The Rumors of Galba’s Rise and Fall in Histories 1

Nero’s suicide, according to Suetonius (Nero 57), sent the Roman plebs coursing through the city streets adorned with the pileus signifying new-found freedom.  Tacitus, too, identifies joy as the initial reaction to the final act of Nero’s imperial performance (H 1.4).  Both authors, however, also acknowledge that Nero was missed.  In Suetonius, these partisans of the last Julio-Claudian laid flowers on his tomb and carried his statue into the Forum.  They kept Nero’s proclamations in public view as if he were still alive and planning to return and mete out punishment upon his enemies.  Tacitus prefers to emphasize who would act this way rather than how they acted out their grief: the city rabble addicted to the circus, the dregs of slavery, those who had squandered their way into a dishonorable dependence on the emperor—recalling Syme’s conclusion that “the historian had seen and loathed the populace of Rome.” (194)  Tacitus concludes that the death of Nero left this loathsome crowd gloomy and greedy for news: maesti et rumorum avidi.

Tacitus does not specify the rumors sought by the plebs sordida after they lost their hero.  It is criticism enough that they wait eagerly for the thousand tongues of Fama to tickle their ears. Shatzman, noting a shared condemnation of rumor and of the masses (552-3), writes that Tacitus “underlines the fact that it is the depraved part of the Roman people, the corrupt mob, that believes rumours in general or certain ones in particular.” (575)  This is not the oblique criticism that marks the art of Tacitean innuendo so fruitfully examined since Ryberg’s study.  In such cases, the content of the rumor besmirches the subject of the rumor while the narrator Tacitus can observe impartially, so it seems, from the sidelines.

This paper will explore, instead, how, in narrating the rise and fall of Galba in Histories 1, Tacitus uses the phenomenon of rumor, apart from any particular content communicated by rumor, to characterize participants in the rumor mill and so to illustrate what Keitel calls “the breakdown of traditional values among all groups involved in the struggle for power at Rome.” (223)  While the plebeian rabble may be naturally inclined to foment rumor, Galba’s decision to adopt an imperial heir tempts a ruling class and its adherents to spread rumors about who would assume the throne  (H 1.12, 13, 22).  Galba himself bases his final tactical missteps on rumor, unable to discriminate between accurate and inaccurate reports (H 1.29, 34). 


These may represent typical human behaviors, as modern psychological studies since Allport and Postman construct rumor as a function of anxiety in the face of important and ambiguous events, but Tacitus diagnoses rumor as a common vice afflicting the entire body politic.  The phenomenon feared by Vergil merely disgusts Tacitus.  In such a world, the plebs sordida can receive the tidings that they await.  A new rumor arises, a rumor that Ash believes “eloquently captures the uncertainty of the times.” (96)  Nero is alive (H. 2.8-9).
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