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    In Tacitus’ Histories, power stalks a wounded empire through streets, camps, and council chambers, as the sudden collapse of certainty unmoors armies and senators alike, alliances splinter overnight, private calculations masquerade as public virtue, and the fate of Rome swings on decisions made under the pressure of rumor, fear, and ambition, while, across provinces and the capital, voices contend to define what has happened and what must follow, the past is weaponized, the present misread, and the future mortgaged to men who believe themselves chosen by fortune but discover that fortune changes masters as swiftly as loyalty changes hands.

Publius Cornelius Tacitus, a Roman senator and historian writing in the early second century CE, composed the Histories to recount the upheavals that followed the end of the Julio‑Claudian line. Beginning with the crisis unleashed after Nero’s death in 68 CE and centering on the ferocious year that followed, the work traces how competing claimants, anxious soldiers, and weary civilians confronted a vacuum at the heart of imperial government. Tacitus balances events in Rome with developments in the provinces, presenting a panorama of civil conflict, shifting loyalties, and improvised authority that reshaped the political landscape without reducing it to a simple morality tale.

Histories holds its classic status because it fuses gripping narrative with a probing analysis of power. Tacitus’ style is compressed, exacting, and memorable, moving swiftly from councils to battlefields while distilling complex motives into sharply drawn scenes. He captures the volatility of rumor, the theatrics of public life, and the long reach of fear with a precision that later historians admired and emulated. The book’s architecture—alternating perspectives, carefully staged reversals, and sustained suspense—lends dramatic momentum to a chronicle of real events. As literature, it exemplifies how history can achieve tragic depth without sacrificing accuracy or breadth of vision.

Tacitus writes as an insider: a senator trained in oratory, educated in law, and familiar with the procedures, anxieties, and ambitions of Rome’s governing class. He lived through the later years of the first century, observed the pressures of autocracy, and then wrote with the hindsight afforded by a more stable era. His vantage does not erase bias, but it gives him rare access to how decisions were framed, justified, and remembered. The Histories benefits from this double perspective—participant and analyst—making its judgments weighty even when severe, and its portraits of commanders, courtiers, and crowds uncommonly attentive to consequence.

Tacitus appears to have planned the Histories as a sustained account running from 69 CE into the subsequent decades of the Flavian house. Only Books 1–4 and part of Book 5 survive, carrying the reader from the opening shocks of civil war into the early consolidation of new power. Even in this fragmentary state, the canvas is vast: the senate in debate, legions on the move, urban populations swayed by news and spectacle, and frontier armies recalculating allegiance. The surviving portion includes notable digressions and set pieces that illuminate how local histories intersected with the imperial crisis.

Themes recur with insistent force: the fragility of legitimacy, the corrosive effects of flattery, the rivalry between military prowess and legal authority, and the role of chance when institutions falter. Tacitus examines how rumors become facts under pressure, how symbols of continuity are repurposed to mask improvisation, and how leaders’ private vices or virtues are magnified in public catastrophe. He is especially alert to the psychology of crowds and commanders, tracing how hope, fear, and envy can override policy. These concerns are not abstractions; they are witnessed in decisions that alter alliances, open gates, and close futures.

Tacitus achieves his effects through a distinctive repertoire of techniques. He crafts vivid character sketches and pointed summaries that compress months of intrigue into a few resonant strokes. He stages speeches that crystallize competing arguments, not to ornament the record but to reveal political grammar and moral posture. He changes vantage swiftly, juxtaposing Rome with the provinces to show how messages mutate across distance. He inserts ethnographic and antiquarian digressions when they bear on present conflict, expanding the reader’s horizon while sharpening focus. Above all, the prose sustains a taut irony that keeps moral judgment alive without foreclosing complexity.

The literary and intellectual afterlife of the Histories is formidable. Renaissance and early modern readers drew political lessons from Tacitus, and the movement often called Tacitism—associated with scholars such as Justus Lipsius—treated his pages as a laboratory of statecraft and prudence. Enlightenment historians found in him a model of critical narrative and an unsparing vocabulary for despotism and liberty; Montesquieu and Gibbon, among others, read and praised his work. Across centuries, novelists, dramatists, and political thinkers have returned to Tacitus for a lexicon of character under pressure and for strategies of narrating crisis with clarity and compression.

Within the Roman historiographical tradition, Tacitus stands beside Sallust and Livy yet departs from both. He shares with Sallust a fascination with moral decay and with Livy a respect for institutions, but his vision of imperial politics is darker, more concentrated, and more attuned to the interplay of contingency and design. His sentences carry argumentative weight; his arrangement of episodes builds a case about how power works in practice. He neither offers nostalgic escape into a vanished republic nor complacent celebration of empire. Instead, he turns history into a disciplined meditation on authority when ethical guardrails give way.

The Histories reaches us incomplete, mediated by a manuscript tradition that preserves much yet leaves breaks and ambiguities. The gaps heighten, rather than diminish, its power, because Tacitus’ method does not depend on a single thesis but on a pattern of perception. Reading him demands attention to implication: silence can condemn, a verb choice can tilt an appraisal, and a sudden shift of scene can expose a hidden cause. For modern readers, this density is part of the reward, offering a text to be reread, annotated, and argued with rather than consumed as a simple chronicle.

To call the Histories a classic is to note not only its age but its inexhaustibility. It continues to generate questions about responsibility, complicity, and the price of stability. It makes the machinery of power intelligible without suggesting that understanding alone will avert catastrophe. Its portraits avoid caricature yet refuse flattery; its episodes are concrete while still emblematic. In studying how words, laws, and swords compete to define legitimacy, Tacitus created a grammar that later ages have used to read their own crises. Few works better demonstrate how history can be both witness and warning.

Today the Histories remains urgent because its problems are recognizably ours: contested information, performative politics, institutional fatigue, and leadership chosen in haste and repented at leisure. Tacitus’ emphasis on character under pressure and on the fragility of norms speaks across time without inviting easy analogies. His book shows how a community’s stories about itself can steady it—or drive it mad—when sudden change shatters expectations. As an inquiry into how societies endure turmoil, it offers no remedy, only clarity, and that clarity, sharpened by literary artistry, explains its lasting appeal and its authority as a classic of world literature.
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    Tacitus’ Histories presents a sustained account of Rome’s descent into civil war and the precarious reassembling of authority that followed. Written with a senatorial eye for institutions and character, it reconstructs the crisis unleashed after Nero’s fall, when multiple claimants competed for the principate and provincial armies shaped events. Of the original work, only Books 1–4 and part of Book 5 survive, chiefly covering the tumultuous years 69–70 CE. Tacitus organizes the narrative across simultaneous fronts, pairing political maneuvers in Rome with campaigns in Italy, Gaul, Germany, and the East. He combines documentary detail, rumor, and set speeches to test motives and measure fortune’s sway.

The narrative opens with the end of Nero and the accession of Galba, a veteran commander brought from Spain as a promise of restoration. Tacitus charts the early contests over legitimacy: the Senate’s formalities, the Praetorians’ expectations, and the city’s restlessness. Galba’s attempts at retrenchment and discipline alienate key supporters, while the provinces weigh their interests as arbiters of power. The historian balances city and camp, showing how the fiction of orderly succession gives way to the realities of military loyalty and financial strain. By following messengers, edicts, and rumors, he underscores how unstable signals can shatter a fragile settlement.

Otho’s ambitions sharpen the crisis. When Galba adopts Piso as successor, Otho orchestrates a swift coup, and the Praetorians hail him in Rome. At the same time, Tacitus traces a second threat rising far from the capital: the legions on the Rhine proclaim Vitellius, propelled by commanders and soldiers resentful of perceived neglect. With two emperors recognized on different fronts, the empire divides into rival coalitions. Tacitus highlights the tempo of dispatches and the calculus of governors, illustrating how logistics, money, and morale are as decisive as valor. The stage is set for a campaign in northern Italy, where control over supply corridors becomes crucial.

Otho’s government faces immediate strategic choices: negotiate, delay, or strike before Vitellius’ forces converge. Tacitus emphasizes the pressure of counsel and the perils of haste. Armies meet along the Po, culminating near Bedriacum in a hard-fought encounter that exhausts reserves and commanders alike. The defeat of Othonian troops prompts a rapid reversal in Rome, with power and allegiance shifting to Vitellius. Tacitus tracks the victors’ approach to the city and the institutional challenges a new regime must confront: finances stretched by donatives, an emboldened soldiery, and contradictions between ceremonial legitimacy and the realities of military dependence.

A new opposition coalesces in the East. Tacitus introduces Vespasian, engaged in the Judaean campaign, and Mucianus of Syria, who together mobilize provincial support and vital resources such as Egypt’s grain. Legions on the Danube pledge allegiance, creating a second pivot of force. As Vitellian troops disperse and their commanders pursue mixed strategies, Flavian forces enter northern Italy, winning critical engagements around Cremona. The struggle intensifies into urban warfare in Rome, where the clash of factions exposes institutional vulnerability and civic sacrifice. Tacitus narrates the transition of authority with an eye to both battlefield contingencies and the symbolism of restoring order in the capital.

With the change in leadership, Book 4 turns to the challenges of consolidation. Tacitus examines relations between the new regime and the Senate, the balancing of clemency and deterrence, and the effort to reestablish discipline without alienating the armies that secured victory. On the northern frontier, the Batavian revolt under Julius Civilis erupts, drawing in communities along the Rhine and in Gaul. Grievances over levies, pay, and command abuses fuel a widening conflict. Tacitus follows shifting coalitions and probes the motives of Roman officers and auxiliary leaders, detailing marches, riverine operations, and sieges that test the empire’s capacity to govern at its edges.

Book 5 opens with an extended ethnographic and geographic account of the Jews and Judaea, preparing the reader for events in the East. Tacitus outlines traditions, institutions, and the land’s distinctive features before describing Roman operations in the region, including the campaign around Jerusalem. The narrative also returns to the Rhine, where the Batavian conflict and Gallic politics continue to evolve. Throughout, the historian juxtaposes provincial perspectives with decisions made at the center, reinforcing how imperial policy must traverse distance and diversity. The surviving text breaks off, and much of the intended later coverage has been lost, leaving key threads unresolved within the manuscript.

Across the surviving books, Tacitus develops a set of recurring questions: what grounds legitimate rule when armies decide, and how do institutions behave under extreme stress? He crafts portraits of generals, courtiers, and senators, often grouping them by temperament and fortune rather than rank alone. Speeches frame competing visions of duty and expediency, while asides probe the reliability of hearsay and official reports. Motifs of chance, moral testing, and the corrosive effects of fear and indulgence punctuate the action. The provinces serve not merely as backdrops but as agents, their loyalties and grievances shaping outcomes as power migrates between frontier camps and the capital.

As a whole, Histories offers both a record of extraordinary events and a meditation on the mechanics of empire. Tacitus shows how civil war distorts judgment, elevates the army, and exposes the limits of senatorial consensus, yet he also registers the possibilities of reconstruction when discipline and policy align. The work’s incomplete state invites cautious reading and further inquiry, but its surviving books remain a principal source for the Year of the Four Emperors and the early Flavian era. Its enduring significance lies in the way it links character, contingency, and institutional design, prompting reflection on authority, responsibility, and the costs of instability.
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    Tacitus’ Histories is set in the Roman Empire immediately after the fall of Nero, focusing chiefly on the years 69–70 CE and the political settlement that followed. The geographic frame is wide—Rome, Italy, the Rhine and Danube frontiers, the eastern provinces, Egypt, and Judaea—but Rome’s institutions anchor the narrative. The Principate, inaugurated by Augustus, concentrated power in the emperor while preserving the Senate’s formal prestige. The Praetorian Guard, provincial legions, equestrian administrators, and urban plebs all shaped outcomes. Imperial cult, civic patronage, and grain supplies bound center to periphery. Above all, the absence of a lawful succession mechanism exposed how armies and courtiers could make—and unmake—emperors.

Tacitus wrote as a senator with firsthand experience of imperial politics. He served as praetor in 88 under Domitian and as suffect consul in 97 under Nerva, and likely held the proconsulship of Asia in the early second century. Composed under Trajan, probably in the first decade of the 100s, the Histories claims to combine eyewitness testimony with documentary sources. The author signals a moral and political purpose: to analyze the forces that destabilized Rome and to judge character against civic virtue. Writing after Domitian’s fall, in a comparatively freer climate, he reflects on how fear, flattery, and violence distort public life and historical memory.

The immediate prelude to the Histories is Nero’s collapse in 68. Financial strain, elite disaffection, and provincial revolts—most notably Gaius Iulius Vindex’s uprising in Gaul—fatally weakened the regime. Servius Sulpicius Galba, governor of Hispania Tarraconensis, was proclaimed emperor; Nero committed suicide in June 68. Tacitus treats Nero mainly as background, but the fiscal and political wreckage he left—depleted coffers, reliance on informers, and distrust between emperor and Senate—forms the stage on which subsequent actors perform. Galba’s arrival in Rome raised hopes of reform, yet also exposed how expectations of donatives, patronage, and favor had reconfigured the relationship between ruler, soldiers, and citizens.

The year 69—the “Year of the Four Emperors”—revealed the decisive role of armies in imperial succession. Galba, Otho, Vitellius, and Vespasian were each elevated by different military constituencies: the Praetorian Guard in the capital, the Rhine legions in the west, and the legions of Judaea, Syria, and the Danubian provinces. Tacitus emphasizes how regional loyalties, rival commanders, and long-marched soldiers transformed civil disputes into war. Urban anxiety and provincial opportunism fed each other. By following rumors, proclamations, and marches across vast distances, the Histories shows the empire’s scale—and the fragility of central authority when competing armies moved faster than senatorial deliberation.

Galba’s brief reign exemplifies the perils of austere virtue amid militarized politics. Refusing lavish donatives to the Praetorian Guard and seeking to stabilize finances, he alienated the very forces that had ensured his accession. His adoption of Piso Licinianus as heir angered Marcus Salvius Otho, who expected the succession. Tacitus presents Galba as personally dignified yet politically maladroit. When the Praetorians deserted and Galba was killed in January 69, the historian underlines a lesson he repeats: without institutionalized succession, private calculation and troop pay determine public outcomes. The Senate, compelled to ratify faits accomplis, appears dignified but powerless, a theme that recurs throughout the work.

Otho’s accession illustrates how emperors sought legitimacy through moderation and speed. He promised restraint and good governance, even as he secured loyalty with payments. Yet the Rhine legions had already proclaimed Aulus Vitellius, and two field armies advanced into Italy. Tacitus balances Otho’s reputation for earlier excess with his conduct as emperor, noting his disciplined response to crisis and his eventual suicide after defeat near Bedriacum in April 69. By dwelling on Otho’s choice to die rather than prolong civil war, the narrative juxtaposes private virtue with public catastrophe, suggesting that individual intentions mattered less than structural forces unleashed by military rivalries.

Vitellius’ rise was the triumph of the Rhine army’s cohesion, but his rule exposed the costs of victory. Tacitus reports the indiscipline of troops and the burdens placed on Italian communities as armies crossed and re-crossed the peninsula. The burning of the Capitoline Temple during street fighting in Rome symbolized civic breakdown and the loss of sacred anchors. Vitellius’ attempts at consolidation were undone by new coalitions forming in the East and Danube. The Histories uses his downfall in December 69 to show how civil conflict eroded norms, flooded courts with opportunists, and blurred lines between public justice and private vengeance, leaving the city devastated and authority discredited.

Vespasian’s ascent marked a shift from western to eastern power bases. As commander in Judaea, he had experienced legions loyal to him and secured the support of Gaius Licinius Mucianus, governor of Syria, and Tiberius Julius Alexander in Egypt. Eastern and Danubian forces proclaimed Vespasian in mid-69; control of Alexandria’s grain and the Nile corridor gave strategic leverage over Rome’s food supply. Tacitus traces the Flavian coalition’s propaganda—promises of stability, portents favoring the new dynasty—and the hard calculations of generals like Antonius Primus. Vespasian’s victory did not simply reward merit; it reflected the empire’s integration, where provincial resources could install a ruler at Rome.

The Batavian Revolt (69–70), led by Julius Civilis on the lower Rhine, exposed how auxiliary forces and frontier communities could exploit imperial weakness. Longstanding grievances—recruitment demands, delayed pay, and local rivalries—combined with the distraction of civil war to allow a serious insurgency. Forts such as Vetera faced siege; Roman authority teetered in Germania Inferior. Tacitus’ account frames the revolt as both a local uprising and a mirror of metropolitan disorder: when the center faltered, peripheral actors pressed claims. Flavian generals, notably Quintus Petillius Cerialis, eventually restored control, but the episode underscored how delicate frontier management had become when legions fought one another.

The Judaean revolt (66–70), already underway before 69, is a crucial backdrop. Causes included maladministration by Roman governors, fiscal exactions, and religious tensions in a city sacred to Jews and significant to multiple communities. Vespasian’s initial command and Titus’ subsequent siege culminated in Jerusalem’s fall and the destruction of the Temple in 70. Tacitus includes an ethnographic digression on Jewish customs in Book 5; while a valuable witness to Roman perceptions, it reflects biases of his milieu. By linking military operations to imperial politics, the Histories shows how victories on the periphery legitimated new rulers, feeding Flavian triumphal imagery and claims to have restored peace.

The texture of empire in the Histories depends on provincial administration. Senatorial proconsuls and imperial legates governed provinces with legions; equestrian procurators oversaw finances and taxation. Local city councils and client kings mediated Roman rule. The grain supply—especially from Africa and Egypt—was a constant strategic concern; prefects and fleets guarded shipments, and disruption threatened urban unrest. Control of Alexandria mattered both symbolically and materially, since withholding grain could pressure Rome. Tacitus’ narrative underscores how governors, fiscal agents, and municipal elites shaped events, making the “Roman state” a patchwork of negotiated relationships held together by law, patronage, and the presence, or absence, of troops.

Military organization and communications shaped the pace of events. Legions were stationed along the Rhine, Danube, and in the East, supported by auxiliary cohorts and cavalry. Naval fleets at Misenum and Ravenna secured Italian coasts and sea lanes. Roads, bridges, and the imperial post (cursus publicus) allowed orders and news to travel quickly, but not always fast enough to prevent rumor from guiding action. Tacitus highlights the role of donatives, honors, and discipline in maintaining unit cohesion; in civil war, promises often outweighed oaths. The Praetorian Guard, an urban garrison with outsized political influence, proved that proximity to the palace could outweigh constitutional niceties.

The Senate in 69 appears dignified yet constrained, a body forced to ratify decisions already made by armies or palace guards. Tacitus, writing from a senatorial perspective, repeatedly contrasts libertas—frank counsel within lawful bounds—with the flattery and fear that had grown under earlier emperors. The legal charge of maiestas (treason) and the activities of informers had corroded trust during preceding reigns; even when less prominent in 69 than under Tiberius or Domitian, their memory haunted politics. In the Histories, senatorial decrees, embassies, and debates occur, but their efficacy depends on the temper of commanders and mobs, underscoring the mismatch between institutional form and actual power.

Urban life and culture also press upon Tacitus’ story. Rome, a city of possibly over a million inhabitants, relied on aqueducts, grain doles, and amphitheaters as instruments of order and prestige. Fires, street fighting, and shortages in 69 revealed how quickly daily routines could collapse. The Flavian rebuilding that followed—such as the Temple of Peace and, soon after, the Flavian Amphitheater—served political ends, projecting abundance and control. Literary culture in the so-called Silver Age evolved under the pressure of patronage and censorship; public oratory declined in political consequence, a point Tacitus elsewhere laments, as imperial favor or displeasure increasingly determined careers and the bounds of speech.

Fiscal realities run through the Histories. Nero’s expenditures and the costs of civil war strained the treasury. Galba attempted austerity, angering soldiers expecting donatives; Vitellius’ large moving armies burdened Italian communities. Vespasian, by contrast, was known for financial discipline, introducing or tightening taxes and auditing revenues to restore solvency. Coinage, provincial levies, and the monetization of privileges became tools of stabilization. Tacitus views these measures both as necessities and as indicators of how emperors balanced popularity, military loyalty, and long-term governance. Economic policy, in his telling, is never neutral: it tests the bonds between state and subjects and conditions the moral tone of a reign.

Belief, prodigies, and political messaging intertwine in the period. Omens, astrological prophecies, and reports of miracles circulated widely; Vespasian’s supposed healings at Alexandria were attested by multiple sources, including Tacitus, and used to bolster legitimacy. The imperial cult, with temples and rituals across the provinces, localized loyalty to the emperor. Tacitus often reports such phenomena with measured skepticism, yet he records their political efficacy. By documenting how signs were read and staged, the Histories shows a world in which divine favor was claimed and contested, and where religious language provided common ground for elites and masses during uncertain successions.

The armies and provinces that elevate emperors are made of individuals whose ambitions and grievances Tacitus itemizes. Commanders such as Mucianus, Antonius Primus, and Cerialis occupy key roles as brokers between soldiers and rulers. The historian’s character sketches connect personal habits—generosity, restraint, cruelty—to outcomes on campaign and in council. Yet he stresses that structural incentives encourage vice: the expectation of donatives, the rewards for early defections, and impunity in victory. The narrative’s moral economy thus critiques not only bad actors but a system where emergency powers have become routine and where the instruments of security repeatedly threaten the commonwealth they are meant to defend.
The transmission of truth is itself a historical problem in the Histories. Tacitus writes soon after events, but he acknowledges bias, rumor, and fear as obstacles. Records existed—senatorial proceedings, military dispatches—but civil war produced competing versions and silences. The author’s programmatic claim to write without anger or favoritism is an ideal tested by his own senatorial commitments and by the difficulty of attributing causation amid chaos. By foregrounding his method, he invites readers to see history as a struggle over memory, where victors’ triumphs, victims’ grievances, and the public’s appetite for marvels all shape what will be believed about a traumatic year.
Although the surviving books end in 70, Tacitus writes with the shadow of later Flavian and Domitianic rule in mind. Vespasian and Titus presented themselves as restorers of peace; their building, military successes, and administrative reforms achieved stability. Yet under Domitian (81–96), authoritarian practices intensified, culminating in his assassination and the Senate’s condemnation of his memory. When Tacitus composes, under Nerva and Trajan, he looks back at 69 as both a beginning and a warning: dynasties can secure order, but if institutions remain subordinated to force, Rome risks repeating cycles of fear, flattery, and sudden violence.
In sum, the Histories mirrors and critiques its era by dissecting the interplay of armies, institutions, and character under the stress of succession without law. It presents the empire as an intricately connected organism whose communications, economies, and beliefs make it resilient yet vulnerable to faction and rumor. Tacitus’ senatorial voice measures emperors against civic ideals while acknowledging the practical constraints of rule. By showing how public virtue falters when incentives reward indiscipline and sycophancy, the work becomes more than annalistic record: it is a reflection on how a superpower’s cohesion depends on the ethics of its elites and the accountability of its rulers.
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    Publius Cornelius Tacitus was a Roman senator, orator, and historian active from the later first to the early second century CE. Writing under the early principate, he produced analyses of imperial rule that have shaped how later ages understand Rome after Augustus. His major historical works, the Histories and the Annals, examine the dynamics of power, the vulnerability of law under autocracy, and the moral choices of elites. Renowned for a compressed, elliptical Latin style, he combined political insight with pointed characterization. Living through the aftermath of Nero into the early second century, he brought a seasoned statesman’s perspective to history.

Tacitus received the standard rhetorical and legal education expected of an ambitious Roman of senatorial rank. Trained to speak in law courts and the Senate, he learned to deploy historical exempla and forensic argument, habits that inform his books. His style engages with earlier historians such as Sallust and Livy, and with the larger Roman tradition that treated history as a moral and political art. He also absorbed techniques from ethnography and biography, evident in shorter works that experiment with genre. Contemporary rhetorical debate about the decline of oratory under the emperors provided a framework for his reflections on eloquence and power.

His public career advanced steadily under the Flavian dynasty. He progressed through the cursus honorum, including the quaestorship and the praetorship, and established a reputation as an orator. Around the end of the first century he attained the suffect consulate, a capstone that marked him as a leading senator. Tacitus’ connection to the general Gnaeus Julius Agricola, whose daughter he married, linked him to a model of provincial command and civic virtue that would become central to his writing. The experience of serving under autocratic rulers, and of navigating the Senate’s constrained role, honed the skeptical outlook that permeates his histories.

Tacitus’ earliest surviving books appeared toward the close of the first century. The Agricola is a biographical and laudatory account of his father-in-law’s career in Britain, doubling as a meditation on integrity under despotism. The Germania offers an ethnographic sketch of peoples beyond Rome’s frontiers, part curiosity, part mirror for Roman society. The Dialogus de oratoribus stages a debate on public eloquence, probing why oratory seemed diminished under the principate. Together these works display Tacitus’ range: concise description, ethical portraiture, and the rhetoric of debate. They also announce his abiding themes—liberty, responsibility, and the pressures imperial systems place on speech.

His Histories take up the tumult that followed Nero’s fall, beginning with the “Year of the Four Emperors” and moving into the Flavian era. Only portions survive, but the extant books reveal swift narrative, pointed speeches, and searching attention to causation. Tacitus scrutinizes generals, emperors, provincial communities, and the Senate, measuring them against civic ideals and the demands of stability. He consulted earlier records and eyewitness testimony, yet insisted that judgment was essential to history. The Histories established him as a leading interpreter of how civil war reshaped Roman politics and how charismatic leadership, military loyalty, and fear could warp institutions.

The Annals, generally thought to be his last major project, look back to the Julio-Claudian house, treating the reigns of Tiberius, Caligula, Claudius, and Nero. The work survives only in parts, but its analyses of court politics, provincial governance, treason procedures, and the uses of spectacle have had immense influence. Tacitus is uncompromising in tracing how power operates through informers, patronage, and staged consent. His portraits, especially of Tiberius, shaped later reputations, even as modern readers debate his fairness and source choices. The Annals’ concise, allusive style and moral urgency made it a touchstone for historians and political thinkers alike.

Tacitus remained a prominent public figure into the early second century; the exact end of his life is unknown. His writings circulated widely in antiquity and, after periods of partial loss, were rediscovered and copied in the Middle Ages and Renaissance. Early modern readers coined “Tacitism” for political reflection grounded in his sombre analysis of power. Humanists, jurists, and historians mined him for lessons on corruption, liberty, and empire; modern scholars continue to study his methods and biases with care. Today his works endure as essential testimony to Rome’s imperial century and as enduring meditations on governance, accountability, and civic courage.
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I begin my work with the time when Servius Galba was consul for the second time with Titus Vinius 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[1], 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; 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, neither had any regard for posterity[1q]. 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[2q]. 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, 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, should my life be long enough, a subject at once more fruitful and less anxious in the reign of the Divine Nerva and the empire of Trajan, enjoying the rare happiness of times, when we may think what we please, and express what we think.

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. 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 rose in concert against us; the Dacians[9] had the glory of inflicting as well as suffering defeat; the armies of Parthia[10] 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, its oldest temples consumed, and the Capitol[2] itself fired by the hands of citizens[5q]. 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[3q]. 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[4q]. 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, 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[3] 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[6], 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[7]. 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[12], 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[11], 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[8] 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[4]. 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[5], 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
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