingly laudatory of Domitian, 

 
60 Coleman 1998: 339 for the tabulation, discussion of what constitutes an ‘imperial’ poem, and passim for 
why this particular book may have such a high proportion of them. Note that Coleman counts poems addressed 
to “court-functionaries” as imperial, another reminder of the more fully developed monarchic arrangement that 
obtained under Domitian. See also below, Section 5.4. 
 
61 Section 4.3.  
 
62 “[U]nder an established regime admiration of the ruler is part of the generally accepted value-system.” 
(Coleman 1998: 343.) 
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without losing either audience.63 Martial deploys a sense of ‘realness,’ of life at Rome as it may 

have been lived in mundane detail,64 and part of that life is ecstatic joy directed at the emperor 

and his successes. Stretching this further, it is not merely the people of Rome who rejoice: the 

gods too are invited to take part in the people’s vows to Domitian’s health, and Martial thinks 

they are likely to join in.65 This blending of mythic and mundane reflects an entire cosmos 

centered on the emperor; it is through presentation that the poet can distinguish himself. Statius 

finds a new avenue in the introduction of mythic spokespersons who can – through their very 

status as superhuman beings – sing praises that the poet himself lacks the authority to issue, or 

open new avenues to ideas that, again, are everywhere.66 It is not that Domitian has removed the 

ability to pursue the arts; he founded two new sets of games which featured them prominently, 

and in which Statius competed and even won. It is rather that he presents an inescapable part of 

the material to be worked. As with his architectural program, Domitian is everywhere immanent 

in poetry. Art for the sake of art still does what it always has: reflect life of one kind or another, 

and Domitian was an ever-present part of life. We will see shortly that he was also not shy about 

punishing offenses, and I do not suggest either Statius or Martial to have been ‘genuine’ in their 

praise. The simple point is that Domitian’s position was so all-consuming that it became a facet 

of the composition of poetry. The Republican precedent is long gone, and we might recall the 

special status accorded to Tiberius by Valerius Maximus: equal to the divinity of Augustus and 

Caesar, gods that Rome made rather than received. It would seem almost an insult to equate 

 
63 Coleman 1998.  
 
64 Gunderson 2021: 30-1. 
 
65 8.4.3-4: non sunt haec hominum, Germanice, gaudia tantum, | sed faciunt ipsi nunc, puto, sacra dei. 
 
66 Coleman 1999 (p. 73 on the encomiast’s authority).  
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Domitian merely with his brother and father; the gods of his time must recognize his place 

among them themselves. 

This is the ‘good’ side, and were it not for the literature that follows his death we might 

have a very different view of Domitian indeed. But after his downfall authors recorded a litany of 

offenses by the tyrannical Domitian, and none more grave than the threat he presented to the life 

and livelihood of elite Romans.67 First, Domitian kept a small cabinet. Though not without 

considerable experience, these men can only have made clear that the senate was ornamental 

through their outsize influence at the true center of power. It is not clear that Domitian cared. I 

can find no source to suggest that he attempted any kind of rapprochement with the senate except 

(perhaps) an abeyance on maiestas charges at the very outset; his brother Titus had been praised 

for his refusal to execute senators, a view Domitian did not share.68 The strange story of the 

‘death banquet,’69 when Domitian terrorized his dinner guests with an eerie and funereal 

atmosphere for no discernible reason, suggests that he took some pleasure in their torment. In the 

same timeframe he was not opposed to issuing punishment; his reign saw the execution of four 

Vestals, including three early on. Over time the cruelty worsened: Suetonius and Pliny tell us that 

he merely executed the Oculata sisters and Varronilla, while about a decade later Cornelia, the 

chief Vestal on trial for the second time, was buried alive in accordance with the old custom. Her 

trial was held at the arx Albana, and her alleged lovers were beaten to death, save one who 

admitted his ‘guilt’ and was allowed exile.70 Despite Domitian’s readiness to prosecute the cases, 

 
67 On Domitian’s potential focus in his messaging to the army and plebs (and at the expense of his relationship 
with the senate) cf. Henriksén 2006: 694.  
 
68 Dio 66.19; cf. Suet. Tit. 9.  
 
69 Dio 67.9.2-3. Discussed in Fredrick 2003 as one of two “parables” (p. 210) of Domitianic rule and 
surveillance. 
 
70 Pliny Ep. 4.11; Suet. Dom. 8.3 (in a section that opens ius diligenter et industrie dixit, stressing his focus on 
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execution of Vestals was an unusual occurrence, and it had been perhaps a century and a half 

since the last case.71 This does not seem to reflect a man concerned with making friends among 

the senatorial class whence Vestals traditionally came.72  

Details of the actual offense and prosecution are lacking, and perhaps the Vestals had been 

so blatant in their misdeed as to demand imperial response on behalf of Rome. Perhaps not. But 

Domitian did not treat his power as Pontifex Maximus as a sinecure, whether his actions 

represent sincere execution of his duties or merely possession of the necessary statutory backing 

to punish Vestals. His morality program (suscepta correctione morum, Suet. Dom. 8) covered all 

manner of offenses, from seating at the games to ever-troublesome actors to sexual and marriage 

laws, and contemporary authors marked this as praiseworthy.73 Add to this his holding of a 

perpetual censorship, and his desire for control over moral norms shows through even if he did 

not himself live up to them.74 Censors were enormously powerful, but there is no reason that the 

emperor could not use one of his many other formal or informal means if he wanted to send a 

warning or discourage someone’s advance in government. Taking the role perpetually can only 

have flaunted his ability to police the senate, an act for which he did not strictly need the office; 

his displeasure with a senator would be considerably detrimental to that senator’s career. He 

seems to have pursued the regulation of morality throughout his reign, a fact that does not 

 
public morals); Dio 67.3 (excludes Cornelia’s burial, remarking on Domitian’s pride at his own mercy).  
 
71 Cadoux 2005: 165.  
 
72 Gallia 2015. 
 
73 E.g. Stat. Silv. 4.3.9-15 (and commentary in Coleman 1988: 105-108), where Domitian is presented as 
protector of Roman morals across arrange of topics. On whether reference to Ceres suggests a moral aspect to 
his restriction on wine-growing the view expressed in Levick 1982a must win out: it is better read as a marker 
of control than beneficence. 
 
74 Bauman 1974: 190 (in the context of adultery and maiestas) sums up the laws and Domitian’s own reported 
actions concisely: “Domitian’s policy in matters of morality is not easy to comprehend.” 
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require our speculating as to what end he envisioned it leading. As with his coinage, we can see 

something of a particular vision here, the personal made into policy. Where Tiberius led by 

example75 and policy76 in his restrained regulation of morality, Domitian sought out and 

punished offenses. Active use of this tool was yet another reminder of the supreme power 

wielded over Roman elites, and one more thing with which to bludgeon them.  

What we know of the execution of senators seems likewise to reflect a worsening 

autocratic impulse.77 Several men were killed for libelous publications, and their writings 

burned.78 Suetonius records further inventive cruelty after Saturninus’ revolt in 89, though 

evidence for this is lacking in Pliny (who would not have foregone it) and has the ring of 

vituperation.79 In keeping with his close inner circle, Domitian seems to have targeted families 

with a history of opposition to the Flavians and previous emperors, including a group of ‘Stoics’ 

who had raised similar problems of resistance under Nero.  

The point of this discussion is not to compare the evils of Domitian against those of 

Tiberius to tally up who was worse, but to show the fundamental difference in how their power 

was articulated. Tiberius’ difficulties came through uncertainty, and the slow creep of evil 

unchecked. One might imagine a senator wondering if he was acting ‘correctly,’ that is, in such a 

way as not to draw Tiberius’ ire or make himself an obvious target for a peer, and in worst case 

with some hope that an appeal to Tiberius might win through. Under Domitian, there cannot have 

been any doubt. Executions began in 82/3, within roughly a year of his accession (some of which 

 
75 See Chapter 4. 
 
76 Tac. Ann. 3.52-3, declining to enforce sumptuary laws because of the embarrassment it would cause.  
 
77 For a summary of these see Jones 1992: 182-192.  
 
78 Suet. Dom. 10. 
 
79 Jones 1992: 148-9; cf. Rutledge 2001: 128.  
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he spent away from Rome fighting the Chatti), and the delatores, some named and hated, are 

much more obviously acting in close concert with Domitian’s wishes, as Tacitus placed 

Marcellus at the Alban villa. It is not a regime of generalized violence but of targeted force. That 

Domitian tried the case of Cornelia the Vestal from his villa at Alba Longa80 only adds to the 

image of despotism, removing the public process that signaled accountability of any stripe. 

Tacitus claims that Tiberius’ character degraded over time, as limits to his innate evil were 

successively removed.81 Domitian was unmasked more or less from the start, at least with regard 

to punishment and in the eyes of elites.  

 

5.4 Clementia to Saevitia 

Not in all aspects, though. The ancient historiographic record suggests for both Tiberius 

and Domitian a rupture, a turning point at which their reigns moved from tolerable to evil. 

Tacitus provides the most vivid description of Tiberius' case, and it is one of gradual decline: as 

he lost his socii to death or treason he became more threatening, and his saevitia accelerated after 

Drusus’ death in 23. By 26 he had isolated himself from public life in Capri and many of the 

worst abuses of his reign were inflicted on Roman elites while Sejanus eyed the throne. Since 

Woodman’s reevaluation of Tiberius’ obituary,82 however, it has been harder to defend any 

particular moment in time as the crucial one, and the gradual deterioration of a working 

relationship – doubtless abetted by Tiberius’ physical absence – seems now much more likely, 

and natural. We need not imagine a dramatic unmasking.   

 
80 Pliny Ep. 4.11. 
 
81 Tac. Ann. 6.51. 
 
82 Woodman 1989 = Woodman 1998: 155-167. 
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Suetonius (Dom. 10.1) records a shift from clementia to saevitia for Domitian as well, 

though it is unclear when precisely he places this chronologically. Increasingly, readings of 

Domitian’s reign emphasize that he had taken actions throughout his time in power that show his 

autocratic tendencies, but that the final three years that led to his assassination are when 

resistance and subsequent violence against elites peaked. In light of the existing evidence, it is 

thus possible to see the hatred for Domitian’s entire reign as a later development, born out of his 

last (very cruel) years and retrojected into the duration. Tacitus and Pliny seem content to cast 

atrocities as regular occurrences, and Tacitus demonstrates an awareness of evil before it had 

‘broken forth’ when he mentions that the hated delator Messalinus, longtime friend of 

Domitian83 and described by Juvenal (4.115) as “an extraordinary monster even in our own 

times,84” was still contained at Alba, i.e. operating only within Domitian’s circle at his Alban 

villa rather than set loose on Roman society at large. That Messalinus had a reputation for legal 

abuses before 93 is clear; it is Domitian’s fervor for prosecutions and (probably justified) 

paranoia that was kept within some limits, and Tacitus’ friends had so far been spared. Probably 

it is a confluence of fact and narrative to mark 93 as a turning point, and we can believe (there is 

no reason we shouldn’t) that Agricola’s death was timed at just the right moment.85 Domitian’s 

assassination, perhaps occasioned by his demonstrated willingness to kill his own family,86 

 
83 With whom Domitian shared the consulship in 73 and 85.  
 
84 grande et conspicuum nostro quoque tempore monstrum. 
 
85 Cf. Coleman 1998: 345-7 for a summary of the internal and external challenges Domitian likely faced in 93, 
in the context of the intense concentration of overtly ‘imperial’ poems to Domitian in Book 8 of Martial’s 
Epigrams.  
  
86 His cousin Clemens (married to his niece Domitilla), whose children he appeared to be grooming for 
succession. Cf. Rutledge 2001: 155; Jones 1992: 47-8; Suet. Dom. 15.1. Another explanation is that the 
execution of Epaphroditus for assisting in Nero’s suicide made Domitian’s own household worry for their live 
(Suet. Dom. 14-15). 
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suggests that things were indeed getting worse. While there was a shift from clementia to 

increasing saevitia at some point, we are dealing with a continuum, not a tale of two halves. The 

revolt of Saturninus in 89 must have played a role, and there is evidence of a conspiracy in 87 

that failed.87 In a reign dating to 81, with executions in 82/3 and time abroad in 83, 85, and 86, 

tension is apparent from the start.  

 

5.5 Tiberius and Domitian: Conclusions 
 

Prosecution of the senatorial class is crucial to the memory of both Tiberius and Domitian, 

though their reigns are reflected very differently in contemporary literature. Hostility arising 

from sidelining the senate is not unreasonable if we suppose that it performed necessary 

functions; from an amoral view, history will more scrupulously record the fates of rich and 

powerful men. But reading the two against one another reveals the obvious difference between 

Tiberius and Domitian even as both engendered fear in the senate and elite society. At fault with 

Tiberius was a general uncertainty, not just of whether one was being watched but whether one 

was doing anything wrong. Pretexts could be invented and punishments based on them, but 

numerous cases in Tiberius’ reign contribute to the notion that it was the not knowing that was 

especially frightening. In unprecedented times, what should senators cling to? Hence retreat and 

baleful infighting.  

For Domitian, everything seems much clearer. He was simply an autocrat behaving as they 

do, whether expressed fully only in the later days when he became most dangerous or throughout 

his time in power. There was no doubt, only varying degrees of collaboration, resistance, or 

retirement. This is a different kind of uncertainty, one of wondering if you are next. It is also 

 
87 Noted with a thanksgiving commemoration by the Arval Brethen in September 87. 
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likely to have encouraged more active resistance (and, based on the evidence, did so). The role of 

princeps had been separated from the Julio-Claudians, and there must have been no shortage of 

consular families who privately considered how they would establish their own legitimacy. 

Without a strong hereditary component – and Domitian had no heirs – transgressions against the 

senate rankled that much more, and Domitian’s embrace of the army suggests he knew he needed 

protection.   

The greatest difference between Tiberius and Domitian is in the degree to which they 

publicly embraced their power. Ever the successor, Tiberius looked back. He was a reluctant and 

reserved ruler, quick to delegate responsibility for better or worse.  Domitian sought to impose 

his own image and will on the city and empire. There was no fiction of the Republic that needed 

to be managed, and partners in power only subtracted from his own glory. Accounts of Tiberius 

and Domitian thus present two different models of tyranny, one based on concealment and 

evasion, the other on display and assertion. Both demanded more from the senate than it would 

give. The obvious conclusion of their pairing is an ironic twist on the reign of Tiberius: a need 

for moderation.  
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Conclusion 

In the preceding dissertation I have attempted to put in a new light several aspects of 

Tiberius’ reign. First, I have established that Tiberius did not initially operate with full control of 

all levers of power. Enduring Republican ideology drove the oath of loyalty at his accession and 

led to its incorporation among articulations of power in the Principate. The last vestiges of Latin 

provincial coinage show a gap in understanding between Roman and provincial ideology of the 

domus Augusta, and further reinforce the presence of ideological space that had not yet been 

filled with a clear vision of the princeps and his role in society. Later accounts, and Tacitus’ 

especially, show that Tiberius’ practice of moderatio reflected the nascency of imperial ideology 

while also hindering its development. Moderatio was, however, responsive to both the 

Republican past and Tiberius’ exceptional role as the first successor. The later historiographic 

tradition encodes a fundamentally elite Roman view of Tiberius, and interactions with this group 

are uniquely important to the tradition. Moderatio did not succeed in fostering a stable political 

ideology, as the senate attempted to recreate Republican routes to prominence and wealth that 

were not suited to the Principate. The literature of Tiberius’ own time reflects these deep 

connections with the past and emphasizes the Principate as a development that did not require 

reorientation away from that past. Through accidents of preservation or in reflection of the times, 

surviving Tiberian authors show the same aversion to deep engagement with contemporary 

events and statecraft that also characterizes the senate in retreat from its duties. By comparing 

Tiberius to Domitian we can see just how unusual Tiberius’ position was. The two emperors, 

often disparaged for the aura of fear they created, in fact represent opposite ends of the spectrum 

in their embrace of autocratic power.  
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This dissertation also contributes to larger conversations about loyalism and ideology in the 

early Principate. In this regard I am engaging with earlier scholarship, much of which focuses on 

the provinces, to explore how Roman ideology was understood and propagated; part of my work 

is bringing the same lens to bear on Rome itself in understanding the progress of imperial 

ideology through internal politics. I view my work’s contributions to the study of loyalism and 

ideology as relying on and contributing to a scholarly tradition that includes Clifford Ando’s 

Imperial Ideology and Provincial Loyalty, Greg Rowe’s Princes and Political Cultures, and 

Carlos Noreña’s Imperial Ideals in the Roman West.1 Ando presents a view of ideology as an 

intersubjective belief system that underpins social arrangements, and he credits Rome’s long 

endurance to a successfully negotiated discourse (generally between center and periphery) that 

constructed an ideological consensus based on the benefits of Roman rule. The first part of his 

book is also concerned with the institutional charisma of the emperor, an idea that is crucial to 

my examination of Tiberius and his actions. His fundamental framing of issues through the 

heuristic of discourse analysis has shaped my approach to interpreting the evidence, but his 

temporally broad and largely asynchronous approach has proven less useful in understanding the 

crucial principate of Tiberius. Chapters 4 and 5 of his work, which discuss communicative acts 

of Roman government and the central role played by a beneficent emperor representing the state, 

are especially useful to my analysis by their comparative absence under Tiberius, when these 

concepts had not yet been fully developed.  

Greg Rowe’s work on the epigraphic evidence from Tiberius’ time has likewise been 

influential on my thinking but does not arrive at the same conclusions. Rowe’s analysis of the 

Tiberian decrees (and much else besides) shows the emergence of a new hierarchy in Roman 

 
1 Ando 2000, Rowe 2002, and Noreña 2011, respectively.  
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society and politics across various constituencies, and demonstrates with great clarity that the 

emperor was a central source of power for the relative positioning of these constituencies. This 

aspect of his argument is supported by my own analysis, and I too find evidence that various 

groups relied on Tiberius as princeps to augment their importance through the offering of honors 

to him and his household. The collective awarding and publication of honors for the domus 

Augusta (broadly, the practice of loyalism) in return for advantage was practiced under Tiberius, 

and it did contribute to an ideology of consensus that bolstered imperial legitimacy. I differ from 

Rowe significantly in how quickly and effectively this process played out. While Rowe finds in 

the documents of the time a new working order, I have found merely the wish for such an order, 

in which official documents are one communicative act (as Ando would have it) but by no means 

the whole story. In fact, it is my belief that they often sanitize and conceal, rather than record, the 

messy truth of Tiberius’ reign. Likewise the developing focus on successors as guarantors of 

stability indicated by his title seems to understate the centrality of the reigning princeps in that 

role, as reflected by contemporary literature. I do not mean to caricature Rowe’s sensitive 

analysis; I simply differ in how far I find the process to have progressed under Tiberius. My view 

of loyalism under Tiberius is thus aligned with Rowe in acknowledging its practice, but I view it 

as one avenue by which various groups struggled relatively unsuccessfully to make room for 

Tiberius in the ideological landscape.  

Although focused on the period after the Julio-Claudians, Carlos Noreña’s monograph, 

Imperial Ideals in the Roman West, bears on my work in two important ways. First, it explicitly 

highlights the multiple motivations for expressing Roman ideology beyond loyalty, and does so 

by examining what provincial leaders stood to gain from these demonstrations. His argument 

does not run directly contrary to that found in Ando’s 2000 work, but emphasizes the various 
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alternative reasons for centering the emperor in a way that resonates with my own exploration of 

Tiberius’ reign. Its focus on the ongoing (re)construction of ideological support for the princeps 

accords with my own view of the process at this early stage especially. I do not think the works 

of Noreña and Ando are strictly incompatible, but I am more sympathetic to Noreña’s place of 

emphasis. The second important way that Noreña’s work intersects with my own is in his 

framing of social power. Though we arrived at its use independently, Noreña also grounds his 

understanding of the emperor’s role and function in the writing of Michael Mann’s 1986 The 

Sources of Social Power, as I do, and so I have found much of his approach to understanding the 

creation of ideology useful even if he addresses different emperors and, indeed, a different era 

altogether.  

These three authors have loomed largest in my thinking about ideology, and my work 

responds to theirs on this topic. Each of them has constructed a different vision of how an 

ideology surrounding the emperor grew, was interpreted and responded to, and, to varying 

degrees, evolved continuously over time. The nature of my own work has left me in a different 

place: because I view the matter as still uncertain at Tiberius’ withdrawal from the city, I do not 

offer full resolution, instead attempting to document and explain the process. My hope is that the 

earliest stages in the construction of Roman imperial ideology, including its failures, will be 

shown to have shaped the course of its later development. Under Tiberius I have found most of 

all an attempt to chart a course forwards, not the successful means of doing so. While my work 

cannot answer questions of the longue durée evolution of Roman politics, it offers deeper 

understanding of a fundamental moment in that evolution.  

There are some questions that have remained unanswered, and so invite further scholarship. 

As the project progressed, I felt increasingly keenly the importance of religion to the emperor’s 
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position, an aspect that I address at times but have not analyzed programmatically. This is a part 

of the problem that must still be worked out regarding Tiberius, and was surely a significant part 

of his social power. The difficulty of doing so points to another considerable challenge that I 

have not fully overcome: the need to understand actors and institutions as changing, perhaps 

considerably, over the course of Tiberius’ reign. While I have tried to order events carefully and 

track change over time, the paucity of contemporary evidence – and unreliability of later 

historians on points of chronology – has nevertheless resulted in a more static picture of both 

emperor and senate than was likely the case. The senate in particular bears closer scrutiny for its 

self-conception and perhaps self-creation as a class in the ideological landscape. Looking back 

from two millennia later, ten or twelve years feels like a relatively short extent, but a glance at 

modernity reveals how much can change in ideology and social positioning in such a time. I have 

not been blind to this in my analysis, but further work remains.  

Finally, I have generally endeavored to maintain, within reason, a personality-neutral 

approach to the problems Tiberius faced in what I have called a structural approach. This framing 

inevitably occluded some of the contingency inherent in any system, and particularly in 

monarchy. In broadly following Mann’s theoretical approach (and Ando’s, to a lesser degree), my 

model of Tiberian politics foregrounds Roman society as series of overlapping sociospatial 

networks of power; I have looked closely at these networks where I can see them overlap or 

intersect in the belief that to do so can help to reveal the tension of the time more clearly than 

documentary evidence alone. But the ancient authors who provide much of my evidence thought 

and wrote in terms of personality, and even the most subtle, historiographically informed reading 

can go only so far to remedy this discrepancy. My work is not primarily prosopographical or 
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biographical. Robin Seager and Barbara Levick’s respective biographies will have to wait for a 

true successor.  

Despite these lingering questions, I believe that my model of the Tiberian period survives 

scrutiny. In the most basic terms: under Tiberius, uncertainty about the Principate as an 

institutional feature of Roman life is evident in the sources, and generated various responses 

from Roman, imperial, and provincial actors. Actors generally had an interest in reinforcing 

Tiberius’ dominance as part of their attempts at shaping the Principate to their advantage. The 

uncertainty also meant there was risk inherent in political action, due to the prevailing power 

arrangements that favored Tiberius in most circumstances. Hesitance over missteps led to a 

nascent ideology that did little aside from reflect this power imbalance at a crucial point in 

history and thus, I suggest, further enshrined the importance of the princeps in Roman society 

and its political ideology and processes. Ironically, the lack of clear and consistent assertions of 

power by Tiberius – owing in part to Republican practices – revealed that power more clearly, 

and encouraged its acknowledgment and growth. For these reasons the reign of Tiberius held 

lasting importance in the formalization of the Principate as an institutional facet of Roman life 

across the empire. 
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