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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The life and reign of Commodus has been the topic of much con-
troversy both in antiquity and modern times. The difficulty with any 
evaluation of his life is that the literary sources who wrote about him 
were from a social group that was diametrically opposed to almost 
everything that he embodied. The surviving sources, and their anti-
Commodus stance, were written from just after his reign until long 
after the assassination of Commodus and in many ways can be held 
responsible for the confusion and lack of understanding that arises 
when examining the life of this Roman princeps. Nevertheless, there 
must be some factual basis for these portrayals of Commodus be-
cause otherwise there would have been little support for these repre-
sentations in antiquity, regardless of the prevalent anti-Commodus 
sentiment among both authors and their largely senatorial audience. 
The ‘reality’ should be present somewhere within the extant evi-
dence, which is only attainable through a critical and holistic ap-
proach to the available literary and archaeological sources. 

This difficulty has in turn affected the interpretation of the evi-
dence within several modern studies, which has largely resulted in 
two schools of thought: those who have followed the line of the 
ancient literary sources, and those who have rejected them. The first 
interpretation is often criticised for taking the sources at face value 
without any critical reading of the texts, whereas the second view has 
been criticised as being a reactionary tendency that often results in a 
‘defensive’ stance for the lives of so-called ‘bad emperors’. In many 
ways the latter is to be expected: the desire to study the life of an 
historical figure in any depth indicates an initial interest in the figure 
that usually results in a great deal of research and often a fair amount 
of affection for (or at least interest in) the individual. 

Nevertheless, neither of these methods are sound practices as 
they tend to reflect the desire of each scholar to place their individual 
interpretation upon the evidence. This is clearly a natural tendency, 
illustrating the subjective interpretation that historians face which has 
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occurred since antiquity, as reflected in the ancient sources. It is im-
possible to write a purely objective historical work because the inter-
pretation of historians is inherently subjective, particularly in relation 
to such a controversial historical character like Commodus Antoni-
nus. But nevertheless, it is the responsibility of the researcher to 
weigh up the evidence and to present the most balanced analysis 
possible. It is for this reason that the prime focus of this book has 
been not only upon Commodus’ actions, but also his heritage and 
the political climate that he lived in. This study has not been intend-
ed to serve as a biography, but rather as a thematic interpretation of 
the significant aspects of Gaius’ life that provide insight into his 
personal inclinations and his approach to ruling Rome as Roman 
princeps. 

The primary aim of the present study is to evaluate Commodus 
in light of his wider historical (and historiographical) context. He is 
often shown as being responsible for the end of a golden era and is 
closely tied to other ‘insane’ emperors as well. This could be entirely 
justified – or entirely fictional. The question remains about whether 
Commodus has simply suffered as an historical figure merely because 
his predecessors have been so loved in antiquity (or idealised for that 
matter). This is particularly plausible in view of the natural compari-
son that occurs between Commodus and his father, Marcus Aurelius. 
Commodus is also often attributed with being responsible for the 
decline of the Roman Empire in the rd Century AD, but of course 
some questions remain about this assumption. This relies entirely 
upon the supposition that there was no sign of decline at all during 
the reigns of his predecessors, which naturally also needs to be con-
sidered in order to comprehensively evaluate Commodus as both an 
administrator and as a political leader. 

All the same, it would be foolish to try and argue that he should 
be completely absolved of all responsibility for any ensuing political 
instability. As mentioned previously, this study is not intended to 
simply defend Commodus without question. It is evident that he was 
a flawed character, but it is also quite clear that he was not as inept or 
evil as shown in many of the ancient literary sources. The question 
about whether or not he should have attained the supreme political 
position in Rome remains, but in many ways this is irrelevant for the 
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present study. The main aim here is to establish the benefits and 
pitfalls of Commodus’ reign in each instance and to contextualise his 
principate within a broader historical context. By doing this it should 
be possible to evaluate the reign of Commodus Antoninus as a ruler 
while hopefully limiting the preconceived notions or agendas of the 
modern scholar. 

 
Previous Studies of Commodus 
There are six previous studies that have been of particular use for the 
current analysis of the Emperor Commodus. These are works by: 
Traupman (), Grosso (), Gherardini (), Kaiser-Raiβ 
(), Leunissen () and Hekster (). All of these studies 
have contributed to the modern scholarship on the Emperor Com-
modus, but each has largely focused upon specific aspects rather 
than a holistic approach to the extant evidence. All the same, each of 
them has contributed to the present analysis, and each of them 
should be considered at this point in order to determine both their 
benefits and limitations that make the present study original and 
essential for an understanding of this princeps. 

The first significant piece to be produced on Commodus was by 
Traupman, which was largely intended as a defence of his reign. 
While the success of this line of argument is limited, this doctoral 
thesis still provides a good overview of the period from AD - 
and outlines the support structure that existed for Commodus during 
his principate. The next significant study, La Lotta Politica al Tempo di 
Commodo, by Grosso is probably the most protracted analysis of his 
reign, and largely focuses upon the literary representations and pros-
opographical evidence for Commodus’ principate. As Millar has 
noted, the main benefit of this work is its use for reference material, 
with the actual argument of Grosso being lost within the expansive 
nature of the text itself. All the same, Millar’s view that Commodus is 
unworthy of analysis seems to underestimate the possible worth of 

                                                 
 J.C. Traupman, The Life and Reign of Commodus, PhD Diss., Princeton Uni-
versity, . 
 F. Grosso, La Lotta Politica al Tempo di Commodo, Accademia delle Scienze: 
Turin, . 
 F. Millar, “La Lotta Politica al Tempo di Commodo (Review)”, JRS , 
, p. . 
 ibid., p. . 



THE EMPEROR COMMODUS 

 

considering Commodus as princeps during such a transitional phase of 
the Roman Empire. 

Maria Gherardini’s Studien zur Geschichte des Kaisers Commodus, 
takes a different approach with the primary focus being upon the 
Praetorian Prefects and their relationship with Commodus during his 
reign. She also examines the question of the succession and the dec-
laration of terms in AD , but the conclusions are not entirely 
different to those of the previous two scholars, Traupman and Gros-
so. Kaiser-Raiβ () has taken another approach in Die stad-
trömische Münzprägung während der Alleinherrschaft des Commodus by fo-
cusing almost entirely upon the numismatic material from Commo-
dus’ reign. While the inherent value of this form of evidence is un-
questionable, the intention of the author is to provide another de-
fence of Commodus, which highlights the limitations in its focus 
even further. Both of these texts provide additional analysis for the 
present study in these regards, but it is also evident that there is still 
more work to be done on Commodus’ principate. 

Konsuln und Konsulare in der Zeit von Commodus bis Severus Alexander 
(- n. Chr.) by Paul Leunissen, is another important study for 
the present analysis, which provides a survey of the consular posi-
tions during Commodus’ reign. The intention of the work in general 
is not to analyse Commodus himself, but it does provide some useful 
insight into the administrative policies of his principate. Leunissen’s 
scholarship is sound and has certainly added to the analysis of 
Commodus’ role as princeps in the present study. The most recent 
study of Commodus is by Oliver Hekster (Commodus: an Emperor at 
the Crossroads), which has largely focused upon the iconographic 
representations of this princeps. However, the limitations in this study 
are evident through the limited consideration taken for the other 

                                                 
 M. Gherardini, Studien zur Geschichte des Kaisers Commodus, Verband der 
wissenschaftlichen Gesellschaften Österreichs: Wien, . 
 M.R. Kaiser-Raiβ, Die stadtrömische Münzprägung während der Alleinherrschaft 
des Commodus: Untersuchungen zue Selbstdarstellung eines römisches Kaisers, P.N. 
Schulten: Frankfurt, . 
 P.M.M. Leunissen, Konsuln und Konsulare in der Zeit von Commodus bis Severus 
Alexander (- n. Chr.): Prosopographische Untersuchungen zur senatorischen Elite 
im Römischen Kaisserreich, J.C. Gieben: Amsterdam, . 
 O. Hekster, Commodus: an Emperor at the Crossroads, J.C. Gieben: Amster-
dam, . 
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forms of ancient evidence, which should have been discussed in 
much greater detail. This study also attempts to defend Commodus, 
which seems to have been a consistent theme for the majority of 
modern works that have focused upon his principate. It is the con-
tention of the present study that a complete absolution of Commo-
dus’ reign is entirely untenable, and that a more considered approach 
in relation to the ancient evidence is necessary for any analysis of this 
controversial historical figure. 

Another significant text that has contributed greatly to the pre-
sent work is Fronto and Antonine Rome by Edward Champlin. This 
study not only considers the social and political contexts in which 
Fronto’s correspondence was produced by examining the letters 
themselves, but he also commendably includes a large amount of 
epigraphic evidence, which is very useful for the analysis of the 
careers of prominent figures throughout the period. A large part of 
its focus is upon the aristocratic world of Roman North Africa, 
from which Fronto himself derived, thus illustrating the rising prom-
inence of political and social figures from this province. Champlin’s 
work here addresses this period, however, from a different angle to 
the current analysis of Commodus and his principate. All the same, it 
still provides an excellent source of insight and discussion about the 
workings of the Antonine imperial consilium. 

Following from these works, the present study is significant be-
cause it incorporates the most comprehensive amount of the availa-
ble evidence in order to evaluate Commodus’ principate. While pre-
vious studies have had clear focus points within the corpus of an-
cient sources of evidence, none of them have addressed all of them, 
which make the present analysis both unique and necessary. It is vital 
to critically consider as much of the available evidence as possible. 
While the ancient literary sources have provided the most vivid por-
trayal of Commodus as an emperor and as a person, it is also one of 
                                                 
 H. Elton, “Commodus: an Emperor at the Crossroads (Review)”, JRS , 
, p. . 
 E. Champlin, Fronto and Antonine Rome, Harvard University Press: Cam-
bridge, Mass., . 
 A.K. Bowman, “Fronto and Antonine Rome [Review]”, Phoenix ., 
, p. . 
 K.R. Bradley, “Fronto and Antonine Rome [Review]”, CJ ., , p. 
. 
 R. Mellor, “Fronto and Antonine Rome [Review]”, Journal of Philology 
., , p. . 
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the most affected by authorial subjectivity. Therefore, it is essential 
to weight these representations against the archaeological, numis-
matic, epigraphic and sculptural forms of evidence that can either 
support or reject the views of the ancient authors. All the same, each 
of these forms of evidence also requires different methods of analy-
sis in order to determine their importance for an understanding of 
Commodus’ principate. 

 
Methods Used within this Study 
In order to gain the most accurate and comprehensive understanding 
of Commodus Antoninus many different sources of information 
must be utilised. This entails use of the literary sources as well as 
archaeological, numismatic and epigraphic data. Archaeological evi-
dence, such as the palaces on the Palatine Hill or the Villa of the 
Quintili on the Via Appia, can provide a further insight into both the 
public and domestic priorities of the emperor. Particularly in relation 
to the Imperial palace, a statistical method has been used to establish 
the social priorities of the Emperor, which may in turn cast further 
light upon the principate of Commodus, when compared to the 
residences of his predecessors and successors. The numismatic evi-
dence, when used as a corpus, can illustrate the public propaganda 
that was clearly important to Commodus. The epigraphic evidence 
can also illustrate aspects of the reign of Commodus, particularly in 
relation to his associations with the élite members of Roman society 
in the second half of the nd Century AD. This evidence adds 
significant amounts of information to this study in particular, with 
there certainly being good examples for his administration, and also 
in the form of religious dedications, such as the inscription showing 
a festival to Apollo at the Greek city of Acraephiae, which can also 
provide some insight into the foreign and religious policies of the 
Emperor. 

It is the numismatic evidence that is particularly important for 
this study. Numismatic sources provide one of the best portrayals of 
how Commodus wanted to be seen by the Roman public throughout 
the Empire, which in turn presents a view of how he may have want-
ed to (or did) see himself. However, this understanding can only be 
achieved if the historical and numismatic contexts for each issue are 

                                                 
 See G.W. Adams, The Suburban Villas of Campania and their Social Function, 
Archaeopress: Oxford, . 
 Bockh, Inscr. No. . 
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taken into consideration; otherwise this can provide an unrealistic 
image of the significance of various numismatic issues. So in order 
for the context to be kept firmly in mind these issues have also been 
compared to the imagery on the coins of his predecessors and suc-
cessors. 

The aim of this study is to make comprehensive use of all of 
these varying forms of evidence in order to establish that there was 
some truth behind the portrayal of the ancient literary sources, such 
as Herodian, Cassius Dio and the Historia Augusta, but that it was 
their lack of understanding for his personal perspectives (or unwill-
ingness to understand them) that resulted in such a biased represen-
tation. In addition to this, there was also the appeal of a simple 
‘good-bad’ division within such representations. Being able to classi-
fy well-known figures in this fashion makes it easier to understand 
them, be it to an ancient or a modern audience. If a ‘bad’ emperor 
was evil from the very beginning of their life it makes the unpopular-
ity of their later actions easier top comprehend. All the same, it is 
evident that individual personalities and their motives for acting in 
various ways are not always so black and white – in most instances 
there is a definite grey-scale that also exists between their various 
decisions. While it is quite clear that Commodus Antoninus may not 
have been the best candidate for the principate, it is also evident that 
he was not as consistently malicious as he was often portrayed. 

The historical biographies of antiquity, particularly those written 
in relation to the Imperial household, frequently fall into two catego-
ries: ‘good’ emperors and the ‘bad’ emperors. These biographies 
were mostly intended to educate, instruct and entertain their audi-
ences rather than to give accurate accounts of the emperors as they 
actually were. The ‘good’ emperors were often portrayed in such a 
positive light that they were ‘super-humans’ whereas the ‘bad’ em-
perors had evil, wicked dispositions often from the time of their 
births that were frequently accompanied by portents and omens of 
the ensuing wickedness that was about to be inflicted upon the 
world. The actual motives, intentions and desires of both ‘good’ and 
‘bad’ emperors would seem to be somewhere between these views 
that exist between the various pieces of evidence about their reigns. 
 
Overall Objectives of this Study 
It is the intention of this work to undertake a comprehensive analysis 
of Commodus Antoninus that aims to understand this controversial 
figure, rather than simply defending or impeaching him for his ac-
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tions. It is evident that he viewed his role within the political system 
of Antonine Rome in a different fashion to his predecessors, but this 
should not be taken as a definitive indictment against him either. 
This is not intended to be a defence of his actions or to provide an 
argument that he was in fact a highly efficient administrator and a 
brilliant general. Instead the intention is to examine the evidence: to 
view his more extreme actions in their historical and socio-political 
contexts in order to try and understand them. In his mind, Commo-
dus would have viewed his position as princeps as being his birth-right 
and this would have in turn affected his view of how this power 
could be wielded. He was the son of the great Marcus Aurelius, 
which would have further accentuated the importance this birth-
right. 

Naturally, when it comes down to it all, this study is inflicted 
with the same difficulties that have beset all previous analyses of 
Commodus Antoninus: the reliance on the sources and the unfortu-
nate subjectivity that exists in their interpretation. These difficulties 
are impossible to remove completely, but they have been abridged in 
this study. By using the widest possible array of evidence it has ex-
hibited both the advantages and disadvantages that existed through-
out the reign of Commodus. The second difficulty has been over-
come by an acceptance of not only the evidence that complements 
this theme, but also the evidence that is at odds with it. Unfortunate-
ly, history will always be influenced by a degree of interpreta-
tion/argument – but it is the variance within its reading that makes it 
ultimately more personal. 

But as mentioned previously, the primary aim of the present 
study is to consider as much of the extant evidence as possible in 
order to determine the general efficacy of Commodus’ principate. 
The holistic approach in relation to the available ancient evidence 
should hopefully minimise the impact of the rather biased literary 
representations of him, but at the same time these opinions are not 
entirely ignored either. There must have been some grounding for 
these negative views of Commodus, so it would be negligent to en-
tirely reject them on the basis of their pro-Senatorial sentiments. In 
all likelihood, Commodus’ rejection (or persecution) of this social 
group was accentuated by the ultimate comparison that was drawn 
between himself and his father, Marcus Aurelius, and this would 
have in turn effected the accounts of this twelve year reign. 

With that being recognised, it is also essential to note that 
Commodus was hardly a fitting character for the principate. His 
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personal views seem to have brought about some of the more ex-
treme elements within his policies, which in turn encouraged the 
opinions of him as a megalomaniac. So in many ways, neither the 
defensive nor the accusatory perspectives in his analysis are accurate, 
with Commodus’ personal qualities as princeps probably being some-
where in the middle of these widely contrasting views. All the same, 
this is difficult to argue – with it being natural to have either a posi-
tive or negative opinion of such characters. Nevertheless, it is the 
intention of this study to simply evaluate the evidence, and to follow 
it wherever it leads. After all, it would be negligent to take a singular 
‘one-eyed’ approach when considering such a figure and the ensuing 
reaction to him. 





 

CHAPTER  

THE ANCIENT SOURCES OF EVIDENCE 
 
 
 
 
 

Any in depth inquiry into the life of an historical figure such as the 
Emperor Commodus, needs to be undertaken based upon a well-
founded understanding of the evidence within its historical context. 
There are several sources of information that can be used for an 
analysis of Commodus: the ancient literary texts, the archaeological 
data stemming from the reign of Commodus, the numismatic evi-
dence and the epigraphic records that are dated from his reign. Each 
source of information has particular benefit for the insight that they 
can provide into the features of Commodus’ reign, but none of them 
are perfect sources of historical reality. The best that can be achieved 
is through the combined use of each source, intending to balance 
their advantages and disadvantages while keeping the historical con-
text firmly in mind. This requires the use of a varied number of 
methodologies which necessitates some caution. 

If these methods of historiography and archaeological theory are 
applied consistently, while not giving overt preference to a particular 
source of data, this will establish an optimal basis for any historical 
analysis. Naturally certain types of evidence provide a greater amount 
of detail for any understanding of Commodus, such as the ancient 
literary and numismatic evidence, but they must still be used in con-
junction with the other sources in order to establish the most in-
formed type of analysis possible. Therefore, to clearly evaluate the 
various sources on the life and reign of Commodus, each has been 
briefly scrutinised in order to establish their different benefits and 
difficulties, and thereby providing a solid foundation upon which to 
analyse this Emperor of Rome. 
 
The Ancient Literary Sources 
There are several ancient literary sources that provide evidence on the 
life and reign of Commodus, but there are six authors in particular who 
have focused more comprehensively upon him and provide the greatest 
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amount of information to be analysed. These authors are: Marcus Cor-
nelius Fronto, Cassius Dio, Herodian and the Historia Augusta. There is 
evidence taken from other literary sources than these, but these authors 
provide the greatest amount of available evidence and need to be ana-
lysed both individually and collectively to successfully carry out a com-
prehensive analysis of Commodus. Each of these authors cover a wide 
period of time within their works and each of their works were written 
for different purposes. The intentions behind each piece must be kept 
in mind in order for each text to be used effectively. The time of com-
position is also an important factor with the temporal distance, or the 
lack thereof, having a clear effect upon the reliability of each text. This 
is also affected by the intended audience for each author, with each 
biographer or historian being influenced by the disposition of their 
particular audience. Each of these seven authors has been considered in 
order of both chronology (Fronto, Dio Cassius, Herodian) and im-
portance to the study (The Historia Augusta), followed by a brief over-
view of other literary sources that provide further important infor-
mation (Aurelius Victor, the Epitomator, Eutropius). 

As mentioned previously, the prevailing attitude of these ancient 
sources was negative towards the Emperor Commodus. Therefore, it 
is imperative to use their accounts of his reign with some caution, but 
this does not preclude the importance of their opinions either. The 
lasting impressions from Commodus’ reign are just as important for 
this study as the facts that are attainable from these various accounts. 
While this does not mean that the ancient literary sources can be taken 
as giving a precise portrayal of Commodus in the literal sense, it is still 
important to recognise that he was not popular within some circles – 
in fact, he was viewed as a vile, megalomaniac. Even with the senatori-
al parochialism being taken into consideration, there needed to have 
been some basis for these negative views to provoke such a fervent 
response against him. It should also be noted that there is a significant 
difference in the details of Commodus’ behaviour as portrayed by 
these ancient authors, which highlights the degree of interpretation with-
in these accounts. All the same, they all offer some insight not only 
into Commodus himself, but also how he was perceived by others. 
 
Marcus Cornelius Fronto 
Marcus Cornelius Fronto was originally from Numidia, and he may 
have had some relationship with Plutarch. He was clearly a leading 

                                                 
 C.R. Haines, “Fronto”, CR , , p. . 
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literary figure during his lifetime, with his letters with Marcus Aurelius 
and Lucius Verus being published. These letters have been dated to the 
years between AD  and , and they provide some useful evi-
dence for the reign of Marcus Aurelius. This is evident through both 
his friendly relationship with Marcus and also as his magister. This 
correspondence with the Imperial household has provided evidence 
that occasionally substantiates some of the episodes mentioned in the 
other ancient sources. These letters provide a useful insight into not 
only the principate of Marcus Aurelius, but they also give some indica-
tion of the familial relationship between him and his son, Commodus. 
While this literary source is not the most extensive form of evidence, it 
does provide some useful insight into this relationship, or at least some 
indication of how Marcus viewed his parental role. This is of course of 
great significance when considering how Marcus Aurelius influenced 
the development of his son and its possible later impact. 
 
Cassius Dio 
Cassius Dio was reportedly born around AD / at Nicaea in 
Bithynia. Dio has also provided a great amount of information 
concerning the lead up to Commodus’ reign, as well as the period of 
his rule. In structure his text is annalistic, but by the time it focuses 
upon the Imperial period it becomes essentially biographical, focus-
ing upon the major events surrounding each of the successive Ro-
man Emperors. It has been argued that the outlook of Dio was es-
sentially Roman, and yet throughout the Roman History it is quite 
evident that he has combined sympathies: both Roman and Greek. 

                                                                                                    
 C.J. Webb, “Fronto and Plutarch”, CR ., , pp. -. 
 E. Champlin, Fronto and Antonine Rome, Harvard University Press: Cam-
bridge, Mass., , p. ; F. Portalupi, Marco Cornelio Frontone, Giappichelli: 
Turin, , pp. -. 
 cf. E. Champlin, “The Chronology of Fronto”, JRS , , pp. -. 
 Champlin , op.cit., pp. -. 
 C.L. Murison, Rebellion and Reconstruction, Scholars Press: Atlanta, , p. 
. 
 C. Pelling, “Biographical History? Cassius Dio on the Early Principate”, in 
M.J. Edwards and S. Swain (eds.), Portraits: biographical representation in the 
Greek and Latin Literature of the Roman Empire, Oxford University Press: Ox-
ford, , p. . 
 Murison , op.cit., p. . 
 S. Swain, Hellenism and Empire, Oxford University Press: Oxford, , pp. 
-. 
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This is exhibited not only through his use of Thucydidean style, but 
also in his insistence about the influence and importance of Greek 
culture. In relation to this research it is pertinent to note this duality 
in Dio’s perspective; this is, for the most part, owing to the religious 
sympathies that Commodus himself possessed. 

Considering that, in all likelihood, Dio probably spent a great 
amount of time in Rome, he would have been intimately aware of 
the nature of Commodus’ reign from an early stage and it is quite 
clear that his account of Commodus’ principate would have been 
influenced by his own personal experiences. It is also important to 
note that the use of the Roman History by the biographer of the Histo-
ria Augusta is almost unquestionable. The divergences between 
Cassius Dio and the author of the HA shows the different intentions 
behind their works, so the impact of Dio’s work on the later biog-
rapher still should not be doubted (even if it was unintentional). It is 
also significant that the later author Herodian also used Cassius Dio 
as a source of information, which further illustrates the importance 
of his impact within the later historiographical tradition for Commo-
dus Antoninus. Therefore, it is also quite evident that his views af-
fected some of the most extensive sources on Commodus’ reign 
used numerous other sources as well. 

All the same, Cassius Dio was also quite selective in what he 
deemed worthy of comment throughout the Roman History. While 
his early rise up the cursus honorem would have seemingly occurred 
during the reign of Commodus, it is also evident that his writings 
were largely focused upon the decline of the Roman Empire with the 
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onset of his principate. As Millar has noted, one of the major 
themes that exists within Dio’s portrayal of Commodus is the natural 
comparison with his father, Marcus Aurelius. For Cassius Dio, Mar-
cus was the ‘ideal’ princeps, which was epitomized in his consideration 
for justice, leniency, and piety. This is in direct contrast to the 
representation of Commodus in the Roman History, whereby he is 
depicted as being corrupt, impious, and murderous. A similar 
approach is also noticeable in Herodian, who is another vital histor-
ical source on the Emperor Commodus. 
 
Herodian 
One of the most important sources used for any analysis of Com-
modus is Herodian, who influenced the development of the various 
biographies in the later Historia Augusta. As with Cassius Dio, He-
rodian wrote more from the perspective of an eye-witness, which 
he emphasised with the claim that he confirmed all of his evidence 
personally. It seems apparent that Herodian used Cassius Dio as a 
source, which influenced the biographer of the HA. It has already 
been established that Herodian was a major source for the Severan 
period in the Historia Augusta, particularly in relation to the Maximi-
ni Duo and the Maximus et Balbinus. It is important to note that He-
rodian was primarily used by the HA biographer for the period after 
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Marcus Aurelius’ death, which indicates that he was another 
influential scholar for the period of Commodus’ principate and its 
negative tradition. 

As mentioned previously, the portrayal of Commodus by Hero-
dian was largely focused upon his comparison with Marcus Aureli-
us, who was commonly viewed as the ‘ideal’ princeps. The use of 
Marcus as the initial focus in the text served to provide a direct 
contrast with Herodian’s account of Commodus’ principate, which 
was shown as excessive and fantastical, but also entirely deplorable. 
This representation is accentuated in Section .., where Herodian 
epitomizes the arrogance of Commodus’ reign: 
 
ἔδωκε δὲ μετ’ ἐκεῖνον ἐμὲ βασιλέα ἡ τύχη, οὐκ ἐπείσακτον, ὥσπερ οἱ πρὸ ἐμοῦ 
προσκτήτῳ σεμνυνόμενοι ἀρχῇ, ἀλλὰ μόνος τε ὑμῖν ἐγὼ ἐν τοῖς βασιλείοις ἀπεκυήθην, 
καὶ μὴ πειραθέντα με ἰδιωτικῶν σπαργάνων ἅμα τῷ τῆς γαστρὸς προελθεῖν ἡ βασίλειος 
ὑπεδέξατο πορφύρα, ὁμοῦ δέ με εἶδεν ἥλιος ἄνθρωπον καὶ βασιλέα. 
 
‘To follow him, Fortune has given the empire not to an adopted successor but to 
me. The prestige of those who reigned before me was increased by the empire, 
which they received as an additional honor, but I alone was born for you in the 
imperial palace. I never knew the touch of common cloth. The purple received me 
as I came forth into the world, and the sun shone down on me, man and emperor, 
at the same moment.’ 
 

Commodus was consistently shown as being excessive, cor-
rupt, and murderous, which was intended to further illustrate the 
depraved nature of his character. Herodian also explains the anti-
senatorial sentiments of Commodus as being a result of a failed as-
sassination attempt, which may have been intended to absolve this 
élite group of any anti-Commodus responsibility. All the same, the 
main advantage of Herodian’s account is that he was a contemporary 
of Commodus, but it is also evident that this did not preclude him 
from an entirely negative portrayal of this princeps. A similar theme is 
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also evident in the later biography of Commodus in the Historia Au-
gusta. 
 
The Historia Augusta 
There are many difficulties that face modern scholars when ap-
proaching the HA, particularly in relation to the question of its au-
thorship. This has been dealt with in numerous studies previously, 
and will only be discussed briefly because it is not the prime aim of 
this examination. It is important for this rather significant question 
to be addressed. The presence of the six names of supposed authors 
(Aelius Spartianus, Julius Capitolinus, Vulcacius Gallicanus, Aelius 
Lampridius, Trebellius Pollio, Flavius Vospiscus) has been difficult 
to explain, but as argued by Dessau and Syme, the linguistic and 
stylistic similarities indicate a single author. With this in mind, the 
dating of the Historia Augusta is difficult, considering that at various 
stages the biographer addresses the Emperors Diocletian, Constan-
tius and Constantine. In response to this, Syme has also argued that 
an approximate date for its composition should be around AD , 
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