
As society moves away from prominent Christianity into a more 
predominantly atheist viewpoint, we see the overarching 

impression of Nero changing with it. Modern scholars are 
realising that the elite of Rome and the Christians of the time 

largely controlled the literary recording of history,
and these just so happened to be two of the groups 

Nero wronged the most. The idea of Nero being a monster still 
stands for the majority, for example popular children’s 

educational programmes such as Horrible Histories still portray 
Nero as a rude, Christian-candle-making beast, even going so 

far as to make a feature length film based on Nero’s hardy 
punishment of a Roman teen in 2019. However those who 

scratch below the surface are starting to see a more subdued 
and controlled emperor.
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Due to the increasing secular nature of the ‘Western’ world, how have historical figures, such as Nero, been re-evaluated by historians? 
From the diabolical, despotic antichrist portrayed by early Christians, to the nuanced historical character seen in our more secular age. 

Early Pagan sources tell us of the exploits 
alongside the crimes of Nero. they praise his 
achievements in the building of new architecture 
and his response while Rome burned, which was 
to open the gardens of his personal estate, set 
shelters up and went to efforts to bring them 
supplies (Tac. Ann. 15:39). 

Indeed, the early view of Christianity was quite 
negative. Suetonius describes them as “..a sect 
professing a new and mischievous 
superstition”-Suet. Nero 16:2. Tacitus goes 
further in describing it as “...broke out not only in 
Judæ, the source of the evil, but even in Rome, 
where all things hideous and shameful from 
every part of the world find their centre and 
become popular. 

The ancient sources, while some being more 
negative, do generally give a mixed view and 
clarify that some of the more extravagant parts of 
his reign may have been fictional rumours rather 
than fact. 
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As is understandable, given that Nero is the first 
Emperor to persecute Christians, they depict 

him in a more black and white manner. 
Lactantius, someone who would become a 
personal religious advisor to Constantine I, 

wrote that Nero was “...a detestable and vicious 
tyrant...eradicate the righteous religion...he 

persecuted the servants of God” Lact. De. Mort. 
Pers. 2.7.

Thomas De Quincey (19th century English 
writer) saw Agrippina’s murder as an 

“...unnatural horror…” Blackwood’s Edinburgh 
magazine. page 45. Describing him as such, it 
is easier to paint an image of an antichrist and 

the apotheosis of an inhumane leader.

At the same time, Nero became synonymous 
with ideas of opulence, the unchecked power of 

Emperors and wanton cruelty. Painting an 
image of Nero as a singularly cruel tyrant who 
treated Rome’s treasury as his purse and its 
people as playthings. He became the very 

embodiment of cruelty and viciousness. 

https://www.comedy.co.uk/tv/horrible_histories
/episodes/4/14/

Nero by Abraham Janssens van Nuyssen (1620)

Modern Secular response 
The senate was becoming more of an advisory to emperors 

however some of the elite realised that they could still use it to 
have power over those more naive, such as Nero. When these 
powers could not be enforced, many began to write with more 

than the glorification of Rome in mind. Due to this, we may 
never know what Nero was truly like - as even now it is 

beneficial to write Nero as a villain in order to draw in an 
audience with grotesque and unusual punishments that only 

the wildest imagination could bring to life. Many have accepted 
that Nero’s reign lies somewhere between the depths of evil 

and the lesser seen favoured emperor, after all - Dio of Prusa 
orates “everyone wants him to come back” [from the dead], so 

he can’t have been all that bad.

A marble bust of Nero, Roman emperor from 
A.D. 54 to 68. (Image credit: <a 
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