Tiberius the Goat:  The Beastliness of Power in Suetonius’ de vita Caesarum 


Throughout the Caesars, animal references play an important role in Suetonius’ characterization and description of the emperors.  In the Tiberius, Suetonius describes how Claudius Pulcher, Tiberius’ ancestor, behaved toward a number of sacred chickens.  When, by refusing to eat, these chickens fail to provide Claudius Pulcher with a positive sign for the battle ahead, he throws them into the sea, fights anyway, and loses (Tib. 2).  Suetonius uses a human being’s behavior towards animals to expose his/her character, in this case to suggest the rash and sacrilegious nature of Tiberius’ forbearers and, therefore, of Tiberius himself.    


However, Suetonius also pushes the use of animal references beyond the merely descriptive or indicative of character.  By inviting the reader to create analogies between the emperors and animals, by showing emperors transgressing the boundaries of nature by behaving “like animals” or treating human beings “like animals,” Suetonius subtly suggests the animal natures of the emperors themselves.  In the case of Tiberius, Suetonius uses popular verse, imperial sayings, and animal omens that liken Tiberius to various animals in order to suggest Tiberius’ general animal-like nature.  Ultimately, Suetonius transforms Tiberius, rhetorically speaking, into a goat. 


How are we to understand Suetonius’ evocation of Tiberius’ animality, of his goaty-ness?  How might we interpret the accretion of analogies between the human and animal world in the Caesars as a whole?  Moral philosopher Mary Midgley writes:  “When we want to say something about power, even about power in a human context, our imaginations much more readily come up with a lion or a bull than with a direct description of powerful human activity” (Midgley, 1994).  To describe the lives of the most powerful men in Rome, Suetonius’ imagination much more readily comes up with lions and bulls, or in Tiberius’ case, snakes and goats, than with direct descriptions of powerful human activity.  In other words, these animal references tell us something about the nature of imperial power and how Suetonius or the Romans of his time might have conceived of the nature of the position of princeps.


Tiberius does not really become animal, so to speak, until after he becomes emperor.  Suetonius’ rhetorical transformation of Tiberius into a goat, into an animal, intimates the extra-human nature of the emperor and of the position of princeps itself.  Animal references likening an emperor to an animal suggest that there is something about the nature of the position of princeps that draws him away from the human world, that draws his identity away from that of the “human.”  In the case of several emperors, Suetonius conveys this extra-human aspect of imperial power by indicating an emperor’s eventual acquisition of divine status.  In the case of others, like Tiberius, Suetonius highlights the extra-human dimension of imperial power via the animal references scattered throughout the text.  We glimpse a way of understanding power that suggests that those who hold the highest position in Rome are, necessarily, non-human.  Suetonius’ rhetorical transformation of Tiberius into a goat demonstrates the “beastliness” of Roman imperial power.   
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