
 

 

SOME ASPECTS OF TIBERIUS’ TRIALS FROM 
THE VIEWPOINT OF THE LIBO DRUSUS CASE 

KRISZTIÁN MÁRVÁNYOS 

I would like to discuss some of the disputed key points of the first serious 
lese-majesty lawsuit that took place in the reign of the second emperor of 
the Principate. Libo Drusus’ harassment is an early example of the most 
negative character of Tiberius’ ruling: the lawsuits on matters of treason. 
These cases did not even have regard to the royal kinships and the 
members of the senatorial or to the equestrian orders. Amongst the 
atmosphere of fear and distrust, the “show trials” provided the elite with an 
opportunity for self-enhancement and financial gain, on the one hand, and 
a space where they paid each other retribution, on the other. Starting from 
the lawsuit in A.D. 16, this article attempts to give an insight to the 
political and cultural aspects of these complex events. In particular, I 
address issues surrounding the astrologers of the period as the main feature 
of this case, as well as the question of a possible conspiracy against power. 

Tu ne quaesieris (scire nefas), quem mihi, quem tibi 
finem di dederint, Leuconoe, nec Babylonios 

temptaris numeros. 
(Hor. carm. 1,11) 

There is a vast body of literature discussing the lawsuit of Marcus 
Scribonius Libo Drusus.1 From the literature, one point may be instantly 
deduced; it is a case surrounded by various debates. The objective of this 
presentation is neither to compile nor to judge the works of previous 
authors. It is, rather, an attempt to draw a possible conclusion from an in-
depth examination of their accounts. This may help to provide a more 
complete general picture of Tiberius’ realm and to introduce a new level of 
complexity to the subject matter. 

The most essential source for this discussion is the second book of the 
Annals of Tacitus (Tac. ann. 2,27–32). Five additional sources, however, 
provide information on the case, either complementing or contradicting 
Tacitus: Suetonius Tiberius’ biography (Suet. Tib. 25,1; 25,3); a brief 

                                                           
 

1 GOODYEAR (1981: 147–148; 263–264) and PETTINGER (2012: 8, note 18). 
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section of Seneca’s 70th letter (Sen. ep. 8,70,10); Cassius Dio’s work (Dio 
57,15,4–5); and some parts of Velleius Paterculus’ work (Vell. 2,129,2; 
2,130,3). These texts approach Libo Drusus’ case from different points of 
view and consider it in different levels of detail. The most extensive 
account is the five chapters from the Annals, alluded to above. The fifth 
source is a brief inscription from Fasti Amiternini that marks the tragic 
ending of Libo Drusus’ life, dated to 13th September A.D. 16. This text is 
undoubtedly reflected in the discussions and the official view on his case.2 

Fer. ex s.c. q. e. d. nefaria consilia quae de salute Ti. Caes. liberorumque 
eius et aliorum principium civitatis deq(ue) r.p. inita ab M. Libone erant in 
senatu convicta sunt.3 

The Tacitean Narrative 

The Libo Drusus case is a fine example of a most negative feature of 
Tiberius’ reign: the lawsuits on laesa maiestas.4 “During the empire the 
crimen laesae maiestatis was extended by legalization of physical offence 
to the imperial dignity”, exposing the personal safety of the emperor and 
his family.5 

Young Drusus was denounced during an effective year for foreign 
policy, when Germanicus, Tiberius’ adopted son was stopped in his 
successful German expedition and was ordered to return. 

Sub idem tempus e familia Scriboniorum Libo Drusus defertur moliri res 
novas. Eius negotii initium, ordinem, finem curatius disseram, quia tum 
primum reperta sunt, quae per tot annos rem publicam exedere, Tac. ann. 
2,27,1. 

One of Drusus’ confidants (ex intima amicitia) encouraged him to listen to 
the promises of dream interpreters, the chaldeus, and attend sorcerer 
ceremonies. 

Firmius Catus senator, ex intima Libonis amicitia, iuvenem improvidum et 
facilem inanibus ad Chaldaeorum promissa, magorum sacra, somniorum 
etiam interpretes impulit, dum proavom Pompeium. Tac. ann. 2,27,2. 

                                                           
 

2 CRAMER (1954: 254). 
3 CIL 12 (1893: 244) = CIL 9 (1883: 402) = EHRENBERG–JONES (1976: 52). 
4 WIEDEMANN (2006: 219). 
5 BAGNALL et al. ed. (2012: 4238). 
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This incident reoccurred later and in fact formed the basis of his 
prosecution. Subsequent to having found the necessary number of 
witnesses and slaves, the aforementioned senator Firmius Catus6, one of 
Drusus’ friends, submitted the case to Tiberius via Flaccus Vescularius7, a 
Roman knight. The emperor awarded Libo the praetorian rank and invited 
him to a feast. Simultaneously, Libo Drusus was denounced to Fulcinius 
Trio8, Roman knight and famous delator, who even called a meeting of the 
senate in relation to an “important and atrocious” case. 

Atque interim Libonem ornat praetura, convictibus adhibet, non vultu 
alienatus, non verbis commotior (adeo iram condiderat); cunctaque eius 
dicta factaque, cum prohibere posset, scire malebat, donec Iunius […] ad 
Fulcinium Trionem indicium detulit. […] et vocantur patres, addito 
consultandum super re magna et atroci. Tac. ann. 2,28,2–3. 

Tacitus’ articulation on this matter is certainly ironic9 but I believe he 
considered this an important case. Unlike Velleius Paterculus, Tacitus 
never speaks of the possibility of plotting in this case. Libo Drusus 
desperately sought help from his relatives (circumire domos, Tac. ann. 
2,29,1), but, citing various reasons, they did not come to his protection. 
Tacitus’ account reveals that Libo Drusus could count only on his brother 
(L. Scribonius Libo, consul in year A.D. 16) and that he had himself taken 
to the senate as if he was a sick man, in a sedan-chair (Tac. ann. 2,29,2). 

Two other senators (Fonteius Agrippa and Gaius Vibius) joined the 
denouncers.10 Of the numerous charges against Libo Drusus, Tacitus 
stresses one: Libo was accused with having an intention to pave the Via 
Appia with money. This accusation arguably supports, rather than refutes, 
Libo’s innocence, due to its absurdity.11 Indeed, Seneca also refers to this 

                                                           
 

6 In A.D. 16 he obtained senatorial status. Later, in A.D. 24, he was excluded from 
the senate when he was convicted of calumnia. RUTLEDGE (2001: 232). 
7 Vescularius Flaccus accompanied Tiberius on the island of Rhodes and later on 
Capri. He was executed in A.D. 32 for his involvement in Seianus’ plot. BORZSÁK 
(1970: 166–167). 
8 His name appears first in Tacitus’ discussion of Libo’s trial in A.D. 16. He was 
already a celebrated talent (celebre ingenium) among accusatores (Tac. ann. 
2,28,4) and later he played important roles in other cases (eg. in Piso’s case). 
RUTLEDGE (2001: 234–235). 
9 BORZSÁK (1970: 167–168). 
10 Tacitus names altogether six individuals (delatores) that joined the prosecution: 
Firmius Catus, Flaccus Vescularius, Iunius, Fulcinius Trio, Fonteius Agrippa, 
Gaius Vibius. 
11 SEAGER (2005: 75). 
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charge as nonsensical. This aside, Seneca criticizes Libo Drusus 
disdainfully for his simplicity. 

Scribonia, gravis femina, amita Drusi Libonis fuit, adulescentis tam stolidi 
quam nobilis, maiora sperantis quam illo saeculo quisquam sperare 
poterat aut ipse ullo. Sen. ep. 8,70,10. 

Tacitus also mentions one of the most serious accusations: that “there were 
frightening, secret marks on Libo’s hand with the names of the Caesars or 
senators”: 

uni tamen libello manu Libonis nominibus Caesarum aut senatorum 
additas atroces vel occultas notas accusator arguebat. Tac. ann. 2,30,2. 

The phrase uni libello may mean a form of curse or scribble or something 
of similar interpretation.12 Libo denied that it was his writing, but his 
slaves recognised it. Presumably, they could not have acted otherwise 
under torture. Tiberius bridged arising legal difficulties by having the 
treasury’s prosecutor select and buy the slave witnesses13 so that he could 
freely investigate them: 

et quia vetere senatus consulto quaestio in caput domini prohibebatur, 
callidus et novi iuris repertor Tiberius mancipari singulos actori publico 
iubet, scilicet ut in Libonem ex servis salvo senatus consulto quaereretur. 
Tac. ann. 2,30,3. 

Libo Drusus requested that the case be delayed (comperendinatio) and 
returned home. Tiberius was adamant and refused to show any sign of 
leniency.14 His soldiers surrounded Libo’s house (cingebatur interim 
milite domus, Tac. ann. 2,31,1); the psychological pressure reached its 
peak. Libo committed suicide in order to escape his hopeless situation.15 

Atque illis, dum trepidant, dum refugiunt, evertentibus adpositum mensa 
lumen, feralibus iam sibi tenebris duos ictus in viscera derexit. Tac. ann. 
2,31,2. 

The senate then continued the process as usual (adseveratione eadem, Tac. 
ann. 2,31,1), and the sovereign reasoned that Libo’s guilt was proven by 

                                                           
 

12 BORZSÁK (1970: 169). 
13 Cassius Dio (55,5,4) (unlike Tacitus) attributes this bypassing of the law 
Augustus’ innovation. GOODYEAR (1981: 277). 
14 GOODYEAR (1981: 278). 
15 KOESTERMANN (1955: 90–91). 
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the fact that he had taken his own life. In the third book of Tacitus’ work, 
in connection with the Clutorius Priscus case (in A.D. 21), Marcus 
Lepidus worded this in the following way in one of his speeches: 

Saepe audivi principem nostrum conquerentem si quis sumpta morte 
misericordiam eius praevenisset. Tac. ann. 3,50,2. 

Libo Drusus’ property was distributed among his accusers (bona inter 
accusatores dividuntur, Tac. ann. 2,32,1). Restrictive measures were also 
taken. Most importantly, his picture could not be presented during the 
burial of his descendants;16 the members of the Scribonius family could 
not take the name Drusus; thank-offering days were assigned for Jupiter; 
and the day of his suicide was declared a holiday.17 

When wording his opinion on the submitting of toadies and wrigglers, 
Tacitus returns to the structure defertur moliri res novas that he used at the 
beginning of this story, by framing his message in this way: ut sciretur 
vetus id in re publica malum, ann. 2,32,2. In my opinion, evidence 
suggests that the senate’s decrees regarding casting out astrologers and 
sorcerers provide an even larger framework to this case. In that spirit, two 
additional capital cases (that of Lucius Pituanius and that of Publius 
Marcius)18 were brought following the case of Libo Drusus. 

Facta et de mathematicis magisque Italia pellendis senatus consulta; 
quorum e numero L. Pituanius saxo deiectus est, in P. Marcium consules 
extra portam Esquilinam, cum classicum canere iussissent, more prisco19 
advertere. Tac. ann. 2,32,3. 

Features of a show trial 

From Tacitus, we know of two earlier cases of Tiberius’ time (ann. 1,73–
74) where the accusation was high treason. According to Tacitus, these 

                                                           
 

16 These measures, in the age of emperors, were part of what was commonly 
knowns as the damnatio memoriae, the beginnings of which go back to the era of 
republic. BORZSÁK (1970: 171) and GOODYEAR (1981: 281). 
17 The proposers by name: Cotta Messalinus, Gnaeus Lentulus, Pomponius 
Flaccus, Lucius Plancus, Gallus Asinius, Papias Mutilus, Lucius Apronius. 
18 Perhaps their involvement with Libo Drusus was implicated, but no further 
information is known about either their identity or their roles in the case. 
GOODYEAR (1981: 285). 
19 It is a notable variation of more maiorum, used specifically as a sacred form of 
punishment on campus Esquilinus, in the course of whish the convicted person was 
whipped, then decapitated by a pole-axe (Suet. Nero 49,2). BORZSÁK (1970: 171) 
and GOODYEAR (1981: 286). 
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cases were merely attempts or rehearsals20 (praetemptata crimina, Tac. 
ann. 1,73,1) for the later cases. The two Roman knights, Falanius and 
Rubirius, were accused and dishonoured because they insulted the divinity 
of Augustus. In these cases, however, Tiberius let the gods judge the 
matter—rather sarcastically. Grannius Marcellus (praetor of Bithynia) was 
accused with an inexcusable claim—that he had scorned the imperator. He 
was discharged of the accusation of high treason in the end, which Tacitus 
explained as follows: manebant etiam tum vestigia morientis libertatis, 
Tac. ann. 1,74,5. 

The outcome of Libo Drusus’ case, of course, was much more 
negative, and the charges against him more serious, than the previous 
year’s cases. This is supported by his despair when requesting help and the 
denial of support by friends and relatives.21 

In connection with the practices of the accusers in the cases before 
Libo Drusus, Tacitus voices a metaphoric and dark opinion, speaking of an 
invasion of a putrid disaster, its crush and burst that cause general 
devastation. Libo Drusus became the victim of this destructive activity and 
his case is the perfect example of a show trial in antiquity. It is highly 
probable that this was the first case of treason in Tiberius’ reign.22 The 
accusers had an incentive to search out culprits and frame them for crimes, 
as they were rewarded with a part or all of the property belonging to the 
convicted. Of course, for their activity, an appropriate political climate 
“was necessary”.  

I believe the preparation and arrangement of the lawsuit bear the 
attributes of a classical show trial (Figure 1) in three aspects. First of all, 
the threatening of the order of senators, which was achieved by selecting 
the appropriate person: Scribonius Libo Drusus’ great-grandfather on his 
mother’s side was the triumvir, Pompeius Magnus. He was perhaps also a 
suitable victim owing to his pride in his ancestry.23 By that way, Libo 
Drusus was related to the emperor’s family24 as well. The second aspect is 
the use of provocateurs and the co-operation between accusers in 
compiling their evidence. Lastly, Tiberius (convictibus adhibet) built up 
Libo Drusus’ confidence by inviting him to the feast prior to Drusus’ fast 
and final defeat. 

                                                           
 

20 BORZSÁK (1970: 128). 
21 WALKER (1952: 93). 
22 SHOTTER (1972: 97). 
23 SYME (1989: 256). 
24 There are three important sources for detailed genealogy and prosopography 
about Libo Drusus: WEINRIB (1968a: 247–278); SYME (1989: 255–269) and 
PETTINGER (2012: 219–232). 
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Figure 1. Why was it a classical show trial? 

The ornat praetura 

The early studies and works take diverse views on Libo’s praetorship. 
According to E. J. Weinrib’s statement, it is improbable that Libo Drusus 
was a praetor on 13th September A.D. 16. Indeed, as later reported by 
Tacitus, a dispute arose at this election when Asinius Gallus and Tiberius 
disagreed about the five-year period given to office holders (Tac. ann. 
2,36).25 According to R. Seager’s book, based on Suetonius’ description, 
Libo’s activities had lasted longer, and in connection with these, he places 
ornat praetura in the year A.D. 15.26 Conversely, B. Levick reasons that 
the position must have been bestowed on him by year A.D. 16, because it 
would be surprising if Tacitus did not mention the important detail that 
Libo was being accused while a praetor. Nonetheless, it is also possible 
that the position filled an incidentally occurring vacancy that arose in 16; 
or perhaps the appointment only covered the following year.27 A. Pettinger 
believes that Libo Drusus was born in 15 B.C. and was a praetor by A.D. 
15; accordingly, he suggests A.D. 14 as the year he was elected to the 
praetorship.28 

                                                           
 

25 WEINRIB (1968b: 33). 
26 SEAGER (2005: 75). 
27 LEVICK (2005: 149–150). 
28 PETTINGER (2012: 195–207). 
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Was there a plot? 

The trials of the Tiberian age can be divided into two main groups: (a) 
various criminal cases, such as libels; and (b) cases of treason involving 
plots.29 

The various sources (and later historians) judge Libo’s activities in 
different ways. For example, according to Cassius Dio, Libo basically 
prepared for a revolution, 57,15,4: Σκριβώνιον Λίβωνα, νεανίσκον 
εύπατρίδην δόξαντά τι νεωτερίζειν. Velleius Paterculus, moreover, wrote 
the following about Drusus and his disgraceful plan against Tiberius: 

Cum quanta gravitate ut senator et iudex, non ut princeps, causam Drusi 
Libonis audivit! Quam celeriter ingratum et nova molientem oppressit! 
Vell. 2,129,2. 

In his biography of Tiberius, Suetonius writes about a conspiracy led by 
Libo, Tib. 25,1.: Scribonius Libo vir nobilis res novas clam moliebatur. 
This is one of the most disputed questions of this research: To what extent 
can one rely on only the Tacitus narrative, which deems the accusations as 
clearly political? Alternatively, are there signs of a serious plot against the 
system hiding in the background? 

According to R. Syme30, there is no reference to complicity or 
conspiracy in Tacitus’ writing. A. Pettinger, in his book, argues that the 
prosecution against Libo Drusus was the peak of Tiberius’ final reckoning 
of his enemies. The lawsuit was against the followers of Augustus’ grand-
children and/or those who idealized the republican system over the 
unlimited monarchy. Pettinger presumes a link between Clemens, Libo 
and probably Germanicus based on Suetonius’ narrative. He offers a 
theoretical analysis of the struggle between Tiberius and the supporters of 
Augustus’ grandsons.31 Libo Drusus’ family tree was extremely important 
too; his origins and complicated family relations threatened the emperor. 
Libo inherited all the glory of Pompey, as well as the connections (the 
Lucilii, the Mucii Scaevolae and the Atii were all his ascendants). 
Consequently, Libo was related to the emperor himself, and his great-aunt 
was Scribonia, the grandmother of Gaius and Lucius Caesar.32 The effect 
of family influence can be detected most when one considers that he 
attempted to get help in his desperate situation, even if unsuccessful. 
According to Pettinger, Tacitus exaggerated when he wrote that Libo 

                                                           
 

29 RIDLEY (1988: 404). 
30 SYME (1958: 399–400). 
31 PETTINGER (2012: 47–217). 
32 LEON (1957: 78). 
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Drusus had a simplistic mind.33 In Syme’s view, that is undeniably true, 
but he also adds that Libo was a victim of circumstances.34 Evidently, he 
contacted the astrologers, whose threat to the principate was an excellent 
pretext for starting a show trial. “The charges concerning astrology are the 
political charges in this case.”35 In what follows we confront a complex 
phenomenon, in the sense that the accusations against Libo Drusus cannot 
be separated; they are integral to the whole that makes this case special. 
The unveiling of a possible uprising may have played a part in the 
background of the events, but it is the measures relating to astrologers that 
should be regarded as the centre of the show trial, as, supposedly, these 
were at the centre of the senatorial investigation as well.36 

Tiberius, the cunning, who invented a new legal system (callidus et 
novi iuris repertor Tiberius), could be satisfied with having one fewer 
political opponent and with suppressing the astrologers’ activities, which 
threatened his power. Baumann tries to separate charges against Libo 
Drusus. He distinguishes between the finding of libellous—the mysterious 
symbols against the senators or Caesars (the astrologer question) and the 
charges of conspiracy (crimen maiestas). He argues that the interrogation 
of the slaves related to the charges of the use of astrology rather than 
maiestas.37 “There were two offences in question, one a political 
conspiracy and the other some kind of sorcery,”38 and the link that 
connects them is that certain libellus. The larger frame of the story, or as 
called in the professional literature, the "astrologer problem," is not only a 
feature of this case but an interesting and clearly notable phenomenon in 
the examined period. 

The astrologer problem 

Astrology had a substantial effect on various spiritual and quasi-religious 
trends in the Roman Empire in the 1st century A.D. The name for people 
that used such activities was astrologi (or mathematici or Chaldei), which 
included the following: astrologers, foretellers, prophets or seers.39 In 
addition, we encounter the following titles in the vocabulary of legislation: 
(h)aruspicies and augures; and later more vague terms too such as 

                                                           
 

33 PETTINGER (2012: 26–27). 
34 SYME (1958: 400) and SYME (1989: 256). 
35 SHOTTER (1972: 92). 
36 ROGERS (1935: 20). 
37 BAUMAN (1974: 60–61). 
38 WALKER (1952: 92). 
39 GOODYEAR (1981: 266–268). 
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coniectores, (h)arioli, magi, γόητες, προφήται, vates and vaticinatores.40 
The term undoubtedly signalled a kind of disrepute, but it did not 
necessarily mean quackery. Conversely, some practitioners—Tiberius’ 
friend and confidante, Thrasyllus, for example (Cass. Dio 57,15,7–9)—
were considered sophisticated and educated people of their era and were 
honoured with special attention.41 Astrology was deemed reprehensible; in 
the political sense it was a perturbing activity and, later, its practice was 
separated into public and private spheres. In the latter case, it became a 
flourishing activity, even though initially it was frowned upon.42 It should 
be added that the senators (and the senate too) dealt with expulsions of 
astrologers from Rome in 33 B.C.43 In the period of the emperors, their 
situation was uncertain, as it was dangerous to enquire about the future at a 
time of newly built power. “Those who consulted astrologers were 
concerned with pressing questions”,44 including matters of a political 
nature. All along, the princeps’ own future may have been influenced by 
the words of seers. As shown in a later example, when precautions were 
taken at time Nero took the power over: 

quo miles bona in spe ageret tempusque prosperum ex monitis 
Chaldaeorum adventaret. Tac. ann. 12,68,3. 

Otherwise, Tacitus had a very negative opinion on this social group: 

genus hominum potentibus infidum, sperantibus fallax, quod in civitate 
nostra et vetabitur semper et retinebitur. Tac. hist. 1,22,1. 

More and more areas of religious life opposed the ever-growing power 
control in this period.45 The first senatus consultum, which was passed in 
connection with the Libo Drusus’ lawsuit and expelled sorcerers and 
astrologers from Italia, captures this struggle quite well. Additionally, 
people caught in such activities in the near future were punished by exile 
and “deprivation of fire and water”. In the Roman Empire, knowing the 
future could have generated a revolting effect in the audience of 
predictions. Such a result would threaten not only the general public order, 
but also the emperor and the Principate (for the state); hence defensive 

                                                           
 

40 MACMULLEN (1966: 128). 
41 CRAMER (1954: 99–101). 
42 GOODYEAR (1981: 266–268). 
43 VÁRHELYI (2010: 159). 
44 GOODYEAR (1981: 267). 
45 VÁRHELYI (2010: 159). 
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steps by legislation and precautionary measures were important.46 To the 
concept of the Roman ideal belonged a supervised religious life that 
excluded the fortunes offered by alternative, publicly disqualified 
practices. Consequently, different measures and counteractions were taken 
against magical practices (and astrology, henceforth).47 

According to Tacitus, the regulations of A.D. 16 led directly to the 
execution of two magic practitioners—L. Pituanius and P. Marcius. They 
presumably became involved in Libo’s case and/or were indirectly 
connected with it.48 The basis of the regulation is the edict from Augustus’ 
period (A.D. 11) that forbade people to consult seers. After Libo Drusus’ 
lawsuit, the fathers passed three decrees in total (Table 1), as summarised 
by F. H. Cramer. The first of these was passed immediately after Libo 
Drusus’ death on 13th September, as mentioned above. Tiberius vetoed the 
second, much stricter regulation (already imposing capital punishment) 
and forgave the Roman offenders. However, the senatus consultum issued 
that same year. The third decree included serious penalties for even 
Roman citizens (e.g., exile and/or confiscation of property).49 

 
A.D. 16 Area Penalty Group Apply 

1st SC 

Rome 
and 
Italy 

deportation 
confiscation of property 

astrologers 
all other diviners 
sorcerers 
only to non-citizens 

13th 

September 

2nd SC death vetoed! 

3rd SC 
death for non-Romans 
exile for Romans 
confiscation of property 

astrologers 
diviners 
sorcerers 
Roman citizen-
practitioners too! 

31st 
December 
(?) 

Table 1. The three senate decrees after the case 
 

Based on Suetonius’ report, Tiberius later mitigated this law as follows: 

Expulit et mathematicos, sed deprecantibus ac se artem desituros 
promittentibus veniam dedit. Suet. Tib. 36. 

This information is also supported by Cassius Dio (57,15,8). One 
possibility is that some senators intervened in protection of their friends, 

                                                           
 

46 MACMULLEN (1966: 128). 
47 HAJDU (2013: 394). 
48 POTTER (1994: 174). 
49 CRAMER (1954: 237–240). 



Krisztián Márványos 

174 

and Tiberius tolerated it tacitly.50 At the same time, court astrologers like 
Thrasyllus (and later his son Balbillus) undoubtedly remained exempt 
from the decrees.51 Further, the success of these laws became 
questionable, because several additional regulations targeting the activities 
of seers and sorcerers were created later. More decrees were born during 
the 1st century—the senatus consultum of 52 (Claudius), for instance—, 
and we are aware of further expulsion patents (connected to the names of 
emperors, Nero, Vitellius, Vespasian, and Domitian).52 These decrees 
attest to the difficulty of the astrologer question and put the success of the 
regulations in doubt. Furthermore, we might infer that the decrees had less 
to do with expelling astrologers than it might appear at first glance.53 In 
addition, it is necessary to mention that the senate was cornered and 
disregarded and their disagreement always is voiced only in relation to 
special situations.54 

However, Tacitus reports nine additional cases (Table 2) during the 
Iulio-Claudian dynasty in which similar accusations were made.55 Tacitus 
depicts these cases as quintessentially political and describes the political 
motivation behind all further cases as relating to magic.56 

 
Tac. ann. Year 

(A.D.) Emperor Defendant(s) Outcome 

3,22–23 20 Tiberius Aemilia Lepida exile 

4,52 26 Tiberius Claudia Pulchra doomed to 
death 

6,29 34 Tiberius Mamercus Scaurus suicide 

12,22 49 Claudius Lollia Paulina exile and 
suicide 

12,52 52 Claudius Furius Scribonianus exile 
12,59 53 Claudius Statilius Taurus suicide 
12,64–65 54 Claudius Domitia Lepida execution 

16,14–15 66 Nero P. Anteius and 
Ostorius Scapula suicide 

16,30–31 66 Nero Barea Soranus and 
his daughter Servilia execution 

Table 2. Similar cases after A.D. 16 (during the Iulius-Claudius dynasty) 
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A paradigmatic example 

It does not seem accidental that Tiberius needed this principally politically 
prompted lawsuit, which played a critical part in strengthening the power 
of the emperor reigning as Augustus’ successor. Indeed, Augustus’ power 
and governing system were built partially on his unique persona that 
Tiberius could not inherit. Tiberius, of course, could not be the exact same 
emperor. “Above all legal and other decrees stands the auctoritas; the 
virtue of auctoritas that Augustus created, founding it on his own 
superiority.”57 For this reason, one can see that, after year 14, the new 
princeps at first had to fight a crisis of legitimacy. The reason for this 
crisis was that the pillars of the establishment were merely informal and 
therefore had to be strengthened.58 With these political ideas in mind, one 
can see why an intent to question or simply enquire about the future of the 
sovereign was unacceptable. At a certain level, magic was unappealing 
and a matter of ridicule. As shown in the example of Thrasyllus or, later, 
of Nero, however, even the empire’s first citizen applied it. Consequently, 
its role deserves to be examined with distinction. The lawsuits discussing 
treason, deemed by Tacitus as “grave destruction”, were excellent tools to 
suppress those who partook in sorcery. The Annales is the most detailed 
work in regards to the lese-majesty lawsuits in the history of the early 
principate, and is both a key starting and orientation point. 

Quod maxime exitiabile tulere illa tempora, cum primores senatus infimas 
etiam delationes exercerent, alii propalam, multi per occultum; neque 
discerneres alienos a coniunctis, amicos ab ignotis, quid repens aut 
vetustate obscurum: perinde in foro, in convivio, quaqua de re locuti 
incusabantur, ut quis praevenire et reum destinare properat, pars ad 
subsidium sui, plures infecti quasi valetudine et contactu. Tac. ann. 6,7,2. 

This quote is a fitting reference to the general, plague-like spread of one of 
the most negative features of the realm of Emperor Tiberius. The 
atmosphere of fear and distrust was ever growing and became almost 
unanimous in the leading layer, and the opposition of the emperor was 
either destroyed or wrapped in silence. At the same time, as we observe in 
connection with Libo Drusus, these lawsuits provided the elite with a 
chance for promotion, of financial gain, and a pretext for retribution. The 
proceedings against Libo (legem maiestas reduxerat, Tac. ann. 1,72,2) lay 
bare Tiberius’ incentive in an evil cause, as he had arguably pre-
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determined Libo’s death.59 The emperor adamantly refused to show any 
sign of mercy, and it was only when his soldiers surrounded the house that 
Libo committed suicide.60 Tiberius deferred the blame to the defendant, 
revealing “the irony of a masked tyranny, where the utmost victim is 
forced to wear the facade of a tyrant.”61 

It was my intention to demonstrate that Libo Drusus’ life is a 
paradigmatic example of the tragic victims of the show trials, the 
dishonouring cases in the era of the Roman emperors in the first century. 
The evolution of show trials and the hardships of astrologers likewise, are 
important aspects in the history of this period. Despite the speed with 
which the process was conducted, I believe that the Libo Drusus trial was 
the first serious lese-majesty lawsuit and, as a result, is a complex incident. 
The study of the case—mainly through Tacitus’ narrative—elucidates us 
on matters of sorcerers, criminal lawsuits, and the power struggles of the 
second emperor of the principate (two years after Augustus), and, more 
importantly, provides a greater understanding of the whole period. 
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