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ANNALS

TACITUS, born in about 56 CE in southern Gaul (modern Provence) under the Emperor Nero, was probably the son of a civil servant. He was in Rome by 75, training as an orator. As Tacitus tells us in the Histories, his own political career flourished under the Flavian emperors Vespasian (69–79), Titus (79–81) and Domitian (81–96). When that dynasty ended, Tacitus began a career as a writer. In quick succession he published the Agricola, a biography of his father-in-law, and the Germania, an ethnographical study of the peoples of Germany, both in 98. There followed (some time early in the second century) his Dialogue on Orators. Today Tacitus is best known as a historian. His debut in the genre, the Histories, is a gripping narrative of the turbulent civil war that brought the Flavian dynasty to power in 69; it originally covered the whole Flavian period up to Domitian’s assassination in 96. His next work, the Annals, moves further back in time to cover the Julio-Claudian emperors from Tiberius (14–37) to Nero (54–68). Neither narrative survives complete, but both preserve Tacitus’ uniquely compelling historical voice and offer a chilling denunciation of the corrupting force of power in the Roman Empire. His strong moralizing ethos, together with brilliant techniques of literary artistry, combine to create a powerful and enduring portrait of imperial Rome at its best and worst. Tacitus’ public career reached its culmination when he won the prestigious post of proconsul of Asia (112/13). He died at some point after 115 and probably lived into the reign of Hadrian (117–38), but there is no evidence for his later life or the date of his death.

CYNTHIA DAMON received her PhD from Stanford University in 1990 and taught at Harvard University and at Amherst College before moving to the University of Pennsylvania in 2007. She is the author of The Mask of the Parasite, a commentary on Tacitus’ Histories 1, and, with Will Batstone, Caesar’s Civil War. Current projects include a critical edition of Caesar’s Bellum civile and a study of the reception of Pliny’s Natural History.



Introduction

The Annals is a history of Rome under its first imperial dynasty by Rome’s greatest historian. Tacitus begins as he means to go on, with the confrontation between autocracy and liberty: ‘The city of Rome was originally in the hands of kings; liberty and the consulship were instituted by Lucius Brutus’ (Annals 1.1.1). The re-establishment of autocratic rule in Rome under the Emperor Augustus, after five centuries of the republican government instituted by Brutus, brought fundamental changes to many areas of life, including the writing of history. Tacitus is the first surviving historian to confront the resulting problems squarely as problems. Others either went along with the requisite changes or resorted to posthumous publication. Tacitus, however, challenges the emperors for control over history. Of course, the Julio-Claudians themselves were long dead by the time Tacitus was writing in the early second century CE, so his challenge may be thought rather tardy, but his theme is autocratic power as much as it is the emperors themselves, and the nature of the power wielded by subsequent dynasties, including that under which he himself was writing, was essentially the same as that of Tiberius and Gaius, Claudius and Nero. Readers of the Annals will find each detail from the period between Augustus’ death in 14 CE and Nero’s suicide in 68 CE pregnant with universal significance about the nature and use of absolute power.

TACITUS’ POLITICAL AND LITERARY CAREER

Tacitus was born, it seems, during the principate of Nero, perhaps in 56 or 57 CE; this is deduced from the dates of his known political offices. Nothing is known about the earliest years of his life, but by the mid-70s CE he was in Rome, training himself for a senatorial career by attending on the leading speakers of the day (Dialogue on Orators 2.1). That career was ‘initiated’, as Tacitus tells the readers of his Histories, by Vespasian, who marked Tacitus out as a future senator (Histories 1.3.3). The first, unattested, stages of his political career must have been a minor magistracy at Rome, followed by military service as a junior officer. Around c.77 CE he married into the senatorial family of Gnaeus Julius Agricola (Agricola 9.6). His career was somehow ‘advanced by Titus’ in this period, but no details are known (Histories 1.3.3). Tacitus next surfaces under Domitian, by whom, he tells us, his career was ‘carried further’ (ibid.). In 88 CE he was praetor and a member of a priesthood that, along with Domitian, organized the Secular Games in that year (Annals 11.11.1). Abroad on public service when Agricola died on 23 August 93 CE (Agricola 45.5), Tacitus returned to Rome after an absence of some three years to hold a consulship in the second half of 97 CE. An inscription informs us that Tacitus reached the summit of a senatorial career under Trajan as governor of Asia in 112/13 CE. In Annals 2.61.2 he may refer to the extension of Roman dominion to the Red Sea, territory first conquered on Trajan’s Parthian campaigns of 115/16. How long Tacitus lived into Hadrian’s principate (117–38 CE) is a matter of scholarly dispute.

During Tacitus’ first two decades of service to the state, the Flavian peace established itself and imperial power passed from father to son and brother to brother. As a senator Tacitus had a share in governance: in elections, legislation, trials, religious business and provincial affairs. But despite all of this apparent activity these were years of intellectual and moral inertia by his account (Agricola 3.1–2). The political landscape changed drastically in 96 CE with Domitian’s assassination. The choice of a new emperor devolved on the senate, which chose the elderly Nerva, a man from their own ranks. Tacitus weathered the transition to a new dynasty well, emerging as consul one year into Nerva’s reign.

While fulfilling his political, military and religious responsibilities in these years Tacitus also built himself a reputation as an orator. Surviving details are sparse but significant.1 Both pertain to the post-Flavian period and to issues prominent in his later writings. As consul Tacitus gave the official eulogy for a man named Verginius Rufus, an important, if enigmatic, figure in the civil war that brought the Flavian house to power in 68/9 CE: Rufus’ refusal to accept the imperial power offered him by his troops became a symbol of the principle that the senate, not soldiers, should choose the Emperor (Histories 1.8.2, 2.51; Pliny, Letters 2.1.6). Crises such as these were fortunately rare, but the other situation that we know to have occasioned a speech from Tacitus was commonplace: extortion by a provincial governor. In 100 CE Tacitus was part of a team that successfully prosecuted an extortionate governor of Africa, Marius Priscus (Pliny, Letters 2.11). Priscus, like all important provincial governors, was a senator and was tried in the senate, which was notoriously reluctant to convict its own members (see, for example, Annals 1.2.2). But extortion was a crime that threatened the stability of the provinces, as Tacitus shows repeatedly in the Annals (see p. xxxii). A responsible senate would punish this crime, and did punish it at the instigation of Tacitus and others in the case of Priscus.

Domitian’s assassination freed Tacitus’ pen. In 98 CE he published the Agricola, a biography of his father-in-law which tries to salvage something from the moral wasteland of Domitian’s principate. In close sequence, before or after, came the Germania, part ethnography of the Germans, Rome’s most troublesome neighbours, part meditation on the ills besetting Rome herself. A third short work, the Dialogue on Orators, was written some time between 96 and 103 CE. Though the format of this work distances the Dialogue from its author – it is ostensibly the report of a discussion heard by a young and silent Tacitus – it is, in fact, one of his most personal works and marks a crucial stage in his literary development.

Tacitus announces the Dialogue as a vehicle for explaining the decline of Roman oratory, a trend that prompted comment from his contemporaries as well. The problem with oratory as a genre at the end of the first century CE was fundamentally a problem of audience. To whom could one speak? Or, more precisely, given the possible audiences, what was worth saying? The citizen body, the ‘Roman people’ of the famous phrase ‘the senate and the Roman people’ (SPQR), was no longer called upon to decide anything, and was better addressed by benefactions such as the ‘bread and circuses’ rendered proverbial by Juvenal (Satire 10.78–81). The senate did retain a semblance of authority, but often refused to decide matters that came before it; it quickly became a self-censoring body. An emperor was swayed not by rhetorical skill but by associates – freedmen, family members, advisers, informers – equipped with a keen sense of psychology. The courtroom remained a venue for speech-making, but if Tacitus’ contemporary Pliny is an accurate guide it elicited a sadly diminished product.

Various explanations for this state of affairs are offered over the course of the Dialogue, but the final explanation is a political one: oratory flourishes in a state in which decisions are collective, because the orator’s art enables him to sway assemblies, but it is empty in a state in which important decisions are made by a ruler who is both ‘very wise’ and ‘one man’ (Dialogue 41.4: ‘sapientissimus et unus’). Substantive contributions to public affairs required a new literary form.

Tacitus chose history. In the preface to his first historical work, the Histories, Tacitus maintains that the present is ‘a happy age in which it is permitted to feel what you wish and say what you feel’ (1.1.4). Yet he was not so rash as to test the limits of permissibility by writing about the immediate present, the principates of Nerva and Trajan. Instead, he wrote a history of the period that coincided with his own youth and rising career, the brief reigns of Galba, Otho and Vitellius, and the longer span of Flavian dominance, twenty-eight years all told (69 to 96 CE), covered in some twelve or fourteen books. (The surviving part of the Histories treats only the civil wars of 69 CE and the first few months of Vespasian’s reign.) We surmise from Pliny’s letters on the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 CE, which were written at Tacitus’ request, that Tacitus was at work on the Histories around 106 CE.

TACITUS’ ANNALS

Scope and perspective

After Tacitus finished his account of the principates of Vespasian, Titus and Domitian (when that was, we do not know) he moved back in time, not forward, for his next project. In the Annals he treats the Julio-Claudian period, starting well before his own birth and concluding with events that occurred during his teenage years. This temporal distance allows him to claim that he writes with greater objectivity than he was able to do in the Histories, which told the story of emperors who advanced his political career. ‘My plan is to report a few final things about Augustus, then Tiberius’ principate and the rest, without anger or favour, from whose causes I consider myself distant.’ Tacitus reserved the full tale of Augustus’ principate for a still later work, one that seems never to have been begun (see Annals 3.24.3). His focus is thus on the development of the autocratic regime created more or less from scratch by Augustus, and on its effect on state and individuals in the Roman world.

The story is a painful one, and many readers have felt that Tacitus’ tone in telling it belies his opening assertion of objectivity. Alongside the expected historical narrative and analysis, one finds outrage, anger and sorrow, a disconcerting mix. Ever the orator, Tacitus aims both to inform and to move his reader, and even to please. Is he objective? Yes, in the sense that he is indifferent to the reaction of the powerful men whose history he records. And no: he believes passionately in the importance of what he is recording and the act of recording it. Tacitus ‘glows with inner fervour’ according to one eminent historian of style, and his Annals will provoke you.

The Annals will also teach you much about the nature of the Roman Empire in the first century CE. Not everything, however. Tacitus’ interests are not identical with those of modern students of empire. Like us, he is interested in military power, political ties between centre and periphery, laws and revenue. But he pays almost no attention to local conditions, to family and social relations at any level below the very highest, to the physical environment or the economy or culture. The historian writes as a member of the Roman senate, with all the insights and limitations that such a perspective entails: insider knowledge of the military and political systems, up to a point, but also a blindness to the contributions of others. These limitations are compounded by the damage done by time. Tacitus’ entire account of the principate of Gaius has been lost, as has the beginning of his account of Claudius’ reign. There is also a substantial gap in the text near the end of the Tiberian books (see 5.6 and note 1 to Book 6) and the work breaks off incomplete in the middle of 66 CE, although Tacitus surely planned to continue the narrative to the end of Nero’s life in June 68, if not to the end of 68 to effect the junction with his Histories, which begin on 1 January 69 CE. Perhaps the Annals were never finished.

History writing in Rome traditionally focused on military and political affairs, and the political and military dominance of the emperors meant that historians began to focus on these figures. The detail with which Tacitus reports the actions, relationships and characters of imperial family members is incomprehensible to a modern reader hoping to make sense of the Roman Empire as a whole. But such details were essential to Tacitus’ original readers, who were trying to shape lives and careers for themselves within that empire. Not under the Julio-Claudians themselves, it is true, but in comparable conditions.

Aims

Tacitus engages in a running dialogue with these readers, explaining his historiographical policies on, for example, the use of sources and the selection of episodes, instructing them on how to read historical narratives and history itself, and providing encouragement when tedium threatens. Above all he wants to communicate his aims in writing the Annals. First, he aims to be useful. This is traditional in ancient historiography, and has both practical and moral dimensions. The practical one involves understanding historical processes, especially causes and effects. Thus, when Tacitus defends the presence of apparently trivial material in the narrative he does so on the grounds that ‘from these, great events’ stirrings often arise’ (4.32.2). As for the moral dimension, Tacitus expects readers to see their own actions reflected, sometimes uncomfortably, in his history: ‘you will find people who think, their characters being similar, that others’ bad behaviour is a reproach to themselves. Even glory and virtue have haters – for too nearly accusing their opposites’ (4.33.4). In both of these passages the idea that ‘history is good for you’ is used to help the reader swallow unpalatable aspects of the text, and allows Tacitus to align himself with the reader’s experience. He does this even more effectively when pondering the career of an influential senator named Marcus Lepidus, who managed to retain Tiberius’ favour while also resisting the political system’s incentives to immoral behaviour. ‘This makes me wonder,’ says Tacitus. ‘Are fate and one’s birth-lot the source, as of other things, also of an emperor’s inclination towards some and grievance against others? Or is it something in our choices? Can one forge, between craggy defiance and degrading deference, a path clear of favour-seeking and danger?’ (4.20.3). Presumably, he hopes his readers will wonder with him and aspire to emulate Lepidus themselves. Lepidus was, after all, says Tacitus encouragingly, a ‘consequential and wise man’ (4.20.2).

Praise like this, and blame, too, are the essence of another of Tacitus’ historiographical aims: he intends to do his part to ensure that ‘everyone receives due honour from posterity’ (4.35.3). In the phrase ‘due honour’ the emphasis is on ‘due’ not ‘honour’, as is clear from a programmatic statement in Book 3 (3.65.1):


My policy is to trace proposals in detail only if conspicuously honourable or of noteworthy disgrace, for in my view the principal obligation of histories is that manifestations of excellence not go unspoken and, for perverse words and deeds, to generate fear from posterity and infamy.



Given the prevalence of bad behaviour over good in the Annals, Tacitus is much occupied with generating fear in those readers who might be likely to figure in a future history of Rome, emperors included. The curse on Tiberius that Tacitus puts in the mouth of Germanicus’ moribund son Drusus is extreme only in its tone: ‘As you have filled our house with deaths, so you must pay retribution to ancestral name and family, and to posterity!’ (6.24.2; for the significance of the italics see p. liii). The political and military elite are likewise subjected to punishment in the historian’s court. Their obsequiousness and failures of nerve are requited with mockery, while the accusations they initiate and the treacheries they perpetrate incur withering invective.

There are no heroes in the annals. At best there are rare individuals like Marcus Lepidus who make things turn out better than they might have done. Tacitus’ claims about his own contribution, therefore, are understandably muted (4.32.1–2):


No one should compare my Annals with the writing of those who narrated the past history of the Roman people. Huge wars, successful assaults on cities, routed and captured kings, or, when they turned to internal affairs, disputes of consuls against tribunes, land-holding and welfare laws, conflicts between the commons and the ‘best men’ – these were the things they recorded, free to roam. My work is in a narrow field and inglorious.



Tacitus is not after glory, but impact. Both content and form contribute. But before considering these elements in more detail we need to ask where Tacitus found his information.

Sources

In composing a history of the principates of Tiberius and his Julio-Claudian successors Tacitus drew on prior histories of the period, some of them written by contemporaries of the events themselves. These are his authorities, whose consensus he generally follows, as at 11.31.1: ‘All accounts show Claudius so overwhelmed by panic that questions kept coming. Am I the Empire’s master? Is Silius my subject?’ On a few occasions Tacitus names some of his authorities while observing discrepancies between them, but in general he is silent about the works on which he based his history. In any case, none of them survives. Tacitus criticizes these earlier histories on various grounds, including error, bias, fabrication and incompleteness, and hopes to better them. Where possible he weighs one authority against another (see, for example, 13.20.2), but he is also proud to have discovered and included material that does not appear in written histories before his Annals. ‘I am aware that most writers omit the full tally of perils and punishments. They flag at the supply, and fear that material they found excessive and grim may affect readers with like fatigue. But many matters worth knowing have come to my notice, even if unheralded by others’ (6.7.5). As this passage suggests, Tacitus is no more helpful in identifying his new sources, either, but we do get some clues.

Memoirs, for example. Tacitus cites the memoirs of Agrippina’s daughter, ‘who recorded her life and her family’s disasters for posterity’ (4.53.2), as the source for a private encounter between Tiberius and his daughter-in-law Agrippina. Scholars have surmised that Tacitus also drew on the memoirs of the Neronian general Corbulo for his very full account of Corbulo’s military achievements (see the Index of Names for the full list of passages, and especially 15.16.1). Tacitus was clearly also familiar with the writings of another author prominent in his narrative, the philosopher Seneca, and he seems to have used these in constructing his memorable portrait of the man (see 15.63.3). Biographies are not mentioned in the Annals, but in the Agricola Tacitus refers to the biography of Thrasea Paetus, who, like Corbulo, appears in an extended series of episodes in the Annals (Agricola 2.1). Individuals’ careers also survived in family memory, not necessarily written, but still perhaps accessible to Tacitus. At 4.33.4 he cites the danger of such memories as one of the challenges of history writing. Another informal source of information cited in the Annals is rumour, which is handled with appropriate caution (4.11.3; see p. xxxvii) though not discounted entirely (3.16.1; 12.52.2): a reminder of (and perhaps a protest against) the limits on information imposed by the regime.

But where an official version of events was on record, particularly events involving the senate, Tacitus seems to have consulted it. Explicit references to the senate’s archives are quite rare (5.4.1; 6.47.3>), but the archives’ significance as a source for the Annals is evident from the regular presence of senatorial business in Tacitus’ account of events in Rome: debates and legislation, trials and verdicts, celebrations and more. Our presumption that Tacitus availed himself of this material is reinforced by a letter from Pliny the Younger, who, responding to Tacitus’ request for information about a trial in which Pliny had participated, observes that the historian can find all the information he needs in the official records (Letters 7.33.1). These records were probably the source for the detail that forty-four speeches were delivered in the senate in the aftermath of Sejanus’ downfall in 31 CE (5.6.1), for example.

Tacitus also mentions another form of public records: the inscriptions in which the government published official decisions. There are few explicit references to these, though he does mention visible evidence of a curiosity from Claudius’ reign: the three letters Claudius added to the Roman alphabet. ‘In use while he was in power, afterwards forgotten, they are seen even now on the official bronzes used for publishing senatorial decrees to the populace and affixed in public squares and temples’ (11.14.3; see also 12.24.2, 12.53.3). However, Tacitus dismisses another type of public record, ‘the city’s daily gazette’, as containing material unworthy of being dignified as history (13.31.1).

One other category of source requires further discussion. The Annals contain many long speeches, apparently quoted verbatim: speeches from senatorial debates (3.53–54), trial speeches (4.34–35, 16.22.2–5), generals’ exhortations (passim), speeches addressed to assemblies (1.43) and the Emperor (12.37), as well as private conversations (14.53–56). In these speeches Tacitus is following a long-standing historical tradition, rather alien to our modern conception of history, in which the historian produced his own versions of historical speeches heard by himself or his informants, and had licence to compose speeches that neither he nor anyone else could have heard. For Claudius’ speech to the senate urging that Gaul’s nobility be eligible for senatorial office (11.24), for example, substantial remains of the original survive in inscriptional form, so that we have a relatively good sense of the relationship between what Claudius said (or the official version of what he said) and what Tacitus has him say: the speech was a historical fact and Tacitus accurately represents its overall argument, but the words and rhetoric are his own. The quotation marks that surround such speeches in this translation must not be taken to indicate authenticity. On the other hand, these speeches shouldn’t be dismissed as fictions, either, since Tacitus was familiar with the speeches of Tiberius and Claudius, and with those written for Nero by Seneca, to name only the most frequently cited. (On the further distinction between speeches in the work that are ‘quoted’ verbatim and those that are paraphrased, and the graphic distinction between these in this translation, see p. liii.)2

Tacitus’ willingness to compose speeches for his characters is an example of the more general licence an ancient historian enjoyed in writing up the past. From sources such as those already mentioned Tacitus will have borrowed a basic outline of events and some elements of their treatment. How much Tacitus owes to his literary predecessors it is hard to say, since his borrowings only come into focus when our other accounts of the period – primarily those written by Suetonius and Dio, who drew on the same sources as Tacitus – are closely aligned with what we find in the Annals. A more important point for understanding the narrative presented here is that Tacitus would not have felt the need to have a source for every detail. For a battle, for instance, all he needed from his sources was the participants, a rough date, a place and an outcome. If his sources provided further information, such as a description of the terrain, a clever stratagem or a casualty count, he might use that, too. But for the rest – the generals’ exhortations, the emotions of the troops, vignettes of valour or cowardice, climatic conditions and so on – he was drawing on his literary sense, not on his sources.

Themes

In the Annals Tacitus tells the history of the half-century after Augustus’ death, so the content is hugely varied, even with the limitations imposed by his perspective and aims. Here only a few of the principal themes can be considered.

1. Military affairs

The narrative is Roman, almost to a fault. (There are processes of universal significance here, but their context and operation are deeply and sometimes infuriatingly Roman.) This means, among other things, that military affairs are well represented, indeed strangely prevalent in a history of the period often referred to as the Pax Augusta. Such campaigns as there were, and the military discipline that made them successful, formed an important link to Rome’s past, and, in Tacitus’ view, ought to inform Rome’s future. It is no accident that the first major event recorded in the Annals after Tiberius’ succession is a mutiny involving some eleven legions. Tacitus devotes nearly half of Book 1 to the aims, psychology and eventual suppression of this uprising, which was a serious challenge to the very institution of the principate. The placement and prominence of this episode make the role of the military central to the remainder of the work, as Tacitus presents a series of episodes addressing such questions as: what makes the legions effective? What does the commander contribute? How do these campaigns measure up to past glories? What is the relationship between military strength and political stability? Or between military achievement and social standing? Tacitus records significant military successes in nearly every book of the Annals (the depressing Book 16 being an exception) and makes a point of explaining the strategies and admiring the valour and discipline underpinning them. Almost none of the conquests was accomplished by an emperor, although Tiberius was responsible for substantial military successes under Augustus, and Claudius buttressed his legitimacy by ‘conquering’ Britain in a lightning campaign in 43 CE. Instead, military victory was one area in which Rome’s elite, Tacitus’ peers, could still contribute to the commonwealth and to their own legacy. There were risks involved, sometimes large ones. Corbulo’s military career, for example, in which Tacitus invests some forty chapters spanning the principates of Claudius and Nero, concluded in disaster: forced suicide consequent on a trumped-up charge of treason.3 And, on a larger scale, the dominant role of the army in Roman affairs was most fully realized in the series of events that toppled the Julio-Claudians from power in 68 CE, in which military forces and their commanders determined the course of Roman history. In the Histories Tacitus had summarized the lesson of the traumatic civil wars of 68–9 CE with the observation that ‘one of the hidden truths of the imperial system had been divulged: that an emperor could be made elsewhere than in Rome’ (Histories 1.4.2): it was to be the soldiers based in the provinces rather than the senators and imperial family in Rome who established Rome’s second dynasty in power.

Besides victory and defeat, discipline and disorder, and individual valour with its attendant risks, military affairs included the more mundane elements of ruling an empire, such as revenue collection and provincial governance. None of this makes for stirring history, but Tacitus, who had himself been a provincial governor, pays regular attention to imperial administration at all levels. So he shows Tiberius making a prudent reduction in a tax rate after acquiring through conquest a new revenue stream (2.42.4), and, as a contrasting example, Nero’s startling suggestion of abolishing all indirect taxes: ‘Shall I give this loveliest of gifts to the human race?’ (13.50.1). Nero’s advisers talk him out of it, but Tacitus takes the opportunity to review the history of this kind of taxation and the more sober measures that were eventually passed on that occasion (13.50.2–51). There are frequent references to imperial largesse towards provincial beneficiaries, particularly after natural disasters such as earthquakes and fires (see 2.47.1–3 and note 53 to Book 2, and 16.13.3), and to the incorporation of local elites into the senatorial class (3.55.3, 11.23–4). But also, lower down the administrative scale, illustrations of government gone wrong. Rebellions in Thrace (4.46), Germany (4.72), Cappadocia (6.41) and Britain (14.31–8) arise at the point where revenue is extracted, often owing to the abuses of fairly low-level military authorities. An outbreak of revolt in Germany is typical (4.72):


That same year [28 CE] the Frisians, a people living beyond the Rhine, shed their quietude, more from our greed than because compliance was intolerable. The tribute Drusus had ordered from them was modest, appropriate to their pinched resources: their payment was oxhides for military use. No one paid attention to how sturdy or how big until Chief Centurion Olennius, imposed on the Frisians as ruler, chose aurochs hide as the standard for acceptance. (2) Difficult, this, even for other peoples, but harder for Germans to bear since – though the woods teem with huge beasts – their domestic livestock is modest. At first whole oxen, then fields, finally wives’ and children’s bodies were delivered into slavery. (3) This led to rage and protest and, when no help arrived, a remedy in war.



Tacitus’ reference to ‘our greed’ even though this incident occurred thirty years before he was born is one indication among many that he was writing about the past with one eye on the imperial present and future. Getting the revenues right, as Tiberius’ brother Drusus seems to have done, was important not just for the well-being of the Frisians. These revenues, collected empire-wide, paid for the legions that kept the Emperor in power.


2. Governance and politics

To Roman thinking, an account of foreign (usually military) affairs represented only one part of the historian’s responsibilities. What was also required was an account of politics in Rome. In the Annals the most significant elements of domestic politics are the role of the senate and the actions of individual senators, but, also, even more significant is the behaviour of the imperial family. Obviously, this latter category was absent from republican-era historiography, which makes its prevalence in the Annals especially striking. In minute detail Tacitus scrutinizes the actions and psychology of members of the imperial household: the Emperor and his family, but also his advisers, freedmen and close companions. And when he is baffled by their actions, he tells us so. He also includes many episodes concerned with the affairs of royal households in Parthia and Armenia, which act as a mirror image to dynastic politics in Rome. This close study of court life underpins Tacitus’ judgements, as when he describes Tiberius’ corruption by absolute power (6.48.2) or the surprising fact of Claudius’ succession (3.18.4):


But the more I reflect on events recent and past, the more I am struck by the element of the absurd in everything humans do. For judging by people’s talk, expectation and expressions of respect, anyone was more ‘destined to rule’ than the future emperor Fortune was hiding.



As this quotation suggests, one of the principal themes related to the imperial family was that of succession.

Tacitus’ treatment of the senate is deep-dyed with chagrin and disgust: chagrin at the senate’s insignificance and disgust at the behaviour of the senators, careerists whose actions only exposed and increased the senate’s insignificance. An episode that occurs early in Tiberius’ reign reveals some of the mechanisms at play (2.35):


Public business was postponed that year, which I would not report except that the contrasting opinions of Gnaeus Piso and Asinius Gallus on the matter are worth knowing. Piso, when Tiberius had said he would be absent, recommended: All the more reason to act, so that the ability of senate and equestrians to uphold their responsibilities in the Emperor’s absence will reflect well on the republic. (2) Gallus, since a show of independence had been preempted by Piso, said: Nothing is sufficiently notable or consistent with the dignity of the Roman people unless it is done before Tiberius and under his eyes. Accordingly, Italy’s assembly and the provinces’ converging should be saved for his presence. With Tiberius listening in silence, great disputatiousness was used by both sides, but business was deferred.



The complex mix of senatorial independence (Piso’s position), individual ambition (Gallus’ motivation) and the Emperor’s reticence results in a kind of paralysis. It was not intentional or even perhaps inevitable, but it was humiliating, nonetheless. Whenever the opportunity arises, Tacitus highlights moments when the senate claimed or forfeited effectiveness as a partner in running the Empire (see 3.52, 3.60–61, 15.20–22).

Much more numerous are passages that focus on the actions of individual senators, both those who were models of virtue, sensible and prudent, and capable of good acts – and those who were not. As one might expect in a history as dark as the Annals, harmful behaviours predominate. A notable example is delation, the bane of the senatorial class in this period.

The Roman judicial system had always depended on individuals to initiate prosecutions; there was no equivalent for the office of the Attorney General. In earlier times to prosecute a senator, usually an eminent senator, required carefully weighing the political pros and cons: friends and enemies could be won as a result. But under the Empire the enmity and friendship of one man, the Emperor, mattered so much more than any other relationship that the traditional calculus was badly skewed. If a prosecution served the Emperor’s ends – making his position more secure or removing those who had offended him – there was little reason not to go ahead with the case. True, each case eroded the collective well-being of the senatorial class, but delation could be hugely profitable to the individual (see, for example, 1.74.2, 12.59.2). Tacitus’ narrative redresses the balance by adding eternal ignominy to the counter-arguments. This he dispenses to individuals and, as in the following passage, to the whole class of delatores (6.7.3):


This was the most pernicious development of those times: leading senators practising the vilest delation, some openly, others in secret. It was impossible to separate outsiders from connections, friends from strangers, recent events from those obscured by time. Accordingly, whatever people said in the Forum or at parties led to censure, so that everyone hurried to get ahead and target a defendant. Some aimed to help themselves, but more were infected, so to speak, by sickness and contagion.



Comments such as this appear throughout the text. As a senator himself, Tacitus attacks the self-degradation of the senate and the diseased morals of individual senators. He is sensitive to the pressures under which senators acted, but also painfully aware of the consequences for his class: ‘The human capacity for fellowship perished from fear’s violence, and as brutality grew stronger compassion was kept at bay’ (6.19.3).

3. Oratory

Delation also threatened the art with which Tacitus had made his name: oratory. Like so much else in the period he wrote about, oratory suffered under the new political system. It was deployed for trivial ends (see 16.2.2) as well as harmful ones, and sought obscurity and obfuscation as often as clarity and persuasion (see 13.3.2). Tacitus fights back by showing the cultural value of oratory, keeping a record of oratorical successes, and by paying attention to rhetorical style both in the speeches he writes for the Annals and the speeches he reports.

Early in the Annals oratory gets a surprising defender: Tiberius himself, whose talents as a speaker Tacitus discusses and whose speeches he cites. Of the various honours proposed for the recently dead imperial heir Germanicus, Tiberius took exception to one and only one: a tribute to Germanicus’ eloquence, ‘distinctive for gold and size’. It was to have been a likeness in gold displayed in the senate house itself, where a number of silver likenesses of the ‘leaders of eloquence’ were already present. But Tiberius circumvented this proposal by promising to dedicate an ordinary silver likeness himself, on the grounds that ‘Distinction in eloquence is not based on fortune. It is renown enough if Germanicus is ranked with the ancient writers’ (2.83.3). This episode does not redound entirely to Tiberius’ credit, since his scaling down of the proposed honour may have been motivated by hostility to Germanicus as well as by respect for oratory, but at the very least the pretext for his action was a respect for oratory.

‘Distinction in eloquence is not based on fortune,’ said Tiberius, a view reinforced by an episode in the Annals that reveals that oratorical excellence is not inheritable, either. In 16 CE the grandson of the Quintus Hortensius who was one of the Late Republic’s most eminent orators and the man Cicero regarded as his only real rival was reduced to pleading for a financial subvention from the senate (2.37–8). As he made the case that he was ‘prevented by changed times from getting or earning money, popular favour, and eloquence – an heirloom of our house,’ he gestured again and again to his grandfather’s silver likeness on display. The speaker is a fairly pathetic figure, and his performance raises the question of whether eloquence can really be an heirloom.

In the Annals oratorical prowess still functions, as it did under the Republic, as an engine of social mobility (Tacitus’ own career was a case in point). Tacitus includes an extended debate on the question of whether courtroom speakers should be paid for their efforts (11.5–7). Monetary compensation was forbidden by a law dating back to the Republic (see 11.5.3 and note 9 to Book 11); speakers were presumably rewarded by other forms of gratitude, including the ‘fame and posterity’ mentioned here. The pragmatic argument against the ban – that only the wealthy can devote themselves to oratory under current conditions – is advanced for Claudius’ consideration (11.7.3): ‘We are ordinary senators in quiet times, seeking only the advantages of peace. Consider the commoner splendid in his toga: if arts’ rewards are removed, arts themselves will perish.’ Claudius agreed and proposed a compromise of limited payments.

Tacitus also shows the power of a good speech. Perhaps the most striking example is the defence speech of Marcus Terentius, who managed ‘to utter what everyone was thinking’ and carry such conviction with his audience that his prosecutors were punished in his stead (6.9.1). Tacitus introduces this episode with particular fanfare, as having been neglected by his predecessors but ‘worth knowing’ (6.7.5). Other noteworthy speeches he marks out as effective even under the difficult conditions imposed by an autocratic regime (see 3.36.2–3, 13.27, 14.48–9).

Towards the end of Annals 4 Tacitus offers a new criterion by which to assess oratorical merit: longevity (4.61). He comments on the style of a man of ‘celebrated eloquence – while alive’:


The monuments of his talent do not enjoy commensurate retention. In impact, no doubt, rather than study lay his potency, and although other men’s thought and effort gain vigour with posterity, Haterius’ melodious and fluent style was extinguished with himself.



On this criterion the genre in which Tacitus himself was now investing his study, thought, and effort – historiography – outstripped even the best oratory.4

4. Historical memory

Under an autocratic regime the important truths are not going to be easy to see or to speak about. Insight and conjecture are constantly called for. There are limits to what these can achieve, of course, but Tacitus wants his readers to push up against the limits rather than rest content with the official line. He gives an illustration of how to go about this in connection with a persistent rumour concerning the death of Tiberius’ son Drusus in 23 CE. First Tacitus reports, then contradicts the rumour by assessing it against the historical record and gauging its psychological plausibility. Then he explains the larger purpose of the exercise.

Why do I relay and challenge rumour? To rebut in a clear instance false hearsay, and to request from those into whose hands my work comes that they not give the widespread and incredible – so greedily received! – priority over things true and not tainted with the marvellous (4.11.3).



In this way Tacitus shows readers how to deal with the threat that rumours pose to historical memory, but the task of penetrating the deceptive or baffling façade with which Tiberius, say, screens the truth requires much more intensive tutelage. To provide this, Tacitus makes Tiberius’ contemporaries the readers’ proxies. Senators in particular are constantly confronted with the problem of deciphering Tiberius’ intentions. The first major political event of the Annals, the accession of Tiberius, is replete with examples (1.8–14). Numerous obstacles between the historian and the truth are a fundamental element of the history of the period as Tacitus tells it. He thematizes the problem early on in the first bit of advice given to the newly powerful Livia and Tiberius after Augustus’ death, when a veteran of Augustus’ court

warned Livia against making household mysteries, friends’ advice and soldiers’ services common knowledge. Tiberius must not relax the regime’s strength by bringing everything to the senate. It is a condition of absolute power that its account only balances if rendered to one man (1.6.3).



The historian fights a running battle against official obfuscation.

For example, when an exiled adulterer of Tiberius’ former wife Julia is executed on his lonely island off the coast of North Africa, Tacitus’ sources differ on who was responsible. Tacitus claims it was Tiberius, who killed first Julia then her lover fourteen years after Augustus exiled them (1.53.2–5). But this is not the end of Tacitus’ account. He also explains the existence of a discrepancy:

The soldiers were sent not from Rome but from Africa’s governor Lucius Asprenas, according to some reports. Tiberius was their source; he had hoped in vain that talk about the murder could be deflected onto Asprenas (1.53.6).



Tacitus does not take Tiberius’ bait.

He also resists the official erasure from the historical record of Claudius’ disgraced wife Messalina. In 48 CE the senate decreed the ‘removal of her name and likenesses from places public and private’ (11.38.3). This instance of memory sanction seems to have been carried out with particular thoroughness, since very few representations of Messalina survive. But Tacitus gives a long and circumstantial account
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Further Reading

Readers who want to delve further into the world depicted by Tacitus in the Annals will find a rather different view of the same period in The Twelve Caesars, trans. Robert Graves, revised by J. B. Rives (London: Penguin, 2007), written by Tacitus’ younger contemporary Suetonius. A lively picture of the world in which Tacitus himself lived is available in The Letters of the Younger Pliny, trans. Betty Radice (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1963), which includes letters addressed to Tacitus. Dio’s much later history of the period, though incomplete, helps fill in some of the major gaps in Tacitus’ narrative, especially the fall of Sejanus and the reign of Caligula: Dio Cassius: Roman History, Volume VII, Books 56–60, trans. Earnest Cary (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press (Loeb Classical Library), 1924). Those who want to read more of Tacitus himself can explore his history of the Flavian period: The Histories, trans. Kenneth Wellesley, revised by Rhiannon Ash (London: Penguin, 2009) or The Histories, trans. W. H. Fyfe, revised by D. S. Levene (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). These two translations, both good, are very different in style. For works in genres other than history, readers might like to try Tacitus’ Agricola and the Germania, trans. Harold Mattingly, revised by J. B. Rives (London: Penguin, 2010) and Tacitus’ Agricola, Germany and Dialogue of Orators, trans. Herbert W. Benario (Oklahoma, OK: Haworth Press, 1991).

The body of secondary literature on Tacitus and the Julio-Claudian period is rich; only a tiny selection can be mentioned here. Ronald Syme’s two-volume Tacitus (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1958) is still fundamental on the historian’s life and times. Re-evaluations of some of the evidence for Tacitus’ career can be accessed in Anthony Birley’s article ‘The Life and Death of Cornelius Tacitus’ (Historia, 2000). Among the older discussions of Tacitus’ literary achievement, those by Ronald Martin in Tacitus (London: Batsford Academic, 1981), B. Walker in The Annals of Tacitus (New York: Arno Press, 1981) and Judith Ginsburg in Tradition and Theme in the Annals of Tacitus (New York: Arno Press, 1981) are still excellent guides, as are the introductions of commentaries on the Latin text, including H. Furneaux’s (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1896) and F. R. D. Goodyear’s (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972, 1981). More recent treatments, which ask different questions of the work, include Patrick Sinclair’s Tacitus the Sententious Historian: A Sociology of Rhetoric in Annales 1–6 (University Park, PA.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), Ellen O’Gorman’s Irony and Misreading in the Annals of Tacitus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000) and Francesca Santoro L’Hoir’s Tragedy, Rhetoric and the Historiography of Tacitus’ Annales (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2006). A. J. Woodman’s work on the Annals, which is spread over a large number of individual discussions, deserves special mention for its sustained and stimulating study of the principles and methods of Tacitean historiography. His Rhetoric in Classical Historiography: Four Studies (London: Croom Helm, 1988) and Tacitus Reviewed (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998) are good starting places, while his translation of the Annals (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing, 2004) gives Latin-less readers the closest possible access to Tacitean Latin. He has also put together a useful collection of studies by other scholars in the Cambridge Companion to Tacitus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). A recent arrival is Ronald Mellor’s synthetic essay on Tacitus’ Annals (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), a successor to Tacitus (London: Routledge, 1993), his earlier book on the historian, and Tacitus: The Classical Heritage (London: Garland, 1995), his edited collection on Tacitus’ reception. Another fine collection on reception is Tacitus and the Tacitean Tradition (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993), edited by T. J. Luce and A. J. Woodman. On Tacitus’ sources for the Annals, Olivier Devillers’s Tacite et les sources des Annales: enquêtes sur la méthode historique (Leuven: Peeters, 2003) is indispensable. Several recent studies on Tacitus’ earlier works shed indirect light on the Annals; see especially Rhiannon Ash’s Ordering Anarchy: Armies and Leaders in Tacitus’ Histories (London: Duckworth, 1999), Holly Haynes’s The History of Make-Believe: Tacitus on Imperial Rome (Berkeley, CA.; London: University of California Press, 2003) and Dylan Sailor’s Writing and Empire in Tacitus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008). For the historiographical tradition in which Tacitus was writing, see the recent Cambridge Companion to the Roman Historians (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), edited by Andrew Feldherr; and for a more focused treatment see Latin Historians (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997) by C. S. Kraus and A. J. Woodman. For a broad overview of the role of the historian in Ancient Greece and Rome see John Marincola’s Authority and Tradition in Ancient Historiography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).

A few of the many books on the Julio-Claudian period of Roman history may be singled out for their particular relevance to Tacitus’ treatment of the period. On the role of the senate during the principate Richard J. A. Talbert’s The Senate of Imperial Rome (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984) is invaluable, as is Fergus Millar’s magisterial study of the role of the Roman emperor, The Emperor in the Roman World (31 BC–AD 337) (London: Duckworth, 1977). On the control of historical memory, see Harriet Flower’s The Art of Forgetting: Disgrace and Oblivion in Roman Political Culture (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2006). On delation and treason trials, see Steven Rutledge’s Imperial Inquisitions: Prosecutors and Informants from Tiberius to Domitian (London: Routledge, 2001). The political climate of Nero’s principate in particular is well evoked by Vasily Rudich’s Political Dissidence under Nero: The Price of Dissimulation (London: Routledge, 1993) and Shadi Bartsch’s Actors in the Audience: Theatricality and Doublespeak from Nero to Hadrian (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1994). Chaim Wirszubski’s Libertas as a Political Ideal at Rome during the Late Republic and Early Principate (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1950) remains a good introduction to a theme of central interest to Tacitus. And Greg Rowe’s Princes and Political Cultures: The New Tiberian Senatorial Decrees (Ann Arbor, MI.: University of Michigan Press, 2002) offers an entry point to the recently discovered inscriptions that shed light on Tacitus’ narrative of dynastic conflict under Tiberius.

There are valuable biographies for each of the Julio-Claudian emperors and some of their consorts. See, for example, Anthony Barrett’s Livia: First Lady of Imperial Rome (New Haven, CT; London: Yale University Press, 2002) and Caligula: The Corruption of Power (London: Batsford, 1989), as well as Barbara Levick’s Tiberius the Politician (rev. ed. London: Batsford, 1990) and Claudius (London: Batsford, 1990). On the principate of Claudius, Josiah Osgood’s Claudius Caesar: Image and Power in the Early Roman Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011) is a particularly good complement to Tacitus’ narrative because he tries to elicit the history of these years from sources other than Tacitus and Suetonius. Other biographical studies that read successfully against the grain of the ancient sources are Edward Champlin’s Nero (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 2003) and Judith Ginsburg’s Representing Agrippina: Constructions of Female Power in the Early Roman Principate (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006).



Note on the Translation

Of all the devices that Tacitus employs to impose his will on the history of the Julio-Claudian period and to move his readers, perhaps the most effective is his Latin style. Although this is not the place for a full account of his achievement in using style to convey meaning, doing Tacitus’ style justice has been a primary objective of this translation. An impossible one, perhaps. But before looking in more detail at some aspects of his style, I should mention an expedient adopted in this translation that affects every page of it.


NAMES

The personal names in any account of Roman history are a problem for modern readers. Roman naming practices as reflected in literature (inscriptions are somewhat different) make it very difficult to distinguish between different generations of one family and even individuals from different families, especially over a narrative covering many decades. In the Annals this difficulty is compounded by Tacitus’ practice of referring to a single person by several forms of his or her name. Because Tacitus refers to so many people in this narrative – more than a thousand – I have privileged clarity over every other consideration.

Tacitus’ general policy in naming people is to give a fuller form of a person’s name at his or her first introduction and to use a shorter form thereafter. Thus, the Neronian-era general Gnaeus Domitius Corbulo is introduced at 3.31.3 with a standard-format family name Domitius, followed by his surname or cognomen Corbulo (Tacitus never uses his personal name Gnaeus), but in later appearances he is often called just Corbulo. However, Tacitus employs many variations of this pattern. The Guard commander prominent in the Pisonian conspiracy is sometimes called Faenius Rufus, sometimes Rufus Faenius, sometimes Faenius, and sometimes Rufus. And Rufus is attached as a surname to thirteen other family names in the Annals. Homonymy is most prevalent with reference to the emperors and their sons, whom Tacitus frequently calls Caesar. These variations presumably had significance for Tacitus’ original readers, and even now scholars intimately familiar with Roman nomenclature can make sense of some of his variations, but for most readers they are irrelevant and confusing. My policy is to give the full name at a character’s first appearance (family name, then surname; like Tacitus I omit personal names) and then to use either that or one shorter form thereafter, regardless of what appears in Tacitus’ text. Readers who want to know where Augustus’ wife Livia, say, is called Augusta or Julia instead of Livia will find that information in the Index of Names. For each member of the imperial household, which had a limited number of names, I have where possible used a distinctive name. Tiberius’ daughter-in-law, for example, always appears as Livilla in this translation, although Tacitus always calls her Livia, which invites confusion with Augustus’ wife. However, there aren’t enough names to go around, so three different men are called Drusus (Tiberius’ brother, Tiberius’ son and the second son of Germanicus) and two are called Nero (Germanicus’ eldest son and the Emperor). In this translation Caesar refers to Julius Caesar, except when it appears in direct address to an emperor, where the reference is to that emperor. For the overlap in names of Roman elite families, where necessary, clarification is provided in the notes. Finally, for individuals who are likely to be known to modern readers from sources other than the Annals – especially Latin authors – I have used the most familiar form of the name. Lucan, for example, whom Tacitus calls Annaeus Lucanus and Lucanus Annaeus, I call Lucan. The forms actually used by Tacitus are recorded in the Index of Names.



STYLE

As befits a work of supreme literary artistry and historical importance the Annals have enjoyed a long history of fine translations. Each of them succeeds in some aspects of the task of rendering Tacitus into English, but none succeeds in all. Neither does this one. It is a humbling experience to ponder the work of a writer like Tacitus, who uses the resources of his own language so masterfully and pushes them to the limit. His innovations are especially hard to render, since novel expressions in a translation may baffle understanding or offend taste. Be that as it may, my aim has been to replicate the special qualities of Tacitean Latin in English, insofar as this is possible, while also producing a clear and accurate narrative of events.


Brevity

Reproducing the brevity that is an essential and distinctive feature of Tacitus’ style has been a particular concern, and a challenge. Translating Latin always results in English that is wordier than the original Latin. For example, if rendered completely the Latin phrase discurrunt mutati (1.44.2) yields something like ‘They ran off in different directions in a new frame of mind.’ Twelve English words for Latin’s two. The relative verbosity of English is particularly evident when rendering Tacitus’ spare Latin style. To communicate what the Latin prefix dis- accomplishes when added to currere (‘to run’) English adds both the adverb ‘off’ and the prepositional phrase ‘in different directions’. The particularly Tacitean compression of this phrase comes from mutati, a participle that means ‘having been changed’ and modifies the subject of discurrunt. Tacitus doesn’t specify the nature of the change, nor does he need to since it is clear from the context that Germanicus’ speech has changed the soldiers’ mutinous attitude into one of remorseful eagerness to please. But ‘they ran off in different directions having been changed’ is impossible English. Other translators have rendered the phrase as follows: ‘Away they hurried hither and thither, altered men’ (Church and Brodribb); ‘Changed men, they hastened round’ (Grant); ‘Now transformed, they ran everywhere’ (Woodman); ‘Changed men now, they ran off in different directions’ (Yardley). All convey the sense adequately, but with more than double the number of words needed by Tacitus. The briefest possible translation would be ‘they scattered, transformed’, but the inappropriately random sense of ‘scattered’ and the awkwardness of using forms ending in identical -ed endings but with different syntax work against this. In translating discurrunt mutati as ‘They ran off transformed’ I rely on the subsequent description of atomized activity (‘tied up the most seditious and dragged them’) to suggest ‘in different directions’, and on the cultural associations of ‘transformation’ to supply a reference to the soldiers’ attitude. (On the value of preserving the word order, see below.)

Rendering Tacitus’ pithy Latin in equally pithy English requires a different solution for almost every phrase, but several expedients were adopted wherever possible. Double negatives are simplified into positive expressions, unless the negativity has a particular point. Past tense verbs of various forms are rendered with simple past forms, provided the sequence of events remains clear; this eliminates a great number of uninteresting auxiliary verbs in English. Forms of the verb ‘to be’ are omitted where Tacitus omits them and English permits. Instead of explanatory conjunctions (‘since’, ‘because’) a colon is sometimes substituted between effect and cause. Asyndeton (the omission of conjunctions, especially ‘and’) is very common in Tacitus’ Latin and occasionally adopted here, but English is much less tolerant of this device. It is particularly prevalent in character descriptions (such as that of Sejanus at 4.1.3) and at the high point of battle narratives (see 4.50).

The technical terms for Roman institutions offer a special challenge when it comes to brevity in translation. Since no English equivalents exist, clarity invites a gloss rather than a translation. But glosses are wordy, so I have simplified instead. I use ‘exile’ to describe people who are barred from Italian soil, rather than Tacitus’ ‘forbidden water and fire’, which reflects the wording of the judicial sentence. Even worse than single expressions such as this are passages full of lists. So at 15.25.3 I give ‘governors’ instead of the phrase ‘prefects, procurators, propraetors’ with which Tacitus specifies different categories of provincial governor. Similarly, where possible I use ‘officers’ instead of ‘tribunes and centurions’, ‘horns’ instead of ‘tubas and trumpets’, and so on. The details underlying my simple expressions are explained in the notes.



Word order

The patterns of word arrangement in Latin and English sentences are very different. Most obviously, Latin clauses and sentences regularly end with the verb, as a kind of punctuation. (Classical Latin used punctuation marks very sparingly.) In Tacitus’ Latin the placement of words and their juxtapositions produce some very striking effects, which I have tried to reproduce in English, at some cost to syntactic fidelity. For example, when Tacitus uses a powerful verb to close a sentence, the punctuating effect can sometimes only be reproduced in English by changing the voice of the verb. Consider 15.68.1 where the literal translation of tum poenam iussam subiit is ‘he then underwent the ordered punishment’. But this reverses the sequence in which Tacitus (and history) arranged events, which emerges better in ‘Punishment was ordered and met.’ Replicating Tacitus’ word order also reduces the readability of the English, so I reserve it for passages where the gain in meaning outweighs the awkwardness of arrangement.

Another device, less frequently used but somewhat disconcerting when encountered, is a very brief question without syntax. For example, in Tacitus’ report of the aftermath of Germanicus’ most noteworthy victory in Germany he describes the celebration of the Roman army and their erection of a trophy listing the tribes they had defeated, then considers the enemy (2.19.1): ‘The Germans? Wounds, losses and annihilation all caused them less pain and anger than this display.’ Putting ‘The Germans?’ at the front like this preserves the Latin word order, which puts Germanos in the object case at the beginning of the sentence. In my view it also replicates the experience of readers of Tacitus’ complex Latin sentences, who are often presented with a topic before they get the syntax that integrates it into the sentence. This must constitute a kind of puzzle, where one has to hold the idea of ‘Germans as direct object’ in one’s head until the syntax catches up with it.



Focalization

Focalization is crucial to the inner world that Tacitus creates for his characters, especially (but not only) emperors, and I have made conveying it accurately a priority. Consider Tacitus’ report of Nero’s response to being thwarted in his first plan for eliminating a consul named Vestinus (15.69.1):


Turning, accordingly, to the power of mastery, he dispatched the officer Gerellanus with a cohort of soldiers. He ordered him to anticipate the consul’s attempts, to seize his ‘citadel’, to crush his ‘picked men’. (Vestinus had a residence overlooking the Forum and attractive slaves all of an age.)

 

Many translators render the object of the initial participial phrase, vim dominationis, with some form of ‘despotism’ or ‘tyranny’, but if Tacitus is reflecting Nero’s thoughts here – as I think he is, since he quotes Nero’s terms for what he himself calls ‘residence’ and ‘slaves all of an age’ – Nero didn’t think to himself, ‘I’m a despot’ but rather something like ‘I’m the boss.’ Accordingly, I use ‘mastery’ here for a term that I elsewhere render with ‘regime’ and other more negatively tinged words. The Emperor’s power looks different to different observers and requires different labels. Similarly, the term severitas is rendered as ‘austerity’ when it is a lifestyle choice, but ‘severity’ when it describes punishments and is contrasted with leniency, and ‘strictness’ when it is a broader policy and equated with inflexibility. Using different English expressions for a single Latin word obviously makes it impossible for the reader to track Tacitus’ use of a term like dominatio or severitas, but reflecting an utterance’s perspective seemed the higher priority.

Another policy adopted in aid of focalization is that of printing reported speech and thought – in both short and much longer passages – in italics. Direct quotations or ‘quotations’ (see p. xxxv on Tacitus’ speeches) are enclosed within quotation marks. However, the much more numerous passages in which Tacitus uses the indirect quotation construction – writing, for example, about Octavia, that Nero ‘insisted that she was barren’ instead of ‘“She is barren,” he insisted’ (14.60.1) – are given in italics. In Latin the construction’s syntax makes it more visually distinct from its narrative surroundings than it is in English: subjects appear in the object case and verbs are infinitive. Indirect quotations strike the eye in Tacitus’ Latin and because he uses them so often and to such good effect they should do so in English as well. As they do in the following rendering of the thoughts of a victorious Roman army, faced with a choice between accepting a surrender or finding some other way to prevent the enemy from causing trouble again (12.17.1): ‘This [the surrender] the victors rejected, since slaughtering the surrendered seemed brutal, and guarding a great multitude toilsome. Better they fall to the law of war.’ Over the course of long passages of reported speech or thought the gain in clarity through the use of italics is considerable. But the primary gain is the immediacy they give to the words and thoughts of Tacitus’ memorable characters.


NOTES

I supply notes as follows:

1. On named entities (persons, places, buildings, rituals, etc.) if mentioned elsewhere by Tacitus in a relevant context. A cross reference is supplied. Other references can be found via the Index of Names.

2. On aspects of the Roman world as necessary for comprehension of the text. A brief explanation is supplied. Information about Roman history more generally should be sought elsewhere. The Further Reading section is a good starting place.

3. On matters relevant to the composition of the Annals.

4. On the Latin text when the text underlying the translation is corrupt or when its meaning is obscure or when a feature of Tacitus’ Latin is particularly resistant to translation.


TEXT

The Latin text underlying this translation is H. Heubner’s Teubner edition of the Annals (Stuttgart, 1983). Divergences are listed in the Appendix. For each of the two surviving parts of the Annals (Books 1–6, Books 11–16) the text rests on a single manuscript. The readings of these two precious survivors are occasionally mentioned in the notes and in the Appendix. Such mentions should be regarded as the tip of an editorial iceberg. These two manuscripts, one written in the ninth century CE, the other in the eleventh, transmit a text that has suffered much damage since Tacitus put pen to papyrus in the second century CE.

Both manuscripts are referred to by the abbreviation ‘M’, which indicates their current location in the Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana in Florence. The shelf marks are Plut. 68.1 for the ninth-century manuscript of Annals 1–6, and Plut. 68.2 for the eleventh-century manuscript of Annals 11–16. Both are now readable in their entirety online in the fine digital images hosted by the Laurentian library website (http://teca.bmlonline.it). The text transmitted by the later of the two manuscripts is, as one would expect, the most corrupt. What this means for the reader of the Annals can be seen in the Appendix, where the textual uncertainties listed for Books 11–16 greatly outnumber those for Books 1–6.

Nothing can be done to repair the major damage to the text, the loss of most of Book 5, all of Books 7–10 and some of Book 11, but repairs can be attempted where the text has suffered lesser damage such as the omission of single words or the garbling of spelling or the intrusion of material not in the original. Copyists and readers and editors have been working for centuries to find sense where the manuscripts transmit nonsense or the wrong sense. The text of Heubner’s edition is the product of this long labour and brings us about as close as we can get with the evidence available to Tacitus’ original Latin. There are inevitably places where no one repair has won universal acceptance. For these I give a brief indication of the problem and possible solutions in the Appendix.
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