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STRUCTURE AND FATE IN SUETONIUS’ LIFE OF GALBA

cholars have neglected the last six lives of Suetonius’ Caesares
due to their brevity and their simplicity. Some, following
Townend, would have them written after Suetonius’ removal
from office and hence when he lost access to the imperial archives.
Others, following Bowersock, would have them written early, before
discovery of the structural principles exemplified by the Julio—
Claudian lives.! The Galba has been particularly neglected, since by
general agreement the middle portion of the life seems to contain
the same material as Plutarch and Tacitus, probably derived by all
three from the source which prior to Syme was thought to be Pliny
the Elder, but since Syme has been known generally as “Ignotus”
(although Townend, notably, still holds for Pliny); to this material
Suetonius seems to have simply appended at the beginning and end
his usual rubrics of ancestors, birth, omens, death, etc.?
Nevertheless several observations have been made about the
Galba upon which I would like to build. First, Braun has argued
that Suetonius’ biography is artfully structured to show Galba’s
decline as consistent with his character traits.? Second and more im-
portant here, ithas been noted that Suetonius’ description of Galba’s

! G. Townend, “The Date of Composition of Suetonius’ Caesares, “ CQ 9 (1959)
285-93; cf. e.g. Ronald Syme, “Biographers of the Caesars,” MH 37 (1980) 116-21and
127-28 (= Roman Papers III [Oxford 1984] 1261-68, 1273-75); Andrew Wallace-
Hadrill, Suetonius: The Scholar and his Caesars (London 1983) 61-62; David Shotter,
Suetonius: Lives of Galba, Otho & Vitellius (Warminster 1993) 7-10 and 32. G. W.
Bowersock, “Suetonius and Trajan,” in Hommages 4 M. Renard (Brussels 1969) 1.119-
25, answered by K. R. Bradley, “The Composition of Suetonius’ Caesares Again,” JIES
1 (1973) 257-63; Syme, “Biographers,” 117-21 (= Roman Papers III 1264-68); and
Barry Baldwin, Suetonius (Amsterdam 1983) 468-91 and 519-22.

2Ronald Syme, Tacitus (Oxford 1958) 1.180-81, 189-90, and 2.674-76; G. Townend,
“Cluvius Rufus in the Histories of Tacitus,” AJP 85 (1964) 337-44. See e.g. George W.
Mooney, C. Suetoni Tranquilli De Vita Caesarum Libri VII-VI1II: Galba, Otho, Vitellius,
Divus Vespasianus, Divus Titus, Domitianus (repr. ed. New York 1979) 33-36; Jacques
Gascou, Suétone, historien (Rome 1984) 295-96, 315 and 571-72, n. 429; Baldwin,
Suetonius, 182, 526-39 (a useful comparison of Suetonius, Plutarch and Tacitus) and
547-50; Shotter, Suetonius, 33-35.

8 Ludwig Braun, “Galba und Otho bei Plutarch und Sueton,” Hermes 120 (1992)
90-96. Cf. Gascou, Suétone historien, 752-53 on Gal. 16.2.
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ancestors (3.2) anticipates the saevitia and rebellion described later
in the biography, that the two references to Fortuna (4.3 and 18.2)
act as cross-references, and that in the Galba, as in Suetonius’ lives
of Caesar, Nero, Otho and Domitian, Suetonius may have had
special reasons for placing the death after the description of virtues
and vices rather than at the end of the life.* Even more important,
Gugel has shown how Suetonius’ portents throughout the Caesares
are strategically selected and arranged, in several lives even in ring-
compositional form. (Gugel finds the portents in the Galba arranged
in matching pairs such as the Fortuna pair rather than in strict ring
composition, although he shows that those in chapters 18-19 are in
A-B-C-A-B-C order.)’ But an analysis of the structure of the
biography will show that Suetonius bound the entire work carefully
by means of ring composition, and that the rings provide a clue to
Suetonius’ notion of fate and history.

The first oddity which strikes one reading the Galba for struc-
tural elements is the appearance of two Greek quotations, the only
two occurrences of Greek in the Galba, four chapters from each end
of the life. (While Suetonius did not provide these chapter numbers,
they are a rough division of topics or rubrics, as they are usually
called.) This is not an unusual number of Greek passages in itself; of
the last six lives only the Domitian has a large number of Greek
quotations, and several of the lives have none. But these two
quotations in the Galba cross-refer to each other. The latter (20.2)
involves a presage of his death, the former (4.1) a presage of his rule.
The first one is particularly striking in that it contains the phrase kot
oV tékvov, the last words spoken by Julius Caesar according to
Suetonius (Iul. 82.2). Such a phrase could only strike the reader of
Suetonius as an ominous reference to assassination. Furthermore
the first quotation in Greek is followed by a quotation in Latin
from the emperor Tiberius, while the second quotation in Greek is
preceded by a quotation in Latin from the soldiers carrying Galba’s
head. The artistry here is even more noteworthy if, as Townend
argued, the Greek quotations come from Cluvius Rufus and the first
Latin quotation, at least, is from the source “Ignotus.” Townend’s
argument is strengthened by the fact that the first Greek anecdote

* Francesco Della Corte, Suetonio, eques Romanus (Florence 19672) 118-19; Eugen
Cizek, Structures et idéologies dans “Les Vies des douze Césars” de Suétone (Paris 1977)
111 and 115-16; Gascou 450.

® Helmut Gugel, Studien zur biographischen Technik Suetons (Vienna 1977) 24-73
(60-64 on the Gal.).
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is told very differently in our other sources.® If this analysis of the
sources is correct, then Suetonius has consciously manipulated his
source materials to create a more artistic presentation.

There are further similarities in the two passages: The quota-
tions in Chapter 4 emphasize Galba’s old age, those in 20 his youth.
Portents and dreams generally in chapter 4 balance portents and
dreams generally in chapters 18-19. These dreams and portents,
like those throughout the life, have also been shown not to derive
from “Ignotus.”” Consequently this material, like the Greek and
Latin quotations in 4.1 and 20.2, has also been superimposed onto
the material offered by “Ignotus,” for artistic reasons which will be
clear in a moment. Two of these dreams especially cross-refer to
each other, as was pointed out above: In a dream in 4.3 Fortuna and
her statue move into his home; in 18.2 the goddess and statue
abandon him.® These chiastic and self-referential quotations are
shown on the accompanying diagram as D.1. and D.2. Their effect on
the reader is to juxtapose Galba’s birth and death, and to invite
comparison of chapters 1-3 with 21-23.

Chapter 21 treats Galba’s physical traits. He was crippled by
arthritis in his extremities, perhaps caused by gout (articularis
morbus),” and had some sort of large caro or protrusion on his right
side. Chapter 3 anticipates this when, in describing Galba’s imme-
diate ancestors, Galba’s father is described as hunchbacked (gibber).
The similarity of the two passages (C on the Thematic Diagram) is
so striking that one scribal tradition substitutes in the later passage
gibbus for caro, perhaps interpolated into the text through a gloss.
The tradition is insignificant and in fact Ihm in the standard
Teubner edition does not even report it."’ It should be used not for
authentic textual information but only as evidence that, as early as

6 Townend, “Cluvius Rufus,” 367-68; Mooney 199-200. On this passage and
“Ignotus” see also Gascou 796.
7 Gascou 447-50. On 779 Gascou offers a theological interpretation.

Mooney 202 and 244-45; Della Corte 59; Gugel 62; Wallace-Hadrill 109; Gascou
450, n. 232; Shotter 106 and 132. On portents in Suetonius see Mooney 19-22; Gascou
444-50 (447-50 on the Gal.); José Martinez Gésquez, “Valoracién de los praesagios
de muerte en las vidas de los doce Cesares,” Myrtia 3 (1988) 19-29 (the abstract on
167-68 erroneously refers to Otho as Galba).

® Mooney 255; Shotter 136 thinks it more likely gout.

' Maximilian Thm, C. Suetoni Tranquilli Opera, vol. 1 (Leipzig 1908) 273; cf.
Mooney 256. To my knowledge, gibber is read only in the Codex Cujacianus; several
late mss. and early editions read gibbus vel caro, which suggests a gloss. For informa-
tion on these readings see Detlev Karl Wilhelm Baumgarten-Crusius, text and
critical apparatus in C. Suetonii Tranquilli Opera Omnia (London 1826) 2.846.
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the Renaissance, at least one scribe read chapters 3 and 21 as similar
in theme. The scribe, in other words, glossed caro as gibbus because
he was reminded of the physical trait of Galba’s ancestor and
assumed that the same trait was involved here. There may also be an
association between the caro (along with Galba’s excessive eating
habits mentioned in the next chapter, 22) and one of the etymologies
of Galba’s name given by Suetonius, the Gallic word meamng
“obese”; the etymology, incidentally, is probably correct."

The two chapters surrounding these (B on the Thematic Diagram)
juxtapose Galba’s mythological ancestors and his personal habits.
Galba claimed Zeus and Pa51phae, the mother of the Minotaur, as
his ancestors in chapter 2;'? in chapter 22 it is noted that Galba was
himself noted for gluttony and homosexuality, in both of which,
according to Suetonius, he surpassed accepted norms of behavior.
Finally, the Galba opens and closes with references to destruction
of statues as symbolic of death (A). Nero’s death was portended by
lightning decapitating Julio-Claudian statues (1). Galba’s place of
assassination was to be marked by a statue; Vespasian prevented
this from happening because he believed that Galba had tried to
assassinate him (23). Quite natural references to Nero (1) and
Vespasian (23) remind the reader that Galba’s reign is part of an
interregnum between two dynasties.

Further ring composition ties the center of the life together.
Chapter 5 considers two topics: Galba married and fathered two
children who would have been his heirs, but all three died, leaving
him heirless (F.1). Furthermore he inherited a huge legacy from
Livia, but failed to collect the inheritance (F.2). Chapters 16 and 17
treat these topics in reverse order. Galba lost control over his troops
because he failed to pay the donative (16, F.2), and he remedied his
lack of heir by adoption of Piso Frugi Licinianus (17, F.1). Galba’s
use of political and military power as emperor (6, G) corresponds to
his abuse of power, also as emperor (14-15, G).!* Quite artificial
references to the graying of hair (8 canescere, H) and the flautist
Canus (12.3, H) surround the core of the life, treating his cruelty as
provincial administrator (9, I), his ascent to imperial rule (10-11, J),

" Mooney 194.

12 Baldwin 548, n. 10, even calls the genealogy a “parody.” Pasiphae had been
claimed by atleast one other Galba in the 3rd century B.C. (Sil. Ital. 8.468-71; Mooney
193; Shotter 101-102), which makes it odd that the emperor Galba claimed her as
matemal ancestor (gens Mummia).

% On these chapters see Cizek 129-30.
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and his saevitia simul atque avaritia (12, I). The attainment of empire
then forms the center of the rings. This is indeed as it should be.
Galba’s significance is that he was the first to attain empire ex-
clusively by military power, without any dynastic qualifications
wha’csoever,14 and Suetonius himself states that Galba’s rule was
much less distinguished than his accession (13).

Suetonius, then, takes the raw material of the source common to
his Galba, Plutarch’s Galba and Tacitus’ Histories,—the source
“Ignotus”—supplements it with material from other sources, and
transforms its arrangement into an elaborate ring composition.
Gugel’s discovery of ring composition of portents in Suetonius was
mentioned above. Lounsbury has demonstrated multiple ring com-
position structuring the Nero, and to a lesser extent rmg composition
has been noted by Hurley at Caligula 1.1 and 60."° The technique
is common in Roman poetry. Propertius and Horace employ it both
in the structuring of individual poems and in the ordering of books,
Catullus primarily in the former, Tibullus and Vergil in the Eclogues
primarily in the latter. These techniques are well enough known not
to need documentation here. While it might seem strange that
Suetonius has applied such a scheme to narration in linear, chrono-
logical sequence, a parallel can be found in Thucydides, who opens
his History with a complex and geometrically structured argument
under the guise of chronological narration (1.1)."* Homer, who gave
the technique to the Romans, inherited it as a structuring device of
oral composition. Especially in the Iliad, as has been seen best by
Sheppard, Stahlin, Myres, Notopoulos and Whitman, the technique
performs a dual role of locking the work together and making the
end inherent in the begmmng, of guaranteeing the fated outcome so
expected by the Greeks."”

' Shotter 14 and 130-31.

'3 Richard N. Lounsbury, “Inter quos et Sporus erat: The Making of Suetonius’
‘Nero,”” ANRW 33.5 (1991) 3751-60; Donna W. Hurley, An Historical and Histo-
riographical Commentary on Suetonius’ “Life of C. Caesar” (Atlanta 1993) 216. For ring
composition of portents see note 5, above.

15 Eugen Tédubler, Die Archiologie des Thucydides (Leipzig-Berlin 1927).

177. T. Sheppard, The Pattern of the Iliad (London 1922); Friedrich Stdhlin, “Der
geometrische Stilin der Ilias,” Philologus 78 (1922) 280-301; John Linton Myres, Who
Were the Greeks? (Berkeley 1930) 488-530; “The Last Book of the Iliad,” JHS 52 (1932)
264-96; “The Pattern of the Odyssey,” JHS 72 (1952) 1-19; “The Structure of the Iliad,
Illustrated by the Speeches,” JHS 74 (1954) 122-41; James A. Notopoulos, “Parataxis
in Homer: A New Approach to Homeric Literary Criticism,” TAPA 80 (1949) 1-23;
“Continuity and Interconnexion in Homeric Oral Composition,” TAPA 82 (1951)
81-101; Cedrick H. Whitman, Homer and the Heroic Tradition (Cambridge, MA 1967)
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Suetonius returns the technique to its original, Homeric uses,
making Galba’s unfortunate characteristics and untimely end prod-
ucts of his genetic makeup and his Julio-Claudian upbringing. His
appearance and behavior are implicit in those of his ancestors, his
abuse of power implicit in his use of power, his death implicit in his
birth. In this subordination of a linear temporal sequence to a
circular and geometric pattern demanded by a more abstract notion
of “fate,” Suetonius follows Greek rather than Roman models.
Perhaps more importantly, in the interlocking of the biological and
sociological fabrics is to be found Suetonius’ view of fate, and hence
of history. Gascou notes the frequency and uniqueness of prodigies
in the Galba, and sees the emperor as “un jouet entre les mains des
dieux.” Several scholars have perceived Suetonius’ belief in fate as
evidenced in his belief in prodigies, both in the Caesares and in his
personal life. As Wallace-Hadrill comments, “behind all the types
of sign he adduces lies the common premise which provided the
foundation of the sciences of dream-interpretation and astrology—
that the workings of fate are fixed and can be forseen.”'® The
structural cross-references in the Galba make the same point, and
the life of Galba provides a fitting example. The Galba can no longer
be perceived as a biography barren of research or of creative
shaping by Suetonius.!

87-101, 24984, 331-33 and 350-53. Myres and Notopoulos credit (without citation)
Percy Gardiner with originating this type of criticism.

18 Gascou 448-50, quotation from 450. Wallace-Hadrill 189-97, quotation from
193. On prodigies see notes 5 and 8 above.

1 yersions of this article were presented at a Department of Languages
colloquium, The University of Tulsa, in October 1995, and at the APA Annual
Meetings in December 1995. I would like to thank both audiences and the anony-
mous referee of CJ for helpful criticism. Responsibility for the content is of course
mine.
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THEMATIC DIAGRAM OF SUETONIUS’ GALBA

A. Destruction of statues, Nero (1)
B. Mythological ancestors (2)
C. Father, gibber (3)
D.I. Greek quotation, presage (4.1)
D.2. Latin quotation, old age (4.1)
E. portents and dreams, Fortuna (4)
F.l. Marriage, lack of heirs (5)
F.2. Failure to collect inheritance (5)
G. Use of power (6)
H. canescere (8)
I. Cruelty as administrator (9)
J. Ascent to power (10-11)
L. saevitia, avaritia as emperor (12)
H. Canus (12.3)
G. Abuse of power (14-15)
F.2. Failure to pay donative (16)
F.1. Adoption of heir (17)
E. Portents and dreams, Fortuna (18-19)
D.2. Latin quotation, presage (20)
D.1. Greek quotation, youth (20)
C. Arthritis, caro (21)
B. Gluttony and excessive homosexuality (22)
A. Destruction of statues, Vespasian (23)

D. THOMAS BENEDIKTSON
The University of Tulsa



