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Five things today

Five Good Emperors

The waning of stability

The Third Century Crisis

Religion in the Roman empire

Rebuilding the empire
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Upcoming dates

• Monday, May 13 Position Paper

• Thursday, May 16 Final Exam 
 (6:15 to 8:15 p.m.)

• Monday, May 27 Ultimate Deadline

§ No late papers or resubmissions for reversible 
deductions after this date

§ No exceptions

§ Any incompletes owing to personal emergencies 
must be mutually agreed before this date
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A. Identification and Impact 

B. Essays 

Final Exam

4

Questions about whatever
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The Five Good Emperors
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Nerva-Antonines

Nerva Trajan Hadrian
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Primary Source Reading

Panegyric 
Addressed to the 
Emperor Trajan 

Pliny The Younger
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Trajan
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Primary Source Reading

The Correspondence 
of a Provincial 
Governor and the 
Emperor 

Pliny The Younger
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• Stability of succession

• Frontier defense instead of Trajan’s aggressive wars

• Reforms of army: 
• recruitment 

• less emphasis on citizens, more on locals in regions where they serve

• tactics

• Administration of provinces

• Professional bureaucracy

• Emperor’s friends become imperial council

• Legal reforms

Hadrian’s Strategy for Empire 
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• Curtailed the wars begun under Hadrian
• Expansionist policies and territorial gains in Mesopotamia, Assyria, Armenia, 

and parts of Dacia

• Executed enemies
• Four in the senate at the start of his reign 
• Two more again later on

• Ardent admirer of Greece and wanted Athens to be the capital of 
the empire

Hadrian – Controversies 
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Nerva-Antonines (cont’d)

Antoninus Pius Marcus Aurelius
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Primary Source Reading

The Reign of 
Marcus Aurelius 

Eutropius
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Primary Source Reading

On the Virtue of 
Antoninus Pius 

Marcus Aurelius
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“Five Good Emperors”
Nerva

Trajan

Hadrian

Antoninus Pius

Marcus Aurelius

Commodus

16

The Waning of Stability

17

Commodus

Lucius Aurelius Com m odus à  Imperator 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
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Caracalla

Lucius Septim ius Bassianus à  Imperator 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 army

“Antonine Constitution”
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Later Severans

26
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Primary Source Reading

The Luxury of the 
Rich in Rome 

Ammianus Marcellinus
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Relative Stability
• Year of Four Emperors  69

• Flavians   69–96
§ Vespasian
§ Titus
§ Dom itian

• Nerva-Antonines  96–192
§ Nerva 
§ Trajan 
§ Hadrian
§ Antoninus Pius 
§ M arcus Aurelius 

§ Com m odus  

• The Severans   193–235
§ Septim ius Severus 
§ Caracalla 
§ Elagabalus 

§ Alexander Severus
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Primary Source Reading

The Lives of Soldiers 
and Sailors 

Various
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The Third Century Crisis

31

What is the Third Century Crisis?
• Perpetual political chaos

• Increasing economic dislocation

• Invasions across Euphrates and Danube

• Religious disunity feeds cultural fragmentation
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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 of the Third Century Crisis – Political 
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• 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 of the Third Century Crisis – 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 of the Third Century Crisis – Economic
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Political Anarchy

36
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Imperial Fragmentation

37

Primary Source Reading

Imperial Weakness 
Invites Barbarian 
Aggression 

Zosimus

38

Roman coins

• aureus (gold)

• denarius (silver)

• sestertius (brass)

• dupondius (brass)

• as (copper)

39
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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

40
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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

43

• Local paganism 
• Roman state religion

• Emperor worship

• Henotheism

• Philosophical monotheism

• Dualism
• Zoroastrianism
• Manichaeism

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

Religious ideologies in the empire
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Revolutionary nature of monotheism
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Sun-worship: Sol Invictus, Mithraism
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The Growth of Christianity

47

Primary Source Reading

The Persecution 
under Decius 

Eusebius
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Rebuilding the Empire
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Aurelian

50

Primary Source Reading

Aurelian’s Conquest 
of Palmyra 

Vopiscus
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