Roman Triumphs: Political performance and cultural identity

The Roman Triumph is a form of social world building. From a cultural standpoint a triumph was a display of military prowess, reenforcing the ideology of Roman superiority that their world was built on. A triumph was a military festival, including battle re-enactments, a parade displaying the spoils of war, such as captured treasures, weapons, and people. Depending on the adversary the parade may end in the sentencing or release of captured enemies and sometimes their public execution. Why were triumphs important? How did they construct societal ideologies? How were they received? Triumphs were important but what were the key elements necessary for a successful triumph? What do the sources say about the nature of these events? There were two main issues that came with a triumph. First a triumph was only put on for the conquest of enemies outside the borders of the Roman empire. Domestic disputes were considered shameful as they showed weakness within the empire. Secondly the importance of having a worthy adversary to display was the greatest risk taken by Roman generals. If the citizen spectators sympathised with the captured enemy, they may lose faith in the military leader who put on the display, the man whom all these festivities were for. The triumphs could be understood as a political conversation between the general and the populace. It was a performance that created and perpetuated cultural ideas of Roman identity. This discussion focuses on the public displays of power at triumphs, the public reaction to the humiliation of foes and the importance of having a worthy opponent to display. Failure to gauge the reception of the display could lead to the loss of public faith. The accounts of triumphs by Florus in his Epitome, Dio Cassius and Plutarch provide historical sources. The academic literature of Mary Beard, Harriot Flower, Hölscher and Östenberg provide modern analysis.		There was no glory in civil war. Civil war was considered shameful as it was seen as weakness within the empire. Lucan, the poet favoured by emperor Nero in his youth, writes about the civil war in 49-45 BCE. 
…did you choose to wage wars which would bring no triumphs? A bitter thought – how much of earth and sea might have been won with this blood shed by the hands of fellow-citizens…
(Lucan Civil War 1.12)
Lucan draws attention to the clashing ideals of civil war. You can almost hear the pain with which Lucan puts into these lines to emphasis the regret of the wasted ‘blood’ of citizen that could have been used to conquer more of the ‘earth and sea’. Given the cultural feelings expressed by Lucan it would be hard to have a triumph celebrating a civil war victory. This would not sit right with the populace as the whole point of a triumphal parade was a celebration of Roman prowess rather than weakness. To circumvent the muddy issues of domestic wars the enemy could be framed as an outsider or an imposter.											A triumphal procession was a celebration of the military leader. In 46BCE Caesar held a triumphal procession for his victories in Gaul. He had held the king Vercingetorix for six years just to have him displayed in his triumph (Östenburg 2009). Hölscher argues in the ‘The Transformation of victory into power: from event to structure’ that triumphal processions were symbolic performances to secure power.
‘[I]n order for military victories to be more than just short-term successes, they have to be transformed into political power. This is achieved through practical political measures that ensure the exercise of power by strong institutions, and through symbolic manifestations that fix and perpetuate conceptually the victor’s superiority and dominance.’
               (Hölscher 2006, 27)
A successful triumphal procession was a good way for a leader such as Caesar to raise his profile and secure his fame, thus Caesar was conscious of how important it was to have Vercingetorix present for the greatest impact in proving himself worthy of the honour. 						A successful triumph depended upon having a worthy adversary to display to the crowd. Dio Cassius gave a short description of Caesar’s triumph in 46 BCE over the Egyptians. Östenburg notes in her book, Staging the World: Spoils, Captives, and Representations in the Roman Triumphal Procession, that at this time Egypt was under Roman rule, as such the Egyptian campaign was against Roman citizens. In order to distance himself from this shameful war while gaining the prestige from it, Caesar portrayed Arsinoë as a foreigner. She was displayed alone, held aloft on a platform surrounded by the other captives but at the same time separate from them (Östenburg 2009 142).    
…the sight of Arsinoë of Egypt, whom he led among the captives, and the host of lictors and the symbols of triumph taken from the citizens who had fallen in Africa displeased them exceedingly. 
(Dio Rom His 43.2-3)
Despite Caesar’s efforts to frame his success in Egypt as a worthy campaign he failed to incite the same feeling in the crowd. Dio Cassius pays direct attention to the displeasure of the onlookers at the site of their fellow ‘citizens’ being shamed in this manner.					
At the time of Caesar's triumphs, Arsinoë was a girl of about thirteen years of age. She lacked both the sex and status to fill the emphatic position bestowed on her. To present her as principal enemy was not thought worthy of a Roman triumphator…
(Östenburg 2009 143)
Östenburg makes it clear that Caesar’s display of Arsinoë did not meet the cultural expectations of the Roman populace. As a girl Arsinoë ‘lacked the sex’, showing the lack of military prowess that the Roman people would have viewed her having. As a child, a female one at that the spectators would have found the display to be anticlimactic and insulting. If the crowd felt sympathy for the captives and saw them as weak then the general could lose political prestige. Caesar’s political power survived this cultural faux pas and yet Octavian clearly took great care to avoid repeating Ceasar’s mistakes when he celebrated his triumph over Cleopatra (Östenburg 2009 143).	 			Leaders who wanted to raise their prestige would need to apply for permission to have a triumph and possibly fund it themselves. Between 51-49 BCE Cicero petitioned the senate for a Triumph. Mary Beard accounts the steps Cicero had to take in order to be granted a triumph, in the chapter of her book The Roman Triumph, titled ‘Playing by the Rules’. 
‘Cicero makes a parade of his own vulnerability and his need for marks of esteem. In his early career, he explains, he could afford to disdain such baubles, but since his period in exile he has been understandably anxious for public honour.’                 
(Beard 2007 192)
Cicero needed his prestige to be raised in a public manner to rejoin Roman high society after his exile. To have a triumphal parade a military leader had to raise funds and petition the Senate as this was a highly political event that could change the course of the general’s and his family’s lives. However, gaining Senatorial approval could be overruled with significant political and religious clout. For example, in 143 BCE consul Appius Claudius Pulcher decided to have his own triumph funded out of pocket and without Senatorial permission or approval from the concilium plebis, the plebian assembly. This decision almost ended in disaster if his daughter had not intervened. Appius Claudius Pulcher’s unauthorised triumph caused offence resulting in an aggressive plebian tribune attempting to drag him from his chariot (Webb. Brännstedt. 2022).
Did not that vestal virgin Claudia recur to your mind, who embraced her father while celebrating his triumph, and prevented his being dragged from his chariot by a hostile tribune of the people? 
(Cic. Cael. 34).
The Vestral virgin Claudia’s actions gave her father divine protection for his triumph. This highlights the political conversation between classes that formed the heart of the triumph. For a triumph to be successful a triumphal candidate would need to have intimate allies to navigate the political, social, and religious spheres. 										Triumphs were carefully orchestrated for maximum drama and spectacle. Once a victory was won captives would be taken from the enemy side. This was a selective process that sometimes was more fictitious than factual. For example, the author Suetonius described how Caligula selected Gauls, Frenchmen, to play the roles of Germans in his triumphal parade. Admittedly an author may take artistic liberties with their depiction of events however, Östenburg states that a triumph was essentially a spectacle of role-playing and re-enacting (Östenburg 2009 155). 
 …he picked out the men of greatest stature in all Gaul, such as he said were fittest to grace a triumph, with some of the chiefs, and reserved them to appear in the procession, obliging them not only to dye their hair yellow and let it grow long, but to learn the German language and assume the names commonly used in that country. 
(Suet. Cal. 47)
Suetonius’ depiction of the selection process for captives is somewhat reminiscent of a stage casting; thus indicating the importance of the parade meeting the expectations of the crowd held more significance than the captives.									 	A triumph served to humiliate the conquered publicly. Humiliation of the adversary was key. The Romans could be said to be merciful towards enemies even releasing and returning them home if they showed humility in the face of the public shame. However, in cases where they showed their hubris in the face of their defeat, they would often face public execution immediately following their part in the triumph. 	
Perseus had sent to Aemilius begging not to be led in the procession and asking to be left out of the triumph. But Aemilius, in mockery, as it would seem, of the king’s cowardice and love of life, had said: “But this at least was in his power before, and is so now, if he should wish it,”	
(Plu Lives Aemilius xxxiv 3-4)
Aemilius’ response to Perseus asking to be left out of the triumphal procession, ‘this at least was in his power’, indicating that Perseus could avoid the humiliation if he was deceased, unfortunately for him this power was his, meaning his only exit was to commit suicide. 					The idea that the triumphal procession was a blood thirsty affair is a misconception. While it is true that some significant adversaries were indeed executed immediately after their part as human spoils of war, this was by no means the norm. From analysis of various ancient texts Mary Beard presents her case that the imprisonment, release or incorporation into Roman society, were far more common fates for captives than execution (Beard 2007 130). Beard does not make it clear as to what criterior a prisoner would have to meet in order to qualify for execution. However, she is clear that the ultimate penalty came at the end of the triumphal procession. In cases such as Caesar’s triumph over Vercingetorix Beard notes that the captives would be lead away by a noose to be hung in prison (Beard 2007 129). According to Beard the threat of possible death and the public humiliation that captives faced would be enough in most cases to make execution unnecessary (Beard 2007 131).  	To gain prestige from a triumph the general had to gauge the mood of the crowd. In her article ‘Augustus, Tiberius, and the End of the Roman Triumph’ featured in the Classical Antiquity journal Harriot Flower argues that a triumph was not just an award for a successful military leader but simultaneously it belonged to the Roman people. As such it had to adhere to cultural expectations of the crowd (Flower 2020 4). Sympathy from the spectators of a triumph would go a long way to securing a prosperous future for ‘innocent’ captives such as children.
Ventidius Bassus, was led …….in the triumph celebrated in 89 BC by Pompey's father, Pompeius Strabo. Some fifty years later, in 38 BC, Ventidius turns up in the triumphal lists again, this time as triumphator, celebrating a victory over the Parthians.
(Östenburg 2009 138)
Only the most successful military leaders would be granted a triumph; this implies that not only was Ventidius granted citizenship but also educated and trained as a Roman general. Aulus Gellius states in his Attic Nights that Ventidius impressed Gaius Caesar during his occupation of the Gallic provinces; thus, acting as a launching pad for his political career (Gellius Att Nig XV iv). Ventidius’ story speaks to the Roman belief that being Roman had more to do with accepting the culture rather than the circumstances of one’s birth. 								Captives who were considered innocent were shone mercy on occasion even incorporated into Roman society. In Plutarch’s Lives ‘Aemilius Paulus’ he describes the victory triumph of Aemilius over Perseus, in which the conquered king’s children were displayed among the captives.
 …the Romans, moved by compassion, kept their eyes upon the children, and many of them shed tears, and for all of them the pleasure of the spectacle was mingled with pain, until the children had passed by.
(Plu Lives Aemilius xxxiv 8)
The Roman people sore themselves as great, a triumph was a declaration of this ideology. The punishment of children, even those of a conquered enemy, falls short of this identity of greatness. Plutarch’s description includes the crowd openly crying at the sight of the children; this sympathetic response to the children could explain the later success of Perseus’ surviving child Alexander. Plutarch does not say if it was Aemilius who facilitated the incorporation of Alexander, into Roman life or if he was aided by the crowd, and yet whatever the reason he went on to be a skilled metal worker, could speak and write in Latin, which allowed him to become a secretary for the magistrates (Plu lives Aemilius XXXVII 4).   										The Roman triumph was a celebration of military prowess and yet it was so much more. The triumphal procession celebrated the military achievements of battle-hardened leaders. There was no glory and therefore no celebration to be had from a civil war however, military generals such as Caesar would reframe domestic wars as foreign campaigns, thus hiding the shame of Romans fighting Romans. A successful triumph depended upon having a worthy adversary to display to the crowd. If the crowd felt sympathy for the captives and saw them as weak then the general could lose political prestige. A triumph would not just be handed out to anyone so leaders who wanted to raise their prestige would need to apply for permission to have a triumph and possibly fund it themselves. Triumphs were carefully orchestrated for maximum drama and spectacle. To gain prestige from a triumph the general had to gauge the mood of the crowd, allowing for him to navigate the political social relationship between triumphator and the populace. Failure to accurately interpret the feeling of the crowd could backfire on the general loosing him political sway rather than gaining it. The captives that were considered innocent were shone mercy on occasion even incorporated into Roman society. Typically, captives who were incorporated into Roman society were children as such they were considered innocent of the crimes of their parents. 						It is my understanding that triumphs could be understood as a political conversation between the general and the populace. It was a performance that created and perpetuated cultural ideas of Roman identity. These celebrations were so successful because they involved all classes, all you needed to feel a part of the festivities would be, to be Roman.
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