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FIG. 3- Praetorian guardsmen in civilian dress : from a frieze of 
circa A. D. 83-5 found under the Palazzo della Cancelleria , 
Rome. 
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FIG. 4- Map of Imperial Rome, showing the location of the 
castra praetoria . The defensive wall into which it was 
incorporated was not built until the late third century under the 
Emperor Aurelian. 



FIG. 5- Gaius addresses the assembled Praetorians. 



FIG. 6- Claudius emphasises the bonds between the 
Praetorians and himself : (a) depicts the shrine within the castra 
praetoria ; the image of Fides is seated opposite a military 
standard: (b) shows Claudius clasping hands with a Praetorian 
holding an eagle standard. 



(a) 

FIG. 7- Nero courts Praetorian support. (a) may show Nero 
with the Praetorian canal ry : (b) is of a more traditional type with 
Nero 

, acompanied by a Praetorian prefect, addressing the 
Guard. 
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FIG. 8- An inscription S"vanus who 
the 

tribune of the 12th Praetonan 
Pisonian conspiracy of A. D. 65. 



FIG. 9- An attempt by the Vitellians to subvert the loyalty of 
Otho's Praetorians by promoting the mutual bonds , the FIDES 
of the legend 

, of the Rhine legions and the Praetorian Guard. 
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If we examine the motives behind Burrus''actions on this occasion, it 

is obvious that they were partly due to the personal ties between 

himself and Agrippina, to whom he clearly retained much more than a 

vestigial loyalty. 39 
There is, however, another, less altruistic 

explanation of Burrus' behaviour. The maintenance of his own and 

Seneca's position in Nero's court depended, in part, on Agrippina's 

survival. As Griffin points out 'Nero would only heed them while he 

saw them as a refuge from his mother. Onceshe was gone, the full 

scope of his power would become clear to him, nor would he ever lack 

people to remind him of it. '40 Burrus may have believed that it was 

a necessary condition of his own tenure of power to play off Nero's 

fears against Agrippina's intrigues. 

Such a policy inevitably left Burrus himself vulnerable to charges of 

supporting Agrippina. That woman's enemies, noting the apparent 

impregnability of her own position after the fiasco of the previous 

attempt to accuse her of planning revolution, decided instead to 

attack her indirectly by accusing Burrus, together with Pallas, of 

plotting to put on the imperial throne Faustus Cornelius Sulla who 

had been consul in AD. 52, was married to Antonia, Claudius's 

daughter, and as such, was much distrusted by Nero. 
41 

It has been 

suggested that the main target of this accusation was Pallas, that a 

charge of treason was used to circumvent the emperor's prohibition of 

malfeasance suits against the former financial secretary and that 

'Burrus was involved in connection with his past career in the 

management of imperial property'. 
42 

Is it not, however, more 

probable that the accusation was related to the funds allegedly 

collected by Agrippina prior to Paris' delation? In any event, at 
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the trial, which was conducted before Nero and his consilium rather 

than in the senate, Burrus was allegedly allowed to sit as an 

assessor and the charge was easily refuted. 
43 

Following these incidents Nero and Agrippina appear to have reached 

a modus vivendi of sorts. Their relationship did not apparently 

deteriorate further over the next few years. We may perhaps detect 

Burrus' hand here. By AD. 58, however, Nero had fallen under the 

baleful influence of Poppaea Sabina, who dared him to break free of 

his mother's authority. 
44 

The emperor, in frustration, considered 

matricide the only means of resolving a situation which had now become 

intolerable for him. 45 

It must remain a matter of conjecture whether Burrus knew of the 

murder plot before he was summoned along with Seneca to Nero's villa 

at Baiae in the aftermath of Anicetus' farcical attempt to drown 

Agrippina in the Bay, of Naples and her subsequent escape. 
46 

Tacitus 

himself delivers no judgement on this matter: incertum experiens an 

et ante gnaros. 
47 

It is also unclear whether Burrus and Seneca were 

with the emperor at Baiae or were summoned from Rome. 48 The problem 

which they had to address was that Anicetus' failure had excluded the 

possibility of another 'accident' to Agrippina. Matricide and the 

concomitant opprobrium could not be avoided. What was to be decided 

was not whether Agrippina should die, but rather the manner of her 

death, the agents of that murder, and how it might best be represented 

as justifiable. By his involvement in these decisions Burrus stands 

revealed as rather more than an accessory before the fact. 49 

It / 
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It has traditionally been assumed that Nero sent for Burrus to ask 

if the Praetorians would kill Agrippina and that Burrus refused to 

sanction Praetorian involvement, citing as justification the devotion 

of the Guard to the entire imperial house, especially the family of 

Germanicus. 50 But there are certain difficulties in this 

interpretation. Firstly, it is by no means clear that any of the 

Praetorian cohorts were with Nero in the area of Baiae at this time. 51 

Secondly, if Nero had really wanted Praetorian participation in the 

murder, he could surely have found another ruthless and, ambitious 

tribune like Julius Pollio without asking Burrus. Finally we should 

note that in Tacitus' account it is Seneca not Nero who asks Burrus 

whether the Praetorians should become involved in the affair. 
52 

Perhaps we should ask exactly what Nero required of his Guard at this 

time. I suggest that what Nero wanted to ask Burrus was how the 

Praetorians would react to the murder of Agrippina and whether they 

would remain loyal to him. 53 Yet he could not bring himself to ask 

this, for he knew that between an emperor and his Guard there must 

always exist the appearance, however illusory and spurious, of total 

loyalty. Where once the slightest hint of doubt is allowed to 

intrude into that close relationship, the thought is quickly overtaken 

by the deed and all is lost. It was Seneca who, realising the young 

emperor's predicament, then turned to Burrus and asked whether the 

Praetorians would kill Agrippina. 54 If we accept that he may have 

been speaking elliptically, then the possibility exists that, by 

saying what he did, he may well have been answering the question which 

Nero was afraid to ask and indicating that there was no question of 

Praetorian action against Nero. We should also note the ambiguity 

of / 
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of Burrus' reply in which he assured Nero of the Praetorians' 

neutrality. Although at one level he was clearly replying to 

Seneca's question and stating that the Praetorians would not become 

involved in the murder of Agrippina, at another level he was giving 

Nero licence to use his own murder squad from the fleet at Misenum 

without fear of Praetorian intervention on Agrippina's behalf. 
55 

If we accept this interpretation of Burrus' behaviour on that night, 

does he become any less 'despicable'? 
56 

Are he and Seneca any less 

'accomplices' 57 in the plan to murder Agrippina? We would, 

however, perhaps do better to regard them as realists, for the truth 

is, as they both understood, that Agrippina was doomed from the 

moment Nero decided to kill her. There could be, despite Agrippina's 

alleged hopes, no reconciliation between Nero and his mother. The 

deed, once begun, had to be brought to a conclusion. Burrus and 

Seneca were 'making the best of a bad situation which they had no 

opportunity to prevent. '58 Once the murder had been committed, 

Burrus urged the tribunes and centurions of the Guard to attend Nero 

and offer him effusive congratulations on his 'escape' from the 

attempt of Agerinus, Agrippina's freedman, to murder him. Burrus 

was eager both to encourage the emperor to regard the Praetorians 

favourably and also to remind him by whose sanction the murder had 

been committed. 

We should not allow Tacitus' fascination with the intrigues of the 

imperial court to divert us from the fact that during this period 

the Praetorians continued to perform conscientiously their more 

mundane duties. In AD. 54 Nero abandoned the practice of having a 

Praetorian / 



93. 

Praetorian cohort police the theatre. According to Tacitus, the 

action was primarily motivated by Nero's libertarian desire to give 

the people of Rome a greater degree of freedom, although it may 

also have been because he was afraid of exposing the soldiers to 

corrupting influences. 60 It was a brave, though ultimately 

unsuccessful, experiment since the following year after serious 

disturbances the Praetorians were ordered back into the theatre. 61 

Suetonius mentions the involvement of tribunes, presumably 

Praetorian tribunes, in the bodyguard which Nero thought it wise to 

take with him on his nocturnal roamings through the less reputable 

areas of Rome after he had been beaten up by Julius Montanus. It 

seems more probable, however, that this bodyguard consisted of 

detachments from the German Guard as well as gladiators. 
62 The 

Praetorians also became involved in at least one policing action 

outside Rome. In AD. 58 a Praetorian cohort accompanied two 

senatorial brothers, Scribonius Rufus and Scribonius Proculus, to 

Puteoli on the bay of Naples to suppress small-scale popular 

violence against members of the town senate. A few of the ring- 

leaders of the trouble were put to death by the Praetorians and 

order was restored. 
63 This must, however, have been an unusual 

assignment. We hear of no similar policy after the riot at the 

amphitheatre in Pompeii. 64 Indeed, in the incident in Puteoli we 

should note that a commissioner was sent first and that the 

Praetorians were despatched only after he asked for them. 

After Agrippina's death the Praetorians found themselves involved in 

Nero's attempts to promote himself as an artist. 
65 

Burrus ordered 
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. one of the Praetorian cohorts to attend the Iuvenalia in AD. 59 at 

which Nero, accompanying himself on the lyre, sang poems of his own 

composition. 
66 

Groups of soldiers, possibly Praetorians, were 

also present at Nero's first public performance in AD. 64 in Naples. 67 

In the summer of the following year Nero decided, despite a senatorial 

attempt to forestall this by offering him the crowns for singing and 

oratory, to appear at the second Neroneia. 68 This time the 

Praetorians played a more active part in the proceedings with 

Tigellinus and Nymphidius Sabinus, the then Praetorian prefects, 

carrying the emperor's lyre, 69 
while a detachment of Praetorians 

intimidated the audience and compelled them to applaul. 
70 

We should not underestimate the disgust which was provoked especially 

among the officer corps not only by the spectacle of the emperor 

himself appearing on stage, but also by the atmosphere of effeteness 

and theatricality which surrounded his appearance. The Praetorians 

themselves were always liable to be stigmatised, albeit unjustly, as 

parade-ground soldiers by the legions on the frontiers, 71 but one can 

easily appreciate the antipathy and repugnance which they, as soldiers, 

felt for the Augustiani, Nero's fan club, with their pomaded hair and 

elaborate clapping rhythms. 
72 Even at the Iuvenalia Burrus had found 

it difficult to conceal his distaste. 73 It may well have been Nero's 

first public appearance in Naples which appalled the Praetorian 

tribune, Subrius Flavus, so much that he wanted, in the interests of 

symbolism, to kill Nero while he was singing on the stage. 
74 It 

was certainly one of the reasons which led that tribune to participate 

in the Pisonian conspiracy of AD. 65.75 Three years later another 

tribune Antonius Honoratus, speaking to the assembled Praetorians at 
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the time of Nymphidius Sabinus' attempted usurpation of the imperial 

throne, mentioned the sense of shame that the Praetorians felt at 

Nero's public performances as a musician and a tragic actor. 
76 

By the time he returned from Greece in AD. 68 a clear rift had 

developed in Nero's relationship with the Guard. As he entered Rome 

in triumph, it was the Augustiani rather than the Praetorians who 

accompanied his chariot. 
77 

It was, as Griffin writes, 'the triumph 

of an artist'. 
78 

It was also, however, a triumph dearly bought for 

in achieving it he had seriously offended the Praetorians. That 

was an insult which they were to remember. 

It is widely held that the influence of Burrus declined in the years 

between the murder of Agrippina and his own death in AD. 62.99 

Certainly the perception of an estrangement between emperor and prefect 

was strong enough to allow some credence to be given to the allegation 

that Nero poisoned him. 80 It seems probable, however, that the cause 

of Burrus' death was cancer, possibly of the larynx. 81 The 

difficulty in speaking caused by such an illness could also explain 

the brevity of Burrus' reply when Nero visited him on his death-bed. 

There is no need to regard Burrus' last words as 'a reproachful 

contrast with the emperor's diseased soul'. 
82 

Burrus remained despite 

Tigellinus' later aspersions, the loyal servant of Nero until his 

death. 83 The view of Gillis that 'in a showdown between Nero and Burrus... 

Burrus' men would have supported him'84 does not seem to me at all 

convincing. The fate of Seianus and Macro, not to mention Rufrius 

Pollio and Catonius Justus, provided an explicit education to any 

Praetorian prefect on the danger of believing that his power rested 

on anything other than the imperial benediction. Secondly, while 
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Burrus' survival and promotion in an imperial court notorious for 

its intrigues suggest that he possessed a greater awareness of the 

political realities of his time than our sources have allowed, 
85 

there is nothing in any of these sources to indicate that he ever 

contemplated using the Praetorian cohorts against Nero. He was, 

as Seneca claimed a 'vir egregius et tibi principi natus'. 
86 

After Burrus' death, Nero, ignoring the argument for a single prefect 

which his mother had put forward in AD. 51, appointed two men, 

Ofonius Tigellinus, a former commander of the Vigiles, and Faenius 

Rufus, formerly in charge of the corn supply, to be joint commanders 

of the Praetorian cohorts. 
87 It may well have been that Nero felt 

that the power which tenure of the Praetorian prefecture conferred 

was too great to be granted to a single man. On the other hand, 

Nero may have appointed these two men in an attempt to create a 

balance in the influence of the different factions within his court. 

It is also possible, but there is no evidence to support this, that, 

although they were joint prefects, Tigellinus and Faenius Rufus had 

as prefects separate functions, the one liaising with the imperial 

court, while the other organised the cohorts in the Viminal camp. 

From almost all our sources the picture which we have of Tigellinus 

is of a man irretrievably evil. In AD. 62 he played upon Nero's 

growing paranoia to bring about the deaths of Cornelius Sulla Felix 

and Rubellius Plautus. 88 Four years later he brought about the 

deaths of Gaius Petronius, of whose influence with Nero he was 

jealous, 89 
and a senator, Minucius Thermus, one of whose freedmen 
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had made the fatal mistake of bringing damaging charges against him. 90 

He was a torturer of women, of Pythias, Octavia's maid in AD. 6291 and 

possibly also of Epicharis in AD. 65 during the Pisonian plot. 
92 

He 

denigrated his colleague Rufus to such an extent that he was driven in 

desperation into the conspiracy of AD. 65.93 After the same 

conspiracy he accepted bribes to let some of the accused go free. 94 

He is alleged to have allowed one of his properties on the Aemilian 

hill to have been set on fire deliberately during the catastrophe in 

Rome in AD. 64,95 and he may have organised the fearful deaths of the 

Christian scapegoats in the aftermath of that fire. 96 He acted as 

a panderer to Nero's increasingly degenerate sexual tastes, 

organising the orgy at the Pool of Agrippa in AD. 6497 and giving away 

Sporus during Nero's 'marriage' to his catamite in Greece in AD. 67.98 

He allowed the wills of condemned men to be verified only if, like 

Annaeus Mela in AD. 66, they made a substantial bequest to him. 99 

He extorted one million sesterces from Larcius, a Lydian, in AD. 68 in 

return for allowing him his life. 100 We may rightly see his hand in 

the action against Thrasea Paetus in AD. 66, for the prosecutor, 

Cossutianus Capito, was his son-in-law, and, indeed, it was through 

Tigellinus' influence that in AD. 62 that rogue had been brought 

back from exile and restored to his senatorial rank. 
101 According 

to Plutarch, after Nero's death in AD. 68 Tigellinus was the most 

hated man in Rome and his exemption from punishment was widely 

considered scandalous and discreditable to the new regime. 
102 None 

of our sources attempt to exculpate Tigellinus. Even Dio Cassius' 

view of him as a mere appendage of Nero during the Greek tour in AD. 67 

is not an attempt to exonerate the prefect, but rather intended to 

suggest that, as he constantly accompanied Nero, his crimes were not 
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separable from the emperor's, as were those of Polyclitus at Rome 

and Calvia Crispinilla in Greece. 
103 

Some modern commentators have accepted this picture unchallengingly. 
104 

Others, however, have tried, if not to rehabilitate Tigellinus, to 

present a more balanced view of him, by emphasising the restrictions 

on his power and the prejudicial characterisation of him by Tacitus 

and by questioning the innocence of at least some of his victims. 

It is certainly true that, like all Praetorian prefects, Tigellinus' 

power was dependent on the emperor's grace and favour. 105 
And 

whether or not Tigellinus was a mere 'factotum', 106 it is clear that 

because of his lower social standing he had less room for manoeuvre 

in his relationship with Nero than Burrus had. 107 
His participation 

in Nero's entertainments may well have been voluntary, for he led a 

highly active sex-life, 
108 but it was also a means to ensure the 

emperor's continuing favour. 109 Although our evidence for any 

political programme initiated by Burrus and Seneca is limited and has 

been the subject of much debate, it is reasonable to assume that their 

ability to manipulate Nero in such matters was greater than that of 

Tigellinus. 110 
Besides it is quite certain that Nero listened to 

other advisers, 'superior in public station and some superior in 

talent'. 
ill So we may reasonably accept the representation of the 

Praetorian prefect, presumably Tigellinus, in the Octavia, where his 

role is that of a subordinate carrying out rather than initiating or 

provoking the emperor's orders. 
112 

It is also evident that in their characterisation of Tigellinus our 
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sources have, for differing reasons, chosen to exaggerate his role and 

influence in Nero's court. Tacitus has a distinct tendency to allow 

his perception of someone's role to influence his characterisation of 

that person. His love of antitheses, of good versus bad, also 

affects the way in which he represents people. 
113 

Both of these 

factors undoubtedly have a bearing on his portrayal of Tigellinus who, 

in the Annals, plays 'an evil role as a second Seianus'114 and 'is 

the open, disgraceful and dramatic supplanter of Seneca'. 115 

To achieve this effect, Tacitus underplays the role of Seneca in 

unsavoury incidents like the murder of Britannicus, 116 
and at the same 

time magnifies Tigellinus' involvement in the deaths of Rubellius 

Plautus and Cornelius Sulla Felix. 
117 

The assumed innocence of Sulla 

and Plautus has been rightly questioned. 
118 We should note that Nero 

refrained from executing Sulla in AD. 55 and again in AD. 59, being 

content on the second occasion with sending him to comfortable exile 

in Massilia. 119 Again, in the case of Plautus, Nero avoided putting 

him to death in AD. 55 when Agrippina was accused of planning his 

elevation and ordered his withdrawal from Rome to his family estates 

in Asia only in AD. 60 when, according even to Tacitus, he was being 

widely promoted as a possible successor to Nero. 120 
Tacitus is keen 

to portray both of these men as innocent victims in AD. 62, but there 

may be some validity in Tigellinus' argument that both men had built 

up considerable local support in Gaul and Asia and may have been in 

contact with, in Sulla's case, the armies in Germany and, in Plautus' 

case, Corbulo's powerful army group in Syria and Armenia. 121 
It is, 

therefore, possible to argue that Tigellinus was less culpable in some 

respects than our sources have indicated. This is not to deny that 

the man was a villain. The extravagant gifts which, in desperation, 

he / 



100. 

he bestowed on Titus Vinius' daughter in"AD. 68 were, no doubt, the 

fruits of his extortion. 
122 

He may well have been a torturer, 

although it is strange that Tacitus, who would surely have passed 

over no opportunity to blacken his name, fails to mention him by 

name as participating either in the persecution of the Christians in 

AD. 64123 or in the torture of Epicharis in AD. 65.124 The truth, 

of course, is that Tigellinus' spiritual home was Tammany Hall rather 

than Dachau. We may, therefore, conclude with some degree of 

confidence that, while Tigellinus was corrupt in a corrupt court, his 
Jcumcd 

political power was considerably less than has been 
aand 

his activities 

in this regard were those of a venal subordinate. 

From Tacitus' narrative we can learn much about the methods used by 

Praetorian execution squads. In the case of Rubellius Plautus a 

centurion was despatched to Asia with sixty men. The large number 

of soldiers involved can be explained by their purpose which was to 

intimate the condemned man into committing suicide or, at worst, 

accepting execution passively. In Plautus' case the authorities may 

have rightly suspected that he had been informed of the imminent 

arrival of the Praetorians and the number of soldiers was greater than 

usual in anticipation of possible resistance. We should also note 

that, as in the execution of Messalina fourteen years earlier, an 

imperial freedman, in this case Pelago, was sent along to play the 

role of political commissar. Plautus was killed by the Praetorian 

centurion with a blow on the neck. 
125 Three years later in the 

aftermath of the Pisonian conspiracy similar tactics were employed 

against Seneca. His country house outside Rome was surrounded by a 
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company of soldiers while the Praetorian tribune went into the house 

to question Seneca. A Praetorian centurion was later sent to 

announce to the victim that he was to commit suicide. 
126 

Later that 

year the house of Lucius Antistius Vetus, the father-in-law of 

Rubellius Plautus, was also surrounded, although on this occasion more 

discreetly, before the death sentence was passed on him. 
127 

On 

occasions when the victim actively resisted, the killing could be a 

very unpleasant affair. It was only after a fierce struggle that, 

in AD. 65, at Bari, a Praetorian centurion was able to kill Lucius 

Junius Silanus. 
128 

The execution of Octavia on Pandateria in AD. 62 

was a messy, horrible business. After refusing the order to commit 

suicide, she was bound, her veins were opened and she was finally 

suffocated in a vapour bath. 
129 

The effect of such killings on the 

morale of the Praetorians must remain a matter of conjecture, 

although it is noteworthy that the Praetorian tribune, Subrius Flavus, 

cited Octavia's murder as one of his reasons for participating in the 

Pisonian conspiracy- 
130 

Nero may well have sensed this discontent, for in AD. 64 he chose to 

emphasise his links with the Praetorians on two separate issues of 

coins. 
131 

One coin shows Nero exercising with the Praetorian 

cavalry with the legend DECURSIO. 
132 

On the other coin, inscribed 

ADLOCUT(10) COH(ORTIUM), the emperor is addressing the Praetorian 

cohorts accompanied by one of the prefects, Tigellinus or Faenius 

Rufus. 
133 

If these issues were an attempt by Nero to placate the 

Guard and forestall a coup, they were unsuccessful, for a sense of 

disgruntlement was leading several members of the Praetorian officer 
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corps into a conspiracy to kill Nero and replace him with Gaius 

Calpurnius Piso. 
134 

Before turning to the plot itself we might profitably examine the 

reasons for the participation of the Praetorians. Some of these 

reasons have already been discussed. Nero's growing obsession with 

his musical talents and his clear intention to perform publicly in 

Rome at the second Neronia later in the year appalled many officers. 

The murder of Agrippina six years before was still considered an 

abomination by some. Others had actually witnessed Octavia's 

nightmarish end in AD. 62. Finally, Nero's role in and his behaviour 

during the great fire of the previous year were the subject of many 

damaging rumours. 

Faenius Rufus gave his blessing to the coup although his involvement 

was characterised by less than total enthusiasm and by considerable 

circumspection. 
135 His motives for lending his support to the plot 

were somewhat different from those of his officers. We should, 

however, be rightly suspicious of Tacitus' claim that Tigellinus' 

references to Faenius Rufus as Agrippina's lover drove him in the 

plot. 
136 

Nero was well aware of how close Rufus had previously been 

to Agrippina when he appointed him in AD. 62. Furthermore, it is 

difficult to believe that Tigellinus would have accused his colleague 

of an offence for which he had himself been exiled twenty-six years 

before. Can we really accept that he would have been so foolish as 

to expose himself to the inevitable counter-charges? 
137 

Faenius 

Rufus clearly felt threatened, but this was the result, not of one 
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particular calumny, but of a whole campaign of innuendo and 

insinuation not concerned principally with his past transgressions, 

such as they were, but with possible perfidy in the future. 

There seems little evidence to suggest the existence among the 

Praetorian plotters of any of the residual republicanism which 

affected their predecessors in AD. 41. On the contrary, it is 

probable that the Praetorian officer corps of AD. 65 approved of the 

principate as an essential focus for the loyalty of the Roman world 

and, indeed, regarded such a system as the only practical method of 

government. Yet there can be no denying the-bitterness and 

disillusionment into which the Neronian regime had plunged many of 

the centurions and tribunes of the Guard. Close proximity to the 

regime's manipulators of power had revealed to them that there was 

no single coordinated leadership from the emperor, but instead 

continual wranglings about precedence among a plethora of powerful 

freedmen whom Nero tried to ride on a long rein in order to maintain 

his own position as supreme autocrat. 
138 

And in Nero himself they 

found, instead of a worthy recipient of their loyalty, a disinterested 

egoist. 

It is evident from Tacitus that there was more than one plot and that 

it was only really with the involvement of Faenius Rufus that the 

Praetorian officers, led by the tribune Subrius Flavus and the 

centurion Sulpicius Asper, felt confident enough to engage in the 

detailed operational planning necessary for a serious assassination 

attempt. 
139 

Without this Praetorian participation the plot would 

never have passed beyond the stage of embittered and frustrated 
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complainings at late-night drinking parties, for the conspirators 

were, as might be imagined, not a homogeneous group. 
140 

This was 

to prove one of several fatal flaws in the plot which involved the 

assassination of Nero when he was attending the Circus during the 

Cerialia festival141 and the transport of Piso by Faenius Rufus from 

the temple of Ceres to the Praetorian camp where he was to be hailed 

142 
as emperor. 

The most serious weakness in the plan was the calibre of the civilian 

conspirators. With a few notable exceptions they were a motley crew 

of the hopeless and the humiliated - frustrated poets, 
143 

alcoholic degenerates144 and, sadly and inevitably, a romantic 

republican. 
145 

Despite the fact that they had, through Claudius 

Senecio, access to the deliberations of Nero's inner circle of friends, 

this group inspired little confidence among the Praetorians who 

subsequently gave them as little information as possible about the 

actual plot. 
146 The necessary precaution almost led to disaster 

when Epicharis, allegedly the mistress of Seneca's brother, Annaeus 

Mela, decided, apparently on her own initiative, to approach Volusius 

Proculus, a navarchus in the fleet at Misenum, who was known to be 

embittered by his failure to gain promotion despite his participation 

in the murder of Agrippina. Epicharis, however, had seriously 

misjudged either the sailor's loyalty to Nero or her own powers of 

persuasion, and was arrested after Proculus reported her overtures. 
147 

The manner of her detention, at least initially, may possibly 

indicate some sort of support for the conspirators at the highest level 

within Nero's court. For although she was imprisoned, she remained 
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apparently unharmed until after the wholesale confessions following 

Milichus' delation. 148 
More importantly, her arrest prevented 

Volusius Proculus from infiltrating the conspiracy and was, therefore, 

of some benefit to the plotters. It is easy, and possibly correct, 

to suggest that this whole incident indicates only the lack of 

sophistication with regard to security measures of those around Nero. 

Yet there is clear evidence of undercover operations and the use of 

agents provocateurs during Tiberius' reign. 
149 

Why were such 

techniques not employed in AD. 65? The complicity of someone in 

Nero's closest circle must remain a possibility. 

If, however, one man can be blamed for the failure of the whole plot, 

it must be Flavius Scaevinus. On the day before the planned 

assassination he returned home, possibly drunk, from a meeting with 

Antonius Natalis, a fellow plotter, and began to make ostentatious 

preparations for the coup. 
150 The making ready of bandages and the 

sharpening of a dagger would have aroused suspicion in even duller 

brains than those of his freedman Milichus who, sensing profit in 

betrayal, reported what he knew to Epaphroditus, Nero's libertus a 

libellis. 151 Scaevinus was arrested along with Natalis and, after 

initial denials, both men broke down under threat of torture. 
152 

What followed was an unseemly race among the civilian conspirators 

to inform, in the hope-of immunity, on as many of their colleagues 

as possible and to tell everything that they knew about the conspiracy. 
153 

Fortunately for the Praetorians, most of them knew very little. 

Almost equally disastrous to the enterprise was the character of its 
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figurehead, Gaius Calpurnius Piso. He was handsome, aristocratic 

and, when in his cups, a pleasing companion. 
154 

But he did not 

'parade a forbidding morality' 
155 

and, in his theatrical ambitions, 

he rivalled Nero. He was, in fact, as Syme claims, 'an inoffensive 

Nero'. 
156 

We should, however, probably discount the story that 

Subrius Flavus intended to kill him and give the empire to Seneca 

after the coup. 
157 He also displayed a timid indecisiveness which, 

in the-early days of the conspiracy, allowed to pass a golden 

opportunity to kill the unguarded Nero at Baiae. 158 During the 

coup itself he again displayed this innate hesitancy, when he 

refused his friends' pleas to go from the temple of Ceres, where he 

had been waiting, to the Forum to appeal to the people or to the 

Praetorian camp to address the cohorts. 
159 

By this time, however, the conspiracy had already fallen apart. 

The civilian element had largely been arrested, there were large 

numbers of the German Guard and the Praetorian Guard loyal to Nero 

on the streets160 and, most decisively, those Praetorians involved, 

not least Faenius Rufus, had already decided that their cause was 

lost and that their main hope of safety now lay in conspicuously 

displaying their loyalty to Nero and in removing all witnesses of 

their involvement in the plot. 
161 And so the tribune Statius 

Proxumus executed his fellow plotter, Plautius Lateranus, who would 

have been able to incriminate many Praetorians had he wished to do 

so, and whose hasty removal was judged essential to the survival of 

the Praetorian conspirators. 
162 Gavius Silvanus, tribune of the 

12th Praetorian cohort, 
163 

who was deeply involved in the plot, 
164 
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was sent to question Seneca165 and, after reporting to Nero and 

Tigellinus, returned, with Faenius Rufus' blessing, with an 

execution order for the former minister. 
166 Time, however, was 

running out for the Praetorians in their attempts to avoid detection 

and Faenius Rufus' murderous attempts to save himself were doomed to 

failure. 167 Nero already suspected Praetorian involvement and not 

just at officer level. 
168 And so, when Scaevinus named Faenius 

Rufus as a participant in the plot and this was confirmed by the other 

prisoners who were naturally desperate both to ingratiate themselves 

with their captors and to involve the disloyal prefect in their 

downfall, he was immediately arrested. 
169 

It was not long before 

the other Praetorian plotters were also detained. Subrius Flavus, 

in many ways Chaerea reborn, spoke bravely both to the emperor and 

to his executioner, another tribune, Veianius Niger, before he 

died. 170 
The centurions involved, Sulpicius Asper, Maximus Scaurus 

and Venetus Paulus, also died well, 
171 in contrast to Faenius Rufus 

who died with the same pusillanimity as he had lived. 172 The extent 

of Praetorian disloyalty alarmed Nero and he thought it expedient to 

encourage the loyalty of the Guard with a generous donative and a 

free corn allowance. 
173 He also took firmer action. Besides 

Subrius Flavus, four Praetorian tribunes were dismissed. 174 Gavius 

Silvanus and Statius Proxumus were surprisingly spared, perhaps 'for 

co-operating in the punishment of their fellow conspirators' 
175 

or 

possibly because Nero deemed it unwise to indulge in too extensive 

a purge among the officer corps of the Guard. Both men, however, 

understanding-the significance of the emperor's mercy, chose to 

commit suicide. 
176 
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Nero and Tigellinus seized the opportunity during the coup and its 

aftermath to rid themselves of some personal enemies. So the 

consul Vestinus, whom Nero hated, found himself compelled by the 

Praetorian tribune Gerellanus and a cohort of soldiers to kill 

himself. 177 
A former prefect, Rufrius Crispinus, was at this time 

expelled only to be put to death the following year. 
178 

Even to 

have been a friend of a conspirator was enough to get one exiled. 
179 

There were, of course, generous rewards for those who had helped 

suppress the coup. Nero thought highly enough of Tigellinus to grant 

him triumphal decorations and to allow statues of him to be set up in 

the Forum and the palace. His esteem for his prefect did not, never- 

theless, extend so far as to permit him to occupy the post without a 

colleague. And so he appointed, as joint prefect with Tigellinus, 

Nymphidius Sabinus whose role in crushing the conspiracy was held to 

have been notable enough to merit the award of consular insignia. 
180 

One consequence of the coup may have been an acceleration in the 

promotion of easterners within the Guard. We know that Lucius 

Antonius Naso from Heliopolis in Syria was decorated by. Nero and 

promoted to command the 9th Praetorian cohort. 
181 Perhaps Antonius 

Taurus, who, like Naso, was dismissed as an unrepentant Neronian 

from his Praetorian tribunate by Galba in AD. 68, was promoted at the 

same time. 
182 

Indeed, it is possible that the advancement of 

easterners was not just a consequence of the conspiracy but a 

contributory cause and that those tribunes and centurions who 

participated were motivated to do so by the fear that they, as Italians, 
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were losing their privileged position within the Guard. 183 

Certainly Gerellanus, who was already a Praetorian tribune before 

the coup, may have had eastern connections. 
184 Perhaps it was his 

loyalty at this time which led to the promotion of other easterners. 

It is probably wiser, however, to regard this development as part of 

the larger preferment given to easterners with the administration 

generally. 
185 

What is particularly significant about the Praetorian role in this 

conspiracy is Nero's perception that the discontent affected many 

more than the officer corps. 
186 We may see here unsubstantiated 

paranoia rather than justifiable prescience. But in such matters 

today's perception, however, misplaced, is often tomorrow's 

reality. Nero's doubts over their loyalty could only serve to 

encourage the disillusionment of the Praetorians. He was losing 

his hold on the very soul of the Guard and, although, in the absence 

of any alternative, the Praetorians were unlikely to initiate any 

action to depose him, they were also, after this time, less inclined 

to oppose those who might wish to do so. 
187 

The following year, AD. 66, saw the Praetorians involved in two very 

different, though equally high-profile, operations on Nero's behalf. 

They were present in full dress uniform at the magnificent 

culmination of Tiridates' financially ruinous visit to Italy when he 

did obeisance in the Forum before Nero. 188 
They played a more 

sinister role in the prosecution by Cossutianus Capito, Tigellinus' 

son-in-law, of Thrasea Paetus, long hated by Nero, and Barea Soranus. 189 
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