Amy Pearson

How credible is the allegation that Nero was responsible for the Great Fire of Rome in AD 64? How much did this harm his reputation among his contemporaries?


During the evening of July 19th, 64AD, a fire that broke out from a circus began to engulf Rome and would burn for an alleged 6 days, going on to mark the emperor Nero as an arsonist amongst his contemporaries. Within this essay, I will argue that the allegation of Nero’s responsibility for the Great Fire is not credible despite the common narrative from contemporary sources that suggest his active role in letting Rome burn. When discussing Nero’s alleged motives for causing the fire, such as wanting to have more building works created under his name, we are able to easily dispute them. The fire would have caused far more difficulties for him rather than the benefits alleged by contemporaries, due to the mass destruction of buildings that weren’t excavated under Nero, and the significant cost required to rebuild. Despite arguing against the allegation of his responsibility, it can be noted that the speculation among his contemporaries would certainly go on to harm his reputation beyond salvaging. 
When arguing against the claim that Nero was responsible for the Great Fire of Rome, I will firstly discuss the reasonings behind why contemporaries may have suspected him. The allegations of Nero’s responsibility concerning the Great Fire is thought to have begun whilst Rome was still burning. Firstly, it can be said that the conditions of the initial outbreak of fire can be used to fault the accusations. The scholar A. Barrett speculates within Rome is Burning; Nero and the Fire that Ended a Dynasty that if the fire was to be deliberate, it would have been ‘distinctly perverse for conspirators to plan arson for that point’ as we know that the moon was almost full, and would have illuminated Rome (pg. 115). The light from the moon as well as the light pollution from the circus and city would have diminished all subtlety from an arson plot. Furthermore, it was believed that Nero wanted to rid Rome of some of its less impressive architecture in order to make room for more of his own building works, and consequentially leave a greater impression within Rome’s architectural history.  A. Barret goes on to discuss, and dismiss, these claims of plotting the fire for the sake of building works as we can examine how Nero could have gone on to do so without burning Rome. For example, one of the main theories among contemporaries is that he wanted to cause a fire in order to be able to go on to build the Golden House, an extravagant building. A. Barret suggests that it would have been perfectly feasible for Nero to have built the Golden House if he had funded the building himself in order to avoid being seen as abusive of his power (116). In fact, the amount of funding required to tackle the fire and re-build Rome ‘almost certainly led to the debasing of Rome’s silver coinage’ (116). Moreover, whilst it can be said that Nero was able to build his Golden House among other extravagant pieces of architecture, such as the colossus, it would be false to accuse Nero of orchestrating the fires in order to do so, despite the claims of his contemporaries. 

Despite the fact that I would argue against the allegations of Nero’s responsibility, it can be noted that there was significant speculation among his contemporaries. Sources written about the Great Fire seem to vary in subtlety about the allegations, however they most frequently take on the narrative that Nero was the reason Rome burned. For example, the writer Suetonius seems to boldly claim that Nero ‘brazenly set fire to the city’ in attempts to purge Rome of its more ‘drab’ architecture (Nero 38). The credibility of this claim seemed to be widely believed during this time, and with the building of the extravagant Golden House after the fire, these claims seemed to condemn Nero. Another example of speculation among his contemporaries is written by Cassius Dio, who makes a dramatic claim that Nero admired Priam’s fortune of having ‘his country and his throne destroyed together’ within the Trojan war (62.16.1-2). This perhaps seems to reiterate Suetonius’s early claim, that Nero was adamant to leave his mark on Rome and contribute highly to its history and architecture. Among these allegations from Nero’s contemporaries, we can also examine Tacitus as an example of a more subtle accusation. He simply suggests that we can neither confirm nor deny that the fires were ‘due to the treachery of Nero’, as peoples attempts to put out the fires were allegedly prevented by others who allowed the fire to keep burning (Annals. 15.38-42). This could have been due to the fact that this is a method of fire fighting which would allow a fire to burn and die out in a controlled earlier, and it would be probable that this occurred as Rome had frequent fires, so a plan to combat them could have been formed. Whilst Tacitus doesn’t accuse Nero outright, it can be said that he believed Nero to be responsible as he mentions the claims elsewhere through the use of Subrius Flavus’s last words after being killed for plotting against Nero. Tacitus claims that Subrius began his hatred for Nero when he committed matricide and ‘became a charioteer, actor and arsonist’ (Annals. 15.67). By using the voice of Subrius Falvus to accuse Nero of arson once again, Tacitus is able to reiterate the belief among his contemporaries of Nero’s responsibility for the fire, allowing us the see the harm this caused for Nero’s reputation as emperor. 
The impact of the allegations against Nero and the harm in which they caused for his reputation is incredibly significant when considering the notoriety of the claims even after Nero’s death, despite there never being definitive proof. It is rare to find a contemporary source that suggests another responsible party for the fire, although Nero favoured the idea that it was the Christians who started the fire and they were consequently persecuted for this. Although Nero publicly held the Christians to be responsible, after his death, this allegation is almost completely dismissed. The scholar V. Closs suggests that future emperors, particularly Vespasian, drew upon the Great Fire as a way to prove themselves a better emperor than Nero. Closs argues that Vespasian left the ruins of the fire untouched as ‘deliberately orchestrated reminders of Nero’s reign’ (pg 102). This furthers the idea that the allegations made against him by contemporaries would go on to harm his reputation even after his death. Another example of the harm to his reputation can be found when discussing a notable quote still used in the modern day that draws upon Nero’s reign. The phrase ‘Nero fiddled while Rome burned’ can almost be considered as infamous, largely due to the writing of his contemporaries who picture him performing tragedies while he watched the city burn from a safe distance. Suetonius writes that Nero performed ‘The Fall of Troy’ sat in his tower (Nero 38), despite what we know of Nero opening his gardens for people seeking refuge from the fire, discrediting the image of Nero ‘fiddling’ while his city burned. However, Nero’s notoriety for appreciating music and poetry allows contemporaries to play upon his eccentric character and depict him as neglectful, which consequently makes the allegations seem credible despite the contrasting information that we have in modern times. 
To conclude, I would argue that the allegations made against Nero in regards to his responsibility for the Great Fire of Rome is not credible. Despite what contemporary sources suggest, it seems improbable that Nero would consider burning Rome in order to build new works of his own. This is simply because it wasn’t impossible for him to do so before the fire, as well as the monetary aspect that suggests the fire caused an enormous economic loss. However, it can be said that the allegations from his contemporaries caused significant harm to his reputation that remained with him even when he is discussed in the modern day. Therefore, even though I disagree that he was responsible for the fire, it can be said that his contemporaries certainly viewed him as the reason Rome burned.
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