Classics Independent Project: The Great Fire of Rome: Nero, the fiddler, or the saviour?

Abstract:
[bookmark: _GoBack]The aim of this research project is to re-examine the Great Fire of Rome in AD 64 – specifically its causes and Nero’s response to it.  This will be done through a critical appraisal of: how and where the fire started, how it could have been prevented, Nero’s reaction to the fire as well as the supposed Christians involvement. This will be examined through the accounts of ancient historians, modern scholarly analysis, and the archaeological evidence connected to the Great Fire of Rome. The cause of the Fire is the question that is most widely debated by modern scholars ranging from Professor Pascal’s, pamphlet (published in 1900) which attempts to prove that the Christians started the fire, to Dr. Profumo’s claims that the responsibility for the Fire rests on Nero’s shoulders[footnoteRef:1]. My stance on the cause of the fire is that the layout of Rome (long, narrow streets with tall insulae) did nothing but help the fire spread as Rome was subjected to many accidental fires daily, and which Canter says it was an occurrence in daily life of an ancient city such as Rome[footnoteRef:2]. The ancient historians with the most revealing and different narratives on the fire are: Tacitus who partially argues against Nero’s involvement, but not completely dismissing Nero’s motives for causing the fire, Cassius Dio who cites Nero’s desire for destroying Rome and that most other ancient historians agree with, and Josephus, who does not take a side and believes accounts of Nero and his reputation fell foul to lies and bias. The archaeological record provides less general insight into the cause and whether Nero was to blame but is useful in assessing the destruction the fire caused. Archaeologist, Andrea Carandini, explains that almost everything was destroyed, and specifically an area of the forum Romanum[footnoteRef:3]. However, I believe this to be an overstatement as Tacitus states that four blocks remained intact[footnoteRef:4] and no mention is given to the condition of the forum. I will assess these varying narratives by first looking at any bias, and what could be seen as slander, for instance, Cassius Dio citing Nero sang the “capture of Troy” whilst Rome burned[footnoteRef:5] would be seen as untrue and only an attempt to continue in muddying Nero’s name. Nero, is more often than not blamed for the Great Fire of Rome in the historical sources, but this research project will thoroughly assess all previous scholarship, accounts, and archaeological evidence of the Fire and aim to show that Nero was not and could not have been to blame, and only helped in the aftermath of the Great Fire. [1:  Hulsen, C. 1909:45.]  [2:  Canter, H.V. 1932:270-288.]  [3:  Carandini, A. 2001: S. 3.7.]  [4:  Tac. Ann. 15.40.1.]  [5:  Cass. Dio. 62.18.1. ] 


Plan:
Introduction:
· Briefly introduce and give background information on Nero and some of the negative controversies written in almost every ancient source surrounding his person and reign. 
· Outline the aim of the project, or at least what it is hoping to achieve.
· Give an overview of the main claims in the literary sources, and a historiographic review of scholarly interpretations of the event.
Section 1: Introduction and analysis of the literary and archaeological sources on the Great Fire.
· The causes of the fire mentioned by Tacitus, Suetonius, and Cassius Dio, and how it spread so quickly within the city; and an additional discussion of weather and celestial conditions (full moon). (Tac. Ann. 15.38-40. ; Suet. Nero. 38.1.; Cass. Dio. 62.16-18.)
· Controversy of whether Nero had paid men to start the fire, why did Nero suspend his visit to the Eastern provinces? (Cass. Dio. 62.16.2.)
· Motives of why Nero would have wanted Rome destroyed – Domus Aurea. (Warden, P. 1981:271-278.; Suet. Nero. 62.31.1-4.)
· Introduce the archaeological evidence (the material of the buildings, items found in the forum etc…) and how it can help us to further understand the enormity and destruction of the fire.

Section 2: The path of the fire and the prevention methods.
· The narrative of the fire (the path, the buildings that were burned, how long it lasted)[footnoteRef:6]. [6:  Tac. Ann. 15.38-40.] 

· Fire- prevention methods (Vigiles, a background to them, their status at the time). (Rainbird, J. 1986 & 1976; Daugherty, G. 1992; Strab. Geography. 5.3.7.)
· Nero’s return to Rome, but only when it was nearing his mansion that was built to link the Gardens of Maecenas to the Palatine. (Tac. Ann. 15.39.1.)

Section 3: Rome’s re-building and Nero’s persecution.
· Nero’s response – cutting price of grain, importing grain from neighbouring provinces, opening up the Campus Martius. (Tac. Ann. 15.39.1.) 
· The aftermath of the fire – destruction of parts of Rome, important buildings, monuments. (Canter, H.V. 1932; Tac. Ann. 15.41.1.)
· The re-building of Rome, its layout, and was it somewhat fire-proofed, Nero’s new palace and gardens. (Tac. Ann. 15.42-44.) 
· Persecution of the Christians (Tac. Ann. 15.42.1.) – Criminals or scapegoats? Christian cults that foretold of the burning of Rome. Book of Revelations – seven headed whore of Babylon could be Rome? City of seven hills. Christians encouraged to take up arms against the whore of Babylon (Rome?).  The Book of Revelations is dated to around the emperor Domitian and can only be analysed in retrospect.

Conclusion:
· Summarise, and conclude on the arguments made by the ancient sources and any problems we have with reading them. Expand on this with how the modern scholarship and archaeology can be used in determining the cause of the fire.
· Explain how the Great Fire went on to affect Nero’s reign, and why he should or should not be blamed for the fire.
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