
Livy’s Cossus and Augustus, Tacitus’ Germanicus and Tiberius: A Historiographical Allusion

I shall examine a reference by Tacitus to Livy, and explore how that reference, though brief, adds another layer of meaning to Tacitus’ assessment of the relationship between Tiberius and Germanicus.  In his description of the German chieftain Inguiomerus (A. 2.21.1), Tacitus uses phrasing (tota volitantem acie) that recalls Livy’s description of the king Lars Tolumnius in his account of Rome’s struggles against Veii (4.19.2-3).  This passage is put in the mouth of the Roman soldier Cossus, who criticizes Tolumnius for his part in killing four Roman envoys.  Particularly important is Cossus’ use of religious language (4.19.3) to establish a sharp dichotomy between the religious Romans and the irreligious Etruscans, but I argue that it has strong parallels in the way Tacitus’ Germanicus (A. 2.14.3) and his troops  (A. 2.13.1) talk about the Germans they are fighting.  The Livian intertext thus assimilates the struggle between Romans and Germans to a fight between good Romans and evil Veientes in the city’s early history.  

The reference also illuminates the nature of political honours and power under Tiberius: by casting Inguiomerus as Tolumnius, Tacitus implicitly draws a comparison between Germanicus and Cossus, a figure best known for winning the spolia opima (Livy 4.20.1-2).  This immediately calls to mind the question of Cossus’ political office at the time he dedicated these spolia; Livy eventually agrees with Augustus, who asserted that Cossus was a consul and thus unquestionably had the right to dedicate them (4.20.5-6).  This had great implications for the contemporary debate about Crassus’ right to dedicate spolia opima, with some suspecting that Augustus perpetrated a fabrication in order to block Crassus, who was not a consul at the time, from dedicating his spolia.  The issue, I argue, has special relevance for Tacitus’ Germanicus.  When dedicating military spoils in Germany, he must omit all mention of himself in the inscription so as not to arouse the anger of Tiberius (A. 2.22.1). Similar issues are at stake in Tiberius’ letters of recall (A. 2.26) and the triumph Germanicus is awarded for a campaign undertaken ductu Germanici, auspiciis Tiberii (A. 2.41): unlike in the time of Cossus, men who achieve military glory cannot claim the credit for it.  Germanicus is suited for a different era, and Cossus, to whom Tacitus fleetingly refers, not only gives us a glimpse into that older world, but also reminds us how that world’s values were undermined by the principate.

