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10.1 Arson: The Case For

he Great Fire of Rome broke out late on 18 July 64." Tt burned for six

days. died down and then flared up again to rage for another three days.* It

affected most of the City, especially those parts not shielded by the Tiber

or [he Sefvian VVQ_U3
Tacitus reports:

None ventured to combat the fire, as there were reiterated threats from a
large number of people who farbade extincrion, and others were openly
throwing firebtands and shouting rhat they had cheir authority — possibly in
order to have 1 free hand in looting, possibly from orders received.*

According to Suetonius:
[Nero] . .. pleading displeasure at the ugliness of the old buildings and the

natrow, cronked streets, set fire to the city so openly that several men of
consular rank did not dare to lay hands on senior members of his personal
staff although they caught chem v theit properties with tow and fre

brands, while some granaries ... whose site he particularly desired, were
demolished by engines of war and then set on fire, because their walls were
of stone.’

Similarly, according to Cassius Dio:

Nero set his heart on accomplishing what had doubdess always been his
desite, namely to make an end of the whole city and realm during his
lifecime ... Accordingly he secretly sent out men who precended to be
drunk or engaged in other sorts of mischiet, and caused them at first to set

" Tac. Ann. 15.41.3. L am grateful to Drs Werner Litkenhaus and Simon Maltloch for their comments

on this chaprer.

* Tag Amin 15.40.1—2; LS qo14s cf. Sugr. Ner 38,2, Bradley 10782, 232

Y Tac Anm 15.38—41, esp. 40.4: of the foureen Augustan distriets af the city, three were levelled,
seven badly damaged and only four unharmed. Panelly 20114, 82: Shaw 2015, 78, n. 29.

* Tac. Amn. 15.38.8; esiw sfbi quetorem, * Suet, Ner. 38.1-2.
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234 Arsonist, Persecutor, Ruthless Property Developer?

fire to one or two or even several buildings in different parts of the city, so
that the people were at their wits” end, not being able to find any beginning
of the trouble or pur an end to it .. .¢

That Nero was in some way guilty of arson seems to be confirmed by
referepces elsewhere in Tacitus’ ‘Annals’, in the anonymous Octavia, and
in Pliny T's ‘Natural History’.” Champlin emphasises the first of these, a
verbatim account of Nero being denounced as an ‘incendiary’ by the
praetorian tribune Subrius Flavus, on trial in 65 for involvement in the
Pisonian conspiracy: ‘the words of an eye-witness” make it look ‘as if Nero
was indeed responsible for the fire from the beginning’ because ‘he wanted

to rebuild the city’."

10.2 Arson: The Case Against

That Nero was to blame is unlikely. Tacitus, providing the most detailed
extant account of the Fire,” records the suspicion that it was the work of
the government,’® but, though himself no lover of Nero, prioritises
accidental cause and describes the accusation as no more than ‘widespread
suspicion’."" As for what Subrius Flavus said, one is bound to retort, “Well
he would, wouldn't he?” At first, fighting for his life, he had strenuously
denied any association with the conspiracy. Then, closely questioned by
Nero, he changed rack and sought to inflict maximum damage on the
princeps” reputation by hurling in his face every possible major accus-
ation."* These ranged from fact (of killing Agrippina and Octavia) fo
opinion (of conduct unbecoming a princeps in the circus and on stage)
to rumour (of setting fire to Rome). The last was his weakest weapon, and
the more so because by 65 the regime had achieved success in shifting
blame to the Christians.™ Tacitus admired Flavus, but ignored his allega-
tion of incendiarism in his discussion of the cause of the blaze, as he did
with the charge against the Christians which he also plainly disbelieved."*

¢ Cass. Dio 62.16.1-2. " Tac. Ann. 15.67.3; Ps.-Sen. Oct. 831-3; Plin. HN 17.5.
* Champlin 2003, 185, 191, ? Below 237.

™ Tac. Ann. 15.38.1: an dolo principis incerrum; 38.8: seu iussu; 44.3: fussm incendinm.

" Tac. Ann. 15.38.1, 8; 44.3: infamia.

"* Ct. above 207. Similarly Seneca, in his death specch, threw the charge of marricide against Nero, in
a manner meant for general consumption: Tac. Amn. 15.62.7—63.1. This is ironical, given his own
direct involvement in the event.

'* Tac. Ann. 15.44.8; below 247,

" Tac. Ann. 15.44.3. Below 244. Dr Liitkenhaus has pointed out that the close similarity between
Tacitus and Dio at this point suggests that the whole encounter between Flavus and Nero was to be
found in the common source tradition, and thar it was this that disinclined Tacitus from
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(Tacitus also makes no mention of arson as a motive in his earlier account
of Flavus’ contemplating the murder of Nero during the Fire.”’) The
notices in the Octavia and Pliny I are similarly questionable,"® and it is
significant that Nero is not blamed by the contemporary or near-contemporary
Josephus, Martial and Juvenal."”

Consideration of a range of other points produces a strong circumstan-
tial case in that Nero’s favour. The night of 18/19 July 64 — at the height
of an Italian summer, bringing out crowds seeking relief after the heat of
the day, short, and with the moon only just past full'® — was not the ideal
time for large-scale fire-raising. The Fire did not start in the area that Nero
took over for his wider Golden House. Indeed, beginning by the Palat-
ine,"” it destroyed his own recent major new project, the Domus
Transitoria, linking the Palatine with the Gardens of Maecenas on the
Esquiline, in which he had placed a great collection of works of art.*®
Similarly, the second outbreak of the Fire began as an outlying blaze, to the
west of the main conflagration area, on property belonging to Tigellinus.*"
Nero liked the dramatic, and liked to be in engaged in what he did. If he
had caused the Fire, he would have been on hand from the start, but he
heard of its outbreak ¢. 60 km (36 statute miles) away in Anzio, where he
too was probably escaping the summer heat.** Suetonius, pushing rumour
much further than Tacitus, describes imperial chamberlains going about
torch in hand, and substantial buildings destroyed ‘by war-engines’ —
presumably rams and grabs rather than artillery.”> Dio likewise complains
that the military was in action not saving houses but spreading the blaze.**
However all this has long been interpreted very differently: either as the
work of looters, some perhaps seeking protection by dressing themselves in
court livery;*’ or as popular misunderstanding of the necessary creation of

transposing the former's accusation back to his discussion of the causes of the Fire. This, however,
underestimates Tacitus’ skill as an historian: below 244.

Tac. Ann. 15.50.6. Above 200, 1 Bradley 1978a, 231.

E.g. Bradley 1978a, 231, 269; Fini 1994, 151-2.

Full moon was on 17/18 July: Hohl 1918, 381. CE Warmington 1969, 124; Bradley t1978a, 2305
Griffin 1984, 132.

Tac. Ann. 15.38.2; below 237.

Suet. Ner. 31.1. Bradley 1978a, 171; Grifhin 1984, 127~8; Chaisemartin 2003, 158-9; below 242,
Tac. Ann. 15.40.3. Panclla 20112, 82 and figure 10a.

* Tac. Ann. 15.39.1. Waldherr 2005, 125 contra Bradley 1978a, 230.

Suet. Ner. 38.1: bellicis machinis. T owe this observation to Dr Liitkenhaus.

Cass. Dio 62.17.1.

Hohl 1918, 381 (citing Sievens, 1870, on historical parallels with the great Hamburg firc of 1842);
Fini 1994, 157; below 2471. Routine looting during fires may be reflected in Suetonius’ description
of Afranius’ (fl. later second century BC) play, “The Fire': Ner. 11.2; Bradley 1978a, 84.
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the fire-brealks that finally brought the blaze under control. *® Nero,
characteristically, hastened to RomL, " threw himself into a vain attempt
to save the Domus Transitoria,*® and then arranged emergency accommo-
dation and cbup food for the victims of the Fire.™ ThouOh he may well
also have sung of the sack of Troy,” it is striking that hc did not later
explore this thune in his favourite stage roles, whlch suggests that he felt
no direct emotional involvement in rhc blaze.’" Finally, Nero liked being
liked, and in 64 had already commenced a scheme of endearing himself to
the population of Iraly and Rome by making his first public stage appear-

ance at Naples and throwing the City open as his own on the occasion of

Tigellinus” banquet.”> He would not have risked the infamy of being
discovered an arsonist.** It is not surprising that most modern historians
have proposed that the Great Fire was an accident, not an act of criminal-
ity.”* It was just one of the many chance blazes that plagued Rome and all
big pre-industrial cities with their narrow and rambling streets, densely

dcked jerry-built wooden-framed buildings, and primitive fncﬁvhtmv
thhmquu. = RumL had suttered major conH.wr‘ltlons before, both undu-
the Republic’ and under the Julio- U.iudt.ma the most tecent in AD 6,
27, 36 and 53.%7 The fundamental difference between thar of 64 and the
rest was how badly it got out of hand.”®

10.3 Why Nero?

If Nero was innocent of arson, why did people subsequently believe him
guilty?®” For the perdnent details we rely mainly on Tacitus. Though
comparison between Tacitus, Suetonius and Dio indicates, as usual, their
employment of a common source, Tacitus, as we shall also see later in his
treatment of the Christians, offers additional informaton indicating

Tac. Aun. 15.50.1. OCD'; Wiedemann 1996a, 251. For a very positive assessment of Nero's five-
control operation see Fini 1994, 156-7.

¥ Comtre Maliz, 1999, 67. = Tac. Aun. 15.50.6
=7 Tac. Amn. I).),).W—_ Fini (1994, 157) is again very positive here. 7 Below 238,
1 CE below 290. * Above 206. " Fini 1994, [54

So Hohl 1918, 382: "Man wird also mit Wahrscheinlichkeit den Brand auf einen Zufall, nicht auf

einen verbrecherischen Willensakt Neros zuriickfithren’. CE Warmington 1969, 124 Bradley
19784, 230-1; Grifhin 1984, 132; Rudich 1993, 851 Fini 1994, 160; Wicdemann 1996a, 250;
Holland 2000, 563; Beste and Hesberg 2013, 324.

Canter 1932, 270, 279-8.4; Panella 20110, 79-S0. Canter 1932, 2713,

7 6: Cass. Dio 55.26.4; 27: Tac. Amn 4.6.4.1; 36: Tac. Aun. 6.45.1;5 53: Suet. Cluned. 18.1. Canter
1932, 274-3; Levick 19yo, 112.

Gritfin 1984, 129: "there was nothing routine about this blaze’; below 237.

CE Romm 2014, 168.
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personal research.*® Thus, for example, unlike Suetonius and Dio, he does
not dwell on the number of deaths caused by the first phase of the blaze,

and observes that its second phase was more notable for destroying
buildings than for taking lives.*" This seems strange, and Tacitus soughe
to explun the latter as resultmg from a lower dcnswy of population in the
affected areas. Low mortality is, however, characteristic of big fires in pre-
industrial cities because these did not produce large amounts of poisonous
fumes and gases and were usually slow-moving enough to allow people to
escape. The casualty list of the Great Fire of London 1666 was ‘tiny’.** On
the other hand, Tacitus highly compressed narrative requires expansion in
order to reconstruct the proper sequence of events. For example, though at
first he says that no-one dared fight the Fire, he later states that its first
phase was ended by the creation of a huge fire-break below the Esquiline.*?
This is probably best understood as indicating that the initial blaze was
unusually fierce and fast. It broke out among the highly combustible stock
of shops built into the castern end of the Circus Maximus. From here,
fanned by a strong east wind, it sped westwards, with the open circus
complex acting as a flue and its dry wooden superstructures further feeding
the flames. [t ran north around and into the Palatine and on to the Forum.
It continued further north and northeastwards, spread by the scattering of
embers over a wide area.* [ts ferocity probably paralysed those who should
have directed the fight against it. Both contemporaries and historians are
unanimous in laying much of the blame for the spread of the Grear Fire of
London on the Lord Mayor, Sir Thomas Bludworth, for his early refusal to
demolish buildings to create a fire-break.* A further lesson from 1666 is
the subsequent importance in the work of controlling the Fire of James,
Duke of York (the future James I1).4¢ It could have been that in 64 it was
only after the flames had somewhar abated, and after Nero and his staff
had arrived to rally people’s courage and authorise firefighting methods
involving the destruction of property, that effective efforts were made to

tackle the blaze.

Below 2.44.

Tac. Ann. 15. 38.7 (emphasis on the plight of refugees and the swicide of survivors), 40.2.
Tinniswood 2003, 131-5. Holland (2000, 163) makes the point that the London fire ‘burned for
only half as long a time, and was confined to a smaller area with a lower population’. Bur a large
muldple of a very small number still produces a small number.

* Tac. Ann. 15.38.8, 155 40.1; above 233.

Tac. Amn. 15.38.2, 43. Canter 1932, 276; Holland 2000, 160; Waldherr 2005, 211; Tomei 2011,
125, 129; Panclla 20113, 82—5 and figurc 10a.

* Tinniswood 2003, 44, 187. 4¢ Tinniswood 2003, r11.
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Similar unpicking of Tacitus’ narrative helps explain how Nero came to
be branded an incendiary. Tacitus implies that the process began with
teports of Nero’s singing to the flames, which aroused hostility even as the
princeps strove to aid the victims of the disaster.*” Tacitus, Suetonius and
Dio have different versions of the princeps’ bizarre performance. The best
known is that of Suetonius: that Nero ascended the Tower of Maecenas in
his gardens on the Esquiline (Figure 13) and in full view and full stage
costume sang ‘The sack of Ilium’. Though this smacks of a story still
growing in the telling, and Tacitus reports the incident as rumour, that
Nero viewed the Fire from somewhere and sang something is very plaus-
ible.*® Such behaviour is consistent with his character and interests. Nero
loved the theatrical, and loved to perform as a singer, accompanying
himself on the cithara, the ‘professional’ version (heavier, more complex
and so more difficult to master) of the lyre.*” The Fire at its peak must
have been a magnificent spectacle, too stimulating an experience for a
performer to waste.’® There will have been the visceral sight and sound of
huge, multicoloured, flames, collapsing buildings — many ancient and
sacred — and human beings in distress. Comparison with the fall of Troy
(thanks to Virgil’s ‘Aeneid’, from the time of Augustus automatically
connected to the history of Rome and the Julian dynasty, and in the
Neronian period again very much in the air’‘) was unavoidable. Nero
might well have performed an extract from his own epic on the Trojan
war,’” and the extract might well have contained his observation, quoted

critically by Dio, that Priam, king of Troy, was fortunate in seeing his #

country and his throne destroyed together. If so, this is another instance of
his words being used against him out of context.”> Nero’s singing, the
consequent spread of disapproval and the transformation of resentment
into outright blame must have occurred well after the outbreak of the Fire.
Only after he had done all he could to fight the blaze and organise help for

its victims would the princeps have time for ‘aesthetic glee’,’* and only after

7 Tac. Ann. 15.39.2-3, 15.44.2. Grant 1970, 151; Fini 1994, 155-6.

So Grant 1970, 152: ‘it is all too probable that Nero did give such a display’; cf. Holland 2000, 16.4:
conirit Maes 2013, 296-7.

Holland 2000, 70 n. 8; Waldherr 2005, 118; Pausch 2013, 52.

Henderson 1905, 239: “The scene was 2 temptation that no impressionist artist could resist’.

ST Below 268.

Suct. Ner. 38.2-3; Juv. 8.221. CE. Tac. Ann. 15.39.3: in a private theatre in palace gardens; Cass.
Dio 62.18.1: publicly, on the roof his palace. Bradley 1978a, 234; Warmington 1969, 124; Cizek
1982, 45-6. Grifin 1984,132; Fini 1994, 154—s5; Reitz 2006, 23—4; Fantham 2013, 26; above 112.
Cass. Dio 62.16.2. I owe this observation to Dr Liitkenhaus; cf. above 118.

Griffin 1984, 132.
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he had sung could people have begun to resent his singing. Tacitus seem;
in fact to date the rumours that Nero, intent on the creation of a new
Rome, was actually responsible for setting and spreading the Fire, to after
its renewed outbreak.”’ How long after he does not say, but that hostility
to Nero took some time to show itself may be inferred from the tenor c;f
Tacitus’ accounts.

Fire broke out and caused distress, but the Neronian regime kept its
head, extinguished the flames and cared for the victims. Unlike the Grear
Fire of London, we hear of no popular unrest due to shortages of food or
shelter.’® There was suffering but not despair; no immediate rush to find
someone criminally responsible for the disaster. The prescription of age-
old expiatory ceremonies suggests the establishment of a senatotial com-
mission to investigate the religious implications of the Fire.”” We may
surmise from the operation of an earlier enquiry into indirect taxation that
it did a thorough job of work.” Tt could not, therefore, have overlooked
the secular side of the disaster, and alongside its religious recommendations
it was probably also responsible for the drafting of new regulations
concerning the layout and fabric of new buildings in Rome, the use of
the public water supply, and the provision of firehghting equipment
(probably fire-blankets, buckets, axes, ladders, hooks. shovels, perhaps
syringes, and maybe even siphons — early fire-engines).*”

Tacitus’ chronology, however, appears confused here, since he puts the
rites after a relatively lengthy discussion of the secular measures. The
commission’s work could not have begun until the Fire had been fully
extinguished and order fully restored. With so much to do, it must have
been the end of the summer, at the earliest, before it promulgated the
verdict that the Fire was accidental: Tacitus’ forte: ‘by chance’, the opposite
of his 7ussum incendium: ‘premeditated arson’.*® This was surely the time
for the religious ceremonies appropriate to ‘an act of God’, including vows
to Vulcan, the god of fire,"" after which came implementation of the
secular regulations. The report ended the matter,”* but not before an ugly
period of witch-hunting had resulted from the drawing of a very different
conclusion.

% Tac. Ann. 15.40.3: above 235. ** Tinniswood 2003, 103—7.

Y Tac. A, 15.44.1—2. Grifin 1984, 132—3; Closs 2016; ¢k Talberr 1984, 386-91 on the
continuing importance of senators in religion in this period

% Below 352

* Note that Tacitus (Arr. 15.44.1) puts the secular measures before the religious. Tac. Ann. 15.43.4.
Canter 1932, 288; Waldherr 2003, 2115 above 124. CE Tinniswood 2003, 48—9; Closs 2016, 115.

* Tac. Ann. 15.38.1, 44.3. ®" Tac. Ann. 15.44.1—2. CE below 247. 2 Below 247.
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In large pre-industrial towns, minor and medium fires were common-
place. In imperial Rome there may have been around 100 per day.®?
Occasionally, small blazes turned into much larger outbreaks, but there
was no immediate fear that these would end in disaster. Because fires were
frequent, communities devised ways of dealing with them, involving both
private and public initiatives.** Julio-Claudian Rome, provided with a

rofessional watch and fire service (the wigiles) and gendarmerie (the
cobortes urbanae), and a large standing garrison (the Practorians) ready to
support these two agencies as needed, was more prepared than most.”’
People would have expected the Fire of 64 to be contained. That it was not
must have left the city population — with many, even those not direcely
affected, suffering what we might call post-traumatic stress disorder®® —
increasingly feeling betrayed by the authorities and ready for someone ro
blame.®” A few, guilty about their own poor behaviour (e.g. panicking in
the face of danger, resorting to profiteering and looting etc.”®), may have
been especially ready to attack others. There was probably early disquiet at
Nero's singing. This was irrational given his earlier firefighting efforts, but
as the conviction grew that the administration had failed them, people
would have accepted continuing gossip that its head had indulged in
personal amusement. Actually moving to blame the princeps for the blaze
was a greater step, but justification was on hand in another rumour: that
the Fire had sgread not from a single source but through multiple acts of
incendiarism.”” This would have encouraged people to believe what they
had begun to want to believe. Accident and inattention, and the effect of
wind-blown embers,”® could be discounted: the Fire was the work of
conspiracy. But who were the conspirators? In September 1666, culprits
were conveniently to hand. Britain was at war with Holland and France
and was doing badly. Accusations of arson could therefore almost imme-
diately be directed at resident citizens of these countries and their alleged
English accomplices.”" In July 64 Rome had no foreign bogeymen rto

blame. The Gauls and the Carthaginians had been defeated,”” and the

- By N S
*' Bingham 2013, 107. ' CE Tinniswood 2003, 46—51.

Canter 1932, 287—8; Holland 2000, 161—2; Bingham 2013, 106-9; above 62.

" CE Tinniswood 2003, 141, 143: ‘[London’s] cirizens were haunted by demons’.

7 CE Hohl 1918, 382; Grithn 1984, 132; Shaw 2015, 91.

Cf. above 235; Tinniswood 2003, 678, 106, 119, 130, 136.

? The charge is implicit in Tacitus (Ann. 15.38.6) and Suetonius (Ner. 38.1), and explicit in Cassius
Dio (62.16.2). CF. Tinniswood 2003, 58, 119.

CF. above 237. ' Tinniswood 2003, 51, 58-9; 66; 109; 145-8.

“* Though note Tacitus’ report that some obscerved that the Fire had begun on date of capture and
burning of Rome by the Senones: Ann. 15.41.3.
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Germani were yet to come. The only external power that could pose
threat was Parthia: distant; with probably few of its citizens resident in
Rome; and, with the settlement of the Armenian question, no longer
hostile. However, gathering resentment had to find someone who had
both the motive and the capacity to fire-raise on a grand scale, and this left
only Nero and his grand plans for a New Rome.

Uldmate responsibility rested, anyway, with the princeps, the greac
patron, answerable for the welfare of all.”” Nero had played the role well.
Though he incurred negative gossip through his association with the
deaths of Britannicus, Agrippina and Octavia, this had not developed into
any serious hostility in the capital.” Such tolerance may be ascribed to the
popularity of his accession and general recognition that these deaths,
however regretful, were polidcally necessary. Between 62 and the Fire,
indeed, there is every indication that Nero had regained the backing of the
plebs after their demonstrations in support of Octavia.” Acceptance of his
martiage to Poppaea (and, with this, of the dse of Tigellinus) will have
been cased by the birch and sad death of Claudia Augusta.”™ The prestige
of the regime was increased by success in Armenia and by its adept
handling of a rumoured food shortage in 62.7" The plebs were treated to
great gladiatorial games in 65 and ro “Tigellinus’ banquer’ early in 64.7°
Nero probably also helped himself by his relaxed attitude to ordinary
people, for example in the way in which he reacted to critical grafhiei.”™
One might expect that additional unease would have been caused by
Nero’s Domus Transitoria, “The House of Passage’, begun around 60f This
flouted convention by cutting across the ancient centre of Rome to
connect the Palatine and Esquiline.*® It was probably no single structure
but a suite of buildings and gardens, old and new, around 1 km/0.6 statute
mile in extent. By July 64 it was taking shape at both ends (on the Palatine
with the so-called Baths of Livia, and on the Esquiline with a fairly
standard villa*"). In between there must have been at least one useable
substantial property: the mansion, perhaps the townhouse of Nero’s
paternal birth family, the Domitii Ahenobarbi, and the home of his art
collection, which Nero tried to save from the Fire.** However, the Domus

71 Wicdemann 19964, 251; Waldherr 2005, 212; Shaw 20715, 913 ¢f. below 315-16. “t Above 175.
7 Above 193. " Above 196. © Tac. A 15.18.2. Above 14713 below 333 n. 73.

7N A - N . -

7 Below 298, ™ Cf. above 107. ™ Carandini 2011, 140. For its purpose see below 251

=

Ball 2003, 935; Beste 20114, 1534—4; Tomei 2011, 123—4.

* Tac Ann. 15.39. 0 domus cius, quue Palutiun et Meaecenatis hortos continmaverat. Above 160; Bradley
1978a, 171; Ball 2003, 2—3, 135-6; Moormuann 2003, 382, 386-7; Carandini 2011, 140; Panclla
20112, 78; Beste and Hesberg 2013, 32235 Perrin 2016, 230-33 and figure 1.
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T%’t{iﬁf‘f.’&?f{! seems to have provoked litde direct contemporary or historical
criticism, perhaps because most of it was built on land already controlled
by the Julio-Claudians or purchased fairly on the marker, and because,
with large parts open to public access, it did not greatly disrupt ciry life, &
(The contemporary Temple of Claudius was set in a large gardcn: which
suggests that it was government policy to give residents more recreative
sp:u:f:.g") There is no reason to suppose that, by the time of the Fire, Nero
was unpopular in the capital, but this makes it all the more remarkable that
he could be thought capable of grand arson.”’ Popularity is fickle.
[ncreased exposure to the public gaze can generate both speedy fame and
speedy infamy. The Roman people may have become unsure as to what to
make of the new, ‘popular’ Nero as manifested in his ‘coming out’ as a
public performer at Naplcs,m’ his sudden decision not to leave Ttaly and
Rome to visit Greece and Egypt,” his appearance at Tigellinus’ banquet,**
and his participation in ‘lewd’ theatricals.” Nero’s initial absence from the
fight against the Fire may have caused resentment, along with the rumour
that he left Anzio only on news of the threat to his Domus Transitoria.?
What he did after he arrived generated suspicion. People find it easier to
blame authority when that authority has had a part in the events con-
cerned. In 1666, James, Duke of York, doing sterling work in leading the
firefighting, provoked enduring mistrust when it was thought that he, 2
suspected Catholic, was rescuing ‘guilty” foreigners caught by the mob.”'
Nero's singing caused distrust and, once this was aroused and word got
abour that the auchorities had put their energies into spreading the blaze,
not containing it, other details could be thrown in as proof of government
arson, such as the interpreration of the creation of fire-breaks as fire-
raising.”” It is possible that aristocrats later to involve themselves in the
Pisonian conspiracy were not averse to encouraging such gossip.”* Finally,
the precedent of the Domus Transitoria will have helped convince people of
the seriousness of Nero’s grand architectural plans. Thus, probably not
immediately but well before the publication of the findings of the senator-
ial commission, Nero was accused of incendiarism.”*
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10.4 Christians as Scapegoats

To quash such rumours the administration took action which led ro local
prosecution of Christians.”” There are problems in reconstructing what
happened. First, while the main literary cradition is unanimous in suggesi-
ing that some contemporaries thought Nero guilty of arson,”® Tacitus
alone has him scapegoating Chllsmns Second, Nero ‘the arsonist’ is not
found in the earliest Christian tradicion; full portrayal of Nero as ‘the great
persecutor’ developed only from the later second century;”” and even then
no wtiter, pagan or Christian, has Nero blaming Christians for starting the
Fire. One explanation for the tension berween Tacitus and the rest is that
this results from a Iater insertion into his text. This is now generally, if not
entirely, rejected.” A more recent alternative is that Tacitus retrojected
growing concern at the spread of Christianity around 100 into events of
the 60s. Shaw proposes that the Neronian administration punished people
for arson, but because those punished were not Christians, persecution of
Christians ‘never happened’.”” The real victims of government attention,
the “certain persons ... denounced by the common people of Rome as
responsible for setting the fire’, were Jewish sectarians’."® This is, how-
ever, to undetestimate Tacitus’ capacity for personal research, evidenced in
both the ‘Histories” and the ‘Annals’.*®* Though his culture and education
encouraged him to treat his material rhetorically and morally — he was no
dlspasslonatc historian — this never, as Shaw himself says. drew him into
‘outright invention’."”* If we accept Tacitus’ rediscovery of a forvottev?
historical fact, that the Neronian administration had accused a group of
residents of Rome of setting the Great Fire and punished them accord-
ingly,””" we should also accept his identification of these as Christians.
This is all the more so because he had a personal interest in religion,
domestic and foreign. Early in his senatorial career he had been a commit-
ted quindecemvir sacris faciundis, a very senior priestly office ‘that would
have involved a fairly high degree of sophistication about religious matters’;

Tac, Ann. 15.44.3. Below 322-3. 2% Above 233.

Stevenson 1967, 3, 5-6, 168; Fini 1994, 151-2; Waldherr 2005, 9; Holland 2000, 172~-5; Maicr
2013, 388-yz; Shaw 2015, 83~3, 96.

% Shaw 2015, 79-80; Barrett of . 1016, 164-5.

Shaw 2015, 74 (quotation), 85—y, 92, 9., 96. 7 Shaw 2015, 84 (quotation), 86, 94.

E.g. Tac. Hist. 5.2-10; Arn. 13.20.3, 1.2 pussims 15.74.3. Syme 1958, 280-1, 289-98, 378; Heil
1997, 30, 36-9, 54; FRHIst, 2013, 1.541-5, 2 no. 821 above 147, 237.

© Symie 1958, 198—301; Shaw 20153, 82, 92 (quotation), 96; above 9. 7% Shaw 2013, 92.

10.4 Christians as Scapegoats 245

and in the "Histories’ he shows himself knowledgeable about the Jews.™*
From this, from accounts of contemporaries and probably alse from his
own experience as governor of Asia ¢. 112,"" Tacitus will have been able
to recognise Christians when he came across them in the records.°® But
who were these, if they were not recognised by the developing, still
predominantly eastern,”” Christian tradition? Shaw’s ‘Jewish sectarians’
points in the right direction. There is a long-established view that the
Roman Christians of 64 may have been on the margins of Christianity and

Judaism: converted Jews."” Jews were soon to be thought capable of firing

Antioch, but this was in the context of a savage war."”” Though Romans
had long experienced exasperation and uncertainty in dealing with Juda-
ism, they broadly respected the faith as ancient, public and respectable. [n
64, there was no reason for branding Jews in general as arsonists. On the
other hand, as they grasped that local Christianity, despite its dependence
on Jewish converts, amounted to something very different, they will have
grown particulatly suspicious of its novdtv social seclusion, and sup-
posLdly impious and immoral practices.”"” For scapegoating to work, it
has to pick on plausible villains: like enemy aliens in seventeenth-century
London,”™" immediately identifiable,""* already suspect, and ideologically
and physically capable of the actions of which they are accused. Metropol-
itan Romans may well have become distrustful of a breakaway group,
relatively small but, thanks to its errant behaviour and strange language,
easily recognisable and, perhaps, beginning to proselytise.”"> These made
good scapegoats in Rome but went unrecorded in the eastern Christian
tradition because they were not part of it."** They had probably already
been labelled Christiani/Chrestiani, and described as such in the City
records read by Tacitus. Though the term is not literary before the second
century, its use by Tacitus for the Neronian principate is not necessarily
anachronistic. In Tacitus’ words, it was vulgar usage, which would have
taken time to be adopted by educated writers.”""” Tacitus glossed their
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beliefs as a new ‘pernicious superstition’,"*® thus suggesting that they were

the direct forerunners of eastern Christians of the early second century.
This was mistaken, but his mistake should not be taken to mean thar they
were not aurhentic followers of Christ. Confirmation of this may be found
in Suctonius. He, perhaps drawing on Tacitus’ findings, likewise has Nero,
rightly, pumshmg C/nz;mmz. a class of men given to a new and mischiev-
ous superstition.""” However, he also records that Claudius expelled the
Jews from Rome because they were continually causing public disturb-
ances ‘at the instigation of Chrestus’.'™ Both statements have provoked
debate, but it is not unreasonable to interpret the latter as a confused
reference to apostatising converts to Christianity causing unrest in the
Jewish community in Rome and to suppose that the same people, abhor-
rent to Jews and pagans alike, rerurned to be blamed and punished as
arsonists under Nero.""?

Therefore, as popular suspicions of Nero mounted and with the senat-
orial commission yet to report, the administracion established its own
enquiry, set on finding a person or persons to blame. As in 1666, when
‘everyone on the margins of society ... became legitimate targets’,"*°
Christians living in Rome were brought in for questioning. Interrogation
can generate false confessions. In 1666, one Robert Hubert brought about
his own execution by admitting to arson and continuing to assert his guile
in the face of all the evidence and the opinion of Eht: English ILgaJ
establishment. Such behaviour usually rcsuqu from a desire for celebrity,
possibly exacerbated by mental illness, ™" but in 64 it could well have beén
prompted by profound religious conviction. One can easily imagine how
some Christians appeared to confess to arson by expressing grim satisfac-
tion at God’s punishment of the heathen City and by cagerly anticipating
imminent Armageddon: ‘The incendiary language of the Christian fanatic
must have given rise to strange misconceptions and misunderstandings’."**
Some, indeed, by failing to explain their language or even to deny the
accusation, may have wilfully courted martyrdom.™** This would have
been good enough for an administration bent on countering the rumour
that Nero was to blame Initial success then prompted the investigators to
extend the period of their enquiries'** and to sweep more victims into
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their net by association — first with those already condemned and then by
simple religious affiliation ~ making all local Christians to blame for arson
and, as we shall see, treating them very badly.”*” The government’s
stratagem evidently worked well: most inhabitants of Rome appear to have
been persuaded that Christians set the blaze, though some were unhappy
over the manner of their punishment."* With this, but not before, the
feeling probably arose that the gods had punished Rome for harbouring
non-believers and that matters had now been set straight. Tacitus™ state-
ment that the Christians had suffered directly because of their ‘supersti-
tion” and their ‘hatred of the human race’ is, indeed, probably a reflection
of second-century Roman prejudice.”*”

Though the administration succeeded in passing the blame for the Fire
of 64 on to Christians, apart from in Tacitus’ account, Christians as fire-
raisers then drop out of the historical picture.”*" Why? Generally, time
moves on, tempers cool and even alleged arsonists are forgotten,”*’ espe-
cially when the real causes of blazes are discovered and accepted. The Fire
of London was eventually attributed to carelessness at a bakery, and
suspicion of foreigners and of James, Duke of York disappeared from folk
memory. In 64—65, the senatorial commission finally declared that the Fire
of Rome was accidental. When Domitian officially called the disaster to
mind, he made much of restoring grand altars and annual ceremonies in
honour of Vulcan, generic god of fire, vowed by Nero as a defence against
future outbreaks but never fully established.”*® These measures suggest
provision against mischance, not crime; that Nero made his vow following
the report of the senatorial commission; and that its verdict had been
broadly accepted. Misgivings over Nero will have been further assuaged by
the economic activity generated by his building programme, the excite-
ment of Neronia II, the prospect of an heir, Tiridates’ visit and the Greek
‘triumph’.">" Popular sympathy for the princeps may also have been
restored by his narrow escape from the Pisonian conspirators, and the
death of Poppaea. In 65, Subrius Flavus might maliciously draw on
rumour in a last-ditch condemnation of Nero as an arsonist, but even
then, less than a year after the Fire, few would have believed him. The
process of forgetting Christian involvement will have been further acceler-
ated by another serious fire in 80, under Titus. This, though human
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agency appears to have been considered (perhaps a lingering memory of
64'7%), was finally ascribed to broad divine displeasure, unprovoked by the
actions or failings of any individual or group.”" The verdict both avoided
the turmoil of widespread recriminations and took pressure oft the incum-
bent princeps, the figure of ultimare human responsibilicy. ™" Thus towards
the end of the first century the official line was that the fires of both 6.4 and
8o were not due to any criminality and certainly not to any princeps.**
However, in this period when the historical image of the 64 fire and of
Nero was being fixed, there persisted a contrary view that fed the develop-
ing tradition of Nero ‘the monster’."** Christian arson was forgotten but
‘the image of a ruler “fiddling while Rome burned” is far too potent, and
useful, ever to be discarded from popular imagination”."”” Subsequent
principes were ready to tolerate an unofficial charge of arson against Nero,‘
the vicious foil to their own virtues. This explains Suetonius’ severing of
Tacitus’ connection of Nero’s punishment of Christians with the Fire. It
allowed him ‘unequivocally’ to blame the princeps for the lattcr,”t while
listing the former among the princeps’ positive measures to ‘safeguard
public order and restraint’,"*? Christians were, anachronistically, seen as
having been punished for their religion, not for arson."*

10.5 The Golden House

Like his involvement with the Fire, Nero’s subsequent construction of a
new residence in Rome — the Domus Aurea or ‘Golden House' — has lofig
provoked debate. He planned a collection of buildings, architectonic
features and parkland stretching from the Palatine to the Viminal in the
north and the Caelian in the east (Figure 13).""'

Its most famous structure, east of the Palatine, is now known as the
Golden House having erroncously been given the name of the entire
complex.™** Archacologists prefer to call it the "Pavilion’. The Pavilion
looked south down the slope of the Oppian and up that of the Caelian hill,

over the area now occupied by the Colosseum. What we know of it derives
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from literary rexts and archacological research.'* It is conventionally
shown as two great peristyle wings, hinged by a ‘large octagonal hall,
probably roofed with a massive cupola’.'** Of ‘enormous’ size, with an
overall frontage of ¢. 370 m, it was built in the style of a portico-villa, “with
the main rooms in the facade which, through a portico and terrace before
it, had a fine view on the landscape park lying in front ...""* It was
inventively designed, magnificently firted out with the latest architecrural
and technological novelties and lavishly decorated."*® The Forum to the
west was connected to the Golden House complex by an extended via
Sacra. At the top of the via Sacra Nero planned to erect a great bronze
statue (Colossus), according to Suetonius, 120 Roman feet high (¢. 35 m;
116 statute feer).™"” To the ecast, behind the statue, on the height of the
Velian saddle, an extensive forecourt and ornamental lake (Stagnum) gave
on to the Pavilion and a wide, wooded estate. South of the lake, Nero
turned the uncompleted temple of Claudius into an extrayagant water-
feature.™** To the west of this, on the Palatine south of the iz Sacra, was
another set of grand new buildings, adjoining a repaired Domus Tiberi-
ana.'*’ Though somewhar clumsy, it is useful to think of both as the
‘Domus TiberianalNeronian palace’ complex.'*® The full Golden House
complex covered an area estimated at between 50 and 80 ha (125—200
acres), potentially twice that of the Vatican City."*" Though the Pavilion
was taken to an advanced stage of construction, there are indications that
neither it nor the Golden House complex as a whole was ever fully
completed.”* The complex must have been used to impress Tiridates,
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