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PREFACE


Encyclopedia of Roman Emperors seeks to present biographies of the emperors from its foundation by Augustus to the death of Severus Alexander, the last Severan before the chaos of the third century CE. The work covers the fall of the late Republic, where Julius Caesar as Dictator established many of the precedents which Augustus used to create the empire. The work includes not only biographies of emperors but also those of friends, family, and enemies of emperors. The entries of emperors are listed chronologically, and after each emperor are found the entries of their relations, listed in alphabetical order. The work is not all-inclusive, as that would entail a work encompassing thousands of pages, but it attempts to present a selection of biographies of major individuals in the emperor’s household, circle, and foreign leaders. The work also includes a selection of sidebars with primary documents or extracts that complement biographies and events.

I would like to thank Kevin Downing for suggesting this work and helping me transition into retirement. I would further like to thank Emma Ebert, as editor, who provided many useful suggestions, corrections, and help throughout the process and answered many questions.


INTRODUCTION


The Roman Empire existed from 31 BCE to at least 476 if not later. This empire was ruled by men who ran the gamut from strong to weak individuals, strategists to incompetents, military leaders to politicians. The story of the empire’s rule moves between strength and weakness not only through the government but also through the emperors themselves. When rulers were strong, the empire flourished, but when weak, the empire often suffered. This book looks at the rulers, their families, friends, and enemies during the rise of the empire from 50 BCE with Julius Caesar winning the civil war to 235 with the death of Severus Alexander, the last of the Severans, before the chaos of the third century changed the empire from being ruled from the city of Rome to an empire ruled on the frontier and then the east. The major dynasties and intermediary periods include The First Triumvirate with Julius Caesar (60–49 BCE), Julio-Claudians (44 BCE to 68 CE), Year of the Four Emperors (68–69) and Flavians (69–96) forming the third section, Antonines (96–193), Year of the Five Emperors (193), and Severans (193–235) forming the fifth and final section.


The Roman Republic and the Path to Empire

Julius Caesar and the First Triumvirate established the framework for the Roman Empire. The First Triumvirate led the way for the rise of the Roman Empire. The Roman Republic was run with a combination of magistrates under the power of two annually elected consuls, with other subordinate elected officials, an advisory council, the Senate, which often viewed itself as superior to the elected officials. These administrators continually faced political and social upheavals during the late second century BCE, caused by the ambitions of conquering generals, magistrates attempting to either support or tamp down the wishes of the poor, and many nobles, especially in the Senate, desiring to maintain power, prestige, wealth, and honor. Roman politicians, especially generals, attempted to solve the issues through force when the people and/or Senate did not act. The generals Marius and Sulla, as elected consuls or to be elected as consul, had used their armies to force the Roman Senate and people to accept their solutions, which would later fail once they were dead since other generals and politicians would undo their acts, often forced by their own armies. One of the worst civil issues was when the Senate, in the early first century CE, refused to recognize the problems facing Rome in its relations with its allies. The disaffection of the Italian allies, those who had helped Rome gain its empire but did not receive any rewards or benefits, resulted from the harsh treatment they received from the Romans, which led to a bloody war (called the Social War, meaning Allied War) that ruined many of the regions in Italy. The situation was only resolved after much bloodshed when the Romans granted these allies citizenship with all of the rights and privileges that came with being Roman, and the war ended. With the dictatorship of Sulla, who opposed the ideas of the populares, or those who supported the people (such as the general Marius), he attempted to return Rome to a time when the Senate (Optimates) were supreme. The Optimates desired to continue to exert control over the common people (Populares), who now began to look for other leaders to help them. The term “the people” or “Populares” does not mean the common people—often referred to as the “Roman mob” by the Optimates. They were not a homogeneous group of poor Romans; instead, the Populares were a cross section of Roman society with competing desires seeking to challenge the traditional senatorial order’s (Optimates’) control of Roman politics and to wrest power away from the senatorial families. The final conclusion of this struggle, where the power of the Senate was diminished, occurred with the creation of the First Triumvirate, an unofficial cabal of leaders to solve the political chaos in Rome. The final figure in this late Republican struggle became Julius Caesar, who championed the Roman Populares and sought to create a new order, ultimately the imperial structure.
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The members of the First Triumvirate were Marcus Licinius Crassus, Gnaeus Pompey, and Gaius Julius Caesar. The First Triumvirate was created when the Senate refused to accommodate each of these generals. Crassus, a businessman who had connections with the merchants and tax collectors in Asia Minor who had lost money in the east, sought to have these connections’ tax burdens reduced, which the Senate refused. Pompey, who had returned from his victories in the east, desired to have land given to his soldiers and have all of his political resolutions ratified together instead of piece by piece as the Senate demanded so that they could diminish Pompey’s prestige and power. Finally, Caesar, who was in debt, returned from Spain, upon which the Senate refused Caesar’s request that he be allowed to both stand for election as consul and receive a triumph or victory parade. The three generals, who had personal animosity toward each other, put aside their differences and came together in an informal union. Crassus would pay off debts for Caesar and have his allies help Caesar get elected, although he did not receive his triumph; Pompey had his supporters, mainly veterans, vote for Caesar also. Once Caesar became consul, he would put forward laws which would reduce Crassus and his allies’ financial liabilities, have Pompey’s eastern political settlement ratified, and give land for his veterans, and all three would be given military commands: Crassus in the east, Pompey in Spain, and Caesar in Gaul. The three men used their position to maintain control of Rome. Caesar further solidified the union by having his daughter Julia marry Pompey.

Crassus was the first to fall when he moved against Parthia, provoking a war with a former ally and powerful empire. The Parthians became a major enemy of Rome for the next 300 years. The only major kingdom which challenged Rome’s dominance was the Parthian Kingdom in the east. Tracing its origins from the ancient Persian kingdom Parni tribe, an Iranian-speaking tribe in the east, which later adopted the Parthian language from the west, the Parthians rebelled against the Seleucid Empire in the 240s BCE, establishing the kingdom in 238. Ultimately, the Parthians pushed the Seleucid power out of the Iranian plateau and west into Mesopotamia. Within a century, the Parthians ruled the region from the Indus River west to Babylon. Originally, the Parthians and Romans settled on the Euphrates River as the boundary between the two superpowers by Sulla. This “peace” ended with the invasion of the east by the Triumvir Crassus in 53. Caesar and Pompey now began to move away from each other. Caesar’s victories in Gaul made his military reputation and provided him with resources to ultimately lead his army to defeat Pompey and the Optimates. Caesar’s victory over Pompey allowed him to establish sole leadership, resulting in the final breakdown of the Republic, and after Caesar’s assassination, the rise of the empire through his successor Octavian, his grandnephew.



Start of the Roman Empire

The second phase, the establishment of the empire, began with the crises of the Second Triumvirate of Octavian (the future Augustus), Marc Antony, and Marcus Lepidus. The successful winner Octavian established the empire with his victory over Marc Antony and Cleopatra of Egypt in 31 BCE. Octavian—from this point on going by Augustus—created the empire, establishing the Julio-Claudians who ruled from 44 BCE to 68 CE and included Emperor Augustus (with additional entries on Livia, his wife; Agrippa, his son-in-law and admiral; Julia, his daughter; Marc Antony, his enemy and brother-in-law; and Drusus the Elder, his stepson); Augustus’s stepson and second Emperor Tiberius (his nephew Germanicus; his wife, Agrippina the Elder; and Sejanus, his second in command); Augustus’s great-grandson and third Emperor Gaius (Caligula), followed by Gaius’s uncle and Tiberius’s nephew, the fourth Emperor Claudius (Valeria Messalina, his wife; Agrippina the Younger, his niece and wife), and Augustus’s great-great-grandson Nero (Octavia, his wife). This first 100 years or so of the empire shows a microcosm of how the ups and downs of imperial families and rulers existed. Augustus was a strong ruler who set the stage, while Tiberius, a competent ruler, maintained the status quo. Gaius (Caligula), never commanding an army or raised in warfare, weakened the state with his erratic behavior but did change the Augustan façade of ruling within the Republican system. After Caligula’s assassination, his uncle Claudius took over, attempting to strengthen the government after the chaos of Gaius. With Claudius’s death, his grandnephew Nero ascended the throne, ruling for over 10 years, becoming popular and hated before losing support from the army, his real power base. This period provides an example of future dynasties with both strengths and weaknesses.



Continual Changes Within the Empire and Its Leadership

After a year of chaos, the Year of the Four Emperors witnessed a string of short-term emperors—Galba, Otho, and Vitellius, ending with the victory of Vespasian, creator of the second dynasty, the Flavians. Vespasian (advised by Mucianus) was succeeded by his son Titus (whose military activities were recorded by Josephus, as were his relations with Queen Berenice and King Herod Agrippa II). After a short reign, he was succeeded by Domitian, who further concentrated power into the emperor’s hands. This dynasty was similar to the Julio-Claudians, with Vespasian being a strong ruler while Domitian, although not crazy, was autocratic, prompting a series of assassination attempts which ultimately succeeded. The dynasty nevertheless was different from the Julio-Claudians by opening power to a member of the former equestrian class (Vespasian’s ancestors were equestrians), showing that Republican senatorial power had been further reduced.
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After the assassination of Domitian, the empire passed to a caretaker, Nerva, who began the next dynasty, the Antonines. Being past sixty-five with no children, he had served Nero and the Flavians and was a safe choice for both senators and the guard not to disrupt the imperial system. The new dynasty marks a departure from the traditional family dynastic rule and is replaced with adoption, meaning that an emperor would choose his successor rather than leadership being automatically passed to the first male relative. This form of government produced a series of competent rulers who succeeded when they were adults. This change was a result of circumstance rather than a deliberate departure from tradition, as several emperors in this period did not have sons. Nerva, without children, adopted the military general Trajan (Trajan’s wife Plotina played a role in Trajan adopting his successor Hadrian) as his successor and began a renewed period of conquest in Dacia (facing Decebalus) and then Parthia. Also, without children, Trajan adopted his relative Hadrian (who treated his wife Vibia Sabina nearly as a slave and favored Antinous). Known for traveling the empire, Hadrian pulled back from Trajan’s conquest and, also being without children, adopted Antoninus. The empire reached its zenith under Antoninus, who had a daughter, whom he used to begin a new dynasty. Although his daughter (Faustina the Younger) could not rule, Antoninus married her to Marcus Aurelius. Together with his coruler, Lucius Verus, who was married to Marcus Aurelius’s daughter, the empire faced not only external foes on the Danube and against the Parthians, Rome’s traditional enemy in the east, but also a natural disaster, the plague. With the death of Lucius Verus, Marcus Aurelius now planned for the empire to pass to his son Commodus, breaking the rule of adoption. Commodus’s rule devolved into chaos as he allowed his favorite Cleander to take over his rule until Commodus was forced to have him killed. His rule becoming more erratic forced his household to act, assassinating him, ending the Antonine dynasty.

The assassination of Commodus provoked another period of instability with the Year of the Five Emperors, leading to the establishment of the Severan dynasty. Pertinax was chosen after Commodus and attempted to restore stability. His acts angered many of the guards and nobility, resulting in his assassination. The emperorship was then auctioned off to the highest bidder with Didius Julianus winning the bid, but his failure to pay and his attitude toward the people resulted in a series of commanders announcing their candidacy as emperor. Clodius Albinus in Britain declared himself emperor, as did Pescennius Niger in the East, while Septimius Severus in Pannonia moved against Didius Julianus and after defeating him moved against Niger after luring Albinus into an accommodation as his successor. After his victory over Niger, he moved against Albinus and, after defeating him in Gaul, established a new dynasty: the Severans.



The Severans: The Last Dynasty

The final dynasty, the Severans, returned to the formula of the Julio-Claudians and Flavians, producing dynastic rule. This dynasty witnessed the rule of Septimius Severus, who came from North Africa, resulting in a change of base of power from Italy to the provinces. While Trajan and Hadrian were born in Spain, they traced their heritage to Italy; Septimius Severus, however, not only traced his heritage to Italy but also to North Africa from Lepcis, which had received generous grants during the Julio-Claudians and Flavians, making it one of the richest cities in North Africa. Lepcis, along with Oea (Tripolis) and Sabratha, formed the land of the three cities, which had been colonized by the Phoenicians from Tyre and Sidon. After Assyria defeated Tyre and Sidon, many of their refugees fled to North Africa, especially to Carthage. Greeks from Asia Minor also began to establish bases in North Africa. Carthage responded by establishing three trading posts, bearing the title Tripolitania. Their names come from the Libyan tongue, not Punic. Ancestors of the modern Berbers, the Libyans intermarried with the various settlers in the region, producing a heterogenous population. The region of the Gebel and Cinyps Valley made Lepcis rich with grain and olives. Lepcis supported Pompey against Caesar, and upon the latter’s victory, Lepcis was forced to pay three million pounds of olive oil, an immense sum attesting to Lepcis’s wealth. During Augustus’s reign, the province “Africa” had the Legion III Augusta, which further expanded the empire’s boundary to the south and increased Romanization in the province.

The Severan dynasty witnessed the military achievements of Septimius Severus against the Parthians and later in Britain. His successors and sons, Antoninus and Geta, struggled against each other, with Antoninus winning. His rule became reminiscent of Commodus’s reign, with nobles and soldiers plotting against him. His assassination at the hands of Macrinus, who ruled for a year, set about another period of civil war, with Antoninus’s cousin Elagabalus being promoted emperor by Elagabalus’s mother and grandmother, sister of Severus’s wife. The young boy Elagabalus, ill-equipped to rule, plunged the empire into chaos, causing him to elevate his cousin Severus Alexander as his coruler. When Elagabalus attempted to reassert his rule and remove Severus Alexander, the guard rebelled and killed Elagabalus and his mother. Severus Alexander restored some order and ruled effectively until problems in the east resulted in his assassination, plunging the empire into a half century of chaos.
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CHRONOLOGY





	
100 BCE


	
July 12–13 


	
Julius Caesar was born





	
 


	
 


	
Marius was elected consul.





	
73


	
 


	
Third Servile War (73–71) under Spartacus





	
71


	
 


	
Spartacus defeated and killed at battle near Petelia by Crassus.





	
67


	
 


	
Pompey given command against the Cilician pirates defeating them in 66.





	
63


	
 


	
Third Mithridatic War won by Pompey.





	
 


	
 


	
Pompey conquered Jerusalem and entered the Holy of Holies of the Second Temple.





	
 


	
 


	
Cicero elected consul.





	
 


	
 


	
Second Catilinarian conspiracy: Senator Catiline attempts to overthrow the Republic, five of his coconspirators summarily executed in the Mamertine Prison.





	
60


	
 


	
Pompey, Julius Caesar, and Marcus Licinius Crassus create a political alliance, the First Triumvirate.





	
58


	
 


	
Julius Caesar wages his Gallic Wars (58–50).





	
53


	
May 6


	
Crassus defeated and dies at Battle of Carrhae by a smaller Parthian army.





	
49


	
January 10


	
Julius Caesar crosses the Rubicon into Italy with his army beginning Civil Wars.





	
48


	
 


	
Caesar land in Greece in pursuit of Pompey, defeats Pompey at Pharsalus in August.





	
46


	
 


	
Caesar defeats Cato the Younger in Africa and Pompey’s sons in Spain.





	
44


	
March 15


	
Julius Caesar after being declared Dictator for Life assassinated.





	
43


	
November 27


	
The Second Triumvirate created by Octavian (later known as Augustus), Mark Antony, and Marcus Aemilius Lepidus.





	
42


	
 


	
Octavian and Antony defeat Marcus Junius Brutus the Younger and Gaius Cassius Longinus at Philippi.





	
39


	
 


	
Octavian marries Livia Drusilla, biological mother of Tiberius.





	
31


	
September 2


	
Octavian defeats Antony and Cleopatra at Battle of Actium.





	
30


	
August 1


	
In Egypt, Antony commits suicide after his forces defected to Octavian, and Cleopatra commits suicide on August 30.





	
27


	
January 16


	
The Senate grants Octavian the name and titles Augustus and Princeps.





	
21


	
 


	
Augustus marries Julia to his general Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa.





	
17


	
 


	
Augustus adopts the sons of Agrippa and Julia, his grandsons Gaius Caesar and Lucius Caesar, as his own sons.





	
12


	
 


	
Roman forces cross the Rhine into Germania under Nero Claudius Drusus, Tiberius’s brother. Agrippa dies of fever.





	
11


	
 


	
Augustus marries Julia to his general and stepson Tiberius.





	
9


	
 


	
Drusus dies from injuries sustained falling from a horse in Germany.





	
2


	
 


	
Augustus acclaimed Pater Patriae, father of the country, by the Senate. Augustus convicts Julia of adultery and treason, annuls her marriage to Tiberius, and exiles her with her mother Scribonia.





	
2 CE


	
August 20


	
Lucius Caesar dies of a sudden illness.





	
4


	
February 21


	
Gaius Caesar dies in Lycia from wounds suffered in battle.





	
 


	
 


	
Augustus adopts Tiberius as his son and successor.





	
 


	
September 9


	
Publius Quinctilius Varus defeated at Battle of the Teutoburg Forest by Arminius.





	
14


	
August 19


	
Augustus dies and Tiberius is declared emperor by Senate.





	
 


	
 


	
Germanicus, son of Nero Claudius Drusus and adoptive son of Tiberius, appointed commander of Roman forces in Germania.





	
15


	
 


	
Sejanus becomes the sole prefect of the Praetorian Guard.





	
16


	
 


	
Germanicus defeats Arminius at Weser River.





	
19


	
October 10


	
Germanicus dies in Antioch.





	
22


	
 


	
Tiberius marks his son Drusus Julius Caesar as successor.





	
23


	
September 14


	
Drusus Julius Caesar dies.





	
26


	
 


	
Tiberius retires to Capri; Sejanus left in control of Rome.





	
29


	
 


	
Livia, Augustus’s widow and Tiberius’s mother, dies.





	
31


	
October 18


	
Sejanus executed on Tiberius’s orders for treason.





	
37


	
March 16


	
Tiberius dies leaving in his will his offices jointly to Gaius (Caligula) and Drusus Julius Caesar’s son, his grandson, Tiberius Gemellus.





	
38


	
 


	
Gaius orders Tiberius Gemellus to be murdered.





	
41


	
January 24


	
Gaius assassinated by the centurion Cassius Chaerea. The Praetorian Guard proclaims Claudius princeps.





	
 


	
 


	
Claudius restores the Judean monarchy under King Herod Agrippa.





	
43


	
 


	
Senator Aulus Plautius leads four legions into Britain to conquer island.





	
48


	
 


	
Claudius has his wife Messalina executed for conspiracy.





	
49


	
 


	
Claudius marries his niece, Germanicus’s daughter, Agrippina the Younger.





	
50


	
 


	
Claudius adopts Agrippina’s son Nero as his own son and successor.





	
54


	
October 13


	
Claudius poisoned by Agrippina; Nero succeeded him as princeps.





	
55


	
February 11


	
Claudius’s natural son Britannicus poisoned by Nero.





	
59


	
March 23


	
Nero has his mother Agrippina murdered.





	
60


	
 


	
The British Iceni Queen Boudicca leads a revolt against Rome.





	
61


	
 


	
Suetonius Paulinus defeats Boudicca at Battle of Watling Street.





	
64


	
July 18


	
The Great Fire of Rome.





	
 


	
 


	
Nero begins construction of his large and extravagant villa the Domus Aurea.





	
65


	
April 19


	
Nero suppresses the Pisonian conspiracy to appoint the senator Gaius Calpurnius Piso leader of Rome after assassinating Nero.





	
66


	
 


	
The Jewish population rebels against Rome in the First Jewish–Roman War, general Vespasian appointed to suppress the rebellion.





	
68


	
June 9


	
Nero flees Rome and Senate declares him an enemy, has his secretary Epaphroditus kill him.





	
 


	
 


	
The Senate declares Galba, governor of Hispania Tarraconensis, emperor.





	
69


	
January 15


	
The Praetorian Guard assassinates Galba and proclaims Otho emperor.





	
 


	
April 16


	
Vitellius, commander of the Roman army on the lower Rhine, defeats Otho who commits suicide.





	
 


	
July


	
Vespasian’s army in Judaea proclaims him emperor, he sends a force under Mucianus, governor of Syria, to fight against Vitellius.





	
 


	
October 24


	
Vitellius is defeated and retreats to Rome.





	
 


	
December 22


	
Vitellius was executed in Rome by troops loyal to Vespasian and Senate declares Vespasian emperor.





	
70


	
September


	
The Roman general and Vespasian’s son Titus breached the walls of Jerusalem, sacking the destroying the city and Second Temple.





	
79


	
June 23


	
Vespasian dies and is succeeded by his son Titus.





	
 


	
August 24


	
Mount Vesuvius erupts destroying the cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum.





	
80


	
March


	
The Colosseum was completed.





	
81


	
September 13


	
Titus dies of fever and is succeeded by his younger brother Domitian.





	
86


	
 


	
The Dacian King Decebalus invades Moesia starting Domitian’s Dacian War 86–88.





	
96


	
September 18


	
Members of the imperial household assassinate Domitian. The old senator Nerva declared emperor by the Senate.





	
97


	
 


	
Nerva adopts the general and former consul Trajan as his son.





	
98


	
January 27


	
Nerva dies and is succeeded by Trajan.





	
101


	
 


	
Trajan begins his First Dacian War (101–102).





	
105


	
 


	
Trajan defeats King Decebalus and conquers Dacia in Second Dacian War (105–106).





	
113


	
 


	
Roman-Parthian Wars: Trajan launches an expedition against Parthia.





	
115


	
 


	
The Jews in Cyrene rose up against Roman authority in the Diaspora Revolt.





	
116


	
 


	
Trajan conquers Mesopotamia and Assyria and organized them into provinces.





	
 


	
 


	
The Jews of Egypt revolt expanding the Diaspora Revolt.





	
 


	
 


	
Trajan captures the Parthian capital Ctesiphon and deposes Osroes I in favor of his son Parthamaspates of Parthia.





	
117


	
 


	
Roman forces suppress the Jewish revolt in Egypt, Cyrenaica, and Cyprus, ending the Diaspora Revolt.





	
 


	
August 8


	
Trajan dies at Selinus Cilicia.





	
 


	
August 11


	
Hadrian proclaimed emperor by army in Antioch and the Senate.





	
118


	
 


	
Hadrian withdraws from Armenia, Assyria and Mesopotamia.





	
136


	
 


	
Hadrian adopts Lucius Aelius as his son and successor.





	
138


	
January 1


	
Lucius Aelius died.





	
 


	
February 25


	
Hadrian adopts Antoninus Pius as his son and successor granting him tribunician power and imperium conditional on him adopting Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus as his sons.





	
 


	
July 10


	
Hadrian dies after long illness.





	
 


	
July 11


	
Antoninus succeeds Hadrian.





	
161


	
March 7


	
Antoninus dies and is succeeded by Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus.





	
 


	
 


	
Parthians depose the Roman client Armenian king and install their own client causing Roman-Parthian War (161–166).





	
165


	
 


	
The Antonine Plague brought back from Mesopotamia rages through the Roman Empire.





	
166


	
 


	
Roman-Parthian War ends with sacking of the Parthian capital Ctesiphon.





	
169


	
 


	
Lucius Verus dies of the plague; Marcus left as the sole ruler of Rome.





	
 


	
 


	
Germanic tribes on the Danube invade the Roman Empire, beginning the Marcomannic Wars (169–175).





	
177


	
 


	
Marcus names his son Commodus coruler.





	
180


	
March 17


	
Marcus dies and his son Commodus declared emperor.





	
192


	
December 31


	
Commodus strangled to death.





	
193


	
January 1


	
The Praetorian Guard proclaims the consul Pertinax emperor.





	
 


	
March 28


	
Praetorian Guard assassinates Pertinax and proclaims the former consul Didius Julianus, who had provided the highest bid, emperor.





	
 


	
April 9


	
Pescennius Niger, governor Syria, proclaimed emperor.





	
 


	
April 14


	
Pannonia Legions proclaim Septimius Severus emperor.





	
 


	
May


	
The Senate recognize Septimius Severus as emperor and condemns Julianus.





	
 


	
 


	
Clodius Albinus declared emperor by troops, allies with Severus who makes Albinus his Caesar.





	
194


	
 


	
Septimius Severus defeats Niger at Battle of Issus.





	
196


	
 


	
Clodius Albinus declares himself emperor against Severus.





	
197


	
February 19


	
Septimius Severus defeats Clodius Albinus at Lugdunum.





	
 


	
 


	
Septimius Severus invades Parthia in Roman-Parthian Wars and sacks the Parthian capital Ctesiphon but fails to take fortress at Hatra.





	
198


	
 


	
Septimius Severus appoints his eldest son Antoninus (Caracalla) coruler.





	
204


	
 


	
Septimius Severus celebrates Saecular Games.





	
208


	
 


	
Septimius Severus invades Caledonia, modern Scotland, in 208–210.





	
209


	
 


	
Septimius Severus names his youngest son Publius Septimius Geta coruler with Antoninus and himself.





	
211


	
February 4


	
Septimius Severus dies, Antoninus and Geta declared co-emperors.





	
 


	
December 26


	
Praetorian Guards loyal to Antoninus murder Geta in his mother’s arms.





	
217


	
April 8


	
Caracalla assassinated by a member of his bodyguard under orders of Praetorian Prefect Macrinus who is declared emperor.





	
218


	
June 8


	
Septimius Severus’s grandnephew Elagabalus defeats and executes Marcrinus.





	
222


	
March 11


	
Praetorian Guard assassinates Elagabalus and proclaims his cousin Severus Alexander emperor.





	
235


	
March 19


	
Alexander murdered in a mutiny at Mainz.





	
 


	
March 20


	
The army elects Maximinus Thrax emperor.










PART I


Julio-Claudians (49 BCE–68 CE)





Julius Caesar


Gaius Julius Caesar

Dictator (technically not emperor) 49—March 15, 44 BCE

Gaius Julius Caesar, born July 12, 100, came from the ancient Julian (Julii) gens (family), which traced their lineage to Julus, son of Aeneas, the Trojan prince who was the son of the goddess Venus. Julus (also known as Ascanius) founded the city of Alba Longa, where the Julian gens came from. The family supposedly emigrated from Alba Longa to Rome after the third king, Tullus Hostilius, destroyed their city. Thanks to a popular myth, people have often falsely attributed the term “Caesarean section” to being named after Caesar, saying that he was born this way. However, this is all but certainly false, since the procedure would be rare at this time and would have killed his mother, who lived for several decades following Caesar’s birth in 100; the name comes from long or flowing hair, ironic since Julius Caesar was supposedly going bald.

In antiquity, some authors claimed Caesar suffered from the sacred disease, epilepsy—the ancients believed that a seizure came from the gods and, since it often abated quickly, indicated that the gods were directly involved. It is difficult to determine if Caesar had epilepsy or suffered later in his life from other maladies such as malaria, hypoglycemia, cardiovascular disease, or even strokes, all of which could account for the acts witnessed.

During the Republic, families competed for political offices, giving their families honor. Since each year there were two elected consuls, the highest political office in the state, families claimed their prominence by who had held this prestigious office. Below this office was the office of praetor, which again was a prestigious office giving judicial and military command and entry into the Senate, the famed advisory council. Entry into the Senate gave a family more honor, and the family’s descendants were enrolled into the senatorial class, the highest class in Roman society. His family was not politically well known during the mid-Republic, with the first member known as Caesar holding the praetorship during the Hannibalic War in 208 and consul in 157, well after the establishment of the Julii clan and the Republic (509 BCE). It was only in the first century that the family began to move more in the political arena. His father, named Gaius Julius Caesar, had been praetor and then governor of Asia and had married into a powerful family; his sister had married Gaius Marius, the great general who had defeated King Jugurtha of Numidia and the Germans in Gaul, holding the consulship seven times. Under Lucius Cornelius Cinna, a follower of Gaius Marius who held the consulship four times, and an opponent of Sulla (a prominent general and politician at the time), Caesar’s father did not seek the consulship and retired, while Julius Caesar became a priest and married Cinna’s daughter Cornelia, probably in 83 BCE.

[image: An oval carved gemstone with a raised profile of Julius Caesar featuring detailed hair and draped clothing, set in a translucent stone.]

Julius Caesar. The Metropolitan Museum of Art



Caesar

Gaius Julius Caesar wrote a series of works describing his campaigns. What is interesting about Caesar’s works is that they were written in the third person rather than the first, giving the impression that an unbiased viewer describes the situations rather than Caesar. Caesar’s work on Gaul, the Commentaries on the Gallic Wars, was written in successive books yearly after his campaign to describe his actions to the plebeians in Rome to curry favor and support against his enemies. In this extract (The Gallic Wars: Book 1, Chapter 1), Caesar describes the region of Gaul, setting the stage for his invasion of Gaul.


Description of Gaul

Gaul is a whole divided into three parts, one of which is inhabited by the Belgae, another by the Aquitani, and a third by a people called in their own tongue Celtae, in the Latin Galli. All these are different one from another in language, institutions, and laws. The Galli (Gauls) are separated from the Aquitani by the river Garonne, from the Belgae by the Marne and the Seine. Of all these peoples the Belgae are the most courageous, because they are farthest removed from the culture and civilization of the Province, and least often visited by merchants introducing the commodities that make for effeminacy; and also because they are nearest to the Germans dwelling beyond the Rhine, with whom they are continually at war. For this cause the Helvetii also excel the rest of the Gauls in valour, because they are struggling in almost daily fights with the Germans, either endeavouring to keep them out of Gallic territory or waging an aggressive warfare in German territory. The separate part of the country which, as has been said, is occupied by the Gauls, starts from the river Rhone, and is bounded by the river Garonne, the Ocean, and the territory of the Belgae; moreover, on the side of the Sequani and the Helvetii, it touches on the river Rhine; and its general trend is northward. The Belgae, beginning from the edge of the Gallic territory, reach to the lower part of the river Rhine, bearing towards the north and east. Aquitania, starting from the Garonne, reaches to the Pyrenees and to that part of the Ocean which is by Spain: its bearing is between west and north.

Caesar. (1917). Gallic War. Translated by Henry John Edwards. Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.





Sulla, upon his return, had ordered Caesar to divorce her as she was from an important family opposed to Sulla, viewing Caesar as a potential rival; if Caesar had divorced Cornelia, then he would have submitted to Sulla’s party and not that of Marius/Cinna. Caesar refused and was proscribed. He escaped Rome and moved around the countryside, hiding himself. Sulla finally pardoned him through the intercession of Caesar’s friends and relatives and returned to Cornelia. Caesar was a priest and as such was not expected to pursue a political career, probably indicative of his limited financial and political possibilities needed to be elected. Caesar became quaestor, the financial officer for a governor or province, in 69, having not served in any military actions, including the war against Spartacus, which had involved nearly every Roman family for several years. He went to Spain as quaestor, where he would have some military experience; more importantly, his election as quaestor gave him permanent entry into the Senate. At this time, he suffered two losses, the first was his aunt Julia, wife of Marius. He gave the eulogy and had images of Marius displayed, which although probably offended the followers of Sulla, time had elapsed removing most of the popular hatred. Shortly afterward, his wife Cornelia died, presumably in childbirth with their daughter Julia, before he departed for Spain. Caesar likewise gave her eulogy. He then married Pompeia, granddaughter of Sulla, 2 years later in 67 after his term in Spain as quaestor. After returning to Rome, Caesar supported Pompey, especially in the restoration of the tribunate, which Sulla had curtailed. Caesar then supported Pompey in his command against the Cilician (southern Asia Minor) pirates who had raided the eastern Mediterranean, and then against Mithridates of Pontus, who had attacked a nearby Roman ally, Bithynia, in Asia Minor in 67 and 66. In 65, Caesar became aedile, an elected magistrate in charge of the city of Rome’s infrastructure and providing games for the public, giving lavish games and restoring the memorials of Marius over Jugurtha and the Germans, which had been destroyed by Sulla, who had been an enemy of Marius.

Caesar then became pontifex maximus, chief priest of the Roman state, and praetor, the magistrate in charge of judicial affairs and a military official, in 63. He spoke out against executing the conspirators of Catiline, a Roman senator who had attempted to overthrow the state in 63 after losing his election as consul; instead, he advocated for life imprisonment, and senators were being swayed by his argument until Cato, a staunch Republican who opposed anyone against the senatorial party and its position, spoke out against it and advocated execution, and the Senate agreed. It was at this time that Caesar’s wife Pompeia hosted the festival to Bona Dea, the goddess of fertility and women, where no men were allowed to attend. One noble, Publius Clodius Pulcher or Clodius, disguised himself as a woman and entered the festival in hopes of seducing Pompeia. He was caught and prosecuted and ultimately acquitted for sacrilege. Caesar soon after divorced Pompeia saying that “my wife must not be under suspicion,” giving rise to the saying that “Caesar’s wife must be above suspicion.” Caesar then returned to Hispania Ulterior as proconsul, an office in place of a consul but with the military power of a consul, after his praetorship. Since his elections as pontifex maximus and praetor put him in debt due to the number of bribes and gifts to the people needed to get elected, Caesar needed to win riches from battles. He accomplished this by defeating the tribes in northwestern Spain, arriving at the Atlantic. The victories enriched him enough to pay off his debts. He returned to Rome in the summer of 60 facing a decision. He could remain outside the city with his troops in hope of gaining a triumph, a military celebration where a conquering general received the highest honor, or enter the city and stand for the consulship. Cato had refused to allow Caesar to have both, so Caesar abandoned this, earning Caesar’s enmity against Cato. Caesar stood for election in 60 for the consulship for 59. His colleague was Bibulus, one of his biggest enemies. At this point, Caesar reconciled the two men who influenced Rome but hated each other: Crassus, the wealthy financier who had helped pay Caesar’s debts, and Pompey, whose troops had helped elect Caesar. The three of them joined together in an informal association and formed the First Triumvirate, or rule of three, where the men decided the political future of Rome. He helped both as consul; he arranged for reductions for Crassus’s friends, the tax collectors, in Asia, and he had Pompey’s acts in the east ratified. To seal the allyship, he married his daughter Julia to Pompey. Although the Senate under Cato had arranged for Caesar’s consular province to be the forests and fields, an insult and insignificant position—although this may have been inaccurate as his position here would have been to also defend Italy—his relationship with Crassus and Pompey had Caesar’s province transferred to Gaul with its potential for wealth, while Pompey received Spain, still unconquered and potentially wealthy, and Crassus Syria, which opened the way for an attack on Parthia, a foreign kingdom, giving Crassus wealth and prestige. At this time, he married Calpurnia in 59, his third wife, who was seventeen. She was married to him for the remainder of his life, even though he engaged in numerous affairs.

In 58, Caesar left for his command in Gaul. Some accounts mention that Caesar was initially interested in attacking east into Dacia due to its reputed wealth. Whether this was actually seriously planned is unknown; what happened instead is that Caesar, in April 58, moved into Gaul to prevent the Helvetii from moving through Roman territory, defeating them near Geneva. He then moved north to help an ally, defeating the Aedui at Vesontio near the Rhine. In the winter of 58–57, Caesar had moved into the far northeast of Gaul, where he spent 57 subduing the tribes, defeating the Nervii. In 56, he campaigned against the Belgae and then on the north Atlantic coast of Brittany against the Veneti. By this time, it appeared that all of the periphery of Gaul had been subdued, and only the interior remained free, with the tribes not yet subdued by Caesar. It is not clear if Caesar had decided to conquer Gaul when he first received his command but now decided to extend his conquest. Since his command was a vague territory of Gaul, never really defined, Caesar used his command given to him by the triumvirate agreement to continue his campaigns in the north. He then turned his attention to the Germans, where he built a bridge across the Rhine, his frontier, and moved across into Germany to lead a series of punitive raids. Of more impact was his invasion of Britain in 55 and 54. He probably underestimated the size of Britain and the difficulties and time needed to subdue the entire island. Regardless, in late 54, the Belgae revolted, requiring him to return to put them down after they had annihilated his legion there. The following year, a greater problem arose when Vercingetorix, son of the Arvernian chief, rebelled. He defeated a Roman force at Gergovia, west of Lyon, forcing the Romans to withdraw. Unfortunately for Vercingetorix, the attempt to unite the central Gallic tribes against Caesar came too late. Caesar moved to besiege Vercingetorix at Alesia. After arriving, Vercingetorix’s allies in turn besieged Caesar. In 52, the Romans were successful, and Vercingetorix surrendered to avoid wholesale destruction. He was later led in Caesar’s triumph in 46 and executed. Caesar would spend the next year in 51 putting down resistance in Gaul.

While away from Rome, the city was often in turmoil, in part caused by the competition between Pompey and Crassus against the Senate. The opposition to Caesar continued, especially from senators who resented him personally, such as Cato, and others who did not agree with his policies, especially when he was consul in 59. He realized that he needed support to reconfirm his command, so he met with Pompey and Crassus at Luca in 56 to renew the triumvirate for another 5 years, where Pompey and Crassus would hold the consulship in 55, and also extending Caesar’s command. With the death of Pompey’s wife Julia, Caesar’s daughter, and Crassus in Syria against the Parthians, the coalition began to show cracks, especially between Pompey and Caesar. The Senate now began to court Pompey and urged him to counter Caesar. Tensions continued, and in 50, Caesar realized that he needed to act. He petitioned the Senate that he be allowed to stand for election for the consul, as his proconsular position in Gaul was coming to an end, away from Rome, so he would not have to resign his command and be without his army. This was denied; the Senate informed him he needed to resign first and come to Rome as a private citizen. As Caesar knew, if he returned to Rome to stand for election, he would be without his army and open to possible prosecution for acts committed a decade earlier during his first consulship, such as his attack on his fellow consul who objected to Caesar’s legislative program, as well as Cato arguing he had been harmed. In January 49, Caesar suggested that both he and Pompey disarm, but the Senate hardliners who supported Pompey refused. On January 7, 49, the Senate declared Caesar a public enemy and instructed Pompey to save the Republic, allowing him, although only an advisor to the Senate without any office, to raise an army to defend the Republic. Caesar likely would not have been prosecuted if he had returned as a private citizen since he had numerous supporters. Caesar argued that the Senate, through their consuls in 50, would prevent him from running for election and deny his triumph, hurting him not only politically but also personally. Caesar would argue that his dignitas or dignity was attacked and that he needed to defend his honor.

Caesar crossed the Rubicon River, the boundary of his province and Italy with a single legion on January 11, igniting the civil war, supposedly saying that the die was cast. He moved rapidly on Rome, catching Pompey and the Senate by surprise. Pompey fled south to Brundisium with the Senate and fled to Greece. He then left and campaigned in Spain to protect his rear. Caesar defeated the Pompeian forces at the Battle of Ilerda. He accepted the surrender of the armies in Spain and moved back to Rome. He had his lieutenant Lepidus as praetor pass a law that appointed Caesar as dictator, an office rarely used except in times of great hardship, the last being Sulla 30 years earlier, to conduct the elections for 48 as the consuls for the year were with Pompey and away from Rome to hold the elections as required by law; Caesar stood for election. After being elected consul, Caesar resigned the dictatorship after eleven days. Caesar then crossed over to Greece and defeated Pompey at Pharsalus on August 9, 48, and pursued Pompey to Egypt, where Pompey was murdered by soldiers of the Pharaoh of Egypt. Caesar then arrived in Egypt to arbitrate
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Marcus Junius Brutus
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Gaius Cassius Longinus
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Marcus Porcius Cato Uticensis


Caesar’s Enemy
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Marcus Licinius Crassus


Caesar’s Friend
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Crassus’s Defeat and Death by the Parthians
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Caesar’s Enemy
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