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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

xi

The stability of the Roman empire requires substantial and specific expla-
nation. What induced the quietude and then the obedience of her subjects?
Roman military power might explain the lack of protests and revolts among
provincials, but it cannot account for their gradual Romanization, espe-
cially if we designate by that term the absorption and local application of
the forms and structures of Roman political and legal thought. Greeks
proved no less permeable to Roman influence in those spheres of activity
than did the populations of Gaul, Spain, or North Africa; our answer to the
question posed above must, therefore, confront the translation of symbolic
forms across cultures at different stages of literacy, urbanization, and tech-
nological development. As a process that transformed the empire from an
imperium, a collection of conquered provinces, into a patria, a focus for the
patriotic loyalties of its subjects, Romanization thus defined cannot be mea-
sured through the spread of Roman artifacts, nor can it be disproved by the
ubiquitous evidence of persistent local cultures. The study of Roman inter-
action with provincials at the local level likewise suggests that the internal
stability of the empire relied not on Roman power alone, but on a slowly re-
alized consensus regarding Rome’s right to maintain social order and to es-
tablish a normative political culture.

In this essay I argue that the official discourse of the imperial govern-
ment, and the principles of legitimation to which it gave voice, found a
ready audience in the polyglot population of the Roman provinces. I ana-
lyze the nature and appeal of that discourse on two levels. First, recognizing
that complex systems of belief can be neither scripted nor imposed, I seek
to articulate both Rome’s invocation of its subjects’ obedience and their jus-
tifications for participating in their own subjugation. Second, although I fo-
cus on the tropes and arguments through which Greeks and Romans dis-



cussed these issues, I construct my argument in a contemporary idiom,
drawing above all on the work of Max Weber and his successors, Pierre
Bourdieu and Jürgen Habermas not least among them.

I suggest that provincials internalized imperial ideology during the long
periods of tranquillity that characterized the first and second centuries a.d.
and, therefore, that the empire survived its crises because of what had been
achieved in times of peace. Nevertheless, it would be difficult to overesti-
mate the impression left by Rome’s initial incursions in any given area. The
extraordinary swiftness of Roman conquest played no small role in prepar-
ing an enthusiastic audience for imperial propaganda. Many populations
around the Mediterranean attributed Roman victories to their gods’ deser-
tion of themselves and alliance with the Romans.

In point of fact, the governors and administrators who followed Roman
arms into new provinces were often irresponsible and frequently corrupt.
Yet the seemingly inexhaustible forces that Romans hurled against each
other in the middle of the first century b.c. can only have reinforced pro-
vincials’ impression of Roman power, as surely as they urged that the object
of those contests was the rulership of the world. Although Augustus defined
his power and his position differently before different constituencies, his
charismatic appeal everywhere ultimately derived from his success in war.
He burnished that appeal through his ability to guarantee to all security in
their persons and their property. It was thus through the charismatic figure
of Augustus, and then through the charismatic office he endowed, that pro-
vincials first began to conceive for themselves a role as participants in rather
than subjects of Roman imperial power.

For example, Augustus claimed responsibility for all victories won by Ro-
man arms under his auspicia. Yet provincials probably had little interest in
Roman sacral law. Over time, however, both at Rome and elsewhere, such
claims suggested that emperors had access to powers and potentialities be-
yond the mortal. More important, emperors sought to profit from their vic-
tories through aurum coronarium, an ad hoc levy that required provincials to
display gratitude for imperial benefactions. (Those skeptical of the systems
of mass communication then prevailing should note that this institution
produced revenue only if emperors notified municipalities of their recent
deeds.) In asking for provincials’ gratitude, emperors had also to universal-
ize the benefits of their actions. That is to say, they had to describe their ac-
tions as advantageous not simply to Rome or to Roman citizens, but to all
residents of the empire. That rhetoric—designed, no doubt, to fill the cof-
fers of Rome—unintentionally privileged a definition of the Roman com-
munity based not on citizenship but on residence, not on legal status but on
a shared relationship with the emperor of the world.

The regular functioning of the imperial bureaucracy likewise observed a
putative division between citizens and aliens. But the rituals it enforced,
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such as the census or the annual oaths of loyalty, similarly could direct at-
tention away from differences in legal status and toward the equivalence of
all as subjects of a higher power. Pliny swore his oath to Trajan at the same
time and in the same place as did the Bithynians. Again, Augustus had of-
fered himself as guarantor of the rationality of his administration: his char-
ismatic power promised that his representatives would obey and enforce
Rome’s published laws and that provincials could appeal the decisions of
any administrator to that individual’s superintendent. Residents and com-
munities throughout the empire displayed their faith in such promises and
in the truth value of Roman documents by learning to manipulate Roman
regulations in their favor, by using Roman authorities to adjudicate local
disputes, and above all, by constructing personal and institutional histories
from the data supplied by notarized records of their interactions with the
central power.

Imperial Ideology and Provincial Loyalty in the Roman Empire argues for sim-
ilar unifying and universalizing tendencies in the distribution of imperial art
and monuments, in the creation of a shared calendar and history through
imperial cult, and in Rome’s desire to found her actions on the consensus of
her citizens and subjects. Imperial ideology emerges here as the product of
a complex conversation between center and periphery. I do not, however,
insist upon the existence of some unitary imperial culture. Rather, acknowl-
edging that a society’s illusions are often the most interesting and potent 
aspects of its reality, I seek to demonstrate that residents of the empire be-
lieved in the universality of certain political ceremonies and of the founda-
tional beliefs that such ceremonies expressed. By contextualizing this intel-
lectual and cultural shift in the everyday, this work narrates a profound and
widespread redefinition, not simply of the role and nature of government,
but of individuals’ relations with each other, their localities, and the larger
community of their empire.

Five years ago I began with a question: Why did the empire last so long? I
name this work an essay because it does no more than sketch the path to an
answer. Experts will see how cursory are its treatments and summaries of
complex issues and long-standing problems. Some topics elsewhere deemed
essential to imperial history may startle by their absence. It would be churl-
ish now to apologize for what this book is not. I beg a single indulgence. I
know as well as anyone how meager is the documentation I have provided,
of both ancient evidence and modern scholarship. It was once fuller: at one
time the notes contained the text of all literature cited and the bibliography
of modern works stretched to some twenty-seven hundred items. But that
material filled the notes with more words than were in the text and, I came
to understand, brought the argument no closer to proof. It also rendered
publication impossible.
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1. For evidence and analysis of revolts see Dyson 1971 and 1975, Pekáry 1987, and Good-
man 1991, with the important caveats in Alföldy 1989. Pekáry and Goodman draw rather dif-
ferent conclusions from their data than do I.

2. Craddock 1989, 8.

CHAPTER ONE

Introduction
Communis Patria

We take the Roman empire for granted. As an agglomeration of territories
and ethnic groups conquered in swift and bloody wars—and the swiftness
of that conquest continues to defy historical explanation—the empire pos-
sessed an internal stability that ought to elicit considerable surprise. In-
stead, we treat its longevity as inevitable; historians from Flavio Biondo to
Otto Seeck and beyond have set their sights on its ultimate decline and fall,
rather than on its remarkable tenure. Studies of resistance and insurrection
abound, but they invariably reinforce our view of the empire’s history as one
of actively appreciative prosperity, punctuated only rarely by purely local
disturbances.1

The most important exception to this tradition is, paradoxically, its most
famous exponent, Edward Gibbon, whose History remains the greatest work
on its topic. While conducting research in the fall of 1773, Gibbon penned
a brief essay that he later published as the closing chapter of the History’s
third volume.2 Although titled “General observations on the fall of the Ro-
man empire in the West,” the chapter immediately directs attention away
from its avowed topic: “The rise of a city, which swelled into an empire, may
deserve, as a singular prodigy, the reflection of a philosophic mind. But the
decline of Rome was the natural and inevitable effect of immoderate great-
ness. Prosperity ripened the principle of decay; the causes of destruction
multiplied with the extent of conquest; and as soon as time or accident had
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3. Gibbon “General observations” (2.509).
4. Essays on Rome’s “fall” abound; the metaphor scarcely requires documentation. Provin-

cial praise of Rome: Gernentz 1918. “The boundaries of the classical world” in a.d. 200: Brown
1971, 11.

5. Jerome In Ezechielem 1 pr.; cf. 3 pr. (Quis crederet ut totius orbis exstructa victoriis Roma cor-
rueret, ut ipsa suis populis et mater fieret et sepulcrum, ut tota Orientis Aegypti, Africae littora olim domi-
natricis urbis, servorum et ancillarum numero complerentur. . . . ?), 7 pr. and 8 pr. On memories of
Roma aeterna see Klingner 1927; Dölger 1937; Bréhier 1949, 11–14; Courcelle 1964; Paschoud
1967; Fuhrmann 1968; Klein 1986.

6. Gibbon chapter 5 (1.148).

removed the artificial supports, the stupendous fabric yielded to the pres-
sure of its own weight. The story of its ruin is simple and obvious; and in-
stead of inquiring why the Roman empire was destroyed, we should rather
be surprised that it had subsisted so long.”3

Historians of Rome’s decline, like those of late antiquity, have long stud-
ied Gibbon’s topic without addressing his question. The praises of Rome
have been catalogued, but their motivation remains unexplored; the fall of
Rome seemingly can be explained without knowing how it reached the
heights whence it fell; “the boundaries of the classical world” are delin-
eated, but their genesis, apparently, is self-evident.4 Those who have inves-
tigated with brilliance and insight the haunting power exercised by cultural
memories of “eternal Rome” have rarely asked why Egyptians or Greeks or
Gauls felt that “the most brilliant light of all the earth had been extin-
guished” or that “in one city the whole world had perished” when the “head
of the Roman empire” was cut off.5 We can no longer afford such inno-
cence. Neither the exercise of power nor obedience to empires remains un-
problematic. Gibbon’s question requires an answer.

If Gibbon saw that it is longevity and not caducity that demands inquiry
and explanation, why did he entitle his study The history of the decline and fall
of the Roman empire? Did he come to believe that the story of the empire’s
ruin was neither simple nor obvious? If so, why did he publish the unaltered
text of the “General observations” in 1781, since it seems to contest the
value of his great undertaking?

Gibbon presents a similar paradox in the History’s first volume. Readers
in 1776 cannot have known that five more volumes would follow over the
next dozen years, and yet they may have been surprised to learn of Septi-
mius Severus that “posterity, who experienced the fatal effects of his maxims
and example, justly considered him as the principal author of the decline
of the Roman empire.”6 If our first instinct is to look backward over what we
have read, to understand what Severus had done to justify this verdict, we
should also look forward. An empire that on Gibbon’s reckoning survived
twelve hundred years after Severus had planted the seeds of its decline was
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7. Gibbon “Preface” (1.1).
8. Gibbon chapter 1 (1.31).
9. Gibbon would later regret beginning his narrative with the death of Marcus. In the mar-
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edge? Where error is irretrievable, repentance is useless” (Gibbon 1972, 338).

10. Gibbon chapter 2 (1.70).
11. Gibbon chapter 5 (1.127); cf. chapter 9 (1.237), arguing that only complex societies

can sustain artistic forms of intellectual endeavor.

indeed remarkable, and historians of that empire must surely consider the
forces that sustained it, even as they narrate the unfolding of those events
that encompassed its ruin.

Viewed from this perspective, the antithesis between stability and de-
cline, between longevity and loss, begins to dissolve. To identify the causes
of Rome’s destruction, Gibbon had to demonstrate that the empire had
been susceptible to them. His work thus intertwines an exposition of the
empire’s artificial supports with the story of their removal. The exposition
of those supports is less explicit than we might have wished because the his-
tory of stability does not lend itself to narrative, and narrative was Gibbon’s
chosen tool. Gibbon therefore began only when “the Roman monarchy,
having attained its full strength and maturity, began to verge towards its
decline.”7

In point of fact, Gibbon combined diachronic and synchronic exposi-
tion, both within and across chapters, so artfully as to escape the conscious
awareness of his readers. Many happily remember that he begins “in the
second century of the Christian Æra,” when “the empire of Rome compre-
hended the fairest part of the earth, and the most civilized portion of man-
kind.”8 But his diachronic analysis begins only in his fourth chapter, and his
preceding chapters themselves locate the origins of “the system of the Im-
perial government” in the reign of Augustus: it is in the institutions of Au-
gustus that Gibbon sought the supports that Severus was to overthrow at the
end of the second century.9

Gibbon began with the insight that the empire, although acquired and
ultimately dissolved through force, had not been sustained by it. Unlike
other ancient monarchies, in which Gibbon saw “despotism in the centre,
and weakness in the extremities,” Rome did not control—indeed, could
not have controlled—its provinces by stationing a garrison in every city.10

According to Gibbon’s calculations, a premodern economy could not have
sustained such a body of nonproductive manpower as would fill those gar-
risons.11 What made the policing of the Roman empire unique, and ren-
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12. Gibbon chapter 2 (1.70).
13. Gibbon chapter 3.
14. Cf. Gibbon chapters 3 and 4 on Tiberius, Caligula, Claudius, Nero, Vitellius, Domitian,

and Commodus (1.104, 117, and 120).

dered its political culture uniquely homogeneous, was the fact that control
through coercion was in some profound sense unnecessary. Citing with ap-
proval the speech of Agrippa in Josephus’s Jewish War, Gibbon argued that
Roman magistrates had seldom “required the aid of a military force” be-
cause “the vanquished nations, blended into one great people, resigned the
hope, nay even the wish, of resuming their independence, and scarcely con-
sidered their own existence as distinct from the existence of Rome.”12

Gibbon pursued this insight on two fronts, one ideological and one cul-
tural. First, Gibbon recognized that individual emperors and even the “Im-
perial system” could face challenges from within the governing class, espe-
cially from the men who superintended the legions on the emperor’s behalf.
To explain the lack of such challenges in the first two centuries, he main-
tained that Augustus and his successors identified civilian corporate bodies
as the final repositories of authority in the state in order to persuade po-
tential usurpers that neither assassination nor revolts would earn the
throne.13 Guilty of murder or treason, the usurper would have had to watch
the Senate nominate and the people elect a man whose first official act
would be gratefully to execute his benefactor. It had been this constitu-
tional “distance” between military and civilian authority that saved, as their
proximity would later damn, the feeble or truculent men whom fate placed
on the throne.14 Gibbon thus considered a stable succession one essential
measure of the empire’s stability. To adopt this measure is, however, not to
ask why cities or legions or senators devoted their energies to promoting
particular candidates for the rulership of the world rather than to contest-
ing the system that assigned such power to a single—a single Roman—indi-
vidual. The legitimacy of the “system of the Imperial government,” in all its
extent, is presupposed, in the eighteenth as in the second century.

Second, Gibbon argued that the Romans had offered citizenship as a re-
ward for those who adopted Roman culture. Gibbon did not inquire too
deeply whether or why provincials would have wanted Roman citizenship;
he understood that it brought important legal privileges and protections,
and perhaps he regarded these as sufficient enticement. What is more seri-
ous, he posited the existence of a Roman culture that was, if not homoge-
neous, at least distinct from some notional provincial cultures. On this un-
derstanding, not only did individuals move from one culture to the other as
though changing their cloaks—itself a dominant ancient metaphor for cul-
tural bilingualism—but Roman culture remained static, impervious to in-
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15. Seneca Controversiae 9.3.13; cf. Suetonius Augustus 98.3 and Pliny Ep. 4.11.3.

fluences brought by provincials from their former lives.15 Cultures were one
thing; their participants, another.

These arguments beg many questions. Gibbon saw some of them, but I
shall leave his answers to one side for the moment. Today we cannot avoid
several problems that Gibbon’s chronological parameters neatly excluded,
in particular those arising from Roman conquest. Processes of acculturation
were preceded by acts of annexation. What made Roman power persuasive
or even attractive to the populations of the provinces? What rendered pro-
vincial cultures permeable to Roman paradigms for the legitimate exercise
of government? In short, what induced quietude rather than rebellion?

To answer these questions we must first understand that provincial obe-
dience to Roman domination was an ideological construct, its realization
dependent on many people’s sharing a complex of beliefs that sanctioned
a peculiarly Roman notion of social order. In Part 1 of this work I examine
this problem from two perspectives. Chapter 2 considers the intersection
between ancient experience and modern theories of domination and ide-
ology. Although this book shares with traditional ideology criticism the goal
of exposing the ideological work accomplished by the particular voices of
imperial culture, it simultaneously draws from Weber a concern for the ori-
gins of provincial obedience. Emphasizing the flexibility of doxic systems, I
shall argue that the Roman state successfully invoked the obedience of its
subjects by appealing to several principles of legitimation concurrently. Par-
ticular constituencies responded to those principles whose validity they
were predisposed to accept. It was, therefore, Rome that supplied the initial
articulation of the values to which residents of the empire oriented them-
selves as members of its community, and it was the belief that others shared
those values that legitimized Rome’s representation of social order. Acqui-
escence and, ultimately, loyalty to Rome thus required recognition that the
Roman construction of society, in relations between provinces, cities, indi-
viduals, emperors, and empire, adequately mapped the collective value
commitments of its residents.

On this understanding, provincial obedience to Roman domination must
be explained by revealing the mechanisms that rendered its particular ap-
portioning of wealth and power morally palatable to those whom it seem-
ingly disadvantaged. The Roman government could not have achieved this
ideological revolution unless, at some level, both its official discourse and
the apparatus that it imposed satisfied and, indeed, deliberately responded
to the needs of those it governed. We should, however, be wary of identify-
ing the needs of the population, both economic and psychological, with
those of their Roman overlords. What is more, the needs of provincials were
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neither identical nor even articulated in the same fashion in different parts
of the empire: the specific historical forces that generated them arose in lo-
cal dynamics. Likewise, the Roman government pursued its own immediate
goals largely without regard for the long-term effects that its actions had on
the mentality of provincial populations.

Modern scholars of empire tend to read promises to maintain social or-
der with suspicion. We must not allow anachronistic cynicism to cloud our
vision. As Chapter 3 demonstrates, many around the Mediterranean re-
garded Roman success in war as evidence that their own gods had sanc-
tioned Roman conquest. Similarly, there is abundant evidence that popu-
lations around the empire, particularly in the Greek East, recognized and
appreciated the political and economic stability with which the imperial
government endowed daily life. Such people tended to view Romans’ exer-
cise of coercive force as legitimate and to concede Rome the right to impose
a particular jural-political order. We must therefore separate provincials’
occasional reactions to particular impositions or individuals from their ac-
knowledgment that the imperial government had the right, indeed, the re-
sponsibility, to maintain its normative order. Such an acknowledgment was,
moreover, at some level uncontroversial: no ancient writer disputed that a
complex society could endure only if compliance with its laws and mores
was binding.16 What was new under the empire was the transference of that
responsibility, in some measure, from the local community to the larger
community of the empire.

At the same time, the Romans came to regard the arts of government as
their special skill and boasted of this both at home and abroad. When pro-
vincials took up this refrain, they did so most often by congratulating Rome
for having unified the world. The end of the first century a.d. thus wit-
nessed a gradual convergence in rhetoric about Rome and her provinces
and about citizens and subjects, producing varied descriptions of the em-
pire as a single community, united by the city of Rome, its emperor, and the
common interests of its people.

We could ascribe the motivation for provincial iterations of Roman pro-
paganda solely to self-interest. But the mere existence of that propaganda
raises another possibility. The Roman government devoted enormous re-
sources to communicating with its subjects. Part 2 of this book explores the
mechanisms, aims, and effects of these communicative actions. The Ro-
mans brought to the governance of their empire a set of theories developed
in their own political life, and they somewhat counterintuitively adapted
these to the governing of provincial aliens. As Romans had sought to found
the order of Roman society on consensus, a unanimous intersubjective
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agreement about social, religious, and political norms, so under the empire
the Roman government encouraged its subjects to play an active role in em-
powering their rulers. Above all, they sought expressions of consensus, real-
ized through religious and political rituals whose content could be pre-
served in documentary form. In so doing, Romans surrendered their
notions of social order to the constructive and deconstructive powers of
provincial discourse.

Rome’s desire for consensus thus opened a conceptual and discursive
space for provincials and Romans alike to negotiate the veracity of Roman
propaganda and the rationality of Roman administration. Chapter 4 follows
Jürgen Habermas in treating the communicative practices of imperial
Rome as doubly contingent: utterances, whether rhetorical or imperative,
could be successful only when their auditors assented to their inherent va-
lidity claims. On the one hand, because Rome claimed to govern ratio-
nally—because Rome claimed to dominate legitimately—Rome had to jus-
tify its demands upon provincials and, when challenged, had to redeem its
justifications through discourse and not through force. For example, the
government affirmed the legal validity of texts produced by its bureaucracy
by first copying and then checking them (describere et recognoscere), a process
that concretized its claims on its subjects, even as texts authenticated or no-
tarized in this fashion provided those subjects with a tool with which to ma-
nipulate the organs of their government. Provincials, on the other hand, ac-
knowledged the truth content of Roman official documents in several ways,
but above all by using those documents to construct histories of themselves,
their institutions, and their empire.

The exchange of official, authenticated documents produced an atmo-
sphere in which collectivities throughout the empire competed in their ex-
pressions of loyalty. Chapter 5 considers this culture of loyalism in detail.
For example, documents invoking consensus rarely claimed to represent the
will of the entire world; rather, they purported to represent the will of par-
ticular groups. By describing those groups, such documents also inter-
pellated them as discrete collectivities. Their loyalties thus divided, these
collectivities had no basis for united action and, instead, competed in ex-
pressions of fealty to the prevailing order. To take but one famous example,
at the close of the trial of Gnaeus Piso, not only did the Senate thank the
equestrian order and the plebs as though these were standing corporate
bodies, but it published its thanks in every major city and every legionary
camp in the empire. Such expressions of loyalty created a burden on paral-
lel corporations to do the same.

Not all communication was written, or even verbal. Chapters 6 and 7
consider the ideological import of processes of government and official
works of art. Chapter 6 investigates three social dramas that implicitly or ex-
plicitly invoked and expressed the consensus of provincials. First, the Roman
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government asked its subjects to be grateful for its efforts on their behalf.
Specifically, Roman emperors advertised their military victories anywhere
to provincials everywhere and requested in return both verbal and financial
expressions of gratitude. Such monies officially took the form of gold for an
honorary crown. To make this irregular levy regularly remunerative, the Ro-
mans had both to distribute news widely and to universalize the benefits of
their victories. That is, they had to describe benefits of immediate relevance
to particular groups as somehow relevant to all, regardless of location or le-
gal rank. In thus narrating their actions, the Romans’ propaganda was not
only universalizing but unifying, as well.

Second, Roman leaders turn out paradoxically to have needed the sup-
port of provincials most desperately when undertaking military action. Ac-
counts of usurpations occasionally reveal or carefully elide the efforts taken
by legionary commanders and would-be emperors to secure the good will
of the regions through which they needed to pass. Third, populations
around the empire adopted, and the Romans encouraged, acclamation, a
ritual for the expression of consensus. Through rhythmic, unisonal chanting,
populations recognized the legitimacy of officials, gave thanks for benefac-
tions, or even signaled their displeasure. Insofar as acclamations were per-
force unanimous, they necessarily expressed consensus. Thus, while specific
contingencies might elicit acclamations from a given community, the con-
tent and the nature of those acclamations implied their potential iteration
across the empire, and thus invoked imagined visions of the empire as a
unified community.

Chapter 7 turns to the concrete symbols of Roman power, arguing that
they possessed both immediate and long-term relevance. While the gov-
ernment produced coins whose types and legends spoke to the issues of the
day, the users of those coins need not have understood those issues in their
every detail; nor can we demonstrate that they did so. Instead, ancient tes-
timony proves that people used imperial coins because they believed in
their purity and universal currency. That faith was itself founded upon the
belief that the emperor personally supervised the coinage and guaranteed
its currency. Imperial portraits were likewise generated by individual em-
perors, or at least depicted individual emperors, but collections of imperial
statues concretized a narrative of imperial history as the succession of
charismatic individuals. Harmonizing with other ideological forces that de-
picted the imperial succession in dynastic terms, such collections urged that
their viewers shared a past with any others who might view the same or sim-
ilar portrait groups. Roman milestones and military standards similarly op-
erated on multiple levels, identifying a point in space or a single legion
among many, while suggesting the totalities of which those were particulars.
The diffusion of such symbols throughout the empire gave to its inhabitants
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a universal symbolic language that operated across linguistic boundaries;
today we recognize their influence not only on Greeks, but among those
speaking Egyptian or Syriac, Punic or Palmyrene.

Part 3 turns from the pragmatics and theory of communicative action to
the creative accomplishments of imperial ideology. We have already implic-
itly raised the problem this section seeks to address, for in referring to uni-
fying tendencies in imperial propaganda we have begged a complex ques-
tion: Unified around what? As we have seen, Gibbon himself raised this
problem when he argued that “the vanquished nations, blended into one
great people, resigned the hope, nay even the wish, of resuming their inde-
pendence, and scarcely considered their own existence as distinct from the
existence of Rome.” But even in the second century, as Gibbon knew and
contemporaries must have known, the residents of the empire shared nei-
ther language nor dress, neither climate nor cuisine. What can have united
all those inside the empire and simultaneously distinguished them from
those outside it?

Gibbon constructed his response to this question by drawing on classical
social theory. He understood societies to be established through a form of
social contract and to be maintained by individuals’ willingness to subordi-
nate personal desires to the regulation of the laws. According to Gibbon,
“that public virtue which among the ancients was denominated patriotism,
is derived from a strong sense of our own interest in the preservation and
prosperity of the free government of which we are members.”17 From this
understanding of legitimate orders, Gibbon argued that the “fairest portion
of mankind” had been “united by laws, and adorned by arts.” 18

In thus privileging law as a force for socialization, Gibbon relied primar-
ily on Cicero,19 whose most rigorous attempt to distinguish societies and dif-
ferentiate social orders comes in his Republic. In Book 6 of that work, Scipio
Africanus announces that “nothing that happens on earth is so pleasing to
that chief god who rules the entire world as the assemblies and gatherings
of men united by the rule of law, which are called communities.”20 Cicero’s
fifth-century commentator Macrobius responded favorably to this defini-
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tion. “What could be more deliberate or more guarded than Cicero’s defini-
tion of the term ‘communities’? He wrote that ‘the assemblies and gather-
ings of men united by the rule of law are called communities.’ Indeed, there
have been bands of slaves and gladiators, and these were assemblies and
gatherings, but they were not united by the rule of law. That multitude
alone is righteous whose every man consents in obedience to its laws.” 21 In
the same era Augustine alluded to this definition when he asked, “Who is so
blind of thought that he does not see how valuable is that social order that
constrains even sinners within the bonds of some limited earthly peace?”22

When Cicero spoke of “communities” (civitates), he implicitly raised the
problem of membership that would become fundamental to Gibbon’s con-
ception of societies and governments. Indeed, when one seeks to circum-
scribe the sense of community that obtained in the Roman empire of the
second century, the spread of Roman citizenship may seem an obvious
route of inquiry. But citizenship as explanation must remain an illusory fan-
tasy, destined to collapse under the weight of the phenomena for which its
champions intend it to account. A conquering power can grant all manner
of legal rights to its subjects without winning their allegiance; conversely,
long-standing legal aliens can feel and display patriotism as strongly and
publicly as any citizen. Citizenship’s inability to engender loyalty was, in fact,
a topic of debate even in the ancient world, and that debate became partic-
ularly acute after the Social War, for two related reasons. First, some of the
newly enfranchised had recently fought against Rome on behalf of some
other polity, and, second, many citizens now lived so far from Rome that
they might never see their patria.

Cicero explored the emotive aspects of this problem at the opening of
Book 2 of De legibus. Cicero has referred to the land in which they walk as
his patria, which elicits a question from Atticus: “Have you then two patriae?
Or is our communis patria the only one? Unless, that is, you think that Cato’s
fatherland was not Rome, but Tusculum?” To which Cicero responds (in a
passage replete with textual problems): “Absolutely I think that both he and
all other municipal men have two patriae: one by birth, and one by citizen-
ship. . . . Thus we consider as our patria both the place where we were born
and that place by which we are adopted. But that patria must be preeminent
in our affection in which the name res publica signifies the common citizen-
ship of us all. For her it is our duty to die; to her we ought to give our entire
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selves, and on her altar we ought to place and to dedicate, as it were, all that
we possess.”23

Cicero thus urged that political loyalties need not stand in conflict with
each other. Although the next sentence survives only in mutilated form, it
seems clear that Cicero concluded this section by urging that loyalty to the
communis patria must take precedence over that to any other political col-
lectivity. In the hierarchy of allegiances outlined by Cicero, loyalty toward
Rome occupied a superordinate position: her laws and her culture provided
the normative fabric that would, to borrow the phrase of Rutilius Nama-
tianus, “create from distinct and separate nations a single fatherland.”24

Himself a novus homo, Cicero appreciated the possibility that an individual
could be a member of several social and political collectivities at the same
time. Each of these subgroups— Cicero’s family, his municipality, the Sen-
ate, the people of Rome—had different criteria for membership, which di-
vided and differentiated his circle of acquaintances. Indeed, it was precisely
this segmentation of his world that gave Rome its power: as the communis pa-
tria it united all those groups and all their members, assigning to each his
proper place.25

Gibbon was too percipient an observer of men to believe that emperors
conferred civility with citizenship. He saw citizenship as a reward that in-
duced many to assimilate to Roman customs. Gibbon therefore argued that
Caracalla had brought this process of acculturation to a halt when, in a.d.
212, he cavalierly distributed citizenship to all residents of the empire with
a stroke of his pen.26 Nevertheless, so long as citizenship had, at some im-
plicit level, rewarded efforts to become Roman or even to identify with
Roman interests, its possession could be relied upon to induce individuals
to identify shared concerns with widely disparate, polyglot participants in
their political reality, purely on the basis of their common citizenship.27

Gibbon thus neatly avoided the simplicity in Cicero’s processual argu-
ment. Where Gibbon divorced acculturation from legal ranks and the con-
tingencies that determined them, Cicero assumed an organic connection
between social institutions intended to express the normative values of the
social order, on the one hand, and the motivational mechanisms for obedi-
ence to that order, on the other. And yet Cicero’s seductive assumption can
direct our attention to rather different consequences that seemingly follow
upon definitions of citizenship and thus to problems that Gibbon’s reliance
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on classical theory will have obscured. For example, membership in mod-
ern states requires citizenship, and therefore arguments about the role of
government in society can proceed from legalistic definitions of member-
ship. Thus a modern state posits a conceptual boundary between citizens
and aliens, and it places demands on its citizens because it has responsibil-
ity for their corporate good. It justifies those demands by advertising the
benefits that it directs back to its citizens, and citizens’ claims upon the state
for its benefits are legitimated by their legal status.

The manifest circularity of these propositions reveals the source of the
great durability shown by entrenched conceptualizations of community.28

The intersecting, almost redundant claims of the government seduce by
their varied appeals, and the auditor who assents to one tenet impercep-
tibly makes the accompanying edifice his own. But the Roman empire di-
vided the population of the world differently, into citizens, noncitizen resi-
dents of the empire, and barbarian nonresidents who might yet be
conquered. The delineation of the boundary between citizen and alien re-
mained the prerogative of the Roman state, and a history of that boundary
might provide one perspective on the history of the foundation and forma-
tion of the Roman community. Histories of the foundation and formation
of the community, conversely, could articulate alternative criteria of com-
munal membership.

It is, therefore, ironic and yet intelligible that provincials’ reception of
Roman propaganda about victory in war provides the best medium through
which to investigate their attempts to contest the state’s boundary between
citizens and aliens. In their celebrations of martial virtue, the Romans pa-
raded representations of the “rivers, mountains, and provinces” involved in
the military action. They also displayed captives in appropriate native cos-
tume, forcing them to assume postures suggestive of defeat and humilia-
tion. When such captives were not available, as when Diocletian and Max-
imian restored the wives, sisters, and children of the Great King to their
lord, their likenesses would do.29 Chapter 8 suggests that provincials as early
as the reign of Augustus began to propose their own models for the Roman
community, ones in which the distinction between citizens and aliens
yielded to that between those within and those outside the empire. They did
so in the iconographic language supplied by Roman triumphal art.

This desire on the part of aliens to identify themselves as Roman reveals
once again the poverty of citizenship as a path of inquiry. Viewing oneself
as Roman must have required allowing others that conceit and therefore
must have posited the empire itself as a united and unified community. Yet
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the one commonality among Rome’s disparate provincials, beyond the
name “Roman,” was precisely the government that denied them official use
of that name.30 As Chapter 9 explains, resident aliens, who shared the gov-
ernment with citizens as with each other, chose instead to view themselves
as Roman, and to view other residents as equally Roman, because of the per-
ceived universality of the political rituals that regularly reconstituted them
as a community. By concentrating on the forms through which power was
concretized and communal membership was enacted, we can shift the pa-
rameters of our inquiry away from constitutional niceties and toward the
ideas and ritual enactment of those ideas that shaped self-definitions in the
provinces. 

As we shall see, provincials who sought to identify themselves as Romans
but who acknowledged the differential legal ranks imposed by Rome dis-
covered a unifying tendency in the administrative rituals of Roman gov-
ernment. The swearing of loyalty oaths, the filing of a census return, the
payment of taxes, and the procuratorial assize: these actions were simulta-
neously the field in which the ideological paradigms of the ruling order
were acted out and the site in which those paradigms were most passion-
ately contested.

Paradoxically, the appropriation of Roman forms for the construction of
provincial identities took place in urban centers constructed or refur-
bished, often through official patronage, in order to promote the uninter-
rupted transfer of local wealth to Rome.31 And yet, whatever the Romans’
motivation, the circulation produced by imperially sponsored or subsidized
building was not without real benefits to local populations. If, as Gibbon
saw, “even the majestic ruins that are still scattered over Italy and the
provinces, would be sufficient to prove, that those countries were once the
seat of a polite and powerful empire,” he was doubly correct to point out
that “the provinces would soon have been exhausted of their wealth, if the
manufactures and commerce of luxury had not insensibly restored to the
industrious subjects, the sums which were exacted from them by the arms
and authority of Rome. As long as the circulation was confined within the
bounds of the empire, it impressed the political machine with a new degree
of activity, and its consequences, sometimes beneficial, could never become
pernicious.”32

If we concentrated solely on material-social relations, then we might
conclude that the symbolic capital generated in this economy merely legiti-
mated an asymmetrical order that it both concealed and reproduced.33 But
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Gibbon, seeking to understand the abortive acculturation of the provinces,
rightly turned his attention elsewhere. He insisted instead that private con-
tributions to the refurbishing of civic spaces along Roman lines revealed
both the deep penetration of Roman paradigms for civic life and the acces-
sibility of Roman paradigms to manipulation by non-Romans.34 Local em-
bracing of Roman classicism thus endowed public spaces and public build-
ings with new significance and simultaneously altered the meanings of the
Roman administrative rituals conducted in them. When Gibbon wrote that
“all the provinces of the empire, were embellished by the same liberal spirit
of public magnificence, and were filled with amphitheatres, theatres, tem-
ples, porticos, triumphal arches, baths, and aqueducts, all variously con-
ducive to the health, the devotion, and the pleasures of the meanest citi-
zen,” he spoke too loosely.35 For these structures offered their benefits not
just to citizens, but to all residents of the empire. As one modern study of
Roman urbanism has concluded, “the message, the subject of the narrative,
was about membership, about commonality—human membership in the
community, and the community’s in the larger whole. It was not a statement
about unity but about an essential quality upon which unity depended.” 36

Of course, Roman imperial culture did not exist only in cities, nor can its
spread be assessed by merely quantifying urbanization. Yet there can be no
doubt that Rome administered through cities and consequently brought
urbanization in all areas of the Mediterranean to new heights.37 The Chris-
tian Tertullian, writing in the late second and early third centuries, usually
praised Rome only to damn her, yet even he acknowledged that humanity
had advanced to new levels of material prosperity under the empire:38

Clearly the world itself is manifestly every day better cultivated and better
arranged than it was formerly. Everything is accessible, everything is known,
everything is for sale everywhere. Delightful farms have erased once desolate
wastelands, fields have subdued forests, herds have routed the wild beasts,
deserts are sown, rocks broken, and swamps drained: there are now more
cities than there were even houses once. Islands are no longer dreadful, nor
do reefs terrify. Everywhere are houses, everywhere people, everywhere the
commonwealth, everywhere life.

Tertullian, of course, warned that this prosperity of “the arrogant human
race” would be subject to remedial pruning, but it suffices for now merely
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to note his identification of the world with the Roman state, and the state
with the material prosperity created through Roman power. In the particu-
lar urbanism of the Roman empire, every forum became a speculum for
that other Forum; each city, a representation of the City. The improvements
in quality of life brought by these urban centers thus reflected to Rome’s
credit. The slow desertion of the classical city in late antiquity may have
been due, in part, to Christian withdrawal from this world, and it was, in part,
a response to the financial and personal duties incumbent on the curial class.
But Rome, ironically, made that desertion possible by lowering the place
such cities held in the hearts of men. The idea of Rome even held off the
realization that Rome herself had fallen. There can be no other explanation
for affirming within Justinian’s Digest, more than a century after the sack of
Rome, the sententia of Modestinus, “Rome is the communis patria of us all.”39





PART ONE

Ancient and Modern Contexts
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1. Brunt 1990, 269, states that “what was specifically Latin in the common civilization of
the empire made little impact in the east.” I suggest that too little effort has been devoted to
defining “what was specifically” Roman “in the common civilization of the empire.” Compare
Amory 1997, 5: “What did the word ‘Roman’ mean to the millions of inhabitants of the
Mediterranean littoral and its hinterland?” Amory’s brief answer is rather different than 
my own.

CHAPTER TWO

Ideology in the Roman Empire

No date identifies that moment when Rome ceased to rule her subjects
through coercion and began to rely on their good will; no event marked the
transformation of her empire from an aggregate of ethnic groups into a
communis patria. The history of that transformation cannot seek certainties.
The provincial population of the empire was probably never unanimous in
its appreciation of Rome, nor would all residents of the empire have agreed
on every detail of their shared culture. The existence of the communis patria
relied not on any genuine identity between the patriotic sentiments of its
members, but on their faith in the existence of such an identity. The com-
ponents of that faith were manifold, but they all began with, indeed, were
predicated upon, the universality of Rome and her emperors: for these were
the men who provided and participated in the symbolic representation of
Romanitas, who wrote and featured in the res gestae populi Romani, and who
defined and defended the orbis Romanus.

The attempt to identify the shared concerns of the citizens of the em-
pire—to distinguish, as it were, what was “Roman” about the Roman em-
pire,1 or what criteria were assumed to define those who belonged and to
exclude those who did not—makes a strong claim for the existence of a Ro-
man imperial ideology. This claim may arouse controversy, for it stands in
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2. See Thompson 1990, 1–3; on nationalism, see B. Anderson 1983, 38– 47.
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son 1990, 33– 44 and esp. 37– 40. Marx himself recognized that ideology was a historical phe-
nomenon, insofar as it must evolve to meet new contradictions in the structure of objective so-
cial relations (Larrain 1979, 48– 49), and thus Marx insisted that ideology, like religion, must
be studied first at the level of material social relations (ibid., 48– 49 and 178–179). For Marx,
the mere existence of an ideology, as a feature of man’s subliminal understanding of social re-
lations which might otherwise appear asymmetrical to his consciousness, is, however, guaran-
teed by emergence of classes (see, for example, McCarney 1980, 95).

4. Althusser 1970, 172–173; emphasis in original.
5. Cf. Jameson 1981.
6. The most famous exposition of ideological analysis in these terms is Foucault 1972. Fou-

cault, of course, resisted attempts to align his work with ideology critique, but his arguments
on this issue were largely untenable (McCarthy 1993, 47, and cf. 56 –57). Honneth 1991, 105–
148, provides a rigorous philosophical critique of Foucault’s semiological structuralism; for a
critique of Foucault’s theories of power, see Kögler 1990. Foucault seems later to have recog-
nized that his early theory of discourse could not form the basis of historical inquiry (see, e.g.,
Foucault 1980, 100 –101). For a more positive analysis of Foucault’s contribution to the theory
of ideology, see Barrett 1991, 123–156 and esp. 134–141. Note, however, that Marxist schol-
ars had already developed powerful critiques of epistemological definitions of ideology—for
a particularly rigorous development of these themes, see McCarney 1980, 80 –99; and Rossi-
Landi has long sought, from a semiotic perspective, to redirect philosophical reflection away
from ideology as such, and toward its manifestation as a set of privileged discourses (1990, 62–

contradiction to two fundamental tenets of modern scholarship on ideol-
ogy: first, that the spread of an ideology was, like nationalism itself, depen-
dent upon the existence of systems of mass communication;2 and second,
that an ideology—at least from a Marxist perspective—is an omnihistorical
reality, existing primarily to propagate the working class’s submission to the
rules of the established order.3 Ideology thus operates effectively because
even its critics are “always already subjects, and as such constantly practice
the rituals of ideological recognition.”4

Writing on ideology at this level has provoked trenchant criticisms. First,
in its focus on class, such writing results in two critical forms of myopia. On
the one hand, by concentrating on the subjugation of the proletariat, it can
suggest that members of the bourgeoisie were not similarly situated within
a social totality, indeed, within the same social totality. On the other hand,
by taking the fact of asymmetrical power relations for granted, historical in-
quiries often end merely by describing beliefs or texts as ideological, as
though exposing them as such would in itself reveal their appeal and their
enduring power.5 Second, ideological discourse thus conceived presumes
an untenable theory of subjectivity. On this view, ideological systems simply
maintain themselves in accordance with functional imperatives, while social
actors become cultural puppets, whose capacity for intention is circum-
scribed by plays of différence and whose statements bear no necessary refer-
ential relation to any existing state of affairs.6
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71 and 297–335). Marxist literary critics have also long emphasized a non-Althusserian, his-
toricist approach to the study of ideology: see in particular Jameson 1988, 1.62 and 140 –141.

7. Bourdieu 1977, 188.
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11. Habermas 1984, 69–74, and 1987, 119–152. For an aggressive critique of this theory,

see J. Alexander 1991, 52 and 63–65.
12. Habermas 1979, 69–94, and, more briefly, idem 1984, 69–70.

Although Pierre Bourdieu has sought to distance his own theory of habi-
tus and doxa from Marxist theories of ideology, and from the work of Louis
Althusser in particular,7 we may adduce his work to break down the as-
sumptions that have constrained Marxist inquiry into the ancient world.
Bourdieu seeks, inter alia, to explain the ability of established social orders to
maintain themselves; in doing so, he focuses his attention on societies whose
structures embody permanent hierarchies of wealth and power. Bourdieu
escapes the boundaries of Marxist thought not least because his inquiry
reaches so far beyond the level of politics and economics, and he signals his
departure from their inquiries in his rejection of their vocabulary and in his
coinages of habitus and doxa. Nevertheless, like Althusser and Foucault,
Bourdieu cautions against the objectivist fallacy inherent in any attempt to
fix a synoptic diagram of a doxic system like Roman imperial ideology.8 An
ideology, like Bourdieu’s habitus, is embedded in history: individuals in
Bourdieu’s societies, like those in the world of Althusser, are always already
subject to a system of thought that systematically directs their attention away
from the arbitrariness of the hierarchies obtaining in their society.9

Similarly, it has been the task of Weber and his successors to explain how
an individual within such a system can be led to misrecognize the objective
conditions of his existence: that is to say, how the status of being always al-
ready subject to an ideology is maintained in time. To adopt the phraseol-
ogy of Clifford Geertz, it was precisely Weber’s attempt “to write a sociology
of culture and a social psychology in a single set of sentences” that gave his
“work its orchestral complexity and harmonic depth.” 10 To overcome ide-
ology critique’s reductive view of subjectivity, we must integrate the study of
ideology with a model of socialization. This integration has achieved its
most rigorous form in Jürgen Habermas’s writings on the lifeworld.11 Draw-
ing on Piaget’s theories of development, Habermas argues that socialization
is inherent in cognitive development: the decentering of egocentric under-
standings of the world is part and parcel of developing an intuitive appreci-
ation for the understanding, the normative expectations, of some other. On
this basis, Habermas argues that “every action oriented to reaching under-
standing can be conceived as part of a cooperative process of interpretation
aiming at situation definitions that are intersubjectively recognized.”12 In
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other words, Habermas insists that “speaking and acting subjects know how
to achieve, accomplish, perform, and produce a variety of things without
explicitly adverting to, or being able to give an explicit account of, the struc-
tures, rules, criteria, schemata, and the like on which their performances
rely.”13 Habermas calls the shared social world of such actors their “life-
world,” a body of knowledge and beliefs that stores the interpretive work of
previous generations even as it permits those interpretations to be placed in
question and subjected to critical revision.14

By grounding his communications theory on such a model of socializa-
tion, Habermas succeeds in breaking down the historical fallacy— one by
no means limited to Marxists— of viewing classes and other collective actors
as agents in history and as subscribers to particular ideologies. His approach
allows us to view such groups as constructed through intersubjective rela-
tions, between subjects who succeed in reasoning with each other. Collec-
tive actors can thus be described as communicating with each other once we
have understood, and continually remember, that the identity of social
groups is itself fragile and merely the product of processes of socialization
carried out between individuals.15 Simultaneously, it is the continued func-
tioning of individuals within cultural systems that both legitimates those sys-
tems and provides for their continuance. Socialization thus conceived has a
central place in the maintenance of the lifeworld: just as it instructs indi-
viduals in the boundaries and rules of that world, so it cloaks some central
core of that world’s values with normative legitimacy. Insofar as these values
are shared and are subconsciously or semiconsciously assumed to be shared,
they provide a stable, indeed, a valid, foundation for communication as a
process for reaching intersubjective understanding. As Thomas McCarthy
writes, it is then the aim of “rational reconstruction” “to render explicit what
underlies such practically mastered, pretheoretical know-how, the tacit
knowledge that represents the subject’s competence in a given domain,”
and to acquire “explicit knowledge of the ‘deep’ structures and rules, the
mastery of which is implicit in the competence of a subject to generate
meaningful symbolic configurations.”16 At some level, of course, it lies in
the nature of such rules and values, in their essence as foundations for life-
worlds, that they should remain unarticulated. Thus, if processes of com-
munication necessarily, if only implicitly, open the lifeworld to criticism and
revision, the need to function within a collectivity will urge individuals sub-
consciously to criticize and to revise only so much, only so far.



IDEOLOGY IN THE ROMAN EMPIRE 23

17. See V. Turner 1974, 17, and Bourdieu 1977, 20 –21 and 78, and 1990, 54–55. For a
Marxist perspective on the boundaries of ideological consciousness, see Jameson 1981, 47– 49.

18. Bourdieu 1977, 21.
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most widespread of all cults,” “a pillar of the new order in every Roman city in the West”
(Zanker 1988, 297 and 304). Chapter 9 proposes that the imperial cult offers direct refutation
of the recent assertion that “no pagan seriously dreamed of bringing all humankind to give
worship in one body to one deity” (Goodman 1994, 32). For a broader conception of the the-
ological justifications for empire, see Dölger 1932 and Enßlin 1943 and 1954. On the com-
plications this ideology posed for the Christian proponents of empire, see Batiffol 1913a, Pe-
terson 1935, Kantorowicz 1963, and Beskow 1962.

20. Koenen 1993.

Bourdieu, too, following Victor Turner, emphasizes the bounded flexi-
bility of ideologies, whatever their names. He insists, therefore, that it is un-
necessary to posit individual subjects mindlessly misrecognizing the fact of
their subjugation to an arbitrary social order. Rather, a habitus, or an ide-
ology, is a system of belief that channels rather than stifles creativity: habi-
tus is generative.17 Roman imperial ideology need not, therefore, have been
monolithic or even universal: rather, “official language, particularly the sys-
tem of concepts by means of which the members of a given group provide
themselves with a representation of their social relations (e.g., the lineage
model or the vocabulary of honor), sanctions and imposes what it states,
tacitly laying down the dividing line between the thinkable and unthink-
able, thereby contributing towards the maintenance of the symbolic order
from which it draws its authority.”18 The emperors and governing class at
Rome did not have to provide their world with Scripture, but merely with a
system of concepts that could shape, and in so doing slowly unite, the cul-
tural scripts of their subjects. What were the basic features of the generative
grammar dictated by Rome to its provincial audiences?

At a superficial level, the Roman imperial government advertised to its
subjects the existence of a shared history and a common political theology:
the history was that of Rome in the era of her empire, and the one constant
in the religious firmament was the emperor.19 Official expressions of this
ideology thus concentrated attention on the figure of the emperor. In a re-
cent essay Ludwig Koenen has explicated the “Janus-like character” of the
Ptolemaic kings; rather than concentrating on the different ways the
Ptolemies presented themselves to their Greek and Egyptian subjects, how-
ever, Koenen focuses on the complex translation of Egyptian ideas into
terms which made the pharaonic character of Ptolemaic kingship palatable
to Greeks.20 In this way, the Ptolemaic kings made important strides toward
creating a common culture—albeit unique to their kingdom—by using
their own position as the common reference point for the different ethnic
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groups under their control. The Roman emperor came to fill a similar func-
tion: the desire at all levels of the population to see stability in the history of
the empire was expressed first and foremost by the fiction of dynastic con-
tinuity on the throne that became so prevalent in the second century; and
virtually every pagan religion made room for the emperor in its pan-
theon— or, rather, allowed its practitioners to accommodate the extraordi-
nary power of the emperor in their individual theologies.21

The unification of the empire may have been a goal of some emperors,
but modern scholars would describe this as a method of an ideology and not
its ultimate purpose, however latent that purpose may have been. A re-
gime’s ideology makes explicit the particular principles of legitimation to
which it appeals, and to the extent that the regime is successful the ideol-
ogy gives voice to the foundational beliefs on which an individual subject’s
normative commitment to the social order is based.22 To quote Marx: “Every
child knows that a social formation which did not reproduce the conditions
of production at the same time as it produced would not last a year.” 23 On
those terms, we can describe the function of ideology as “to efface the dom-
ination intrinsic to power in order to present the latter at the level of ap-
pearance under two different aspects: on the one hand, as the legitimate
rights of sovereignty, and on the other, as the legal obligation to obey it.”24

Ideology then operates by constructing and conveying meaning in whatever
available forms of signification “within a system of domination in such a way
as to sanction its continuance”—“to establish and sustain relations of power
which are systematically asymmetrical.”25

An ideology thus represents in various forms the Janus-faced nature of
domination: we may regard as ideological those symbolic phenomena gen-
erated by individuals in order to represent their imagined relationship to
the “real conditions of their existence,”26 as well as patently official claims
to the inherent validity of whatever legitimating principle serves as the war-
rant for an official action.27 Such a legitimating principle ultimately derives
its historical importance from its acceptance by the subjects of the regime
which invokes it. Max Weber gave this fact a classic formulation in his
definition of domination:28
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Domination [which Weber has also called authoritarian power of command] will
thus mean the situation in which the manifested will (command) of the ruler or
rulers is meant to influence the conduct of one or more others (the ruled) and
actually does influence it in such a way that their conduct to a socially relevant
degree occurs as if the ruled had made the content of the command the
maxim of their conduct for its very own sake. Looked upon from the other
end, this situation will be called obedience.

Weber himself acknowledged the awkwardness of his definition; he argued,
however, that “the merely external fact of the order being obeyed is not suf-
ficient to signal domination” in his sense: “We cannot overlook the mean-
ing of the fact that the command is accepted as a ‘valid’ norm.”29 Weber
thus analyzed and classified his three ideal types of legitimate domination
with an eye toward “both the organization that implements and the beliefs
that sustain a given system.”30

Weber himself repeatedly emphasized that he designed his “pure types”
as tools for sociological inquiry and not as descriptive categories; indeed, he
often stated that “the composition of the beliefs” that sustained any partic-
ular system of domination was rarely simple and that his types were there-
fore almost never to be found in their pure form.31 Weber’s types may nev-
ertheless prove useful to the present project in the attempt to distinguish
the different principles of legitimation to which the emperor appealed in
his relations with the different constituencies he solicited for support: the
army, the civilian bureaucracy, the Senate, the population of the provinces,
and the city of Rome.32 This list is, of course, excessively schematic, and not
every emperor satisfied each of these groups. Although some emperors sur-
vived for a long time while alienating one constituency— Caracalla dis-
pleased the city of Rome, and the Senate never really warmed to Hadrian—
most successful emperors presented themselves in a fashion that kept the
peace between themselves and their audiences, and among the audiences
themselves. We must also remember that particular groups were predis-
posed to obey—and even to demand—specific claims to authority.

With these cautions in mind, we may begin with the hypotheses that the
Senate understood the emperor’s rule to be based on rational grounds, that
the army stressed the traditional nature of his power, and that the popula-
tion of the provinces viewed him as a charismatic figure in Weber’s sense.33



26 ANCIENT AND MODERN CONTEXTS

Figure 1. Nero supervises his second congiarium. Aes
from the mint of Rome. BMC I, Nero no. 141.

34. BMC I, Nero nos. 138–141 and 308–310, or RIC I 2, Nero nos. 151–162, 394, 434,
435, 501–506, and 576. On these coins see Brilliant 1963, 76 –77.

35. Béranger 1975, 153–163.

We must not adhere too rigidly to this schema in our interpretation of ei-
ther the conceptual underpinnings of imperial ideology or the rituals and
forms of Roman political life. Rather, by looking for the flexibility in impe-
rial ideology and in the government’s self-presentation, we can understand
why Theodor Mommsen saw a dyarchy at the heart of imperial government
and Fergus Millar saw a passive-reactive bureaucracy dominated by the
figure of the emperor: that is what they were intended to see. For example,
Neronian issues from the mints at Rome and Lyons depict the emperor dis-
tributing largesse: the superhuman figure of the emperor sits high on a
platform, while a representative citizen receives his tessera (Fig. 1). Although
the two most common types do depict the attendants who actually per-
formed the distribution, the chief roles are reserved for the emperor and
his client. The direct relation between the two, symbolized in some types by
personified Liberalitas, is made concrete by either the gazes they exchange
or their mutual extension of hands toward each other; those hands never
meet, but they obviate the need for individuals to acknowledge or depict the
bureaucratic apparatus that made the system work.34

This assertion does not require the conclusion that those scholars were
unable to see through Roman propaganda to some elusive substance that
lay underneath. On the contrary: a society’s illusions are often the most in-
teresting aspects of its reality. In work devoted to analyzing the development
of Roman imperial illusions, Jean Béranger has shown with admirable clar-
ity that the political vocabulary popularized in Augustan documents reso-
nated with both Roman military terminology and Latin political philoso-
phy: in its concision, its rigor, and, paradoxically, its generality, Augustan
diction thus appealed simultaneously to soldiers and intellectuals.35 Roman
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political rituals were similarly notable for what they left unspoken. Individ-
uals therefore possessed considerable latitude in construing the ideological
thrust of particular behaviors. For example, the use of adoption to desig-
nate a successor appealed on one level to those who interpreted the Princi-
pate as a legal institution: after all, the bureaucracy had started out as the
personal familia of a single man, and, as such, it had to be willed by the em-
peror to his successor, although in practice its fate was never in doubt.36 To
the extent that adoption announced a specific heir to the charisma of the
current emperor, it also might appeal to those who wished to see dynastic
succession at the heart of imperial rule; even if the designated successor
then required the acclamation of his subjects, this need should not distract
from the charismatic power that accrued to the adopted heir from the mere
fact of his designation.37 Without doubt few if any people assigned their loy-
alties through a single principle of legitimation, but nothing about a Roman
adoption precluded an individual from viewing it from many perspectives
simultaneously.

Although Weber gave a privileged position to legal-rational authority,38

he wrote a particularly rigorous and penetrating analysis of charismatic au-
thority.39 He based this analysis on the insight that charismatic authority in
its pure form can exist only “in statu nascendi. It cannot remain stable, but
becomes either traditionalized or rationalized, or a combination of
both.”40 Charismatic authority possesses the inherent flaw that its holder
cannot have a true heir precisely because of his own exceptional nature,
quite apart from the possibility that patent failure in any endeavor may be
interpreted as evidence that one’s charisma is no longer genuine.41 Weber
proposed three possible scenarios for the routinization of charisma:42

From a unique gift of grace charisma may be transformed into a quality that
is either (a) transferable or (b) personally acquirable or (c) attached to the
incumbent of an office or to an institutional structure regardless of the per-
sons involved. We are justified in still speaking of charisma in this impersonal
sense only because there always remains an extraordinary quality which is 
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not accessible to everyone and which typically overshadows the charismatic
subjects.

The remainder of this chapter focuses on the charismatic nature of the im-
perial office. Yet we should linger for a moment on different perspectives
raised by Weber’s formulation, and above all on the transference from Au-
gustus to his Republican magistracies of a charismatic power that trans-
formed the substance but not the surface of those institutions.43

Scholarship on the Augustan principate has often foundered on a mod-
ern dichotomy between constitutional and extraconstitutional interpreta-
tions of the offices and influence of the princeps, drawing support for their
mutual, rigid opposition from some supposed binarism in Roman thought
between imperium and auctoritas.44 Jean Béranger long ago demonstrated
the falsehood of such binarisms: the coexistence of Republic and monarchy
is everywhere attested, explicitly and implicitly, both in documentary and in
literary texts.45 Likewise, the notional sovereignty of the populus Romanus re-
mained integral to imperial ideology and received expression in the con-
tinued holding of elections through the early third century.46 Béranger
tried to shift scholars’ attention instead toward what we might call institu-
tionalized forms of juridical liminality within Roman politics and Augustan
propaganda, to the actions Augustus undertook as a private citizen and to
the scope already available under the Republic for differentiation between
institutions and magistrates on the basis of differential forms and grades of
auctoritas.47

Institutionalization lacks in theory and abstract discourse the force it ac-
quires in practice. Ancient narratives fail to direct our attention to this issue
precisely because their authors systematically misrecognized the arbitrary,
constitutional underpinnings of the charismatic office that ruled their
world. In political and juridical life in particular, legal texts and constitu-
tional arguments objectify and consecrate the structure of power relations
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among the groups and the classes that are themselves produced and orga-
nized through the functioning of those mechanisms.48 Through the lan-
guage of abstraction, such texts legitimate the principles immanent in the
practices and structures of the societies they purport to regulate. In the for-
mulation of Pierre Bourdieu,49

The objectification accomplished by . . . all forms of credentials is inseparable
from the objectification which the law guarantees by defining permanent posi-
tions which are distinct from the biological individuals holding them, and may
be occupied by agents who are biologically different but interchangeable in
terms of the qualifications required. Once this state is established, relations of
power and domination no longer exist directly between individuals; they are
set up in pure objectivity between institutions, i.e. between socially guaran-
teed qualifications and socially defined positions, and through them, between
the social mechanisms which produce and guarantee both the social value of
the qualifications and the positions and also the distribution of these social at-
tributes, among biological individuals.

As we shall see, provincials’ tacit and often unconscious recognition of the
legitimacy of Roman government, within certain spheres of operation, was
qualitatively similar to the contests among senators and viri militares for the
throne of the empire: by playing their respective games according to the
rules of imperial ideology, each group shifted the topic of public discourse
from the legitimacy of the empire to the legitimacy of specific emperors and
magistrates.50

The first emperor of Rome, Julius Caesar, clearly derived much of his au-
thority from charismatic achievements, and in his early years Augustus ad-
vertised in every way possible his belief that he had inherited his adoptive
father’s charisma.51 Augustus, however, ultimately desired to disguise his
domination behind a Republican guise; his ability to repudiate his ties to
Julius Caesar and the triumviral era, ironically, came to him only because he
acquired a transcendent charismatic status in his own right: it was expressed
in his first years in power in his arrogation of the praenomen Imperator.52
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As victoriousness proved a foundation of Augustus’s claim to exceptional
status, so it became the unique prerogative of the emperor.

Augustus bequeathed more than his name to the office that he had cre-
ated: his legacy simultaneously attached a degree of charisma to that office
and demanded charismatic appeal from its occupant.53 The various con-
stituencies of the empire expressed their approval for—indeed, senators
and soldiers alike believed that they themselves alone selected—an em-
peror by their unanimous acclamation. Nor was anything less than una-
nimity acceptable: a totality less one could not express consensus. In Weber’s
eyes, a regime based on a charismatic claim to power demanded no less:
“Since the effectiveness of charisma rests on the faith of the ruled, their ap-
proval of the designated successor is indispensable. . . . In its essence [the
ceremonial election of a new monarch] was something completely differ-
ent, namely, the recognition or acknowledgment of a qualification older
than the election, hence of a charisma, acceptance of which its bearer was
in fact entitled to demand. In principle, therefore, a majority decision was
at first not possible, for a minority, no matter how small, might be right in
its recognition of a genuine charisma, just as the largest majority might be
in error.”54 A Roman obsessed with the legal basis of the Principate could
also justify the need for election by consensus: how else but unanimously
could the populus Romanus transfer all its imperium et potestas to him and into
him?55 Few men possessed the prestige at the moment when they ascended
the throne to silence a disgruntled but respected minority. On the other
hand, the successful emperor was, by virtue of his success, unique, and he
could claim the acclamation of his subjects as his right. So, for example, em-
perors could rarely afford to indict someone for attempting to usurp the
throne. To do so was tantamount to exposing the arbitrariness of one’s own
power; better to call such men brigands, public enemies, disturbers of the
public calm.56 Likewise, the failure by members of a suspicious cult to ac-
knowledge and acclaim such a ruler constituted not only treason, but a re-
ligious offense as well.57
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For example, a Roman would probably have justified the persecution of
Christians by reference to past religious legislation: the Senate had for cen-
turies protected the res publica from infection by foreign cults that might
prevent proper concordia between the state and its gods. The need for con-
sensus in such legislation, and the metaphors for the state through which it
was expressed, remain entirely compatible with Weber’s model of charis-
matic leadership. Since the Roman emperor was himself a fixture of the
state pantheon and mediated between the populus Romanus and the divine,
he could no more function without the support of religious consensus than
could the state when poisoned by the Bacchanalia. In that respect the reli-
gious functions of the imperial office operated in harmony with Republican
conceptions of the state religion and aided in cloaking the office with
respectability.58

The evolution of Augustus’s name into the title for the office that he cre-
ated advertised both the source and the existence of the charismatic power
attaching to that position.59 Weber drew his examples of charismatic offices
from the Catholic church—in its concept of character indelebilis “we en-
counter the most radical form of depersonalization of charisma and of its
transformation into a qualification that is inherent in everybody who has
become a member of the office hierarchy through a magic act, and that
sanctifies official acts”60— but that should merely serve as a salutary re-
minder of the religious authority that the name Augustus signified. We
might well suspect, therefore, that Dio’s comment regarding the titulature
for the imperial office, that “the use of the titles ‘Caesar’ and ‘Augustus’
confers on the emperors no power distinct to the individual; the one dis-
plays in particular the continuity in their line, while the other the brilliance
of the office,” severely underestimates what authority the mere holding of
the office gave to its occupant.61

We might with profit allow Dio’s observation to sidetrack us for a mo-
ment, in order to pursue the implications of this titulature a bit further.
Nothing illustrates the multiple influences that shaped the evolution and
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reception of imperial ideology so well as an examination of attitudes toward
dynastic succession in the early Principate. I can attempt only a few com-
ments here, but the issue will run through the rest of this book like a leit-
motiv. Despite Augustus’s efforts to present his position in traditional terms,
no one at Rome maintained any illusions as to its extraconstitutional na-
ture: what mattered to the upper classes was the conciliatory, even deferen-
tial, tone with which he cloaked his power. The deference achieved its most
characteristic expression in relations between Augustus and the Senate. Just
as Augustus flattered that body that it remained the final repository of au-
thority in the state, so it reciprocated by granting him all that he desired.62

This stance required official propaganda to find an inoffensive term to de-
scribe Augustus’s position within the commonwealth; eventually it settled
on statio (“station”).63 Tragedies within his family repeatedly forced Augustus
to confront the further problem that his constitutional fiction did not, in-
deed could not, provide an explicit mechanism to oversee the succession.64

He eventually settled on two different approaches, to appeal to different, no
doubt overlapping, audiences. First, he arranged for Tiberius to hold an
equal share in his own constitutional powers: thus, in a very real sense,
Tiberius was already an emperor before the death of Augustus.65 Second, in
a.d. 4 he adopted the forty-six-year-old Tiberius as his son.66 Tiberius’s re-
fusal to accept all the honors previously held by Augustus caused confusion
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and discomfort in the Senate, not least because his acceptance would have
flattered the Senate that the honors were its to give. His refusal of the name
Augustus by itself left contemporaries without a form of address that adver-
tised his uniqueness and justified their obsequience.67 Tiberius’s evident
disdain for the charade did not deter the Senate: it continued to insist on
drafting and passing a lex de imperio, otherwise known as a lex regia, at the
start of each new reign into the third century.68

So persistent was this official emphasis on superficially nondynastic
sources of legitimacy, particularly at Rome, that Elias Bickermann argued
principes of the first century founded their legitimacy on the consensus of
the ruled and on the existence of a lex regia, rather than on the consecrated
status of their immediate predecessors and fathers.69 Although he was cer-
tainly correct to identify this rhetoric as a strand within imperial propa-
ganda, the audience for such legal niceties was a peculiarly Roman one, and
its use at Rome did not preclude the employment of dynastic arguments
there and elsewhere. Despite the passage of such a law, the Julio-Claudian
emperors clearly derived their authority from Augustus: his charisma re-
tained force after his death above all through its incarnation as a divinity,
Victoria Augusti.70 In the provinces, moreover, and in the barracks, consti-
tutional debates and leges de imperio meant little in this period: in such lo-
calities the belief that dynastic continuity would ensure the continuation of
the benefits of the Augustan age was expressed above all through vows on
behalf of the Augustan, or divine, house.71 Even at Rome, different audi-
ences continued to respond to different forms of legitimation: after the
death of Nero, Otho allowed the plebs to address him as Nero, and he even
adopted Nero as his cognomen on official documents, before the disap-
probation of the governing class deterred him from this practice.72
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Bickermann was partially misled by the redundancy of the adoption. Why
should Augustus have observed such legal and constitutional niceties if the
niceties were not, in fact, substantive? In the crises of the late 20s b.c., Au-
gustus had learned from the plebs how greatly they relied upon his personal
guarantee of social order.73 Augustus had to designate a successor, and
adoption allowed him to establish a multigenerational succession that in-
cluded minors while sharing constitutional authority only with those next in
line. By designating successors through adoption, Augustus developed a
multivalent system for concretizing the transfer of charisma between gen-
erations. This had the unfortunate consequence of marking males as either
successors to the throne or candidates for elimination.74 We can trace the
dynastic plans of the Julio-Claudians in many ways—not least in the lan-
guage with which communities around the empire celebrated imperial chil-
dren—but no evidence is quite so chilling as the exclusion of relatives from
the family mausoleum.75 Over the next century, adoption took on an im-
portance all its own, precisely because it could designate males outside the
emperor’s family. We can measure its growing importance not simply in ref-
erences to adoption in the year 68, but in references before and after that
year to the emperor’s providentia, his providence.76 The emperor displayed
that quality above all in his taking thought for the stability of the empire af-
ter his death, and that act had its most concrete realization in the designa-
tion of a successor. As with other terms and concepts in Augustan ideology,
providentia was multifaceted: Tiberius and later Julio-Claudians could speak
with gratitude of the providentia of their predecessors and of the Senate. Yet
it was the end of that dynasty that forced a crystallization of this concept and
its language: it was up to Titus and Domitian to articulate clearly the role of
Augustus in the succession and to assimilate to his paradigm the actions of
their father.77

After the civil wars of 68, Vespasian and his sons initially tried to distance
themselves from their predecessors and to assert the existence of a charis-
matic appeal of their own, although they did so using the forms and lan-
guage consecrated by Augustan practice.78 The Flavian municipal laws, for
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example, ignore all earlier emperors except for the two who received con-
secration.79 In this Vespasian clearly sought to establish the credentials of
his own family as a dynasty: like Augustus he elevated his son to a share in
the imperial power and celebrated that act abundantly on his coins.80 Popu-
lar dislike for the chaos of the civil wars certainly aided them in this effort,
but there were at least three problems with the Flavian position. First, how-
ever much Vespasian wished to establish a dynasty with an independent
claim to the throne, the collocation in his nomenclature of Caesar and Au-
gustus would inevitably remind all who saw it, as Dio recognized, of the man
and the family that first occupied the throne. Second, it was impossible for
the administration to ignore the acta of previous emperors, whether they
had been consecrated or not. The Tabula Banasitana, a bronze tablet from
Mauretania in the reign of Commodus, provides clear recognition of this
latter fact: the leader of a Mauretanian tribe had requested a grant of citi-
zenship for several members of his family, and an imperial freedman, As-
clepiodotus, provided him with an authenticated copy of the relevant doc-
uments. The documents, it is guaranteed, were “copied and verified from
the record of those granted Roman citizenship by the divine Augustus and
Tiberius Caesar Augustus and Gaius Caesar and the divine Claudius and
Nero and Galba and the divine Augusti Vespasian and Titus and Domitian
Caesar and the divine Augusti Nerva and Trajan Parthicus and Trajan
Hadrian and Hadrian Antoninus Pius and Verus. . . . Asclepiodotus the
freedman produced the file.” 81 Asclepiodotus verified the document in
front of twelve witnesses, whose signatures followed and were reproduced on
the bronze tablet. Though the first editors seized upon the absence of Otho
and Vitellius to suggest that the compilation of citizenship records dates
from the reign of Vespasian, who refused to recognize his two predecessors,
it is most unlikely—as Sherwin-White recognized—that there was no need
for an accurate record of these data before 69, and equally unlikely that
such a compilation could have been made from previously scattered docu-
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ments as late as that year.82 Although this document dates from the end of
the second century, the administrative need for continuity to which it
testifies must have existed earlier.83

The third problem facing the Flavians was the conservatism inherent in
the statio principis as a charismatic office: denouncing all one’s predecessors
might well cheapen the aura of the office itself. Conversely, pietas toward a
select group of predecessors could validate one’s credentials as capax im-
perii.84 Thus, while the civil war still hung in the balance in 69 Domitian de-
nounced the desecration of the portraits of Galba but allowed those of Otho
and Vitellius to be destroyed.85 After three years on the throne Vespasian
seems to have advertised his rule as, in some fashion, directly continuous
with that of Augustus: in a.d. 74 he celebrated the one-hundredth anniver-
sary of the creation of the title Augustus with a coin imitating a victory coin
of Augustus.86 He had already revived two specifically Augustan bronze
types in a.d. 71.87 Although Vespasian subsequently restored several Julio-
Claudian types, it remained for Titus to issue a set of restored coins in
bronze, carefully selected from the issues of his predecessors: Augustus,
Tiberius, Claudius, and Galba are so honored, while Caligula, Nero, Otho,
and Vitellius are not.88 Titus clearly rejected deification as the criterion for
membership in his honor roll. The selection instead relied on popular his-
torical memory to suggest, implicitly, the qualities to which Titus aspired;  at
the same time, it shaped popular history by labeling some emperors as wor-
thy of honor. Flavian reluctance to allow deification alone to dictate impe-
rial history finds reflection in the titulature of priesthood in the imperial
cult throughout this period: Flavian priesthoods, even within the same
province, possess the titles “priest of the Augusti,” “priest of the divi Augusti,”
and “priest of the divi Augusti and the Augusti” indiscriminately.89

There were, thus, pragmatic as well as ideological reasons urging emper-
ors in the late first and second century to fashion stronger links with their
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95. On Domitian, see Statius Silvae 4.3, and cf. 3.52. Under Trajan, see Pliny Pan. 8.3 and
10.4, as well as Tacitus Hist. 1.15.1: nunc me deorum hominumque consensu ad imperium vocatum.
On continuities in style and substance between Domitian and Trajan see Waters 1969. Com-

predecessors. By the reign of Trajan, a century and more of imperial rule
had taught even the Senate at Rome to praise adoption as a system for des-
ignating a successor: thus Pliny not only spoke at length on the issue in his
Panegyric, but also in writing to Trajan referred to Nerva always as the em-
peror’s divine father.90 Trajan probably despised the weakness of Nerva,
however much it had served him; in his replies to Pliny, Trajan therefore es-
chews any language that would claim a familial relationship with earlier em-
perors: he cites the established rule of the principes and refers to Augustus
only as “the divine Augustus.”91 We get a rather different picture of Trajan’s
lineage in the poem that Hadrian wrote for his adoptive father, to accom-
pany a dedication that emperor made to Zeus Casius: “Trajan, the descen-
dant of Aeneas, has dedicated to Zeus Casius these marvels, from the king
of men to the king of gods.”92

As Hadrian stressed the genealogical connection between Trajan and
Aeneas and between Trajan and Augustus, so he evidently laid great stress
on his descent from Trajan, to judge from an extraordinary papyrus pre-
served in Heptacomia, the capital of the Egyptian nome Apollonites. The
text was evidently performed at a celebration of the consecration of Trajan.
In it Apollo said: “I have come to you, people, to proclaim the new emperor
Hadrian, whom all things gladly serve because of his virtue and the genius of
his divine father.”93 This emphasis harmonizes with the message of con-
temporary coins, which advertised the adoption in both iconography and
legend.94 The role of Apollo in this political drama also adduced the possi-
bility of divine selection, a theme that became prevalent at Rome in sup-
posedly sycophantic texts under Domitian and, as so often, in straightfor-
ward texts under Trajan.95 The announcement of Hadrian’s accession
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96. Smallwood, Nerva no 449a (IGRR IV 1031C � Oliver 1989, no. 64), ll. 7–9: ejk tou`  
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97. E.g., CPL 159 (AÉ 1937, 112), a birth certificate from a.d. 127.
98. Fishwick 1978, 36 –39 at 36 –37; cf. idem 1994, 131.
99. See Snyder 1940, passim. It remained possible for the worship of a particular emperor

to lapse in popularity—sometimes worship remained only as long as official enthusiasm and
disappeared with official disapprobation: see Oliver 1949 and Gilliam 1969. On the other
hand, honors for popular emperors could continue for centuries: Prudentius lists Augustus
among the pagan gods of Rome without batting an eye (Fishwick 1990b). There exists a con-
siderable bibliography on the survival—indeed, the waxing— of imperial cult in the Christian
empire: among many studies see Batiffol 1920; Bréhier 1920; Karayannopulos 1956; Bower-
sock 1982; and idem 1986, 299 and 302–303.

100. I. Ephesus 25 (Oliver 1989, no. 170). Cf. Magie 1950, 855–860, on the gerousia of
Ephesus, and Pekáry 1985, 38–39.

101. P. Oxy. XVII 2105.

incited the customary embassies from the cities of the empire; in respond-
ing to that from Astypalaea, Hadrian thanked its citizens for their pleasure
at his succession to the “ancestral office.”96 It was “ancestral” not simply by
virtue of its age, but also because of the idealized continuity that linked its
occupants from dynasty to dynasty.

Hadrian seems to have imposed this new emphasis on deification on his
bureaucracy and on provincial celebrations of imperial cult. His departure
from the criteria adopted by Titus gave public sanction to the Senate as the
authority in determining the honors for dead emperors. Individuals partic-
ipating in administrative rituals could now swear by the genius of the reign-
ing emperor and the numina divorum Augustorum.97 Evidence from the fed-
eral cult of the Three Gauls suggests that “with the accession of Hadrian, the
emphasis of official policy abruptly turned to the worship of emperors and
Imperial ladies who had been officially deified.” 98 Epigraphical records of
the celebration of imperial holidays—the birthdays and dates of accession
of divi —also explode in frequency in the Antonine period.99 Nor did the
Antonine emperors allow cities to avoid paying honors to former emperors:
when the gerousia of Ephesus asked permission to recast damaged statues of
former emperors into images of Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus, not only
did the emperors refuse, but they also offered advice on how local officials
might yet assign the proper name to each statue.100 Indeed, in a.d. 147/148,
the prefect of Egypt, M. Petronius Honoratus, published an edict sanction-
ing the celebration of games in honor of Livia and another divus or diva.101

The Antonine age must therefore have witnessed an increased rate of as-
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similation of local civic calendars to one another, in a process already visible
in Flavian municipal laws.102 Truly there now were fasti imperii Romani! 103

The articulation of dynastic claims to legitimacy seems thus to have
reached maturity in the reign of Hadrian: it was probably in his reign that
work began on the Temple of the Divi in Rome, which honored all conse-
crated emperors, and the priesthood bearing his name, the sodalis Hadri-
analis, may have been associated with the rites performed there.104 The sta-
bility and concord of the Antonine house, then, provided time for all to
familiarize themselves with the language appropriate to the fiction: thus
Fronto, when writing to Marcus or Lucius Verus, referred to the other em-
peror as “your brother,” and, when writing to Marcus, described Trajan,
Hadrian, and Antoninus as his great-grandfather, grandfather, and father,
respectively; similarly, Marcus and Verus referred to each other as “my
brother” in their letters to Fronto.105 No Antonine emperor ever claimed di-
rect descent from Augustus, but it was not beyond the imagination of a
Greek to claim that ancestry for them: when Melito of Sardis attempted to
teach Marcus about Christianity, he dated the flowering of his religion to
the reign of Augustus, “your ancestor.”106

Chapter 6 will treat the propaganda of Septimius Severus during the
years following his accession in considerable detail. Here it suffices merely
to observe that his claims of descent from Marcus found their most concrete
expression when his sons interred his ashes in the Antonine mausoleum.107

Alexander Severus still appealed to direct ancestry from the Antonine
house in his public utterances, referring to Trajan and Marcus Aurelius as
“my ancestors,” and elsewhere to “my father Antoninus, my grandfather
Severus, and my more remote ancestors.”108 The author of the Historia Au-
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111. Thompson 1990, 61–62.
112. On aurum coronarium see Chapter 6, “Aurum Coronarium.”

gusta allowed Alexander to remark on the power of such titulature before
the Senate: “I see, Conscript Fathers, what leads you to urge us to assume
this name also. The first Augustus is the first auctor of this empire, and to his
name we all succeed, either by some adoption or by hereditary right.”
Someday, Alexander prayed, his achievements might allow his own name to
be associated with the titulature of the office, to be awarded by judgment of
the Senate.109 By the mid-third century it became common simply to parade
the images of the divi at ceremonies, as if the direct links between em-
perors were self-evident and their guarantee of the empire’s eternal victory
unquestioned.110

The types of evidence thus far cited—citizenship records, festival
pageants, coins, imperial portraits—as well as the political rituals and con-
cepts thus far adumbrated played roles within a multidimensional mosaic
that honored both emperor and government, not least by advertising their
centrality to Roman Religionspolitik. Each was a symbol of the continuity and
history of the empire. Each also issues a salutary reminder to us that we little
understand the broad range of significance each carried in its context. In-
deed, our concentration on the person of the emperor in this chapter risks
submerging other strands within imperial propaganda: Roman claims to le-
gitimate rule did not end with the charismatic authority of the emperor.
Rome also universalized the benefits of her achievements; that is to say, she
represented “institutional arrangements which [served] the interests of
some individuals . . . as serving the interests of all.” 111 In this way Roman ide-
ology marked a huge advance beyond the claims of traditional Hellenistic
euergetism—though that, too, played a role in imperial public relations.
For example, Roman emperors boasted to provincial cities across the em-
pire about military victories won against barbarians on distant borders in
terms that demanded and received reciprocal expressions of gratitude from
those cities.112 Starting in particular with the reign of Hadrian, the imperial
administration also explicitly advertised an ideology of unification. This
ideology constructed the empire as an all-embracing collective by minimiz-
ing differences in culture and class and emphasizing the similarity of each
individual’s relationship to the emperor and especially the all-inclusive
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benefits of Roman rule.113 Hadrian’s ideological breakthrough became pos-
sible, however, because the concrete testimonials to Roman rule—mile-
stones, imperial portraits, military standards, holidays—had long diffused
throughout the empire and endowed its inhabitants with a shared symbolic
language through which Hadrian and his successors could disseminate
their revolutionary geography.114

Although this book adopts the propaganda of the imperial government
as a starting point for its inquiry, we should not for that reason forget that
most of the work of iterating and reiterating the state ideology took place
not at the level of explicit state publication but in the day-to-day lives of the
population, both in their contact with branches of the imperial administra-
tion and most particularly in their encounters with those private institutions
that had a stake in the status quo.115 Foucault has exhorted scholars to the
study of ideology at this level: “In other words, rather than ask ourselves how
the sovereign appears to us in his lofty isolation, we should try to discover
how it is that subjects are gradually, progressively, really and materially con-
stituted through a multiplicity of organisms, forces, energies, materials, de-
sires, thoughts, etc.”116 Althusser called the institutions that perform this
task “ideological state apparatuses,” and saw at the root of their effectiveness
their apparent diversity:117 “If the ideological state apparatuses ‘function’
massively and predominantly by ideology, what unifies their diversity is pre-
cisely this functioning, insofar as the ideology by which they function is al-
ways in fact unified, despite its diversity and its contradictions, beneath the
ruling ideology, which is the ideology of ‘the ruling class.’ . . . The ideological
state apparatuses are multiple, distinct, ‘relatively autonomous’ and capable
of providing an objective field to contradictions.”118 Rome’s success in ad-
ministering so large an empire with such stability testifies above all to her
success in securing the good will of local commercial, political, and reli-
gious institutions.

Daily exposure to the ubiquitous symbolic representations of Roman ide-
ology could not fail to have a profound influence on Greek intellectual life.
Centuries of domination slowly erased cultural memories of other systems
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of government that had once been potential, if unrealistic, alternatives to
Roman rule.119 The passage of time thus created conceptual boundaries for
the Graeco-Roman ideological consciousness. That these boundaries were
unconscious does not diminish their relevance as “nodal points” within
contemporary cultural documents: indeed, they were implicit above all in
texts which attempted to revise or repress them.120 These nodal points es-
tablished the boundary of the doxa, between those things that can be the
subject of public discourse and those that cannot. It was, moreover, indi-
viduals’ consensual commitment to a particular normative order that drew
this boundary and directed attention away from its own arbitrariness.121 We
find one reflection of the Greek world’s long exposure to the daily on-
slaught of Roman images in the metaphors and analogies drawn in theo-
logical texts. Pagan and Christian monotheists frequently needed to de-
scribe the relations which existed between God and the minor supernatural
powers that filled the world. It was natural for a Latin writer like Tertullian
to draw an analogy with the terminology and representatives of imperial
domination:122

Now, suppose [the demons whom pagans regard as gods] to be gods; but you
concede, do you not, on the basis of common consent, that there is a god,
more sublime and more potent, princeps, as it were, of the universe, of absolute
maiestas? For that is how most men apportion divinity; they hold that the im-
perium of supreme control rests with one, the various functions of divinity
among many. . . . So they hold that his procurators and prefects and governors
[et procurantes et praefectos et praesides] should be respected equally with him.

On the other hand, Tertullian could also argue that the mere existence of
a divine bureaucracy, as it were, ought not prevent one from understanding
God’s rule over the world as a singulare et unicum imperium:123

Indeed, I say that no dominion [dominatio] is so completely that of a single in-
dividual, so singular, in a word so monarchical, that it cannot be administered
through other persons closely connected with it, whom the dominion itself
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has assigned as its agents [officiales]. If there is a son to him whose monarchy
it is, the monarchy itself is not immediately divided, nor does it cease to be a
monarchy if the son is taken up as a participant [particeps] in it. . . . Therefore,
although the divine monarchy is administered through so many legions and
armies of angels [tot legiones et exercitus angelorum], . . . it does not cease to be
the monarchy of a single God. . . . Do you really think that they who are the
limbs, tokens, and instruments, the very power and the whole sum of his
monarchy [membra et pignora et instrumenta et ipsam vim ac totum censum monar-
chiae], are also its undoing?

Western authors drew such analogies between the earthly and heavenly
kingdoms above all when describing the ceremonial appropriate for hon-
oring Christ the King.124 For a Greek, like the author of the Aristotelian
treatise De mundo, even in the second century the preeminent cultural par-
adigm for the court of a despot remained the Great King of Persia: the
Supreme God acts in the world through lesser powers, just as the Great King
ruled all of Asia through generals and satraps and kings, themselves the
slaves of the Great King:125

Now we must suppose that the majesty of the Great King falls short of the
majesty of the god who rules the cosmos by as much as the difference between
the king and the poorest and weakest creature in the world, so that if it was be-
neath the dignity of Xerxes to appear himself to be the actual executor of all
things, to carry out his wishes himself and to administer the empire by per-
sonal supervision, it would be still more unbecoming for God.

When Apuleius in the West translated this text into Latin, he retained the
references to the Persian kings but adopted throughout Roman terms for
their subordinates.126 Within a century the situation in the East had assimi-
lated to that in the West: even for a Christian author prior to the conversion
of Constantine, Roman law on maiestas could provide raw material suitably
familiar to his audience for use in the explication of Scripture.127 In the
sixth century Christian writers in Constantinople knew precisely which
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court represented the epitome of earthly power: that of the Roman em-
peror. Leontius, like Romanus or Proclus of Constantinople,128 compared
and contrasted the entrance of Christ into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday with
the familiar spectacle of an imperial adventus:129

Truly that crowd recognized a royal entrance. Just as in present times when a
king of the world has gone out to do battle with a usurper, and when he re-
turns from the victory all the citizens of his city meet him carrying flowers,
weaving songs of praise, throwing eulogies before him instead of roses . . .

How did the crowd recognize the Lord as king? He wasn’t wearing a wordly
crown; he wasn’t clad in purple; he didn’t bring a multitude of soldiers with
him; horses and chariots inlaid with gold didn’t go in procession before him;
he didn’t ride in a chariot with the royal purple trappings.

The allusions within the homilies of Leontius fascinate all the more because
he clearly occupied a relatively low social position: he described only those
imperial ceremonies that one could see on the streets of the city. Mark the
Deacon, the biographer of Porphyry, bishop of Gaza, occupied a similar po-
sition: to him, the dignitaries who processed for the baptism of Theodosius,
the son of Arcadius, shone like stars on earth.130 We might note that in the
centuries after Roman rule fell in the West the culture there lost control
over the details of its history: the author of the Constitutum Constantini seems
to have thought that Constantine, like the Great King, ruled through
satraps.131 No citizen of the New Rome on the Bosporus would have made
that error.

I have twice contrasted the Roman principate with Ptolemaic or Hel-
lenistic kingship. The comparison is illuminating on several levels. First, a
Hellenistic monarch was the state: no Greek ever addressed Antiochus or
Antigonus or Seleucus as “King of the Greeks,” or “King of the Seleucid
Kingdom,” or even “King of the Greeks who live in Asia”: it was characteris-
tically Roman to insist that a king must be king of something.132 Second,
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Hellenistic monarchs tended to live in an agonistic relationship with their
fellow kings and with their predecessors.133 Roman principes, as Ammianus
notes, were servants of the res publica: though Rome “has entrusted the 
management of her inheritance to the Caesars, as to her children,” it is
Rome who is regarded as mistress and queen throughout the world; her
glory guarantees respect for the Senate and the name of the Roman people,
while the princeps must restrain his behavior out of respect for the dignity of
the imperial office.134 This theme finds its most vivid expression in those
moments when Rome is depicted addressing an emperor: if these passages
were intended to honor the emperor, they nevertheless implied the prior-
ity of Rome herself as the repository of authority.135 In this they harmonized
with a traditional coin type which depicted Roma seated in a position of su-
periority while the emperor stood: sometimes they held hands; sometimes
the emperor offered her a Victory—many permutations were possible.136

Thus loyalty to the imperial office was a vehicle for, indeed, the primary ex-
pression of, loyalty to the state. But loyalty to an individual emperor did not
subsume loyalty to Rome herself, and it was possible under the empire for
a usurper, or even the Senate, to argue that the loyalty to Rome occasion-
ally stood in contradiction to personal loyalty to the occupant of the throne.
In a Weberian sense, we may distinguish between loyalty toward a charis-
matic office and personal loyalty to the holder of that office: in the so-called
crisis of the third century, for instance, failure in war was understood to sig-
nal the unworthiness of the current emperor and not any inherent flaw in
the system that had produced both him and the centuries of peace that had
preceded.137 Competition between individuals for the throne thus en-
hanced the legitimacy of the imperial system by implicitly recognizing de-
bate over who would occupy the throne as the only legitimate topic for pub-
lic discourse.



46 ANCIENT AND MODERN CONTEXTS

138. See Syme 1939, 313–330 at 311–312, and Brunt and Moore on Augustus,Res gestae 13.
139. B. Anderson 1983, 82; emphasis in original.
140. Appian praef. 22–23. See also Dio 53.17–18 and John Lydus Mag. 1.4 and 2.2. On

Greek names for the Roman emperor, see Wifstrand 1939; for the period beyond Wifstrand’s
essay, see Rösch 1978.

141. Althusser 1970, 173, 178.
142. The reception of this ideology finds its most interesting expression in the ready adop-

tion by Greeks of the concept of emperor as “father,” a concept altogether absent from Hel-
lenistic kingship. Chapter 9 explores this theme in further detail.

Nothing embodies the many and contradictory levels of Roman ideology
better than the titulature and political vocabulary of the Principate. The use
of princeps, with its implications of constitutionality, suggested that the em-
peror was at one level the most important man among many.138 Benedict
Anderson was wrong to regard such an ideology as specifically modern, but
he was correct in assessing its dangers for the ruler: “If Kaiser Wilhelm II cast
himself as ‘No. 1 German,’ he implicitly conceded that he was one among
many of the same kind as himself, that he had a representative function, and
therefore could, in principle, be a traitor to his fellow-Germans (something
inconceivable in the dynasty’s heyday. Traitor to whom or to what?).” 139

Greek authors reveal the purely Roman nature of this ideology—meaning
an imagined representation of the real distribution of power in society—
when they scoff at this pretense: whether one addresses him as imperator,
princeps, or Augustus, he is simply a king.140

Even at Rome, of course, the emperor could not maintain his fictional
equality for long; the mystique of his office was too religious in nature for
that. The image of the emperor as “one among many of the same kind as
himself” was ultimately supplanted by a much more powerful and longer-
lasting image, that of an emperor over many who were equal in their sub-
ordination to him. The power of this rhetoric lay in its seduction of the
provincial population: to use Althusser’s term, it interpellated individuals 
as concrete subjects and encouraged them to view other provincials as 
well as imperial officials as similarly concrete subjects. In effect, to adapt 
Althusser’s critique of Christian ideology, this aspect of imperial ideology
sought to “obtain from [its subjects] the recognition that they really do oc-
cupy the place it designates for them as theirs in the world,” with the im-
plicit condition “there can only be such a multitude of possible subjects on
the absolute condition that there is a Unique, Absolute, other subject, i.e. [the
emperor].”141 Emperors drew on this special relationship between them-
selves and each of their subjects not only when they guaranteed on their
own authority the fair review of any appeal from below, but in particular
when they explicitly reminded the provincial populations that local imperial
officials could be held accountable for their actions.142 Ironically, imperial
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143. Weber 1978, 218–219: he requires specific spheres of competence, a hierarchy with
right of appeal and statement of grievances, rules governing the conduct of officials, and es-
pecially the recording of all acts, decisions, and rules in writing, “even in cases where oral dis-
cussion is the rule or is even mandatory.”

144. As they considered themselves Roman: cf. the instructive reproach by Nicephorus
Phocas in 968, to Liutprand of Cremona: vos non Romani, sed Langobardi estis (Liutprand Leg.
182.24).

145. See Ahl 1984, on the related “art of safe criticism.”
146. Plutarch Fort. Alex. 330D: eij de; mh; tacevw~ oJ deùro katapevmya~ th;n ∆Alexavndrou yuch;n

ajnekalevsato daivmwn, ei|~ a]n novmo~ a{panta~ ajnqrwvpou~ diw/keìto kai; pro;~ e}n divkaion wJ~ prov~

ideology therefore guaranteed the fairness of its administration—an ad-
ministration that personified the hallmarks of Weber’s legal-rational bu-
reaucracy as no other European empire, ancient or modern143—by appeal
to the singular, even superhuman status of its highest official.

As an inquiry into the reception and currency of certain strands in polit-
ical thought in the imperial period, this book offers a twofold attack on
Quellenforschung: first, because modern scholarship on ancient historiogra-
phy has devoted too little effort to the sources of information available to
the authors of contemporary history under the Principate; and second, be-
cause the change in metaphoric language discussed above suggests more
than a change in the realia of the authors’ lives: the centuries that separated
them had witnessed a profound social evolution, such that new para-
digms—providing new sources of metaphor—had replaced the old. A con-
comitant reorientation of the culture’s historical self-awareness had taken
place. Ideas that had been expressed by Greeks before they came into con-
tact with Rome, and that we may be tempted to identify as “Greek,” were for
contemporaries so thoroughly identified with what they considered Roman
that they considered such ideas Roman in origin; and it is that belief, and
not the ultimate origin of any particular strand of political philosophy, that
will have precedence here.144 Of course not every strand of political philos-
ophy sent down from on high provided new paradigms and organizing
metaphors. Provincials absorbed and iterated those ideas that they wished
their overlords to endorse, embody, and express. Above all, provincials ex-
ploited ideological tropes that gave them leverage over civiles principes.145

Though we shall move far beyond the parameters of ancient political
thought in the remainder of this work, we should not lose sight of the con-
cepts through which a Greek or a Roman might have described the unity of
the Roman world. Political philosophers did not consider the unification of
the world prior to Alexander the Great, and he left no writings to explain
his conciliatory gestures toward his Persian subjects. Later generations were
therefore free to imagine that Alexander himself had desired that “one set
of customs should rule all men” and that “all should look to one rule of law
as toward a common light.”146 Though the words which I translate as “cus-
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koino;n ejpevblepon fw`~. On such interpretations of Alexander’s behavior, see Tarn 1948, 
399– 449.

147. Cicero Rep. 1.39.1: ‘Est igitur’ inquit Africanus ‘res publica res populi, populus autem non
omnis hominum coetus quoquo modo congregatus, sed coetus multitudinis iuris consensu et utilitatis com-
munione sociatus.’

148. See Melito of Sardis Apol. fr. 1 (Eusebius Hist. eccl. 4.26.7–11); Tertullian Apol. 32.1
and Nat. 2.17.18–19; Cyprian Ep. 55.4, arguing that the dissemination of Christian literature
requires the empire; Origen Cels. 2.30 (and cf. 8.72, where Origen and Celsus debate the pos-
sibility of uniting the world under a single novmo~); Eusebius Triak. 4.2 and 16.5–8; Eusebius
Demonstratio 3.7.29–31; Lactantius Inst. 7.15.11 and 25.6 –8; Gregory Naz. De vita sua 562–
572; John Chrysostom Homiliae in Sanctum Matthaeum Evangelistam 8.4 (PG 57 col. 87) and
Homilia in diem natalem d. n. Jesu Christi 2 (PG 49.1 col. 353); Augustine Ep. 138.3.17 and
Civ. 18.22 and 27 (but cf. also Ep. 93.22 and 199.46 – 48); Orosius 6.1.5–9; and Prudentius
Symm. 2.608–622. See Baynes at CAH XII 660 –661, T. E. Mommsen 1959, 339–340, and
Paschoud 1967.

149. Gibbon “General observations” (2.513).

toms” and “rule of law” certainly subsume the concept of a single legal sys-
tem, they imply a great deal more. Cicero draws on a similar ambiguity in
Latin in his definition of a political society: “A commonwealth is the prop-
erty of a people; but a populus is not every crowd of men, gathered in what-
ever fashion, but a crowd united by common interest and consensual com-
mitment to a particular normative order.”147 By the end of the second
century Christians seized upon this strand in imperial thought and used it
in apologetic literature to justify their patriotism: divine providence had or-
dained that Augustus should found the Roman empire at the same time that
Christ was born; it was therefore God’s will that the Roman empire should
unite the world to prepare it for conversion to Christianity.148 The spread of
Roman law, and of Roman respect for the rule of law, thus lent to daily life
a reassuring and stable predictability. This promise of social order, and
above all the rhetoric in which it was conveyed and discussed, appealed di-
rectly to the self-interest of provincials. To place the entire world beneath
the rule of law, to inculcate men in the habits of peace: such were the bur-
dens laid upon Rome which, at the prodding of her subjects, she at long last
took up. They will serve as our beginning and our goal in explaining the evo-
lution of the empire into a “singular and perfect coalition of its members.” 149
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1. Red. 1.20: indigenamque suum Gallica rura vocant. For the date, see A. D. E. Cameron
1967, expanding upon Courcelle 1964, 104–111.

2. Red. 1.63–66: fecisti patriam diversis gentibus unam: / profuit iniustis te dominante capi; /
dumque offers victis proprii consortia iuris, / urbem fecisti quod prius orbis erat. Cf. Claudian Cons. Stil.
3.130 –181, esp. 150 –159 (quoted below at n. 73). On Rome as urbs domina or domina rerum,
see Gernentz 1918, 125–127, to whose catalogue should be added Prudentius Symm. 1.427–
432; Eusebius Triak. 9.8 (th̀ basileuouvsh/ povlei); Expositio totius mundi 54 (Campania . . . et ipsa
sibi sufficiens et cellarium regnanti Romae); and I. Cret. IV 316, honoring Praetextatus as to;n lam-
provtaton ajpo; ejpavrcwn th`~ basileuouvsh~ ÔRwvmh~. See also A. Alföldi 1947, J. Toynbee 1947
and 1953, and cf. Christ 1938 and Georgacas 1947.

3. Aeneid 6.851–853. To this passage compare Cicero Tusc. 1.1.2, on which see n. 25 be-
low, and Pomponius Mela 1.41 (Orae sic habitantur ad nostrum maxime ritum moratis cultoribus, nisi
quod quidam linguis differunt et cultu deum quos patrios servant ac patrio more venerantur) and 65.
Vergil’s language found many imitators, among whom see esp. Prudentius Symm. 1.455– 457,
lamenting that Rome, quae domitis leges ac iura dedisti gentibus, instituens, magnus qua tenditur or-
bis, armorum morumque feros mansuescere ritus, should cling to barbarous superstition.

CHAPTER THREE

The Roman Achievement
in Ancient Thought

In October 417, Rutilius Namatianus left Rome for his ancestral hall: the
fields of Gaul summoned home their native son.1 He bid a tearful farewell
to the city, the fairest queen of her world, and for the sin of his departure
he offered in atonement a speech of praise: “You have made from distinct
and separate nations a single fatherland: it has benefited those who knew
not laws, to be captured by your conquering sway; and by giving to the con-
quered a share in your law, you have made a city of what was once a world.”2

Rutilius gauged Rome’s achievement looking back over four centuries of
imperial history. From the opposite perspective Vergil expressed a very sim-
ilar conception of Rome’s propriae artes: “Remember, Roman, to rule the na-
tions with your dominion—these will be your arts—to crown peace with
rule of law, to spare the defeated, and to conquer the proud.” 3 In uttering
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4. Ep. 2.1.156 –157; cf. Cicero Brutus 73.254 (Quo enim uno vincebamur a victa Graecia, id aut
eruptum illis est aut certe nobis cum illis communicatum) and Ovid Fasti 3.101–102 (nondum tra-
diderat victas victoribus artes Graecia, facundum sed male forte genus).

5. See Rawson 1985, 320; cf. Bowersock 1965, 73–84 and 122–139.
6. Bowersock 1965, 72; cf. Sartre 1991, 502, and Rawson at CAH 2 IX 447. Brunt 1990,

269, speaks for many when he asserts: “By contrast, where Greek was already the language of
culture, of government, and of inter-regional trade, the Romans carried further the process of
Hellenization.”

7. See, for example, Raven 1993, 64–78 and 100 –121; Mitchell 1993, 1.198–226. Recent
work on Romanization has developed new paths of inquiry without necessarily producing new
results. Recent literature with full bibliographies includes Freeman 1993, D. Mattingly 1997,
Alcock 1997, and Woolf 1998.

8. Mocsy 1970, 7; Hopkins 1980, 102–103.

these sentiments Vergil and Rutilius participate in a long-standing ancient
tradition of reflection on the nature and effects of Roman rule. Indeed, the
similarity of these sentiments and their fame have rendered their truth self-
evident even as they have obscured their import. In what sense can we—in
what sense did they—imagine that governance through law could unite an
empire?

In ancient and modern thought, the nature of the Roman achievement
has been indissolubly linked with investigations of Roman influence: Rome
succeeded insofar as provincials took on a Roman lifestyle. To this extent,
investigators have likewise divided their attention between East and West.
Indeed, in his remarks Vergil contrasts Roman artes with those of Greece,
and so we may leave open the possibility that he saw Rome imposing the
rule of law on her eastern conquests. But there can be no doubt that the
dominant view, both Greek and Roman, of the relationship between their
cultures is best summed up by Horace: “Conquered Greece conquers the
wild victor and introduces her arts into rustic Latium.” 4 Modern surveys of
intellectual life in the late Republic and under Augustus wholeheartedly en-
dorse his generalization.5 Under the circumstances we might well conclude
that Rome had little to offer the Hellene, and therefore that “[Romaniza-
tion] is chiefly a word which describes what subsequently happened in cer-
tain areas of the western empire, and what did not happen in the East.”6

Such a view must rest, however, on a rather constrained, albeit tradi-
tional, view of what constitutes Romanization, one that assumes that Ro-
manization takes place among less civilized peoples: the process consists
largely in providing the infrastructure—and therefore, it is presumed, also
the impulse—for urbanization.7 Necessary consequences, as it seems, are
the monetarization of the economy, an increase in the population, and
heavier exploitation of natural resources.8 With such a model in mind, one
is bound to be disappointed by the changes wrought in the East; and yet, 
it is easily argued, no one should have expected Pliny in Bithynia to be-
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9. Tacitus Agr. 21.1–2; cf. Florus 2.33.59–60. There were, of course, limitations to what
such a policy could achieve. Brunt 1990, 268, thus announces: “Whatever its purposes, the
government could do no more than encourage a process which, with no system of public ed-
ucation, it lacked the means to impose. Provincials Romanized themselves.” Millett 1990 and
Woolf 1998 follow and develop this model. Cf. Branigan 1991, 103: “The important point is
that substantial parts of the native population of Britain can be seen to be adopting Roman
patterns of behavior and belief which, in most cases at least, can have offered no immediate
material benefits. I suggest, then, that in so far as we can begin to discern human behaviour
and human attitudes from the mute testimony of archaeological evidence, it suggests that in a
distant province like Britain, there were many people—not just a handful—who thought like
the Romans, perhaps thought of themselves as Romans, and who viewed the Roman way of life
as, on the whole, beneficial to them and worth emulating.”

10. Aelius Aristides Or. 26.94 (trans. Oliver). See also Tertullian Anima 30, quoted in
Chapter 1 at n. 38. For a different point of view, see the mid-second-century Rabbis Judah bar
Ilai, Yose ben Halafta, and Simeon bar Yohia, preserved in the Babylonian Talmud: Judah be-
gins, “How splendid are the works of this people! They have built marketplaces, baths, and
bridges.” To which Simeon responds: “Everything they have made, they have made only for
themselves: marketplaces, for whores; baths, to wallow in; bridges, to levy tolls” (de Lange
1978, 268; on the dating of the interlocutors, see Stemberger 1996, 76).

11. See A. H. M. Jones 1971, index (b), s.v. “Imperial foundations”; Mitchell 1993, 1.80 –
98.

12. Cf. Magie 1950, 472– 473; Harl 1987; Millar 1993b, 256 –257: “Relevant criteria for
defining a ‘Greek city’ would be . . . the capacity to mint coins bearing the name of the com-
munity. . . . The most explicit symbols of a city’s identity and status were its coins.”

13. See MacDonald 1982 and 1986. Urbanization is discussed province by province in the
regional surveys provided by CAH 2 X and Integration 2.

14. Cf. Magie 1950, index s.v. “Festivals and Contests”; Mitchell 1993, 1.217–225. There
could be links between all these phenomena: cities issued coins to advertise their loyalty. See,
on coins of Ephesus advertising its Hadrianeia, Robert, Hellenica 7.84.

have like Agricola in Britain, encouraging homines dispersi ac rudes “to build 
temples, marketplaces, and homes”; there was no need, presumably, for a
Roman to teach a Greek eloquentia.9 This does not mean that Rome did not
greatly affect the material welfare of her eastern provinces; indeed, it must
now be conceded—as it was in antiquity—that “all the Greek cities [rose]
up under [Rome’s] leadership. . . . The coasts and interiors have been filled
with cities, some newly founded, others increased under and by [her].”10

This renaissance can be charted in any number of ways: by the sheer
number of foundations in the eastern provinces, both new cities and old,
which were then renamed or, at least, adopted a new or second
“founder”;11 by the increase in the number of cities that issued their own
coins;12 by the scale and scope of renovations and new construction;13 and
finally by the renewal of old festivals and the foundation of new ones: the
innumerable Sebasteia that crowded the landscape and the calendar in the
first centuries of our era.14 The efflorescence of Greek civic life almost al-
ways bore the stamp of Roman approval and had, in any event, been made
possible by the peace imposed by Roman power. As Dionysius of Halicar-
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15. Dionysius Hal. Orat. vett. 1.3 (trans. Usher), on which see Gabba 1982 and 1984, and
Hidber 1996, 75–81 and 117–123.

16. On provincial denominations see Howgego 1985, 52–60; RPC I 26 –37; and Kroll
1997. On portraits of Augustus see Grant 1946, 328–344 and 463– 470; Howgego 1995, 84;
and RPC I 38–51. Cf. Millar 1984, 53–54, on the novelties of scale and uniformity in the cults
established for Augustus in this period.

17. On the role of imperial cult in reshaping urban life see Price 1984b; Gros 1988; Alcock
1993, 181–199; and Mitchell 1993, 1.100 –117. On Roman influence on urbanism in the early
empire see Chapter 8 at nn. 134–139.

18. On foundation legends see the classic treatment by Bickermann 1952, and cf. Curty
1995. For recent treatments of the Roman foundation story, see Gruen 1992, 6 –51, and Wise-
man 1995. These treatments generally do not deal with the most controversial versions of the
story—controversial to the Romans, that is—in which Aeneas was allowed to escape Troy in
exchange for his having betrayed the city to the Greeks: see Dionysius Hal. Ant. Rom. 1.46.2–

nassus wrote when commending the renaissance of stylistic purity in con-
temporary rhetoric: “I think that the cause and origin of this great revolu-
tion [i.e., this return to the purities of classical rhetoric] has been the con-
quest of the world by Rome, who has thus made every city focus its attention
upon her. Her leaders are chosen on merit and administer the state ac-
cording to the highest principles. They are thoroughly cultured and in the
highest degree discerning, so that under their ordering influence the sen-
sible section of the population has increased its power and the foolish have
been compelled to behave sensibily.”15 Cities carefully advertised their civic
identity in ways that acknowledged their position within a greater whole: lo-
cal issues, for example, rapidly devolved into denominations readily con-
vertible to Roman currency—and many such issues bore the portrait of Au-
gustus as the seal and sign of their allegiance.16 In thus concentrating our
attention on the impact of Roman rule on civic space and the rhythms of
urban life, we may better appreciate both the immediate and the long-term
cultural impact of Roman conquest.17

The vision of Romanization thus obtained from the eastern provinces
also harmonizes more closely with Roman writings on the normal course of
conquest. In our eagerness to chart the urbanization of western Europe we
have failed to ask whether Romans conquered new territory with the ex-
plicit purpose of altering the indigenous culture, to say nothing of adding
the indigenous population to the populus Romanus. Did they expect Gauls
and Spaniards to assimilate to Roman mores and, more important, did they
expect provincials in Greece and Spain to have the same experience of Ro-
man imperialism? In our search for answers we may begin with Roman
myths about the foundation of Rome itself. For the many and varied legends
of the foundation of Rome agree on at least two details: Rome’s original
population had been heterogeneous, to say the least, and it had established
and maintained itself in its early years through warfare.18
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1.48 (but esp. 1.48.3– 4), Porphyrio on Horace Carmen saeculare 41, Tertullian Nat. 2.9.12–18,
Servius on Aen. 1.242 and 647, Dares 37– 44, and Origo gentis Romanae 9.2.

19. Livy 1.2.4–5.
20. Vergil Aeneid 6.756 –757 and 12.827–829. On Vergil’s politics of identity see Toll 1991

and 1997.
21. Servius on Aen. 4.618: PACIS INIQUAE ut supra [1.6] diximus, propter perditam linguam,

habitum, nomen, quae solet victor imponere, sicut in duodecimo postulat Iuno.
22. Servius on Aen. 1.6; cf. Vergil G. 4.559–562.

Turning to the most influential narratives of the foundation legend, we
find both Livy and Vergil attempting to explain why Aeneas shed his own
ethnic identity and adopted another’s. Livy viewed this change as purely po-
litical: Aeneas, in a dangerous situation, about to fight against an enemy
more closely related to his allies than he was, offered to take his allies’ name
as his own.19 According to the Aeneid, the Roman people sprang forth from
the ashes of a civil war: tanton placuit concurrere motu, Iuppiter, aeterna gentis in
pace futuras? Though Aeneas won the battle against Turnus and his Italian
allies, the Trojans did not absorb the Latins. Rather, Troy and Trojan would
disappear, and the Romans, born from Italian stock, became powerful
through Italian virtue.20 Vergil, of course, did not narrate the process of rec-
onciliation, but he alluded to the aftermath of this war in the curse of Dido
at the end of Book 4 and especially in the conversation between Jupiter and
Juno in Book 12. Servius, reacting to the former passage, knew that this out-
come contradicted normal expectations about conquest in war: “Unjust
peace: As I wrote above, because one’s language, customs, and name—which
the conqueror is accustomed to impose—are lost, as Juno demands in Book
12.”21 Servius confronted the same issue in explicating the opening of Book
1, where Vergil asserted that his poem would narrate the origin of the genus
Latinum:22

The Latins therefore descend not only from the Trojans, but also from the
Aborigines. This, moreover, is the true explanation. We know that the con-
quered take on the name of their conquerors. Therefore, after the victory of
Aeneas, the name “Latin” could have disappeared. But, wishing to earn the
good will of the Latins, Aeneas not only allowed them to retain the name
“Latin” but even imposed it on the Trojans. Rightly, therefore, does Vergil as-
sign to him the power to have allowed that name to perish. Wherefore Vergil
himself depicts Juno in Book 12 asking that the name “Latin” not perish. Like-
wise, we read in the curse of Dido [the request] that Aeneas pass his life un-
der the terms of an unjust peace, for that peace is unjust in which he who con-
quers loses his name.

According to this model, the Romans ought not to have existed under that
name at all, nor ought the rulers of Italy to have spoken Latin. Operating
under a similar set of expectations, when Augustine complained that dif-
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23. Augustine Civ. 19.7. That Roman conquest was brutal qualified but did not negate the
benefits of her rule: Ne multis morer, condita est civitas Roma velut altera Babylon et velut prioris filia
Babylonis, per quam Deo placuit orben debellare terrarum et in unam societatem rei publicae legumque per-
ductum longe lateque pacere (Civ. 18.22).

24. Pliny Nat. 27.2–3, and cf. 14.2. Note that Pliny views the empire as allowing free com-
merce between all regions of the world, whereas Aelius Aristides argues that the empire brings
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economic exploitation see Bauckham 1991. See also Tertullian Anima 30, quoted in Chapter 1
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25. Or. 26.51 (trans. Oliver, adapted). Klein 1981 provides a convenient biography of Aris-
tides. Bleicken rightly identifies the governance of the empire as central to Aristides’ panegyric
and analyzes two strands within his thought on das römische Herrschaftsprinzip, namely Reichsver-
waltung and Bürgerrechtspolitik (1966, 234–247). To this passage compare Cicero Tusc. 1.1.2
and Dionysius Hal. Ant. Rom. 1.3.1–5, and cf. Gernentz 1918, 129–145 and esp. 129–137. In
this context we might note that Polybius 6.2.3 attributed the Romans’ conquest of the world
directly to their particular form of government: the most important benefit of his history is to;
gnẁnai kai; maqeìn pẁ~ kai; tivni gevnei politeiva~ ejpikrathqevnta scedo;n pavnta ta; kata; th;n
oijkoumevnhn . . . uJpo; mivan ajrch;n th;n ÔRwmaivwn e[pesen. Even if Cornell 1991, 61, is correct to
fault Greek authors for “starting from the premise that Rome was a city-state of the Greek type,
and that its institutions should be analyzed accordingly,” the point is not so significant as he
suggests: Romans, too, wrote of the Roman empire as if it were still just a city. (See below, n. 83.)

26. Fort. Rom. 317B–C (trans. Babbitt), on which see C. Jones 1971, 70, 101.

ferences in language created conflict between communities, he anticipated
the counterargument that Rome had imposed not only her yoke but also
her language on those whom she had conquered and had thus promoted
peace between men. “That is true enough,” he lamented, “but can that
achievement be compared to the number and magnitude of the wars, to the
vastness of the slaughter, or to the sheer outpouring of human blood by
which it was gained?”23

Stepping back and approaching the problem from another direction, we
might note that the immensa Romanae pacis maiestas impressed Aelius Aris-
tides particularly because internecine strife had been an unfortunate con-
stant in Greek life, one that no previous hegemony had dispelled.24 Aris-
tides therefore readily conceded the claim of Vergil: “For if [the knowledge
of how to rule] had existed [before your time], it would have existed among
the Hellenes, who distinguished themselves for skill very greatly in the
other arts, you will admit. But this knowledge is both a discovery of your own
and to other men an importation from you.”25 The attitude of Plutarch had
been no different:26

While the mightiest powers and dominions among men were being driven
about as Fortune willed, and were continuing to collide with one another be-
cause no one held supreme power—though all wished to hold it—, the con-
tinuous movement, drift, and change of all peoples remained without remedy,
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until such a time as Rome acquired strength and growth . . . and thus the af-
fairs of this vast empire gained stability and security, since the supreme gov-
ernment, which never knew reverse, was brought within an orderly and single
cycle of peace.

Already in the age of Augustus it was possible for Dionysius of Halicarnas-
sus to argue that not a single nation disputed Rome’s universal hegemony
or her rule over itself: indeed, his Greek audience would learn from his his-
tory not to chafe at Roman rule, “which is established according to reason,
for it is a law of nature, one common to all men, which the passage of time
will not destroy, that the strong shall always rule over the weak.” 27 In writing
the preface to his history of the Roman rise to power, Appian delivered a
comparable verdict on the history of the Hellenistic Greeks:28

Their contests were waged not so much for the sake of acquisition of empire
as out of mutual rivalry, and the most glorious of them were fought in defense
of Greek freedom against the aggression of foreign powers. . . . In short, Greek
power, although passionately contentious for hegemony, never advanced se-
curely beyond the boundaries of Greece; and although the Greeks were mar-
velous at keeping their country unenslaved and undefeated for a long period,
they seem to me, at any rate, from the time of Philip son of Amyntas and
Alexander son of Philip to have acted shamefully and in a fashion most un-
worthy of themselves.

Herodian offered a similar judgment as an explanatory aside when de-
scribing the factional strife that erupted in eastern cities during the war be-
tween Niger and Severus: “This is an ancient condition among the Greeks,
who exhausted Greece by always quarreling with each other and desiring to
destroy those who seemed to be preeminent.”29 Herodian’s comment sug-
gests that Greek cities continued for some time to exhaust themselves in
petty rivalries, of which fact some Greeks remained painfully aware.30

This particular accomplishment—that of creating and enforcing a
peace—also impressed some Jews, another group with a predilection for
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31. He conveys this more strongly in his autobiography (17– 413 passim) than in Bellum Iu-
daicum; in the latter narrative Josephus argues that conflict between Jewish leaders sapped Jew-
ish strength. Note Vit. 100, where Josephus pleads that the Romans expect the Jewish factions
to destroy each other.

32. Sefer Ha-Aggadah 5.91 (trans. Braude), excerpted from the Genesis Rabbah (94:9).
Simeon should probably be dated to the middle of the third century; Genesis Rabbah was com-
piled in Palestine sometime after 400 (Stemberger 1996, 86 and 279–280). As de Lange
1978, 258–260, argues, “for the Jews it was axiomatic that historical events affecting them bore
the mark of divine intervention.” Thus Jews had already begun to cede divine favor to Rome
as early as Pompey’s conquest of the East.

33. Sefer Ha-Aggadah 5.92 (trans. Braude), excerpted from the Genesis Rabbah (9:13).
Compare the more negative assessment offered by two passages from the Palestinian Talmud
(translated in Lieberman 1946a, 348–349): “Here is the policy of the wicked government
which begrudges a man his money. ‘This one is rich: let us appoint him magistrate [a[rcwn];
this one is rich: let us appoint him councilor [bouleuthv~]’”; and “Like this thorn of which you
disengage yourself here and it entangles you there, so the wicked Esau [i.e. Rome] molests you
continuously: ‘Bring your capitation tax, the public taxes [ta; dhmovsia], the annona! ’ If he [says
that he] has not [the money], [Esau] fines him, robs him, and imposes penalties upon him.”
The first story is attributed to Johannan ben Zakkai in the first century a.d.; the second is
found in a portion of the Pesiqta Rabbati attributed to R. Tanhuma bar Abba, of the fifth gen-
eration of Amoraim, from the fourth century (Stemberger 1996, 96 and 299).

self-destruction. Almost three decades after the Jewish revolt, Josephus ar-
gued that stasis within and between Jewish communities, as much as crimes
by Roman magistrates, had kindled the revolts in Judaea under Nero.31 Two
pieces of Rabbinic lore excerpted in the Sefer Ha-Aggadah comment di-
rectly on this topic:32

R. Simeon ben Lakish said: The words “Behold, it was . . . good” (Gen. 1:31)
apply to the kingdom of Heaven. The full statement, “Behold, it was very
good” applies to the Roman Empire. But how can the Roman Empire be de-
scribed as “very good”? What a baffling statement! Well, the empire merits
such designation because it exacts justice for human beings.

And again:33

“And Thou makest man as the fishes of the sea” (Hab. 1:14). As among the
fishes of the sea, the greater swallow the smaller, so it is with humankind: were
it not for fear of government, the stronger would swallow the weaker. This is
indeed what we have been taught: R. Hanina, deputy high priest, used to say:
Pray for the well-being of the [Roman] government—but for fear of it, men
would swallow one another alive.

Such appeals to the value of the Roman empire speak all the louder for the
casual nature of their introduction into a discourse otherwise concerned
with the elucidation of Scripture. Christians, too, likened Rome to a force
that restrained men’s natural tendencies toward self-destruction. Irenaeus
of Lyons, for example, argued from Paul that God empowered the rulers of
this world: as men no longer feared God, they should at least fear each
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34. Irenaeus Adv. haereses 5.24.2.
35. EJ no. 98, tablet b, ll. 35–36 (OGIS 458): swth`ra . . . to;n pauvsanta me;n povlemon,

kosmhvsonta ªde; eijrhvnhnº. This document was to be distributed to the members of the koinon,
and fragments have been found in Priene, Apamea, Eumenea, and Dorylaeum. Similar word-
ing was adopted by the people of Myra in Lycia: qeo;n Sebasto;n qeoù uiJo;ªnº Kaivsara aujtokrav-
tora gh`~ kai; qalavssh~, to;n eujergevtªhnº kai; swthr̀a tou ̀suvnpanto~ kovsmou, Murevwn oJ dh̀mo~
(EJ no. 72; cf. no. 88 to Tiberius). On the honors decreed to Augustus in this period, see Syme
1939, 473– 474. On the titles pacator orbis and eijrhnopoio;~ th̀~ oijkoumevnh~, see A. Alföldi 1935,
36; Robert, OMS V 654; and see Chapter 8 at n. 246.

36. EJ no. 98a, ll. 42– 43. This text antedates by a decade the earliest attested use of this
word in LSJ. The parallel term, filosevbasto~, is current also from the reign of Augustus (SIG
804 [Cos, a.d. 1]; cf. West 1931, no. 15 [Corinth, ca. a.d. 32]).

37. See the letter of Philip V to Larisa (SIG 543 � IG IX.2 517); cf. Dionysius Hal. Ant. 
Rom. 2.16 –17 and 4.22.2– 4. For later references see Gernentz 1918, 133–135. To his list add
Libanius Or. 30.5: kai; meta; th̀~ tẁn qeẁn toutwni; summaciva~ ejpiovnte~ ÔRwmaìoi toì~ ejnantivoi~ 
macovmenoiv te ejnivkwn kai; nenikhkovte~ beltivw toì~ hJtthmevnoi~ toù pro; th̀~ h{tth~ to;n ejp j aujth/ `
crovnon ejpoivoun fovbou~ te ajfelovnte~ kai; politeiva~ th̀~ auJtẁn metadovnte~.

38. Or. 26.60: (kai; ou[te qavlatta dieivrgei to; mh; ei\nai polivthn ou[te plh̀qo~ th̀~ ejn mevsw/
cwvra~. . . . xevno~ d∆ oujdei;~ o{sti~ ajrch̀~ h] pivstew~ a[xio~,) ajlla; kaqevsthke koinh; th̀~ gh̀~
dhmokrativa uJf j eJni; tw`Ê ajrivstw/ a[rconti kai; kosmhtw/` kai; pavnte~ w{sper eij~ koinh;n ajgora;n
sunivasi teuxovmenoi th̀~ ajxiva~ e{kastoi.

39. Cicero Balb. 13.31. Among other passages see esp. the speech of Camillus in Livy
8.13.16, on which see Brunt 1971, 539 n. 1.

other. Nor, he argued, should men revolt against unjust magistrates; God
will deal with them. “Thus this earthly empire was established not by the
Devil, who is never at rest and who does not want even the pagans to live in
peace, but by God for the benefit of the gentiles, so that men, fearing the
empire of men, might not devour each other like fish but might, through
the establishment of laws, reject the multifarious wickedness of the pa-
gans.”34 We might note in passing that such had been the immediate reac-
tion of the Greeks to the arrival of Augustus, even if all he really did was
bring the civil wars to a close. The koinon of Asia nevertheless declared him
a “savior, one who stopped war and arranged peace.”35 Greeks also reacted
by coining new words to describe those pragmatic enough to appreciate the
benefits conferred by that savior: an edict connected with honors voted by
the koinon, from a text in Halicarnassus, records the actions of a Greek cit-
izen of Rome, Gaius Julius M.. . . . , a high priest (of the imperial cult),
filokaivsaro~.36

Greeks had long been impressed by Rome’s generous policy with citi-
zenship, and Aristides was no exception.37 Roman citizenship, he wrote,
recognized no physical boundaries, and its spread created a “common re-
public of the world under the single best ruler and governor, in which
everyone comes, as it were, into a common agora.” 38 Romans, too, recog-
nized the important role that the sharing of political rights had played in se-
curing her empire in Italy:39
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40. Or. 26.64 (trans. Oliver). See also Josephus Bell. Iud. 2.331–332: Florus negotiates with
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41. Prae. ger. reip. 814C. Cf. Dio Chrysostom Or. 31.111: obviously the Romans preferred
that their subjects be “free and honorable” rather than that they should “rule over slaves.”

42. See C. Jones 1971; Gabba 1984; Eckstein 1985, 1990, and 1995, 8–27 and 194–236;
Erskine 1990, 181–204; Stern 1987; and Shaw 1995.

43. Livy 8.13.16: Certe id firmissimum longe imperium est quo oboedientes gaudent. Cf. Cicero Verr.
2.3.14 and Leg. Man. 41. Tacitus did not approve that Caratacus was joined by those qui pacem

Without any doubt it was Romulus, the principal founder of this city, who
played the greatest role in laying the foundation of our empire and in ad-
vancing the name of the Roman people, when he showed in his treaty with the
Sabines that this community ought to be augmented by receiving even our en-
emies; on his authority and by that example there has been no interruption
by our ancestors in the dispensing and spread of citizenship. Thus many from
Latium, the Tusculans, the Lanuvians, and whole nations of every sort have
been received into our polity, from the Sabines, the Volsci, and the Hernici . . .

Of course, by the time Rome became heavily involved in the East, Romans
no longer tended to grant citizenship to communities en masse, but rather
dispensed it as a reward for, and inducement to, loyalty among those in a
position to promote stability. Not surprisingly, on this topic Aristides fo-
cused attention on the Roman practice of governing individual cities by ac-
quiring the cooperation of their best men. He was, therefore, quick to over-
look the difficulties which Greek cities faced, when, for instance, the Roman
citizens among them sought to avoid local courts: “Many in each city are
your fellow-citizens no less than of their own kinsmen. . . . There is no need
for garrisons to hold their citadels, but the men of greatest standing and
influence in every city guard their fatherlands for you.”40 Lest anyone con-
clude that Aristides here subtly criticized the quislings who cooperated with
the Roman overlords, let them first read Plutarch’s “Precepts of statecraft”:
“Not only should the statesman show himself and his native city blameless
toward [the Romans], but he should also have a friend among the men of
high office, as a firm bulwark of his administration; for the Romans them-
selves are most eager to promote the political interests of their friends; and
it is a fine thing, too, to seize the benefits of friendship with our leaders . . .
in order to benefit the public welfare.” 41 Romans now ruled the world, and
Greeks who wished to serve their cities could do so better by placating
rather than antagonizing them.42

That the Romans had a policy of using citizenship and other induce-
ments to invite the cooperation of their subjects may be confirmed on two
levels. First, it had been a truism of Roman imperialism even under the Re-
public that “an empire remains powerful so long as its subjects rejoice in
it.”43 Sallust, in a move laden with irony, allows Sulla to voice the sentiment
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nostram metuebant (Ann. 12.33). On this aspect of Roman thought see Hammond 1948, 118–
120.

44. Sallust Iug. 102.6.
45. ORF 3 Cato fr. 58 (Gellius 10.3.17).
46. Ep. ad Quint. fratrem 1.1.25 (trans. Shackleton Bailey).
47. Livy 35.34.3.
48. Pausanias 7.16.6. On these events see de Ste. Croix 1981, sections V.iii and VI.iv.
49. Dio 52.19.2–3.
50. Cf. the generalization offered by Brunt 1990, 273: “I have never been able to discover

that the promotion of leading provincials had any effect on Roman policy, or on the ideas of
emperor, senators, or Equites. They were apparently uncritical of the established order.”

in a speech to Bocchus: “Even from the beginnings of their empire the Ro-
man people have preferred to acquire friends rather than slaves, thinking it
safer to rule by good will rather than by force.” 44 Second, Romans freely ad-
mitted that they focused their attention on acquiring the good will of local
elites. Long before the crisis of the Social War, Cato the Elder had com-
bined these themes in his attack on Quintus Minucius Thermus. Insulting
the leaders of Rome’s allies was in itself against Roman self-interest; humil-
iating them in front of their subjects compounded that error tenfold: “What
of our alliance? Where was the loyalty of our ancestors?”45 In the generation
before Augustus, Cicero had congratulated his brother Quintus for ensuring
that “the government of the communities is in the hands of their leading
citizens.”46 Writing of an earlier age, Livy argued that “everyone agreed that
in the cities the principes and all the noblest men were for an alliance with
Rome and rejoiced in the status quo, while the common mass and those dis-
pleased with their circumstances desired a revolution.”47 A century and a
half later, Pausanias recalled that, in the aftermath of the destruction of
Corinth and the reduction of Greece into the province of Achaea, L. Mum-
mius “put an end to the democracies and established magistracies on the
basis of property assessments.”48 That such had been imperial practice—at
least in the judgment of Dio—is clear from the advice voiced by Maecenas
in his famous debate with Agrippa in Book 52: 49

In the place of [those dismissed from the Senate], enroll the noblest, the best,
and the richest, selecting not only from Italy but also from allied and subject
peoples; for these you may regard as a multitude of assistants, and you will
place the chief men from all the nations in security. These nations, having no
famous leader, will not try to change things, and the leading men among each
group will love you because they have a share with you in the empire.

Dio was fully conscious of his double heritage, Greek and Roman, but his po-
litical loyalties lay with Rome, and his political ideals were formed by hers.
In this he was unexceptional.50
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51. Cicero Leg. 2.5.
52. Brunt 1988, 93–143 at 113.
53. To measure the achievements of the last half-century, compare the figures tabulated

in Hammond 1957 with the catalogue compiled by Halfmann 1979. For discursive treatments
of these issues see Bowersock 1965; A. H. M. Jones 1974, 90 –113; Syme, RP 2.566 –581 and
RP 4.1–20. For a more large-scale survey see Sartre 1991. For further review of recent work see
Ando 1999.

54. Compare Oliver 1979, who stresses the use some made of their Roman citizenship to
avoid local liturgies (cf. Plutarch Prae. ger. reip. 815A), with Eck 1980, who seeks evidence for
just the opposite: members of senatorial families who also held municipal magistracies and
priesthoods. To a certain extent a resolution to these approaches is provided by chronology:
Augustus himself furnishes ample testimony in support of Oliver in the Cyrene Edicts (esp. 
no. III of 7/6 b.c. � EJ no. 311, no. III, to which we should compare the letter which he sent
to Rhosus, Tarsus, and Seleucia, EJ no. 301, esp. II.8). And certainly from the time of Hadrian,
the issue becomes anachronistic: individual opposition to particular emperors or to imperial
cult there may have been, but the empire was simply a fact of life (C. Jones 1971, 119–132).

Let us return to Cicero’s formulation of the loyalties that contended
within the hearts of Italians promoted to Roman citizenship:51

Atticus: Have you then two patriae? Or is our communis patria the only one? Un-
less, that is,  you think that Cato’s fatherland was not Rome, but Tusculum?

Marcus: Absolutely I think that both he and all other municipal men have two
patriae: one by birth, and one by citizenship. . . . Thus we consider as our
patria both the place where we were born and that place by which we are
adopted. But that patria must be preeminent in our affection in which the
name res publica signifies the common citizenship of us all. For her it is our
duty to die; to her we ought to give our entire selves, and on her altar we
ought to place and to dedicate, as it were, all that we possess.

Can a case be made that Cicero spoke not only for himself, but also for
other Italians and, indeed, for other provincials? We should, of course, be
chary of romanticizing “Italian aims at the time of the Social War”: the
rebels before their rebellion had demanded only representation to go with
taxation, “political unity and equality within the structure of the Roman
state.”52 Similar methodological pitfalls lie before scholars working on the
Greek East. The increasing sophistication of narratives for the co-optation
of the governing class in the East, the hard-won achievement of the last
half-century, is now under attack by those who wish to view first-century
Greeks through twentieth-century postcolonial eyes.53 All evidence suggests
that Greeks experienced power and assessed claims to legitimate domina-
tion in ways profoundly different than did the subjects of early modern em-
pires. Even without that distraction, however, the dynamics of civic life, es-
pecially in relations between men who sought close contact with Rome and
those who didn’t, remain elusive.54 Nevertheless, some general trends can
be described without controversy.
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57. Hopkins 1980, 121; and see Luttwak 1976, 17–19, on Rome’s “economy of force.” Bur-
ton 1993 and Peachin 1996 analyze particular consequences of Rome’s attempt to govern with
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58. J. Keil at CAH XI 557; Magie 1950, 530ff., on the annexation of Lycia-Pamphylia; Bow-
ersock 1965, 91–93, and Sartre 1991, 207–211, on the Koino;n tw`n ∆Eleuqerolakwvnwn and on
the Achaean League and the koinav which it subsequently absorbed; Bowersock 1965, 97–98,
on the Thessalian League; Habicht 1975 and Sartre 1991, 258–263, on the organization of
the province of Asia; and Sartre 1991, 339–340 on Syria, contrasting the situation there with
that which prevailed in Arabia.

59. Antoninus Pius to the province of Asia at Digest 27.1.6.2. Cf. Athenagoras Leg. 1.2 (aiJ
de; povlei~ pro;~ ajxivan th̀~ i[sh~ metevcousi timh̀~) and AJ no. 100.

60. See Jacques at Integration 1.219–250. Cf. AJ pp. 10 –20, with documents nos. 151 (ILS
6090) and 154 (ILS 6091, with Chastagnol 1981); compare CIL IX 2165. Note the punish-
ment meted out by Severus to Byzantium and Antioch: pàsav te hJ povli~ (to; Buxavntion)
kateskavfh, kai; qeavtrwn te kai; loutrẁn pantov~ te kovsmou kai; timh`~ ajfaireqe;n to; buxavntion
kwvmh douleuvein Perinqivoi~ dw`ron ejdovqh, w{sper kai;  jAntiovceia Laodikeùsin (Herodian 3.6.9;
cf. Ulpian at Dig. 50.15.1.3), and the wish that the Historia Augusta attributes to Hadrian: An-
tiochenses inter haec ita odio habuit, ut Syriam a Phoenice separare voluerit, ne tot civitatum metropolis
Antiochia diceretur (Hadr. 14.1).

In their initial attempts to structure the eastern provinces, Romans gen-
erally dissolved the federations of Greek cities that had become so prevalent
in the third and second centuries b.c., and not unreasonably: the Achaean
League had served to focus anti-Roman sentiment in the mid-second cen-
tury, and hence its defeat endowed the new province with its name.55 They
also imposed new systems of legal and social stratification on some provin-
cial populations—the best-attested system is, not surprisingly, that in
Egypt—and elsewhere forbade individuals from holding citizenship in
more than one city at a time.56 But Augustus and his successors were at-
tempting to govern a vast empire with a small bureaucracy,57 and the ex-
ploitation of preexisting leagues answered this aim.58 Much the same desire
for administrative efficiency must have lain behind the ranking of cities into
“smaller, bigger, and biggest,”59 and also behind the ranking of communi-
ties in different classes, with smaller ones attached to the nearest civitas.60

These measures had the additional advantage that they directed loyalties
and patriotic sentiments away from the individual polis and toward a larger
community.

For example, we know from Strabo that the Romans established assize
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districts and provincial boundaries without any regard for previously exist-
ing political or ethnic divisions.61 In promoting the imperial cult in Asia Mi-
nor, the Romans distributed priesthoods according to these assize districts,
ignoring, once again, earlier boundaries between political and ethnic col-
lectivities, and the same policy appears to have obtained in Syria, Cyrenaïca,
and Galatia. In many areas the Romans assigned responsibility for mainte-
nance of the cult and election of its chief priests to koina, councils com-
prised, once again, of cities that lay within political boundaries as Rome had
determined them.62 Various policies and movements thus came together to
provide a method for provincials simultaneously to display their loyalty and
to situate themselves within a new conceptualization of geographic space.

By the early second century Hadrian understood Greeks to be suffi-
ciently comfortable with their status within the empire to establish a new
league dedicated to the celebration of Hellenic culture.63 Hadrian could
have derived that understanding from viewing the celebrations endowed at
Ephesus by C. Vibius Salutaris in a.d. 104, which “consciously framed the
Roman presence within the institutional, historical and sacral structures of
the city.”64 In a similar vein, Greek cities in the Antonine period now fo-
cused their rivalries on claiming positions of priority in the esteem of their
overlords and in displays of loyalty: Ephesus, for example, referred to itself
as “the first and greatest metropolis of Asia, twice temple warden of the Au-
gusti, and lover of Augustus.”65 This process is already visible in the mid-first
century in an honorific inscription from Aphrodisias. The council and the
people pay tribute to Tiberius Claudius Diogenes: in doing so, they list first,
in positions of priority, not his direct benefactions to Aphrodisias itself, but
his holding of the high priesthood of Asia and his position of sebastophant,
the equivalent of a flamen Augusti.66 Rome thus promoted a reorganization
of political, administrative, and conceptual boundaries throughout the
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69. Themistius Or. 7.94c–d.
70. Prudentius Symm. 2.602–604, 608–618.

East, in a fashion that redirected hearts and minds away from the centrality
of individual cities and toward herself as the city of the empire.

For that is ultimately where Aelius Aristides, in imagining a common
agora, and Rutilius Namatianus, with his contrast between urbs and orbis,
concentrated their praise of Rome: the empire, by distributing citizenship
throughout the land, by having one ruler who was also the final, single
judge, became, in essence, a single polis.67 Like a city, Rome, too, had con-
structed a grand set of walls— only hers surrounded the entire empire and
were constructed beyond the “outermost circle of the civilized world.”68

Themistius appealed to the same idea in the speech he delivered before
Valens and the Senate of Constantinople in the winter of 366, congratulat-
ing that emperor for suppressing the revolt of Procopius in a less bloody
fashion than he might have done: like a physician attending to the sick part
of a single body, he should not punish what can become better—namely
the regions that supported Procopius—but should regard the empire as 
a unified whole, as a single City of the Romans (ou{tw kai; th̀~ ajrch̀~ mià~
ou[sh~ th̀~ o{lh~ ÔRwmaivwn w{sper povlew~).69 All these images coalesced in
Prudentius’s panegyric to Rome’s achievement, although he gave all credit
for her accomplishment to his God:70

To curb this madness God taught nations everywhere to bow their heads be-
neath the same laws and [taught] all to become Roman. . . . A common law
made them equals, bound them by a single name, and brought them, though
conquered, into bonds of brotherhood. We live in every conceivable region
scarcely different than if a single city and fatherland enclosed fellow citizens
with a single wall and we all gathered at our ancestral hearth. Distant regions
and shores divided by the sea now come together per vadimonia [i.e., in legal
matters] to a single and common forum; now for commerce and crafts to a
crowded market; now for marriage to the right to marry a foreign spouse, for
a single progeny is born by mixed blood from two different races.

Earlier Christians provided ample testimony to Rome’s success in creating a
single community within the empire when they described the unification of
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the world as a prolegomenon to the establishment of the kingdom of God:
for many, it was a task so remarkable that it could have been accomplished
only with God’s blessing.71

Christian belief on this issue was nothing new. Polybius was but one
Greek among many who saw in the rise of Rome the operation of Fortune
and the necessity of nature.72 According to Josephus, Agrippa advised the
Jews not to count on the aid of God: “For this, too, is arranged on the side
of the Romans. For without God’s favor so great an empire could not have
arisen.”73 Josephus subsequently portrays himself urging his countrymen
that it is “God, then, God himself who with the Romans brings the cleans-
ing fire for his temple and destroys this city, which is burdened with so many
pollutions.”74 He also depicts several Romans, but most notably Titus,
reflecting on the role of the Jewish God in the Romans’ success: “‘We fought
with God as our ally,’ he said, ‘and it was God who threw the Jews down from
these fortifications. For what could the hands or machines of men have
achieved against these towers?’”75 When Josephus later wrote his Autobiog-
raphy, he asserted that his own status as Pharisee priest and prophet had en-
abled him to foresee the end of the war, and he confirmed in the Jewish an-
tiquities that Daniel had foretold the rise of the Roman empire and that the
realization of Daniel’s prophecies proved the direct governance of the uni-
verse by God.76 The Babylonian Talmud preserves an anecdote from the
next generation, describing a conversation between Rabbi Yose ben Kisma
and Hananiah ben Teradion. The former advised the latter to leave aside
his hotheaded ways: “Do you not realize that it is Heaven who has ordained
this nation to rule? For even though they have laid waste his home, burnt
down his temple, slain his saints, and persecuted his servants, still their em-
pire is firmly established.”77

These men did not endorse unquestioning subservience to Roman au-
thority, nor would a Roman despotism matched by provincial servility have
produced the testimonials so conspicuous in imperial literature. Rather,
these beliefs acquired special force when combined with the stated aims of
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those Romans who sought not simply to rule and to profit, but to govern
and govern well. Pliny was quite explicit that Rome’s mission was the cre-
ation of a single patria for her citizens: she was “the nurse and mother of all
lands, chosen by the numen of the gods to make heaven itself brighter, to
join together scattered empires, to soften customs, to unite in discourse the
wild, discordant tongues of so many peoples by an exchange of language,
and to give humanity to man; briefly, to become the single native land of all
the peoples in the world.”78 By the fourth century this mission had, accord-
ing to Claudian, been achieved; by birth a Greek from Alexandria in Egypt,
he knew well what the unification of the world had meant to his career:
“[Rome] alone received the conquered to her bosom and cherished the hu-
man race with a common name, in the fashion of a mother, not of an em-
press; and she called “citizens” those whom she subdued and bound with
her far-reaching and pious embrace. To her pacifying customs we owe
everything: . . . that we are all of us one race.”79 The emperor Julian asserted
with equal boldness that men, no matter where they were born, become cit-
izens “by participating in Rome’s constitution, by adopting our customs,
and by using our laws.”80 Such was a necessary, if theoretical, consequence
of the extension of citizenship when combined with the Roman notion—
one shared intermittently by prodemocratic Greeks—that the state was
nothing more than the sum of its citizen body.81

Such a positive definition of Rome’s achievement presumes that, for each
individual, citizenship was an important feature of his self-identification,
but the mere granting of citizenship did not guarantee that its possessor
would esteem his new patria thus. Such an object might be achieved in the
first instance in purely pragmatic terms. Roman citizenship, asserted Taci-
tus, was once a rare gift, one given only as a reward for virtue.82 Its very ex-
istence, he claimed, ought to create a unity of interests, even if only of self-
interest, among all who hold it: “Eight hundred years’ good fortune and
discipline have created this structure [the imperium Romanum], which can-



66 ANCIENT AND MODERN CONTEXTS

83. Hist. 4.74.3– 4: proinde pacem et urbem, quam victi victoresque eodem iure obtinemus, amate co-
lite. This use of urbem, which Heubner, Chilver, and Townend suggest is “without parallel” (in
their notes ad loc.), suggests that Romans no less than Greeks continued to conceptualize
Rome in the traditional terms of a polis (contra Cornell; see above, n. 25).

84. On Hellenistic and Roman philosophies of empire see A. Alföldi 1935, 216 –224, and
Ando 1999, section II.

85. See Instinsky 1942. For a catalog of invocations of Roma aeterna, see Gernentz 1918,
40 – 46.

86. On Tacitus’s distinction between these terms see Chapter 5 at n. 100.
87. Weber 1978, 212–213; cf. Giddens 1984, 330 –332, and Habermas 1984, 190.

not be overthrown without the destruction of those who would overthrow
it. . . . Accordingly love and cherish this peace and our city, which both par-
ties—conquered and conquerors—enjoy with equal rights. Let the evi-
dence of both outcomes teach you not to prefer rebellion with ruin to obe-
dience with security.”83 Such an assertion of a unity of self-interest removed
Roman imperialism of the Principate qualitatively from, for example, the
ideologies of empire represented in the classical historians of Greece.84 Of
course, Rome was not alone among the empires of the ancient world in
praying for, and boasting of, the eternity of her rule.85 Rather, Roman pro-
paganda of the Principate promoted and allowed considerable advances in
the universalization of that message. Tacitus here participated in that trend,
giving that ideal a very practical application: if the stability of Rome deter-
mined the health and wealth of her subjects, they ought not rebel, if only
for their own sake. Sapientes in the provinces, no less than those at Rome,
were expected to know the difference between libertas and licentia.86

The complex of ideas outlined in this chapter coalesced in a powerful
and peculiarly ancient dynamic. Briefly put, belief in divine sanction for Ro-
man conquest inevitably endowed the ideal of an eternal empire with a cer-
tain currency. The acceptance of this ideal had the practical outcome of de-
basing the ideals of rebellion, freedom, and self-determination. The simple
suggestion of Dionysius, that the strong always rule over the weak, became
substantially more palatable when Greeks or Jews, like Polybius or Josephus,
could suggest that their respective gods, or even nature itself, had brought
Roman rule about. We must remember that public power, concretized in
recognized forms of domination and social action, is not inherently nox-
ious, nor could the Roman empire have survived on might alone. Rather,
its long-term health, like that of any social system, depended on its consen-
sual validity.87

Indeed, it is in attitudes to the exercise of public power that the ancient
experience of imperialism differs most strongly from the early modern
world. This divergence creates almost insurmountable obstacles to the
profitable comparison of ancient and modern empires, and few attempts in
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that field have escaped those hazards.88 It is arrogance born of luxury that
leads us to equate civilization and barbarism, or to patronize subject popu-
lations with deterministic ideologies of rebellion. Doing so can only lead to
profound errors in understanding the past. Illusory and deceptive continu-
ities between the ancient and modern worlds are partially to blame for con-
temporary desires to view Rome with twentieth-century eyes. But the Ro-
mans knew the seductive power exercised by material prosperity. Whether
adorning cities with marble, leading clean water from distant hills, or ele-
vating martial splendor to new heights, the Romans spoke a universal lan-
guage.89 The immediately intelligible attractions of Roman urbanism, like
the idiom of the Roman triumph, found receptive audiences throughout
Mediterranean world.

Individuals and groups participating in such belief systems would have
received Roman claims to possess special skill in ruling over others very dif-
ferently than we might expect. Propaganda is not necessarily rendered per-
suasive through the exercise of coercive force, nor by the potential thereof.
Like all forms of communication, the validity claims of propaganda are
open to criticism.90 But the manifest success of Rome in and of itself gave
that propaganda considerable empirical validity. Nor ought we necessarily
regard the rhetoric of Romans and provincials with suspicion. “The sincer-
ity of a text has nothing to do with its historicity. What matters is that the
words were spoken, that they possessed meaning, that they contribute to the
reconstruction of a historical situation. The pretext of ‘the common-place’
does not dispense with the necessity of inquiry. What is the ‘topos’ if not the
expression, however banal, of a great truth?”91

Simultaneously, the conscious if unspoken awareness that one’s own eth-
nic group had failed at self-governance or even merely at self-preservation
must have led individuals to search for stability. To the extent that the di-
vine order sanctioned Roman conquest, so far might one proceed—from
the premises that the strong shall rule over the weak and that Romans gov-
ern well—to a belief that the Roman empire as institution of government
and instrument of providence had both the right and the responsibility to
maintain social order. That ultimate belief collapsed and obscured the ar-
bitrariness of Roman domination and urged, by daily exposure and con-
verse, the slow acceptance of the mechanisms of Roman governance as 
objective and institutional. The bureaucracy of Rome, its demands, its sym-
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bols, and its taxes, thus acquired “the opacity and permanence of things and
escaped the grasp of individual consciousness and power.”92

To understand the force of that belief in the ancient world we must get
past our own misgivings about the nature of social order. For Weber, the
routinization of charismatic power in and through institutions succeeded
or failed on their ability to orient the goal-directed actions of different in-
dividuals: that is, to create consensus regarding the legitimacy of the social
structures that govern individual purposive actions.93 As S.N. Eisenstadt has
argued, to appreciate Weber’s insight we must understand that in egocen-
tric calculations of utility the quest for and conception of symbolic order, of
the “good society,” plays a very important role.94 Thus, individuals seeking
security for their persons and their property might well look to Rome, for
she claimed to provide precisely that thing that other societies had not been
able to provide for themselves. As the gods had overseen and tacitly ap-
proved Roman conquest, so the search for social order created a conver-
gence between the desires of provincials and the publicized aims of Rome.
Velleius Paterculus, a Roman proud of his Italian roots, preferred to see hu-
man agency at the heart of this historic change: it was Augustus who had en-
sured that “personal security returned to men, and to each confidence in
the ownership of his possessions.”95

The identification by Aelius Aristides, Plutarch, and Tacitus of shared in-
terests between citizen and subject under the empire thus spoke to a much
deeper and ultimately ineffable current in their political consciousness.96

That unity of self-interest would find natural expression in the inclusive
franchise of the Roman state. Aristides, for one, commended the Roman
practice of using merit alone as a criterion for citizenship: “Dividing into
two groups all those in your empire—by which I mean the entire oecu-
mene —you have everywhere appointed to citizenship or even to kinship all
the more accomplished, the better-born, and the more influential.”97 For
Aristides, the world of individual city-states with their own policies and de-
sires had been submerged within a new mental geography that constructed
the world out of Romans and non-Romans. What is more, Roman policy
embraced both its citizens and all noncitizens, who could aspire to achieve
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a higher status because Rome granted that opportunity to all.98 As a conse-
quence, Rome became to her empire what another city was to its surround-
ing territory: Rome was the communis patria of the world.99

Aristides has crossed the boundary to which I alluded above: good
Greeks, he suggests, identify themselves as good Romans. Again, Aristides
has an ally in the Maecenas of Cassius Dio, who urged Augustus to open the
consulate to the new senators from the East, so that they might devote
themselves to Rome as to their own possessions: “I say that a share in the
government ought to be given to all citizens: then, having an equal share in
it, they might become our faithful allies, as if they were living in some single
polis of us all, believing this city to be their city and regarding their posses-
sions as its fields and villages.”100 That this sentiment was once voiced con-
cerning Alexandria does not diminish the possibility that Aristides and Dio,
like Claudian, regarded it as the ideal toward which Rome’s rulers had di-
rected her.101 We can see the effect of this ideology in Lucian’s work when
he refers to Rome, sacrosanctam istam civitatem, simply as “the City.”102 At one
level such metaphors arose from the Greek tendency to divide the world
into Greeks and barbarians,103 and on that level their usage must reflect the
Greeks’ desire to lump themselves together with Romans as common par-
ticipants in a single ethnic and political reality. Yet these metaphors accom-
plished that desire through a wholly Greek attempt to envision the residents
of the empire as the inhabitants of a single city. On these terms, the erro-
neous definition of pomerium given in the Suda —“Pomerium: A miniature
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representation of a city wall”—may be unraveled.104 To be sure, the com-
piler could have thought the pomerium to be some sort of wall. But why use
a representation of a wall around a city that had a real one? Perhaps because
the wall which the pomerium represented was the imaginary wall around the
borders of the empire, through which the community of the empire be-
came coextensive with the territory of its polis.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Communicative Actions
of the Roman Government

HABERMAS AND ROME

In a.d. 245 a group of men from Beth Phouraia, a village in the vicinity of
Appadana, itself a town some miles north of Dura Europus along the Eu-
phrates, came to Antioch to petition the governor to solve a dispute in their
village. Fate has preserved a copy of their petition, along with its subscrip-
tion; it was first published in 1989, was republished in 1995, and is now of-
ficially designated P. Euphrates 1:1

[1] In the consulship of Imperator Caesar Marcus Julius Philippus Augustus
and Maesius Tittianus, five days before the Kalends of September, in the year
293 [of Antioch], on 28 Loos, at Antioch, colony and metropolis, in the Baths
of Hadrian:

[3] To Julius Priscus, perfectissimus prefect of Mesopotamia, exercising pro-
consular power, from Archodes son of Phallaios, Philotas son of Nisraiabos,
Vorodes son of Sumisbarachos, and Abezautas son of Abediardas, from the
imperial village Beth Phouraia, the one near Appadana:

[5] Having a dispute with our fellow villagers, Lord, concerning land and
other things, we came here to plead our case before Your Goodness and, af-
ter we attended your tribunal for eight months, our case was introduced, as
Your Greatness remembers, on the ninth day before the Kalends of Septem-
ber—the day just passed. You, Our Benefactor, having heard part of the case,
decided that you would render judgment when, blessedly, you would be in 
the area.
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[10] Since, therefore, the case has not thus far obtained resolution, and
our fellow villagers are trying to expel us from the lands on which we reside
and to force the issue before judgment, and since the divine constitutions,
which you more than all others know and venerate [aiJ qeìai diatavxei~, a{~ te
pro; pavntwn gnwrivzwn proskuneì~], ordain that those finding themselves in
possession of goods should remain so until judgment, for this reason we have
fled to you and we ask you to command by your subscription [di∆ uJpografh̀~
sou] that Claudius Ariston, vir egregius, procurator in the area of Appadana,
who superintends the diocese, should preserve everything unharmed and
should forbid the use of force before your blessed visit to the region, when, ob-
taining our desire, we will be able to render Your Fortune our eternal thanks.

[17] I, Aurelius Archodes son of Phallaios have submitted the petition, and
on behalf of the others, too.

[19] Subscription of Julius Priscus, perfectissimus prefect of Mesopotamia,
exercising proconsular power: Ariston, vir egregius, will examine your petition.

[22] I have read. 209.
[23] Petition of Archodes son of Phallaios and Philotas son of Nisraiabos.

What does it mean that a purely local dispute with fellow villagers brought
these men many miles from home, to one of the centers of the eastern
provinces? Their trip from Beth Phouraia to Antioch, far outside the orbit
of Appadana, may have been the longest of their lives. Why did they not use
indigenous systems of resolving disputes? Why did they think that Julius
Priscus would care about their problems? In short, why turn to Rome?

To this question we can tentatively provide a weak and a strong answer.
The weak answer is that Archodes and Philotas had been the losers at the
local level and turned to Julius Priscus out of sheer cynicism. They had no
faith in his justice but hoped merely that he would render a judgment in
their favor, for whatever reason. This is a possibility— one, moreover, that
we cannot disprove and should not discount. Nevertheless, such cynicism
can scarcely account for the tens of thousands of individuals and groups
that turned to Rome for justice in the first centuries of this era.2

The strong answer allows that the villagers of Beth Phouraia, like millions
of others around the Mediterranean, had assented to Rome’s right to im-
pose a particular jural-political order on her empire. To do so, they must
have acceded to that strand in imperial propaganda that argued the Ro-
mans should earn support in the provinces by governing with provincial in-
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terests in mind, above all by publishing the law and enforcing it on their
subjects and themselves. But how could the agents of Rome have persuaded
the villagers of the sincerity of such propaganda? Indeed, how can we con-
strue the ordinances of an imperialist power as persuasive in the first place?

What we require is a model of social action in general, and of commu-
nicative action in particular, that reveals what promises the Romans made
when they published their laws, letters, and regulations. After all, relations
between emperor and governor, and between governor and procurator,
and between procurator and villagers, were all conducted through lan-
guage, whether written or spoken: something about what the Romans said
made the villagers think it worth their while to say something back.

Jürgen Habermas has supplied just such a model in his theory of com-
municative action.3 Habermas sought to construct a model of society that
could obviate a binarism in contemporary social theory, especially in En-
glish and American scholarship, between Hobbes and Locke: that is, be-
tween viewing as either sustainable or unsound a normative consensus that
results from purposive-rational considerations alone.4 He thus confronted
and ultimately denied the legitimacy of the choice set forth above, between
sheer cynicism toward, and consensual commitment to, the Romans’ way of
doing things. Stressing that “concepts of social action are distinguished ac-
cording to how they specify the coordination among the goal-directed ac-
tions of different participants,” Habermas urged that all dominant theories
presupposed a “teleological structure of action, inasmuch as the capacity
for goal-setting and goal-directed action is ascribed to actors, as well as an
interest in carrying out their plans of action.” 5

Habermas responded to this impasse by arguing that communication it-
self, as a process for reaching understanding and consensus, is doubly con-
tingent, in that successful communication of any sort requires participants
to reach a mutual or intersubjective agreement concerning the validity of
an utterance.6 According to this view, speech acts implicitly or explicitly
make claims regarding their intelligibility, propositional content, and jus-
tifiability, and the sincerity of the speaker.7 “In these validity claims com-
munication theory can locate a gentle but obstinate, a never silent though
seldom redeemed claim to reason.”8 That claim exposes all speakers to
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challenge in any one of the above areas, in response to which they must re-
deem their claim through discourse. Although Habermas himself encom-
passed an extraordinary scope of interaction within his theory, we may re-
strict our attention to two strands within his work, his development of
Weber’s concept of order and his articulation of the place of imperatives
within the theory of communicative action.

When studying the stabilization of social systems, Max Weber argued that
social actions could be oriented around one of four basic considerations:
habit, custom, self-interest, or legitimate order. According to his exposition,
the existence of an order depends on the orientation of social actions to-
ward determinable maxims, and social orders are most stable when based on
individuals’ belief that the order is binding.9 As a matter of theory, Weber
analyzed two systems for guaranteeing the legitimacy of an order. The guar-
antee could be subjective and based on the affectual, value-rational, or re-
ligious considerations of individual participants, or it could be external, in-
sofar as noncompliance would result in sanction by the group or by those
officially designated to enforce compliance.10 Although Weber seems to
have recognized that survival instinct cannot by itself explain individual as-
sent to the binding force of a culture’s normative order, he later drew on his
theoretical guarantees to distinguish between “ideal” legal orders and “real
economic conduct.” In lived realities, he argued, law as a determinant of
human conduct should be defined by its empirical validity, such that the
orientation of actions could result merely from accommodation to a coer-
cive apparatus.11

Weber would thus seem to allow our weak explanation for provincials’ 
recourse to Rome. And yet, Roman coercion was, more often than not, a
mere conceptual possibility, and cannot account for the attractiveness of
Roman courts in settling local disputes, particularly in regions that had well-
developed legal systems.12 For Habermas, this view of orientation toward 
a legal order cannot explain the stability of those societies in which such 
orders obtain. On this definition, individuals could be forced to negotiate
between false polarities of self-interest and survival, and societies could
construct value systems incongruent with action orientations.13 If either of
those situations came to pass, the legal order would be incapable of meet-
ing criticism based on validity claims, since its values would not correspond
to the normative order it purported to sustain. Habermas surmounted this
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impasse by positing that orders based on subjective recognition of their 
legitimacy ultimately rely upon their consensual validity. That is to say, in-
dividuals undertake and shape their social actions in order to respond to
norms of action, both because they themselves recognize those norms as
binding and because they know that other participants in their society feel
an equal obligation to recognize those norms.14

For a society like that of Rome, which believed that its legitimacy as a nor-
mative order and, indeed, its good relations with the divine derived directly
from the consensus of its participants, communication as a process for reach-
ing understanding was of the utmost importance.15 Indeed, the Roman em-
pire achieves its unique status among world empires in no small part
through its gradual extension of government by consensus formation to all
its subjects. In doing so, it had to create, adopt, or extend the institutions of
communicative practice throughout its territory.16 Thus Romans believed
that the maintenance of their society depended upon a communicative
practice that had to satisfy certain conditions of rationality—although it was
in the first instance Rome that defined those conditions. Yet that practice
exposed the conditions themselves to question: their validity came to rest
not on the power of Rome to assert them, but upon the integrative work of
Roman and provincial who together coordinated their social actions
through criticizable validity claims.17

Let us explore this notion of validity claim in that genre of utterance in
which it plays its most subtle role, the imperative. For it is precisely Rome’s
monopoly over coercive force that has hindered our ability to understand
both the willingness of Romans and provincials to form consensus through
dialogue and the extent to which Romans felt their society rested upon such
consensus. Habermas divided imperatives into two pure types. The first, the
so-called simple imperative, depends on conditions of sanction: “With his
imperative, the speaker raises a claim to power, to which the hearer, if he
accepts, yields. It belongs to the meaning of an imperative that the speaker
harbors a grounded expectation that his claim to power will carry.” It does
not matter whether the sanction is positive or negative, that is, whether the
speaker wishes to threaten or to entice: “So long as the speaker does not ap-
peal to the validity of norms, it makes no difference whether the potential
for sanction is grounded de jure or de facto.”18

The second type is the normatively authorized imperative. When utter-
ing such a command, the speaker grounds the validity of his command not
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merely upon his contingent will and ability to enforce it, but upon a power
to command that has been granted to him by the consensual commitment
of others, including the hearer. But each time a speaker utters a command
grounded upon that consensual commitment, he makes a validity claim, in
varying degrees of explicitness, about the order that sanctions officials to
maintain its normative script, about the legitimacy of the particular process
that designated him the agent of that order, and about his interpretation of
the normative script itself.19 Validity claims can be rejected or defended, but
those actions require dialogue; to resort to brute force would be to destroy
the veil of objectivity that rationality grants to relations of domination.

The auditor of a normatively authorized imperative may well be subject
to external sanction, but the long-term maintenance of the system depends
on the intersubjective recognition of the normative validity claim of the or-
der and its agent. To adopt the phrasing of Habermas, the magistrates of
Rome did not coerce the subjects of the empire; rather, they “rationally mo-
tivated” them, because magistrates assumed both that their commands
satisfied the conditions of rationality imposed by the ideology of Roman
government and that they could discursively redeem their imperatives by
elaborating on their truth content and expounding on their normative
justification.20

The villagers of Beth Phouraia were not alone, but their experience can
function as a heuristic key only if we can establish that many will have at-
tained similar familiarity with Roman rules and Roman procedures, rudi-
mentary as it was. Disseminating such knowledge will have required the ex-
istence and consistent use of systems of mass communication. In the study
of premodern empires, the burden of proving the existence of such systems,
of revealing their mechanics and of documenting provincial reception of
their products, is especially heavy. To that end, this chapter speaks to the
fact of communication. We can investigate, for example, the distribution of
documents by the government at Rome, as well as its injunctions upon lo-
cal governments to display and store those documents. These might seem
mere issues of mechanics, but that is not the case. As we have seen, by send-
ing out such regulations, the government raised a claim about its sincerity.
It can have expected individuals to abide by those regulations only if it
made allowances for the practical difficulties faced by residents of the em-
pire in even learning of the existence, to say nothing of the content, of Ro-
man texts. Did Rome account for the slow rates of travel and the varying lev-
els of illiteracy that obtained in its empire?

Although this chapter addresses the fact of communication rather than



COMMUNICATIVE ACTIONS OF THE ROMAN GOVERNMENT 79

21. Hariman 1995, 141–176; cf. Frier 1985, 285–286, as well as Chapter 2 at n. 143.

the content of communiqués, awareness alone of the government’s ef-
forts to distribute information accomplished considerable ideological work.
Scholars in other disciplines have argued that the full exploitation of liter-
acy within a hierarchical bureaucracy can in itself shape popular percep-
tions not simply of the role of writing in daily life but of the proper func-
tioning of government as well.21 Chapter 9 will argue that the emperors of
Rome portrayed their governance as rational and will pursue the conse-
quences of that ideological stance in greater detail. At this time we may
offer the limited conclusion that widespread cognizance of the existence of
such rules, even in the absence of secure knowledge about them, itself ce-
mented provincials’ faith in the rationality of imperial administration. That
faith manifested itself in the collection and exploitation of private copies of
imperial documents, in individuals’ use of their own census returns, of im-
perial rescripts, and of records of past civil and criminal cases. People col-
lected such documents not simply to protect themselves against unwar-
ranted actions by the government, but because they believed that such
documents in fact gave them power over the agents of the government and,
in certain contexts, over their rivals in court. The texts under study in this
chapter thus originated in, and in some fashion represent, a normative re-
ality governing the social actions of ruler and ruled.

Studying communicative action in these terms reminds us that the gov-
ernment of Rome did not exist as an autonomous political and military in-
stitution, either in Italy or in the ancient Mediterranean world more gener-
ally. On the contrary, we have already seen that the myriad cultures of the
Mediterranean were often, albeit for reasons complex and disparate, pre-
disposed to receive favorably Roman claims to a certain level of moral and
political agency, as both author and guarantor of social and political stabil-
ity. That accommodation to Roman rule could not, in an ancient context,
have existed in a solely political sphere, as though the ancient mind recog-
nized even the possibility of separating political and religious affairs. Such
accommodation therefore rendered individual cultures permeable to Ro-
man influences in other sites, as Romans and provincials sought a mutual
understanding about the role and function of government. All this took
centuries to achieve, but Roman imperial culture ultimately both devel-
oped from and contributed to the institutionalization of a jural-political or-
der based upon the consensual value commitments of both Romans and
provincials.

The experience of Archodes son of Phallaios and Philotas son of Nisraia-
bos can only have reinforced their impression of the catholicity of Roman
government and the uniformity of its regulations. Thus they have dated
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their petition by the dating systems of Rome and Antioch. But their experi-
ence in the cogs of the Roman judicial system was not a happy one. As they
indicate to Julius Priscus, with considerable bitterness, they waited eight
months before their case was heard, and then Priscus refused to render a
decision. Four days later they petitioned Priscus again and offered him an
alternative, that he should order Claudius Ariston merely to maintain the
status quo until Priscus himself could render a decision.

This petition, too, obtained an unsatisfactory resolution. Priscus ordered
Ariston not to act but to examine their petition. Archodes and his friends
returned from Antioch with some power over Ariston—they may well have
come to Antioch only after Ariston himself had refused to act—and they
now possessed evidence that their petition had been read and duly entered
into the archives of the empire to whose abstract power and authority they
had turned and whose concrete mechanisms they had now seen.

In fact, it was presumably seeing that led them to file their second peti-
tion. As they themselves said, they attended the prefect’s tribunal for eight
months. In that time, they had probably seen judgments rendered, and they
had certainly watched and interpreted the behavior of Priscus himself.
Above all, they had seen him perform proskynesis before imperial docu-
ments. If they had come to Antioch hoping to accrue greater authority from
its magistrate, they now understood the most characteristically Roman fea-
ture of Roman administration, its rationality. As Priscus had power over
Ariston, so others had power over Priscus, and they could now appeal to him,
citing his own behavior and several unnamed and unquoted imperial con-
stitutions, on the basis of their shared status as subjects of a higher power.

NOTARIZED DOCUMENTS AND LOCAL ARCHIVES

The mechanics of the bureaucracy that distributed official documents re-
main opaque. It seems fairly certain that imperial archives under the Prin-
cipate were housed at Rome and there all originals remained; it seems
equally certain that governors in the provinces worked without proper
archives until the second century.22 Officially made and legally valid copies
of imperial documents could be sent to the interested parties, in the case of
municipalities or branches of government, or to the local administrative
center to be posted, in the case of individuals; all private individuals were
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then free to make their own copies of whichever subscriptions they wished.23

This official, authenticated copy would be prefaced by a formula record-
ing the date on which the copy was made, the clerk who supervised its pro-
duction, the names of the witnesses who verified its authenticity, and some-
times a note on the location of the document within the original archive;
the official copy would also carry the seals of the witnesses. What makes our
present task so difficult is that there was no fixed practice regarding the re-
copying of these administrative protocols. The documents cited throughout
this chapter and throughout this book as a whole therefore preserve or de-
scribe some evidence or aspects of the process by which copies were made,
authenticated, distributed, and received, but they do so in ways that reflect
local circumstances.

Yet their very status as copies dramatically increases their value as evi-
dence for our project. The mere existence of such documents provides
powerful testimony to provincials’ awareness of the procedures of the im-
perial bureaucracy and to their desire to exploit its rules for their own pur-
poses. In addition, multiple attempts to record the authenticity of the copy,
however different in practice, further testify to the extent of provincials’ be-
lief that manipulation of the Roman government required playing by its
rules. A necessary corollary to such an attempt is the belief that the Roman
government would itself play by those rules. The widespread unofficial use
of a technical term for “authenticated” (authenticus) copy instantiates the
perspective of both sides: the government’s desire to achieve order through
documentation and provincials’ familiarity with that desire.24

The government at Rome exploited every opportunity to send docu-
ments to the provinces, whether to a single city, to the cities of a single prov-
ince, or to the provinces in general. Although the sheer abundance of Ro-
man texts is striking, we must also marvel at the continuity of certain strands
within Roman self-presentation throughout the period of Roman rule.
Above all, the government at Rome always paraded its wish that its words
should come to the attention of all its subjects. The earliest surviving record
of the wording with which the government expressed this desire is in a law
of 100 b.c. regulating certain aspects of provincial administration. The text
survives in two copies, both translated into Greek and neither complete,
one from Delphi and one from Cnidus. Perhaps the most astonishing fea-
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ture of this text’s survival is the existence of a copy at Delphi at all, for the
law contains no clause requiring Delphi to receive or to preserve the text.
The Senate demanded publication only in the province of Asia:25

The praetor to the province of Asia, to whom the province of Asia shall have
fallen in the consulship of Gaius Marius and Lucius Valerius, is to send letters
to the people and states and to the kings written down above and likewise to
those to whom the consul shall think it proper to write, according to this
statute. . . . And he is to see, insofar as it be possible, that whatever letters he
sends according to this statute, to whomever he sends them, be delivered ac-
cording to this statute, and that according to the customs of those to whom
letters may be sent according to this statute, the letters, engraved on a bronze
tablet, or, if not, either on a marble slab or even on a whitened board, be
openly published in the cities in a sanctuary or agora, in such a way that the
people shall be able to read them properly from ground level.26

The Senate required that the next governor send copies of the relevant doc-
uments to the communities concerned. This was regular practice, and was
commonly specified in senatus consulta.27 The copies here discussed could
have been made at the same time as the final version of the senatus consul-
tum was fixed, when the document was deposited in the Aerarium Saturni; it
was there received by the urban quaestor, and it was his action that ac-
knowledged its receipt into law.28
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Rome did not take it upon herself to produce and distribute copies
throughout every village and hamlet in the empire. Rather, as in so many
areas of provincial administration, Rome relied on the local governments in
larger cities to carry out its wishes both within their walls and, at the very
least, to bring its wishes to the attention of the smaller communities within
their territoria. This practice is already clearly visible in documents from the
late Republic. Note, for example, the elaborate instructions given by one
Roman governor to the conventus of the province of Asia:29

For these reasons I have written to the koinon of the Greeks, to you, to Ephe-
sus, Tralles, Alabanda, Mylasa, Smyrna, Pergamum, Sardis, and Adramyttium,
in order that each of you might dispatch [copies of this letter] to the cities in
your own judiciary district and see to it that the letter is engraved on a pilaster
of white stone in the most conspicuous place, so that justice might be estab-
lished for all time uniformly for all the province, and in order that all other
cities and peoples might do the same thing among themselves, and that they
might deposit [a copy of this letter] in the archives of the Nomophylakia and
the Chrematisteria. Do not ask why I wrote in Greek, since it was my intention
that nothing contrary to the interpretation of my letter could possibly be in
your mind.

Under the Principate, this process became much more uniform, and not
simply for the provinces under the emperor’s control. The evolution of this
process began with Caesar’s institution of the acta, in that the state there-
after made public, in an official capacity, a record of the verbal processes
from meetings of the organs of government.30 Augustus may have ended
the posting of the acta senatus, but the bureaucracy under his control placed
an ever-increasing emphasis on precision in the recording of official utter-
ances. Under the Principate, the validity of documents corresponded with
their accuracy.31

It was, of course, true as a matter of politics at Rome that Augustus had
agreed to divide the administration of the provinces between his legates and
officials assigned through traditional sortition, and in his public utterances
Augustus honored that agreement. In doing so, however, he chose language
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that emphasized throughout his agency in all matters. This language is all the
more striking in documents distributed to public provinces like Cyrene: 32

Imperator Caesar Augustus, pontifex maximus, holding the tribunician power
for the nineteenth time, writes: That senatus consultum which was passed when
C. Calvisius and L. Passienus were consuls, with me present and participating
in the writing, and which pertains to the security of the allies of the Roman
people, I decided to send to the provinces, appending to it my covering letter,
in order that it be known to all in our care. From this it will be clear to all those
who inhabit the provinces how much care I and the Senate take that none of
our subjects suffer any wrong or exaction.

Although Augustus attributed to the Senate an equal concern for the wel-
fare of the provincials, provincials had no reason to respect that claim: the
Senate and senators had administered them—badly—for a century. On
the other hand, people throughout the provinces clearly hoped that Au-
gustus’s promises did herald a change in the nature of Roman administra-
tion and, in thanking him for his efforts, sought to make those promises a
reality. Cassius Dio explicitly approved of Augustus’s interference in “sena-
torial” provinces already during his tour of the East in 21/20 b.c.—“he cared
for them as if they were his own”—and provincials at the time happily re-
garded such documents as emanating from the princeps alone.33

Although Rome continually asked local communities to preserve copies
of all documents within their archives, recipients could and frequently did
ask for copies of documents relevant to their status after, and sometimes
long after, the documents’ initial enactment. The magistrates in these com-
munities clearly expected Rome to have preserved a copy, and, more im-
portant, they believed it possible and even appropriate to ask Rome to abide
by the content of the document, else they would not need the copy. For ex-
ample, in 39 b.c. Aphrodisias sent an ambassador to Rome on just such a
mission, requesting, among other things, copies of four separate documents.
In response they received a letter from Octavian with the copies attached:34
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Solon son of Demetrius, your ambassador, . . . has urged us to send to you
from the public records [ejk tẁn dhmosivwn devltwn] these copies of the edict,
the senatus consultum, the treaty, and the law that relate to you. . . . The copies
of the privileges that relate to you are these that are subjoined; I wish you to
register them among your public records. Letters of Caesar . . .

Aphrodisias then inscribed the text of the Senate’s decree with exceptional
care, preserving the protocols describing its location within the senatorial
archives as well as the original request made for its publication:35

In the consulship [of C. Calvisius C. f. and L. Marcius] L. f.; from the record
of decrees referred to the Senate, file [?one, pages four], five, six, seven, eight,
nine; and in the quaestorian files of the year when M. Marti[. . .] were urban
[quaestors], file one. . . . .

And it is agreed by the Senate . . . that [the consuls] should have this de-
cree of the Senate [engraved] . . . on bronze tablets [and set up in the Temple
of Jupiter], in Rome, on the Capitol; [and that they should arrange that
other] tablets [be displayed] at Aphrodisias in the sanctuary of [Aphrodite]
and in the [?market place(s) of the Plarasans and Aphrodisians, ?where they
are clearly visible] . . .

Although the precise system of organization used in the Senate’s archives
remains unknown (Were the records broken down into monthly subdivi-
sions? Were imperial and quaestorian archives organized on the same prin-
ciples?),36 it nevertheless seems clear that the official copies were made and
certified from the archives, when available, rather than from the bronze
copies that were posted publicly in Rome.37 This is the implication of the
protocols in the senatus consultum of 44 b.c. on the privileges of the Jews, the
inscribed text of which was viewed and copied by Josephus more than a cen-
tury later:38
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Decree of the Senate, copied from the Treasury, from the public records of
the quaestors, Quintus Rutilius and Quintus Cornelius being urban quaestors,
from the first page of the second file. . . . As for the decision concerning the
Jews rendered by Gaius Caesar with the concurrence of the Senate, which
there was not time to have registered in the Treasury, we wish this matter dis-
posed of in accordance with the decision of the consuls Publius Dolabella and
Marcus Antonius; we also order that these documents be recorded on tablets
and brought to the urban quaestors, and that they take care to have them in-
scribed on diptychs.

Josephus cited this document amidst a long series of Roman texts. He
justified the length of his quotations by referring to popular skepticism re-
garding honors granted to the Jews by kings of Persia and Macedon. The
writings of those kings, he lamented, were no longer extant. “But the de-
crees of the Romans are stored in public places in the cities and even now
are engraved on bronze tablets on the Capitol.” 39 Josephus also recalled
that Julius Caesar gave a copy of his text on bronze to the Jews of Alexan-
dria. On the other hand, we cannot know precisely on what medium Aphro-
disias preserved the texts that they received from Octavian in 39 b.c. What
is clear is that they heeded the suggestion that they preserve those texts and
that they subsequently preserved copies of other documents relating to
their relations with Rome. They so esteemed them—whether for their legal
value or as monuments of civic history—that they inscribed them anew on
an archive wall in the early third century.40

The production of official copies required the imperial bureaucracy to
employ innumerable scribes, and the administrative protocols within sur-
viving texts confirm their presence. Indeed, few things testify to the literacy
of the Roman administration so well as the sheer abundance and variety of
scribae employed in its bureaucracy—working no doubt in the equally
abundant and variegated tabularia.41 The satirist Lucian undoubtedly did
not keep minutes himself, but he expected his audience to agree with him
that the supervising of judicial records was a lofty responsibility: 42

If you should consider the matter, I would seem to you to hold not the least
responsibility for the governance of Egypt: the introduction of cases to the
court, the arrangement of their proceedings, and the recording of absolutely
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everything that is done and said. It was my job to give order to the speeches of
the lawyers, to preserve the judgments of the magistrate as clearly and accu-
rately as possible, with the greatest rectitude, and to deliver those same to the
public records to be stored for all time.

The literacy and activity of the Roman administration impressed its subjects,
not least in the sheer magnitude of its interest in their daily lives. The Baby-
lonian Talmud preserves an anecdote capitalizing on that impression, an
episode all the more valuable for the importance of literacy in the culture
that produced it:43

The sages said in the name of Rav: If all the seas were ink, all reeds were pen,
all skies parchment, and all men scribes, they would be unable to set down the
full scope of the Roman government’s concerns. And the proof? The verse,
said R. Mesharsheya, “Like the heaven for height, and the earth for depth, so
is the heart of kings unfathomable” [Prov. 25:3].

The author of the Historia Augusta also presumed upon his readers’ ac-
quaintance with the government’s obsessive documentation and, above all,
upon their awareness of authentication as a guarantor of a document’s
truth value:44

There exists a letter written by the Divine Claudius while he was still a private
citizen, in which he thanks Regilianus, the general of Illyricum, because Il-
lyricum had been recovered while all things were collapsing through the sloth
of Gallienus. I think that this letter, which I have found among authenticated
records, ought to be quoted, for it was an official document [quam ego repertam
in authenticis inserendam putavi, fuit enim publica].

The letter, of course, is a fabrication, but its exploitation of official termi-
nology speaks tellingly regarding what its author took for granted about his
audience.

Readers of the Historia Augusta probably learned about the process of
authentication by participating in administrative rituals or by acting as wit-
nesses for friends, but they could also have done so by reading the formu-
laic language that certified the legitimacy of public copies and recorded the
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location of their exemplars. This language also suggests something of the
magnitude of the task undertaken by imperial scribes: 45

Copied and approved in the consulship of Imperator Otho Caesar Augustus
on 18 March, from the file of the proconsul Lucius Helvius Agrippa, which
Gnaeus Egnatius Fuscus, the quaestor’s scribe, produced, in which was written
what is written below—table 5, sections 8, 9, and 10: . . .

The precise meaning carried by “approved” (recognitum: approved, checked,
inspected) in this document seems clear: the quaestorial scribe brought
forth a file from the official records of the proconsul of Sardinia. The copy
made from that file required and received “approval,” proof that its con-
tents had been checked against the original.

The lack of regularity in the recording of administrative protocols can
lead to confusion when the same terms appear elsewhere in slightly differ-
ent contexts, not least in direct copies of imperial responses. For instance,
in 139 Sextilius Acutianus petitioned the emperor Antoninus Pius to obtain
a copy of a rescript of Hadrian, and that copy was ultimately inscribed in
Smyrna in Latin:46

[Latin] Imperator Caesar T. Aelius Hadrianus Antoninus Augustus Pius, to
Sextilius Acutianus. I permit you to obtain a copy of the judgment of my
deified father, whatever it was he stated as his judgment. I have signed. I have
approved it. 19th. Completed 8 April, in Rome, when Caesar Antoninus and
Praesens were consuls, both for the second time. [Greek] Sealed in Rome on
5 May, when Imperator Caesar T. Aelius Hadrianus Antoninus and Gaius
Bruttius Praesens were consuls, both for the second time. Present were [7
names]. [Latin] Stasimus and Dapenus: produce, according to procedure, the
judgment or decision.

The Greek in the midst of this text is clearly formula devised at Smyrna, at
the time of its inscription, to describe the process of authentication for fu-
ture interested parties.47 But a description of that part of the process of au-
thentication does not suffice as a description of the physical document that
was returned to Smyrna. Who wrote each part of the authenticated copy?
Who “approved it”? The use of “I have approved it” (recog[novi]), without
some notation that it was written in a different hand, suggests that the em-
peror who signed the original also approved the copy; but it seems very un-
likely that the emperor inspected each document, and for that reason
Dessau restored recog(novit ), “he approved it.” That is certainly possible, but
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48. That is also the suggestion of Sherwin-White 1973b, 90, discussing the Tabula Ba-
nasitana. Cf. Wilcken 1920, 28–29; W. Williams 1980, 290 n. 13; Palazzolo 1977, 53–58; 
Haensch 1992, 262; and Feissel and Gascou 1995, 68 and 77–80. Feissel and Gascou rightly
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such protocols from document to document, from region to region, and over time. Cf. below
on P. Oxy. I 34 (at nn. 63 and 200).

49. ILS 6870, col. IV, ll. 1–3, 9–10, 12–13, 23–29 (trans. adapted from Kehoe 1988, 68).
50. CIL III 12336 (SIG 888). Compare the wording of P. Oxy. XVII 2131 (a.d. 207), ll. 2–

5 (on which see Chapter 9 at n. 172).

unnecessary. (Cf. CIL III 12336, below at n. 50.) In view of the use of “ap-
proved” in ILS 5947 (see at n. 45), it seems likely that this document was
approved by the same secretary, a libellis, who numbered the rescript for en-
try into the archives—the same person who directed the clerks Stasimus
and Dapenus to produce the copy.48

However difficult it is for us to recover the precise details of the authen-
tication process, each attempt by contemporaries to record those details
further substantiates the claim here advanced, namely, that individuals and
institutions under the empire regarded the fact of their copy’s authentica-
tion as worthy of permanent record, not least because its authentication
substantiated the legal claims they founded upon it. Another way to certify
a document’s authenticity was to do just what the clerk in Smyrna did not
do: to describe the document as a physical object, rather than to produce a
precise visual representation of it. That was the method followed by the
coloni on the imperial estate Saltus Burunitanus in Africa:49

Imperator Caesar Marcus Aurelius Commodus Antoninus Augustus Sarmati-
cus Germanicus Maximus to Lurius Lucullus and on behalf of others. [Con-
tents of rescript.] And in a second hand: I have signed it. I have approved it.
A copy of the letter of the procurator of equestrian rank: . . . In accordance
with the sacred subscription of our lord, the most sacred emperor . . . [5 lines
erased]. In another hand: We hope that you live very happily. Farewell. De-
livered on 12 September in Carthage. Happily completed and dedicated on
15 May in the consulship of Aurelianus and Cornelianus, under the care of
Gaius Julius Pelops, son of Salaputus, magister.

The villagers of Scaptopara, in Thrace, adopted a combination of these two
approaches:50

Bona Fortuna. In the consulship of Fulvius Pius and Pontus Proculus, on 16 De-
cember, this copy was made and authenticated from the file of petitions and
rescripts by our lord Imperator Caesar M. Antonius Gordianus Pius Felix Au-
gustus, namely of those [petitions and rescripts] posted in Rome in the por-
tico of the Baths of Trajan, in the very words which are written below. . . . 
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51. On imperial involvement in the writing and signing of correspondence see Ammianus
15.1.3 and the bizarre tale at Marcus Diaconus Vita Porph. 49–51, and cf. Millar 1977, 220 –
222 and 251; Reynolds 1982, 47– 48; Corcoran 1996, 146 n. 99; and esp. Youtie 1975b, 211–
212. For the protocols with which officials signed and dated documents, see Wilcken 1920, 28–
29, largely followed by J. Thomas 1983, 28–29, and Feissel and Gascou 1995, 79–80; for a
slightly different theory see Haensch 1992, 262.

52. C. Iust. 1.23.3; cf. C. Th. 1.3.1.
53. Cf. Feissel and Gascou 1995, 77.
54. Sel. pap. 421 (P. Oxy. VII 1022; a.d. 103), ll. 24–31. The word authenticus passes into

Greek (aujqentikov~) in this meaning from Roman usage.
55. For preserved seals seeBGU III 970 (MC 242) andBGU XI 2061, and cf. Vandorpe 1995.

Imperator Caesar M. Antonius Gordianus Pius Felix Augustus . . . I have
signed. I have approved. Seals.

The note “In another hand” in the petition to Commodus obviously at-
tempts to describe the appearance of the imperial response and may be in-
tended to suggest that the emperor himself dictated the rescript and signed
it, rescripsi, with his own hands.51 Indeed, Diocletian and Maximian or-
dained in 292 that only authenticated and original rescripts, subscribed by
their own hands, and not copies of them, should be entered into the
archives.52 That ruling applied only to documents originating with the em-
peror, but it points to a need that must have existed long before, namely for
local awareness of the location of a copy’s exemplar. Thus private individu-
als frequently copied official documents for personal use, without authen-
tication.53 Yet these often record the whereabouts of their originals, sug-
gesting once again that their owners recognized the power that accrued
from official notarization. In a.d. 103, a Latin letter from the prefect of
Egypt was copied by a scribe for an individual; the official clerk of the co-
hort then notarized that copy: “[This letter] was received on 24 February in
year 6 of our emperor Trajan, through Priscus the singularis. I, Avidius Ar-
rianus, adjutant of the Third Cohort of the Ituraeans, state that the original
letter is in the tabularium of the cohort.”54 Finally, the word “seals” in the pe-
tition inscribed at Scaptopara (at n. 50) must have been intended to assure
the reader of the published copy that the original carried the seals of the
witnesses to its authentication.55

LOCAL ARCHIVES AND LOCAL HISTORY

We have seen that the central government, beginning at least in the late Re-
public, urged local municipalities to retain a documentary history of their
relations with Rome in their own archives. For cities in the East, epigraphi-
cal texts existed, and still exist,  in relative abundance: these cities did not
have to be told what an archive was. Decades and centuries of Roman rule
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56. Pisa: ILS 139, ll. 27–31 (EJ no. 68). For early references to the domus, see Tabula Siaren-
sis, frag. I (RS 37; frag. [a]), l. 10; SC de Cn. Pisone patre, ll. 162–163; EJ no. 135 (CRAI 1913,
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57. See von Premerstein, RE s.v. commentarii, cols. 745–757, and Preisigke 1917.
58. Lex municipii Tarentini, ILS 6086; see esp. ll. 7–20 and 39– 42.
59. ILS 5918a, ll. 4–9 (FIRA III 113 � Smallwood, Nerva no. 475).

nevertheless changed the conceptual role that documentary texts played in
constituting the cities’ sense of identity. We can observe this process most
clearly in communities in whose development Rome and Roman docu-
ments played a formative role. For example, the Senate published a series
of documents to honor Germanicus and the other children of the domus
divina, for which our sole surviving documentary evidence springs from
copies inscribed by, or simply published in, municipalities in the West.
These texts occasionally indicate that they represent merely one in a long
series of texts received and recorded by the city: for example, the decree of
Pisa concerning honors for Lucius Caesar announces that the city will in-
scribe the present as well as past decrees.56 Although municipal texts on
stone do not observe any greater consistency in the preservation of admin-
istrative protocols than do epigraphical records of imperial documents, sur-
viving evidence nevertheless allows us to conclude that, by the early second
century, municipal archives functioned on patterns analogous to—and no
doubt patterned on—state archives at Rome.57 This is certainly suggested
by the contents and diction of the municipal law imposed on Tarentum, a
Greek city, at its incorporation as a municipality during the last decades of
the Republic.58

When a Roman magistrate or an imperial secretary sent a document
across the Mediterranean, the recipient had a heavy burden of proof when
challenged on the authenticity of his copy: the original could lie hundreds
of miles and many months away. Within the territory of a municipality that
burden must have been much smaller. Nevertheless, occasional diligence
or perversity induced a local scribe to quote the administrative protocols
from the heading of an official document. This may account for the partic-
ularly detailed heading of an inscription from Caere. The text in question
recorded an act of the town council, voted on 13 April 114, acknowledging
the generosity of one Ulpius Vesbinus, an imperial freedman: 59

Copied and checked in the portico of the Temple of Mars from the commen-
tarium that Cuperius Hostilianus ordered to be produced by T. Rustius
Lysiponus, scribe, in which was written what is written below: When L. Publi-
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60. The equivalent within the imperial administration was probably maintained by the
little-attested procurator ab ephemeride (ILS 1575); the connection between this official and the
enigmatic commentarii diurni (Suetonius Augustus 64.2) remains to my knowledge unexplored
beyond the brief treatment in Peter 1897, 1.350 –351. Suetonius believed that Augustus at-
tached great value to chronological accuracy and that the emperor recorded on his letters the
hour of the day or night at which they were written (Augustus 50). It would be rash to see any
continuity in this position between the first and sixth centuries, so I simply mention that John
Lydus devoted some time to the secretaries who keep the regesta (which he derives from res ges-
tae) and cottidiana, the daily record books, for the imperial chancery: Mag. 20.

61. Compare the self-conscious references to Roman dating at Acta Apollonii 7, Acta Pionii
23, and Marcus Diaconus Vita Porph. 34; cf. Haensch 1997, 705–707.

62. Sherk, MDRW 65–66.
63. P. Oxy. I 34, verso, col. I l. 7– col. II l. 2 (a.d. 127). Translation after Pierce 1968, 77.

For the archives of Roman Egypt, Pierce 1968 and Cockle 1984 are fundamental. See also 
n. 200 below.

lius Celsus and C. Clodius Crispinus were consuls, the former for the second
time, on the Ides of April, when M. Pontius Celsus was dictator and C. Sueto-
nius Claudianus was the aedile for judicial matters and prefect of the treasury.
The daily record book60 of the municipality of Caere, page 27, section 6: . . .
Then, on the first column of the next page, . . . Then, on the first column of
page [2]8, . . .

Note first that the municipality dated, and without doubt had long dated,
events by the consuls at Rome. As Italians the Caeretans had long since come
to orient their sense of historical time around the rhythms of the Roman
state, but this practice would spread across the Mediterranean world.61

Second, the town carefully followed the same procedure that we have ob-
served in Rome: the only text that could function as an exemplar for the in-
scribed copy was not one produced by the decurions at the time of their
vote, but rather the one that had been properly deposited in their munici-
pal tabularium.62

An edict of Flavius Titianus, prefect of Egypt in a.d. 127, proves conclu-
sively that the organizational structure of the innumerable local archives of
Roman Egypt was determined from the top: 63

The accountants up to now in the Catalogue, called secretaries according to
the old usage, shall tally up the agreements, including the names of the nomo-
graphoi and parties, the [index?] number of the documents, and the types of
contracts, and they shall deposit them in both libraries. Those called copyists
shall, whenever they examine the so-called composite roll for deposition,
make marginal notations if there has been anything expunged or anything
different added; and they shall deposit a copy on a separate sheet in both li-
braries—for I command that there shall obtain in the rest of Egypt as well the
procedure now followed in the Arsinoïte and [.....]polite nomes. They shall
also add the page numbers and the names of the parties. Likewise, those
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64. P. Oxy. II 237, translated and discussed by Cockle 1984, 115.
65. See P. Oxy. LV 3781, from 25 August 117, an announcement of the accession of
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67. See P. Oxy. XXV 2435 and XLII 3021–3022, with the editors’ introductions.
68. See Chapter 6, “Aurum Coronarium.”
69. See Reynolds 1982, 107–113, and see esp. letters 17, 18, 20, and 25.

called secretaries of the Bureau of Examination of the officiating chief justices
shall do the same and shall deposit every five days.

The edict of Titianus was preceded by an order of Mettius Rufus in a.d. 89,
which was concerned with the validity and accuracy of property returns and
which therefore ordered the keepers of local archives to ensure that their
records were revised every five years.64

Local communities were always particularly anxious to preserve com-
munications relevant to their own status. Cities collected such documents
primarily through embassies sent after the accession of a new emperor was
announced.65 Papyri preserve some responses from emperors to such em-
bassies,66 and a recent accession provided the pretext for many of the 
embassies described in the Acta Alexandrinorum.67 Such embassies brought
the emperor a “gift”—gold for his crown68— and listed for the emperor the
specifics of their legal status in relation to the imperial administration. The
emperor responded with a brief letter confirming their status; most of 
the letters preserved on the archive wall at Aphrodisias are of this genre.69

The form of this diplomatic ritual, iterated throughout the empire on in-
numerable pretexts, played an important role in distributing information
between the emperor and his subjects. More subtly, its content helped to in-
culcate an awareness of Rome’s desire for consensus: magistrates in cities like
Aphrodisias throughout the empire would learn to promise their support
only if the emperor’s subordinates would distribute his benefactions in pro-
portion to their enthusiasm for his rule. Chapters 5 and 6 will explore this
economy of diplomatic exchange in greater detail. The value of the texts
generated through this diplomacy did not end with the next embassy and
the next letter. On the contrary: not only did each letter prove valuable in
the next round of negotiations with the central power, but the aggregate
data in an archive of such letters contained and displayed one perspective
on the histories of Aphrodisias and the empire, and of imperial concern for
that community. The lists of emperors in the Tabula Banasitana and lex de im-
perio Vespasiani sprang from very different contexts, and supplied different
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71. See Chapter 3 at nn. 17–19.
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data, but they no less than the Aphrodisian archive wall provided a narra-
tive of imperial history and boasted of the respect that Romans would pay
to similarly documented precedents from their shared past.70

Cities, of course, did not exist in isolation, but it did not necessarily fol-
low from the mere fact of empire that cities would use imperial communi-
cations with other municipalities to assess or to establish their own status.
That action required a conviction both that the imperial government had a
conceptual framework within which to judge cities individually and in rela-
tion to each other, and that such a framework possessed validity from reign
to reign.71 The archive wall from Aphrodisias confirms that the Aphro-
disians, at least, held such a conviction: three of the documents from that
wall are addressed to other cities: a letter from Octavian to Ephesus, a sub-
script by Octavian to a petition from Samos, and a subscript from Trajan to
Smyrna.72 At about the same time that J. Reynolds published the texts on the
archive wall at Aphrodisias, R. G. Goodchild edited a similar archive in
Cyrene. It, too, contains several documents, albeit ranging over a smaller
chronological period, which attest to the status of the city and to imperial
fondness for it. For example, the first document is a letter from Hadrian
that simply forwarded, on his own initiative, as it seems, a copy of the reply
he made to an appeal from a rival city: “The archon of the Panhellion has
already had occasion to write to me concerning your claim. . . . I wrote back
what I thought, and for you I sent a copy of the relevant reply [which my
friend(?) Salvius] Carus, clarissimus, the proconsul, [will give to you].”73 Sim-
ilar archives undoubtedly existed elsewhere. Possible additional examples
include the archive wall at Ephesus, with texts dating from Actium to the
early 30s a.d.;74 the walls of the Potamoneum at Mytilene, which initially in-
cluded only texts relating to Potamon, but the city may have added others
arising from its dealings with Rome;75 the collection of epistles from Ha-
drian at Astypalaea, inscribed on the same stone as a response from Augus-
tus to the Cnidians and a letter from Hadrian to, perhaps, the Rhodians
(the stones have been reused in several locations)76; the letters that passed
between Hadrian, his proconsul Avidius Quietus, and his procurator Hes-
perus on the temple lands at Aezani77; the collection of letters from Hadrian,
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Antoninus Pius, Marcus Aurelius, and Lucius Verus at Coronea78; and the
large collection of letters from Marcus, Marcus and Commodus, and Com-
modus alone that survives in eighteen fragments in the Athenian agora.79

It is not known how copies of documents addressed to one city ended up in
the archive of another, although it is clear that on occasion the emperor
could explicitly order the addressee to furnish such a copy.80 During Pliny’s
tenure in Bithynia, he wrote to Trajan many times quoting or referring to
the rescripts and letters of earlier emperors: all these documents were pre-
sented to Pliny by the parties before him in support of their petitions.81

Pliny’s attempts to confirm the legitimacy of documents by comparing them
with the originals at Rome corroborates our certainty that he did not travel
with duplicates of all documents relevant to all matters in Bithynia. More
important, those attempts harmonize closely with the spirit that drove
Rome to ask municipalities to store copies of documents and that drove
those municipalities to record the administrative protocols from Roman
documents. All those parties, like Pliny, wished to ensure that such texts
were both genuine and correct.82 Eventually proconsular governors could
come to rely on the tabularia of their provinces: these are attested in Alpes
Cottiae, Asia, Dacia, Dalmatia, Egypt, Galatia, Gallia Celtica, Gallia Narbo-
nensis, Hispania Tarraconensis, Illyricum, Lusitania, Mauretania, Noricum,
Numidia, Pannonia Superior, Sardinia, and Syria.83

Tabularia advertised and recorded one perspective on the history of the
empire as a whole, as well as a history of its relations with its constituent
communities. It was a peculiarly Roman perspective. Yet we need not as-
sume that the mere existence of a record house altered well-established pat-
terns of communal memory nor that the slow spread of a Roman institu-
tional historiography could in itself reshape prevalent local models of
communal life. We must keep in mind that Spaniards in Baetica did not
look down on isolated outposts in the plains but on vibrant communities
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like Urso where, long before the Flavian municipal laws, Spaniards could
have learned about Roman political and religious institutions, about IIviri,
and scribes, and lictors; about librarii; about haruspices and togas; about pro-
visions for ludi scaenici and, most particularly, about the correspondence be-
tween the seating at such spectacles and the proper ordering of society; and
about the swearing of oaths by magistrates per Iovem deosque Penates and the
recording of those oaths in tabulas publicas by the scriba publicus.84

NEW LEGISLATION AND INDIVIDUAL LIABILITY

We have thus far examined the evidence for the state’s desire to make in-
formation of every kind accessible to the residents of the empire. We have
seen that this held true for announcements of news, broadly defined, as well
as for administrative ordinances. How can we be sure that anyone learned
of or from these publications? I have argued that the act of dissemination
in itself carried an expectation that people would read published texts and,
moreover, that Rome cannot have placed this burden on provincials with-
out incurring certain implicit obligations. Above all, Roman claims to good
governance demanded that Rome do everything in its power to aid provin-
cials in meeting its demands. We have already seen that communities could
only aid themselves by responding to the announcement of the accession 
of a new emperor; in fact, the institution of aurum coronarium obligated
communities to respond not only to accession announcements but also to
the news of a recent imperial victory.85 Extant evidence suggests that the
government had similar expectations for the reception of its administra-
tive regulations and legal texts. Given the logistical difficulties to be sur-
mounted by individual residents in attempting to learn new regulations, a
demand from Rome that its subjects comply with its regulations from the
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date of their publication would have been wholly unrealistic; and the im-
practicality of that demand might have suggested that it existed for appear-
ance’s sake alone. But the truth is rather different, indeed. Roman magis-
trates acknowledged that new information did not spread instantaneously
through a population, and they made careful provisions for that fact.

Bronze and marble had certain advantages as media for textual publica-
tion, foremost among which were their longevity and the aura of legitimacy
with which they cloaked their contents.86 But not every text required such
treatment: the action of the local senate at Pisa (see at n. 56) indicates 
at the very least that the town had not previously inscribed on bronze or
marble earlier news bulletins about Lucius Caesar. The local senate may
have judged other media more suitable, not least for the speed with which
they could be exploited.87 Whitened boards and papyrus, for example, lent
themselves to promulgating texts rapidly throughout an area, especially
when the text had to be on display only for a limited time, after which
people could be expected to review its contents in an archive. For this was
how the government normally proceeded: it held the people accountable
for the terms of a new ordinance only after it had been posted publicly for
thirty days. That initial copy might appear on perishable wood, but the text
would exist for consultation thereafter in tabularia publica.88 To this end new
legislation sometimes carried the provision that its text should be promul-
gated in every city at a specific time, regardless of when any given city’s
officials received the text: the author presumably wished the entire prov-
ince to be held uniformly accountable after a certain date.89

The Roman government thus shifted significant responsibility for the
wide dissemination of its texts onto itself. This cannot have disguised com-
pletely the burden that its legislation placed upon its subjects, but it never-
theless must have represented an enormous ideological shift. Roman
officials consequently insisted on assigning obligations both to themselves
as authors and to their subjects as audience members: they should publish
with care and dispatch, and their subjects should read promptly and care-
fully. Extant regulations from Roman municipalities demonstrate that this
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rule obtained in criminal and administrative proceedings,90 while the jurist
Ulpian reveals that it also obtained in civil cases:91

By “public notice” we mean one written in clear letters, posted in such a way
that it may be read properly from ground level, in front of an inn, for ex-
ample, or in front of a place of business—not in a hidden place, but in the
open. Should it be written in Greek, or in Latin? I think that depends on the
location, lest someone be able to plead ignorance of the letters. Certainly, if
someone should say that he didn’t understand the letters or did not see what
was posted, when many did read and the notice was publicly posted, then he
will not be heard.

The Gospel of John provides rather dramatic confirmation of Rome’s con-
cern that local populations understand such signs: Pilate posted a placard
beneath the cross of Christ, with “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews,” writ-
ten in Hebrew, Greek, and Latin.92 The penetration of these policies and
their justifications into the imaginative world of provincial populations can
be seen, for instance, in their use in the Midrash for the elucidation of
Scripture:93

R. Eleazar said: “Although the Torah was revealed on Mt. Sinai, Israel was not
punished for its transgression until it was promulgated to them in the Tent of
Meeting. It was like an edict [diavtagma] that had been written and sealed and
brought to the city, but in respect whereof the inhabitants of the city are not
bound until it has been promulgated to them in a public place [dhmosiva/] of
the city.”

We should not fail to notice that R. Eleazar has drawn this analogy not sim-
ply with Roman practice, but with the reasoning behind it: it would not be
fair to hold the inhabitants of a city liable for the contents of a law from the
time when it was drafted; once, however, it has been properly promulgated,
the burden of responsibility falls upon their shoulders.

The practice of fixing a grace period during which people could become
acquainted with the text of a new statute was, in fact, already in place in the
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early second century b.c., when the Senate saw fit to forbid the secret and
organized worship of Bacchus:94

[The Senate thought it proper] that you proclaim these orders in a public
meeting for no less than three market days (24 days);95 and, in order that you
may know the judgment of the Senate, it was as follows: “They have decreed
that, if there is anyone who acts contrary to this decree, which is written above,
then capital charges must be laid against them.” And [the Senate thought it
proper] that you should inscribe this on a bronze tablet, and that you com-
mand it to be posted wherever it can most easily be read.

Eventually the increasing complexity of the Roman state led the govern-
ment to abandon the use of potentially contestable or variable criteria—the
span between market days—and to adopt a fixed term. The association be-
tween market days and the publication of new ordinances had by this time
become fixed in the Roman imagination. When, therefore, Roman anti-
quarians conducted their researches into the history of the calendar, at
least one writer identified the needs of the government as the moving force
behind the creation of market days in the first place. The grammarian Mac-
robius, writing in the early fifth century a.d., quoted this passage from one
Rutilius:96

Rutilius writes that the Romans instituted market days so that farmers might
work in the fields for eight days, but on the ninth, leaving the country, they
might come to Rome to the market and learn about the laws, and so that
plebiscites and senatorial decrees might be brought before a larger number
of people, since these documents, once posted for twenty-four days, might
easily become known to one and all. Whence also arose the custom that laws
should be promulgated for twenty-four days.

Though probably incorrect, this etiology testifies precisely to the ideologi-
cally inspired desire of the government to publish, and of the people to
read, official texts.

Once established, thirty days remained the customary time period for
any such legislative activity within the purview of the Roman administration
across the breadth of the empire. See, for example, the edict of L. Antistius
Rusticus, legate of Domitian, to the citizens of Pisidian Antioch, on actions
to be taken during a famine:97



100 CONSENSUS AND COMMUNICATION

lease for ten days, lest an objection be brought; P. Amh. II 86 contains similar language re-
garding potential objections but no ordinance regarding the posting of the proposed lease.

98. On the editing of these texts, see Seeck 1919, Honoré 1979 and 1986, and Corcoran
1996, 13–18.

99. C. Th. 9.40.13. On the massacre, see Ambrose Ep. 51, Paulinus Vit. Ambr. 24, Rufinus
Hist. 11.18, Sozomen 7.25.1–7, and Theodoret 5.17.1–18.19. Rufinus, Sozomen, and Theo-
doret all connect the law to the massacre.

100. C. Th. 7.18.9 pr.
101. N. Th. 1.8. Compare C. Th. 8.4.26, 8.5.6, 8.7.10, and 9.38.9, as well as N. Th. 2.3, 3.10,

4.3, 5.1.5, 5.2.2, 5.3.2, 7.1.3, 7.2.3, 7.3.2, 7.4.10, 8.3, 9.5, 10.1.5, 11.4, 12.3, 14.9, 15.2.4, 16.9,
17.1.5, 17.2.7, etc. Elsewhere see Const. Sirm. 9.

Since the duoviri and decurions of the most outstanding colony of Antioch
have written to me that, because of the harshness of the winter, the price of
grain has shot up; and since they seek that the plebs should have the oppor-
tunity to buy [grain], let all those who are citizens or inhabitants of the colony
of Antioch declare before the duoviri of the colony, within thirty days of the
day when this edict of mine is posted, how much grain each has, and in what
place.

The development of such administrative matters in the late empire fre-
quently remains slightly beyond our grasp, because the editors of the Codes
systematically purged such protocols from their texts.98 We therefore know
the motivation for Theodosius’s law of 18 August 390 only because contem-
porary sources connect that law to its inspiration: Theodosius had ordered
in anger that the army should slaughter whoever responded to a specious
announcement of games in the circus at Thessalonica and was then forced
by private guilt and public disapprobation to ordain curbs on his own tem-
per. In the future, his own ministers were not to exact any severe punish-
ment pronounced by the emperor until thirty days had passed.99 If thirty
days was law in some contexts and conventional in others, that span could
be extended: announcing a new punishment for harboring deserters, Arca-
dius and Honorius allowed four months from its date of publication before
people would be held liable to its conditions.100 Occasionally even the trun-
cated texts of the Codes preserve evidence for this desire that official texts
be available to the public, and the appearance of instructions for the distri-
bution and publication of laws in the unexpurgated texts known as the Sir-
mondian constitutions and in the Novels affirms their status as a regular, per-
haps a universal, feature of imperial legislation: “For the rest, O Florentius,
dearest and most beloved Father, let Your Illustrious and Magnificent Au-
thority, to whom it is beloved and familiar to please the emperors, bring it
about through posted edicts that the decrees of Our August Majesty come
to the knowledge of all peoples and of every province.”101 The texts of these
laws passed into the Codes from imperial archives, but all were explicitly is-
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sued to the empire as a whole. What evidence exists to suggest that this con-
cern for distribution had any effect? And what good would “posted edicts”
do in a world of low literacy?

TO READ OR TO HEAR THE LAW

All these documents raise a problem that can be analyzed but not defini-
tively solved: Was the imperial government realistic in its expectation that
posting written texts, in however many places, would result in their contents’
coming “speedily to the knowledge of all”? Extant evidence does not suggest
that many in the cities could have read complex texts, and literacy was un-
doubtedly lower in smaller communities.102 This investigation aligns itself
with, and tends to support, those who emphasize that a small number of lit-
erate individuals could go a long way.103 All those who take this position are
indebted to a series of distinguished articles by H. C. Youtie, in which he dis-
cussed the mechanics by which the semiliterate and illiterate (the ojligo-
gravmmatoi and ajgravmmatoi) functioned in a society that frequently de-
manded literacy from a vast portion of its members.104 Above all, Youtie was
right to maintain that the imperial government did not expect that its sub-
jects— or all its officials—would be literate: rather, it demanded that they
have access to a literate person. In the last instance, this could be a scribe in
the bureaucracy itself.105

The government’s acknowledgment of the logistical difficulties faced by
its subjects in fact extended to include the problem of literacy, in two ways:
first, the government insisted that published materials should be legible;
second, it probably required that all such texts be recited at least once at the
time of their posting. This official action took place regardless of whether
private individuals subsequently read a posted edict for the benefit of
friends or strangers. Documents cited in this chapter—the governor’s let-
ter to the koinon of Asia (at n. 29), Augustus’s edict on the Jews (at n. 146),
and the prefect of Egypt’s edict on banditry (at n. 186)—amply testify to the
provisions made concerning the location of publication: “in the most con-
spicuous place,” where “conspicuous” must imply “to the most people,” the
celeberrumo loco of the Tabula Siarensis and the Senatus consultum de Cn. Pisone
patre.106 Elsewhere—restored in the senatus consultum on Aphrodisias (at 
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n. 35), the senatus consultum de Bacchanalibus (at n. 94), the edict of Alexan-
der Severus (at n. 151)—this requirement is specified through language re-
quiring publication “in a place [clearly or most] visible [to those who wish
to read],” where “visible” must imply the provision elsewhere made explicit,
“to those standing [in a normal position]”: “at ground level” in the law on
praetorian provinces from Delphi (at n. 26), in Claudius’s edict on the Jews
(at n. 148), and in Ulpian’s regulations regarding legal notices (at n. 91).107

All these injunctions acquire greater potency from at least the middle of
the first century, when the government will have designated certain loca-
tions for the publishing of new laws and the populace will have become ac-
customed to finding them there. For example, when Lusius Geta, the pre-
fect of Egypt, forwarded a warning on illegal exactions from priests to
Claudius Lysanius, strategus of the Arsinoïte nome, he urged that official to
post his edict “in the customary places”; the existence of such a place pre-
sumed a long history of regular publication. That place was usually the lo-
cal temple of the imperial cult.108 For instance, an unpublished Hadrianic
inscription from Asia Minor cited its text “from the wall of published peti-
tions,”109 and Archodes son of Phallaios and Philotas son of Nisraiabos not
only reminded Priscus where they had met him—the Baths of Hadrian—
but also noted where they would later receive their answer, on its “wall of
published petitions.”110 The rhythms and quirks of Roman administration
thus cooperated with imperial construction projects to refashion provin-
cials’ urban and mental landscapes, ultimately redefining for them not only
the appearance of a legitimate city, but also the perceived function of a city
and a government in their daily lives.

We do not often find explicit instructions that the writing itself must be
clear; indeed, the Roman government has been charged with publishing
documents on bronze in spite of the fact that, or even because, they would
then be difficult to read.111 But that injunction was sometimes given—for
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example, in the prefect of Egypt’s edict on divination (at n. 186)—and
some parallels exist: in a.d. 49 Cn. Vergilius Capito forwarded an edict to a
local strategus on exactions and bid him “swiftly post it in the metropolis of
the nome . . . in clear and legible letters, so that [his] words might be man-
ifest to all.”112 That the letters had to be clear had, after all, been the gen-
eral rule for “public notices” as defined by Ulpian (at n. 91). Indeed, the
phrase adopted by Ulpian, “whence it may be read properly from ground
level” (unde de plano recte legi possit), in which “properly” (recte) may well have
reflected a concern for the legibility of the writing, became so standard a
provision by the late Republic that it could be abbreviated at least as early as
the Tabula Heracleensis in the 40s b.c.113 Edicts and notices of actions in civil
suits are posted and preserved with different aims, of course: laws must 
be available to interested parties indefinitely, whereas Ulpian’s documents
must be available to all for a finite period.

Similar in this regard to Ulpian’s texts are documents relating to elec-
tions, which had to be available to all until the election. Thus, for example,
the Tabula Hebana required that the whitened boards featuring the names
of candidates for election be placed in a location where they could be most
conveniently read.114 This provision then passed into the Flavian municipal
charters that governed local elections, charging electoral officials with re-
sponsibility for publishing the names of all candidates “in such a way that
they can be read properly from ground level.”115 The same charters held
that the IIvir in charge of letting out public contracts for the collection of
municipal taxes, for example, not only had to enter all the information per-
taining to such leases into the tabulas communes but also had to display such
data for the entire period in which he held office “in such a way that they
can be read properly from ground level.”116 That the legibility of such texts
was important, and not simply the location of their publication, is implied
by some negative evidence: when Gaius was pestered by the people because
he had imposed new taxes without first publishing their requirements, he
responded by publishing the law “in the tiniest letters and in the most inac-
cessible location, such that no one was able to make a copy.”117 Finally, it
should be noted that many smaller corporate bodies relied on written



104 CONSENSUS AND COMMUNICATION

118. P. Oxy. XII 1412, ll. 14–16.
119. Sherk RDGE no. 16 (IGRR IV 1028), ll. 12–15.
120. Much depends on the length of line. Not all is as dark as the brackets in recent edi-

tions suggest: extensive parallels for phrases in this text may be found in the better-preserved
portions of the lex Acilia repetundarum (FIRA I 7 � RS 1) and in the Tabula Bantina (FIRA I 6 �
RS 7). I here adopt the text and adapt the translation in Lintott 1982. J. S. Richardson has
taken issue with Lintott, arguing primarily against the possibility of line lengths as long as nec-
essary for Lintott’s restorations (at RS 8), but he argues by assertion alone (e.g., “it is clear
that”). Furthermore, I cannot agree with his confidence in restoring nomina in the missing por-
tion of l. 12, and on that much else depends. Bibliography and sources for Glaucia’s praetor-
ship are surveyed in MRR 1.571–572, 1.574–575, and 3.196.

121. On this aspect of Republican legislation see Sherwin-White 1982, 21.

posters to spread information: when Aurelius Eudaimon, the prytanis of
Oxyrhynchus, wished to convene an ad hoc meeting of the local senate of
Oxyrhynchus, he presumed that posting a written announcement on the
day of the meeting would give its members sufficient notice.118

The Senatus consultum de Bacchanalibus required not only that local com-
munities inscribe the law in bronze but also that it be read aloud on three
separate occasions. (See at n. 94.) Such a requirement does not survive in
all such texts, but parallels may be found. In the senatus consultum that ac-
companied the treaty between Rome and Astypalaea, the Senate asked not
only that an inscribed copy of the treaty be set up in a crowded public place
but also that the text of the treaty be read aloud in the Astypalaean assem-
bly every year.119 Much more impressive and thorough injunctions were im-
posed on the publication of the lex Tarentina, which may or may not be
identified with the lex Glaucia of 101/100 b.c., though in its text much is
conjectural:120

Let the praetor peregrinus see to it that copies of this law are given to the am-
bassadors of all the allies of Latin status, of foreign nations, and of friendly
kings, if they wish [to have copies], and let him see to it that this law is read
aloud every sixth months of each year in the assembly and before the Senate.
Let the quaestor in charge of the aerarium take care that a bronze tablet in-
scribed with this law in clear letters be placed in the Forum where it can be
read properly from ground level. When the tablet has been placed thus, let all
the magistrates see to it that the tablet is not torn down nor receives any dam-
age from one who would consult it or approach it to copy it or touch it for an-
other reason.

The reasons for such measures are not far to seek. The authors wished to
conciliate Rome’s allies by advertising the Roman government’s desire to
prosecute extortionate magistrates: new magistrates, therefore, heard the
law read aloud and swore an oath to abide by it, and, even more important,
copies of the law were made available to all those who would benefit by its
implementation.121
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Cicero confirmed that this practice survived in the late Republic when,
in his dialogue De finibus, he attacked an Epicurean because he saw a fun-
damental conflict of interest between that man’s philosophy and the de-
mands of service to the state:122

In return for what, when soon you enter into office and ascend to address the
assembly—for you will have to announce the rule you intend to observe in ad-
ministering justice, and, perchance, if it should seem good to you, you can say
something about your forbears and yourself, in accordance with ancestral cus-
tom—what, I say, would it take for you to confess that you will do everything
in that magistracy with an eye toward pleasure, and that you have done noth-
ing in life except in pursuit of pleasure?

Cicero elsewhere referred to the recitation of legislation, both in draft and
in the form passed by the assembly. For example, he described in De officiis
the dishonorable actions of Marius Gratidianus: while that man was praetor,
he and his colleagues and the tribunes of the plebs cooperated in drafting
an edict on currency, and they agreed to gather in the afternoon to ascend
the Rostra. As they parted company, Gratidianus went straight to the Rostra
and “alone announced what had been composed in cooperation.”123 The
decision by these men to appear together on the Rostra implies the belief
that this mode of publication both was established and garnered consider-
able attention; Cicero’s comment, that Gratidianus by his action became
dear to the multitude as no one else, confirms this.

To this evidence we may compare Herodian’s description of the advertis-
ing campaign mounted for Severus’s celebration of the Secular Games:124

At that time occurred those ceremonies that were called the Secular Games,
when people heard that three generations had elapsed since they had last
been celebrated. So heralds traveled throughout Rome and Italy, summoning
all the people to come and attend games the like of which they had never seen
before and would not see again.

Herodian emphasized that Severus directed his invitation not simply to the
population of Rome, but to that of Italy generally, although we are free to
doubt that many undertook the journey.125 But the important fact for us, as,
no doubt, for Severus and his audience, is simply that he asked them to
come. An ancient college of priests, the quindecimviri sacris faciundis, over-



106 CONSENSUS AND COMMUNICATION

126. Scheid 1994 relates the epigraphic impulse exhibited on this occasion to the archival
obsessions of other Roman priestly colleges.

127. Commentarium at Pighi 1965, 147; see col. II, ll. 14–18. This edict was followed by oth-
ers over the next several months, and preceded by one whose text is almost entirely lost (see
col. I, ll. 54–57a; col. III, ll. 25–32; col. Va, ll. 33–36; col. VIIIa, ll. 5–13).

128. A. Alföldi 1934, 45–64, and cf. Avery 1940.
129. A. Alföldi 1934, 64–73; cf. Chapter 7, “The Arrival of Roman Portraits.”
130. ILS 986; cf. Chapter 7, “Signa of Rome, Signa of Power.”

saw the preparations for these games and even arranged for their efforts to
be immortalized in a record book, the Commentarium de ludis saecularibus,
much of whose text survives on bronze to the present day.126 It describes the
announcement as follows:127

These men were chosen by lot, and on the same day an edict was published in
these words: Imperator Caesar, son of the divine Marcus Antoninus Pius Ger-
manicus Sarmaticus, brother of the divine Commodus, grandson of the divine
Antoninus Pius, great-grandson of the divine Hadrian, descendant of the di-
vine Trajan Parthicus and of the divine Nerva, L. Septimius Severus Pius Per-
tinax Augustus Arabicus Adiabenicus Parthicus Maximus, pontifex maximus,
holding the tribunician power for the twelfth year, saluted imperator eleven
times, three times consul, pater patriae, and [M. Aurelius Antoninus and 
L. Septimius Geta], together with the other quindecimviri sacris faciundis, de-
clare: We command that the seventh Secular Games be celebrated.

The elaborate roll call of Severus’s ancestry and titulature transformed the
announcement into something far more significant than an advertisement
for a party at Rome. It also offered a biography of Severus, in the form of a
catalogue of the enemies of Rome defeated at his hands, as well as a portrait
of the stability of one family upon the imperial throne.

By the late empire the mechanics of the imperial administration had be-
come familiar features of everyday life. In the high empire, therefore, the
promulgation of an edict was not generally an occasion worthy of mention
in the historical record. But we should not on that account assume that the
arrival of a new text was an insignificant moment, for, even as adoratio be-
came the standard way of greeting an emperor,128 so it became the standard
way to meet the physical representatives of him and his imperium: his im-
age,129 his standards,130 and his edicts. We find clear attestation of such be-
haviors in the empire as early as the reign of Hadrian. For example, in an
extract from a proceeding in Egypt before the local commentariensis, the
magistrate himself, one Julius Theon, rendered his judgment by bowing
both literally and figuratively before the rescripts of Trajan and Hadrian:
“There is no need to inquire into possession, as we are bound to respect and
to venerate the rescripts of the deified Trajan and our lord Hadrian Caesar
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Augustus that have been cited.”131 Something of this sort probably lies be-
hind the honor paid by Hadrian of Tyre to the tablet sent by Commodus on
which was written his promotion to ab epistulis Graecis: Hadrian “invoked the
Muses, as was his wont, prostrated himself before the imperial tablets, and
breathed out his soul over them, thus making of that honor his funeral
shroud.”132

Hadrian’s veneration of the letter from Commodus recalls the strategy
adopted by the villagers of Beth Phouraia. Their appeal to the “sacred con-
stitutions, which you esteem above all else and before which you prostrate
yourself,” must have been based on autopsy.133 Like so many others, the vil-
lagers had fixed their gaze on the behavior of those in power. Some years
later, the tenants of land belonging to a temple of Zeus in Baetocaece, a Syr-
ian village far to the west of Beth Phouraia, wrote to the emperors Valerian
and Gallienus to confirm the privileges of their temple. They later inscribed
both Valerian’s response and the documents that they had quoted in their
original petition. They closed their archive with the solemn pronounce-
ment that they had inscribed “the rescripts that are venerated by all” as a tes-
timony to the piety of the emperors toward their god and his sanctuary.134

By the early fourth century, such behavior is the subject of casual reference.
In 313, Anulinus, the proconsul of Africa,  informed Constantine of his re-
cent efforts to secure peace between Donatists and the orthodox. He opened
his letter by referring to the instructions he had recently received from
Constantine: “Having received and venerated the heavenly letters of your
Majesty . . .”135

Christians had a special interest in the arrival of edicts. Both Lactantius
and Eusebius describe the posting of the first edict of persecution at Nico-
media, and the reaction of the man who pulled down and tore up the
text.136 This same moment may well be described in a Midrashic text, from
Esther Rabba, in which a parable is drawn to explicate Jeremiah 36:23:137

Like a king who sent letters [grafaiv] to every city. In every city, when the king’s
letters arrived, the people embraced and kissed them, rose to their feet, un-
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covered their heads and read them in fear, in awe, in trembling and in trepi-
dation. But when they arrived at the king’s own city, the people read them,
tore them, and burnt them.

It is tempting to see “the king’s own city” as a reference to Nicomedia, but
surely the value of the analogy to the rabbi lay in the contrast between the
exception—the disrespect shown by Jehoiakim to the word of the Lord, and
by the Christian to the imperial edict—and the familiar, prevailing pattern
of behavior: the adoratio of texts authored by the Divine Hand, and the com-
plete attention given to their contents.138

This behavior served a similar function twice more in the Midrash: at
Vayykra Rabba 27.6, R. Isaac is described as saying, “Like a king who sent out
his orders to a city. What did the people do? They rose to their feet, uncov-
ered their heads, and read it in awe, fear, trembling, and trepidation.”139

R. Berechia relates the same parable in Pesiqta de R. Kahana 77a. Both men
wrote under Diocletian. But the value of the familiar in explicating texts
and providing paradigms did not change over time. A century later John
Chrysostom exploited his congregation’s familiarity with this ceremonial
behavior when he advised them to show the same respect at the recitation
of the Bible as at the reading of basilika; gravmmata:140

Therefore let us listen to what is read today: strain for me your mental powers
and, shaking off all laziness and secular concerns, pay attention to what is said.
For divine laws are brought down from heaven for our salvation. When impe-
rial documents are read aloud, there is a great calm, and all commotion and
uproar disappear; everyone pricks up their ears and longs to hear whatever
the imperial letters reveal; and great danger attends whoever should make a
momentary disturbance and break the concentration of the listeners. Here all
the more it is necessary to stand in fear and trembling, to maintain a deep si-
lence, and to avoid any disturbance in the explanations, so that you can un-
derstand what is said, and so that the king of heaven, receiving our obedience,
might think us worthy of great gifts.

Finally, in a more private moment, Basil of Caesarea flattered his friend
Candidianus, then governor of Cappadocia: “When I took your letter in my
hand, I experienced something worth hearing. I paid honor to it, as if it
were making a state announcement; and, just as I broke the seal of wax, I
feared to look on it, as no accused Spartan ever feared to look on a Lacon-
ian dispatch.”141



COMMUNICATIVE ACTIONS OF THE ROMAN GOVERNMENT 109

142. E.g., W. Williams 1975, 43– 45, listing documents of each type; cf. Corcoran 1996, 2.
143. See Ulpian at Dig. 1.4.1.1 (quoted in Chapter 5 at n. 112). On the contrast between

theory and practice in imperial law courts regarding the precedential power of rescripts to pri-
vate individuals, see Corcoran 1996, 48–54.

144. Paul at Dig. 49.1.25; P. Oxy. XVII 2104 and XLIII 3106.
145. Talbert 1984, 306.

THE DISTRIBUTION AND RECEPTION OF OFFICIAL DOCUMENTS

We have already examined the process by which the Roman government
guaranteed the accuracy of a notarized document, as well as the value that
provincials came to place on preserving some trace of that notarization.
The documents considered thus far have frequently required such a guar-
antee because they had some import within a particular legal context, and
the party to which they were addressed had some investment in advertising
the status of the text. Not all documents required such guarantees, nor were
all Roman documents addressed to the parties to a particular dispute. In
fact the emperor often addressed whole provinces or the entire empire.
Scholars have traditionally differentiated such documents by labeling them
edicts of “local” or “universal” application,142 but such distinctions rapidly
broke down when imperial utterances of any sort began to pass for law. As
Ulpian wrote early in the third century, “[Because the people have trans-
ferred their imperium et potestas to the emperor], whatever the emperor has
determined by a letter or subscript or has decreed on judicial investigation
or has pronounced in an interlocutory matter, or has prescribed by an
edict, is undoubtedly a law.”143 A particularly egregious example of this ex-
tension of applicability is the response of Alexander Severus to the koinon of
Bithynia, to a question on appeals, quoted by Paul in his Responsorum libri
xxiii and excerpted from that source into the Digest, and preserved also in
two roughly contemporary copies from Oxyrhynchus.144

Evidence for the mechanisms and institutions of publication under the
empire does not, as a rule, survive, and this fact has led some to doubt the
existence of any formal procedure during this period.145 Yet even a skepti-
cal reading of extant texts reveals abundant evidence of authors’ desire to
disseminate and recipients’ desire to record publications of every kind.
Among documents already quoted, the Fifth Cyrene Edict and the Senatus
consultum de Cn. Pisone patre exist because some local institution saw fit to
create a monument out of a text addressed not specifically to its needs but
to the needs of a larger community. Further evidence of this kind is not
hard to find; it exists from every corner of the empire and from every period.

We should recall that emperors left the task of inscribing a text to its re-
cipient and likewise remember that only a small portion of imperial publi-
cations required preservation in a permanent medium. Every surviving im-
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perial document therefore offers further proof that someone was listening
when the emperor spoke. Augustus, for example, responded to an offering
of honors from the Jewish people (to; e[qno~ to; tẁn  jIoudaivwn) with a decree
permitting them to practice their ancestral rites and protecting their syna-
gogues from theft. He then ordered the publication of his decree in the
province of Asia:146

“As for the resolution that was offered to me by them, on behalf of my piety
toward all men and on behalf of Gaius Marcius Censorinus, I order it and this
edict to be set up in the most conspicuous [part of the temple] assigned to 
me by the koinon of Asia in Pergamum.” This was inscribed on a pillar in the
Temple of Caesar.

We possess this text not simply because Augustus ordered it to be published
on his temple, but also because Josephus found it inscribed there and
copied it. In other words, an individual of a subsequent generation thought
an earlier imperial epistle relevant to the reconstruction of his past and,
therefore, a constituent part of his present. Strife between the Jews and lo-
cal populations in the East continued, and Claudius was forced to issue sev-
eral letters to various parties on their status.147 He addressed one such let-
ter to the empire as a whole:148

I want the magistrates of the poleis and the colonies and the municipalities,
both those within Italy and outside it, and the kings and dynasts through their
individual representatives, to have this my edict inscribed and kept on exhi-
bition no less than thirty days, such that it can be easily read from ground
level.

Claudius gave explicit instructions for the publication of his edict and, once
again, Josephus transcribed the text and thus preserved it for posterity.

Rescripts to inquiries from private individuals or private organizations
did not require elaborate provisions for their distribution; they would sim-
ply be posted at Rome or at the Sebasteum in a city near the emperor: “I,
Imperator Caesar Vespasianus, have signed [this rescript] and ordered it to
be posted on a whitened board. It was published in year 6, in the month
Loos, on the Capitol, on the sixth day before the Kalends of January.”149 In
this case, Vespasian required only promulgation on a whitened board. A lo-
cal group of physicians spent their own money to have it inscribed. They
must also have been responsible for the final sentence, which attempts to
record—for a local audience—the circumstances of its original publica-
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tion. The use of both local and Roman dating systems again speaks to both
its origin and its audience. The physicians also paid to inscribe a subsequent
rescript of Domitian alongside this text. Furthermore, Vespasian’s diction
suggests that this document was a rescript and not an edict, and therefore
of “local” rather than “universal” application. Indeed, the Severan jurist Ar-
cadius Charisius cited it as a rescript a century and a half later. Its citation
by Charisius and its inclusion in the Digest, however, betray the paradox:
even if it was originally a rescript, it quickly acquired the force of an edict of
“universal application.”150 Of course some documents were unambiguously
intended for the empire as a whole; such was the case with an edict of
Alexander Severus, greeting the empire upon his accession: “Let it be a con-
cern for the magistrates of each city to set up copies of this my edict in pub-
lic where they will be most visible to those who wish to read.” 151 By this
proclamation Alexander no doubt hoped to create good will at the start of
his reign. It may be compared to the extant edicts proclaiming the acces-
sion of a new emperor, and, like them, it no doubt achieved wide currency
in its day. We do not know what circumstances led to its being recopied a
century after its promulgation, but this much is certain: someone must have
found this text relevant to contemporary life.

Given the number of extant inscriptions from the Roman empire,152 we
might well be disappointed at the relative lack of multiple copies of such
edicts or letters of universal application. Under the circumstances, it is help-
ful to recall the observation of Stephen Mitchell, on the occasion of his pub-
lication of Maximinus’s edict on the Christians, in a text from Pisidian Col-
basa: “It is salutary to reflect, given a general preoccupation with the
importance of original documentary sources in ancient history, that the
central episodes within the most important event in the history of the Ro-
man empire, namely its conversion to Christianity, would not only be unin-
telligible but quite probably imperceptible without the survival of literary
evidence.”153 We might well, therefore, express surprise at the opposite
phenomenon, at just how many documents are known from several copies,
particularly when we combine the evidence of surviving inscriptions with lit-
erary attestation of the existence of further publication.154 To the law on
provincial administration known from Delphi and Cnidus and the letter to
the conventus of Asia mentioned above,155 we can presently add the dossier
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of documents that includes the letter of 9 b.c. from Paulus Fabius Maximus
to the koinon of Asia, known from fragments at Priene, Apamea, Eumenea,
Dorylaeum, and Maeonia;156 the Res gestae of Augustus, known from three
copies in Galatia but known from literary sources to have been inscribed in
Rome as well;157 the senatus consultum specifying the honors for Germanicus
Caesar, recorded on the Tabula Siarensis and Tabula Hebana (named for the
cities in Baetica and Etruria where they were found);158 the Senatus consul-
tum de C. Pisone patre, of which six copies have been found in Spain;159 the
reply of Claudius to the Dionysiac artists, preserved on two papyri from
Egypt;160 Hadrian’s letter to the Achaean League, in copies from Athens and
Olympia;161 Hadrian’s edict on a tax moratorium in Egypt in a.d. 136, known
from three papyri, two from Philadelphia and one from the Fayum; 162 the
two different parts of the dossier surrounding the senatorial debate on ex-
penditures for  gladiatorial displays, of which the oratio of the emperor him-
self is preserved at Sardis, while a bronze tablet at Italica, in Baetica, pre-
serves the speech of a senator in the debate which followed;163 the Severan
rescript on the privileges of senators, now known from copies at Paros, Sa-
tala, Phrygian Pentapolis, Ancyra, Ephesus, Alexandria in the Troad, and
Pisidian Antioch;164 a pair of Severan rescripts, both famous because their
extant copies record different dates of promulgation for largely identical
texts (the copies of one rescript are of unknown provenance; the copies of
the other, on cessio bonorum, were discovered at Oxyrhynchus);165 another
Severan edict declaring so-called mutual security illegal, preserved on two
papyri;166 the so-called Second Edict of Caracalla, preserved in the well-
known P. Giss. 40 and in a fragmentary copy from Oxyrhynchus, and men-
tioned in both Justinianic corpora;167 the letter of Alexander Severus to the
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koinon of Bithynia, quoted by Paul and excerpted into the Digest, and pre-
served in two copies from Oxyrhynchus;168 the many copies of Diocletian’s
Price Edict;169 the first persecution edict, posted at Nicomedia on 24 Feb-
ruary 303;170 Constantine and Galerius’s edict on accusations, extant frag-
ments of which survive in Latin in Tlos in Lycia and in Greek in Athens; 171

the text published by S. Mitchell from Colbasa, mentioned above, of which
Eusebius read and translated another copy in Tyre, and a further copy of
which is extant in Arycanda in Lycia;172 Constantine’s edict De accusationi-
bus, cited in the Theodosian Code and known from fragments in Lyttus,
Sinope, Tlos in Lycia, Pergamum, and Padua; 173 and finally clause 24 of
edict 13 of Justinian, extant in a copy on papyrus from Oxyrhynchus and
preserved in the corpus of his edicts.174 The existence of these copies is all
the more striking when we consider that all the edicts of universal applica-
tion listed by W. Williams in 1975 were known from single copies, though
his list is constrained by the rigidity of his definitions.175 This list can be dra-
matically enlarged by adding the vast numbers of private copies of official
documents preserved on papyrus: citations from the Praetor’s Edict, for in-
stance, prove that Roman legal documents of various types were accessible
in some form to the general public.176

Occasionally emperors intended particular texts for broad distribution
and wide application within a single province. In that case current evidence
suggests that they sent the text to the provincial governor, who then for-
warded the document to the people’s attention, explicitly attributing its
content to the emperor himself.177 A relatively early example is preserved
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ejpªivkriº-|44ma kaq∆ o{lhn ejparªceivaºn h}n pepivsteumai oiJ e[nedroi toªùº | 45 ∆Artemeiªsivou mhno;~
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from Pisidia, in an ordinance intended to protect the provincials from irre-
sponsible agents of the government:178

Sextus Sotidius Strabo Libuscidianus, legatus pro praetore of Tiberius Caesar Au-
gustus, says: It is the most unjust thing of all for me to tighten up by my own
edict that which the Augusti, one the greatest of gods, the other the greatest
of emperors, have taken the utmost care to prevent, namely that no one
should make use of carts without payment. However, since the indiscipline of
certain people requires an immediate punishment, I have set up in the indi-
vidual towns and villages a register [ formula] of those services that I judge
ought to be provided, with the intention of having it observed, or, if it shall 
be neglected, of enforcing it not only with my own power, but with the majesty
of the best of princes, from whom I received instructions concerning these
matters.

Although Libuscidianus took responsibility for the formula, he buttressed
his own authority with that of his princeps. Governors could also simply for-
ward to the attention of the people the emperor’s own words. For example,
an embassy from Alexandria to Claudius received a direct response from
Claudius himself:179

Lucius Aemilius Rectus proclaims: Since all the city, because of its size, was not
able to be present at the reading of the most sacred and most beneficent let-
ter to the city, I considered it necessary to post the letter, so that each one of
you, reading it man by man, might marvel at the majesty of our god Caesar
and have gratitude for his good will toward the city. Year 2 of Tiberius
Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus Imperator, the 14th of the month New
Augustus.

Aemilius Rectus followed good Roman practice and arranged for the letter
of Claudius to be read aloud, but, acknowledging that not all could be pres-
ent and desiring nevertheless that all should know the text, he had a copy



COMMUNICATIVE ACTIONS OF THE ROMAN GOVERNMENT 115

180. Compare the wording in the roughly contemporary edict of Lusius Geta on the 
immunity of priests (a.d. 54), Smallwood, Gaius no. 383 (AJ no. 165 � OGIS 664 � IGRR I
1118) ll. 1–6: 1Louvsio~ [Gevta~] Klaudivw/ Lusa | 2nivai strathgẁ/ ∆Arsinoeivtou | 3caivrein. To; 
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posted; this would have had the concomitant effect of establishing the text’s
legality. He obviously presumed that the local population contained enough
literate individuals to spread the news to all interested parties.180

The standard charter issued at the incorporation of municipalities in the
Flavian period displayed a similar concern for making information acces-
sible to the public, especially information regarding legal procedure. Such
provisions are particularly notable given the tendency in ancient political
thought to associate publication of the laws with the evolution of a govern-
ment toward democracy or, at least, equity:181

Rubric. That magistrates should have in public the album of the person who
holds the province and should administer justice according to it. Whatever
edicts or formulae for trials or sponsiones . . . or interdicts the person who gov-
erns the province has displayed in the province, whichever of them relate to
the jurisdiction of that magistrate who is in charge of the administration of
justice in the Municipality of Flavium Irnitanum, he is to have them all dis-
played and published in the municipium in his magistracy every day, for the
greater part of the day, such that they may be properly read from ground
level.182

We have already seen that Bithynians approached Pliny and quoted earlier
imperial rescripts in their legal briefs. Pliny also recorded that some provin-
cials read and heeded the instructions in his provincial edict. The Chris-
tians, for example, famously claimed that they ceased to hold their feasts 
after learning that Pliny had forbidden such gatherings in his edict, and
provincials in Egypt often quoted prefectural edicts in court.183

The problem faced by Strabo Libuscidianus did not go away: persons as-
sociated with the government continued to requisition supplies and ani-
mals illegally. Emperors and governors continually exhorted people to obey
such requests only when accompanied by the appropriate diplomata: such
was the admonition of Germanicus on the occasion of his visit to Egypt in
a.d. 19, of L. Aemilius Rectus in 42, of Domitian in the mandata he gave to
Claudius Athenodorus, as also of M. Petronius Mamertinus, prefect of Egypt



116 CONSENSUS AND COMMUNICATION

184. Germanicus: Sel. pap. 211. Aemilius Rectus: AJ no. 162 (WC no. 439). Domitian: IGLS
V 1998 (MW no. 466 � SEG XVII 755), ll. 17–19, 21–23. Mamertinus: Sel. pap. 221.

185. AJ no. 113 (IGRR III 1119 � OGIS 609).
186. P. Coll. Youtie 30, ll. 12–18 (P. Yale inv. 299; reedited with translation in Rea 1977 and

again in N. Lewis 1995, 315–327). On the stipulation regarding the legibility of the writing,
see also OGIS 665 (above at n. 112). Cf. Sel. pap. 224, ll. 17–20 (P. Oxy. XII 1408).

187. P. Cair. Isid. 1, ll. 1–3, 7, 8–10, 13, 14–18.

from 133 to 137.184 The prefect Julius Saturninus tried a slightly different
approach when he responded to complaints from villagers in Syria:185

Julius Saturninus to the citizens of Phaene, chief village of the district of Tra-
cho, greetings. If someone, whether soldier or civilian, billets himself with you
by force, write to me and you will receive redress. For you do not owe any con-
tribution to visitors, and, since you have a hostel, you cannot be forced to re-
ceive visitors in your homes. Post this letter of mine in the open in your chief
village, lest anyone make the excuse that he acted in ignorance.

Saturninus has confirmed the principle suggested above: ignorance of the
law may be used as an excuse, but not if the written text of the law is com-
monly available. Saturninus directed his injunction against imperial offi-
cials and soldiers who were a bit too eager in their activities. The prefects of
Egypt sometimes faced the opposite problem, namely local officials who did
not enforce existing statutes against illegal magic practices or banditry:186

Let each of you take care that a copy of this letter is displayed publicly in the
district capitals and in every village in clear and easily legible writing on a
whitened board, and let him continually make inquiry and, if he finds any
person behaving contrary to the prohibitions, let him send him in bonds to
my court.

To close this survey, I present a letter of the prefect of Egypt, forwarding an
edict of the tetrarchs on taxation:187

[1] Aurelius Optatus, the most eminent prefect of Egypt, says: Our most provi-
dent emperors Diocletian and Maximian, the Augusti, and Constantius and
Maximian, the most noble Caesars . . . [7] Thus it is possible for all to know
the amount levied on each aroura . . . [8] from the imperial edict which has
been published and the schedule attached thereto, to which I have prefixed
for public display copies of this edict of mine. . . . [13] For it is fitting that each
person discharge most zealously the full burden of loyalty . . . [14] The mag-
istrates and presidents of the councils of each city have been ordered to dis-
patch to each village or place whatsoever a copy both of the imperial edict to-
gether with the schedule and also [a copy] of this [edict of mine] as well, to
the end that the munificence of our emperors and Caesars may come as
speedily as possible to the knowledge of all.
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188. The style and Latinity of imperial legislation underwent profound changes in the late
third and early fourth centuries. Among many studies, see Vernay 1913, Mohrmann 1946,
Wieacker 1955, and Vidén 1984.

189. Ammianus 16.12.69–70. The lacuna in the final sentence (27 letters in V and 12 let-
ters in E) most likely does not affect the overall content of the passage.

190. Compare Dio 75.2.3– 4 on the boasting of Severus.
191. Ammianus 28.1.15.
192. See Chapter 6, “Aurum Coronarium.”

Notable again are the injunctions laid upon the local institutions of gov-
ernment to ensure the proper publication of these documents, as is the de-
scription of the purpose of publication, which, in echoing the rhetoric of
the Novels, suggests that we have finally arrived in the late Empire.188

FINDING HISTORY IN THE FILING CABINET

In a.d. 357, following Julian’s resounding victory over the allied kings of the
Alamanni at the battle of Strasbourg, the senior emperor, Constantius, tried
to claim responsibility for the victory. In so doing he drew the ire of Ammi-
anus Marcellinus, then an imperial officer stationed in Syria and, in his re-
tirement, the author of a distinguished history: 189

Puffed up by the grandiloquence of his flatterers, at that time and subse-
quently Constantius arrogantly told many lies in his published edicts, often
writing that he alone had fought and conquered and raised up the suppliant
kings of nations, although he had not even been present for the deeds. If, for
example, a general acted bravely against the Persians while Constantius was in
Italy, with no mention of the general anywhere in the long text he would send
out laureled letters to the detriment of the provinces, suggesting with odious
boasting that he had fought in the front ranks.190 Finally, there are extant his
own utterances, deposited in the public record houses, [in which . . . extolling
himself to the sky . . .].

To this we may compare Ammianus’s address to those who would criticize
his account of the treason trials at Rome:191

Although I imagine that some readers of this history will by detailed scrutiny
notice and complain that this happened first, and not that, or that things
which they themselves witnessed have been passed over, satisfaction must be
made only to this extent: not everything that transpires among squalid people
is worthy of narration, nor, if that were required, would even the array of in-
formation from the public record houses themselves suffice.

The specific context and content of these remarks will be addressed
later,192 though here we may mention the testimony of Themistius, from
earlier in 357, concerning the abundance of “laureled letters” sent to Con-
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193. Themistius Or. 4.58a, and cf. 53d, delivered on January 1, 357.
194. Pliny Pan. 8.2. Cf. Pliny Nat. 15.133: [Laurus] Romanis praecipue laetitiae victoriarumque

nuntia additur litteris et militum lanceis pilisque, fasces imperatorum decorat; Livy believed the cus-
tom to be very old indeed (5.28.13). The use of laurel rapidly became an imperial preroga-
tive, though Tacitus suggests that Agricola as legate could have sent laureled letters to Rome
(Agric. 18.6).

195. Seeck 1919, chapter 1, supported by Matthews 1993, 31– 41, and C. Kelly 1994, 162–
166.

stantinople by Constantius.193 However much they annoyed Ammianus,
such letters had a long history: some had heralded the ascension of the op-
timus princeps.194 At present it is sufficient to note that three assumptions un-
derlie Ammianus’s remarks: first, that imperial edicts and letters contained
information useful to the construction of a historical narrative, even if that
information could not always be trusted; second, that public record houses
existed and contained detailed records, among which were copies of past
imperial edicts and letters; and third, that historians could and should ex-
ploit such material in their work. The Theodosian Code corroborates a lim-
ited version of the first point, demonstrating that imperial archives existed
in several major cities and that they retained the texts of imperial docu-
ments for at least a century.195

We need not believe that the government had the needs of an Ammianus
foremost in its mind. Rather, it sought in the first instance to justify and to
contextualize the content of the document at hand: a new tax, a census, the
announcement of a victory, a birth in the imperial household. Each new
piece of information formed part of the larger history of the imperial
commonwealth. Imperial guardianship of the empire, though expressed
through specific acts of generosity or battles on particular borders, became
a benefit for all through a process of universalization, while a barrage of im-
ages in everyday life endowed the residents of the empire with a shared
iconographic language through which they could share their emperor.
Similarly, the harmless, almost imperceptible accumulation of data in ad-
ministrative texts created a sense of inevitable continuity at the heart of the
empire: just as the government both distributed and honored legal docu-
ments, so each text originated with an emperor who succeeded to his pre-
decessor’s obligations even as he succeeded to his powers. Just as a histori-
cal narrative can tell the story of, and so can construct, a community, so an
awareness of a shared history is constitutive of one. Within this model each
document becomes a piece in a mosaic whose overall pattern did not re-
quire articulation and which, in all probability, lay just outside the conscious
awareness of those whose world it circumscribed and depicted. Documents
that interpellated individuals as concrete subjects of emperor and empire
added another page to the history of each such individual as a subject. In-
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196. SEG IV 516 (Smallwood, Gaius no. 380), col. IV, ll. 11–15 at 11–12: oJsavki~ te ga;r a]n
ajpo; th̀~ ∆Rwvmh~ iJlarwtevra e[lqh/ ajggeliva. See also SEG XXIII 206, from Messene, ll. 20 –21, on
which see Chapter 5 at n. 6.

197. Peter 1897, 1.159–271, provides the only full-scale analysis. His treatment has been
bettered for some specialized topics (eg. by Stein 1930a and 1930b), but no one else has at-
tempted anything on such scale: Fornara 1983, 47–90 and esp. 56 –61 and 67–76, is too cur-
sory. Avenarius 1956 contains much valuable information on ancient theory.

198. See Millar 1964, 121: “The question [of how Dio obtained information] is of some
importance, for while criticism of ancient historians has tended to concentrate on the analysis
of how they used written sources, the fact that in each case some writer must have been the first
to record a given period has at times almost been forgotten” (emphasis in original).

dividuals’ pasts, like that of their empire, became directly continuous with
their presents, and their immediate identity a function of their past rela-
tions with the imperial government.

This chapter has focused mainly on the distribution of administrative
and legal texts, whose content presumably offered sufficient cause for their
publication. That is, these documents did not exist purely to distribute news,
although, as the complaint of Ammianus warns us, rigid criteria did not sep-
arate news bulletins and legal texts. We cannot determine the genre of text
to which Paullus Fabius Persicus referred, but during the reign of Claudius
he warned the cities of Asia that they were draining their resources by start-
ing new priesthoods “as often as cheerful news arrived from Rome.”196 I close
this chapter by reflecting on the evolution of individuals’ historical self-
awareness. As the Roman government forced provincials to redefine their
relations with each other, with their cities, and with their physical environ-
ment, so its documents and its diction will have effected shifts in the legal
and conceptual terminology through which individual identity was de-
scribed and delimited. Chapter 9 will investigate the interpellation of in-
dividual subjects in the rituals conducted by the government and its mag-
istrates. Here we can step beyond the assessment of local, administrative
responses to Roman texts by investigating contemporary awareness of the
government’s role in distributing news about the events in its large empire,
and then by considering the changes this awareness brought to the con-
struction of historical narratives.

If writing contemporary history in the ancient world was difficult, the
modern study of the practice has pitfalls of its own.197 Seeking, perhaps un-
consciously, to avoid the problem, modern students of imperial historiog-
raphy explain the unanimity of the later traditions by constructing literary
genealogies; but the very unanimity of that tradition urges us to reconsider
the sources available to the first literary historians of the period.198 In what
follows, we must also cast our net beyond the literary historians, to men like
the author of the Thirteenth Sibylline Oracle and the anonymous writer
who, in Oxyrhynchus in the mid-third century, tried to compile a list of em-
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199. The Thirteenth Sibylline Oracle: Olmstead 1942, Lieberman 1946b, and Potter
1990. P. Oxy. I 35: Gaius is somehow omitted, but his years (four) are assigned to Claudius.
Galba has also fallen out; and in the late second century the author becomes confused, listing
Commodus, Severus, Antoninus (Caracalla), Alexander (Severus), Maximinus, Gordian (sin-
gular), Philip, Decius. All those missing are definitely attested in contemporaneous dating for-
mulas in Egypt. (Cf. Rathbone 1986.) The author also simply avoided the very real difficulty
caused by inconsiderate emperors who died in the middle of a consular year (also a problem
for those tried to write annales under a monarchy: Ando 1997). A. E. Hanson has suggested to
me that P. Oxy. I 35 may have a bureaucratic origin, citing the counting difficulty with the years
for Claudius (d instead of id as an error of sight) and comparing the problems presented by
the spelling of Gai?ho~ in P. Oxy. LV 3780, l. 7, a copy of a list of the new month names insti-
tuted under Caligula.

200. See, for instance, the register in the archive of Petaus (P. Petaus 127): the history of a
parcel of land is detailed, each event in that history being dated by regnal year (Domitian,
Nerva, Trajan are mentioned in order). Regulations regarding the accuracy of property
records in local archives were very strict: see Wörrle 1975, no. 1, from Myra in Pisidia in the
reign of Claudius, with superb commentary; P. Oxy. II 237 (Sel. pap. 219), from a.d. 89, on
which see Cockle 1984; P. Fam. Tebt. 15 and 24, from the reign of Trajan; P. Oxy. I 34, from a.d.
127; and Oliver 1989, no. 186, from Pisidia in the second century. For regulations at Rome,
see Haensch 1992, 217 and 230 –231, and Moreau 1994.

201. P. Mich. VIII 401, ll. 5–7; ibid. 402, ll. 13–14.

perors on the back of a scrap of papyrus: he could figure out roughly how
many years had passed since Augustus, but he was unsure how many years
some had ruled, and some more ephemeral presences got lost.199 If men
like Herodian relied on imperial epistles to inform them about events on
the frontiers, men like the author of P. Oxy. I 35 could learn about past
rulers of their world from documents as simple as a land register.200

Modern writers, suspicious of monarchs as of empires, view the Roman
government’s role in the dissemination of news with profound cynicism and
hope to find similar hostility in ancient authors. In doing so they have priv-
ileged the quality of information over its mere existence as a subject of
analysis. But it was largely thanks to the Roman government that the vast
majority of the population of the Mediterranean world received informa-
tion about their world an order of magnitude greater in quantity and qual-
ity than it ever had before, or would again before the dawn of the modern
era. Certainly people could not rely on private correspondence to bring the
news. Indeed, we can never overestimate the difficulty faced by the men and
women of antiquity in merely communicating, to say nothing of acquiring
information on specific topics. Typical of letter writing in antiquity in gen-
eral are sentences by one Apollinarius, an Egyptian who journeyed to Italy
to join the imperial fleet, writing home to his mother: “From Cyrene, hav-
ing found a man going toward you, I thought it necessary to write”; or “and,
if I find someone [to carry my letters], I will write to you.” 201 The situation
for men of wealth was no different: all had to rely on the good will of pri-
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202. On the means by which Cicero acquired news when away from Rome, see White 1997.
On Symmachus and the bearers of his letters, see Matthews 1974, 63, 80 –81.

203. Libanius Ep. 704, to Hyperechius 1 (Seeck 1906, 182–183).
204. Ep. 66 (Norman no. 52).
205. Augustine to Jerome: Ep. 67; Jerome to Augustine, at Augustine Ep. 68. The letter in

question is Ep. 40: that letter, we should note, was itself written because an earlier one from
Augustine to Jerome was never delivered (Ep. 40.v.8). On their correspondence at this time,
see J. Kelly 1975, 217–220.

206. See Youtie 1976, on P. Mich. III 203.
207. A. H. M. Jones 1964, 402– 403; Duncan-Jones 1990, 7–29; Riepl 1913, part III: “Mit-

tel und Schnelligkeit der Nachrichtenbeförderung”; Friedlaender 1922, 1.333–342.
208. See Sel. pap. 235 (P. Oxy. 1021), ordaining a public celebration and advertising the di-

vine lineage of the Julio-Claudian house; and Sel. pap. 222 (BGU 646), explicitly distributing

vate individuals, sometimes with unfortunate results.202 Libanius apologized
to Hyperechius for a delay in his correspondence because those who had
volunteered to carry his letters were unsuitable.203 A letter from Themistius
to Libanius was delayed when the party to whom Libanius had entrusted it
gave it to someone else.204 And the possibility that a letter from Augustine
to Jerome got routed through Rome accidentally, and was there copied and
distributed, before a copy—and not the original—reached Jerome, was all
too real for both men.205 Although the practice was illegal, soldiers ex-
ploited the imperial post for private letters, suggesting once again that pri-
vate means were irregular and unreliable.206

We have no basis for an empirical assessment of the reliability and speed
of private mail in antiquity. Documents generated by the imperial bureau-
cracy do, however, provide some data; and, in view of the government’s mo-
nopoly over systems of mass communication, its difficulties must have been
compounded manifold for private individuals. The most recent surveys of
these data were compiled by A.H.M. Jones and R. Duncan-Jones, although
neither attempted a study on the scale of that conducted by W. Riepl, who
was himself indebted to that judicious compiler of evidence, L. Friedlaen-
der.207 Jones collected the data from the approximately fifty constitutions
for which there survives a record not only of the time and place where they
were signed by the emperor but also of the time and place where they were
received. Edicts could easily take four or more months to reach Africa from
the East, and Jones’s evidence yields a minimum of one month for travel be-
tween Illyricum and Rome. Duncan-Jones analyzed dated papyri for the last
appearance of deceased emperors on documents and the first appearance
of the names of new emperors. His study is thus particularly useful, because
the new administration, as it were, usually wanted to be the one spreading
the news of its accession. As evidence for this desire we may invoke the pre-
served proclamations of the accessions of Nero and Pertinax, as well as the
descriptions of letter-writing activity in historical accounts of usurpations.208
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information so that everyone—presumably around the empire—will celebrate for the same
length of time on the same days. See further Tacitus Hist. 2.86.4, on the activities of Antonius
Primus, serendae in alios invidiae artifex, and 2.98.1. The author of the Historia Augusta, most at-
tuned to matters of political behavior, concocted letters that the Senate dispatched ad omnes
provincias, exhorting the fall of Maximinus (Max. 15.3–16.7). On the letter-writing activities of
Julian and Procopius, see Chapter 6, “The Slow Journey of Eutherius,” and Chapter 7 at n. 83;
and cf. MacMullen 1990, 198–203.

209. Such news almost undoubtedly reached Alexandria first, and we have no evidence for
the dates when the news arrived there. The evidence suggests that the time lag between the ar-
rival of news in Alexandria and its first attestation elsewhere could be substantial (Duncan-
Jones 1990, table 3), although it could also travel much more quickly (ibid. 8 nn. 4, 5).

210. A. H. M. Jones 1964, 402.
211. Tacitus Ann. 1.1.2 is a locus classicus. See also Pliny on choosing a time period for his

own history: Vetera et scripta aliis? Parata inquisitio, sed onerosa collatio. Intacta et nova? Graves of-
fensae levis gratia (5.8.12–13; cf. 9.27.2, on the recitation of a verissimum librum)—though I
would tend to align Pliny’s worries at 5.8 more with his experience at 9.27, and less with the
admonition of Tacitus, than does Sherwin-White (in his note on 5.8.12). Josephus turned 
the topos on its head in his reproach to Justus: by waiting until Vespasian and Titus were dead,
the latter has been able to pass off a fictional version of events (Vita 359). Not that emperors
were unaware of the issue, as Augustus made clear to Horace, in an anecdote later quoted by
Suetonius: An vereris ne apud posteros infame tibi sit, quod videaris familiaris nobis esse? See also Hor-
ace, Carm. 2.1.1–9 and, more distantly, Juvenal 1.160 –161.

212. For the phrase, see Pliny Ep. 5.8.12 (quoted above in n. 211); cf. Lucian Hist. conscr.
47. To the parallels quoted by Avenarius 1956, 77–79, add Eunapius Hist. fr. 30.

213. Polybius 4.2.2.

Duncan-Jones surmised that news of an emperor’s death took almost two
months to reach Egypt when he died in Italy, and from 50 to 100 percent
longer when he died elsewhere.209 Jones understated the problem when 
he wrote that “despite the very heavy outlay on the cursus velox, communi-
cation between the comitatus and the outlying authorities was not strikingly
rapid.”210

Classical historians distinguished between the writing of ancient and
contemporary history primarily through the nature of the research that
each required. This remained true from a historiographical perspective,
quite apart from complaints that partisanship and self-interest made writ-
ing the truth under a monarchy difficult.211 To put it briefly, the writing of
ancient history required that the author read older literary histories and
perform onerosa collatio, while research on contemporary history demanded
first and foremost the interrogation of eyewitnesses.212 “Contemporary”
meant within living memory: thus Polybius began his history in 220 because
he could still find eyewitnesses among the previous generation whom he
could question about the events of that time.213 In his theoretical musings
on historiography, Polybius maintained that the proper writing of history
demanded three things: the study of written memoirs and a comparison of
their contents, a survey of matters geographical, and experience concern-
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214. Polybius 12.25e.1.
215. Polybius 16.15.8, and compare 3.33.17–18.
216. Cf. Beard, at Reynolds, Beard, and Roueché 1986, 143, as well as Corbier 1987, 

39– 43.
217. C. Th. 12.4.2; cf. Pliny Nat. 34.99.
218. Dio 57.16.2. The nature of the commission and its duration are debated: two curatores

tabulariorum publicorum are attested under Claudius. See T. Mommsen 1887, 2.1.558–559;
Hammond 1938; Corbier 1974, 676 –677; and Coudry 1994, 75.

219. Suetonius Vespasian 8.5 (cf. 10), and Tacitus Hist. 4.40.1–2. As Chilver and Townend
point out (in their note ad loc.), the discrepancies between the accounts in Suetonius and Tac-
itus probably arose because the emperor had sent a long list of instructions which Domitian
read aloud and from which each author gives a selection.

ing political events.214 He discussed documentary sources only rarely, but
his criticism of Timaeus for “discovering inscriptions on the backs of build-
ings and lists of proxeni on the jambs of temples” was hypocritical: Polybius
privileged a document in the Rhodian prytaneum over conflicting literary
sources, and he boasted that, regarding the number of Hannibal’s troops,
he had been able to attain a level of accuracy that even the organizer of the
expedition would have envied—precisely because he discovered a bronze
tablet drawn up by Hannibal himself, “in every way a reliable source.” 215

In his estimation of Hannibal’s inscription, Polybius indulged a typically
Roman fondness for bronze.216 Earlier we saw both that the bronze records
on the Capitol were not intended to be the only official archive of the Ro-
man state, and that under the Republic the existence of a text on bronze
was not by itself sufficient to make it law. There can be no doubt, however,
that bronze tablets were more permanent than texts preserved on boards,
and that this fact was recognized in antiquity. As Constantine wrote in a.d.
337: “In order that this law be maintained by perpetual observance, we
command that this law be inscribed on bronze tablets and in that form
published.”217 Under Tiberius the Senate established a commission, on the
recommendation of the emperor himself, to recopy faded and decaying
records: they presumably were charged with the conservation of such
records as were preserved on perishable media, in this case almost un-
doubtedly wooden tablets.218 Only the greatest of conflagrations could de-
stroy bronze records, such as the fire which raged during the battle for
Rome in a.d. 69; it was the task afterwards of some unlucky senators to hunt
down copies of the three thousand senatus consulta and plebiscita that had
hung on the Capitol.219

There can be no doubt why Vespasian made the effort to restore the
tablets: three thousand such records would have made the Capitol a strik-
ingly visible monument to the history of the Roman people, “a most ancient
and beautiful proof of empire.” Indeed, Romans had long associated the
use of bronze with the actions of their government and had asked others to
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220. Frederiksen 1965, 184–185; cf. the provisions in the lex de provinciis praetoriis (quoted
above at n. 26) and the SC de Mytilenaeis (Sherk, RDGE 26), col. c, ll. 22–26.

221. E.g., OGIS 762; Sherk, RDGE no. 16. On provincial temples to Rome see Mellor 1975.
222. E.g., Augustus on the Jews at Josephus Ant. Iud. 16.165 (quoted above at n. 146).
223. Ep. 8.6.14.
224. Josephus Bell. Iud. 7.41–62.
225. Josephus Bell. Iud. 7.96, on which see Chapter 7 at n. 228.
226. Josephus Bell. Iud. 7.110: ta;~ ga;r calkà~ hjxivoun devltou~ ajnelei`n aujtovn, ejn ai|~ gev-

graptai ta; dikaiwvmata tẁn  jIoudaivwn. The tenants of the Saltus Burunitanus refer to laws on
bronze as authoritative, to be acknowledged and known by everyone, everywhere (ILS 6870).

do the same. When under the Republic they sent documents to other cities,
they frequently specified a preference for bronze as the medium of publi-
cation.220 The Senate clearly wished viewers to associate the magnificence of
such texts with their city: it thus regularly commanded that the bronze tablet
be attached to the local temple to, or statue of, Dea Roma 221— a practice
maintained in the early years of the Principate by asking that such docu-
ments be associated with the temples to Augustus.222 Pliny testified with elo-
quent indignation to the power of such epigraphic texts when he com-
plained that the honors voted to Pallas by the Senate were inscribed on
bronze and attached to a public monument, “as if they were an ancient
treaty, as if they were a sacred law.”223

To Pliny’s complaint we should compare the request put by the citizens
of Antioch to Titus, on his journey from Jerusalem to Rome in a.d. 70. Re-
lations between Greeks and Jews at Antioch had been difficult for some
time, and the Antiochenes attempted to use the occasion of the Jewish re-
volt as leverage against the Jewish population in their midst.224 The Anti-
ochenes took heart from the triumphal parades that Titus staged in each
major city as he passed through Syria: mimicking the forms and displays of
a Roman triumph, he marked his Jewish captives as defeated enemies of
Rome.225 The Antiochenes naturally wished to associate the Jews at Antioch
with the other members of their race. Titus met with the population in the
theater and there refused their request to expel the Jews from their city.
They petitioned him a second time: if he would not expel the Jews, he
should at least remove “the bronze tablets on which were inscribed the
rights of the Jews.”226 The request reveals the Antiochenes’ multilayered as-
sent to the rules and ideals of Roman government: they acknowledged their
duty to obey the ordinances of the Roman government, and they believed
that those ordinances remained in effect so long as they were preserved in
the fashion in which Rome had arranged their formal publication.

Polybius obviously distinguished between literary histories and the auto-
biographical memoirs of individuals; the comparison of such accounts
might lead to the truth, but these documents had no claim to the scope or
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227. A paraphrase of 53.19.2. Herodian made analogous complaints about contemporary
historiography (at 1.1.2 and esp. 2.15.7). English idiom cannot capture the bitter brevity of
Tacitus: inscitia rei publicae ut alienae (Hist. 1.1.1). Note that Suetonius presumed that Augustus
established the cursus publicus in order for news to be brought to Rome (Augustus 49.3, on
which see T. Mommsen 1887, 2.2.1029–1031; and Eck 1979, 88–110, discussing Caesar BC
3.101).

228. Dio 53.19.3–6.
229. Compare Herodian 7.1.8: hJ me;n th`~ diabolh`~ fhvmh toiauvth ejgevneto, ei[te ajlhqh;~ 

uJpavrxasa ei[te uJpo; tou` Maximivnou suskeuasqeìsa: ajkribe;~ de; eijpei`n ouj rJav/dion, ejpei; e[menen
ajnexevlegkto~. Tacitus allowed Sallustius Crispus to reflect on this problem from the monarch’s
perspective: Sallustius Crispus . . . monuit Liviam, ne arcana domus, ne consilia amicorum, ministe-
ria militum vulgarentur, neve Tiberius vim principatus resolveret cuncta ad senatum vocando: eam
condicionem esse imperandi, ut non aliter ratio constet quam si uni reddatur (Ann. 1.6.3).

230. For more successful readings see Syme 1958, 365–366; Millar 1964, 37–38; and Ru-
bin 1975, 421– 422.

the freedom from bias that must characterize historical inquiry. Members
of the imperial court and imperial family continued to produce such “pam-
phlet literature”—to use Hermann Peter’s term—and their products pro-
foundly influenced contemporary politics and later historiography. Three
and a half centuries after Polybius, Cassius Dio discussed how Rome’s tran-
sition from republic to monarchy had affected historiography. Under the
Republic, he argued, all matters were brought before the Senate and the
people, even when they occurred far away:227 “Because of this, everyone
learned of them and many wrote about them, and, in spite of the many
sources of bias, the truth about matters can be found in the works of those
who wrote about them, and in some fashion in the public records:” 228

But after this time more and more business was hidden and began to be trans-
acted in secret, and even if something was made public [dhmosieuqeivh], it was
distrusted as being unprovable [ajnexevlegkta].229 For everything is suspected
of having been said or done in accordance with the plans of those perpetually
in power and those who have influence with them. And therefore, many
things are trumpeted about that never happened; and many things that cer-
tainly happened are unknown; and everything, so to speak, is publicized in
some way different from how it happened. The sheer size of the empire, and
the number of things going on, render accuracy concerning them extremely
difficult. There are so many events in Rome and in her territory—including
the continual and almost daily fights against her enemies—that no one other
than those involved easily acquires clear knowledge concerning them. . . .
Therefore I will describe all events that must be mentioned, as they were pub-
licized, whether it was really so or in some way different.

Historians have made much of this passage, as though Cassius Dio had per-
sonal experience with life in the Republic.230 In reality Dio had access to the
same sources as Polybius. But both Polybius and Dio expected, and did not
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231. Herodian 4.11.9, on which see Peter 1897, 1.362–364. Whittaker comments that the
sententia is “apparently adapted from a line of poetry” (in his note ad loc.). Compare 7.1.8
(quoted above in n. 229). Dio reported similar difficulties in the Senate regarding the truth
content of letters from Trajan and Severus (68.29.1–3 and 75.7.3).

232. Hist. fr. 50.
233. Hist. fr. 66.2.
234. For recent treatments with full bibliographies see Portmann 1988 and Nixon and

Rodgers 1994, 26 –33 and passim.
235. Von Premerstein, RE s.v. commentarius, cols. 731–737, 757–759. See, for example,

Cicero’s reaction to Caesar’s commentarii: Tum Brutus: . . . Compluris autem legi atque etiam com-
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quidem homines a scribendo deterruit; nihil est enim in historia pura et inlustri brevitate dulcius (Brut.
75.262; cf. Ep. ad Att. 1.19.10). See also Lucian Hist. conscr. 16: a[llo~ dev ti~ aujtẁn uJpovmnhma
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disparage, bias in personal memoirs in a democratic age. The change lay
not in the public’s freedom of access to information, but in its greater ex-
pectations of the imperial government: Dio is indignant because the em-
peror was not a Republican politician and therefore ought to tell the truth.

The same expectation gripped other historians of the empire. Herodian,
for example, once quipped that “the deeds of a king cannot be concealed,”
only to confess later that he could not discover whether the dispatches of
Maximinus were true or false.231 Late in the fourth century, when Eunapius
could no longer simply crib the letters of Julian and the memoirs of Oriba-
sius, he was forced to do some research on his own. Then he too discovered
how difficult it was to obtain information: “It was impossible for me, though
I acted quite diligently, to investigate fully and to learn about the deeds and
character of Gratian, for these things were concealed in the palace with ex-
ceptional zeal.”232 He also complained bitterly about the difficulty in learn-
ing anything about events in the West: the great distance made reports late
and useless; few soldiers or officials had access to information, and they re-
lated it with bias anyhow; and merchants had nothing to offer.233 The result,
he concluded, was that he—like Dio—could offer a reasonable account,
but he also knew that he had no basis by which to assess its truthfulness.

Literary histories reached their audience—and it was a limited one—
slowly, at some remove from the events they described. Not so public ora-
tory. The direct supplying of information to panegyrists remains a contro-
versial subject that economies of scale do not permit me to enter here.234 I
merely offer a few observations. First, commentarii as a genre had a long his-
tory in Rome, deriving their authority as sources for historians from their
putative status as reports submitted by magistrates when leaving office.235
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Second, we should not expect that every panegyric, on every occasion, “an-
nounce[d] imperial programmes and policies.”236 It remains possible, how-
ever, to identify political expedients that drove the content of even the least
contemporary of panegyrics, that of Nazarius in Rome in 321, whose infor-
mation is so often targeted as out of date.237 Nazarius concentrated primar-
ily on Constantine’s rescue of Rome from the tyrant Maxentius a decade
earlier and did so, one might argue, to remind the senators of the debt they
owed to Constantine at a time when he was already preparing to leave Rome
at his back and march on Licinius.

Students of the Latin panegyrics have, as whole, neglected evidence from
the Greek East, although the great Greek orators of that age—Himerius,
Themistius, and Libanius—have bequeathed to us a corpus that dwarfs the
Latin one. Himerius described the function of the orator in service of the
gubernator imperii as that of a mediator, conveying the needs of the people
to their emperor and explaining the edicts of the emperor to his people.238

In addition to his speeches, we possess from Libanius a vast corpus of let-
ters, some of which discuss his public career. His letters reveal, for example,
that he expected emperors and imperial officials to supply him with raw ma-
terial for his panegyrics: he wrote to Julian and Rufinus requesting infor-
mation well ahead of drafting his texts.239 Of course, such news need not
come only through official channels: for example, Libanius solicited com-
mentarii from one Philagrius, an officer in Julian’s army: 240

I suppose that you look down on me, since you have recorded the story of the
campaign and know that sophists will have to approach you when they want
to refer to its events; for I am told that you examine and put into writing every
particular, the nature of the localities, the dimensions of cities, height of
fortresses, width of rivers, and all successes and reverses. . . . As for my feelings
about what you have written, they are as follows: I will no more ask you to read
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them than you ask me to lend you my ears. You will inform me of the bare
facts; I will dress them in the robes of rhetoric.

In other letters he told Julian that he intended to attach a copy of the em-
peror’s letter to the published text of a panegyric, and he elsewhere re-
ferred repeatedly to the arrival in Antioch of news regarding Julian’s cam-
paign.241 In promising to append Julian’s letter to his own panegyric,
Libanius draws our attention to a vast, unexplored means by which such in-
formation could pass to other cities: that is, through the distribution of pane-
gyrics. Libanius, for example, reported that a panegyric by Themistius had
been distributed around Antioch,242 and the Gallic orator Pacatus explicitly
boasted that his panegyric would inform ranks of literati: “Distant cities will
flock to me; every pen will receive from me the story of your exploits in due
order; from me poetry will get its themes; from me history will derive its
credibility.” In short, Pacatus will equip those whose texts will be read in sub-
sequent generations.243

Reliance on official documents for information ultimately shaped the
development of historiography under the empire. It did so in ways that have
struck earlier scholars as unexpected. Thus Eusebius has often received
credit for introducing the explicit quotation of proceedings and legislation
into historiographical writing.244 His innovation is simply one of scale. As we
have seen, Polybius quoted freely from documentary texts, as did Livy—
and where Livy did not have the actual text, he simply fabricated its content
in the style of Republican legislation.245 In this practice Polybius and Livy
put their faith in documentary texts, as revealing one truth about the past.
As the bureaucracy of Rome invaded the mechanics of daily life, it became
possible to view interactions with that bureaucracy as at least one narrative
of the past, a narrative that subsequent generations could construct out of
the government’s own notarized records. Eusebius thus simply followed the
martyrologists in viewing the history of his institution as the history of its in-
teraction with the government of Rome. Nor were Christians innovators in
that respect, either: the pagan Acta Alexandrinorum, whether in its early or
its late recensions—that is, whether close to or distant from the form of the
dry records of proceedings from which they all ultimately derive—had es-
tablished the currency of such a historical self-awareness. Certainly within
Eusebius’s lifetime the scribes charged with recording such proceedings
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had the Greek title “official writers of the commentarii” (e.g., jOluvmpio~ 
komentarhvsio~ ojffikiavlio~ ejxevdwka ta; uJpomnhvmata), in wording that be-
trays the title’s Roman origin.246

In fact, earlier Christian Latin writers had universally assented to the truth
value of imperial documents. Tertullian, for example, insisted that cogni-
tiones before Pontius Pilate—that is, oral proceedings conducted through
rapid-fire exchange (stipulatio) and recorded verbatim—had rendered a
truthful account of the missionary work of Christ to Tiberius and the Sen-
ate at Rome.247 About a decade later, if we believe the chronology of Euse-
bius, on the other side of the empire, Apollonius of Ephesus wrote a treatise
denouncing Montanism. Having attacked briefly one Alexander for pre-
tending to be a Christian, Apollonius reminded his audience, should it wish
to know more, that it had the “public archives of Asia” at its disposal.248 Sim-
ilarly, Cyprian and his fellow bishops regarded as conclusive the testimony of
Martialis of Emerita that had been recorded in a proceeding before a duce-
narian procurator.249 At approximately the same time, Dionysius of Alexan-
dria wrote an account of the trials conducted in Alexandria by Aemilianus.
Having begun his account on his own authority, he then validated his nar-
rative by quoting directly from the acta recorded at his trial.250 At almost the
same time, in Smyrna, in Asia Minor, the priest Pionius was arrested and put
on trial at the arrival of the proconsul Julius Proculus Quintilianus. The pre-
served narrative of his martyrdom, like the more sophisticated account by
Dionysius, makes specific reference to the commentarii recorded by stenog-
raphers during the proceedings.251 In fact, the acts of the Christian martyrs
everywhere preserve, both implicitly and explicitly, the testimony of official
proceedings, as well as testimonials to the accuracy of those proceedings.252
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Eusebius, of course, acknowledged that he based portions of his history
on martyrologies that he himself had edited, but he did not explicitly de-
fend that practice or the content of those works.253 Much later in life Euse-
bius drafted, then reworked, a text that became a biography of Constantine.
The rewriting process involved, among other things, the insertion of verba-
tim quotations of official documents.254 At the first such quotation, Eusebius
justified his practice on several grounds:255

It seems to me advisable to insert the text of the letter here, since it is related
to the present topic, so that it might survive in the interest of history and be
protected for our posterity, and also so that the quotation of the edict might
confirm the truth of my narrative. The text is quoted from an authenticated
copy of the imperial edict preserved in my possession, on which the personal
subscription, by Constantine’s right hand, signifies its testimony to the trust-
worthiness of my speech like some sort of seal.

Eusebius offered the text as the guarantor of the truth of his narrative, and
in turn guaranteed the reliability of that text by reference to its status as an
authenticated copy. He thus located its truth value in the administrative
processes of the imperial government, which both produced authenticated
documents and honored their contents. In this Eusebius acted no differ-
ently than the author of the Historia Augusta, although the latter cheated 
his audience’s faith in such documents with a fabrication.256 Eusebius, of
course, wrote in earnest. In his faith in authenticated documents as carriers
of true knowledge about history, Eusebius thus wrote not as a Christian, but
as a Roman.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Consensus in Theory and Practice

ROMAN EMPERORS AND PUBLIC OPINION

Authenticated texts defined relations between peripheral entities and the
central power on a continuum that included a vast but definable set of fel-
low participants in the community of the empire; they did so by concretiz-
ing discrete moments in a historical narrative in which local collectivities of
every sort were slowly subsumed within a greater whole. Indeed, the very ex-
istence of those texts constituted a peculiar and uniquely powerful form of
propaganda.1 We need not assume, however, that the emperors of Rome
dispatched them with an eye on their cumulative effect. On the contrary:
their authors focused their attention firmly on the issue of the moment,
whether it was a recent imperial victory or an act of the emperor’s benevo-
lent foresight. As we shall see, the arrival of such texts demanded a re-
sponse, an expression of the community’s consensual and unanimous com-
mitment to the order established, embodied, and maintained by these texts
and their authors. Romans called this consensual commitment consensus.2

The reality of its unanimity need not concern us here; in so large an empire,
in which communication was so difficult, our interest must be in people’s
belief in that unanimity.

Emperors possessed various means to achieve and give formal expression
to consensus, each suited to carry a distinct message to a different audience.
An autobiography, for example, achieved its ideological work at a different
speed, before a different audience, than did the announcement that a
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prince of the domus divina had assumed the toga virilis. The disparate mes-
sages of imperial propaganda—superficially distracting in their numbers
and diversity—ultimately reinforced one another through their shared ar-
ticulation of the legitimating principles of emperor and empire. We must
understand the nature of these messages both in their myriad forms and in
their universal, and universalizing, appeal. Above all, we must appreciate
that no communication between center and periphery existed in isolation:
benefactions demanded thanks, and, as each local collectivity advertised its
loyalty and gratitude, so each placed a burden on other, parallel collectivi-
ties to do the same. Our inquiry, therefore, has to place each text within a
concrete historical situation to see how it invoked its audience’s obedience
to the ruling order.

The cities of Asia, for example, whose expenditures “as often as cheerful
news arrived from Rome” Paullus Fabius Persicus sought to restrain, could
be considered parallel collectivities.3 We are, of course, in no position to as-
sess the sincerity of those cities or of their citizens. But their actions are in-
telligible on a variety of levels. Roman power had, of course, restricted the
autonomy of Greek cities throughout the East, and in so doing had con-
strained the scope for action in the traditional rivalry of cities.4 Where cities
could compete—indeed, where the fact of Roman power required them 
to compete—was in the contest for Roman esteem: a contest conducted
through behavior and language, and drawing upon sentiments and aspira-
tions, that were themselves long familiar. If, prior to the coming of Rome,
Ephesus had boasted its preeminence in Asia, in the late first century a.d. it
measured and advertised its preeminence by the tokens of Roman favor.
Ephesus won by adapting its traditional ambitions to a new political reality,
in which Ephesus and Ephesian history flourished in the orbit of a higher
power.5

The actions of Publius Cornelius Scipio in the first decade of this era
probably inspired the type of excess that provoked Persicus. As quaestor in
Achaea with propraetorian authority in a.d. 2, Scipio learned that Gaius
Caesar had escaped injury while fighting barbarians “for the salvation of all
men” (uJpe;r tà~ ajnqrwvpwn pavntwn swthriva~). “Overjoyed at this excellent
news” (uJpercarh;~ w]n ejpi; taì~ ajrivstai~ ajggelivai~), he instructed everyone
to wear wreaths and to take a holiday; he himself performed sacrifices and
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financed theatrical celebrations “to rival those of the past.”6 The city of
Messene honored Scipio for his enthusiasm and his expenditure, and we
can easily understand the city’s action in traditional terms and thus construe
its decree as Scipio’s reward for his generous funding of a festival.7 But the
currents of meaning run still deeper, because no one can have failed to
know that Scipio was inspired by news concerning Roman victories over dis-
tant enemies or that the festival was dedicated to that most manifest god,
the emperor Augustus. Lucius Sestius, the imperial legate in Spain imme-
diately following Augustus’s campaigns there, sent a similar message to the
Astyreans when he dedicated three altars to the name of Augustus on the
local shoreline: these “distinguished a previously unremarkable territory.” 8

Like the villagers of Beth Phouraia, the citizens of Messene must have
watched Roman magistrates with care. Like Julius Priscus, Scipio wielded
great power within his province—and Messene’s honorific decree testifies
to its citizens’ awareness of his power. But his lavish display of loyalty, re-
sembling so closely the veneration of imperial edicts, may have revealed to
his viewers something of the distance that separated Scipio from his master,
a distance so vast that it encouraged the Messenians to follow his example
even as it erased the distance between Scipio and themselves.9

Insofar as these cities found themselves iterating the principles of the
ruling order, we might be tempted to regard them as ideological state ap-
paratuses. But the application of that term would not explain their actions;
as we have seen, the personification of institutions and collectivities involves
historical fallacies on multiple levels. Rather, the actions of individuals, as
of cities, become intelligible once their relations to existing forms of action
are rendered transparent. Thus, for example, the concentration of power,
first in Rome, and later in the person of the princeps, shifted the standards
by which power and esteem were measured, but did not require cities or in-
dividuals to abandon their desire for either, as it did not fundamentally al-
ter the means by which those goals might be attained. What the city of
Messene made clear, in honoring Scipio for honoring Gaius, was that the
new standards were obedience to, indeed enthusiasm for, the emperor of
Rome. Messene, Ephesus, and hundreds of other cities now watched for
news from Rome and used it as justification for expressing their obedience
more eloquently or more extravagantly than their neighbors. As with indi-
viduals juggling commitments to varied intersecting collectivities, so the in-
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cessant rhythms of communicative action distracted the cities of Asia from
recognizing common interest against Rome. Instead, they viewed each
other in the first instance as united only in competition for the benefactions
of their common master. When Messene thus honored Scipio, or Ephesus
advertised its centrality to imperial cult, it had already surrendered to the
culture of loyalism that became the most characteristic feature of political
life in the Roman world.10

The insinuation of new meanings into traditional diplomatic forms took
time, and its success in the Roman empire rested in large measure on the
person and longevity of Augustus. We have been cautioned not to overem-
phasize the originality of eastern reactions to Actium: Greek cities knew how
to greet the new ruler of the world.11 But if the format of these exchanges
was familiar, their ideological content changed profoundly during the Au-
gustan period. From his arrival in Rome following the murder of his adop-
tive father, Augustus had sought the loyalty of Caesar’s clientele on the 
basis of his status as son and heir. The next few years witnessed several
redefinitions of his constitutional position and the universalization of his
clientele, even as the site and source of his unique appeal—his charisma—
shifted from his status as divi filius to his own person.12 That shift had pro-
found consequences. No one disputed the charisma of Caesar, and thus Oc-
tavian’s strength, however derivative, remained inviolable. The charisma of
Augustus, on the other hand, required continual validation, and he ex-
ploited the mechanics of Hellenistic diplomacy to create opportunities for
his subjects to affirm his appeal: Augustus informed provincials of his ac-
complishments and family affairs, and he expected them to respond with
displays of unanimous support. Augustus, of course, did not lack the ap-
proval of his subjects, and that allowed an easy solution: he could leave it 
to them “to devise formulations of acceptance.” The principles that legit-
imized Augustus and the Augustan system were thus, in large measure, the
creation of those whom Augustus had ostensibly disenfranchised, and “a
product of tacit collusion.”13 The readiness of his contemporaries to ac-
knowledge his greatness allowed the development and routinization of these
vehicles of consensus to pass unnoticed. Each iteration of this process en-
couraged provincials to reestablish their relationship with their emperor, to
reenact their acknowledgment of his unique charisma, and thus to flatter
themselves that their perception of that charisma had played a role in em-
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powering him in the first place. And if the active consensus of the ruled em-
powered the ruler, so the regular affirmation of that consensus sustained
their subjugation.

The easy commerce of classical rhetoric and the stability of the Augustan
regime mask the dangers with which the system itself was fraught. In any
such dance, one party can lose the beat, and the ballet, to the outside ob-
server at once intricate and effortless, will devolve into an obvious and
graceless burlesque. As Pierre Bourdieu has remarked about the tempo of
ritual gift exchange, “the passage from the highest probability to absolute
certainty is a qualitative leap which is not proportionate to the numerical
gap.”14 Augustus would discover, for example, that he could not simply dis-
play his adopted heir Gaius to the eastern provinces: the rituals of diplo-
matic exchange allowed the cities of the East to select their own candidate,
and many chose Tiberius, the Hellenist scion of the Claudian line.15

The communicative actions that sustained and spread this culture of loy-
alism did far more than create and advertise consensus. Documents invoking
consensus rarely claimed to represent the will of the entire world; rather,
they purported to represent the will of particular groups. In so doing, these
documents created rifts within the general population, divided its loyalties,
and allowed it to express its unity only when expressing its commitment to
the established order.16 The drawing of new political boundaries in the East
is thus mirrored by the division and distraction of populations within cities.
This process is, of course, most visible at Rome. The creation of consensus
there required skill in the manipulation of both message and medium.
Communicating with a select body of highly educated and privileged men
in the Senate required different skills, different media, and a different mes-
sage than did interacting with plebeians at Rome, with Italy at large, or with
provincial populations. Adopting a mental geography like that of principes
at Rome, we shall watch information spread in concentric circles away from
Rome, noting at each stage how invoking other parties’ consensus creates
pressure for further parties to do the same. Each party to these commu-
nicative actions thus competed to claim its own special responsibility for up-
holding the normative script.

Two events from the late second and early third centuries illustrate well
the distinctions drawn by emperors between their various constituencies.
For example, educated men of the governing class, not least among them
authors of political oratory and contemporary history, needed information
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to give order to their works and their worlds. Most emperors also under-
stood how to use information to shape the contours of political loyalties
around the empire. They were, therefore, only too happy to supply prod-
ucts of the imperial pen. This was especially true in moments of crisis, when
men challenged each other for the throne or when seemingly unhappy cir-
cumstances required an appropriate explanation. This is certainly how Au-
relius Victor construed the events that followed the murder of Geta:17

But [Severus’s] children, as if under orders to make war on each other, im-
mediately suffered a falling out. Thus Geta, whose name came from his pa-
ternal grandfather, was beset and died because his brother was offended by his
more moderate nature. This victory was made more shameful by the death of
Papinian, at least in the eyes of eager scholars of the past, since they maintain
that he was in charge of Caracalla’s secretariat at the time and was ordered, as
is customary [uti mos est], to compose as quickly as possible a news release in-
tended for Rome. In his grief over Geta, Papinian is said to have responded
that it was scarcely so easy to disguise parricide as it was to commit it, and for
this reason he was killed.

The Historia Augusta contains a similar version of this story, along with a 
further lament for Papinian, that “sanctuary of law and treasure house of 
jurisprudence.”18

Caracalla cannot have expected Papinian’s prose to reach and directly af-
fect the populace at large. Like Nero after the murder of Agrippina, Cara-
calla required the literary efforts of a Seneca in conjunction with myriad
messages of contrition and justification. Caracalla could easily have learned
these techniques from his father, Severus, who exploited all possible av-
enues of self-advertisement in times both good and bad: “After the good
fortune of his victory [over the Parthians in the winter of a.d. 197/198],
Severus dispatched a report to the Senate and the people, making much of
his achievements, and ordering that his battles and victories should be
painted and publicly exhibited.”19 The desire of Severus to communicate
with the people was natural: throughout the Principate the emperor main-
tained a special relationship with the plebs at Rome.20 In the early third cen-
tury this relationship required no explanation, and Herodian, who provided
this report on the activities of Severus, has merely noted that an emperor
employed different media, in part presuming upon different levels of liter-
acy, when communicating with several hundred senators than he did when
boasting before thousands of plebeians.
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Emperors continued to address different messages to different, overlap-
ping audiences throughout the history of the empire. Indeed, to the extent
that the Principate created and fostered stability in municipalities through-
out Italy and the Mediterranean world, credit is largely due to the ability of
Augustus and his heirs to establish close rapports with different sectors of
the population, and with the population at large.21 In time there would
come emperors who passed their entire reigns without seeing Rome; in
time other capitals would arise. But Rome remained conceptually impor-
tant, and, if her prestige waned in the third century, the foundation of Con-
stantinople may only have emphasized the unique stature of the true City.22

In writing the history of Roman imperial cult, as of the development of Byz-
antine political theology, scholars have traditionally emphasized the influ-
ence of Hellenistic practice and thought on the ceremonial and ideology of
the Roman imperial office.23 The effect of these trends has been a general
neglect of the continuity of the peculiarly Roman idiom that informed the
dialogue between the princeps and his fellow Roman citizens.24

For example, paintings of the sort ordered by Severus traditionally
formed part of a Roman triumph.25 Severus thus exploited a conventional
medium within a uniquely Roman ceremony because he understood the
need to inform Rome about his activities in spite of his inability to be in
Rome himself. This same need existed for usurpers: as soon as someone
tried to become emperor somewhere other than at Rome, he needed to in-
form the urban population, of all ranks, about his efforts. In armed com-
petition for the throne, candidates zealously displayed to Rome their re-
spect for the City and its populace, or risked their rivals’ staking the better
claim for its favors.26 Paradoxically, therefore, claiming the throne from
somewhere other than Rome obligated the claimant to behave as if he were
at Rome, lest Rome fear a new tyrant from the East. Herodian felt certain
that such had been the aim of Gordian following his acclamation: 27
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For a few days Gordian remained at Thysdrus, where the events had taken
place, by this time with the title and style of emperor. Then he left Thysdrus
and marched to Carthage, the largest and most heavily populated city, as Gor-
dian knew, so that he could act exactly as if he were in Rome. That city is next
after Rome in wealth, population, and size, though there is rivalry for second
place between it and Alexandria in Egypt. With him went the whole imperial
escort, the soldiers stationed there and the tallest young men in the city act-
ing like the bodyguard in Rome. The fasces were garlanded with laurel, a sign
that distinguishes an emperor from an ordinary man, and fire was carried be-
fore him in procession, so that for a short time the city of Carthage was a kind
of replica of Rome in its prosperous appearance.

This behavior, though directed in large measure at an audience at Rome,
had the additional and salutary effect of creating “Roman” audiences in ur-
ban centers throughout the empire. There also existed a tendency among
Roman officials, whether emperors or governors, to behave everywhere as
if at Rome, because that is what they knew; and continual exposure to the
instruments of Roman power thus created a population familiar with, and
ready to interpret, the symbols of its authority.

AUGUSTUS AS AUGUSTAN AUTHOR

In his influence on contemporary literature and his efforts as an author, as
in so many other areas of imperial life, Augustus proved both paradigm and
nonpareil.28 His Res gestae has generated an enormous scholarly bibliogra-
phy, not least for a deceptive stylistic simplicity that masks profound debts
to Ciceronian diction and rhythm—learned, perhaps, from close readings
of his father’s Commentarii.29 Nevertheless, the Res gestae misleads by its very
omnipresence in modern scholarship, for Augustus was alone among Roman
emperors in writing such a document to boast of his successes after death:
others staked less comprehensive, but more immediate, claims on the his-
toriographical record.30 Augustus also had many other and more subtle de-
vices in his arsenal. Three such devices—his autobiography of 22 b.c., his
epistles to provinces, and his inventories of the state—may stand for all, ex-
posing their differing claims to authority, their artful exploitation of Re-
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publican antecedents, and their varied effects on contemporary percep-
tions of Rome, its emperor, and its geography. We may emerge less over-
whelmed by the Res gestae, but we acquire thereby greater esteem for the
influence wielded by emperors in their own time.

Augustus had anticipated the Res gestae with at least two autobiographical
essays. One of those was a much more substantial document, an autobiog-
raphy in thirteen books. According to Suetonius, it described his life down
to the conclusion of the Cantabrian War.31 That description masks its real
purpose: an apologia in a period marked by several crises, both personal
and public. Augustus had returned from Spain in the spring of 24 b.c. in ill
health. At Rome he encountered problems that even the devoted diligence
of modern scholarship has not disentangled. Augustus had attempted to
settle his constitutional position within the Roman state in 27 b.c. and had
departed shortly thereafter for Gaul and Spain. He no doubt hoped that his
absence would allow a slow accommodation to his continued hegemony
while avoiding the friction that his exercise of power at Rome might en-
gender.32 Yet despite his aims, he had created a frightened and dangerously
sycophantic Senate. After Augustus departed Rome, the actions of his
friend and prefect of Egypt, Cornelius Gallus, forced him to renounce their
friendship in a formal letter to the Senate.33 That body received his missive
as a call to action: it indicted Gallus on many charges, voting unanimously
that he should be convicted in the courts, that his property should be given
to Augustus, and that the Senate should make a sacrifice of oxen.34 When
Gallus committed suicide and spared the regime an embarrassing prosecu-
tion, Augustus could afford to lament that he alone was not permitted to be
angry with his friends.35

Augustus had left the city in 27 while occupying the consulate, and he
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continued in that office throughout his stay in Gaul and his campaigns in
Spain. He had also arranged the appointment of Marcus Valerius Messalla
Corvinus as the first praefectus urbi; Corvinus held the office for six days and
laid it down, pleading ignorance of the function of the office or, more point-
edly, that it was an unconstitutional magistracy.36 Corvinus may have sensed
a trap: as a representative of Augustus, he would diminish the authority of
the other consul—Statilius Taurus, who was still present in Rome—while
lending the dignity of his name to a constitutional novelty. Augustus suf-
fered from ill health throughout his peregrinations and returned in that
condition in 24. Soon afterward, Aulus Terentius Varro Murena, the consul-
designate, died prior to assuming office.37 Very shortly thereafter, the dead
man’s brother by adoption, Lucius Licinius Varro Murena, conspired
against Augustus. L. Varro Murena may have been legate in Syria at this
time, in command of an army, or the commander may simply have been an-
other relative. The sources preclude certainty.38 In any event the machinery
of the state was set in motion against the conspirators Fannius Caepio and
Lucius Varro Murena: “Destroyed on the authority of the state, they suffered
at the hands of the law what they had wished to accomplish by violence.” 39

The state of the fasti has permitted cynical reflection on the power of Au-
gustus to control contemporary record keeping; in any event, “the credit of
the government was not enhanced by the fate of Murena and Caepio.”40

To review these events in order: Augustus lost a consul-designate; having
substituted Gnaeus Piso for Varro Murena, he himself fell sick and learned
of widespread expectations that he appoint a successor. He did not. He de-
livered his signet ring to Agrippa, and to Piso a list of the forces and rev-
enues of the state.41 When he recovered, he laid down the consulate and
redefined his powers.42 He then learned of the conspiracy and had to kill
two prominent men—presumably on a charge of maiestas.43 Augustus was
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no fool. The conspiracy between the Caesarian Varro Murena and the Re-
publican Caepio bore an unmistakable resemblance to the unlikely bedfel-
lows who had freed the state from the dictatorship of Caesar. The popular
belief that he would name a successor revealed the cause of the conspir-
ators’ dissatisfaction, and in the voting at the conspirators’ trial—in absen-
tia—some senators voted for acquittal.44 Augustus therefore entered the
Senate and tried to read his will, to show that he had named no successor in
it, either.45

Augustus recognized the need for corrective measures. His long absence
from the city had not had the effect that he desired. He now penned his au-
tobiography to remind people of the reasons for their gratitude and their
loyalty. In it Augustus emerges as obsessed with the issues that preoccupied
his triumviral propaganda: he expatiated at length on the origins of his fam-
ily, and in that context on his special relationship to Venus; nor did he for-
get to recall the comet that had carried his father’s spirit to be received
among the numina of the immortal gods.46 Against the glories of Caesar, Au-
gustus set the treason of Antony: that man, he wrote, had ordered his le-
gions to watch over Cleopatra and to obey her nod and her command.47

There can then be no doubt wherein lay Vergil’s inspiration for his pane-
gyric to Augustus, at the close of his ecphrasis of the shield:48

Here Augustus Caesar leads Italy into battle,
with senators and people and gods of hearth and state;
he stands on the lofty stern; his joyful temples
blow forth twin flames; on his crest shines his father’s star. 49

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Antony stands opposite, with barbarian aid and sundry arms,
a conqueror from the nations of the East and the Red Sea;
he drags with him Egypt and eastern men and furthest Bactra;
and his Egyptian wife—ah, unspeakable crime!—follows after.
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The repeated invocations of Caesar were surely intended to recall the
promised passage of Caesar’s charisma to Caesar’s heir, and the narrative it-
self will surely have proved that this promise had been fulfilled.

At the same time, Augustus could scarcely afford to found a dynasty on
competence, even extraordinary competence, in fulfillment of pietas. Cae-
sar may have become a god, but he had also overthrown the Republic. The
autobiography therefore also expounded at length Augustus’s own achieve-
ments, and in particular on his successes during his recent campaigns in
Spain. Augustus attempted thereby to establish his own, independent claim
to that charisma whose sign and seal was victory in war. It is thus in the his-
toriographic record of his Spanish campaigns that we can detect the auto-
biography’s most pervasive influence.50 When Augustus returned from the
campaigns of 25, he advertised the end of the war: he was acclaimed impera-
tor and closed the Temple of Janus.51 But the war in Spain was hardly over,
and, embarrassed by the subsequent successes of his legates in Spain, Au-
gustus directed the Senate to award a triumph to Agrippa and declined for
himself a further acclamation as imperator.52 It may safely be assumed that
the autobiography matched the symbolism of the closing of Janus: when he
ended it with the Cantabrian War, we may infer that Augustus asserted the
end of that war as well, and so all contemporary and near-contemporary
sources loyally proclaimed. Velleius closed his description thus: “These,
therefore, were the provinces, so extensive, so populous, and so warlike,
that Caesar Augustus brought to such a condition of peace fifty years ago
that, although they had never before been free of serious wars, under the
governorship of C. Antistius and later P. Silius and then others, they were
free even of brigandage.”53 Precise parallels in syntactical structure with
panegyrics both contemporary and later confirm the suspicion that flattery,
and not necessarily the truth, was the aim of history writing here, though it
is no doubt also true that accurate information about conditions in Spain
was hard to come by.54 And Velleius was not alone in hailing the subjugation
of the province. Horace greeted Augustus on his return as a new Hercules,
and references in the extant portion of Livy’s history suggest that he, too,
believed or at least cooperated: Spain was the first of the continental prov-
inces to be entered by the Romans, but the last to be subdued; that hap-
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pened only in Livy’s day, under the leadership and auspices of Augustus
Caesar.55

Subsequent imperial autobiographies fall into roughly two categories,
for which Augustus supplied useful precedents and which we may catego-
rize as apologetic or boastful.56 Yet we must recognize that even a brief text
like the Res gestae of Augustus had a limited audience: inscribed on sheets of
bronze and attached to his temples, it accomplished the majority of its ideo-
logical work not through its content as such, but through its magnificence as
a physical monument to the achievements of his reign and thus, ultimately,
as a bulwark of support for his heirs.57

Multivolume autobiographies reached a limited, educated audience, and
they reached that audience slowly. Augustus wrote his autobiography to ex-
plain his position, his statio, to the governing class, with an eye to posterity.
Augustus also needed to address broader audiences at Rome, in Italy, and
in the provinces. For that task there were mechanisms already in place, or
now being formalized, for the distribution of legal and administrative ordi-
nances. Augustus exploited the attention given to such documents by at-
taching to them his own letters and addresses. For example, in the last de-
cade of the first century b.c. Augustus and the Senate responded to several
embassies from the cities of Cyrenaïca, requesting official clarification re-
garding the functioning and jurisdiction of local courts. In 5 b.c. Augustus
himself forwarded a decree of the Senate on these matters to Cyrene and all
the provinces, over which he affixed a cover letter:58

Imperator Caesar Augustus, pontifex maximus, holding the tribunician power
for the nineteenth time, writes: The senatus consultum passed when C. Calvisius
and L. Passienus were consuls, with me present and participating in the writ-
ing, that pertains to the security of the allies of the Roman people, I decided
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to send to the provinces, with my covering letter appended, in order that it be
known to all in our care. From this it will be clear to all those who inhabit the
provinces how much care I and the Senate take that none of our subjects suf-
fer any wrong or exaction.

Similar documents from the early Principate survive only rarely.59 We have,
however, already seen that Ammianus Marcellinus regarded the publication
of news and propaganda in the heading of a law as unremarkable.60 Later
still, the historian Agathias observed that the emperor Justinian used the
publication of his Novels as a pretext for boasting about his recent victories.61

Despite the interest of contemporaries, these ideologically charged letters
and prefaces survived by the slimmest of threads. Late antique collections
of legislation preserve unedited texts from three brief periods in the em-
pire’s history.62 Alas, regardless of the condition in which early legislation
reached the late empire, Theodosius and Justinian intended their compila-
tions to have statutory force and thus commanded that texts be purged of
prefaces, incongruities, and any “senseless copiousness of words.”63

Augustus’s letter to the provinces can be distinguished from his autobio-
graphical essays on grounds other than genre. Augustus did not seek charis-
matic recognition from provincials in the same way; he ruled them because
he ruled Rome. Nor will provincials have cared terribly much whether Au-
gustus had been motivated by filial piety or naked ambition. On the other
hand, they may well have wanted to know the intentions and regulations of
the Roman government. The letter to Cyrene thus did not disguise the fact
of Roman rule, nor did it justify the process by which that rule was acquired.
It did, however, invoke certain principles of governance. In particular, Ro-
mans had long advertised their government’s desire that its officials should
govern justly—that is, for the common good of all participants in their po-
litical community, regardless of legal status. Sallust had allowed Sulla to give
eloquent phrasing to this sentiment in a speech before Bocchus—“To the
Roman people it seemed better, already from the beginning of their em-
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pire, to seek friends rather than slaves, since they thought it safer to rule by
consent than by force”—and Cicero likewise urged his brother Quintus,
when instructing him on the proper deportment of a provincial magistrate:
“I, for one, believe that those who rule over others must render all decisions
such that those who are in their power might be as happy as possible. . . .
Therefore I urge you, with all your heart and mind, to pursue the course
that you have followed until now: love those whom the Senate and people
of Rome have entrusted to your faith and power, protect them with every
means at your disposal, and desire their ultimate happiness.”64 We should
not impute creativity to the Romans where none is due: Plato had, many
centuries earlier, stressed the pedagogical value of persuasive preambles to
laws.65 Nevertheless, under the Principate the persuasive force of imperial
rhetoric sprang from a very different and more intricate source than the
benevolence of Plato’s despots, namely an ideology that stressed the active
role of the ruled in empowering the ruler. What is more, the invocation of
these principles will necessarily have exposed Augustus and the Senate to
criticism based on the validity claims inherent in their communication.

To understand the subtle appeal to this ideology in the letter to Cyrene,
we can learn its nuances from its clearer exposition in the Res gestae. In the
narrative of his own rise to power, Augustus is never the agent: the Senate
adlected him and gave him imperium; it ordered him to act in concert with
the consuls lest the res publica suffer any harm; the people made him a con-
sul.66 Thus he can describe the settlement of 27 b.c. as transferring back to
the discretion of the Senate and people of Rome that power which the
people, by universal consent (per consensum universorum), had surrendered
to him.67 Augustus had once expressed the desire that it might fall to him
“to establish the res publica safe and secure on its foundation and to earn
from that deed the profit that he sought, to be called the author of the best
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state of public affairs and, when dying, to keep with him the hope that the
foundation of the res publica that he will have laid would remain in its proper
place.”68 In 16 b.c., in the aftermath of Augustus’s celebration of the ludi
saeculares, the monetalis L. Mescinius Rufus thought it prudently sycophan-
tic to proclaim that desire a reality: “To Jupiter Optimus Maximus the Sen-
ate and people of Rome have taken a vow for the health of Imperator Cae-
sar, because through him the res publica is in a more prosperous and
tranquil condition.” On the obverse Rufus insisted that this opinion was
shared by all: “To Imperator Caesar Augustus, by unanimous consensus and
decree of the Senate.”69 The importance of consensus is nowhere more clear
than in its many appearances in the contrived sequence of events leading
up to Augustus’s reluctant acceptance of the title pater patriae: “The whole
body of citizens by sudden, unanimous consensus offered him the title of pa-
ter patriae.” When Augustus refused, Messalla Corvinus spoke in the Senate:
“The Senate, in consensus with the people of Rome, salutes you as pater 
patriae.” Crying, Augustus responded: “Having realized the object of my
prayers, Conscript Fathers, for what am I now to pray to the immortal gods,
other than that it be permitted to me to retain this your consensus until the
end of my life?”70

Such language—“I was summoned to the throne by the consensus of gods
and men”—became the common refrain of loyal subjects and principes alike,
especially those with an unsteady grip on the throne.71 It also provided the
ideological backdrop for that most characteristic behavior of the would-be
princeps: the refusal of power.72 As J. Béranger so astutely pointed out, the
theatrical refusal elicited from the people an expression of their consensus —
a stylized expression of libertas —and thus forced them actively to consent to
his rule.73 It was precisely this universal consensus that separated the auctori-
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74. Instinsky 1940, 271. Cf. Béranger 1953, 114–131, who rightly stressed, against von
Premerstein, the extraconstitutional nature of this auctoritas (“L’auctoritas inaugurait le régime
de la personnalité”): it is an eloquent indication of the distance that separated the Flavian era
from the Republic that the lex de imperio Vespasiani can mention the emperor’s auctoritas along
with his iussus mandatusve (ILS 244, l. 7, on which see Brunt 1977, 144). Béranger 1977 ana-
lyzes the evolution in the semantic field of imperium in similar terms, showing a subtle shift
from strictly constitutional to more suggestive and descriptive meanings that followed on in-
creasing grants of imperium maius to Pompey and his successors. It was that assocation of im-
perium with control over the totality of Roman territory that allowed imperium to become a ge-
ographical term, describing the territorium over which the Roman people and their imperatores
exercised control.

75. Tacitus Ann. 3.56.2. Cf. Syme 1939, 336; Yavetz 1969; and Eder 1990, 109–111.
76. Herodian 2.8.6 (trans. Whittaker, modified).
77. Compare Ammianus 20.4.17–18, on the elevation of Julian to the rank of Augustus.

tas of the princeps from the imperium of the magistrate.74 In constitutional
terms this fact found expression in the emperor’s tribunician power—the
summi fastigii vocabulum75—but in the long run this title did not seize the
imagination of the citizens of the empire outside Rome itself. The disjunc-
ture between the legal trappings and the charismatic basis for Augustus’s
position in turn created the need to find language that could describe the
princeps and his office in a manner that disguised his power. Over the course
of the Principate, certain political behaviors evolved into ritual expressions
of consensus, of which the most important—because most public and most
often repeated—was the imperial arrival, or adventus. See, for example,
Herodian’s description of the treatment of Pescennius Niger at Antioch:76

After Niger had spoken, the entire army and the assembled crowd immedi-
ately acclaimed him imperator and addressed him as Augustus. Having cloaked
him in the imperial purple and provided the other tokens of imperial dignity
fashioned from makeshift materials, with ceremonial torches leading the way
they conducted Niger to the temples of Antioch and then installed him in his
house, which, since they regarded it no longer as a private dwelling but as an
imperial palace, they decorated with all the insignia of the imperial office.

Ideological constraints shaped Herodian’s narrative throughout: the “make-
shift materials,” for example, suggested to a Roman audience that the accla-
mation had been a spontaneous expression of the will of the people.77 The
particular ceremony practiced at Antioch resembled nothing so closely as a
Roman triumph and shows to what extent, at the end of the second century,
the emperor exhibited himself as a triumphator perpetuus, as well as the ex-
tent to which provincial populations—like those who honored Gordian in
Carthage—were prepared to interpret and even to participate in charac-
teristically Roman political rituals.

The reluctant princeps, once forced to the throne, continued to rely on
the consensus of the people: chosen by them to govern the state, by their own
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78. Béranger 1953, 169–175. Compare the phrasing of the lex de imperio Vespasiani (ILS
244), ll. 15 (ex republica) and 18–19 (Utique quaecumque ex usu reipublicae maiestate divinarum hu-
manarum publicarum privatarumque rerum esse censebit).

79. Béranger 1953, 169–217, and idem 1975, 185–186.
80. Vergil G. 4.559–562 (trans. Mackail, modified).
81. See Chapter 9, “How Did One Join the Roman Community?”

declaration he acted not for himself, but rei publicae causa.78 The princeps
drew on this authority again when he admonished the people to obey the
laws and regulations of Roman government: the people, like their emperor,
must discipline themselves for the good of all. Both parties thus acknowl-
edged their own unique roles in the maintenance of social order. The
people endowed the emperor with their imperium, in exchange for which he
undertook a burden, the guardianship of the state. In that he was motivated
solely by a concern for the public good.79 Although this language was ini-
tially directed primarily at a Roman audience, even under Augustus it was
possible for someone—albeit a Roman citizen—to envisage the conquered
nations as eager to accept the stability of Roman rule:80

Thus I sang of tending fields and flocks,
and of trees, while great Caesar near deep Euphrates
did thunder in war and in welcome supremacy
gave statutes among the nations and scaled the path to heaven.

Ultimately this ideology, through the political practices that it animated, in-
spired a sense of geographic and political unity among the subjects of the
empire. It succeeded because it was based on a common relationship be-
tween the subjects and their emperor and thus could operate even in the
absence of a shared language or universal citizenship.81

Let us return to texts sent to Cyrene, and in particular to the letter from
Augustus that introduced them all. Their purpose was manifold, reaching
far beyond the clarification of the inquiry to which Augustus and the Sen-
ate ostensibly responded. They advertised anew one strand within tradi-
tional Roman ideology of empire, correlating the stability of the empire
with the honesty of its representatives. By associating Augustus and the Sen-
ate as equal partners in their promulgation, the letters transformed this
idea from a self-congratulatory ideal to a principle of legitimation, whose
obligatory force redounded upon its authors: as this ideal was guaranteed
by the charismatic authority of Augustus, so a failure to realize it would di-
minish that authority. Similarly, Augustus eschewed the opportunity to issue
these letters on his own. By expressing his concern for the proper imple-
mentation of the ordinances, Augustus conceded final authority over the
empire to Rome itself: he became agent of the res publica rather than the
state incarnate. It is far too easy for us to miss this distinction and to see Au-
gustus as the monarch who ended democracy at Rome. But Caesar had al-
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82. Suetonius Augustus 101.1, 4.
83. Velleius 2.124.3; Tacitus Agr. 13.1–2 and Ann. 1.11.4.
84. Dio 56.32–33. Suetonius and Tacitus are probably correct; Dio has presumably con-

fused contemporary or posthumous collections of Augustus’s sayings and letters, on which see
Suetonius Augustus 89.2. Vegetius may have possessed one such collection on military matters
(1.8, cf. 1.27), and Suetonius possessed a corpus of letters from Augustus to Tiberius (Sueto-
nius Tiberius 21) and probably a separate collection of letters between Augustus and Horace
(cited in his V. Horati). It is, of course, possible that Tiberius attributed to Augustus all manner
of instructions and that a collection of these was later thought to have been written as a col-
lection by Augustus himself (Ober 1981, and cf. Brunt 1984, 425 n. 5). What Syme, RP 5.673,
saw as a restriction may thus have become for Tiberius a source of strength. It is not unlikely
that Tiberius himself collected Augustan praecepta in an independent volumen, given his atti-
tude toward Augustan precedents (cf. Ovid Pont. 4.13.25–32; Strabo 6.4.2; Suetonius Tiberius
22; Tacitus Ann. 1.6.1, 1.77.3, 4.37.3, and Agr. 13.1–2).

85. Dio 56.33.1–3, 5–6. To Dio’s insistence that Augustus obeyed his own strictures on ter-
ritorial expansion compare Strabo on Augustus’s policy against the Germans (7.1.4), Nicolaus

most claimed that title, and he died for his efforts. The gulf that separated
Augustus from Julius Caesar, so small in actual power as in the modern
imagination, must have gaped wide in Roman political consciousness.

Finally, Augustus and his staff generated a series of documents that re-
hearsed and described the state of the empire: its staff, territory, and
finances. Their seemingly impersonal rationality imbued them with pecu-
liar persuasive force, one altogether different from that possessed by an au-
tobiography or epistle. The impression these left on contemporaries’ self-
awareness and on the historiographic record is obscure and has been little
explored. In order to begin with explicit testimony, we must turn first to the
documents that Augustus deposited with the Vestal Virgins in the final years
of his life:82

The Vestals now brought forward the will of Augustus, which he had deposited
with them, together with three further rolls, similarly sealed. . . . Of these
three rolls, one contained instructions for his funeral; the second a list of his
accomplishments, which he wished to have inscribed on bronze tablets and
placed before his mausoleum; and the third contained a breviarium of the
whole empire: how many soldiers were on active duty everywhere, how much
money was in the aerarium and the fisci, and how great were the outstanding
debts in taxes. He added the names of freedmen and slaves from whom an ex-
planation could be demanded.

Augustus apparently added to thebreviarium advice on the governance of the
empire: most famously, he warned the Romans not to extend the bound-
aries of the empire, but he also gave instructions to Tiberius on managing
the elections in the comitia.83 Dio’s description of these documents is largely
in harmony with that of Suetonius, although Dio considered the instruc-
tions for Tiberius to have been the subject of a separate, fourth roll.84 Dio’s
description, to which we will return several times, is worth quoting in full: 85
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of Damascus on Rome’s defensive posture under Augustus (FGrH 90 fr. 125), and Dio’s own
remarks on Augustus’s arrangements in the East in 21/20 b.c. (54.9.1).

86. Cf. Nicolet 1991, 181, and idem, 1994, 149–150, on Cicero Leg. 3.41. These breviaria,
too, exercised a considerable influence on contemporaries’ mental geographies: cf. Shaw
1981, Christol 1994, Moatti 1994, Nicolet 1994, and Isaac 1996. Sherwin-White’s narrative for
the formation of the province of Asia suggests, despite his misgivings, that the Romans applied
considerable geographic knowledge in their decision about what territory to keep and what to
give away (1984, 89–91). On Roman geography see also Dilke 1971, Sherk 1974, and, most
creatively, Syme, RP 6.372–397.

87. Note that Augustus refers all inquiries concerning the contents of the breviarium to his
liberti servique (Suetonius Augustus 101).

88. Suetonius Augustus 28.1; cf. Dio 53.30.1–2.

These things were revealed by his will; it was accompanied by four rolls, which
Drusus read aloud. In the first were written instructions for his funeral; in the
second all the deeds that he accomplished, which he ordered to be inscribed
on bronze tablets placed before his mausoleum; the third contained an ac-
count of military matters, an account of public revenues and expenditures,
the amount of money in the treasuries, and other things of this sort relating
to the empire; the fourth book contained instructions and injunctions for
Tiberius and the populace: especially that they should not free too many
slaves, lest they fill the city with an indiscriminate mob ªa[lla~ te kai; o{pw~ mhvt∆
ajpeleuqerẁsi pollouv~, i{na mh; pantodapou` o[clou th;n povlin plhrwvswsiº, and
that they not enroll a great many to citizenship, in order that there be a sub-
stantial distinction between themselves and their subjects ªmhvt∆ au\ ej~ th;npo-
liteivan sucnou;~ ejsgravfwsin, i{na polu; to; diavforon aujtoì~ pro;~ tou;~ uJph-
kovou~ h/ \º. . . . He also gave them the advice that they be satisfied with their
present condition and that they ought never desire to increase the empire fur-
ther: he said that it would be difficult to guard under those circumstances, and
they would therefore be in danger of losing what they had. Indeed, he himself
always observed this rule, not only in word but also in deed; when it was in his
power to take possession of much barbarian territory, he had not desired it.

Disregarding for the moment the precise nature of the “instructions and 
injunctions,” the breviarium totius imperii made available and, presumably,
rendered comprehensible a considerable range of information about the
empire. This text had distant analogues under the Republic, namely the
breviaria that were the natural by-products of the organization of new
provinces. Unlike the document produced by Augustus, individual com-
missions will have generated these on an ad hoc basis.86 Furthermore, the
breviarium of Augustus must have possessed far greater coherence, not least
because it was generated by a single unified staff largely from reports made
by other liberti or legati Augusti.87 The first such comprehensive document
was also generated by Augustus, when his health, which had been poor for
more than a year, took a turn for the worse in 23 b.c.:88



CONSENSUS IN THEORY AND PRACTICE 151

89. Suetonius Gaius 16.1, and cf. Dio 59.9.4. It is quite possible that Dio used Suetonius:
Millar 1964, 85–87, is noncommittal on this issue, but there may have been a Greek transla-
tion of Suetonius. That would explain the existence of an entry on Suetonius in the Suda, an
encyclopedia not much concerned with Latin letters (s.v. Travgkullo~, T 895). This sort of bre-
viarium, that is, a rationarium imperii, came to constitute an independent genre of bureaucratic
publication (Ando 1993, 421). This can explain the difference between the Breviarium of Fes-
tus and those of Aurelius Victor and Eutropius, despite the claims of Festus’s editors that all
three men wrote in the same genre (Eadie, pp. 10 –20; Arnaud-Lindet, p. V n. 1; cf. Malcovati
1942, 39– 41). For the nonbureaucratic meaning of the word, see Seneca Ep. 39.1. It is in any
event obvious, whatever the truth regarding the regular publication of these documents, that
Tiberius had access to such information and made it available to the Senate: in a.d. 23 he did
so in person (Tacitus Ann. 4.4.2–3).

90. Cf. Hanson 1981, 352–353, on Egyptian evidence for tax reform under Gaius.
91. The assertion that heads the Res gestae: rerum gestarum divi Augusti, quibus orbem terrarum

imperio populi Romani subiecit (EJ p. 2, ll. 1–2)— on which see Nicolet 1991, 15–24.
92. Nicolet 1991, 17.

He twice thought of restoring the res publica; first, immediately after defeating
Antony . . . , and again in the weariness of a long illness, when he went so far
as to summon the magistrates and Senate to his house and submitted an ac-
count of the general condition of the empire [rationarium imperii].

The imperial bureaucracy continued to churn out such documents, if we
can trust the testimony of Suetonius, echoed by Dio, that Gaius published
the accounts of the empire (rationes imperii) that Augustus had been accus-
tomed to publish but whose publication had been interrupted by Tiberius.89

Regarding this possibility we should, however, observe two cautions: first,
that Suetonius may be generalizing the two known instances (i.e., at Augus-
tus 28.1 and 101.4) into an Augustan practice; and second, that both nar-
ratives credit Gaius with publishing information exclusively about public
finance and not, for example, about the disposition of the legions.90

Such a breviarium carried all the more ideological weight under Augus-
tus because it was written by a man who, it was asserted, had “by his deeds
brought the entire world [orbis terrarum] under the empire of the Roman
people.”91 The Res gestae, recited at the same session of the Senate as his will,
detailed in a “factual exposé of great sobriety”92 the conquests, diplomatic
and military, by which Augustus brought the world to the static condition
described and preserved in the breviarium. His advice not to extend the bor-
ders of the empire would only have strengthened the impression that Au-
gustus had bequeathed to the Romans an empire that was of itself complete
and that had reached the natural limits of its territorial expansion. Augus-
tus gave this ideological boast monumental form in the so-called Golden
Milestone: when he was appointed commissioner for roads (curator viarum)
around Rome in 20 b.c., Augustus set up a milestone at the top of the Forum,
near the Temple of Saturn, which marked the starting point of all the roads
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93. For the location of the milliarium aureum, see Pliny Nat. 3.66, Suetonius Otho 6.2, and
Tacitus Hist. 1.27.2. For its connection with the roads of Italy, see Plutarch Galba 24.4. For its
placement by Augustus see Dio 54.8.4.

94. Eck 1979, 25–79.
95. Nicolet 1991, 181–183, and idem 1994, and Isaac 1996. On Tacitus see Koestermann

on Ann. 4.5.1, though why commentators presume that Tacitus here repeats the breviarium of
Augustus and not the survey recited by Tiberius and presumably recorded in the acta senatus,
I do not know. (See Ann. 4.4.2–3.)

96. ILS 2288. As Dessau notes, the text was emended under Marcus and Severus to include
legions formed under those emperors.

97. Zanker 1988.
98. Suetonius Augustus 31: Augustus assumed control over res divinae, the calendar, revived

ancient rites; proximum a dis immortalibus he celebrated earlier duces, qui imperium p. R. ex mi-
nimo maximum reddidissent. On these topics see Frier 1979, Bowersock 1990, Y. Thomas 1996,
Wallace-Hadrill 1997.

in Italy and, by extension, the empire.93 He then established a series of im-
perial appointments to oversee the maintenance of old roads and the build-
ing of new ones.94 Augustus’s breviarium and its successors, and the impulse
that they both expressed and fulfilled—to describe, to render knowable,
and therefore to circumscribe, the empire as a whole—had a profound ef-
fect on later historiography: their influence has been detected on Strabo,
Velleius, Josephus, Pliny the Elder, Tacitus, Appian, Dio, and Eusebius.95 It
must also lie behind the structure of the Breviarium of Festus and the Expo-
sitio totius mundi et gentium; a similar bureaucratic mind-set clearly designed
the Notitia dignitatum. Such efforts to represent the empire’s forces and ex-
tent perhaps achieved their most public form in an Antonine monument at
Rome which listed all the empire’s legions by name, in geographical order,
starting with Britain and running clockwise around the Mediterranean.96

We would be grievously shortsighted if we privileged texts, and especially
texts addressed from principes to subjects, as unique carriers of ideological
content in the ancient world. Even on the most generous estimation of an-
cient levels of literacy, Augustus must have exercised considerably wider in-
fluence on popular understanding of contemporary events through his ma-
nipulation of visual media.97 He also exploited or revived existing religious
institutions, or invented new ones, in order to promote a particular vision of
Roman history and Roman religion.98 The Senate’s condemnation of Cor-
nelius Gallus suggests yet another avenue of research, namely the willing-
ness of the governing class to secure their status in the new regime by using
their control over some organs of the state to sanction the prevailing order.

THE SENATE AS SOCIUS LABORUM

It is altogether too easy, in an age of democracies, to criticize the subjects of
monarchies as sycophantic, and in that way to misinterpret the economy of
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99. SC de Cn. Pisone patre ll. 162–163: cum scirent salutem imperi nostri in eius domus custodia
posita �m� esse{t}.

100. Tacitus Agr. 42.4 and Dial. 36.2 and 40.2; cf. Baynes 1935, 82.
101. Talbert 1984, 230 –231.
102. See Gibbon chapter 3. The Senate in a.d. 41: see Josephus Ant. Iud. 19.223–273.
103. On the Senate in government under the Principate see Brunt 1984 and Talbert 1984.

flattery that facilitated exchanges between emperor and Senate. Neither
principes nor Senate could rule alone— or so they told each other and the
world. Emperors required the cooperation of the class from which they
themselves had sprung. And, to paraphrase the Senate’s decree regarding
Gnaeus Piso, senators knew that the safety of the empire had been placed
in the guardianship of the House of Augustus.99 Even Tacitus, no lover of au-
tocracy, and no lover of excessive libertas, either, saw that the needs of the
res publica required a measure of obsequium ac modestia.100 It must have been
easy, especially under a good emperor, to believe that loyalty to Rome might
profitably be manifested in loyalty toward the man to whom the populus Ro-
manus had given their sovereignty. Civiles principes and pragmatic senators
understood what each had at stake in their relations. The emperor might
outshine any given senator, but he treated the Senate as an institution with
studied and constitutional deference, and the Senate thanked him with its
imprimatur.

The studious courtesy and deference affected by emperor and Senate
emerges most clearly in their correspondence. Indeed, for its immediate ef-
fects upon the emperor’s relations with the governing class, his correspon-
dence with the Senate constituted an important genre of literary activity in
its own right.101 But we shall see that both parties addressed a far wider au-
dience when they addressed each other. As Gibbon argued, Augustus pro-
moted the Senate’s public prestige to protect his position from men with
mere military distinction. So long as Augustus honored the Senate’s au-
thority, it would take more than mere legionaries to remove him or his fam-
ily from the throne. The Senate, however, knew the frailty of its own posi-
tion— or learned of it in 41: it was better to have an emperor controlling
the armies than to have the soldiers choosing emperors.102

It would be difficult to overestimate the volume of correspondence ex-
changed and business conducted by emperor and Senate.103 Emperors
wrote to the Senate, as they did to the empire at large, about their victories
over their common enemies. But they also wrote to update the Senate on
their activities and to request that particular actions be taken, and it is these
letters that reveal most clearly the solicitous choreography that governed
their exchanges. Augustus, for example, wrote to the Senate from the East
to boast of his success in recovering the standards from Phraates, but also to
keep that body abreast of his arrangements of territorial matters: “These
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104. Dio 54.9.1.
105. Dio 69.3– 4.
106. Millar 1964, 22, cites Dio 77.20, 78.1.4–5, 78.16.2–17.4 and 37.5. See also 72.15.5

from Commodus; 77.18.2, 22.3, and 78.8.3 from Caracalla; and 79.4.4 from Macrinus.
107. Velleius 2.89.3.
108. T. Mommsen 1887, 2.2.914, 3.2.997–999, and 1237–1239.
109. Tacitus Ann. 3.52.2. Compare the debate in 63 on honors voted to governors in

provincial assemblies at Ann. 15.22.1.
110. T. Mommsen 1887, 1238 n. 4, citing Gaius Inst. 1.4. On Gaius see Zulueta 1953 ad

loc., together with Ulpian at Dig. 1.3.9 (Non ambigitur senatum ius facere posse), Pomponius at Dig.
1.2.12 and 43.12.2, and Papinian at Dig. 1.1.7. Cf. Talbert 1984, 432.

111. Pomponius at Dig. 1.2.9.

things happened in the City. Augustus administered the subject territory ac-
cording to the customs of the Romans, but he allowed allied territories to
be governed according to their ancestral fashion. He did not think it proper
to add any land to the former category or to take possession of any of the
latter; rather, he held that they ought to be satisfied with the status quo: all
this he enjoined upon the Senate in writing.” 104 Cassius Dio’s account of the
accession of Hadrian reveals the frequency with which the Senate received
letters from absent principes: his father told him that “the death of Trajan was
concealed for several days, in order that the adoption [of Hadrian] might
be publicized. This was made clear by his letters to the Senate, because these
were signed not by Trajan, but by Plotina, which task she had not previously
performed.”105 Dio’s father clearly expected, and Dio had no reason to
question, that a good emperor would communicate with the Senate several
times a week. Dio also mentioned and often quoted the letters of Caracalla
and Macrinus that were recited in the Senate during his time in Rome.106

The deference of the imperial Senate convinced scholars for years that it
had lost some legislative power in the restoration of the “ancient and hal-
lowed form of the Republic.”107 It is, of course, true that under the Princi-
pate major legislation either originated with, or required the approval of, the
emperor, but even under the Republic a senatus consultum had had merely
advisory authority and, at least in theory, had required the sanction of the
popular assembly to achieve the force of law.108 It should therefore occasion
no surprise that the Senate felt it necessary to consult the emperor before
taking action. When the topic of sumptuary legislation reappeared in a.d.
22, the aediles, unwilling to enforce the law solely on their own authority,
consulted the Senate, and the Senate referred the entire matter to Ti-
berius.109 Nevertheless, the jurists of the Principate were unanimous that
senatus consulta had the force of law.110 Pomponius, for example, explained
that necessity gave the care of the res publica to the Senate because it had be-
come too difficult for the plebs to assemble, and in this way resolutions of
the Senate acquired the force of statutes.111 As a matter of constitutional law
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112. The role of the emperor’s approval: Brunt 1977, 112; cf. Talbert 1984, 433. The force
of imperial utterances: T. Mommsen 1887, 2.2.876 –877, citing Gaius Inst. 1.5 (Constitutio prin-
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this can hardly be correct, though it is pragmatic: mechanisms of the city-
state did not suffice for the new entity that was Rome. Rather, senatus con-
sulta drew their authority from the approval of the emperor: his utterances
automatically had the force of law, and his approval of the text of a resolu-
tion rendered it binding.112 Nothing so well illustrates the Senate’s desire
that its utterances be in harmony with those of the princeps as the circular
argument in the Senatus consultum Velleianum. Faced with edicts by Augustus
and Claudius that seemed to iterate the content of laws already on the
books, the Senate enacted a further senatus consultum, urging that “the Sen-
ate thinks that those who are approached to make a judgment on these mat-
ters will act rightly and appropriately if they make an effort to preserve the
will of the Senate on these matters.”113

The existence of an emperor therefore had the unexpected conse-
quence of raising the constitutional prestige of the Senate by guaranteeing
that its resolutions would pass directly and unchallenged into law. As we have
stressed, a civilis princeps needed the Senate almost as much as it needed
him: from that body came the vast majority of the holders of higher offices,
and its members also constituted a captive audience of the most influential
and wealthy men in their respective communities. Under the right circum-
stances, each party cultivated the other: the emperor, rather than act on his
own initiative, asked for the approval of the Senate before he took action;
and the Senate both gave its consent to his actions and, on special occa-
sions, continued to write and to publish senatus consulta on its own. The ju-
rist Papinian once ended an argument with the rhetorical flourish “Did not
our great emperors so propose and the Senate thus decree?”114 The latter
action was the natural consequence of the former.

The advertisement of consensus accomplished through the observance of
propriety in these matters deserves emphasis all the more because the em-
peror had no constitutional obligation to consult the Senate whatsoever.
What is more, this was true because of powers that the Senate itself granted
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115. We do not possess comparable data for Vespasian’s early days in Rome, but the Acta
fratrum Arvalium makes it clear that Otho was granted consular imperium, tribunician power,
etc., on separate days by separate laws brought before the comitia (Henzen p. XCII–XCIII; 
ILS 241):

41VII kalendas Februarias . . . 44ob comitia consularia imperatoris . . .
46III kalendas Februarias . . . 49ob vota nuncupata pro salute imperatoris . . .
58pridie kalendas Martias. . . . 60 – 61ob comitia tribuniciae potestatis imperatoris . . .
68nonas Martias . . . 70ob comitia sacerdotiorum imperatoris . . .
72VII idus Martias . . . 73ob comitia pontificatus maximi Othonis Augusti . . .

This documentary record contradicts the impression given by Tacitus that Otho received tri-
bunician power, the title Augustus and all honors of the princeps through a single motion (Hist.
1.47.1). There is no need to suppose, given the chronological layers visible in the text, that the
lex de imperio Vespasiani was in any way driven by a new impetus to define the office of emperor,
or that it was designed to create “a legal substitute for the auctoritas” that Vespasian lacked (Last
at CAH XI 408): auctoritas could not be conferred by lex. Note that the author of the Historia
Augusta suggested that the Senate’s conferring all the powers of the Principate upon Alexan-
der Severus in a single day was an innovation (Alex. Sev. 8.1). On such data about leges regiae in
the acta see Scheid 1992.

116. Lex de imperio Vespasiani (ILS 244 � RS 39), ll. 18–20.
117. Thus the conclusion by Brunt to a brilliant argument (1977, 115).
118. Lex de imperio Vespasiani (ILS 244), ll. 3–9.
119. On the interpretation of line 3, facere, “to put forward,” and remittere, “to submit in

writing,” see Talbert 1984, 167 n. 37.
120. For the granting of this power see Dio 53.32.5.

to the emperor, quite independent from the laws, duly passed by the comi-
tia, that granted the emperor his Republican powers and titles.115 The sixth
clause (the so-called discretionary clause) of the lex de imperio Vespasiani had
legalized the autocratic power of the emperor: “And [on the motion of the
Senate the people decree] that whatever [Vespasian] decides will be in ac-
cordance with the advantage of the res publica and with the maiestas of things
divine and human, public and private, he shall have the right and power so
to act and to do.”116 The search for the motivation that might induce the
Senate to subscribe to autocracy has led to some desperate readings of this
text; the best answer probably lies in the Senate’s desire to win the good will
of the de facto monarch “by an unlimited expression of confidence in his
wisdom and benevolence.”117 This clause exposes the lie of the second and
third of the extant clauses:118

[II] And [the Senate decrees] that he shall be permitted to summon the Sen-
ate, to put forward a relatio or to submit one to the Senate in writing,119 and to
make senatorial decrees through referral and a vote, just as permission was
given to the deified Augustus,120 to Tiberius Julius Caesar Augustus, and to
Tiberius Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus; [III] and [the Senate de-
crees] that, when in accordance with his wish or auctoritas or order or com-
mand or in his presence a meeting of the Senate is held, the authority of all
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121. On imperial involvement in the legislative activity of the Senate, see O’Brien-Moore,
RE suppl. VI, s.v. senatus, cols. 766 –800, and Talbert 1984, 163–184.

122. Oliver 1989, no. 192, ll. 12–20 (AÉ 1977, 801; trans. Oliver, modified). This letter
was followed by a Latin extract, now damaged, of Marcus’s oration to the Senate.

123. Under the Republic there were rare occasions on which several matters were raised
in a single relatio (T. Mommsen 1887, 3.2.954–955), but members had the right to demand
that each part of a sententia be subject to a separate vote, as Seneca later recalled (Ep. 21.9). In
the Aes Italicense, the senator says that he will make an exception by not discussing the emperor’s
points in a single sententia (ll. 27–28; Oliver and Palmer 1955, 331). A senator, perhaps the
emperor Claudius, once rebuked the Senate for eschewing its duty to debate the issue at hand
(CPL 236, col. III, ll. 17–22 � BGU II 611 � Smallwood, Gaius no. 367): “For it is extremely
unfitting, Conscript Fathers, to the high dignity of this order that at this meeting one man only,
the consul designate, should make a speech—and that copied exactly from the proposals of
the consuls—while the rest utter one word only, ‘Agreed,’ and then after leaving the House re-

transactions shall be maintained and be observed, just as if that meeting of the
Senate had been called and held in accordance with a law.

If the sixth clause seeks to maintain the fiction that the Senate could write
a law empowering an autocrat and was vested with the authority to choose
him, the second and third clauses promote the fiction that the emperor
ought to act through legislation, and that he ought to bring such legislation
before the Senate, by removing as many parliamentary obstacles to his do-
ing so as possible.121

Of course, like so many fictions, this polite constitutionality worked be-
cause both sides had something at stake in maintaining it. Valuable light is
shed on the lived reality of this mode of interaction in its maturity by the let-
ter of Marcus Aurelius and Commodus to the Milesians in 177:122

Having read your letter concerning the contest, we considered it our duty to
address the sacred Senate in order that it might grant you what you were ask-
ing. It was necessary to address it also concerning several other matters. Since
it did not ratify each of the proposals individually, but a senatus consultum was
passed concerning everything we said that day in common and collectively,
the section of the speech relevant to your request has been attached to this re-
ply for your information.

Marcus had probably been approached by several petitioners, and among
them was the Milesian embassy, requesting a change in the status of the city’s
Didymeia. As a civilis princeps, when in Rome he consulted his partners in
government, the senators, on any such request from a city in a public prov-
ince. Marcus presented all these matters to the Senate in a singlerelatio. (That
is, he made a single motion on all these matters, in but one speech.) Al-
though the emperor’s relatio was in theory subject to discussion, the fact that
the Senate voted on several topics en masse suggests that its role was to dis-
play its gratitude at being consulted by responding with an enthusiastic and
favorable vote.123 In this case Miletus received not only a letter from the em-
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mark ‘There, we’ve given our opinion’” (trans. Charlesworth at CAH X 698). The author of
the two fragmentary speeches on this papyrus was long assumed to be the emperor Claudius.
Millar 1977, 350 n. 59, questioned the identification; Talbert 1984, 499–500, argues cogently
in favor of the traditional answer.

124. Editio princeps, with photographs and excellent commentary, in Herrmann 1975.
125. Herrmann 1975, 163–166; cf. the catalogue of senatus consulta and imperial orations

in Talbert 1984, 438– 458.
126. See, for example, the wording of Ulpian at Dig. 27.9.1.1.
127. Ulpian at Frag. Vat. 195: tunc enim secundum orationem divi Marci, quam in castris prae-

toris recitavit Paulo iterum et Aproniano conss. VIII id. Ian., . . .
128. See von Premerstein, RE s.v. commentarii, cols. 737–741. While it remained custom-

ary to begin each year swearing an oath to honor the deeds of Augustus, Claudius ended the
practice of opening each month by reading select speeches of Augustus and Tiberius: see Dio
60.10.2.

129. Emperors retained the right, even when acting as private individuals, to offer their
opinion at any time in the course of the interrogatio, and they often exercised this right (Tal-
bert 1984, 263 n. 7).

130. See clauses II and III of the lex de imperio Vespasiani, quoted above (at n. 118).

peror but also the relevant extract from his relatio to the Senate, followed,
no doubt, by a record of the Senate’s vote on this matter. Miletus inscribed
all these texts in the languages in which they received them; the text of the
relatio is, alas, now quite damaged.124

It is possible to interpret the existence of this letter as evidence for the
gradual replacement of senatus consulta by imperial orations as the vehicle
of choice for the promulgation of law.125 There is a sense in which the trend
is genuine: the citation by jurists of imperial orationes as such implicitly ac-
knowledged that the Senate would vote in favor of an imperial relatio as a
matter of course.126 Amidst all the juristic citations of imperial orationes,
however, in only one instance does the jurist specifically record that the em-
peror spoke somewhere other than before the Senate, a speech delivered
by Marcus Aurelius in 168 in the camp of the Praetorian Guard on the le-
gal rights of veterans.127 Though this fact confirms what was already known
from other sources, that collections of imperial orations existed apart from
the acta senatus,128 such an interpretation conceals the more obvious read-
ing of the data, that all other imperial orationes either are explicitly described
as having been delivered in the Senate or must be presumed to have been
delivered there, whether by the emperor in person or by another reading
his letter. Although it is possible that some of these orationes were delivered
as sententiae, opinions, during the course of interrogatio, or formal debate fol-
lowing the proposal of a motion,129 it is much more likely that the vast 
majority of attested orationes were delivered as relationes, put forward by the 
emperor in accordance with the powers granted to him by the lex that con-
ferred his imperium, as was the case with the oratio of Marcus Aurelius from
177.130 Marcus presumably could have answered the Milesians by rescript:
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131. Compare the set of texts inscribed at Pergamum, on the establishment of that city’s
Diiphileia Traianeia: first, a fragment of a letter from the proconsul in Greek; second, the text
of a senatus consultum in Latin; third, a heading announcing a quotation from the mandata of
Trajan, in Greek; fourth, the quotation, in Latin; and fifth, a letter from Trajan to the city, in
Greek (CIL III 7086, with valuable commentary by Mommsen � IGRR IV 336 � AJ no. 73).

132. See, for example, theSC de Cn. Pisone patre ll. 172–173 (on which see Eck 1993, 203, or
Eck, Caballos, and Fernández 1996, 270), or Tabula Siarensis (RS 37), frag. B, col. II, ll. 30 –31.

133. See Pliny Ep. 3.4.4. Tacitus plays on the expectation that such approval would nor-
mally carry the day when he denounces the weakness of those consuls who refused to allow a
vote on a sententia of Thrasea Paetus (Ann. 15.22). Compare the remarks of the senator whose
speech is recorded on the Aes Italicense, prior to his formal remarks on the emperor’s oratio:
“Therefore, when your advice is so good and its objects so salutary, what other ‘first opinion’
can there be for me to give than that which all individually feel and express in an acclamation
of the whole group from the bottom of their hearts?” (ll. 21–22; trans. Oliver and Palmer 1955,
341). In general, outbursts in the Senate were quite frequent, and certainly not always favor-
able (Talbert 1984, 267). Pace Sherwin-White 1966 on Pliny Ep. 6.19.3, acclamation is never
recorded as the substitute for a formal vote under the Principate. On acclamations in the Sen-
ate for the emperor, see Hirschfeld 1913, 682–702; A. Alföldi 1934, 82–83; Staehelin 1944;
Baldwin 1981; and Talbert 1984, 297–302.

his insistence in his covering letter that the enclosed text received the ap-
proval of the Senate urges that we reconsider whether the growing pre-
dominance of the imperial oratio necessarily and exclusively came at the ex-
pense of the prestige of the Roman Senate.

We must above all beware of assuming that Marcus addressed a single 
audience when he chose to handle the Milesians’ request in this fashion. 
He first flattered the Senate with his observance of constitutional niceties.
It is not necessary to suppose that the Milesians were greatly interested in
just how Marcus arrived at the answer that he returned to them, but they
cannot have failed to notice that his answer took the form of an address 
to the Senate: the transmission and inscribing of the text in Latin immedi-
ately distinguished it from his cover letter, as did the change, when refer-
ring to the Milesians, from second to third person between the letter and
the extract from the oratio.131 The state of the text allows no certainty on this
question, but it is an easy assumption that the Latin text closed with a record
of the Senate’s vote on the relatio: that was the normal procedure with sena-
tus consulta, and the pleasant fiction of issuing the text of the oratio rather
than a rescript would ring far more hollow if proper protocol were not 
observed.132 It is tempting to imagine that the text recorded not simply 
the fact of a unanimous vote, but also the formal acclamations that an-
nounced popular approval of a sententia and suggested to the president that
he bring the matter to a vote.133 The publication of what was, in essence, an
imperial rescript in the form of a senatorial document therefore adver-
tised to its recipients the consensus with which the leading men of the em-
pire supported their princeps. It had the additional, if accidental, effect of
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134. Cf. Chapter 9 at nn. 210 –212.
135. “The imposing façade of Senatorial support” is Wellesley’s translation from Tacitus

Hist. 1.76.2: longinquae provinciae et quidquid armorum mari dirimitur penes Othonem manebat, non
partium studio, sed erat grande momentum in nomine urbis et praetexto senatus, et occupaverat animos
prior auditus.

136. Dio 56.46.1– 47.1.

bringing to the population at large a vague awareness of the procedures and
formalities of the Roman Senate.134

THE IMPOSING FAÇADE OF SENATORIAL SUPPORT

The wording of the lex de imperio Vespasiani thus takes its place in a continu-
ous exchange of flatteries between emperor and Senate, in which the for-
mer consented to receive the latter’s stamp of approval and so created an
opportunity for that august body to display its loyalty and its power.135 This
economy used a currency of anachronistic legalities that, it is easily argued,
was not recognized and therefore not honored by populations outside the
narrow confines of the ruling elite. The immediate impact of the docu-
ments generated by emperor and Senate lay not in provincials’ appreciation
for their constitutional propriety, but rather in their representation of the
Senate’s consensus: its recognition, couched in its own peculiar idiom, of the
emperor’s charismatic authority. As we have seen, both parties in this econ-
omy stood to gain from the advertisement of their partnership before the
wider audience of their Mediterranean empire. The dissemination of docu-
ments generated by their interaction then placed an obligation on similar
corporate bodies to respond in kind. This promoted the fragmentation of
the population into multiple political and religious collectivities, even as it
reconstituted them through their shared consent to the imperial order.
And, within this larger system, honor accrued to the Senate not simply from
being consulted by the emperor, but also from the leadership it displayed
in declaring its loyalty.

The Senate took advantage of this honor from the foundation of the
Principate, and the mechanics through which it did so emerge with partic-
ular clarity in the documents published after the death of Germanicus in
October of a.d. 19. To appreciate their import we must first understand the
basic features of the process which generated them. For that process the ac-
tions of the Senate after the death of Augustus provide a paradigm. The
Senate met and voted to Augustus and to Livia extravagant honors. Dio 
suggests that these had already been approved by both Tiberius and his
mother; he adds that other men proposed further honors: the Senate sent
a written description of these to Tiberius in order that he might choose
those that he wished to have passed into law.136 In this period senatus con-
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137. On Otho see above in n. 115. Cf. Tabula Siarensis (RS 37), frag. B, col. II, ll. 27–30.
The text of the law subsequently brought before the people is preserved in numerous frag-
ments (RS 38). The same process undoubtedly governed the drafting and publication of hon-
ors for Drusus; the texts generated by that event are attested on a tablet from Ilici, in Spain (EJ
no. 94b). When Augustus claimed that his initial moral legislation was passed per tribuniciam
potestatem, he specified that he himself brought leges before the people (Res gestae 6.2). Under
pressure to reduce the severity of his early measures, Augustus allowed passage of the lex Papia
Poppaea, but on the motion of the consuls (Dio 56.10.3). He either did not want publicly to re-
treat, or he appreciated that the Senate had resented his earlier usurpation of its prerogative.

138. Tabula Siarensis (RS 37), frag. (a), ll. 1–6.
139. Tacitus Ann. 3.17.4; cf. SC de Cn. Pisone patre ll. 4–8.
140. Tacitus Ann. 3.18.1.

sulta, other than those that recorded the decision of the Senate in a trial,
still required a vote of the people to become law: this was true of the leges
that granted imperial powers to Otho and also of the senatus consultum that
is recorded on the Tabula Siarensis.137 As that tablet reveals, the Senatus con-
sultum de honoribus Germanici Caesaris explicitly described its position within
this process:138

[In order to preserve the memory of Germanicus Caesar,] who ought never
have died, [it has pleased the Senate to conduct a debate about the] due hon-
ors of Germanicus Caesar, [. . . and concerning] that matter, on the advice of
Tiberius Caesar Augustus, our princeps, [. . . it has pleased the Senate] that a list
of the opinions [sententiae] expressed in that discussion be made for [Tiberius
Caesar Augustus . . . so that] Tiberius might select, from the honors which the
Senate has urged be passed, those which he and Augusta and Drusus Caesar
and the mother of Germanicus Caesar [. . .] think it would be suitable to
adopt. Concerning this matter the Senate has decreed as follows . . .

The Senatus consultum de Cn. Pisone patre, on the other hand, is the final
document produced by the Senate after extended debate concerning the
punishment of Gnaeus Piso and his adherents. The description of the pro-
ceedings of the Senate in the Annales of Tacitus matches the information
provided by the senatus consultum, and behind it we can detect, once again,
the generation through debate of a list of punishments, the selection from
them by Tiberius, and the production of the final text on which the Senate
then voted.

Tiberius presided at these sessions and brought the relatio that asked the
Senate to consider the punishment appropriate to the defendants: the con-
sul, Aurelius Cotta, gave the first sententia.139 Once various punishments had
been proposed, Tiberius altered or rejected some of them.140 Tacitus clearly
intended his description of Tiberius’s response, with its imperfect subjunc-
tives appropriate to the hortatory nature of senatus consulta, to give some im-
pression of the formal, legalistic language through which each side masked
its deference and its power. The senatus consultum preserved traces of this
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141. Cf. Eck, Caballos, and Fernández 1996, 134–139.
142. SC de Cn. Pisone patre ll. 173–176; cf. Eck 1993, 203, and esp. Eck, Caballos, and Fer-

nández 1996, 272–278.
143. Compare the deeply ironic judgment of Tacitus, writing of false displays of libertas

(Ann. 1.8.4): ea sola species adulandi superat.
144. Rowe 1997, 118, discussing ILS 139 and 140.
145. Inscr. Ital. XIII.3.559–560; cf. Rowe 1997, 70 –71.

process, too.141 Most important, after the formal close of the text with the
record of the number of senators present for the vote, came, first, the an-
nouncement that the senatus consultum was made solely in response to the
relatio of Tiberius Caesar and, second, the subscription, as it were, of Tibe-
rius himself: “I, Tiberius Caesar Augustus, holding tribunician power for the
twenty-second year, wrote with my own hand: I wish this senatus consultum,
which was passed on my relatio on the fourth day before the Ides of Decem-
ber while Cotta and Messalla were consuls, and which was written on thir-
teen tablets by the hand of Aulus, my quaestor, to be recorded in the pub-
lic archives.”142 The Tabula Siarensis and senatus consultum on Gnaeus Piso
thus reveal that the publication of the senatus consultum in addition to the
lex passed by the comitia was redundant and legally unnecessary. It must,
therefore, have been deliberate and had value only as propaganda. The ac-
knowledgment, at the opening of the Tabula Siarensis, that these honors
would be subject to moderation by Tiberius advertised the loyalty and con-
sensus of the Senate in devising these honors as loudly as it did the subse-
quent moderatio and indulgentia of the princeps in refusing to accept the most
extravagant of them.143

Relatively few texts of senatus consulta survive in the provinces, but pro-
portionately fewer still survive in Rome. We do, however, possess substantial
evidence that decrees of the Senate were published and received through-
out the early Principate. The evidence is twofold. First, extant municipal de-
crees sometimes incorporate the wording of the senatus consultum to which
the municipality responds. As G. Rowe points out, the phrase qui ibi iure di-
cundo praerunt (“those who have jurisidiction there [ibi]”), in the midst of the
decree of Pisa proposing honors for the dead Lucius Caesar, must be ex-
cerpted from a senatorial decree. As he notes, a Pisan drafter would have
written “those who have jurisdiction at Pisa,” and he cites that more appro-
priate language from the almost contemporaneous decree of Pisa for Gaius
Caesar.144 What he calls “universalizing ibi” appears in several extant copies
of senatus consulta.

The second source of evidence for the publication of senatus consulta in
the early Principate is the municipal fasti, the calendars of municipalities in
Italy.145 Some preserve rather substantial records of senatorial decrees; the
fasti Amiternini, for example, note the trial and conviction of M. Libo Drusus
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146. The restoration of the Republic: fasti Praenestini for 13 January 27 b.c. Cf. Ovid Fasti
1.587–590.

147. Fasti Verulani: fer. ex s. c. quod eo die aedis [Con]cordiae in foro dedic. est. Compare fasti
Caeretani, fer. ex s. c. q. e. d. ara Pacis Aug. d.; Augustus Res gestae 20.

148. The list of the men “present at the writing” stood in the heading of official copies:
Sherk lists extant copies in Greek translations of Roman documents (RDGE p. 14). For Roman
practice see T. Mommsen 1887, 3.2.1007–1008. The Senate observed this practice as early as
its decree against the Bacchanalia (ILS 18, l. 2). The SC de Cn. Pisone patre preserves the for-
mula in full (ll. 1– 4); compare the senatus consultum of a.d. 19 on the participation of upper-
class Romans in public spectacles (Levick 1983, 98). Local senates all over Italy, Spain, Gaul,
and Africa then imitated both the procedure and the formula: see Sherk, MDRW nos. 2, 4, 9,
15, 20, 21, 26, 27, 29–32, 33–36, 42, 44– 49, 52, 55, 57, 59, and 61. On formal procedures in
the Roman Senate and other corporate bodies, see L. Wenger 1953, 388–395, who generally
excludes from consideration non-Roman religious groups. (E.g., he does not mention the fa-
mous Iobacchoi inscription, SIG 1109.)

149. For extant extracts, see Talbert 1988 and Coudry 1994, 77–81.

on 13 September, a.d. 16. But most of the evidence concerns holidays pre-
scribed by the Senate, and the records themselves display the honor paid by
that body to the emperor of the world. Imperial victories, even the safe re-
turn of the emperor from a journey, occasioned senatorial thanksgiving, as
did the restoration of the Republic.146 But lesser deeds also merited notice.
The fasti Verulani, for example, record that a senatus consultum ordained a
holiday on 16 January in a.d. 10 because the Temple of Concord had been
dedicated on that day. Such records must have arrived with great regularity
under Augustus—the fasti Caeretani record the dedication of the Ara Pacis
by abbreviating almost every word except the name of the altar itself—and
the surviving testimony of the fasti opens a fascinating window on the rather
terse boast of Augustus in his Res gestae that he restored eighty-two temples
in the city of Rome.147 He didn’t need to name the temples in that work;
every resident of Italy may well have had a holiday when the announcement
of a new dedication came to town.

Senatus consulta represent a relatively late stage in the production of leg-
islation: after the debate and vote in the Senate, only one step remained: to
form a committee that would supervise the wording and writing of an offi-
cial copy and the depositing of that copy in the archives.148 As we have seen,
it was entirely understandable that the written text of an imperial oratio
could eventually become an acceptable substitute for a redundant senatus
consultum. Under the circumstances we should emphasize those few pre-
cious pieces of evidence that attest to the independent circulation of ex-
tracts from senatorial debates prior to the formulation of a final senatus con-
sultum.149 Of the three most famous such texts, the first chronologically
preserves extracts from two speeches made before the Senate during the
reign of Claudius: the first speech concerns the age of reciperatores, and the
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150. CPL 236 (Smallwood, Gaius no. 367); cf. Levick 1990, 97.
151. Despite the assertions to the contrary by Talbert 1984, 499, the rebuke to the Senate

for not debating measures more extensively is general in application and need not be taken to
refer to the discussion that preceded it during this meeting: the present infinitives (col. III, 
ll. 20 and 21) certainly suggest this.

152. Mommsen, GS 8.506, regarded the odd paragraph at col. II, ll. 20 –22, as the text of
an interruption by a senator; Dessau (ILS 212, n. 4) left the point without comment, though
he separated this paragraph from the main text by dashes (he also omitted to mark the line
break between conscriptis and quo tendat; cf. CIL XIII 1668). Oliver and Palmer 1955, 323, ac-
cepted Mommsen’s view; contra, see, implicitly, Syme 1958, 318, and Talbert 1984, 265.

153. See above at nn. 123 and 133, and Chapter 4 n. 163.
154. See Marmor Sardianum, frag. 1, col. 1, l. 2, and frag. 1, col. 2, ll. 12–13; cf. Aes Itali-

cense, l. 14, ll. 42– 43, and l. 56. See Oliver and Palmer 1955, 321.

second proposes measures to hasten criminal trials.150 Even though the au-
thor of these speeches cannot be positively identified— Claudius is still the
most likely candidate—it is relatively certain that the second speech is ei-
ther a magistrate’s relatio or the sententia prima.151 Since the speech rebukes
the Senate for its habit of not debating extensively, but rather assenting im-
mediately to the sententia prima, it would make little sense to have circulated
its text after the fashion of the oratio of Marcus Aurelius discussed above,
since to do so would only have advertised the very weakness that Claudius
urged the Senate to overcome. Other speeches by Claudius survive, most
notably one on extending citizenship to select members of peregrine com-
munities in Gaul, and the text of that speech probably came from the acta
senatus (as the two just noted above probably did also), for it has been pro-
posed that the bronze tablets preserve an interjection in the middle of that
speech.152

The senatorial debate on Gallic aristocrats’ expenditures for gladiatorial
displays has drawn our attention before.153 The extant fragments, arising
from different points in the debate, exist on different media from two dif-
ferent provinces: a portion of the imperial oratio is preserved on a marble
slab from Sardis, in Asia, and a large section of the sententia prima by an
unknown senator is preserved on a single bronze tablet from Italica, in 
Baetica. The beginning and the end of the latter speech are lost. The sig-
nificance of the locations where the fragments were found cannot be 
overemphasized: if the issue at hand was of general interest to wealthy citi-
zens throughout the empire, the preserved paragraphs concern themselves
quite specifically with Gaul and, at a single moment, with Italy.154 The min-
utes of this session must therefore have been published to the empire at the
request of the emperor or the Senate; and, given that the extant texts are
preserved on different media, it seems likely that the text was dispatched
from Rome on a perishable medium and inscribed locally.

We owe the preservation of the third major verbatim extract of contem-
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155. Pighi 1965; see Chapter 4 at nn. 136 –137.
156. Relatio XVvirorum ad senatum (Pighi 1965, 142), col. I, ll. 21–22. The name of the

month is missing from the date at col. I, l. 5: the gap of six letters can be filled to provide a date
in March, May, June, or July.

157. Sententia Calpurni Maximi (Pighi 1965, 143–144), col. I, ll. 30 –31, 47– 48.
158. Apro et Maximo coss. for a.d. 207 suggested by ILS 1499, 4778, and 9119.
159. Pighi 1965, 137–139.
160. Talbert 1984, 303–334.
161. On the acta diurna, also known as the acta publica, see Kubitschek, RE s.v. acta, cols.

287–295; Hirschfeld 1913, 682–688; and Riepl 1913, 380 – 410. White 1997 treats the late

porary commentarii to special circumstances. In 203 Septimius Severus, a
man of particular, if peculiar, piety, had begun arrangements for the cele-
bration of the seventh Secular Games.155 Sometime in the summer of 203
Manilius Fuscus, the magister of the college of Quindecimviri sacris faciundis,
read before the Senate the prepared text of a relatio asking that body to
sanction the celebration of the games and the use of public monies to fund
them: it was the task of the senators, amidst the general prosperity of the hu-
man race, to give thanks for present goods and to look after hopes for the
future.156 Calpurnius Maximus, vir consularis and XVvir, gave the sententia
prima, reading from his notepad; to the proposals dealing with the specifics
of the celebration he added the suggestion that a permanent record of
these events be carved in marble, at public expense;157 Calpurnius Maximus
may well have been rewarded for his role in these proceedings with the or-
dinary consulate for 207.158 The surviving text of the commentarium amply
testifies to the passage of his proposal and to the accuracy of the records
available to its compilers, though its inscription undoubtedly came about
because of the special interest of the college and of its most prominent
member, the emperor Septimius Severus. When complete it occupied at
least nine marble slabs, with an average line length of approximately 190
letters and a total of some four hundred lines of text, yielding a text about
five times the length of the Res gestae of Augustus.159 The men who prepared
its text for inscribing worked from documentary sources. It was, as its title,
commentarium, suggests, a dry and detailed record of proceedings, com-
posed by quoting documentary records and original texts: the relatio of
Manilius Fuscus, the sententia prima of Calpurnius Maximus, the edicta of the
XVviri, the epistulae of the emperors to the XVviri, and a long series of
prayers and formulas for religious observances.

The preservation of these three documents suggests that the acta senatus
were both extensive and, at least occasionally, broadly distributed. Cur-
rently available evidence does not permit strong conclusions about their
form or about the mechanisms that existed to distribute them.160 One pos-
sibility immediately suggests itself: they could have been published in the
newspaper.161 The history of the acta diurna is, alas, equally obscure. Sueto-
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nius reported that Julius Caesar instigated regular publication of the acta
senatus during his consulate in 59 b.c. We do not know precisely what form
their publication took, whether they were published in the acta diurna, or
even whether the Senate had stenographers capable of recording proceed-
ings verbatim at this time.162 Nevertheless, Cicero’s frequent references to
the acta confirm that Caesar’s innovation became common practice, at least
for a while:163 “The various speeches made in the Senate are in the abstract
of city news [commentarium rerum urbanarum]. Pick out the worthwhile items
for yourself. You can pass over a lot, such as who was hissed at the games and
the quantity of funerals and other nonsense. Most things in it are of use.” 164

Caesar had, of course, brought his measure as part of a political program,
and it served him by publicizing the opposition of certain senators to popu-
lar legislation. Its novelty, however, lay in its recording and publishing of ver-
bal processes from meetings of the organs of government, and its long-term
effect lay in changing popular attitudes regarding the validity of texts.165

Although Augustus ended the regular publication of the acta senatus, the
acta publica continued to exist, and their bailiwick probably expanded over
time.166 More than a century later Tacitus sneered at the journal and im-
plied that its contents were beneath the notice of a Roman historian. He
may have done so because it served the emperors as a useful tool for self-
advertisement: certainly his immediate comment was directed against re-
porting on Nero’s amphitheater, and Suetonius was able to recover from it
the published, if not the true, place of Caligula’s birth.167 It has also plausi-
bly been suggested that the reports of victorious generals would have been
circulated in some form through this medium.168 We can be certain that
Claudius, for one, took an interest in the journal, for Suetonius saw ex-
amples of the Claudian alphabet “in many books, in the acta diurna, and in
inscriptions on buildings.”169 On the other hand, Tacitus also depicted Cos-
sutianus Capito attempting to incite Nero against Thrasea Paetus by warn-
ing the emperor that reports of the Stoic senator’s “treasonous” behavior
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were distributed “throughout the provinces and throughout the army” by
the diurna populi Romani, which certainly suggests that some information,
however potentially embarrassing to the emperor, was occasionally pub-
lished without being censored.170

Ceasing automatic publication of the acta senatus did, in part, shift atten-
tion toward the imperial house, insofar as emperors could use the acta di-
urna to broadcast news about themselves and the domus divina. Ceasing
publication did not, however, end careful recording of the acta senatus. On
the contrary, as early as the reign of Tiberius there existed an official, ap-
pointed by the emperor, who supervised the recording of senatorial pro-
ceedings, and we have already seen that references to and quotations from
the acta senatus reflect a high degree of diligence and rigor in their compi-
lation.171 Those references and quotations suggest that emperors and Sen-
ate understood the value of publicizing their harmony and solidarity in pur-
suit of just and fair governance of their empire.

Tacitus’s condemnation of the contents of the acta is in any event likely
to have been disingenuous. Pliny certainly believed that Tacitus read the
acta regularly: when writing to Tacitus about his exploits in a trial before 
the Senate, he apologized for supplying information made redundant by
the account of the trial published in the acta publica.172 Pliny explicitly con-
nected the value of the acta to emperor and Senate in his speech of thanks
to Trajan and the Senate on his election to the consulship in a.d. 100:173

But why bother to assemble all these details? As if I could keep in mind or
cover in a speech all that you, Conscript Fathers, have decided to publish in
the acta publica and to inscribe on bronze, lest it pass into oblivion. Previously
it was customary only for the speeches of emperors to be commended to eter-
nity by records of this kind, while our acclamations were restricted by the walls
of the Senate House, for these were such that neither Senate nor princeps
could take pride in them. Today our acclamations go forth to the world and
to posterity both for the good of the state and in the interest of its dignity, first,
so that all the world could be summoned as an active witness to our loyalty;
second, to demonstrate that we venture to judge both good and bad rulers,
and not only after their deaths.

Pliny understood the ideological function of Trajan’s act in the same terms
in which we have interpreted the lex de imperio Vespasiani: Trajan had allowed
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the Senate to believe or to pretend that its recognition of his authority en-
dowed him with legitimacy. The Senate responded with a ritual expression
of its consensus, an acclamation. The publication of the acta senatus therefore
redounded, in manifold ways, to the glory of both parties. Pliny also ac-
knowledged the ease with which bad principes could abuse their control over
the mechanisms of publication: since the behavior of the Senate under bad
rulers was the same as its deportment under civiles principes, even if its mo-
tivations were radically different, Domitian no less than Trajan could have
“allowed” the publication of its acclamations as an advertisement of its
unanimous commitment to his rule.

The prestige of the Senate thus emerged under the Principate consider-
ably enhanced, and it retained that status through the Antonine period.
Gibbon rightly saw the value of the Senate in checking the ambitions of the
military men, but its value to emperors extended far beyond legionary
camps, as the distribution of its texts makes abundantly clear. Augustus and
Tiberius further enhanced the Senate’s prestige by allowing prosecution on
charges of maiestas against those who slandered its members. “In these ways
and also in the acquisition of new functions, judicial, legislative and elec-
toral, the senate became grander to outward view, just when it was losing
that auctoritas by which it had previously exercised a genuine control over
the state in normal conditions.”174 We can, of course, attempt to assess re-
actions to senatorial publications in municipalities around the empire, but
we should also note one extraordinary measure of the Senate’s enhanced
prestige: it was only under the empire that the Greek cities of Asia founded
cults to the Senate, honoring it on civic coins and appointing priests to ad-
minister its worship.175

LOCAL REACTIONS TO EVENTS IN THE LIFE OF THE EMPEROR

The arrival of bulletins from Rome elicited responses from municipal and
provincial institutions at many levels. Many chose to send embassies to
Rome or to the emperor immediately. For example, after the death of Lu-
cius Caesar at Massilia on his way to Spain, on 20 August, a.d. 2, the Senate
at Rome passed a senatus consultum concerning the honors to be bestowed
upon him.176 The colony at Pisa learned of his death very shortly thereafter,
either through the distribution of that decree after the fashion of the Sena-
tus consultum de honoribus Germanici Caesaris and Senatus consultum de Cn.
Pisone patre, or through an immediate announcement in the acta diurna.
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The decurions gathered in the city’s Augusteum and passed a set of honors
for Lucius Caesar on 19 September: it was also decreed that the town should
send an embassy to Augustus to convey its sympathy.177 Pisa had the unfor-
tunate task of responding to another death in the imperial family two years
later, that of Gaius Caesar, who died in Lycia on 21 February.178 That news
reached Pisa on 2 April. Although the colony had no magistrates in office
at that time, it organized an immediate response, lest there be a delay in the
embassy that would convey to Augustus the measures passed at Pisa “through
the consensus of all the orders.”179

But an embassy was only one possible response. Some chose to establish
festivals or simply to hold a celebration whenever fortune smiled on the
imperial house. Under Claudius, as we have seen, Paullus Fabius Persicus, 
as governor of Asia, wrote to the koinon of the province cautioning cities not
to drain their resources by establishing new priesthoods “as often as good
news arrived from Rome.”180 This good news could concern any member of
the imperial house: Sardis established a holiday and sent ambassadors to
congratulate Augustus when Gaius Caesar assumed the toga virilis in 5 b.c.;
Augustus responded with a letter of thanks that survives to this day.181

The domestic crises of the next few years, signaled by the retirement of 
Tiberius and the campaigns of Gaius, aroused a series of complex re-
actions in the East, where cities jostled to back the right candidate for 
the rulership of the world.182 Two and half decades later the future em-
peror Nero reached manhood: the date was recorded by the fasti at Ostia
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and the event duly noted by Tacitus, who probably acquired the informa-
tion from the acta.183 The people of Sardis had probably perused the news-
papers from Rome.

We must remember that we owe our knowledge of these events, and hun-
dreds of others like them, to records that someone or some institution in
the provinces thought worthy of permanent preservation. Yet these texts re-
veal but one facet of these events: not only did the texts continue to ac-
complish their work long after the events in question, but the texts were 
often preserved through contingencies little related to the events they de-
scribe. For example, we can document the embassy from Sardis to Augustus
only because the people of Sardis later chose to honor one Menogenes son
of Isidorus, who happened to serve on that mission.184 Yet regardless of
their decision to honor him, the embassy and even more the festival must
have interrupted the rhythms of civic life in Sardis and focused the atten-
tion of all on their relations with, and on the lives of, their distant Roman
overlords. Nor should we forget that political and religious groups did not
require the wealth or resources of a city to display their consensus to Rome.
One of the sins of Flaccus, we are told, was that he both forbade the Jews to
send an embassy to Gaius on that emperor’s accession, and also deliberately
failed to forward the text of the Jews’ letter, though he had promised to
send it on to Rome.185 The Jews of Alexandria likewise closed their places of
business in sympathetic mourning at the death of Drusilla. Philo’s empha-
sis on that act suggests not only that the Jews acted in immediate response
to news from abroad, but that they sent an embassy or letter to Rome to of-
fer their condolences.186

As the inscribing of the senatorial acta at Italica and Sardis suggests, the
range of information distributed to the empire went far beyond major
events within the domus divina.187 The official version of the downfall of Se-
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janus depicted his conviction at the hands of the Senate as the suppression
of a public enemy who had been plotting a revolution.188 Sejanus was exe-
cuted on 18 October, a.d. 31. Within a year that event had been commemo-
rated around the empire. First, in the town of Interamna, in Umbria, Faus-
tus Titius Liberalis, sevir Augustalis—a priest of the imperial cult—for the
second time, erected at his own expense a dedication “to the eternal Au-
gustan safety and to the public liberty of the Roman people,” “to the genius
of his municipality,” and “to the providence of Tiberius Caesar Augustus,
born for the eternity of the Roman name, upon the removal of that most
pernicious enemy of the Roman people.”189 At Gortyn, in Crete, the pro-
consular governor P. Viriasius Naso erected a monument to the “numen and
foresight of Tiberius Caesar Augustus and the Senate, in memory of that
day which was the fifteenth before the Kalends of November [i.e., 18 Octo-
ber].”190 An inscription from this period in Corinth commemorates one
Callicratea, a priestess for life of “Augustan providence and the public
safety.”191 The colony at Corinth may have been guilty of the zealous and
expensive patriotism that Paullus Fabius Persicus sought to suppress, that of 
establishing a new cult to express consensus in the support of emperor and
empire on the arrival of good news from Rome. And very near this inscrip-
tion was found another, on behalf of the safety of Tiberius, dedicated by 
P. Licinius Atticus Philosebastus, at his own expense: this text uses a rare ab-
breviation, s(ua) p(ecunia) f(aciendum) c(uravit) —but so did that erected by
Faustus Titius Liberalis in Umbria.192 Finally, it is just possible that a dedi-
cation to Olympian Zeus at Gerasa, “for the safety of the Augusti and the
concord of his city” by a certain Zabdion son of Aristomachus, a priest of
Tiberius Caesar, was also inspired by the preservation of Tiberius from the
hostis publicus.193
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The suppression of the Pisonian conspiracy also became the occasion for
empirewide celebrations. Tacitus provides the fullest narrative of these
events, though there can be no doubt that he exploited every opportunity
for pathos and irony in the sordid tale.194 Among other things, Nero sum-
moned the Senate and awarded triumphal honors to Petronius Turpilianus
and Cocceius Nerva: this action presumably required the passage of a sena-
tus consultum, and would in any event have been advertised in the acta pu-
blica.195 He also published an edict for the people containing an official ver-
sion of the events: it included the evidence against, and confessions of, the
condemned.196 Leonidas of Alexandria, a poet resident in Rome from at
least a.d. 64 through a.d. 70, memorialized the celebrations that took place
at Rome: “A hundred ox-killing axes drew blood from the willing necks of
bulls on the altars of Heavenly Zeus.”197 At some point in the year following
the conspiracy Lucius Titinius Glaucus Lucretianus, a priest of Rome and
Augustus with a long career of service in the army and a strong history of
patronage to his chosen home, fulfilled a vow made during the previous
year for the safety of the emperor.198 That vow, undertaken while on service
in the Balearics, he now fulfilled with the dedication of a monument. The
vow had presumably been compelled by the danger posed to the princeps by
the Pisonian conspiracy, news of which reached the emperor’s legate at his
island outpost. It should come as no surprise that this loyal soldier made the
dedication in the year after the suppression of the conspiracy: he no doubt
wanted his clients to form an audience to his piety; and, after all, the Arval
Brethren were still making sacrifices in 66 “because the plots of wicked men
had been detected.”199
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The existence of so many texts responding to specific events constitutes
a powerful body of evidence in its own right. As so often, there is a danger
of overemphasizing the importance of actions taken in response to crises.
Demonstrating the work achieved by gratitude for peace is more laborious
and more rewarding. Throughout the Julio-Claudian period, the mint at
Rome struck bronze coins stamped s(enatus) c(onsulto). The practice
began in 19 b.c., when the Roman mint resumed coining bronze. Why did
this mark appear only on issues in bronze? Did it point to a division between
senatorial control over the minting of bronze and imperial control over is-
sues in precious metals? Perhaps it indicated senatorial endorsement of the
legends on these coins?200 Aase Bay’s argument, that Augustus and the
moneyers introduced a new system of bronze coinage in that year, and that
the mark senatus consulto designated the Senate as the issuing authority
and marked the coins as legal tender, seems correct.201 The coinage thus
conforms to the ideology promoted through the publication of senatus con-
sulta. But it seems unlikely that users of these coins will have distinguished
between type and legend on the one hand, and legitimacy as legal tender
on the other. So, provincials in particular, not familiar with the function of
the sc mark on Republican coinage, will surely have interpreted the mark
on Augustan bronze as indicating the Senate’s approval of the whole coin:
its weight, its purity, its type, and its legend. This simplest of messages, in the
most intelligible medium, then found imitators around the empire, as the
leagues of Asia, Cyprus, and Crete, and innumerable municipalities, con-
firmed their awarding of honors to Augustus on their issues, often using
similar formulas. The koinon of Asia even did so in Latin.202

In its displays of consensus, the Senate thus set an example followed by
corporate bodies and individuals throughout the empire. These publicly
renewed their own commitment to the emperor and sent evidence of that
renewal to the court. In its own way, the continuous stream of embassies be-
tween center and periphery itself reminded provincials of the favorable
conditions for trade and travel that featured so regularly in panegyrics of
Rome and her ruler.203 But cities were not constrained to advertise their
consensus only to the emperor: they could emulate the Senate also in seek-
ing a wider audience. For example, when the city of Mytilene established a
festival in honor of Augustus, it sent out copies of its decree, to be published
on wooden boards or marble tablets, to the most outstanding cities of the
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empire: to the Temple of Augustus dedicated by the koinon of Asia at Per-
gamum, to Actium, Brundisium, Tarraco, Massilia, and Syrian Antioch.204

Given the rarity of the abbreviation employed by Faustus Titius Liberalis
and P. Licinius Atticus Philosebastus in their dedications after the execution
of Sejanus, we should perhaps leave open the possibility that each imitated
a more widely distributed text whose model display of consensus provided a
guide for his own articulation of personal loyalty and gratitude.
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CHAPTER SIX

The Creation of Consensus

Rome invoked and sought consensus through means more disparate than
communicative actions. We turn first to aurum coronarium, a tax that was
more than a tax: rather, this was at heart an irregular levy, a putatively spon-
taneous response to the arrival of good news. The Romans asked provincials
everywhere to rejoice in and give thanks for benefactions anywhere. In do-
ing so, they relied on an ideology of consensus, a belief in the unanimity of
sentiment and aspirations among all members of a given community. The
universalizing tendencies of Roman propaganda thus had their origin in an
ideological belief grounded in the political realities of city-states and not of
empires. We shall then discover how the ideological work accomplished in
times of peace ensured the empire’s ultimate navigation of moments of cri-
sis. Temporary instability on the throne allowed competing claims upon the
loyalty of provincial populations. In narrating such crises, ancient historians
adopted rather than explored, exploited rather than explained, the tropes
of imperial propaganda. Finally, we shall examine briefly the use of accla-
mations to express consensus and, in particular, the slow trend toward re-
cording and publicizing acclamations. Each of these rather different poli-
tical rituals strongly suggests that the Roman government could achieve
consensus, as it defined that concept, only by developing and exploiting so-
phisticated mechanisms for the distribution of information.

AURUM CORONARIUM

All was not voluntary in the practice of diplomacy under the Roman em-
pire, nor was all news joyous. Moments of tragedy, like the death of Gaius
Caesar, no doubt continued to elicit sympathetic reactions from cities both
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large and small. Nevertheless, the primary motivation for such interactions
was the arrival of good news: the succession of an emperor or the adoption
of an heir, a victory over an enemy of the res publica, or the gift of some
benefaction to the citizens of empire. As we have already seen, cities re-
sponded properly by delivering to the imperial court some articulation of
their unanimous thanks. In response to particular types of news, cities could
also send the emperor a gift as a token of their appreciation. The empire
institutionalized this practice as a tax, but its ideology, echoed by the cities
themselves, continued to identify the monies in question as voluntarily given
rather than forcibly exacted: it was, on this reasoning, gold with which to
fashion a crown, and from this ideology it acquired its name, aurum coro-
narium, “gold for crowns.”1 Although we can choose to understand it as a
tax, doing so would obscure the rhetoric with which each side cloaked its
role in this script: the emperor universalized actions whose benefits may
have been purely regional in scope, while provincials thanked him by ac-
cepting the assertion that benefits for some were, in fact, benefits for all.

We must also be clear that the cities of the empire were not required sim-
ply to pay the emperor and then thank him for that privilege. The ideology
and form of the institution specifically provided them with benefits, too. A
late third-century rhetorical handbook drew attention to this in its instruc-
tions for writing a “speech when delivering aurum coronarium”: “After this
again add: ‘Therefore our city crowns you, paying its debt of gratitude for
the benefits we receive every day, and at the same time begging and plead-
ing with you, made confident by your humanity to the whole world, that she
will not fail in anything she seeks.’ Then ask for the decree to be read.” 2

“The decree” is the decree of the city that accompanied the gift of gold.
This manual expected its students to be quite explicit before the emperor:
if cities played their role in the elaborate fiction of disguising the power to
tax, then emperors could be expected to receive favorably any reasonable
request that followed that expression of consensus.

The chance to speak before the emperor could benefit the ambassador
as well as his city:3

After Julian had been proclaimed Augustus embassies came to him from
everywhere, and many gold crowns were brought to him from the provinces.
On that occasion the inhabitants of Ionia had all their requests granted both
large and small, and the Lydians achieved more than they had sought. The
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latters’ envoy was the rhetor Eunapius, and he was so successful with his em-
bassy that, at the emperor’s command, he also spoke on behalf of a con-
tentious lawsuit and won that, too. Moreover, Piso from Clazomenae won
fame for his speech.

The orator who spoke before Constantine on the fifth anniversary of his ac-
cession, on 25 July 311, put this advice into practice: having thanked Con-
stantine for past benefactions, he paused before asking the emperor for fur-
ther relief for his city: “Of your own accord,” he reminded Constantine,
“you deigned to invite us to approach your divinity, of your own accord you
deigned to address us, you were the one to ask us what help we needed.” 4 It
was typical of Julian’s anachronistic sense of imperial deportment that he at-
tempted to take the ideology of the tax literally and therefore advertised
that he had made it voluntary.5

The gift of gold to a king for an anniversary or holiday had a long history
in the East.6 In the Roman Republic, of course, there were no kings, and
therefore no imperial anniversaries or accessions: it seems that Rome’s first
encounters with the practice of giving gold came in its interactions with the
cities of the East. In 187 b.c. Marcus Fulvius Nobilior finally settled the war
in Greece and was presented with a crown of 150 talents, with which he built
a temple of Hercules and the Muses, and in the same year Cn. Manlius
Vulso finished the war with the Gauls in Asia and triumphed, displaying,
among other things, 212 gold crowns.7 Romans therefore associated such
gifts of gold with military victories, and more specifically with the triumph:
a commander was entitled to fashion a crown for his head if he received
such gold as a gift; if he was not awarded a triumph, he could not accept the
gold.8 Though none of these early “gifts” of gold should in any way be con-
sidered totally voluntary, we may nevertheless consider exceptional Caesar’s
acceptance of such crowns from cities in Italy on his return in 47 b.c., which
Dio quite rightly regarded as a sham.9

When Rome finally did acquire a monarch, both Greeks and Romans
understood the rituals that governed his arrival at the rulership of the
world. After the battle of Actium, Augustus—then still called Octavian—
traveled through Asia Minor. At some point in the last four months of 31 b.c.
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he stopped in Ephesus. There he met with ambassadors from Rhosus, a
small city on the coast of Syria. They brought him a crown, the loyalty of
their fellow citizens, and a request to preserve the privileges of their city. Au-
gustus responded with praise for Rhosus, for its ambassadors, and for the
outstanding services to him performed by its citizen Seleucus. The grateful
recipients inscribed this letter on stone. Fergus Millar has written aptly that
Augustus’s “words reflect a relationship which must have been formed at
the same moment with scores, perhaps hundreds, of other Greek cities. . . .
Ephesus had thus been for a moment the political focus of the Graeco-
Roman world, and no one there could have been unaware that power had
just changed hands.”10

We have already seen that the imperial administration sent out notices to
the provinces at the accession of a new princeps.11 The city of Astypalaea du-
tifully responded to the announcement of Hadrian’s accession by sending an
embassy, which returned to Astypalaea with a letter from the emperor: “Im-
perator Caesar Hadrian Augustus, son of the god Trajan Parthicus, grand-
son of the god Nerva, pontifex maximus, holding tribunician power, consul
for the second time, to the magistrates and council and people of Astypa-
laea, greetings: I learned both from your ambassador, Petronius Heraco,
and from your decree how delighted you were with my succession to the an-
cestral office.”12 At his succession Hadrian apparently relieved Italy of the
payment of gold, but only reduced the amount for the provinces.13 Alas,
Astypalaea was unable to assemble even the lesser sum, and sent another
embassy to Hadrian, presumably asking to be excused from any payments at
all; only the top of his response on that occasion has been preserved.14 That
the offering of aurum coronarium had become, in essence, a fixed if irregular
tax is virtually proven by Hadrian’s ability to reduce it by an empirewide mea-
sure, presumably by some fraction of an assessed, known quantity. This was
certainly true by the time of Valentinian and Valens, who confirmed that curi-
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ales must contribute to the aurum coronarium in proportion to their worth.15

Nevertheless, in his description of an embassy to Valentinian at precisely
this moment, Ammianus confirms that the traditional ideology of aurum
coronarium still obtained: the ambassadors, named Severus and Flaccianus,
were charged to bring gold statues of Victory to the emperor and to use the
opportunity of their presentation to complain about the condition of their
province.16 If the monies were a tax, surely the emperor would rather have
received them in coin. The sums involved were vast: Libanius said that such
joy accompanied the announcement of Julian’s elevation that cities sent a
thousand or two thousand staters, and sometimes more.17 Although several
extant receipts for payment of this tax suggest that it was assessed on the ba-
sis of landownership, the rates vary; at the very least we must concede that
the amount assessed per aroura may have been flexible.18 What the extant
receipts do in any event reveal is the existence of an official devoted to the
collection of this tax, the pravktwr stefanikẁn.19

The variety of occasions on which towns sent aurum coronarium to the em-
peror is astounding; it was clearly an important source of revenue.20 Augus-
tus boasted that he received such monies not only in response to his tri-
umphs, but also whenever he was acclaimed imperator.21 The appearance of
a successor in any form was also greeted in this way: Peter Chrysologus,
bishop of Ravenna in the mid-fifth century, explained the journey of the
Magi to his congregation by reference to everyday practice: “Public offerings
are always prepared at the birth of a king.”22 It is perhaps significant that the
author of the Historia Augusta described Antoninus Pius as remitting the au-
rum coronarium offered on the occasion of his adoption, rather than at his
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succession.23 And yet, if gold had been paid on the occasion of someone’s
elevation to the rank of Caesar, more was nevertheless owed if he was sub-
sequently raised to the rank of Augustus. On the occasion of his elevation
to Augustus on 13 March 222, Alexander Severus wrote to the provinces to
announce his remission of aurum coronarium; at the same time, he apolo-
gized that the condition of the treasury forced him to continue in his de-
mand for any such contributions that had not yet been paid in response to
his adoption in June of the previous year.24 The anniversaries of accessions
also became excuses for levying the tax: as urban prefect, Symmachus had
to draft the relatio that accompanied the Senate’s contribution of 1,600
pounds of gold on the tenth anniversary of the accession of Valentinian.25

Similarly, when Constantius II celebrated his vicennalia in Rome in 357, the
Senate at Constantinople sent Themistius to Rome to deliver a speech and
their gift of gold.26 In the system of exchange that governed relations be-
tween city and empire, it is a matter of some irony that Cyrene had to send
a gift of aurum coronarium to Arcadius, and promise a further donation, in
an effort to obtain temporary relief from taxation.27

One feature of this scheme cannot be overemphasized: the monies paid
toward aurum coronarium could become a significant source of revenue only
if the emperor informed the provinces of the benefactions for which they
were to display gratitude. According to a late expression of the reasoning
behind the institution, the illustrious victories of the soldiers, the slaughter
of enemies, and imperial triumphs brought joy to the provincials, and news
of these events “should be disseminated throughout all the world.” 28 An
emperor could receive congratulatory gifts for his accession only once. If he
wished to generate income by this means, he would have to earn it: that is
to say, he had to win battles against the enemies of the state. Under the Re-
public gold had been given by newly conquered peoples to Roman magis-
trates for their displays of clementia, frequently at the drafting of a treaty. The
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imposition of this tax under the Principate implied a different ideology al-
together: the provinces were expected to participate in the joy of the em-
pire as a whole at the military successes of its emperor.29 The evolution of
this institution therefore reflected another stage in the gradual develop-
ment of a definition of the world that divided it between those inside and
outside the Roman empire.30

That this tax indeed operated through the exchange of information for
money is suggested by the complaint of Ammianus that Constantius’s boast-
ing about his victories in laureled letters caused harm to the provinces.31

A decade after Ammianus published his Res gestae, John Chrysostom deliv-
ered a series of homilies on the Gospel of Matthew. As Chrysostom else-
where suggested to his congregation that they ought to listen respectfully to
Scripture as they did to new legislation, so he now again spoke of imperial 
pronouncements:32

We do not offer to the laws of God calm attention equivalent to the silence
that audiences in the theater show to imperial letters. When such letters are
read aloud in that place, consuls and prefects and the Senate and people all
stand upright, listening with calm attention to what is spoken. And if amidst
that profound calm someone should suddenly jump and shout, showing, as it
were, insolence toward the emperor himself, he would suffer a capital pun-
ishment. But in this place, when letters from heaven are read aloud, there is
constant turmoil everywhere. But the One sending these letters is much
greater than the emperor, and his assembly is more august, for it contains not
only men but angels, too. And the triumphs that these letters announce are
much more awe-inspiring than the triumphs announced by letters here on
earth.

Cassius Dio displayed a similar understanding of the institution in his accu-
sation that Caracalla announced fictitious victories in order to rob and im-
poverish all mankind in his demands for aurum coronarium.33 Suetonius,
who was no more fond of Gaius than Dio was of Caracalla, intimated that
everyone knew that the letters which that emperor sent to Rome with great
ceremony advertised false victories in Britain.34 But the fact of the matter was
that no one in the provinces or at Rome was in any position to contradict
the emperor: Dio described the honors voted to Trajan on the reception of
his letters from the East in a.d. 116 —indeed, their arrival is noted in the



182 CONSENSUS AND COMMUNICATION

35. Fasti Ostienses (Smallwood, Nerva no. 23), a.d. 116; Dio 68.29.1–3. Trajan naturally
wrote to bodies other than the Senate: an individual in Epidaurus could date the dedication of
an altar “five years after the victory in Moesia of Nerva Trajan Caesar Augustus Germanicus”
(AÉ 1991, 1450). Elsewhere in Asia Minor, in Sebastopolis, another individual dedicated a
statue of the emperor, adding the new title Dacicus to his emperor’s nomenclature (AÉ 1991,
1479; cf. Mitford 1991, 191).

36. Birley 1988, 89–128, provides a narrative. Rubin 1980, 201–214, analyzes the evolu-
tion of Severus’s titulature. For his movement in these years see Halfmann 1986, 216 –223.
Mattingly’s introduction to BMC V, lx– cxxviii, remains extremely helpful; cf. Soproni 1980,
41– 43.

37. The consecration is described by Dio (74.4) and Herodian (4.2). On the dynastic
claims embodied in consecratio, see Bickerman 1929, 16 –17; idem 1972; and MacCormack
1981, 104–106. For the assumption of the name Pertinax, see SHA Sev. 7.9, and cf. Pert. 15.2
and Herodian 2.10.1. Severan coins advertising the connection to Pertinax: BMC V, Wars of
Succession nos. 1–180 and 215–265; cf. RIC IV.1, pp. 92ff. Severus also tried to placate the
Senate by compelling the passage of a senatus consultum forbidding the execution of a senator
without the consent of the Senate (Herodian 2.14.3; Dio 74.2.1–2; SHA Sev. 7.5).

38. For his use of the name see ILS 414 (Rome) and 415 (Africa Proconsularis). Some dis-
pute whether Severus officially adopted Albinus, but the use of the name and title would have
been jarring without an official act (T. Mommsen 1887, 2.2.1147).

39. Herodian 2.15.3, 5. On the coinage of Albinus, see Mattingly, BMC V, lxxvii–lxxviii,
lxxxv, and lxxxviii–xci.

fasti —and admitted that a long time passed before anyone realized that
Trajan boasted of far more than he had, in fact, achieved.35

To illustrate the workings of this system in its lived reality, we can exam-
ine the documentary evidence for embassies sent to congratulate Septimius
Severus during the first five years of his reign.36 Severus was extraordinarily
active during this time: from Pannonia, where he was acclaimed Augustus
on 9 April 193, he marched on Rome, where he remained from the middle
of June to the middle of July. From the start he had presented himself as the
true heir to Pertinax: he consecrated his predecessor with great pomp and
simultaneously advertised a dynastic link to him on his coins.37 Recognizing
that his claim was in some measure persuasive in proportion to his power to
enforce it, he allied himself with Clodius Albinus, the governor of Britain and
commander of three legions. The latter became Caesar and took Severus’s
nomen, Septimius.38 Severus flattered his vanity and directed the mint at
Rome to strike coins for Albinus, although the legends that appeared on the
latter’s coins are likely to have been more pleasing to Severus than to his
Caesar.39 Severus then rushed east to deal with Pescennius Niger and spent
the winter of 193/194 in Perinthus; in early 194 he marched to Syria,
where, having defeated the forces of Niger, he made preparations for a
campaign against Parthia.

In the course of his war with Niger, Severus had been hailed as imperator
by his army three times, the last such occasion coming in the fall of 194,
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after the battle of Issus.40 The so-called First Parthian War, which began in
the spring of 195, accomplished nothing; presumably it was mainly in-
tended to allow Roman legions that had so recently fought each other to
fight against a common enemy.41 Indeed, there seems to have been little
fighting—Herodian, for one, omits this campaign altogether—but Severus
had to make a show of power against two vassals of Parthia who had sup-
ported Niger, the Arabians and Adiabeni. Some glorified the campaign by
calling it a Parthian war, and Severus allowed his army to exult and to ac-
claim him imperator for the fifth, sixth, and seventh times during this cam-
paign in the summer of 195, and an eighth time by the end of that year.42

He presented himself more humbly before the Senate and worried lest he
seem to glorify a victory in a civil war. When he returned to Rome in 196
the Senate voted him several titles and a triumph, but he refused the tri-
umph.43 Severus, however, did not wait for the Senate’s approval before no-
tifying the provinces about his victories: 44 his name starts to appear with the
titles Arabicus Adiabenicus, or Parthicus Arabicus Parthicus Adiabenicus, in the
summer of 195, a year before his return to Rome, on inscriptions from
Africa, southern Italy, Rome, Cisalpine Gaul and Gallia Narbonensis, the
Danubian provinces, and throughout the East.45
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The spread of this titulature aptly illustrates the dynamics governing re-
lations between an emperor and his various constituencies. Monopoly over
the limited means of rapid communication in that day allowed Severus to
act the civilis princeps before the Senate, which had once assumed control
over the awarding of victory cognomina and which continued to assign that
privilege to itself. At precisely the same time Severus could boast to the
provinces about the same deeds with very different rhetoric: he needed
their gold, and they would give it only to someone with clear and undis-
puted achievements in war. Finally, the immediate presence of his army
constrained Severus to accept his soldiers’ displays of loyalty—that is, their
acclamations—even as both Severus and his army knew full well that such
actions demanded from Severus a corresponding reward for his enthusias-
tic soldiery. This pattern in Severus’s behavior, of distributing information
selectively and modulating his self-presentation, continued to obtain for
the next four years.

His quick success against Niger gave Severus the confidence to break
with Albinus and to name his son Bassianus his official successor. To
strengthen his claim as the only legitimate holder of imperial power,
Severus also announced the adoption of himself and his family into the line
of Marcus Aurelius and the deification of Commodus, and encouraged his
army to declare Albinus an enemy of the state.46 At roughly the same time—
in this case we know the precise date, 14 April 195—Severus honored his
wife, Julia Domna, with the title mater castrorum, a title held previously only
by one woman, Faustina, the wife of Marcus Aurelius.47 Severus probably
also arranged that iconographically his official portrait and those of his fam-
ily should closely resemble those of Marcus Aurelius, Faustina, and Com-
modus.48 None of the legal actions relating to the adoption were consti-
tutionally possible without the authorization of the Senate, and it is just
possible that Severus chose to keep the Senate in the dark about his self-
adoption for the time being. Certainly Cassius Dio, who was in Rome at this
time, seems to have thought that Severus informed the Senate about his
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wishes for the first time only after the defeat of Albinus in 197.49 Severus
clearly informed his partisans and those under his control elsewhere: four
inscriptions survive from different parts of the empire, all reflecting devel-
opments in Severus’s self-presentation within 195. The earliest originates
with the First Cohort of the Syrians, which was stationed at this time at Ul-
cisia Castra, located halfway along the road between Aquincum and Cirpi in
Lower Pannonia, next to Severus’s old province.50 The precise impulse that
occasioned the inscription is unknown—perhaps the happy coincidence of
a Severan victory on the twentieth anniversary of the creation of the co-
hort—but its text is clear: “To Imperator Caesar Lucius Septimius Severus
Pertinax Augustus, pater patriae, Arabicus Adiabenicus, imperator for the fifth
time, consul for the second time, holding the tribunician power for the sec-
ond year, pontifex maximus, and Marcus Aurelius Antoninus Caesar, the
First Cohort of the Syrians, the Aurelian Antonine, makes this dedication,
when Piso and Julianus are consuls.”51 The reference to Severus’s fifth ac-
clamation as imperator proves that Severus dispatched news to the army 
in Pannonia of his latest victory while still in the middle of the summer’s
campaign. The application of Antonine nomenclature to Caracalla alone
merely suggests that the carver put as much on the stone as possible and
that the document was of local origin, even if written in reaction to news
sent from the imperial court.52 Finally, the use of similar victory cognomina,
again in conjunction with Severus’s fifth acclamation, but without any ref-
erence to his self-adoption or to Caracalla, in an inscription from Umbria
strengthens the possibility that Severus deliberately tailored his news bul-
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letins for particular audiences around the empire.53 The Umbrian inscrip-
tion, a public dedication, was very likely erected to commemorate the ar-
rival of a victory bulletin from the war against Parthia.

Severus no doubt published another announcement after his next accla-
mation. The reception of that announcement is reflected in an inscription
dedicated by the town magistrates of Castellum, between Tipasa and Cae-
sarea in Mauretania Caesarensis. It is the earliest extant text to record what
would become the common refrain of all those allying themselves with the
Antonine monarchy:54

To Imperator Caesar, son of the divine Marcus Antoninus Pius Sarmaticus Ger-
manicus, brother of the divine Commodus, grandson of the divine Antoninus
Pius, great-grandson of the divine Hadrian, descendant of the divine Trajan
Parthicus, descendant of the divine Nerva, Lucius Septimius Severus Pius Per-
tinax Augustus, Arabicus Adiabenicus, pontifex maximus, holding the  power
for the third time, imperator for the sixth time, consul for the second time, 
proconsul, pater patriae, the bravest . . . unconquered general. Dedicated by 
C. Julius Januarius and L. Cassius Augustinus, magistri quinquennales.55

The nomenclature advertises Severus’s fictive connection to the Antonine
house, and the sixth acclamation as imperator points to a time later than the
text from Ulcisia Castra. The text is quite lavish—abbreviations are kept to
a minimum. Why then is Caracalla not mentioned? First, the inscription
from Ulcisia Castra probably misrepresented the situation: Caracalla, only
seven years old in 195, undoubtedly did not yet have a true share in his fa-
ther’s power. Rather, Severus had simply marked him out as his designated
successor: the name Caesar, which Caracalla acquired at this time, therefore
had no more and no less significance than the title imperator destinatus,
which was attached to his name in some inscriptions until at least 197.56 Sec-
ond, even if Caracalla had been mentioned in the announcement that Janu-
arius and Augustinus commemorated, they may not have known what his
titulature signified. After all, Commodus had been the last child of an em-
peror to rule jointly with his father, and even he had not appeared at the
head of an epistle until proclaimed Augustus in 177, when he was sixteen
years old.57

It is, however, by no means clear that Severus attempted to claim that
Caracalla was ruling jointly with him at this time before every audience. A
fragmentary inscription from Prymnessus, in Phrygia in the province of
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Asia, preserves the beginning of a letter from Severus to the town. Though
only the beginnings of the lines are preserved, it is clear that the text dates
from the second half of 195: Severus’s connections to the Antonine house
are specified, but he is still listed as consul for the second time. Most im-
portant, there is no space at all for any mention of Caracalla at the head of
the letter.58 Similarly, when Julius Pacatianus, the man installed by Severus
as the first governor of Osrhoëne following the annexation of that territory
in late summer of 195, surveyed the border between Osrhoëne and the
kingdom of Abgar of Emesa, he cited the authority of Severus alone.59

The fragmentary state of Severus’s letter to Prymnessus does not allow
any clarity regarding its purpose. However, the likelihood that Severus was
responding to an embassy sent by Prymnessus in response to some an-
nouncement about his victories and about the new status of Caracalla is
greatly increased by the existence of a complete letter from Severus later in
the same year, addressed to the city of Aezani, approximately a hundred
kilometers from Prymnessus. In it Severus advertised his eighth acclama-
tion as imperator, placing his response sometime after the fall of Byzantium
in late 195, but before 10 December of that year. He thanked Aezani for its
embassy:60

The pleasure that you take in my success, and in the rise of my son Marcus Au-
relius Antoninus with good fortune to the hopes of the empire and to a posi-
tion alongside his father, I have seen most clearly in your decree. I am in ad-
dition pleased that you have conducted a public celebration and sacrificed
thanks-offerings to the gods, since your city is famous and has long been use-
ful to the Roman empire. Because I saw that a Victory had come to be a wit-
ness to my success, along with your decree, I have sent this letter to you to be
placed among your local gods.

The Victory to which Severus refers is almost undoubtedly a golden statue
of the sort that Tripolis, in the account provided by Ammianus, sent to 
Valentinian as its contribution of aurum coronarium on the occasion of his 
accession.61 Though the Aezanitae had clearly been informed about the
change in Caracalla’s status and mentioned that change in their decree,
Severus alone responded, indicating once again that Caracalla did not yet
actively participate in the exercise of power.62

Severus waited to leave the East until he had certain news of the fall of
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Byzantium.63 During this year the news of his self-adoption into the Anto-
nine house spread further around the empire: awareness of the consecra-
tion of Commodus is abundantly attested in inscriptions during this year.64

Though coins from the mint at Rome prove that Severus stopped in Rome
in the winter of 196/197 before proceeding against Albinus in Gaul, that
visit has left no trace in our literary sources. The history of Cassius Dio,
whose narrative would no doubt have revealed much, is preserved only in
fragments for this period, and both Herodian and the Historia Augusta de-
pict Severus proceeding directly from the East to Gaul.65 It is significant, in
light of what was said before about Severus tailoring his self-presentation to
conform to those constitutional niceties that would flatter the Roman Sen-
ate, that on the dedication to Nerva that Severus made in the fall of 196 at
Rome he did not use nomenclature that claimed Antonine ancestry, so
abundantly attested in other parts of the empire at this time: he called
Nerva his “forefather,” atavus, a term that staked a much less direct claim to
ancestry than the official abnepos, “descendant,” and he designated himself
merely L. Septimius Severus Pius Pertinax Augustus.66 The legislation for
196 preserved in the Code of Justinian that purportedly issues from “Se-
verus and Antoninus, Augusti,” can hardly be correct: Severus promoted
Caracalla on the same day when he took the title Parthicus Maximus, which
was, not coincidentally, Trajan’s dies imperii.67

The situation had clearly changed once again in Severus’s favor follow-
ing the defeat of Albinus. Severus sent the head of Albinus to Rome to be
displayed on a pole, along with a letter intimating the punishment of the
friends of Albinus that was to come. It may be that he first informed the Sen-
ate officially of his adoption and his desires for Caracalla in this letter.68 The
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Senate, no doubt hoping to appease him prior to his return to the imperial
city, sent an embassy both to him and to Antoninus Caesar, imperator desti-
natus.69 The creation of a title for Caracalla, that of official successor to the
throne, would be insulting if Caracalla already shared in the imperial power.
Having declared Albinus an enemy of the state, if unconstitutionally,70

Severus allowed his soldiers to rejoice in their victorious Gallic campaign.71

The authority of Severus and the new position of Caracalla are firmly at-
tested in a dedication from Lugdunum, the site of Albinus’s final defeat on
19 February: on 4 May 197 a group of local priests and priestesses in the im-
perial cult vowed a taurobolium for the health and safety of Imperator L. Sep-
timius Severus Pius Pertinax Augustus, M. Aurelius Antoninus imperator des-
tinatus, Julia Augusta mater castrorum, and the whole domus divina, and for
the condition of their colony.72

Finally, chance has preserved three further documents written in the
context of Severus’s Second Parthian War, in the latter half of 197 and last-
ing through early 198. Sometime in the late fall of 197 Severus was ac-
claimed imperator for the tenth time, probably following the fall of Cte-
siphon.73 News of this event then circulated. Severus subsequently chose to
celebrate his victories in the East in grander style on the anniversary of the
dies imperii of Trajan, the last man to conquer the Parthian empire. On 
28 January, therefore, he was acclaimed again, and, in what was no doubt a
splendid ceremony, he elevated Caracalla to Augustus and his younger son,
Geta, to the rank of Caesar. In response to the initial message regarding
Severus’s tenth acclamation, the city of Aphrodisias in Caria issued a decree
and dispatched an embassy to deliver it. The ability of such embassies—like
that from Alexandria which reached Augustus in Gaul—to find the em-
peror in itself suggests something of the frequency and content of his dis-
patches to them. The Aphrodisian embassy reached Severus after the ele-
vation of Caracalla, for the answer to it was issued jointly by Severus and
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Caracalla, but it makes reference only to the joy of Aphrodisias at Severus’s
success against the barbarians.74 The ceremony on 28 January 198 must
have been widely publicized: Aphrodisias, either in response to news of that
event, or because the earlier response from the Augusti revealed Caracalla’s
new status, wrote another decree and sent another embassy. This time the
city specifically acknowledged the promotion of Caracalla, and it was he
who ostensibly authored the reply: it was most fitting, he wrote, for a city
that had already celebrated the victory over the barbarians, and the estab-
lishment of universal peace, now to congratulate him on his promotion.75

An embassy in response to the ceremony of 28 January also reached
Severus from Nicopolis ad Istrum, in Moesia Inferior. That embassy
thanked him for all his recent benefactions, to which Severus responded:76

We see your good will toward us most clearly from your decree, for thus have
you shown yourselves to be loyal and pious and anxious to better yourselves in
our judgment, by rejoicing in the present conditions and by celebrating a
public festival at the good news of our benefactions: an all-embracing peace
existing for all mankind, created through the defeat of those barbarians who
always harass the empire, and the joining of ourselves in this just partnership,
because we have a Caesar who is from our house and legitimate. Therefore we
have read your decree with appropriate respect and have accepted your con-
tribution of 700,000 [denarii] as from loyal men.

The importance of Severus’s claim to have established peace “for all man-
kind” will be discussed in chapter 8.77 The more general importance of
these Severan texts lies in their illustration of the continuing dialogue be-
tween emperor and provincials over his good deeds on their behalf and
their corresponding displays of gratitude. More particularly, local govern-
ments had to respond to announcements with a decree that acknowledged
a specific event, be it an anniversary or victory. Participants in those munici-
pal councils cannot have failed to notice that the titulature at the head of any
news bulletin evolved to reflect and record significant moments in the reign.
This experience prepared the way for individuals to interpret the legends
on coins and the ubiquitous milestones that they encountered in daily life.

THE SLOW JOURNEY OF EUTHERIUS

Modern histories of the empire frequently suggest that contests for the
throne were waged and won on the field of battle, in the Senate, or in the
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streets of Rome. Their authors have succumbed to the rhetoric of an earlier
age, which depicted legitimate emperors sweeping through the provinces,
city by city, to the universal joy and unanimous acclamation of the local pop-
ulations. A considerable disjunction separates this picture from the realities
of transportation technology in the ancient world. These conventional nar-
ratives existed precisely because would-be emperors required the support
of provincial populations. Such men therefore advertised the displays of
consensus that greeted them wherever they went, and contemporary rhetors
and historians, whose thought-world drew a necessary connection between
legitimacy and the consensual commitment of the populace, iterated the
content of imperial propaganda. The conceptual links in this chain—suc-
cess in claiming the throne, the consensus of the ruled, speedy progress
through the empire—reinforced each other and forever shaped the histo-
riographical tradition.

If historians and orators believed— or, at least, claimed—that emperors
could move rapidly wheresoever they willed, the viri militares knew better. It
was possible to move rapidly through the provinces, but only, as we shall see,
for those who had carefully solicited the favor of the local populations well
in advance. For if an emperor and his entourage—to say nothing of one
accompanied by several legions—placed a heavy burden on the regions
through which they passed, the converse is also true: in the face of con-
certed local resistance, travel in the ancient world was nearly impossible.
When the rulership of the world hung in the balance, the volume of pro-
paganda in the ancient world reached a crescendo. Such moments there-
fore offer an opportunity to examine in detail the creation of consensus, as
well as the forms of its subsequent depiction.

Imperial epistles could take many different forms, depending in part on
their audience. We have already seen that emperors used different means
to address the Senate and the urban population at Rome.78 They could also
distribute leaflets to those not present to hear their words: thus Macrinus
distributed pamphlets to soldiers in the East, arrogating to himself author-
ity that required the sanction of the Senate— or so Cassius Dio claimed.79

When the Senate demanded to know their contents, Macrinus forwarded
some material, but the full extent of the discrepancy between his reports to
the Senate and his actual activities became clear only after the ascendance
of Elagabalus.80 Macrinus’s crime, however, lay in his deception, not merely



192 CONSENSUS AND COMMUNICATION

81. See Chalon 1964, 95–100. Alexander’s career is summarized at PIR 2 I 139.
82. Text in Chalon 1964, 27, ll. 7–10.
83. For texts from the reigns of Otho and Vitellius see Bureth 1964, 36 –37, but cf. Han-

son 1982, publishing a roll of tax receipts collected under Nero, then Galba, then Vespasian.
84. Josephus Bell. Iud. 4.601–604.
85. Suetonius Vespasian 6.2–3.

in the act of distributing the leaflets. Indeed, ancient historians often em-
phasized the importance of utilizing all avenues and opportunities for com-
munication, and this was never more true than in an attempt on the throne.

For the aspiring emperor plotting an attempt on the throne, the prefect
of Egypt constituted in many respects an audience unto himself. That
official could, by ending grain shipments to Rome, precipitate a crisis in the
capital, although he could not control the direction in which the popula-
tion of that city cast the blame. In a.d. 66 Tiberius Julius Alexander entered
the prefecture after two decades of service under Claudius and Nero. Alex-
ander’s actions over the next few years emerge from scattered sources that
do not always yield an intelligible narrative. There can, however, be no mis-
taking his importance to the men who sought the throne between the sum-
mer of 68 and the winter of 69. On 6 July 68, Alexander issued a long edict
touching on many administrative and legal issues. The preface to that edict
delicately skirted around the recent accession of a new emperor, framing it
as a moment of religious renewal.81 It also acknowledged that stability in
Egypt was necessary to ensure grain for Rome:82

In order that you may more confidently hope for everything from our bene-
factor, Augustus Imperator Galba, who lights for us the path to the salvation
of the human race—everything both for your salvation and for your plea-
sure—and in order that you may know that I have taken thought for matters
relevant to your aid, I have responded with urgency concerning each of your
requests, insofar as it lies within my power to judge and to act. Greater mat-
ters, requiring the power and majesty of the emperor, I will explain to him in
all honesty, as the gods have preserved the safety of the entire world for this
most sacred moment.

Although no text from Alexander’s pen survives from the reigns of Otho
and Vitellius, their titles are used in official dating formulas, suggesting very
strongly that Alexander did not publicly act against the trend established in
Rome as late as May of 69, when the armies of the empire most likely swore
their last oath to Vitellius.83 Vespasian, too, depicted himself as reluctant to
break his oath to Vitellius and, therefore, as forced, in the end at sword-
point, to accept his proclamation as imperator.84 Suetonius also followed that
tradition, identifying Vespasian as the choice first of the armies of Moesia,
then of Alexander and his legions—III Cyrenaïca and XXII Deiotariana—
in Egypt on 1 July 69, and finally of Vespasian’s own legions four days later.85
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Vespasian advertised widely the independence of judgment exercised by
Alexander and his legions and assumed 1 July as his dies imperii; he subse-
quently traveled to Egypt to celebrate that province’s loyalty.86 Is that spon-
taneity credible? Tacitus thought not: he depicted Vespasian, Gaius Licinius
Mucianus (the governor of Syria), and Alexander as allies already at the
time Vespasian last (hypocritically) administered to his troops the oath of
loyalty to Vitellius, in the spring of 69.87 Vespasian thus must have begun
courting the neighboring governor—Mucianus—and the prefect of Egypt
long before their supposedly spontaneous demonstrations in his favor.88

Herodian’s narrative of the war between Septimius Severus and Pescen-
nius Niger in the last decade of the second century brings to the fore all the
conventions of imperial rhetoric to and regarding provincial populations.
Herodian drew a stark contrast between the two men: the former was all en-
ergy and activity; the latter, weakened by luxury and sloth. Herodian distin-
guished the two men in the first instance in the extent and effectiveness of
their campaigns to win the allegiance of local populations, as well as of the
officers and soldiers of nearby legions. For instance, once Niger had in-
formed his commanders and tribunes of his decision to try for the throne,
he then relied on rumor to bring this information to the attention of the
rest of the East.89 The initial reaction to his acclamation both locally and in
Rome was favorable,90 but this sloth cost him dearly. Niger should have de-
parted immediately for Rome, argued Herodian. On his way to the capital
he could have visited the Illyrian armies and been the first to cultivate their
allegiance: “Instead he gave them no news of events and hoped that, if ever
they did find out, the soldiers on that frontier would be in agreement with
the wishes of the Romans and the sentiments of the armies of the East.”91

With the behavior of Niger we may compare that of Septimius Severus:
having induced his troops to proclaim him emperor, he sent out messages
to the neighboring provinces and to the governors in the north: “Having
paid court by correspondence to all the members of the Illyrian provinces
and their governors, Severus won them over to his side.” 92 Recognizing the
necessity of flattering the Senate, Severus traveled first to Rome, where he
cemented his authority over the western provinces by attaching himself to
the family of his predecessor, making concessions to the Senate, and allying
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himself to the governor of Britain, Clodius Albinus. When Severus finally
marched east to deal with Niger, Herodian describes a paradoxical journey
through the Danubian provinces: Severus and his army moved with extraor-
dinary speed, and yet stopped at every city, where he was warmly received
and panegyrics were delivered.93

It is, of course, possible that Herodian’s narrative does not accurately de-
scribe the activities of these two men in every detail, but that possibility need
not trouble us here. For Herodian has in any event revealed a pair of inter-
dependent presumptions about political life in the empire: first, that the
successful claimant for the throne is he who best exploits the opportunities
available to him for communicating with his different audiences—the army,
the Senate, and the populations of Rome and of the provinces—and, sec-
ond, that the legitimacy of that claimant manifests itself in his ability to
move swiftly and unannounced through the provinces, while nevertheless
receiving the adulation of his subjects.

The realities of marching several thousand men across the empire were,
needless to say, far different from the narratives of historians and pane-
gyrists. Scattered references in literary sources testify to the disturbance
caused by imperial journeys even in times of peace.94 For example, when de-
scribing Tiberius’s oft-announced plans to tour the provinces, Suetonius
noted that these announcements caused cities along his intended route to
collect vehicles and supplies in preparation.95 Philo complained in similar
terms about the crowds and burdens that would accompany Gaius on his visit
to Egypt: in addition to the emperor and his entourage, cities would have to
feed and house both his soldiers and the sycophants from surrounding
communities who would come to seek an audience.96 An abundance of doc-
umentary papyri attests the preparations for imperial visits to Egypt, in-
cluding a vast number of contracts with individuals to supply every conceiv-
able foodstuff: barley and wheat, dates, suckling pigs and full-grown pigs,
sheep, cattle, and camels, wine, olives, and olive oil. A person contracting to
supply such provisions had to guarantee that he would fulfill the terms of
the contract; one papyrus therefore preserves a contract by which one in-
dividual stood surety for another, who did not have sufficient collateral but
had nevertheless undertaken to supply garum —fish sauce—for an upcom-
ing visit by Caracalla. Such contracts appear as late as two months prior to
the emperor’s arrival, but some precede that event by as long as a year.97
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If we return now to political events, a large and varied body of evidence
for the usurpation of Julian still survives, including historical narratives,
panegyrics, and letters by contemporaries, as well as propagandistic tracts
explicitly penned by the emperor, whose famous letter to the Athenians is
but one of many letters published in the months between his elevation in
Gaul in February 360 and his march against Constantius nine months
later.98 In point of fact, Julian had begun courting public favor as early as his
first successful campaigns in Gaul: he wrote a pamphlet on his victory at
Strasbourg that seems to have circulated throughout the East.99 All these
sources participate in, and may help us to close, the disjunction between
rhetoric and reality in imperial usurpations.

Julian’s campaign of disinformation certainly impressed his contempo-
raries. The ecclesiastical historian Socrates condemned his actions in no
uncertain terms: “Julian neither negotiated with Constantius through am-
bassadors nor honored him as a benefactor;100 he simply did everything as
it seemed best to him. . . . He also slandered Constantius throughout the
cities, by reciting publicly his letters to the barbarians.” 101 This charge, that
Constantius conciliated the barbarians and induced them to attack Julian,
does appear in Julian’s surviving letter to the Athenians.102 Although Am-
mianus Marcellinus suggested that one should believe it only “if you feel
compelled to place trust in rumor alone,” 103 others seem to have consid-
ered the accusation quite plausible: it is iterated, for example, by Claudius
Mamertinus in his gratiarum actio, by Libanius, and by Sozomen.104 Al-
though these authors themselves reveal the influence of Julian’s propa-
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ganda, they do not explicitly connect that propaganda with his ultimate suc-
cess against Constantius. And yet, when they describe Julian’s eventual ad-
vance against his uncle, they would have us believe that he marched from
Augusta Rauraca to Sirmium with such speed that his arrival in each town
was completely unexpected.105 As with Severus marching against Niger, Ju-
lian’s sudden epiphanies did not prevent each city from formally receiving
him and honoring him with panegyrics.106 Could such receptions be truly
spontaneous, or even possible, when the emperor was moving “like a shoot-
ing star or fiery dart?”107

On the contrary, the experience of Maximinus Thrax before the gates of
Aquileia in the civil war of 238 urges that we take seriously the importance
of procuring in advance the cooperation of local populations before lead-
ing an army through a province. Herodian once again provides our main
narrative. Maximinus departed Sirmium for Italy with such haste, we are
told, that his march was actually slower because of the lack of customary 
advance notice regarding the collection of supplies.108 He encountered
difficulty as soon as he reached Italy: the population of Emona had aban-
doned their city, and Maximinus’s army went hungry.109 Aquileia therefore
assumed even greater importance for the provisioning of his army, but its
population closed their gates against him.110 Maximinus was then unwilling,
or perhaps unable, to advance through hostile country—from which he
could glean few if any supplies—while leaving a large, prosperous city at his
back. After his besieging army began to starve, the soldiers, upset with their
conditions, eventually murdered their commander and reconciled with
Gordian and the Senate at Rome.111

If we accept the necessity of preparing the provinces for the passage of
an emperor and his army, and if we believe that Julian did, in fact, speed
from Gaul to Constantinople “like a fiery dart,” then we must identify the
moment when Julian published his charges against Constantius and, there-
fore, the means by which he prepared such a favorable reception for him-
self in the Illyrian provinces. The answer, I believe, lies in the letters from
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tried at Chalcedon (Ammianus 22.3.5). It is frequently and plausibly maintained, on the basis
of 16.7.5, that Eutherius was an important source for Ammianus. Cf. Thompson 1947, 20; Sab-
bah 1978, 228–230.

116. Ammianus 20.9.1 (trans. Rolfe, modified).

Julian to Constantius, both public and private, and in the slow journey of
Eutherius.

In the winter of 360/361, after his elevation to the rank of Augustus, Ju-
lian wrote a letter to Constantius urging that Constantius reconcile himself
to Julian’s new rank; Ammianus claims to reproduce the gist of this docu-
ment.112 Ammianus also claims that Julian simultaneously wrote Constan-
tius an accusatory and insulting letter. That letter, Ammianus writes, was
private, and he argues that it would not be appropriate to reveal its con-
tents, even if he knew them.113 It has been suggested that Ammianus has
confused two separate incidents: on this theory, the second letter was sent
after the first, more polite letter failed to achieve its goal.114 This is possible
but, as we shall see, unnecessary. Julian ordered two men to convey the let-
ters to Constantius: Pentadius, his magister officiorum, who was actually a par-
tisan of Constantius, and Eutherius, at that time Julian’s praepositus cubiculi
and trusted advisor.115 Ammianus has described their journey in some de-
tail: “The envoys followed with no less diligence, bearing with them the
messages that I have mentioned and intent upon their journey; when, how-
ever, they fell in with higher officials, they were covertly detained. Having
suffered long and aggravating delays throughout Italy and Illyricum, they
finally crossed the Bosporus and, proceeding by slow stages, they found
Constantius still tarrying at Cappadocian Caesarea.”116 It seems implausible
that iudices celsiores could have detained high-ranking envoys bearing mes-
sages between the emperors in the midst of a crisis of such magnitude: af-
ter all, even according to Ammianus, the envoys continued to move in “slow
stages” after they crossed the Bosporus. Ammianus has merely heard and re-
lated the explanation that the envoys offered to Constantius. In reality they
were, I suggest, deliberately stopping at each major city on their route, in
order to read aloud the letters of Julian to Constantius and, presumably, the
letters purported to have passed between Constantius and the barbarians.

The journey of Eutherius thus interpreted appears consistent with Ju-
lian’s other efforts to organize opinion and orchestrate his reception during
his march to Constantius and the East. Fearing lest his advance to civil war
provoke resistance, Julian attempted to impress the Danubian provinces
with a show of power sufficient to imply legitimacy. He divided his forces in
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124. MacCormack 1981, 47.
125. Libanius Or. 18.111; Zosimus 3.10.3.

three, hoping to spur rumors of legions more numerous than those he ac-
tually controlled.117 The plan was successful, and rumors spread: Julian’s vic-
tories in Gaul implied the magnitude of his army and his own suitability for
the throne.118 Having reached the outskirts of Sirmium, Julian sent soldiers
to conduct into his presence one Lucillianus, the master of the cavalry sta-
tioned in that city.119 Those soldiers must also have instructed the city to
prepare for Julian’s arrival. The next day, “when Julian approached the sub-
urbs, which sprawled far and wide, a throng of soldiers and civilians of every
kind greeted him with many torches and flowers and happy prayers, ac-
claiming him Augustus and Lord, and led him to the palace.” 120

Julian was elated and . . . paused at Sirmium. Why? He had proceeded in
haste and secrecy thus far. He had even avoided cities and camps along the
way.121 If he wished to avoid cities, why stop at Sirmium? But if he could or-
ganize Sirmium and stop there, why not elsewhere? Public receptions were
a hazardous necessity. As much as Julian had worked to influence public
opinion, he could not control it. Sirmium’s reaction could not be taken for
granted: such ceremonials were “a practiced fixedness founded on pure
contingency.”122 The population at Rome had, after all, repudiated Se-
verus’s propaganda against Clodius Albinus, despite two years’ effort to
court that city’s favor.123 Sirmium may have behaved as Julian desired, and
its acclamation will have then displayed the consensus of its populace, its rec-
ognition of Julian’s legitimacy, and thus offered civilian ratification “of the
military election at Paris. . . . Such ratifications were not regarded as mere
ceremonial by-products of political events, but as political events in them-
selves.”124 Other traditions about his reception at Sirmium circulated in
later years: above all that the city had thought it was Constantius approach-
ing, or soldiers of Constantius.125

Whatever the truth of that day—whether Sirmium learned the night be-
fore or only upon Julian’s appearance which emperor would grace their
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127. Ammianus 22.2.5.

city—it was clearly in Julian’s interest to spread rumors of a favorable re-
ception accomplished without deceit. Julian therefore paused to allow the
news of Sirmium’s action to spread—a process he no doubt aided—“be-
cause, following the example of a populous and famous metropolis, he
would be received in other cities, too, as a health-giving star.” 126 In the
event, he was successful. As Sabine MacCormack argues, Julian’s final re-
ception at Constantinople was, for all practical purposes, determined by the
rumors of military success and favorable acclamations that had preceded
that moment: “For it seemed closer to a dream that a man who was still
young, of slender build but famed for great deeds, after the bloodstained
destruction of kings and nations, should pass from city to city with un-
precedented speed; that, moreover, his every arrival increased his wealth
and strength, while he seized all things more easily than rumor flies; and,
finally, that he should have taken up the throne with the assenting nod of
heaven without any loss to the state whatsoever.”127

We can thus create a degree of convergence between the historiographic
convention and the realities of travel in the ancient world. It was possible
for Severus and later for Julian to travel through the provinces with great
speed, but only because each had carefully solicited the favor of all relevant
audiences, from the governors and soldiers whose acclamations provided
the impetus for Severus to the cities and towns through which Julian would
have to move. The successful emperor had, however, to disguise that pro-
cess of solicitation as much as possible. There was no flattery and no power
in adulation if you admitted that you had arranged it three months ahead
of time. It was precisely the apparent spontaneity and unanimity of local ac-
clamations that legitimated the successful claimant to the throne, and so
their panegyrists and biographers loyally wrote.

ACTING OUT CONSENSUS

Surviving evidence forces us to study expressions of consensus largely as mo-
ments in a stylized dialogue between local elites and the central government
or through ideologically charged but elusive allusions within literary texts.
We would be remiss, however, if we deduced from this material either the
conclusion that the government of the empire sought only the approval of
those elites or that consensus existed only as an ideal, to which rulers and
ruled appealed but which could not be concretized through physical utter-
ance or action. As the actions of the people of Sirmium reveal, the ancient
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world did possess a ritual expression of approval by a community, the ac-
clamation (acclamatio):128 the unisonal, rhythmic chanting of religious or
political formulas. It was a common medium for communal expressions of
piety in the East and in Greek religious life,129 and had played a role in the
relations between Hellenistic kings and their armies.130 Under the empire
this particular form of political behavior took on a profoundly greater
significance: an acclamation was by definition an expression of consensus.131

As such, acclamations were the primary vehicle through which the popula-
tion of an entire city could ritually recognize the charisma of a particular
ruler and the legitimacy of his government. In ancient terms, consensus as
expressed through acclamation distinguished the princeps from the tyran-
nus.132 In the words of John Chrysostom: “There are two types of royal
power, the natural and the elected. Examples of natural monarchies are
that of the lion over the beasts and that of the eagle over the birds. But the
rule of the emperor among us is an elective monarchy. For our emperor
does not wield power over slaves by some intrinsic right; therefore, too, em-
perors among us often lose their power.” 133

It may well be that acclamations were uncommon in Roman political life
of the middle Republic precisely because they recognized a charisma that
would have separated their honorand from his peers. Reports of acclama-
tions thus became common in the last generation of the Republic, at pre-
cisely that time when individuals sought to outstrip the traditional strictures
of aristocratic competition.134 It was, not surprisingly, through acclamations
that Caesar and his accomplices sought to legitimize his unique status and
his claim to extraconstitutional leadership. During his unprecedented cel-
ebration of an ovatio during the Feriae Latinae on 26 January 44 b.c., “amidst
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extravagant and unprecedented acclamations of the populace, someone
from the crowd placed on Caesar’s statue a laurel crown tied with a white fil-
let.”135 Roman emperors ever afterwards accepted the consensus of the pop-
ulation as expressed in their acclamations as one measure of their legiti-
macy. What is more, acclamations by the populace could balance and even
suppress the disapproval of the Senate; they were the natural means of ex-
pressing gratitude for the congiaria and frumentationes that the princeps dis-
pensed in his role as protector and patron of the plebs.136 Recognition by
the people as revealed through their acclamations remained indispensable
in the late empire even in the selection of bishops, and for those processes
Christians merely borrowed formulas familiar from imperial ceremonial. At
the election of Ambrose, divine grace ensured that the divergent desires 
of catholics and Arians suddenly converged upon Ambrose, in a gesture of
miraculous and incredible concord.137 The demands made by Rutilius Pu-
dens Crispinus and Tullius Menophilus, the commanders at Aquileia, after
the death of Maximinus illustrate the currency of acclamation as a political
gesture. Those men came before the army of Maximinus bearing statues of
Maximus, Balbinus, and Gordian, crowned with laurel. The generals alone
acclaimed the portraits, turned to the army, and demanded that it recognize
by acclamation the emperors chosen by the Senate and people of Rome.138

Nero’s introduction into Rome of a professional Alexandrian claque no
doubt had an effect on the development of Roman acclamations,139 not
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least in allowing speculation that acclamations could be the work of hired
or otherwise compelled individuals.140 It is altogether typical of the cynicism
of Tacitus that he regarded the cheers at Rome for Otho as neither sponta-
neous nor compelled but rather symptomatic of the decline in self-respect
that the Principate had wrought.141 Whatever the influence of these Alexan-
drians at Rome, acclamation as a form of political behavior exercised its
widest influence over the next few centuries as a Roman, Latin institu-
tion.142 Roman formulas spread because acclamation as a form of expres-
sion within political ritual became—like adoratio143—embedded within the
behaviors used to greet any representative or representation of the em-
peror, including texts authored by his hand.144 This influence appears with
particular clarity in the role played by acclamations in the procedures of
corporate bodies. When Pliny boasted that the acclamations for Trajan in
the Senate had been published in the acta diurna, he wished the Senate to
stand before the world as a paradigm of political loyalty.145 But the Senate’s
behavior undoubtedly influenced not only the spirit but also the form in
which other corporate bodies throughout the Mediterranean world dis-
played their loyalty to king and country. They therefore copied the Senate’s
formulas because they wished to endow their own proceedings with similar
legitimacy. We can observe such imitations in the acts of municipal senates,
but they are most visible in the better-preserved proceedings of church
councils.146
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Although acclamations were, by definition, a momentary vocalization of
communal feeling, an acclamation, like any other oral text, could be writ-
ten down. In its written form, an acclamation became a portable expression
of a community’s loyalty toward its emperor. By the fourth century, inscrib-
ing acclamations had become common practice in the East, particularly in
the empty spaces on milestones.147 By this time acclamations had become
the primary vehicle for the public’s expression of its corporate will. Even 
in the late empire they continued to mediate a dialogue between the em-
peror and the plebs, through which those parties could circumvent or even
discuss intermediary officials.148 For example, late in his reign Constantine
used acclamations to formalize an element of accountability in and popular
supervision over the judicial duties of provincial governors. He ordained
that governors must hold trials with their tribunals surrounded by people
and forbade them to hear civil cases in private. His edict continued: 149

We grant to all the opportunity to praise by public acclamation the most just
and most vigilant judges, so that we might offer them an increased flow of
honor. Unjust evildoers, on the other hand, should be accused by cries of
complaints, so that the strength of our censure might destroy them. For we
shall investigate diligently whether acclamations were spontaneous or poured
forth wantonly by clients. Let the praetorian prefect and the counts who are
stationed throughout the provinces report to our wisdom the acclamations of
our provincials.

By this legislation, acclamations became a tool through which to actualize a
fundamental principle of imperial government, one stressed almost con-
tinuously in imperial propaganda. According to this principle, the em-
peror’s personal concern for the well-being of his subjects outweighed any
personal connection he might have with his subordinates. The members of
the imperial administration were no more and no less subjects of the em-
peror than was the lowliest citizen.150

Constantine need not have been motivated solely by a desire to monitor
his subordinates. Extant minutes of municipal proceedings reveal that ac-
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denunciation of Christian impiety and hypocrisy (Or. 56.16).

clamations for the emperor formed part of the acclamations at any official
gathering. In about a.d. 300 the city of Oxyrhynchus gathered to greet two
high-ranking officials, the governor of the district and the catholicus, the im-
perial procurator for all Egypt. The people chanted at the arrival: “Roman
power forever! Lords Augusti! Good fortune, O governor; good fortune,
catholicus.” In the middle of the meeting that followed, the people broke out
again: “Lords Augusti! All victories for the Romans! Roman power forever.
Good fortune, O governor; savior of honest men, catholicus.” The meeting
ended with similar cries.151 To this record we may compare the series of ac-
clamations inscribed at Aphrodisias to honor a local benefactor, Albinus,
for his renovation of a portico in the Aphrodisian agora sometime during
the sixth century: “God is one, for the whole world! Many years for the em-
perors! Many years for the eparchs! Many years for the Senate! Many years
for the metropolis! . . . Albinus—up with the builder of the stoa!” 152

Later emperors evidently liked Constantine’s legislation. In 371 Valen-
tinian, Valens, and Gratian allowed the use of the public post to carry such
texts to the court.153 Nine years later Gratian, Valentinian II, and Theodo-
sius reminded the prefect of Rome that the “customary acclamations” should
be given to a variety of ex-magistrates “at every meeting and every assem-
bly.”154 In the middle of the fifth century the praetorian prefects congrat-
ulated the proconsul of Asia on the favorable acclamations which had
greeted him in Ephesus; these had presumably been recorded and sent to
the capital.155 Finally, Justinian excerpted and affirmed the validity of the
last sentence of Constantine’s law when he published his Code in 542.156

If all series of acclamations began with or at least contained invocations
of the emperor, Constantine could use such texts to gauge both the perfor-
mance of his appointees and the loyalty of his subjects.157 In a way, these
texts can reveal far more to us than they revealed to Constantine. The slow
insinuation of prayers for the emperor into municipal ceremonies, like the
gradual insinuation of the emperor into the multiple pantheons of Medi-
terranean paganism, suggested that the stability of local institutions and the
mechanisms of daily life depended upon individual loyalty to the imperial



THE CREATION OF CONSENSUS 205

government. Conversely, they also placed the existence and the importance
of those institutions in a continuum within the larger community of the em-
pire. Through their acclamations people thus unconsciously iterated the
binding links of imperial ideology, lending their tacit assent to Rome’s 
control over the cultural script and to its right to enforce it. Through 
each smaller expression of consensus, they slowly found their place within 
a greater whole.
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1. For data on Decius and the chronology of his reign see H. Mattingly and Salisbury
1924b; Potter 1990, 40 – 45 and 258–283; and Peachin 1990, 30 –32, 66 –69, and 239–264.

2. See Alföldi at CAH XII 166 n. 1, and Syme 1971, 220. The common measure of the es-
teem in which Trajan’s name was held is the acclamation reported by Eutropius, felicior Augusto,
melior Traiano (8.5.3); and cf. Ammianus on Julian at 16.1.4. On the cheapening of the name
Antoninus, see SHA Elag. 3.1, 34.6, and Alex. Sev. 9, and see Hartke 1951, 133–142, and Syme
1971, 79–80.

3. Potter 1990, 39, 258.
4. RIC IV.3, Philip I nos. 12–24 from Rome (rev.), saeculares augg.; cf., also from Rome,

no. 25 (rev.), saeculum novum; cf., from Antioch, no. 86 (rev.), saeculum novum; etc. Cf.
the coin of Pacatianus, RIC IV.3, Pacatianus no. 6 (rev.), romae aeter. an mill. et primo, and
those of Herennia Etruscilla, the wife of Decius, RIC IV.3, Decius no. 67, from Milan, saecu-
lum novum, and of Hostilianus, Decius’s younger son, Decius no. 199, from Antioch, saecu-
lum novum (also no. 205).

CHAPTER SEVEN

Images of Emperor and Empire

DECIUS AND THE DIVI

The strands of argument and systems of belief interwoven in this chapter
find their nexus in the reign of Claudius Messius Quintus Decius Valerianus.
Decius came to power in an era of instability. He himself seized the throne
by killing his predecessor and patron, Philip the Arab, in a battle during the
autumn of 249.1 Decius then proceeded to Rome, where, at the urging of
the Senate but through his own prompting, he added the name Trajan to
his own.2 Philip had celebrated the millennial anniversary of the city of
Rome in 248, and there is some reason to believe that his action had
aroused eschatological fears around the empire.3 The honor of inaugurat-
ing a new saeculum, which Philip had desired for himself, fell to his chal-
lengers and therefore also to Decius.4 Decius sought to reassure his subjects
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5. On the Decian “persecution,” see Alföldi at CAH XII 194, 202–204, who sees the com-
mand to sacrifice as directed against Christians. A more persuasive interpretation of his order
views Decius as motivated by a desire to reinforce Rome’s traditional relationship with her
gods, and the persecution of Christians as an unfortunate but accidental consequence: for this
theory see Baynes at CAH XII 656; Frend 1965, 405– 407; and Potter 1990, 261–267.

6. RIC IV.3, Decius nos. 77–99. On the dating of the issue, see H. Mattingly and Salisbury
1924a, 235–237, and Mattingly at RIC IV.3.113.

7. What follows is one possible form for the ceremony, reconstructed on analogy with rit-
uals adumbrated elsewhere in this book. Briefly put, individuals were expected in the first in-
stance to bring favor upon the empire by worshiping those gods who protect the empire. (See
the formulation in Eusebius Hist. eccl. 7.11.7: qeou;~ tou;~ swv/zonta~ aujtẁn th;n basileivan
proskuneìn.) This meant, for all intents and purposes, all gods but the Christian one: see the

of the health and stability of their empire, and the gods of their unanimous
piety, by commanding a universal display of consensus: all citizens were to
sacrifice to their ancestral gods for the safety of the empire.5 Decius also
gave expression to his piety—and to the sort of piety that he wished to fos-
ter—in a series of coins issued from the mint at Milan, devoted to the con-
secrated emperors: Augustus, Vespasian, Titus, Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, An-
toninus Pius, Marcus Aurelius, Commodus, Severus, and Alexander.6

What effect did these actions have in the urban centers of the empire?
Let us attempt an imaginative reconstruction of the events that followed the
battle of Verona. In October or November of 249 imperial messengers scat-
ter throughout the provinces the empire, bringing word that a new emperor
has ascended to the rulership of the world. The messengers enter each city
in a formal procession, bearing the portrait of Decius himself. Local digni-
taries receive them on the city’s behalf and deliver speeches of thanksgiv-
ing, while the local populace signals its approval with rhythmic displays of
its consensus. All present know full well that this announcement will require
a formal response by the community, which will have to be accompanied by
a congratulatory gift of gold.

Over the next few months new coins begin to circulate through the local
economy. Suspicious individuals compare the portrait on the new coins with
the official portraits now standing in the forum and throughout the city. A
few coins, although new, bear the names of emperors from the past. Some
of their names are familiar from the storehouse of historical knowledge that
supplies anecdotes for local orators, and in many cases their busts survive,
scattered in local temples, preserved if no longer honored. Late in 249
more officials arrive, summoning the local population to the reading of a
new ordinance. Many attend, though a few will learn its content later from
the posted text.

Decius has ordered all citizens of the empire to sacrifice on the empire’s
behalf.7 For this purpose the officials bring forward an altar to the emperor,
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confused response put to Pionius by the proconsul Julius Proculus Quintilianus: [Pionius] Ou[:
tw/` ga;r qew`/ eu[cesqaiv me deì. [Quintilianus] oJ de; levgei: Pavnte~ tou;~ qeou;~ sevbomen kai; to;n 
oujrano;n kai; tou;~ o[nta~ ejn tw`/ oujranw`/ qeouv~ (Acta Pionii 19.9–10). Many Christians “lapsed” be-
cause in the last instance local officials, like Polemon in Smyrna, dispensed a libellus for the
minimal demonstration of loyalty of sacrificing to the emperor: Polevmwn ei\pen:  jEpivquson ou\n
ka]n tẁ/ aujtokravtori (8.4). On the minimal requirements, see also Acta Cononis 4.3– 4, and cf.
Robert 1994, 109–110. The place of the Decian persecution in the history of Roman and
Christian political theologies is discussed in Chapter 9, “The Discovery of Roman Religion.”

8. The use of census records is deduced from Eusebius Hist. eccl. 6.41.11, quoting Diony-
sius of Alexandria: Frend 1965, 407– 408. On the fasces, see Acta Pionii 10.4 and Robert’s note
ad locum. For altars to the emperor in the Greek world see Benjamin and Raubitschek 1959,
and cf. Gros 1988.

9. For the Capitolium at Carthage, see Tertullian Coron. 12.3; Cyprian Laps. 8 and 24, and
Ep. 49.13.3. Vitruvius 1.7.1 assumes that cities will be under the protection of the Capitoline
triad and will require a Capitol for their worship. Cf. canon 59 of the Council of Elvira, pro-
hibendum ne quis Christianus ut gentilis ad idolum Capitolii causa sacrificandi ascendat et videat, as
well as Pacian Ep. 2.3.1: Numquid Cypriano sancto viro hoc obest quod populus eius apostaticum nomen
habet, vel capitolinum, vel syndreum? On Capitolia elsewhere see H. Leclercq, Dictionnaire d’ar-
chéologie chrétienne et de liturgie 2.2 (1925), s.v. “capitoles,” cols. 2044–2048; and A. Hermann,
RAC s.v. “Capitolium,” cols. 852–855.

10. Knipfing 1923 reproduced and analyzed extant libelli; a few more have been published
in the interim. Extant duplicates: Knipfing nos. 11 and 26, and cf. P. Oxy. XXXVIII 2855. On
the reading of the text, see Cyprian Ep. 30.3.1; on the necessity of verbally assenting, see
Cyprian Ep. 30.3.1 and 55.14.1.

11. See Tertullian Nat. 2.8.7 on the deos decuriones cuiusque municipii whose worship is cir-
cumscribed by their city’s walls. On the participation of local officials see Knipfing 1923, 351.
On the statuettes in the ceremony see Robert 1994, 61–62, 65–66, and 104, and cf. idem 1954,
119, idem 1960, idem 1987, 133–147, and idem, OMS 2:835, discussing the use of epithets for
local deities in dedications to the emperor or the collocation of their images. For further evi-
dence see Nock 1972, 202–204 and 223–236.

a vast collection of statues, a register of the local population, and a set of
fasces, the symbolic equivalent of standards in civilian contexts.8 In many
cities in the West, the ceremony takes place at the local Capitolium, a reli-
gious complex designed to reproduce the central religious complex of
Rome.9 Though the request possesses a certain novelty, the ceremony itself
resembles paying one’s taxes or filing a census return or swearing the an-
nual oath of loyalty. In other words, it draws on ceremonial forms long fa-
miliar. All must present a libellus in duplicate, a certificate attesting their
performance of the required sacrifice; the text of the libellus is read aloud,
to ensure that the illiterate understand the text that will bear their name.
When petitioners have signed or verbally assented, they receive one copy of
the libellus for their records.10

As each person steps up to the altar, he or she casts a glance over the por-
traits arrayed in an arc extending to the left and right of the centrally placed
portrait of Decius himself. Among them the town’s magistrates have placed
statuettes of local deities.11 But the display also includes names and faces of
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12. Cf. Mattingly at RIC IV.3.118: “The issue of the coins of Divi was a remarkable demon-
stration in favour of the religion of the State. It is doubly significant because it stands almost
alone in the coinage of Decius, where armies, provinces, and imperial virtues have their part,
but the great gods and goddesses of the pagan Pantheon—Jupiter, Juno, Minerva, Mars—are
almost completely lacking.”

13. See Friedlaender 1922, 1:32 n. 7; Nock 1972, 257–258, and Instinsky 1942, 334–345.
Instinsky expresses concern about the lack of aeternitas issues during the reigns of Maximinus,
Gordian, and Decius (343 n. 4), but I suspect that he focuses too closely on that particular leg-
end: cf. RIC IV.3, Decius no. 47, romae aeternae (also no. 66; cf. nos. 197, 198, 204, and 223,
for Hostilianus), and no. 49, pax aetern.

14. Cf. Mitchell 1993, 1:113, discussing what was shared and what varied in local celebra-
tions of imperial cult.

earlier emperors.12 Like the strange coins of this new emperor, this display
does not require an audience steeped in the details of imperial politics. On
the contrary: one did not need to know specific dates or deeds of these 
emperors in order to understand their function in this ceremony. If their 
identities as idiosyncratic individuals were ambiguous, their collocation ex-
pressed a message wholly devoid of ambiguity.

Placed before such a gallery, individuals making their prayers for the
eternity of the empire saw the current emperor as one in a series of uniquely
capable individuals, whose succession encapsulated and expressed a narra-
tive of stability and strength. Other currents in popular culture in these oc-
casionally tumultuous times soothed momentary fears with talk of the eter-
nity of Rome.13 The sacrifice ordered by Decius, and the desire that it
expressed, lent its voice to a chorus that included art and pageantry,
rhetoric and religion. Toward this end, the coins of Decius had made a re-
markable effort to enumerate only those gods held in common by all citi-
zens of his empire.14 All that was essential to the shared religion and history
of the empire—and these were by now inextricably intertwined—was ex-
pressible through piety toward a pantheon of emperors whose succession
would ensure peace now and for all time.

SYMBOLIC FORMS IN ROMAN LIFE

The script provided by Decius was enacted with different properties and al-
tered stagecraft in every city of the empire. To appreciate its import we must
look backwards and forward. On the one hand, we should ask how popula-
tions around the Mediterranean were taught to understand the language in
which Decius addressed them, to say nothing of his message. Who looked at
the portraits on coins? Why were coins bearing unfamiliar portraits not
greeted with suspicion? What meaning, if any, did residents of Smyrna or
Carthage or Ephesus attach to fasces or standards? At the same time, the em-
pire under Decius stood at the threshold of a new era, but three generations
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15. Petronius 29.4: omnia diligenter curiosus pictor cum inscriptione reddiderat.
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17. BMC I, ccxxiii and Vitellius nos. 2 and 113–117, and II, Vespasian nos. 369 and 414–

416; Brilliant 1963, 88–90. See also MW no. 38. On the evolution of Concordia in Roman
thought, see Béranger 1975, 367–382, and Levick 1978.

removed from seeing a Christian on its throne. Astonishingly, neither that
emperor nor his successors, nor any meaningful number of their subjects,
thought the ritual forms that Decius employed were tainted by the message
Decius and later persecutors made them carry. It is not the replacement of
a pagan habitus by a Christian one that marks the boundary of late antiq-
uity. Rather, as Christianity was explained through comparison to familiar
rituals, and the sentiments those inspired, it assimilated to their pace, their
structures, and their logic. The presence of Christians on the throne is nec-
essary but not sufficient to identify late antiquity; it is the Romanness of
Theodosius that makes him the heir of Augustus and not the precursor of
Charlemagne.

Decius addressed his audience in the first instance through its eyes. In an
era of low literacy, this hardly surprises. Romans had long devoted special
care to the use of visual imagery. We have already seen that Septimius
Severus used large paintings with captions to inform the plebs regarding his
recent victories. Similar practices obtained in the private sphere: like Ae-
neas wandering amidst the murals in the Temple of Juno at Carthage, En-
colpius and his friends found in Trimalchio’s forecourt a pictorial biogra-
phy of the freedman, complete with captions.15 Some symbols required no
text but communicated their meaning through participation in the shared
iconographic language of imperial art. Thus, according to Tacitus, twice in
the reign of Galba groups expressed their solidarity with particular Roman
legions by sending them figurines of right hands clasped in friendship. In
one case, the legions of Syria urged common interest and shared experi-
ence with their brethren in the Praetorian Guard; in the other, the com-
munity of the Lingones, who had come under Roman rule only a century
before, used a Mediterranean emblem to seek the good will of the legions
of Upper Germany.16 It is no accident that both Vitellius and Vespasian used
this same image on their early issues, whether urging, advertising, or seek-
ing desperately and hopelessly to maintain the consensus and loyalty of the
armies (Fig. 2).17 In many situations, the ambiguity of the nonverbal mes-
sage had much to recommend it: the Lingones, for example, had neither
need nor desire to express a preference for Galba or Vitellius, but wished
only to maintain good relations with the local soldiery.

Artifacts are but the extant, static props of ceremonial dramas through
which Romans—broadly construed—endlessly reenacted their roles in the
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Figure 2. Vitellius pleads for the solidarity of the legions.
Aureus from the mint of Lyons. BMC I, Vitellius no. 113.

18. See MacCormack 1981, 22–31, discussing ancient attempts to reduce a familiar cere-
mony—an imperial adventus —to a fragmentary and concentrated image on a medallion or
coin, and cf. Bourdieu 1977, 188, and Pollini 1993, 273–279.

19. Geertz 1983, 124; cf. idem 1973, 33–54 and 87–125, and the criticisms of his formu-
lation in Thompson 1990, 130 –135.

cultural script. Though the lived realities of these dramas remain ever be-
yond our ken, surviving portrayals of them provide an entrance into the
conceptual framework that assigned roles and assessed the boundaries of
the possible in their rehearsal and interpretation. In other words, imperial
art became historically meaningful when its language enabled viewers to
place themselves within its world, and in this way produced authoritative,
timeless representations of diachronic experiences familiar in form and
tempo.18 In thus appearing merely to record well-known tableaux, works of
art surreptitiously sanctioned the relations of domination formalized in the
rituals they distilled. Those experiences, their script and setting, properties
and dialogue, constitute what Clifford Geertz called “symbolic forms”: 19

At the political center of any complexly organized society (to narrow our fo-
cus now to that) there is both a governing elite and a set of symbolic forms ex-
pressing the fact that it is in truth governing. No matter how democratically
the members of the elite are chosen (usually not very) or how deeply divided
among themselves they may be (usually much more than outsiders imagine),
they justify their existence and order their actions in terms of a collection of
stories, ceremonies, insignia, formalities, and appurtenances that they have
inherited or, in more revolutionary situations, invented. It is these—crowns
and coronations, limousines and conferences—that mark the center as cen-
ter and give what goes on there its aura of being not merely important but in
some odd fashion connected with the way the world is built. The gravity of
high politics and the solemnity of high worship spring from liker impulses
than might at first appear.

Art and architecture in the Roman empire did not, of course, function ex-
clusively on an ideological plane, nor should we naively assume that ancient
aesthetics existed autonomously, apart from ideological considerations.
Nevertheless, comprehending imperial art on an ideological level requires
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our understanding that symbolic phenomena derive their ideological func-
tion from their sociohistorical context. We can achieve such comprehen-
sion only by examining both “the interplay of meaning and power” in an-
cient art and “the ways in which symbolic forms were employed, circulated,
and understood” in the Roman world.20

In pursuit of that goal, this chapter examines three categories of impe-
rial art: coins, imperial portraits, and the posters and standards familiar from
martial contexts. Ultimately the importance of these artifacts rested on con-
temporaries’ awareness and reception of them. Those processes were not
mutually dependent: images do not require self-consciously interpretive
viewers in order to exercise their influence. Nevertheless, popular con-
sumption and imitation of Roman imagery suggest more complexly politi-
cal conclusions if there existed a demonstrable popular belief that officials
of the government or even the emperor himself oversaw the production
and distribution of its images. Explications of coins in ancient sources indi-
cate quite conclusively that residents of the empire held that conviction
about imperial coinage. That conviction was undoubtedly far more impor-
tant then, and should be now, than the elusive identities of those who ac-
tually selected the types.21 What is more, literary sources suggest that con-
temporaries consciously identified coins and monuments as carriers of
ideological meaning and as symbols of Rome and the legitimacy of her rule.
The function of imperial images in daily life, from their supervision of mar-
kets and lawcourts to their cohabitation of temples and sanction of oaths,
and their power in the popular imagination, in turn, both created and re-
lied on a belief in some direct relationship between emperor and observers.
To return to Althusser’s term, those myriad personal links interpellated the
residents of the empire as concrete subjects, subconsciously sundering their
relations with each other and reconstituting them as the community of a
benevolent Rome.22 As the ideological stress of aurum coronarium universal-
ized the benefit of particular victories into an ecumenical reward of impe-
rial victoriousness, so imperial art worked at once to fragment and to unify
the empire.23

In this task, imperial art and architecture proved not only an effective se-
mantic system, but even a necessary one. Put simply, their iconographic lan-
guage was more immediately intelligible to more people than was Latin or
Greek. Indeed, its stylized simplicity was the key to its effectiveness. To use
an example already adumbrated, emperors advertised their congiaria on
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Figure 3. Trajan supervises his second congiarium.
Aes from the mint of Rome. BMC III, Trajan no. 768.

24. See Chapter 2 at n. 34.
25. Although the type remained constant, the legend went through a transformation.

Starting with Hadrian and throughout the second century, emperors ceased to enumerate
their congiaria and instead celebrated acts of generosity: liberalitas i, ii, etc. For the earliest
example of the latter legend, see BMC 3, Hadrian nos. 291–301 (plate 52, nos. 4 and 5, with-
out the figure of Liberalitas, and nos. 6 and 7, with her). On the advertisement of cancellations
of taxes and debts, see Hanson 1981, 353. On the power of the congiarium legend to evoke a
complex set of images and ideas, see Charlesworth 1937, 114. On the history of such distribu-
tions, see van Berchem 1939, Mrozek 1987, Millar 1991, and, for the late empire, MacMullen
1962.

26. On the dating of congiaria see van Berchem 1939, 141–161. Ancient historians, too,
enumerated imperial acts of generosity: the Chronicle of 354 lists each ruler’s congiaria in sec-
ond place in each biography, immediately following the length of his rule (Chron. min. 1:145–
148). On the representation of monuments, see J. Toynbee 1986, 213–224, or Hill 1989.

27. See Chapter 2 at n. 34, and cf. Hölscher 1987, 53, 69.

their coins.24 The distribution of a congiarium to the soldiers and local pop-
ulation, and to the city of Rome as soon as the new emperor reached Rome,
was one of the earliest acts of any reign. Performing the ceremony and ad-
vertising its correct performance became early benchmarks of the legiti-
macy of a reign. The need for intelligibility produced a swift resolution on
a type that ignored the contingent circumstances of any particular largesse
and that could therefore be reproduced in its essentials over and over again:
the emperor seated on a platform, presiding over an official distributing
grain or cash, usually with the figure of Liberalitas watching from the back-
ground (Figs. 3, 4).25 Modern scholars have toiled to date those congiaria,
just as they have labored to identify the monuments depicted on particular
issues and artifacts.26 But just as imperial victories and setbacks yielded
pride of place to an abstract and universal victoriousness, so the reductive
imagery of congiaria types directed attention away from the particular bene-
ficiary of one concrete act and toward the worldwide benefits of imperial
generosity.27 This latter was a message particularly suited to iconographic
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representation.28 The rapid diffusion of imperial imagery in this form cre-
ated a visual language whose very simplicity rendered it almost universally
intelligible and uniquely flexible.29 Most important—and we will return to
this issue in Chapter 8—as a semantic system imperial iconography was
available to provincials, too. They adopted and manipulated its symbols to
declare their loyalty to emperor and empire, anticipating official ideology
by a century or more, even as their participation in the empire’s language
committed them to its normative structure.

The very preciosity of artifacts immeasurably magnifies the risk that their
function in the ancient world will be misunderstood. Again, we must always
move beyond Romans’ theoretical reflections on the function of art to the
context that generated and used, and was itself shaped by and interpreted
through, coins, portraits, and standards. This is not to deny the role of aes-
thetics in the study of ancient artifacts: Romans, too, viewed these items as
objets d’art. But they also knew that they carried messages. Chapter 4 in-
vestigated the evidence for and impact of widespread distribution of legal
and administrative ordinances from center to periphery. Similarly, Chap-
ter 5 investigated the documents through which emperors elicited expres-
sions of consensus and thus implicated others in a culture of loyalism, while
Chapter 6 examined the force of consensus as a theoretical underpinning to
three radically different and recurrent events in ancient political life. All
three chapters drew their conclusions about ancient mentalities by studying
not only the content but the function of texts in ancient political life: it was,
I argued, through insinuation into the immanent practices of daily life that
Roman praxis came to occupy the functional position of ideology.30 This
chapter proceeds on similar assumptions. Provincials were more than sim-

Figure 4. Hadrian provides a distribution through his Liberali-
tas. Aes from the mint of Rome. BMC III, Hadrian no. 1137.
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ply cognizant that works of art carried meaning. Residents of the Roman
empire—that is, users of Roman coins and viewers of Roman art—under-
stood that these objects acquired their value not from their raw material but
from their origin. That is to say, the legitimacy of the ruler of the world
cloaked his portrait and its vehicles with some of his power, whether to of-
fer protection to his children, to attest the honesty of his subordinates, or
to guarantee the purity and weight of his coinage.

By acknowledging the efficacy of these artifacts, when it was guaranteed
by the recognizable features of their emperor, provincials tacitly assented to
the legitimacy of the system that selected their emperor and to his right to
exercise power throughout his realm. The pacific passage of decades laid a
foundation that moments of crisis and changes on the throne did not shake;
the distinctly imperial quality of an emperor’s visage derived as much from
that emperor’s unique qualities as from the unique office that he occupied.
Each coin and every work of art similarly carried some message of immedi-
ate relevance, yet their most important achievement came about through
their sheer variety and staggering numbers, in their creation of an audience
prepared to interpret the next coin they received and to honor the next
portrait they saw.

WHO WAS THOUGHT TO CONTROL THE MINTS?

There can be no question that the medium that reached the widest audi-
ence on the most continuous basis was the coinage.31 Yet numismatists and
historians have for decades argued over basic questions regarding the se-
lection and reception of the types and legends of the imperial coinage. Did
Roman emperors care about the appearance of their coins? Did the public
understand the images or the abbreviations? Did the public even know to
look at them? Was the primary audience for the coins not the public, but
the emperor?32 Logistical considerations must have constrained those em-
perors who did care: it would have been difficult to oversee issues of the im-
perial mint at Rome without being present in the city. On the other hand,
during both major civil wars of the first and second centuries, imperial mints
propagated simultaneously with claimants to the throne, as each would-be
emperor asserted control over his regional mint. At the very least those men
thought the coinage a useful medium through which to advertise the legit-
imacy and viability of their governments and deemed it profitable to pay
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their soldiers with coin bearing their names.33 Plutarch’s assessment of Lu-
cullus’s early career provides an ancient perspective on the circulation of
such issues: Sulla so trusted Lucullus that he assigned him the most impor-
tant tasks, among which was responsibility for striking coin: “Most of the
money in the Peloponnese during the Mithridatic War was struck by him
and was therefore called Lucullan. What is more, it continued to be used for
a long time, since it received rapid circulation from military expenditures
during the war.”34

Yet today’s sophisticated efforts to link particular issues to discrete his-
torical events can reveal only so much. The mere existence of such con-
nections does, of course, suggest that moneyers designed coins with one eye
fixed on the current headlines. But often such research aids the recon-
struction of historical narratives of the sort desired and designed by the
modern historian, and it correspondingly neglects to appreciate the
influence exerted by coins in their ancient context. Addressing that latter
problem requires the collection and analysis of evidence for reactions to par-
ticular issues and for personal convictions regarding the supervision of mints
and responsibility for the appearance of coins.35 Historians have too often
begun and ended their argument by citing Dio on the coins of Brutus: after
killing Caesar, Brutus struck coins with his portrait on one side and a cap
and two daggers on the other, “seeking through this image and through the
legend to show that he, together with Cassius, had freed his fatherland.” 36

As it turns out, writers often attributed the conscious selection of types
and legends to emperors and would-be emperors. What is more, their dic-
tion just as often indicates either that they regarded that responsibility as an
imperial prerogative or, conversely, that they believed coins reflected the
immediate political and propagandistic interests of the court. Suetonius,
for example, wrote that Augustus was so pleased with his horoscope that he
struck silver coins with the image of Capricorn, under which he was born,
and that Nero, following the success of his performances in Greece, struck
coins depicting himself as a lyre player.37 Similarly, Eusebius insisted that
Constantine himself had arranged for his mother, Helena, to receive the
title Augusta and for her image to appear on an issue of gold coins.38 Eu-
sebius elsewhere argued that Constantine was directly responsible for his 
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depiction in a posture of prayer on his coins.39 Eusebius also described the
consecratio coinage issued after Constantine’s death. Although he did not 
attribute this set of images to Constantine’s directive, it formed part of 
Eusebius’s evidence that Constantine “shared in the imperial power after
death, administering, as it were, the whole kingdom, and ruling the Roman
empire in his own name, as Victor Maximus Augustus.” 40

A generation later Ephrem Syrus blamed Julian for the minting of coins
whose reverse depicted a bull with two stars, a pagan image:41

The circumcised saw the image that unexpectedly had become a bull; on his
coins they saw the bull, a thing of shame. . . . The bull of paganism that was
engraved in his heart, he imprinted on that [coin] face for the people who
loved it. . . . The king, the king of Greece, suddenly became a bull and butted
the churches and had to be led away. The circumcised saw the bull that was
engraved on the stater, and they rejoiced that the calves of Jeroboam were
reawakened.

The ecclesiastical historians Socrates and Sozomen also attacked Julian for
the blatantly pagan symbolism of this issue; nor were they alone.42 Although
these writers can hardly have been aware of this fact, the likelihood that
Julian himself ordered this particular issue is vastly increased by the simul-
taneous use of the same type with an identical legend by the mints at Lyons,
Arles, Aquileia, Siscia, Sirmium, Thessalonica, Heraclea, Constantinople,
Nicomedia, Cyzicus, and Antioch.43 Socrates also recorded that the popula-
tion of Antioch mocked Julian’s beard and intimated that the bull on his
coins symbolized his ruining of the world. Julian’s satire to the Antiochenes
confirms that narrative, and thus implicitly confirms that the Antiochenes
noticed the images on his coins and attributed their selection to the
emperor.44

Individuals also offered more generalized reflections in which they im-
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puted to the emperor the desire and ability to control the mints, even
though they did not all explicitly discuss the choice of types and legends. In
Book 3 of his Silvae, published in the year 93 or 94, Statius enumerated the
responsibilities of the emperor Domitian. Among them he counted the su-
pervision of the coinage:45

Watchful, too, is he, and shrewd of mind, and quick to reckon what the Ro-
man arms beneath every sky demand, how much the tribes and the temples,
how much the lofty aqueducts, and the fortress by the sea, or the far-flung
lines of road. What wealth of gold gleams on the high ceilings of our prince,
what weight of ore must be melted in the fire and shaped into the counte-
nance of gods, how much shall ring when stamped in the fiery heat of Auso-
nia’s mint?

Statius, of course, honored Domitian by revering the great burden associ-
ated with the guardianship of the world.46 The anonymous fourth-century
author of the reactionary pamphlet De rebus bellicis similarly regarded su-
pervision of the mints as the special task of the emperors, but he regarded
the emperors of his day as dilatory in that responsibility. He offered several
reasons why they should display greater concern, foremost among them that
awareness of the emperors’ renewed interest would increase public confi-
dence in coins as legal tender and therefore ease business transactions. The
author also detailed reasons outside the economic sphere: since the coins
carried the emperors’ portraits, it diminished their prestige if people re-
fused to accept their coins. The author closed this section by offering a set
of types for the emperor’s consideration.47 Almost two centuries later Cas-
siodorus stressed precisely these same factors in arguing for greater super-
vision of the mints: the emperor’s image was there impressed, and a legiti-
mate currency was in the interest of general utility.48

Christian homilists and exegetes shared this understanding of coinage
with the poets and historians of their day. Indeed, they assumed such an un-
derstanding on the part of their congregations, too, and based their expli-
cations of Scripture on that assumption. For example, at some point in the
years after 410, Augustine delivered a sermon in Carthage on the parable
of the wedding garment in Chapter 22 of the Gospel of Matthew. The last
chapter of the sermon is not easy for a modern reader to understand: in his
interpretation Augustine probably participated in a long tradition of read-
ing the parables of that chapter together. He thus explicated the putting on
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of “the wedding garment” with a “reengraving” of the image of God. This in
turn allowed him to establish an analogy between the anecdote that follows
in that chapter, regarding the monies of Caesar, and the earlier reference
to “the image of God”:49

By loving the truth, therefore, let that image, after which we were created, be
reengraved, and let His coin be returned to our Caesar. For thus you have
learned from the answer of the Lord to the Jews who were tempting him. “Why
do you tempt me, hypocrites? Show me the tribute money!”—that is, He
wished to be shown the engraving of the portrait and the legend. . . . They
showed him a denarius. He asked whose portrait and legend it bore. They re-
sponded, Caesar’s. That Caesar, too, sought his own image. Caesar does not
want to lose that which he ordered [to be made], and God does not wish that
which he made to perish. Caesar, my brothers, did not make the coin: the
moneyers did; but Caesar commanded the artisans; he ordered his servants.
A portrait was engraved on the coin; on the coin is the portrait of Caesar.

In Book 2 of On Christian doctrine, written some years before the sermon just
quoted, Augustine listed a series of human institutions that facilitate the
workings of earthly society as language does. Augustine there displayed
much the same understanding of imperial coinage. Among conventions re-
garding dress, weights, and measures, he included the images and legends
of the imperial coinage: he proved that these were human conventions by
reminding his readers that they could be changed by a decision of each na-
tion’s princeps.50

Eastern Christians likewise numbered coinage among the universal insti-
tutions of earthly society and labeled it the responsibility of legitimate gov-
ernments. Like Augustine, those Christians took it for granted that users of
money would inspect the faces on their coins. In a work attributed to Atha-
nasius of Alexandria, that bishop purportedly answered a series of questions
from one Antiochus—presumably that Antiochus who, as agens in rebus, is
mentioned in Chapter 10 of the genuine Defense before Constantius.51 His in-
terlocutor asked, “What should a man do if, on a holy day, he finds himself in
a territory where orthodox rites of communion are not celebrated? Should
he take communion with heretics, or remain without communion?” Atha-
nasius supposedly made the following, somewhat incoherent response:52

If the danger is very great that a man should commit adultery with his wife and
have intercourse with her, or if a man happens to be in a foreign land, how
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much greater is the danger that one might betray orthodox belief through re-
ceiving communion with heretics? Just as those who wish to conduct business
do not accept foreign currency in the place of currency stamped with the im-
perial seal for as long as they travel in foreign lands, so it is necessary to be-
lieve concerning the communion of Christ.

Two further, roughly contemporary homilies, long attributed to Macarius of
Egypt but possibly authored by Simeon of Antioch, established an identical
connection between the legitimacy of coins and the portrait they bore.53

One homily compares the image of God as it existed in Adam after the Fall
to the portrait of an emperor on a coin that has been illegally restamped: as
the gold is destroyed and the portrait loses its value, such a fate also befell
Adam.54 The other seeks to describe the utter worthlessness of a soul that
does not bear the image of the Holy Spirit: those souls resemble gold coins
that have not been struck with the portrait of the emperor; those coins nei-
ther reach the market nor lie in the imperial treasury, but are worthless.55

The third-century jurist Paul explicitly connected the concerns of Augus-
tine, Pseudo-Athanasius, and the De rebus bellicis in his narrative of the evo-
lution of commerce from barter to money-based exchange. Systems of cur-
rency exchange worked, he insisted, because the authority of the state
legitimated and guaranteed the value of its currency:56

But since it did not always and easily happen that when you had something
that I wanted, I, for my part, had something that you were willing to accept, a
substance was chosen whose permanent value as legal tender could obviate
the difficulties of barter by providing a constant medium of exchange. That
substance, struck with a public seal, demonstrates its utility and value not so
much from the inherent value of its raw material as from its quantity. The re-
sult is that items being exchanged are no longer both termed “wares,” but one
is called “the price.”

Paul’s fame was so great that a large body of spurious material came to cir-
culate under his name in the second half of the third century. One such
work represented Paul establishing an analogy between committing differ-
ent types of fraud—suborning or giving false testimony, forgery, and coun-
terfeiting—and rejecting as counterfeit a coin stamped with the portrait of
the emperor: for all those crimes, upper-class individuals would be exiled
and lower-class individuals sent to the mines or crucified.57
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The belief that a coin was legitimated, indeed, rendered sacrosanct, by the
portrait of the emperor that it carried had its origins in the Julio-Claudian
era. Already in that period Romans had begun to apply the law of maiestas
to acts that infringed on the dignity of the imperial portrait.58 Suetonius as-
sociated this development with the reign of Tiberius: “Gradually charges of
this kind proceeded so far that even the following became capital offenses:
to strike a slave near a statue of Augustus, to change one’s clothes near such
a statue, to bring his portrait, whether stamped on a coin or ring, into a
bathroom or a brothel, or to attack any word or deed of his with some opin-
ion.”59 In point of fact, the two cases involving such charges that are known
to us from the Annales of Tacitus both ended in acquittal: in a.d. 15 Marcus
Granius Marcellus was accused of placing his statue in a loftier position than
those of the Caesars, and of replacing the head of Augustus on a statue with
that of Tiberius; and in a.d. 22 Lucius Ennius was accused of maiestas be-
cause he had melted a silver statue of Tiberius. Tiberius himself dismissed
the charges.60 Gnaeus Piso preempted the conclusion of his trial with his
suicide, but the Senate numbered among the charges against him the sus-
picion that Piso “had violated the numen of the divine Augustus by disallow-
ing all the honors that were maintained for his memory or for his portraits,
which had previously been placed in the ranks of the gods.”61

The beliefs that legitimate emperors ought to oversee the mints and that
their faces ought to appear on their coins reinforced each other through
long association. Indeed, it would be anachronistic to argue that Romans
regarded these as concepts capable of separate and sustained articulation.
On the contrary, they participated together in a system of beliefs and reg-
ulations that established direct and necessary correspondence between 
the legitimacy of an emperor and the sanctity and power of his image. In
numismatic contexts these associations are expressed in the legislation 
that developed around the counterfeiting, altering, or melting of imperial
coins.62 For instance, in 317 Constantine instituted the death penalty for
anyone who cut off the edge of a coin because the imperial portrait on it was
smaller than its surface: Our face is the same on all solidi, and the same de-
gree of veneration is due to it, Constantine wrote, and therefore all solidi
carry the same value, even if the size of the image on them may vary.63 A
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generation later Constantius imposed a verdict of sacrilege and a penalty of
death on those who melted money or transported it in order to sell it as bul-
lion.64 These laws on coins must be read in the context of a continual out-
pouring of legislation on the sanctity of the imperial portrait: for example,
in a.d. 394 Theodosius, Arcadius, and Honorius informed the praetorian
prefect Rufinus that it was forbidden to put up a poster of a pantomime in
low costume, a charioteer in disorderly apparel, or a disgusting actor either
in a public portico or in places where imperial images were customarily
consecrated; the same law forbade mimes from dressing up like nuns.65

Although Roman imperial legislation tended to equate the acts of coun-
terfeiting and of altering coins because both dishonored the emperor, they
suggest a different conclusion within our argument. In perpetrating either
crime, the criminal presumed upon the bankability of the imperial portrait.
That is, someone who shaved the edge from a coin assumed that the smaller
coin would still be accepted as legal tender because its appearance, its leg-
ends and its images, would be recognizable and, indeed, familiar. Similarly,
the counterfeiter believed that his victims would accept coins stamped with
a familiar portrait and legend, on the grounds that the imperial portrait in
and of itself guaranteed the purity and weight of the metal. Ultimately it was
the appearance of the coin, its message, broadly construed, that paved its
way as a medium of exchange within the Roman world.

John Chrysostom drew on his congregation’s familiarity with the rules
protecting coins in order to explain Paul’s Letter to the Galatians. Chrysos-
tom maintained that Paul taught the Galatians about the unity of the
Gospels: “The four Gospels are but one Gospel. Since the four say the same
thing, they are not different texts because of their different authors, but
they are one because of the harmony of the contents.” To identify even the
smallest difference between them is to pervert the whole: “Just as one who
shaves the edge from the image on imperial coins renders the entire coin
worthless, so that person who turns in the smallest way from proper faith is
altogether corrupted, plunging headlong from that beginning into worse
things.”66 A didactic passage from the biography of the Egyptian nun Syn-
cletica draws a very similar analogy in a very different context. The author
of this life remains unknown, although a late Byzantine tradition attributed
it to Athanasius of Alexandria. Toward the end of the life, Syncletica lectures
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her young pupils about the relationship between youth and proper faith:
“Examine carefully the imperial seal. For there are counterfeit seals, and
though the nature of the gold is the same from coin to coin, they differ in
their seals. Youth, self-control, and pity are like gold: the children of the
Greeks [i.e., pagans] impress their own tyrannical image on them, and all
heretics are famed for these qualities. You must watch for them, and flee
from them as from counterfeiters.”67

References by contemporaries to the effects of damnatio memoriae consti-
tute another special category of evidence.68 Removing coins from circula-
tion if they bore the portrait of a condemned traitor is predicated on asso-
ciating the image on a state’s coinage, the sanctity of the state, and, in the
case of an emperor, the legitimacy of that person’s rule. Thus at Rome, just
as the Senate claimed the right to award certain honors to emperors, so it
asserted the power to condemn the memory of tyrants: it therefore ordered
all bronze coins bearing the likeness of Gaius to be melted and recast, al-
though Dio claims that Messallina used the bronze thus recovered as raw
material for a statue of her lover Mnester the dancer.69 Dio numbered it
among Vitellius’s good deeds that he did not order the recasting of all coins
that displayed the images of Nero, Galba, and Otho, as he was untroubled
by their portraits.70 Caracalla, on the other hand, ordered all coins that bore
the portrait of his murdered brother, Geta, to be melted; when Dio adds that
Caracalla raged at the stones that supported Geta’s portraits, he probably
refers to the erasure of Geta’s name from all documents, including both in-
scriptions and portrait bases, that followed on damnatio memoriae.71 The cir-
culation of coin did not always depend on the will of the Senate or princeps:
though Epictetus voiced the truism that the coins of Caesar were legal ten-
der and might not be refused, he also argued that coins that bore the por-
trait of Nero were unacceptable and rotten and should be shunned as one
would shun men of poor character.72 The genuineness and extent of this
distrust or dislike of Neronian issues seems to be confirmed by the counter-
marks stamped on such coins by Greek cities, seeking to reassure the pub-
lic of the legality of the currency.73

At no time were the stakes in legitimating the imperial power higher than
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during civil wars, and issuing currency with an appropriate legend and por-
trait played a large role both in attempted usurpations and in the historical
accounts written about them. According to Herodian, the enemies of Peren-
nius, the capable and unpopular praetorian prefect under Commodus, per-
suaded that emperor that this subordinate was plotting to usurp the throne
for his son by producing coins with the latter’s portrait on them.74 Accord-
ing to Dio, Valerianus Paetus met his fate early in the reign of Elagabalus for
similar reasons: when he stamped some pieces of gold with his own portrait
as a present for his mistress, he was accused of minting coins in preparation
for leading a revolt in Cappadocia.75 On this topic no passage is more clear
about both what the usurper was trying to achieve and what the emperor
had at stake than the argument in the Historia Augusta concerning the 
status of one Firmus, who seems to have attempted to claim Egypt—per-
haps for himself, perhaps for Zenobia—in conjunction with Palmyra’s war
against Aurelian in 272–274.76 The author claims to have debated with oth-
ers the question whether Firmus was an emperor or merely a brigand. In
support of the former was adduced the evidence that Firmus had worn the
purple and had titled himself Augustus on the coins that he struck and in
the edicts that he published. In support of the latter there was only the tes-
timony of Aurelian himself, who apparently claimed in an edict to have
killed not a usurper but a brigand. The author himself inclined to the for-
mer position, on the grounds that emperors always labeled as brigands those
whom they slew while seizing the throne—to do otherwise would have cast
doubt on their legitimacy, by admitting that the charisma was attached to
the office and only flowed thence to its unique occupant.77

The Historia Augusta appealed to the same issue in its account of the
usurpation of one almost certainly fictitious Trebellianus—though others
called him an “archpirate,” he called himself imperator, ordered the striking
of coins, and built himself a palace78—and again in its life of Victoria, the
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mother of that Victorinus who ruled Gaul between 268 and 270: she legiti-
mized herself by adopting the title mater castrorum and by minting coins in
her own name.79 In like fashion, Claudian described Rufinus as plotting to
usurp the throne by similar means: among his many transgressions against
imperial prerogative are numbered his plot to address the army and to dis-
tribute a donative of coins stamped with his own image.80

Sufficient evidence survives for the attempted usurpation of Procopius,
cousin of Julian the Apostate, to reveal the importance placed on coins as a
medium of publication in the rapid events that followed his hazardous ele-
vation in September 365.81 Although Procopius was distantly related to Con-
stantine and based his claim ultimately on that fact alone, he did not count
on that connection to dislodge the people’s loyalty to the ruling emperors,
Valentinian and Valens.82 Rather than put forward the less credible lie that
both Valentinian and his brother had died simultaneously in different parts
of the empire, Procopius announced by means of false emissaries only the
death of Valentinian. He clearly hoped that loyalty to the recently elevated
Valens would evaporate with the death of his auctor.83 Procopius used a dif-
ferent trick on the armies of Illyricum. In order to convince them that he
was already ruling and was therefore not a brigand, he sent to them men
bearing coins struck with his likeness. The gesture clearly attempted to ele-
vate his crime from an illegal usurping of another’s throne to the claiming
of that same throne by its lawful occupant. In other words, Procopius pre-
sented himself as the legitimate emperor and provided as his only evidence
these coins.84

In the months that followed, Procopius advertised his connection to the
house of Constantine in many ways, above all on his coinage. He appears to
have devoted special care to his issues in bronze, perhaps because these
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would circulate most quickly through the economy.85 To begin with, Pro-
copius used a portrait of himself sporting a beard, in imitation of Julian.
This feature clearly and immediately distinguished his coins from those of
Valentinian or Valens.86 He also adopted a legend and its associated types
that had first been used by the sons of Constantine in 348 and had appeared
on their bronze coinage from every mint of the empire.87

His machinations proceeded far beyond the manipulation of words and
images. Although the mints under his control initially struck coins in all
metals at the same weights as did those controlled by Valens, they soon all
reverted to the heavier aes that had been established by Julian. This was,
needless to say, more expensive for the mint, and could have been done
only at the command of Procopius, on the presumption that such a subtle
change would be noticed. Finally, as Procopius had ordered men to feign
that they brought news of Valentinian’s death to Constantinople, so he di-
rected at least one mint—very likely that of Constantinople—to strike a
coin for himself using a mark of the mint at Arles and a reverse type and leg-
end familiar from the reign of Julian, presumably in order to give a false dis-
play of support for himself in the West.88

The accounts of these usurpers, like the actions of the usurpers them-
selves, draw their force from the assumption that the accession of a new
Caesar or new Augustus was accompanied, indeed, to an extent validated, by
the minting of appropriate coins. We have already seen that Severus flat-
tered his Caesar Clodius Albinus by allowing coins to be minted with his
portrait.89 The Historia Augusta suggests that Gallienus gave Odaenathus,
the ruler of Palmyra, a share in the empire, bestowed upon him the title of
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Augustus, and further ordered that coins be struck in his name. In this the
author of that work is guilty of anachronistic assumptions about the conse-
quences of an emperor’s assigning imperium maius to a subordinate.90 The
Historia Augusta also records that the first act following the acclamation of
Antoninus Diadumenianus, the son of Macrinus, was the minting of coins
in Antioch bearing his name.91 Finally, among the acclamations for Severus
Alexander preserved in the Historia Augusta and supposedly chanted by the
Senate is “Let the name of Antoninus be returned to the coinage.” 92

When Epictetus argued that one should on moral grounds refuse to ac-
cept a coin bearing the portrait of Nero, he assumed that people both paid
attention to coin types and could identify the individual whose image ap-
peared on them, whether on iconographic grounds or from the legend.93

Jesus, of course, challenged the Pharisees to do precisely that when they
asked whether it was lawful to pay poll tax to Rome: “‘Show me the coin for
the poll tax.’ They brought to him a denarius. And Jesus said to them,
‘Whose portrait is this, and whose legend?’ They said, ‘Caesar’s.’”94 Simi-
larly close attention to the legends on coins is said to have been paid by the
men who first met the Seven Sleeping Martyrs at Ephesus. Entombed dur-
ing the reign of Decius, they awoke under Theodosius II. They were physi-
cally unchanged and labored under the impression that they had slept for
but one day. They selected one of their number, Malchus, gave him their
money, and sent him to town. The coins, we are told, were minted under
Decius. Malchus was probably no more surprised at the cross over the town
gate and the church inside than were the men who received his money
when he tried to buy food: “This man has discovered an ancient treasury;
for behold, he offers money from the time of Decius.”95 In a later day John
of Ephesus wrote a thorough and fascinating account of the accession of
Tiberius II, first as Caesar to the mad emperor Justin II, and then to the rank
of Augustus. On the latter occasion, wishing to make a very public profes-
sion of his Christianity, Tiberius ordered coins to be struck with a cross on
the reverse. Justin, we are told, had put the figure of a woman on his coins—
no doubt the personification of Constantinople, but it had commonly been
interpreted as the portrait of Aphrodite. Tiberius ensured a wide audience
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97. John of Nikiu 116.2–3 (trans. after R. H. Charles).

for this particular issue by distributing the coins at his “Augustaticum, or, 
as it is also called, ‘Donative of the Romans.’” 96 The Coptic historian and
bishop John of Nikiu falls outside the chronological limits of this book, so I
simply note that when narrating the death of Heraclius, the successor to
Tiberius II, he reported that contemporary gossip focused on his coinage:
“And in accordance with the decree of God who takes away the souls of
rulers, and of men of war as well as of kings, Heraclius fell ill with fever. . . .
And some said, ‘The death of Heraclius is due to his stamping the gold
coinage with the figures of the three emperors—that is, his own and those
of his two sons on the right and left—and so no room was found for in-
scribing the name of the Roman empire.’”97

THE DISTRIBUTION OF IMPERIAL PORTRAITS

Whence arose the portraits arrayed around Decius and his altar on the
Capitolium at Carthage? Why would citizens have been confident that these
were emperors? Any party to an exchange, suspicious of the change he had
received, could ask a passerby to pull the coins from his purse, and they
could compare their types and legends, for all knew that the government—
and only the government—issued legal tender. But anyone could commis-
sion a portrait and inscribe the base as he willed. Could one person com-
pare portraits in his town, or the portraits of his town with those in another
town, and thus confirm their legitimacy? The use to which Decius put his
and earlier imperial portraits suggests at the very least that he expected
those portraits to inspire respect, even awe. Did other emperors share this
expectation? What entitled them to have it and thence to act upon it?

Despite their implication in ideological beliefs about the nature and
function of legitimate governments, coins lacked presence. Their size and
utility rendered them commonplace. A patriotic and pious citizen probably
could, in all sincerity, forget to empty his pockets before entering a brothel
or going to the bathroom. For grandeur and permanence, for use in shrines
and processions, for sheer visibility, emperors required portraits. Thus Con-
stantine not only supervised his representation on coins in an attitude of
prayer; he also caused the same likeness to be reproduced in monumental
form over the entrance gates of palaces in several cities. He oversaw the pro-
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liferation of this image even in less permanent, painted forms.98 In a famous
aside in a literary letter ostensibly addressed to Hadrian but intended for 
a wider audience—his official reports to Hadrian were written in Latin—
Arrian of Nicomedia describes his encounter with a statue of the emperor
at Trapezus during a tour of his province: “A statue of you stands there, one
quite suitable in its posture—for it points toward the sea—but as far as the
execution goes, neither did it resemble you, nor was it very handsome.
Send, therefore, a statue in the same posture, one truly worthy to carry your
name, for the place is wholly suitable for an eternal memorial.”99 The pas-
sage is often cited as evidence for the wide diffusion of imperial portraits to
the ends of the empire.100 In a provocative essay, Paul Zanker turned this
traditional reading on its head, by asking whether Arrian regarded the
statue as a poor likeness because it was not of an official type.101 In doing so
he joined in a long-running debate over the production and distribution of
imperial portraits. This debate had run its course for so long because,
Zanker claimed, there were no literary sources to explain how an official
portrait was selected, copied, and distributed.102

For the empire of the fourth century and beyond, Zanker is, in fact, in-
correct: an abundance of literary evidence describes not only the sending
out of portraits at the beginning of reigns, but also the reception of these
portraits by local communities.103 For a long time art historians were con-
tent to follow historians in positing imperial supervision over the distribu-
tion of imperial portraits because it seemed the easiest way to account for
the remarkable “fixity and persistence of iconographic detail, observable
throughout the whole course of imperial portraiture.”104 Although research
continues to refine our understanding of the main types and especially of
the variation tolerated in local copies, the basic methods and arguments
have changed little since J. J. Bernoulli in the late nineteenth century. With-
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out imperial supervision of the processes of distribution, it would be diffi-
cult to account for the speed and extent of the spread of official portrait
types, or, indeed, for their longevity: the Haupttypus of Antoninus Pius re-
mained unchanged for the twenty-three years of his reign.105

Over the last two decades it has become fashionable to be skeptical about
the efficiency—indeed, almost about the very existence— of the Roman
imperial bureaucracy, and this skepticism has urged that the bureaucracy
would have been incapable of such a feat.106 Even under the Julio-Claudi-
ans, however, it was necessary to distribute the portrait of a new emperor
upon his accession in order that soldiers in legionary camps throughout the
empire might swear the oath of loyalty to him: when Augustus was forced to
allow Tiberius to succeed him, “Tiberius was taken up as son, colleague in
office, and partner in the tribunician power, and was shown to all the le-
gions.”107 The production of new types for coins with each new reign also
required the selection and mass reproduction of an official portrait. Prior
to Julius Caesar no portrait of a living person had appeared on Roman
coins: this right was granted to Caesar by the Senate, presumably on anal-
ogy with Hellenistic practice, and was subsequently seized by Octavian and
the triumvirs.108 This innovation must have required the development of
mechanisms to make, approve, and reproduce an official portrait, and the
mechanisms in place for numismatic use in the early 30s b.c. could have
served as a paradigm for mass production in other media.

At the very least, then, we must allow for the limited distribution of por-
traits derived from an official model as early as the first decade of the first
century of this era. This concession then renders unproblematic the subse-
quent reliance on local workhouses to produce copies for local consump-
tion.109 We should not underestimate the eagerness of individuals to dem-
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112. Zanker 1988, 301–302; Rose 1997a.
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onstrate loyalty, nor their ability to adopt and exploit Roman models to pla-
cate, persuade, or dupe their Roman overlords.110 Even in the reign of Au-
gustus, certain model portraits exercised such total dominance that all
provincial portraits of Augustus may be classified as descending from one of
their number.111 Over the next two centuries, provincial copies imitated
their models more and more closely, and the degree of variation between,
for example, Spanish and Carian replicas grew smaller and smaller. This
may have been a response to growing imperial intolerance for local prefer-
ences and techniques, but is much more likely due to changes in local aes-
thetics, which may easily have associated the persuasiveness of Roman taste
and Roman power: “The result of the copying process was that, thanks to
the abundance of honorific statues, a uniform conception of the emperor’s
appearance and that of his family prevailed.”112

Toward the end of his first diatribe against Julian the Apostate, Gregory
of Nazianzus wished to discuss Julian’s manipulation of traditional ceremo-
nial. In order to do so, he thought it necessary to reflect on the vanity of Ro-
man emperors, so that he might distinguish between the customary honors
of a sovereign and the element of idolatry that Julian had attempted to
introduce:113

It is a habit under monarchies that the ruler be honored with public por-
traits—I do not know whether among all men ruled by kings, but certainly the
Romans observe it with considerable zeal. For neither the crowns nor the di-
adems, neither the brilliance of their purple robes nor the numbered body-
guards, nor even the multitude of their subjects suffices to strengthen their
sovereignty; no, they require obeisance [proskuvnhsi~] in order to seem more
august. Indeed, not only must they receive obeisance, but their images must
do so as well, whether painted or sculpted, in order that their majesty be more
insatiable and more complete. To these representations each emperor de-
lights in adding different things: some depict the more distinguished cities
bringing them gifts; some add Victories holding crowns over their heads, or
magistrates offering obeisance and being honored with the tokens of their
office; some depict the slaughter of beasts and feats of archery; and still oth-
ers add diverse scenes of barbarians being defeated and trampled underfoot
and slaughtered. For these men love not only the reality of those deeds on
which they pride themselves, but also the representations of them.
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To select a portrait for public display and surround it with images evocative
of particular achievements—this, according to Gregory, was imperial prac-
tice. To have one’s portrait receive public veneration even as oneself did—
this was imperial prerogative.114 A large body of evidence corroborates Greg-
ory’s testimony that people commonly treated and were expected to treat
imperial portraits with respect bordering on veneration. As a stand-in for
the emperor’s person, a portrait could witness an oath, receive cult acts, put
the seal on diplomatic arrangements, or offer refuge to the oppressed. This
correlation between loyalty to the emperor and veneration of his image
could have become operative in the popular imagination only if individuals
around the empire associated the accession of a new emperor with the ar-
rival of his portrait.

THE POWER OF IMPERIAL PORTRAITS

Imperial portraits were ubiquitous.115 As a symbol of loyalty to a political sys-
tem that provided stability and order, they could be found “in every money-
changer’s bureau, booths, bookstalls, eaves, porches, windows: anywhere
and everywhere the emperor’s likenesses is exposed to view.”116 Insofar as
the emperor also enjoyed a special relationship with the gods, his image
could be found in temples throughout the empire. It was for that reason
also carried in procession on local holidays, to celebrate the benefactions
that he had brought to the empire and its citizens: this was true already of
Augustus, though he would not allow the practice in Rome itself.117 A pro-



IMAGES OF EMPEROR AND EMPIRE 233

1912 (Sel. pap. 212), ll. 34– 40, together with Nock 1972, 653–675; and Robert, OMS 2:320
and 832–840.

118. Rogers 1991; the quotations are from 82, 114, and 142. Cf. Mitchell 1984, 130 –132,
and Swain 1996, 66 –79.

119. I. Ephesus no. 404.
120. Apuleius Apol. 85, on which see Friedlaender 1922, 3:62–63, and Acta Pionii 4.24.

On the interpretation of eijkw;n crush̀, see Robert’s note ad loc. or his discussion in OMS 2:835
n. 1. Kruse 1934, 79–89, discusses the use of imperial portraits in the trials of Christians dur-
ing the persecutions.

121. Severianus In Cosmogoniam 6.5 (PG 56.489). On Severianus’s career and writings see
Aubineau 1983, 11–24.

cession of statuary at Ephesus, funded in perpetuity by a benefactor’s en-
dowment, is paradigmatic of the integration of such rituals into the rhythms
of civic life. By repeating the parade on both civic and imperial holidays, by
running its course past monuments evocative of the city’s Hellenic and im-
perial past, the Ephesians used cult acts involving imperial images to “ne-
gotiate their personal and social identities over space and time” and, ulti-
mately, “to link [the city’s] Roman, Hellenistic, and Ionian foundations.”
Even if the Ephesians’ renewed commitment to Artemis truly reflected a de-
sire to establish a “sacred identity” for the city, that desire arose because “by
a.d. 104, some Ephesians . . . may have forgotten precisely what differenti-
ated Ephesians from Romans socially, historically, and theologically.”118 For
many, like C. Sextilius Pollio, who dedicated a temple jointly to Artemis, Au-
gustus, Tiberius, and the Demos of Ephesus in the last decade of the reign of
Augustus, such differentiation would have made no sense.119 Ephesian and
Roman were no longer mutually exclusive categories.

Portraits of the emperors also presided over Roman officials as they con-
ducted their administrative and judicial tasks throughout the provinces:
several statues of Antoninus Pius watched over the trial of Apuleius before
the proconsul of Africa in 158, and we can imagine Pionius gesturing to-
ward statues of the gods and an imperial portrait when he concluded his 
harangue in the agora of Smyrna: “Therefore we neither worship your 
so-called gods nor venerate this golden portrait.” 120 Severianus, onetime
bishop of Gabala in Syria and, following his move to Constantinople, alter-
nately friend and opponent of John Chrysostom, played on popular aware-
ness of the ubiquity and power of imperial portraits when trying to explain
the invisibility of God to an audience in the capital: 121

You know how many are the magistrates throughout all the earth. Since the
emperor cannot be present everywhere, it is necessary to set up a portrait of
the emperor [to;n carakth̀ra toù basilevw~] at tribunals, in marketplaces, at
meetings, and in theaters. In fact, a portrait must be present in every place in
which a magistrate acts, so that he might sanction whatever transpires [i{na be-
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baiẁtai ta; ginovmena]. For the emperor, being a man, cannot be everywhere;
God, being God, simply cannot be seen by men.

Severianus presumably did not recognize that his analogy validated pre-
cisely that correspondence between image and reality that the author of the
Wisdom of Solomon had attacked. That author, writing in the first century
under Roman rule, attributed the origin of idolatry to the grief of parents.
Bereaved fathers fashioned images of their absent children, and over time
and generations men came to worship as gods what were once dead human
beings:122

Then the ungodly custom, grown strong in time, was kept as a law, and at the
command of monarchs graven images were worshiped [kai; turavnnwn ejpita-
gaì~ ejqrhskeuveto ta; gluptav]. When men could not honor monarchs in their
presence, since they lived at a distance, they imagined their appearance far
away, and made a visible image [ejmfanh̀ eijkovna] of the king whom they hon-
ored, so that by their zeal they might flatter the absent one as though present.
Then the ambition of the craftsman impelled even those who did not know
the king to intensify their worship [eij~ ejpivtasin qrhskeiva~]. For he, perhaps
wishing to please his ruler, skillfully forced the likeness to take more beautiful
form, and the multitude, attracted by the charm of his work, now regarded as
an object of worship the one whom shortly before they had honored as a man.
And this became a hidden trap for mankind, because men, in bondage to mis-
fortune or royal authority, bestowed on objects of stone or wood the name
that ought not to be shared.

In time, the iconoclasm of Wisdom would find an audience among Chris-
tians, both east and west. But the first four centuries of this era witnessed in-
stead the gradual realization of a consensus on certain beliefs about the
function and referential capacity of imperial portraits. That consensus in
turn permitted an eastern Christian like Severianus to liken the omnipres-
ence of his deity to that achieved by the emperor through the ubiquity of
his animate image.

The portraits of select emperors achieved even greater importance when
those emperors became objects of religious devotion in their own right:
through him his subjects lived, through him they sailed, through him they
enjoyed their liberty and their fortunes.123 Individual piety could urge the
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placement of an imperial portrait among a household’s penates: at such a
shrine Ovid offered incense “to the Caesars and the wife who is worthy of
Caesar, true gods.” When Marcus Aurelius Cotta Maximus sent silver por-
traits of the imperial family to Ovid, he enabled Ovid to “see gods and think
them present, to speak, as it were, with a real deity.” With an image of Au-
gustus before him, what did Ovid’s eyes lack, “save only the Palatine? And
that place, if Caesar is removed, will be worthless. As I gaze on him, I seem
to look on Rome, for he embodies the likeness of our patria.”124

The spread of imperial portraits to every conceivable public space within
a community, as well as the range of powers widely believed to be resident
in or accessible through them, is well described in the third-century rhetor-
ical handbook whose author we call Menander Rhetor. In closing an “im-
perial oration,” Menander suggested that orators “speak of the prosperity
and good fortune of the cities: the markets are full of goods, the cities of
feasts and festivals, the earth is tilled in peace, the sea sailed without dan-
ger, piety toward God is increased, honors are given to all in due fashion.”
Menander then switched to the first person, suggesting the very words that
his reader might use:

We fear neither barbarians nor enemies. The emperor’s weapons are a safer
fortress for us than our cities’ walls. We acquire prisoners as slaves, not by go-
ing to war ourselves, but by receiving them from the emperor’s victorious
hand. What prayers ought cities to make to the power above, save always for
the emperor? What greater blessing must one ask from the gods than the em-
peror’s safety? Rains in season, abundance from the sea, unstinting harvests
come happily to us because of the emperor’s justice. In return, cities, nations,
races, and tribes, all of us, garland him, sing of him, write of him. The cities
are full of his images, some on painted tablets, some perhaps of more precious
material [aiJ me;n pinavkwn graptw`n, aiJ dev pou kai; timiwtevra~ u{lh~].

Menander then returned to his didactic pose, addressing his reader once
again: “After this, you must utter a prayer, beseeching God that the em-
peror’s reign may endure long, and the throne be handed down to his chil-
dren and his descendants.”125 Similarly evocative is the analogy drawn by
the author of a late fourth-century Coptic homily on the Virgin, whose
manuscript attributes the text to Theophilus, bishop of Alexandria from
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385 until his death in 412: “For if the image of the emperor of this world,
when painted and set up in the midst of the marketplace, becomes a pro-
tection to the whole city, and if violence is committed against anyone, and
he goes and takes hold of the image of the emperor: then no man will be
able to oppose him, even though the emperor is naught but a mortal man;
and he is taken to a court of law. Let us, therefore, honor the image of our
Lady the veritable Queen, the holy Theotokos.”126

When reviewing the sacrosanctity of imperial portraits on coins we had
occasion to review a pair of treason trials reported in the Annales of Tacitus.
The charges against Granius Marcellus presumably concerned a private
statue within his household, and the same was undoubtedly true in the case
of L. Ennius.127 Similarly, the attack on one Faianius early in the reign of
Tiberius explicitly concerned a statue of Augustus that the eques had kept in
his garden, like other simulacra numinum.128 These passages are more fa-
mous as examples of the application of the law of maiestas to an increasing
variety of acts that could be construed as disrespectful to the emperor. De-
spite a recent attempt to link this particular evolution to the consecration
of some individual statues of the emperor, this would not have been pos-
sible in the first century.129 The importance of such a “consecration” was a
juristic fiction of the Antonine age and the early Severan period, when
more sensible emperors and jurists attempted to restrain delatores by defin-
ing moments when one could not be prosecuted for involuntary insults to
the imperial image. Although Venuleius Saturninus purportedly regarded
as guilty of treason anyone who melted statues of the emperor that had al-
ready been consecrated (imagines imperatoris iam consecratas), the language
of “consecration” almost undoubtedly represents a later interpolation into
his text. Venuleius himself probably distinguished between intentional and
accidental harm to portraits.130 Among Antonine and Severan jurists, Quin-
tus Cervidius Scaevola recorded only that the Senate acquitted a man who
had melted down “rejected” statues of the emperor (statuas imperatoris repro-
batas). Two generations later Aelius Marcianus reported that Severus and
Caracalla had refused to allow trials for treason for accidentally striking an
imperial portrait or for selling one prior to its consecration; Marcianus also
insisted that repairing imperial portraits grown decrepit with age would not
incur such a charge.131
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Formal consecration would at least have justified charges of treason. Tac-
itus found the trials under Augustus and Tiberius so galling precisely be-
cause their invocation of maiestas had no legal foundation as such—it was
not justified by reference to the emperor’s tribunician sacrosanctity, nor by
any consecration of his image—but rather was grounded in the presumed
identity between the interests of the res publica and those of one man. As so
often, his Tiberius can speak for them both: principes mortales, rem publicam
aeternam esse.132 In the absence of consecration, that putative identity of in-
terest can have been the only justification for the Senate’s voting a military
guard for the statues of Gaius.133 Earlier we reviewed the extension of this
principle to cover performing lewd acts in the vicinity of an imperial por-
trait. Cassius Dio recorded two further examples of acts liable for prosecu-
tion: under Domitian a woman was prosecuted and killed for disrobing near
a statue of that emperor, and under Caracalla men were still prosecuted for
carrying coins with imperial portraits into brothels.134 According to the His-
toria Augusta, Caracalla also convicted those who urinated near his statues
or painted portraits.135

Men did not insist that identical veneration was due to the emperor and
his portraits for the sake of mere casuistry. On the contrary, the ability of
portraits to demand veneration, as it were, made them active forces within
local affairs. They were instruments of power, and, in representing a unique
mortal with superhuman power, they became powerful and animate in their
own right. A law of Theodosius and Valentinian addressing public venera-
tion of their portraits alludes to this belief, even as it reveals its authors’ ut-
ter lack of reflection on the religious import of the traditional vocabulary
of Roman legislation:136

If at any time, whether on festal days, as is usual, or on ordinary days, statues
or images of us are erected, let the magistrate be present without employing
any overzealous element of worship, but so that he may show that his presence
has graced the day, the place, and our memory. Likewise, if our images are
shown at public spectacles, they shall demonstrate that our divinity [numen]
and praises live only in the hearts and recesses of the minds of those who at-
tend. A worship in excess of human dignity should be reserved for the divin-
ity above [superno numini].

Christians like Severianus of Gabala thus drew on deep-seated currents in
Mediterranean religious thought when they established analogies between
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the power latent in imperial portraits and the presence of Christ in religious
icons.137 Imperial portraits were not unique in containing some essence of
the emperor’s divinity, but they were the most common and least contro-
versial such figures: hence their explanatory power. For example, both east-
ern and western theologians struggled to describe the role of the body after
the Resurrection. Methodius, bishop of Lycian Olympus in the first decade
of the fourth century, drew an analogy with imperial images: just as the body
after the Resurrection was identical to the earlier body and yet not identi-
cal to it, so the images of the king receive honor even though they are not
made of gold or silver or electrum or ivory:138

For men attending to images not made from expensive material do not value
them less than others, but they honor them all equally, whether they are made
from gypsum or bronze. Furthermore, the one who blasphemes [dusfhmhvsa~]
against either is not set free because he dishonored clay nor judged guilty be-
cause he valued gold, but is judged because he displayed impiety [ajsebhvsa~]
toward the emperor and lord himself.

Basil of Caesarea appealed to another aspect of the essential identity be-
tween emperor and portrait when he sought to explain the unity of God,
Christ, and Holy Spirit:139

Just because the emperor and the image of the emperor are both addressed
as “emperor” does not mean that there are two emperors. For his power is not
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divided, nor is his glory split in half. Indeed, just as the empire that governs
us and its power are one, so it is with our doxology, one and not many, because
the honor directed toward the image redounds to its prototype.

In constructing this explanation Basil drew on a long exegetic and homi-
letic tradition. The topic had been hotly debated for some time; after all, it
had been the central issue in the Arian controversy.140 In his treatment of
this topic, indeed, in his use of this particular analogy, Basil undoubtedly
followed Athanasius of Alexandria, who argued this point in the opening of
his Third oration against the Arians. In an extraordinary passage, Athanasius
pondered what an imperial statue might say to its audience: “The emperor
and I are one. For I am in him, and he is in me. What you see in me, this you
see in him. And what you have seen in him, you see now in me.” 141

IMPERIAL PORTRAITS AND THE FAILURE OF CHARISMA

In concentrating on the power of portraits of living emperors, we have
begged several important questions about the reception and legitimation of
new portraits, not least those of Decius, distributed in the months prior to
the promulgation of his request for a universal sacrifice. What difference
did it make whether the local commission enforcing the edict of Decius
used a portrait of Decius or a portrait of Philip? After all, Philip had recently
been emperor. In fact, what made either portrait recognizably imperial?
And if law or custom required one to pay homage to the portraits of legiti-
mate rulers, how did anyone know when that obligation began or ended?
Extant evidence does not explicitly address these questions in this wording.
Ancient historians were more interested in narrative than analysis, intent
more upon action than mentalities. To find our answers, we must ask ques-
tions that Tacitus, Herodian, and Dio are prepared to answer. Did the het-
erogeneous populations of empire behave in ways that suggest they associ-
ated the power of a portrait with the legitimacy of the man it represented?
That question opens two paths of inquiry: How did people behave when the
portrait of a new emperor arrived, and what ceremonies or signs marked
that portrait as imperial? And how did people behave when an emperor’s
falling fortunes revealed the failure of his unique charisma?

Fortune preserves evidence relevant to these questions in a systematically
asymmetrical pattern. Many anecdotes from the first through the third cen-
turies describe the destruction of portraits that followed the violent transfer
of power or the death of an unpopular emperor.142 Similarly, widespread
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testimony from the fourth and fifth centuries depicts the ceremonies en-
acted on the arrival of a new imperial portrait. We have already seen that
emperors as early as the first century must have overseen the official and
rapid distribution of their portraits at the start of their reigns: that remains
the only hypothesis that can account for the many needs such portraits ad-
dressed early in any given reign.143 Although I shall treat these two bodies
of evidence separately, we must not forget that they speak to similar issues
and reveal essentially the same assumptions in the minds of ancient actors.

The deaths of Augustus and Tiberius were neither unexpected nor con-
troversial; nor did ill will toward Tiberius permeate the lower classes and
army. Neither therefore aroused popular action against their portraits and
inscriptions. At the death of Gaius, on the other hand, the people of Rome
arose and spontaneously tore down his statues and images.144 Some time
later, the Senate considered formally condemning his memory. Although
Claudius did not allow the measure to come to a vote, he voluntarily and
quietly removed portraits of Caligula from public view and did not mention
Gaius in the Senate’s annual oath to uphold the acts of the previous em-
perors.145 The Senate’s reaction to the death of Domitian was no less sym-
bolic: according to Suetonius, the senators formally passed a motion to con-
demn the memory of Domitian only after they had torn down all statues of
that emperor in the Curia.146

In objecting to the position that imperial portraits were centrally distrib-
uted at the start of each new reign, Meriwether Stuart concentrated on the
Julio-Claudian house and suggested that portraits of all members of that
family were already widespread prior to any particular individual’s accession
to the throne.147 If the inference is flawed, the premise, at least, is undoubt-
edly true.148 If we turn, therefore, to the tumultuous year 68, do we find a
population as yet unaware of the symbolic value of imperial portraits, of
both tearing them down and putting them up?149 Certainly the legions, ac-
customed to swearing an annual oath of loyalty before the portrait that
resided among their standards, knew what such actions expressed. The
troops at Rome removed the gold portrait of Galba from among their stan-
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dards to make room for Otho so that he might flatter them in a speech and
offer them a bribe. Later, when they marched to the Forum, an officer in
Galba’s bodyguard tore his emperor’s portrait from the standard: “By that
signal the enthusiasm of all the soldiers toward Otho was made clear.” 150

Similarly, when the legions in Lower Germany assembled to take the New
Year’s oath, the First and Fifth Legions signaled their change of allegiance
by throwing stones at Galba’s portrait, and in Upper Germany the Fourth
and Twenty-second tore the portraits of Galba to pieces.151 The population
of Rome apparently felt quite differently about Otho. During the Festival of
Ceres, “reliable informants” brought the news to the theater that Otho had
died and that Flavius Sabinus, the urban prefect, had administered an oath
to Vitellius to the Praetorian Guard; the people applauded and carried 
busts of Galba, adorned with laurel and flowers, in a parade around the
temples.152

Later that year, when it appeared to commanders in northern Italy that
the Flavian armies would soon emerge victorious, they heeded the sugges-
tion of Antonius Primus that they should restore the portraits of Galba,
which had been taken down “in every municipality”—it was no coincidence
that Domitian in Rome was deploring the excesses of Otho and Vitellius and
urging the restoration of honors to Galba’s memory. Around the same time,
Caecina Alienus, commanding the Vitellian camp at Hostilia that guarded
the bridge over the Padus on the road between Mutina and Verona, assem-
bled his officers and deplored the Vitellian position: his co-conspirators im-
mediately swore an oath to Vespasian and in the same instant tore down the
portraits of Vitellius and wrote up the name of Vespasian. Caecina’s soldiers
and some of his officers would not stand for his duplicity, and, taking him
prisoner, they joined with other Vitellian forces and made a stand at Cre-
mona. When they were routed by forces of Vespasian, the officers attempted
to disguise their allegiance by tearing down every portrait of Vitellius and
erasing all mention of his name.153

At the very end of the next century, early in the reign of Severus but af-
ter the deaths of Niger and Albinus, Tertullian wrote his Apology. He wished
to defend the Christians from one attack in particular, namely that of dis-
loyalty toward emperor and empire. God himself, Tertullian argued, had
commanded the Christians to uphold mores consistent with the pietas et re-
ligio et fides that are rightfully owed the emperor of Rome.154 At the climax
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of his argument Tertullian mounted a twofold attack: he sarcastically con-
ceded that “the other orders of society stand religiously for authority, as
their loyalty requires. There is never a whiff of hostility from the Senate,
from an eques, from the camps, or from the palace itself.” He then asked his
putative audience whence arose all those men who had claimed the throne
over the last few years—he named Avidius Cassius, Pescennius Niger, and
Clodius Albinus— or those who murdered Domitian: “From among Ro-
mans, unless I am mistaken; that is, from among non-Christians.” 155 All
these criminals, Tertullian added, sacrificed for the health of the emperor
and swore by his genius until the very moment of their treason. Despite the
many changes in leadership, however, the Christian never wavered in his
loyalty: “If Nature drew over men’s breasts some transparent material to let
the light shine through, whose heart would not produce, engraved upon it-
self, one Caesar after another, presiding on a stage over the distribution of
a congiarium, even in that hour when those same men are shouting, ‘Jupiter
take from our years to add to thine!’? A Christian knows no better how to
utter those words than to wish for a new Caesar.” 156 Tertullian clearly asso-
ciated the accession of a new emperor both with the arrival of a new portrait
on the coinage and with the advertisement of a particular ceremonial act.

Many emperors and several dynasties passed away during Tertullian’s life-
time, not often peacefully. When Tertullian was in his early thirties, a wide-
spread conspiracy at Rome arranged the murder of Commodus. Cassius Dio
lived in Rome in these years, yet we may nevertheless suspect a senatorial
bias in his report that the Senate and people wished to dismember the dead
Commodus but were eventually satisfied with the destruction of his statues
and portraits.157 The biographer Marius Maximus, a contemporary of Dio,
also recorded that the Senate formally condemned the memory of Com-
modus, and we have already examined the multiple strands in the campaign
Caracalla waged against his brother’s memory.158 At the death of Caracalla,
the Senate and the people were checked in their desire to censure his mem-
ory by the fondness that the troops still felt for him—and, one suspects, it
was not terribly practical to annul all the acta of one who had held the
throne so long. Nevertheless, even without the official act, the people ex-
pressed their hatred for him by disfiguring or melting down his statues
within the city.159
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Twenty years after Tertullian penned his Apology, early in the summer of
218, Elagabalus— or, rather, his ambitious mother—declared his candi-
dacy for the purple. Within three weeks his forces had defeated those of
Macrinus, who fled the field of battle and died shortly thereafter. Elagabalus
immediately wrote to the Senate and people of Rome, disparaging the
memory of Macrinus and adopting the titles of the imperial office before—
so Dio observed—they had formally been voted to him. The Senate never-
theless responded with typical sycophancy and posthumously declared
Macrinus a public enemy.160 Though Elagabalus declared his desire to reach
Rome as soon as possible, like Hadrian he found reasons to delay his arrival:
Elagabalus arranged the execution of several senators and military men
who had been close to Macrinus and saw no point in meeting the Senate so
soon after thinning its ranks.161 Herodian noted with revulsion that Elaga-
balus did, however, immediately order a full-length portrait of himself in his
priestly garb, in the act of performing a sacrifice before his god. The paint-
ing was then hung from the ceiling of the Curia, directly above the Altar of
Victory. Herodian conjectured that Elagabalus arranged this monstrosity in
order to prepare Rome for his outlandish appearance.162 But Elagabalus
soon learned that manipulation of visual propaganda alone could not se-
cure the loyalty of the troops. Two years after reaching Rome, Elagabalus
adopted his cousin Alexander as his partner on the throne. Only one year
later Elagabalus decided to dispose of Alexander. Wishing to show the Prae-
torians that he had formally withdrawn his support of his Caesar, Elagabalus
sent them a letter to that effect and dispatched an agent to smear mud over
his brother’s name on the inscriptions that labeled the portraits in the
Guard’s camp.163 Alexander proved more popular with the troops, and Ela-
gabalus was soon executed, his memory condemned: Marius Maximus re-
corded with pleasure the erasure of his name from texts in Rome and
throughout the provinces.164

As his observations on Elagabalus suggest, Herodian had a keen eye for
the dynamics of popular opinion in the empire, including the means by
which it was influenced and through which it was expressed. His narrative
of the tumultuous events of 238 displays all his talents. Early in that year the
population of Africa rose in revolt. According to Herodian, a particularly
reprehensible procurator in the area of Carthage antagonized the young
men of several wealthy families until, with only three days of planning, they
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murdered him.165 Mere contrition could not mitigate the murder of an im-
perial legate. The conspirators sought safety in a coup d’état. When the
conspirators offered Gordian as a replacement for Maximinus, “the whole
of Libya was immediately rocked by revolt: all the honorary dedications to
Maximinus were torn down, and in their place the cities were adorned with
portraits and statues of Gordian.”166 The fact that portraits of Gordian were
ready for distribution and display suggests that Gordian had been consulted
and the revolt planned for much longer than Herodian admits, although
the Romans had long possessed the wherewithal to mass-produce portraits
for such a demonstration.167 In any event, Gordian’s supporters were clearly
aware of the need to advertise the name and legitimacy of their candidate
and of the symbolic value of the means by which they chose to do so. The
Senate, already angry with Maximinus, seized the opportunity. It named a
board of consulars to direct efforts in support of Gordian and dispatched
letters to the governors and populations of the provinces: they should 
ally themselves with those acting on behalf of the communis patria and its 
Senate.168

Within three weeks both Gordian and his son were dead.169 Having de-
clared themselves hostile to Maximinus, the senators at Rome had now to
confront the angry emperor and his army alone. The Senate chose two of
its own number to serve as joint emperors, M. Clodius Pupienus Maximus
and D. Caelius Calvinus Balbinus.170 A riot ensued, which Herodian attrib-
utes to popular feelings but which was probably instigated by the friends of
Gordian I—precisely those men to whom Gordian had written for support
when he was first acclaimed.171The Senate was able to quell the disturbance
only by appointing Gordian’s grandson, Gordian III, Caesar to the two Au-
gusti.172 A further struggle between senatorial forces and the legions sta-
tioned outside the city delayed preparations, but eventually the Senate sent
men to the cities of northern Italy to prepare for the onslaught of Maximi-
nus. Two men were sent to Aquileia, Rutilius Pudens Crispinus and Tullius
Menophilus.173 We have already examined the fate that befell Maximinus
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before the gates of Aquileia.174 We should remember in this context that
when the soldiers in Second Parthian Legion decided to murder Maximi-
nus, they first declared the abrogation of their allegiance by tearing his por-
trait off the standards that stood before his tent.175 The leaders of the forces
within Aquileia shared precisely the same understanding of the symbolic
power of imperial portraits. Crispinus and Menophilus marched outside the
gates, produced portraits of Pupienus, Balbinus, and Gordian III, and de-
manded that the army recognize them by acclamation.176 The portraits in
question must have been prepared within days of their accession and sent
with Crispinus and Menophilus to Aquileia, as others were no doubt sent to
every city in Italy. All parties evidently regarded these portraits as essential
to this ceremony. The words of the oath were not enough: through the
icons, the emperors were themselves somehow present to witness and to
sanction the ceremony. No less than the citizens of Carthage and Aquileia,
the soldiers in the legions wished to see their emperors, to know their faces
and to feel their presence.

THE ARRIVAL OF ROMAN PORTRAITS IN A CHRISTIAN EMPIRE

The Tetrarchy raised many problems.177 By providing for the systematic 
existence of multiple emperors, it created myriad new opportunities for
claiming, awarding, and contesting a throne. In other words, to an extent
hitherto unimaginable, Diocletian made the ceremonies and trappings of
power available to multiple contestants. If the political realities of these
years seemed fraught with new challenges and new potentialities, the Ro-
mans negotiated them with typical conservatism. The symbolic language
through which legitimacy was expressed and assigned became more rigid.
The insistence that Caesars should honor the Augustus responsible for their
elevation, indeed, that their legitimacy depended wholly on that emperor’s
approval, merely expressed in new language a thoroughly familiar desire
for dynastic continuity in the transmission of charismatic authority.178 The
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forms of ceremonial became subject to prescriptions from above rather
than manipulation from below and, ultimately, may have lost their ability to
shape and express social consensus.179 In the immediate aftermath of the
retirements of Diocletian and Maximian and the death of Constantius, men
did not adopt such a long perspective. Would-be dynasts merely sought a
mechanism through which to acquire the recognition of those who already
occupied the thrones, and emperors accepted such overtures in order to ac-
quire the power that accrued to the auctor of another’s imperium. Both sides
found that mechanism in the exchange of portraits.180

The efficacy of this economy depended on popular recognition of cer-
tain behaviors and actions as imperial prerogatives.181 No one had con-
tested the right of Severus or Gallienus to allow Albinus or Odaenathus to
appear on imperial coins, nor had anyone misunderstood the significance
of that act, precisely because all understood that right to be the emperor’s,
and the emperor’s alone. Nothing else spoke so loudly to so many audi-
ences. When Constantine sought recognition of his position as Augustus
from Galerius in 306, he did not write him a letter— or, if he did, we know
nothing about it. The extant ancient narratives describe only the symbolic
forms through which each side articulated its claims. Constantine had al-
ready usurped the rank of Augustus—claiming it by right of inheritance
and by acclamation of his troops, a clear violation of the system established
by Diocletian. But Constantine needed the cooperation of the other em-
perors, and he could seek that cooperation only by exposing his own legiti-
macy to their scrutiny. Thus Constantine sent Galerius a laureate portrait 
of himself, and Galerius indicated his decision by accepting the statue 
and sending Constantine “the purple.” Galerius outwitted Constantine,
however, and acknowledged him only at the rank of Caesar. Although Zosi-
mus’s narrative for these events displays condensation maladroite, it neverthe-
less provides the additional detail that Constantine’s portrait was subse-
quently exhibited at Rome, presumably with the knowledge and permission
of Galerius.182
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183. This does not mean, however, that Constantine did not play the role assigned to him:
he advertised the concordia of the college, and labeled himself merely nobilissimus Caesar
(Grünewald 1990, 15–16 with 16 n. 21, 43).

184. On the arrangements made on 1 March 293, see Barnes 1981, 8–9. In 307, Con-
stantine cemented the alliance by marrying Fausta, the daughter of Maximian; the panegyric
which celebrated the occasion survives (Pan. Lat. VI[7]). On its portrayal of the relationship
between Constantine and Maximian, see Grünewald 1990, 26 –34, and Nixon 1993, passim,
but esp. 234 and 238.

185. See Galletier’s introduction to Pan. Lat. VII(6), 34– 46 and 51.
186. Lactantius Mort. pers. 29; Barnes 1981, 31–32. The chronological tables in the first

chapter of Barnes 1982 are helpful, but he restricts the data there displayed to “legitimate” em-
perors, and removes “other emperors and usurpers” to chapter 2 (cf. Barnes 1997, 109). The
resulting portrait is not a very useful guide to the political realities of these years.

It requires no imagination to appreciate that Constantine found his en-
forced demotion and subsequent subordination intolerable.183 Neverthe-
less, his only course of action—barring the sudden demise of Galerius—
was to find a source of legitimacy that possessed greater auctoritas than
Galerius. When the other members of the imperial college quarreled
amongst themselves in 306 –307, Constantine agreed to an alliance with
Maxentius and his father, Maximian, who had been the junior Augustus
when Galerius was appointed as junior Caesar in 293.184

The events of the next three years are quite complicated, but suffice it to
say that Maximian and his son fell out.185 Infighting early in 308 had given
the empire at least two sets of consuls and six emperors.186 In November,
Galerius brought Diocletian out of retirement for a conference at Carnun-
tum, in Pannonia Superior. Through Diocletian, who could legitimately
claim to be the ultimate auctor of all concerned, Galerius sought a perma-
nent settlement to the chaotic division of powers that then obtained. The
only platforms of that settlement that need concern us are the promotion
of still another Augustus, Licinius, the forced abdication of Maximian, for
the second time, and a renewed assertion by the emperors of the East that
Constantine was merely Caesar and not Augustus.

Relations between Constantine, Maxentius, and Galerius remained sour.
Constantine’s gambit with Maximian now became a liability. If there were to
be any chance for a reconciliation with the eastern emperors, Constantine
had to keep Maximian content in retirement. At the same time, he could
not now abandon Maximian, his father-in-law and patron, without bringing
aspersion on his own character and legitimacy. Maximian had not liked his
first retirement and would not be satisfied now. He tried to steal Constan-
tine’s troops and throne, committing suicide when he failed. Without the
presence of Maximian and still at odds with Galerius—who could claim to
have promoted him in 306 — Constantine required another source of le-
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187. The “discovery” was announced in 310: see Pan. Lat. VII(6).2, esp. 2.5. Müller-Rettig
1990, 322–329, provides an excellent brief analysis of the issues raised in the panegyric. Cf.
Grünewald 1990, 46 –50. See also Origo Constantini 1.1, with König 1987, 55–57. Syme 1983,
63–79, surveys the whole topic.

188. Lactantius Mort. pers. 42.1–2; Eusebius Hist. eccl. 8.13.15, but cf. 9.11.2.
189. Lactantius Mort. pers. 43.2–3. Compare Pan. Lat. X(4).12.2– 4, describing Maxen-

tius’s defacing of Constantine’s portraits: Aboleri vultus hic non potest. Universorum pectoribus
infixus est, nec commendatione cerae ac pigmentorum fucis renitet sed desiderio efflorescit animorum.

190. Eusebius Hist. eccl. 9.11.2 and 7; cf. Gregory Naz. Or. 4.96: mhvte Maximìno~, oJ met j
ejkeivnou~ kai; uJpe;r ejkeivnou~ diwvkth~, ou| ta; suvmbola th`~ ejpi; touvtw/ plhgh`~ aiJ eijkovne~
fevrousin e[ti dhmosiva/ prokeivmenai kai; sthliteuvousai th;n lwvbhn toù swvmato~. See also Origo
Constantini 5.15: Cum Senicio auctor insidiarum posceretur ad poenam, negante Licinio, fracta concor-
dia est, additis etiam causis quod apud Emonam Constantini imagenes statuisque deiecerat. bellum deinde
apertum convenit ambobus.

gitimacy. He found it in a fictitious genealogy: he claimed descent through
his father from the emperor Claudius II. Constantine again bypassed the
strictures of Tetrarchic ideology and claimed legitimacy by birth, indepen-
dent of any sanction from Diocletian or his successors.187

After Constantine terminated Maximian’s final attempt to regain the
throne, he ordered the destruction of all his portraits in every medium.
That command made a profound impression on Constantine’s partisans
Lactantius and Eusebius. Lactantius understood that many works of art de-
picted Maximian and Diocletian together and that the disfiguring of Max-
imian would necessarily bring disgrace upon Diocletian: that fate had be-
fallen no other emperor. Eusebius even maintained that Maximian was the
very first to suffer this punishment.188 The alliance that developed between
Licinius and Constantine in the months that followed the death of Galerius
scared Maximinus into seeking an alliance with Maxentius: his ambassadors
brought portraits of their leader with them, and Maxentius signaled his ac-
ceptance of the offer by ordering their portraits to be displayed together.189

Maxentius could arrange such displays only in the territories under his con-
trol. Constantine had, therefore, to deduce the existence of that alliance
from the collocation of his enemies’ portraits in Rome upon his defeat 
of Maxentius and entry into the capital. Licinius and Constantine subse-
quently punished the memory of their opponents following identical sym-
bolic logic: they jointly declared Maximinus a public enemy and ordered
the destruction of all his portraits. Eusebius, who recorded many of these
actions, was so accustomed to the logic of Tetrarchic portrait groups that 
he interpreted images depicting Maximinus together with his children as
proof that Maximinus had made them “partners with him in the imperial
dignity”—a family portrait could not be just a family portrait.190

Half a century later a usurper confronted another emperor who tem-
porarily lacked the resources to subdue the upstart. In 383 Magnus Maxi-
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191. The sources for Maximus are canvassed in PLRE I, Maximus 39. Matthews 1975, 173–
182, and S. Williams and Friell 1995, 36 – 43 and 61–64, provide narratives of these events
from different perspectives. Paschoud’s notes to the relevant chapters of Zosimus are also ex-
ceptionally useful, although the narrative provided by Zosimus is once again overly com-
pressed: for example, some three years pass between the embassy to Theodosius in 4.37.2 and
Theodosius’s recognition of Maximus in 4.37.3.

192. Zosimus 4.37.2.
193. Themistius Or. 18.220d, and see Dagron 1968, 23–24, or Matthews 1975, 178.
194. See Paschoud on Zosimus 4.37.
195. Matthews 1975, 179 n. 2; the alliance is also mentioned by Rufinus Hist. 11.15—who

excuses the later execution of Maximus by insisting both that Valentinian and not Theodosius
forged the alliance and that Valentinian had been deliberately insincere—and by Pacatus in
his panegyric, Pan. Lat. XII(2).30.1–2.

196. The coin of Maximus: RIC IX, Constantinople no. 83(d). Coin of Theodosius: RIC IX,
Trier no. 83(a); note that 83(b) and (c) have the same reverse with Maximus on the obverse.
The earlier coin is Trier no. 55(a), which had also been issued with Gratian on the obverse
(55[b]).

197. Zosimus 4.37.3.

mus, the commander of the legions in Britain, revolted and, in rapid suc-
cession, deprived the emperor Gratian of his army, captured him as he fled
toward Italy, and deprived him of his life.191 After the execution of Gratian,
Maximus sent an embassy to Theodosius, leaving the choice of peace or civil
war to him.192 Theodosius may have attempted some action against Maxi-
mus in the next summer—certainly Themistius described his campaign of
that year in those terms193— but over the next two years Theodosius clearly
felt that the situation on the eastern frontier was more important than sub-
duing Maximus. Finally, in 386, in response to several crises, Theodosius
recognized the legitimacy of Maximus and his government, although there
are reasons to believe that Theodosius had no intention of allowing this di-
vision of the empire to prevail any longer than necessary.194 Theodosius ad-
vertised this new state of affairs in several ways: he accepted the man whom
Maximus nominated as consul, Flavius Euodius, and therefore allowed his
name to appear in the dating formulas of laws issued in the East during that
year.195 Both Theodosius and Maximus displayed other formal symbols of
their joint rule: Theodosius allowed the mint at Constantinople to issue a
bronze coin stamped with the name and portrait of Maximus, and Maximus
struck a silver coin in the name of Theodosius and again in his own name,
celebrating the “Concord of the Three Augusti.” The reverse of that coin
duplicated the type from another issue in the name of Theodosius from the
years prior to Maximus’s revolt.196 Finally, we know from Zosimus that Theo-
dosius ordered his praetorian prefect Cynegius to exhibit the portrait of
Maximus in public in Alexandria and to announce to the people that this
man had achieved a state of joint rule with him.197

The division between eastern and western empires became more rigid
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198. Constantine De ceremoniis 1.87.
199. Constantine De ceremoniis 1.87.
200. Robert 1940, no. 113b (IGRR III 481 � ILS 8870). See also Robert, OMS 2:838–839.

The statue reached Termessus on 7 November 253: Valerian had been acclaimed imperator dur-
ing the summer of 253 but was able to return to Rome only in September. The earliest papyrus

and more formal throughout the fifth century. In response, the ceremony
of recognizing a colleague by accepting his portrait became more regular
and more highly stylized. For example, Constantine Porphyrogenitus pre-
served in his Book of ceremonies an account, no doubt taken from Peter Patri-
cius, of the ceremony performed in 467 when the emperor Leo in Con-
stantinople received the laureate portrait of Anthemius, the new emperor
of Rome. The ambassador of Anthemius, Heliocrates, and the laureate im-
age of Anthemius were introduced to the emperor’s council chamber (Con-
sistorium), where the silentiarii accepted the image. Next, Diapherentius, the
prefect of Constantinople, and Dioscorius, the ex-prefect, each delivered
a panegyric to both emperors. Then Leo signified his acceptance of his
colleague and of his image: he gave the command for the laureate portrait
of Anthemius to be sent to every city in the empire, and for their portraits
to be exhibited together.198 Finally, Leo himself gave a speech that adver-
tised his sanction of the elevation of Anthemius as well as the unity of the
empire:199

Imperator Caesar blessed Leo, victor, perpetual Augustus, declares: The long-
awaited portrait of the most merciful ruler Anthemius has now been sent forth
and has brought us great joy. Therefore, by our divine assent, We ordain that
his portrait should accompany our images in honor, to the delight of all the
people, such that every city recognizes, in its happiness, that the ruling pow-
ers of each half are held in common and that we are united to his clemency.

Alas, all the good will and harmony of the eastern emperor could not save
Anthemius from the displeasure of Ricimer but five years later.

Modern historians have tended to view references to a unified empire in
fifth-century texts as ideological constructs, equally and patently as false to
contemporaries as to us. Such arguments not infrequently offer the deliv-
ery of panegyrics to laureate statues as proof of the artificiality of court cer-
emonial in this period. It is not obvious that fifth-century viewers would
have received such panegyrics thus. Rather, portraits that embodied the
emperor’s power to extend asylum or concretized his oversight of markets
and lawcourts might well receive and propitiously acknowledge honors in
the emperor’s stead. Given that it had long been customary to perform ado-
ratio before imperial epistles and other carriers of imperial dignity, we
should be surprised that the earliest text recording the arrival of a new por-
trait is so late. In the middle of the third century the city of Termessus in
Asia Minor celebrated the generosity of a visiting imperial official:200
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that recognizes his reign is P. Köln IV 196, datable between 28 September and 27 October 253
(Rathbone 1986, 117). The distribution of official portraits therefore coincided with the dis-
semination of news of the accession itself or followed it very, very closely.

201. See the texts cited by Millar 1977, 36 nn. 60, 61. Oxyrhynchus, for example, contin-
ued to hold a festival on the day that Hadrian entered the city in the early third century (P. Oxy.
XXXI 2553). For interactions between emperors and cities during visits see Halfmann 1986,
111–129.

202. The most famous and longest text is the panegyric of Procopius of Gaza to Anastasius.
(See Kempen 1918 or Chauvot 1986, and cf. MacCormack 1981, 69–70.) Additional texts are
preserved on papyrus and include a panegyric to Justin II by Dioscorus of Aphrodite (P. Cair.
Masp. II 67183 � Heitsch 1961, XLII no. 1 � MacCoull 1984 � MacCoull 1988, 72–74); 
another panegyric, probably to Anastasius, probably by Christodorus of Coptus (P. Vindob.
29788A � Heitsch 1961, XXXV [Pamprepius]; on its date and the identity of its author, see
Viljamaa 1968, 55–57 and 101–104, who does not contest the possibility of Pamprepian au-
thorship of poems B and C, on which see A. D. E. Cameron 1965b, 486 – 487, and McCail
1978, assigning C to the reign of Zeno); and a panegyric to Heraclius (PSI 3 [1914], 253 �
Heitsch 1961, XXXIV). On the use of the second person to address statues see Basil, De spiritu
sancto ad Amphilochium (quoted by John of Damascus 1.35 and translated above at n. 139),  and
compare the Greek practice of referring to statues of (e.g.) Athena as “Athena” (Gordon 1979,
7–8).

The city and people and gerousia of Termessus near Oenoanda honor Valerius
Statilius Castus, the most powerful commiles of the Augusti: he provided for
peace on sea and land; he visited our beautiful city with every courtesy for nine-
teen days; he conducted games in the Lusorium on the seventh day before the
Ides of November, on the same day that the sacred image of our new Augus-
tus, Valerian, was introduced [into the city].

The use of the arrival of a portrait in a dating formula suggests that the
event was a memorable one, similar in pomp, perhaps, to the arrival of the
emperor himself—an event that not infrequently caused cities to restart
their official calendars and that lingered long in local memories.201 In the
late empire, in addition to the description provided by Constantine Por-
phyrogenitus, we possess a considerable body of evidence about the cere-
monies performed on such occasions: cities throughout the empire ar-
ranged to greet new portraits with pomp and panegyrics. Several such
panegyrics survive, and it is notable that they all maintain the fiction that it
is the emperor himself, rather than his portrait, whom they address, since
they all speak to him in the second person.202

Imperial portraits could and did substitute for the emperor himself not
simply at his arrival upon the throne but at any and every ceremony in civic
life, whether at the regular rituals that orchestrated the rhythms of mu-
nicipalities throughout the empire or on special occasions such as the an-
nouncement of a new imperial beneficium. In another homily from his stay
in Constantinople, Severianus of Gabala drew again on his audience’s fa-
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203. Severianus Oratio in Sanctam Crucem, quoted by John of Damascus 3.123.
204. C. Th. 8.11.4, and cf. C. Th. 8.11.3.
205. Severianus De lotione pedum 9 (A. Wenger 1966), quoted by John of Damascus (3.122)

under the title In pelvim. From a much later period, cf. Anastasius of Antioch on the Sabbath,
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to;n basileva proskuneì timh`~ oujde;n ou\san h] khro;n kai; crwvmata. On the use of imperial im-
ages in late-antique ceremonial see MacCormack 1981, 8–12, 70 –73.

miliarity with the emotive power of imperial portraits to explain the power
of the cross as a visible symbol of an absent Deity: 203

For if the emperor is not present, a portrait takes the place of the emperor:
magistrates venerate the portrait, the month’s religious observances are per-
formed, the magistrates come forward to greet the portrait, and the people
venerate it, not as if they looked upon a painted board, but as if they looked
upon the face of the emperor, even though he is not visible in the flesh but
only displayed in a representation. How much greater is the power of the por-
trait of the immortal Emperor to break not simply stone, but also heaven and
all the earth!

Severianus spoke primarily of day-to-day encounters with imperial por-
traits. In a law of 383 regulating the behavior of imperial messengers, Theo-
dosius, Valentinian, and Gratian provided a catalogue of special occasions
on which a portrait might enter a city in triumph or announce an imperial
benefaction:204

We sanction that whenever any of our auspicious achievements are an-
nounced, if wars should cease, or victories should arise, if the honor of the be-
stowal of consular vestments should be added to the calendar, if the tranquil-
lity of arrangements for peace is to be published, if, by chance, we display to
the eager public our sacred portraits, such occasions should be announced
and received without price.

We have already seen how formally the arrival of a new imperial portrait was
treated. The analogy of Severianus suggests that local dignitaries and pop-
ulations had to observe ceremonial formalities toward any imperial portrait,
on all occasions.

In a homily on the baptismal font, Severianus provides a salutary
reminder not only that imperial images appeared in many forms other than
portrait busts but also that people would have encountered them in, and
associated them with, specific ceremonial acts: “When imperial portraits
and statues are carried into a city and the magistrates and people process to
greet them with acclamations and fear, they fear neither the wood nor the
painted wax, but they venerate the portrait of the emperor.”205 As Gregory
Nazianzus noted a generation earlier, such nonstatuary portraits would
have resembled coins more than the disembodied busts we study today, in
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206. Gregory Naz. Or. 4.80.
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lum VENI VIDI VICI non acta belli significantem sicut ceteris, sed celeriter confecti notam. Note, how-
ever, that Appian claims that Caesar used the words in a letter to Rome (Civ. 2.384). Caesar
presumably used them first in a letter to the Senate and again in his triumphal art.

210. Ovid Tristia 4.2.19–22, 37–38, 41– 46 (trans. Goold, revised).

that they tended in and of themselves to depict the emperor in a context:
with cities bringing them gifts, or accompanied by Victories; with
magistrates offering obeisance, or with beasts being slaughtered or
barbarians trampled.206 Two of the passages from Herodian already cited
specifically describe the context in which the artwork placed the emperor:
the representations of Caracalla in sculpture and painting, set up “in every
city,” depicted him in the guise of Hercules, and the painted poster of
Elagabalus, hung from the ceiling of the Senate House, had shown him in
the garb of an Emesene priest.207 Eusebius likewise recorded the precise
attitude in which Constantine had ordered himself represented, whether
humble in prayer or haughty in triumph. Finally, Sozomen recalled in his
Ecclesiastical history that Julian had ordered public paintings of himself to
show “either Jupiter reaching down from heaven and bestowing upon him
the symbols of the imperial throne—the crown and the purple robe— or
Mercury and Mars looking upon him, as if bearing witness with their gaze
to his skill in rhetoric and in war.”208

THE ART OF VICTORY

Although many people know Caesar’s boast “I came, I saw, I conquered,”
few probably could identify its provenance: Caesar ordered these three
words alone to be painted on the floats in his triumph. The phrase stuck in
the memory, one presumes, because it was so unusual. Suetonius remarked,
when relating the tale, that it was traditional for the captions to narrate the
events of the war.209 Readers today undoubtedly know the Romans’ use of
painted panels and floats best from their appearance in such triumphs.
Ovid in his exile provided an elaborate description of the ceremony and
customary artwork when he anticipated a triumph for Tiberius as the result
of his campaigns in Germany:210

All the populace will be able to see the triumph and, when each person sees
the captured towns and the titles of their leaders, he will see kings bearing
chains on their captive necks and marching before garlanded horses. . . . This
lake, these mountains, all these forts, all these rivers were full of wild slaugh-
ter, full of blood. . . . Here, with broken horns and covered with sickly green
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215. Pliny Nat. 35.22–23.
216. Quintilian Inst. 6.3.61.

weeds, is the Rhine himself, discolored with his own blood. Behold! Germany,
too, is borne along with streaming hair, sitting sadly at the feet of our invin-
cible general; offering her proud neck to the Roman axe she bears chains on
that hand in which she carried arms.

Tacitus provided a similar, if much briefer, catalogue of the visual displays
in the triumph of Germanicus of a.d. 17: “Carried in the triumph were
spoils, captives, and representations [simulacra] of mountains, rivers, and
battles.”211

We have already in another context had cause to mention the multime-
dia display that Severus designed to advertise at Rome his victory over the
Parthians in the last decade of the second century.212 Their familiarity and
their pageantry rapidly made triumphs and triumphal art popular subjects
for ecphrasis in poetry, oratory, and historiography. According to Pliny,
painting for public consumption began at Rome when Appius Claudius
hung portraits of his ancestors in the Temple of Bellona, together with cap-
tions that described their honors and achievements.213 Large-scale painting
for use in association with triumphs became popular later. According to
Pliny, painting as an art form increased its public esteem, its dignitatio, from
its association with triumphs. In 263 b.c., Manius Valerius Maximus Mes-
salla triumphed for his victories in Syracuse and displayed a painting on 
the wall of the Curia Hostilia. The painting depicted his defeat of the Car-
thaginians and Hiero.214 Pliny describes several subsequent paintings, al-
though his narrative of such paintings lists only stationary works and not
painted floats or portable panels.215

Pliny presumably did not comment on specific portable panels precisely
because they were understood and intended to be topical, of purely ephem-
eral interest. Historians in antiquity similarly commented on the artwork 
in triumphs only when some circumstance rendered it unusual. Thus Quin-
tilian mentioned the extravagance of the wooden and ivory models used in
the triumphs of Fabius Maximus and Julius Caesar, respectively.216 Hero-
dian described the letters and posters of Maximinus Thrax not least because
he genuinely believed that Maximinus had participated in the fighting, but
also because the Senate would soon break its ties to that emperor and order
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222. Corippus In laudem Iustini minoris 3.121–125 (trans. Cameron, revised).

all his artwork destroyed.217 What Herodian does not reveal, but his narra-
tive suggests, is that he derived his information from Maximinus’s report
and posters and organized his own narrative into scenes that iterated their
content.218 Romans came to expect triumphs to supply information at this
level of detail: Pliny observed that writers reported the conquests of Cor-
nelius Balbus in precisely the order in which they were depicted on the
tableaux in his triumph, while Pomponius Mela predicted that geographic
and ethnographic information about Britain would be transmitted in the
triumph of Claudius.219 The Historia Augusta described the triumph of Au-
relian in 273 at great length—noting in particular the use of placards to
identify the captives and the cities that had contributed aurum coronarium —
presumably because so much time had passed since an emperor had visited
Rome in triumph, and more still would pass before the capital welcomed
another.220

Eunapius, like Suetonius, once drew attention to a victory celebration’s
violation of its genre. Virtually every aspect of the relevant fragment of his
Histories has been hotly contested.221 But the precise event described mat-
ters little here. Regardless of whether he described a display at Rome or at
Constantinople, Eunapius was angry because the painted panels had not
shown or even alluded to the bravery of the emperor and the armies. On
the contrary, they had merely depicted a hand coming down from the
clouds with the caption “The hand of God driving off the barbarians” and,
on the other side, “The barbarians fleeing God.” These expectations re-
garding the narrative function of triumphal art remained largely constant.
In an aside on Justinian’s triumph over the Vandals in 534, Corippus ex-
plained matter-of-factly that Justinian “had ordered that the history of his
triumphs be recorded on individual vessels cast from barbarian gold, at the
time when in triumph he cast chains on captured tyrants, when in his fourth
consulship the emperor trod the high Capitol in his triumphal proces-
sion.”222 The pictures on the vessels presumably duplicated the scenes 
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depicted in his triumphal art. We may safely assume that Justinian also
arranged the depiction of this triumph in mosaic form at the Bronze Gate
to his palace.223 We can acquire some feeling for the intimacy with which an-
cients associated triumphs and triumphal art by comparing Ovid’s use of tri-
umphs to set the scene for seductions, in which some familiar reality forms
the backdrop for a literary conceit, to the panegyrics of Eusebius and Sym-
machus three centuries later, in which both authors praised real imperial
ceremonies by suggesting that they were as pretty as pictures.224

Thus far we have concentrated on the uses of triumphal art at Rome and
Constantinople, the capitals of the empire. That emphasis corresponds to
the biases of our data and to the genuine importance those cities possessed
within Roman political life. Not for naught had Severus and Maximinus
arranged pictorial displays of their military victories even when they were
unable to celebrate their triumphs at Rome in person.225 Indeed, the most
celebrated description of such artwork may be found in another account of
a triumph at Rome, namely Josephus’s narrative of the magnificent triumph
of Vespasian in June of 71:226

Nothing in the procession excited so much astonishment as the moving scaf-
folds. Because of their size there was fear regarding the stability of their struc-
tures, for many were three stories tall, and some were four stories. One could
not see the richness of the material covering them without astonishment. . . .
The war was depicted piecemeal through many representations, one after an-
other, in the most vivid fashion: here one saw rich farmland being burned,
here the ranks of the enemy being slaughtered. . . . The skill and the work-
manship of these structures displayed all these things to those who had not
witnessed them, as if they were actually present.

The fame of this narrative has perhaps obscured the significance of an ear-
lier passage in that same book of The Jewish War. After the close of the war
in September, a.d. 70, Titus returned to Italy only after visiting the eastern
provinces, passing through Caesarea, Berytus, and Antioch before turning
south toward Alexandria, whence he would depart for Italy in May of 71. At
Caesarea and Berytus, Titus held games to celebrate the birthdays of his
brother and father, respectively.227 Of his route after departing Berytus
Josephus wrote: “Departing thence, he exhibited costly spectacles in all the
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cities of Syria through which he passed, making his Jewish captives serve to
display their own destruction.”228

Josephus may have intended merely that Titus held gladiatorial games
with Jewish victims in all the cities of Syria. Yet Titus was doing more than
touring the eastern provinces. He had just won a war and was returning to
Rome in triumph. He must have made a formal adventus into each city. But
what was the formal adventus of a victorious imperator, when leading thou-
sands of captives, if not a triumph? In other words, Titus was teaching the
cities of the East that characteristically Roman variation on the arrival that
was the triumph, with its pageantry and ideologically charged images of
conqueror and conquered.229 They certainly knew how to respond: they of-
fered him a crown.230 We have already seen that receipt of aurum coronarium
depended on the dissemination of news and that emperors dispatched
painted panels for viewers at Rome; we must then admit the possibility that
some pictorial representations accompanied the bulletins that brought the
news of imperial victories to provincial municipalities. It is highly probable
that the largest cities received such artwork on occasions of particular im-
portance. Menander Rhetor included among the benefits of empire the fact
that he and his fellows acquired “prisoners as slaves, not by going to war our-
selves, but by receiving them from the emperor’s victorious hand.”231 King
Agrippa had also relied on the familiar imagery of imperial captives in his
admonition of the Jews: “Which of you has not heard tell of the horde of
Germans? Nay, you have surely often seen their stalwart and burly figures,
for the Romans have captives from that nation everywhere.”232 By the end
of the first century, provincials not only had experienced Roman conquest;
they had learned the forms and ceremonies through which Romans de-
scribed, narrated, and celebrated their victories.

Victory celebrations were but one of the many contexts in which people
encountered painted panels of the emperor. In addition to describing the
portraits depicting Constantine at prayer, Eusebius also recorded that Con-
stantine ordered a panel set up before his palace, “so that it might be vis-
ible to all,” representing himself with a cross over his head and Licinius in
the form of a slain dragon at his feet, an image that appeared in condensed
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form on Constantine’s coins.233 Such works of art before the palace were in-
tended for a wide audience. Art within the palace could be brought to the
public’s attention through public oratory: thus the rhetor who celebrated
the marriage of Constantine and Fausta described for his audience a paint-
ing of the happy couple in the palace at Aquileia, even though he had not
himself seen the painting, and Corippus alluded to the pietas of Justin II 
by mentioning that portraits of Justinian were everywhere in the palace.234

Panegyrists undoubtedly welcomed the chance to display their talent for
ecphrasis. Doing so also provided them the relative safety of merely describ-
ing the content of another ideological display that had already received im-
perial sanction.

We would be remiss if we thought posters and floats media that the Ro-
mans exploited only during triumphs. Their ease of manufacture made
them suitable for many occasions and innumerable subjects. Eunapius, for
example, placed the Christian artwork that he despised in the circus, an ob-
vious location through which to address the widest possible audience. Writ-
ing at a time when Christians were still subject to legal sanction, Tertullian
described similar artwork, this time mocking the Christian God. That dis-
play can be connected with the events that culminated in the death of Per-
petua on the birthday of Geta in 203. That poster, too, must have addressed
its audience at a public spectacle.235

Painted panels exhibited in forums had the additional advantage that
they remained visible to those who could not be present for triumphs or
recitations of victory bulletins. This had been the justification of Lucius
Aemilius Rectus, the prefect of Egypt in a.d 41, when he publicly displayed
a letter from Claudius to the Alexandrians after it had already been read
aloud.236 The Senate exploited all the advantages and accessibility of posters
in the Forum when it displayed its piety toward the memory of Constantine
by commissioning paintings of that emperor residing in a heavenly palace.
The Senate announced this display in a letter that also requested that Con-
stantine be buried at Rome, a clear attempt to renew the power of the im-
perial city. Constantius demurred and buried his father in the city which
bore his name.237 The law of 394 that made it illegal to put up posters for
public entertainers “in the places where imperial portraits are customarily



IMAGES OF EMPEROR AND EMPIRE 259

238. C. Th. 15.7.12.
239. John of Ephesus 3.5. John transcribed shmeià to describe the shorthand used by 
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consecrated” reveals how accessible this medium was, even as it suggests
that such ephemeral portraits were continually produced, consecrated, and
displayed.238 All the influences of this artwork, both on contemporaries and
on later historians, are thus revealed in John of Ephesus’s description of the
accession of Tiberius II to the rank of Caesar. Having described the cere-
mony and the words of the angel who spoke through Justin II, John then re-
ported that posters depicting the ceremony in precisely his terms had been
displayed afterward, and that many notarii had been present, taking down
the speeches word for word.239

SIGNA OF ROME, SIGNA OF POWER

Like his rival Severianus, John Chrysostom spoke before a congregation al-
ways already implicated in the associative network and ceremonies of Ro-
man power. Like Severianus, John presumed upon that fact in constructing
analogies to explain the unfamiliar. So, for example, when John needed to
explain the importance of the apostolate of Paul, he turned to the well-
known ceremony set in motion by the arrival of soldiers, who, as everyone
knew, bore portraits of the emperor on their standards:240

Whenever men bearing imperial standards come to cities, preceded by a mass
of soldiers and with a trumpeter sounding before them, the whole population
is accustomed to come together, in order to hear the noise and to see the stan-
dards held on high, and to admire the strength of the men who hold them.
When, therefore, Paul enters on this day, not into a city but into the world, let
us all run together. For he, too, bears a standard, not that of the emperor, but
the cross of Christ; and men do not precede him, but angels do, for the honor
of the one borne aloft and for the safety of the one who bears him.

It is, of course, true that Chrysostom’s analogy could stand solely on its in-
vocation of the power wielded by the imperial portrait borne on standards,
as it is true that standards derived some of their power from that portrait.
This was, after all, true of the portrait-bearing rectangles that distinguished
and ordered magistrates and men of rank in the late empire: the rectangles
without portraits may have been legally sufficient to designate rank, but the
higher magistrates were clearly honored and empowered by carrying an im-
perial portrait on their cloth.241 And yet, standards had been the ubiquitous
companions of the Roman army under the Republic, too, and were thus al-
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ready and everywhere familiar. Likewise, John’s analogy relies not simply on
its audience’s construing “standard-bearer” as “portrait-bearer,” but on its
knowing the shape of the standard itself. These complications urge us to ex-
amine standards and the meanings they carried more closely.242

We should first be clear about the precise appearance of a standard.243

Each could have four parts, and the technical word for any of these parts
could stand in metonymy for the whole. At the very least a signum consisted
of a tall cross of wood, crowned by a statuette of an eagle (an aquila) or a
statuette of Victory.244 From the crossbar hung a cloth banner, the vexillum,
on which appeared the name of the legion and, in imperial times, that of
the emperor whom it served.245 The vexillum therefore also identified the
face depicted on the imagines, the small reliefs attached to the long verti-
cal pole of the signum. These could also include images relevant to particu-
lar legions; their most common subjects after imperial portraits were ani-
mals.246 The placement of a person’s portrait among the standards was a 
signal honor and normally an imperial prerogative. According to Tacitus, 
Sejanus attempted to incite Tiberius against Agrippina and Nero by sug-
gesting “that the people would soon choose new leaders and emperors,
whose portraits they would follow like standards.” 247

Even before the foundation of the Principate, standards maintained a
powerful hold on the loyalty of soldiers in the Roman army. Each man swore
an oath not to leave them behind. Significantly, they swore the oath to the
“military gods,” whose power was manifested in those standards: Livy ar-
gued that soldiers who swore a false oath to the standards endangered not
simply their lives but the standards, the eagles, and the religious scruple of
their oath.248 The legions honored the divine power in these symbols at
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a shrine in the center of every legionary camp, and the honor of maintain-
ing the shrine fell to the first cohort of the legion.249 Augustus paid homage
to the power of standards in his endless celebrations of the “recovery” of
the standards lost by Crassus near Carrhae.250 When, for example, Muna-
tius Plancus felt threatened by hostile legionaries during the mutiny among
the Rhine armies in a.d. 15, he fled to the shrine and the standards at
the middle of the camp. In describing that incident, Tacitus presumed
upon his audience’s familiarity with the traditional presence of altaria deum
in the camps.251

Legions expressed their devotion to their standards not only by display-
ing and decorating them on dates of religious significance or at moments of
military significance, but also by celebrating several special holidays dedi-
cated to them. These holidays included an armywide crowning of the stan-
dards with roses in both May and June, and each legion’s celebration of the
birthday of its particular standards.252 We can gauge the soldiers’ affection
for the standards by drawing an analogy between their attitude toward the
standards and a common practice in civilian life. The army allowed the sol-
diers to deposit part of their pay ad signa, “at the standards”: Vegetius be-
lieved that this had long been required, and papyrological records of mili-
tary pay prove that this was common practice as early as the first century
a.d.253 Residents of Rome, on the other hand, commonly deposited cash 
at the Temple of Castor and Pollux or at the Temple of Peace, under the 
assumption that religious scruple would prevent theft from a place of 
worship.254
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The association of imperial portraits with the standards only reinforced
the influence that they wielded; it also allowed them to function as repre-
sentatives of Rome and her ruler. Some have expressed hesitation regard-
ing the honors paid to standards after a military victory: Didn’t that act 
contradict the ideology that victories were won under the auspices of the
emperor and through his felicitas? 255 Since the signa commonly carried im-
perial portraits, the question is academic. The reaction of soldiers to a recent
success when fighting in Judaea under Titus illustrates the complex inter-
action between these supposedly conflicting loyalties: “After the rebels fled
into the city, while the temple itself and its environs burned, the Romans
carried their standards into the sacred precinct and placed them opposite
the eastern gate; there they sacrificed to them and hailed Titus as imperator
with loud acclamations.”256 Tacitus described a similar celebration of the
emperor’s role in a victory during the campaigns of Germanicus in a.d. 16:
during a battle with the Cherusci, the prince saw eight eagles in flight over-
head. “March on!” he exhorted his men: “Follow the birds of Rome, the spe-
cial divinities of the legions!” The Roman forces routed the Cherusci and
immediately acclaimed Tiberius imperator. They also celebrated by erecting
a mound on which, in the fashion of a trophy, they hung the arms of the
tribes they had defeated, labeled with their names.257 Suetonius’s diction
when describing events after the death of Sejanus also alluded to the reli-
gious power of the standards and the portrait that hung on them: Tiberius
distributed a reward to the legions in Syria because they alone had not wor-
shiped the portrait of Sejanus among the standards.258

As representatives of Roman military authority and stand-ins for the em-
peror, standards bearing his portrait could witness a formal surrender or
the conclusion of treaty negotiations. For such episodes we can compare be-
havior during similar ceremonies when the emperor was present or absent.
The ceremonies were, in fact, much the same. For example, in 359 Con-
stantius attempted to arrange a diplomatic settlement to Rome’s long series
of skirmishes with the Limigantes. He met them near the shores of the
Danube. He set the stage for the meeting by building a mound in the shape
of a tribunal, from which position he could look down on the submissive
barbarians. Ammianus specifies in this passage only that Constantius sat on
a throne with a golden cushion, but other passages in his narrative describ-
ing Constantius delivering speeches to the army or defeated foes suggest
strongly that the emperor appeared on the tribunal surrounded by stan-
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dards and eagles. This setting was already widely familiar as a coin type.259

No earlier reference to such a ceremony conveys the same level of detail as
the narrative of Ammianus, but the essence of the ceremony—the venera-
tion of the standards and portrait of the emperor—was clearly fixed at a
much earlier date. For example, in a.d. 37 Artabanus, the king of Parthia,
made peace with Rome. Though he negotiated the details of the treaty and
the ceremony with Lucius Vitellius, the father of the emperor, he signified
his submission by greeting and paying homage to the Roman standards and
to the portraits of the Caesars. Suetonius described the ceremony twice, and
Dio once; their narratives hint at the ready conceptual association of impe-
rial portraits and imperial standards by describing the object of Artabanus’s
veneration as the eagles and standards and portraits, the portraits alone, or
the standards alone.260 Later in the first century Zorsines, leader of a tribe
near the Black Sea, Tiridates, king of Armenia, and various hostile Ger-
manic kings acknowledged the supremacy of Rome through identical acts
of veneration before the standards and statues of the emperor.261

The third-century Athenian historian Dexippus provided in his Scythica a
fairly thorough description of such a diplomatic encounter between an em-
peror and the leaders of a barbarian tribe, in this case between Aurelian and
the Juthungi.262 Having been defeated in battle, the Juthungi sued for peace.
Wishing to impress upon them that he was free to grant or withhold that
peace, Aurelian made their embassy wait. On the appointed day, the em-
peror ordered the legions to assemble as if for battle, to terrify the enemy.
When the arrangement of the army satisfied him, he put on his purple
robes and mounted a lofty tribunal, ordering the army to form a crescent
on either side of him. Behind the emperor were arranged the standards of
his select army: these standards included the golden eagles, the portraits of
earlier emperors, and the names of the legions written in gold letters. Aure-
lian’s preparations were successful: the Juthungi, we are told, were stunned
and remained silent for a long time. They finally spoke only when the em-
peror granted them permission to do so.263

Dexippus described the setting of Aurelian’s drama using a mixture of
technical and purely descriptive vocabulary. To refer to standards he used
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ta; shvmata, a word that designates standards in appropriate contexts but
otherwise means “signs,” broadly construed. Some speakers of Greek ap-
parently found the broad semantic field of “sign” unsatisfactory: by the third
century we start to find the Latin signum transliterated into Greek, to;
sivgnon.264 The most extended and self-conscious allusion to this practice
springs, however, from the end of the fourth century. During John Chrysos-
tom’s occupancy of the see of Constantinople he delivered fifty-five homi-
lies on the Acts of the Apostles. In his Homily 46 John dealt with Paul’s con-
frontation of the hostile mob in Jerusalem. The soldiers had actually been
required to protect Paul from the mob, which shouted, “Take him away!”
“What does this mean, ‘Take him away!’?” John asked his audience:265

It was a custom among the Jews to say this against those whom they con-
demned, as in the time of Christ they appear to do this against him, saying,
“Away with him!” meaning, “Remove him from among the living.” But some say
that the Jews meant that which men among us signify by saying, according to
the Roman custom, “Cast him among the standards!”

Chrysostom has two explanations, one that establishes an analogy with an-
other situation in the New Testament, and one that establishes an analogy
with language and behavior familiar in his own day. To construct the latter
comparison, he not only reminded his audience that they deliver criminals
unto the Roman justice system; he also did so in language that constructed
“us” as “Roman.”

Chrysostom discussed standards in this homily because they were famil-
iar symbols of Roman rule. But standards had always held a particular fasci-
nation for Christians. The reason is not far to seek: the basic wooden frame
of a standard was shaped like a cross. Tertullian alluded to this fact in his
Apology when he suggested that the Roman army was, in fact, a Christian in-
stitution, and the castrensis religio merely the worship of crosses:266

You also worship Victories, since crosses are the skeletons of trophies. The
whole religion of your army is the worship, the adoration of standards: the
army swears by standards and prefers them to all other gods. All those collec-
tions of portraits on the standards are but jewelry on crosses; the cloth of the
banners and pennants are cloaks for crosses. I praise your diligence: you did
not wish to worship unadorned and naked crosses!
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The standards could thus appeal to pagans and Christians alike, and to each
on their own terms.267

Indeed, it was presumably the power of the symbol to speak to both pa-
gan and Christian that provided Constantine with one of his most brilliant
inspirations. Constantine had already shown himself favorably disposed to-
ward Christians in the early years of his rule in Gaul, but he could not afford
to alienate the pagan majority while he was still extending his power to the
heart of the empire in his war with Maxentius. Prior to his assault on Rome
on 28 October 312, Constantine ordered his soldiers to paint an emblem
on their shields; the precise nature of that sign and the source of Constan-
tine’s inspiration remain a mystery.268 Lactantius, who may already have
joined the court of Constantine, alone recorded those details, and in mat-
ters of religion he was not unbiased.269 In a roughly contemporary narra-
tive, Eusebius, writing at the opposite end of the empire from the events he
describes, suggested that Constantine ordered that a cross be placed in the
hand of his statue in Rome, to commemorate his victory. A pagan might
have seen only a standard. Constantine himself wrote a text to accompany
his statue, but it studiously avoided imputing any religious significance to
the object in his hand.270

As late as 25 July 336, when Eusebius delivered a panegyric for the thir-
tieth anniversary of Constantine’s accession, he still failed to impose any re-
strictive religious significance on Constantine’s chosen symbol. Indeed, his
language on that occasion mirrored the ambiguities inherent in the shape
of the standards themselves. The speech overall concentrated on the virtues
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of Constantine as a religious figure; that it did so without explicit references
to Christianity has in itself aroused considerable interest.271 Eusebius re-
ferred several times to the “sign” adopted by Constantine prior to the battle
of the Milvian Bridge, but the word he uses, shmeìon, also means “military
standard.” Nowhere did Eusebius employ language to suggest that the “sign”
was anything other than a standard, however much personal significance he
attributed to it.272

It was thus at the end of his life that Constantine apparently “revealed”
to Eusebius the events that had led up to his adoption of the labarum; Eu-
sebius recorded that Constantine spoke to him at great remove from the
events themselves.273 In the biography that he started after Constantine’s
death in 337, Eusebius described anew and thus reinterpreted what would
henceforth be viewed as the central event in Constantine’s rise to power. Ac-
cording to Eusebius, Constantine affixed a perpendicular bar to a spear,
forming a cross, and at the center he affixed a wreath, and within the wreath
attached two overlapping letters, chi and rho. The entire decoration—
wreath and monogram— occupied the place normally held by the imagines,
the portraits and distinctive emblems of the legions. Subsequent genera-
tions referred to this particular combination of standard and decoration as
the “labarum.”274 What is more, Eusebius described the labarum in pre-
cisely these terms, as a standard that bore the idiosyncratic device of its em-
peror, referring to the symbol as “the victorious trophy, that is, the salutary
standard,” and continued to describe the item that Constantine added to
his statue in Rome as “the salutary sign . . . a long spear in the shape of a
cross.”275

Of course Constantine did far more than adopt a bastardized standard as
a personal ensign and advertise that fact on his coins and in other media.
He also controlled the full geographic span of the empire for fourteen
years. As a result, people appear to have associated the standard with impe-
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rial prerogative and imperial power more closely than ever before. Chris-
tians in particular came to regard the labarum as the special symbol of their
emperor and their Christian empire, but, for obvious reasons, they also ex-
tended their proprietary feelings to the mere crosses that were the regular
standards of the Roman legions. In this way imperial usage began to have
an influence on Christian art. Tertullian wrote sarcastically when he sug-
gested that Romans did not wish to worship naked crosses, but Christians 
after Constantine began to paint their crosses with imperial paludamenta,
the purple victory cloak that hung on trophies and standards during tri-
umphs.276 This arrogation of the standard explains Gregory’s reaction to Ju-
lian’s perversion of the cross. According to Sozomen, Julian had attached
images of Jupiter, Mars, and Mercury to his standards.277 Gregory was in-
censed because he believed that Julian had desecrated the Christians’ pro-
prietary symbol:278

He has already committed outrage against the great standard that marches
together with the cross and that, carried on high, leads the army. It gives re-
lief to burdens, is renowned among the Romans, and rules, so to speak, over
the other standards, such as are adorned by imperial portraits and woven ban-
ners of different colors and different writing, or by the forms of dragons, their
fearsome, gaping mouths filled by the wind when hung on spears. The scales
woven onto their coiled bodies flash and present to the eyes a sight at once
pleasing and awe-inspiring.279

The dragons to which Gregory referred were special banners, like wind
socks, introduced to the Roman army by eastern auxiliaries in the early sec-
ond century. Lucian, writing in 166, knew them only as features of the
Parthian army, but by the fourth century they had become one of the most
familiar symbols of the Roman army, and the literary references to them
constitute a special, and remarkably extensive, category of evidence for the
impact made by official art.280

Although it had been possible for Christians before Constantine to use
standards as symbols of leadership and legitimate power—for instance, Ter-
tullian wrote of “standards of Christ” and “standards of the Devil”281— once
again it was Constantine’s power and appeal that established this metaphor
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on sound footing.282 Around the year 321, Constantine wrote to the ortho-
dox bishops of Africa to urge tolerance toward the Donatists: if they simply
ignore the Donatists, then the men “who put themselves forward as the
standard-bearers of that most pathetic strife” would soon see the error of
their ways.283 Indeed, as soon as Christians gained control over the secular
power of the state, they began urging the emperor to “raise the standard of
the Faith” against the pagans:284

Raise the standard of the Faith: the divinity has assigned it to you. By the favor
of the supreme God you are victorious over all your enemies, whose activities
disfigured the Roman empire. Raise the standard of the reverend Law, sanc-
tify it, and promulgate what will be beneficial. Let it be a holy blessing for the
state that among the throngs of slain sacrifices you have laid low an army of
the enemy.

By “the enemy” Firmicus intended Constantius to understand “the pagan”;
this usage is in itself a remarkable assertion that the pagan majority that had
ruled the empire a generation earlier had now, by choice of religion, be-
come enemies of the res publica.

When writing early in the next century of the continuing struggle against
the Donatists in Africa, Augustine adopted a usage similar to that of Con-
stantine, whose writings on the Donatists Augustine knew intimately: “A re-
ligious and pious emperor should prefer to correct the error of this impiety
by most pious laws and to compel to Catholic unity by terror and coercion
those who bear the standards of Christ against Christ.” 285 Prior to Constan-
tinian coinage it would have been impossible to describe an emperor bear-
ing standards: that was a task for a distinguished legionary, not for a general.
In the fourth century, however, as the language of Chrysostom suggests, the
bearing of standards became a badge of leadership and the mark of sover-
eign power. Appealing to this conceptual framework, Chrysostom called
both Paul and the emperor “standard-bearers of Christ,” usage that enjoyed
a long popularity in East and West.286 Perhaps even more fascinating, and
even more indicative of the depth to which this imagery penetrated, is the
appearance of standards in representations of local divinities both on the
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reference to a contemporary portrait group. Of course, this and subsequent references to the
princes as tevkna were rhetorically easy—among other things, they made imagining their con-
cord easy—but distorted the difference in their ages.

coinage of Syrian cities and in the artwork of local temples.287 This phe-
nomenon is mirrored in the Danubian provinces by dedications displaying
a renewed interest in native gods during the third century—but these na-
tive gods are clearly honored with characteristically Roman expressions of
piety, and their aid is invoked in the preservation of Roman vows for the Ro-
man empire.288 What is more, the specific banners and insignia that appear
in the Syrian and Punic shrines do not belong to any particular legion with
which the temples could be associated. On the contrary, their appearance
requires the explanation that local artists, in their efforts to make their gods
look powerful, adapted an imagery associated with the most visible deity 
they knew.289

CONCORDIA IN CHURCH AND STATE

In matters of peace and war, in both church and state, the turn of the cen-
tury was full of turmoil.290 The death of Theodosius on 18 January 395 left
the empire to his two sons, Arcadius and Honorius, both minors in experi-
ence and ability if not in age.291 The formal regency of Stilicho over Hono-
rius in the West created pressure and opportunity for officials in the East to
claim similar powers over Arcadius. The result was a practical division of the
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empire, expressed most publicly in the formal concession that the eastern
and western courts should each nominate one of the year’s consuls. The
multiplication of courts in the past had admittedly led to the occasional
multiplication of consuls, but those occasions had generated an excess of
eponymous officials, as would-be emperors claimed the right to name the
year. It was only in the years after 395 that miscommunication could so dis-
able the system that the East would promulgate a law in the year “when the
consuls were Theodosius, for the fourth time, and whoever shall have been
named [by the West].”292

At the same time, the empire had often seen colleagues on the throne,
and we would err greatly if we drew any conclusions about popular beliefs
from subtle alterations in the mechanics of government.293 It is, for ex-
ample, a virtual certainty that the law whose final dating formula we just con-
strued as evidence of crippling bureaucratic punctiliousness had been for-
mally promulgated by the Imperatores Honorius et Theodosius Augusti, namely
by the harmonious corulers of a unified empire.294 The agents of the gov-
ernment and the people of the empire jointly conspired to believe their em-
pire a notional and necessary unity, and that belief remained fundamental
to imperial ideology in art and ceremony in the years to come. Indeed, it lent
to official works of art, with their endless images of paired emperors, sol-
diers, or angels, a formal balance in theme and composition that must have
rendered their messages as immediately intelligible as they were pleasing.295

Ecclesiastical politics in Constantinople in these years would have been
fractious even without their entanglement in the affairs of the court.296 In
the spring of 400, one Eusebius, bishop of Valentinopolis, attempted to
read a series of charges against Antoninus, bishop of Ephesus, in a minor
synod presided over by John Chrysostom, the extraordinary preacher and
bishop of Constantinople. John tried to persuade Eusebius to be quiet:
many make accusations out of passion but are unable to prove them. “After
your indictment of Eusebius has been formally recited and come to the
hearing of all, and after the minutes have been recorded, it will no longer



IMAGES OF EMPEROR AND EMPIRE 271

297. Palladius Dialogus 14.44– 46: meta; ga;r to; ajnagnwsqh̀nai kai; eij~ ajkoa;~ pavntwn
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be possible for you, though you are a bishop, to request an abolitio [a formal
dismissal of the charges].”297 Eusebius pressed on, and John rashly an-
nounced that he would personally investigate the charges in situ. The court
immediately forbade this: Gaïnas, the disgruntled magister militum, was ef-
fectively besieging the capital, and John was required to mediate between
the helpless imperial officials within the city and Gaïnas and his compatri-
ots without.

When Eusebius first publicized his charges, no one could have predicted
the events of the following months: the population of Constantinople con-
ducting a pogrom against the Goths; Gaïnas slowly losing a battle of will with
his opponents and withdrawing to Thrace, there to die at the close of the
year; Eusebius failing to produce witnesses and suffering excommunication;
and Antoninus, seemingly on the verge of vindication, falling sick and dy-
ing.298 When the church at Ephesus asked John to right its affairs after the
death of Antoninus, the court allowed his departure. He divided his duties
between his archdeacon, Serapion, and his Syrian protégé, Severianus,
bishop of Gabala, and departed for a tour of Asia. His two assistants quar-
reled almost from the start, but it was naturally Severianus, the preacher,
who attracted the favorable attention of the court and, therefore, the jeal-
ousy of his former patron.

When John returned from Asia in the spring of 402, the court intervened
to restore harmony between the warring factions of the church, much as it
had tried to use John to mediate between factions in the military and civil
bureaucracy two summers earlier.299 The empress Eudoxia in particular saw
an opportunity to make peace as never before in her reign. The instability
that had produced Gaïnas had provoked Stilicho in the West to humiliate
the eastern court by repeatedly contesting its authority, most pointedly in its
nomination of consuls; order in that matter had been restored late in 401,
when Rome received and accepted the nomination of Fravitta for that year,
and the imperial brothers advertised their renewed harmony, and that of
their putative subordinates, by assuming a joint consulate for 402. Their re-
lationship, symbolized by their physical collocation, was then celebrated on
coins and monuments throughout the empire.

Eudoxia now brokered a peace between Severianus and John, which was
celebrated over two days, John speaking on the first and Severianus on the
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second. The event sparked interest around the Mediterranean; both hom-
ilies soon circulated in abbreviated Latin translations.300 John’s homily, alas,
survives only in that form. Severianus’s homily has survived in its original
Greek, by the slimmest of threads.301 He began by invoking the appearance
of the Heavenly Host before the shepherds: “We, too, bring you news of
great joy: today the church is at peace.” Severianus built to an initial
crescendo comparing present repose with former perturbation, present joy
with former despair. Then he returned to the theme of peace:302

And what can we say that is worthy of Peace, which is the name of Christ? For
concerning Christ Paul spoke, saying, “He is our Peace, Who has made us both
one” [Eph. 2:14]. The two were not divided in thought, they were not es-
tranged in faith, but they were torn asunder by the envy of the Devil. Just as
before an imperial arrival the streets are cleaned and the colonnades are
crowned with beautiful decorations, so that nothing may appear unworthy of
the imperial gaze, so at the approach of Christ, the King of Peace, everything
distressful has departed from our path. The truth shines forth, and falsehood
has fled! Harmony shines forth, and discord has fled! 303 Just as often the best
of painters, wishing to illustrate unity of spirit [boulovmenoi th̀~ yuch̀~ th;n
e{nwsin deìxai], place behind kings or brothers who are magistrates Concord,
in the form of a woman [ejn schvmati gunaiko;~ . . . th;n oJmovnoian], embracing
with both her arms those who are unified—in order to show that those di-
vided in body are united in thought—so the peace of Christ unifies by its em-
brace those who stand apart, and thus the saying of the prophet is fulfilled in
us, “And there will be a council of peace between them” [Zech. 6:13].

The movement of the passage carefully observes and thus reveals the
boundaries of the lifeworld inhabited by Severianus and his audience. He
turned naturally to Scripture, easily applying Paul’s vision for the Christian
community to the church at the moment of the ceremony: as Christ dis-
solved the antipathy of Jew and Gentile, so His grace would now end the
mutual antagonism of John and Severianus. But Severianus then elicited
from his audience solemnity appropriate to the occasion by turning away
from Scripture to imperial ceremonial: the arrival of Christ that had
brought peace could best be understood by recalling an imperial arrival.
And if Severianus first lamented his ability to explain the peace of Christ, 
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he discovered a heuristic device in the iconography of a tableau at once
grandiose and everyday, the immediately topical harmony of emperors who
were brothers. He closed the hermeneutic circle, seemingly without vio-
lence or contradiction, by likening the benevolent influence of Concordia
to the fulfillment of a prophecy first delivered a thousand years before.
Zechariah now lived amidst the stagecraft and properties of Decius, and he
wore a toga.





PART THREE

From Imperium to Patria
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Orbis Terrarum and Orbis Romanus

Imperialism possesses its own logic and requires a particular geography. It
divides the peoples of the world: some are conquerors; all others are already
or yet to be conquered. Neither Roman nor Gaul is likely soon to have for-
gotten the campaigns of Caesar. A substantial difference in legal rank and
a vast emotive gulf will have separated them; nor will Roman attempts to
collapse the former necessarily have had any effect on the latter. The inte-
gration of the empire presupposed a different geography, a different divi-
sion of the world.

Yet imperialism would seem essential to the Roman self-image and to Ro-
man political life. It was through victory in war that Caesar had established
his preeminence, and it was through warfare once again that Augustus had
staked his own claim to charismatic appeal. If success in warfare had re-
mained essential to legitimate the candidacy of would-be emperors, neither
Roman nor provincial would have been likely to recognize his stake in their
shared community. After all, victories had to come at someone’s expense.
On an emotive level, the celebration of recent victories could have stirred
up bitterness among the subject populations of the provinces; on an intel-
lectual and ideological level, the rhetoric and iconography of such celebra-
tions presumed and must have partially articulated a vision of the geogra-
phy of the empire and the world. So long as emperors fought wars to add
territory and peoples to the empire, they implicitly recognized a system of
status distinctions that situated noncitizen residents somewhere between
citizens and barbarians. If some provincials had earned seats in the Curia,
many were regarded with scorn and condescension little different from that
heaped on those outside the empire.

The theology of victory that developed under Augustus issued in a rather
different outcome. The incarnation of Augustan victoriousness as Augustan
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Victory attached such charisma as flowed from military achievement to the
office that Augustus had endowed, and it remained there for his successors
to bank or to lose.1 Augustus did not intend that Romans should not esteem
martial glory, nor did his actions cause such a change. Vespasian succeeded
to the throne because he defeated others in war; Nerva needed Trajan, or a
Trajan. But Augustan Victory made the cessation of warfare possible, and it
was that potentiality that Hadrian actualized when he renounced imperial-
ism and forever altered the geography of the empire.

This change of attitude within the governing class unfolded with the pas-
sage of generations, nor was it ever complete. But Hadrian did more than
set policy for his subordinates and precedents for his successors. He partic-
ipated in an ongoing discourse among provincials on the project and goal
of empire. Recipients of propaganda that constructed them in Roman
terms, provincials adopted and adapted the language and iconography of
those messages toward a very different end. When Hadrian aligned impe-
rial policy with provincial sentiment, he shifted the meaning of imperial vic-
toriousness. The universalizing rhetoric of aurum coronarium now became
unifying, as well. Identifying the beneficiaries of imperial victories now
meant dividing the world between resident beneficiaries and barbarian vic-
tims, uniting in the former category citizen and noncitizen as jointly privi-
leged participants in a single community.

AUGUSTUS AND VICTORY

Victory did not have an altar or temple at Rome until the third century b.c.
According to Livy, Lucius Postumius Megellus dedicated an altar to Victory
as consul in 294, fulfilling a vow that he had made some years earlier. Livy,
alas, did not record the circumstances of that vow.2 Two centuries passed be-
fore the cult achieved a special place within the ritual life of the Roman
army. Marius seems to have been responsible for having placed the figure
of Victory on the standards of the legions.3 Extant evidence does not per-
mit us to gauge the affection that soldiers of the Republic felt for their god-
dess, since the overwhelming majority of inscriptions by legionaries date
from the Principate and beyond, but it is certainly clear from dedications in
that period that Victory had a special place in the hearts of Roman soldiers.4



ORBIS TERRARUM AND ORBIS ROMANUS 279

5. The date is noted in the fasti Maffeiani and Vaticani (EJ p. 51); see Weinstock, RE s.v. “Vic-
toria,” or idem 1971, 111. For the statue, see Dio 51.22.2.

6. Weinstock, RE s.v. “Victoria,” cols. 2522–2529; Hölscher 1967, 6 –12 and passim. Gur-
val 1995, 50 and 62, doubts that the Tarentine statue was represented on Roman coins as early
as the early 20s, but any statue so dedicated must have been an obvious model for any mon-
eyer in that period.

7. Reynolds 1981, 323; cf. CIG 2310.
8. Weinstock, RE s.v. “Victoria,” cols. 2531–2532.
9. See Chapter 7 at nn. 240 and 266.
10. Dio 47.40.8. For processions of soldiers bearing Victories before the emperor, see

Nock 1972, 669–671, or Weinstock, RE s.v. “Victoria,” cols. 2523–2524, 2529. For images
from the Column of Trajan and the arches of Titus, Trajan, and Constantine, see Hölscher
1967, plates 7 and 10.

A particular representation of Victory received official sanction when Au-
gustus took a statue of Victory from Tarentum and dedicated it on 28 Au-
gust 29 b.c. in the Senate House that Julius Caesar had begun but not
finished.5 Imitations of it appeared thereafter in every medium of imperial
art throughout the empire.6

To anticipate the effects of the actions discussed below: the collocation of
emperor and Victory quickly became familiar to provincial populations.
Those who honored her did so because Victory had brought them peace
and continued to bring safety from those beyond the borders of their em-
pire. As early as the first century Aphrodisias had two dedications to Victory
of the Augusti, the plural referring to the emperors of the Julio-Claudian
dynasty.7 Subsequently temples to Victory are found apart from military in-
stallations in cities throughout Italy, in Gallia Cisalpina, in the provinces
along the Danube, and in Germany and Africa.8

But Victory did not require her own temple to receive homage. She
could also receive honor in association with the emperor whom she ac-
companied and protected. Just as cities and individuals could associate im-
perial portraits with statuettes of local deities, so many local groups paid
homage to Victory in celebrations of the imperial cult. Organizers of such
events could have learned this practice by observing the rituals of the
army—after all, Tertullian and John Chrysostom both presumed upon
their audiences’ familiarity with the appearance of a legion.9 Cassius Dio
even explained a prodigy in such terms: among the portents and prodigies
of 42 b.c. he included a notice that “a boy carrying a Victory fell down while
marching in a procession, such as the soldiers lead.”10 Three papyri from
Oxyrhynchus attest to the association of Victory and the emperor in cult
acts from that city, from the second to the fourth century. Two of those de-
scribe Victory as “advancing before [the portrait busts of the emperors],”
no doubt referring simultaneously to the concrete acts performed in impe-
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rial cult and to the common belief that Victory accompanied the emperor
on his military expeditions.11 Very similar must have been the statues dedi-
cated in the reign of Gordian by a flamen perpetuus in Africa Proconsularis:
he vowed and built a temple of the Victories, adorned with “three statues of
the Victories of our emperor.” At the dedication of the building he provided
a public banquet for the population of his city.12 Themistius asserted the
close companionship of emperor and Victories when he sought to explain
the special significance of the emperor’s arrival in the capital city: “The Vic-
tories, rising up with Helios, run brightly to the west and, together with the
emperor, come to earth in the metropolis of trophies.”13

In the first instance Augustus undoubtedly presented his dedication of
the statue of Victory in the Curia as the completion of his adoptive father’s
plans; after all, he allowed the Festival of Victoria Caesaris to continue
throughout his reign, and he persisted in naming the building the Curia Ju-
lia.14 The statue did not serve, however, merely as a reminder of past suc-
cesses. Victory stood over an altar.15 It had been customary under the Re-
public for a magistrate to take auspices before opening a meeting of the
Senate.16 We do not know whether that custom fell into abeyance, but Sue-
tonius and Dio both record that Augustus, desirous of promoting piety, or-
dered that every senator offer incense and wine at the altar of the god in
whose temple the Senate was meeting.17 Although several authors subse-
quently refer to the religious rituals that preceded the formal start of a
meeting, Herodian provides the first clear reference to senators burning in-
cense to Victory when they met in the Curia Julia: Elagabalus ordered that
his painted portrait should hang over the statue of Victory, “where each sen-
ator pours a libation of wine and burns incense as he enters the Curia.”18
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The actions of Augustus necessarily identified Victory as a tutelary deity of
the Roman Senate.19

But Victory meant much more. Senators surely did not burn incense to
her for their sake alone. Although the evidence is late and controversial,
there is some reason to believe that the Senate addressed prayers to Victory
even when not meeting in the Curia. The author of the Historia Augusta,
who possessed a keen eye for official protocol, recorded that the Senate met
in the Temple of Concord to consider the elevation of Probus. According to
the Life of Probus, Manlius Statianus had the right of sententia prima at that
time. In making his motion he invoked the Gods of the Capitol ( Jupiter
Optimus Maximus, Juno, and Minerva), Concord, in whose temple the Sen-
ate was meeting, and Victory.20 In the eyes of one author, then, Victory
achieved a status of equivalency with the Capitoline Triad, and, certainly, as
the goddess of the Curia she could lay claim to preeminence as a goddess
of the Roman state. Although not directly connected with the Senate, the
Arval Brethren had certainly begun to number Victory among the gods of
the Roman state as early as 69, and she figured in their prayers for emper-
ors ever after.21

The insinuation of Victory into the central pantheon of the Roman state
succeeded, in all likelihood, beyond even Augustus’s wildest expectations. To
understand more precisely what Augustus wished to achieve, and to clarify
the ramifications of his ambitions, we must recall that the completion of the
Curia formed a small part of an ongoing effort by Augustus both to dominate
political life at Rome and to construct an ideological apparatus to disguise
the fact of that dominance. In this task nothing proved so astonishingly bril-
liant as the adoption of the name Augustus. Suetonius described the evolu-
tion of Augustus’s nomenclature in an early chapter of his biography:22

Afterwards [Octavian] took the names Gaius Caesar and then Augustus, the
one by the will of his great-uncle, the other on the motion of Munatius Plan-
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cus. For when some had proposed that he should be called Romulus, as if he
were a second founder of the city, Plancus carried the proposal that he should
instead be called Augustus, not only because the name was new, but also be-
cause it was more impressive, insofar as places—whether sacred [religiosa] in
their own right or consecrated by augury—are called “august.”

In the words of Florus: “The Senate also debated whether he should be
called Romulus because he had founded the empire. But the name Augus-
tus seemed more holy and reverent, insofar as even while alive he might be
worshiped under that name and title.” 23

Cassius Dio’s analysis of this title holds special value because he tried to
explain to Greeks the significance of Augustus to Romans. He did so by con-
necting the import of Augustus with the semantic field of its standard Greek
translation:24

When he had completed these matters of detail, the name Augustus was
awarded to him by the Senate and the people. They desired to address him 
in a fashion both unique and appropriate—some proposed one name, and
others chose another—while Caesar desired strongly to be called Romulus.
When he saw that because of this he was suspected of desiring the kingship,
he ceased to claim it and called himself Augustus instead, as if he were some-
thing more than human. For everything that is greatly honored and sacred is
termed “august.” Because of this, speakers of Greek address him as sebastov~,
meaning someone worthy of veneration, from the word sebavzesqai [to ven-
erate, worship].

It is entirely typical of their respective attitudes toward Augustus that Sue-
tonius recorded the name of the senator whose motion awarded the name,
while Dio preferred to see the mind and will of Augustus behind all the de-
velopments of these years. In doing so he underestimated the peculiar cre-
ativity of the sycophant.25

Dio also interpreted the placement of the statue of Victory in the Curia
as the ideologically charged act of a master propagandist: “When [Augus-
tus] had completed these things, he dedicated the temple to Athena—the
one called the Chalcidicum—and the Curia Julia, which existed to honor
his father. He set up in it the statue of Victory that is there even now, in or-
der to show, as it seems, that he had established his rule by her dispensa-
tion.”26 Dio thus understood that the dedication made a symbolic point
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about the legitimacy of Augustus and only indirectly honored his father.27

Dio’s narrative raises many questions for modern readers. How could a trib-
ute to Victory be read as an implicit claim to superhuman status? And in the
case of Augustus, how could his contemporaries not be shocked when such
a claim sprang from an individual with such modest accomplishments in war?

For example, Augustus had not distinguished himself at the battle of Phi-
lippi. Sympathetic accounts, echoing the defense advanced in the Autobiog-
raphy, urged that Augustus had left his camp in response to an ominous
dream—albeit one that had visited his doctor.28 But hostility or honesty
could fashion a different narrative, even from facts reported by Agrippa 
and Maecenas: Augustus fled danger and the scene of battle and hid in a
marsh for three days.29 Similarly, Augustus himself made much of the peace
achieved under his rule, and even Tacitus did not deny its reality, yet Au-
gustus could not prevent the judgment that his peace had been purchased
with much blood.30 The claim to have brought peace to Rome, moreover,
was itself implicitly a claim to martial prowess. Romans understood peace to
be a condition created through military action. When Augustus boasted
that the Gates of Janus had been closed more times under his rule than dur-
ing all recorded history before him, he was nominating himself the most
successful general in Roman history.31 Presented in this fashion, the evi-
dence requires that we argue that most Romans either somehow ignored,
or possibly did not see, what seems to us an obvious disjunction between Au-
gustan propaganda and the reality of Augustan mediocrity.

In fact, for a Roman the disjunction simply did not exist. Romans had al-
ways understood that human action and the idiosyncratic qualities of any
particular general could not in themselves guarantee victory: “You rule, Ro-
man, because you hold yourself inferior to the gods; from them all things
begin; to them ascribe every outcome.”32 Republican formulas for register-
ing responsibility for a military success did so by reference to three factors:
a general’s power to command (imperium), his responsibility for taking aus-
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pices (auspicium), and his blessedness ( felicitas)—a measure of his relation-
ship with the divine.33 Livy transcribed two inscriptions from the second
century b.c. that recorded military successes, attributing agency in these
terms.34 For example, a Roman fleet under Lucius Aemilius Regulus routed
the fleet of Antiochus in 194 b.c. Livy both narrated and explained that suc-
cess by writing that it had occurred through Regulus’s auspicio, imperio, feli-
citate ductuque, and this formula appears with slight variations throughout
Republican literature.

As a matter of religious principle, then, Romans believed that military
success resulted not from the leadership of any commander whatsoever,
nor from the actions of any individual or group on the battlefield itself, but
from the special relationship established between the gods and the relevant
holder of imperium et auspicium. They expressed their allegiance to this prin-
ciple most publicly and politically when they awarded triumphs only to such
men and not to those subordinates whose leadership might seem respon-
sible for the victory.35 Romans handled the defeat of a Roman army in 
similar terms: failure in war resulted from inadvertent errors during the 
religious rituals that had measured the gods’ disposition toward the under-
taking. If such an error had been discovered during the taking of the aus-
pices, the action would have been abandoned or postponed, or the presid-
ing magistrate could have undertaken an expiatory ritual. But many errors
revealed themselves only through the fact of a military disaster. Romans
sadly followed such disasters with expiation, all the while seeking to under-
stand the contingent circumstances of the disaster in order to increase their
storehouse of knowledge concerning res divinae. Nevertheless, the nature of
such errors in and of itself mitigated any human failings of the general in
charge.36 In victory or defeat, the position and responsibility of a Roman
general within his province was unique.

Elasticity in Roman attributions of agency and responsibility in military
affairs ultimately generated pressure on the semantic range of victoria itself.
For example, some described the dominatio of Sulla as the result of his “use”
or “exploitation” of his victory. In that context victoria denoted the political
situation that had resulted from a military engagement.37 In awarding the
name Augustus, the Senate acknowledged Augustus’s unique stature, his
charisma, on several levels, each comprehensible in scope, if not in scale, in
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purely traditional terms.38 For Romans looking to Augustus throughout the
20s and beyond, the most important evidence by far of his special relation-
ship with the gods— of his felicitas —was simply the fact of Roman success
under his rule.

Several important consequences followed from the honors voted to Au-
gustus and from the settlements of 27 and 23 b.c., though it would be a mis-
take to assume that the practical implications of those settlements had been
worked out in advance.39 First, at a legal level, few if any commanders of Ro-
man forces subsequently fought under their own auspices and imperium.
The last two senators to win triumphs or acclamations as imperatores were,
naturally, proconsular governors of the public province of Africa, L. Cor-
nelius Balbus in 19 b.c. and Junius Blaesus in a.d. 23. In recording the lat-
ter’s award, Tacitus exposed its latent hypocrisy: armies were supposed to
acclaim their generals spontaneously, and now were merely permitted to do
so by the emperor; nor was an acclamation supposed to render a general
unique—until, that is, Augustus made imperator a personal name.40 Dio
traced the source of this imperial prerogative to the refusal of a triumph by
Agrippa in 14 b.c.:41

For these successes, sacrifices were made in the name of Agrippa, but he did
not celebrate the triumph that was voted to him. Indeed, he did not even write
to the Senate concerning his accomplishments; because of this those after
him, observing his practice as if it were law, neither wrote anything to the Sen-
ate nor accepted the award of a triumphal procession. Because of Agrippa’s
refusal, triumphs were not granted to any of his contemporaries, at least as I
understand it; rather, they merely celebrated with triumphal honors [orna-
menta triumphalia].

In this Dio is undoubtedly wrong, though the unselfish and unswerving loy-
alty of so fine a general as Agrippa must have made the accomplishments
and, therefore, the ambitions of his contemporaries seem quite foolish.42

Augustus’s role as an intermediary between Rome and her gods can only
have increased with his assumption of the office of pontifex maximus on



286 FROM IMPERIUM TO PATRIA

43. Ovid Fasti 3.415– 428 at 421– 422.
44. Horace Carm. 4.14, esp. 9, 16, and 33–34.
45. Horace Carm. 1.12.49–52 and 4.15.17; cf. Ovid Fasti 1.607–612 and 2.129–132. The

title may have had official sanction: the Feriale Cumanum, as supplemented by Mommsen,
records on 30 January a supplicatio Imperio Caesaris Augusti cust[odis imperii Romani pacisque orbis
terrar]um. Dessau and Weinstock approved this text (ILS 108; Weinstock 1960, 49 n. 59).
Other suggestions have been offered (see, for example, EJ p. 46). In reading Carm. 1.12 as in-
dicating limits on the power of Augustus, Putnam 1990, 214–215, neglects the effect achieved
by addressing Jupiter in 49–52.

46. ILS 140 (EJ no. 69), ll. 6 –8: 6Augusti patris patri-|7ae [po]ntif. maxsumi custodis imperi Ro-
mani totiusque orbis terrarum prae-|8si[dis.

47. For the assigning of credit, see Res gestae 3.1, 25.3, 26.5, and 30.2; for the attribution
of agency, see 27.2 or 30.1.

6 March 12 b.c.: “Over the eternal fire presides the eternal divinity of Cae-
sar: you see the pledges of empire mutually conjoined.”43 Why should any-
one have wanted to risk personal failure and consequent harm to the state
when evidence of the felicitas of Augustus was so near to hand? We tend to
scoff at crediting the successes of generals on the Rhine to Augustus in
Rome, but this was no constitutional or theological pretense for Romans.
The practical effects of their beliefs are visible across several types of evi-
dence even during the lifetime of Augustus. In Book 4 of his Odes, written
around 12 b.c., Horace celebrated the Augustan principate, and incarmen 14
of that collection he reviewed for Augustus the military successes of his
adopted sons, Drusus and Tiberius. “With your soldiery” Drusus defeated
the Genauni; “under your favorable auspices” Tiberius drove back the Raeti;
“you supplied his forces, his plan, and the favor of the gods.” 44 Horace else-
where made Augustus responsible for the general welfare of the state: he
was “the guardian of human affairs” (custos rerum). Slightly more than a de-
cade earlier, in Book 1 of his Odes, Horace had reassured Jupiter that
though his task were mighty, Augustus stood by, capable of assuming his
mantle and his role as “father and guardian of the human race.”45 Fourteen
years later the town of Pisa referred to Augustus in precisely these terms
when it drafted its decree responding to the death of Gaius Caesar: Au-
gustus was “the guardian of the Roman empire and the protector of the en-
tire world.”46

Augustus himself exploited with economy and elegance the system that
gave him credit for his legates’ victories. Early in the Res gestae he asserted
that he had “waged many civil and foreign wars on land and sea throughout
the world.” When he later described specific deeds, he wrote that they were
accomplished “by [his] command and under [his] auspices” or “beneath
[his] standards,” identifying in asides the humans who had served as agents:
Augustus settled Armenia “through [his] son Gaius” and conquered Pan-
nonia “through [his] stepson and legate Tiberius Nero.” 47



ORBIS TERRARUM AND ORBIS ROMANUS 287

48. Zanker 1988, 265–295.
49. On its interpretation, see Bernoulli 1886, 262–274 and plate XXIX; Furtwängler

1900, 1 plate 56 and 2.257–258; Gagé 1930b, 28–29; Picard 1957, 304–310; Richter 1971,
no. 501; Megow 1987, no. A10 on 155–163; Hannestad 1988, 78–80, with an excellent pho-
tograph (fig. 51 on p. 79); Zanker 1988, 230 –232, with fig. 182 on p. 231; and Pollini 1993.

50. See Chapter 7, “The Art of Victory.”

Artists of the period also developed a pictorial language to give this 
ideology monumental form. Although few public monuments survive in
recognizable form from the last fifteen years of Augustus’s reign, it was 
popular to copy in miniature— on gems, in engravings, and through wall
paintings—the grandiose displays built by Augustus or sponsored by others
to honor him.48 None of these miniatures can reproduce for us the precise
impression conveyed by the original works: not only were the originals un-
doubtedly accompanied by inscribed or painted captions of some kind, but
the patron who commissioned the miniature or the artist who realized the
commission could select a particular panel or a particular motif for em-
phasis. Nevertheless, the scenes imitated in these works must have been in-
timately familiar to residents of Rome and, in all likelihood, to people in
large cities throughout the empire. The loss of the original works, and of
the texts that accompanied and explained them, complicates the interpre-
tation of the surviving artifacts, but—insofar as we understand the basic
form of the triumph—some generalizations are possible and reasonably se-
cure. We may consider first the so-called Gemma Augustea, an engraved
piece of sardonyx now housed in Vienna.49 It contains two pictures: on the
bottom, several soldiers erect a trophy in the presence of surrendering bar-
barians; on the top, Augustus watches a young prince—almost undoubtedly
Tiberius—descend from a chariot, presumably at the climax of a triumph.
Several gods surround Augustus, including Ocean, Earth, and Oecumene,
who crowns him, while Rome sits to his right and Victory drives the tri-
umphal chariot. All the gods look toward Augustus and not at the prince;
they have extended a degree of blessedness to the young conqueror only
because of their special relationship with his adoptive father.

Similar scenes appear on the Boscoreale Cups: one panel depicts Ti-
berius riding alone in triumph; its model almost undoubtedly dates from
his reign. The other contains two scenes that mirror those on the Gemma
Augustea: in one Augustus receives the surrender of some northern barbar-
ians. Such scenes were familiar to Romans of all periods from the painted
artwork that accompanied triumphs.50 Personifications of geographic land-
marks and ethnic groups had, of course, figured in Greek and Hellenistic
art, but Greeks had identified these as abstracts and therefore represented
them as idealized female figures. The realistic portrait, in which the artist
attempts to convey by symbolic means not only the abject state of the figure
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but also its nationality, developed at Rome and in the context of triumphal
art. Such surrendering figures appeared not only in triumphal art and in
miniature representations of monuments and painted panels, but also regu-
larly on imperial coins at the conclusion of a campaign.51

The other cup from Boscoreale depicts an enthroned Augustus receiving
a statuette of Victory from Venus.52 Once again, his unique relationship with
the gods has brought him success, and, the viewer may easily conclude, it is
uniquely through him that Rome may hope for continued successes. Though
we do not have the monuments that supplied the images reflected in these
works, we do possess through Suetonius a description of the triumph cele-
brated by Tiberius in a.d. 12, which also formed the subject of an issue of
imperial coinage: “After two years Tiberius returned to the city from Ger-
many and celebrated the triumph that he had postponed; his legates, for
whom he had demanded ornamenta triumphalia, followed him in that pro-
cession. Before he turned into the Capitol, he dismounted from his chariot
and fell to his knees before his father, who was presiding over the cere-
monies.”53 We could interpret the description of Augustus in this passage as
if Augustus played a wholly traditional role: as princeps senatus he met the tri-
umphator and accompanied him to the Capitol. The programs of the Bosco-
reale Cups and Gemma Augustea suggest that Augustus acted, and con-
temporaries saw him, in a very different light. The humility of Tiberius, like
the gaze of the gods on the Gemma Augustea, directed credit to Augustus
first, and only indirectly to his adoptive heirs.54 This concentration of at-
tention on Augustus began with the receipt of bulletins from the front; it
continued with a ceremonial action integrating populace and rulers; and it
achieved long-lasting relevance by passing from concrete detail to more ab-
stract representation on the jewels, coins, and tableware that kept the em-
peror and his benefactions ever before one’s eyes.55

Constitutional niceties surely eased the transfer of power from Augustus
to Tiberius, but close attention to them can easily efface an important ques-
tion: How did Tiberius come to possess a felicitas in any way comparable to
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that of Augustus, and, by extension, how did that felicitas pass to the other
Julio-Claudians? Tiberius had had, to be sure, an extremely distinguished
career in the field under Augustus; he alone of the Julio-Claudians pos-
sessed military distinction in his own right. On the other hand, he had served
his entire life under another’s auspices; he had acknowledged, by his be-
havior in his triumph, his debt for those successes to his adoptive father. Au-
gustus himself seems to have envisioned passing his name, the imprimatur
par excellence of his blessedness, to his son and heir; Tiberius’s refusal of
the name did not make his accession any easier.56

At the same time, Tiberius’s difficult relations with the Senate need not
have occluded his importance as the singular holder of imperium et auspi-
cium. How was Tiberius the sole ruler represented in the iconography of
Augustan Victory? For an answer we turn to the Great Cameo of France, a
decorated jewel similar in form to the Gemma Augustea, which dates to the
early years of Tiberius’s reign. Its program still eludes full explication, but
the main figures in its three tiers can be identified easily enough.57 The
main scene depicts not a triumph, but rather the departure of a member of
the royal house; the now traditional interpretation assigns the scene to the
departure of Germanicus for the East in a.d. 17.58 Tiberius occupies the
center of the gem. Before him stand Germanicus, Agrippina, and the young
Gaius. On Tiberius’s left sits an older woman who cannot be firmly iden-
tified: we would expect the goddess Roma, but her characteristic attributes
are not clearly present. Perhaps this woman is Livia.59 Behind their chair
stands a young man, smaller than the prince and therefore likely to be the
younger Drusus, gesturing toward the upper tier. In the lower tier appear
barbarians in many modes of dress, symbolizing the different nations con-
quered by the departing prince on his previous expedition. In the upper
register—that is, in heaven—sits the divine Augustus. On either side of Au-
gustus appear the elder Drusus and the young Marcellus; in front of and



290 FROM IMPERIUM TO PATRIA
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61. See von Domaszewski 1895, 11. See also the comments by Mommsen, Hirschfeld, and
Zangemeister at CIL XIII 6796; Gagé 1930b, 8–10; and Zanker 1988, fig. 183a–b.

slightly below Augustus appears Aeneas in Phrygian costume. Aeneas holds
in his hands a globe, symbolizing the worldwide domination that Jupiter
promised to his descendants and thus to Augustus and his domus divina, who
continue by their oversight to bless the rule of Tiberius.60

The role ascribed to the divine Augustus in the Great Cameo adds new
complexity to the developing theology of imperial victory, a new level of
mediation between imperator and the gods. Augustus had been the unique
agent of divine favor toward Rome, and his legates had been his instru-
ments. His continued presence would subtly qualify the claims of his suc-
cessors to an independent charismatic authority. These various strands of
thought, both Augustan and post-Augustan, find concrete expression on
the engraved scabbard of the so-called Sword of Tiberius, discovered in
1848 in Germany and now preserved in the British Museum.61 The engrav-
ing represents Tiberius in much the same posture as the Gemma Augustea
depicts Augustus, though, naturally, the space on the scabbard allows for
less detail than appears on the magnificent gem. On either side of the
seated Tiberius stand Mars Ultor and Victory—both gazing at Tiberius—
while a young man, almost undoubtedly the prince Germanicus, gives him
a small statuette of Victory. A shield leans against the throne on which
Tiberius sits; the legend on the shield reads Felicitas Tiberii, “The Blessed-
ness of Tiberius.” The gods of war who attend Tiberius do so because of that
blessedness, and thus it is through him that Germanicus has achieved his
victory. The iconography rendered this fact apparent even to those who did
not know, or did not care, that Tiberius held the relevant imperium and aus-
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picium. The sword simply reveals that Tiberius has somehow acquired the
special relationship with the gods that Augustus had displayed in his early
successes, and thus guarantees in his person the victoriousness of those
under his command.

But there is more. The careful viewer will have found on the sword a
thoroughly extraconstitutional explanation for the Felicitas Tiberii. The Vic-
tory that flanks Tiberius on his left holds a shield bearing the legend Vic.
Aug. In another reign we would not know whether to expand the abbre-
viation to “Augustan Victory” (Victoria Augusta)—that is, “Victory of the
(reigning) Augustus”— or to “Victory of (the first) Augustus” (Victoria Au-
gusti). Since Tiberius never took the name Augustus, we can be fairly cer-
tain that this figure represents not his patron goddess, but rather that of his
father. As on the Great Cameo, the divinity of Augustus sanctions the legit-
imacy of Tiberius, in this case through the presence of the deified abstrac-
tion whose favor earlier identified Augustus himself as uniquely entitled to
rule.62 Such appeals to Victoria Augusti helped to negotiate the complex
pitfalls inherent in any attempt to transfer charismatic authority from one
leader to the next, pitfalls that were perhaps especially precarious in an ide-
ological system that elsewhere advertised an anachronistic adherence to
constitutional forms.

In his relations with his subordinates Tiberius proceeded on much the
same terms as had Augustus.63 In describing the campaigns of Germanicus
in a.d. 15–16, for example, Tacitus repeatedly observed the formal distinc-
tion between Tiberius as holder of auspicium and Germanicus as agent in
the field. He also suggested that legionaries and their commanders under-
stood this difference: when Manlius Ennius, commander of a legionary
camp in Upper Germany, condemned the mutinous behavior of his sol-
diers, he reminded them that their actions reflected not upon him as com-
mander, but upon Germanicus their general (dux) and upon Tiberius their
emperor (imperator).64 In such contexts, imperator had specific, legal refer-
ence: Tiberius was the formal holder of imperium and, therefore, responsi-
ble for the auspices, too. Similarly, after the Romans under Germanicus had
defeated the Cherusci early in a.d. 16, Tacitus recorded—without any aside
that someone had prompted them—that the soldiers acclaimed Tiberius as
imperator on the field of battle and built a mound, after the fashion of tro-
phies, on which they put the arms of the slaughtered tribes, with their names
written underneath (subscriptis victarum gentium nominibus).65 Germanicus
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himself later supervised the construction of a trophy whose inscription ef-
faced his own existence: “Having conquered the tribes between the Rhine
and the Elbe, the army of Tiberius Caesar dedicates this monument to Mars,
Jupiter, and Augustus.”66 And when the year 16 closed, the Senate dedi-
cated an arch near the Temple of Saturn to celebrate the recovery of the
standards lost with Varus, a deed accomplished “under the leadership of
Germanicus, under the auspices of Tiberius.”67

No subsequent Julio-Claudian emperor operated so long in the public
eye and at the pinnacle of power as had Tiberius. It should therefore come
as no surprise that, where Tiberius had refused to place excessive ideologi-
cal weight on the divine foundations of his position, Gaius, Claudius, and
Nero all minted coins with the legend victoria augusti, with Nero start-
ing in the second year of his reign and continuing every year thereafter. Fe-
licitas, blessedness, thus became a permanent quality of the emperor, and,
through it, so did victoriousness. Although this attribute was late finding ex-
pression in imperial titulature, emperors from Claudius on boasted of this
quality ceremonially in their adoption of the clothing of the triumphator for
everyday use.68 It is very likely that Claudius established this custom pre-
cisely because he had never earned independent military credentials.

TRIUMPHATOR PERPETUUS

The later Julio-Claudian emperors lacked military experience and distinc-
tion. Their invocations of Victoria Augusti might seem hollow and therefore
suggest Victory and victoriousness had diminished in importance as signs of
that felicitas through which the Romans identified their charismatic leaders.
Nothing could be further from the truth. Rather, the incarnation in Victoria
Augusti of the special relationship between Augustus and Victory attached
the favor of that goddess to the position Augustus had established. This had
important political consequences. Aspirants to that position no longer had
necessarily to found their claim on prior military success. Imperialist action
was no longer a sine qua non of an emperor’s or a would-be emperor’s ca-
reer. Many did so advance their careers—it was a quintessentially Roman
path to political eminence—but it was not necessary. And, insofar as the
emperor alone held imperium et auspicium, he was both constitutionally and
religiously unique, and the felicitas associated with him in his tenure in
office was his to lose. If true legitimacy and charismatic power did not auto-
matically accrue from the mere occupation of the imperial office, that oc-
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cupation at least guaranteed that the emperor should be the only person
campaigning for them. When it worked, the system provided for greater sta-
bility than Augustus could have anticipated.

To the extent that Augustus did search the future, he planned a dynasty.
He could not have foreseen Nero. That emperor’s failure and death were
both test and proof of the Augustan system. How did Nero lose the legiti-
macy that Augustus had bequeathed to his degenerate heirs? Neither the
murder of Agrippina, nor the fire in Rome in 64, nor the suppression of the
Pisonian conspiracy in 65, nor even his tour of Greece in 66 had kindled 
a successful coup. Events after Nero’s death suggest that interest groups
throughout the empire had begun to focus their loyalties on the imperial
office and the administrative structure of which it was the head, rather than
on the figure of Nero himself. This subconscious shift was made possible, in
part, by the dissociation of martial charisma from particular principes and its
embodiment in Augustan Victory. At the very least, these constituencies—
the army, the population of Rome, the Senate, provincial populations—dis-
covered their stake in the system as a whole and learned to control their dis-
satisfaction with its details.

We may call Augustus a title. At the start of 68 it was a family name. Be-
yond the claims of blood, no one knew how to earn the favor of the Victory
that had smiled so long on the House of Augustus. What rules governed
claims to charismatic authority “in armed competition for the purple? 
Men lacking the benefit of birth and renown could not have risen against
Nero.”69 In the immediate aftermath of Nero’s death, individuals advertised
and sought to render manifest their own felicitous victoriousness. Under
those circumstances, the rules would be simple. The field of candidates had
to be reduced to one before the contest ended: in practical terms the proof
of the legitimacy of any claim to charismatic authority lay solely in its ulti-
mate uniqueness.

Victoria therefore appeared conspicuously on the coins of Galba, Otho,
and Vitellius. Galba signaled his independent stature as a blessed leader
with a reverse legend of “Victory of Galba Augustus,” but, in keeping with
his Republican propaganda, he also adopted the legends “Victory of the
Roman People” and “Victory of the Roman Empire.” 70 Otho, on the other
hand, showed no hesitation in advertising himself as a guarantor of the em-
pire’s fate: holders of coin were expected to see that “Victory of Otho” had
brought “peace throughout the world.”71 Vitellius tolerated the display of
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his predecessors’ portraits, seeking legitimacy for himself by advertising the
stability of the system that he wished to lead; he thus reverted to the more
neutral “Victory of the Augustus.”72

The swiftness of events in 69 did not allow much time for reflection, but
Vitellius’s reversion to victoria augusti, even more than Galba’s or Otho’s
personal Victories, at once acknowledged and legitimated the transfer of
charismatic power from Augustus and his family to the office that he had
created. In this process the use of Augustus as a title and the ambiguity in-
herent in Latin abbreviations can only have smoothed the way.73 Once a
clear winner emerged in the person of Vespasian, he could draw on the
same theology of imperial victory that had propped up the descendants of
Augustus: indeed, the Flavians largely reestablished the familiar forms and
rituals of Augustan victory.74

The passage of time and dynasties caused some people to reflect self-
consciously on attributing agency in martial endeavors uniquely to the em-
perors, wherever they might be. In a panegyric to Constantius delivered in
297 or 298, following that emperor’s successful expedition to Britain, one
orator contrasted his task in praising the deeds of Constantius with the ful-
some rhetoric of Fronto, who could praise Antoninus Pius only for com-
pleting wars while residing at Rome.75 But elsewhere appeals to the theol-
ogy of Augustan Victory remained as potent as ever. In a panegyric delivered
to Maximian in 289, a Gallic rhetor congratulated the emperor on the re-
cent accomplishments of his generals: “At last, under the leadership [ductu]
of such men, taking advantage of your most blessed auspices [ felicissimis
vestris auspiciis], that treacherous and deceitful race of barbarians received
the treatment it deserved. This praise is yours, my emperor, yours: for all that
is achieved through others begins with you. . . . Your good luck, I say, your
blessedness, my emperor, has brought your soldiers victoriously to the
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shores of the ocean.”76 Another speaker, addressing Maximian two years
later on the occasion of his birthday, touched on the same theme in a dif-
ferent fashion, describing the benefits brought to remote provinces by the
mere existence of so great a pair of emperors as Diocletian and Maximian:
“For no part of the earth lacks the presence of your majesties [maiestatis ves-
trae praesentia], even when you yourselves seem to be absent.” Indeed, just
as Jupiter fills all the world while reigning from heaven, so “I now dare to
clam concerning each of you: wherever you are, even if you both rest in a
single palace, your divinity reaches everywhere, and all lands and all seas are
filled with you. If the world can be full of Jupiter, what is so miraculous
about it being full of Hercules?”77

At some level these orators simply followed the precedent established by
Horace in Book 1 of his Odes. This tradition did not simply view the gov-
ernments of heaven and earth as analogous; on the contrary, the emperor’s
sole rule on earth elevated him to near equivalence with God in heaven.
The author of a panegyric to Maximian and Constantine in 307 alluded to
the same equality of role between Jupiter and the senior emperor at the
close of his speech: “It is proper for you, Father, to oversee the world you
share from the very height of empire and with a celestial nod to decide the
outcome for human affairs, to give the auspices when wars must be waged,
and to fix the rules for making peace.” 78 Jupiter’s “celestial nod” probably
owed much to earlier poetry, and in particular to Vergil’s Jupiter, whose nod
shook all Olympus.79 But the nod was also a symbol for the exercise of will
by a sovereign power. Under Augustus, Livy could speak of the “nod” of the
Roman people. Likewise, when Cicero lamented that the Senate obeyed the
nod of the veterans, or Nero in the Octavia boasted that the corrupt mob
had learned to obey the nod of its princeps, the nod was symbolic of a per-
version of legitimate authority.80 In a similar fashion, the orators of 289 and
307 referred to the emperor’s auspices in part because their emperors con-
ducted military actions through subordinates much as Augustus had done
and were, therefore, responsible for safeguarding relations between the
empire and the gods, in times of failure as of success. But both orators no
doubt also participated in a much more complex development within pop-
ular belief, perhaps originating in this official discourse on imperial victori-
ousness, which saw the emperor as capable of acting across the vast geo-
graphic extent of the empire without concern for time and space.81 The
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power to conquer Pannonia through Tiberius while resident in Rome was
not simply an exercise of constitutional theory, nor did it simply render Au-
gustus unique. It made him more than human.

The divorce of Victory from the idiosyncratic occupant of the throne
never became complete—an emperor could still have a personal Victory—
and in any event took place gradually. Nevertheless, this process allowed
Victory to become a patron deity of the imperium Romanum independent of
her relationship with a given princeps. By the fourth century, invocations of
Victory could operate on many levels simultaneously. In this era several
official inscriptions named Victory the “companion” of the emperor. If the
term implies that the passage of time had elevated the status of the em-
peror, it also suggests the independence of Rome’s victoriousness from that
of her emperor.82 What is more, Roman victoriousness and the goddess who
ensured its continuance carried too much ideological weight to disappear
in the Christianization of the empire: Ammianus’s description of the pay-
ment of aurum coronarium to Valentinian in the form of Victory statuettes
proves this. As Julian had exploited the appeal of military standards to both
pagans and Christians, so at least one pagan author in the fourth century
may have sensed the hypocrisy in Christians’ expressing their gratitude for
imperial victories by fashioning and honoring statuettes of a goddess: “Here
we are, the Victories, the laughing maidens, bringing victories to the city
that loves Christ. Those who love the city painted us, giving us shapes ap-
propriate to Victories.” The author of this poem, Palladas of Alexandria, 
described “the city” as filovcristo~, “Christ-loving,” as a play on the metri-
cally equivalent filovcrhsto~, “loving righteousness.”83 The lament of Pal-
ladas notwithstanding, Augustan Victory lived on, altered but essential to
the Christian empire of late antiquity.

EX SANGUINE ROMANO TRIUMPHATOR

Statues of Victory were only the most abstract form through which Romans
memorialized success in war.84 Augustus and later principes also built more
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traditional monuments that commemorated specific victories after the fash-
ion of triumphal art, by representing and narrating the defeat and surren-
der of a specific enemy. Such representations in their traditional form were
proudly imperialist: a defeated barbarian in native garb crouched before
the Roman conqueror or fell beneath the wheels of the triumphator’s char-
iot. They also had the potential to arouse considerable discontent among
provincial populations, even, perhaps especially, among those not depicted
but nevertheless recently conquered. Did Augustus expect Greeks to rejoice
when he advertised the conquest of Spain? Were Spaniards asked to rejoice
at the recovery of the standards lost by Varus? Could the traditional ico-
nography of victory monuments be altered to evoke not the experience but
the benefits of conquest? How did provincials interpret such monuments,
quite apart from the meaning they were intended to carry?

Augustus had no one to offend at Rome. In the capital city he was free to
boast of the conquests with which he had adorned and enriched the em-
pire. To this end he constructed a portico in his forum that contained rep-
resentations at the very least of the peoples he had conquered or, perhaps,
of all nations subject to Rome at the time of its construction. Much is un-
certain; references to it in literature are few. In his description of the shield
presented to Aeneas, Vergil described Augustus sitting before the Temple 
of Apollo acknowledging gifts of aurum coronarium.85 Servius responded to
these lines with two comments: first, an explanation of aurum coronarium,
and, second, a description of the place where Augustus displayed these
“gifts”:86

He acknowledged the gifts of the nations: Vergil refers to aurum coronarium, which
even today is given to victors by conquered peoples. Generals impose this bur-
den when extending an exemption from tribute. For this reason he writes
“gifts”; if he were not referring to aurum coronarium, he would have written
“spoils.”

He attaches them to the lofty portals: Augustus built a portico in which he
placed representations of all races [simulacra omnium gentium]: this portico is
called “the Portico to the Nations.”

The elder Pliny used the same name for this gallery, “the Portico to the Na-
tions,” to situate for his readers a statue of Hercules.87

We cannot be certain that these “representations” were Roman simulacra
gentium, as opposed to Greek abstractions. But that likelihood is greatly in-
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creased by connecting these references to an aside by Velleius Paterculus.
According to that historian, “in addition to the Spains and the other nations
whose names adorn his forum,” Augustus also added Egypt to the empire.88

Velleius clearly associated the portico with depictions of those regions and
races conquered by Augustus. That fact, which alone established their rele-
vance to the Forum of Augustus, would have determined the manner of
their depiction. What is more, in the format of this display Augustus had—
as so often—a precedent in the boasting of Pompey, who had decorated his
theater with fourteen labeled images of nations that he had conquered.89

Augustus provided a literary and supremely public complement to these
Roman monuments in his Res gestae; the litany of names in that document
“affirms and proves the direct or indirect completion of the conquest of the
orbis terrarum in geographical terms.”90 He also left instructions regarding
the form of his funeral, to which, if Tacitus reports events correctly, certain
amendments may have been made:91

Then there was debate concerning his funeral honors, during which the most
notable [proposals] seemed the motion of Asinius Gallus, that the funeral
procession should be led through a triumphal arch, and that of Lucius Ar-
runtius, that the titles of the laws that he had passed and the names of the
races that he conquered should be borne before him. . . . The senators
shouted together that his body should be carried on the shoulders of senators,
but Tiberius excused them with arrogant moderation.

While Tacitus concentrates on the debate in the Senate, Cassius Dio pro-
vides a description of the ceremony as it was actually performed:92

There was a couch made of ivory and gold, decorated with cloth of purple and
gold; his body was hidden within and underneath it, in some sort of box, while
a wax image of him in triumphal costume was displayed publicly. This image
was brought from the Palatine by the consuls for the next year. Another, of
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gold, was brought from the Curia, and still another was brought on a tri-
umphal chariot. After these images followed those of his ancestors and of his
dead relatives—except for that of Caesar, because he had been enrolled
among the heroes—as well as images of other Romans who were famous for
whatever reason, beginning with Romulus himself: even a likeness of Pompey
the Great was seen. All the nations followed, as many as he had acquired, each
one represented in some characteristic native fashion.

The procession’s use of triumphal art and its passage through a triumphal
arch continued to emphasize a strictly Roman imperialist attitude toward
those provinces added to the empire in the Augustan age, in a martial fash-
ion befitting the man who, in his own words, “had extended the borders of
all those provinces of the Roman people adjacent to which were nations
that did not obey our empire.”93 Indeed, the procession was the natural
style in which to honor in death a man who in life had been voted the privi-
lege of decorating his house with laurel and oak, as “one who was always
conquering the enemies of Rome and saving her citizens.”94

The format of the funeral did more, however, than merely name Augus-
tus the greatest general in Roman history. Romans customarily displayed
the wax images of their famous ancestors in their funerals. Indeed, Romans
inculcated the prestige and honor of public service not least by effacing the
identities of the living: only those counted whom posterity had judged wor-
thy of commemoration. But these displays, like the funerals themselves, had
been memorials for individual families.95 By displaying images of famous
Romans of all families, both here and in his forum, Augustus gave expres-
sion to his own vision of Roman history and claimed the culminating posi-
tion not simply in the history of his family, but in the history of the Roman
people as a whole. Nothing less would have been appropriate for the Father
of His Country.96

We can move a long way toward confirming that Augustus intended his
Roman audience to read these monuments with precisely such a narrowly
Roman perspective if we return to the advice given by Augustus “to Tiberius
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and the populace” among his final papers.97 He urged “especially that they
should not free too many slaves, lest they fill the city with an indiscriminate
mob, and that they not enroll a great many to citizenship, in order that
there be a substantial difference between themselves and their subjects.” By
“fill the city” Augustus intended “fill the city with citizens descended from
slaves,” since the children of freedmen were automatically enrolled among
the citizen body. He therefore lumped slaves and foreign subjects together
as a class of humanity that existed to be exploited for the profit and com-
fort of the citizens of Rome. He had made his priorities clear early in the Res
gestae when he described his clemency in foreign wars: “When foreign races
could safely be spared, I preferred to preserve rather than exterminate
them.”98 The safety in question is that of the res publica populi Romani; the
decision to spare or slaughter came only after considering the safety of one’s
own kind. Nor does the verb “prefer” suggest that Augustus recognized his
decision as a moral one: sparing the vanquished may have been an active
good, and therefore deserving of commensurate gifts of aurum coronarium,
but extermination had always been an option.99

Even if Rome had vastly greater armed forces at her disposal than any of
her conquered provinces—and this situation surely obtained in the age of
Augustus—it seems incredible that the government should advertise such
arrogance to its subjects. Rulers at Rome surely possessed the ability, given
the practical constraints on interprovincial communication of that day, to
address Rome in one fashion and the provinces in another. What do we
know of Julio-Claudian monuments in the provinces?

Once again Pompey had set an important precedent. After sweeping
through the West “from the Alps to the borders of Further Spain,” he built
trophies in the Pyrenees on which he listed the names of the 876 commu-
nities that he had compelled to surrender.100 Unlike Pompey, who con-
ducted the war against Sertorius in person, Augustus “pacified the Alps from
the region near the Adriatic to that near the Tuscan Sea” in a series of cam-
paigns fought entirely through his legates.101 When Suetonius wished to
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boast that Augustus conducted wars “sometimes by his own leadership and
sometimes by his own auspices,” he had to qualify this assertion with an ad-
mission that Augustus traveled only as far as northern Italy.102 Nevertheless,
to commemorate this deed the Senate and people built a trophy in the Alps;
the inscription on that arch survives in the Castello della Turbia and was
recorded by the elder Pliny: “To Imperator Caesar Augustus, the son of a
god, pontifex maximus, fourteen times acclaimed imperator, in the seven-
teenth year of his tribunician power the Senate and people of Rome dedi-
cate this monument, because under his leadership and auspices [eius ductu
auspiciisque] all the Alpine nations which extend from the Upper Sea to the
Lower were brought under the imperium of the Roman people. Alpine na-
tions conquered were: [forty-six names follow].” 103 Although Suetonius de-
scribes Augustus’s role in the conquest of this territory in the same terms as
the monument, he need not have read, or even seen, the arch in the Alps
himself. He could have read about it in Pliny’s work, or, what is more likely,
he could have learned of it from the decree of the Senate that ordered the
construction of the arch, whose text undoubtedly circulated widely in Rome
at that time.104 Indeed, insofar as the phrase is entirely formulaic, it may
simply have recommended itself as the most obvious and accurate way for a
Roman to describe the role of Augustus in the conquest.

The operations of Germanicus in the West under Tiberius provide in-
valuable information regarding the forces that produced monumental art at
Rome and in the provinces during this period, because the Annales of Taci-
tus and a plethora of epigraphical evidence narrate and describe the place-
ment and aspect of the artworks that commemorated the victories on those
campaigns. It lay within the prerogative of an army and its commander to
erect a trophy on the site of a particularly important or bloody victory: the
forces under Germanicus did so twice in the same series of battles in the
year 16, after defeating the Cherusci and Arminius.105 Such a trophy could
take many forms, but they were traditionally decorated with the weapons
and names of the defeated armies. In gauging the longevity of such tro-
phies, we should not underestimate what several hundred men, trained to
build camps, roads, and other structures as well as to fight, could achieve
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when motivated by self-interest.106 When Ammianus marched through Iraq
on Julian’s expedition, he encountered physical evidence of Roman attacks
on Persia over the previous two and a half centuries, from the invasions of
Trajan, Severus, Gordian, and Carus.107

Equally important and even more visible to provincial viewers were the
triumphal arches built at public expense in Rome and elsewhere on the ini-
tiative of the Senate, especially insofar as surviving decrees ordering their
construction do not suggest that the artwork on each should be adjusted to
reflect their respective local audiences. During the year 19 the Senate voted
two arches at Rome, one for Drusus and one for Germanicus, following
their successes in a.d. 18 in Europe and Armenia, respectively.108 By 10 Oc-
tober 19 Germanicus lay dead in Syria. The news reached Rome in early De-
cember. To commemorate the young prince, the Senate voted a series of
honors. Two different catalogues of those honors have been preserved: a
fragmentary copy of the senatus consultum that proposed the specific hon-
ors, and an account by Tacitus of the motions considered in the Senate dur-
ing its deliberations. According to Tacitus:109

Honors were devised and decreed to the extent that each man possessed love
for Germanicus or talent for flattery: . . . that an ivory statue of him should
lead parades at circus games. Added [to these proposals] were arches, to be
built at Rome, on the banks of the Rhine, and on Mt. Amanus in Syria, with
an inscription recording his accomplishments and the fact that he died in the
service of his country. Proposed as well were a sepulchre in Antioch, where he
was cremated, and a tribunal at Epidaphne, where he ended his life. It would
be difficult for anyone even to count the statues and sites in which he was to
be worshiped.

The corresponding sections of the Senate’s decree, which survived on
bronze in the Spanish province of Baetica, list all these honors in a vastly
more wordy fashion. They also preserve the Senate’s instructions regarding
the decoration and commemorative function of these arches:110

It has pleased the Senate that a marble archway be constructed in the Circus
Flaminius . . . with representations of the nations that he conquered, and that
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it be inscribed on the front of the arch that the Senate and people of Rome
dedicated the monument to the memory of Germanicus Caesar because he
defeated the Germans in war. . . . Let there be a third, especially magnificent
arch by the Rhine near that tomb which the grieving army of the Roman
people started to build for Drusus, the brother of Tiberius Caesar Augustus,
our princeps, and then finished by permission of the divine Augustus; and on
it should be placed a statue of Germanicus Caesar, showing him receiving the
standards recovered from the Germans; and let an order be given to those
Gauls and Germans who live beyond the Rhine, whose communities were
commanded by the divine Augustus to perform religious rites at the tomb of
Drusus, to the effect that they should perform a similar sacrifice every year on
that day on which Germanicus died; and, as often as an army of the Roman
people is in that region on the very day of the sacrifice or on the birthday of
Germanicus Caesar, let it pass through the arch that is built in accordance
with this decree of the Senate.

It would be difficult to imagine a decree better suited to remind provincials
of the “great gulf” with which Augustus had wished to separate citizen and
subject. Although the tribes ordered to perform sacrifices before the statues
of Drusus and Germanicus are not themselves subjects, the ritual, resem-
bling so closely the veneration given to standards and imperial portraits in
diplomatic meetings, must have reminded those who were subjects of the
moment when they had capitulated and, as thanks for being given the op-
tion to surrender, had been assigned to pay a gift to the Roman dux.

THE RECEPTION OF IMPERIAL ARTWORK IN THE PROVINCES

The search for provincial responses to imperial artwork is fraught with dan-
ger. Excitement at apparent replicas of imperial commissions is tempered
by ignorance: we can be fairly confident that people saw public statuary, but
a statue without a base yields no information about its donor. Was the indi-
vidual a Roman citizen living in the provinces? Or was it a provincial aristo-
crat paving his way into the corridors of power? Was it commissioned by a
town’s council, its dedication a partial payment on an imperial benefaction?
We should also distinguish between provinces conquered long ago and those
recently seized. Aggregate data on the evolution of urban space and public
art in the early empire are now readily available, but we should be cautious
of attempts to explain the spread of Roman forms on aesthetic grounds.111

Why should a Roman aesthetic have appealed to so many different popula-
tions? The answer that “the leading families in each city . . . were those who
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contributed most to the ruler cult and also profited most from it” is in-
sufficient.112 Among other things, it presupposes a largely political role for
ruler cult. Even then, that conclusion is possible only because our evidence
for individual participation in the cult springs from that class of men who
could afford to erect enduring memorials. What is required instead is a
clearer understanding of the ideological complex in which imperial art-
work was produced, viewed, and imitated. For example, the martial imagery
of much Roman art undoubtedly aroused some resentment among provin-
cials, but that resentment will have been substantially tempered among
those who ceded to Rome the right to govern themselves and their world.

Among the iconographic repertoire of imperial art, simulacra gentium
might seem most unlikely candidates for imitation in the provinces. And
yet, they would have become familiar to audiences throughout the provinces
very early in their contact with Rome. Furthermore, the victory monuments
that carried this imagery spoke precisely of prowess that no provincial could
question, that formed the basis of Roman claims to divine favor. Triumphal
art was on those grounds uniquely suited to widespread reception and ma-
nipulation from below.

Let us start with Italy. The decree of Pisa in response to the death of Gaius
Caesar in a.d. 4 did more than identify local with Roman interests. The city
also consciously decided to honor the dead prince with Roman monuments.
This fact emerges from the discrepancies between the honors voted to
Gaius and those voted two years earlier to Lucius Caesar. At that time the
city had decreed that an altar be built at public expense and that its magis-
trates, dressed in the Gabine manner, should sacrifice a black bull and ram
on that altar every year.113 In a.d. 4, however, Pisa proceeded in a very dif-
ferent fashion: the decurions and colonists designated the day of Gaius’s
death unfit for public activity, using the same language extant in later, Fla-
vian municipal laws, and they agreed “that an arch should be erected in the
most public place of our colony, decorated with the spoils of those races
whom he conquered or who surrendered unconditionally to him [spoleis de-
victarum aut in fidem receptarum ab eo gentium]; above the arch shall stand a
statue of him on foot in triumphal dress [triumphali ornatu], and on either
side shall stand statues of Gaius and Lucius Caesar on horseback, gilt with
gold.”114 Pisa clearly wrote this document in reaction to an announcement
of honors voted at Rome, honors closely resembling those voted to Ger-
manicus fifteen years later. The reference in this decree to “races whom 
he conquered or who surrendered unconditionally to him,” in the distinc-
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tive language of Roman politics, must also have been influenced by such a
document.

Where would Pisa acquire spoils from earlier campaigns with which to
decorate its arch? It is possible, of course, that “spoils” here stands for “rep-
resentations of spoils.” But Latin was perfectly capable of expressing that
idea. The collocation of the reference to spoils and the insistence that Gaius
be depicted in triumphal garb strongly suggests that Pisa had received an
official announcement of Gaius’s victories in Gaul in 8 b.c. or of his impera-
torial acclamations in a.d. 1 and 3, or both.115 It also suggests the possibility
that those announcements had been accompanied by select images copied
from panels in the capital and perhaps even by objects seized from the en-
emies of Rome.116

These sentiments among the elite at Pisa mirror similar trends through-
out Italy. On the opposite coast from Pisa, at Potentia in Picenum, someone
or some group of people dedicated a duplicate of the famous Tarentine Vic-
tory at Rome. The people of Potentia carefully recorded that the statue had
been given by the Senate and people, and its shield, like its model, cata-
logued the virtues of their princeps.117 Other towns reproduced Roman
monuments that suggested an identification with Rome at an even deeper
level: the city of Salvia reproduced the fasti triumphales, and Arretium, in
eastern Etruria, must have devoted fantastic efforts to reproducing the stat-
ues and biographies of noble Romans from the portrait gallery in the Fo-
rum of Augustus.118 These latter cities sought to create a history of them-
selves as communities that was in harmony with the peculiar version of the
Roman past that Augustus was promulgating at Rome. Indeed, to some ex-
tent they simply adopted Roman history as their history, and Roman victo-
ries as their victories. It may well be that it was the revisionist nature of the
Augustan narrative that allowed these communities to discover, as it were,
the aspects that they shared.119 If it is correct to say that a large measure of
the internal pressure on the Republican system came about because the oli-
garchic government at Rome failed to satisfy either the basic demands of
the rural populations of Italy, from which the army was by then primarily re-
cruited, or the ambitions of aristocrats from Italian municipalities, from
whose stock Octavian himself had sprung, then a large measure of the
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credit for the success of the Augustan principate must surely lie in its culti-
vation of those two constituencies, beginning already with Octavian’s mobi-
lization of public opinion against Antony in the years before Actium.120 The
enthusiasm of Italian communities for Augustus and his vision of their role
in Roman history may then be readily understood.

Italy was not the provinces, some will counter. They would do well to re-
member that Italy had risen in revolt in Caesar’s lifetime. Indeed, its grad-
ual unification must have provided many lessons for Romans seeking to
pacify the provinces.121 When, therefore, we turn to the provincials and
their artistic commissions, there are reasons to think their loyalism sincere,
and reasons to hold it suspect. Obviously we should not discount the role
that self-interest must have played in public displays of patriotism in every
region of the empire. And yet, the advent of the Principate had radically
changed the nature of Roman administration, and there is every reason to
believe that the change was both noticed and welcomed.122 For example,
despite Augustus’s revealing to Cyrene and all the provinces “how much
care he and the Senate took that none of their subjects suffers any wrong or
exaction,” the prosecution of Roman officials for extortion continued dur-
ing the first century, although it is worth noting that governors of public
provinces were indicted proportionately more often than were imperial
legates.123 In spite of this, literary reflections on the nature of Roman gov-
ernment suggest that provincial administration became substantially less
corrupt and the provinces correspondingly more affluent in the first cen-
turies of this era. The discrepancy between those reflections and the reality
of the extortion courts may simply confirm that the reorganization of
provincial administration under a professional hierarchy, supervised by the
princeps, produced greater efficiency and increased honesty, at least in the
imperial provinces. But the discrepancy can surely also be explained by sus-
ceptibility to the promises of the Cyrene Edict.124

In addition, beginning with the principate of Augustus, local communi-
ties desirous of improving their material infrastructure frequently were able
to acquire assistance in such tasks from the imperial government. In ex-
change for a suitably phrased request, accompanied by an appropriate dis-
play of flattery—putting portraits of the emperor’s family on local coinage
was the most popular choice, followed by renaming months in the local cal-
endar or similar acts, while renaming one’s city was far more assertive, or
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sycophantic—the emperor would help to finance the cost of building proj-
ects, usually by issuing temporary exemptions from taxation, and might aid
in the construction by supplying Roman technical support staff.125 In this
way “the wealth of Rome’s subjects was in part, and sometimes very magnifi-
cently, restored to them.”126 Within such a system of exchange, the line be-
tween sycophancy and gratitude cannot be drawn so easily; indeed, when
the rewards for the former could be immediate and generous, it may not be
profitable to draw the line all.

Pisa’s decree attributes the dedication of its arch and establishing of its
holidays to the municipality as a whole. But many such monuments, in both
Italy and the provinces, were built through the initiative of individuals who
were attempting to further their own careers.127 Knowing this, or suspecting
this, should not overly determine our appreciation of them; allowing it to
do so would confuse cause with effect. Even a cynical reading of motives
must admit the continuing importance and subtle alteration of classical eu-
ergetism, which now demanded that people of wealth display their influ-
ence and power by directing imperial benefactions toward their commu-
nity.128 A special category of such individuals were imperial officials, who
now more than ever tended to hold their posts in a particular area for many
years. Not a few settled down in the communities that had flattered them
while they held power.129 Pliny’s request to Trajan for permission to build a
gallery of imperial portraits illustrates some of these trends:130
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Since your divine father, Lord, encouraged euergetism among all citizens in
his beautiful speech and by his honorable example, I asked of him that I 
be permitted to transfer to the local municipality a set of imperial portraits
that I inherited through several bequests and have kept, as I received them,
on a far-off estate. I also asked permission to include a statue of himself
among them.

Trajan assented, and Pliny arranged with the town that it should provide a
site on which he would construct a temple to house the portraits. Although
Pliny directed his benefaction toward an Italian municipium, he appealed to
the example and encouragement of Nerva, just as Paullus Fabius Persicus
cited the example of Claudius when declaring his devotion to the welfare of
Ephesus:131

At the urging of Tiberius Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus, Paullus
Fabius Persicus has declared this edict beneficial to the city of the Ephesians
and to the whole province; he published it in Ephesus and ordered that it be
inscribed on a column on the fifth day before the Kalends of April: Being my-
self of the opinion that, above all, magistrates in charge of provinces should
perform the duties of the office entrusted to them with all care and honesty,
in such a way that they take thought for the perpetual and lifelong advantage
of the province as a whole and of each city, and not merely for the year in which
they hold office, I nevertheless acknowledge that I have been drawn to this be-
lief by the example of the most powerful and most truly just imperator, who has
received the entire human race into his personal care.

In Pliny’s case, the specific act he envisioned—the creation of a temple to
past and present emperors—reveals the complex dynamic that allowed the
emperor, at no cost to himself, to encourage the generosity of others and so
to foster the culture of loyalism that supported his rule: those benefactors
could modestly allow that they were simply following his lead and through
displays of loyalty seek to further their own careers.

Once erected, portrait galleries and arches affected their viewers in ways
not necessarily related to the motives and aspirations of their donors. Pliny
and Persicus may have hoped to earn the favor of Trajan and Claudius, but
the ultimate beneficiaries of their actions were the cities and people who re-
ceived and enjoyed the buildings, temples, and works of art that they en-
dowed. What is more, many contingencies may have governed the senti-
ments in municipalities toward both benefactor and benefaction in the
immediate aftermath of the donation. Yet it is almost inevitable that local
residents would slowly have relinquished their feelings of the moment and,
through happenstance gazing on Pliny’s museum, have replaced those feel-



ORBIS TERRARUM AND ORBIS ROMANUS 309

132. See the report in CRAI 1913, no. 680; the text is reproduced as EJ no. 135. Cf. Strong
at CAH X 552, or Zanker 1988, 313–315.

133. EJ no. 22.
134. Gros 1976 provides an exemplary analysis of what was Augustan in Augustan temple

architecture. On general trends in the West in the reign of Augustus see Gros 1981, 42, and
Mierse 1990.

135. Edmondson 1990; cf. Woolf 1998, 106 –141.
136. Waelkens 1989. See also Macready and Thompson 1987 and Dodge 1990.
137. See Strabo 5.4.7 on Roman fondness for th;n ejn Neapovlei diagwgh;n th;n  JEllhnikhvn.
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ings with a mildly heightened awareness of the history of their empire and
of their place in it.

In the long-conquered province of Africa, for example, we know of no
local protest aroused by the erection of a series of altars modeled on the Ara
Pacis at Rome; one of those altars was devoted to the local cult of the gens
Augusta and was established by an imperial freedman, one P. Perelius Hedu-
lus.132 We do not know whether the city of Arelate or an individual funded
the local placement of a copy of the statue of Victory and the Shield of Au-
gustus—along with a copy of the text that the Senate attached to the origi-
nal—but its dedication passed without incident.133 The Augustan age wit-
nessed an explosion of construction throughout the empire; the influence
of all this building on civic centers in Gaul and Spain was particularly acute,
since those areas lacked indigenous traditions of urban architecture on a
Roman scale.134 For example, as Jonathan Edmondson has shown, native
urban centers in Lusitania did not immediately wither under Roman rule.
Rather, the Romans promoted an ambitious program of monumentaliza-
tion in colonies like Augusta Emerita, whose forum and temples mirrored
those at Rome itself, and those colonies then served as models for urban
projects elsewhere in their provinces.135

Roman influence in Greece must be measured differently. On one esti-
mation, Rome’s major contributions to Greek architecture were the aque-
duct and Roman cement, and, to be sure, it would be difficult to underesti-
mate the positive impression that the introduction of a stable, clean water
supply could have made on living conditions in urban areas throughout the
East.136 But such analyses, predicated upon simplistic views of cross-cultural
contact, were dismissed two thousand years ago by Strabo: Greeks and Ro-
mans in his day lived in their respective cities differently, and he proudly
noted that some Romans found Greek urbanism to their taste.137 Rome
contributed to already developed urban centers not so much through the
sudden construction of new buildings, but through a slow transformation of
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the nature of urban life in general and, above all, through a gradual reori-
entation in popular conceptions of the role and functioning of cities and
smaller urban centers.138 The government, in the form of specific emperors
endowing specific buildings, aided that process by creating a new style of ur-
ban planning, whose features were clearly laid in the Augustan age but came
to fruition over a period of centuries.139

Gallia Narbonensis stood out among the western provinces for the length
of its contact with Rome and for the favor it received from Augustus and his
house.140 Augustus signaled his satisfaction with its loyalty and stability in 
22 b.c. when he transferred control of Narbonensis and Cyprus to the Sen-
ate “because they no longer required his soldiers.” 141 Augustus himself took
charge of the census of Narbonensis at this time, and during his visits to the
province over the next two decades first Agrippa and then Augustus himself
received credit for laying roads, designing aqueducts, and paying for city
walls.142 In this process Augustus must have finalized boundaries of every
sort, both between the territories of individual cities and between Narbo-
nensis and its neighbors.143 To mark these boundaries Augustus and his sub-
ordinates deployed a series of monuments, triumphal arches within the
province and trophies on its frontiers.144 The arches undoubtedly com-
memorated some unique feature of the relationship between a given com-
munity and Augustus; alas, most of the arches in Narbonensis no longer
preserve their dedicatory texts. Their decorative figures do, however, pre-
serve the imagery of captives and conquest that marked Augustan monu-
ments at Rome.145 The arches must have sent a mixed message, arousing
memories of the process of Roman conquest while providing material evi-
dence of Rome’s willingness to recognize and reward loyalty. The trophies,
furthermore, addressed people on both sides of the border: this province
has been and will continue to be protected by the might of Roman arms.
Provincials and others could make of that message what they willed.

Is it possible to move beyond purely negative evidence for the impact
made by Roman triumphal art in the provinces—that no one vandalized
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the ubiquitous arches and trophies, or tore them down in protest—to find
evidence of a willingness among provincials to view such art from a Roman
perspective? In a sense we have already done so. The seeming significance
of the truism that no Greek or Latin author of the empire save Marcus Au-
relius was born at Rome has distracted attention from its corollary, that all
literature of the empire save the Meditations was written by provincials, who
came to view the history of their conquerors as their own and who viewed
the distribution of political power in the Roman world as participants in the
dominant ideology of its ruling power. The success of Augustus in demilita-
rizing Gallia Narbonensis raised the hope that the distribution of the tro-
phies and arches along the Rhine could eventually appeal to the residents
of Germania as the trophy near Lugdunum Convenarum appealed to the
citizens of Narbonensis to its east.

Three very different monuments of the Augustan age reveal the sophis-
ticated ways in which residents of the provinces adapted the iconography of
the Roman triumph to justify and to display their faith in the imperial gov-
ernment. First, in a.d. 17 an earthquake shook the cities of Lydia: in grati-
tude for Roman aid, the cities dedicated a statue group in the Forum of
Julius Caesar at Rome. The group contained personifications of each of the
cities, surrounding a colossal statue of Tiberius himself. Two more statues,
those of Phrygian Cibyra and Ephesus, were added later, as those cities, too,
received imperial aid. The portrait group was probably destroyed when the
forum burned in a.d. 80, but already in the reign of Tiberius the Augustales
at Puteoli had arranged to copy the entire group of personifications on the
base of a statue of Tiberius.146 They are presumed to have done so because
Puteoli had strong commercial ties to the cities in question. These cities had
well-developed iconographies for their own representation, and it is prob-
able that they sent terracotta models to Rome when they commissioned the
statue group.147 Their use of personifications is not, therefore, in itself sur-
prising. It is, however, notable that when the mint at Rome struck a coin to
celebrate the restoration of the cities of Asia, it depicted Tiberius as he
appeared in the cities’ dedication, as a god, laureate rather than radiate,
just as the Augustales with their statue worshiped rather than honored their
emperor.148

Second, sometime early in the Julio-Claudian period one family at
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Aphrodisias made itself known to members of the imperial house; the ex-
change of flattery for pleasantries eventually resulted in a grant of citizen-
ship from Claudius to a member of that family. Perhaps through the efforts
of its best-attested member, one Tiberius Claudius Diogenes, that family
built an elaborate temple complex in honor of Augustus and the royal
house. It included two distinctly different types of statuary: first, a portrait
gallery of members of the domus divina, and, second, a remarkable set of
representations of provinces and peoples, depicted in precisely the sort of
identifying ethnic garb that featured so prominently in triumphal art.149

The first publications on the simulacra gentium and their accompanying
bases already compared them to Roman triumphal art and suggested that
the particular items chosen for inclusion had all featured in victories under
Augustus.150 The selection must therefore have drawn upon information dis-
tributed from Rome. The use of Roman personifications must likewise have
been influenced by Roman images. Nor need anyone have traveled to Rome
to view triumphal art: painted panels might well have accompanied the bul-
letins that allowed Aphrodisians to compile a list of Augustan campaigns.

But the artists at Aphrodisias did not mindlessly replicate Roman origi-
nals. In his publication of the statuary R. R. R. Smith made the important
observation that the “iconography of the surviving ethnos and island re-
liefs . . . [does] not stress the iconography of defeat.” 151 Yet the people of
Aphrodisias and the artists who crafted the Sebasteum knew full well the ap-
pearance of Roman simulacra: a triumphal relief celebrating the conquest
of Britain depicts Claudius in heroic garb, weapon raised, threatening to
strike a suppliant native.152 The artist of the ethnos gallery and his patron evi-
dently divided the world into two categories. The Britons, then the object of
Roman campaigns, were not yet members of the civilized world. But the
other reliefs clearly indicate a choice not to celebrate Augustan conquest as
such, but rather to depict the other members of the political universe of
which Aphrodisias and all the East were now one part.

The third monument is the altar from a temple to Augustus founded at
Lugdunum late in the second decade b.c.153 Neither the temple nor the al-
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tar is extant, but Strabo wrote about the latter in his report on Lugdunum
in Book 4 of his Geography : “The Temple to Caesar Augustus that was built
by all of Gaul cooperatively stands before the city [of Lugdunum] at the
confluence of the rivers [the Rhône and Arar]. There is in addition a re-
markable altar, which has an inscription with the names of the ethne, sixty in
number, as well as images of them, one for each ethnos; there is also a large
statue of Augustus.”154 We can be fairly confident that these tribes did not
have a tradition of differentiating themselves within their larger corporate
identity using statues that distinguished each tribe by its idiosyncratic garb,
craft, or crop. Indeed, their corporate identity was itself an artificial impo-
sition of their Roman overlords. The people who designed the altar must
have looked to Rome for an appropriate vehicle through which to express
their loyalty toward Augustus. They settled on an altar and cult to his genius.
But they also wished to declare their allegiance both as members of a prov-
ince and as individual ethnic groups. They found the means to achieve that
end within Roman triumphal art, scarcely two generations after Julius Cae-
sar had swept through Gaul. Even if the altar was erected by a wealthy elite
in order to flatter their Roman overlords, the provincials’ ability to trans-
form an image intimately informed by the iconography of defeat into one
celebrating unification speaks volumes about the depth to which Roman
idealism about relations between individual political groups and the im-
perium Romanum had already penetrated. It was, sadly, an idealism that in
their lifetime found a readier audience in Gaul than in Rome.

HOW TO APPEAL TO A PROVINCE

Some eighty years passed before an official artwork of the Roman govern-
ment adopted this revolutionary use of geographical personifications, and
its use at that time reflected a temporary fluctuation in the relationship be-
tween governors, armies, and local populations. Although it is axiomatic
that the government desired the good will of the provincials, the governors
and generals who revolted against Nero in 68 and fought with each other
throughout 69 desired that good will with an altogether new sense of ur-
gency. They recognized, even if modern historians have not, the impor-
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tance of obtaining the cooperation of local populations when campaigning
within the borders of the empire. Many of the usurpers in that long year
used their coinage to address their troops; the army received vast donatives
during this period, and it was through the army that most coin must initially
have circulated. But some usurpers spoke to their provincials, too, and for
that they adopted a symbolic language that provincials would understand
and appreciate.

Galba was acclaimed by his troops on 2 April, a.d. 68. He had only one
legion under his control. He rapidly raised another, the Seventh, which was
named the “Spanish” and nicknamed “Galbian” until it was reconstituted in
70 by Vespasian, who gave it formal status and consecrated its standards on
10 June.155 At approximately the same time Clodius Macer, legate of the
Third Legion in North Africa, broke with Nero. He, too, recruited a new le-
gion, which he called I Macriana Liberatrix. Macer struck coins at Carthage
with which to pay his two legions. Of his most common reverse types, one
advertised his control over the sea and resultant control over the grain 
supply of Rome. Others honored his legions: an eagle paired with two stan-
dards, with the legends legio i macriana and legio iii augusta. Galba
likewise exploited military themes, early, often, and throughout his brief
reign. He did so, however, by reference to the renaissance of Roman mili-
tary might and without specific reference to individual legions.156 Later
writers credited Galba with old-fashioned severity or with impolitic parsi-
mony. In practical terms, this described his unwillingness to flatter the le-
gions, and his consequent loss of their loyalty.

Yet neither Clodius Macer nor Galba controlled overwhelming military
force. Neither could afford the disapprobation of the provinces whence
they drew their strength. They both must have issued coin to pay for sup-
plies: forced exactions at too high a level could have induced cities to shut
their gates as Aquileia would before Maximinus Thrax two centuries later.
Clodius Macer therefore issued two coins with his familiar legionary re-
verses and obverses depicting not himself, but Africa—a draped bust wear-
ing an elephantskin headdress.157 Macer also occupied Carthage, but he
seems to have done so peacefully. In any event, he issued a further coin 
associating his person with that city: its reverse carried a bust of Carthage
before a cornucopia, with a legend dedicated to L. Clodius Macer at Car-
thage.158 Rome had already been suffering a shortage of grain prior to
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Nero’s death, and its populace turned their anger toward Macer. As cooper-
ation with Galba became less and less likely, Macer may have struck a coin
seeking to earn support for himself in Spain: the mint at Carthage struck a
denarius in 68 carrying a bust of Spain, with the legend hispania. No mark
identifies its association with Macer, and its inspiration and audience must
remain a mystery.159

Galba, too, asked for the loyalty and support of his province. Among his
earliest issues are numbered coins with a personification of Hispania, not
kneeling before a conqueror but alone, with sheaves of grain, two javelins,
and the round shield characteristic of the Spanish auxiliaries.160 Even ear-
lier the Spanish mint had issued a coin advertising solidarity with Gaul,
bearing a legend boasting of the “Concord of the Spanish and Gallic
Provinces,” together with busts of Hispania and Gallia, separated by that
eminently imperial symbol, a Victory standing on a globe.161 It remains un-
clear whether Galba intended to support the candidacy of Vindex, whether
Vindex sought Galba’s support by suggesting his candidacy, or whether they
merely agreed on a mutual hatred of Nero. The lack of a name on the Span-
ish coins of early 68 could have signaled anachronistic Republicanism to an
audience at Rome. Nameless coins certainly could not offend either Spain
or Gaul by putting forward either Vindex or Galba and thereby preclud-
ing the other.162 The death of Nero on 9 June and the subsequent humility
of the Praetorians gave the Senate the courage to claim its prerogative.163

Their vote for Galba gave the courage and initiative he had lacked. He 
now issued coins boasting of the joint support of Gaul and Spain, with his
own name and title proudly on the obverse.164 He also began to strike coins
honoring Spain, Gaul, and the Three Gauls, from all the mints under his
control.165

The motivation for Galba’s Hispania coins arose under a specific nexus
of forces. Vespasian’s triumph over Judaea suggested that little if anything
had changed in the Roman elite’s attitudes toward the provinces, at least in-
sofar as they presented themselves in the capital city. And, indeed, nothing
about Vespasianic propaganda elsewhere suggested a change in mentality at
the top. We have already reviewed the triumphs staged by Titus in the cities
of the East, following his final victory over the Jews in a.d. 70, and consid-
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ered the reaction it drew from the citizens in Antioch. Titus may have ex-
pected the cities in the East to rejoice with him in his triumphal display; on
the other hand, he may simply have been delivering a lecture on the con-
sequences of disobedience. In any event, a triumph over disobedient sub-
jects was hardly an appropriate vehicle with which to unify the provinces.
Thus the people of Antioch studied the symbolism of Titus’s adventus and
drew the obvious conclusion that the Romans would soon punish the Jews
everywhere. Their request for immediate sanctions against the Jews at An-
tioch forced Titus to reject a petition that harmonized with the ideological
implications of his own ceremony. At Rome, Domitian continued to employ
traditional simulacra gentium in his double triumph over the Chatti and the
Dacians in a.d. 89, after which Dacia became a client kingdom. Even forty
years after the revolutionary coins of 68, the Spaniard Trajan so thoroughly
absorbed an anachronistic sense of imperialist grandeur that he would
likely have used a similar means of representing his foes on his column had
that monument celebrated a victory over rebellious provincials instead of
commemorating his victories in the Dacian wars.166

Much changed in the forty years that followed the death of Domitian. In
the course of his long reign Hadrian changed the nature of imperial ideol-
ogy on several fronts: the roots of his actions lie deep within the character
of this most inscrutable emperor. Trajan, too, had been born in Spain, but
not without reason was he called “the last of the Romans.”167 Hadrian had
served a long and exemplary career in the army: legate of three different le-
gions under Domitian, he served as quaestor to Trajan in Dacia in 101, af-
ter which he returned to Rome to act as secretary for the Senate, then tri-
bune of the plebs, then praetor, in a three-year span. Returning to the army
immediately thereafter, he served as legate of still a different legion before
taking up the governorship of Pannonia Inferior. He returned to Rome to
hold a suffect consulate in 108 before traveling east with Trajan for that 
emperor’s Parthian expedition, at which time he also served as legate of
Syria.168 Hadrian’s experience with the folly of Trajan’s Parthian campaign
left him profoundly ambivalent toward military conquest and the acquisi-
tion of new territories: he allowed himself to be acclaimed imperator only at
the end of the Jewish War in 134, an abrupt change from Trajan’s thirteen
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acclamations. According to that measure of achievement, Hadrian in more
than two decades merely equaled the record of the civilian Nerva’s sixteen
months on the throne.

Hadrian signaled his ungeheure Umwälzung most memorably when he re-
fused to keep the territories acquired by Trajan on that last campaign.169 For
this he came under heavy criticism: realizing his own shortcomings, some
said, he masked as policy a poisonous jealousy for his predecessor.170 His
long and successful career in the army and continued interest in military
discipline give the lie to such accusations. The truth is quite different. Here,
as elsewhere, the anonymous fourth-century author of the Libellus de vita et
moribus imperatorum shows a fascinating independence of judgment: he mar-
vels at the fantastic energy required to tour the provinces on foot, to inspect
the legions, and to restore the cities: “Varied of mood, complex in person-
ality, with a many-faceted intellect, he was born a ruler over the virtues and
vices that plague other men. Ruling the impulse of his mind by some talent,
unaccustomed to praise, he artfully concealed a character at once grudging,
sad, and mischievous; putting on a mask of modesty, facility, and clemency,
he concealed a passion for glory with which he burned.” 171

Hadrian reached Rome on 9 July 118.172 After cohabiting with the Sen-
ate for three years, he left for a tour of the western provinces. Over the next
thirteen years he visited much of the empire, inspecting and organizing its
resources, surveying its frontiers, and devising economical means for its de-
fense.173 These travels made a profound impression on contemporaries—
the hostile Fronto suggested that Hadrian on his travels had littered the
cities of Europe and Asia with the gravestones of his victims174—and his vis-
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its to small communities created a lasting sense of loyalty to the emperor
who honored them with his presence.175

After his last tour of the East, Hadrian returned to Rome in the spring of
134, there to stay until his death.176 He there arranged a series of imperial
issues that celebrated the consensus of the diverse populations and legions
of the empire.177 The most famous of these consisted of coins in bronze, 
silver, and gold whose types portrayed personifications of twenty-six prov-
inces, though some provinces fail to appear and two cities are included.178

The rather eclectic nature of the selections suggests all the more strongly
Hadrian’s personal involvement in their design. The exercitus series depicted
Hadrian addressing the legions of each province. As preserved, that series,
too, has gaps—the armies of Judaea, Egypt, and Africa are not represented.
Again, if deliberate, the omissions argue in favor of Hadrianic selection or
guidance.179 Some have expressed surprise that “the garrisons of the differ-
ent parts of the Empire [were] encouraged by such separate honour under
distinctive local names, to cherish a special local pride,” but this concern
arises from knowledge of the divisive loyalties that pitted army against army
in the third and fourth centuries.180 We might note in response that Ha-
drian’s particular attention to inspecting the armies of the empire won him



ORBIS TERRARUM AND ORBIS ROMANUS 319

181. ILS 2558 (Smallwood, Nerva no. 336). Dio specifically recalls this feat but attributes
this skill to all Batavian cavalry (69.9.6). A speech that Hadrian delivered after inspecting Le-
gio III Augusta at Lambaesis survives in substantial fragments (ILS 2487, on which see Camp-
bell 1984, 77–80). Dio described Hadrian as inspecting and reforming every aspect of military
life: his military reputation ensured that barbarians were afraid to attack the empire (69.9; cf.
SHA Hadr. 10.2–11.1).

182. For a list of the surviving types, see Mattingly, BMC III, clxxi– clxxii: Africa, Arabia,
Asia, Bithynia, Britannia, Cilicia, Gallia, Hispania, Italia, Judaea, Macedonia, Mauretania, Moe-
sia, Noricum, Phrygia, Sicilia, Thracia.

183. Mattingly, BMC III, clxxiii– clxxiv. The series comprises Achaea, Africa, Arabia, Asia,
Bithynia, Gallia, Hispania, Italia, Libya, Macedonia, Nicomedia, Phrygia, and Sicilia, as well as
Orbis Terrarum.

184. See, for example, MacCormack 1981, 30 n. 67, on the coinage of Carthage.
185. SHA Hadr. 7.6 –7; cf. Dio 69.8.12.

the admiration of the troops: soldiers boasted on their tombstones of hav-
ing performed well under his gaze.181

Very similar to these was a series that celebrated his arrival in the various
provinces in the course of his travels throughout the empire.182 Finally, just
as Hadrian had honored the armies in the military provinces of the empire,
so he celebrated the more settled provinces in their own series: its coins bear
a legend dedicating them “to the restorer [restitutor] of [the province].”183

Only the province of Hadrian’s birth, Hispania, receives commemoration in
both the exercitus and the restitutor series. The particular image used for any
given province sought to distill and evoke its distinctive features; in the lan-
guage used by Cassius Dio of the simulacra gentium displayed during the fu-
neral of Augustus, “each one was represented in some characteristic native
fashion.” That these images resonated with local spirit and remained in some
way vital is suggested by their occasional repetition in later, local issues.184

The rest of this chapter analyzes the conceptual geographies of intellec-
tuals under the empire. The reign of Hadrian marked a turning point in
their history. Yet regarding Hadrian himself, his motives and his aims, we
must be satisfied with speculation. Service around the empire had taught
Hadrian what good might be achieved within the borders of the empire by
resources that would be wasted in civilizing Armenia and Parthia. He put
that lesson into practice upon his accession, risking the scorn of senators
who had been deluded by Trajan’s exaggerated letters from the front. Liv-
ing at Rome as magistrate and then emperor revealed the precious and
anachronistic pretensions of the Italian aristocracy. Hadrian now directed
benefits toward the provinces, of which his cancellation of nine hundred
million sesterces of overdue debts to the government was only the most os-
tentatious.185 The Senate and people celebrated that act in a famous relief
among the Anaglypha Traiani and on an inscription which may reveal
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something of Hadrian’s mind: “By this generosity he rendered safe not only
his present citizens but also their posterity.” 186 His celebration of the prov-
inces had its counterpart in his reduction of Italy to the level of a province,
if not in name, then in point of fact: he appointed four consular legates to
hold assize courts in “the nurse and mother” of the world.187

THE GEOGRAPHY OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE

In his advice on extending the franchise, Augustus necessarily recognized
the division of the residents of the empire into two categories, an act that
stood uneasily next to his boasting of the benefactions that he had extended
to the empire at large. His advice to his successors not to extend the bor-
ders of the empire contradicted far more directly his own claims to have
“brought the entire world [orbis terrarum] under the empire of the Roman
people.”188 The conflict between dreams of world conquest and the practi-
cal limitations of ancient technology had, of course, existed ever since
Alexander brought those dreams to life: it was his accomplishments that
made world conquest seem possible, but his campaigns had simultaneously
made Greek geographers aware of how far short he had fallen.189 At the
level of public discourse this conflict mattered little: Augustus and Rome
controlled more of the world than most could even imagine, and honors
voted to Augustus throughout the empire iterated and thus sustained his
claim to world conquest. Cities throughout Asia addressed Augustus as “the
father of his country and of the entire human race,” and thanked him be-
cause “the land and sea are at peace, and the cities flourish with good will,
harmony, and prosperity.”190 The Sebasteum at Aphrodisias included a per-
sonification of Earth reaching out to the goddess Rome, expressing visually
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the dominance that other cities honored in their public documents.191

We have already seen that Horace in his Odes and Pisa in its municipal de-
cree celebrated Augustus as the “protector of the human race.”192 Likewise,
when the city of Narbo established the rules governing its cult of Augustus
in a.d. 12–13, it ordained a sacrifice on 7 January, because on that day 
“Augustus had inaugurated his rule over the orbis terrarum.” The city also
scheduled a sacrifice on 23 September, Augustus’s birthday, because “on
that day the blessedness of the age had given Augustus as ruler to the orbis
terrarum.”193

No one knew the falsity of such claims to world conquest better than
officials of the empire. At an administrative level Rome had a profound in-
terest in defining geographic space. The fantastic efforts poured into the
census fixed the gaze of every inhabitant of the empire upon the extent of
his property and, by implication, on the ability of Rome to measure and to
map its world.194 The servants of the emperor also marked the land. They
maintained a special interest in the boundaries between the Roman empire
and the territory of foreign powers, especially when customs could be col-
lected from the trade along those borders.195 Within the empire their in-
terest was often no less acute. In 216, for example, Caracalla ordered a sur-
vey of the land around Pessinus; the centurion who carried out the survey
left an elaborate tribute to the emperor in whose name he had toiled:196

Good Fortune! Imperator Caesar Marcus Aurelius Antoninus, the uncon-
quered, pious, and blessed Augustus, pontifex maximus, Parthicus Maximus,
Britannicus Maximus, Germanicus Maximus, holding tribunician power for
the nineteenth year, four times consul, proconsul, father of his country, or-
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dered that the lands of the whole territory of the famous city of the Pessinun-
tians be surveyed with the sacred measuring rod. Caesius Felicissimus, centu-
rion, supervised the work in the consulates of Catius Sabinus—for the second
time—and Cornelius Anulinus.

Hadrian, too, was called upon to settle land disputes around the empire.
From Aezani in Anatolia survives a dossier of letters that passed between
Hadrian, the proconsul of Asia Avidius Quietus, and the local imperial
procurator, one Hesperus. In the end Hesperus arranged a survey and set
up boundary stones in Latin and Greek, but even Avidius Quietus justified
the legitimacy of this project and its outcome by appeal to the authority of
the emperor.197

The inhabitants of large cities might have been able to avoid seeing a
boundary stone in a field. Every inhabitant of the empire must have used its
roads: “They united the subjects of the most distant provinces by an easy
and familiar intercourse; but their primary object had been to facilitate the
marches of the legions; nor was any country considered as completely sub-
dued, till it had been rendered, in all its parts, pervious to the arms and au-
thority of the conqueror.”198 The men who supervised the construction of
those roads marked every mile with a monument to the emperor of whom
the road itself was, in some way, a testament.199 No mere sample of mile-
stones can do justice to the experience of walking a Roman road: a series of
such inscriptions, recording the emperor who built and the emperors who
repaved the road, their titulature boasting their ancestry and their con-
quests, constituted in itself a lesson in the history of one’s empire.200

Emperors sometimes ordered roads built at their expense, and some-
times they freed up money so that communities could pay for roads them-
selves.201 However funded, their construction remained an essential con-
cern, expressive of the stability of the empire and the interest that the
emperor took in his subjects.202 Given his interest in promoting an image of
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continuity at the heart of the empire, it is no surprise that Decius engaged
in a massive program of repaving roads in his brief stay on the throne.203

What is more, just as wealthy individuals sought lasting fame by providing
large public buildings for their cities, they similarly chose to devote their
monies to constructing roads, clearly believing that the audiences for their
buildings would read milestones, too.204 One imperial official made such a
donation to Amastris in Pontus, under the emperor Claudius, and left a
record in Greek and Latin: “As thanks for Augustan peace, in honor of
Tiberius Claudius Germanicus Augustus, Gaius Julius Aquila, priest for life
of the divine Augustus, twice prefect of engineers, having been transferred
to serve in the treasury by the consuls Aulus Gabinius Secundus and Taurus
Statilius Corvinus, cut this mountain and at his own expense laid the bed
and built this road.”205 Over time provincials learned to view milestones,
dedicated to the emperor by the procurators and engineers who built the
roads, as testaments of personal and communal loyalty, and they began to
refurbish milestones with civic funds, recording on them civic acclamations
or honorary decrees. They were still milestones, of course, but they had be-
come a means to engender and a vehicle to express a wider sense of be-
longing in those who read and used them.206

The Greeks had marveled when the Persian king ordered a channel dug
through Mt. Athos. Roman emperors took such power over the landscape
for granted: just as they brought water to cities no matter what the obstacles,
so Roman engineers, on the orders of their emperor, led roads over bridges
and cut or tunneled through mountains.207 Provincials certainly under-
stood that the agency of the emperor lay behind such achievements: the city
of Ephesus, for example, thanked Hadrian because “he provided shipments
of grain from Egypt, rendered the harbors navigable, and turned aside the
river Caÿster, which had been harming the harbors.”208 Strabo had earlier
insisted that it was the responsibility of good rulers to try to control the wa-
terways of the world.209
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When Vitruvius announced, shortly after Actium, that Caesar’s “divine
mind and godhead” had acquired control over the orbis terrarum, he partic-
ipated in a tradition of late Republican political rhetoric that attributed such
control to one dynast after another.210 He could afford to: nowhere in a
work on architecture would he have to report new conquests after having
dedicated his work to the ruler of the world. To a certain extent Roman im-
perialist thought had already developed an answer to the existence of
forests and deserts beyond the borders of the empire: they just weren’t
worth conquering. Cicero implicitly questioned the wisdom of having con-
quered Africa, Spain, and Gaul when he reminded his brother that he
would still have had to consider the best interests of his subjects even if he
had been sent to govern savage, barbarous tribes in those lands.211

The varied strands of Augustan propaganda, emphasizing peace at home
and victories in far-off lands, conditioned the mental geographies of con-
temporaries. Horace, for example, insisted on the empire’s internal stabil-
ity and peace, a condition brought about by the relegation of warfare to its
borders.212 Strabo went still further, viewing warfare as an evil necessity, mo-
tivated by defensive concerns rather than imperialist aggression. Thus he
admired Augustus for not allowing his legions to move beyond the Rhine
and argued that the occupation of Britain was pointless: it would be easy to
tax those trading with the Continent, but the cost of occupation would far
outweigh the additional money brought in as tribute.213 This vision of Au-
gustan imperialism—whatever its relation to Augustan policy—allowed
Horace and especially Strabo to view the empire as a unity. Like the men
who commissioned and built the Sebasteum at Aphrodisias, Strabo recog-
nized the existence of recent victims of Roman arms, but he did not see
them as similar in kind to the Greeks or Gauls or Africans who constituted
the limbs of the unitary body of his empire. This vision of the empire even
shaped Strabo’s perception of Roman administration: although he paid brief
lip service to the division of provinces between emperor and Senate, he oth-
erwise viewed the provinces as the single and unified responsibility of Au-
gustus and his heir.214

Strabo’s remarks, together with the advice of Augustus to Tiberius and
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the people of Rome, have been subjected to intense scrutiny in debates on
Roman imperialism of the first and second centuries.215 Assessing essen-
tially the same data from very different perspectives, scholars have reached
radically different conclusions about the aims and rationality of the Roman
government in this period.216 It may be that our data, consisting of scattered
remarks by men who frequently lived and wrote far from the corridors of
power, and archaeological evidence from Europe, the Near East, and Africa,
will not yield a pattern of consistent explanatory power. What those remarks
can reveal, however, are the conceptual and ideological frameworks through
which residents conceived of the empire as a geographical and political en-
tity.217 If we must concede that we cannot know whether Tiberius or Ha-
drian consciously decided to restrict the expansion of the empire, we should
also concede that many of Hadrian’s contemporaries knew his thoughts no
better than we do. Residents of the empire did, however, believe that their
government was rational, that emperors and their advisers made calculated
decisions based on the best information available to them.218 Contempo-
raries’ beliefs about the policies of their rulers may, therefore, tell us little
about their government, but a great deal about themselves.219

Later writers on Augustan imperialism shared Strabo’s point of view.
Velleius Paterculus, writing under Tiberius, questioned whether the mili-
tary achievements of Pompey had won as much of glory as they had cost in
toil.220 Writing under Claudius, Seneca asked his audience to “consider all
the races to whom Roman peace [Romana pax] does not extend—the Ger-
mans, for example, and whatever nomadic races harass us along the
Danube. Eternal winter and a gloomy sky smother them; barren ground ill
sustains them; they fend off rain with thatch or leaves; they wander marshes
hardened by ice; and they capture wild animals for food.” 221 Early in the sec-
ond century the historian Florus, who was born in Africa and lived in Spain
before moving to Rome when middle-aged, wrote a history of Roman im-
perialism through the reign of Augustus, “by which time Roman arms had
pacified the entire world.”222 If Strabo thought little of Britain, Florus
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thought less of the Sarmatians, conquered by Lentulus in 12 b.c.: “They
have nothing except snow, frost, and trees. Their barbarism is such that they
don’t even understand peace.”223 The history of the remaining wars under
Augustus depressed Florus still further: “Would that Augustus had not
thought so highly of conquering Germany. Our losses there have been
more shameful by far than our acquisitions glorious.” 224 Florus closed by
recognizing that there remained people beyond the borders of the empire:
they were inmunes imperii —by which he intended not that they were invin-
cible, but that they, like the Sarmatians, were not advanced enough to know
good government when it was imposed on them. Nevertheless Florus was
confident that, in spite of their innate shortcomings, these people recog-
nized the greatness of the Roman people and respected them as the con-
queror of nations.225

Strabo did not make the same racial judgments that Florus would a cen-
tury later. Nevertheless, both men accommodated Roman claims to world
rule by dividing humanity much as Augustus had divided the residents of
the empire: some were worth conquering, and some were not.226 Strabo and
Florus merely drew the line in a profoundly different place. For example,
Strabo judged the Armenians and those beyond Colchis to be good subjects
for client kings, since they required only leaders, whereas the Nomads were
intractable toward all because of their lack of contact with other men. For
that reason, Strabo continued, the Nomads posed no threat to Rome and
needed only to be monitored.227 In concluding his work, Strabo happily
reaffirmed this Romanocentric point of view: “This is how the parts of the
world that we inhabit lie.”228 Strabo qualified his remarks still further: the
Romans inhabited the best and best-known portions of the world. They did
not have all of Libya: some of that country was uninhabited or suited only
for a wretched and nomadic lifestyle. Nor did they govern the Heniochi,
who lived in nomadic fashion in barren and sterile lands.229

Strabo’s judgment was echoed by other Greek authors under Augustus.
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, who wrote his antiquarian history of Roman in-
stitutions while living in Rome under Augustus, justified the topic of his his-
tory by reference to the unprecedented size of the Roman empire: “The city
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of the Romans rules the entire earth, as much of it as is not inaccessible but
rather inhabited by men; and she rules all the sea, not only that within the
Pillars of Hercules but also the Ocean, as much as is navigable; she is the
first and only city in all history that limits her power at the rising and setting
of the sun.”230 All the qualifications hint at an unease that prevented Diony-
sius from making an explicit claim of world rule for Rome. That unease did
not extend so far that Dionysius admitted the existence of any rival to Rome’s
claim to universal hegemony.231 The elder Pliny showed no such hesitation,
calling Rome the “conqueror of lands and ruler of the entire world, . . . which
sends its commands to foreign peoples.” 232 Clearly a Roman saw no con-
tradiction between ruling “the entire world” and the existence of “foreign
peoples” to whom one sent commands.233

Latin diction in the Augustan period and later reflected these ambigui-
ties in the concept “world.” Orbis had frequently signified the entire world
even when not accompanied by terrarum. But in the Augustan period Vergil
and Ovid at times denoted by orbis simply a “region,” whether contrasting
Europe and Asia or simply referring to a particular territory.234 Late in the
reign of Augustus and writing from the Black Sea, Ovid thanked Fama for
bringing him word of the victories of Germanicus: “By thy evidence I learned
that recently countless races assembled to see their leader’s face; and Rome,
which embraces the measureless world within her vast walls [quaeque capit
vastis inmensum moenibus orbem], scarce had room for her guests.”235 At a
concrete level Ovid referred only to the city of Rome, whose population
would witness the triumph of Germanicus; at an abstract level, Rome here
stands for her “measureless” empire, whose “world” she somehow manages
to fix within the circuit of a wall. The poets Manilius under Tiberius and Lu-
can under Nero used orbis frequently with this meaning. They, however, at-
tached the adjective “Roman” to it, in order to designate that portion of the
globe occupied by the empire. But the phrase orbis Romanus did more than
substitute for imperium Romanum. The latter indicated the sphere of Roman
political power. Orbis Romanus did, too, by labeling that sphere the world.

From the middle of the first century prose authors began to adopt this
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usage. They often spoke not of “the Roman world,” but of “our world.” The
practice of the elder Pliny is altogether typical of later authors. Pliny wrote
of a spice that he called Daphnis’s casia that “it even grows in our orbis —
indeed, I have seen it at the edge of the empire, where the Rhine flows,
planted among the beehives—but the characteristic color produced by the
sun is absent, and because of this its scent is likewise missing.” 236 Pliny re-
garded as known those facts confirmed by autopsy; he therefore distin-
guished the proper subjects for scientific inquiry by their location within his
“world.” Strabo displayed a similar understanding of the function of knowl-
edge: the purpose of geographical inquiry was, for him, the pursuit of hon-
est and efficient government. “Scholars in our day cannot speak of anything
beyond Ierne, which lies just north of Britain. It is home to complete sav-
ages who lead a miserable existence because of the cold. I therefore believe
that the northern boundary of the world [to; th̀~ oijkoumevnh~ pevra~] should
be placed there.”237 Strabo has done more than label accurate knowledge
of Britain and Ireland unnecessary; he has placed them beyond the limits
of the world.

Of course, the outside world did not simply bristle with men who didn’t
understand peace. Strabo had been forced to acknowledge this fact when-
ever his gaze turned to the eastern border of the empire, and whenever he
defined the scope of scientific geography. The Parthians were powerful, in-
deed, almost rivals of Rome, but they also acknowledged Roman superior-
ity to such an extent that they sent back the standards which they had taken
from Crassus, provided the Romans with hostages, and turned to Rome
when it came time to crown their king.238 Writing some forty years later,
Philo of Alexandria attempted to set the fall of Gaius in perspective. Ac-
cording to him, Gaius had inherited from Tiberius a prosperous empire,
one at peace with itself and with its neighbors. Nor was the Roman empire
like other empires:239

[It was] not simply an empire that contained most of the most essential parts
of the world—although, of course, one might legitimately describe those
parts as a world, albeit one bounded by the Euphrates and the Rhine, the lat-
ter forming a frontier with Germany and the more barbarous tribes, while the
Euphrates forms a frontier with Parthia and the Sarmatian and Scythian
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tribes, which are no less savage than the Germans—but, as I have already said,
it was an empire stretching from the sunrise to the sunset and comprising
lands both within and beyond the Ocean.

Elsewhere in that same treatise, employing precisely the same words as
Strabo, Philo gives Gaius’s predecessors credit for bringing back a golden
age “to the world that we inhabit.”240 If it be a “world” that Rome ruled—
and Philo did not hesitate to say that it could be one—then, Philo ac-
knowledged, that world contained both savages not worth conquering and
the Parthians.

Emperors after Tiberius were unable to resist the imperialist impulse:
each one, almost in direct proportion to his unpopularity, mounted cam-
paigns to extend the boundaries of the empire.241 Parthia’s weakness
throughout the Julio-Claudian period allowed emperors of the first century
to direct their energies and resources elsewhere, but Parthia remained by
virtue of its size and coherence the only serious rival to Roman power. Wars
mounted for conquest necessarily suggested the relative equality of past and
recent victims of Roman aggrandizement. Whether Trajan genuinely sought
to rival Alexander the Great or not, contemporary and later historians in-
terpreted his campaign in the East in those terms. Parthia was in the air in the
early second century, and Florus therefore felt the need to account for its
continued existence. He did not mention Trajan’s campaign, but he was
happy to number the Parthians among those who “recognize the greatness of
the Roman people and respect them as the conqueror of nations” because
“they returned of their own accord the standards stolen in the defeat of Cras-
sus, as if repentant of their victory. Thus the entire human race possessed
everywhere a secure and continual peace, achieved through war or treaty.”242

Florus strikes us as oddly myopic: How could he continue to base his arro-
gance toward Parthia on events a century earlier? Yet that practice would
continue for centuries into the future, interrupted only by the brief periods
in which the power in the East waxed and turned aggressive. The conser-
vatism of Roman ethnographers aided greatly in maintaining this anachro-
nistic illusion. By refusing to acknowledge the profound changes in power
in the East—from Persian to Parthian to Sassanid—they could claim that
the king of that country was a direct descendant of those men who had knelt
to be crowned by a Roman emperor and bowed before his standards.
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HADRIAN AND THE LIMITS OF EMPIRE

Hadrian’s retreat from the new provinces that Trajan had annexed repre-
sented the first institutional recognition of the “limits of empire” since
Tiberius, heeding the advice of Augustus, had restrained the martial ardor
of the young Germanicus.243 In so doing, Hadrian implicitly retreated from
an imperialist mentality that divided the world into peoples already and not
yet conquered. Rather, by announcing, as it were, that all those who had the
capacity to appreciate the benefits of empire now lived within its borders,
he brought imperial ideology into line with the worldview espoused by
provincial intellectuals. His coins thus celebrated the provinces not by re-
verting to the idealized women of Greek art, but by lending dignity to figures
still fitted with characteristic native dress and ornaments. To some Hadrian
lent an additional air of Romanitas. For example, Trajan had celebrated the
conquest of Dacia with a coin advertising the addition of Dacicus to his titu-
lature and depicting either a Dacian man in various postures of submis-
sion—hands tied, sitting before a trophy, kneeling before the goddess
Peace or Trajan or the Senate— or Dacia herself, either kneeling or pros-
trate beneath the foot of Trajan or the goddess Peace. Hadrian’s Dacia, on
the other hand, held a standard (Figs. 5, 6).244 His coinage and his universal
cancellation of delinquent taxes seem ever more in harmony in their ideo-
logical thrust. Hadrian thus also created an environment in which the ideo-
logical justification for aurum coronarium made sense: if Rome disavowed
further conquests, she must be fighting to protect those whom she now em-
braced. When, therefore, Severus and Caracalla advertised that peace had
been established “throughout the entire world” or “for all men, everywhere,”
they spoke to provincial populations eager to identify themselves as coex-
tensive with the beneficiaries of empire—that is, as Romans.245

Optimistic provincials delighted in viewing Hadrian’s actions as a policy
that assimilated imperial ideology to the position they had maintained since
Augustus. Because Hadrian had moved toward them, his policy, however in-
novative, did not substantially alter provincial thought on the division of hu-
manity. Yet the racial language of Florus did develop from an important
shift in the nature of that divide. A set of categories based on technological
sophistication or cultural progress allowed for ethnic divisions within the
Roman community; a racial division like that espoused by Florus did not.
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Figure 5. Trajan threatens a defeated Dacian. Aes from the
mint of Rome. BMC III, Trajan no. 902.

Figure 6. Dacia takes her place among Hadrian’s provinces.
Aes from the mint of Rome. BMC III, Hadrian no. 1739.

246. See Palm 1959, 56 –62, 75–76, 82–83. For the period beyond Palm’s study see Vogt
1967.

247. SHA Hadr. 12.6 (trans. Magie, adapted); see also 5.1, 5.3, and 11.2.
248. See Chapter 3 at n. 68.

Greek orators and historians continued, like Strabo, to divide the human
race between those inside and outside the borders of the empire. But they
began in this period more and more often to speak of the empire and its in-
stitutions using first-person possessives. The Roman empire was now their
empire.246

This new mental geography found expression in the language exploited
to describe the borders of the empire. The Historia Augusta, drawing on
Marius Maximus, narrated Hadrian’s efforts to defend the frontier as though
those beyond that frontier were of a single type: “During this period and on
many other occasions also, in many regions where the barbarians are held
back not by rivers but by artificially designated boundaries, Hadrian shut
them off by means of high stakes planted deep in the ground and fastened
together in the manner of a palisade.”247 We have already seen that Aelius
Aristides used the same image as a metaphor to describe the borders of the
empire, even though he understood that there was, in fact, no wall sur-
rounding the whole of its territory.248
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Some years after Florus wrote his history, Appian, an Alexandrian Greek,
retired from his service in the imperial bureaucracy and his career as an ad-
vocate at Rome. He devoted his retirement to writing a military history of
Rome. Like Dionysius of Halicarnassus many years earlier, Appian justified
his history by boasting of the greatness of the empire: 249

The time from those kings [Caesar and his heirs] to the present has been ap-
proximately two hundred years, during which the city has been adorned, its
revenues greatly increased, and everything has advanced in great peace and
security toward an undisturbed happiness. The emperors have added some
nations to those formerly conquered and have overpowered others when they
revolted. On the whole, already possessing the best parts of the land and sea,
they desire to preserve their empire through good counsel rather than to ex-
tend their rule endlessly over impoverished and unprofitable barbarian races
[ejpi; bavrbara e[qnh penicra; kai; ajkerdh̀]. Some of these I myself have seen in
Rome, when they came in embassy to offer themselves as subjects, but the em-
peror did not accept them, because they were of no use to him. To other races,
most of them ignorant, the emperors merely give kings, since they need noth-
ing from them for the empire. On some of these client kingdoms they waste
money, being ashamed to release them even though they frequently require
expenditure of some kind. The emperors also surround the empire in a circle
with great armies, and they guard the whole expanse of land and sea like some
small plot of land.

If Appian praised Rome as fervently as had Dionysius, he defined the em-
pire in very different terms. In his view, Roman imperialism has already
reached its natural limits, and efforts to influence the politics of barbarian
kingdoms are almost overextending Roman power. In contrast to that costly
indulgence, however, the emperor has quite rightly used his military to sep-
arate his people from the rest of humanity. Thus Appian’s history of Rome’s
expansion and civil wars could close with a rationarium imperii.250 Nor, on
this reasoning, was there any need to write beyond the civil wars. The state
of the empire was not one of temporary slumber, but one of complete and
natural perfection.

Of the Greek historians of the Severan period, Herodian displayed little
interest in foreign wars—his account of the Parthian campaigns of Septi-
mius Severus is woefully terse—but Cassius Dio regarded both the Parthian
campaigns of Severus and that of Trajan as outrageous burdens on the
empire, undertaken to soothe the vanity of foolish men.251 An early third-
century panegyrist whose work was transmitted in the corpus of Aelius Aris-
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tides thought it natural to praise his emperor because he had trained the
races beyond the borders to acknowledge their place in the order of things.
“For when the Celts, who are the most physically imposing and murderous
of all men beneath the sun and have committed many outrages, now make
obeisance to their lord, knowing that it is better to live in peace than to
make war . . . , when all dwelling beyond the Euphrates and Tigris to the east
have been shaken, constrained, and taught to know their betters, when
every continent is at peace, and land and sea crown their protector, and
Greeks and barbarians speak in harmony, and the empire, like a ship or a
wall, has been repaired and fortified and safely harvests its goods—what vir-
tue could be better than this? Or what better or more profitable condition
than this could there be?”252

In the fourth century the title “lord of the entire world” (expressed as
dominus totius orbis or dominus orbis terrarum) became a regular part of im-
perial titulature, and writers of nonfiction in this period happily quoted the
title even as they displayed an awareness that totius orbis merely equaled orbis
Romanus. The historian Ammianus, for example, described a conversation
between Theodosius and the barbarian king Igmazen in which the latter
asked, “What rank are you, and what have you come here to do?” The latter
responded, “I am the comes of Valentinian, lord of the entire world [orbis ter-
rarum dominus].”253 Theodosius saw no contradiction between that titula-
ture and the fact that he addressed an independent king. Elsewhere Am-
mianus revealed that he, at least, knew better: in describing negotiations
between Rome and the Limigantes, he recorded a request by that people to
take up residence in far-off lands, so long as they lay within the confines of
the orbis Romanus.254 He similarly regarded as arrogant Valentinian’s behav-
ior toward the Quadi. That emperor built a fortress on the other side of the
Danube, in their territory, as if they were subject to Rome.255

The author of the fourth-century geographical tract known as the De-
scriptio totius mundi also referred to the emperor as dominus orbis terrarum
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and nevertheless began his work by describing, first, the lands beyond Per-
sia, then the Persians and Saracens, and then at last Rome.256 The author
unconsciously produced similar inconcinnities when he set forth the plan
of his work: “I ought first to describe how the races are distributed from east
to west, after that how many are the races of barbarians, then the whole land
of the Romans, as many provinces as there are in all the world [quot sint in
omni mundo provinciae], and the wealth and power of each; what cities exist
in each province, and what is most notable in each province or city.”257 We
find a far more rational accounting of geography in the schoolboy’s hand-
book compiled by Lucius Ampelius. We know nothing about Ampelius;
even his dates cannot be fixed, though his text is often dated on stylistic
grounds to the fourth century.258 In the first chapter of his marvelous ency-
clopedia Ampelius defined the term mundus as the universe: “It has four
parts: fire, from which comes heaven; water, from which comes the ocean;
air, from come the winds and storms, and earth [terra], which, because of
its shape, we call the orbis terrarum.”259 When Ampelius returned to “earth”
in the sixth chapter, he made a further distinction between the orbis terrarum
that is beneath heaven, and the orbis terrarum that we inhabit.260

When the emperors Theodosius II and Valentinian II promulgated their
collection of imperial legislation, they opened Book 1 with a selection of
earlier pronouncements on the universal validity of imperial edicts. One of
their own had urged that “if in the future it should please us to publish a law
in one half of this most united empire,” that law would be valid in the other
half, provided that it had been properly transmitted.261 The same emperors
continued to produce legislation after the publication of their Code. At the
heading of a law limiting the prerogatives and exemptions of imperial
officials, the emperors complimented themselves for their eternal vigilance
on behalf of their subjects: “By the majesty of that foresight by which Roman
control has proceeded, bit by bit, to empire over the entire world [totius or-
bis terrarum imperium], we always take thought for the best interests of one
and all.”262 Of course, the first law suggested by its very content that the em-



ORBIS TERRARUM AND ORBIS ROMANUS 335

263. N. Th. 16.1 (trans. Pharr).
264. Cf. Josephus Bell. Iud. 7.158, construing the building of the Temple of Peace as the

final act of Vespasian’s triumph, and Pan. Lat. IX(12).10.5: Constantine is in proeliis ferocissimus
et parta securitate mitissimus.

pire was not “most unified,” and Theodosius and Valentinian undoubtedly
realized that they did not rule the world.

In fact, in the year before the second law was issued, the emperors wrote
an edict on wills. This document, like all in its genre, preceded its legal con-
tent with an elaborate justification for both the content of the law and the
authority of those who issued it: “It will profit barbarian races to be deliv-
ered to the sovereignty of our divinity, our victories will seem fruitful to our
subjects, only if the advantages of peace are established by the regulations
of the laws.”263 In referring to the settlement of barbarians within the em-
pire, this law did not allude to a problem restricted to the late empire, as
historiography on the subject has long suggested. Rather, such settlements,
which had begun under Augustus, acquired new ideological purport after
the government renounced its right and intent of eventually seizing their
territory. Barbarians had now to knock on the door, so to speak, and be
judged worthy of admission. Yet this law did far more than admit the exis-
tence of barbarian races beyond the limits of the empire. It submitted the
legitimacy of the government to the judgment of its subjects; in so doing,
the emperors acknowledged that obedience to their authority was predi-
cated upon the rationality of their administration. Finally, the law qualified
imperial victoriousness: the charisma that in an earlier age had demanded
consensus now humbly bowed before it, no longer offering its victories as
goals in and of themselves. The end of Victory was now peace.264
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1. The title of this chapter is quoted from John Marsh, An argument or debate in law: Of the
great question concerning the militia; as it is now settled by ordinance of both the Houses of Parliament
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this is, in part the reason of that policy of Law, in the 7. Rep. Calvins case, that the King is a body
politick, lest there should be an interregnum; for that a body politique never dieth.”

2. Gibbon chapter 1 (1.55).

CHAPTER NINE

The King Is a Body Politick . . .
for that a Body Politique Never Dieth

HOW DID ONE JOIN THE ROMAN COMMUNITY?

The emperor of the Roman world did not seize the imagination and then
hold the allegiance of his subjects merely by asserting his invincibility in war,
however divinely ordained.1 Awareness of the engendering of loyalty as a
process, indeed, one that came to fruition over generations, should not di-
minish our estimation of the cumulative effect of Rome’s six centuries of
undisputed hegemony over the Mediterranean world. “Dazzled with the ex-
tensive sway, the irresistible strength, and the real or affected moderation of
the emperors, [the ancients] permitted themselves to despise, and some-
times to forget, the outlying countries which had been left in the enjoyment
of a barbarous independence; and they gradually usurped the license of con-
founding the Roman monarchy with the globe of the earth.” 2 Already in the
late Republic, Romans could despair that flight beyond the empire was im-
possible, through a parochial unwillingness to contemplate life beyond the
bounds of civilization. As Cicero remarked to Marcellus, on the subject of
Caesar: “You ought to think of this: wherever you are, you will be in the
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power of him whom you seek to flee. . . . The power of him whom we fear
stretches so far that it embraces the entire world.”3 King Agrippa would like-
wise caution the Jews: “For in the habitable world all are Romans, unless,
maybe, the hopes of some of you soar beyond the Euphrates and you count
on obtaining aid from your kinsmen in Adiabene.” 4 Likewise, the congru-
ence between provincial visions of the empire under Augustus and imperial
artwork under Hadrian should not deceive us into thinking that a group of
wealthy men, gathered to celebrate the imperial cult throughout the koinon
of Asia, spoke for their province or that rhetoric directed at a province
spoke to the consciousness of its residents. Reconciliation to Roman rule
took place at the level of the individual, as each person incorporated the
Roman emperor into his personal pantheon and accommodated himself to
the bureaucratic rituals and ceremonial forms that endowed membership
in the Roman community with meaning.

Many victims of Roman aggression agreed with the Romans themselves
that success in war was proof of divine favor toward Rome. Polybius sub-
scribed to that belief, but he had also insisted that it remained important to
judge whether the Romans managed their dunasteiva for well or ill.5 The
Romans accepted the challenge implicit in that judgment: they prided
themselves on their special skill in government as much as on their ability
in war. In rhetoric addressed to audiences both at Rome and abroad, they
claimed to govern for the simultaneous advantage of ruler and ruled.6 It be-
came possible for provincials to take this claim seriously—meaning, among
other things, that they could cite this ideal against Romans who failed to live
up to it— only with the advent of the Principate.7

The Romans continued to be victorious in war. Their requests that
provincials display gratitude first for the expansion and then for the defense
of the empire could have been received with bitterness. But many provin-
cials chose to receive the announcement of Roman victories at face value. It
is not now, nor is it likely to have been then, possible to determine whether
their motives were genuine or self-interested. Over time that distinction be-
came academic. A perceived change in Roman policy toward expansion al-
lowed provincials to view the ideals and aims of their government as their
own: all could now share a vision of humanity that bound residents of the
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empire together in opposition to those outside. The universalizing tenden-
cies of aurum coronarium became one means toward unification.8

A similar gradual coalescence took place in the ideology of governance.
The publications of the imperial bureaucracy must have given to many an
impression of unprecedented activity and rationality. Provincials displayed
their faith in the truth value of those documents when they constructed per-
sonal and institutional histories based on their contents and chronology.9
That rationality was not merely one of equitable and systematic exploita-
tion. Rather, the rulers of the empire perpetually sought to found their ac-
tions on the consensus of their subjects, making them active participants in
their own subjugation by urging them to iterate the principles of the ruling
order.10 Many provincials were also eager to see an all-powerful emperor as
superintendent over the empire’s administration and guarantor of its fair-
ness. As we have seen, imperial artwork went far to confirm that desire.11

This chapter explores how these intertwined perspectives shaped inter-
actions between residents and the imperial administration. How could pro-
vincials conduct their business with the imperial administration through lo-
cal functionaries and scribes and yet view their empire as ruled personally
by the unique inhabitant of a charismatic office? How did agents of the gov-
ernment position themselves between emperor and subjects? To suggest
two extremes: Did procurators present themselves as partners of the em-
peror in ruling over others, or as equivalent to civilians in subordination to
an all-powerful ruler? Popular conceptions of the structure of society within
the borders of the empire were linked to popular understanding of the na-
ture and function of those borders, in ways both obvious and subtle. The rit-
uals that marked passage into the Roman community are likely to have mir-
rored the ideological associations of the rituals through which members
symbolically reenacted their commitment to that community.

Those rituals were necessary not least because the Roman community
was constituted on premises atypical in the ancient world. The Romans’ dis-
interest in defining themselves as a race and, therefore, in limiting their
franchise to the children of citizens stood in stark contrast to practice else-
where around the Mediterranean. Accordingly, when the conceptual ge-
ographies that ordered the Roman world acknowledged the realities of its
political frontiers, they had above all to acknowledge that its boundaries
were permeable. People knew that the citizen body, like the empire itself,
had grown. They also recognized the existence of peoples who could not 
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or would not be added to their empire. Widely publicized events like the
crowning of kings for Armenia and the recovery of standards lost by Cras-
sus and Varus had, in different ways, established limits for Roman arms and
signaled the flexibility of Roman foreign policy, even if one believed those
limits temporary or voluntary or both.

If Romans did not regard the mere fact of conquest as sufficient reason
to annex territory, nor annexation as necessary for the exercise of influ-
ence, how did their government define entry into the Roman community?
Romans characterized membership in their community through participa-
tion in political and religious rituals that were variously open to or required
of people of differing legal ranks.12 Like the iconography of imperial victo-
ries, the rituals that concretized the ideology of governance proved suscep-
tible to alternative interpretations. Provincials so inclined could manipulate
their meaning to render them more inclusive, using them to erase the bor-
der between citizen and alien and to reposition it between resident and
nonresident. As with histories constructed from documentary texts, or eth-
nic identities fashioned from triumphal iconography, so here Roman con-
cepts and Roman rituals provided the raw material from which others could
forge new, more inclusive definitions of emperor and empire.

Let us consider initially the official language of the state. In the process
of annexation a territory had to be reduced in formam provinciae. This pro-
cess produced a legal document called a formula, which described the rela-
tions between Rome and the political institutions of that province.13 Like
the government that he served, Velleius Paterculus regarded the process of
annexation as separate from military history: only after recounting the his-
tory of Roman colonization, and then the history of Roman wars, did he an-
nounce his intent “to run through which races and nations were reduced in
formulam provinciae and made tributary, and by what generals.”14 Others de-
scribed Roman conquest in similar fashion: the Vindelici had been ignorant
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of Latin law before being conquered by the princes of Augustus, just as the
emperor’s campaigns would cause the Tigris and Euphrates to flow beneath
Roman laws.15 Florus drew on the same distinction in the gnomic general-
ization he offered while describing the pacification of Germany: “It is more
difficult to govern a province than to acquire one: for they are conquered
by force, but they must be retained by law.” 16

In defining Roman governance of a province by the application of the
rule of law, Florus showed himself in harmony with the laws of Theodosius
and Valentinian quoted at the end of Chapter 8. Writing three centuries
later than Florus, those emperors had used the uniformity and rationality of
Roman law to express their vision of what united the empire, and of what
distinguished life inside the empire from life outside. Roman authors from
both East and West in that period thought in the same terms. For example,
Ammianus wrote of the conquest and annexation of Arabia that “having im-
posed the title of ‘province’ and assigned a governor, the emperor Tra-
jan compelled [Arabia] to obey our laws, after having often crushed the
arrogance of its inhabitants while he pressed Media and the Parthians in
war.”17 The author of the Historia Augusta, a contemporary of Ammianus, in-
serted a fictitious prophecy of the haruspices into his biography of the em-
peror Tacitus:18

From the family of Florian and Tacitus will come an emperor of Rome . . . who
will give judges to the Parthians and Persians, who will govern the Franks and
Alamanni under Roman laws, who will remove every barbarian from Africa,
who will impose a governor on the Taprobani, who will send a proconsul to
the island of Juverna, who will act as judge over all the Sarmatians, who will
make all the land surrounded by Ocean his own by conquering all nations.

The prophecy as a whole reveals a detailed awareness of the people who
lived beyond the borders of the empire. In his choice of verbs and meta-
phors for conquest—“give judges to,” “govern under Roman laws,” “act as
judge”—the author reveals himself in accord with the dominant paradigm
of his culture.

Somewhat removed from these men, both in time and in subject matter,
the historian Zosimus wrote a history of the decline of Rome under her
Christian emperors. In his Book 4 Zosimus turned to the years between the
accession of Valentinian I and the death of Theodosius I. His narrative of
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these years relied primarily but not exclusively on the history of Eunapius
of Sardis, who lived contemporaneously with the events that he described.19

The history of the first half of Theodosius’s reign concentrates on his efforts
to reach a stable modus vivendi with the various barbarian tribes on either
side of the Danube near Thessalonica.20 In Chapter 30, Zosimus describes
the attempt by Theodosius to introduce some “Scythian” recruits into the
army. Rather than allow several legions of foreign troops to operate in the
same area, Theodosius sent some of the new troops to Egypt and ordered
troops from that province to join him on the Danube. When these two
groups passed each other at Lydian Philadelphia, a fight broke out. A bar-
barian soldier had taken something from a merchant in a market and re-
fused to pay, whereas the Egyptian soldiers showed great politeness to local
civilians. When the barbarian soldier injured several merchants, the Egyp-
tian soldiers, “being moved by what had happened, mildly advised the bar-
barians to refrain from such offenses, on the grounds that such a deed did
not befit men who desired to live according to Roman laws [kata; ÔRwmaivwn
novmou~].”21 Regardless of the actual words spoken on that day, Zosimus, and
perhaps Eunapius, presumed that reasonable barbarians would want to
enter the empire for the privilege of living under Roman laws, that other
people—in this case the Egyptian soldiers—labored under the same pre-
sumption, and that the rules governing civilian life also applied to repre-
sentatives of the government, including the army.

This Roman model for the unification of a community infiltrated differ-
ent modes of discourse in different populations. For example, Plutarch
wrote an essay in two books on the fortune of Alexander the Great. He at-
tributed to Alexander a desire to unite the world under a single logos and a
single form of government and to join all men in a single demos, as constit-
uent parts of a united political collectivity. Plutarch distinguished him in
this respect from soldiers who, like brigands, plundered their conquests for
booty—like Hannibal in Italy, or Treres in Ionia, or the Scythians in Media:
“If the deity that sent down Alexander’s soul had not called him back so
swiftly, one law would govern all men, and they would look toward a single
system of justice as toward a common light.” 22 Although some impute to
Alexander a desire to unite the world, supposing the influence of Stoic cos-
mopolitanism, that aspect of Stoic thought itself developed late in Zeno’s
work, and only in response to Alexander’s conquests. Others see in this tra-
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dition the influence of Isocratean political rhetoric, which assigned to kings
the duty to promote homonoia, or harmony in the state.23 Neither theory
seems to me necessary or sufficient to explain Plutarch’s emphasis on law as
the binding force within a politeia. On the other hand, Plutarch knew a great
deal about Roman history and was, above all, well acquainted with Roman
writings on Roman imperialism. Plutarch may here as elsewhere be indicted
of rewriting Hellenistic history through Roman eyes.

Since Plutarch elsewhere credited the Romans with bringing their vast
empire “within an orderly and single cycle of peace,” we can feel relatively
confident that he understood the import that Romans assigned to their le-
gal and administrative expertise and was himself influenced by their be-
liefs.24 Scattered evidence from the western provinces suggests that some
there accepted Roman superiority on Roman terms, while others simply
exploited Romans’ correlation of the use of Roman legal forms with the at-
tainment of civilization. In the first quarter of the first century b.c. two vil-
lages in the territory of Contrebia brought a dispute to the senate of that
city. The senate referred the dispute to the Roman governor, C. Valerius
Flaccus, who gave right of judgment in this matter back to it. The text that
records these details describes the case in the technical language of Roman
law, noting that the senate adopted in the course of its deliberations the
necessary fiction, the fictio, that the rules of one community applied to
both.25 Although the senate of Contrebia did not use Roman laws as such,
it clearly and deliberately learned and adopted Roman methods of legal ar-
gument, as well as the verbal formalities that endowed the legal process with
its legitimacy. Finally, the inscription of the text on bronze, in Latin, sug-
gests that the rituals of Roman government had already left a profound im-
pression on this community.26

Roman arms did not inspire universal awe; nor was every race willing to
concede Roman superiority in the customs of peace. Roman willingness to
assume that such was the case could have disastrous consequences: this was
the error of Quintilius Varus, governor of Germany under Augustus, who
lost his life, his army, and their standards in the Teutoburg Forest in a.d. 9.
Although Velleius Paterculus laid the blame squarely on Varus, he did so in
part by arguing that Varus attempted to deal with the Germans as though
they could be civilized. Velleius served under Tiberius in Germany and Dal-
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matia in precisely this period,27 and this extraordinary narrative probably
represents his rendering of the official explanation for the Variana clades: 28

When Varus took charge of the army in Germany, he decided that the Ger-
mans could be pacified by the law—even though they bear no resemblance
to men beyond their possession of voices and limbs, and they cannot be sub-
dued by the sword. Having entered Germany under this assumption, as
though he were among men who rejoiced in the pleasures of peace, he
dragged out the campaigning season with regular judicial activities. But the
Germans are highly cunning despite their extreme wildness; indeed, theirs is
a race of born liars to an extent scarcely credible to one who has no experi-
ence with them. So, by trumping up a series of fictitious lawsuits and issuing
summonses to each other, then giving thanks that Roman justice was settling
their disputes and that their wildness was being tamed by the novelty of this
unknown discipline and that matters that they had been accustomed to de-
cide by arms were now being resolved by law, they seduced Varus to such a
state of torpor that he thought of himself as an urban praetor administering
the law in the Roman Forum and not as the commander of an army in the
wilds of Germany.

Velleius must have been fully aware that this narrative demanded the some-
what ironical concession that the Germans had been clever enough to ex-
ploit Roman pride in the superiority of their legal system, but he diverted
this compliment by arguing that this deed simply revealed the perversity
that rendered the Germans unsuitable for inclusion within the Roman
state. We cannot, of course, trust Velleius to have known or even to have re-
ported accurately the deeds, perceptions, and motivations of the Germans,
but even as a commentary on Roman attitudes the passage reveals much.

A generation after Plutarch, the Christian apologist Tatian wrote his ad-
dress to the pagans. He composed that treatise after traveling across the em-
pire from his birthplace in Assyria to the city of Rome; he later claimed to
have carefully examined monumental art and sculpture on those journeys.29

In a central section of that work, Tatian criticized Greek science for relying
on rhetorical argument rather than a genuine search for the truth. He also
criticized its exponents for “making laws for themselves out of their own
opinions.”30 Tatian connected Greek political thought and practice with
other branches of learning and found no good in those disciplines, either:
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“For this reason I also despise the code of law among you. For although
there ought to be a single form of government for all men, at present there
are as many codes of law as there are types of cities, with the result that prac-
tices shameful among some men are honorable among others.”31 Although
Tatian directed his accusations about Greek philosophy exclusively against
classical writers—Anaxagoras, Epicurus, and Herodotus, among others—
he turned his eyes toward Rome and contemporary life when he wrote on
political affairs. In those contexts he revealed the influence of Roman
claims to have united the world under a single form of government and a
single code of law, however much he wished to deny that Rome had suc-
ceeded in this aim.

In positing the Christian community as an alternative political structure
to contemporary municipalities and even to the Roman empire, Tatian be-
came one of the earliest participants within a debate that would divide
Christians internally as much as it divided Christians from pagans.32 Al-
though others have emphasized the novelty of this willingness to stand 
outside the Roman community—and the Romans would discover how 
genuinely subversive this stance could be—Tatian’s aspiration to unite the
world reveals a powerful debt to Roman conceptions of political space and
to Roman definitions of community. Indeed, positing the Roman empire as
the only serious rival to Christianity’s ambitions explicitly acknowledged
that debt.

At the very end of Book 8 of his response to the pagan Celsus’s exposi-
tion of True doctrine, Origen considered Celsus’s argument that the desire to
unite the entire world under a single “law” was idiotic:33

After these things he pronounced some sort of wish: “Would that the Greeks
and barbarians inhabiting Asia, Europe, and Libya, even to the ends of the
earth, could agree to follow a single law!” Regarding this as impossible, he
added, “Whoever thinks that, knows nothing.” If I must say something, let me
say a few words on this topic—although it requires much investigation and
analysis—in order to reveal that his wish is not merely capable of realization,
but will in fact be realized: all that is rational [pàn to; logikovn] will agree to
follow a single law.

Writing under Marcus Aurelius, Celsus had probably rejected the possibil-
ity of uniting mankind on the grounds that some barbarians were not wor-
thy to join the empire because they were immunes imperii. Origen did not
contest the contemporary relevance of Celsus’s remark, that such unity nei-
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ther obtained nor could be attained under the Roman empire. Rather, Ori-
gen argued, the Christian believed that the Logos would bring about such
unity at some future date, all the while admitting that that date was proba-
bly far off: “it is probably true that such a condition is impossible for those
who are still in the body; but it is certainly not impossible after they have
been delivered from it.”34

Over the next three chapters Origen argued a related and even more
contentious point, namely how the Christian stood in relation to the Roman
state. Origen took a position on this topic very much in harmony with that
adopted by Tatian:35

Celsus exhorts us also to “accept public office in our patria if it is necessary to
do this for the sake of piety and the preservation of the laws” [e{neken
swthriva~ novmwn kai; eujsebeiva~]. But we know of the existence in each city of
another form of patria, created by the Logos of God [a[llo suvsthma patrivdo~
ktisqe;n lovgw/ qeoù]. And we call upon those who are competent to take office,
who are sound in doctrine and life, to rule over the churches.

Superficially Origen here has propounded a radically new definition of
“community” and of the relationship that ought to obtain between an indi-
vidual and the secular or non-Christian government. Like Tatian, however,
Origen has accepted from the culture of Celsus many basic assumptions
about the structure and governance of political collectivities. In particular,
he embraces without question a nexus binding public service, piety, a nor-
mative legal code, and the notion of fatherland.

This insistence on divorcing the governance of a religious community
from the political community in which and with which it coexisted, curi-
ously enough, found its most politically powerful exponent in the emperor
Constantine. In his biography of that emperor, Eusebius quoted a letter
from Constantine to Sapor II, ruler of the Sassanid empire. Eusebius be-
lieved that Constantine wanted to place the Christians of Persia under his
own care and regarded this as one expression of Constantine’s desire to take
thought for all men.36 But Constantine did not question the legitimacy of
Sapor’s governance over Persia, nor even his rulership over his Christian
subjects—so long as Sapor’s piety toward them remained unquestioned.37
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In general a very different picture of Christianity’s relationship to Rome
dominated Christian political thought. Most Christians argued that God
himself had favored the foundation of a world empire by Augustus in order
that Christianity might spread more easily through its homogeneous popu-
lation. In adopting the reign of Augustus as the start of the empire, propo-
nents of this view reveal the power exercised by Augustan ideology in re-
shaping popular narratives of Roman history.38 Augustus had attempted to
erase memories of the Triumvirate at Rome and of Republican corruption
in the provinces, and his success issued in a peculiar myopia in ancient at-
tempts to periodize their history. The Christians’ argument also presumed
the universal extent of the empire and, as such, was premised on a very tra-
ditional, Roman view of the extent of the empire. Christians tended to ex-
press this belief in two different fashions: by looking to the past, to the role
of divine providence in the foundation of the empire, or forward, when the
end of Rome—the fourth kingdom—would herald the end of the world.
Already at the end of the second century, Tertullian seems to have inherited
this theme as a standard response to charges of treason: Christians prayed
for the emperor, and thus for the universal orbit and condition of the em-
pire, as they did for Rome’s affairs generally, because they knew that the
great force that threatened the end of the entire world with hideous suffer-
ings was held back by the respite provided by the Roman empire.39 He com-
bined that theme with the traditional tropes of imperial panegyric in his
book On the pallium:40

How much of this world has this age reformed! How many cities has the triple
virtue of the present empire founded or augmented or restored! With God fa-
voring so many emperors uniformly, how many censuses have been taken?
How many peoples defeated? How many orders restored? How many barbar-
ians shut out? Truly the world is the well-tilled field of this empire.

A century later Lactantius, another African Christian, but one who had very
different relations with the imperial power, wrote in similar terms in the last
book of his Divine institutes: 41

Indeed, the matter itself declares the collapse and ruin of the world will hap-
pen soon, except that it seems unnecessary to fear anything of the sort while
the city of Rome is safe. But when that capital of the world [caput illud orbis]
falls and begins to be a street, as the Sibyls say will happen, who doubts but
that the end will have come for human affairs and for the entire world? Rome
is the city that still sustains everything.
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“Lactantius is not only a Christian, he is a Roman who shrinks in terror from
the thought that one day according to the scriptures of his religion the Em-
pire of Rome would pass, as had already passed the empires of Babylon and
of Alexander.”42

Western Christians most openly praised the role of divine providence in
the foundation of the empire after Christianity had become its official reli-
gion, when contemporary reality seemed to fulfill their post eventum prophe-
cies. The Spaniard Prudentius, who abandoned an official career in order
to honor his God in verse, invoked divine favor to prove Symmachus wrong
in the desire to credit Victory with Rome’s military glories: God rather than
Victory had been instrumental in the empire’s continued successes, for he
had wished to join “people of discordant languages and kingdoms with dif-
ferent cultures under a single empire” to prepare the way for Christ.43 The
historian Orosius likewise hailed from Spain, though he traveled to Africa
and Syria and back again before embarking on the history that would es-
tablish his fame. Again and again Orosius praised the empire as the preem-
inent sign of God’s work on earth. On God’s command Augustus had es-
tablished the truest and most secure peace throughout the world, closing
the Temple of Janus in the year when Christ was born. Augustus had like-
wise declined the title Dominus at precisely that time when the true Lord of
the entire human race was born among men. The Roman empire was thus
the fourth and final kingdom, and it would endure under the kingship of
Christ until the end. Again, it was because the empire was founded through
divine will that it unified the world. It had, for example, allowed Orosius to
travel easily between provinces, identifying himself as both Roman and
Christian throughout the world, with all the benefits that the former name
brought him in matters of law and that the latter brought in matters of re-
ligion. Orosius took special pleasure in the benefits ensured by the presence
of Christian emperors: Arcadius could avert earthquakes by his prayers.44

The West also brought forth the most famous successor to Tatian’s hos-
tility to Rome, namely Augustine. We should note in this context that de-
spite his rejection of the terrestrial civitas, Augustine did give a privileged
place to Rome. It was Rome whose foundation through fratricide mirrored
the foundation of the earthly city.45 The kingdom of the Jews remained un-
conquered until God allowed the Romans to make it tributary.46 Augustine’s
readings in Sallust even prepared him to concede that the early citizens of
Rome had founded their empire through a certain innate integrity: God
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had thus shown “in the exceedingly wealthy and famous empire of the Ro-
mans how much civic virtues could achieve even without true religion.” 47

In his Apology Melito of Sardis insisted that divine providence had ar-
ranged the foundation of the empire to coincide with the birth of Christ,
and thus the full growth and splendor of the empire dated from that era.48

As in the West, this understanding of the relationship between the Roman
state and the Christian church became especially widespread with the ad-
vent of a Christian emperor. But where Melito argued only that Augustus
had not persecuted the church, Eusebius could, as Constantine’s Christian
apologist, attribute all evils of that day to polytheistic error (th`/poluqevw/
plavnw/).49 He developed this theme most fully in his panegyric On the Church
of the Holy Sepulchre, delivered before Constantine himself in Jerusalem in
September 335. Eusebius explained on that occasion that with the advent
of Christ had come an end to regional and local governments, monarchies
and democracies alike, “as the single empire of the Romans overcame them
all and the eternally implacable and irreconcilable enmity of nations was
completely resolved.”50 Just as the teaching of Christ would eventually create
a universal kingdom of God, so the Roman empire aspired to bring the en-
tire human race together in unity and concord. It had already succeeded in
this aim with most nations, and was destined to reach to the edges of the
world.51 As the whole world came to resemble a single harmonious and
united household, it became possible for anyone who pleased to make a jour-
ney and to leave home for wherever he might wish, and thus for all to travel
from East to West and back again, as if traveling to their native lands.52

Among the next generation of Greek intellectuals Diodorus, bishop of
Tarsus and friend of Basil, has been rather neglected, especially in light of
the influence he wielded in the battle against Arianism, culminating in the
Council at Constantinople in 381. This undoubtedly results from the almost
total loss of his voluminous writings, which may itself be due to his occa-
sional periods of exile.53 Diodorus spent the early part of his career around
the coast in Antioch, where he taught John Chrysostom and Theodorus of
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Mopsuestia, among others. He wrote an astonishing number of books for
his students, among which were a set of corrections to the Chronicle of Eu-
sebius and many commentaries, including one on Paul’s Letter to the Ro-
mans. In response to Romans 13:1 Diodorus wrote: 54

The Roman empire acquired its stewardship of the world from God. For, as
the Savior was about to appear among men, God, anticipating his arrival, sent
forth the Roman empire in His service, so that through it He might establish
a calm and more peaceful life for men. Thus he delivered men from warring
upon each other, and gave them the leisure to make His acquaintance.

Diodorus’s enthusiasm for the benefits of empire seems all the more re-
markable because the emperor Valens, his enthusiasm for Arianism waxing
late in life, had used the secular power of the government to exile many 
orthodox, including Diodorus.

Deposition and exile were occupational hazards in that schismatic age.
John Chrysostom proved no more able at avoiding controversy than his
teacher, although his posthumous reputation and the condition of his cor-
pus have not suffered for that fact. John shared Diodorus’s views on the role
of divine providence in the foundation of the empire. He expressed this be-
lief in both the forms discussed above. For example, in a sermon on the Sec-
ond Letter to the Thessalonians, John explained to his flock when the Son
of Perdition would arrive and what was currently holding him back: 55

What is it that keeps him back? Some say the grace of the Holy Spirit, and oth-
ers the Roman empire; I place myself among the latter. . . . When the Roman
empire is completely overthrown, then he will come. And that is fitting. For as
long as fear of this empire lasts, no one will submit swiftly. But when it is de-
stroyed, he will seize upon the resultant anarchy and will attempt to steal the
government of God and men.

Why does John speak of people “submitting” to the rule of Satan? Nothing
in the text on which he comments suggests that the arrival of Satan will re-
quire active submission or active resistance. Rather, John believed that
confidence in the strength and providentiality of the empire imbued its citi-
zens with an extra degree of moral rectitude. Such a view was entirely in
keeping with John’s faith that the Roman empire was governed by an elected
monarch. It was ultimately the consensus of the people, as expressed in their
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choice of monarch and support for the state, that created the bulwark slow-
ing the Final Judgment, even as it invested the emperor with his power.56

From John’s early career as a priest in Antioch few sermons survive. In
386 or 387 he delivered a sermon on Christmas in which he explained at
some length what evidence supported the dating of Christ’s birth. Having
referred briefly to the patent truth of the prophecies, John quoted Luke
2:1–7, which describes the journey undertaken by Mary and Joseph from
Nazareth to Bethlehem when Augustus ordered a census:57

From these verses it is clear that he was born at the time of the first census.
From the ancient records in the tabularia publica at Rome, it is possible, for
one who desires to know accurately, to learn the precise time of the census. . . .
For Augustus did not publish his edict on the census of his own accord, but
God aroused his spirit to do so, so that even unwittingly he might minister to
the birth of Christ. And just how did Augustus contribute to the plans of
God? . . . Christ was supposed to be born in Bethlehem: therefore the edict
came forth, on God’s urging, that compelled them, even unwillingly, to that
city. For the law, which ordered all to register their names in their native cities,
compelled Joseph and Mary to travel from Nazareth to Bethlehem in order to
file their census declaration there.

On this occasion John did not explicitly insist that God had given rule of the
world to the Romans in order to prepare the way for Christ; that belief, how-
ever, is implicit in the suggestion that divine providence ordered Augustus
to take a census of all the world. John’s confidence in the existence and ac-
curacy of public records at Rome, silent testimonials to the rigor of Roman
bureaucracy, is equally apparent.

John returned on other occasions to the prophecies that foretold the cir-
cumstances of Christ’s birth. His sermons on the Jews, for example, often
focused on the failings of the Jews that led God to transfer his favor to the
Christians. In one such sermon he spoke of the prophecy of Jacob in Gen-
esis 49 and concentrated on the verses concerning Judah, who, in his inter-
pretation, stood for the Jewish nation:58

Behold how this prophecy is fulfilled. For it happened at that time, when Jew-
ish leaders were failing and the Jews came under the scepter of the Romans.
And thus was fulfilled the prophecy that says, “Nor will a ruler leave Judaea,
nor a leader from its feet, before he should come to whom it will bow down,”
meaning Christ. For just as Christ was born, the very first census was held,
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when the Romans ruled the race of the Jews and led them beneath the yoke
of their empire.

Divine providence again stands in the background, present and potent in-
sofar as God is responsible for the fulfillment of every prophecy. Much
more fascinating here is the metonymy that John employs to describe the
Roman conquest of the Jewish nation. The ritual of the census, so John in-
sisted, in itself staked an ideological claim to ownership of the world. It was
the functional equivalent of forcing one’s enemies beneath the yoke, and it
was all the more effective because it affected, indeed, could potentially up-
root, the entire population of a conquered territory, and not just its army.

THE RITUAL LIFE OF THE ROMAN CITIZEN

Although John displayed great insight in acknowledging that an adminis-
trative act could perform ideological work, he recognized that achievement
only in the imposition of the first census. We know, on the other hand, that
the imperial government ordered a census every fourteen years. (This sys-
tem changed in the early fourth century, when the government began to
levy taxes in kind on the basis of assessments made every fifteen years. The
fourteen-year periods between censuses in the early empire are often
anachronistically called “indictions,” after the official term for the fifteen-
year assessments of late antiquity.) Indeed, Tertullian associated the mul-
tiple takings of the census with victories over barbarians as the activities of
legitimate emperors and governments.59 Although later censuses neither
took so much time to perform nor required direct imperial supervision,
they undoubtedly constituted a well-known and regular invasion into one’s
daily life. We have already considered the nature of that victoriousness for
which aurum coronarium constituted such important evidence. But military
victories could not be scheduled, and, in any event, anyone could flatter
himself that the empire that had conquered him was truly warlike, indeed.
We have also seen how a city might celebrate for years the day on which it
received an imperial epiphany, but, once again, no one in the ancient world
outside the city of Rome held his breath waiting for the arrival of his ruler.60
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parousiva~; 51, e[tou~ de; KZ�ajpo; th̀~ qeoù ÔAdrianoù eij~ th;n ÔEllavda to; prẁton ejpidhmi;a~; and
52: e[tou~ XO� ajpo; th̀~ qeou` ÔAdrianoù to; prẁton eij~ th;n ÔEllavda parousiva~).

61. Cf. Jameson 1988, 2.54.
62. See Brunt 1990, 325; Edmondson 1990, 160 –162; and Bowman and Rathbone 1992,

112–113.
63. ILS 212, col. 2, ll. 35– 41.
64. On Egypt see Strabo 12.53; on the Cieti see Tacitus Ann. 6.41.1; and cf. Acts 5.37.

Dyson 1971 and 1975 analyze revolts under the empire and argue that most revolts occurred
during the organization of recently conquered territories, as local populations were pressured
to meet Roman administrative demands. Tacitus seems to have agreed (Ann. 13.54.1).

65. In 27 b.c. Augustus held a conventus in Narbo and conducted a census of the three
Gauls (Dio 53.22.5 and Livy Per. 134). Drusus supervised another census fourteen year later, a
process connected, perhaps causally, with unrest in the region (ILS 212; Livy Per. 138–139; Dio
54.32). It seems almost certain that Augustus supervised the first census of Spain during his 

Administrative rituals, on the other hand, ideally operated in harmony with,
even as they helped to constitute, the rhythms of daily life. They therefore
provided a field in which people could “practice the rituals of ideological rec-
ognition.”61 As we have seen, the Romans themselves defined membership
in their community through participation in its bureaucratic procedures
and not simply by coincidental habitation within the boundaries of the em-
pire. What were the rituals of Roman citizenship? What brought about regu-
lar contact between provincials and the representatives of Rome? And how
did these rituals help individuals to construct new identities within their fa-
miliar surroundings and within the larger community of their empire?

Although this section concentrates on regularly performed bureaucratic
procedures, we should emphasize, in support of John Chrysostom, the ex-
traordinary novelty of the Roman census.62 The Romans themselves admit-
ted that the census was a burden, and they knew it to be especially hard
upon those for whom it was new. When the emperor Claudius urged the
Senate to favor his grant of senatorial status to nobles of Gaul, he illustrated
the law-abiding nature of the Gauls by reminding the Senate that they had
not revolted during the taking of the first census in their province: “It was
at that time a new and unaccustomed burden for the Gauls. We all know
from intimate personal experience how laborious that chore is for us, now
more than ever, although nothing is required beyond a public reckoning of
our resources.”63 The Gauls may well have deserved these thanks: the tax 
rebellion in Egypt during the prefecture of Cornelius Gallus was probably 
associated with the initial imposition of the Roman tax system and, there-
fore, with the census. So, too, the Cappadocian Cieti revolted against their
king Archelaus and took to the mountains when he attempted to impose a
Roman-style census.64 Reasons both practical and ideological thus recom-
mended that a member of the domus divina personally supervise the first
census in the provinces of the West.65
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organizational tour between 16 and 13 b.c.; the taking of the census would then have been 
associated with the first major wave of surveying and roadbuilding throughout the peninsula
(Alföldy at CAH 2 X 454– 455).

66. See Ulpian at Dig. 50.15.4.1, and cf. Bagnall and Frier 1994, 20 –26. Brunt 1990, 329–
335 and 345–346, considers the possibility that different information was collected in differ-
ent provinces according to local needs. Census returns survive in reasonable abundance; for
relatively complete examples see Sel. pap. 312 and 313, or P. Mich. VI 370, with signatures de-
tailing the men who received copies for examination. Census returns required only a general
description of the location of habitable property. Provincials had to file separate documents
regarding other property, from which—as distinct from the census—a “map” of a community
could be drawn: see Hanson 1994.

67. P. Lond. II 257–259 extracts lists of free males subject to the capitation tax, and P. Mich.
XI 603 preserves a contract between a body of scribes and a metropolis for the former to ex-
tract from the census returns, among other things, a list of those not subject to taxation. From
the Diocletianic census, which was not quattuordecennial, P. Cair. Isid. 7 extracts information
about the landholdings of two brothers, separated into tax categories; though the information
ultimately came to the authorities by way of the census, it is not clear whether the immediate
source of this extract was the roll of census returns or the village land register. Several detailed
land registers have survived; on them and the information in them see Hanson 1979, 1992,
and 1994; Bowman 1985; and Bagnall 1992.

68. For examples of declarations of arable land, see P. Mich. VI 366 –369. For Roman in-
terest in real-estate transactions outside Egypt see P. Yadin 16, Wörrle 1975; Nicolet 1991,
149–169; Edmondson 1992/93, 27–28; and Moatti 1993. Note that Babatha obtained her
“verified” copy from an imperial official; another copy was posted in the local basilica (ll. 1–
5). The original text may have been in Greek, but the prefect’s signature on the original was
in Latin (l. 36).

Beyond the sheer physical disruption that excited Chrysostom’s interest,
the census demanded a detailed reckoning of one’s position in the world:
Where do I live? How many people live in my household, and how are they
to be identified? How much habitable property do I have, and where is it?
Individuals had to locate their household in a particular civitas and pagus,
and name their closest neighbors.66 The required information went far be-
yond that necessary for the assessment of capitation taxes or the compila-
tion of land registers, though separate lists of that sort could be extracted
from the rolls of collected census returns.67 The initial impression created
by the census must have been the arrogation by Rome of ultimate owner-
ship of the land: after all, the power to adjudicate property disputes like
those in Aezani and Pessinus implied the right also to deprive both parties
of the land in question. Obviously Rome did not as a general rule take land
away from provincials but simply reserved the right to tax it and, to this end,
insisted upon detailed records of both ownership and changes in ownership
of land throughout the empire.68

In asking that individuals claim property, know its boundaries, and men-
tally attach it to particular administrative entities, Romans forced perma-
nent changes in the perception of local landscapes throughout the em-
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69. On this process in Lusitania see Edmondson 1992/93, 26 –30.
70. See Chapter 3 at n. 9 on Florus 2.33.59–60.
71. See C. Goudineau at CAH 2 X 471 on Dio 53.22.5.
72. See Chapter 3 in n. 61 on Strabo 13.4.12.
73. ILS 206.
74. Bagnall 1991, esp. 264–265, argues for a seven-year census cycle in Egypt beginning

as early as 11/10 b.c. Rathbone 1993 agrees and adds further evidence.
75. See Nelson 1979; Bagnall and Frier 1994, 28–30; and Hanson 1997, 417– 421.
76. Bagnall 1992, 255–256 and 264, denies this for lack of explicit evidence for a census

in 19/20, fourteen years before the attested census of 33/34.
77. There did exist, as early as the reign of Tiberius, a supplementary registration of mi-

nors not yet liable for laographia: see Hanson 1979 on P. XV Congr. 13, l. 6.

pire.69 Florus recorded the efforts of Augustus to induce Spaniards to aban-
don the hills for life in new cities on the plains.70 He did not notice that the
Romans imposed new ethnic categories on the Spaniards. In Gaul, names
as familiar as “Narbonensis” appear to have become standard and legally
correct only under Augustus, when the emperor himself supervised the first
census of that region.71 Strabo, on the other hand, did notice that the Ro-
man administrative map of Asia Minor took little account of previously 
existing political or ethnic boundaries.72 The Romans caused similar dis-
ruption in Gaul: in a.d. 46 Claudius attempted to resolve a problem that
had arisen some decades before. The Romans had imposed names, group-
ings, and differing legal statuses on tribes around Tridentum, without re-
gard for their existing ties to each other. Some of those people, through 
deceit or confusion, had claimed citizenship when it was awarded to the Tri-
dentini, and their enthusiasm for Rome had extended so far that some from
those tribes had served in the army and Praetorian Guard. Some had even
served on juries at Rome. Claudius took the only reasonable way out and
awarded citizenship to the Anauni, Tulliasses, and Sinduni alike.73

The initial census thus created wrinkles in the social fabric that were both
greater and longer-lasting than simple physical disruption. But the Romans
went further still. Long before the Roman administration decided to com-
pile a new census every fourteen years, Rome began to administer the cen-
sus in Egypt in 11/10 b.c., in conjunction with the imposition of the poll
tax.74 Those early censuses did more than register persons and property:
they recorded, and initially they must have determined, the status of all
Egyptians in their relations with their government. The assignment of new
legal ranks must also have reconstructed individuals’ roles in their local mu-
nicipalities and, therefore, their relations with each other.75

The fourteen-year cycle took shape under Tiberius.76 In its stable form,
the most recent census did not include children born since the last census.77

Such children might easily, on the death of their parents, require confir-
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78. On birth certificates in general see Schulz 1942 and 1943. For registrations outside
Egypt see Apuleius Apol. 89, Juvenal 9.84–85, together with Scholia vetera in Iuvenalem (ad loc.).
See also SHA Marc. 9.7–8, and Servius on Vergil G. 2.502, quoting and commenting on Juve-
nal 9.84. See also Dessau on the Tabula alimentaria Ligurum Baebianorum and the Tabula ali-
mentaria Veleias, ILS 6509 and 6675, respectively.

79. See P. Petaus 2, from a.d. 185, and cf. P. Oxy. X 1267, from a.d. 209, which may pre-
serve the registration of a legitimate noncitizen child: the parents do not specify their citizen-
ship, either directly or indirectly, nor do they record the possession of priestly rank.

80. CPL 156. CPL contains several other declarations, for legitimate and illegitimate chil-
dren, some with Greek summaries. (See, for example, 157 l. 13: tabula IIII pagina V 158–160
record births to soldiers.) For the expansion of the abbreviations, see Schulz 1943, 56 –57. For
registrations in Greek, see P. Hamburg 31, P. Oxy. X 1267 and XXXI 2565, P. Tebt. II 299, and
Sel. pap. 309 and 311.

81. In the present context this phrase (citra causarum cognitionem) refers to the lack of an
investigation of each parent’s claim to citizenship: Schulz 1942, 87.

82. The combination of high infant mortality and no tax liability until age fourteen seems
to have caused many to wait some time before registering children: the parents in P. Oxy. X
1267 registered their son at age three years and five months.

mation of their status under Roman law. The Tabula Banasitana provides
ample evidence of the value that Rome placed on accuracy in recording
grants of citizenship. Imperial Rome did far more than that, however. As
one consequence of his marriage legislation, Augustus ordered the regis-
tration of all births of legitimate children to Roman citizens. Although birth
certificates have survived only in Egypt, literary references to such registra-
tions prove that the system operated throughout the empire.78 By the end
of the first century citizen parents had begun to register their illegitimate
children, and by the end of the second century it seems that noncitizens
also informed authorities of additions to their families.79 To complete their
own records and to provide for their children, parents could request a per-
sonal copy of the official record:80

When C. Bellicius Calpurnius Torquatus and P. Salvius Julianus were consuls
[a.d. 148] on 11 November in the twelfth year of Imperator Caesar T. Aelius
Hadrian Antoninus Augustus Pius, on the seventh day in the month Hathyr,
in Egyptian Alexandria, this copy was made and certified from the white board
of registrations of freeborn children that is posted in the Atrium Magnum, on
which was written what is written below:

When C. Bellicius Calpurnius Torquatus and P. Salvius Julianus were
consuls, in the twelfth year of Imperator Caesar T. Aelius Hadrian An-
toninus Augustus Pius, when M. Petronius Honoratus was the prefect of
Egypt, registrations of children were received without official investiga-
tion.81 From tablet 5, after page 3: on 14 September Tiberius Julius Dis-
corides HSS V has declared his daughter, Julia Ammonus, born to him
by the woman Julia Ammonarius on 20 August of that year,82 to be a Ro-
man citizen, according to the record book.
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83. Texts and drawings of extant diplomata are edited with invaluable introductory mate-
rial in CIL XVI. On the role of diplomas in aiding veterans and their families to identify with
the empire’s dominant culture see Vittinghoff 1986.

84. Roxan 1978, no. 2. The inside copy reads descriptum et recognitum ex tabula aenea quae
fixa est Romae in Capitolio. The outside copy adds pos. piscinam in tribunal. deorum, as well as the
names of the witnesses to the authentication of this copy. Diplomas from Egypt frequently re-
fer to an original posted on the Caesareum (Sebastei`on) in Alexandria: recognitum fecisse ex ta-
bula aenea, quae est fixa in Caesareo Magno escendentium scalas secundas sub porticum dexteriorem se-
cus aedem Veneris Marmoreae in pariete, in qua scriptum est id quod infra scriptum est (CPL 104,
exerior col. II, ll. 6 –9).

The extraordinary fullness of the administrative details testifies to the value
that the Roman government and parents alike placed on providing their
children with accurate and official records of their status. Over time, as the
franchise extended, more and more people would have become eligible to
obtain such powerful artifacts from their government. In the meantime,
noncitizens could have seen in such texts not only the privileges that ac-
crued to Roman citizens, but also the profound interest the government
took in knowing the precise legal status of everyone under its care.

The Roman imperial administration intruded into its subjects’ lives to
mark several other milestones of life. Just as newborn Roman citizens re-
ceived certificates documenting their status, so military veterans received
diplomas documenting the award of citizenship to them and their posterity
on completion of their military service. The army presented the award as a
specific grant by the emperor himself and gave to each soldier a personal
copy of the emperor’s edict, called a diploma. The diploma consisted of two
copies of the imperial grant on two separate sheets of bronze, tied together
so that one copy faced out and one was protected inside.83 As scribes did
with birth certificates, the copyists of these documents placed a premium on
exact duplication of the official text:84

Imperator Caesar Vespasian Augustus, pontifex maximus, holding the
tribunician power for the sixth time, fourteen times acclaimed impera-
tor, father of his country, censor, consul six times and consul-designate
seven times: to the footsoldiers and cavalry who served in the Tenth Co-
horts, which are called the First Antiochene and Sugambrian . . . , who
served twenty-five or more years and whose names are written below,
and to their children and their posterity, Vespasian grants citizenship,
and to the soldiers he gives the right of lawful marriage. . . . On 28 April,
in the consulship of Caesar Domitian son of Augustus [for the third
time], and of L. Pasidienus Firmus.

From the First Rhaetian Cohort, under the command of C. Quintius
Laberius Tutor Sabinianus, to footsoldier Hera son of Serapion, from Anti-
och. Copied and verified from the bronze tablet that hangs on the Capitolium
at Rome, by the public fishpond on the Tribunal of the Gods.
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85. But see above in n. 77 on the process of supplementary registrations. The government
also recorded arrears for taxpayers delinquent because they were away from their idia at the
time of the laographia: Hanson 1980b, 242.

86. See, for example, Sel. pap. 314 (P. Ryl. 103): the young man registering his brother is
able to cite his father’s registration documents, his immediate family’s previous two census re-
turns, his mother’s birth registration, and his mother’s parents’ census return, as well as the
records of his own examination and the records of his property holdings. For the importance
of such personal archives, see below, “The Faith of Fifty Million People.” Priestly rank, which
exempted some individuals from the poll tax, was hereditary and proved by presenting docu-
mentation of one’s father’s rank: see P. Oxy. X 1265.

87. Hanson 1997, 419 n. 19.

In the case of the military diplomas, the men producing copies for the in-
dividual soldiers reproduced the entire heading of the original grant pre-
cisely, including the reference to the plural “names written below,” even
though only one name followed on personal copies. The senate of Contre-
bia had well understood the nature of Roman legal forms: it was not merely
what was written, but how it was written, that endowed a document with its
legal power.

Since the census could update the tax lists only every fourteen years, the
government allowed individuals to file information related to their tax lia-
bility at any time in the intervening years. Since males became liable for the
poll tax only at age fourteen, there was no administrative need to register
the births of noncitizens: they would be caught, as it were, in the next cen-
sus.85 In theory the law required parents to present boys to local officials at
age fourteen in order to record their eligibility for the poll tax; they had an
incentive to do so if they believed that the result of the examination would
be partial or full exemption from the tax. Of course, proving eligibility for
such an exemption required the family to present corroborating documents
relevant to its status. Self-interest thus demanded that families keep per-
sonal archives of all official documents, and the sands of Egypt have yielded
abundant proof that families did just that.86 Hence there is every reason to
believe that Egyptians rapidly came to understand the respect that Roman
officials paid to official documents: residents of Oxyrhynchus in the middle
of the third century continued to establish their legal status by referring to
their families’ epikriseis of a.d. 4/5.87

Taxpayers in every age have sought to avoid their obligations and reduce
their liability. The Roman system had a loophole: families could conceal
their male children for an extra fourteen-year cycle by underreporting their
ages at the first census after their birth. If a sufficient number of males
sought to understand the law well enough to circumvent it, this system could
have effected a permanent shift in the way men spoke of their age. Extant
Egyptian census returns suggest an underreporting of male children con-
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88. Bagnall and Frier 1994, 27, 97–98.
89. On death registrations see Montevecchi 1946.
90. Sel. pap. 310.
91. See, for example, P. Tebt. II 300 and 301, from a.d. 151 and 190, respectively, both sub-

mitting news of the deaths of priests exempt from the poll tax.
92. Slave births: Sel. pap. 311. Slave deaths: P. Oxy. XXXI 2564. Land use: P. Mich. VI 366 –

369. Real-estate transactions: Sel. pap. 325 (P. Oxy. II 245). Agricultural production: Sel. pap.
321, 322, and 331. Cf. P. Amh. II 73, a declaration of sheep and goats, comparing present stock
with the previous year’s.

93. Ulpian at Dig. 50.15.4.1.

sistent with this practice.88 Families were, of course, not liable for relatives
who died. If people had incentive to underreport male births, they had
every reason to report deaths.89 There was, of course, a form for this, too:90

[In a professional hand:] . . . My grandson Sarapion, registered in the afore-
mentioned quarter of Dionysius’s District, subject to the poll tax, died in the
month Mecheir of this present thirteenth year of Hadrian Caesar our em-
peror. I therefore request that he be put on the list of the deceased. . . .
[Signed in the hand of Sabinus, the declarant:] I swear by the fortune of Im-
perator Caesar Trajan Hadrian Augustus that the foregoing is true. [In a third,
scribal hand:] To the scribes of the metropolis: if the aforementioned is truly
dead, take appropriate action. [In a fourth hand:] Signed by me, Philoxenus,
scribe. [In a fifth hand, registering its receipt:] Dionysius’s District.

Just as the census required information far beyond that necessary for the
tax rolls, so we find death registrations of people not subject to poll tax.
Such texts uniformly contain the notable admonition that the relevant name
should be struck from the lists of persons with similar legal status.91

Individuals also had to inform the administration of changes in their
property holdings. Papyri thus preserve submissions to the authorities re-
garding the birth and death of slaves, as well as records of land use, trans-
actions involving land, and agricultural and livestock production.92 Decla-
rations regarding the fertility of farmland were particularly important:
Rome did not wish to tax land merely because someone owned it. As Ulpian
wrote in Book 3 of his On censuses: 93

The census taker must allow for fairness, insofar as it is appropriate to his
office for a man to be relieved of his tax burden if, for just cause, he is not able
to enjoy the extent of land declared in the public records. If some of his land
has fallen into an abyss, he should be relieved of liability for it by the census
taker. If his vines are dead or his trees have withered, it would be unfair for
their number to be counted in the census. If, on the other hand, he has cut
down his trees or vines, he is ordered to declare their number as it was at the
time of the census, unless he can show cause to the census taker for having cut
them down.
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94. Josephus Bell. Iud. 2.365–387 at 385.
95. For the form and uses of the qeìo~ o{rko~ see Packman 1991, 1992a, 1992b, and 1994,

citing earlier bibliography. For the later period see Worp 1982.
96. See below at n. 240, and Chapter 6 at n. 235.
97. See in particular Cumont’s commentary on Studia Pontica III, no. 66. That text is re-

produced as ILS 8781 and as EJ no. 315. See also von Premerstein 1937, passim, but esp. 32–
73. Among later works see Weinstock 1962, Sherwin-White 1966 on Pliny Epp. 10.35–36 and
100 –101, Herrmann 1968, González 1988 (publishing AÉ 1988, 723), and Mitchell 1993,
1.92 and 100 –102.

The intrusiveness of the government thus had its complement in the gov-
ernment’s widely advertised and rigorously observed desire that the tax bur-
den should be distributed and administered fairly.

The detailed geographical knowledge compiled through the Roman
census was exploited most eloquently by Agrippa in the pages of Josephus.
In the famous speech in which Agrippa sought to dissuade the Jews from re-
volting, he asked them to consider the strength of their foe. Starting with
the provinces north of Judaea, he surveyed the empire: the five hundred
cities of Asia observed Roman rule without garrisons. The tribes and re-
gions along the Danube were once fiercely independent but now submitted;
likewise the Gauls and Iberians. Germany and Britain had more reason to
feel confident than did the Jews, yet they dared less than the Jews were con-
templating. When, at length, Agrippa turned to the subject of Egypt, he was
satisfied to recount its history and present condition: “It has seven and a
half million men, excluding those dwelling in Alexandria, as can be seen
from the returns for the poll tax.” Josephus did more than depict Agrippa
as familiar with the extent and arms of the empire. He also found it cred-
ible that Agrippa should know the figures yielded by the census of Egypt,
and he certainly thought that the institution of the census and its accuracy
would be familiar to all.94

The annual oaths sworn to the emperor seem to stand apart from the ad-
ministrative rituals discussed thus far. Neither filing a census return nor reg-
istering the birth of a baby required an obvious emotional commitment to
Rome. In point of fact, filing any official declaration with the imperial bu-
reaucracy required swearing an oath regarding its truth value, and that oath
was sworn by the genius of the current emperor.95 That act in itself had reli-
gious implications, which will be discussed below.96 But provincials had also
to swear an oath of loyalty to the emperor each year, quite apart from their
necessary interactions with his representatives. The loyalty oaths have at-
tracted attention from distinguished scholars in the past, and regarding
their form and frequency I have nothing new to contribute.97 All later oaths
fall into two categories, both of which have antecedents in the reign of Au-
gustus: prayers for the health of the reigning emperor (vota pro valetudine or
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98. See Augustus Res gestae 9.1–2 and 25.2.
99. Versnel 1980, esp. 562–577. Cf. below at nn. 264–268.
100. Plutarch Cicero 2.1; Gaius at Dig. 50.16.233.1; cf. Tertullian Apol. 35.4.
101. Reynolds 1962, 33. For the Flavian period, see Acta fratrum Arvalium, s.a. 75 (p. xcix

Henzen � ILS 5033), s.a. 81 (p. cvii Henzen), and s.a. 87 (p. cxvi Henzen � ILS 5034). See
also Pliny, Epp. 10.35–36 and 100 –101, under Trajan, and Feriale Duranum on 3 Jan. (Fink,
Hoey, and Snyder 1940, 52–73).

102. For oaths on the dies imperii of Vitellius see Acta fratrum Arvalium, s.a. 69 (ILS 241 is
preferable for these events to the text in Henzen’s edition); on the dies imperii of Vespasian see
Tacitus Hist. 2.79 (Initium ferendi ad Vespasianum imperii Alexandriae coeptum, festinante Tiberio
Alexandro, qui kalendis Iuliis sacramento eius legiones adegit. isque primus principatus dies in posterum
celebratus, quamvis Iudaicus exercitus V nonas Iulias apud ipsum iurasset). For the oath to Trajan on
28 Jan., see Pliny Ep. 10.52–53. On annual embassies see Pliny Ep. 10.53.1–2; with Sherwin-
White 1966, ad loc.; and Millar 1977, 375–385. Severus advertised his relationship with Trajan
not least in his maintenance of prayers at that emperor’s dies imperii (Fink, Hoey, and Snyder
1940, 77–79; cf. Chapter 6 at n. 67).

pro salute principis) and oaths to obey his commands (iurare in verba prin-
cipis).98 These oaths had developed in a series of experiments between the
final years of Caesar and the early 20s b.c. In form and content they dupli-
cated and came to replace the Republican prayers for the health of the state
(vota pro rei publicae salute). As such they participated in a gradual trans-
ference of focus in both popular and official religious acts, from concern
for the commonwealth to concern for the individual in whose care the 
commonwealth now resided.99 After the death of Augustus, the latter oaths
evolved into oaths to uphold the deeds of the divine Augustus or of all the
divi (iurare in acta divi Augusti or in acta divorum principum). In their fully de-
veloped form, the oaths were sworn on two separate occasions: on 3 Janu-
ary all undertook prayers for the health of the reigning emperor and for the
eternity of the Roman empire.100 Joyce Reynolds has shown that the word-
ing of the vota undertaken in Cyrenaïca in the first century followed a pat-
tern identical to that observed by the Arval Brethren at Rome. Reynolds
modestly suggests that it is “perhaps of some significance also to the study
of Rome’s relations with the provinces to establish that, in what [was] almost
certainly a civilian context, and in a Greek-speaking province, these cere-
monies followed a characteristically Roman pattern, and that the prayers
were both made and recorded in Latin.”101 Individuals then repeated their
prayers for the emperor’s safety and renewed their oaths of loyalty on the
reigning emperor’s dies imperii. Some cities sent annual embassies to con-
gratulate the emperor on that day, no doubt mentioning their own displays
of pietas loudly and often in their messages.102

The wording of the oaths is uncontroversial and will not detain us here.
The specific form of the ceremony in which the prayers were made and the
oaths administered, on the other hand, requires some investigation. Al-



THE KING IS A BODY POLITICK 361

103. Pliny Ep. 10.35.
104. Pliny Ep. 10.36.
105. Pliny Ep. 10.52.
106. Compare ILS 4907, from Salona: the pontifex read the text to the duovir, who re-

peated after him. Note, too, that the the colonists explicitly follow Roman practice (ceterae leges
huic arae eaedem sunto, quae arae Dianae sunt in Aventino monte dictae). Other colonies used simi-
lar language to declare their allegiance to paradigms established at Rome. (Cf. ILS 112 and CIL
XI 361.)

107. See ILS 190, from Aritius in Lusitania; ILS 8781 (EJ no. 315), from Gangra, near
Neapolis in Paphlagonia; and IGRR IV 251 (Smallwood, Gaius no. 33), from Assus in the
Troad. On AÉ 1988, no. 723, see González 1988, 115. Compare AÉ 1955, 210, which, despite
its date (a.d. 220), some have interpreted as indicating that citizens in Gaul celebrated the im-
perial cult separately from the Council of the Three Gauls (Beard, North, and Price 1998,
1.353 n. 116). I incline to treat its mention of citizenship as the proud boast of those who now
possessed it.

though Pliny reported to Trajan the prayers that he made during his first
January in Bithynia, his wording on that occasion reveals little about exactly
who made them: “We have undertaken our solemn prayers for your safety, by
which the public safety is maintained, Lord.”103 Pliny generally wrote of him-
self and his staff in the first person singular. To whom does the plural “we”
on these occasions refer? Trajan responded by revealing his pleasure that
Pliny together with “the provincials” had “freely” renewed the prayers.104

Pliny’s letter regarding the oath on Trajan’s dies imperii mentioned that sol-
diers and provincials alike undertook that oath. Praying for Trajan on be-
half of the human race, whose safety and security depended on his health,
the soldiers swore “in solemn fashion,” while the provincials swore the same
oath, vying with the soldiers in their display of piety.105 In his letters from the
next year, on 3 and 28 January, Pliny named both soldiers and provincials as
participating in both sets of prayers and oaths. Since Pliny, as a senator, would
have undertaken these same vows in the Senate at Rome, we must presume
that he both presided over and participated in the ceremonies.106 Though
extant epigraphic records of oaths take different approaches to describing
the ceremony itself, many identify other participants in the ceremony, be-
yond the residents of the municipality swearing the oath. Some, for ex-
ample, name the legate who presided, and others include “the Roman cit-
izens among us” as participants.107 Pliny’s letters make it clear that all
residents in a given area took part in the ceremony, with each other as wit-
nesses to their piety, regardless of their respective legal ranks.

Registering one’s children could guarantee privileges in the future, and
prompt filing upon a relative’s death could lower one’s tax burden; neither
the census nor property returns, however, promised anything beyond the
assumption of some fiscal liability to the government. Rome’s further re-
quests for seemingly pointless information could easily have created suspi-
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cion toward an intrusive and exploitative government. What did the aver-
age provincial receive for working hard and playing by the rules? Trajan’s
first response to Pliny provides one clue. The oath ceremony at one level re-
quired “free” participation from the provincials: their universal consent to
Roman rule generally, and to a specific emperor in any given year, actively
legitimated their submission to his governance. Each family’s copy of its
most recent census return thus gave physical form and bureaucratic per-
manence to an abstract relationship that existed between individuals and
their emperor. Each regular ritual interaction with the imperial bureau-
cracy thus interpellated provincials as individual subjects, an impression re-
inforced by the government’s retention and distribution of copies of its
records. Latent behind the entire ritual of the census was the possibility that
Hadrian, for example, could potentially know as much about residents of
the empire as they knew about him, and that he could extract a list of all the
residents from the assembled returns. How better to identify, define, and
unite the members of his community?

THE EMPEROR AND HIS SUBORDINATES

The imperial government flooded the provinces with legislation and admin-
istrative acts. Those documents insisted on the internal rationality of the sys-
tem that generated them: just as the rewards of imperial victories fell upon
all residents of the empire equally, so, too, did its burdens and regulations.
The dramatic clauses regulating both the legibility of texts and the proba-
tionary periods before they took effect were directed toward a similar end.
Yet all the rules and regulations in the empire availed naught if the imper-
ial officials administering those rules were corrupt. Given the difficulty of
asking any bureaucracy to police itself, emperors could do little more than
advertise their desire that their administration of the empire be as fair and
honest as possible. The mere publication of these advertisements must have
created some impression. Emperors did far more than that, however, and
the ideological import of the oath and prayer ceremonies directs our at-
tention in a profitable direction. Provincials cannot have failed to notice
that the soldiers and imperial procurators swore the same oath and made
the same vows as they did: the ceremony paraded the equivalency of all its
participants as subjects of a higher power. The Roman government had, of
course, more than the two levels of governor and emperor. On the one
hand, imperial propaganda to the provinces asserted the rationality of its
bureaucracy. It was in theory possible to appeal the decisions of an official
at one level to an official at the next.108 On the other, the emperor adver-
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tised himself as the ultimate arbiter over the rulings of his subordinates. His
unique, charismatic power thus guaranteed the regular operation of his
formally hierarchic administration.

We have already seen that Augustus promised provincial populations that
his concern on their behalf would reform and oversee the administration of
both the provinces under his control and those under the authority of the
Roman people.109 Strabo’s Geography includes the only extant description of
Augustan provincial administration by a contemporary. Although he ad-
mitted the division of the provinces between “those of Caesar” and “those
of the people,” Strabo also wished to see Augustus as final arbiter over the
people’s provinces: it was Augustus who “in the beginning organized the
people’s provinces, making two of them consular . . . and ten praetorian.”110

Writing at a considerable remove from that period, Cassius Dio applauded
this promise not for its immediate realization, but for the restrictions it im-
posed on senatorial governors in particular.111 Josephus had similarly de-
picted King Agrippa urging the Jews to exploit such promises for their own
benefit: “‘We ought to conciliate the powers that be, not rouse them to
anger.”112 It would be both unwise and unfair to risk war with Rome for the
evils of a single governor: “Granted that the agents of Rome are intolerably
harsh, it does not follow that all the Romans are unjust to you any more than
is Caesar. Yet it is against them that you are going to war. It is not by their
orders that some oppressive governor comes from them to us, and they can-
not see in the West their officers in the East. . . . How absurd it were, because
of one man to make war with many, for trifling grievances to take up arms
against so mighty a power, which does not know even the nature of our
complaints!”113

Romans had always sought to govern their far-flung empire through local
aristocracies, because their personnel were few and because they consciously
sought to create social structures committed to the maintenance of the sta-
tus quo.114 But the emperors of Rome did not treat the use of civilian rather
than imperial officials as an opportunity to abdicate responsibility in mat-
ters of justice. When governor of Asia, Antoninus Pius published a provin-
cial edict setting forth the formulae through which he would administer jus-
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tice. That edict also quoted the mandata given to Antoninus by the emperor.
The jurist Marcianus later quoted a chapter of that edict, in which Antoni-
nus had insisted that local policemen have stenographers present when
they interrogated a suspect. When they sent a suspect to a magistrate for fur-
ther investigation, they had to send with him a sealed transcript of their in-
terrogation. They also had to be prepared to answer questions regarding that
transcript. Antoninus carefully concluded that any Roman magistrate find-
ing that an interrogation was malicious or a transcript was falsified should
make an example of the policeman, lest anything similar be attempted there-
after.115 Almost two centuries later Constantine wrote to Felix, the praeses
Corsicae, reminding him that his subordinates should transcribe their rec-
ords every six months and forward copies to the prefect, so that the judges
themselves might be judged; simultaneously, he reminded Felix that pro-
vincials had the right to approach him regarding the negligence or greed
of his subordinates.116

The advice given by Agrippa to the Jews did not exist in isolation. An en-
tire branch of rhetorical theory developed in antiquity around the “art of
safe criticism,” an essentially deconstructive practice through which orators
exploited the tropes of imperial propaganda to manipulate the actions of
imperial agents.117 When, therefore, imperial officials iterated the rhetoric
of the Cyrene Edict—whether Strabo Libuscidianus, or Paullus Fabius Per-
sicus, or Avidius Quietus—they provided leverage that provincials could ex-
ploit for their own benefit, much as the villagers of Beth Phouraia learned
to use authenticated texts and to interpret official deportment in order to
control the actions of local procurators. There exists abundant evidence
suggesting that individuals and collectivities knew this ideology on the su-
pervision of local magistrates well. First, papyri preserve copious public and
private copies of records of interrogations and related proceedings in direct
speech.118 Among examples of this type of document are journals of the daily
activities of local magistrates: these had to be posted for public inspection
on a regular basis before being formally entered into the local record
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office.119 Despite occasional and vague references in classical Greek litera-
ture to the use of shorthand, it was probably the Romans who introduced
the use of oratio recta in recording the minutes of judicial proceedings.120 It
was in any event Roman practice that made a deep impression on popular
thought and that crafted a ready association between the impartiality of
recording proceedings and the impressive formality of Roman law. Greeks
signaled their awareness of the Roma origin of this genre, as it were, when
they named such records a[kta. Imperial and local stenographers through
the eastern provinces further declared their indebtedness to imperial ide-
ology when they used Latin for the formal headings and phrases that en-
dowed these processes with legitimacy and Greek for the text of speakers’
comments.121

Next, imperial governors often publicly threatened to punish local
officials who did not enforce or obey the law. The prefect of Egypt in a.d.
198, for example, ordained that local magistrates who knowingly failed to
prosecute those engaged in illegal magical practices would be subject to the
same punishment as the magicians themselves.122 Finally, some provincials
demonstrated a full awareness of the distinction between imperial and lo-
cal officials and of the power that the former wielded over the latter. After
having imprisoned Pionius on charges of being a Christian, the local priest
Polemon and the local magistrate Theophilus brought him forth and de-
manded that he sacrifice at the Temple of Nemesis. Pionius responded:
“Those sent to prison ought to await the proconsul. Why are you usurping
his authority?” Polemon and Theophilus became angry but, in the end, had
to await the assize of the proconsul.123

An edict issued by Alexander Severus at the start of his reign preserves
an official formulation of this ideology with particular clarity. Alexander
published the edict on his accession to excuse contributions of aurum coro-
narium for that occasion. He also used its publication as an opportunity to
stress the benefits his rule would bring to the provinces:124
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For it was not my aim to amass money by every means, but rather by liberality
and kindnesses to increase the welfare of this empire, in order that the gov-
ernors whom I have sent abroad to occupy charges, and whom I tested and se-
lected with utmost care before dispatching, should likewise make it their pur-
pose to behave with the utmost moderation. For the governors of provinces
will learn more and more how zealously it behooves them to spare and be con-
siderate of the peoples over whom they have been placed, when they are able
to see the emperor also conducting the business of his realm with so much
propriety and moderation and self-restraint. Let the magistrates in each city
see to it that copies of this my edict are set up in public in full view of those
who wish to read.

Alexander resided in Rome at this time; the extant copy was written in Egypt
several decades later. At least one copy must, therefore, have traveled from
Rome to Egypt. There a conscientious local magistrate posted a copy, even
though it contained explicit admonitions regarding the behavior of men in
his position. Later in the same year Alexander issued a separate rescript to
the koinon of the Greeks in Bithynia, in response to a complaint that an im-
perial official had attempted to block their appeal of his ruling to the em-
peror. Despite its immediate concern, this text, like the edict on aurum coro-
narium, achieved wide circulation: the compilers of Justinian’s Digest
preserved a quotation of it by the jurist Paul. Two separate copies of it also
exist on papyrus.125 In that rescript Alexander professed some confusion at
the action of his subordinate: “I do not see how anyone may be prevented
by his judges from appealing their ruling, since it is permissible for him to
make use of another route to the same end and to reach me more quickly.
But we forbid procurators and provincial governors . . . to obstruct provin-
cials’ approach to us. They shall obey this my command in the knowledge
that I care as much for the liberty of my subjects as for their good will and
obedience.”126

Many texts from the reign of Diocletian have survived outside the Theo-
dosian and Justinianic corpora and therefore preserve the rhetorical frames
that justified their purely legal or administrative content. In one such text,
whose unfortunate state of preservation precludes assigning it a certain
date, Diocletian addressed abuses and illegal confiscations by imperial offi-
cials. He closed by exhorting individuals affected by such wrongs to demand
restitution of their property and by ordering that his ruling be published for
all to see: “In order that this be clear to one and all, we have ordered sub-
joined to this edict a copy of the instructions that we issue to all our prefects
and all governors of the provinces, to officials of the state and privy purses,
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so that, with them being familiar to all, our provincials might rejoice that
their best interest has been provided for by our benevolence.”127 In other
legislation Diocletian adopted a similar tone: he ascribed the motivation for
the Edict on Maximum Prices to the tetrarchs’ concern for the “common
fortune” and “common good,” a natural outgrowth of their role as “parents
of the human race.” Just as the emperors thought about the “public happi-
ness,” so they exhorted “the devotion of all, in order that this rule, estab-
lished for the common good, be maintained with good-willed obedience
and proper scruple, especially since in a statute of this sort provision seems
to be made not for individual cities or peoples or provinces, but for the
whole world, toward whose harm a tiny minority is known to have raged,
whose greed neither length of time nor the very wealth for which they are
thought to strive can assuage or sate.”128

Alexander Severus implied and Diocletian explicitly suggested that
provincials should come forward with any complaints they might have about
imperial officials. Constantine took this theme a step further in two laws
now preserved in abridged form in the Theodosian Code. We have had
cause to mention one of these already, which provided for the recording
and transmission of public acclamations for imperial judges: if the accla-
mations praised the judges, Constantine promised to reward them; if the
public accused them, the strength of Constantine’s censure would destroy
them.129 In another law of precisely the same date, Constantine catalogued
the potential crimes of regional judges and their staffs: selling verdicts to
the highest bidder, charging litigants for admission to a hearing, and sell-
ing transcripts for a price. In every case Constantine directed the governors
of provinces to punish the guilty parties with execution. If, moreover, gov-
ernors refused to investigate such extortion, Constantine granted to every-
one the right to complain about such conduct to higher officials, whether
to the comes provinciarum or to the praetorian prefects, so that, on their in-
formation, Constantine himself could hand out the appropriate punish-
ment to such brigands.130

This strand of imperial propaganda proved useful to imperial officials in
settling local and regional disputes. When Agrippa informed the Jews that
most provinces remained quiescent despite the paltry number of Roman
troops actually resident in them, he urged them to consider why agents of
Rome exercised power far beyond the coercive force at their disposal. He
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offered two obvious answers: others were grateful for the personal security
that accrued from Roman peace, or else they were prudent enough to fear
the overwhelming force at the disposal of the emperor, to whom the Jews
would ultimately have to answer. The charismatic authority of the emperor
thus did far more than regulate his representatives; it also animated them
as agents of his power. Imperial officials echoed this formulation of the em-
peror’s power when they assigned credit for their actions to the emperor. In
so doing, they lent his sanction to their own words. In his edict on illegal ex-
actions, Strabo Libuscidianus claimed to do no more than provide written
confirmation of the rules already laid down by “the Augusti, one the great-
est of gods, the other the greatest of emperors.”131

In Egypt in July 68, the prefect Tiberius Julius Alexander published an
edict establishing his policies on myriad issues, not least regarding the crim-
inal behavior of officials under his authority. Copies of that text were sent
to strategi throughout Egypt, and Julius Demetrius, strategus of the Thebaid
oasis, forwarded a copy to the Temple of Hibis, in the modern oasis of Khar-
geh, where it was inscribed on stone on the northern gate of the temple.132

Despite the edict’s focus on matters of concern only in Alexander’s prov-
ince, the prefect nevertheless claimed that he acted merely in order to show
what all might expect from “the common benefactor of the human race, the
emperor Galba, who lights for us all the path to salvation.” 133 Like Pliny
swearing his oath in Bithynia, Alexander has identified himself with his pro-
vincials, claiming to seek salvation through the guidance of Galba. We can
witness the iteration of this ideology in dialogues between provincials and
officials not only in the Syrian village of Beth Phouraia, but also in North
Africa. There a set of inscriptions records the interactions between two pro-
curators in charge of several imperial estates, the tenants who farmed those
estates, and other officials of the equestrian order. In a letter addressed to
the procurators, the tenants asked them to act “with that providence which
they exercise in the name of Caesar.” In their response, the procurators
claimed to actualize the express will of “our Caesar, [in keeping with] the
tireless care through which he continuously takes thought for the utility of
the human race.”134

How did a solitary individual exercise tireless care in taking thought for
the entire human race? The easy answer is, quite simply, by being present
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everywhere. Roman law’s insistence on the sacrosanctity of the imperial
portrait had its counterpart in the popular belief that imperial portraits were
numinous, that they somehow shared in and were animated by that “double
in another sphere of being” that connected the emperor to forms of exis-
tence beyond the human and to regions beyond himself.135 It is well known
that individuals could appeal decisions up the ladder to the emperor sim-
ply by informing the relevant magistrate of their desire to do so.136 Indeed,
Lucius the Ass at one time sought aid by invoking “the holy name of the 
emperor.” He therefore attempted to shout the “august name of Caesar”
amidst a crowd of native Greeks on market day. Alas, he proved incapable of
enunciating any more than “O!”137 But this notional right of appeal took its
most characteristically ancient form in the granting of protection to those
who fled to the emperor’s statue.138 Already in the first century a.d., ju-
rists recognized the right of slaves to seek asylum “by fleeing to a statue 
of Caesar.” Although it is possible to find antecedents for this practice in 
the worship of Julius Caesar prior to and immediately after his death, it be-
came widespread and achieved lasting legal recognition during the reign of
Augustus.139

In the eastern provinces, Greeks had a long tradition of granting asylum
to temples of Hellenistic kings.140 They easily applied the same practices to
Augustus: the Cretans sought permission from the Senate to grant right of
asylum to a temple of Augustus in a.d. 22.141 Over the decades and centuries
that followed, Greeks began to credit statues inside and outside temples
with more ill-defined and untraditional powers, in a fashion at once dis-
continuous with Roman legal theory and yet consonant with the referential
and functional capacity they attributed to such icons in everyday discourse.
Thus not only did Greeks honor rights of asylum at imperial statues outside
temples, but they also credited those statues with the power to represent the
emperor as arbiter over local authorities in judicial contexts. In his Life of
Apollonius, Philostratus described an episode connecting many of these is-
sues. In his youth Apollonius passed some years in Cilicia and Pamphylia.
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Upon arriving in Aspendus, he discovered a crowd attempting to kill the
governor in their anger over a shortage of grain. They were doing so “al-
though he was clinging to the imperial images, which were more dreaded
and more inviolate at that time than were the statues of Zeus at Olympia.
For they were statues of Tiberius, in whose reign someone is said to have
been judged guilty of impiety for striking his own slave when the slave was
carrying a silver drachma struck with the image of Tiberius.” 142 Elsewhere
Greeks paid judicial fines at the feet of imperial images.143

Some went further still. In a.d. 267 a senator from Antinoë, one Aurelius
Serapion, found himself nominated for a liturgy from which he thought
himself exempt. Frustrated in his appeals to local officials, he deposited an-
other appeal “in our local Sebasteum, at the divine feet of our Lord Imper-
ator Gallienus Augustus.” The appeal was, notably, addressed not to Gal-
lienus but to the prefect of Egypt. Serapion clearly believed that respect for
the power of Gallienus would induce the same local officials who had al-
ready rejected his appeal now to forward it to their superior. Nor was Sera-
pion alone: a petitioner at Hermopolis had recourse to the same device
some years earlier, and one Colluthus likewise laid his petition in the most
holy Hadrianeum, also addressed to the prefect.144 All these individuals
counted on respect for their shared status as subjects to outweigh the dis-
crepant power of the official whose judgment they appealed, at least in as-
serting their right to make such an appeal.

The interactions between Flaccus and the Jews of Alexandria required 
of the latter almost superhuman faith in precisely this ideology. Philo de-
scribed in detail the efforts of the Jews to send letters to Gaius. They always
had to rely on Flaccus, even though that prefect repeatedly failed to for-
ward such documents to the emperor’s attention.145 Only the arrival of King
Agrippa allowed the Jews to escape the power exercised by Flaccus within
his province and to display their “piety toward the beneficent house.”146 In-
troducing the subsequent disgrace that befell Flaccus, Philo wrote: 147

Some, indeed, of those who held governorships in the time of Tiberius and
his father, Caesar, had perverted their office of guardian and protector into
domination and tyranny. . . . But these people, on their return to Rome, after
the termination of their time of office, had been required by the emperor to
render an account and submit to scrutiny of their doings, particularly when
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the aggrieved cities sent ambassadors. For on these occasions the emperors
showed themselves impartial judges; they listened equally to both the accuser
and the defender.

Like King Agrippa’s in the narrative of Josephus, Philo’s faith in the impar-
tial justice of the emperor, who valued truth far above any partiality toward
subordinate or provincial, commended in retrospect the Jews’ compliance
with the “tyranny” of Flaccus. They had suffered while waiting for Gaius to
act, but that had been their only reasonable course of action.

Like Roman propaganda regarding imperial victoriousness, assigning
the right of asylum to imperial statues had unintended consequences. In
the fertile field of the provincial imagination, granting credit to the em-
peror for victories everywhere came to make sense not because he alone
held imperium and took the auspices. Rather, provincials naturally associ-
ated the emperor’s victoriousness with his role as an intermediary between
themselves and the divine. His victoriousness thus became one expression
of his superhuman capacity to act beyond the scope of mortal men. The in-
dividuals who sought asylum from persecution and relief from corruption
through the emperor did so out of a manifold faith in the imperial system.
They earnestly trusted the emperor to esteem justice above favoritism; they
relied on the emperor’s prefect to actuate his patron’s values and to abide
by his patron’s laws; and they believed that the emperor’s portraits poten-
tially, substantively, indeed actually and actively manifested the emperor’s
personal concern for their well-being in every corner of the empire.

Panegyrists and historians echoed these beliefs in ways both simple and
complex. Aelius Aristides exploited the universality of the emperor’s con-
cern to explain the uniformity of Roman administration that obtained
across the empire in both surface and substance. He first deplored the
infighting among the satraps of the Great King of Persia and contrasted it
with the harmony and industry of imperial procurators:148

The governors sent out to the city-states and ethnic groups are each of them
rulers of those under them, but in what concerns themselves and their rela-
tions to each other they are equally among the ruled, and in particular they dif-
fer from those under their rule in that it is they— one might assert—who first
show how to be the right kind of subject. So much respect has been instilled
in all men for him who is the great governor, who obtains for them their all.

Aristides subsequently referred specifically to the civil and criminal juris-
diction of governors and to their frequent and humble recourse to the su-
perior knowledge of their emperor. The emperor of Rome has, therefore,
“no need to wear himself out traveling around the whole empire. . . . It is
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very easy for him to stay where he is and manage the entire civilized world
by letters, which arrive almost as soon as they are written, as if they were car-
ried by winged messengers.”149 In the Roman empire, Aristides iterated,
there were no conflicts between governors, since the emperor ruled the en-
tire world as if it were a single city-state: “Appeals from one court to another
are made with no greater menace for those who make them than for those
who simply accept the local verdict.” 150 The vast distance separating the
emperor from his subjects and governors alike, and his profound interest in
their welfare, thus created a world in which there existed a judicial equality
between the humble and the great, the obscure and the famous, the poor
and the rich, and the low- and the well-born.151

Panegyrists in the Latin tradition concentrated on similar themes. On 21
April 289, a Gallic orator delivered a speech before Maximian in Trier. Al-
though Maximian had been elevated to Augustus at least three years ear-
lier,152 the orator followed a traditional opening— on Maximian’s character
and love of Rome—with a catalogue of the duties imposed on Maximian
when he agreed to take on the burden of empire:153

To admit into your heart the care of so great a state, to support the fate of the
entire world, to live for the people while forgetting yourself, so to speak, to
stand at the lofty summit of human affairs from which you can look down over
all lands and seas and scan with your eyes and mind where peace is secure and
where it is threatened by storms, which governors emulate your justice and
which military leaders preserve the glory of your virtue, to receive countless
messengers from everywhere and to send forth as many commands, to take
thought for so many cities and races and provinces, to pass every night and
every day in perpetual concern for the safety of all.

Following this tradition left the Gallic orator Pacatus in something of a bind:
having come to Rome to deliver a panegyric in the presence of Theodosius
in the early fall of 389, he could not avoid commenting on the war that had
brought Theodosius to Rome, namely the revolt by Magnus Maximus, an
officer in the imperial army who had served with Theodosius in Britain and
Africa under the latter’s father and had been promoted to the command of
Britain by Theodosius’s colleague in the imperial power. As might be ex-
pected, Pacatus had his cake and ate it, too: he praised the discretion shown
by Theodosius in his appointments and then cast all blame for the recent



THE KING IS A BODY POLITICK 373

154. For praise of Theodosian appointments, see Pan. Lat. XII(2).15. On Maximus see
XII(2).23. For his claims to friendship with Theodosius, see 24.1. (Cf. PLRE I, Maximus 39.)
Delmaire 1997 analyzes the support enjoyed by usurpers in the fourth century and locates it
generally in the middle echelons of the administration. Compare Ammianus 28.3.6: punish-
ing a legion after a revolt is best accomplished through scapegoats.

155. Julian Or. 3(2).31 (Spanheim 91B).
156. See Chapter 7 at nn. 191–197.
157. Ammianus 14.5.6, and cf. 27.6.15 and 30.5.9–10.

revolt onto the perfidy of Maximus. Maximus, in this narrative, continued
throughout his revolt to boast of his close relationship with Theodosius;
Pacatus’s strategy thus had the additional effect of excusing those who fol-
lowed Maximus by suggesting that they might have done so out of confused
loyalty to Theodosius.154

In his youth the future emperor Julian had to deliver several panegyrics
before his relatives. Julian’s panegyrics tend to diverge much further from
the formulas established in handbooks like that of Menander Rhetor than
do the Latin panegyrics of the fourth century. Nevertheless, in a speech de-
voted to comparisons between Constantius and an ideal monarch, Julian
discussed the virtues of appointing honest men and then watching over
them: “While the good and pious king himself oversees and directs every-
thing and governs those who govern, he must also ensure that the people
placed in charge of the greatest projects and provinces share his concern
for the common welfare and that they are good men and that they emulate
himself as far as possible.”155 The corollary to these praises, which none of
these panegyrists save Pacatus had to confront, is that bad subordinates
reflect badly upon the glory of their patron. Pacatus, as we have seen, at-
tempted to escape that seemingly inevitable conclusion. Maximus, however,
lasted several years on the throne, and Theodosius had consented to the
distribution of propaganda that advertised their joint rule.156 Theodosius
faced a no-win situation: civil wars redounded to no one’s credit. Writing
under Theodosius about events some forty years earlier, the historian Am-
mianus Marcellinus recounted the activities of a notorious member of the
imperial secret police, one Paul the Chain, who framed several honest offi-
cials and ruined their careers. Ammianus generally wrote with an open
mind about Constantius, but he could not forgive him his continued pa-
tronage of Paul, “from whose deeds came an impious crime, which marked
the reign of Constantius with an eternal blemish.” 157

THE FAITH OF FIFTY MILLION PEOPLE

In its fully developed form, the imperial government thus presented itself
as fulfilling two fundamental tenets of legal or rational domination: first,
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administrative acts, decisions, and proceedings were formulated and re-
corded in writing—the imperial government, as we have seen, also imposed
this requirement on its local representatives—and, second, its bureaucracy
was organized hierarchically, with, in principle, a universal right to appeal
the decision of a lower office to a higher one. The principles of legitimation
to which a regime subscribes do not, however, determine the motivation for
obedience in individual subjects. Submission to magistrates with access to
coercive force need not be motivated by faith in a regime’s legitimacy. Loy-
alism, like all behaviors, can be simulated, by individuals or groups, from
opportunism, calculated self-interest, or sheer helplessness.158 Certainly
Roman efforts to impose new systems of stratification onto local societies
must have impeded individuals from discovering common anti-Roman in-
terests. Although we cannot determine why residents of the empire com-
plied in their subjugation, the scarcity of revolts among those residents pro-
vides the best measure of that compliance. Furthermore, even if we concede
the possibility that every subject acted purely from a rational calculation of
utility, we can nevertheless see in surviving documentary texts the profound
impression left by the government’s claim to rationality: residents demon-
strated their faith in the system when they played by its rules and especially
when they attempted to exploit them.

The fantastic catalogue of previous emperors in the Tabula Banasitana
placed a huge, if theoretical, constraint on the actions of a Roman emperor.
Romans had a profound respect for precedent, especially in the issuing and
interpretation of law. They conveyed that attitude to provincials in myriad
ways, and provincials responded by citing and manipulating precedents of
every kind. Tiberius did not even have to cite the deeds of his father: his
titulature advertised at once the source of his power and the man whose
memory he was bound to respect. When the city of Gytheum approached
Tiberius proposing to honor Augustus and himself with a festival including
a procession of the images of Augustus, Livia, and Tiberius, he responded
with a letter that announced him as “Tiberius Caesar Augustus, son of the
god Augustus” and expressed the emperor’s pleasure that Gytheum dis-
played piety toward Augustus but merely paid honor to himself. It is no sur-
prise that Gytheum then dedicated the first day of its festival to Augustus,
the second to Tiberius, and the rest to other divinities, heroes, and mem-
bers of the domus divina. The city attempted, albeit with awkward result, to
design its festival in accordance with the Romans’ desire to suppress honors
for the living. The citizens’ attempt should have issued in a festival that hon-
ored Tiberius by worshiping his father. In the event, they merely gave Au-
gustus pride of place.159
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Temples and portrait galleries were an obvious and traditional means to
honor an emperor and dynasty. But documents like theTabula Banasitana, or
the repetitive letters on the Aphrodisian archive wall, responded to an alto-
gether more practical and far-reaching respect for the past. This did not es-
cape the notice of Rome’s provincial subjects, nor were they slow to explore
the leverage it gave to them. Provincials arguing their cases before an im-
perial magistrate—under the Principate, before a governor at his conven-
tus160—thus cited a fantastic number and variety of earlier decisions in for-
mulating their cases. Before examining the documents they submitted,
however, let us review briefly how they acquired information about earlier
cases.161

Imperial governors spent a lot of their time presiding over civil and crim-
inal judicial proceedings, and the proper performance of this function ap-
pears prominently in the honors awarded to them by their provincial sub-
jects.162 Although the route traveled by a governor in tours of his province
followed an established pattern, the governor or some subordinate never-
theless advertised his route ahead of time.163 Although it seems likely that
rules regarding the functioning of an assize were published with the gover-
nor’s mandata or provincial edict, several papyri preserve rules for the run-
ning of the conventus that evidently circulated independently.164 In a.d. 111,
for example, the prefect Sulpicius Similis announced, among other rules,
“that those wishing to defer their case [would] have no excuse, having
known long ago the time fixed for the conventus.” He added that “if anyone
of those whose names were posted at the termination of the conventus [had]
not already obtained a hearing, he [would] be able to be judged before the
nome’s strategus.”165 Both rules clearly operated on the premise that, prior
to the conventus itself, individuals would submit petitions asking that their
case be heard and would receive a response. Other texts prove that assizes
operated thus: in a.d. 175–176 the prefect Titus Pactumeius Magnus issued
a warning to those who received answers to their petitions, saying, “Submit
the case to me before the tribunal.” Titus clearly intended that petitioners
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appreciate his desire for efficiency: once notified of their opportunity, they
would not be granted any delay of the hearing.166 Other papyri seem to pre-
serve the petition requesting a hearing because a scribal hand, belonging
neither to the writer of the petition nor to its plaintiff, signed them with a
date and the words “To the administration: let him be heard.” 167

The governor’s assize attracted a large audience from the surrounding
area and brought no little prestige and economic benefit to those cities des-
ignated to host it.168 In a speech probably delivered in Apamea under
Nerva, Dio Chrysostom expounded on the glory and wealth brought to that
city by the conventus: “And what is more, the courts are in session every year
among you and they bring together an unnumbered throng of people: liti-
gants, jurymen, orators, princes, attendants, slaves, pimps, muleteers, huck-
sters, harlots, and artisans. Consequently not only can those who have goods
to sell obtain the highest prices, but also nothing in the city is out of work,
neither the teams nor the houses nor the women. And this contributes not
a little to prosperity; for wherever the greatest throng of people comes to-
gether, there necessarily we find money in greatest abundance, and it stands
to reason that the place should thrive.”169

At the actual hearing a stenographer took down the statements of plain-
tiffs and defendants, but the governor did not issue a ruling immediately.170

Instead, he listened to a bewildering number of cases very rapidly and then
retreated to consult with his advisors before posting his decisions. Two fa-
mous Severan texts testify to the number of cases heard at a conventus and
to the system in place for announcing decisions. In the first, Serapion, strate-
gus of two divisions of the Arsinoïte nome, announced that the prefect had
just posted in Alexandria his decisions in the 1,804 cases he had heard 
in Arsinoë on days 26 –28 of the month Phamenoth. Serapion assured his
charges that their answers would be posted in Arsinoë as well. He added
that they could submit requests to have personal copies made of the deci-
sions in their cases, although they would have to travel to Arsinoë to fetch
them.171 The second text preserves an authenticated copy of a petition with
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trials in Rabbinic literature, see Lieberman 1944, 13–14. See also Chapter 4 nn. 108–110.
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Youtie and Schiller 1955, and N. Lewis 1995, 224–241. For the text, see now SB 9526; on its

its rescript: the heading records the original location in which the decision
was posted and its place in the official records of that conventus. It had been
petition number 1009.172

While the individual petitioner retained the right to request a copy of the
decision in his or her case from the records, it is unclear whether others
could do so.173 An interested party could, obviously, scan the wall of the lo-
cal temple of the imperial cult after an assize and find hundreds of decisions
on innumerable topics: records of trials in Rabbinic literature generally
mention the basilica as the site in which the trial took place.174 This could
easily account for the many papyri that preserve collections of rescripts with
minimal information regarding the original case.175 These collections fall
into two categories. First, there exist several papyri containing collections of
rescripts in cases on similar issues: these collections could have been made
by lawyers, or by individuals or organizations with special interest in a par-
ticular topic.176 Second, other papyri preserve collections of decisions that
seem to have little to do with each other: these were probably collected by
lawyers.177 We have already seen that cities obtained and then inscribed not
only imperial epistles addressed to themselves but also epistles addressed to
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other cities that affected their own status.178 Private organizations (e.g.,
groups of Dionysiac artists) and wealthy individuals did the same.179

Roman legal textbooks cannot readily explain the importance that prece-
dents assumed in Roman law and administration: even as late as the sixth
century, Justinian could argue that decisions should be based on statutes
and not precedent.180 In fact, the word often translated as “precedent” or
“example,” exemplum, should usually be translated as “analogy.” There did
exist a body of thought within classical jurisprudence on the force of res
similiter iudicatae. Callistratus, for example, preserved a rescript of Severus
urging that ambiguities between statutes be resolved through the authority
of a succession of similar judicial decisions. The jurists, however, often did
ascribe to precedents statutory force.181 Nevertheless, by citing a rescript of
Severus to justify case law, Callistratus identified the wild card that had raised
precedents to the force of statute within the daily practice of Roman law in
the provinces: the emperor, whose every deliberative utterance was law.182

Many petitioners and litigants cited precedents after quoting an imperial
edict or constitution. It is unlikely, however, that they distinguished between
constitutions as sources of law and precedents as mere proof that the law
was in force. In forming provincials’ “authoritative source of their knowl-
edge of the law,” precedents became, for them at least, authoritative as
sources of law.183

Judges clearly recognized that a properly cited text of the emperor’s could
settle an issue. A papyrus from Tebtunis written sometime after the death of
Hadrian explicitly preserves an extract from one of his rescripts; the text ac-
tually contains a proceeding in which Hadrian’s rescript is quoted. Julius
Theon, the hypomnematographus hearing the case, simply acknowledged the
power of that rescript: “There is no need to inquire into the issue of pos-
session, since we must venerate the rescripts of the deified Trajan and our
Lord Hadrian Caesar Augustus.”184 Marcus Sempronius Liberalis, prefect
for some years under Antoninus, used equally strong, if less overtly reli-
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gious, language when speaking about imperial precedents: “For the edicts
stand firm and are unshakable, and I suppose that this principle is observed
by all: to transgress the edicts is equivalent to committing outrage or homi-
cide.”185 Decisions by earlier prefects did not carry similar weight, nor did
prefects themselves necessarily seek out earlier precedents.186 The sheer
body of case law could lead to conflicts. Occasionally litigants presented
judges with conflicting prefectural precedents. In one such case the judge
deliberately singled out one as influential on his decision; in another, a lit-
igant offered the advice that a former prefect had adopted the rule that one
should follow the majority of precedents in making a decision.187 Some
plaintiffs resorted to abstract appeals to a consensus of earlier decisions, all
based on an imperial constitution. In a.d. 250 Appius Sabinus heard a case
regarding liturgies at Arsinoë. The plaintiff ’s lawyer quoted an edict issued
by Severus in the spring of a.d. 200 —it proved popular with villagers seek-
ing to avoid metropolitan liturgies and was often quoted—and then con-
cluded with the flourish that “all prefects after Severus have ruled thus.”188

It being incumbent upon the litigant to cite the relevant edict or case law,
individuals sought out the texts of edicts and earlier proceedings and tran-
scribed them with a particular purpose in mind. As with inscribed texts of
imperial epistles, the resulting texts observe a fantastic variety of conven-
tions for recording their origin and relationship to their original. Ann Han-
son has now demonstrated that P. Mich. inv. 6060 and BGU I 163 are two
copies of the same record of a proceeding.189 As she notes, the differences
in those texts confirm the suggestion made years ago by R. Coles that pri-
vate individuals produced copies of proceedings that reflected their partic-
ular interest in the original.190 The owner of P. Oxy. X 1204, for example,
had no interest in the full text of the document he quoted but simply gave
what he regarded as “the essential part of the proceedings and the judg-
ment.”191 Fragmentary copies of later imperial proceedings, many of which
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betray their Latin origin, seem to prove that, at some level, the Latin text of
the imperial commentarii was widely available, even as each fragment also be-
trays the idiosyncratic interest of its excerptor.192 In his visit to Egypt in a.d.
200, Severus issued an edict on cessio bonorum that is preserved by two peti-
tions filed in subsequent decades, though one assigns the edict to Janu-
ary/February and another to March/April.193

The survival of private copies of official documents, as of personal
archives, testifies to a deeper-seated trend, in which the symbolic power of
Latin played only a small role. Individuals kept such documents because
they had faith in the rationality of Roman administration. They believed
that it would abide by its established rules, whether they liked those rules or
not. In this, provincials displayed an intuitive sense of the natural conse-
quences of imperial dynastic ideology, even though their “sense” did not ac-
cord with a strict view of the role of precedent in Roman law. As J. F. Gilliam
remarked regarding a birth certificate for illegitimate twins: “It reminds one
that Roman law and status had real significance for tens of thousands of
persons in Egypt at this time, even for an illiterate woman, new-born ille-
gitimate children, and a tutor who wrote his subscriptio in Greek. Such im-
portant matters as marriage, testaments, and inheritances were involved,
and in some cases a sense of identity, one may assume.”194

The private collections of documents bore fruit in the remarkable array
of surviving petitions that cite such precedents in formulating their own
case.195 The most famous such petition was submitted by a woman named
Dionysia, in a complaint against her father, Chaeremon, in a.d. 186.196 She
cited the prefectural edict of Mettius Rufus, letters that passed between local
officials regarding a petition that her father filed with the prefect Longaeus
Rufus, and her own petition to that prefect. After one decision she ap-
pealed, citing a decision of the prefect Flavius Sulpicius Similis that sup-
ported her interpretation of the edict of Mettius Rufus. Finally, she quoted
a new array of evidence, including minutes of a hearing before the prefect
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Flavius Titianus, a hearing six years later before an epistrategus, a trial forty
years prior to that before a iuridicus, and finally the opinion rendered by a
jurist, Ulpius Dionysodorus, when consulted by a military officer some years
earlier. The list continues. In one of the great tragedies of textual transmis-
sion, the end of the petition, which may have recorded the ultimate deci-
sion of the prefect, is lost. Though Dionysia displayed exceptional diligence
and almost undoubtedly hired legal advisors, the mere fact of  formally cit-
ing precedents to impress the governor was not unusual. It was practiced by
soldiers, doctors, parents, women, and men, as well as organizations and
municipalities.197

If, in citing precedents, petitioners display their faith in the regular op-
eration of the Roman administration, successful petitioners show their con-
fidence in the power of the bureaucracy by posting their decisions in some
permanent medium.198 Those dissatisfied with the decision show faith of
the same sort when they appeal to higher officials. Such petitions could take
two forms. We have already examined the route alluded to by Alexander
Severus, that of laying a petition at the foot of an imperial portrait in the lo-
cal Sebasteum. As a general rule, however, people started the process by go-
ing up the ladder: it helped to cite the decisions of the lower official and ex-
plain as reasonably as possible why he might have been wrong.199 Of course,
the appeal did not always turn out favorably; not infrequently, an appeal 
received the answer that the local official should hear the case again, a 
process which could lead to bitter disappointment.200 We should neverthe-
less remember that we usually possess the record of a failed appeal because
people continued to keep documentation of their interactions with the 
authorities, even if they were disappointing. Family archives, or dossiers, in
themselves attest to an everyday familiarity with the rationality of Roman
rule.201 The Greek texts in the dossier of Babatha reveal a woman eager to
exploit Roman law and Roman authorities in order to settle a host of long-
standing legal disputes, even at a time when Arabia was just being reduced
in formam provinciae.202
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Perhaps no other documents can testify so eloquently to the desire to take
advantage of the Roman administration as spurious ones can. In another
context we mentioned Pliny’s request that Trajan have someone verify that
a rescript quoted in a petition was both genuine and accurately quoted.203

The Acta Alexandrinorum and the imperial letters attached to the corpus of
Justin were clearly written by people intimately familiar with the phrasing
and formulas of imperial documents, as also, obviously, was the letter from
Vespasian to Apollonius of Tyana quoted in the biography of Philostratus.204

The author of the Sentences of Paul envisioned forgery of documents as well
as of money: according to him, the same punishment befell those who
forged birth certificates and wills and those who stamped counterfeit coin.
It was, according to that author, precisely to prevent forgeries, in fact, that
Romans developed the complex system of binding treble-pierced diptychs
with seals of wax and the marks of witnesses.205 The Theodosian Code con-
tains repeated injunctions that regional magistrates and judges should be-
ware of forged legislation; indeed, one purpose of the codification of law
had been to prevent forgery by eliminating the need for new legislation.206

Beyond the direct exploitation of Roman administrative institutions, pro-
vincials displayed their knowledge of and respect for those institutions
when they altered their local institutions in order to imitate Roman ones, or
when they used metaphors in literature that drew on their audience’s fa-
miliarity with them. For example, an inscription from North Africa in the
middle of the third century records the formulation by a town council of a
decree to redress recent incursions on the town’s territory. The council ar-
rived at its decision by citing an imperial rescript, but not one addressed to
the village. Rather, they had in good Roman fashion sought an exemplum, an
inscribed rescript on an analogous topic. They then formulated their deci-
sion according to the best senatorial protocol, which they no doubt learned
from long acquaintance with published consulta of the Roman Senate.207 The
great learning and wide travels of Apuleius make it difficult to determine
the import of the realia in his novel. Nevertheless, we should note that the
procession of Isis, which purportedly took place near Cenchreae, included
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someone “playing at being a magistrate, with rods and a purple toga.” 208

Likewise hailing from North Africa but two generations later, Tertullian de-
fended the legality of Christian assemblies by comparing them to a certain
Roman assembly: “When decent people, when good men, gather, when the
pious and the chaste assemble, that is not to be called a faction. It is a 
senate.”209 Tertullian’s claim had a basis in fact: the minutes of synods of 
African bishops in the middle of the third century reveal that their meet-
ings observed precisely the protocol of the Roman Senate.210 The city of
Oxyrhynchus may have imitated Rome in a far more subtle and curious
fashion by modeling its alimentary program on that of Rome.211

From Asia Minor comes evidence of a similar fascination with the forms
and protocols of Roman political life. For example, I suspect that Carian
Apollonia changed the name of its local senate from boulhv to suvgklhto~
in imitation of Rome, just as, according to Cyprian, African cities worshiped
the deities of Rome in their own Capitolia.212 At Ephesus, various influ-
ences—the dedications of senators resident in the city, ostentatiously in-
scribed texts of senatus consulta, and cultic images of the Roman Senate and
local council—encouraged the populace “to focus reflection upon the body
which was at the center of political and legal authority at Rome” and to view
their own council as “a provincial mirror of the Roman Senate.” 213 At some
point in the middle of the third century, the city of Tymandus, in Pisidia on
the road between Antioch and Ephesus, petitioned the emperor for the
right to become a civitas: with that award they acquired the right to meet 
in a curia and to elect aediles and quaestors.214 A few years later the city 
of Orcistus, in northern Phrygia, petitioned the emperor Constantine for
the same privilege: they had flourished for so long, the citizen body said,
that they deserved the adornment of annual magistrates escorted by fasces.
In granting their request, Constantine wrote to his prefect Ablabius, com-
mending the city’s “forum, which is decorated with statues of the earlier 
emperors.”215 Although somewhat later, this request mirrors the trickle of
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petitions from western cities, which rose to a flood in the second century,
asking for permission to be constituted as either civitates or Roman colo-
nies.216 Eastern cities also petitioned for this privilege. When drafting their
petitions, Greeks simply transliterated Latin colonia. They did so even though
they possessed a word meaning “colony,” ajpoikiva. Their recourse to trans-
literation therefore reveals an awareness, perhaps never consciously articu-
lated, that the semantic field of ajpoikiva did not match the purely emotive
relationship that their request was intended to convey. In choosing thus to
express their allegiance to Rome, they opened the doors of their beloved
language to the vocabulary of their rulers and the conceptual framework
that it reified, even as they sought to join the community of their metropo-
lis, “the nurse and mother of all the world.”

It is no surprise that regional dynasts just beyond the borders of the 
empire, and the Gallic emperors within them, imitated the structure and
ceremonial of the Roman imperial court. What other paradigm did they
have?217 After all, already in the reign of Augustus, Claudius Cogidumnus
aspired to no greater title than legatus Augusti,218 and Augustus had earned
the loyalty of Cottius, the son of one Donnus, a former client king of Rome,
by granting him citizenship, giving him three names, and making him pre-
fect over his father’s former subjects. Cottius proudly wrote his new name
and filiation in the best Roman form.219 In Chapter 2 we noted the spread
of imagery in Greek and Latin theological texts which drew on the organi-
zation of the imperial court. These influences are also apparent in texts
whose provenance is more difficult to determine, namely the Apocalypse of
John and the Heikhalot corpus.220 The ceremonies observed at imperial ar-
rivals also helped to shape liturgical rituals in both East and West.221

When discussing imperial standards, we had cause to observe the ap-
pearance of standards in representations of deities in local temples in the
Syrian countryside. Syriac theological literature also abounds with imagery
in which the titles and the garb of Roman officials were applied to Christ.
Such texts often also describe Christ’s kingdom on analogy with the gover-
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nance of the world that God gave to the Romans.222 The Syrian bishop
Theodoret, who wrote in both Greek and Syriac, presumed that the Persian
king Sapor II knew what the Roman emperor looked like: according to him,
when Sapor laid siege to Nisibis in a.d. 337, the monk Jacob prayed in the
church. Sapor then had a vision of a man standing on the city’s wall, with
imperial carriage and wearing the glow of purple robe and diadem: sup-
posing this man to be the emperor of Rome, Sapor threatened to kill the
men who had failed to bring the news of his presence.223 Theodoret made
the assumption that Sapor, like everyone else, knew that certain adorn-
ments, like certain behaviors, fell within imperial prerogative. The bishop
Paul of Samosata knew better than to cross that boundary: when he wished
to look important, he dressed himself up and marched about town in the
fashion of an imperial procurator— or so his detractors maintained. He
even modeled his church after the basilica at which a procurator held
court: he built himself a tribunal and retreated occasionally to a secretum.224

In Chapter 6 we considered the widespread familiarity of residents of the
empire with the ritual of the imperial donative: in the recension of the Acts
of St. Demetrius of Thessalonica attributed to one John, later archbishop of
that city, St. Demetrius appeared in a time of famine and proceeded to dis-
tribute a congiarium, “like a consul after he has received the insignia of office
from the emperor.”225

THE DISCOVERY OF ROMAN RELIGION

Many different men, from very disparate backgrounds, occupied the throne
of the empire in its first four centuries. For a hundred reasons and in a
thousand ways, the imperial office dominated them more than they domi-
nated it. They all justified their rule in similar terms; they even expressed
their desire to renew the state in wholly traditional terms.226 Did the revolv-
ing door on the imperial office imply that anyone could fulfill its qualifica-
tions, or that the emperor was no different than any other man? Phrased in
that fashion, the question misses the point. The incarnation of the charis-
matic power of Augustus within the imperial office was completed success-
fully when Tiberius assumed the throne. The Romans themselves had sev-



386 FROM IMPERIUM TO PATRIA

227. Cf. Fishwick 1990a, 273, noting “that the advice Maecenas gives to Augustus on the
ruler cult had been common policy for two hundred years or more.”

228. Nock 1972, 671–672, although I have cautioned against his emphasis on the em-
peror’s auspices as an important component in provincial belief.

eral explanations for this: Tiberius had held appropriate imperium from a.d.
4; Victoria Augusti or the numen of Augustus or both now watched over him
and through him preserved the state; by adopting him, Augustus himself
had recognized Tiberius as the best man for the job. Any particular indi-
vidual might assent to one or all of these propositions. Endowed with legit-
imacy by a century of stability, the imperial office withstood the final years
of Nero and the long year a.d. 69.

When dynasties passed or emperors adopted heirs outside their domus,
people could have shaken their heads with disgust: “Valentinian who?”
Among the military men consensus tended to fall upon individuals outside
the highest echelons of power: jealousy cautioned against selecting a true
peer for elevation to divinity. How did those outside the corridors of power
receive the sudden epiphany of a new emperor? How could the common
man, even a literate member of the upper class, describe the power of such
an individual, and do so in a fashion that justified obedience and loyalty?

Augustus established an economy of flattery that did not permit emper-
ors to claim divinity, especially not at Rome. Provincials could offer, and em-
perors could accept, all manner of honors. Emperors could also reject the
most extravagant of those offered to them and thus parade a Roman modes-
tia that provincials must have found very strange, indeed. Civiles principes
after Augustus largely followed his lead and advertised not their qualities 
or attributes but their concrete acts: specific victories, congiaria, money to
build theaters and forums, and temporary tax relief.227

Of course, people could be grateful to the emperor for benefactions or
potentialities quite separate from those he advertised. Though the distri-
bution of news of imperial victories ensured a steady flow of income into the
imperial coffers and ultimately may have encouraged a popular mind-set
that divided the world into Roman and barbarian, its most important con-
tribution to provincial internalization of imperial ideology may have been
far more subtle. As we have seen, “the fact that subordinates fought under
[the emperor’s] auspicia, not their own, may well have implied from early in
the principate that the ruler was credited with potentialities operating be-
yond the range of his presence and even of his directives.”228 The people of
Rome recognized the extraordinary powers at Augustus’s disposal in areas
other than military action. When the food supply in the city of Rome failed
in 23 b.c. after Augustus ceased his continuous occupation of the consulate,
the people rioted and demanded that he assume the dictatorship. He re-
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fused, but nevertheless restored the grain supply in a matter of days.229 In
commenting on the behavior of Gallus in Antioch three and a half centuries
later, Ammianus suggested that the ability to stop a famine was embodied in
and specific to the imperial office: when supplicated by the populace, Gal-
lus “did not, as is the custom with emperors whose widespread power [dif-
fusa potestas] sometimes cures local hardships, order that anything be done,
such as bringing grain from neighboring provinces.” 230

In a brilliant early essay, Arthur Darby Nock explored this ancient capac-
ity to distinguish between divine powers and divine personalities.231 Nock 
argued that from “this interest in hJ toù qeoù duvnami~” we could understand
the habit “of investing one deity with the attributes of others”: “By so rep-
resenting the god you invested him with an accumulation of powers.” 232

Throughout his career Nock resisted taking the next step, which was to use
this framework to understand how emperors were assimilated to gods. Thus
he interpreted the prayer that the Alexandrian sailors at Puteoli made to
Augustus, that “through him they lived, through him they sailed, through
him they enjoyed their liberty and their fortune,” as an acclamation “of the
concrete blessings of the Pax Augusta, and of all that it had been given to a
unique individual to achieve—by genius and tact and industry, not by calm-
ing the waves or moving in three strides from Thrace to Troy.” 233 But em-
perors did move like fire or lightning through the provinces.234 In exercis-
ing such powers they forced all their subjects to confront unanswerable,
inseparable, and largely unspeakable questions: Is the current emperor ac-
tually divine? And what role does he play in mediating between us and the
gods and thus in insuring our well-being? And what do we owe him in re-
turn? The answer to the first question simply revealed itself in the manner
of a given emperor’s death: after all, “the souls of all men are immortal, but
those of brave and good men are divine.”235 To the second two, Romans 
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and provincials ultimately crafted an answer that of necessity bound them
together.

Uniting the empire through piety toward the emperor required, on this
understanding, a set of shared beliefs about the nature and extent of the
emperor’s power. In point of fact, mere faith in the existence of such beliefs
would have been sufficient. Although we cannot conclusively demonstrate
whether either condition obtained, we can begin by observing that the
beneficent powers attributed to the emperor did not in and of themselves
favor citizens over subjects. The plebs at Rome may have felt that Augustus
smoothed the seas to bring grain to them and them alone, but the Alexan-
drian sailors at Puteoli did not feel themselves excluded from enjoyment of
his benefactions. In some formulations the emperor’s victoriousness fa-
vored “Romans” over all others, but we have already seen that an emperor
might invite provincials to view themselves as equal recipients of his care
and concern in matters of war. Provincials likewise read texts like the Fifth
Cyrene Edict as promising imperial impartiality in disputes between provin-
cials and Roman officials. Discharging these responsibilities—eternal vigi-
lance in war and peace—required the emperor to exercise influence far be-
yond his person.236

Emperors received praise for other divine qualities and deeds, and, again,
enjoyment of their fruits did not depend on an individual’s legal status.
Pacatus, the panegyrist of Theodosius, wondered aloud whether the em-
peror’s divine soul chose a body to inhabit on the basis of its outstanding
beauty or whether the fact of the soul’s habitation made the emperor’s body
beautiful. His opening description of the emperor’s virtues rose to a rhetor-
ical climax: “To you alone, Emperor, along with your companion deity, let
that secret be revealed. I will say only what it is right for a man to understand
and to speak: such ought to be the man who receives the reverence of na-
tions, to whom private and public prayers are addressed through the world,
from whom those setting sail seek a calm sea; those about to travel, a safe re-
turn; and those about to fight, the favor of the gods.” 237 Like the Alexan-
drian sailors arriving in Italy or soldiers saluting their standards, Pacatus
viewed Theodosius as responsible for the well-being of his world.

Other writers throughout the length and history of the empire expressed
similar gratitude for the ability to travel that the pax Romana afforded, for
the empire’s lack of piracy, of strife, and even of shipwrecks. As the elder
Pliny set the limits of the knowable at the boundaries of the empire, so he
acknowledged that the benefits of Roman rule reached only to the limits of
Roman power. To the people they ruled, the Romans had been given by the
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gods as a second sun. Luke and Aelius Aristides, Eusebius and Orosius,
Florus and Epictetus, Pacatus and Claudian, Horace and Themistius wrote
in similar terms. When they thanked the emperor for his oversight of travel
and commerce, they acknowledged that emperors exercised divine power
to achieve those ends only for the portion of the world that mattered. “Is
there not every opportunity for all to travel wheresoever they will? Are not
all harbors active? Do not mountains offer the same security to travelers as
cities offer to their inhabitants? Does not grace cover the fields? Has not all
fear of all things departed? Of river fords that forbid crossing, or of straits
that close the sea? Now assemblies are more joyous, and feasts more dear to
the gods. Now the fire of Demeter burns brighter and more purely.”238

Already under Augustus, Philo of Alexandria had stopped just short of at-
tributing to the Roman emperors control over the weather itself: “We owe
to the art of government that all the fertile, deep land on plains and hills is
farmed, and that merchant ships safely navigate every sea to exchange the
goods that countries offer to each other in their desire to associate, receiv-
ing in turn what they need and sending their surplus products away in re-
turn. . . . For the family of the Augusti has banished all the evils that used to
flourish and be found in our midst over the frontiers to the ends of the
earth and depths of Tartarus, while it has brought back to the world that we
inhabit all those benefits and blessings that had been, as it were, in exile
from the limits of earth and sea.”239 The entire human race would have
been destroyed through internecine strife had not Augustus ended all wars,
chased away all pirates, and preserved the peace. It was therefore fitting, ac-
cording to Philo, that it was the Temple of Augustus at Alexandria that “gave
hope of safety to sailors when they set out to sea and when they returned.” 240

In the same era Horace and Valerius Maximus easily made the leap that
Philo avoided, as later did the rhetorical handbook attributed to Menander.
According to its author, “rains in season, abundance from the sea, unstint-
ing harvests come happily to us because of the emperor’s justice.” 241

The format of imperial oaths likewise suggested that the emperor pos-
sessed powers beyond those of mortal men. The inclusion of the emperor
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himself or his genius or numen among the divinities sanctioning an oath
clearly attributed to him, or to the divine potentiality within him, omni-
science in knowing if that oath should be broken and omnipotence in his
power to punish the perjurer.242 Again, even if no one believed that all 
emperors possessed such power, some people clearly believed that some
emperors did.243 But it was ultimately the emperor’s superhuman acts—
manifested above all in his unique ability to be a “benefactor and savior of
the entire human race”—that made people attribute superhuman powers
and superhuman status to him and identified him as “the god of all man-
kind.”244 The second-century sophist Artemidorus twice quoted an “old say-
ing”: “To rule is to have the power of a god.”245 A second-century papyrus,
following a format traditional in magical texts for the answering of com-
monplace questions with commonplace answers, answered the question
“What is a god?” with “To rule.” It then asked, “What is an emperor?” To that
the answer was, “Equal to a god.”246 Other second-century Greeks wrote in
similar terms. According to Arrian, Epictetus argued that “we perform obei-
sance before the emperors as before gods, because we consider that which
has the power to confer the greatest advantage to be divine.” 247 Lucian like-
wise insisted that the emperors’ greatest reward was “praise, universal fame,
receiving obeisance for their benefactions [to; ejpi; taì~ eujergesivai~ pros-
kuneìsqai], and the statues and temples and shrines such as exist among
subjects: all these are payments for the care and foresight that these men 
exercise in always watching over the res publica [ta; koinav] and making it 
better.”248

Traditional Mediterranean paganism in general, and Roman state reli-
gion in particular, happily acknowledged the existence of divinities as yet
unknown.249 Judaeo-Christian scholars have maintained that Christian 
theology has no word with which to translate numen, the divinus animus that
separated the emperor from mortal men: it was the emperor’s numen that
answered prayers and that survived in the heavens after an emperor’s
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death.250 But we must acknowledge that Christians of the fourth century
had an answer: numen could designate the god that was the emperor as 
easily as it designated the Christian God.251 Four centuries earlier Velleius 
Paterculus ended his brief history with a prayer to Jupiter Capitolinus, Mars
Gradivus, Vesta, and any other numen that had raised the expanse of the Ro-
man empire to its broad hold on the orbis terrarum: they were to guard and
protect the present condition, the present peace, as well as the reigning em-
peror and all successors to his station.252 Unwillingness to countenance a
scale of divine potentialities that included both Augustus and Christ can
only impede attempts to understand the foreign thoughtworld of the an-
cient Mediterranean: we must understand how Vitruvius could believe that
both Augustus and God had “divine minds.”253 As with any traditional deity,
the emperor’s divinity implied neither moral perfection nor true omnipo-
tence, and, with Vergil, many probably understood that an emperor’s ani-
mus was in many ways constrained by the mortality of his body. Menander 
did not suggest, ultimately, that the emperor himself controlled the weather;
rather, men should pray to the gods for the emperor’s safety because his
special blessedness positioned him to mediate between the divine and the
mortal. When Aelius Aristides wrote that the “mere mention of the em-
peror’s name” caused men to rise and in a single breath “pray to the gods
on the emperor’s behalf, and to the emperor for his own affairs,” he partici-
pated in the same theological position: the emperor’s exalted position al-
lowed him to exercise godlike power among mortal men, even as it pre-
vented him from receiving aid, save from the gods.254

Long before Menander, Dio Chrysostom acknowledged a special rela-
tionship between Zeus and Trajan and argued for parallels between the gov-
ernance of heaven and of earth.255 At roughly the same time Plutarch wrote
even more explicitly: “One could more truly say that rulers serve god for the
care and salvation of men, so that of the beautiful and good things that 
god gives to men, they share out some and safeguard others.” 256 Quite 
apart from the official religious tenets of the Roman state, then, individuals
around the empire could accommodate the emperor within their personal
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257. This argument tends to break down the traditional division between “civic” and per-
sonal religions. North 1992 provides a sophisticated argument for that division. Proponents of
this model seek to explain a genuine problem, but arguing that individuals turned to so-called
personal religions because they wanted “choice” presupposes a profound shift in individuals’
attachment to their communities. I agree that such a shift took place, although I would place
it much later than most, but even on their terms such scholars should admit that religion is a
symptom rather than a cause, evidence rather than explanation for an as yet unarticulated
problem.

258. See Chapter 7 at n. 14. For filovkaisar used of gods see LSJ s.v. For further evidence
see esp. Nock 1972, 41– 45, 202–251, and 653–675, and cf. Latte 1960, 315–316 and 324–
325. See also Josephus Ant. Iud. 16.162–165 and Philo Flacc. 49–50. On inscriptions to Zeus
Patroös in Asia Minor see Buckler 1935 and Reynolds 1986, 110.

259. Tertullian Apol. 24; cf. (idem) Nat. 1.17.2 on the religio Caesarianae maiestatis, together
with Acta Cypriani 1 (Sanctissimi imperatores Valerianus et Gallienus litteras ad me dare dignati sunt
quibus praeceperunt eos, qui Romanam religionem non colunt, debere Romanas cerimonias recognoscere)
and 3.4 (inimicum the diis Romanis et sacris religionibus constituisti). On the assimilation of the em-
peror within the varied civic cults of Asia Minor see Robert 1994, 104.

260. But cf. Beaujeu 1976, and Alföldy 1989, a remarkable essay.
261. Cicero Har. resp. 9.19; cf. Tertullian Apol. 25.2.
262. Valerius Maximus 1.3.3, preserved in the epitome of Julius Paris: Cn. Cornelius His-

palus . . . Iudaeos, qui Sabazi Iovis cultu Romanos inficere mores conati erant, repetere domos suas coegit.
See also Cicero Sest. 98 and Rab. Post. 33.

theologies as a worldly representative of whatever local or personal deity
they worshiped.257 Communities and individuals did just this in their acts of
worship, whether they called their god “Augustan” or “Lover of Caesar,”
housed the imperial image with that of other gods, or simply asked their
god to be the emperor’s special protector.258 According to Tertullian, even
though every province and every city had its own gods, those gods were not
necessarily worshiped at Rome. Rome, on the other hand, exported to the
provinces the “god of the Romans,” the deity of “Roman religion,” namely
the emperor.259 It had not been possible to export the Capitoline Triad in
this fashion, for example: people simply identified them as different incar-
nations of local deities.260 Augustus, on the other hand, revealed his divine
nature to the whole world at once, and thus endowed the Roman empire
with its only universally shared deity.

The Roman state flourished when it enjoyed the favor of the gods. That
favor came about above all through the universal piety of the Roman
people: Roman legislation expressed the necessity of consensus in religious
matters when it adopted medical imagery to express the “infection” of the
Roman body politic by some foreign “poison.”261 The earliest use of this im-
agery comes in the law of Cornelius Hispalus of 139 b.c. banishing the Chal-
daeans and Jews from Rome.262 The metaphor of the people as a single ho-
mogeneous body nicely expressed the necessity of consensus, but it was even
more appropriate under the Principate, when the body of the people had
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263. On Roman use of this metaphor, with full collections of evidence, see Béranger 1953,
218–239, and Kienast 1982b. Both are particularly sensitive to language and metaphors asso-
ciated with this root through analogical extension. Velleius 2.89–90 is particularly suggestive
for its collocation of imagery. Not cited by either are Valerius Maximus 4.3.3; [Aristides] 35.13;
Pan. Lat. IV(8).10.1; and [Aurelius Victor] De viris illustribus 18.

264. See, for example, Suetonius Augustus 66.2: Sed Gallo quoque et accusatorum denuntia-
tionibus et senatus consultis ad necem compulso laudavit quidem pietatem tanto opere pro se indignan-
tium. Cf. Charlesworth 1943, 1.

265. Tertullian Apol. 36.2. The process of transferring “piety” from the state to an indi-
vidual was not as “natural” as Charlesworth 1943, 1, seems to think, and certainly not for a
Christian.

266. See Augustus Res gestae 19.1–2:. pulvinar ad circum maximum . . . feci, which the Greek
renders nao;n pro;~ tw`/ megavlw/ iJppodrovmw/, on which see A. Alföldi 1934, 31–33; idem 1935, 41–
42; Nock, 1972, 841, acknowledging that this language must at least have received the ap-
proval of Augustus; Weinstock 1971, 282–284; and Fishwick 1990b, 481. Both Alföldi and 
Weinstock discuss the Caesarian precedents, Alföldi arguing that Augustus’s pulvinar was Cae-
sar’s gilded sella curulis, and Weinstock suggesting that the imperial seats “were attached to this
construction.” Although he does not cite Nock, Fishwick agrees that “the use of the word in
connection with the emperor surely hints at his sacralization or superhumanization.” Sueto-
nius proves that the reference was not to a real altar: Ipse circenses ex amicorum fere libertorumque
cenaculis spectabat, interdum ex pulvinari et quidem cum coniuge ac liberis sedens (Augustus 45.1).
Suetonius also proves, pace A. Alföldi 1934, 32, that Augustan usage neither rendered this an
unquestioned imperial prerogative nor made its language acceptable as adulatio: it was evi-
dence of Domitian’s arrogance that he called his seat pulvinar suum (Domitian 13.1).

267. See LSJ s.v. qeìo~ I.4, and Robert, OMS 2:833 n. 2. The editors of OLD show a similar
lack of sensitivity to ancient religious sentiment when they separate uses of sacer in “religious”
contexts from those applied to members of the imperial house. The texts from the ancient
world that explicitly describe cult acts as honorific are few, indeed: see Nock 1972, 355 n. 27,

and required a single head.263 If the Roman people transferred their im-
perium et potestas to the emperor, if Ovid could look at Augustus and see
Rome, if the emperor’s felicitas made him a mediator between the gods of
the state and the state itself, then, just as surely, attacks on the emperor
could constitute treason (maiestas) against the Roman people, and piety to-
ward the gods who ensured the well-being of the state could and should be
expressed in piety toward the emperor. As early as the reign of Augustus,
the emperor could react to the Senate’s condemnation of Gallus by praising
“the piety of those who were so indignant on his behalf.” 264 Even Tertullian,
a Christian with an avowed hostility to religio Romanorum, conceded that all
men owed the emperor “their piety and religious devotion and loyalty”—a
set of synonyms that reveals much about the overlap of religion and patrio-
tism in the Roman world.265 A figure in the Roman pantheon deserved no
less: Augustus had, after all, watched the races in the Circus Maximus while
enshrined before an altar.266 Modern translations and dictionaries rob texts
from this era of much of their power when they render the words “sacred”
and “divine” as “imperial,” as though Augustus had been merely a man.267
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although I would contest his interpretation of his evidence, and add OGIS 456, ll. 35– 48.
Readers of dedications should remember the distinction drawn by Veyne 1962, 68: a name in
the accusative indicates that the donor honors the named individual; a name in the dative in-
dicates that the donor dedicates something to the named individual, who can receive it with-
out being physically present. Thus dedications to emperors named in the dative are divine
honors.

268. Among many studies see Knoche 1952.
269. Latte 1960, 312–313 and 316 –317; Mellor 1975, 200 –201.
270. Scheid 1975.
271. Latte 1960, 313–315; Freyburger 1978.
272. Cf. Versnel 1980, 562–577.

Indeed, the insinuation of the emperor into loyalty oaths was but merely
one front by which Augustus encroached upon or, perhaps, cloaked his per-
son in the dignity of the Roman state. Of course, many writers gradually di-
rected toward the emperor the expressions of patriotism that they had once
spoken of the state; the subtle ways in which they insinuated traditional
formulas in those expressions suggest a complex interplay of conscious and
subconscious forces at work.268 But in religious acts at every level, Augustus
took his place beside Rome or came to overshadow her. Images of Augustus
resided in temples once reserved for Dea Roma, just as they appeared to-
gether on the imperial coinage.269 The college of the Arval Brethren was re-
suscitated to earn the favor of Dea Dia for the state, but its prayers clearly in-
dicate that the person of the emperor was the conduit through which Dea
Dia would aid the world. It was only natural that the Brothers should then
celebrate auspicious events in the life of the emperor and domus divina.270

At a more prestigious and visible level, the Senate and other organs of gov-
ernment rapidly learned to direct expressions of thanks to the gods, as well
as prayers for their favor, in connection with health of their princeps.271 The
deaths of princes, soldiers, and imperial favorites could likewise be inter-
preted as self-sacrifices, devotiones for the emperor analogous to that per-
formed by Decius Mus pro salute omnium.272

It was thus wholly understandable that the imperial cult should come to
be called “the religion of the Romans,” as Tertullian referred to it in his Apol-
ogy. It was during his lifetime that agents of the Roman government came
to appreciate, if they never quite understood, the danger represented by
Christianity. Unlike other religious minorities, the Christians were unwilling
to accommodate the divinity of the empire within their theology, and in the
second century their numbers brought them to the attention of the au-
thorities. During Tertullian’s youth, the proconsul of Africa, Vigellius Sat-
urninus, prosecuted Christians at Madaura and Carthage. In the preserved
acta of his interrogation of Christians from Scilli, Saturninus denounced the
Christians’ claim to special piety. “We, too, are religious,” Saturninus an-
nounced. “Our religion is a simple one: we swear by the genius of our lord
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273. Passio S. Scillitanorum 3, and cf. 14: Saturninus proconsul decretum ex tabella recitavit: Spe-
ratum . . . et ceteros ritu Christiano se vivere confessos, quoniam oblata sibi facultate ad Romanorum morem
redeundi obstinanter perseveraverunt, gladio animadverti placet. Compare Tertullian Apol. 24.9: Sed
nos soli arcemur a religionis proprietate! Laedimus Romanos nec Romani habemur, quia nec Romanorum
deum colimus. Elsewhere in Africa in the same period, Publius Flavius Pudens, a man most pi-
ous toward the numina of Caracalla and his mother, dedicated an altar et cultui publicae religio-
nis et honestamento dignae civitatis (AÉ 1987, 1078). Cicero De natura deorum 3.5–6 claims to dis-
cuss “the whole of Roman religion” (Cumque omnis populi Romani religio in sacra et in auspicia
devisa sit, tertium adiunctum sit si quid praedictionis causa ex portentis et monstris Sibyllae interpretes
haruspicesve monuerunt), but in fact concentrates on precisely those aspects of Roman civic re-
ligion that were specific to Rome as a city-state and which were ultimately not exported to the
empire. The history of that problem is enormous and complex, but only tangential to the
problem under investigation here. Gods were easier to export than rites, with their accompa-
nying theological presumptions

274. P. Giss. 40, col. I, ll. 4–8. This paraphrase avoids confronting the real difficulties in
the preservation of this text. Among editions after its princeps, see MC 377; AJ no. 192; and
Oliver 1989, no. 260.

275. His motivation simply cannot have been financial, as though he lacked the power to
tax noncitizen residents. Dio’s authority as a contemporary witness has blinded many to the ex-
treme idiocy of his argument (at 77.9.5).

276. See Reynolds 1980, 73.

the emperor and we offer prayers for his health, something that you, too,
should do.” It was in all likelihood Christianity that brought Saturninus and
others of his age to view one cult as the defining religio of the Romans, and
it was Christian obstinacia that created the binarism between living aut Chris-
tianorum aut Romanorum more.273

It is within this framework that we must read Caracalla’s edict extending
citizenship to all residents of the empire. Caracalla attributed his action to
piety: the gods had saved him from an attack, and to them he owed his grat-
itude. Wishing to lead the people of the empire in a unanimous display of
consensual piety, and believing that the populus of the empire was most
properly constituted by its citizen body, Caracalla granted citizenship to all its
residents.274 In other words, the consensus of the empire’s population would
speak more loudly if all were citizens.275 To choose an unlikely parallel,
Caracalla shared with Cicero the belief that only the consensus universorum
could ensure the continued favor of the gods. Caracalla simply applied that
principle to the giving of thanks. As Cicero had done when defining maies-
tas, Caracalla assumed that only citizens properly belonged within that
“universal and harmonious body” of the state.

Even if we lack the apparatus to understand ancient belief and the ter-
minology to describe it, we should not underestimate its power. As early as
the reign of Augustus, Greek-speaking subjects of the Roman empire indi-
cated their understanding of his relationship with the gods when they ren-
dered maiestas as qeiovth~ and described treason as impiety.276 Decius’s deci-
sion to acknowledge a crisis in the condition of the empire determined his
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277. Though Augustus turned down the title of curator legum et morum, he clearly believed
himself responsible for reestablishing the moral rectitude of the Roman people. The refusal of
that unprecedented office (nullum magistratum contra morem maiorem delatum recepi) was wholly
in keeping with a man who held seven other time-hallowed priesthoods: Res gestae 6.1 and 7.3.

278. See Tertullian Apol. 24. Cf. Celsus, at Origen Cels. 8.62: Ka]n levgh/ ou\n Kevlso~ “touv-
toi~ ajfosiwtevon, ejf∆ o{son sumfevrei, pavnth`/ ga;r toùto poieìn oujc aiJreì lovgo~.” On the Dec-
ian renewal see Chapter 7, “Decius and the Divi.”

279. Eusebius Hist. eccl. 7.11.7–8.
280. Collatio 6.4.1, and cf. 6.4.6.
281. Collatio 15.3.3– 4.

next action: Rome must have temporarily lost the favor of the gods that it
had won pietate ac religione. That favor could be regained only by a renewal
of consensus.277 As Tertullian knew long before the first Decian libellus was
written, the Romans would recognize the validity of an individual’s choices
in worship so long as he also recognized the gods of the state.278 Christians,
it will be recalled, prayed for the empire because its survival postponed the
Day of Judgment: we may therefore presume that Dionysius of Alexandria,
when asked to worship “the gods that preserve the empire,” answered sin-
cerely when he said, “We worship and venerate the one God, the creator of
all, who has entrusted the empire to the Augusti Valerian and Gallienus,
whom he loves greatly, and to him we pray continuously on behalf of their
empire, that it should remain unshaken.” 279

Diocletian was a pious man. Fired, as Decius had been, by a desire to re-
new the Roman state, he knew what had turned the gods aside from Rome
and what would win them back. In 295 he issued a law to restore the sanc-
tity of marriage: “motivated by personal piety and religious scruple,” he and
Maximian sought in this law to exhort all to adhere to “the discipline of our
age.” “For it is certain that all immortal gods [cuncta numina] will continue to
be favorable and well disposed to the Roman name, as they have always been
in the past, only if we see to it that everyone living under our empire leads a
pious and religious and peaceful and chaste life in every way.”280 Diocletian
emphasized both the necessity of consensus and his own personal responsi-
bility for ensuring that relations between the “gods who preserve their em-
pire” and the citizens of that empire were on a sound footing. Two years later,
in Alexandria, Diocletian learned of the influx of Manichaeans in Africa
and of their attempts to introduce “new and unknown revelations”: “He was
consumed by an overwhelming desire to punish the stubbornness of the de-
praved minds of those most dissolute men.” That the Manichaeans came
from Persia made them more despicable: Diocletian feared lest “they should
try, out of innate malevolence, to infect these men of more innocent nature,
the modest and peaceful Roman race, and indeed our entire world, with the
hateful customs and scandalous laws of the Persian, as if with poison.” 281

In light of these beliefs, Diocletian’s initial courtesy toward Christians
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282. Davies 1989.
283. Delehaye 1921.
284. Lactantius Mort. pers. 11.6.
285. Gibbon chapter 16 (1.563).
286. See, for example, C. Th. 9.1.4: Constantine closes a law by praying, Ita mihi summa di-

vinitas semper propitia sit et me incolumem praestet, ut cupio, felicissima et florente re publica. The res
publica sits in an ablative absolute, as an afterthought.

287. Constantine to Aelafius, vicarius of Africa � Optatus, appendix III. On Constantine’s
fears see Baynes 1946b, 136 –137.

cannot be easily explained. Perhaps he unconsciously yielded to the argu-
ments of Tertullian and Origen, that Christians were devout patriots at
heart. A series of omens rapidly changed his mind.282 Pagans readily inter-
preted these messages to suggest that the concordia of gods and men had
been broken: in 299, in the presence of Diocletian and Galerius, the harus-
pices failed to obtain an appropriate reading from some entrails. A lack of
consensus therefore threatened the well-being of the emperors and their en-
deavors, so all members of their staffs and army were ordered to display
their unanimous support for the ancestral religion.283 Three years later, in
the winter of 302/303, the Oracle of Apollo at Didyma refused to respond
to an imperial embassy. Diocletian summoned a council of civilian and mil-
itary officials, who, in the words of Lactantius, spoke out against the “ene-
mies of the gods and traitors to the state religion [inimicos deorum et hostes re-
ligionum publicarum].”284 “It may be presumed, that [the courtiers present at
that meeting] insisted on every topic which might interest the pride, the
piety, or the fears, of their sovereign in the destruction of Christianity. Per-
haps they represented that the glorious work of the deliverance of the em-
pire was left imperfect, as long as an independent people was permitted to
subsist and multiply in the heart of the provinces. The Christians (it might
speciously be alleged), renouncing the gods and the institutions of Rome,
had constituted a distinct republic, which might yet be suppressed.” 285

During the time when he achieved sole control of the West, and for the
rest of his reign, Constantine faced constant schisms among the Christians
within his empire. He found that intolerable. Like Cicero and Caracalla,
Constantine knew that only the consensus of the people could earn and keep
the favor of his God. Like Decius and Diocletian, Constantine was divinely
appointed to the rulership of the world; like them, he acknowledged his
personal responsibility for creating that consensus. But Constantine’s expo-
sure to Christianity provided him with additional motivation for stamping
out dissension: he feared for his own immortal soul. Where Diocletian had
stressed his duty to think only of the common good, Constantine stressed
his fears for his personal welfare.286 As he wrote to Aelafius, vicarius of
Africa:287
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288. Constantine to Celsus, vicarius of Africa � Optatus, appendix VII.
289. Constantine to Alexander, bishop of Alexandria, and Arius, at Eusebius Vit. Const.

2.65.1. Cf. Eusebius Vit. Const. 1.26: Ei\q∆ w{sper mevga sẁma to; pàn th̀~ ejnnohvsa~ stoiceìon.
290. Of course, Scripture had provided ample ammunition to earlier Christians arguing

for consensus. See Cyprian Ep. 11.3.1–2, citing Ps. 67:7, Matthew 18:19, John 15:7, and Acts
4:32.

I consider it a matter of religious scruple that such contentions and alterca-
tions not be hidden from me, by which perchance the highest divinity might
be aroused not only against the human race but also against me, into whose
care by his divine assent he has entrusted all the world to be governed, and
thus angered, decree something worse than hitherto. For I will be able to feel
truly and completely safe, and to hope always for the best and most prosper-
ous gifts from the ever-ready kindness of the most powerful god, only when I
sense that all men worship the most sacred god with the proper worship of the
catholic religion in a harmonious fraternity of religious observance.

He touched on these themes in other letters, using far stronger language:
he promised “to destroy and strike asunder” those not worshiping his God
with the veneration that He deserved: “I will see to it without any hesitation
that they suffer a fitting ruin for their madness and rash obstinacy.” 288 Con-
stantine knew that uniting “the representations of all nations concerning
the divine into a single and settled condition” would repair “the harmony of
the body of the whole world [to; th̀~ koinh̀~ oijkoumevnh~ sẁma], as it was then
struggling with some serious wound.”289 He therefore outlawed heretical
beliefs, ordered the burning of heretical books, and confiscated heretical
houses of worship for the use of the catholic church. The introduction of
this demand of consensus, the use of secular power in religious persecution,
and labeling religious dissidents as members of another “nation” consti-
tuted only the most harmful of the many ways in which Constantine trans-
formed Christianity into a Roman religion.290

THE FATHER OF THE HUMAN RACE

A Roman prince could neither compel the gratitude of his provincials nor
even determine the origins of the respect they gave him. Provincials’ acqui-
escence to the government’s normative authority should not seduce us into
equating the themes of imperial propaganda with an imperial ideology, 
as though the government always spoke with one voice and ideology were
static. An ideology as a lived system is dynamic, determined and defined
through the evolution and manipulation, no less than the internalization
and iteration, of the ruling order’s normative script. I close with a test of the
model adumbrated in this book.

As imperial propaganda informed but did not control provincial expres-
sions of gratitude to their emperor and his empire, so imperial titulature
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291. See Pan. Lat. IV(8).5 and 14.1: The author first rapidly lists recent imperial victories
but passes over others, leaving it to “messengers even now arriving” to announce the devasta-
tion of the Moors. Later he contrasts the martial conduct of Constantius with the indolence of
earlier emperors, who sat at Rome while their generals acquired for them “the cognomina of
conquered races.”

292. A. Alföldi 1970b, 40 –101; cf. Weinstock 1971, 175–184, 200 –205. Note that Cicero
Rab. perd. 27 (C. Marium, quem vere patrem patriae, parentem, inquam, vestrae libertatis atque huiusce
rei publicae possumus dicere) does not develop “father” as a biological metaphor, but rather con-
strues pater as parens in the sense of auctor.

293. See Livy 5.49.7 on Camillus, and cf. Weinstock 1971, 184 n. 2.
294. On this event see Chapter 5 at n. 70.
295. For example, Horace Carm. 1.2.49–52 (hic ames dici pater atque princeps), where the

emphasis on Octavian’s military achievements suggests that Horace speaks of Octavian’s official
titles.

could not fix the terms in which provincials addressed and spoke of the em-
peror in affective contexts. In official decrees or administrative texts, to be
sure, municipalities as well as individuals used that official titulature and, in
doing so, kept abreast of their emperor’s most recent titles and military suc-
cesses.291 But even as their faith in the Roman system found expression in
their exploitation of its rationality rather than in continual celebrations of
imperial victories, so they gave voice to their appreciation of the emperor
by calling him not “general,” imperator, but “father.”

Like provincial manipulations of Roman triumphal iconography, this use
of pater was both a development of and a departure from official usage. “Fa-
ther” as such was sanctioned by neither official writ nor tradition. Romans
under the Republic had adopted the title pater patriae, “father of his coun-
try,” as a reward for a specific type of achievement: for saving the city from
invaders or conspirators, or for saving the lives of many citizens.292 They as-
sociated that appellation with Romulus, whose name they also considered
using as an honorific title: he had been the founder of the city, and some-
one who saved the city could be regarded as having founded it a second
time.293 In 27 b.c., after considerable debate, the Senate awarded Octavian
the name Augustus, rather than Romulus, and twenty-five years later they
gave him in addition the title pater patriae.294 Thereafter it was rapidly num-
bered among the titles and honors voted upon an individual’s accession.

But Augustus had done far more than save his country from a military
disaster, and the attempt to name him curator legum et morum hints at the
special qualities Augustus was believed to embody. The expectations re-
garding his role as arbiter of Roman mores had existed long before he ac-
cepted the title pater patriae, and they were manifest whenever writers sug-
gested that Augustus be regarded as a “father.” Of course, pater could be
used as an abbreviation for pater patriae, not least by writers suggesting that
Augustus should have that title in the years before he assumed it.295 At times,
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296. See Horace Carm. 1.12.49–60 at 49–52, and cf. Carm. 3.5.1. See also Ovid Met.
15.858–860 ( Jupiter and Augustus are pater . . . et rector uterque), Fast. 2.130 (pater orbis), and
Trist. 2.215–218. At Statius Silvae 4.1.17 Janus addresses Domitian as magne parens mundi, but
Statius most clearly expands on Horace Carm. 1.12.49–60 at Silvae 4.3.128–129: En! hic est
deus, hunc iubet beatis pro se Iuppiter imperare terris. See also Silvae 3.4.48 and 4.2.14–15. Else-
where see Martial 7.7.5, addressing Domitian as summe mundi rector et parens orbis, and 9.5.1, ad-
dressing the same emperor as summi Rheni domitor et parens orbis, pudice princeps.

297. Several writers of the late Republic and Augustan age assign the origin of patres as a
title for senators to their exercise of paternal authority (e.g., Cicero Rep. 2.14, Sallust Cat. 6.6,
and Livy 1.8.7). Although the influence wielded by Augustus was altogether different in scope
and scale, such passages establish a ready context for Romans’ willingness to graft the termi-
nology of the family and patria potestas onto the institutions and workings of political life.

298. But cf. Weinstock 1971, 200 –205, noting that Cicero’s acclamation as pater patriae
had not “invested him with special status,” whereas Caesar “was the first for whom the title
meant more than glory.” Yet Weinstock regards the subsequent development of principes’ pa-
ternal authority as “unexceptionable” (201). See also A. Alföldi 1970b, 118–124.

299. For characteristically insightful treatments of Augustan manipulations of religious
offices and scruples see Gagé 1930a, 158–171, and idem 1931b. Cf. Eisenhut 1982, ostensibly
on Propertius but with substantially wider range.

300. Horace Carm. 3.24.25–29.
301. Horace Carm. 3.24.35–36.

however, the context suggests that pater was being used not simply as a title,
but was rather a role that Augustus was expected to fulfill. When Horace ad-
dressed Jupiter as “father and guardian of the human race,” “with Caesar
next in power,” he both honored Augustus and assigned him a heavy bur-
den.296 The distinction is fundamental: pater patriae had been an honorific
title, not an office: it put the seal of official gratitude on past achievements.297

Augustus transformed it into something more than a title and something
less than an office. Augustus exercised his supreme auctoritas as pater patriae
for sixteen years, a span of time that induced men to describe him wielding
quasi-official, quasi-paternal authority over his children.298 To put it briefly,
by demonstrating the moral rectitude and earning the auctoritas necessary
to become, if only potentially, curator legum et morum, Augustus incarnated
the qualities of Numa as well as Romulus.299 As we have seen, Horace was al-
ready willing to place such demands on Augustus in the mid-20s: 300

Whoever desires to banish
impious slaughter and civil war,

if he should seek that “Father of Cities”
be inscribed beneath his portraits,

let him dare to restrain our lawless license.

Later in that same ode Horace asked Augustus to employ his auctoritas to re-
store moral rectitude to a people whose disrespect for tradition had emas-
culated their laws.301 Over the next two decades, this experiment issued in
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302. Horace Carm. 4.14.43– 44: o tutela praesens / Italiae dominaeque Romae. Suetonius Au-
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the wholesale association of the language and conceptual apparatus of fa-
therhood with the figure of Augustus: in tacit opposition to an absent deity,
Horace named Augustus as the “present guardian of Italy and Mistress
Rome.” An apocryphal story likewise circulated about Quintus Catulus and
two dreams he had after dedicating the Capitol in the early 60s b.c.: in one,
Jupiter Optimus Maximus entrusted an image of Roma to a boy, and in the
other Jupiter declared that the same boy was being raised for the guardian-
ship of the state. The next day Catulus saw the young Augustus and recog-
nized him as the boy in his dreams.302

A generation later, at the end of Augustus’s life, Ovid begged the em-
peror’s pardon by invoking “our fatherland, which is safe and secure with
you as its parent,” later naming Augustus “father of our country.” 303 That
their patria remained secure because Augustus was its parens suggests, once
again, that fatherhood was now a role rather than a title. Just a few years later,
Valerius Maximus explicitly drew the connection between the auctoritas of
the Augustan house and this titulature. In his preface he invoked Tiberius
as his muse: to him the consensus of gods and men had entrusted the guid-
ance of land and sea; he was the certain health of their patria. Tiberius pos-
sessed the heavenly providence that nurtured virtue and censured vice.304

In an anecdote under the rubric “Disregard for religious scruple,” Va-
lerius argued that Augustus had showed himself “an efficacious avenger of
spurned religious scruple” when he ordered the execution of Antony’s sac-
rilegious lieutenant Turullius. Placed in a succession of stories about divine
vengeance, the anecdote depicted Augustus as the earthly agent of the
gods.305 Similarly, the piety of Drusus, “the ornament of our age and the
glory of the Julian line,” ensured the favor of Jupiter, “that most faithful
guardian of the Roman empire.”306

No Republican author could have discussed the piety due toward one’s
patria by drawing an analogy between its maiestas and the auctoritas paren-
tium. “As a domus”—Would any reader not have understood that Valerius re-
ferred to the domus divina? —“is overthrown [by a lack of pietas toward one’s
parents], how can the status of the res publica remain [when pietas toward it
is lacking]?” “The ruin of the city must needs drag down with it the penates
of all.”307 Thus, when Valerius turned to the issue of dissension within fam-
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ilies over the inheritance of property, he concluded the narration of one
case by relating Augustus’s verdict upon it. He attributed the fairness of Au-
gustus’s decision to his “exercise of the spirit of a pater patriae” (patris patriae
animo usus).308

Later Latin writers followed in these footsteps. Seneca wrote of the duty
of a good princeps that it resembled that of good parents, who should not
disinherit a son at his first offense: “A parent must follow this course of ac-
tion, and also a princeps, whom we call father of his country, though not
through empty flattery.” Romans, Seneca added, had given other titles as
honors—he listed “Great,” “Blessed,” and “August”—“but we have given the
name pater patriae [to our princeps] so that he should know that a father’s
power has been given to him, constraining him to think of his children’s in-
terests and placing his after theirs.” 309 Seneca clearly did not realize, or did
not wish to say, that this interpretation of that name had been an innova-
tion of the Augustan age. Seneca wrote On clemency in part as an exhortation
to the young Nero and so did not dwell on the characteristics of a bad
prince. In his panegyric to Trajan, however, Pliny felt free to draw that dis-
tinction clearly, since the end of the Flavian dynasty had rendered Domi-
tian’s memory easy prey. There was no need, Pliny argued, to flatter Trajan
as though he were a god: he was not a tyrant but a fellow citizen, a father
and not a master (non de tyranno sed de cive, non de domino sed de parente).310

The more cynical Tacitus depicted Tiberius adopting this terminology with
cold condescension on the occasion of that emperor’s accession. Tiberius
told the Senate that, though he was not equal to the burden of the state, he
would undertake the guardianship of whatever part was entrusted to him.311

Closer in temper to Tacitus than to Pliny, though he knew both their writ-
ings, Tertullian also discussed the use of “Lord” as a title for the emperor:
“Augustus, the founder of the empire, did not wish to be called dominus, for
that is the name of God. I will openly call the emperor dominus, but only in
a mundane fashion, and only when I am not compelled to call him dominus
as if he were deus. . . . He who is pater patriae, how is he its dominus? Surely
the name suggesting piety and not power is the more pleasurable. Even the
fathers of families are called patres rather than domini.”312

Although Homer occasionally referred to Odysseus as a “king” and “fa-
ther,” the latter name and the qualities it implied did not become part of
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Hellenistic titulature.313 Indeed, one study has suggested that pater patriae
“was intended as something distinct from the kinds of epithets by which
Hellenistic kings were known.”314 A series of inscriptions from Asia Minor,
all dating after Augustus’s assumption of the title pater patriae in 2 b.c., re-
flects that addition to Augustan titulature from a Greek perspective. Al-
though some translate the title directly as path;r th̀~ patrivdo~ (“father of
his country”), that title could imply a distinction between Augustus’s role at
Rome and his role in the provinces. Some clearly wished to obscure this 
difference, which claimed Augustus as the property of Rome alone, and
thus rendered the title as path;r th̀~ patrivdo~ kai; toù suvmpanto~ tẁn ajn-
qrwvpwn gevnou~: “father of his fatherland and of the entire human race.”
This translation appears first in decrees of the koinon of Asia.315 At one level,
this represents a perfectly natural adaptation of royal honors from the Hel-
lenistic period: kings at that time were always benefactors or saviors of the
human race. And yet the intrusion of that phrase into several lines of Latin
nomenclature must have been intended, at least in part, to claim Augustus
as their father, too. Greeks began to share the empire by first sharing the
emperor.316

The geographer Strabo, writing contemporaneously with Valerius Maxi-
mus, ended Book 6 of his Geography with a summary of the history of Ro-
man imperialism. He closed by noting that the Italians had tended to fight
among themselves until they had passed under the sway of the Romans. In
the end, the task of governing so large an empire proved too great even for
the Roman Republic, and so the Romans turned their empire over “to a
single man, as though to a father.” From the moment when Augustus as-
sumed total power, “Rome and her allies” had enjoyed peace and prosper-
ity; and those conditions continued under his son Tiberius, “who succeeded
him and who has made Augustus his model in all things.”317 Like the koinon
of Asia, Strabo could regard Augustus as the “father” of all because, in nam-
ing Rome’s subjects her “allies,” Strabo had effected a unification of the em-
pire beyond anything imagined by his emperors.

This conceptual transformation of pater patriae into pater became stan-
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dard among Greek and Latin writers of the empire. Herodian, for example,
repeatedly referred to Pertinax as a father figure to the Senate and people
of Rome: he was a “constitutional ruler” and “gentle guardian” and “father,”
and not an “emperor.”318 Cassius Dio had so completely absorbed this in-
terpretation that he regarded the title awarded to Augustus (and thus to 
all subsequent emperors) as simply pater, and not pater patriae: “The name
‘father’ gives to them a certain power over us all, like that which fathers have
over their children, although it did not originate for this purpose, but as an
honor and an admonition, that they should love their subjects as their chil-
dren, just as their subjects would respect them like their fathers.”319 While
Dio clearly misrepresented the precise wording of Augustan titulature, he
nevertheless understood the function of the title in terms startlingly close to
those offered by Seneca in On clemency.

Despite continually being referred to as “father,” Roman emperors re-
tained the traditional wording of the title pater patriae and, with the ex-
tension of the franchise and the emphasis on universalization in imperial
propaganda, it must have become easier and easier for all to see themselves
as equal members of that patria. Diocletian was the first emperor, to my
knowledge, to refer explicitly to his responsibility as a “parent of the human
race.”320 When Aurelius Victor, writing some sixty years after Diocletian, be-
gan to narrate the reign of that emperor, he returned in good classicizing
fashion to the political topoi that had preoccupied Pliny and Tertullian: Dio-
cletian’s vices, he wrote, were obscured by his good qualities, for “although
he allowed himself to be addressed as dominus, he acted like a parent.”321

Some two decades after Victor laid down his pen, the senator Quintus
Aurelius Symmachus, the most famous orator of his day, gave a speech be-
fore the Senate at Rome, giving thanks for the nomination of his father to
the consulate for the next year. In that speech he brought together in a
single paragraph the varied tropes that have seized our attention. Sym-
machus reminded the Senate how rarely the res publica had known principes
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who desired what the Senate wanted. That was deplorable, since the au-
thority of the imperial office was such that public mores were corrupted by
the reigns of wicked men. Under such rulers good men either were op-
pressed by the plots of the wicked or were themselves corrupted. Yet now,
like an inheritance, the guardianship of the state had passed to Gratian:
“Now our emperors desire what the senators want. The whole body of the
res publica flourishes so mightily because the vigorous health of its head is
protected by the strength of its limbs.” Although “good magistrates desire to
be chosen by all and not by a single person,” his father had no reason to feel
diminished at being nominated by the emperor and not elected by the Sen-
ate or people of Rome. For the emperors understood the desire to be chosen
by unanimous consent. Nevertheless, as “parents of the human race,” they
also knew that the voting tribes were polluted by lawless and plebeian dregs
and were therefore subject to the influence of venal bribery. Symmachus
could easily have used the language of Horace or Ulpian or Cassius Dio, de-
scribing the emperors’ nominations as an exercise of their guardianship of
the state, or of that imperium ac potestas that the people had surrendered to
them, or even of their fatherly care. The result was the same: “For who does
not equate the judgment of our emperors with that of the entire world?” 322
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CHAPTER TEN

Conclusion
Singulare et Unicum Imperium

Legum denique idcirco omnes servi sumus ut liberi esse possimus.
CICERO Clu. 146

If more of Cicero’s De legibus survived, this Conclusion would be easier to
write.1 Ancient political theorists started with noble assumptions—for ex-
ample, that the state, formed by a primitive social contract, existed to
benefit the common good. To be fair, one must admit that these assump-
tions shaped Cicero’s beliefs that a republic could not truly exist unless
founded on the consensus of the political orders and that such concord must
itself be founded upon the highest degree of justice.2 These theorists also
assumed, however, that true political power ought to reside in men of their
class; much of their “political theory” simply exhorted their peers to a ca-
reer in the service of a state whose actual constitution they outlined in the
barest of terms. The De legibus promised more: whatever Cicero intended, it
had the potential to reveal one exceptional intellectual’s vision of the bond
that held the social fabric together. In that work Cicero provided a consti-
tution for the ideal state that he had described in his De re publica some years
before. He also supplied an extensive commentary on each section of that
ideal law code, in which he set forth the objective good toward which each
clause of that code was directed. Insofar as Cicero displayed an equal con-
cern for the quality of a citizen’s obedience, we can see, behind the per-
spective of the commentary, a particular understanding of the Roman citi-
zen’s adherence to his society’s normative order.
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Cicero’s exposition began with the rules governing the state religion, its
priesthoods, and their function. While Cicero allowed for private worship
of ancestral deities, he also insisted on the universal acceptance of an ap-
proved state pantheon and the universal observance of state-sanctioned
holidays.3 The Principate made it possible for this ideal consensus to be real-
ized: quite independent from the steady extension of the franchise, the po-
sition of Augustus atop the empire allowed the Mediterranean world to
share a deity for the first time. It did so by providing, in the first instance,
the reality of a shared calendar. The only remotely comparable phenom-
ena prior to Augustus were those formed within diplomatic negotiations,
when city-states recognized commonalities between their respective mytho-
logical traditions or identified Jupiter Capitolinus with a local Zeus, for ex-
ample.4 The comparison cannot bear much scrutiny, though; cities neither
changed the names of their own deities nor instituted new festivals on ap-
propriate days in response to such identifications. In point of fact, the sheer
absence of uniformity in civic calendars made the attempt pointless. A cen-
tury after Augustus that situation had changed entirely. A traveler could 
recognize at least one temple in every city he visited and would know the
prayers for one divinity in every ritual he witnessed; he could identify the
dates of imperial holidays in any civic calendar as shared with every munic-
ipality in the empire. When Aulus Gellius sought in the second century to
explain why cities would petition to acquire the status of a colony and so
give up the traditionally privileged status of municipium, he could suggest
only the desire to achieve precisely this identity with the larger community
of empire:5

But the relationship of “colonies” is a different one. For they do not come into
citizenship from without nor grow from roots of their own, but they are, as it
were, transplanted from the citizen body and have all the laws and institutions
of the Roman people, not those of their own devising. This condition, al-
though it is more exposed to control and less free, is nevertheless thought
preferable and more prestigious because of the greatness and majesty of the
Roman people, of whom the colonies seem to be miniature images and, as it
were, duplicates.
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It goes without saying that the “laws and institutions” received from Rome
would have included the Roman calendar.6 Cicero may not have envisioned
a community of such magnitude, but imperial cult and imperial anniver-
saries began to shift conceptions of the res publica away from the neatly geo-
graphic pomerium of Rome and toward coextension with her imperium.

Imperial cult existed not as a system of belief, although it presupposed
one, but as a set of ritual observances. Africans greeting Gordian, or Anti-
ochenes welcoming Niger, or Constantinopolitans honoring Procopius did
so using largely identical ceremonies, because they, like the citizens at
Oxyrhynchus and Athens, had practiced that ritual throughout their lives
before imperial portraits.7 Even those who never left the city of their birth
could realistically imagine, when swearing their annual oath and making
the concomitant prayers for the health of their ruler, that every other citi-
zen of the empire was performing the same act at precisely the same time.
The ceremonies that ordered political life under the empire thus continu-
ally brought the existence of both emperor and empire before the mind of
the individual provincial. In doing so, they enabled him to see himself as a
member of a larger, regularly reconstituted community.

Cicero turned next to secular legislation, which he introduced with an
exhortation on the preeminence of law:8

Just as the laws preside over the magistrates, so the magistrates preside over
the people, and truly it is possible to say that a magistrate is a speaking law,
while the law is a silent magistrate. For nothing is so completely suited to jus-
tice and the rightful ordering of nature—when I say that, I wish to be under-
stood as saying the Law—than the legitimate exercise of power [imperium].
Without it neither a home, nor a city, nor a nation, nor the human race, nor
nature itself, nor even the world can long endure.

Cicero’s scheme did not simply ordain the legitimacy of magistrates: the law
circumscribed their power of command in specific ways, even as it urged the
citizen to obey that power in its legitimate domain.9 The mechanics of that
relationship would not always satisfy both parties, and for that reason the
ideal state provided the citizen with the right of appeal to equal or higher
magistrates and provided in general for the preservation and accessibility of
a written record of all laws and administrative acts.10 Whatever the sad real-
ities of political life from the Gracchi to Actium, Romans imagined that
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their constitution, like their legal system, operated through a constructed
harmony of domination and obedience.

The dramatic expansion of the body of Roman citizens in Italy in the last
century of the Roman Republic provided a crucial impetus in the evolution
of the Roman legal system from a purely philosophical appreciation of au-
tonomous law toward its practical realization under the classical jurists.11

Nothing could have been more natural, it may seem, than extending such
rationality beyond the citizen body in Italy to the administration of the em-
pire’s provincial subjects. In fact, Romans of the Republic did regard such
rationality in the governance of the provinces as an ideal, though it was 
seldom realized; nothing could have struck provincials as so shockingly 
innovative as Augustan promises to make this ideal concrete. To the cynic,
Augustan propaganda simply informed provincials that Augustus would
spread the burden of his exploitation as evenly as possible; in practice Au-
gustus revolutionized ancient imperialism. First, Augustus insisted that he
was not novmo~ e[myuco~—“law animate”—but that he himself was subject to
the law, while all other agents of the government were answerable to him.12

Second, he claimed responsibility for initiating, however imperfectly, the
extension of Roman law and its principles to the outer edges of his empire.
In this he lied, but lied truthfully, for if Republican governors had occa-
sionally made some token gestures toward the honest administration of
their provinces, it was Augustan propaganda that made provincials believe
or even want to believe in such gestures.

Roman bureaucratic niceties do not excite modern scholars.13 They
were, however, the lived testimonials that suggested the truthfulness of Au-
gustan propaganda. As such they seized the imagination of the ancient
world. People from the Euphrates to the Tyne could recognize the formali-
ties of a decree of the Roman Senate. Assuming two parties to each suit, and
only one suit per litigant, 902 litigants passed before the prefect’s tribunal
in Arsinoë on those two and a half days in the month Phamenoth seventeen
centuries ago. It is very likely that all lived in Egypt, and virtually all in the
Arsinoïte nome. Yet few would have doubted that, if transported to Bithynia
or Baetica, the same procedural rules would obtain, or that all relevant le-
gal formulas could be learned from the local procurator’s mandata or from
the governor’s edict, which could be found either in the regional tabularium
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or at the local Sebasteum. It does not matter that most provincials probably
never left the province in which they were born. Rather, their appreciation
of the empire grew from the belief they shared with Orosius, that they could
travel the length of the empire and still know precisely what benefits ac-
crued from their membership in the Roman community. For that Aristides
thanked Rome profusely: “It is you again who best proved the general as-
sertion that Earth is the mother of all and our common patria. Now indeed
it is possible for Greek or barbarian, with or without his property, to travel
wherever he wills, easily, as simply as if passing from country to country. . . .
For safety it suffices to be a Roman or, rather, one of your subjects.” 14

The imperial office sat atop a pyramid formed by the several and aggre-
gate claims to authority implicit in the Augustan system. This book argues
that the charismatic power of the imperial office guaranteed the orderly
functioning of the Roman bureaucracy. In his Panegyric Pliny explicitly as-
similated Trajan’s oversight of his administration to his semidivine status:
“This is indeed the care of a true princeps, or even of a god, to reconcile
competing cities, to pacify angry peoples less by exercise of power than by
reason, to intercede against the injustices of magistrates, to undo what
should not have been done: in short, like the swiftest star to see everything,
to hear everything, and to be present at once with aid wherever your help
is sought.”15 It is no less true that the continued functioning of that bu-
reaucracy strengthened people’s faith in the imperial office when its occu-
pants appeared less than superhuman. Just as imperial cult was well estab-
lished under the Julio-Claudians, so provincial exploitation of the Roman
administration began long before Roman citizenship became universal.
Even before Hadrian restored the world by raising the provinces from their
knees, the work of Romanization— of establishing a new paradigm for the
political community, of creating new definitions of “us” and “them,” of en-
dowing literary and everyday language with new metaphors for the state—
had begun (Fig. 7). Hadrian made the completion of that task inevit-
able, long before Caracalla formalized expressions of consensus universorum
(civium).

After two centuries of universal citizenship, John Chrysostom had to ex-
plain to his congregation why Paul in Jerusalem had identified himself as an
a[nqrwpo~ ÔRwmaìo~: “Those worthy to be called that name possessed a cer-
tain privilege, but not all obtained that right. For they say that everyone was
labeled ‘Roman’ by Hadrian, but earlier that was not the case.” 16 John has
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Figure 7. Hadrian as Restitutor Orbis. Aes from
the mint of Rome. BMC III, Hadrian no. 1213.
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clearly confused Hadrian’s extraconstitutional revolution with the Constitu-
tio Antoniniana; in one sense, however, he, like Aelius Aristides, has merely
identified all recipients of the benefits of empire as Roman. In fact, the lan-
guage used by the Senate to thank Hadrian for his cancellation of debts al-
luded to the universalization he set in motion: by that act of generosity he
provided for the safety of “his citizens and their posterity.” Others thus at-
tributed to Hadrian a personal relationship with the residents of his empire
a century before Caracalla termed the admission of barbarians “their un-
dertaking to enter into my people.”17

The extraordinary efficiency of the Roman imperial bureaucracy made
all this possible. Someone, somewhere, may, in fact, have determined what
the provinces should and should not know of the emperor’s deeds. No one
ever questioned, however, that a continual stream of information about the
emperor’s benefactions to his people would prepare them to receive favor-
ably his requests for information, for money, and for obedience. Rome did
not rely on the inertia or the awe of her subjects to compel their quietude;
her guardians instead defined, distributed, and ultimately decorated the
landscape of their imperium, while their images stood in every square, their
names marked every road, and their coins jingled in every market in the
empire.

Political historians, obsessed with personality, may suggest that the im-
perial office evolved with the accession of each new emperor. Rather, the
charisma of the office ultimately dominated them: neither the madness of
Gaius nor the despotism of Domitian, neither the capture of Valerian at
Edessa nor the death and loss of Valens at Adrianople, noticeably weakened
the authority of their successors. The civic temper with which Augustus had
forged his dominatio continued to tame the license with which divine elec-
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tion crowned the Christian emperors of Byzantium. The promises of the
emperor Majorian, who undertook the “principate” not of his own will, but
through obedience to the common good, are the distant but recognizable
descendants of those made by Alexander Severus two and a half centuries
earlier.18 An English translation, sadly, could not possibly do justice to the
rhetoric with which Constantius launched Julian on his career of public ser-
vice and rulership “over a pacified world.” As rendered by Ammianus, the
close of that speech brought together all the terms and concepts that have
bound this work together: Ad summam i, i, propera sociis omnium votis, velut
assignatam tibi ab ipsa re publica stationem cura pervigili defensurus.

In closing, I quote from the jurist Callistratus, by birth a Greek and by
profession a Roman jurist, whose career probably fell during the reign of
Alexander Severus. In his volumes devoted to judicial examinations, Callis-
tratus touched on the constraints implicit in a punishment of exile; the
topic attracted attention under the empire because a person exiled from
one province by its governor could satisfy his sentence while causing trouble
in another province or even, as it seems, in Rome. Callistratus thought this
wrong: “A relegated person cannot stay in Rome, even if this condition was
not included in his sentence, because Rome is the patria of us all; nor can a
relegated person stay in the city in which the emperor stays or through
which the emperor passes; for only those allowed to enter Rome may look
upon the emperor, for the emperor is the pater patriae.”19 On this topic Cal-
listratus and his colleagues faced the central ideological boundaries that
separated them from their Republican forebears. A judge could not easily
exile someone when Rome ruled the entire world, nor could a governor
easily move someone outside his territory when exercising influence on the
affairs of another province so clearly infringed upon the prerogative of the
most manifest god. Though Rome herself still demanded and received spe-
cial consideration in formulating administrative and criminal legislation,
Callistratus had now simultaneously to account for the not quite conflicting
loyalties focused on her tireless servant.
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Pompey, 298, 300
Pomponius Mela, 255
populus Romanus, 28, 30, 153, 156
portraits, imperial: damnatio memoriae and,

240, 242; distribution of, 229–31; legiti-
macy and, 246 –50; sanctity of, 234–39;
standards and, 260, 262; uses of, 232–
34, 250 –53, 263–64, 369–70

power, Roman, legitimacy of, 64–65
precedents, force of, 35–36, 378–79
Procopius, revolt of, 63
Procopius of Caesarea, 225–26
proskynesis. See adoratio
Providentia, 34
Prudentius, 63, 347
Prymnessus, 186 –87
publication of official texts, 80 –81, 144,

362–63; languages of, 83, 159–60; loca-
tions for, 101–2, 377–78; media of, 97,
102–3, 110 –11, 356 –57

Quintilius Varus, 342– 43

rank, Roman categories and, 354
rationality, 7, 27, 46, 75–77, 338, 373–74,

378, 409–10; expressed in law, 378–79,
380 –81;

hierarchical bureaucracy and, 46, 362–68
registration of births and deaths. See birth

certificates; death certificates
Res Gestae. See Augustus, Res Gestae of
rhetoric, Roman, provincial discourse and,

77–78
rituals, administrative, 13, 337–38, 351–62,

408, 411
roads, 151–52, 322–23. See also milestones
Romanization, x, 19, 37, 48–52, 60, 382–85
Rome, 45, 49, 69, 84, 137, 208, 213, 232,
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Rutilius Namatianus, 11, 49, 63

Sallust, 58–59
Sardis, 169–70
secular games, 105–6
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Sejanus, 170 –71, 262
Sempronius Liberalis, Marcus, 378
senate of Rome: cult of, 168; as exemplar,

160 –68, 202, 383; imperial relations
with, 32–33, 152–60; loyalty of, 152–68;
publisher of documents, 159–68; pun-
ishes Cornelius Gallus, 139; status of,
154–55, 158, 160 –61

senates, local, 159–60, 383
senatus consulta, 82; authority of, 155, 158,

160 –61
Seneca, 325, 402
Servius, 53
Severianus of Gabala, 233–34, 251–52,

269–73
Severus, 112, 210; accession of, 182; coinage

of, 188; nomen Antoninorum and, 39,
184–85, 188; propaganda of, 136, 193–
94, 254; secular games and, 105–6, 165;
titulature of, 183, 185–86

Sextilius Pollio, Gaius, 233
simulacra gentium, 287–88, 297–98, 304,

311–13, 314–16, 319, 330
Sirmium, 198–99
Smyrna, 88
socialization, 21–22
social order, 5–6, 66 –69, 76 –77
Socrates, 195, 217
Sozomen, 195, 217, 253, 266
Spain, 354
standards, 8, 259–69, 384
Statilius Taurus, 140
Statius, 218
Stilicho, 269
Stoicism, 341
Strabo, 152, 313, 324, 326, 363
Strabo Libuscidianus, Sextus Sotidius, 113–

14
Sulpicius Similis, 375
Symmachus, 180, 256, 404–5
Synesius, 180

Tabula Banasitana, 35, 355, 374
Tabula Hebana, 103, 112
tabularia. See archives
Tabula Siarensis, 112, 162
Tacitus, 152, 153, 166, 172, 202, 262
Tarentum, 91
Tatian, 343– 44
Tertullian, 14, 42, 129, 241– 42, 258, 264–

65, 346, 383, 392, 394

Themistius, 63, 117–18, 121, 127–28, 180
Theodoret of Cyrrhus, 385
Theodosius I, 100, 249, 269, 340 – 41, 388
Theodosius II, 334–35
Theodosius the elder, 333
Tiberius, 123, 194, 221, 230, 311, 374; heir

of Augustus, 32–33; Roman senate and,
160 –62; trial of Piso and, 161–62; tri-
umphs under Augustus, 287–88

Tiberius II, 227–28
Titinius Glaucus Lucretianus, Lucius, 172
Titius Liberalis, Faustus, 171
titulature, 29–31. See also Augustus, titula-

ture of
Titus, 124, 256 –57, 315
Trajan, 37, 118, 154, 308, 316, 330, 361,

397, 410
travel, 54, 328, 347, 348, 389, 410
triumphs: artwork of, 137, 253–58; ico-

nography of, 12, 277–78, 297–303,
330 –31

Tymandus in Pisidia, 383

Ulcisia Castra, 185
Ulpian, 98, 103
unification, 24, 40 – 41, 402–3, 406 –12. See

also citizen and subject, boundary be-
tween universalization, 40, 175–76, 190,
330, 337–39, 388–89

urbanization, 14–15, 51–52, 95–96, 306 –7,
309–10

Valens, 204
Valentinian I, 178–79, 204
Valentinian II, 334–35
Valerius Flaccus, Gaius, 342
Valerius Maximus, 401–2
Valerius Messalla Corvinus, Marcus, 140
Varro Murena, Aulus Terentius, 140
Varro Murena, Lucius Licinius, 140
Vegetius, 261
Velleius Paterculus, 68, 142, 325, 339, 342–

43, 391
Vergil, 49, 53–54, 141
Vergilius Capito, Gnaeus, 103
Vespasian, 123, 156, 192–93, 241; coinage

of, 36; legitimacy of, 34–35; triumph of,
256, 315–16

Victory, 45, 278–81, 291–94; charisma and,
292–93; iconography of, 279, 282–83,
305, 309; monuments of, 291–92, 300 –
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303, 310; theology of, 283–84, 288–91,
383, 391

Vigellius Saturninus, 394
Viriasius Naso, Publius, 171
Vitellius, 192, 210, 241, 293–94
Vitruvius, 324

Zenobia, 224
Zosimus, 340 – 41
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4.2 182
4.4.5 261
4.5.6 –7 253
4.5.7 42
4.8.1–2 253
4.11.9 126
5.5.6 –7 243
5.5.7 280
5.8.5 261
7.1.8 125, 126
7.2.8 255
7.4 244
7.5.8 244
7.6.1–2 137–38
7.6.3 146, 244
7.7.5 244
7.8.10 –11 196
7.10.1–5 244
7.10.5–9 244
7.11.3 280
8.1.4–5 196
8.2 196
8.5.3 196
8.5.8–9 196
8.5.9 245
8.6.2 201, 245
8.6.4 196
8.7–8 193

Himerius
Orationes

14.28–30 127
65(19).3 296

Homer
Odyssey

2.231–234 403

Horace
Carmina

1.2.41– 44 141
1.2.49–52 399
1.12.46 – 48 141
1.12.49–52 286
1.12.49–60 400
2.1.1–9 122
3.5.1 400
3.6.5–6 283
3.14.1– 4 142– 43
3.24.25–29 400

3.24.35–36 400
4.5.17–24 389
4.5.19–20 389
4.5.29–36 235
4.14 286
4.14.1–6 301
4.14.43– 44 401
4.14.7–9 340
4.15.17 286

Epistulae
2.1.156 –157 50

Irenaeus
Adv. Haereses

5.24.2 57

Jerome
Chronica

s.a. 26 a. Chr. 140
s.a. 27 a. Chr. 139

In Ezechielem
1.pr 2
3.pr 2
7.pr 2
8.pr 2

In Habakkuk
3:14 230

John
19:19–20 98

John Chrysostom
Comment. in Galat.

1.6 222
Hom. ad populum Antiochenum

7.2 200, 350
Hom. contra Iudaeos et Gentiles

3 350
Hom. de laudibus S. Pauli

7 259, 268
Hom. in Acta Apost.

46.1 264
48.1 410

Hom. in Cap. II Gen.
14.2 108

Hom. in diem natalem Jesu Christi
2 48, 350

Hom. in Epist. II ad Thessal.
4.1 349

Hom. in Matth.
8.4 48, 350
19.9 108, 181
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John Lydus
De magistratibus

1.4 46
2.2 46
20 92

John of Damascus
De imaginibus

1.35 238, 251
1.49 238
3.58 238
3.120 238
3.122 252
3.123 252
3.127 238
3.128 252
3.138 238

John of Ephesus
Historiae Ecclesiasticae

3.5 259
3.11 228
3.14 228

John of Nikiu
116.2–3 228

Josephus
Antiquitates Iudaicae

10.276 –281 64
14.188 86
14.219 85
14.221 85
15.345 140
16.162–165 392
16.165 110, 124
18.96 263
19.223–273 153
19.291 110

Bellum Iudaicum
1.398 140
2.331–332 58
2.350 363
2.352–353 363
2.365–387 359
2.376 257
2.388 337
2.390 64
4.601–604 192
6.110 64
6.316 262

6.411 64
7.37– 40 256
7.41–61 124
7.65–67 25
7.96 124, 257
7.110 124
7.118 257
7.122 105
7.139–140 256
7.142–143 256
7.146 256
7.158 335

Contra Apionem
1.10 143

De vita sua
17–19 64
60 64
100 56
341 143
358 143
359 122

Julian
Epistula ad Athenienses

280b 195
285d 195
286a–b 195

Fragmenta (Bidez and Cumont)
20 –22 195

Misopogon
27.355d 217

Orationes
1.4 (5c) 65
3(2).31 (91B) 373

Justinian
De novo codice conponendo

2 144

Juvenal
1.160 –161 122
9.84–85 355
14.259–262 261

Lactantius
De mortibus persecutorum

11.6 397
13 107
25.1 246
25.3–5 246
29 247
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42.1–2 248
43.2–3 248
44.5 265

Institutiones Divinae
7.15.10 346
7.15.11 48
7.25.6 –8 48, 346

Leo
Sermones

59.4 268

Leontius of Constantinople
Homiliae

2.131–136 44
2.147–152 44
3.18–22 44
3.61–66 44
3.70 –96 44
3.9 44
4.5 44
5.198–203 44
8.113 44
10.32–33 44
10.451– 456 44

Libanius
Epistulae

66 121
704 121
758 128
760 127
802 128
818 128
1106 127
1220 128
1402 128
1426 128
1434 127, 128

Orationes
12.62 195
13.35 195
14.28–30 127
18.107 195
18.111 198
18.113 195
18.193 179
30.5 57
56.16 204

Libellus de vita et moribus imperatorum
14 317

Liutprand
Legatio

182.24 47

Livy
1.2.4–5 53
1.8.7 400
1.19.3 143
3.55.13 82
5.23.2 96
5.28.13 118
5.49.7 399
5.51–52 283
8.13.16 57, 58, 145
9.46 115
10.33.9 278
26.48.12 260
28.12.12 143
29.12.14 44
35.34.3 59
39.7 177
40.52.6 284
41.28.8–9 284
Per. 134 320, 339, 352
Per. 138–139 352
Per. 139 312–13

Lucian
Apologia

12 86
13 390

Nigrinus
2 69

Pro lapsu
13 114

Quomodo historia conscribenda sit
16 126
29 267
47 122

Luke
20:22–25 227

Macarius
Homiliae

12.1 220
30.5 220

Macrobius
Commentum in somnium Scipionis

1.8.13 10, 406
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Macrobius (continued)
Saturnalia

1.16.34–35 99

Marcian
Dig. 48.3.6.pr 364
Dig. 48.3.6.1 113, 364
Dig. 48.4.5 236

Marcus Diaconus
Vita Porphyri

34 92
47 44
49 249
49–51 90

Mark
12:14–17 227

Martial
1.70.6 240
7.7.5 400
9.5.1 400
12.57.7–8 223

Matthew
22:18–21 227

Maximus of Tyre
Orationes

11.12 43

Melito of Sardis
Apologia

fr. 1 39, 48
fr. 7 39

Menander Protector
fr. 6.1 321

Menander Rhetor
2.1–2 235, 257, 389
2.12 176

Methodius
De resurrectione

2.24.1 43, 238

Minucius Felix
Octavius

29.6 –8 264

Miracula St. Demetrii
42 385

Modestinus
Dig. 27.1.6.11 69
Dig. 50.1.33 15

Nicolaus of Damascus
De vita Augusti imperatoris (FGrH 90)

fr. 28 141
fr. 125 149–50

Novellae Iustiniani
1.pr. 144

Novellae Maioriani
1 412

Novellae Theodosiani
1.3 144
1.6 382
1.8 100
2.3 100
3.10 100
4.3 100
5.1.5 100
5.2.2 100
5.3.2 100
7.1.3 100
7.2.3 100
7.3 334
7.3.2 100
7.4.10 100
8.3 100
9.5 100
10.1.5 100
11.4 100
12.3 100
14.9 100
15.2.4 100
16.1 335
16.9 100
17.1.5 100
17.2.7 100

Octavia
485– 488 146
843 295

Optatus
Appendix 3 397
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Appendix 7 398
Appendix 9 268

Origen
Contra Celsum

2.30 48
8.35 43
8.62 396
8.72 48, 344, 345
8.75 345

Origo Constantini
1.1 248
5.15 248

Origo gentis Romanae
9.2 52–53

Orosius
2.1.5–3.7 347
3.3.2–3 347
5.1.11–2.8 347
6.1.5–9 48, 347
6.21.11 142
6.22.4–11 347

Ovid
Ars Amatoria

1.209–228 256
Epistulae ex Ponto

1.4.55–56 235
2.1 256
2.1.21–24 327
2.8.9–10 235
2.8.17–20 235
3.4.83–112 256
4.9.105–112 235
4.13.25–32 149

Fasti
1.85–86 327
1.279–288 283
1.531–534 391
1.587–590 163
1.599–600 299
1.607–612 286
1.607–616 281
1.608 31
1.615–616 31
2.126 –128 146
2.129–132 286

2.130 400
3.101–102 50
3.415– 428 286

Metamorphoses
15.858–860 400

Tristia
2.157 401
2.181 401
2.215–218 400
2.219–220 32
4.2.19–20 253
4.2.37–38 253
4.2.41– 46 253

Pacian
Epistulae

2.3.1 208

Palladius
Dialogus

14.44– 46 271

Pamprepius
Heitsch 1961, 

XXXV 251

Panegyrici Latini
II(10).3.3– 4 372
II(10).7.2 45
II(10).11.4–5 295
II(10).11.7 295
III(11).9.2 389
III(11).13.5 295
III(11).14.2– 4 295

IV(8).5 399
IV(8).10.1 393
IV(8).13.1 142
IV(8).14.1 399
IV(8).14.1–2 294

VI(7) 247
VI(7).6.2–3 258
VI(7).10.5–11.4 45
VI(7).14.1 295

VII(6).2 248
VII(6).5.4 280

VIII(5).9.1 177
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Panegyrici Latini (continued)
IX(12).2.4–5 42
IX(12).7.3– 4 199
IX(12).10.5 335
IX(12).25.4 265
IX(12).25.5 265

X(4).12.2– 4 248

XI(3).6.1 195
XI(3).6.2–7.3 196
XI(3).6.3 196
XI(3).6 –7 387
XI(3).16 405
XI(3).19 405

XII(2).6.4 388
XII(2).11.3–7 45
XII(2).15 373
XII(2).23 373
XII(2).24.1 373
XII(2).30.1–2 249
XII(2).47.6 128

Papinian
Dig. 1.1.7 154
Frag. Vat. 294.2 155

Passio S. Scillitanorum
3 395
14 395

Paul
Dig. 18.1.1.pr. 220
Dig. 49.1.25 109, 113, 366

Paulinus
Vita Ambrosii

6.2 201
24 100

Paulinus of Nola
Carmina

19.650 –655 268

Pausanias
7.16.10 61
7.16.6 59
7.17.4 55

Peter Chrysologus
Sermones

102.6 179

Petronius
Satyricon

29.4 210

Philo
In Flaccum

49 33
49–50 392
56 170
81 33
97 370
97–102 170
103 370
105 370

Legatio ad Gaium
10 328
47 389
49 329, 389
141–151 389
239–247 170
252–253 194

Philostratus
Vita Apollonii

1.15 370
6.29 257
6.30 32
8.4 390
8.7.3 382

Vitae Sophistarum
590 107
612–613 62

Plato
Leges

718B–723D 145

Pliny the Elder
Naturalis historia

2.92–93 141
2.93–94 288
2.94 283
2.189–190 327
2.200 311
2.242 328
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3.18 300
3.39 65
3.66 152
3.136 –137 301
4.111 133
5.36 –37 255
7.34 298
7.96 300
7.148 283
7.214 254
10.16 278
12.98 328
13.23 261
14.2 54, 389
15.133 118
27.2–3 54, 389
33.54 179
34.99 123
35.12 254
35.22 254
35.22–23 254
36.4 298
36.39 297
36.118 327

Pliny the Younger
Epistulae

2.14.4, 6 202
3.4.4 159
4.11.3 5
5.8.12 122
5.8.12–13 122
5.13.8 167
6.19.3 159
7.33.3 167
8.6.14 124
9.5.3 96
9.27.2 122
10.7 37
10.8 235
10.8.1 37, 307
10.22.1 113
10.31.4 95
10.35 240, 359, 360, 361
10.36 359, 360, 361
10.43 170
10.50 316
10.52 360, 361
10.53 360
10.65.3 95

10.74 370
10.79.5 95
10.84 37
10.96.7 115
10.100 359, 360
10.101 359, 360
10.110.1 113
10.114.1 61

Panegyricus
2.3 402
7.3 32
7.4 402
8.2 118
8.3 37
8.6 32, 37
10.1–2 146
10.4 37
52.4–5 240
54.2 146
58.2 146
75.1–3 167
80.3 196, 269, 410
86.3 32

Plutarch
Ad principen ineruditum

780d 391
Caesar

5.2–5 299
6.1 244
23.3 63
58.7 63

Cato Minor
17.3 82

Cicero
2.1 360

Comparatio Demosth. cum Cic.
3 141

De fortuna Alexandri
330D 47
330D–E 341

De fortuna Romanorum
317B–C 54, 327
325E 54

Gaius Gracchus
7.1 322

Galba
24.4 152

Lucullus
2.1–2 216
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Plutarch (continued)
Otho

3.1 31
3.1–2 33

Pompey
57 200

Praecepta gerendae reipublicae
814C 58
815A 60

Regum et imperatorum apophthegmata
207D 61

Polybius
1.4.4 64
3.4.3–11 337
3.33.17–18 123
4.2.2 122
6.2.3 54
6.9.12–13 64
6.53–54.5 299
12.25e.1. 122–23
16.15.8 123
21.30.10 177
22.7–8 44

Pomponius
Dig. 1.2.9 154
Dig. 1.2.12 154
Dig. 43.12.2 154

Pomponius Mela
1.34 328
1.41 49
1.41– 42 340
1.65 49
2.15 261
3.11 301
3.13 133, 229
3.49 255

Pontius
Vita Cypriani

5.2 201
11.1 129

Porphyrio
Commenta in Horatium Flaccum

On Carmen 
Saeculare 41 52–53

Possidius
Vita Augustini

4.2 201

Priscian
Instititiones

6.13 143

Proclus of Constantinople
PG 65.773c 44

Procopius of Caesarea
De aedificiis

1.10.10 –20 256
3.3.9–11 321

Procopius of Gaza
In laudem 

Anastasii 251

Propertius
3.4.1–6 340

Prudentius
Contra Symmachum

1.427– 432 49
1.455– 457 49
1.464– 469 266
2.583–592 347
2.602–604 63
2.608–618 63
2.608–622 48
2.619–648 347

Psychomachia
838–839 383
840 –844 280

Quintilian
Institutio oratoria

6.3.61 254

Rhetorica ad Herennium
2.12.17 65
4.25.35 65

Romanus
Cantica

16 44
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Rufinus
Historiae Ecclesiastica

10.8 266, 333
11.15 249
11.18 100

Rutilius Namatianus
De reditu suo

1.20 49
1.63 11
1.63–66 49

Sallust
Catilina

6.6 400
12.4–5 283

Historiae
3.89 300

Iurgurtha
102.6 59, 144– 45

Scaevola
Dig. 48.4.4.1 236

Scholia vetustiora in Iuvenalem
On 9.84 355
On 14.261 261

Scriptores Historiae Augustae
Alexander Severus

7–11 40
8.1 33, 156
8.3 227
9 206
10.3– 4 40
11 40

Antoninus Pius
4.10 180

Aurelianus
33–34 255
34.3 177

Caracalla
5.7 237
8.4–8 136

Clodius Albinus
2.3 32
10.1–2 143

Commodus
1.8 32
15.4 166

Diadumenus
2.6 227

Elagabalus
3.1 206
13.6 –7 243
17.4 243
18.1 243
34.6 206

Gallieni duo
12.1 227

Hadrian
5.1 331
5.1– 4 317
5.3 331
6.5 178
7.1–2 143
7.6 –7 319
9.1 317
10.2 225
10.2–11.1 319
11.2 331
12.6 331
14.1 61
14.5–6 143
16.1 143

Marcus Antoninus
9.7–8 355
18.5–6 235

Maximinus
12.10 255
15.3–16.7 122
21.5 196
22.1 196
23.2 196
24.2 245

Pertinax
15.2 182

Pescennius Niger
1.1 30
4.1 261
4.1–2 191

Probus
11.5 281
12.7 281

Quadrigae tyrannorum
2.1–2 30, 224
3.1 224
7.6 143

Severus
7.5 182
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Scriptores Historiae Augustae (continued)
7.9 182
9.9–11 183, 183
10.3 185
21.8 136

Tacitus
14.2 340

Tyranni triginta
10.9 87, 130
26.2–3 224
31.2–3 225

Verus
4.1–3 225

Sefer Ha–Aggadah
5.91 56
5.92 56
5.93 87

Seneca
Apocolocyntosis

4 37–8
Controversiae

9.3.13 5
De beneficiis

3.26.1–2 237
De clementia

1.14.2 402
Dialogi

1.4.14 325
Epistulae morales

21.9 157
39.1 151

Naturales quaestiones
6.1.13 311

Sententiae Pauli
5.25.5–6 382
25.1 220

Servius
On Aeneid 1.242 52–53
On Aeneid 1.6 53
On Aeneid 1.647 52–53
On Aeneid 4.618 53
On Aeneid 4.678 141
On Aeneid 8.681 141, 288
On Aeneid 8.682 285
On Aeneid 8.696 141
On Aeneid 8.721 177, 297
On Aeneid 11.6 300

On Buc. 9.46 141
On Georgics

2.502 355

Severianus of Gabala
De lotione 

pedum 9 252
De pace 1 272
In Cosmogoniam

6.5 233
In sanctam 

crucem 252
In theophaniam 

pr. 269

Shir Hashirim Rabba
At Cant. 2:3 98

Sifre
§354 87

Socrates
3.1 195
3.17 217
5.13 225
6.11 271

Sozomen
5.2.23 195
5.17.2–3 267
5.17.3 253
5.19.2 217
7.25.1–7 100

Statius
Silvae

3.3.98–105 218
3.3.167–171 326
3.4.48 400
3.52 37
4.1.17 400
4.2.14–15 400
4.3 37
4.3.40 –58 323
4.3.128–129 400

Strabo
2.5.8 328
3.3.8 143
4.3.2 313
4.5.3 324
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5.4.2 42
5.4.7 309
6.4.2 149, 324, 326, 328, 

403
7.1.4 149
11.9.2 328
12.3.6 62
12.3.12 62
12.53 352
13.4.8 311
13.4.12 62, 354
14.5.14 307
16.1.9–11 323
17.3.24 324, 326, 328
17.3.25 324, 363

Suda
B 259 246
D 1149 348
P 2178 69–70
T 895 151

Suetonius
Augustus

2 141
7.2 281, 282
20 –21 301
28.1 150, 151
28.2 32, 146
31 152
31.5 299
35.3 280
36 166
45.1 393
49.3 125
50 92
52 232
58.1–2 146
64.2 92
66.1–2 139
66.2 139, 393
85.1 139
89.2 149
91.1 283
94 141
94.8 401
94.12 216
98.2 234
98.3 5
101 150, 298

101.1 149
101.4 112, 151

Caesar
6.1 299
20.1 166
30.1 343
37.2 253
79.1 201
85 390

Claudius
1.3 302
2.1 313
21.6 255
38.3 32
41.3 166

De grammiticis
16.1–2 139

Domitian
13.1 393
23.1 223, 240

Gaius
8.1–2 166
14.3 263
16.1 151
24.2 232
41.1 103
44.2 181

Nero
20.3 201
25.1 255
25.2 216
39.1 45
46.1 298
49.2 223

Otho
6.2 152
8.3 45

Tiberius
9.2 285
17.1–2 31
17.2 33
20 288
21 149
22 149
23 32
38 194
48.2 262, 311
53.2 369
58 221, 369
61 143
65.1 171, 232
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Suetonius (continued)
Vespasian

6.2–3 192
6.3 260
8.5 123
10 123

Vitellius
2.4 263

Sulpicius Severus
Vita Martini

9.2–3 201

Symmachus
Epistulae

2.57 179, 180
Orationes

3.5 256
4.5–7 405

Relationes
3.9 45
13 180

Synesius
De regno

3 180

Tacitus
Agricola

13.1–2 149
18.6 118
21.1–2 51
40.1 155
42.4 153

Annales
1.1.2 122
1.2.2 84
1.3.3 230
1.6.1 149
1.6.3 125
1.8.3–5 298
1.8.4 162
1.10 283
1.11.4 149
1.12.1 402
1.18.2 261
1.38.2 291
1.39.4 261
1.41.1 292
1.58.5 291
1.72.2 65

1.73.2–3 236
1.73.4 390
1.74.3 221
1.77.3 149
2.14.3 103
2.17.2 262
2.18.2 262, 291, 301
2.22.1 292, 301
2.26.2 330
2.41.2 254
2.47 311
2.50 390
2.64 302
2.83.1 232
2.83.1–2 302
3.6.3 237
3.12.2 139
3.17.4 161
3.17.4–19.2 112
3.18.1 161
3.29.1 170
3.36.1 369
3.40.1 65
3.52.2 154
3.56.2 147
3.63.4 369
3.70 221
3.74.4 285
4.4.2–3 151, 152
4.5.1 152
4.13.1 311
4.23.1 232
4.37.3 149
4.67.4 369
5.4.4 260
6.2.1 223
6.8.4 133
6.11.3 140
6.14.2 337
6.29.2 139
6.41.1 352
11.14.3 166
11.38.3 223
12.5.2 146
12.17.2 263
12.33 58–59
13.31.1 166
13.54.1 352
14.15.5 201
14.27.1–3 407
15.22 159
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15.22.1 154
15.24.2 263
15.73.1 172
16.22.3 167, 240

Dialogus
17.3 32
36.2 153
40.2 153

Historiae
1.1.1 125
1.15 146
1.15.1 37
1.27.2 152
1.30 146
1.32.1 30
1.36.1 241
1.38.1 146
1.47.1 156
1.54.1 210
1.55.2–3 241
1.76.2 160
1.90.2 146
1.90.3 202
2.8.2 210
2.55.1 241
2.74.1 193
2.79 360
2.86.2 314
2.86.4 121–22
2.98.1 122
3.7.2 241
3.10.7 261
3.13.1 241
3.25.2 127
3.31.2 241
4.40.1–2 123
4.73 34
4.74.3– 4 66

Tatian
Ad Graecos

27.3 343
28 343
33–35 343

Tertullian
Ad nationes

1.12.14–16 260, 264
1.14.1–2 258
1.17.2 392
1.17.2–3 390

2.8.7 208
2.9.12–18 52–53
2.17.18–19 48

Ad Scapulam
2.6 –7 346

Adversus Praxean
3.2 406
3.2–5 42

Apologia
5.2 129
11.9 32
16.7–8 260, 264
16.12 258
21.24 129
24 392, 396
24.3 42
24.4 42
24.9 395
25.2 283, 392
28.2–3 390
32.1 48, 346
32.2 390
34.1–2 402
34.2 241
35.4 360
35.5 241
35.7 242
35.8–9 242
36.2 241, 393
39.20 –21 383

De anima
30 14, 51, 54

De corona
1 129
12.3 208

De idolatria
19 267

De paenitentia
6.5 222

De pallio
2.7 346, 351

Themistius
Orationes

3 180
3.42b 280
4.53d 118
4.58a 118
6.75b– c 389
7.94c–d 63
8.102c 202
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Themistius (continued)
14.181d–182a 180
18.220d 249

Theodoret
Historiae Ecclesiasticae

2.30.9 385
5.17.1–18.19 100

Historia Religiosa
1.12 385
26.12 231

Ulpian
Dig. 1.3.9 154
Dig. 1.4.1.pr 30, 33, 378
Dig. 1.4.1.1 65, 109
Dig. 1.4.1.1–2 155
Dig. 1.12.1.8 369
Dig. 1.16.6.1 364
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