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• The	Third	Century	Crisis
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• Rebuilding	the	empire
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Upcoming dates

• Monday, May 12 Position Paper due via BlackBoard

• Thursday, May 22 Final Exam, 6:15–8:15 p.m.

• Tuesday, May 27 Ultimate Deadline
§ N o late papers or resubm issions for reversible deductions after this date

§ N o exceptions

§ Any incom pletes ow ing to personal em ergencies m ust be m utually 
agreed before this date

• Sunday, May 11 Post your Week 13 Responses
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Five things today

The	waning	of	stability

The	Severans

The	Third	Century	Crisis

Religion	in	the	Roman	empire

Rebuilding	the	empire
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Quiz #10: The Third Century Crisis
1.	 All	of	the	following	were	factors	in	producing	the	Third	Century	Crisis	

EXCEPT:
a.	 The	failure	of	the	Severan	dynasty	to	produce	another	man	of	

Severus’s	stature	and	capabilities
b.	 Increasing	insufficiency	of	the	frontier	defenses
c.	 Declining	trade	and	agriculture,	worsened	by	a	midcentury	plague
d.	 Persistent	production	of	coinage	containing	too	high	a	percentage	of	

gold	and	silver

2.	 Caracalla,	the	son	of	Septimus	Severus,	was	known	for
a.	 extending	Roman	citizenship	to	all	free	inhabitants	of	the	empire
b.	 ruling	in	harmony	with	his	brother	Geta
c.	 marrying	the	princess	of	Parthia,	bringing	new	stability	to	the	eastern	

frontier
d.	 neglecting	the	business	of	state	in	favor	of	his	priestly	devotions

3.	 Key	religious	movements	in	this	period	include	all	of	the	following	
EXCEPT:
a.	 A	growing	divide	between	Western	and	Eastern	Christianity
b.	 Sol	Invictus,	the	cult	of	a	sun-god	embraced	by	Aurelian	as	a	protector	

of	the	empire
c.	 Valerianism,	a	Syrian	movement	devoted	to	wise	men	and	ancestors
d.	 Manichaeism,	a	religion	rooted	in	Zoroastrian	dualism	and	Graeco-

Christian	philosophy

4.	 All	of	the	following	are	true	of	Palmyra	EXCEPT:		
a.	 It	was	a	major	recruitment	center	for	the	Roman	armies
b.	 It	was	the	site	of	Rome’s	watershed	victory	against	Cleopatra	back	in	

the	days	of	the	Republic
c.	 It	is	an	oasis	in	the	Syrian	desert	around	which	formed	an	important	

city
d.	 When	it	rebelled	and	massacred	its	garrison	in	273,	Aurelian	

slaughtered	its	people	and	destroyed	the	city

5.	 The	codex	was
a.	 leaves	of	parchment	bound	on	the	side,	cheaper	and	more	portable	

than	a	scroll
b.	 a	type	of	pheasant	bred	for	hunting,	producing	more	food	per	bird
c.	 a	new	type	of	internal	column	used	in	Severan	architecture,	sturdier	

than	the	ionic	and	doric
d.	 a	means	devised	in	the	third	century	of	more	accurately	measuring	

product-cost	inflation

EC.	 Marcus	Aurelius	carefully	prepared	Commodus	for	the	principate.	What	went	wrong?	
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Responses
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Questions about whatever
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“Five Good Emperors”
Nerva

Trajan

Hadrian

Antoninus Pius

Marcus Aurelius

Commodus
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The Waning of Stability
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Commodus

Lucius Aurelius Com m odus à  Im perator Caesar M arcus Aurelius Com m odus Antoninus Augustus 
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• Divided advisors carved the royal family, important senators, and military 
leaders into antagonistic factions

• Commodus’s favorite, the Greek freedman Saoterus, aroused jealousy

• His inexperience and willfulness reminded the Roman elite of Caligula, 
Nero, and Diocletian

• Ending his father’s wars deprived generals of opportunities for glory 

• Commodus failed to produce an heir

• His gladiatorial shows were expensive and undignified

Commodus: What went wrong?
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193: Year of the Five Emperors

• Pertinax (193) 

• Didius Julianus (193) 

• Pescennius Niger (193) 

• Clodius Albinus (193, 196-197)

• Septimius Severus (193–211)

The Civil War of 193–197
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Primary Source Reading

How Didius Julianus 
Bought the Empire at 
Auction 

Herodian
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The Severans
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Severan reforms
• Senate diminished

§ Counsel: Replaced by imperial council
§ Local administration: Praetorian prefect

• Stronger economic controls

• Provinces raised to level of Italy

• Military reforms
§ More legions
§ Higher wages, better life
§ More opportunities for war

15



5/4/25

6

Caracalla

Lucius Septim ius Bassianus à  Im perator Caesar M arcus Aurelius Antoninus Augustus
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• Citizenship extended to nearly all free men throughout the Empire

• Reduced privileged position of Italy

• Emphasizes divides
• Conquerors and conquered
• Urban and rural
• Graeco-Roman and other

• Uniform tax liability

• Recruiting for the army

“Antonine Constitution”
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Later Severans

Elagabalus (M arcus Aurelius Antoninus) Severus Alexander
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Primary Source Reading

The Luxury of the 
Rich in Rome 

Ammianus Marcellinus
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Stability into crisis
• Year of Four Emperors  69

• Flavians   69–96
§ Vespasian
§ Titus
§ D om itian

• Nerva-Antonines   96–192
§ N erva 
§ Trajan 
§ H adrian
§ Antoninus Pius 
§ M arcus Aurelius 

§ Com m odus  

• The Severans   193–235
§ Septim ius Severus 

§ Caracalla 
§ Elagabalus 
§ Alexander Severus

21



5/4/25

8

Primary Source Reading

The Lives of Soldiers 
and Sailors 

Various
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The Third Century Crisis
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What is the Third Century Crisis?
• Perpetual political chaos

• Increasing economic dislocation

• Invasions across Euphrates and Danube

• Religious disunity feeds cultural fragmentation

24
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• Severans did not produce another Severus

• Legitimacy of imperial rule eroded

• Internal tensions

• Civil wars between would-be emperors

• Imperial hierarchy
• No succession
• No hierarchy below emperor – governors all equal and one step below
• Lack of professional bureaucracy

Causes – Political 

25

• Pressure on frontiers
• Closing of the frontiers
• Barbarian confederacies
• New peoples arriving from east
• Sasanians in Persia supplant Parthians and challenge Rome

• Not enough manpower or money

• Civil wars between would-be emperors

Causes – Military
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• Rising cost of military

• Debasement 

• Taxation

• Depopulation
• Plague in Italy, other important cities
• Resulting famine

• Strain on system leads to greater oppression of locals

• Christian persecutions 

Causes – Economic

27
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Political Anarchy
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Imperial Fragmentation
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Primary Source Reading

Imperial Weakness 
Invites Barbarian 
Aggression 

Zosimus
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Roman coins

• aureus (gold)

• denarius (silver)

• sestertius (brass)

• dupondius (brass)

• as (copper)

31

Currency Debasement

250s CE ~30% fineness

260s CE ~20% fineness 270s CE <5% fineness

Antonianus (2 denarius coin introduced by Caracalla)

240s CE ~40% fineness
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• Inflationary spiral: 
• Inflation in prices
• Collapse of currency

• Shortfall in precious metals

• Decline of trade and commerce

• Reduced demand for manufactured goods

• Depletion of skilled labor

• Disruption of agriculture

• Tax levies on provinces are in fixed amounts 
• Costs of legions and administration rise
• Requisitions in kind

Economic fallout
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Religion in the Roman Empire
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• Local paganism 
• Roman state religion

• Emperor worship

• Henotheism

• Philosophical monotheism

• Dualism
• Zoroastrianism
• Manichaeism

• Eastern Monotheism
• Judaism
• Christianity
• [later, Islam]

Religious ideologies in the empire

36
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Revolutionary nature of monotheism
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Sun-worship: Sol Invictus, Mithraism

38

The Growth of Christianity

39
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Primary Source Reading

The Persecution under 
Decius 

Eusebius

40

Rebuilding the Empire
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Aurelian
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Primary Source Reading

Aurelian’s Conquest of 
Palmyra 

Vopiscus
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