Character inheritance in
Suetonius’Caligula and Nero

In the 2 Century C.E. the Roman author Suetonius wroterhjgges of the first
twelve Caesars, starting with Julius Caesar, pssgng through Augustus, the first
emperor, to Domitian. It was not the first seriésiwesof the Caesars—Plutarch had
written such a series, of which only part survitegay® We are fortunate enough to
have in our possession almost the whole of Suetbseries, the only loss the
beginning of the Julius Caesar. For my purposeddba is particularly regrettable,
because | am interested in the rubric that begich ef theLives Almost every one

is introduced with an account of the subject’s atm®s. Roman ancestors were
vehicles of status, and as expected they demoastaius in Suetoniukives.Other
biographers had started off their work with a mamif the father or perhaps some
more remote ancestor, in an effort to give thelmject a divine or royal pedigree.
Lists of magistracies and occupations speak voluabesit the respectability of a
Caesar’s family, but where that respectabilitynigjuestion Suetonius goes to
particular trouble to establish ‘the precise degrieeobility’® of a family. In several

of theLives though, Suetonius goes further than professiod#fices and reports
on the ancestors’ character traits. Virtues andss/mntribute nothing to the status or
wealth of the family, so | attribute this levelrelsearch to Suetonius’ interest in
character inheritance. | find that, in Suetonilgracter traits are passed on according
to a predictable model: virtue degenerates inte,\and vice is inherited faithfully,
compounding on itself over the generations. In gaiger | want to look at two of
Suetonius’ Caesars that demonstrate this princidd¢igula, an example of the
father’s considerable virtue degenerated in the and Nero, the product of a long
line of vicious ancestors, nastier than any of them

When Nero is born, his father, Domitius Ahenobarlgusps that the new arrival must
be ‘abominable and a public bane’ because nothHgeggauld come from him and his
wife, Agrippina.

Many people at once made many direful predictioosthis horoscope, and a
remark of his father Domitius was also regardedrasmen; for while
receiving the congratulations of his friends, hid ¢laat ‘nothing that was not
abominable and a public bane could be born of Aunim and himself.®

A similar comment appears at Dio 61.2.3. Now, Darsitnight never have made that
remark—certainly, Barrett thinks it is ‘distinctijplausible’ that he would have so
slurred his first-borif.Whatever its historicity, this remark suggeststSuiess is
conscious of, and to some degree interested imetedity of character from parents.
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Another statement, this time in the omniscient g@€the biographer, declares his
interest in the inheritance of character from naistant ancestors. He says,

It seems to me worth while to give an account gesal members of this
family, to show more clearly that though Nero degyated from the good
qualities of his ancestors, he yet reproduced ites\of each of them, as if
transmitted to him by natural inheritarite.

So, Suetonius would have it appear that vicesrdmerited faithfully from parents and
ancestors, whereas virtue in the parent is notgplass to the son, but degenerates into
vice. The statement clarifies the role of the atorsdn thelife: the audience should
compare Nero with his ancestors and find all theany vices present in one man, the
last of his line.

The Greeks and Romans knew that physical featuees iwherited from parents—the
Hippocratics had noticed that children resemblé therents® and Aristotle

explained why children looked more like their faymtembers than other peoplét
seems character traits were also thought to beitatieInherited character is a theme
in Greek tragedy such as Aeschyl@sesteia® In Roman historiography it is quite
common for a trait to appear in several generatodrme family—for instance, it has
been said that in Livy ‘people with similar namesd to behave in similar ways.’
Recent worf® has established that there was a long traditieginning in the
Republic, of Roman aristocrats cultivating a sped¢dmily identity by, amongst other
things, advertisement of familial character traiamilies advertised that they
inherited their ancestors’ famous virtues, espbcialdifferentiate their members
from other candidates in election campaiijngoters could assume that the candidate
In question was in possession of the virtues ofdnsous ancestors, and elect
accorlldzingly—well might Cicero say that the peoplad electe@ Piso, nothis

Piso.

Rivals might create, or at least encourage, negatereotypes about certain
families and these stereotypes, good or bad, would begass® descendants.
Jasper Griffin has said that over time the bettemkn families ‘came to possess a
definite character, so that a Gnaeus Piso was teghéx be hard and proud, a Lucius
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Piso to be cultured and civilized, a Domitius Aheabus to be ferocious®. The
Claudian pride that appears in Suetoniliberiusis also attested in Livy and
Tacitus’® | think Suetonius is playing up to these stereesyin theNeroby creating a
portrait of a son who inherits his ancestors’ vid&#at is interesting about
Suetonius’ treatment of character inheritanceas Wrtue isnotinherited. Vices and
virtues behave differently, but predictably sohasdescribes in thiderq, vices are
inherited faithfully down the generations, but ves, where they are present in the
parent, ‘degenerate’. On the one hand, it is a conplace of Roman epic for sons to
be described as degenerate—such as Neoptolem@s@ilV2.549 and Sextus
Pompeius at Lucan 6.420-but those instances seem to be mentioned as éxtept
Valerius Maximus (3.5) discusses instances of degeion from the father as if they
are remarkable. On the other hand, Suetonius tdegtsneration as one of two
equally likely outcomes.

In SuetoniusLives a work populated for the most part by less trevosry
characters, a subject’s vice can be explained thyous or vicious ancestors alike—
whichever is convenient. Caligula is the prime egbaof a depraved creature,
degenerated from his father's ample virtue. Themoi evidence of vice in
Germanicus which Caligula might inherit—insteadhaiigh at first he capitalises on
his father’s popularity, he inverts every one ofi@anicus’ virtues. Suetonius’
idealisation of Germanicus makes the portrait dfigdé the ‘monster’ all the more
effective.

Germanicus is portrayed as handsome, courageoamety kind and popular.
Suetonius says:

It is the general opinion that Germanicus posseabelde highest qualities of
body and mind, to a degree never equalled by anyhandsome
appearance, unequalled valour, surpassing ahilitige oratory and learning
of Greece and Rome, unexampled kindliness, ancharkable desire and
capacity for winning men’s regard and inspiringittaéfection:®

Caligula, on the other hand, is unattracthaend weak in both body and mifd.
Caligula’s curious mixture of self-assurednesmfidentig and timidity (metu$ is
attributed to his mental weakness, and immedidtdigwed by a statement of his
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contempt for the god<C@l. 51.1). This passage is reminiscent of that in titie
corresponding virtues in Germanicus are paited.

The list goes on. Germanicus is ‘respectful andififileven to his critics; Caligula is
neither respectful nor mild, not even towards tbade Cal. 26.2). Germanicus is so
patient that he does no more than renounce thaihep of his enemy Pis€él.

3.3), especially remarkable when one considersRisatis supposed to have
murdered himCal. 1.2-2); whereas Caligula has, not only his enenieshis
relatives and friends, killedC@l. 26.1). Although Germanicus is an extraordinary
general, his son has only one, frivolous, militeaynpaigr?>

Caligula manages to disappoint even in what he faido. Germanicus corrects his
one flaw, his skinny legs, by conscientious exeri€aligula, who shares this same
defect?® does not deign to do the same.

The contrast could not be greater than that betweepeople’s attachment to father
and son, demonstrated by the reactions to thethde&@ermanicus dies young, and an
affectionate public suspects him poisoned. Impagsionourning ensues. Once again,
the life of the father flags a contrast in the bfethe son. Caligula, who started as the
people’s darling, is assassinated and his bodylydsalt with until his sisters’ return
from exile. The dismay at Germanicus’ demise icdbed over two section€gl. 5-

6), in marked contrast with a brief sentence dismgs Caligula’s funeral
arrangementgJal. 59).

Further evidence of Suetonius’ interest in charaateeritance appears @al. 25.4—
his short-lived daughter, Julia Drusilla, is anikedble character and the way she
scratches her playmates’ faces convinces Caligulsg Suetonius says, that she is
truly his daughtef®

Like little Julia, Nero is the faithful heir to hgrents’ and ancestors’ vices. In fact
his ancestors set out, sometimes with little vemmgtexamples of exactly the kinds of
behaviours and attitudes that the audience shoyilelct from Nero himself. The list
begins with Nero’s great-great-great-grandfatheraé€as, who rode through his
province on an elephant, staging a triumph whenmedeone by the Senate, and was
enraged to be robbed of his father’s place as fightero2.1); just as Nero has his
own pseudo-triumph after a musical cont&strp 25.1-2) and kills Britannicus out of
jealousy and concern for his own successier¢33.2). The catalogue of ancestors
continues from father to son all the way to Newttigg progressively worse with
each generation, apart from the anomaly of Nergéatggrandfather, who is ‘the best
of the lot,” which is not saying much.
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As the list draws ever closer to Nero, the moreraode like him his ancestors
appear, even down to specific actions. His greastggrandfather Lucius, ‘a man of
no great resolution, though he had a violent terifdettempts suicide but is
eventually too terrified to go through with it. ldapplies a paradigm for the last
sections of thélera?®in which Nero behaves similarly and displays thme
indecisive and cowardly natuféGetting closer to Nero, his grandfather, Lucius,
provides quite a neat paradigm for the actual stilgtheLife. Lucius is ‘haughty,
extravagant, cruef® all descriptors that could be as easily appliedisagrandson.
Suetonius provides an example of Lucius’ crueltyhim same section, and reports that
he arranged stage shows starring knights and rdaméenen®* At Nero11 Suetonius
informs us that Nero himself made a habit of cass@enators and knights in his
shows. These anecdotes about the nasty Domitii dsimate the specific vices that
Nero revives, ‘as if they were inborn and inherit&dEach of his ancestors
contributes a particular vice, which converge &ate the monster, Nero. With every
generation the vices compound, each son worsehtisdather.

Predictably, then, Nero’s father is himself an tnaative combination of his
ancestors’ vices. Suetonius’ portrait of DomiticalleddetestabiligNero4) just as
Nero himself isero6.1), is an abridged version of Nero. Within jusea
sentences he is characterised as cietd5.1), dishonestNero5.2), and, in one
sweeping statement, guilty of treason, adulterg, ianest with his sistéf. Nero, too,
is cruel Nero26.1), and guilty of calumnyNero 32.1), disrespect for the emperor
(Nero33.1), adultery (not to mention other alarmingrerof sexual transgression,
Nero 28-9), and incest—this time, for want of a sistéth his motherlero28.2).
Every part of Suetonius’ portrait of the fathedisectly relevant to the son, flagging
elements of Nero that will appear later.

As for ancestral virtues, Suetonius mentions ‘tineigs of his ancestor¥’but the
only evidence of said ‘virtue’ is that some of thead military successes and
magistracies in the Republic. Nero shows no sigapttude for or interest in military
leadership, being instead pre-occupied with the ard he is cowardly, requiring
help even to kill himself. Suetonius does not falnany specific examples of
ancestral virtue: he conveniently neglects to noenNero’s great-great-great-uncle,
killed by Pompeius in 82 BCE, praised for bigutesby Helvius Mancia Formianus
in a speech recorded by Valerius Maximusdmittedly this Domitius is not a direct
ascendant of Nero, but in the catalogue of the @liauthe Tiberiusthe biographer
had looked beyond ancestors, and the man kill&2IBCE is considerably closer to
Suetonius’ own time than, say, Tiberius’ remoteestar, the Tiberius Nero who took
on Hasdrubal, cited as the most recent examplé@toivin that family, let alone
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earlier Claudii such as Appius Caecus or Claudiasd@x>® | suspect that Suetonius
knew about this virtuous Domitius, and chose nahémtion him for fear of ruining
an otherwise perfectly one-sided portrait of theetand dissolute Domitii
Ahenobarbi. Even Nero’s great-grandfather, desdrédféusively by Cicero as ‘a
young man of great virtu& and Velleius as ‘a most eminent and most noble fhan
has no specific virtue according to Suetonius (vghery specific about vices), but is
damned with faint praise as ‘without a doubt thstloé his family’ (Nero 3.1). Still,

on the off-chance we read between the lines arfthda virtue here and there in
Nero’s ancestors, Suetonius has already coverdubiss by explaining that virtue
was degenerate in Nero. Vice is the only possibteame: the ancestors he describes
lead us to expect no virtue in Nero, and indeedimeenone.

What | hope to show in my thesis is that Suetoraugareness of character
inheritance explains the careful research he pagan the subjects’ ancestors. A list
of their magistracies would demonstrate their staamd that ought to be enough, but
anecdotes about their virtues and vices go furttemonstrating elements of their
descendants’ character that Suetonius would hawetice and remember when they
appear in the subject himself. The vicious Caesand that is most of them, are the
objects of probing investigation into their ancesttraits, and Suetonius manages to
make vice or conspicuous virtue, whichever is rattya sensible explanation for the
most cruel and dissolute of Caesars.

Phoebe Garrett
The University of Newcastle, Australia
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