Boiocalus’ Request: Tacitus, Annals 13.54-56
Dubius Avitus succeeded Pompeius Paulinus as provincial governor of Lower Germany in 57. One of his early actions was to demand (minitando uim Romanam 54.1) that Frisians abandon their recently established settlements on the banks of the Rhine (empty land which Romans reserved for grazing livestock, agrosque uacuos et militum usui sepositos insedere) and return to their old homes (ueteres in locos), unless they gained permission from Nero to stay. The Frisians had moved to the location subsequent to a rumor that Roman governors had lost their authority to attack the enemy (fama incessit ereptum ius legatis ducendi in hostem). As Tacitus relates the events, it is clear that the Frisian relocation was a challenge to Roman authority. Nonetheless, when the Frisian leaders, Verritus and Malorix, went to Rome, Nero granted the two men citizenship. The Frisians, however, still had to leave. Those who did not were captured or killed (54.4). 
After recounting these events, the historian writes (13.55-56) of another German tribe occupying the same lands (eosdem agros Ampsivarii occupavere, 55.1). Despite the same location, the two narratives are otherwise very different: the Ampsivarii were a more powerful people, in part from the sympathy they had garnered (adiacentium populorum miseratione) because they were homeless (sedis inopes) and seeking refuge (tutum exilium orabant). Furthermore, their leader, Boiocalus, was a man described by Tacitus as faithful to the Romans (nobis … fidus). The juxtaposition of these two narratives invites comparisons: the leader of the Ampsivarii had been friendly towards Rome for fifty years, the Frisians were perennial adversaries who most recently had been checked by Corbulo (Ann. 11.19-20); the Ampsivarii had occupied the land only after being driven from their own homes by the Chauci, the Frisians had chosen to move from their old land when they thought Roman governors no longer dared to attack them. This contrast encourages the reader to be sympathetic towards Boiocalus. An extended speech in oratio obliqua by Boiocalus gives him ample opportunity to strengthen his cause (cf. the very brief speech by Verritus and Malorix, also in o.o., 54.3). What Boiocalus actually says, however, is quite surprising (“a seemingly odd episode” Mattern 1999), for after he recounts his experiences of the past fifty years that illustrate his loyalty – being chained by Arminius, serving under Tiberius and Germanicus – and offers to have the Ampsivarii be subject to the Romans (gentem suam dicioni nostrae subiceret), he engages in a sarcastic tirade against these same Romans (Woodman 2004). Boiocalus ends his “request” by declaring that unoccupied lands belong to the public (eas publicas esse, 55.2) and suggesting that the gods, rather than let the land remain empty, would be better to inundate it before the very eyes of these men who had seized it (terrarum ereptores, 55.3). Such invective led to the complete destruction of the Ampsivarii, a result even worse than what the Frisians had suffered. 
This passage has received considerable comment, primarily on the exact nature of Avitus’ reaction (commotus, [nec comm. Lips., et immotus Koest.]; Städele 1985; Benario 1994) and on what the account suggests about Tacitus’ own view on the mistreatment of friendly barbarians (Walker 1960; Benario 1994). The significance of agri uacui (Harmata 1974-75, Potter 1992) has also been discussed. While these are matters that I address in this paper, I also probe the effects of Boiocalus’ speech (“ein Schlagwort der antirömischen Propaganda” Koestermann 1967), the treatment of the Ampsivarii, the experiences of Verritus and Malorix, and the fate of the Frisians, on our understanding of the nature of Roman foreign policy as displayed through Nero and his provincial governor (Syme 1958; Martin 1981; Millar 1982; Griffin 1984).
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