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IRONY AND MISREADING
IN THE ANNALS OF TACITUS

This book examines Tacitus’ Annals as an ironic portrayal of
Julio-Claudian Rome, through close analysis of passages in
which characters engage in interpretation and misreading. By
representing the misreading of signifying systems – such as
speech,gesture,writing, social structures and natural phenomena
– Tacitus obliquely comments upon the perversion of Rome’s
republican structure in the new principate. Furthermore, this
study argues that the distinctively obscure style of the Annals is
used by Tacitus to draw his reader into the ambiguities and
compromises of the political regime it represents. The strain on
language and meaning both portrayed and enacted by the Annals
in this way gives voice to a form of political protest to which the
reader must respond in the course of interpreting the narrative.
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To study adequately any breakdown in communications we must first under-
stand the nature and structure of the particular mode of communication that
has ceased to function . . . language in operation, language in drift, language in
the nascent state, and language in dissolution.

Roman Jakobson

quid scribam . . .aut quo modo scribam aut quid omnino non scribam hoc tempore,di me
deaeque peius perdant quam perire me cotidie sentio, si scio.

Tiberius Caesar



Preface

The editions of Tacitus’ works used throughout this work are: R. M.
Ogilvie and I. Richmond, Agricola, Oxford ; H. Heubner, Annals,
Stuttgart ; K. Wellesley, Historiae, Leipzig . All translations are
my own unless otherwise indicated.

I have used the terms ‘princeps’ and ‘emperor’ interchangeably
according to the rhythms of individual sentences rather than as precise
analytical terms. Similarly (though perhaps less noticeably for the classi-
cist reader) I have conflated ‘Tacitus’ and ‘the narrator’.

This is a revised version of a PhD dissertation completed at the
University of Bristol,Department of Classics and Ancient History,under
the supervision of Catharine Edwards; the comments of my examiners,
Charles Martindale and John Moles, and of the CUP readers contributed
significantly to the transformation from thesis to book. Two years of
graduate research were aided by a fees-only award from the British
Academy; during this time I received further financial aid from the
University Access Fund and held a teaching fellowship in the
Department itself. I would also like to thank the University Alumni
Foundation for funding attendance at overseas conferences. In the course
of writing and rewriting I have benefited enormously from the intellec-
tual engagement, careful reading, computer support, collegiality and
friendship of many people: Duncan Barker, John Betts, Mark Buchan,
Catríona Cannon,Louise Charkham,Ray Clare,Howard Duncan,Geoff
Foote, Bob Fowler, Chris Hall, Debra Hershkowitz, Al Judge, Duncan
Kennedy, Earl McQueen, Charles Martindale, Neville Morley, Lin
Pountney, Christopher Rowe, Patrick Sinclair, Gideon Tearle, Neil
Titman, Sharon Watson, Thomas Wiedemann, Phil Young and Vanda
Zajko. I am also extremely grateful for the advice of Pauline Hire at
Cambridge University Press, and for the scrupulous copy-editing of
Susan Moore. Finally, I would like to thank my family, Matty and Peggy
Fox, Duncan Kennedy and Synnøva O’Gorman, and especially my
mother,Pauline O’Gorman, to whom this book is dedicated.
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Introduction:
irony, history, reading

The ironist aspires to be somebody who gets in on some redescription,
who manages to change some parts of the vocabularies being used. The
ironist wants to be a strong poet.

Michael Roth, The Ironist’s Cage

    

Tacitus is a notoriously difficult writer; the central theme of this study is
what the difficulty of Tacitus means and what are the possible ways a
reader can respond to this difficulty. Examining what a difficulty means is
a rather different action to examining what a difficulty is: in the latter
case, we identify difficulty, overcome and disregard it; in the former case
we bring it with us, as it were,entering into an ongoing relationship with
difficulty. I will argue in this study that what is difficult and obscure in
Tacitus’ style of writing,what seems to call out for clarification, is central
to Tacitus’ modality of historical and political thought. In other words,
Tacitus conveys to his readers his conception of imperial politics by
enmeshing them in ambiguous and complicated Latin sentences. If we
decode these sentences and translate Tacitus into clear prose, therefore,
we lose the historical representation and analysis of which Tacitus’
writing is the vehicle. To overcome the difficulty of Tacitus is ultimately
to disregard him; instead we must bring Tacitus’ difficult style along with
us and examine how that style informs not only what we read but how we
read.

This argument depends upon an association between Tacitus’ subject
(Roman history at the time of the Julio-Claudian emperors) and Tacitus’
writing. In other words, it assumes that when we read Tacitus’ Annals we
do so not exclusively either to find out about first-century Rome or to
examine Tacitean style,but for a combination of both purposes, however
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much we may emphasise one over the other as the object of our study. If
we conceive of the two as fully separable we will discard either Tacitean
style (in favour of a more realistic narrative of the past) or Tacitean poli-
tics (in favour of a more formalist analysis of the text’s structure). If, as I
hope to do here,we conceive of the two as not entirely separable,we can
approach a position where the formal structures of Tacitus’ prose
embody a political judgement of the principate. Tacitean style can be
seen as the manifestation in narrative of a particular historical under-
standing,one which is integrally linked to a senatorial view of the princi-
pate. Sir Ronald Syme, in an article entitled ‘The senator as historian’,
stressed the extent to which historiography, in this tradition, embodied
the perspectives of the ruling class.

In the beginning, history was written by senators (first a Fabius, and
Cato was the first to use the Latin language); it remained for a long
time the monopoly of the governing order; and it kept the firm
imprint of its origins ever after. The senator came to his task in mature
years, with a proper knowledge of men and government, a sharp and
merciless insight. Taking up the pen, he fought again the old battles of
Forum and Curia. Exacerbated by failure or not mollified by worldly
success, he asserted a personal claim to glory and survival; and, if he
wrote in retirement from affairs, it was not always with tranquillity of
mind.1

The senator’s history is informed by his ‘proper knowledge’, knowledge
acquired through practice in government. Syme goes on to inscribe
Tacitus in this tradition, yet Tacitus wrote under the principate, at a time
when the senate continued to act out its function while watching the
encroachment of the imperial household onto its executive power. The
position of the senatorial historian in relation to the history of the prin-
cipate is inevitably sceptical,not only about the new mode of administra-
tion but also about the place of the senator in this new political world.

Syme, in the passage quoted above, writes a history of historiography,
situating Tacitus’ writing in a tradition which starts with Fabius and
Cato. Another version of literary history (constructed by Syme else-
where, as we shall see) places Tacitus’ historical perspective and the style
which embodies it into a tradition of sceptical historiography which
stretches back to Thucydides in the fifth century BC. If we detach the
notion of the sceptical historian from any specific historical period (such
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as fifth-century Athens or Imperial Rome) we can sketch in generally
universal terms what denotes the sceptical historian: one who expresses
suspicion at evident causes or pretexts, preferring instead to represent
himself as scrutinising the appearance of things (presumed to be false) in
order to penetrate to the less evident or hidden causes (presumed to be
true). Most importantly, the sceptical historian presents his reader with
both false appearance and hidden truth, as well as the scrutiny which led
him to characterise things in such a manner. For such a historian lan-
guage becomes important both as the means and the object of enquiry.
False appearances for the most part are held in place by lying words and
euphemisms; the historian in turn uses his own language to suggest
where words are used as a veil to obscure the truth and where words
directly and transparently represent the truth. For a sceptical historian
such as Tacitus, however, false appearances are just as important as, if not
more important than,hidden truth.To represent a political regime as one
sustained on façade and deception is to make a significant judgement
about it, and an understanding of that regime will in part be founded on
the logic and structure of the façade.

In other words, scepticism towards, say, Augustus’ claim to have
restored the republic would be articulated by suggesting that ‘restoration
of the republic’ is a euphemism masking the hidden truth, which could
be ‘establishment of a principate’ or ‘restitution of monarchy’. But
although ‘restoration of the republic’ is thereby characterised as a false
appearance, its role as a powerful ideological claim is not diminished; the
phrase evokes the complexity of Augustus’ hold not only on contempo-
rary power but also on history. It offers a historian and her readers a way
of understanding the Augustan regime which does not depend upon the
truth value of the phrase ‘restoration of the republic’.

Central to sceptical history, therefore, and central to Tacitus is the
practice of analysing events by representing an appearance as false and
unearthing something claimed to be truth, which is sometimes at odds
with the appearance. Most importantly, however, the sceptical historian
does not replace falsehood with truth, thereby erasing the façade, but
rather sets the two in conjunction.Nor is the truth necessarily the domi-
nant feature of the historian’s thought, as I have argued above. Historical
understanding in Tacitus’ writing, therefore, resides in the continual
interplay of these sometimes incompatible features, false appearance and
hidden truth.

This modality of historical understanding is expressed in Tacitus’



       



distinctive sentence structure; three elements in particular contribute to
this expression. The first is the relationship and respective weight of main
clauses and subordinate clauses. The Tacitean sentence notoriously dis-
places emphasis from the main clause onto subordinate clauses, which
carry the weight of the sentence’s meaning but remain syntactically depen-
dent,not self-sufficient.Ronald Martin introduced the issue in this way.

(Tacitus) makes use, far more than any other Latin writer, of sentences
in which the main clause is completed early and the centre of gravity is
displaced to appended, syntactically subordinate, elements. But the
restructuring of the sentence is not simply a mannered anti-classical
reaction; rather it reflects a different attitude towards history.2

As an example of this,we can consider a sentence from early in book 
of the Annals, where Tiberius’ reaction to disturbances in Parthia and
Armenia is presented, along with an interpretation of this reaction.

But it did not seem unpleasing to Tiberius that the East was in turmoil,
since on this pretext he could remove Germanicus from his customary
legions and put him in the way of deceit and disaster when he was
placed in charge of new provinces.

ceterum Tiberio haud ingratum accidit turbari res Orientis, ut ea specie
Germanicum suetis legionibus abstraheret novisque provinciis impositum dolo
simul et casibus obiectaret. (..)

Although the main clause, occupying a strong position, opens the
chapter, the subordinate clause governed by ut first makes Tiberius’ reac-
tion understandable to the reader, and also forms the crucial transition
from the Eastern provinces to the German campaigns, the subject of the
ensuing narrative. The subordinate clause, therefore, is the predominant
feature of both narrative and historical explanation.As well as explaining
Tiberius’ reaction, the subordinate clause sets up the Eastern mission as a
‘pretext’ for the subversion of Germanicus; the telling word species, by
implying that Tiberius’ provincial policy is a cloak for a deeper purpose,
enhances the explanatory authority of the subordinate clause.

At other times the Tacitean sentence is structured in the following
ways: external evidence is the matter of the main clause, while interpre-
tation, usually of hidden causes, makes up the subordinate clauses; or a
fact is stated in the main clause while two subordinate clauses, compris-
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ing the false apparent cause and the true hidden cause, are placed in
apposition to each other. The hidden truth uncovered by the historian,
therefore,depends upon the false appearance,which as the main clause or
a balancing subordinate clause supports grammatically what it is claimed
to obscure politically. This syntactical interdependence is not meaning-
less, but rather reflects the necessity for keeping falsehood and truth in
interplay for historical understanding.

An example of this is the striking conclusion to book , to which I will
return in a number of the following chapters. The generalised statement
about freedom with which Tacitus ends this book seems to be provoked
by the ambiguity of Tiberius’ comments about the candidates for the
consulship.

Often he said that he had only passed on to the consuls the names of
those who had proposed themselves as candidates; but others could
propose themselves, if they had confidence in their influence or merit:
plausible in words, in matter empty or deceitful, and the more they
were cloaked in the mask of liberty, the more they were bound to break
out in more dangerous servitude.

plerumque eos tantum apud se professos disseruit, quorum nomina consulibus
edidisset;posse et alios profiteri, si gratiae aut meritis confiderent: speciosa verbis,
re inania aut subdola, quantoque maiore libertatis imagine tegebantur, tanto
eruptura ad infensius servitium. (..)

The interpretation of Tiberius’ speech is structured around the contrast
between appearance (words) and reality (matter), highlighted, as F. R. D.
Goodyear remarked, by the chiastic arrangement of the contrasting
terms.3 But the stark contrast between appearance and reality here is
glossed by a comparative construction which creates syntactical interde-
pendence between the two. The correlation of false appearances to out-
breaks of truth conveyed by the structure quanto . . . tanto suggests that
truth can only be understood in relation to its indicator, falsehood. This
suggestion once more strengthens the status of falsehood in the process
of historical understanding.

The second element of the Tacitean sentence, associated with the first,
is the shift from one kind of syntactical construction to another between
clauses which in classical Latin would appear under the same construc-
tion.Friedrich Klingner summed up the effect as follows:
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