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The chaos of the year 69: the civil war

The year 69 AD is remembered as one of the most turbulent periods in Roman history. Nicknamed ‘the year of the four emperors’, this period of chaos and civil war reflected a deep crisis in the empire, which had been left without a strong leader after the fall of Nero. With the Julio-Claudian dynasty extinct, the empire found itself without a clear line of succession and under constant risk of being destabilized by the ambitions of powerful generals and governors. What followed was a succession of clashes, betrayals, and battles for the imperial throne, plunging Rome into chaos and uncertainty, but also laying the groundwork for the rise of a new dynasty: the Flavians.

The death of Nero and the power vacuum

When Nero died in 68 AD, Rome breathed a sigh of relief, but also of unease. With the last of the Julio-Claudians off the stage, the empire was left without a legitimate successor. Nero had ruled Rome in such a personalistic manner that he left no one designated to take the throne, and the days following his death were filled with speculation and chaos.

In the midst of this crisis, the Senate tried to take the initiative by proclaiming Servius Sulpicius Galba, a veteran general and governor of the province of Hispania, as emperor. Galba had a reputation as an austere and disciplined man—qualities the Senate considered necessary after years of Nero’s extravagance and wastefulness. However, Galba was not exactly a popular figure among the soldiers or the people. His rigid, uncompromising way of governing quickly earned him enemies. Moreover, his decision not to reward the troops who had supported him in reaching the throne was a costly mistake.

Meanwhile, in other parts of the empire, the news of Galba’s rise was met with ambition and mistrust by several governors and generals who saw the lack of a legitimate successor as an opportunity to seize power. Thus began a succession of uprisings and revolts, as each leader tried to win the favor of the troops and secure a place in Rome, while the empire fragmented into rival factions.

Otho and the first betrayal

One of the first challenges to Galba’s power came from Marcus Salvius Otho, a man with a long political career and ambitions of his own. Otho had been a close ally of Nero and, after his death, expected Galba to name him as his successor. However, Galba decided to appoint another heir, Lucius Calpurnius Piso, without considering Otho’s possible reaction. This decision was interpreted as a betrayal by Otho, who did not hesitate to act immediately.

Otho, determined not to be left out of the line of succession, approached the Praetorian Guard—a group already resentful of Galba due to his austerity policies. Promising rewards and more generous leadership, Otho quickly gained the support of the Praetorians. In an act of open betrayal, the Praetorian Guard soldiers murdered Galba in the Forum in January 69 AD, and Otho was proclaimed emperor by his troops and eventually recognized by the Senate.

However, Otho’s reign was neither easy nor long-lasting. His rise to the throne only worsened Rome’s situation, as many generals, seeing how easily a leader could seize power with military backing, began to mobilize hoping to do the same. Among them was Aulus Vitellius, a general who, from Germania, had earned the loyalty of the Rhine legions and also had his own plans for the throne.

The threat of Vitellius and the battle for power

Vitellius, a strong-willed leader with considerable influence over the legions in Germania, was not about to let Otho rule without putting up resistance. Aware of his troops’ loyalty and the discontent that Otho’s rapid rise had generated in some sectors of Rome, Vitellius decided he too had a right to the throne. The Rhine legions, who saw him as a solid leader attuned to the army’s needs, supported him without hesitation, and thus began his march on Rome.

Otho, aware of the threat Vitellius posed, assembled an army and marched north to confront him. The two forces met at Bedriacum, near modern-day Cremona, in a battle that would decide Rome’s fate. The fighting was fierce, but the experience and numerical superiority of Vitellius’s troops prevailed, and Otho’s army was defeated.

Faced with defeat, Otho made an unexpected and, to some, honorable decision. Instead of prolonging the civil war, he chose to commit suicide to avoid further bloodshed. His death left the path clear for Vitellius to take power, and in April 69 AD, he was proclaimed emperor. However, as would soon be proven, Vitellius’s victory was far from securing peace.

Vitellius: a brief reign marked by excess

With Vitellius on the throne, Rome went from Galba’s austerity and Otho’s ambition to a government characterized by luxury and opulence. Vitellius, though an experienced general, seemed uninterested in reforming or stabilizing the empire. Instead, he indulged in a life of banquets, celebrations, and extravagance reminiscent of Nero’s days. The people of Rome, who had hoped for positive change, soon began to see Vitellius as another emperor using power for his own desires.

Likewise, his government was tainted by favoritism and excess that quickly bred discontent. Vitellius appointed personal friends and allies to important positions, disregarding competence and meritocracy. The empire’s coffers began to empty, and the provinces, still facing tensions and revolts, felt increasingly abandoned. His leadership style fostered a sense of misrule and corruption that troubled both citizens and soldiers alike.

In this context of instability and decay, another figure emerged who would represent hope for change for many Romans: Vespasian, a general with a solid military career and the respect of the legions in Judea, where he was leading the campaign against the Jewish rebellion. His reputation as a pragmatic and austere man made him an attractive option for those who wanted responsible leadership focused on restoring order in the empire.

Vespasian: the march on Rome

Seeing the widespread discontent with Vitellius and feeling the support of his troops and the eastern provinces, Vespasian decided to take the final step and march on Rome. Without much persuasion needed, his legions proclaimed him emperor in July 69 AD, and the news was received with enthusiasm in several provinces that shared the desire for a change in leadership in the capital.

As Vespasian’s forces advanced, Vitellius tried to organize a resistance, but his support was increasingly weak. In December, troops loyal to Vespasian entered Rome, unleashing a fierce battle in which Vitellius was defeated and captured. In a symbolic act of change, Vitellius was executed in public, ending his brief, chaotic, and decadent reign.

With Vitellius out of the way, Vespasian entered Rome as the new emperor. His arrival marked the end of the year of the four emperors and the beginning of a new era for Rome. Backed by the legions and the support of many citizens who longed for stability, Vespasian took on leadership with a clear vision of reconstruction and restoring a sense of order and discipline to the empire.

The end of chaos and the beginning of a new dynasty

The year 69 AD, with its civil wars, betrayals, and brief reigns, was a test for the empire. Rome had been on the brink of collapse, and the succession of short-lived leaders made it clear that without a strong and committed figure, the empire risked fragmentation. Vespasian, a pragmatic leader, became the savior of Rome, and his rise represented renewed hope for the empire.

With him in command, Rome finally found the stability it so desperately longed for. The new Flavian dynasty, founded by Vespasian, focused on economic reconstruction, strengthening the provinces, and restoring discipline in the army. After a year of chaos and internal strife, Rome was ready to begin a new chapter—one in which Vespasian’s pragmatism and austerity would replace the excesses and unbridled ambitions that had marked the ‘year of the four emperors’.
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Vespasian and the rise of the Flavian dynasty

With the end of the chaotic year 69 AD, the Roman Empire finally found a leader capable of restoring the stability it so desperately longed for: Vespasian. The arrival of this veteran general on the throne represented a breath of fresh air for a Rome tired of instability, civil wars, and excess. Unlike his immediate predecessors, Vespasian was not an aristocrat by birth nor did he belong to an ancient noble family; he came from an equestrian family in the Sabine region, of modest origins, but with a solid military career and a reputation for pragmatism and austerity. He was the leader Rome needed in that moment of reconstruction and peace. Thus began the rise of the Flavian dynasty, an era that would mark the consolidation of the empire under a new governing philosophy and under leadership that, though simple in appearance, left a deep mark on Roman history.

An emperor of humble origins

Vespasian was a different kind of emperor from what Rome had seen before. While the Julio-Claudians and other Roman aristocrats saw themselves as descendants of gods and surrounded their lives with pomp and ceremony, Vespasian represented a new generation of leaders: pragmatic, hardworking, and focused on administration. He came from a family of modest landowners and never hid his origins, which made him closer to the people and to the legions that supported him. From a young age, he had built a solid military career, and his battlefield experience earned him the respect of his soldiers and the knowledge necessary to understand the empire’s practical challenges.

For the Romans, having an emperor with his feet on the ground was a refreshing change. Vespasian had no interest in unnecessary luxuries or excessive displays of power. His priority was to strengthen the empire and ensure that the administration ran efficiently. This pragmatic approach led him to make decisions that, while sometimes unpopular, were aimed at restoring the empire’s finances and stabilizing relations both in Rome and the provinces.

This humility and focus on discipline made Vespasian’s figure quickly accepted and respected. He did not behave like a distant or superior leader, but as a man willing to work for the good of the empire. Instead of building himself a throne surrounded by jewels and silks, he preferred the solidity of orderly government and the restoration of a Rome that, after the year of the four emperors, needed an anchor of stability.

The priority: restoring the empire’s finances

One of the first challenges Vespasian had to face was the empire’s economic situation, which was in a disastrous state. The excessive spending of recent emperors, combined with the devastation caused by the civil wars, had left public coffers virtually empty. Aware of this reality, Vespasian undertook a plan of economic reforms that, although unpopular in some cases, allowed Rome to recover and strengthen its position in the world.

One of his most famous measures was the introduction of
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