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Be#y Behrens Seminar, Clare Hall, 10 October 2024, 4:30 

Publius Cornelius Tacitus on ‘History’s outstanding function’ (praecipuum munus 

annalium, Annals 3.65.1). 

Extracts 
 

1. I am entering on the history of a period rich in disasters, frightful in its wars, 
torn by civil strife, and even in peace full of horrors. Four emperors perished 
by the sword. There were three civil wars; there were more with foreign 
enemies; there were often wars that had both characters at once. There was 
success in the East, and disaster in the West. There were disturbances in 
Illyricum; Gaul wavered in its allegiance; Britain was thoroughly subdued 
and immediately abandoned; the tribes of the Suevi and the Sarmatae rose in 
concert against us; the Dacians had the glory of inflicting as well as suffering 
defeat; the armies of Parthia were all but set in motion by the cheat of a 
counterfeit Nero. Now too Italy was prostrated by disasters either entirely 
novel, or that recurred only after a long succession of ages; cities in 
Campania's richest plains were swallowed up and overwhelmed; Rome was 
wasted by conflagrations, its oldest temples consumed, and the Capitol itself 
fired by the hands of citizens. Sacred rites were profaned; there was profligacy 
in the highest ranks; the sea was crowded with exiles, and its rocks polluted 
with bloody deeds. In the capital there were yet worse horrors. Nobility, 
wealth, the refusal or the acceptance of office, were grounds for accusation, 
and virtue ensured destruction. The rewards of the informers were no less 
odious than their crimes; for while some seized on consulships and priestly 
offices, as their share of the spoil, others on procuratorships, and posts of 
more confidential authority, they robbed and ruined in every direction amid 
universal hatred and terror. Slaves were bribed to turn against their masters, 
and freedmen to betray their patrons; and those who had not an enemy were 
destroyed by friends. (Histories 1.2, in the translation by Church & Brodribb) 

2. Much of what I have related and shall have to relate, may perhaps, I am 
aware, seem pe#y trifles to record. But no one must compare my annals with 
the writings of those who have described Rome in old days. They told of great 
wars, of the storming of cities, of the defeat and capture of kings, or whenever 
they turned by preference to home affairs, they related, with a free scope for 
digression, the strifes of consuls with tribunes, land and corn-laws, and the 
struggles between the commons and the aristocracy. My labours are 
circumscribed and inglorious; peace wholly unbroken or but slightly 
disturbed, dismal misery in the capital, an emperor careless about the 
enlargement of the empire, such is my theme. (Annals 4.32) 

3. Even if I had to relate foreign wars and deaths encountered in the service of 
the State with such a monotony of disaster, I should myself have been 
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overcome by disgust, while I should look for weariness in my readers, 
sickened as they would be by the melancholy and continuous destruction of 
our citizens, however glorious to themselves. But now a servile 
submissiveness and so much wanton bloodshed at home fatigue the mind 
and paralyze it with grief. The only indulgence I would ask from those who 
will acquaint themselves with these horrors is that I be not thought to hate 
men who perished so tamely. Such was the wrath of heaven against the 
Roman State that one may not pass over it with a single mention, as one 
might the defeat of armies and the capture of cities. Let us grant this privilege 
to the posterity of illustrious men, that just as in their funeral obsequies such 
men are not confounded in a common burial, so in the record of their end 
they may receive and retain a special memorial. (Annals 16.16) 

4. Yet the age was not so barren in noble qualities, as not also to exhibit 
examples of virtue. Mothers accompanied the flight of their sons; wives 
followed their husbands into exile; there were brave kinsmen and faithful 
sons in law; there were slaves whose fidelity defied even torture; there were 
illustrious men driven to the last necessity, and enduring it with fortitude; 
there were closing scenes that equalled the famous deaths of antiquity. 
(Histories 1.3.1) 

5. My purpose is not to relate at length every proposal in the senate, but only 
such as were conspicuous for excellence or notorious for infamy. This I regard 
as history's outstanding function (praecipuum munus annalium), to let no 
worthy actions be uncommemorated, and to hold out the reprobation of 
posterity as a terror to evil words and deeds. (Annals 3.65.1)  

6. All nations and cities are ruled by the people, the nobility, or by one man. … 
Formerly, when the people had power or when the patricians were in the 
ascendant, the popular temper and the methods of controlling it, had to be 
studied, and those who knew most accurately the spirit of the Senate and 
aristocracy, had the credit of understanding the age and of being wise men. 
So now after a revolution when Rome is nothing but the realm of a single 
despot, there must be good in carefully noting and recording this period, for 
it is but few who have the foresight to distinguish right from wrong or what 
is sound from what is hurtful, while most men learn wisdom from the 
fortunes of others. (Annals 4.33) 

7. What chiefly makes the study of history wholesome and profitable is this, that 
you behold the lessons of every kind of experience set forth as on a 
conspicuous monument; from these you may choose for yourself and for your 
own state what to imitate, from these mark for avoidance what is shameful in 
the conception and shameful in the result. (Livy, Praefatio §10) 

8. This Lepidus, I am satisfied, was for that age a wise and high-principled man. 
Many a cruel suggestion made by the fla#ery of others he changed for the 
be#er, and yet he did not want tact, seeing that he always enjoyed a uniform 
prestige, and also the favour of Tiberius. … It is possible to pursue a course 
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between a defiant independence and a debasing servility, free from ambition 
and its perils. (Annals 4.20.2) 

9. That same year Marcus Lepidus also died. I have dwelt at sufficient length on 
his moderation and wisdom in my earlier books, and I need not further 
enlarge on his noble descent. Assuredly the family of the Aemilii has been 
rich in good citizens. (Annals 6.27.4) 

10. Many authors, I am well aware, have passed over the perils and punishments 
of a host of persons, sickened by the multiplicity of them, or fearing that what 
they had themselves found wearisome and saddening would be equally 
fatiguing to their readers. For myself, I have lighted on many facts worth 
knowing, though other writers have not recorded them. (Annals 6.7.5) 


