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of his life.
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Gallia Comata".

~

2DG31~

~~==============================~

--
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THE HISTORICAL VALUE
OF THE
"ANNALS" OF TACITUS.
Part I.
To read critically the "Annalen of Tacitus; to study what
little is known of the author's life, and discover what influences
predominated in making him an historian; to note what sources he
used and how he used them; to investigate his purpose and methods;
and thus to ascertain the exact value of this work from an historical standpoint, is one of the most engrossing studies that could
possibly be made.

Hundreds of scholars from the time of the Renais-

sance on, men of all nationalities, have given their opinions ranging from positive to negative.

An attempt was even made in recent

times, to prove the "Annals" a forgery by Bracciolini, a scholar of
the fifteenth century.

1

Today, however, by making a careful study

of the various opinions and counter arguments, it is possible to arrive at certain conclusions.
Tacitus had already won renown as an orator when, at the age
of forty-five approximately, he began his work as an historian.
~nderstand

2

To

how he could successfully attempt this change of vocation,

~t

is nec essary to consider his previous preparation and training as

~n

orator, the studies in which he delighted, his political career

~nd

~

his social standing.

These formative influences which had such

noticeable effect on his later work are best revealed by the study

~f his life. 3 The few allusions to his personal history, found in

l.Furneaux, Annals of Tacitus: Vol.I. Introd. Ch. 1, p. 8.
2.Boissier, Tacite; p. 3.
3.Boissier, Tacite , p. 4.
7.19.4m
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his own works and in the letters of his friend Pliny, form the basis
4
for such an investigation. The exact date of his birth is not known,
but most authorities from a careful consideration of the authentic
dates of his life, place it in the last years of Claudius' principatE
or in the first years of Nero's, probably not later than 54 A.D. 5
Pliny, who was born in 61 A.D., mentions Tacitus as almost his equal
in age, stating, however, that Tacitus had already established his
reputation as an orator, when he himself was just beginning his professional career.
Another chance allusion in the "Natural History" of Pliny the
Elder gives a possible clue as to the parentage of Tacitus. He speaks
of a "Cornelius Tacitus", a Roman knight, who held the procurator7
ship of Belgic Gaul.
If the name of Tacitus were a common Roman
name, no significance could be attached to this fact; but since it
was an unusual name, it is very probable that the Roman knight above
mentioned was either the uncle or the father of the historian. 8

If

such was his paternal ancestry, his rank woUld not lead him to be a
partisan of the nobility.
der.

He was a "new man" of the equestrian or-

There is no record of the nobility of any "Cornelius" from the

time of the extension of that name to the 10,000 freedmen of Sulla.
The cognomen of Tacitus might even indicate servile origin. Boissier
considers the rank of his family sufficiently established to make
the following assertion: "It is not then quite correct to maintain,
as is usually done when there is a desire to cast some discredit on

4.Furneaux,
5.rurneaux,
6.Pliny the
7.Pliny the
8.Furneaux,

Annals of Tacitus: Vol.!, Introd. Ch.l, p.l.
Annals of Tacitus: Vol.I, Introd. Ch.l, p.2.
Younger, Epp.7; 20, 3, 4.
Elder, Natural Histories 7; 17, Par.76.
Annals of Tacitus, Vol.!, Introd. Ch.l, p.2.
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6.

be coached in some straightforward and clearly defined issue in order
to meet the case immediately before us.

To begin with, the use we

make of what belongs to ourselves is quite different from what we
take on loan: there is obviously a wide difference between owning
what we give out, and borrowing from others." ......•.....•..•...•.•
I"In the next place the knowledge of many studies is an ornament that
tells of itself when one is not making a point of it.n 18
These quotations show the breadth of education which Tacitus
considered desirable and the ideal which he strove to attain.

That

he had read thoroughly previous historians, Sallust, Livy, and others
has been proved by his frequent imitation of them in phrasing and by
his mention of them in his works.

He speaks of Sal lust as one of the

most highly esteemed historians of Rome, and of Livy as one of
most eloquent.

the
Traces of the influence of Sallust are evident in th

~

imitation of certain terse expressions, the descriptions of Sejanus
and Poppaea, and in the speeches of

• Lepidus

~nd

Thrasea.

The im-

itation of Livy is not so apparent, as his writings served rather as
19
a model of eloquence.
He had read the works of the historians of the Republic who
were little known, as has been proved by a chance reference which he
makes to Sisenna, and by a statement he makes comparing these historians with those of the Empire.

"Since the battle of Aotium men of

great genius have disappeared," he says, in speaking of those his20
torians.
Later in the "Annals" he repeats the statement but extend s 1t to include the principate of Augustus which would be more

l8.Tacitus, De Oratoribus: 32, • 99. Loeb Classical Library.
l9.Furneaux, Annals of Tacitus, Vol.I, Introd.,Ch.V, p.40.
20.Boissier, Tacite, p. 63.
7.111.4m
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accurate, for by the first statement he would exclude Livy whom he
praised so highly.

That he had read the historians of his day is

proved by the references he makes to them, a point which will be
discussed at greater length later.
There is considerable evidence that Tacitus was at one time a
21
pupil of Quintilian, who was a teacher of rhetoric at Rome.
The
Ciceronian style of "De Oratoribus" is attributed to his influence.
His ideas on education were similar to those of Tacitus and undoubtedly strengthened his pupil's idea1. 22
One of the most important studies of the early youth of Taci23
tus was philosophy.
That he did not become a Stoic in those days
when Seneca's teachings were so popular, may have been due to the
fact that he studied with Quintilian, or that his ideal of patriotism made many of their teachings distasteful.

According to the

teachings of philosophy, manhood was placed before citizenship; the
world, and humanity in general, were to be considered before any
city or part of the world; a study of various means to increase huma2
knowledge, to alleviate human suffering and to right human wrongs

wa~

emphasized as more important than active life, lived for Rome.
Quintilian opposed the philosophy of Seneca, an opposition
which really represented the attitude of the school of orators, versus the school of philosophers.

He gained many ready listeners be-

cause the dictates of philosophy were so strongly opposed to the Roman ideals of citizenship.

He argued bitterly that the philosophers

were men who admired only themselves, that they were taken for sages
merely because of their long beards and long faces, and that they

2l.Furneaux, Annals of Tacitus, Vol.I, Introd. Ch.I,p.3.
22.Fowler, History of Roman Literature, p. 207.
23.Boissier, Tacite, pp.l6-20.
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9.

The social standing of Tacitus as a young man was certainly
assured, for Agricola, who had already won renown and was at that
time consul, sanctioned the marriage of his daughter to this young
29
28
orator.
The betrothal took place in 77 A.D., and the marriage
30
The descriptions of contemporary aristocratic society
in 78 A.D.
which Tacitus gives in the "Annals", and his friendship with such
men as Messala, Pliny the Elder, and Corbulo also indicate that he
had acquired a knowledge of men from participation in the social,
a s well as the political life of the period in which he lived.
About two years after his marriage, it is generally assumed,
that Tacitus entered upon his formal career of office.

As he him-

self states: "My political position was co'l!II!lenced by Vespasian, aug31
It is
mented by Titus, and carried still further by Domitian."
known that he was praetor when he was thirty-three years of age , 88
.D. 32 ccording to Pliny, he was among the most famous orators of
the day.

When Pliny was starting his career as an orator, he found
33
Tacitus already in the prime of glory and renown.
That he was absent

Rome for about four years after completing his praetor34
ship, is also known .
The fact that he was pro-praetor of Belgic
fro~

Gaul, during those four years, seems doubtful.

Upon his return un-

der Dcmitian's rule, we hear nothing of him, but in Nerva's princi35
pate he was made consul in 97 A.D. or 98 A.D.
An inscription

28.Furneaux, Annals of Tacitus, Vol.!, Ch.l, p. 3.
29.Furneaux, nnals of Tacitus, Vol.!, Ch.l, p. 1.
30.Fowler, History of Roman Literature, p. 212.
3l.Tacitus, Histories I: 1.
32. Tacitus, Annals: Bk.XI, Ch.ll.
33.Pliny, Epist.VII:20.
34.Tacitus, Agricola 45: 3, 5, p.251. Loeb Classical Library.
35.Furneaux,Introd. to Germania, p. 3, n.9.
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offered an orator, but, he said, "Let each enjoy the advantages

of the age in which he lives without d.ecrying that in which he does
no t • "41
He believed that Rome in the period in which he lived
needed the direction of a firm guiding hand.

"It is not the ignor-

ant multitude that decides a political issue but a monarch who is
41
the incarnation of wisdom."
He referred to the good old days, but
only as all people do, for he knew the nation "preferred the present
state of things with safety, to the revival of ancient liberty and
42
days of peril."
To quote from Pelham, "The theory that Tao i tus
himself was malevolently disposed toward these Caesers", has deserv43
edly fallen from favor.
An opposite stand is taken by many scholars.

They believe

that Tacitus' political views prejudiced his interpretation of the
motives for many events of the period and destroyed, to a certain
extent, the value of his analysis of the character of the leading
men of the day.

Meri ale states:

"The subtler genius of the later period is reflected on the
pages of this philosophic theorist, who constructs the history ot
the empire with reference to a dominant idea in his own mind .

The

object of Tacitus, conceived in the patrician school to which he had
attached himself, is to show that the supremacy of Rome, the final
cause of her existence, depends on the pre-eminence of an oligarchy,
with which all her glories and successes are closely entwined.

He

regards the downfall of this caste under the Caesarean usurpation as
the fruitful source of the degradations and miseries by which her

4l.Tacitus, De Oratoribus: 41, p . 127. Loeb Classical Library.
42.Tacitus, Ann~ls, Bk.I, Ch . 2.
43.Pelham, Essays on Roman History, p. 33.
1 hl.4m
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later career has been sullied.

The empire has been disgraced by

tyranny, by profligacy, and base compliances at home; by defeats and
humiliations abroad.

The free spirit of the Optimate has been re-

pressed, and he has been constrained to cringe, and flatter, not
patricians only of equal nobility with his own, but the meaner offspring of the lesser houses; not new men only, and unennobled Romans
but even upstart foreigners and enfranchised bondmen.

Great nationa

disasters have indicated, in rapid succession, the disgust of the
gods at the degeneracy of their chosen favourites, at the contempt
into which their own altars have fallen, and the blasphemy by which
divine honours have been extended to the vilest of mortals . The spir
it and idea of Tacitus' history is closely represented in the kindred epic of Lucan, which only expresses more bluntly and without
even the pretense of historic impartiality, as was natural in a
youth and a poet, the feeling of indignant dissatisfaction common
to both.

But Tacitus, mature in years and cool in temper, used more

discretion in the handling of his theory than the reckless declaimer
44
of fiye-and-twenty ."
Furneaux agrees with Merivale: "His political

attit ~de

to the

early Caesars could not really be one of indifference; for the revolution which they accomplished and consolidated was with him the
main cause of the degeneracy of his own age.

Loyal as he is to the

emperors under whom he wrote; who had 'combined monarchy with freedom' and brought about 'an age of rare felicity, in which men might
think what they would and say what they thought'; he could see that
the remedy worked far more slowly than the disease, and feel the resentment against the supposed authors of the latter." 45
44.Merivale: Romans under the Empire, p. 84.
45.Furneaux: Annals of Tacitus, Vol.I, Introd. Ch.IV, p. 35.

13.
Fabia gives the partisan spirit, undoubtedly present in cer1

tain sources used by Tacitus, as a partial reason for his failure to
preserve an unbiased view of the period.

He adds, however, this

statement showing his belief that Tacitus allied himself with the
. senatorial party.

"He hated this prince (Tiberius) because he was

j an aristocrat who rendered the senate servile, destroyed many of the
"(tE
senatorial party, and placed his confidence in an upstart, aejanus.
Fowler also says that Tacitus.' political view of the early
Empire which "his genius imposed on later times," is clearly seen in
the "Agricola" 47 •.....• "just as the ancient times saw the utmost lim
it of liberty, so we have seen the utmost limit of servitude, when
even the intercourse of speech and hearing was taken away by the inquisitions.

And with our speech we should have lost even our very

memory, if we had been as able to forget as to ·keep silent.

No at

last our courage has returned, but although ....•• Trajan is daily
adding to the blessedness of the times, ....... and the state has gain
ed confidence.and strength; nevertheless by the nature of human weak
48
ness remedies are slower than diseases."
In the works of Tacitus many other statements may be found to
support the assertions of

erivale, Furneaux,

abia, and Fowler.

There are frequent references to the liberty and glory of the days
49
of the Republic.
The political bias is clearly evident in Tacitusr
50
narration of the establishment of the empire by Augustus.
He conceived that emperor as an ambitious prince hastening to secure his
own ascendancy in the "weariness of the civil strife" 51 which
46.Fabia: Les Sources de Tacite, p. 499.
47.Fowler: A History of Roman Literature, p. 213.
48.Tacitus: Agricola.; 2. p.171. Loeb Classical Library.
49.Tacitus: Annals; Bk.3, Ch.27. Tacitus, Hi~tories:2; 38.
50.Tacitus: Annals, Bk.I,Ch.l,, Ch.5,
5l.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.I,Ch.2.

I

14.
followed the battle of Actium.

He says that "the old morality dis-

appeared in the revolution; men cast aside their position of civic
52
equality and looked for orders to the prince."
He seemed to believe in the possible restoration of the Republic. 53 He assumed that
the first Caesars were responsible for the servility of the senate
in the days of Domitian. 54
r.hatever Tacitus' political views may have been, there is
no doubt that he had gained a practical knowledge of the government
of the empire when he entered upon his work as an historian.
55
His first work, the "Dialogue de Oratoribus,"
is an inquiry into the causes of the decay of oratory.

It was probably

written when Tacitus was about twenty-five years old.

The style is

so entirely different from that of his later work, that many scholars refused to accept it as his.

Today, however, its authenticity

is assured.

Strictly speaking, it is not a history, but as Sandys
56
says, it is a work characterized by historical insight.
It is invaluable in a study of Tacitus, because of the various opinions expressed there concerning education, philosophy, and oratory. 57
His "Agricola" 58 published in 97 A.D. or 98 A.D. is ostensibly a biography and panegyric of Tacitu~' fa ther-in-law, Agricola,
and describes the latter's proconsulship in Britain.
In the 11 Germania",59 published about the same time as the

52.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.I, Ch.4.
53.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.I, Ch.33, Bk.2, Ch.82.
54.Tacitus, Agricola, 45, p.249, Loeb Classical Library.
55,Fowler, A History of Roman Literature, p.212.
(Furneaux, Annals of Tacitus, ol.I, Ch.l, p.5.
56.Sandys, History of Classical Scholarship, Vol.I, p.207 .
57.Boissier, Tacite, p.6.
58.Histories of Tacitus, Spooner, Introd.,p.7.
59,Histories of Tacitus, Spooner, Introd.,p.S.
(Fowler, A History of Roman Literature, p.215.
7.1~
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"Agricola", Tacitus gives a realistic and interesting account of the
people, institutions and customs of Germany.
!he "Histories", 60 published about 110 A.D., give the story of
less than two years, 69 A.D. to 70 A.D.

although Tacitus originally

planned to give in twelve books the events from 69 A.D. to 96 A.D.,
he finished but little more than four books.
The "Annals" treat of the Roman Empire from 14 A.D. to 66 A.D.,
with the events of the principates from the death of Augustus throug
that of Nero, thus concluding the Julian Claudian line.
however, have unfortunately been lost.

Fragments,

Thus there is no record of

the two years 29 A.D. to 31 A.D. of the principate of Tiberius; or
of the years between 37 A.D. and 41 A.D . of the principate of Gaius;
nor the first six years of Claudius• prinoipate, between 41
47 A.D.

A . ~.

and

The principate of Nero is also incomplete.

During the lifetime of Tacitus, and in the years that followed
the historical fidelity of the "Annals" was not questioned.

His con

temporaries and imm~diate successors considered him an authority.
This is

sho1~

by the statements made in the works of several authors .

and by the evident use of his historic works as sources.
It is interesting to read the letter of Pliny. "I am quite
sure," he remarks, "that it would not have escaped your conscienti61
This letter
ous researches, since it is in the •Public Acts' 11 •
as written to Tacitus in reference to a quarrel which Pliny had
ith a certain informer in the time of Domitian.

Not only can it be

clearly seen from this statement that Pliny understood that Tacitus
as diligently investigating the "Public Acts", a full and elaborate
ecord of laws, decrees, speeches. and of all events of interest in

60.Ramsay, Histories of Tacitus, Introd. p.XXV-XXVII.
6l.Pliny , the Younger, Epist. VII:33.
7. 1 , 4 m
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17.
produced no solid arguments to prove their points, their chief denunciation,being the incredibility of certain facts. The strength of
their argument was, however, weakened because the facts they selected as impossible have been proved to be possible.

So Linguet's ar-

guments are no longer discussed, and Voltaire's are remembered only
for the scathing epithet he gave Tacitus, "that fanatic scintillating with wit . 1168

Montesquieu advanced the argument that Tacitus be-

longed to the party of Brutus and cassius, that he was a malcontent
in the Senate, and avenged himself by his pen in the secrecy of his
study, that his prejudice against aristocracy and philosophy was
everywhere noticeable.

Iprovnd,

None of his arguments were worked out or

and little or no attention would have been paid to these

opinions had it not been for the denunciation by Napoleon Bonaparte
69
at the beginning of the nineteenth century.
At this time Marie-Joseph de Chenier, a well known French
author, wrote the following line in praise of Tacitus, "Tyrants

gro~

pale when his name is heard." Because of those eight words, he

as

deprived of his position in the University of Paris. The " ercure",
a Frenoh journal, was compelled to discontinue publication because
of a eulogy of Tacitus, written by Chateaubriana. 70
deemed himself the caesar of

apoleon who

ranee would have none of Tacitus ei-

ther as a political teacher or as an historian.

The "Annals" par-

ticularly exasperated him.
"It is not right," he said, "to paint everything black as
Tacitus has done.

He has there a very clever painting, I agree, a

68.Boissier, Tacite, pp .lOS-114.
69.Bacha, Le Genie de Tacite, pp.9-15.
Ramsay, Annals of Tacitus, Vol.I-VI, p. XXVI.
70.Boissier, Tacite, p. 112 •

.
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vigorous, fascinating coloring, but he is always thinking of the.
effect he wishes to produce.

History does not wish illusions. Tac-

itus has not delved deeply enough . into the causes.

He has not de-

veloped sufficiently the secret motives of events.

He has not

scrutinized the hidden motives and the spirit of the times, and
studied their common relationship, to hand down to posterity an impartial and sane judgment."
And thus Tacitus' historical work was discredited.

Great

was the consternation of the scholars of the day, ardent lovers of
Tacitus.

They rose to his defence. They said that Napoleon was

merely voicing an opinion, in truth, a prejudiced snap judgment.
They proceeded to write long discussions proving that Tacitus was
an historian of the first rank.

Except for the fact that he was

rather severe in his judgment of men, a severity due to his pessimistic nature, and that he painted the faults of society rather too
vividly, . his adherents declared that he depicted, in pure love of
truth and with impartiality, the days of the empire. 71 While absolute faith in Tacitus had been broken, the majority of scholars
still professed their loyalty to him.
But in the eighteenth century developed a school of historians who believed that strictly scientific methods should be used
in writing history.

Here was indeed a formidable host.

Leading

scholars asserted that the "Annals" of Tacitus were practically
without value from a scientific standpoint.

The very extremes to

which scholars went to prove his work a hodge podge of unreliable
facts, and lividly drawn descriptions, and unjust censure of the
Roman Empire, did much to swing the pendulum of public opinion in

71. Bacha, Le Genie de Tacite, p. 15.
7.19 .4w
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the opposite direction, and made it necessary to fix absolutely
Tacitus• standing as an historian.

Since these works have exerted

such an influence on the political world, and have been so eagerly
read by scholars for their literar.y value, and have occasioned so
much controversy among historians, it is most important to know exactly how much one may place faith in the facts stated.
No other authors have written of this period whose works are
considered more authoritative.

Of contemporary historians few names

and almost no works have survived.

In extant literature the only

contemporaneous accounts of the life of Tiberius are contained in
two passages of Valerius Maximus, and in the

wor~

of

• elleius

Paterculus; there are also a few statements in the works of Strabo,
uintilian, Frontinus, the Natural History of Pliny the Elder, and
the works of Seneca, Josephus, and Philo. 72

The works of the best

lj historians of the period, Anfidius Bassius, Servilius

onianus,

Seneca the Rhetor, Pliny the Elder, Cluvius Rufus, Fabius Rusticus,
all the histories of these men written in the first century after
Christ, of the period of the Julian Claudian dynasty,

fro~

the deat

of Augustus to the revolution that brought the lavian dynasty into
73
power, are lost.
The "Ga.lba" and 11 0tho" of Plutarch contain an
account of only a part of the revolution and agree largely ith that
given by Tacitus in the "Histories." 74 suetonius~ 5 method is such
that it fails to give an intelligible historical vie
treated.

of the period

Dion Cassius, 76 still further removed in time from the

72.Furneaux, Annals of Tacitus:Vol.I,Introd.Ch.III, p. 14.
73, abia, Les Sources de Tacite, Introd; p. X.
74.Furneaux, Annals of Tacitus, Vol.I, Ch.IV, p. 23.
75(Boissier, Tacite, pp.95-96.
(Fabia, Les Sources de Tacite; Introd. p. X.
76.Fabia, Les Sources de Tacite; Introd. p. X.
7 I
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period of which he

rote, is more of a philosopher and not noted

for keen or vigorous judgment, although his diligence is unquestioned.

The versions of these authors differ sufficiently from that of

Tacitus, however, to make it improbable that the "Histories' or the
"Annals" served as a souroe for those later histories, but there
are fe

discrepancies in the facts as stated by the several histor-

ians.

Even the most severe critics of Tacitus today admit that he

is the most authoritative reference for the
70 A.D.

pire from 14 A.D. to

The opinions of modern scholars vary

eatly

ho ever,

to the value of the 'Annals' from an historical point of vie •

s
his

is shown by the follo ing quotations.
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In his narration of the principate of Tiberius, Capes proves
many of the statements of Tacitus' detractors of the modern school
to be false, or at most only half true, but he adds this moderate
criticism of the accounts of the historians of the empire:

"They

do seem to have judged too harshly acts and words which admit a fair
and honorable color.

Their conclusions -do not always tally with the

facts which they bring forward,and seem sometimes inconsistent with
each other; the number and details of the criminal trials which

the~

describe often fail to justify their charges of excessive cruelty in
the emperor, and many of their statements as to his feelings and designs must have been incapable of proof.

It was probably from pru-

dence and not from mere irresolution that the prince continued his
provinciu l governors so long in office; it may have been from true
policy rather than from jealousy that he recalled Germanicus from
useless forays on the border

la~ds,

from good sense rather than

from want of spirit that he discourages all excessive honors to
himself.

In these and many like cases Tacitus and other writers

may have given a false reading of his motives, as they have certain
ly reported without weighing the scandalous gossip that blackened
the memory of a ruler who discredited his best qualities by ungracious manners, and often made his virtues seem as odious as his
vices. 78
Boissier, Tacitus' greatest champion among modern critics,
says: "Tacitus passed a very rigorous judgment on the Caesars; it
is fitting we should ascertain if it were just.

For long it

accepted without question and formed public opinion.
critics and historians consider it too drastic." 79

as

Today many
He develops his

78.Capes, The Early Empire, pp.72-73 •
'PR n i te
1)
108 •
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defense of Tacitus under·the following heads: the injustice of the
first attack made upon Tacitus' veracity; the acceptance of the authenticity of Tacitus' works by his contemporaries; the uniformity
of judgment of the various historians of the empire; the similarity
of feeling expressed by Pliny the optimist and Tacitus the pessimist ; the impossibility that his political views could prejudice
.
80
h1m against the Caesars.
He affirms that Tacitus' purpose was undoubtedly to present "a simple, serious, candid history, which would
derive its interest from the authenticity of its information and
would owe its besuty less to form, than to solidarity." 81
Furneaux gives a possible explanation for the difference of
opinion in regard to tne historical value of the "Annals": "The very
excellences of the book are also noted as its defects.
the bare facts, which, as stated above, are rarely

It is n t i n

kno~

to beer-

roneous, and not often suspected of being so; ,but in the artistic
treatment of the facts, the brilliant colouring, the effective contrasts, the dramatic situations, above all, in the subtle inter retation of motives that the injustice is mostly conceived to lurk." 82
He notes that Tacitus' histories of the earlier prinoipates are most
suspected of unfairness ; that the reason for this is that he had to
depend largely upon

ritten authorities in gathering his materia ·

that the inconsistencies and personal prejudice found in them are
due to the unreliability of these certain sources and his general
method of using them.
The most important study, th

efore , by hich to

ain a fair

view of the historical value of the "Annals', is the investigation

80.Boissier, Tacite, pp.l08-188.
8l.Boissier, Tacite, p. 67.
82.Furneaux, Annals of Tacitus, Vol.I,Ch.IV, p.33.
719 4m
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of the sources used by Tacitus.

Upon this point it is necessary to

note the various theories advanced by eminent scholars of today.
First of all there is Bacha, 83 a Frenchman, who believed that Tacitus did not consult sources at all but mentioned them to gain credence for the most malicious satire ever written.

His theory is

sta rtling and at least original in its wholesale condemnation of
Tacitus.

But it has not sufficient basis in facts.

Tacitus would

not have dared to give the names of contemporary historians to substantiate false statements.

Also the events which are mentioned by

Tacitus, are many of them proved by other historians and poets of
those days, and some even by inscriptions.

Bacha has almost no

followers.
The second theory is one which has had many adherents. The
best modern representative is another Frenchman,
theory is as

• Fabia.

~is

allows: In the "Annal-s", Tao itus r.as .always had "one

principal source, Aufidius Bassus

probably for the principates of

Tiberius and Caligula, and for the greater part of the principate
of Cl-audius; Cluvius Rufus, for the end of the principate of Clau84
dius and for that of Nero."
Fabia, in his theory, is follo ing
the ideas of those critics who believe in the infallibility of
issen's law. 85

This la as laid down by scholars,

as that all

ancient historians had one primary source and literally rewrote
the work of a previous historian.

Some believe that Livy did this

in his treatment of the period of the Punic

ars,

bius as his source. 86 But the history

ivy

83.Bacha
84.Fabia'
85.Fabia'
86.Fabia'
'

hich

follo~ing

Poly-

ote was a gen-

Le Genie de Tacite.
Les Sources de Tacite, p . 453.
Les Sources de Tacite, pp.l69-210.
Les Sources de Tacite, Introd.p.XII.
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eral history and covered such a period of time that he did not always have means of verifying facts.

Whereas Tacitus only attempted

to cover a period about which he could speak authoritatively, so
that it would be less probable that he would use only one source.
Again, he had to cite sources frequently because various people were
still living who might contest the facts he mentioned.
The strongest argument against the theory is that its adherents contradict themselves.

They accept Tacitus• statements that he

consulted Pliny the Elder, Cluvius Rufus and Fabius Rusticus, but
refuse to accept his statements that he consulted other authors as
well.

In the "Annals", he mentions an account given by Cluvius, an

account at variance with that of Rusticus, and states that he credits the one given by Cluvius because it agrees with that of other
87
authors.
As Gaston Boissier says: "M. Fabia, in his book 'Les Sources
de Tacite' crowned by the Academie des Inscriptions, has been
amongst ourselves a champion of Nissen's theor,y; he has not convinced me and I really think that this paradox alike in Germany as in
France, is now in great measure given up.

But

• Fabia's work is

none the less very ingeniously written, and teaches us much of Tacitus.n88

Furneaux points out that Fabia's argument is based on the

small portion of the"Histories" in which there is a close resemblance between the incidents stated there and those related by Plutarch's "Lives of Galba and otho". 89 It is possible, of course, that
Plutarch and Tacitus used the same sources for the period compared,

87.Tacitus, Annals, XIV, Ch.2. ·
88.Boissier, Tacite, p. 24.
89.Furneaux, Annals of Tacitus, Vol.I, Introd., Ch.IV, p.23.
7.19.4m
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but there is also the possibility that Plutarch used Tacitus as a
source.

In the ·last or principal part of the "Historiesn, Tacitus

could not have had recourse to any historian, for he was the first
one to record those events.

Clearly M. Fabia's theory, though it

has many adherents, is not possible.
Boissier•s theory is that Tacitus did investigate many sources,
and while not as carefully as one would wish in regard to dates and
90
details, still much better.than other historians of those days.
This theory may be proved by a careful study of his works.
Tacitus• citation of sources in the "Annals" may be given under
five heads.
tradition . 91

The first group includes all general references to oral
Under this heading may be found stories that he had

heard of incidents in the reign of Nero, and even of Tiberius, the
stories of Arminius , and other memories of the past that lingered in
the minds of the people.

Sometimes Tacitus recites these rumors as

possible truths, but often he refutes them, as will be noted in the
study of Tiberius .
The second group of sources consulted by Tacitus was the "Jour92
nal of Rome," · or as it was called, acta, acta publica, diurna
actorum so iptura, acta diurna urbis, diurna populi Romani, libri
aotorum.

This record of the political happenings of Rome was posted

up in the city that all citizens might learn the laws, decrees,
speeches af the emperor and the work of the senate.

The proceedings

in the law courts were taken down by the "actuarii". 93

Plans of

PUblic buildings, and perhaps obituary notices of famous men, and
90.Boissier, Tacite, p. 83.
91.(Fabia, Les Sources de Tacite, p. 220.
(Furneaux Annals of Tacitus, Vol.I, Introd. Ch.3,p.20.
92-(Fabia, L~s Sources de Tacite, p.320.
(1urneaux Annals of Tacitus, Vol.I,Introd.Ch.3,p.l9.
(~~issier:
Ta:~i~~.p.71.
93
~ __y_Uetonius .TUi nn
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all details of

po~itical

life were also reported.

These daily

records were tben copied, sent out to the provinces, and even col- lected for library use.

That Tacitus knew of the "Acta Diurna", a

compilation by Mucianus, comprising ele-v en books of the "acta" and
three books of epistles, , is shown by his reference to it in the
94
"Dialogues".
That he referred to various sets of such records is
shown by Pliny's letters already mentioned.

Such records must have

been altogether too detailed to serve as a primary source, but were
probably used to corroborate doubtful points, or to gain additional
details.

A search for the verification of a particular report is

found in Book III of the "Annals".

In discussing the fact that

Antonia, the mother of Germanicus was not present at the funeral
ceremonies of her own son, he says, "I do not find either in the
historians or in the 'Journal of Rome' that Antonia took any part
95
in that long famed funeral ceremony."
In his second mention of
this authority he speaks almost

conte~tuously

of the fulsomeness

of the accounts found in this Journal . "During the second consulate
of Nero, when Piso was his companion consul, few events occurred
worth recording, unless one might wish to fill volumes in praising
the beams and foundations of the huge amphitheatre which Nero erect96
ed on the Field of Mars."
Again, Tacitus says, "It seems worthy
of the greatness of the Roman people, to insert in their annals
only events of great renown, and to consign such details to the
'Journal of Rome.'" 97

He also mentions the fact that Thraesea•s

defiance of Roman laws and rites would be published in the

94.Tacitus
95.Tacitus'
96.Tacitus,'
97.Tacitus
'

Journal"

Dialogues 37:2. Loeb Classical Library.
Annals: Bk.III, Ch. 3.
Annals; Bk.XIII, Ch. 31.
Annals: Bk.XII I, Ch. 31.
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and sent out to the provinces.

98

Another reference gives merely a

citation of the boundaries of the city in time of Augustus, as noted
99
by the "Journal of Rome".
Hence, though there are only four references to the "Journal of Romen in the "Annals", we see that Tacitus
knew what type of material he would find there, and that he made use
of this source.
The third group of sources used by Tacitus, includes the
100
"Acta Senatusn,
or the official record of the proceedings of the
senate, including, according to Fabia, "the official statement by
the president of the senate of the question under consideration,
the decision taken by the assembly, the views advanced by the different members who profited by their turn to speak, the speeches
and letters of the senators, and the acclamations addressed to the
e.mperor."

Tacitus directly refers to these reo ords twice in the

"Annals",

Mommsen has noted that the passages in Annals .XX:74 and

one in Suetonius, Aug. 5, are the only express citations from these
101
records by any ancient writers.
Yet they were probably frequently consulted from the time the record was started by the order of
Julius Caesar.

Augustus, however, ordered the proceedings of the

senate to be kept secret from the general public and Tiberius appointed the senator who

s~ould

write up the proceedings.

That Taci-

tus may not have had access to any such records for the reign of
Tiberius has been inferred from the following passage. "I find in
the writers of those times, some of them senators, that in the sen-

98.Tacitus , Annals: :.a . XVI, . Ch·, 22.
99 . ~ac·tus, Annals: B .XII. Ch, 24 .
l OO .FUrneaux, Annals; Bk. Tacitus, Vol.l, Introd.Ch.III, p.l8.
Fabia, Lea Sources de Tacite, p~.312-317.
Boissier, Tacite, p. 70.
lOl.Mommsen, staatsr. (1.1.1021.:1).
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ate were read letters from Adgandestrius, . prince of the Chatti, undertaking to dispatch Arminius if poison were sent him." 102 It may
be that this passage proves the fact that Tacitus had access to no
senatorial records for the reign of Tiberius, or it may be that he
scorned the record made by an adherent of Tiberius, as untrustworthy.

The first direct reference to these records in the "Annals"

mentions a motion evidently made by Cerialis Anicius, consul-elect,
103
that a temple should at once be erected to the deified Nero.
The
double interpretation of his motion evidently appealed to Tacitus'
sense of humor.

This bit of humor Tacitus apparently hated to omit

from his narrative, and so to give the citation weight, he mentions
the source of his information.

Even Fabia, who is skeptical of

Tacitus' frequent use of sources, says that this passage has been
104
proved to be a direct selection from the senate records.
It is
not a part of the rest of the narrative and shows clearly that it
is a separate quotation. The other reference to these records is a
mere mention of the fact that Junius Rusticus was appointed to make
the record of the proceedings.

Thus while it is possible that Taci-

tus did not have access to these records for all the principates
and while the reports themselves may have been partisan accounts,
still Tacitus used them and gave them credence for the establishment of facts.

That he used them more often than he actually

states, may also be proved from the mention of certain facts which
105
he would find nowhere else, except in the Acta Senatus.
Aside from the works of other historians, there are two other

102.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.II, Ch.88.
l03.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.XV, Ch.74.
l04.Fabia, Les Sources de Tacite, p.313.
105.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.III, Ch.47.
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groups of sources mentioned by Tacitus, but not given as references
in substantiating any facts. The first group includes the autobiog106
raphies of the emperors.
These would be curiously read by any
historian, if he could possibly gain access to them.

It is thought

possible that Suetonius, who was "magister epistolu.rum" at the time
of Hadrian, may have had access to them.

Passages in his "Lives of

the

Caesars" would indicate his knowledge of the autobiographies of
107
Tiberius and Claudius.
Tacitus refers to the " emoirs of Claudius' in a synopsis of a speech by Nero, but there is no absolute
proof that Tacitus ever saw any of these lives.
108
The other group includes public inscriptions.
Tacitus men109
tions such records,
but does not refer to them to verif,y his
statements.

Undoubtedly his story of the inscription voted by a
110
decree of the senate to Pallas,
was substantiated by his knowledge of the monument to Pallas on the Tiburtine Road, containing
such an inscription.

Pliny the Younger mentions this inscription

and gives the actual words, whose import was that Pallas, a freedman, was voted praetorian ornaments and a sum of fifteen million
111

sesterces, as a ·reward for his fidelity and regard for his patrons.
The story as told by Tacitus, both of the measure suggested by

Pallas, (which is also mentioned by Suetonius) and the lavish praise
of the freedman and his life of rigid economy, though he possessed
an estate of three hundred million sesterces, would undoubtedly be
questioned by historians, were it not for the more detailed account
by Pliny .

Tacitus refers to another inscription when speaking of

l06.Furneaux, The Annals of Tacitus, Vol.!, Introd.Ch.3,p.l9.
(Fabia, Les Sources de Tacite, p . 320.
107.Suetonius, Tib.:61 Claudius; 41.
l08.Furneaux, Annals of Tacitus, Vol.I,Ch.3, p. 20, Introd.
109.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.III,Ch.57, Bk.III, Ch.63, Bk.XII,Ch.53.
llO.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.XII, Ch.53.
~l . Pliny the Youn.ger1 Epp .VI II . 6.
; .t9.4m
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the letters added to the alphabet by Claudius.

112

Tacitus' own personal recollections and observations are cer
tainly an important and self-evident source.

The fact that Tacitus

must have always cultivated the habit of t .a lking with men, and drawing from them narrations of campaigns, descriptions of foreign peoples and customs, stories of interesting events of life in the Roman
provinces, is shown very clearly in his earlier works .
cola and his Germania, this is particularly true.

In his Agri-

His description

of Agricola's campaign in Britain is vivid and realistic and must
certainly have been drawn from the story of it as related by Agricola himself.

While Tacitus seldom mentions his father-in-law as hi

authority, the fact is self-evident.

The only passage in the book

where he actually cites him as an authority, is the following: "I
have often heard my father-in - law say, that with one legion and a
fair contingent of irregulars, Hibernia c~uld be overpowered and
held." 113 Even in his laudation of Agricola himself, he is conscien
tious and does not refrain from giving his own opinions offhand.
"Some there are who described him as too sharp-tongued in censure;
as gracious to the worthy but proportionately unpleasant to the undeserving.

However it be, his anger left no secret sediment behind

it, and no man had cause to fear his silence.

He thought it more

honorable to hurt than to hate. 11114
In the Germania still more is the assurance of first hand
information felt.

Boissier states that there is no doubt that he

ll2.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.XI, Ch . 14.
113.Tacitus Agricola; p . 211. Loeb Classical Library.
11
ll4.Tacitus: Agricola; p. 209.
"
"
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amassed material for it while administering the province of Belgic
Gaul.

Kritz, in his preface to his edition of the Germania, says,

that in what Tacitus tells us "we may recognize the tone of a man
r~lies,

who has got the Germans to talk to him, and states their
preserving as far as possible the exact terms they used."

115

He knew

his subject thoroughly, and he had become acquainted with those people of whom Seneca said: "Who more indefatigable than the Germans?
To those vigorous bodies, to those souls ur.witting of pleasures,
luxuries, and wealth, add but a little tactical skill and discipline
I say no more .•..•••. You will be capable of holding your own against
116
Tacitus
them only by returning to the virtue of your fathers.n
wished to arouse the interest of the Romans in these people and so
he gives a minute, detailed description of their family life, their
food, their houses, their methods of barter, their system of property, and principles of government.
He chose subjects which would almost necessitate original
sources.

The mysteries of Egypt were an open book to him: he boasts

that he knows this subject better than any other author.
of the visit of Germanicus to Thebes is realistic.

~.

His story

Maspero, the

well known Egyptologist, says: "This passage in Tacitus assuredly
reproduces the narrative of some eye-witness of the scene.

One

coUld almost point out with certainty the places to which Germanicus
and his retinue were conducted, and those where they paused to receive the priests's explanations, . and gazed at the
117
deciphered what he told them."

ll5.Kritz, Germania of Tacitus, Preface.
116.Seneoa, De Ira, 5, 10.
ll7.Boissier, Tacite, p. 11.

all on which he
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Tacitus, to be sure, has such genius in making the past
vivid that he could easily make one imagine that he had seen every
event described; but a careful scrutiny of his works will clearly
show many instances, in which it is not dramatic vividness, but personal observation which gives the color of realism to his narration.
There is no doubt but that he talked with people who were witnesses
of certain events, and that he repeated almost their exact words .
The best example of knowledge derived from personal observation is
his description of the Secular games, "At which," he says, "I was
present.n

118

Another important field of reference which was open to
Tacitus was the writings of previous historians.

It has already

been proved that he had read extensively, and was famili8r with the
writings of the older historians and the historians of the Republic.
That he had also read the histories of those who had written during
the days of the empire, is clear from the various citations which
he makes in the n.l\nnals".

In discussing these sources it is only

fair to take Tacitus at his word, unless contrary proof can be presented.

Since, without doubt, he did consult the Acta senata,

hen

he said that he did, so also it must be taken for granted, that he
consUlted the history of Pliny the Elder or other historians, when
he makes such a statement.

Either none of the authorities cited

were actually consulted by him, and the histories are a satiric
farce, which Bacha failed to prove, or all the statements of references must be accepted.

hile his statements may sometimes be mod-

ified, they can never be justly abrogated.
Tacitus first cites Pliny the Elder for an episode in the

118.Tacitus, Annals: Bk.XI, Ch.ll.

-

3:3.

life of Gerrranious.

"Caius Pliny, the writer of the German wars, re-

lates that she (Agrippina) stood at the head of the bridge when the
legions returned, and bestowed on them thanks and praise." 119

As

Pliny the Elder had served in Germany, his history of those wars, in
twenty-one backs, was an important source,

According to his nephe ,

Pliny the Younger, who gives a chronological list of his works, it
was written in the last part of Claudius' reign or the first part of
120
Nero's.
Pliny the Younger says that in this history his uncle re
lated all the wars that Rome had waged with the Germans. 121
It seems probable, therefore, that Tacitus would have con122
culted him for the campaign of Germa.nicus in the "Annals".
The
other work by Pliny the Elder, which must have been consulted by
Tacitus, was his continuation of the History of Aufidius Bassua.
Pliny himself speaks of this work, as a history of his own time.
It is supposed that this history extended to the time of the
Caesars . 124

In his

11

123

lavian

atural History" Pliny the Elder mentions five

hundred authors from whom he derived his information, and one hundred others whose works he had consulted.

He cites his authorities

more carefully and frequently, than any other Roman author; he

as

indefatigable in accumulating facts, both by personal observation
and by reading.

Pliny

as well as Germany.

as known to have visited Africa and Spain,

A frequent mention of prodigies, in which Pliny

the Elder delighted, in the last books of the ".Annals", has been
taken as an indication that Tacitus has taken many of his facts from
ll9.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.I:69.
l20.Pliny, Ep .III, 5.
l2l.Fabia, Les Sources de Tacit~ , p.220.
122.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.I and II.
l23.Pliny the Elder, N.E.Praef.l9:20.
~24.Pliny the Elder, N. H.:!, 1.

~-
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Pliny.l25
Fabia believes that Pliny is the primary source for the "His-

~ories".126

Tacitus cites Pliny definitely, three times; speaks very

highly of him; and yet ventures to doubt a fact stated by him. 127
This shows beyond question that he was familiar with Pliny's works.
Cluvius Rufus, 128 cited with Pliny, 129 . is the only author al~ays cited favorably by Tacitus. 130 He was consul before the death
131
132
of Gaius,
the companion of Nero in his journey to Greece;
lega134
.....~us in ·Spain, under Galba, 133 and one of the followers of Vitellius.

That Cluvius was also a conscientious historian may be inferred by a
trema.rk adressed by him to Verginius.

"You know, Verginius, how

~rustworthy history should be; hence I ask that you pardon anything

135
you read in my histories, with which you do not agree." ·

He is

cited twice by Plutarch in "Parallel Lives of Illustrious Greeks and
!Romans."

Tacitus refers to him twice for the reign of Nero. 136

Fabia thinks that Tacitus searches always in Pliny for a con~irma.tion of the facts found in Cluvius Rufus, and that he consults
~abius

Rusticus for additional facts.

The truthfulness of Cluvius

... s highly spoken of by Pliny and Tacitus.

25.Furneaux, Annals of Tacitus, Vol.!, Ch.III, p. 16.
l26.Fabia, Les Sources de Tacite p. 169-210.
l27.Tacitus,Annals,Bk.I, Ch.69; Bk.XIII, Ch.2); Bk.XV, Ch.53.
~28.Tacitus,Annals Bk.XIII,.Ch.20.
~29.Fabia, Les Sources de Tacite, p. 376.
Furneaux, Annals of Tacitus, ol.I, Ch.3, p. 16.
~30.Fabia, Les Sources de Taclte, p. 376 and FUrneaux,Annals of
Tacitus, Vol.I, Ch.3,p.lS.
l3l.Josephus, Ant.l9:13; 13 .
...32.Suetonius, Nero, 21.
~33.Tacitus, Histories 1:8:2.
~34.Tacitus, Histories 11:65; 1,4.
~35.Pliny, Epp. IX: 19;5.
36.Tacitus, Annals, XII , Ch.20, Bk.XIV, Ch.2.

35.
Tacitus seems to regard both Cluvius and Pliny as more conservative than Fabius Rusticus.

The latter was too partial to his
137
patron Seneca, but in eloquence he was the Livy of his age.
abi138
us Rusticus is cited three times by Tacitus in the "Annals".
In
the first two instances he gives more credence to Cluvius than to
Fa bius Rusticus; but in the third instance the fact stated seems to
139
be an incident not mentioned by the other historians.
At the death of Nero, Cluvius was about seventy years ol
Pliny the Elder, about forty-five, and Fabius Rusticus somewhat
younger.

Hence it is possible that Pliny and abius Rusticus may
140
have used Cluvius for reference.
These three are the only historia ns cited definitely by Tacitus, but he has mentioned several
others in his works who are known to have written of the Empire.
The most important historian so mentioned
sus.

141

as Aufidius Bas-

According to Quintilian he wrote a general history besi e

a history of the German wars.

The exact period of time covered by

his general history has been questioned.

Some of the earlier por142
tion must have been published during the life of Seneca.
ipper-

day and Clason consider it probable that he, later, continued he
143
history to the principate of Nero.
That he survived the principate of Claudius is shown by SenEca ' s thirtieth letter to

ucillus:

"I have seen that excellent man Auf:f dius 3assus, shaken by age, yet
struggling against it.

Yet he is still a keen thinker.

This let-

137.Tacitus, Annals, XIII:20.
Tacitus, Agricola, X:3.
l38.Taoitus, Annals, Bk.XIII,Ch.20; Bk. IV,Ch.2; Bk.XV Ch.61.
139. bia, Les Sources de Tacite, p.381.
140.Furneau:x:, Annals of Tacitus, Vol.I, Introd.,p.l7.
141( rneaux, Annals of Tacitus, Vol.I, Introd.,p.l5.
( abia, Les Sources de Tacite, p.355-360.
142 . . Seneca Suas. 6:18;23.
143. abia, Les Sources de Tacite, p. 185.
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an historian who was both consul and historian, and Nonianus is
.
148
doubtless the one to whom he refers.
149
Seneca the Elder
also wrote of the Empire from the beginning of the Civil Nars to the last days of his own life, 37

.D.

That his effort as an historian was to correct the prevailing untruthfulness of other writers of the period, is vouched for by his
son. 150 He was more strictly a contemporary of the events ne described and as such would be an important authority.
Aufidius Bassus, Servilius Nonianus, the elder Seneca, Velleius Paterculus and other contemporary historians, although not definitely named as references by Tacitus, may be included in the general or indefinite citation of sources in the " nnals''.

There are

about twenty such references to "writers of t}fose times 11 , "authors
of annals", "any author", "certain authors", "others", "many", "the
majority", "those who tell", etc.
Tacitus' citation of the llemoirs of the Younger

ippina,

151

has given the defenders of Tiberius an opportunity to assert that h e
drew his facts fron a polluted source.

There is not sufficient evi~ecoirs

only

of the citation seems to indicate that they

ere

dence, horever, to sup1ort their theory.
once.

The

~ording

not well kno n.

He cites the

Tacitus also implies that they were written during

Agrippina's retirement, previous to her death; hence
Bassus could not have consulted them .

onianus and

It seems unjust to believe

that Tacitus would use them for fre~uent reference, or nould prefer

l48.Suetonius, Tib. 61
l49.Furneaux Annals of Tacitus, Vol.I, Introd. Ch.3, p.l5.
l50.L.Seneca: ~r. 15 (Haase).
l5l.Furneaux, nnals of Tacitus, Vol.I, Introd. Ch .3, p.14.
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ter was

ritten a little before 65 A.D.
Tacitus' citations from Pliny the Elder,

ho announced hi

work as the continuation of the history of Aufidiue Baaaue, ·do not
extend further back than the year A.D.37, the beginnin
cipate o

ero.

Pliny refers to hie o n history of

not to any history

hich he has

of the prin-

ero•

ti e, but

itten of Claudiue'princip te.

So

that Baesua' History probably continued to the li it
rked by the new reign, and, in absence of other proof, i
seem the natural division.

That Baesus'

hi h, is shown by comments in the
thou

s c ertainl

fa iliar

b

a

of hie contempor
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nd
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them to the more authentic sources which he had at his disposal.Taci
152
tus also refers to a history by Domitius Corbulo;
from this he undoubtedly drew the material for the description of Corbulo's campaigns in Germany and in the East.

He may also have had access to

accounts by Suetonius Paulinus of the campaigns in 3ritain.

These

!references conclude the names of the original authorities for the
153
period.
abia says, "He has indeed well chosen his sources: Aufidius
Bassus and Servilius Nonianus whom he has employed for the first
part of the "Annals". Cluvius Rufus, Fabius Rusticus, and Pliny the
Elder, whom he used in the second part of that work, were the best
historians who had previously recounted the reigns of Tiberius,
154
ICaligula, Claudius and Nero. 11

II

Tacitus in the "Annals", explains also his general method in
using these sources.

He says that he has followed the majority and
155
He denies the possibility of a
the most trust orthy sources.
156
rumor because "supported by no certain author.'
Aga:in he sserts,
" ost authors state. n 157 He promises to relate no fiction written
for the sake of startling the reader, but to report those facts
158
lwhich he has heard from his elders or has found in their writings.
Except in case of a disagreement among the sources used, he states
that he

ill follow the opinion pronounced by the majority of au-

thors; otherwise he

ill give the different opinions with the names

l52.Taoitus, Annals, Bk.XV, Ch.l6.
153.Furneaux,Annals of Tacitus, ol.I, Introd.Ch.III,p.l7.
1:~54. abia, Lea Sources de Tacite, p. 453.
155. Tacitus, Annals, Bk. IV, Ch .10.
1156.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.JV, Ch.ll.
57.Tacitus, Annals, Bk )IV, Ch.54.
,~58.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.XI, Ch.27.
7.111 .4m

of the authors.
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eferrin

in the "Annals' to the historian

empire, Tacitus says: "Durin

the life time of

of th

ioked princes they

lie out of fear: on the morrow of their death, they lie out of hat160
red . "
This and other similar quotations prove that Tacitus kne
that he must be careful in accepting statements from the authors of
the period .

any of the stories that Suetonius and

ion Cas iu

state as facts, Tacitus either states as possible, hardly probable,
or omits altogether.

His desire to give information exceeded his

delight in rhetorical style, for he could not refrain from 1

erting

out of his immense fund of kno ledge, details in regard to Roman
constitutional changes, ancient and modern magist

cies

the dis-

tribution of the legions throughout the empire and various reli ious rites and customs.
his style

These digressions break the continuit

but because of his pride in b ing able to speak mar
these di

thoritatively than his conte poraries, h
th the

11 assurance t t his readers
161
cei e such nfor tion .
ve invest!

citus seems to
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159. acitus, .Annals, B . XIII, Ch.20.
160.Tacitus, Annals, Bk . I Ch . l .
16l . Boissier, Tacite, p .10-11 .
l62.3oissier, Tacite, p . 13.

to

in

v

h

a n·c::.. ns cr di

ore c

ct

t it lw.

en ai
rie

t

c

ac

conte po

deli

es ions

t

een co

has

ill b

beli
ie

d by

ad

b

th

th

n

eor

it

c ence .
0

ns

h y

ppo t

au-

rom the
as sed

b

sen

40.

Such, then, are the sources as stated by Tacitus or known to
be available to him.

Such were his ideals as to their use.

It may

be seen that he had a large and varied field of reference: oral traperso~l

dition,

observation, official documents, memoirs, letters,

inscriptions, and the works of previous historians.

No author of

the olden days had a better opportunity for composing an authentic
history.

ew, if any, had such high ideals.

The study of Tacitus' life and character, his standing among
his contemporaries, scholarly opinion in regard to his work as an
historian, the sources consulted by him, and his methods of research
all combine to establish a distinct historical value for the "Annals"
Undoubtedly, Tacitus was well prepared by the formative influences
of his early life for his work as an historian.
until the seventeenth century, the "Annals'
question.

In his day and even

ere accepted without

Today, eminent scholars have proved that he consulted

many trustworthy authorities and that t he facts in the " nnals

ith

few exceptions, are authentic.
An analysis of the subject

tter of this

ark, ho ever,

shows that Tacitus' method of presenting mcterial i
ideal

not al ays

rom the scientific standpoint, and that he has certain

faults characteristic of ancient historians.

A study o

the 'An-

nals11 shows just what reservations must be made in acceptin
interpretation of the motives
that period .

and his narration of the fact

or this purpose a study of the character of

his
of
iberi-

us, of Corbulo's campaign in the East, and also Claudius' Speech
to the Inhabitants of Gallia Comata, are offered.

41

Part II.
Tacitus' Method as an Historian.
1.

Tacitus' Portrait of Tiberius.
After the first reading of Tacitus' account of the principate of Tiberius, I pictured that emperor as an inhuman tyrant, a
monster, and a madman.

Yet I wondered whether

was, after all, entirely just.

my

The accounts given by

Dion Cassius included many details

derog~tory

othe~

uetonius and

to Tiberius' character

Which Tacitus had omitted or stated doubtfully.
on the

estimate of him

Velleius Paterculus

hand, was clearly ignoring any such details and writing

a panegyric of his friend and general.

I turned to the modern

scholars' accounts of this emperor's life.
fending him was evident.

Their eagerness in de-

Baring-Gould's story of Tiberius' life and

analysis of his character seemed to be based largely on emotional
and dramatic rather than on reasonable proof. Bacha cited Velleius
Pateroulus as a trustworthy source. Certain historians prese ted a
carefully worked out defence and based many of the ir conclusions
on quotations from the "Annals".

~n 

According to their vie , Tiberius

was a patri otic and careful statescan who

as rnisunder

ood by the

People of his day because of his eccentricities, and whose

faul~s

had been greatly exaggerated . A second readin g of the "Annals 11 clearly revealed the subtle genius with which Tacitus had so forcefully
Presented his characterization of

iberius the

yrant . His prejudice

aeainst the emperor became apparent, and I realized that only by
removing the facts of Tiberius' life from the setting in

hich Taci-

tus placed them , could reasonable conclusions be dra n as to the

2.

ohar cter of this

c

eear .

Tacitus states that Tiberi s " as expo ed to var o a chance
in hie infancy."

He adds that those infl encee could not fail to

affect the character of Tiberiue, but he does not d ecuss them in
detail.

1 3

"He had follo ed his father,

hen proscribed, into e il .

His father died when he was about nine years o

age,

ted by his step-father, the Emperor Au

After o comin

aon-in-la
fortunes of

rcellus and

ere in the ascendant.
ite

ith the people.

riage

n

of Augustus, he had

ith Julia,

e.

rivals to contend
ius

grippa, and later

nd

hose irre

cius C e
ter

ry o

ity, his subtlety, and his autocratic
ith his
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over by his wife's entreaties to adopt Tiberius himself, and then
make Tiberius adopt Germanicus.

Augusta

was forever casting this

~

in his teeth

an~

enced Augustus
Tiberius.

demanding repayment!'

1 66

She then, doubtless, influ-

to arrange the marriage of his daughter Julia

ith

This marriage Tacitus cites as the greatest trial of Ti-

berius' lif e, and it was doubtless one of the determining factors in
char a cter formation.

Tiberius was . already married to Vipsania,

hom

he loved, and by whom he had one son Drusus.

He was thirty-one year

of age , and did not wish to give up Vipsania.

Yet, probably because

of the influence of his imperious mother, he married Julia, who
already the

ife of Agrippa.

military c raer.

as

After a short interval he began his

Gaius and Lucius Caesar, the grandsons of

ugustus

ere still living, and life in the imperial palace must have been
for Tiberius.
~iberius,

or a time the t o brothers, Drusus and

carried on a campa ign together against the Raeti.

Upon

t he death of Drusus, Tiberius travelled from Germany to Rome in id167
winter, at the head of the funeral procession.
He had but recently sacrificed his love for his

ife to political intrigue, and no

he had lost the only other being that he loved,
of his son Drusus.

ith the exception

Through the intriguing of his mother

he

as

adopted by Augustus, but on the condition that he hi self should
adopt Germanicus, the son of his brother Drusus; such an
he r ealized, might injure the prospects of his o

a~option,

son Drusus.

168

Later, when Tiberius became master of the
influence

as still dominant.

orld, his mother's
A "Ulysses in petticoats' , 169 as

167.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.III, Ch.5.
168.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.I, Ch.3.
169.Suetonius, Caius, Ch.23.
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Suetonius called her, she undoubtedly was.

The murder of Agrippa

Posthumus, which made the title of Tiberius' succession absolutely
clear, was attributed to her scheming. 170 Haterius owed his safety
• t ercess i on. 171
t o Augus t a 1 s urgen t • ~n

In the trial of Piso, she se-

cured the pardon of Plancina, although Tiberius was loath to ask the
senate for it, and lowered himself in the eyes of the people by the
172
request.
Yet Tiberius did his best to withstand his mother's influence.

He protested against honors paid to her and

independently.

trie~

to act

In 22 A.D. he was recalled hastily to Rome, by the

sickness of his mother, "for if mother and son were

longer in
173
complete accord, their hatred was at least well concealed."
In ·
n~

spite of his dislike of her control, he apparently rrhad an ingrained
. 174
feeling of deference for her ."
She lived to be about eighty-six
years of age, and Tacitus sums up her character in saying, "She

as

strict in her private life after the fashion of former days, though
more gracious in her manners than would have been appro ed by

omen

of the former generation; an imperious mother and a complaisant wife
she was a match for her husband in finesse, and for her son in dissimulation."l75

Tiberius

as seventy years of age at this time •

.

Is it any wonder that he failed to carry out her will immediately,
that he did not deliver her funeral oration, that he forbade the
176
senate the privilege of deifying her?
He had been controlled by
her imperious will for so long, that he must have felt buoyant and

170.Tacitus,
17l.Tacitus
172.Tacitus'
l73.Tacitus'
174.Tacitus'
17·5. Tacitus'
176,Tacitus:

Annals,
Annals,
Annals,
Annals,
Annals,
Annals,
Annals,

Bk.I, Ch.3.
Bk.I, Ch.l3.
Bk.III, Ch.l5.
Bk.III, Ch.64.
nk.V, Ch.3.
Bk.V, Ch.l.
Bk.V, Ch.2.

relieved when freed from her dominance.

45.
It was, however, the irony

of fate, that even here he failed to frustrate her desires, for her
Will was later carried into effect by Caligula and she was deified
by the Emperor Claudius.

A study of Tiberius' relationship with his mother tells us
much of his character.

His lac k of self-confidence was doubtless

due to his training: his secretiveness was his only defense against
her management: his ability in dissimulation he learned through her
teachings.

This Tacitus would have us know.

Furneaux and rarver

and others believe that the conception of rivalry between the two,
was derived by Tacitus from stories told in the memoirs of Agrip177
Pina.
This is only conjecture, for the record of Piso's trial
would be found in the "Acta Senatus" and current histories, and the
death of Livia would also be noted in public records.

Hence it is

equa lly possible that he derived this conception from reliable
sources.
In studying the .v arious incidents which show the character
of Livia and her influence upon Tiberius, there are two instances
in which Tacitus cleverly makes use of rumor to bring out his interpretation of character.

The first is the motivation which he

assigns for the death of Agrippa Posthumus.

He is uncertain, he

asserts, who plotted the death of the young prince.

He cites a

rumor placing the blame upon Livia and Tiberius, 178 then later he
refers to the same rumor as if it were a fact. 179

Again in assign-

i ng the motive for Tiberius' seclusion at Rhodes, rumor is cited

l77.Furneaux Annals of Tacitus, Vol.I, oh.3, p.l4, n.8.
178.Tacitus 'Annals Bk. I, Ch.6.
1 79.Tacitus,' Annals,' Bk .III, Ch. 30, Bk.II, Ch.40.
I...
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in such a way that Livia is made responsible.

Rumor enlarges upon

the weakness of Tiberius' character and the imperiousness of his
mother's.

The study of their relationship as Tacitus presents it,

shows a prejudice on his part which warns the reader not to accept
his story without reservations.
Tacitus shows the best side of Tiberius' character in his
relationship with his son Drusus.

Here and there throughout the

"Annals", Tacitus brings out by suggesti on or by relating incidents,
the love which Tiberius had for his son.

First, Augustus ordered

him to adopt Germanicus, the son of his brother Drusus "although he
180
already had a son of his own.n
His reluctance in adopting Germanicus, merely suggested by Tacitus, was not because of any aversion to him, but because of the possibility of injuring his own
son's prospects.

In early youth Drusus was sent by his father to
181
the Pannonian army.
He was accompanied by a distinguished staff
ana an escort of two praetorian cohorts.

Tiberius gave the youth

no specific instructions but trusted him to act according to circumstances.

Drusus skillfully brought the legions back to allegiance;

his treatment· of insubordination showed a nature inclined to severity.

His delight in bloodshed was reproved by Tiberius, as mention.ed by Tacitus . 182 One can imagine Tiberius carefully guarding the
early years of his son; training him in self confidence, reproving
his delight in bloodshed, and trying to free his son from faults
which he himself was aware marred his own character.
tells us

that ~ Drusus

was noted for his "simplicity and youthful

180.Tacitus Annals, Bk.I, Ch.3.
l8l.Tacitus' Annals, BA.I, Ch.24-30.
182.Tacitus: Annals, Bk.I, Ch.76.
~

Tacitus even

47.
frankness of demeanor."

183

He had no need to have recourse to the

dissimulation which Tiberius in his early years was compelled to
practice.

The tears of Drusus for the death of his adopted brother
184
which
Germanicus, also show that he had never learned repression,

was Tiberius• most prominent characteristic.

Drusus postponed his

ovation in order to enter the city at the time of Geraanicus' burial
185
and the Pisonian trial.
In 21 A.D. Drusus was consul with his
father.

Tacitus says, "Three years before Tiberius had shared the

same honor with Germanicus, but in that case the relationship had
186
been less dear."
Again, for a time ·during this consulship, Tiberius left Rome and Tacitus again suggests that it may have been to
place Drusus on his own responsibility.

As consul, Drusus soon

gained popularity with the people by his adroit management of a dispute between Corbulo and Sulla. In his family relationship he as
187
happy.
One wonders if here again Tiberius had lent him a helping
hand, for he had loved and married Livia, the sister of Gerffinnicus,
although by marriage to Agrippa, the daughter of the infamous Julia,
he would have been placed more directly in the Augustan succession.
The fact that Germanicus married her, made his succession to the
principate a

desirabl~

possibility in the eyes of the people.

Tiberius had permitted Drusus to marry the wo
remitted his watchful care over Drusus•

Yet

he loved. He never

elfare, objecting to cer-

tain honors conferred on him by the Senate in connection with tri188
bunitian powers,
forbidding the use of golden letters as unpre183.Tacitus
l84.Tacitus'
185.Tacitus:
l86.Tacitus,
187.Tacitus,
188.Tacitus,

Annals,
Annals,
Annals,
Annals,
Annals,
Annals,

Bk.III, Ch. 8.
Bk.III, Ch.l2.
Bk.III, Ch.ll.
Bk.III, Ch.31.
Bk.II,Ch.43, Ch.84; Bk.III Ch.34, Ch.37.
Bk.III, Ch. 59.
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cedented and un-Roman, and commending him for the fatherly kindness
he had shown his brother's children.

"For," Tacitus adds, "though

it be hard to find love in high places, Drusus was re uted to be
189
kindly, or at least not ill disposed to the young ren.
The death
of Drusus by poison is given in the 'Annals" as the turning point
of Tiberius' rule.

"Admirable in conduct and in high esteem hila

in private station or performing the commands of Augustus; reserved
and artful in affecting virtue so long as Germanicus and Drusus
lived, he presented the same mixture of good and evil until his
190
mother died."
The story of the death of Drusus is full of possibilities.

Tacitus relates the quarrel between Sejanus and Drusus
191
in which Drusus, who was hot tempered, struc- Sejanus.
He tells

also of Drusus publicly complaining of Sejanus' power and condemn192
ing his father for suffering his arrogance.
The question arises
as

o

hether Suetoniua' idea that Tiberius had lost all natural

affection for Drusus at this time, or simply

is grief oecause of

his death, further embittered the declining years of this unfortunate emperor.

Dian Cass us supports the view of Suetonius, in the

following passage.
' o. Tiberius began to treat more harshly those accused of
any crime, and became at enmity

ith his own son, Drusus

ho

as

ost licentious and cruel; him he often censured, both privatel
and publicly.
itnesses, '

Once he said to him outright in the p resence of many
ile I live

you shall perform no act of insolence or

Violenoe, and if you venture to do a

l89.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.IV,
190.Tacitus, Annals Bk.VI,
Bk. IV,
19l.~acitus, Annals
192.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.I ,

Ch.4.
Ch.51.
Ch.3.
Ch. 7.

such thi

you shall be out

49.1
off from the possibility after I am dead."'

Be that as it may, his

earlier affection for Drusus is unquestionable and Tacitus is just
to Tiberius in his portrayal of this affection and his grief, repressed but sincere, for his death. 193
Another side of Tiberius' character is to be seen in his relationship with Sejanus.
der of the

Tacitus mentions him first as the comman194
raetori n Guards,
and it is interesting to learn

through other authorities that the father of this Sejanus had been
195
the son had
one of the most trusted public servants of Augustus;
followed in the footsteps of the father and under Augustus had been
il e he

made commander of the Pr etorian Co orts.

as a "ne

and an "upstart' in one sense, in length of service this
true,

In his relationship with

as not

ejanus, Tiberius apparentl

an ally against the wiles of his mother.

man

found

Tacitus says that in the

ninth year of Tiberius' principate ' ortune suddenly began to

ork

confusion and Tiberius took to cruel courses or lent himself to the
cruelty of others.

This change had its cause and origin in
196
ejanus, commander of the Praetorian Cohorts."

elius

Later on Tacitus records the excellent administration of
the government up to the culmination of the influence of
and the change in the·character of liberius.

ejanus

As Ramsey says, . o

fairer picture of a just paternal overnment could possibly be
197
d awn~"
He mentions liberty of deb te in the Senate Tiberius'

l93.Dio's Roman History, Vol.IV pp.290-291.
194.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.I, Ch. 24.
195.Tarver, Tiberius, a Tyrant, p. 385.
l96.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.IV, Ch.I.
l97.Ramsay, Alm~ls of Tacitus, Bk.IV, p. 267, n.3.
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· keen sense in appointing good men to publio offices, maintaining the
rights of various state offices; the gooa management of taxation, his
care in the government of the provinces, the absence of corporal punishment and confiscations, and the simplicity of his own

life.~ough

out the years that follo , Tacitus still pictures Tiberius as a mixture of good and bad and as ruled by Sejanus.

Through the· contri-

vance of Sejanus, Agrippina was condemned, delation increased, and
the law of llaj estas was harshly enforced~ and Sejanus' favori tea were
put in office.

When Tiberius discovered the treachery of Sejanus,

one feels that his trust in human kind was broken. Delation from
then on knew no bounds.

hile Tacitus severely condemns the last

part of Tiberius' reign as "one of fiendish cruelty and masked lib198
ertinism, during the days when he loved or feared Sejanus,"
and
after the discovery of Sejanus' treachery, Tacitus continues, "Lost
to all shame he broke out into wickedness and wantonness alike and
197
Tao tus did not
showed himself, then, under no one's influence. 11
fail, however, to understand the final tragedy of Tiberius, for in
the speech of Arruntius we learn that the general idea of the times
!Was that "possession of power had perforce deranged and transformed
199
Tiberius."
The contrast drawn between the sternness, subtlety and unPOpUlarity of Tiberius and the amiability, frankness and popularity
of Germanicus as delineated in the "Annals"; does not seem just.

~acitus grudgingly admits that Tiberius grants, at least, the same
favors. to his adopted son Germanicus as he does to his o n son Druaus, but the motives which he attributes to Tiberius are un orthy.

~~8.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.VI, Ch.51.
~99.Tacitus,

Annals, Bk.VI, Ch.48.
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~e has apparently desired to heighten the contrast between the two

men and idolizes Germanicus to the disparagement of Tiberius.

Ger-

manious' conduct of the campaigns on the Rhine were a failure from
200
~ military standpoint.
So skilfully does Tacitus narrate the facts
that a hasty reading of the "Annalstt does not show this.

Germanicus

induced his legions to obey by offers of money and a discharge for
~hich ~hey

had n

asked.

His discipline was weak.

He appealed to

the emotions rather than to the understanding of his followers. He
used questionable strategy rather than honorable force.

The waste

of life in the later campaigns of Germanicus along the Rhine, was
almost incredible. 201 Tiberius had ample grounds for censure, but
Tacitus

infor~

us that the difference in his praise of Germanicus

and Drusus before the senate was due to his jealousy of the popularity of Germanicus.
~nd

His recall by Tiberius

as certainly justified

need be attributed to no ulterior motive.

In 18 A.D. Germanicus

was granted supreme command in the East by the senate.

Tiberius re-

calle

Creticus Silanus, governor of Syria, to give Germanicus com-

~lete

independence, and again Tacitus seems to misinterpret the mo-

tive.
The relationship, as recounted by Tacitus, betveen Germanicus
land Piso, the ·general sent by Ti berius to aid him in his campaigns,
~oes not seem based on facts .

The reader feels strongly that Taci-

tus is h~re following rumors in giving causes for the conduct of the
generals.

At the time of the death of Germanicus, had Tiberius been

las crafty and subtle as the people of the day believed him, he would
~ave

attended the fUneral of Germanious and, at least, pretended

ZOO.Baring-Gould, The Tragedy of the Caesars, Vol.I, p.266.

~Ol.Baring-Gould, The Tragedy of the Caesars, Vol.!, p.269.
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grief.

Undoubtedly the facts stated by

~

citus, even in this con-

tested passage , are authentic, but one must consider

ell before

adopting Tacitus' development of the character of Germanicus, and
must guard against accepting without question his interpretation of
the motives of Tiberius .
So much for Tiberius the man as Tacitus represents him. As
for his government the first period of his reign, Tacitus praises
rin

it very highly , as has already been mentioned.
period (23-28 A.D.) described b

the second

Tacitus as "inter bona malaque

rnixta , 202 under the rising influence of Sejanus, there
crease of

elation an

serious charges
berius influence

the sentences imposed

as an in-

ere more severe. • n:y

ere brought and the majority of cases in
as felt,

"the candor of Tacitus

.o s

ere

ell handled.

i-

neaux says:

As

he better

c- 0

hich

nd

eater side of

his is sho n in his dignified
203
in
in his ener
address ~o the enate on the de~t of Drusus,
205
004
.
his
public business,
in his procpt invest gation o c ime,
20
strict repression of popular scandal
his resol te is in o
207
extravagant honors,
and his munificence on occasion o pu lie
Tiberius 1 character still remaining.

disaste . ' 208 • 209

or the 1 st perio

little to advance but the suppres

of

i erius r ign

on of lite

list of victims to the suspicions of

ture

the lo

iberius.

The cause for much of the personal critic"sm o

202.Tacitus Annals,
203.Tacitus: Annals,
204.Tacitus, Annals,
205.Tacitus, Annals,
206. acitus, Annals,
207. :rae i tus, Annals,
208.Tacitus, Annals,
209.Furneaux, Annals

is

h

i

ri s

Bk.VI Ch.51.
Bk.IV Ch.8.
Bk.IV, Ch.l3.
Bk.IV, Ch.22.
Bk.IV, Ch.l4.
Bk. IV, Cl•• 37 ·
Bk,IV, Ch.64.
of Tacitus, Vol.I, Ch.VIII,Introd.p.l47.
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by the people of his day, Tacitus shows, was due to the reserve of
Tiberius - a man who allowed no suggestion of hostility toward his
mother to become apparent by any act of his until the day of her
death;

who believed that the private grief of. rulers should not be

paraded before the people; who never states any reason for his personal conduct; who desired no laudation or honors decreed for him.
To the Roman people of that day his character was undoubtedly a
igma.

Tacitus does not say that he has solved that enigma.

en-

He ad-

mits that records are lacking for those years and that many sources
210
which he has consulted are undoubtedly unfair to Tiberius.
He believes that while many of the faults of Tiberius• reign may have
been due to a too earnest desire to follow Augustus' precepts and
t he apparent ease with which his advisers influenced him, yet the
character of Tiberius could not have been free from elements of turPitude.

However, Tacitus is not as bitter in his criticism of Ti-

berius as he is in his criticism of the Roman people.

The evidence

of all authorities confirms beyond any doubt the degeneracy of the
Roman nobility.

That Tacitus believes that this was largely due to

the policy of Tiberius in not extending the Empire and thus giving
the people life with a purpose and emphasizing personal service for
Rome, is clearly indicated.
o ~ ten

Modern historians in defending Tiberius

ignore the fact that, after criticizing Tacitus for blac ening

the character of Tiberius, they use the very facts he states to
build up a reputable character for him .

They say that as an artist

Tacitus "has thrown in skillful touches, deepening the shado s to
give a desired impression;" Tacitus himself says that he discountenances many of the crimes attributed to Tiberius." 211

210.Tacitus Annals, Bk.IV, Ch.ll.
2ll.Tacitus' Annals, Bk.IV, Ch.ll .
''
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Pelham, whose logic is always clear and whose statements are
direct, says , in his essay on the Early Roman Emperors: "The theory
that Tacitus was himself malevolently disposed toward these Caesars
has deservedly fallen from favor.
that he was

~t

1e may accept his own statement

moved by either resentment or affection.

Very possi-

bly he was not unwilling to set o£f by contrast the happiness of
1

~hat

most blessed age' in which he wrote; but we find it difficult to

acc ept Tarver's ingenious theory that in blackening Tiberius, Tacitus is really taking his revenge upon Domitien ...... Tacitus was not
~al~le$or dishonest but he exerted the whole force of his genius

to give to his own generation and to posterity a presentation of the
old regi1ne, with its
catastrophies."

212

a modern historian.

extravag~nt

luxury, wild excesses and terrible

This is perhaps the most unjust criticism made by
To this might be added the idea that he was u

~

ing his genius to throw into prominence certain faults, lack of ambition for foreign conquest, the servility of the people , delation,
suppression of liberty of speech,---- faults which Trajan attempted
to remedy during his principate .
Some of the arguments of the detractors of Tacitus are based
on statements in the works of Velleius Paterculus and Valerius Uaximus.

The latter was known to be a flatterer, a courtier and his fe

indirect references cannot be regarded as trustworthy.

The

ork of

Velleius did not include the last years of Tiberius' principate and
is the work of a man who had served many years under Trberius and
could see only his good qualities .

His laudation of

ejanus, his

exaggeration and rhetorical style offer too many points of atta k to

212.Pelham, Essays on Roman History, p.33.
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permit his work to be considered authoritative.

At the time

Velle~

us wrote, Tiberius had been absent from Rome for four years, yet
his admirer fails to mention the fact .

Of all the state trials,

Velleius only mentions those of Libo, Drusus, Silius and Piso. The
deat h of Agrippa Posthumus he merely mentions without direct comment.

He dismisses in one line the assignment of
East, and his work there. 213

Ger~nicus

to the

Statements which have been proved true by inscriptions or
coins, help to fix the trustworthiness of Tacitus' account:
1 . Germanicus' titles of augur, flamen, and imperator have
been established, and the enumeration of honors decreed to him after his death have been confirmed.
2. His oldest son Nero, according to an inscription,

as be-

trothed to the daughter of Creticus Silanus.
3. The honors decreed to Drusus are proved to be practically
the same as those mentioned by Tacitus.
4. Lucius Apronius and P. Cornelius Dolabella, stated to
have been proconsuls of Africa, did hold this office.
5. The office and date of proconsulship has been established
in the oase of both L. Asprenas and M. Lapidus.
6. Tacitus states that Tiberius sho ed no preference for
Germanicus or for Drusus, in the granting of offices, but that after
the death of Germanicus he asked the senate to grant tribunitian
Power to Drusus.

This title may be seen on certain ooins bearing

the name of Drusus, but no record appears of such a title for Germanicus.

213.Furneaux, Annals of Tacitus, Introd., Ch.VIII, p.l56.
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7. In the "Annals' it is stated that Livia, in dedicating a
statue

to the deified Augustus, had Tiberius' name inscribed be-

neath her own.

This has been proved to be exact according to the

Praenestine Calendar.
8 . Another inscription shows that the prefecture of the city .

was held by Drusus, as stated by Tacitus.
9. That a temple

as erected to Tiberius, his mother, and the

senate, in Smyrna , is shown by a coin struck at Smyrna upon which
is the temple and the inscription of dedication.
10. The "Acta Arvalium' has established the fact that Piso was

pontifex or prefect of the city.
11 . Mytilenaean coins prove that Theophanes of Uytilene was

. 214
granted divine honors by his countrymen.

214.Furneaux, Annals of Tacitus, Vol.!, Introd.,Ch.II, p.9.
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2.

Corbulo's Campaigns.
One of the most interesting character studies in the "Annals"
is that of Domitius Corbulo, a general idolized both by Romans and
barbarians, "a proconsul in the plentitude of his power," and a Roman indeed, true to the highest ideals of his state.

Tacitus' cyn-

ical contempt for mankind vanishes as he pictures the sterling qualities of this man.

It may be possible that his satiric genius de-

lighted in heightening the contrast between the character of his
hero and t hat of Nero, in order to paint more vividly the crimes of
the latter; but his praise seems justified, for we do not find a
word of censure of this general in the works of other authors, nor
is the subtlety of Tacitus in aligning facts in such a way as to
shield his hero, apparent as it was in the character delineation of
Germanicus.
Th e marvel of Tacitus' presentation of military campaigns is
the vividness with which he draws the character of the leaders, and
the rapidity with which he swings forward the story of the campaign.
Tacitus introduces one of his favorite generals, Domitius Corbulo,
merely by stating that he is on the way to take his command in Lo er Germany.

He does not describe him except by saying that he took

up his command with vigor, and soon made for. himself a name in this
his first command. 215 Romans of those days all kne

the famous name

of Corbulo· so if Tacitus had paused for a detailed biography of
•
him, he would have lost the interest of the reader. In three brief

215 .Tacitus, Annals, Bk .XI, Ch .l8 .
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paragraphs Tacitus outlines his campaigns against Gannascus.

216

He

I states what tribes are at war, their method of warfare and the purpose of their expeditions.

He gives Corbulo's method of attack and

the result that Gannascus is driven out of the country.

He devotes

almost a third of the passage to a description of Corbulo's strict
discipline and the favorable results in doubling the courage of his

II own

men and breaking the courage of the enemy, with the consequent

submission of the Frisii. The most ·important part of this passage is
li the statement that Corbulo "set up for them a Senate, magistrate and
217
laws, and built a fort to ensure their obedience.n
The establish
1ment in this way of law and order simultaneously spelled the success
of Rome in increasing and holding her domain on foreign territory.
Briefly he tells of the success of Corbulo's plot to kill
Gannascus, the subsequent disaffection of the Chauci

the various

opinions at Rome concerning his leadership, a d the co
Emperor Claudius to withdra

from Germany.

jealous of his success, whether he

2

ether Claudius was

san ered by Corbulo's plot
s more profitable

against Gannasuus, or whether he felt that peace
than unnecessary war, Tacitus does not say.
nal triangle- "What most people said," "
and the actual facts.
t een the

The diggi

nd from the

e a

in hav

the eter-

t some people said

of a t ent -

ree mile canal be-

euse and the Rhine to cut off the p eril

0

the

orth Sea

by Corbulo's legions gi s us further ins 1 ht into the or of the
219 The honor of a tri ph
anted to Corbulo
armies of those days.
by Emperor Claudius concludes a brilliant piece of or on the part
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of Tacitus.

219

Few historians have had the gen

s to give a concise

account in such a logical, vigorous, and brilliant style.
Corbulo held no military command from 47 A.D. until 54 A.D.
when he was appointed by Nero to take the Armenian command.

The

pe~

ple rejoiced over his appointment because Nero seemed by this to
220
promise the award of high positions to men of merit.
Tacitus mentions the division of forces between Corbulo and Quadratus, the desire of the allied princes to serve under Corbulo, and the jealousy
apparent in

uadratus the legate of Syria, because of Corbulo's fine
220
milita ry presence, experience and capacity.
He sums up the reasons why Vologeses abandons

Ar~enia.

Quickly he details the inevita-

ble quarrel between Quadratus and Corbulo, in.which it is plainly to
be seen that the younger man will not allow the older to rule him.
Nero's announcement that, "because of the successes of
Corbulo, the imperial forces should be crowned

uadratus and

ith laurel," quiets

their anger for the time. 221
Then we hear of actual preparation for

arfare; Corbulo, to

recover "the territories won long ago by Lucullus and Pornpeius;" and
Vologeses, the King of Parthia, to keep his brother Tiridates on the
throne of Armenia.

The Armenians, a fickle race, accordin

to Taci-

tus, had invited both armies to protect them. 222 Corbulo prepares
his forces for hard campaigns; he discharges those

ho are not fit

for service, makes new levies, enforces strict discipline, hardens
them by a winter in the open, and above all sets a personal example

220.Tacitus, Annals , Bk.XIII, Ch.B.
22l.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.XIII, Ch.9.
222.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.XIII, Ch.34.
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of endurance and courage.

223

ith the spring, he starts his campaign.

A reverse is suffered at the beginning when Paccius, contrary to or224
ders, joins battle with the enemy. His summary punishment follows.
Tiridates, the deposed king of Armenia, now carries the war into tha
country, aided by the forces of his brother Vologeses, King of Parthia.

Corbulo, with the aid of the allied princes, meets his elus-

ive method of warfare by attacking the enemy's strongholds at various points simultaneously.

Tiridates sends envoys; Corbulo, knowing

that he is now hard pressed for troops, as those of Vologeses have
been recalled for suppressing the revolt in Hyrcania, offers Tiridates peace on moderate terms, extending to him the royal po er
Armenia by petition to the Roman Emperor. A date is set for par1 ey. 225 Tiridates tries the scheme of enticing Corbulo to advance
to the parley unarmed.

Corbulo easily sees through the scheme, but

answers in politic fashion.

The two armies on the appointed day,
draw up for the parley, but Tiridates decides not to make terms, 225

and without meeting Corbulo, hurriedly turns his forces in an attempt to cut off the supplies of the Romans conveyed from Trapezus
and the Black Sea; he is unable to preve.rut this because of the
strength of the guarding legions.

To cut short the

ar, Corbulo

now storms the Armenian forts attacking the strong outposts of Volandium, and assigning the attack of lesser fortifications to Cornelius
Camp.

laccus

'

a lieutenant and Insteius Capito, Commandant of the

Encouraging his soldiers he makes his attack, conducted on a

scale probably never before seen by these barbarians, and gains a

223.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.XIII, Ch.35.
224.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.XIII, Ch.36.
225.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.XIII, Ch.37.
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victory "without the loss of a man and with but few
may be somewhat exaggerated, but

see~s

probable.

ounded."

This

The success of the

va rious attacks and the surrender of the towns, encourages Corbulo
to attack Artaxata; taking an indirect route that he may cross the
river before reaching the city to avoid an attack on the bridge at
226
tha t point, he approaches this stronghold.
Tiridates feigns an
attack in the usual
army formation.

Part~ian

fashion in an attempt to break up the

Corbulo proves too wary and Tiridates retreats to

edia or Albania, leaving Artaxata to the mercy of Corbulo. Artaxata
surrenders and is burned to the ground but the people are spared.
Her e Ta citus finishes the story of this campaign by relating a porThe city of

t ent.

rtaxata, is covered by a dark clouds ot through

with lightning flashes, while the surrounding country lies in sunsh ine.
This campaign shows Tacitus at his

orst as a militar

torian and at his best in vigorous summary.
controversy arises as to the dates.

irst of all

his-

hopeles

It is Tacitus' frequent habit

in relating foreign conquest to desert his annalistic order.

he

preparation of troops, the winterin

h of

of those troops

the len

t h e campaign, many authors believe could not be included in the one
year 58

.D.

Ramsay,

o~en,

and Henderson believe t hat h ese
227
events occurred in 58 A.D. and 59 A.D.
The
ct that acitu

does not mention Corbulo again until 60

.D. and

hat he cites no

exact dates, leaves the subject open to discussion.
A complete mapping out of the campaign is also ho eless.
tus says that the troops passed the

inter in a very cold eli

226.Taoitus, Annals,. Bk .XIII, Ch. 39.
227,Ramsay, Annals of Tacitus, Bk.XIV, n.l, p.200.
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tribes are suggested, and Corbulo's methods of dealing with captives.
The a ttack of the Mardi, a tribe which cannot be certainly identifiea
today, and their repulse by the Iberians is recounted.

Then there ie

a narration of the hardships of the army on the long march between
the t wo cities, the scarcity of supplies, and the example of fortitude and endurance set by Corbulo, the attempt on his life, and the
surrender of Tigranocerta, without resistance.
brave defense, also surrenders.

Legerda, after a

The Hyrcanians whom Tacitus has

me~

tioned before as revolting from Vologeses, he now mentions again as
sending an embassy to the Roman emperor to arrange an alliance with
Rome .

Corbulo gives them an escort as far as the Red Sea, upon thei

return to their own country.

Tiridates makes one more weak attempt

to enter Armenia from Media, but is routed by Corbulo and his lieutena nt Verulanus.
knows are hostile.

Corbulo devastates the lands of those

hom he

Tigranes of the royal house of Cappadocia, edu-

cated at Rome, is then sent by Nero to be placed on the throne of
Armenia.

Tigranes is given a guard of Roman soldiers, and the aid

of th e allied princes.

Corbulo retires to Syria, as the deat h of
230
Quadra tus has left this field Oorbulo's chief charge.
The completion of the Armenian story, Tacitus r elates in the
Annals of 62 A.D.

The renewal of war by Vologeses, King of Parthia,

still determined to have his brother Tiridates on the throne, Corbul o • s despatch of two legions under 'lerul anus

everus and vettiua

Bolanus to the aid of Tigranea, with orders to act deliberately; his
re quest to Nero for a general to take charge of Armenian affairs,
and his defenses along the Euphrates; the unsuccessful siege by

230.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.XIV, Ch.23-27.
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Next we hear of the Parthian envoys in Rome demanding recognition of Tigranes as King of Armenia.

Nero learns the state of af-

fairs in Armenia, is counselled to declare war against the Parthians
and puts Corbulo in full command.
tic rebuke by Nero.

Paetus is dismissed with a sarcas-

The civil government of Syria is assigned to

Gaius Cestius and re-enforcements are sent thither. 3y a display of
forces, and by diplomatic offers to Vologeses, Corbulo brings him to
terms; it is agreed after much parley that Tigranes go to Rome and
receive the grant of power from Nero.

Corbulo treats Tigranes in

hospitable fashion; he holds his daughter as a hostage and exacting
a suppliant letter to Nero from Tigranes, he permits him to return
to his home before going to Rome.

This is the last mention of Cor-

bulo by Tacitus . 233
Tacitus' narration of these last campaigns of Corbulo again
illustrate the inadequacy of his work from a military standpoint.
Corbulo's wonderful marCh from Artexa t a to Tigranocerta, three hundred miles through difficult mountainous country, in the midst of
hostile tribes, cut off from any definite line of supplies, is told
without detail.

The exact line of march is difficult to trace.

Corbulo's offer of an escort to the Hyrcanian envoys on their long
journey home by way of the Red
supposed to need all his

s~a,

force~,

at a time when Corbulo would be

is not explained. In one paragraph,

is a summary of Corbulo's march fromLegerda across Armenia to 'edia;
his cqmpaign against Tiridates; his effort to stamp out a11 rebellion in Armenia; the establishment of the prince Tigranes sent out
by Nero; and his own retirement into Syria. This

233.Tacitus, Annals, Bk.XV, Ch.24-32.
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a remarkable example of Tacitus' disregard for chronological notation.

The geographical details are almost entirely lacking in the

narration of Paetus' campaign.

The possibility of misinterpreting

Corbulo's attitud·e t _oward Paetus, because of the brevity of the
Latin phrasing is shown by the discussion which has arisen on this
point.

Some commentators have felt that Tacitus was unjust to Pae-

tus and too indulgent toward Corbulo.

Some believe that Corbulo

asked Nero for a separate commander for Armenia, only because he
felt that Nero was beginning to be jealous of his power; that he
knew Roman affairs would suf_fer by such a division of power; that
Paetus was an excellent general as proved by the fact that he was
again given a military command under Vespasian.

But Henderson, who

in many instances challenges Tacitus, here gives excellent arguments in favor of his presentation.

He explains the military ne-

cessity of a divided command, the lack of knowledge of military
science shown by Paetus and the probability, as stated by Liebenam
(Forsch. zur Verwalt des rom. Kaiserreiche) that the Paetus who helc
office under vespasian was the son, whom Corbulo retained in his
command

and who had been detailed by Corbulo to cover the traces
234
of that siege by which his father had been disgraced
The more
'

general criticism of Tacitus' narration of military campaigns is,
that he is really writing a biography of some military hero; that

.

.

in writing Corbulo's campaigns he has probably taken his memoirs
entiQned in the "Annals" and with them as a guide, he has detailed
only such phases as would redound to the glory of his hero.

As

itus himself says that Corbulo was known for his grandiose manner

234.M.Henderson, Life and Principate of the Emperor Nero, p.474.

ac

--

~

67.

of speech, critics are positive that the campaigns are a rather v&ueless portrait of an idolized Roman general.

There is no basis for

the arguments of Paetus' defenders or of Corbulo's detractors except
in the statement of Tacitus himself.
tima tes Corbulo's character.

He does not tell us how he es-

He tells of his plot against Gannascus

and leaves the Roman to judge whether it was in keeping with the best
military science.

He tells the fu cts in regard to the relationship

of Paetus and Corbulo and leaves the Roman to be the judge.
Doubtless Tacitus' account does represent a selection of such
truthful details as he coul d f i n.a to further his purpose of teaching political wisdom and uplift the general standard of Roman morals
by depicting the most admirable characteristics of Romans of those
days, as well as those least to be admired.

The account is not lim-

ited to character study, however.
The policy of the Romans in holding foreign territory and
their government of provinces after conquest is excellently shown in
235
this narration.
Augustus, Tiberius, and Claudius had preferred
actual suzerainty.

They placed their own princes on the throne of

Armenia; generally these princes were natives of those eastern countries but educated at Rome. The Augustan policy could not hold in
Armenia because of the powerful Parthian neighbors.

The question

then became one of actual annexation or of nominal suzerainty.

en

Paetus was sent to Armenia, Nero evidently contemplated anne ation,
but disappointed by Paetus• failure,Corbulo's policy of nominal
suzerainty was finally adopted and Tigranes, with
was allowed to rule in Armenia.

ero•s sanction

While exact details of campaigns

?35.Henderson, Life and Principate of the Emperor Nero, p.l61.
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are not given, the tactics of siege, the method of provisioning for
the campaigns, the marching qualities of the Roman soldier
ods of discipline are all clearly outlined.

'

and meth

In the hospjtality of

Corbulo to Tigranes, Roman camp customs are also shown.
Tacitus may be justly criticized from a scientific standpoint
for not giving more detailed accounts of foreign conquests, for not
giving descriptions of battles from which the entire conflict could
be reviewed as by an eye-witness.

He has failed to give exact loca-

tions in some instances, and the confusion is increased because many
names of cities and rivers, well known in his day, cannot be identified today.
day.

His legions

some~mes

march impossible distances in a

In what locality the troops spend the winter in camp, he does

not stop to mention.

Minor details he

ignores.

But in his defense

it may be said that he was not trying to write a band-book for soldiers; therefore he did not map the campaigns in detail.
tory was of the Romans, to the Romans, and for the Romans.

His hisHe de-

scribed campaigns succinctly and gave such details as contributed
to carrying out his purpose as an historian.

He wished to contrast

the inactive life of Rome with all its growing vice,
of the Roman generals in the field.
verified;

ith the

His main facts were al aye

if he had crowded his pages

ork
ell

ith statistics of military

campaigns and descriptions of provincial life, his critics of today
might be mourning the fact that he had neglected the more important
picture of Roman life.

3.

Tacitus' Report of Claudius' Speech
On the
"Right of Holding Offiqe"

•

To the Inhabitants of Gallia Comata.
The ancient Romans delighted in oratory.

It was a professior

most eagerly followed by men of genius; statesmen were trained in
this art; generals who could encourage their men for battle by fiery
speeches were in high esteem; emperors who could not compose and deliver their own speeches were scorned.

So great was the prestige of

this art, that literature felt the impress of its influence and the
rhetorical style grew in popularity.

Historians enlivened the pages

of their works with the speeches of prominent men.

Had orations bee

banished from history, the Romans would have considered the presents
tion incomplete.
The practice of inserting speeches was empl a ed, particularly, by historians in the classic period.

They did not hesitate to

invent speeches for their various characters, even when they had ac236
cess to the authentic orations.
It was the common practice to
change the style, condense the thought or omit unnecessary details.
The liberty which such a practice granted, made it possible for an
historian to misrepresent the motivation for actions, by making the
237
Speake£ say whatever seemed desirable to the author.
The ancient
historians have been criticized for inserting this questionable element in what purported to be authentic history.

Tacitus has a lso

been censured for this practice, for although he had access to the

236.Furneaux, Annals of Tacitus, Vol.!, Introd. Ch.IV, p. 32.
237.Furneaux, Annals of Tacitus, Vol.I, Introd. Ch.IV, p. 32, n.2.
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originals, he preferred his own adaption of these speeches.

He de-

scribes this adaptation by the Latin word "invertere", meaning, to
invert or change.

The simplicity and eloquence of the orations which

crowd the "Annals" make them very convincing.

The past becomes pres

ent, as one reads the words of Tiberius at the trial of Piso, or after the death of Drusus.
forceful.

The speeches of Tiberius are concise and

Those of the generals are bluff and decisive.

That of

Claud ius is a mixture of excellent and ordinary ideas, tinged with
p edantry and boastfulness.

The wonderful genius of Tacitus becomes

evident in his ability to characterize the personality of the men of j
Rome.

Tacitus' critics, realizing the genius with which he has

o-

ven these speeches throughout his narration, declare that he has
made use of this device to blacken the character of certain individuals, and to glorify the character of others.

It is possible, how-

ever, to check Tacitus' work and to determine what limit he set to
the freedom permissible in adapting speeches from the originals. For
this purpose, the following comparison of the original speech of
238
239
Claudius
and Tacitus' report of it in the "Annals",
is particularly Valuable.
Bronze tablets were unearthed at tyons, in 1524, upon

hioh

was the inscription of a. speech delivered by the Emperor Tiberius
Claudius Nero, in 48 A.D.
the extension of the

The substance of this speech, advocating

jus honorum", or the right to hold office to

the inhabitants of Gallia Coma.ta., was very evidently the ori inal of
the speech reported by Tacitus.

Publications of Claudius' speech

by which the Gauls gained this right, had doubtless been made and s et

238.Furneaux, Anna.ls,of Tacitus, Vol.II, Appendix 1, pp.54-6l.
239.Ta.citus, Annals, Bk.XI, Ch.24.
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up in the chief cities of Gaul •
.That Tacitus found it necessary to adapt this speech is not

to be wondered at, when the length of the original is known. Tacitus'
adaptation contains approximately 250 words; the original speech as
found on the tablet contained 650 words. The insertion of a speech
of such length in the "Annals" would have been out of proportion and
would have been tedious reading as well.
The speech of Claudius begins with a general plea for the
attention of his audience, in order that they may learn that he has
nothing new to set before them.

He then launches into a discussion

of the history of Rome showing the various phases of government from
the founding of Rome.

As he draws near the close of a heterogeneous

group of facts, he asks his audience, with an attempt at rhetorical
eloquence, why he is mentioning all these phases of government?

He

does not answer this question, but does refrain from entering upon
a narration of all the Roman wars for fear of seeming boastful of
his part in extending the power of Rome beyond the ocean.
is a lacuna.

Thenthere

This part of the speech probably dealt with the exten-

sion of the right of citizenship and the provinceo from which senators had been chosen.

The sentences following the lacuna would in-

dicate that citizenship had been the topic, for Claudius goes on to
state the ideas of Tiberius and finally expresses a definite idea of
his own on the subject; "his belief that the right should be extended to such provincials as would be an honor to the Roman Senate."
Then he mentions L. Vestinus as a well known provincial from Vienne,
but weakens his argument by mentioning at some length, others
have proved to be no honor to Rome .

ho

In the absurd apostrophe to

himself which follows, he decides at last to disclose the purpose of
his speech.

Before he does so, however, he enters into an illogical
71Y.4m
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discussion of the ancestry of Persicus.

At last he fearfully states

that the cause of Gallia Comata must be considered and pleads that
their tried loyalty for many years should offset the brief period of
war with caesar.
The speech as reported by Tacitus is rearranged and condersed.

The two following sentences of his summary include all that

Claudius said in about 300 words at the opening of his speech.
"Foreigners have reigned over us;" "Everything, 0 conscript fathers,
which we now consider old was once new; the plebian magistrates were ·
later than the patricians."

The beginning of the second half of the

speech is summarized in this passage: "After the plebian magistrates
came the Latin, and those of other nations in Italy, after the Latin'
The remainder of the speech is summarized in the following sentences
nDo we regret that

th~

Balbi came to us from Spain or equally famous

men from Gallia Narbonensa?

Their descendants remain with us today

and do not yield to us in their love for this country."

"However,

if you consider all our wars, none were finished in so short a time
as those against the Gauls.

From that day

s existed unbroken and

loyal peace. 11
The specific allusion to the Balbi is not found in the extant portion of Claudius' speech, and may have been given by Tacitus
as a similar instance.

This is the only case of any material being

added to the part summarized and Tacitus may simply have transferred
it from a part not now extant.

The extension of the ri ght of citi-

zenship discussed in the part of Claudius' speech which was lost,
was developed in the speech as reproduced by Tacitus.
The style of the two speeches is very different.

In the o-

riginal speech the fondness of Claudius for archaic words may be

7 .
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the following points should be noted.

In his delight in drawing up

counter debates, Tacitus sometimes invents arguments that are more
showy than solid.

The speech of one of the debaters he probably

adapts from an original, while the counter argument may be entirely
a fiction of his own invention.

Some speeches bear traces of the

influence of Sallust and Livy; some are of a set rhetorical type.
ith these reservations, then, the reader may feel assured that
most of the speeches of the "Annals" have an authentic basis, and
that Tacitus did not delight in invention, but in stating the truth
in the most vivid manner which his genius could evolve.
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