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Why did Nero desire to be associated with Apollo/Helios? How credible is the idea that Nero wished to institute a “Solar Monarchy”?
It is encountered on multiple occasions where Nero identifies himself with Apollo, and the reasons as to why, are reasonably known, however, as to whether Nero wished to institute a “solar monarchy” as part of his identification is disputed. This essay goes in to detail as to why Nero identified with the sun god, and whether or not the idea of establishing a solar monarchy is a credible one.
Firstly, it is important for one to delve in to why Nero wanted to be associated with the sun god in the first place. It also important to recognise that the emperor did not wish to be identified with the gods that is until after the death of his mother Agrippina in 59AD where the one of Nero’s first solar metaphors were used[footnoteRef:1]. Not only can it be seen through what Nero has said, but it can be seen in the works of Tacitus and Dio which do not make Apolline references until after 59AD and in the numismatic images depicting Nero and Apollo Citharoedus seen as early 62AD[footnoteRef:2]. As to why this may be, a potential reason may be after the teachings of Seneca, who taught Nero the benefits of using an association with the divine, in particular the sun god, as a form of propaganda to aid in legitimacy and power[footnoteRef:3]. These teachings would show Nero how important such a strategy can be, resulting in its use after 59AD, thus becoming increasingly relevant when one considers Nero’s philhellenism. This may have pushed him towards his trip to Greece in 66AD, and further increase his love for the country he admires for their culture in the arts and sports. The Greek kings also identified with the solar god to prove their legitimacy[footnoteRef:4], for example, Alexander the Great, whom the Julio-Claudian family claimed to be related to, who also protected the family according to Augustus[footnoteRef:5]. Furthermore, as a result of his love for sports and the arts, Nero can identify with the god Apollo Citharoedus who was the form of Apollo who focussed on music, the arts and culture and consequently the perfect deity for Nero to associate himself with[footnoteRef:6]. It can be argued and taken further by Pliny, who says that Nero was actually doing such a thing to prove that he was not just using the gods to show that he is legitimate in his role as emperor,[footnoteRef:7], which can be seen in Seneca’s Apocolocyntosis[footnoteRef:8]. This argument receives more evidence in the form of Suetonius stating that Nero became “obsessed with a desire for popularity”[footnoteRef:9], which means that his “thirst for praise” would be a reason as to why Nero wished to be associated with Apollo[footnoteRef:10]. Finally, another reason that Nero would wish to identify with Apollo, would be that in this time, Nero could use the influence of the god to push forward the idea of Nero leading the empire in to the “golden age” and this idea would also be the base of an argument for Nero wishing to institute a “solar monarchy”[footnoteRef:11]. [1:  Mratschek, S., 2013, pp. 48]  [2:  Champlin, E., 2003, pp. 280]  [3:  Mratschek, S., 2013, pp. 49]  [4:  Mratschek, S., 2013, pp. 50]  [5:  Shotter, D., 2012, pg. 54]  [6:  Griffin, M.T., 1984, pg. 41]  [7:  Griffin, M.T., 1984, pg. 217]  [8:  Sen, Apoc. 4:1-2]  [9:  Suet. Nero. 53.1]  [10:  Griffin, M.T., 1984, pg. 45]  [11:  Van Overmeire, S., 2012, pp. 761] 

With regards to the credibility of Nero’s Solar Monarchy a logical way to look at this argument, is the positive and the negative, starting in this case with the positive. Firstly, based on Nero’s rapport with Greece, one can see an element of credibility an attempt to institute the monarchy, evidence can be found in the success of his identification of the sun god, with Athenian coins referring to him as “New Apollo” and was also called “New Sun” by the people of Acraephia[footnoteRef:12]. Furthermore, following Nero’s return from Greece in 67AD, he was greeted with “Hail Olympian victor! ... Hail Nero, Apollo!”[footnoteRef:13] thus bolstering the argument that Nero’s successful trip to Greece and consequent titles earned are elements in the institution of the Solar Monarchy. Secondly, a point that could be considered rather controversial as to whether Nero used this as an element in instituting his Solar Monarchy, the colossus status that he placed within the domus aureus. Bergman recreated the statue and believed it was made initially in the form of Nero, identifying with Apollo[footnoteRef:14], however, Warmington believed the 120ft bronze statue was adjusted posthumously to imitate the sun god[footnoteRef:15], and this is also agreed upon by multiple other historians who do not believe it is evidence of an attempt for Nero’s Solar Monarchy[footnoteRef:16]. Whether or not the statue was intended to appear as Nero, Apollo or a combination of the two, the statue was allegedly intended to be visible around the city as it reflected the sun’s rays and aimed to uplift the spirits of the people of Rome[footnoteRef:17]. Not only was the statue significant in this, but also the buildings surrounding it, the Domus Aureus was also believed to represent the rule of Nero and be associated with Apollo and the Golden Age, which can be considered a strong argument for the institution of the solar monarchy[footnoteRef:18]. Thirdly, there is a significant amount of evidence that would suggests some of Nero’s actions would indicate the institution of a solar monarchy through propaganda. The first example is an extract from Suetonius, who describes the event of Nero’s birth, saying it occurred as the “sun was rising”, and was “touched by its rays almost before he was touched by the earth”[footnoteRef:19], and then modern historians compare this to how, thirty years later, this metaphor to material shape in the form of the statue arguably in the form of the sun god[footnoteRef:20]. Another example is the name Nero acquired from the Greeks, “Neos Helios” meaning New Sun God, which suggests success in Nero’s endeavours of using the solar monarchy within the empire[footnoteRef:21]. The next significant piece of evidence can be found with Nero’s use of the radiate crown, specifically its appearance on coins, this iconography of the crown is most commonly identified with Apollo/Helios and was also a very common thing found amongst the leaders of the Greek world[footnoteRef:22]. Another, strong piece of evidence containing propaganda for the solar monarchy’s credibility is an extract from Seneca’s Apocolcyntosis, where Phoebus Apollo talks to the Sisters of Fate saying how Nero would “guarantee an era of prosperity” and continues to flatter him by saying that Nero was his equal in looks, music and grace, and potentially surpassing him[footnoteRef:23]. He even goes as far as to reckon Nero’s arrival with Apollo’s own epiphany as the rising sun, another solar metaphor that benefits the idea of Nero wishing to instil a solar monarchy[footnoteRef:24]. This extract however is also believed to have been edited in to the original play as it doesn’t make sense for solar metaphors to be placed in to a play written around 54AD when all other references to the sun didn’t occur until 59AD, which suggests that Nero was using this text to aid his push to institute the solar monarchy[footnoteRef:25]. A significant example of Nero’s identification with Apollo Citharoedus can be found surrounding Nero’s triumph after his Greek style games, normally they would end with sacrifices to Jupiter Capitoline, but Nero finished with sacrifices at the Temple of Palatine Apollo[footnoteRef:26], which has also been considered the “Triumph of an Artist”[footnoteRef:27]. Events like this may have occurred as a result of Nero’s dedication to the arts, music and culture, which could push his thought process towards the desire to identify with Apollo and also institute a solar monarchy[footnoteRef:28]. Finally, as a result of Nero’s disbelief in the principate’s ability to fulfil his expectations, he supposedly was heavily influenced by other international monarchies and consequently it would not be too farfetched to potentially seek the institution of a solar monarchy[footnoteRef:29]. [12:  Warmington, B.H., 1969, pg. 109]  [13:  Dio. 62.20]  [14:  Mratschek, S., 2013, pp. 52]  [15:  Warmington, B.H, 1969, pg. 120]  [16:  Holland, R., 2000, pg. 199]  [17:  Griffin, M.T., 1984, pg. 215]  [18:  Griffin, M.T., 1984, pg. 138]  [19:  Suet. Nero. 6.1]  [20:  Holland, R., 2000, pg. 19]  [21:  Griffin, M.T., 1984, pg. 217]  [22:  Griffin, M.T., 1984, pg. 217]  [23:  Sen. Apoc. 4:1]  [24:  Sen. Apoc. 4:2]  [25:  Toynbee, J.M.C., 1942, pp. 87]  [26:  Champlin, E., 2003, pp. 280]  [27:  Griffin, M.T., 1984, pg. 163]  [28:  Mratschek, S., 2013, pp. 52]  [29:  Griffin, M.T., 1984, pg. 215] 

Following the argument for the credibility of the solar monarchy’s institution, one must next argue against, showing where the arguments fall apart or other points that would counter the argument. Firstly, Nero’s references to the gods have been argued to only associate himself with them, as a desire to show that he is superior to the divine beings rather than equal to them[footnoteRef:30]. This is supported by the idea that even though Nero was shown on coins with Apollo, a number of those did not show them combined in their images but separate on each side of the coin, which can suggest a form of equality or to an extent superiority as it displays a form of respect for the divine but also the fact Nero is on a side separate to the god, one can argue he believes himself to be better[footnoteRef:31]. Furthermore, the aspects regarding Nero’s possible propaganda were not original, as not only was this tactic used by the Greek legitimacy, but Roman emperors used astral symbolism did also, for example, Gaius has also worn a costume resembling Apollo, with a radiate crown[footnoteRef:32], and was also called Neos Helios as well as Nero[footnoteRef:33], and these leaders were not explicitly attempting to institute the monarchy. Additionally, the coins that contain the image of Nero and Apollo wearing the crown are considerably rare and have been believed to show the identification with Apollo Citharoedus, the form of Apollo that is related to music and the arts, which is arguably not as relevant to the cause of the solar monarchy[footnoteRef:34]. Evidence for this can also be found within extracts from Dio’s works, depicting when Nero returns from Greece wearing “garb of a lyre player”, similar to that of Apollo Citharoedus, not a form of solar garb[footnoteRef:35]. The flattery, adulation and reference to divine monarchy aspects of these could be argued to show that there is the potential for such a thing to happen. Nonetheless, looking at all these pieces of evidence in reference to propaganda, one can argue that there is a possibility of the propaganda being used to aid the institution of the solar monarchy, however, the evidence also depicts a larger image that would dampen the credibility the institution of the solar monarchy by Nero. Another key example that argues against the monarchy’s credibility, is found in the accounts of the Tiridate’s coronation, with extracts from Dio, Suetonius and Tacitus, none of which mention of Nero in relevance to Apollo/Helios[footnoteRef:36], only as Nero the Charioteer, nor mention that Nero was praised in a godlike way by Tiridates, suggesting that no such thing happened[footnoteRef:37]. The only mention of Apollo and Nero that is of note is from Tacitus, who only refers to the two regarding his devotion to the god, not necessarily in identification to the god[footnoteRef:38]. As a result of these counter-arguments, it is evident that the debate as to whether Nero and his attempt to institute a solar monarchy holds any credibility is strongly disputed. [30:  Griffin, M.T., 1984, pg. 217]  [31:  Griffin, M.T., 1984, pg 218]  [32:  Griffin, M.T., 1984,pg. 217]  [33:  Fears, J.R., 1976, pp.496]  [34:  Griffin, M.T., 1984, pg. 218]  [35:  Dio. 62.20.]  [36:  Suet. Nero.13.1]  [37:  Dio. 63.6.2]  [38:  Fears, J.R., 1976, pp.496
] 

Through analysis of the points made through this argument, it is not difficult to understand why Nero would desire to be associated with the sun god, however, it is significantly harder to argue whether it was with the intention of instituting a solar monarchy or for more less extreme political advantages. The reasoning for why he worked to identify with Apollo does aid the credibility of the institution, however, there are significant counter arguments that does indeed ruin the integrity of this concept. Therefore, to conclude, the fact that so many points for the credibility can be countered as well as other arguments against, one can say that despite being within reason to identify with Apollo, the idea that Nero wished to institute a solar monarchy bears significantly little credibility overall.
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