Did history favour the Women in Nero’s life? Analysis of their portrayal within sources of the Neronian era
Plan
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· Introduction
· Who were the main women in Nero’s life?
· Agrippina the Younger
· Poppaea Sabina
· Other women (Octavia; Acte; Domitia Lepida; Messalina) 
· Octavia
· 
· 
· 
· 
· The Sources and Methodology
· Main Sources
· Historical texts
· Tacitus
· Suetonius
· Dio
· Josephus
· Art/statues
· Contemporary NumismaticsProse/Literature
· Pseudo-Seneca’s The Octavia
· Methodology
· Literary analysis of the main historical texts which discuss these women will be undertaken. Additionally, non-textual evidence such as art and numismatics will also be considered in order to give an alternative perspective. A historiographic outline of the main modern scholarly interpretations of these women will also be provided.Analysis of all aspects within the historical sources of both women, and arguments or views from modern historians. Evidence shall include numismatics, prose and art where possible.
· Barrett’s idea that Nero’s relationship with women was psychologically complex, provides an interesting factor as to why these women were presented in this way in the sources (1996: Ch. 4, pg. 64). Agrippina and Poppaea have potentially the strongest relationships with Nero, also have a lot of historical insight surrounding them, allowing analysis of their portrayal, and how they would be perceived contemporarily and in the future.
· Modern historians are highly dependent upon our literary sources presentation of a historical persons’ ‘character’ and ‘mental state’.  Consequently it is necessary for us to be cognizant of the ways in which these ancient author’s may have deliberately constructed (or heavily borrowed from the presentation of earlier authors) the historical personages they discuss. Some attempt needs to be made to try and understand the potential factors which may lay behind the manner in which these figures are presented.
·  Historians depend upon what was said within sources about a persons’ ‘character’ and ‘mental state’ to provide their own argument. Therefore, they face the problem of reliability of the author or source, because if someone can write their own history, someone else is able to change the story and morph the perception through their own writing



· Portrayal of Agrippina the Younger:
· Positive within sources:
· Tenacious attitude:
· Tacitus provides insight as to how tenacious Agrippina was, she was willing to let her son kill her, “so long as he reigns” (Tac. AnnAnn. 14.9). Barrett comments on how she was a “ruthless revision” of her mother (1996: Ch. 4, pg. 64). Tacitus also mentions how she secured progress for herself and her son through the appointment of loyal Burrus as commander of the guard, and also engineered Nero’s adoption and marriage to Octavia (Tac. AnnAnn. 12.58.1, 12.42.1; Suet. NeroNero.7.2).
· Involvement in politics and Roman affairs:
· Although her ascendance in to politics was short-lived, it was remarkable (Barrett, 1996: Ch. 4, pg. 65), being the first wife to receive the title Augusta in 50BC (Tac. AnnAnn. 12.16.1; Dio. 60.33.2). She obtained two lictors and was appointed high priestess in the cult of the new god, Claudius (Champlin 2003: pg. 84-5), which would have had invoked a reaction amongst those for and against the dead emperor. andShe also sought to push the boundaries of what was acceptable for a woman (Barrett, 1996: Ch. 4, pg. 65). According to Barrett (1996: Ch. 4, pg. 68), Tacitus tells how Agrippina was in control from the start of his reign, showing her involvement in affairs and her attempts of a cgo- regency with her son, revealed to senate by Nero (AnnAnn. 13.6.2; AnnAnn. 14.11.1).
· A celebrated aspect of her involvement was in ‘foreign affairs’, where Dio mentions how she regularly received embassies and even sent letters to peoples governors and kings (61.3.2), allowing her to exploit an opportunity to display her status (Tac. AnnAnn. 13.5.3). 
· Agrippina also had influence withinad control over the military, maintaining an indirect hold over lower ranks through tribunes and centurionsreaching the tribunes and centurions of the guard and maintained an indirect hold over the rank and file (Barrett, 1996: Ch. 4, pg. 69, Barrett).
· Negative within sources:
· Over-Indulgence:
· Pliny the Elder notes how when he met Agrippina, with Claudius, she was wearing an extravagant, gold, military cloak (Nat. Hist. 33.63)
· Overly ambitious:
· She would resort to violence to progress, for example, Champlin comments that it is well known and documented that she killed Claudius (2003: 45-46), following the security of Nero’s adoption and marriage to Octavia, thus suggesting a proclivity for violence to progress. There is dispute as to methods used i.e. poison (Dio. 60.342-3; Tac. AnnAnn. 12.66-67) and no poison (Suet. NeroNero. 42.2-4), but all of these sources agree that Agrippina was involvedit was at the hand of Agrippina.
· She embarrassed herself in attempts to display her political powerWhen trying to display her political power, she would embarrass herself, Tacitus and Dio describetalk of when she walked in to the senate with the Armenian embassies without Nero’s knowledge (Tac. AnnAnn.13.5.3). In order to save faceher and himself from embarrassment, he invited her to join him (Dio. 61.3.3-4). Barrett (1996: Ch. 4, pg. 69) comments on how a shrewd individual like Agrippina can misjudge what was attainable.
· Political involvement:
· Barrett (1996: Ch. 4, pg. 65) comments how Agrippina pushed the boundaries too far. Tacitus recalls the senate’s reaction followingwhen Nero’s claimed that Agrippina attempted to co-rule, causing a reaction to the senate (AnnAnn. 14.11.1). Tacitus describes Hher political involvement in the senate was more her hiding behind curtainsthe curtain than getting involved (Tac. AnnAnn, 13.5.2). There is only one mention of actual involvement (fr.90m.v.102-5 – The epitomator of Dio, John of Antioch).
· Although this power she received would, in a modern society, be a respected achievement, the fact that she obtained a kind of power that was considered to be a man’s right, not a woman’s, was deemed inappropriate and can be seen in the next part of this argument.
· Agrippina faced charges with tampering with the Praetorian Guard, and provinged a threat to Nero. Nero claimed that she actually had the guard swear loyalty to her (Tac. AnnAnn. 13.21.7).
· Promoted dubiously loyal people,e and relocating the problematiced those who were a problem, and movinged them far from Rome (Tac. AnnAnn. 12.41.5)
· Tacitus refers to her involvement in politics and in military as novel (AnnAnn. 12.37.5). At the time, arms was part of the male prerogative, and women’s involvement considered suspicious when women were involved it was suspicious (Barrett, 1996: ch. 4, pg. 69).
· General dislike towards her:
· Tacitus refers to her as “immoral, disreputable and violent” (Barrett, 1996: Ch. 4, pg. 66)
· Possible cause for negative representation:
· Her deterioration of a relationship with Nero from his accession in 54AD ( 
· Tac. AnnAnn.13.1-14-13;
·  Suet. NeroNero. 34.1-4).
· Nero fell in love with Acte, Agrippina disapproved, responding violently and was violent. Nero’s reacted byion to this was to casting off respect for Agrippina, and committing himself to Seneca ‘cast off all respect for his mother and committed himself to Seneca’ (Tac. 13.1-4).
· Nero’s did not trust Agrippina, forwith multiple reasons, why, like in 55BC when Nero feared plots against him (Tac. AnnAnn. 13.19-22), andlike the rumour of replacing him with Rubellius Plautus. This suspicion is a possible reason for the reduction of her power (Barrett, 1996: Ch. 4 pg. 71). Tacitus notes how Nero was suspicious of his mother’s rapport with the the guard tribunes and centurions (AnnAnn. 13.18.3), who were so loyal that Burrus refused to aid Nero in murdering her (Tac. AnnAnn. 14.7.5).
· Rivalry with Seneca in the first few years of Nero’s reign, he formed an alliance with Burrus, which may behave been a factor for loss of influence (Barrett, 1996: Ch. 4, pg. 70).
· Her death
· Agrippina deserved it
· The accepted story was that she tried to kill Nero, and when she was discovered, she killed herself, brought about by the good fortune of the state. Nero also hosted games following her death, which had many bad omens including a total solar eclipse, elephants refusing to move and Nero’s banquet table in Subicao was struck by lightning (.
· Dio 61.16.4-5; 
· Tac. Ann.itus 14.22.4; 
· Phil.ostratus App. 4.43)
· Made her birthday an unhallowed day, where no public business was allowed and her enemies were recalled from exile.
· Sympathy for Agrippina/Anger to Nero:
· She was “dispatched by Nero’s thugs” (Barrett, 1996pg. 71, Barrett.), and faced her assailants (Sen. Oct. 369-72; Tac. Ann. 14.8.6; Dio 61.13.5). Dio says that he was upset when his mother died, and there also are stories of Nero visiting her from Tacitus and Suetonius. Champlin notes that what happened is irrelevant, it is the fact that people believed it (2003: pg. 90).
· Suggestion of Nero’s shame of whatever happened, according to Tacitus, Dio and Suetonius.
· Pasquinades at Nero include the demand for him to be punished for parricide (Dio 61.14.2, Suet. Nero. 45.2). Also a joke on his name changing “Nero Claudius Caesar” to “Nero Orestes Alcmaeon” (Philostratus, VS 1.481). A baby was also placed in the forum with a placard stating: “I will raise you and you will not kill your mother”.
· Direct criticism:
· Cynic philosopher rebuked Nero in the street, calling him out for his deeds
· Comedian referred to parents and actions of drinking and drowning, (how Claudius and Agrippina died), they also gestured that Pluto “guided your feet” to members of the senate. 
· Did Nero and Agrippina share a bed?
· Information from sources such aslike Suetonius (NeroNero. 28.2), Tacitus (AnnAnn. 14.2) and Dio (61.11.3-4; 61.8.5) all write on this relationship. Some referring to Nero making the first move, others saying Agrippina did, but all agree that something happened. Dio, however, suggestedmentions that there may have been a courtesan who looked like Agrippina. Barrett suggests that it was an attempt to desperately keep influence over Nero (1996: Ch. 4, pg. 71).


· Other media used
· The depictions of Agrippina in numismatics and in art are significant symbolic displays of her power, unseen by a women at this time, appearing almost as Nero’s equal, especially  seen within numismatics between 54-55BC.

· Portrayal of Poppaea Sabina
· Positive within historical text
· Champlin says she was as intelligent as she was beautiful (2003: 104), and Tacitus complements heris actually nice about her, regarding her nature, status and her appearance, arguably three of the most important aspects of a woman in relation to men, for ancient authors (Tac. AnnAnn. 13.45).
· When she gave birth to her daughter, Nero’s induced a joyous reaction caused Agrippina and her daughter to be titled Augusta and she and her daughter were titled Augusta (Champlin, 2003: pg. 104).
· Interest in Judaism, twice interceding compassionately with her husband on behalf of the Jews, and subsidizing Josephus (Jos. Jew. Ant. 20.189-195, 20.252; Jos. Vit. 16).
· Like Agrippina, she carried weight in court, pushing boundaries (Tac. AnnAnn. 12.7.3), and Holztrattner (1995) argues her role in court.
· Negative within historical text
· superbam praelicem – The proud whore (Sen. Octavia 125):
· Tacitus mentions how Poppaea enjoyed the affairs and love triangles she caused between Otho and Crispinus and also Nero and Otho (Tac. Hist. 1.13). Champlin notes how Poppaea also pushed Nero in his decision to kill his mother, else she would not surpass Octavia (2003: pg. 86).
· Poppaea’s true nature is lost to history, obscured by Tacitus’s caricature of her, saying she was an implacable mistress driving Nero to remove her rivals and was also sexually voracious, charging her with using sex as a means to power, mentioning a lot of her motives, but not her actions (AnnAnn. 13. 45-46, 14.1, 14.60-61, 16.6-7). Dio does something similaracts similarly but ‘with less nagging’ (Champlin, 2003: pg. 105), and Suetonius is limited to Nero’s infatuation, their marriage and her death. Tacitus also mentions how she had control over Nero (AnnAnn. 62.13.4, 15.61.4), Dio mentions her ‘power’ (62.13.4)
· Depicted as the epitome of wild and frivolous excess, with crazy methods to retain beauty and for perfume (Dio. 62.28.1; Plin. Nat. Hist.HN. 11.238, 28.183; Juv. 6.461-464).
· Other media used
· Diua Claudia uirgo coin (PIR2 1061), as well as other coins displaying relationship with Nero
· Popular in her home of Pompeii as seen in a graffito (Buren, 1953).
· Her depiction in the Octavia as a whore and the enemy to Octavia.
· Argument on how she died
· Tacitus, Suetonius and Dio all agree that Poppaea was kicked to death, only variation in a few details, for example, whether it was intentional, and why it happened (Tac. AnnAnn. 16.6; Suet. NeroNero. 35.3; Dio 62.27.4). Tacitus mentions how some people would say there was poison involved, but refuses to believe them, due to their hatred for Nero as it was out of hatred. Barrett (1996: Ch. 4, pg. 74-75) believes the reliability of these sources can be disputed as does Meyer (1982).
· Sympathy following death
· Nero heavily mourned her, she was made a goddess, Diua Poppaea Augusta appearing on coins and inscriptions, as well as a temple in her name, he also spoke at her funeral and embalmed her body (Tac. AnnAnn. 16.6, 16.21; Dio 62.26.3). He also married a freedman whofor his resemblance to her, castratedafter castrating him and nameding him Poppaea (Dio. 62.28.1-2). When performing tragedies, Nero would make all female actors wear masks resembling her, so she may be present (Dio. 62.28.2, 63.9.5, 13.1; Suet. NeroNero. 28).

· Conclusion
· Review of analysis, comparing the positive and negative aspects and how modern sources perceived this information, concluding on whether history was kind to these Neronian women.
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