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    Rome, master of the world, staggers as armies, courtiers, and chance contest her soul. Tacitus’s Histories plunges readers into a society whose institutions strain under the pressure of civil war and succession crises. The book’s central drama is not merely who rules, but what rule becomes when fear, ambition, and necessity drive decisions. In crisp, darkly resonant prose, Tacitus studies the ways power reshapes character and corrodes public life, tracing how private motives spill into public catastrophe. The result is a portrait of an empire testing the limits of endurance and legitimacy, where victory often looks indistinguishable from loss.

The Histories is a classic because it joins relentless psychological insight to an art of narrative compression that few historians have matched. Like Thucydides and Sallust, Tacitus forged a style that is at once analytical and tragic, elevating political history into a study of human nature under extreme stress. His influence radiates through centuries of prose, helping to define how later writers depict autocracy, civil conflict, and statecraft. The book’s endurance rests on its capacity to clarify power’s workings without simplifying them, and to reveal how the fates of armies and emperors turn on calculations, misjudgments, and the stubborn facts of character.

Publius Cornelius Tacitus, a Roman senator and historian, composed The Histories in the early second century CE, most likely during the reign of Trajan. The work originally aimed to cover the tumultuous period beginning in 69 CE, the so‑called Year of the Four Emperors, and to extend through the subsequent decades of the Flavian era. What survives today includes Books 1 through 4 and part of Book 5, a fragment that nevertheless offers a vivid panorama of Rome’s political, military, and social upheavals. The narrative opens as the Julio‑Claudian line ends, and the empire’s leadership becomes an open question.

Tacitus writes not simply to record events but to examine the moral and institutional mechanics by which empires endure or decay. Drawing on senatorial experience, official records, and earlier accounts, he presents a disciplined chronology marked by rapid shifts of scene that mirror the empire’s volatility. His purpose is interpretive as much as descriptive: to trace causes, test motives, and weigh consequences without collapsing complexity into polemic. The Histories thus serves as a case study in the pressures that civil strife exerts on law, custom, and conscience, probing how responsibility is distributed among rulers, officers, and citizens in times of accelerating crisis.

The book’s artistry lies in its fusion of concise narrative, penetrating character sketches, and stark juxtapositions. Tacitus’s prose advances by pointed contrasts—courage beside opportunism, loyalty beside calculation—creating a chiaroscuro of public life. He is sparing with praise and measured in censure, yet his pages thrum with moral intensity. Set‑piece speeches, carefully placed, illuminate competing visions of duty and necessity, while the swift reporting of rumor, fear, and sudden reversals restores the texture of lived uncertainty. The voice is unmistakable: compressed, aphoristic, and edged with irony, advancing arguments about power even as it acknowledges the fog in which decisions are made.

The surviving books guide readers through the empire’s fractured map in 69–70 CE, when legions in various provinces assert claims, allies shift, and the Senate’s authority is tested. Cities and camps, Rhine and Danube frontiers, and the eastern provinces each become stages on which loyalty and ambition collide. Tacitus attends both to the grand maneuvers of commanders and to the quieter, consequential choices of administrators and communities. He registers provincial unrest, including disturbances in Judaea and the Batavian revolt, not as digressions but as integral to a world system under strain. The result is a genuinely imperial history, attentive to center and periphery alike.

The Histories helped shape a long tradition of political reflection known as Tacitism, influential among Renaissance humanists and early modern thinkers who mined Tacitus for insights into reason of state. His skepticism about flattery and his analysis of power’s disguises resonated with readers navigating monarchies and nascent bureaucracies. In the eighteenth century, major historians drew on his example of moralized narrative and pointed characterization, and his cadences echo in later prose histories of empire. From Justus Lipsius’s learned commentaries to Edward Gibbon’s polished ironies, Tacitus’s imprint is visible in style, method, and ambition, securing his place in the canon of world historiography.

At the heart of The Histories lie themes of legitimacy, complicity, and the price of stability. Tacitus explores how institutions fray when fear governs, how obedience can shade into guilt, and how private griefs and hopes feed public outcomes. Fortune’s caprice is never far from view, yet human agency—courage, prudence, obstinacy—matters decisively. He repeatedly asks what citizens owe the state when the state itself seems to have lost its moral bearings, and how leaders can claim obedience without resorting to terror. The answers are provisional and contested, which is precisely why the book continues to provoke and instruct.

Tacitus’s method balances inquiry and drama. He tests sources, marks uncertainty, and remains sensitive to the distortions produced by panic and propaganda. He also stages scenes with theatrical economy, letting small details carry large arguments: a hurried oath, an unnerving omen, a camp’s restless murmur. His speeches clarify ideas in contention, not as verbatim records but as analytical portraits of political reasoning under stress. Throughout, he pairs large structures—armies, senates, provinces—with intimate moral pressures. The result is history that thinks while it moves, a narrative that advances with relentless momentum yet pauses to assay the character of decision and the cost of error.

To read The Histories is to negotiate a dense weave of names, places, and rapid reversals, but the effort is rewarded by a lucid sense of how power actually functions. The surviving portion is incomplete, and that very incompleteness sharpens attention to the through‑lines Tacitus lays down: the claims of discipline, the seductions of expedience, the endurance of civic memory. Modern readers may approach the work as both literature and inquiry, listening for its judgments while scrutinizing its evidence. Each translation renders Tacitus’s compression differently, yet his intellectual profile—cool, severe, searching—remains recognizably intact across languages and eras.

The Histories remains relevant because it speaks to perennial dilemmas: succession without consensus, the militarization of politics, the corrosion of truth by rumor, and the vulnerability of institutions to cascading shocks. Tacitus shows how swiftly norms can erode when incentives reward rashness and how hard it is to restore trust once fractured. In studying an empire’s self‑examination, contemporary readers encounter a mirror for modern crises, whether in states wrestling with polarization, contested authority, or the tensions between center and periphery. The book does not prescribe a program; it cultivates judgment, inviting readers to weigh motives and foresee consequences in unsettled times.

This introduction frames The Histories as a work of urgent clarity: a study of power’s theater, a chronicle of civil war, and a sustained meditation on responsibility. Composed by a senator steeped in Roman public life, it distills a chaotic epoch into a narrative of rare concision and moral weight. Its artistry, influence, and intellectual rigor secure its classic status, while its central concerns—legitimacy, fear, ambition, and endurance—keep it alive for new audiences. Readers will find in Tacitus a companion both stern and illuminating, whose lasting appeal lies in the precision with which he teaches us to see power—and ourselves.
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    The Histories by Tacitus is a Roman historical narrative that originally aimed to cover the years from the fall of Nero to the death of Domitian. The surviving books recount the tumult beginning in AD 69, the so‑called Year of the Four Emperors, and extend through campaigns of 70. Tacitus opens by noting the period’s extraordinary upheavals, with emperors made and unmade by armies, and explains his intention to record events accurately after an era in which truth was dangerous. He sets the stage with a brief orientation to the state of the empire, its armies, and the political uncertainties following Nero’s death.

Book 1 begins with Servius Sulpicius Galba’s brief rule. Elevated by the Spanish legions against Nero, Galba enters Rome amid expectations of reform but quickly alienates soldiers and citizens through austerity and strict discipline. He adopts Lucius Calpurnius Piso as heir, bypassing Marcus Salvius Otho, whose ambitions had been encouraged. Discontent within the Praetorian Guard grows, fueled by unpaid promises and rivalries among advisers. On the day of the consular sacrifices in January 69, Otho’s supporters stage a coup in the Forum. Tacitus narrates the rapid collapse of Galba’s support, the deaths of Galba and Piso, and Otho’s proclamation as emperor.

Tacitus then follows Otho’s short reign and the simultaneous challenge from Aulus Vitellius, who had been proclaimed emperor by the Rhine legions before Galba’s death. Otho seeks senatorial recognition and attempts conciliation in Rome while dispatching forces north. The armies meet near Bedriacum, close to Cremona, in the first major battle between rival claimants. After initial tactical successes and reverses, Otho’s forces are defeated. Tacitus presents Otho’s decision to commit suicide as a deliberate effort to spare Rome further civil bloodshed, and records the orderly transfer of power to Vitellius, whose supporters enter Italy and assume control of the capital.

With Vitellius installed, Book 2 describes his entry into Rome, the assumption of offices, and arrangements for government and reward of his followers. Tacitus reports celebrations, largess, and the burden these placed on the treasury, alongside tensions among commanders Fabius Valens and Aulus Caecina. Provincial concerns continue, including unsettled conditions on the frontiers. Meanwhile in the East, the legions in Judaea and Syria reassess loyalties amid the ongoing war in Judaea. Tacitus marks the emergence of Titus Flavius Vespasianus as a candidate, drawing attention to the role of governors and armies stationed far from Rome in determining succession.

Books 2 and 3 recount the Flavian bid for power. Vespasian gains support from the Syrian governor Mucianus and from Tiberius Alexander in Egypt, securing control over vital grain supplies. The Judaean and eastern legions proclaim him emperor, and the Danubian armies follow. While Mucianus advances more slowly, Antonius Primus leads a rapid thrust from the Danube into northern Italy. Vitellius’ forces under Valens and Caecina concentrate near Cremona. Caecina’s attempted defection fails to resolve the conflict. The Second Battle of Bedriacum brings a Flavian victory; Cremona is sacked after the fighting. Tacitus traces the shifting allegiances and hardening of positions.

Book 3 continues with Vitellius’ failing position. Attempts at negotiation collapse, and street fighting erupts in Rome. Tacitus describes the destruction of the Temple of Jupiter on the Capitoline during clashes between Vitellian forces and supporters of the Flavians led by Vespasian’s brother Sabinus. After further engagements, Flavian troops press into the city. Vitellius is captured and killed, and order is gradually restored under the new regime. Mucianus arrives to oversee the transition while Vespasian remains in the East. The Senate confirms Flavian authority, rewards and punishments are issued, and measures are taken to stabilize administration and the urban cohort.

Book 4 addresses the early Flavian consolidation and continuing unrest in the provinces. Tacitus outlines administrative changes, senatorial proceedings, and the settlement of affairs in Italy and Spain. Attention then shifts to the Rhine frontier and the Batavian revolt led by Julius Civilis. Drawing on grievances over recruitment and local autonomy, Civilis rallies Batavian cohorts and neighboring tribes. Roman garrisons are isolated, and legions in Lower Germany, operating from Vetera, face siege and eventual capitulation. The turmoil spreads into Gaul, where leaders such as Julius Classicus and Tutor encourage a short‑lived separatist movement, testing loyalties of communities and auxiliary forces.

Tacitus follows the imperial response as Petillius Cerealis takes command against the rebels, recovering territory and reasserting Roman control through a series of engagements along the Meuse and Rhine. He records the political shifts among Gallic elites and the gradual unraveling of the separatist cause. Book 5 opens with an ethnographic survey of the Jewish people, their origins and customs, and then describes the siege of Jerusalem under Titus, noting the city’s fortifications, factions, and the conduct of the campaign. The narrative breaks off in mid‑year: the Judaean account remains partial, and the Batavian story ends amid negotiations between Civilis and Cerealis.

Throughout, The Histories presents the mechanisms by which imperial power changed hands under military pressure and the effects of civil war on Rome and its provinces. Tacitus emphasizes the decisive role of the legions, the vulnerability of senatorial authority, and the complexity of provincial allegiances during crisis. He records ceremonies, omens, council debates, and battlefield outcomes to show how decisions were made and justified. The surviving books culminate in the establishment of the Flavian dynasty and the suppression of major revolts, while indicating a larger plan to continue through later reigns. The work thus offers a structured account of a turbulent transition.
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    The Histories is set in the Roman Empire during and immediately after the Year of the Four Emperors (69 CE), a moment when the geographic breadth of imperial power collided with a crisis of succession. Rome itself—its Forum, Capitol, and Palatine—functions as the nerve center where senatorial decrees and urban violence shape events. Yet decisive forces lie in the provinces: Rhine and Danubian legions in Germania and Pannonia, eastern commands in Syria and Judaea, and the crucial grain lifeline from Alexandria in Egypt. The setting therefore spans Italy, Gaul, the Rhineland, the Balkans, Syria, and Judaea, reflecting an empire whose cohesion depended on distant armies and supply routes.

The time is one of institutional improvisation after the fall of the Julio-Claudian house (ended with Nero in 68 CE). The principate lacks a lawful mechanism of succession, so authority is tested by rival claimants backed by regional armies and the Praetorian Guard. Rome’s urban plebs, reliant on the annona (grain dole), watches as commanders in Cologne, Antioch, Caesarea, and Alexandria determine outcomes. The religious and symbolic heart of Rome—the Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus on the Capitoline—becomes a battlefield. Tacitus situates events against the early imperial administrative map: senatorial and imperial provinces, legions stationed along frontiers, and a capital city vulnerable to military intrusion.

The prelude to 69 was the collapse of Nero’s authority in 68 CE. Gaius Julius Vindex, governor of Gallia Lugdunensis, rebelled in spring 68, calling on Servius Sulpicius Galba, governor of Hispania Tarraconensis, to assume leadership. Vindex was defeated at Vesontio (Besançon) by Verginius Rufus, and killed himself in May. The Senate soon declared Nero a public enemy; he committed suicide on June 9, 68 at the villa of Phaon. Galba was recognized and marched to Rome, signaling the end of the Julio-Claudians. Tacitus treats this collapse as the essential antecedent: a principate unmoored from heredity, leaving the armies and Senate to improvise legitimacy.

Galba entered Rome in October 68 CE and tried to restore fiscal discipline, refusing donatives to troops and punishing perceived corruption. His austerity alienated soldiers and the urban masses. On January 1, 69, legions in Upper Germany refused the oath to Galba; on January 2, the Lower German army proclaimed Aulus Vitellius emperor at Colonia Agrippinensis (Cologne). Seeking a successor, Galba adopted Lucius Calpurnius Piso (January 10), angering Marcus Salvius Otho, who courted the Praetorian Guard. On January 15, 69, the Guard murdered Galba and Piso near the Lacus Curtius in the Forum. Tacitus opens here, dramatizing the Guard’s kingmaking power and senatorial paralysis.

Otho, recognized by the Senate, sought to stabilize Rome while preparing to confront Vitellius’s German legions advancing into Italy under Fabius Valens and Aulus Caecina Alienus. Otho’s generals, including Suetonius Paulinus and Marius Celsus, urged caution and consolidation around the Po. Nevertheless, an early confrontation occurred at the First Battle of Bedriacum (near Cremona) on April 14, 69. Othonian forces were defeated after a grueling engagement. Two days later, on April 16, Otho committed suicide at Brixellum, a gesture Tacitus portrays as tragic stoicism amid civil catastrophe. The episode shows the book’s concern with character under stress and the costs of military decision-making.

Vitellius entered Rome in July 69 CE. His short reign featured indulgence, heavy banqueting, and attempts to secure loyalty by creating new praetorian units loyal to him while disbanding Otho’s. Meanwhile, his commanders diverged: Caecina Alienus wavered in loyalty; Fabius Valens delayed bringing reinforcements from Gaul. In the Danubian provinces, legions resentful of German dominance stirred, and in the East, a rival center coalesced. Tacitus maps this fragmentation carefully, showing how regional armies and their prefects or legates could challenge central authority when succession procedures were undefined and when Rome’s supplies and finances were strained by the cost of civil war.

Titus Flavius Vespasianus, commanding in Judaea since 67 CE, was proclaimed by eastern forces in summer 69. On July 1, Tiberius Julius Alexander, prefect of Egypt, swore the Alexandrian legions to Vespasian; by July 3, Judaean legions followed, and Gaius Licinius Mucianus, governor of Syria, joined. Strategic control of Alexandria allowed Vespasian to threaten Rome’s grain supply, a decisive lever. He entrusted the Italian campaign to Danubian legions under Antonius Primus and Cornelius Fuscus, while Mucianus advanced from the Balkans. Tacitus connects these maneuvers to the empire’s geography: who controls grain, money, and veteran-heavy legions can define legitimacy faster than any senatorial decree.

The Second Battle of Bedriacum (near Cremona) in late October 69 decided Italy. Antonius Primus led Legio VII Galbiana (later Gemina), XIII Gemina, and other Danubian units against Vitellian forces commanded by Caecina and the stauncher parts of Valens’s army. After a night and day of savage fighting around Cremona, the Flavians prevailed. Cremona was sacked and burned—an atrocity within Italy that shamed Roman arms and horrified contemporaries. Tacitus dwells on the sack as emblematic of civil war’s moral inversion: troops learned on frontiers turned against fellow citizens, reinforcing his theme that imperial policy had militarized politics beyond recovery.

The fall of Vitellius followed swiftly. As Mucianus neared and Flavian forces pressed toward Rome, Vitellian detachments and cohorts fought street battles in December 69. In the struggle for the Capitoline, the Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus burned, a sacrilege that marked the nadir of civic unity. On December 20, 69, Vitellius was dragged from hiding and killed on the Gemonian Stairs. Domitian, Vespasian’s younger son, emerged in Rome and was saluted as Caesar pending Vespasian’s arrival. Tacitus treats the Capitol’s destruction as a wound to Rome’s religious-political identity and uses the episode to measure the price of unregulated succession and military factionalism.

While the civil war ended in Italy, the Batavian Revolt (69–70 CE) destabilized the Rhine front. Julius Civilis, a Batavian noble and former auxiliary officer, exploited Batavian grievances over recruitment and pay. Forts such as Castra Vetera (Xanten) were besieged; the garrison capitulated and was destroyed. Gallic leaders Julius Classicus and Julius Tutor joined, briefly articulating a Gallic separatist project. Petilius Cerialis, appointed by Vespasian, restored order in 70 with campaigns along the Meuse and Moselle and at Trier (Augusta Treverorum). Tacitus’s Books 4–5 narrate this as a lesson in provincial identity, showing how auxiliary peoples could redirect Roman military expertise against Rome.

The Jewish War (66–73 CE) forms crucial eastern context. Nero sent Vespasian in 67 with legions V Macedonica, X Fretensis, and XV Apollinaris, securing Galilee; the rebel commander Josephus surrendered at Jotapata in July 67. In 70, Titus led the siege of Jerusalem, culminating in the destruction of the Second Temple in late summer/early September. A triumph in Rome followed in 71, with the spoils displayed and Judaea Capta coinage minted. Tacitus presents the Judaean theater both as a proving ground for Flavian command and as an index of imperial might, while acknowledging the ideological capital the Flavians derived from conquering a renowned, resistant city.

Institutional settlement under the new regime is marked by the lex de imperio Vespasiani, inscribed on bronze and probably passed in late 69 or early 70. It ratified, in broad terms, the emperor’s right to convene the Senate, make treaties, expand the pomerium, and exercise all powers held by predecessors. In Rome, Mucianus acted as Vespasian’s proxy, reorganizing the Praetorian Guard and purging Vitellian loyalists. Reconstruction began with the Capitoline Temple, rededicated in 75. Tacitus treats these measures as the necessary codification after anarchy, yet he registers how far constitutional forms had yielded to the practical sovereignty of whoever commanded decisive legions and resources.

The Praetorian Guard’s political leverage is central to the crisis. It assassinated Galba, acclaimed Otho, and later submitted to restructuring under Vitellius and Vespasian. After 69, Vespasian created a more reliable guard, with Titus taking prominent command responsibilities to secure the capital. The Guard’s barracks (Castra Praetoria) physically dominated Rome’s northeast, a reminder that the city’s security hinged on soldiers stationed inside its walls. Tacitus repeatedly underscores the Guard’s monetized loyalty—donatives as decisive tools—arguing that the principate’s court politics and urban order had been militarized. This institutional reality frames many decisions in 69–70 more than senatorial theory or ancestral precedent.

Senate–emperor relations during these years reveal the Senate’s ceremonial authority versus the armies’ real power. The Senate ratified Otho, Vitellius, and Vespasian in turn, but provincial legions determined outcomes. Figures such as Helvidius Priscus, a Stoic senator later executed under Vespasian (c. 75 CE), symbolized principled opposition to imperial overreach. Tacitus, himself a senator, highlights debates, decrees, and senatorial dignitas overshadowed by force majeure. In 69, he shows senators vacillating between courage and survival, exposing a structural imbalance: the republic’s institutions persisted in form but not in efficacy, their autonomy contingent on the dispositions of distant commanders and praetorians.

Tacitus wrote after Domitian’s autocracy (81–96 CE), which colored his interpretation of 69–70. Domitian had briefly appeared in December 69 as the Flavian presence in Rome, then ruled later with an austere court, treason trials, and repression of senators and intellectuals. Tacitus’s career advanced under the Flavians and Nerva (96–98) and Trajan (98–117), and his father-in-law Agricola’s service in Britain made the costs of imperial suspicion personal. The Histories therefore mirror both the narrated events and the author’s lived aftermath: a senatorial critique shaped by civil war memories and Domitianic fear, giving his account its moral urgency about unchecked imperial power.

As social and political critique, the work exposes the dysfunction of succession by force. It demonstrates how legions on the Rhine, Danube, and in the East could unmake emperors, while the Praetorian Guard auctioned loyalty in Rome. Tacitus presents civil war atrocities—the sack of Cremona, the burning of the Capitoline, executions in the Forum—as indictments of a system that placed military expediency over civic religion, law, and communal memory. By tracking grain politics at Alexandria and provincial grievances on the Rhine, he emphasizes the empire’s material underpinnings and how the pursuit of power endangered the subsistence and safety of Rome’s population.

The book also critiques social inequities: soldiers coerced into repeated donatives and brutal marches, auxiliaries like the Batavians exploited until they rebelled, and provincials in Judaea devastated to validate a dynasty. Urban plebs, dependent on annona, became pawns amid elite rivalries. Senators appear constrained by delatores and commanders; equestrians navigated procurement and finance in wartime. Tacitus shows how class divides hardened under stress, with fortunes made from reprisals and confiscations. By juxtaposing public vows and sacrilege, he exposes hollow piety in politics. The Histories thus operates as a diagnosis of imperial society’s moral corrosion when sovereignty rests on violence rather than balanced, lawful succession.
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    Publius Cornelius Tacitus was a Roman senator, orator, and historian active in the late first and early second centuries CE. His surviving works—the Agricola, Germania, Dialogus de oratoribus, Histories, and Annals—are central sources for the early Roman Empire and models of Latin prose. Writing from a senatorial vantage, he examined the dynamics of power, moral compromise, and the effects of autocracy on public life. Tacitus combined terse style with acute characterization, shaping an enduring image of emperors and elites from Tiberius to Domitian. Although parts of his oeuvre are lost, the extant books remain among antiquity's most influential historical narratives.

Little is securely known about Tacitus's origins or precise birth year, and ancient sources do not record his birthplace. He received the rhetorical and legal training typical of elite Romans, building a reputation as an advocate and public speaker. His career advanced through the senatorial cursus honorum under the Flavian emperors, continuing into the reigns of Nerva and Trajan. He formed literary connections with contemporaries, notably Pliny the Younger, whose letters attest to Tacitus's stature as an orator and historian. Tacitus also married the daughter of the general Gnaeus Julius Agricola, a relationship that would shape a major early work.

Tacitus began as an orator, and the Dialogus de oratoribus reflects on the perceived decline of eloquence under the Principate. Framed as a literary conversation, it weighs education, politics, and audience as factors affecting style and substance. The work shows his familiarity with earlier Roman prose, looking back to Ciceronian models while foreshadowing the compressed intensity of his mature history. It also reveals his interest in the connection between freedom of speech and civic health. While its exact date is debated, the Dialogus stands alongside his forensic practice as evidence of a writer deeply engaged with the culture of public speech.

In the late 90s, Tacitus published the Agricola, a biography of his father-in-law, and the Germania, an ethnographic sketch of peoples beyond the Rhine. The Agricola combines personal commemoration with reflections on virtue under a suspicious regime; its preface famously laments the climate of fear during Domitian's rule. The Germania surveys customs and geography as known to Roman writers, using ethnography to consider Roman identity indirectly. Both works show a moralizing interest in character and a concise narrative technique. Modern readers approach the Germania critically, given later misuses, but it remains valuable for what it reveals about Roman perspectives.

Tacitus's Histories treat the tumultuous events beginning with the Year of the Four Emperors and continuing into the Flavian period. With sharp portraits and dramatic pacing, he investigates civil war, military loyalty, and the strategies by which rulers secure power. The surviving portion includes Books 1–4 and part of Book 5, covering 69 CE and the early Flavian consolidation; the remainder is lost. His depiction of faction, rumor, and the psychology of command showcases a method that intertwines moral judgment with careful attention to sources and conflicting reports, yielding a narrative that is both analytic and intensely literary.

The Annals, composed later, return to the Julio-Claudian dynasty from the accession of Tiberius through Nero, though substantial sections are missing. Tacitus structures the narrative annalistically while probing the hidden motives of court politics, the constraints on the Senate, and the corrosive effects of suspicion. He draws on senatorial records and earlier histories, often noting divergences among accounts. The surviving books include major episodes from Tiberius's reign and parts of the narratives for Claudius and Nero. The work's bleak irony and linguistic compression, sometimes called brevitas, have made it a touchstone for reflections on power, governance, and historical explanation.

Tacitus reached high office, serving as suffect consul under Nerva and later as proconsul of Asia; the exact dates of some posts fall within the early second century. His later years are obscure, and his death is not securely dated. His histories circulated in antiquity, but their transmission was partial, with significant rediscovery in the Renaissance. Early modern political thinkers studied him closely, and a current often labeled "Tacitism" drew lessons from his analysis of statecraft. Modern historians continue to mine his works for evidence and interpretation, reading them both as indispensable sources and as crafted literature of enduring authority.
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I begin my work with the time when Servius Galba[1] was consul for the second time with Titus Vinius[2] for his colleague. Of the former period, the 820 years dating from the founding of the city, many authors have treated; and while they had to record the transactions of the Roman people, they wrote with equal eloquence and freedom. After the conflict at Actium[3], and when it became essential to peace, that all power should be centered in one man, these great intellects passed away. Then too the truthfulness of history was impaired in many ways[1q]; at first, through men’s ignorance of public affairs, which were now wholly strange to them, then, through their passion for flattery, or, on the other hand, their hatred of their masters. And so between the enmity of the one and the servility of the other[2q], neither had any regard for posterity. But while we instinctively shrink from a writer’s adulation, we lend a ready ear to detraction and spite, because flattery involves the shameful imputation of servility, whereas malignity wears the false appearance of honesty. I myself knew nothing of Galba, of Otho, or of Vitellius, either from benefits or from injuries. I would not deny that my elevation was begun by Vespasian[10], augmented by Titus, and still further advanced by Domitian; but those who profess inviolable truthfulness must speak of all without partiality and without hatred. I have reserved as an employment for my old age[3q], should my life be long enough, a subject at once more fruitful and less anxious in the reign of the Divine Nerva[9] and the empire of Trajan, enjoying the rare happiness of times, when we may think what we please, and express what we think[4q].

I am entering on the history of a period rich in disasters, frightful in its wars, torn by civil strife, and even in peace full of horrors. Four emperors perished by the sword.[4] There were three civil wars; there were more with foreign enemies; there were often wars that had both characters at once. There was success in the East, and disaster in the West. There were disturbances in Illyricum; Gaul wavered in its allegiance; Britain was thoroughly subdued and immediately abandoned; the tribes of the Suevi and the Sarmatae[5] rose in concert against us; the Dacians had the glory of inflicting as well as suffering defeat; the armies of Parthia were all but set in motion by the cheat of a counterfeit Nero. Now too Italy was prostrated by disasters either entirely novel, or that recurred only after a long succession of ages; cities in Campania’s richest plains were swallowed up and overwhelmed; Rome was wasted by conflagrations[6], its oldest temples consumed, and the Capitol[11] itself fired by the hands of citizens. Sacred rites were profaned; there was profligacy in the highest ranks; the sea was crowded with exiles, and its rocks polluted with bloody deeds. In the capital there were yet worse horrors. Nobility, wealth, the refusal or the acceptance of office, were grounds for accusation, and virtue ensured destruction. The rewards of the informers were no less odious than their crimes; for while some seized on consulships and priestly offices, as their share of the spoil, others on procuratorships, and posts of more confidential authority, they robbed and ruined in every direction amid universal hatred and terror. Slaves were bribed to turn against their masters, and freedmen to betray their patrons; and those who had not an enemy were destroyed by friends.

Yet the age was not so barren in noble qualities, as not also to exhibit examples of virtue. Mothers accompanied the flight of their sons; wives followed their husbands into exile; there were brave kinsmen and faithful sons in law; there were slaves whose fidelity defied even torture; there were illustrious men driven to the last necessity, and enduring it with fortitude; there were closing scenes that equalled the famous deaths of antiquity. Besides the manifold vicissitudes of human affairs, there were prodigies in heaven and earth, the warning voices of the thunder, and other intimations of the future, auspicious or gloomy, doubtful or not to be mistaken. Never surely did more terrible calamities of the Roman People[5q], or evidence more conclusive, prove that the Gods take no thought for our happiness, but only for our punishment.

I think it proper, however, before I commence my purposed work, to pass under review the condition of the capital, the temper of the armies, the attitude of the provinces, and the elements of weakness and strength which existed throughout the whole empire, that so we may become acquainted, not only with the vicissitudes and the issues of events, which are often matters of chance, but also with their relations and their causes. Welcome as the death of Nero had been in the first burst of joy, yet it had not only roused various emotions in Rome, among the Senators, the people, or the soldiery of the capital, it had also excited all the legions and their generals; for now had been divulged that secret of the empire, that emperors could be made elsewhere than at Rome. The Senators enjoyed the first exercise of freedom with the less restraint, because the Emperor was new to power, and absent from the capital. The leading men of the Equestrian order sympathised most closely with the joy of the Senators. The respectable portion of the people, which was connected with the great families, as well as the dependants and freedmen of condemned and banished persons, were high in hope. The degraded populace, frequenters of the arena and the theatre, the most worthless of the slaves, and those who having wasted their property were supported by the infamous excesses of Nero, caught eagerly in their dejection at every rumour.

The soldiery of the capital, who were imbued with the spirit of an old allegiance to the Caesars, and who had been led to desert Nero by intrigues and influences from without rather than by their own feelings, were inclined for change, when they found that the donative promised in Galba’s name was withheld, and reflected that for great services and great rewards there was not the same room in peace as in war, and that the favour of an emperor created by the legions must be already preoccupied. They were further excited by the treason of Nymphidius Sabinus[8], their prefect, who himself aimed at the throne. Nymphidius indeed perished in the attempt, but, though the head of the mutiny was thus removed, there yet remained in many of the soldiers the consciousness of guilt. There were even men who talked in angry terms of the feebleness and avarice of Galba. The strictness once so commended, and celebrated in the praises of the army, was galling to troops who rebelled against the old discipline, and who had been accustomed by fourteen years’ service under Nero to love the vices of their emperors, as much as they had once respected their virtues. To all this was added Galba’s own expression, “I choose my soldiers, I do not buy them,” noble words for the commonwealth, but fraught with peril for himself. His other acts were not after this pattern.

Titus Vinius and Cornelius Laco, one the most worthless, the other the most spiritless of mankind, were ruining the weak old Emperor, who had to bear the odium of such crimes and the scorn felt for such cowardice. Galba’s progress had been slow and blood-stained. Cingonius Varro, consul elect, and Petronius Turpilianus, a man of consular rank, were put to death; the former as an accomplice of Nymphidius, the latter as one of Nero’s generals. Both had perished without hearing or defence, like innocent men. His entry into the capital, made after the slaughter of thousands of unarmed soldiers, was most ill-omened, and was terrible even to the executioners. As he brought into the city his Spanish legion, while that which Nero had levied from the fleet still remained, Rome was full of strange troops. There were also many detachments from Germany, Britain, and Illyria, selected by Nero, and sent on by him to the Caspian passes, for service in the expedition which he was preparing against the Albani, but afterwards recalled to crush the insurrection of Vindex. Here there were vast materials for a revolution, without indeed a decided bias towards any one man, but ready to a daring hand.

In this conjuncture it happened that tidings of the deaths of Fonteius Capito and Clodius Macer reached the capital. Macer was executed in Africa, where he was undoubtedly fomenting sedition, by Trebonius Garutianus the procurator, who acted on Galba’s authority; Capito fell in Germany, while he was making similar attempts, by the hands of Cornelius Aquinus and Fabius Valens, legates of legions, who did not wait for an order. There were however some who believed that Capito, though foully stained with avarice and profligacy, had yet abstained from all thought of revolution, that this was a treacherous accusation invented by the commanders themselves, who had urged him to take up arms, when they found themselves unable to prevail, and that Galba had approved of the deed, either from weakness of character, or to avoid investigation into the circumstances of acts which could not be altered. Both executions, however, were unfavourably regarded; indeed, when a ruler once becomes unpopular, all his acts, be they good or bad, tell against him. The freedmen in their excessive power were now putting up everything for sale; the slaves caught with greedy hands at immediate gain, and, reflecting on their master’s age, hastened to be rich. The new court had the same abuses as the old, abuses as grievous as ever, but not so readily excused. Even the age of Galba caused ridicule and disgust among those whose associations were with the youth of Nero, and who were accustomed, as is the fashion of the vulgar, to value their emperors by the beauty and grace of their persons.

Such, as far as one can speak of so vast a multitude, was the state of feeling at Rome. Among the provinces, Spain was under the government of Cluvius Rufus, an eloquent man, who had all the accomplishments of civil life, but who was without experience in war. Gaul, besides remembering Vindex, was bound to Galba by the recently conceded privileges of citizenship, and by the diminution of its future tribute. Those Gallic states, however, which were nearest to the armies of Germany, had not been treated with the same respect, and had even in some cases been deprived of their territory; and these were reckoning the gains of others and their own losses with equal indignation. The armies of Germany were at once alarmed and angry, a most dangerous temper when allied with such strength; while elated by their recent victory, they feared because they might seem to have supported an unsuccessful party. They had been slow to revolt from Nero, and Verginius had not immediately declared for Galba; it was doubtful whether he had himself wished to be emperor, but all agreed that the empire had been offered to him by the soldiery. Again, the execution of Capito was a subject of indignation, even with those who could not complain of its injustice. They had no leader, for Verginius had been withdrawn on the pretext of his friendship with the Emperor. That he was not sent back, and that he was even impeached, they regarded as an accusation against themselves.

The army of Upper Germany despised their legate, Hordeonius Flaccus, who, disabled by age and lameness, had no strength of character and no authority; even when the soldiery were quiet, he could not control them, much more in their fits of frenzy were they irritated by the very feebleness of his restraint. The legions of Lower Germany had long been without any general of consular rank, until, by the appointment of Galba, Aulus Vitellius took the command. He was son of that Vitellius who was censor and three times consul; this was thought sufficient recommendation. In the army of Britain there was no angry feeling; indeed no troops behaved more blamelessly throughout all the troubles of these civil wars, either because they were far away and separated by the ocean from the rest of the empire, or because continual warfare had taught them to concentrate their hatred on the enemy. Illyricum too was quiet, though the legions drawn from that province by Nero had, while lingering in Italy, sent deputations to Verginius. But separated as these armies were by long distances, a thing of all others the most favourable for keeping troops to their duty, they could neither communicate their vices, nor combine their strength.

In the East there was as yet no movement. Syria and its four legions were under the command of Licinius Mucianus, a man whose good and bad fortune were equally famous. In his youth he had cultivated with many intrigues the friendship of the great. His resources soon failed, and his position became precarious, and as he also suspected that Claudius had taken some offence, he withdrew into a retired part of Asia, and was as like an exile, as he was afterwards like an emperor. He was a compound of dissipation and energy, of arrogance and courtesy, of good and bad qualities. His self-indulgence was excessive, when he had leisure, yet whenever he had served, he had shown great qualities. In his public capacity he might be praised; his private life was in bad repute. Yet over subjects, friends, and colleagues, he exercised the influence of many fascinations. He was a man who would find it easier to transfer the imperial power to another, than to hold it for himself. Flavius Vespasian, a general of Nero’s appointment, was carrying on the war in Judaea with three legions, and he had no wish or feeling adverse to Galba. He had in fact sent his son Titus to acknowledge his authority and bespeak his favour, as in its proper place I shall relate. As for the hidden decrees of fate, the omens and the oracles that marked out Vespasian and his sons for imperial power, we believed in them only after his success.

Ever since the time of the Divine Augustus Roman Knights have ruled Egypt as kings, and the forces by which it has to be kept in subjection. It has been thought expedient thus to keep under home control a province so difficult of access, so productive of corn, ever distracted, excitable, and restless through the superstition and licentiousness of its inhabitants, knowing nothing of laws, and unused to civil rule. Its governor was at this time Tiberius Alexander, a native of the country. Africa and its legions, now that Clodius Macer was dead, were disposed to be content with any emperor, after having experienced the rule of a smaller tyrant. The two divisions of Mauritania, Rhaetia, Noricum and Thrace and the other provinces governed by procurators, as they were near this or that army, were driven by the presence of such powerful neighbours into friendship or hostility. The unarmed provinces with Italy at their head were exposed to any kind of slavery, and were ready to become the prize of victory. Such was the state of the Roman world, when Servius Galba, consul for the second time, with T. Vinius for his colleague, entered upon a year, which was to be the last of their lives, and which well nigh brought the commonwealth to an end.

A few days after the 1st of January, there arrived from Belgica despatches of Pompeius Propinquus, the Procurator, to this effect; that the legions of Upper Germany had broken through the obligation of their military oath, and were demanding another emperor, but conceded the power of choice to the Senate and people of Rome, in the hope that a more lenient view might be taken of their revolt. These tidings hastened the plans of Galba, who had been long debating the subject of adoption with himself and with his intimate friends. There was indeed no more frequent subject of conversation during these months, at first because men had liberty and inclination to talk of such matters, afterwards because the feebleness of Galba was notorious. Few had any discrimination or patriotism, many had foolish hopes for themselves, and spread interested reports, in which they named this or that person to whom they might be related as friend or dependant. They were also moved by hatred of T. Vinius, who grew daily more powerful, and in the same proportion more unpopular. The very easiness of Galba’s temper stimulated the greedy cupidity which great advancement had excited in his friends, because with one so weak and so credulous wrong might be done with less risk and greater gain.

The real power of the Empire was divided between T. Vinius, the consul, and Cornelius Laco, prefect of the Praetorian Guard[7]. Icelus, a freedman of Galba, was in equal favour; he had been presented with the rings of knighthood, and bore the Equestrian name of Martianus. These men, being at variance, and in smaller matters pursuing their own aims, were divided in the affair of choosing a successor, into two opposing factions. T. Vinius was for Marcus Otho, Laco and Icelus agreed, not indeed in supporting any particular individual, but in striving for some one else. Galba indeed was aware of the friendship between Vinius and Otho; the gossip of those who allow nothing to pass in silence had named them as father-in-law and son-in-law, for Vinius had a widowed daughter, and Otho was unmarried. I believe that he had also at heart some care for the commonwealth, in vain, he would think, rescued from Nero, if it was to be left with Otho. For Otho’s had been a neglected boyhood and a riotous youth, and he had made himself agreeable to Nero by emulating his profligacy. For this reason the Emperor had entrusted to him, as being the confidant of his amours, Poppaea Sabina, the imperial favourite, until he could rid himself of his wife Octavia. Soon suspecting him with regard to this same Poppaea, he sent him out of the way to the province of Lusitania, ostensibly to be its governor. Otho ruled the province with mildness, and, as he was the first to join Galba’s party, was not without energy, and, while the war lasted, was the most conspicuous of the Emperor’s followers, he was led to cherish more and more passionately every day those hopes of adoption which he had entertained from the first. Many of the soldiers favoured him, and the court was biassed in his favour, because he resembled Nero.

When Galba heard of the mutiny in Germany, though nothing was as yet known about Vitellius, he felt anxious as to the direction which the violence of the legions might take, while he could not trust even the soldiery of the capital. He therefore resorted to what he supposed to be the only remedy, and held a council for the election of an emperor. To this he summoned, besides Vinius and Laco, Marius Celsus, consul elect, and Ducennius Geminus, prefect of the city. Having first said a few words about his advanced years, he ordered Piso Licinianus to be summoned. It is uncertain whether he acted on his own free choice, or, as believed by some, under the influence of Laco, who through Rubellius Plautus had cultivated the friendship of Piso. But, cunningly enough, it was as a stranger that Laco supported him, and the high character of Piso gave weight to his advice. Piso, who was the son of M. Crassus and Scribonia, and thus of noble descent on both sides, was in look and manner a man of the old type. Rightly judged, he seemed a stern man, morose to those who estimated him less favourably. This point in his character pleased his adopted father in proportion as it raised the anxious suspicions of others.

We are told that Galba, taking hold of Piso’s hand, spoke to this effect: “If I were a private man, and were now adopting you by the Act of the Curiae before the Pontiffs, as our custom is, it would be a high honour to me to introduce into my family a descendant of Cn. Pompeius and M. Crassus; it would be a distinction to you to add to the nobility of your race the honours of the Sulpician and Lutatian houses. As it is, I, who have been called to the throne by the unanimous consent of gods and men, am moved by your splendid endowments and by my own patriotism to offer to you, a man of peace, that power, for which our ancestors fought, and which I myself obtained by war. I am following the precedent of the Divine Augustus, who placed on an eminence next to his own, first his nephew Marcellus, then his son-in-law Agrippa, afterwards his grandsons, and finally Tiberius Nero, his stepson. But Augustus looked for a successor in his own family, I look for one in the state, not because I have no relatives or companions of my campaigns, but because it was not by any private favour that I myself received the imperial power. Let the principle of my choice be shown not only by my connections which I have set aside for you, but by your own. You have a brother, noble as yourself, and older, who would be well worthy of this dignity, were you not worthier. Your age is such as to be now free from the passions of youth, and such your life that in the past you have nothing to excuse. Hitherto, you have only borne adversity; prosperity tries the heart with keener temptations; for hardships may be endured, whereas we are spoiled by success. You indeed will cling with the same constancy to honor, freedom, friendship, the best possessions of the human spirit, but others will seek to weaken them with their servility. You will be fiercely assailed by adulation, by flattery, that worst poison of the true heart, and by the selfish interests of individuals. You and I speak together to-day with perfect frankness, but others will be more ready to address us as emperors than as men. For to urge his duty upon a prince is indeed a hard matter; to flatter him, whatever his character, is a mere routine gone through without any heart.

“Could the vast frame of this empire have stood and preserved its balance without a directing spirit, I was not unworthy of inaugurating a republic. As it is, we have been long reduced to a position, in which my age confer no greater boon on the Roman people than a good successor, your youth no greater than a good emperor. Under Tuberous, Chairs, and Claudius, we were, so to speak, the inheritance of a single family. The choice which begins with us will be a substitute for freedom. Now that the family of the Julii and the Claudii has come to an end, adoption will discover the worthiest successor. To be begotten and born of a princely race is a mere accident, and is only valued as such. In adoption there is nothing that need bias the judgment, and if you wish to make a choice, an unanimous opinion points out the man. Let Nero be ever before your eyes, swollen with the pride of a long line of Caesars; it was not Vindex with his unarmed province, it was not myself with my single legion, that shook his yoke from our necks. It was his own profligacy, his own brutality, and that, though there had been before no precedent of an emperor condemned by his own people. We, who have been called to power by the issues of war, and by the deliberate judgment of others, shall incur unpopularity, however illustrious our character. Do not however be alarmed, if, after a movement which has shaken the world, two legions are not yet quiet. I did not myself succeed to a throne without anxiety; and when men shall hear of your adoption I shall no longer be thought old, and this is the only objection which is now made against me. Nero will always be regretted by the thoroughly depraved; it is for you and me to take care, that he be not regretted also by the good. To prolong such advice, suits not this occasion, and all my purpose is fulfilled if I have made a good choice in you. The most practical and the shortest method of distinguishing between good and bad measures, is to think what you yourself would or would not like under another emperor. It is not here, as it is among nations despotically ruled, that there is a distinct governing family, while all the rest are slaves. You have to reign over men who cannot bear either absolute slavery or absolute freedom.” This, with more to the same effect, was said by Galba; he spoke to Piso as if he were creating an emperor; the others addressed him as if he were an emperor already.

It is said of Piso that he betrayed no discomposure or excessive joy, either to the gaze to which he was immediately subjected, or afterwards when all eyes were turned upon him. His language to the Emperor, his father, was reverential; his language about himself was modest. He shewed no change in look or manner; he seemed like one who had the power rather than the wish to rule. It was next discussed whether the adoption should be publicly pronounced in front of the Rostra, in the Senate, or in the camp. It was thought best to go to the camp. This would be a compliment to the soldiery, and their favour, base as it was to purchase it by bribery or intrigue, was not to be despised if it could be obtained by honourable means. Meanwhile the expectant people had surrounded the palace, impatient to learn the great secret, and those who sought to stifle the ill-concealed rumour did but spread it the more.

The 10th of January was a gloomy, stormy day, unusually disturbed by thunder, lightning, and all bad omens from heaven. Though this had from ancient time been made a reason for dissolving an assembly, it did not deter Galba from proceeding to the camp; either because he despised such things as being mere matters of chance, or because the decrees of fate, though they be foreshewn, are not escaped. Addressing a crowded assembly of the soldiers he announced, with imperial brevity, that he adopted Piso, following the precedent of the Divine Augustus, and the military custom by which a soldier chooses his comrade. Fearing that to conceal the mutiny would be to make them think it greater than it really was, he spontaneously declared that the 4th and 18th legions, led by a few factious persons, had been insubordinate, but had not gone beyond certain words and cries, and that they would soon return to their duty. To this speech he added no word of flattery, no hint of a bribe. Yet the tribunes, the centurions, and such of the soldiers as stood near, made an encouraging response. A gloomy silence prevailed among the rest, who seemed to think that they had lost by war that right to a donative which they had made good even in peace. It is certain that their feelings might have been conciliated by the very smallest liberality on the part of the parsimonious old man. He was ruined by his old-fashioned inflexibility, and by an excessive sternness which we are no longer able to endure.

Then followed Galba’s speech in the Senate, which was as plain and brief as his speech to the soldiery. Piso delivered a graceful oration and was supported by the feeling of the Senate. Many who wished him well, spoke with enthusiasm; those who had opposed him, in moderate terms; the majority met him with an officious homage, having aims of their own and no thought for the state. Piso neither said nor did anything else in public in the following four days which intervened between his adoption and his death. As tidings of the mutiny in Germany were arriving with daily increasing frequency, while the country was ready to receive and to credit all intelligence that had an unfavourable character, the Senate came to a resolution to send deputies to the German armies. It was privately discussed whether Piso should go with them to give them a more imposing appearance; they, it was said, would bring with them the authority of the Senate, he the majesty of the Caesar. It was thought expedient to send with them Cornelius Laco, prefect of the Praetorian Guard, but he thwarted the design. In nominating, excusing, and changing the deputies, the Senate having entrusted the selection to Galba, the Emperor shewed a disgraceful want of firmness, yielding to individuals, who made interest to stay or to go, as their fears or their hopes prompted.

Next came the question of money. On a general inquiry it seemed the fairest course to demand restitution from those who had caused the public poverty. Nero had squandered in presents two thousand two hundred million sesterces. It was ordered that each recipient should be sued, but should be permitted to retain a tenth part of the bounty. They had however barely a tenth part left, having wasted the property of others in the same extravagances in which they had squandered their own, till the most rapacious and profligate among them had neither capital nor land remaining, nothing in fact but the appliances of their vices. Thirty Roman Knights were appointed to conduct the process of recovery, a novel office, and made burdensome by the number and intriguing practices of those with whom it had to deal. Everywhere were sales and brokers, and Rome was in an uproar with auctions. Yet great was the joy to think that the men whom Nero had enriched would be as poor as those whom he had robbed. About this time were cashiered two tribunes of the Praetorian Guard, Antonius Taurus and Antonius Naso, an officer of the City cohorts, Aemilius Pacensis, and one of the watch, Julius Fronto. This led to no amendment with the rest, but only started the apprehension, that a crafty and timid policy was getting rid of individuals, while all were suspected.

Otho, meanwhile, who had nothing to hope while the State was tranquil, and whose whole plans depended on revolution, was being roused to action by a combination of many motives, by a luxury that would have embarrassed even an emperor, by a poverty that a subject could hardly endure, by his rage against Galba, by his envy of Piso. He even pretended to fear to make himself keener in desire. “I was, said he, “too formidable to Nero, and I must not look for another Lusitania, another honourable exile. Rulers always suspect and hate the man who has been named for the succession. This has injured me with the aged Emperor, and will injure me yet more with a young man whose temper, naturally savage, has been rendered ferocious by prolonged exile. How easy to put Otho to death! I must therefore do and dare now while Galba’s authority is still unsettled, and before that of Piso is consolidated. Periods of transition suit great attempts, and delay is useless where inaction is more hurtful than temerity. Death, which nature ordains for all alike, yet admits of the distinction of being either forgotten, or remembered with honour by posterity; and, if the same lot awaits the innocent and the guilty, the man of spirit will at least deserve his fate.”

The soul of Otho was not effeminate like his person. His confidential freedmen and slaves, who enjoyed a license unknown in private families, brought the debaucheries of Nero’s court, its intrigues, its easy marriages, and the other indulgences of despotic power, before a mind passionately fond of such things, dwelt upon them as his if he dared to seize them, and reproached the inaction that would leave them to others. The astrologers also urged him to action, predicting from their observation of the heavens revolutions, and a year of glory for Otho. This is a class of men, whom the powerful cannot trust, and who deceive the aspiring, a class which will always be proscribed in this country, and yet always retained. Many of these men were attached to the secret councils of Poppaea and were the vilest tools in the employ of the imperial household. One of them, Ptolemaeus, had attended Otho in Spain, and had there foretold that his patron would survive Nero. Gaining credit by the result, and arguing from his own conjectures and from the common talk of those who compared Galba’s age with Otho’s youth, he had persuaded the latter that he would be called to the throne. Otho however received the prediction as the words of wisdom and the intimation of destiny, with that inclination so natural to the human mind readily to believe in the mysterious.

Nor did Ptolemaeus fail to play his part; he now even prompted to crime, to which from such wishes it is easy to pass. Whether indeed these thoughts of crime were suddenly conceived, is doubtful. Otho had long been courting the affections of the soldiery, either in the hope of succeeding to the throne, or in preparation for some desperate act. On the march, on parade, and in their quarters, he would address all the oldest soldiers by name, and in allusion to the progresses of Nero would call them his messmates. Some he would recognise, he would inquire after others, and would help them with his money and interest. He would often intersperse his conversation with complaints and insinuations against Galba and anything else that might excite the vulgar mind. Laborious marches, a scanty commissariat, and the rigour of military discipline, were especially distasteful, when men, accustomed to sail to the lakes of Campania and the cities of Greece, had painfully to struggle under the weight of their arms over the Pyrenees, the Alps, and vast distances of road.

The minds of the soldiery were already on fire, when Maevius Pudens, a near relative of Tigellinus, added, so to speak, fuel to the flames. In his endeavour to win over all who were particularly weak in character, or who wanted money and were ready to plunge into revolution, he gradually went so far as to distribute, whenever Galba dined with Otho, one hundred sesterces to each soldier of the cohort on duty, under pretext of treating them. This, which we may almost call a public bounty, Otho followed up by presents more privately bestowed on individuals; nay he bribed with such spirit, that, finding there was a dispute between Cocceius Proculus, a soldier of the bodyguard, and one of his neighbours, about some part of their boundaries, he purchased with his own money the neighbour’s entire estate, and made a present of it to the soldier. He took advantage of the lazy indifference of the Prefect, who overlooked alike notorious facts and secret practices.

He then entrusted the conduct of his meditated treason to Onomastus, one of his freedmen, who brought over to his views Barbius Proculus, officer of the watchword to the bodyguard, and Veturius, a deputy centurion in the same force. Having assured himself by various conversations with these men that they were cunning and bold, he loaded them with presents and promises, and furnished them with money with which to tempt the cupidity of others. Thus two soldiers from the ranks undertook to transfer the Empire of Rome, and actually transferred it. Only a few were admitted to be accomplices in the plot, but they worked by various devices on the wavering minds of the remainder; on the more distinguished soldiers, by hinting that the favours of Nymphidius had subjected them to suspicion; on the vulgar herd, by the anger and despair with which the repeated postponement of the donative had inspired them. Some were fired by their recollections of Nero and their longing regrets for their old license. All felt a common alarm at the idea of having to serve elsewhere.

The contagion spread to the legions and the auxiliary troops, already excited by the news of the wavering loyalty of the army of Germany. So ripe were the disaffected for mutiny and so close the secrecy preserved by the loyal, that they would actually have seized Otho on the 14th of January, as he was returning from dinner, had they not been deterred by the risks of darkness, the inconvenient dispersion of the troops over the whole city, and the difficulty of concerted action among a half-intoxicated crowd. It was no care for the state, which they deliberately meditated polluting with the blood of their Emperor; it was a fear lest in the darkness of night any one who presented himself to the soldiers of the Pannonian or German army might be fixed on instead of Otho, whom few of them knew. Many symptoms of the approaching outburst were repressed by those who were in the
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