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Tiberius was a controversial Roman emperor in antiquity, and he continues to be so in scholarly debate today. One of our main sources on Tiberius and his reign is Tacitus’ Annals. Unlike many of the other ancient historians, Tacitus is sometimes said to be the one who “introduced man’s personality into history”.[footnoteRef:1] Some of the controversy today around Tiberius comes from Tacitus’ characterisation of the emperor, the main accusation being that Tacitus purposefully degraded the character of Tiberius. It can hardly be said that Tacitus paints a positive picture of Tiberius, and some scholars have argued that Tacitus’ characterisation had no basis in truth at all. Some seemingly wish to ‘rejuvenate’ the character of Tiberius and remodel him in a more positive light. As a means to recreate the perceived portrait of Tiberius, the basis of some of the scholar’s arguments have been to discredit Tacitus as a historian.[footnoteRef:2] This debate on the legitimacy of Tacitus’ characterisation is something that I will cover in more depth in this essay, as I feel it is a necessary prelude to a discussion on his method’s of characterisation. Stephen Daitz’s article provides a useful summary of methods of character portrayal used by Tacitus, and is something that I will also expand upon below.  [1:  Daitz 1960: 30]  [2:  Bowen 1913: 162] 

Tacitus believed that a person’s character was determined at birth, and fixed throughout their life. [footnoteRef:3] In the books of the Annals that deal with Tiberius, we see different parts of his personality and character come through in different parts of his life and reign, as well as in response to different events that he caused or had to deal with. We might read these differences as showing a changing character in Tiberius, but to Tacitus it has been suggested that he saw them more as a result of suppressing his true character, and that he only revealed this character later in life when the forces behind this suppression (including, for example, some of the people surrounding him) disappeared.[footnoteRef:4] Edwin Bowen, as well as Daitz, argues that Tacitus’ interpretation of what character is, is what is misled, not his recording of historical ‘fact’.[footnoteRef:5] This argument provides an alternative view to that of the fixed character, and perhaps helps us to further understand how Tacitus attempted to reconcile the differences in Tiberius’ character between the early and later periods of his rule within his own understanding of human nature.  [3:  Daitz 1960: 32]  [4:  Daitz 1960: 32, Bowen 1913: 165, 166, Woodman 1989: 197]  [5:  Bowen 1913] 


Bowen and Daitz both touch on the issue of the credibility of Tacitus’ telling’s of history, particularly in relation to his characterisation of Tiberius (Bowen touches on this specifically, Daitz includes examples in his overall examination). Bowen first tackles the desire of some scholars to “rehabilitate the character of Tiberius”, to “make him appear ‘a man more sinned against than sinning’”.[footnoteRef:6] To question this stance, that Tacitus was supposedly in the habit of purposefully misrepresenting history, his record teeming with “grossly wilful and malicious misrepresentations” and therefore is not a legitimate source of historical knowledge at all, Bowen first conducts an brief analysis of modern historians who support this aforementioned point of view, then he goes on to compare the Annals to the works of other ancient writers who also touched upon the subject of Tiberius.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  Bowen 1913: 162]  [7:  Bowen 1913: 162] 

Bowen summarises the accusations against Tacitus as follows. They argue that Tacitus was prejudiced against Tiberius, and so “did not scruple to distort the facts in a flagrant manner”, that he was “no historian, but a bitter pamphleteer of consummate ability”. Also that he “was a trained rhetorician who did not scruple to falsify history in order to write fine, brilliant rhetoric.”[footnoteRef:8] That Bacha argues that “the Annals are simply a work of romance, not history, and that Tacitus, though an artist, is an artist biased by prejudice.”[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Bowen 1913: 162]  [9:  Bowen 1913: 162] 

Upon moving on to the other ancient historians, Bowen says we should “endeavour to determine if the Romans themselves, who were better acquainted both with the historian and the Emperor than we are, ever made any systematic attack upon Tacitus’ trustworthiness”, and it is this that forms the basis of his argument: that Tacitus’ characterisation and recording of history is supported by other ancient authors, because although Tacitus may be our most major source of information on Tiberius, a comparison of some kind can be made with a number of other works.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Bowen 1913: 162-163] 

First, Bowen comes to Suetonius, a secretary of Hadrian, who was “surely in a position, in writing his life of Tiberius, to have access to all the trustworthy documents”.[footnoteRef:11] While some of the exact details in Suetonius’ account do differ slightly, his judgement “in all its essential points, confirms Tacitus’ estimate and is indeed even more severe and damaging.”[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  Bowen 1913: 163]  [12:  Bowen 1913: 163] 

Then, to Cassius Dio: “by birth a Greek, and can not therefore be said to have inherited a prejudice against the Roman Emperors”, he too “writes as scathing an indictment against Tiberius as Tacitus does.”[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Bowen 1913: 163] 

Further accounts that also seem to at least support Tacitus’ narrative include Josephus, Juvenal, Seneca, and Pliny the Elder. Aside from this collection of complementary characterisations of Tiberius and records of the history surrounding him, Bowen does mention Velleius Paterculus, who gives a contrasting account of the emperor, painting him in a positive light. Bowen explains that this does not discredit his argument that Tacitus’ version of history fits with the other ancient writers also covering Tiberius, in that Velleius had strong personal connections to the emperor, and only covered the earlier parts of his life, before the negative traits really started to take form (or, in the opinion of Tacitus, when they started to be revealed).[footnoteRef:14] Other contemporaries, who knew Tacitus personally, also held him “in the highest esteem”. [footnoteRef:15] What Bowen has argued here is that “Tacitus’ portraiture of Tiberius is, in the main, the established tradition.”[footnoteRef:16]  [14:  Bowen 1913: 163]  [15:  Bowen 1913: 163]  [16:  Bowen 1913: 163] 

While it seems that Tacitus’ characterisation of Tiberius seems likely to based on at least a common perception of the emperor, that is not to say that Tacitus is entirely infallible and free from judgement on his interpretation of what this means in terms of how Tiberius interacted with people around him and handled situations. Bowen and Daitz both add to this debate, with Bowen arguing that while Tacitus seems to have recorded the facts of history as closely to the truth as possible, “he probably was in error in his interpretation of Tiberius’ conduct in order to reconcile his early mild government with his later tyranny”, given that in Tacitus’ mind, Tiberius character didn’t change, just his reaction to events.[footnoteRef:17] Tacitus, who could be argued to be a “moralist rather than a politician”[footnoteRef:18], likely saw this as an act of hypocrisy which only further fuelled his dislike of the emperor. But Bowen argues that this is not plausible. Rather, that he likely “endeavoured earnestly to be a good ruler”, but that following the death of his mother he was exposed to a series of ‘rude shocks’ and inspired in him a ‘radical change’ of character into the tyrannical ruler.[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  Bowen 1913: 166]  [18:  Bowen 1913: 164]  [19:  Bowen 1913: 166] 

Daitz’s exploration into the pitfalls of such emphasis on character and personality that Tacitus affords the subjects of his histories centres around why Tacitus emphasised character portrayal to the extent that he did, and what this meant for Tacitus’ interpretation on the relationships between person and event. In terms of why the portrayal of character was important to Tacitus[footnoteRef:20], it is generally assumed that he was influenced by Sallust in the style of his writings. The literary atmosphere was ‘thoroughly permeated’ with satire, and Tacitus had had a high level of oratorical training, which points to a range of character stereotypes that could be used as ‘models for the historical characters’, as well as the genre of drama which had one character in the centre of activity (reflecting Tacitus’ ideas of causative relationships, which I will touch on below). Daitz does not argue that we can entirely know to what extent Tacitus was influenced (consciously or not) by the methods of characterisation used in these genres, but that it is highly likely that he was to some degree or another as they all deal ‘with human character’.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Daitz 1960: 30-31]  [21:  Daitz 1960: 31] 

Tacitus’ ‘philosophy of history’ is described by Daitz as “his interpretation of the causative relationship between the events described and the human beings therein involved.”[footnoteRef:22] This comes along with defences of Tiberius, against Tacitus, by Marsh and von Fritz, that “Tacitus was little aware of the impersonal forces of history such as the economic, political, and sociological factors” of the times of Tiberius.[footnoteRef:23] As he believed in a causative relationship between event and person, it makes sense that Tacitus would seem to assume that events of a “grim and unpleasant nature” would be caused by someone of equally grim and unpleasant character.[footnoteRef:24]  [22:  Daitz 1960: 31]  [23:  Daitz 1960: 31]  [24:  Daitz 1960: 32] 

Daitz’s article also outlines Tacitus’ methods of character portrayal, as I will discuss below. [footnoteRef:25]  The first method, which is the most ‘easily identifiable’, is direct description. This is where the author themselves “gives certain information or views which he has upon the character under discussion.”[footnoteRef:26] Tacitus, as is to be expected (as illuminated by my discussion above), spends a great deal of time describing the personalities of people, amongst other common themes such as lineage, and (to a smaller extent) appearance. It is his focus on personality that makes Tacitus’ characters more fleshed out than the other ancient writers discussed above. Direct description of the actions of characters also help to add to the characterisation of the people acting them, and this is something that Tacitus does a lot of. One instance that serves as “an opportunity for a final summary and evaluation”[footnoteRef:27] is an obituary, in which Tacitus would give a brief ‘overall description’ on the occasion of the death of a major character.  [25:  Daitz 1960: 34-52]  [26:  Daitz 1960: 34]  [27:  Daitz 1960: 40] 

The second method of character portrayal that Daitz mentions is innuendo. This is a method in which the author can “reveal his feelings concerning the character through implication rather than direct statement.”[footnoteRef:28] Professor Ryberg argues that the use of innuendo was used by Tacitus to create an impression in the reader that was unsupported by recorded facts, but Daitz counters that he believes that it is unlikely that Tacitus made such conscious decisions to distinguish fact from what he believed to be true, “presenting the former by direct description, the latter by innuendo.”[footnoteRef:29] When it comes to Tiberius, it is in dealing with his characterisation and time that Tacitus almost exclusively uses innuendo, perhaps due to the fact that his transgressions were more concealed that some of the other emperors and so direct fact was less well known to historians such as Tacitus.  [28:  Daitz 1960: 46]  [29:  Daitz 1960: 47] 

The last method described by Daitz is that of character contrast. By using this, it allows an author to “attain certain clarity or emphasis”, and is something that was utilised a great deal by Tacitus.[footnoteRef:30] Character contrast can be broken down into two further sections: direct comparison and dramatic interplay. Direct comparison allows the author to display the “essential differences between the two characters”.[footnoteRef:31] Tacitus often uses the contrast between virtue and vice when dealing with Tiberius, especially when recording the tyranny of his later reign. This allows him to really emphasise the maliciousness of his actions when contrasting it to the actions of ‘better’ people. The interplay of characters is also used by Tacitus in his recording of Tiberius’ character, especially between Tiberius and Germanicus. It allows the author to show how the characters impact each other, their relationship, and how this reflects in their personalities and actions.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Daitz 1960: 47-48]  [31:  Daitz 1960: 48]  [32:  Daitz 1960: 50] 


Tacitus’ characterisation of Tiberius, and specifically the legitimacy of it, has been called into question by many scholars who wish to rejuvenate the perceived character of Tiberius. Tacitus has been accused of purposefully twisting historical fact in order to create an interesting story and character, especially as he was first and foremost trained as a rhetorician not a historian. Counter to this argument, is that Tacitus’ record of history, and his characterisation of Tiberius, is in line with many of the other ancient writers who covered the topic of Tiberius and his times. He was also highly regarded by his peers, and this helps lend legitimacy to his writings. There is an argument that I find fits in the middle of these two schools of thought: that Tacitus was, to a fair extent, accurate in his recording of history and the personality and actions of Tiberius, but that his interpretation of what they actually meant can be called into question. Tacitus has been described as prejudiced against Tiberius[footnoteRef:33], and as such it could be the case that while he correctly recorded a historical fact, he may have incorrectly interpreted Tiberius’ role in the events and therefore his character (as he emphasised the causational relationship between person and event).   [33:  Bowen 1913: 162] 

The methods that Tacitus used for displaying the character of a person to his audience are varied, and often used in conjunction with each other to create the best effect. Through these methods you can see how Tiberius is characterised differently in different parts of his reign in relation to people and events that are changing around him. Tacitus believed that a person’s personality was fixed at birth, and that Tiberius must have been supressing his true character during his more mild early reign. This is a standpoint that is widely rejected by modern historians as being implausible, and gives rise to further questioning of Tacitus, but does not, in my opinion, serve to discount his historical record and characterisation of Tiberius entirely.  
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