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THE ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE

DIVINE AUGUSTUS

In Res gestae divi Augusti (The Achievements of the Divine Augustus), a docu-
ment composed shortly before his death and left to be published with his will,
Augustus gave an account of those achievements for which he wanted to be re-
membered. A careful reading reveals.the image Augustus chose to promote to
justify his emperorship. It also describes the many responsibilities of holders of

that office.

I drove into exile the murderers of my father
[Julius Caesar}, avenging their crime through
tribunals established by law; and afterwards,
when they made war on the republic, I twice
defeated them in battle.

I undertook many civil and foreign wars by
land and sea throughout the world, and as victor
I spared the lives of all citizens who asked for
_mercy. When foreign peoples could safely be pat-
doned I preferred to preserve rather than to ex-
terminate them. The Roman citizens who took
the soldiet’s oath of obedience to me numbered
about 500,000. I settled rather more than
300,000 of these in colonies or sent them back to
their home towns after their period of service; to
all these I assigned lands or gave money as re-
wards for their military service. . . .

The dictatorship was offered to me by both
senate and people in my absence and when I
was at Rome in the consulship of Marcus Mar-
cellus and Lucius Arruntius, but I refused it. I
did not decline in the great dearth of corn to un-
dertake the charge of the corn-supply, which I so
administered that within a few days I delivered
the whole city from apprehension and immedi-
ate danger at my own cost and by my own ef-
forts. . . . The senate and people of Rome agreed
that I should be appointed supervisor of laws
and morals without a colleague and with
supreme power, but I would not accept any of-
fice inconsistent with the custom of our ances-
tors. The measures that the senate then desired
me to take I carried out in virtue of my tribuni-
cian power. . . .

To each member of the Roman plebs {com-
mon populace} I paid under my father’s will 300
sesterces,! and in my own name I gave them 400
each from the booty of war in my fifth consul-
ship, and once again in my tenth consulship I
paid out 400 sesterces as a largesse to each man
from my own patrimony, and in my eleventh
consulship I bought grain with my own money
and distributed twelve rations apiece, and in the
twelfth year of my tribunician power I gave
every man 400 sesterces for the third time.
These largesses of mine never reached fewer than
250,000 persons. . . .

.. . I'paid monetary rewards to soldiers whom
Isettled in their home towns after completion of
their service, and on this account I expended
about 400,000,000 sesterces.

Four times I assisted the treasury with
my own money, so that I transferred to the ad-
ministrators of the treasury 150,000,000
sesterces. . . .

I restored the Capitol? and the theatre of
Pompey, both works at great expense without
inscribing my own name on either. I restored

tSesterces, during the reign of Augustus, were small coins
of bronze, each wotth one hundredth of a gold azreas, or a
quarter of a silver denarius, the basic coin of the Roman
monetary system. Brunt (editor of source) notes that a
Roman legionary soldier of this period earned 900 sesterces
a year, out of which the cost of uniform, food, and arms was
deducted. A Roman whose assessed wealth came to at least
400,000 sesterces qualified to enter the order of knights; to
be a senaror required one million sesterces.

2Here “Capitol” refers to the temple of Jupiter, patron of
Rome, on the Capitoline Hill.
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the channels of the aqueducts, which in several
places were falling into disrepair through age,
and I brought water from a new spring into
the aqueduct called Marcia, doubling the sup-
ply. I completed the Forum Julium? and the
basilica between the temples of Castor and Sat-
urn,? works begun and almost finished by my
father. . ..

1 gave three gladiatorial games in my own
name and five in that of my sons or grandsons; at
these games some 10,000 men took part in com-
bat. Twice in my own name and a third time in
that of my grandson I presented to the people
displays by athletes summoned from all parts. I
produced shows in my own name four times
and in place of other magistrates twenty-three
times. . . . I gave beast-hunts of African beasts in
my own name or in that of my sons and grand-
sons in the circus or forum or amphitheatre on
twenty-six occasions, on which about 3,500
beasts were destroyed.

I made the sea peaceful and freed it of pirates.
In that war I captured about 30,000 slaves who
had escaped from their mastets and taken up
arms against the republic, and I handed them
over to their masters for punishment.

I extended the territory of all those provinces
of the Roman people on whose borders lay peo-
ples not subject to our government. I brought

3The Forum (Square) Julium was surrounded by a covered
portico. Begun by Julius Caesar, it was finished by Augus-
tus.

4Saturn was a Roman agricultural god associated with the
Greek god Cronus. Castor, brother of Pollux and Helen of
Troy, was the son of Jupiter by a mortal. The twins Castor
and Pollux were deified in Rome for having helped the Ro-
mans in a battle.

peace to the Gallic and Spanish provinces as well
as to Germany, throughout the area bordering on
the [Atlantic} Ocean from Cadiz [in Spain] to the
mouth of the Elbe {in northwestern Germany]. I
secured the pacification of the Alps. . . . The Pan-
nonian peoples [in westerh Hungary} ... were
conquered through the agency of Tiberius Nero’
who was then my stepson and legate; I brought
them into the empire of the Roman people, and
extended the frontier of Illyricums$ to the banks of
the Danube. . . .

In my sixth and seventh consulships, after I
had extinguished civil wars, and at a time when
with universal consent I was in complete control
of affairs, I transferred the republic from my
power to the dominion of the senate and people
of Rome. For this service of mine I was named
Augustus by decree of the senate, and the door-
posts of my house were publicly wreathed with
bay leaves and a civic crown was fixed over my
door and a golden shield was set in the Curia
Julia,” which, as attested by the inscription
thereon, was given me by the senate and people
of Rome on account of my courage, clemency,
justice and piety. After this time I excelled all in
influence, although I possessed no more official
power than others who were my colleagues in the
several magistracies.

In my thirteenth consulship the senate, the
equestrian order and the whole people of Rome
gave me the title of Father of my Country. . ..

sTiberius Nero, Augustus’ adopted son and designated
heir, reigned as emperor from A.D. 14 to 37.

61llyricum was a Roman province on the eastern coast of the
Adriatic Sea.

7The Curia Julia, also begun by Julius Caesar and com-
pleted by Augustus, was a courthouse.

Tacitus

THE IMPOSITION OF ONE-MAN RULE

Not all Romans accepted Augustus’ own evaluation of his achievements. In this
reading, the Roman historian Cornelius Tacitus (c. A.D. 55—. 117) described how
Augustus seduced the Roman people into accepting monarchial rule.




—‘

{Augustus} seduced the army with bonuses,
and his cheap food policy was successful bait
for civilians. Indeed, he attracted everybody’s
goodwill by the enjoyable gift of peace. Then
he gradually pushed ahead and absorbed the
functions of the senate, the officials, and even
the law. Opposition did not exist. War or judi-
cial murder had disposed of all men of spirit.
Upper-class survivors found thac slavish obedi-
ence was the way to succeed, both politically
and financially. They had profited from the
revolution, and so now they liked the security
of the existing arrangement better than the
dangerous uncertainties of the old régime.
Besides, the new order was popular in the
provinces. There, government by Senate and
People was looked upon sceptically as a matter
of sparring dignitaries and extortionate officials.
The legal system had provided no remedy
against these, since it was wholly incapacitated
by violence, favouritism, and—most of all—
bribery.

To safeguard his domination Augustus
made his sister’s son Marcellus a priest and an
aedilel—in spite of his extreme youth—and

1An aedile was a minor municipal magistrate, responsible
for petty criminal cases, and for the supervision of markets
and public games—gladiator combats and chariot races.

Chapter 5 The Roman Empire 129

singled out Marcus Agrippa,? a cornmoner but
a first-rate soldier who had helped to win his
victories, by the award of two consecutive con-
sulships; after the death of Marcellus, Agrippa
was chosen by Augustus as his son-in-law.
Next the emperor had his stepsons Tiberius
and Nero Drusus? hailed publicly as victorious

generals. . . .
At this time there was no longer any fight-
ing—except a war against the Germans. . . . In

the capital the situation was calm. The titles of
officials remained the same. Actium4 had been
won before the younger men were born. Even
most of the older generation had come into a
world of civil wars. Practically no one had ever
seen truly Republican government. The country
had been transformed, and there was nothing
left of the fine old Roman character. Political
equality was a thing of the past; all eyes watched
for imperial commands,

*Marcus Agrippa (c. 63—12 B.C.), Augustus’ son-in-law, was
his closest associate and virtually co-emperor; he prede-
ceased Augustus.

3Nero Drusus (38-9 B.C.), one of Augustus’ stepsons, was
the father of Emperor Claudius (ruled A.D. 41-54),

“The Battle of Actium, foughe in the sea off wese-central
Greece, pitted forces of Antony and Cleopatra against those
of Octavian (Augustus). Octavian’s victory gave him sole
control of the Roman Empire.




