Poppaea Venus in Tacitus’ Annals

This paper is motivated by Dio’s attestation that Poppaea received posthumous cult under the title Sabina Venus (Dio 63.26.3). Examining Tacitus’ Poppaea as a Venus-type allows us to access a set of problems inherent in the relationship between the Julio-Claudian family and Venus Genetrix. I argue that Tacitus reinterprets Poppaea’s assimilation to Venus so as to critique Poppaea specifically, and imperial divinization more generally. Poppaea becomes emblematic of issues stemming from the imperial family’s overt celebration of Venus as their divine ancestress. These issues have echoes in Tacitus’ time, especially in the treatment of divinized family members and in the practice of divinization after the Julio-Claudian era. Poppaea provides the best character in the Annals for an investigation of Tacitus’ concerns, as her divinization represents the worst abuse of the honor as an expression of senatorial adulation. 

Poppaea is consistently associated with Venus during her lifetime and in later accounts. In the Octavia, Poppaea’s devotion to Venus is specifically connected to her forma: Nero is captivated by Poppaea’s beauty, and their relationship is powered by Venus, the mother of Amor (Oct. 694-697). Pliny the Elder and Juvenal highlight Poppaea’s ministrations to her physical appearance and provide evidence that her beauty was emulated by other women (Pl. NH 37.50, 28.183; cf. Juv. 6.462). Based on these texts, Kragelund argues that Poppaea served as a “byword for beauty” (Kragelund 2005: 80). Scholars of the Annals have focused on Tacitus’ Poppaea as a controlling figure similar to Messalina, Agrippina the Younger, and Sallust’s Sempronia (Holtztrattner 12-17; Koestermann III.325; Syme I.353). Building upon these two strands of scholarship, I explore the connection between Venus and Poppaea implicit in the Annals, particularly as it affects her relationship with Nero.

I begin with the premise that Tacitus assimilates Poppaea to two Venus types, both the goddess of beauty and the divine genetrix of the Julian gens. Nero’s eulogy introduces my discussion, as the emperor noticeably combines both Venus types by praising Poppaea’s beauty and motherhood of a divine infant (Ann. 16.6.2). I then separate the strands of Tacitus’ characterization. Tacitus’ introduction to Poppaea acknowledges her beauty, and Tacitus suggests that she utilizes her forma to enflame Nero’s desire (Ann. 13.45-46). Once she becomes Nero’s lover, Poppaea claims that her beauty, fecundity, and noble ancestry qualify her to become empress (Ann. 14.1.2). However, Nero only marries Poppaea after she persuades him that she, unlike Octavia, will provide him with a legitimate heir. 


I contend that Poppaea’s portrayal after her marriage is centered on her motherhood and emulation of Venus Genetrix. The birth of Claudia proves Poppaea’s capability of becoming an imperial genetrix. The honorific title of Augusta granted upon Claudia’s birth specifies the roles of both mother and daughter as potential continuators of the imperial dynasty (Ann. 15.23.2; Flory 126-127). Claudia’s early death and Poppaea’s death while pregnant terminate Poppaea’s bid to become the next imperial genetrix prematurely. Nevertheless, Nero’s sycophantic senate awards divine honors to mother and child. Nero’s choice to embalm Poppaea expresses a desire to preserve her forma after death (cf. Counts). Her public funeral and posthumous honors solidify her characterization as a composite Venus.

 I conclude that the trial of Thrasea Paetus explicates Tacitus’ critique of imperial divinization. Paetus is charged with maiestas, and his disbelief in Poppaea’s divinity provides his prosecutor with an illustrative example (Ann. 16.22.3). He is condemned in the Temple of Venus Genetrix (Ann. 16.27). The location symbolically connects diva Poppaea and Venus Genetrix. However, Poppaea failed to produce Nero’s heir, and her divinization emerges as a way for the senate to gratify Nero over and above honoring Poppaea herself. Tacitus thus concludes his characterization of Poppaea as a problematic Venus. Reading her character through this lens illuminates the complexities underlying divinization and the connection between the imperial family and Venus as emphasized under Nero, and as criticized by Tacitus.
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