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The Good the Bad and the Empire 
Directions: Read the secondary and primary source evidence for each Roman Emperor and determine whether each was a “good” or 

“bad” emperor. Justify your position by citing evidence from the texts. 
 

Marcus Aurelius (Reign 161 CE – 180 CE) 
Marcus	Aurelius	is	best	remembered	for	his	philosophy.	Romans	borrowed	much	of	their	
philosophy	from	the	Greeks.	The	Hellenistic	philosophy	of	Stoicism,	which	stressed	the	
importance	of	duty	and	acceptance	of	one’s	fate,	impressed	Roman	thinkers	such	as	the	
emperor	Marcus	Aurelius.	Stoics	also	showed	concern	for	the	well	being	of	all	people.	Emperor	
Marcus	Aurelius	was	said	to	have	come	as	close	as	possible	to	the	Greek	philosopher	Plato’s	
ideal	of	a	“Philosopher	King.”	He	wrote,	in	Greek,	many	of	his	thoughts	and	ideas	in	twelve	
books	he	called	Meditations,	displaying	his	Stoic	philosophy,	and	offering	advice	to	himself	
and	others.	However,	his	rule	was	scarred	by	constant	warfare	and	the	difficulty	of	dealing	
with	a	new	fanatical	religious	sect	known	as	Christians	who	refused	to	take	part	in	the	
festivals	of	Rome	or	honor	the	gods.	Aurelius’	persecutions	of	the	early	Christians,	which	he	
thought	would	help	to	keep	the	peace	and	maintain	order	in	Rome.		During	his	reign,	Rome	
fought	successful	wars	against	the	Parthians	in	Iran	and	the	Germanic	tribes	of	Northern	Europe,	although	diseases	
brought	back	by	soldiers	led	to	an	outbreak	of	a	plague	in	Rome,	killing	many	people.	Still,	Aurelius	sought	to	
improve	the	lives	of	the	citizens	of	Rome	and	also	of	those	in	the	outlying	regions	of	the	Empire.	He	is	recognized	as	
the	last	of	the	good	emperors	in	that	he	consistently	placed	the	needs	of	the	people	before	his	own	desires	or	
visions	of	glory.	His	son,	Commodus,	would	un-do	most	of	the	good	he	accomplished.	
	
Quotes	from	Meditations	by	Marcus	Aurelius	
We	ought	to	do	good	to	others	as	simply	as	a	horse	runs,	or	a	bee	makes	honey,	or	a	vine	bears	grapes	season	after	
season	without	thinking	of	the	grapes	it	has	borne.	Look	back	over	the	past,	with	its	changing	empires	that	rose	
and	fell,	and	you	can	foresee	the	future,	too.	Be	content	with	what	you	are,	and	wish	not	change;	nor	dread	your	
last	day,	nor	long	for	it.	It	is	not	death	that	a	man	should	fear,	but	he	should	fear	never	beginning	to	live.	Anything	
in	any	way	beautiful	derives	its	beauty	from	itself	and	asks	nothing	beyond	itself.	Praise	is	no	part	of	it,	for	nothing	
is	made	worse	or	better	by	praise.	The	best	revenge	is	to	be	unlike	him	who	performed	the	injury.	
	
Roman History by Cassius Dio written circa 220 CE (about forty years after the death of the Emperor) 
...[Marcus]	did	not	meet	with	the	good	fortune	that	he	deserved,	for	he	was	not	strong	in	body	and	was	involved	in	
a	multitude	of	troubles	throughout	practically	his	entire	reign.	But	for	my	part,	I	admire	him	all	the	more	for	this	
very	reason,	that	amid	unusual	and	extraordinary	difficulties	he	both	survived	himself	and	preserved	the	empire.	
Just	one	thing	prevented	him	from	being	completely	happy,	namely,	that	after	rearing	and	educating	his	son	in	the	
best	possible	way	he	was	vastly	disappointed	in	him.	This	matter	must	be	our	next	topic;	for	our	history	now	
descends	from	a	kingdom	of	gold	to	one	of	iron	and	rust,	as	affairs	did	for	the	Romans	of	that	day…	Marcus,	indeed,	
was	so	averse	to	bloodshed	that	he	even	used	to	watch	the	gladiators	in	Rome	compete,	like	athletes,	without	
risking	their	lives;	for	he	never	gave	any	of	them	a	sharp	weapon,	but	they	all	fought	with	blunted	weapons	like	
swords	[with	covered	points].	And	so	far	was	he	from	viewing	any	bloodshed	that	although	he	did,	at	the	request	of	
the	people,	order	a	certain	lion	to	be	brought	in	that	had	been	trained	to	eat	men,	yet	he	would	not	look	at	the	beast	
nor	free	his	trainer,	a	slave,	in	spite	of	the	persistent	demands	of	the	spectators;	instead,	he	commanded	
proclamation	to	be	made	that	the	trainer	had	done	nothing	to	deserve	his	freedom.	
	
Historia	Augusta	by	an	unknown	author,	written	during	the	300s	CE	
He	made	the	senate	the	judge	in	many	inquiries	and	even	in	those	which	belonged	to	his	own	jurisdiction.	Nor	did	
any	of	the	emperors	show	more	respect	to	the	senate	than	he….	Toward	the	people	he	acted	just	as	one	acts	in	a	
free	state.	He	was	at	all	times	exceedingly	reasonable	both	in	restraining	men	from	evil	and	in	urging	them	to	good,	
generous	in	rewarding	and	quick	to	forgive,	thus	making	bad	men	good,	and	good	men	very	good,	and	he	even	bore	
with	unruffled	temper	the	insolence	of	not	a	few…	
	



Caligula aka Gaius (Reign 37 CE - 41 CE) 
Gaius came from a respected family. His great-great-grandfather was Julius Caesar and his great-
grandfather was Augustus, while his father, Germanicus, was a beloved general. He went with his 
father on military campaigns, even as a little boy, and wore a uniform with a small pair of boots, 
earning him the nickname of "Caligula," the Latin word for "little boots." The name stuck with him 
for the rest of his life. However, years later, Gaius's rule as a Roman emperor would be shaped by 
lunacy and lust. At first, Caligula was well liked as an emperor by the Roman people, freeing 
prisoners, lowering taxes, and holding games, gladiatorial matches, and chariot races. However, six 
months into his rule, Caligula fell severely ill. In October of 37 CE, he recovered, but it was quickly 
apparent that he was not the same person. Tortured by headaches, Caligula wandered the palace at night. 
He abandoned the customary toga for silken gowns and often dressed as a woman. In addition, Caligula 
flaunted his power, eliminating his political rivals and forcing parents to watch the executions of their sons. Most 
egregious, however, was Caligula's declaration that he was a living God, ordering a bridge to be built between his palace 
and the Temple of Jupiter so that he could have consultations with the deity. Not even marriage and the birth of a daughter 
seemed to change him. Rome soon grew to hate its leader, and citizens began a secret push to get rid of him. On January 
24, 41 CE, Caligula was attacked by his own guards. During the assassination, Caligula was stabbed 30 times, and killed. 
His body was dumped into a shallow grave, and his wife and daughter were murdered. 
 
Life of Gaius (Caligula) from The Lives of the Caesars by the Roman historian Suetonius written 121 CE (80 yrs 
after Caligula) 
It was his habit to commit incest with each of his three sisters and, at large banquets, when his wife reclined above him, 
placed them all in turn below him. They say that he ravished his sister Drusilla before he came of age: their grandmother 
Antonia, at whose house they were both staying, caught them in bed together. Later, he took Drusilla from her husband, 
the former Consul Lucius Cassius Longinus, openly treating her as his lawfully married wife. He showed no such extreme 
love or respect for his two other sisters, and often, indeed, let his boy friends sleep with them… 
 
He attended the wedding ceremony of Gaius Piso and Livia Orestilla, but had the bride carried off to his own home. After 
a few days, however, he divorced her, and two years later banished her, suspecting that she had returned to Piso in the 
interval. 
 
A crowd bursting into the Circus about midnight to secure free seats angered him so much that he had them driven away 
with clubs; more than a score of soldiers, as many married women, and numerous others were crushed to death in the 
ensuing panic. Gaius liked to stir up trouble in the Theatre by scattering gift vouchers before the seats were occupied, thus 
tempting commoners to invade the rows reserved for knights. During gladiatorial shows he would have the canopies 
removed at the hottest time of the day and forbid anyone to leave; or take away the usual equipment, and pit feeble old 
fighters against decrepit wild animals; or stage comic duels between respectable householders who happened to be 
physically disabled in some way or other. More than once he closed down the granaries and let the people go hungry.  
 
Having collected wild animals for one of his shows, he found butcher's meat too expensive and decided to feed them with 
criminals instead. He paid no attention to the charge-sheets, but simply stood in the middle of a colonnade, glanced at the 
prisoners lined up before him, and gave the order: 'Kill every man between that bald head and the other one over there!'  
 
He frequently had trials by torture held in his presence while he was eating or otherwise enjoying himself; and kept an 
expert headsman in readiness to decapitate the prisoners brought in from jail. When the bridge across the sea at Puteoli 
was being blessed, he invited a number of spectators from the shore to inspect it; then abruptly tipped them into the water. 
Some clung to the ships' rudders, but he had them dislodged with boat-hooks and oars, and left to drown.  
 
He never kissed the neck of his wife or mistress without saying: 'And this beautiful throat will be cut whenever I please.'  
 
Roman History by Cassius Dio written circa 220 CE (almost 200 years after Caligula) 
…He also pretended to be Jupiter and took this as a pretext for having sex with various women, especially his sisters. 
Again he would often dress up as Neptune, Juno and Diana and Venus. [He would impersonate Hercules, Bacchus, 
Apollo, and all the other gods, not merely males but also females.] … Sometimes he wielded a trident and on other 
occasions he carried the thunderbolt.  
	


