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Tac. Ann. XV, 38-42 

 

Text Übersetzung: 

(Alfred John Church, William Jackson Brodribb) 

 

A disaster followed, whether accidental or treacherously contrived by the emperor, is uncertain, 

as authors have given both accounts, worse, however, and more dreadful than any which have 

ever happened to this city by the violence of fire. It had its beginning in that part of the circus 

which adjoins the Palatine and Cælian hills, where, amid the shops containing inflammable 

wares, the conflagration both broke out and instantly became so fierce and so rapid from the 

wind that it seized in its grasp the entire length of the circus. For here there were no houses 

fenced in by solid masonry, or temples surrounded by walls, or any other obstacle to interpose 

delay. The blaze in its fury ran first through the level portions of the city, then rising to the hills, 

while it again devastated every place below them, it outstripped all preventive measures; so rapid 

was the mischief and so completely at its mercy the city, with those narrow winding passages 

and irregular streets, which characterised old Rome. Added to this were the wailings of terror-

stricken women, the feebleness of age, the helpless inexperience of childhood, the crowds who 

sought to save themselves or others, dragging out the infirm or waiting for them, and by their 

hurry in the one case, by their delay in the other, aggravating the confusion. Often, while they 

looked behind them, they were intercepted by flames on their side or in their face. Or if they 

reached a refuge close at hand, when this too was seized by the fire, they found that, even places, 

which they had imagined to be remote, were involved in the same calamity. At last, doubting 

what they should avoid or whither betake themselves, they crowded the streets or flung 

themselves down in the fields, while some who had lost their all, even their very daily bread, and 

others out of love for their kinsfolk, whom they had been unable to rescue, perished, though 

escape was open to them. And no one dared to stop the mischief, because of incessant menaces 

from a number of persons who forbade the extinguishing of the flames, because again others 

openly hurled brands, and kept shouting that there was one who gave them authority, either 

seeking to plunder more freely, or obeying orders.  

Nero at this time was at Antium, and did not return to Rome until the fire approached his house, 

which he had built to connect the palace with the gardens of Mæcenas. It could not, however, be 

stopped from devouring the palace, the house, and everything around it. However, to relieve the 



people, driven out homeless as they were, he threw open to them the Campus Martius and the 

public buildings of Agrippa, and even his own gardens, and raised temporary structures to 

receive the destitute multitude. Supplies of food were brought up from Ostia and the 

neighbouring towns, and the price of corn was reduced to three sesterces a peck. These acts, 

though popular, produced no effect, since a rumour had gone forth everywhere that, at the very 

time when the city was in flames, the emperor appeared on a private stage and sang of the 

destruction of Troy, comparing present misfortunes with the calamities of antiquity.  

At last, after five days, an end was put to the conflagration at the foot of the Esquiline hill, by the 

destruction of all buildings on a vast space, so that the violence of the fire was met by clear 

ground and an open sky. But before people had laid aside their fears, the flames returned, with 

no less fury this second time, and especially in the spacious districts of the city. Consequently, 

though there was less loss of life, the temples of the gods, and the porticoes which were devoted 

to enjoyment, fell in a yet more widespread ruin. And to this conflagration there attached the 

greater infamy because it broke out on the Æmilian property of Tigellinus, and it seemed that 

Nero was aiming at the glory of founding a new city and calling it by his name. Rome, indeed, is 

divided into fourteen districts, four of which remained uninjured, three were levelled to the 

ground, while in the other seven were left only a few shattered, half-burnt relics of houses.  

 


