Domi militiaeque clarus: Soldier and Civilian in Velleius' Tiberian Narrative

The Tiberian author Velleius Paterculus probably had more practical experience of military life than any surviving Latin historian between Caesar and Ammianus (see Sumner 1970). Although his two-book work is frustratingly cursory in its description of actual battles, it is nonetheless a valuable source for how the Julio-Claudian elite viewed the military component of their identity.

In this paper, I will explore how the final, Tiberian, portions of Velleius' work treat the dichotomy between civilian and military, first on the level of individual self-presentation, and then on the level of overall narrative structure. Velleius places great emphasis on how his characters negotiate the boundary between military and civil life. Positive verdicts are given on military men such as Drusus (2.97), Calpurnius Piso (2.98) and Sentius Saturninus (2.105) who are also able to demonstrate properly cultivated and humane mores in private life. By contrast, the greatest military disaster of Augustus' reign is blamed on Varus' incongruously civilian conduct in Germany (2.117-8). Even though so many of Velleius' characters straddle the boundary successfully, the stress placed on that feat shows that it remained a point of cultural anxiety.

Consideration of these minor characters leads us on to look at the larger figures, first of Tiberius, and also of Velleius himself as narrator and implied author. The former, as one might guess, is portrayed as perfect in both spheres (e.g. 2.114, with Christ 2001; Gowing 2007); he can demonstrate these twin excellences simultaneously, as a caring yet austere general, but also serially by successfully exchanging the role of general for that of emperor on the death of his predecessor. Velleius' references to his own career (2.104.3; 2.111.3; 2.121.3; 2.124.4) mirror this transition from soldier to senator-author, with the one constant in both roles being loyalty to Tiberius.

Lastly, I will examine how this dichotomy and progression from civilian to military reflects the overall shape of Velleius' narrative, in which Augustus' reign is portrayed as a period of near-constant warfare right up until the princeps' death, such that what Velleius refers to as the pax augusta (2.126.3) actually obtains only during the reign of Tiberius. In Velleius' strangely pessimistic coda (2.130.3ff.), this peace seems to be under threat due to the lack of a successor to play for the now pacific Tiberius the warlike role that Tiberius used to play for Augustus. Many of these features have been read through a generic lens as a product of biographical structuring or of panegyrical convention (Woodman 1977 passim, espousing the latter in response to the former). I will argue for seeing them, however, as an expression in narrative form of how the imperial elite of the early first century saw the military and civilian elements playing out in their definitions both of themselves and of their rulers.
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