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The end of Suetonius’ Nero (43-57)

Content advice: suicide, violence

Suetonius’ Twelve Caesars is a series of twelve biographies (called Lives) of the first
emperors of Rome, from Julius Caesar to Domitian. We are reading the end of Nero, the sixth
Life in the series and one of the most famous. Nero is known as one of the classic ‘bad’
emperors, who lived riotously and cavalierly from the beginning to the end. Suetonius
emphasises his cruelty, extravagance with money, and especially his love of being the centre
of attention.

The last few sections of Nero are often called the most artistic section of Suetonius’ Lives and
in these sections it is true that Suetonius does do something unusual, for him: he shifts from
his usual ‘rubric’ arrangement of giving information one topic at a time to this long sequence
of narrative with several characters and people speaking to each other. The camera always
remains on Nero himself, who has just been declared an enemy of the state after fourteen
years as emperor (he succeeded as a teenager and dies, aged 30). When this passage opens,
Suetonius has just told a sequence of appalling crimes Nero was supposed to have committed
or planned to commit before the ‘world finally cast him off” (section 40) and we start reading
at 43, where Suetonius tells of the (faintly ridiculous) way Nero responded to the crisis of
generals revolting against him (beginning with Vindex, in Gaul).

An important thing to remember is Nero’s reputation (something Suetonius plays up) for
being very keen on the theatre: he is always performing. This includes several statements
Nero will make in Greek (the language of poetry and theatre). | have provided translations of
the Greek quotations here. In his last moment and his last words this theatrical element of his
character is brought out. Another thing to keep in mind is the Roman tradition of noble
suicide, which Nero inverts in every way.

To prepare for this class, I would suggest reading the Life of Nero (in English or your usual
language), taking note of the way the crimes build up in a crescendo towards section 40,
where the narrative moves to Nero’s downfall. Any translation will do, but I like Catharine
Edwards, Suetonius Lives of the Caesars (2000) or Donna Hurley, Suetonius the Caesars
(2011) which has good notes. As always, the Penguin edition (translated by Robert Graves,
revised by J. B. Rives) is a good translation with a useful introduction. For commentary, the
best is Keith Bradley, Suetonius’ Life of Nero (1978) but like all others it is primarily a
historical commentary. Part of this is supplied here.

If you wish, I would be happy to email you the relevant part of the translation by Hurley,
and/or an interesting chapter by Cynthia Damon on the last section of Nero called ‘Death by
narrative in Suetonius’ Lives’ from 2018.



XLIIL Initio statim tumultus multa et inmania, verum non abhorrentia a natura sua creditur
destinasse; successores percussoresque summittere exercitus et provincias regentibus, quasi
conspiratis idemque et unum sentientibus; quidquid ubique exulum, quidquid in urbe
hominum Gallicanorum esset contrucidare, illos ne desciscentibus adgregarentur, hos ut
conscios popularium suorum atque fautores; Gallias exercitibus diripiendas permittere;
senatum universum veneno per convivia necare; urbem incendere feris in populum immissis,
quo difficilius defenderentur. Sed absterritus non tam paenitentia quam perficiendi
desperatione credensque expeditionem necessariam, consules ante tempus privavit honore
atque in utriusque locum solus iniit consulatum, quasi fatale esset non posse Gallias debellari
nisi a consule. Ac susceptis fascibus cum post epulas triclinio digrederetur, innixus' umeris
familiarium affirmavit, simul ac primum provinciam attigisset, inermem se in conspectum
exercituum proditurum nec quicquam aliud quam fleturum, revocatisque ad paenitentiam
defectoribus insequenti die laetum inter laetos cantaturum epinicia,” quae iam nunc sibi

componi oporteret.

XLIV. In praeparanda expeditione primam curam habuit deligendi vehicula portandis
. . . 3 . . PR
scaenicis organis® concubinasque, quas secum educeret, tondendi ad virilem modum et
securibus peltisque Amazonicis instruendi. Mox tribus urbanas ad sacramentum? citavit ac
nullo idoneo respondente certum dominis servorum numerum indixit; nec nisi ex tota
. R . . . . . . . 5
cuiusque familia probatissimos, ne dispensatoribus quidem aut amanuensibus exceptis,

recepit. Partem etiam census omnes ordines conferre iussit et insuper inquilinos® privatarum

! Leaning on (from nitor)

2 Epinicia: songs of victory

3 scaenicis organis: theatrical instruments

4 Ad sacramentum: to sign up for the military

5 Dispensator: paymaster, amanuensis: secretary
6 Lodgers (lit. foreigners)



aedium atque insularum pensionem annuam repraesentare fisco; exegitque, ingenti fastidio et
acerbitate nummum asperum argentum pustulatum,’ aurum ad obrussam,® ut plerique omnem
collationem palam recusarent, consensu flagitantes a delatoribus® potius revocanda praemia

quaecumque cepissent.

XLV. Ex annonae quoque caritate lucranti'® adcrevit invidia; nam et forte accidit, ut in
publica fame Alexandrina navis nuntiaretur pulverem luctatoribus aulicis'! advexisse. Quare
omnium in se odio incitato nihil contumeliarum defuit quin subiret. Statuae eius a vertice
cirrus'? appositus est cum inscriptione Graeca; nunc demum agona esse, et traderet tandem.
Alterius collo dokodc!? praeligatus simulque titulus: "Ego egi quod potui. Sed tu culleum'

meruisti." Ascriptum et columnis, etiam Gallos'® eum cantando excitasse. lam noctibus iurga

cum servis plerique simulantes crebro Vindicem'® poscebant.

XLVI. Terrebatur ad hoc portentis somniorum et auspiciorum et ominum, cum veteribus tum
novis. Numquam antea somniare solitus occisa demum matre vidit per quietem navem sibi
regenti extortum gubernaculum trahique se ab Octavia uxore in artissimas tenebras et modo
pinnatarum formicarum'” multitudine oppleri, modo a simulacris gentium ad Pompei
theatrum dedicatarum circumiri acerique progressu; asturconem,'® quo maxime laetabatur,

posteriore corporis parte in simiae speciem transfiguratum ac tantum capite integro hinnitus

7 Pustulatum: very pure (with argentum)

8 ad obrussam: tested (i.e. of very good quality)

9 Delator: an informer (a common problem in this century- informers who would take part of the estate of
anyone they dobbed in)

10 Lucror: profit, gain

1 luctatoribus aulicis: wrestling matches in the palace

12 Cirrus: a curl of hair

13 dokog: a sack

14 Culleus: a sack, spec. the sack in which a parricide is sewn up

5 A pun: the Galli are the people of Gaul (where the revolt began) but also galli are roosters. Canto can mean |
crow or | sing.

16 Another pun: vindex means ‘avenger’ but was also the name of the one who was rising up against Nero.
7 pinnatarum formicarum: flying ants

8 An Asturian horse



edere canoros.!® De Mausoleo, sponte foribus patefactis, exaudita vox est nomine eum
cientis.?’ Kal. Ian. exornati Lares in ipso sacrificii apparatu conciderunt; auspicanti Sporus?!
anulum muneri optulit, cuius gemmae scalptura erat Proserpinae raptus; votorum
nuncupatione,’? magna iam ordinum frequentia, vix repertae Capitolii claves. Cum ex
oratione eius, qua in Vindicem perorabat, recitaretur in senatu daturos poenas sceleratos ac
brevi dignum exitum facturos, conclamatum est ab universis :"Tu facies, Auguste.”?
Observatum etiam fuerat novissimam fabulam cantasse eum publice Oedipodem exulem

atque in hoc desisse?* versu:

Oavsiv 1’ dvoye cOyyopog, pimp, totp.

XLVII Nuntiata interim etiam ceterorum exercituum defectione litteras prandenti sibi

t,26

redditas concerpsit,?® mensam subvertit, duos scyphos?’ gratissimi usus, quos Homericos a

28 ac sumpto a Lucusta® veneno et in auream

caelatura carminum Homeri vocabat, solo inlisi
pyxidem condito transiit in hortos Servilianos, ubi praemissis libertorum fidissimis Ostiam ad
classem praeparandam tribunos centurionesque praetorii de fugae societate temptavit. Sed

partim tergiversantibus, partim aperte detrectantibus, uno vero etiam proclamante: "Usque

adeone mori miserum est?" varie agitavit, Parthosne® an Galbam?! supplex peteret, an

9 hinnitus canoros: ‘tuneful neighing’

20 Cjeo: | summon

21 Sporus is one of Nero’s lovers, whom Nero had had castrated (see section 28) and married, as if Sporus was
a girl.

22 Nuncupatio: a solemn pronouncement

2 The official title of Nero is Augustus.

2 Desino: | finish

2 @aveiv 1 dvoye cvyyauog, witnp, motip: Wife, mother, father, drive me to (my) death

2 Concerpo: | tear up

27 Scyphus: a large, two-handled drinking vessel

2 |llido: | smash

2 Lucusta (elsewhere called Locusta) is a woman who works for Nero, an expert poisoner.

30 parthians are a people who live in the east- they were supposedly quite pro-Nero (see final section of this
reading)

31 Galba is the name of the man who will eventually succeed Nero.

4



atratus® prodiret in publicum proque rostris quanta maxima posset miseratione veniam
praeteritorum precaretur, ac ni flexisset animos, vel Aegypti pracfecturam concedi sibi oraret.
Inventus est postea in scrinio®® eius hac de re sermo formatus; sed deterritum putant, ne prius
quam in Forum perveniret discerperetur.®* Sic cogitatione in posterum diem dilata ad mediam
fere noctem excitatus, ut comperit stationem militum recessisse, prosiluit e lecto misitque
circum amicos,® et quia nihil a quoquam renuntiabatur, ipse cum paucis hospitia singulorum
adiit. Verum clausis omnium foribus, respondente nullo, in cubiculum rediit, unde iam et
custodes diffugerant, direptis etiam stragulis,*® amota et pyxide veneni; ac statim Spiculum
murmillonem?” vel quemlibet alium percussorem, cuius manu periret, requisiit et nemine
reperto "Ergo ego" inquit "nec amicum habeo, nec inimicum?" procurritque, quasi

praecipitaturus se in Tiberim.

XLVIII. Sed revocato rursus impetu aliquid secretioris latebrae ad colligendum animum
desideravit, et offerente Phaonte liberto suburbanum suum inter Salariam et Nomentanam
viam circa quartum miliarium, ut erat nudo pede atque tunicatus, paenulam?® obsoleti coloris
superinduit adopertoque capite et ante faciem optento sudario®® equum inscendit, quattuor

.40 Statimque tremore terrae et fulgure adverso

solis comitantibus, inter quos et Sporus erat
pavefactus audiit e proximis castris clamorem militum et sibi adversa et Galbae prospera

ominantium,*' etiam ex obviis viatoribus quendam dicentem: 'Hi Neronem persequuntur’,

alium sciscitantem:** 'Ecquid in urbe novi de Nerone?' Equo autem ex odore abiecti in via

32 Atratus: wearing black

33 Scrinium: writing desk

34 Discerpo: | tear apart (see concerpo, above)
35 ‘he sent around for his friends’

36 Stragulum: covering for bed, linens

37 Spiculus, the gladiator

38 paenula: a cloak

39 A handkerchief

40 Remember Sporus?

4 et sibi adversa et Galbae prospera ominantium: prophesying bad things for him (Nero) and good for Galba
42 Sciscitor: | ask, enquire



t* a quodam missicio** praetoriano et salutatus.

cadaveris consternato detecta facie agnitus es
Ut ad deverticulum ventum est, dimissis equis inter fruticeta ac vepres* per harundineti
semitam®® aegre nec nisi strata sub pedibus veste ad aversum villae parietem*’ evasit. Ibi
hortante eodem Phaonte, ut interim in specum egestae harenae concederet, negavit se vivum
sub terram iturum, ac parumper*® commoratus, dum clandestinus ad villam introitus
pararetur, aquam ex subiecta lacuna poturus manu hausit et 'Haec est' inquit, "Neronis
decocta.' Dein divolsa*® sentibus paenula traiectos surculos® rasit, atque ita quadripes per
angustias effossae cavernae receptus in proximam cellam decubuit super lectum modica

culcita,’! vetere pallio strato, instructum; fameque et iterum siti interpellante panem quidem

sordidum oblatum aspernatus est, aquae autem tepidae aliquantum bibit.

XLIX. Tunc uno quoque> hinc inde instante ut quam primum se impendentibus contumeliis
eriperet, scrobem> coram fieri imperavit dimensus ad corporis sui modulum, componique
simul, si qua invenirentur, frusta®* marmoris et aquam simul ac ligna conferri curando mox
cadaveri, flens ad singula atque identidem dictitans: 'Qualis artifex pereo!'. Inter moras
perlatos a cursore® Phaonti codicillos praeripuit legitque se hostem a senatu iudicatum et
quaeri, ut puniatur more maiorum, interrogavitque, quale id genus esset poenae; et cum
comperisset nudi hominis cervicem inseri furcae, corpus virgis ad necem caedi, conterritus

duos pugiones, quos secum extulerat, arripuit temptataque utriusque acie rursus condidit,>®

43 Agnosco: | recognise

4 Missicio: a discharged soldier

4 fruticeta ac vepres: thickets and thorn-bushes
4 harundineti semitam: a path of reeds

47 Paries: a building (at the back of the villa)

48 parumper: for a moment

4 Divello: | tear apart

%0 sentes: thorns; surculus ‘twig’ is dimin. Of surus, ‘sprout’)
51 Culcita: cushion

52 Unus quisque: one and all

53 Scrobis: a trench

% NB not frustra! Frustum, -i: a piece, a bit

55 Cursor: messenger

%6 Condo: | put (them) away



causatus nondum adesse fatalem horam. Ac modo Sporum hortabatur, ut lamentari ac
plangere inciperet, modo orabat, ut se aliquis ad mortem capessendam®’ exemplo iuvaret;
interdum segnitiem>® suam his verbis increpabat: 'Vivo deformiter, turpiter pereo- o0 mpémet
Népmvi, o0 Tpémet - vjpety S&i v Toic TolovToIG - dye Eyelpe oeavtov..” lamque equites
appropinquabant, quibus praeceptum erat, ut vivum eum adtraherent. Quod ut sensit,
trepidanter effatus:® "Inmov p’ dxuTddmV Al kTomog odata Parrer®! ferrum iugulo adegit
iuvante Epaphrodito a libellis.®? Semianimisque adhuc irrumpenti centurioni et paenula ad
vulnus adposita in auxilium se venisse simulanti non aliud respondit quam 'Sero' et 'Haec est
fides'. atque in ea voce defecit, extantibus rigentibusque oculis usque ad horrorem
formidinemque visentium. Nihil prius aut magis a comitibus exegerat quam ne potestas

cuiquam capitis sui fieret, sed ut quoquo modo totus cremaretur. Permisit hoc Icelus, Galbae

libertus, non multo ante vinculis exolutus, in quae primo tumultu coniectus fuerat.

L. Funeratus est impensa® ducentorum milium, stragulis albis auro intextis, quibus usus Kal.
Ian. fuerat. Reliquias Egloge et Alexandria nutrices cum Acte concubina gentili Domitiorum
monimento condiderunt quod prospicitur e campo Martio impositum colli Hortulorum.®* In

eo monimento solium® porphyretici marmoris, superstante®® Lunensi ara, circumsaeptum est

lapide Thasio.

57 Capesso | embrace (desiderative of capio)

%8 Segnities: cowardice

9 00 nipérmiel Népwvi, o0 mipémel - vijdelv ST év Tolg ToloUTolG - dye Eyelpe oeautdv: ‘it is not becoming for
Nero, not becoming- one must be sober/vigilant in these times — come on, wake up!’

80 Effor, | speak

51 My P wkuntodwv apdt ktumog obata BAMEL: this is Homer, lliad, 10.535: ‘The sound of swift-footed
horses strikes upon mine ears.” Nestor says it, as part of a speech at a time when action is required.

62 3 libellus’: (a job title) librarian

83 ‘he was buried at the cost of’

5 The Pincian hill

85 Solium, -i: a sarcophagus

% Possibly we should read superstante e Lunensi...



LI. Statura fuit prope iusta, corpore maculoso et fetido, subflavo capillo, vultu pulchro magis
quam venusto, oculis caesis et hebetioribus,®’ cervice obesa, ventre proiecto, gracillimis
cruribus,®® valitudine prospera; nam qui luxuriae immoderatissimae esset, ter omnino per
quattuordecim annos languit, atque ita ut neque vino neque consuetudine reliqua abstineret;
circa cultum habitumque adeo pudendus, ut comam semper in gradus formatam®

1

peregrinatione Achaica etiam pone’® verticem summiserit ac plerumque synthesinam’

indutus ligato circum collum sudario in publicum sine cinctu et discalciatus.

LII. Liberalis disciplinas omnis fere puer attigit. Sed a philosophia eum mater’? avertit
monens imperaturo contrariam esse; a cognitione veterum oratorum Seneca’”® praeceptor, quo
diutius in admiratione sui detineret. Itaque ad poeticam pronus carmina libenter ac sine labore
composuit nec, ut quidam putant, aliena pro suis edidit. Venere in manus meas pugillares’
libellique cum quibusdam notissimis versibus ipsius chirographo scriptis, ut facile appareret
non tralatos aut dictante aliquo exceptos, sed plane quasi a cogitante atque generante
exaratos;”” ita multa et deleta et inducta et superscripta inerant. Habuit et pingendi

fingendique non mediocre studium.

LIII. Maxime autem popularitate efferebatur, omnium aemulus,’® qui quoquo modo animum
vulgi moverent. Exiit opinio post scaenicas coronas proximo lustro descensurum eum ad

Olympia inter athletas; nam et luctabatur assidue nec aliter’’ certamina gymnica tota Graecia

7 Hebes: dull

8 With skinny legs

89 (his hair) done in rows (of curls?)

70 pone: behind

1 Synthesina: a loose robe

72 His mother was Agrippina the Younger
73 Seneca the younger was Nero’s teacher
74 pugillares: writing tablets

5 Exaro: | write

76 Aemulus: envious

7 ‘nec aliter’ = always



spectaverat quam brabeutarum’® more in stadio humi assidens ac, si qua paria’® longius
recessissent, in medium manibus suis protrahens. Destinaverat etiam, quia Apollinem cantu,
Solem aurigando aequiperare existimaretur, imitari et Herculis facta; praeparatumque leonem
aiunt, quem vel clava®® vel brachiorum nexibus®' in amphitheatri harena spectante populo

nudus elideret.

LIV. Sub exitu®? quidem vitae palam voverat, si sibi incolumis status permansisset,

8 84

proditurum®? se partae victoriae ludis etiam hydraulam et choraulam et utricularium® ac
novissimo die histrionem saltaturumque Vergili Turnum. Et sunt qui tradant Paridem

histrionem occisum ab eo quasi gravem adversarium.

LV. Erat illi aeternitatis perpetuaeque famae cupido, sed inconsulta. Ideoque multis rebus ac
locis vetere appellatione detracta novam indixit ex suo nomine, mensem quoque Aprilem

Neroneum appellavit; destinaverat et Romam Neropolim nuncupare.

LVI. Religionum usque quaque contemptor, praecter unius Deae Syriae, hanc mox ita

sprevit,®®

ut urina contaminaret, alia superstitione captus in qua sola pertinacissime haesit,
siquidem imagunculam puellarem, cum quasi remedium insidiarum a plebeio quodam et

ignoto muneri accepisset, detecta confestim®® coniuratione pro summo numine trinisque in

78 Brabeuta: umpire

79 Paria: pairs (of contestants)

80 Clava: a club

81 Nexus, -us, a clasp (in wrestling) i.e. he is going to strangle it

82 Before the end of his life (i.e. just before)

8 He would go on stage

84 the words for the player of various instruments: the water organ, the flute, a kind of bagpipe
85 Sperno: | spurn, | scorn

86 Confestim: immediately



die sacrificiis colere perseveravit volebatque credi monitione eius futura praenoscere. Ante

paucos quam periret menses attendit et extispicio®’ nec umquam litavit.*

LVII. Obiit tricensimo et secundo aetatis anno, die quo quondam Octaviam®® interemerat,
tantumque gaudium publice praebuit, ut plebs pilleata® tota urbe discurreret. Et tamen non
defuerunt qui per longum tempus vernis aestivisque floribus tumulum eius ornarent ac modo
imagines praetextatas in rostris proferrent, modo edicta quasi viventis et brevi magno
inimicorum malo reversuri. Quin etiam Vologaesus Parthorum rex missis ad senatum legatis
de instauranda societate hoc etiam magno opere oravit, ut Neronis memoria coleretur.
Denique cum post viginti annos adulescente me exstitisset condicionis incertae qui se
Neronem esse iactaret, tam favorabile nomen eius apud Parthos fuit, ut vehementer adiutus et

vix redditus sit.

87 Extispicium: inspection of sacrificial victims

88 Lito, | obtain a favourable omen

89 Octavia was Nero’s wife, whom he murdered

% pilleatus: wearing pileus, a ‘liberty cap’, worn by a slave on obtaining freedom

10
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