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1 All dates are C.E. unless otherwise indicated. References to Cassius Dio’s History 
are from the edition of Boissevain 1898–1931. Where there are discrepancies between 
Bossevain’s numbering of the books and earlier editions, the traditional book designations 
have been placed in brackets. All translations are our own. 

2 SHA Hadr. 23.2; cf. Dio 69.17.3. Commodus: PIR2 C 605. Servianus: PIR2 I 631. A 
surprising number of statues were erected for L. Aelius Caesar during his short period as 
Hadrian’s heir, not to mention the four posthumous examples, collected by Højte 1999.

3 Fuscus: PIR2 P 198. For the hypothesis that Fuscus was a contender for the throne, 
see Champlin 1976, 79–89. 

HADRIAN’S ADOPTION SPEECH IN  
CASSIUS DIO’S ROMAN HISTORY AND THE 

PROBLEMS OF IMPERIAL SUCCESSION

CAILLAN DAVENPORT AND CHRISTOPHER MALLAN

!
Abstract. The adoption of Antoninus Pius provided Cassius Dio with the oppor-
tunity to insert into his narrative a speech delivered by Hadrian justifying the 
selection of his successor (69.20.1–5). This article examines the content of the 
speech and its relationship to Dio’s own thoughts on the mechanics of imperial 
succession expressed elsewhere in the Roman History. It is argued that the speech 
articulates Dio’s ideal mode of succession, which sees the promotion of a model 
civilis princeps, while subtly drawing attention to the problems inherent in a 
system where an emperor chooses his successor. Furthermore, it is suggested that 
these views may be read as Dio’s hostile reaction to the practices of his own day. 

INTRODUCTION

WITHOUT SUITABLE MALE ISSUE OF HIS OWN, the last years of the reign 
of the emperor Hadrian were dominated by the question of imperial suc-
cession.1 In 136, the emperor adopted the senator L. Ceionius Commodus 
(thereafter styled L. Aelius Caesar), despite the lingering presence of his 
own brother-in-law, the venerable L. Julius Ursus Servianus.2 The rejection 
did not sit well with Servianus and his family, particularly his grandson, 
the young senator Pedanius Fuscus.3 In late 137, Fuscus was executed 
and Servianus forced to commit suicide on the grounds that they had 
plotted against the emperor; Fuscus seems to have consulted Hadrian’s 
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4 Dio 69.17.1–2; SHA Hadr. 15.8, 23.2, 23.8, 25.8; Cramer 1954, 267–69; Bauman 1974, 
67; Barton 1994, 51.

5 SHA Ael. 3.8–9 claims, somewhat ironically given the deaths of Fuscus and Ser-
vianus, that Hadrian had consulted Verus’ horoscope and knew that he would not be a 
good successor. Such astrological divination was common among emperors, as discussed 
by Barton 1994, 44–52.

6 Antoninus: PIR2 A 1513.
7 Dio 69.21.1–2. For the rationale behind these adoptions, see Barnes 1967, 74–79; 

Birley 1987, 48–50; 1997, 295–96; Lindsay 2009, 213–14; and next note. 
8 Rohden 1893, 515–16; Garzetti 1974, 435–39, 698–700; Birley 1997, 289–92; 2000, 

146–48; Rémy 2005, 85–97; Morwood 2013, 101–3. 
9 Discussions of the speech tend to be brief, and Schwartz 1899, 1718–19, omitted it 

entirely in his list of speeches in Dio. In addition to Millar 1964, 71, note: Bryant 1895, 21–22; 
Hüttl 1936, 1.44; Bardon 1940, 402; Barnes 1967, 76–77; Rémy 2005, 90; Kunst 2005, 71–72. 

10 Pliny, Pan. 7.1–7; Tac. Hist. 1.15–16. Cf. Millar 1964, 71; Huttner 2004, 231–33.

horoscope, which was a treasonous offence.4 At any rate, Aelius Caesar was 
not a man of robust health, and he expired on 1 January 138 after a tour 
of the Pannonian provinces had exacerbated a chronic illness.5 Hadrian, 
whose own health was rapidly declining, selected as a replacement the 
middle-aged senator T. Aurelius Fulvus Boionius Arrius Antoninus, who 
was formally adopted as his son on 28 February 138.6 As a way of securing 
the succession in future generations, Antoninus was required to adopt in 
turn the seven-year-old son of the deceased Aelius Caesar, L. Ceionius 
Commodus (now better known as Lucius Verus), and a personal favourite 
of Hadrian, the sixteen-year-old M. Annius Verus (whom we call Marcus 
Aurelius).7 Hadrian himself died only a few months later, on 10 July 138. 
Though some of the details—particularly the deaths of Servianus and 
Fuscus—are obscure, this is the accepted account of Hadrian’s succession 
plans found in the standard modern scholarly works.8 

Interest in the events surrounding the adoption of Antoninus is not 
confined to modern historians of the High Empire; they also caught the 
attention of the third-century senatorial historian Cassius Dio, who chose 
to embellish his account of the adoption of Antoninus with a speech deliv-
ered by the dying emperor. Prima facie, the emperor’s speech emphasises 
the advantages of selecting and adopting the best and most suitable man 
as successor, rather than simply handing the purple to a natural-born son.9 
The theme and content of the speech are largely conventional, and the 
emperor’s arguments are directly comparable to those used by Pliny in 
his Panegyricus to justify Trajan’s adoption by Nerva, and by the emperor 
Galba in his speech adopting Piso in Tacitus’ Histories.10 Even so, it seems 
likely that the sentiments of Hadrian’s adoption speech convey some of 
Dio’s own opinions about the mechanics of imperial succession, given 
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11 For a brief discussion of Dio’s conception of a good emperor, see de Blois 1994, 
166–68; 1999, 271–72. Note also Bering-Staschewski 1981, 8–22, 114–15, for a discussion of 
Dio’s portrayal of Marcus Aurelius, who (it is argued) represented Dio’s ideal emperor. 
We may regard Dio’s view of kingship as being derived from the general concept of the 
civilis princeps, especially with respect to the emperor’s dealings with the senatorial order, 
discussed by Wallace-Hadrill 1982. Note also Alföldi 1952, 96–127, esp. 125; Flach 1973, 140.

12 Adoption: Dio 69.1.1–4. Jealousy/resentment: Dio 69.2.5–6, 3.3–6, 4.1–6. By the 
fourth century, Hadrian’s jealousy was proverbial, e.g., Amm. Marc. 30.8.10; [Aur. Vict.] 
Epit. 14.6; cf. Stertz 1980, 502–3. 

13 As suggested by Barnes 1967, 77, n. 72.
14 This has been argued well by Adler 2011 in the case of the Livia-Augustus dialogue 

in Book 55, and by Kemezis 2007 with Augustus’ speech to the equites at the beginning 
of Book 56. See also Manuwald 1979, 131–67, for a discussion of Tiberius’ funeral oration 
at the end of Book 56 and the discrepancies between the content of the speech and the 
actual narrative of Augustus’ reign.

what we know of the historian’s political philosophy and his views on 
the qualities of a good emperor.11

Although these themes may seem to be conventional and uncontro-
versial in and of themselves, several problems emerge when the speech 
is read in the larger context of Book 69 of the Roman History. Hadrian’s 
comments about his initial choice of Ceionius Commodus contradict 
Dio’s initial description of that man (cf. 69.17.1). Furthermore, Hadrian, 
an emperor characterised by Dio as resentful of men of excellence,12 is 
an unlikely mouthpiece to transmit the principle of adoption as produc-
ing the best man to lead the state. The piquancy of these contradictions 
makes it unlikely that they were the result of Dio’s (or his epitoma-
tor’s) failure to integrate the speech into its narrative context;13 we now 
know that Dio was a much more sophisticated historian than previously 
thought. Indeed, the recent studies of Adler (2011) and Kemezis (2007) 
have suggested that Dio consciously tried to problematize his speeches.14 
Pompey’s speech pertaining to the lex Gabinia is a good example in which 
Dio uses the preamble of the speech to condition the reader to interpret 
its arguments in a certain way (36.24.5–6). In this article it is argued that 
the speech of Hadrian likewise encourages multiple interpretations. This 
results in a distinction between the political philosophy expressed in the 
speech (that the empire should be inherited by the best man), and the 
problems with the individuals involved in putting this philosophy into 
practice. Furthermore, the speech of Hadrian forms part of a larger dis-
course about the mechanics of succession raised throughout the imperial 
books of the Roman History. Hadrian’s main argument is an ideal which 
most Roman emperors, particularly those of Dio’s own day, failed to live 
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15  It is likely that Zonaras used Xiphilinus rather than Dio directly for most of his 
political narrative from the reign of Nerva to that of the “False Antoninus” (Elagabalus): 
Boissevain 1891. 

16 For Xiphilinus’ method of composition, see Brunt 1980, 488–92; Mallan 2013. For 
an illustration of how Xiphilinus abridged the content of speeches, cf. Dio 51.12.2–7 with 
Xiph. 77.19–78.10. 

17 A much abbreviated version can be found in Zonaras 11.24 [= Dindorf ed. III p. 76]. 

up to, since they prioritised the succession of their own sons above the 
best candidates. 

I. POLITICS

The speech of Hadrian as Dio originally presented it is lost, along with 
the rest of the original text of Book 69, but two versions survive in later 
works by Byzantine historians. The first, and most extensive, of these is 
preserved in the Epitome of Dio’s history written by the eleventh-century 
court intellectual Xiphilinus. The second version, which appears in the 
Epitome of Histories compiled by the court functionary and later monastic 
exile Zonaras in the early twelfth century, seems to be an abbreviation 
of the text of Xiphilinus.15 Given what is known of Xiphilinus’ method 
of composition, the speech in the Epitome is likely to adhere closely to 
Dio’s original choice of words, although it is possible that some of the 
speech was omitted in his process of condensing the text.16 Xiphilinus’ 
text reads (69.20.1–5):17

(1)! "#$%&'() #* +,-. /0 12 /3) 45663) /57 &89&/5) :;<0=) 1>$3/5, 2&? @4’ 
&A/3) 2&? B#$=4C&<0'. 140? #* <D'EFG /(' H5;2%5' /(' I-995#5' 1J&C+'G) 
1K2&/&60%+,3'&% B4( /57 &89&/5) 456657 /0 2&? @,$-5D 1240<-'/5), <D'02L60<0 
/5M) 4$N/5D) 2&? @J%56-K5D) /O' F5D60D/O' 5P2&#0, 2&? 2&/&20C90'5) 0Q40' 
&A/5R) /L#0· (2)!“195C, S T'#$0) +C65%, K-'5' 9*' 5A2 U#=20' V +;<%) 45%W<&<,&%, 
'-9X #* B90R) 1#N2&/0. #%&+E$0% #* /57/5 120C'5D, Y/% /( 9*' K0''N90'5', Z45R5' 
[' #-J. /\ #&%95'CX, KCK'0/&%, /( #* #] 45%5;90'5' &A,&C$0/-' /%) &A/() ^&D/\ 
4$5</C,0/&%, (3) _</0 4&$` 9*' /3) +;<0=) @'L4G$5' 2&? T+$5'& 4566L2%) 
#C#5<,&C /%'%, 4&$` #* /3) 2$C<0=) 2&? @$/%9063 2&? @$/C'5D' 4L'/=) &a$0R<,&%. 
2&? #%` /57/5 4$-/0$5' 9*' /(' H5;2%5' 1J b4L'/=' 1J060JL9G', 5c5' 5A#’ [' 
0dJ&<,&% 4&R#& e#D'W,G' 19&D/\ K0'E<,&%· (4)! 140? #* 120R'5' /( #&%9-'%5' 
V9O' @+0C60/5, 0f$5' @'/’ 120C'5D &A/52$L/5$& B9R', g' #C#=9%, 0AK0'3 4$h5' 
0d5%2/5'1 +$-'%95', 9W,’ B4( '0-/G/5) 4$540/*) 9W,’ B4( KW$=) @906*) 45%3<&C 
/% #D'L90'5', eK9E'5' 2&/` /5M) '-95D), VK095'0D2-/& 2&/` /` 4L/$%&, _</0 
9W/0 /% @K'50R' /O' 1) /]' @$>]' +0$-'/=' 2&? 4i<%' &A/5R) 2&6O) #;'&<,&% 
>$W<&<,&%. (5) 6EK= #* jA$W6%5' k'/='R'5' /5D/5'C· g' 0l 2&? /` 9L6%</& 5Q#& 
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18 Bardon 1940, 402; Millar 1964, 71; Barnes 1967, 76–77; Birley 1997, 294. Cf. Hüttl 
1936, 1.44, n. 68, who is open to the possibility that it is based on an original. However, Dio 
was more than capable of shaping his source material, so as to suit the requirements of his 
own agenda. For Dio’s method of reworking available rhetorical material in his speeches, 
see the comments of Rodgers 2008. 

@4$&K95'E</&/-' /0 @'#$O' m'/& 2&? 4-$$= /5%&;/G) 14%,D9C&) 2&,0</G2-/&, 
@66’ 5d/% K0 2&? @+$5'/%</W<0%' 5P59&% 5d/0 1957 5d/0 B9O', @66` 2&? T25'/& 
/]' @$>]' B45#EJ0<,&%.”

1 0d5%2/5' Xiph. codd.: 0d0%2/5' Boissevain cum Zonar. 

(1) Hadrian became afflicted by a wasting disease (caused by his steady 
loss of blood), and as a result of this he developed consumption. But when 
Lucius Commodus suddenly passed away on account of a haemorrhage 
that caused him to bleed profusely, Hadrian summoned the foremost and 
worthiest men of the senate to his house. As he lay on his bed, he spoke to 
them with these words: (2) “My dear friends. Nature has not given me the 
means to produce a child, yet you have given me the means [to produce 
one] by law. The latter method differs from the former: (3) for whereas 
a begotten child turns out in whichever way as seems pleasing to the 
daimonion, one takes an adopted son upon himself by his own choice. So 
whereas according to nature, the unsound of body and mind are given to 
many; according to one’s judgment, the sound of limb and mind are always 
chosen. And it was according to this principle that I chose Lucius from all 
the people, the sort of man I could not even have hoped to be born as my 
own son. (4) But since the daimonion took that man from us, I have found 
an emperor for you in place of Lucius, whom I present to you: a man who 
is noble, mild, compassionate, prudent and capable of acting without the 
rashness of youth nor with the apathy of old age, a man who was educated 
according to the laws, who has held office according to the ancestral customs, 
so that he is not ignorant of anything relating to the burdens pertaining to 
the imperial office, but who is able to perform all these things himself in 
an appropriate manner. (5) I speak of this man here, Aurelius Antoninus, 
although I know that he is the most politically disengaged of men (for he 
has put such desires for power far away). I nevertheless consider that he 
will not be heedless of my concerns, or yours, but will accept the empire, 
albeit reluctantly.” 

In this first section of the article, we will consider the major themes of 
this speech and how they relate to Dio’s own views on Roman imperial 
succession. The speech itself is best interpreted as one of Dio’s own cre-
ation, rather than being an authentic transcript of an address delivered by 
Hadrian.18 There were of course many speeches of Hadrian in circulation 
after his death, and Dio does claim familiarity with original documentary 



642 CAILLAN DAVENPORT AND CHRISTOPHER MALLAN

19 Dio 69.11.2, 17.3. A late second century copy of a letter of Hadrian, perhaps once 
a part of Hadrian’s autobiography, is preserved in P. Fay. 19 [= Grenfell et al. 1900, 111–16]. 
As late as the ninth century, Photius (Bib. 100 [= Henry ed. II p. 70]) knew of speeches 
attributed to Hadrian, which he claims to have read. Hadrian’s surviving letters and speeches 
are discussed by Alexander 1938 and Bardon 1940, 393–415. 

20 For rhetoric, see Marincola 2010. For the function of speeches in general, see Pel-
ling 2000, 112–22; Marincola 2007, 118–32.

21 The extent to which Dio’s speeches represent his own opinions is a point of conten-
tion: Millar 1961, 11–22, esp. 14–15; 1964, 78–83; Gabba 1984, 70–71; Pelling 1983, 224–25; 
Rich 1989, 98–100; 1990, 11–12, 14–15; Swan 2004, 26–28. 

22 As noted by Millar 1964, 71. 
23 His marriage with Vibia Sabina was without issue: there was a rumor that she had 

taken steps to ensure she would not fall pregnant with Hadrian’s child ([Aur. Vict.] Epit. 14.8).
24 For the standard discussion of these concepts, see Guthrie 1969, 55–131. For the 

importance of these concepts in historiography, see Reinhold 1985, 21–41, and for Dio’s 
history, see Reinhold 1988, 215–17.

25 Dio was understandably concerned with military acclamations, and in particular the 
political power of the Praetorian Guard in appointing and deposing emperors (cf. Kuhn-Chen 

evidence, namely, Hadrian’s autobiography and a letter written by the 
emperor.19 However, speeches in works of classical historiography did not 
claim to be verbatim accounts but functioned as literary and rhetorical 
set pieces with specific functions in the narrative. They contributed to the 
characterisation of individual figures and articulated or dramatized the 
larger themes of the work.20 This is true of the speeches in Dio’s Roman 
History, which provide an insight into the particular philosophical or 
political issues that he thought worthy of discussion.21 

Several aspects of the speech carry Dio’s literary fingerprints.22 The 
first concept advanced by Hadrian’s speech is that nature (+;<%)) has not 
given him the ability to have a son,23 but the senators have granted him 
the means of producing one by law ('-9X, 69.20.2). The binary opposi-
tion of these terms is a central part of Dio’s thought, although it is of 
course a standard historiographical (and philosophical) commonplace 
dating back to the fifth century B.C.E.24 In this particular case, the use of 
nomos places an emphasis on constitutionality and proper procedure in 
government, which recurs later in the speech when Hadrian states that 
Antoninus was raised “in accordance with the laws” and served in the 
government “according to the ancestral customs” (69.20.3). Moreover, 
Hadrian addresses these sentiments to the “foremost and worthiest 
men of the senate” (69.20.1). By characterizing Hadrian’s audience in 
this way, Dio is able to convey the sense that Hadrian performed his 
adoption with an appropriate level of consultation with the senate, while 
tacitly indicating the absence of any extra-constitutional force such 
as the Praetorian Guard.25 This is in contrast to Galba’s adoption of 
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2002, 224–26). Collins 2009, 88–89, 98–101, demonstrates how even Nerva, the “senatorial” 
emperor par excellence, relied on the Praetorian Guard for his elevation to the throne.

26 Ash 1999, 24–25.
27 This idea that ostensibly capable emperors produced unworthy biological heirs 

seems to be an idea congenial to Aurelius Victor and the author of the Historia Augusta: 
e.g., Aur. Vict. Caes. 3.5; SHA Sev. 20–21; cf. Dufraigne 1975, 75; Bird 1984, 85, 120–21. 

28 For the role of the daimonion and the supernatural in Dio’s history, see Kuhn-Chen 
2002, 210–17; cf. Liebeschuetz 1979, 227–29; Rich 1990, 12. In many ways, Dio’s views were 
consonant with those of the age: Dodds 1965, 37–68. More specifically, Dio seems to have 
believed that the daimonion played an important role in childbirth (55.2.6). 

29 See, e.g., Dio 75(74).9.2 (speech of Cassius Clemens); 72(71).24.1 (speech of Marcus 
Aurelius); 56.41.4 (Tiberius’ eulogy of Augustus); 53.9.4 (speech of Augustus to the Senate); 
43.17.4 (Julius Caesar’s speech to the Senate). 

30 The idea that succession should be based on adoption does not seem to have derived 
from Greek philosophy: Wirszubski 1950, 154–58. For discussions of the philosophical basis 
behind imperial adoptions, see Béranger 1953, 141–49; Nesselhauf 1955; Ando 2000, 33–40; 
Kunst 2005, 69–73. 

Piso in Tacitus’ Histories (1.15–18), which is undercut by the emperor’s 
failure to provide any appropriate donative to the soldiers in order to 
secure the succession.26 The theme of Hadrian’s speech is very much the 
appointment of a successor by legal means. This is even preferable to the 
succession of a blood relative, ordained by nature. For, as the emperor 
states, the nature and character of a biological son depends on the will 
of the daimonion, whereas adoption guarantees a man who is sound in 
body and mind (69.20.3).27 Yet the speech makes clear that the adoption 
of a successor does not negate the influence of the daimonion, as it was 
that very force that took away Ceionius Commodus (69.20.4). The dai-
monion is a prominent force in Dio’s work, since it was the divine power 
that ordered him to write the history in the first place (73(72).23.2) and 
provided him with the apt Homeric tag for its ending (80.5.3).28 More-
over, references to the daimonion appear in many of the speeches in the 
Roman History.29 Whether these features of the speech are regarded as 
mere stylistic quirks or evidence of a deeper metaphysical programme, 
they are surely suggestive of the close degree to which Dio integrated 
the content of the speech into the fabric of his history.

The central political precept of the speech is that the empire should 
be entrusted to the best man who possesses the appropriate personal 
virtues and qualities. Certainly the notion that a king should be a virtuous 
man was well established in Greco-Roman political thought. However, 
the idea that the emperor or king should adopt the best man as his suc-
cessor was derived neither from Hellenistic thought nor from that of the 
early principate,30 when it was simply accepted that the empire would 
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31 Augustus’ alleged consideration of the various imperial candidates as alternatives 
to Tiberius’ succession (Tac. Ann. 1.13) seems to be anachronistic, although there is no 
consensus on the authenticity of the passage in Tacitus: Syme 1958, 694; Goodyear 1972, 
181–84. The dynastic principle of the early principate was in place during the reigns of 
Augustus and Tiberius: for a summary of the recent scholarship see Lott 2012, 4–24; cf. 
Rowe 2002, 1–22. Pace Hammond 1959, 4, who plays down the dynastic considerations in 
the Augustan principate. 

32 Piso: PIR2 C 300. He was adopted on 10 January and murdered on 15 January. 
33 For the Flavian date of Plutarch’s Galba, see Hardy 1906, 309–11; Jones 1966, 71; 

contra Syme 1958, 674, who opted for a post-Flavian date. 
34 Syme 1958, 207, n. 1; Chilver 1979, 75; Shotter 1983, 215; Bennett 1997, 235–36. 

The possibility that the historical Galba (as opposed to the Tacitean character) may have 
uttered a speech with these sentiments cannot be completely excluded, but it is difficult to 
prove. It used to be assumed that Pliny used Tacitus (see the references in Syme 1958, 207, 
n. 1), but it is clear that the Histories were in progress ca. 107, after the publication of the 
Panegyricus (Woodman 2010, 31–35).

35 As noted by Rémy 2005, 310, n. 119.

be passed to a member of the ruling family.31 The concept of adoption 
of the best man seems to have crystallised in Roman political discourse 
in the mid-first century but can be most clearly seen in the way in which 
Pliny conceptualised Nerva’s adoption of Trajan in his Panegyricus. Of 
course, Trajan was not the first successor selected entirely from outside the 
emperor’s own family: that honour goes to the unfortunate L. Calpurnius 
Piso Frugi, who was adopted by Galba in the dying days of his regime 
in 69.32 No contemporary reaction to Piso’s adoption survives: Plutarch’s 
Galba belongs to the age of Domitian,33 while the speech of Galba in 
Tacitus’ Histories, like Pliny’s Panegyricus, is best regarded as a reaction 
to the political climate at the turn of the second century.34 

The speech of Hadrian touches on several of the key themes raised 
by Tacitus and Pliny in their respective treatments of this topic. In the 
early chapters of the Panegyricus, Pliny goes to great pains to distinguish 
Trajan from previous adopted sons, such as Tiberius and Nero: these men 
were already the step-sons of emperors and only formally adopted as heirs 
“in order to satisfy a wife” (in gratiam uxoris, Plin. Pan. 7.4). By contrast, 
he argues, Nerva selected Trajan from the entire populace, for “a man 
who is to rule all people ought to be chosen from among all the people” 
(imperaturus omnibus eligi debet ex omnibus, 7.6). This sentiment finds an 
explicit parallel in Hadrian’s adoption speech, in which the emperor says 
that he chose his first heir, Ceionius Commodus, “from all the people.”35 
The principle is also articulated twice in Tacitus’ Histories, demonstrating 
its significance for second-century political debate. The emperor Galba, 
in the process of adopting Piso, states that whereas “Augustus sought 
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36 See the comments of Damon 2003, 270. The nobility of Otho’s constitutional 
principles is compromised by the fact that he also needed to bribe the troops to ensure 
his succession (Ash 1999, 30–31).

37 Discussions on adoption in Roman law abound: for a legal overview, see Buckland 
1963, 121–24. For interpretations of the law of adoption from social-historical perspectives, 
see Corbier 1991, 63–76; Gardner 1998, 117–26; and the surveys of Russo Ruggeri 1990; 
Kunst 2005; Lindsay 2009. 

38 Damon 2003, 140, points out that Livy’s account of the regal period also emphasizes 
the selection of kings for their virtues. There are some problems with Galba’s sentiments 
when explored in the larger context of Tacitus’ Histories: this will be examined further 
in section II, below. For discussion of imperial adoptions in general (from Augustus to 
Diocletian), see Russo Ruggeri 1990, 1.143–91; cf. Kunst 2005, 69–73.

39 Dio states that Piso was “adopted and appointed Caesar,” as does Plutarch (Galba 
23.2). In both cases a notion of the appointment of Caesar is anachronistic, although it seems 
likely that Piso did gain the name Caesar through his adoption, as revealed by the Acts 
of the Arval Brothers ([ob ad]optionem [Ser(vi) Sulpici Gal]bae C[aesaris], CIL VI 2051). 

a successor within his own household, I look for one from the whole 
commonwealth” (Augustus in domo successorem quaesiuit, ego in re 
publica, Tac. Hist. 1.15.2). Later, when addressing rebellious members 
of the Praetorian Guard, Otho states that “just as senators emerge from 
your ranks, emperors come from members of the senate” (ut ex vobis 
senatores, ita ex senatoribus principes nascuntur, 1.84.4). Although the 
sentiment that a praetorian could enter the amplissimus ordo is some-
what unrealistic at this point in Rome’s history, the second half of the 
statement is more accurate, in the sense that all emperors were senators, 
or of senatorial family, until the accession of Macrinus in 217.36 Dio (via 
Xiphilinus) praises Nerva for selecting Trajan from amongst all possible 
candidates, noting that even Trajan’s non-Italian origins did not preclude 
him from being counted as a suitable successor (68.4.1–2). The issue here 
is not adoption in and of itself, for in Roman law an adopted son was 
recognised to be as much a genuine son as a biological son.37 Rather, it is 
the notion that the emperor should not simply adopt a close relative, but 
conduct a thorough search for a man suitable to be emperor. As Tacitus’ 
Galba says, “adoption will find the best man” (optimum quemque adoptio 
inueniet, Tac. Hist. 1.16.1).38 

Hadrian’s adoption speech provides a guide to the qualities of this 
best man as envisioned by Dio. After the death of Ceionius Commo-
dus, Hadrian says that he has found a replacement, Antoninus, who is 
“noble, mild, compassionate, prudent” (0AK0'3 4$h5' 0d5%2/5' +$-'%95', 
69.20.4). There is a striking correspondence here with Galba’s would-be 
heir Piso, whom Dio describes as a “young man who is noble, merciful, 
and prudent” ('0&'C<25' 0AK0'3 14%0%23 +$-'%95', 64(63).5.1).39 There is 



646 CAILLAN DAVENPORT AND CHRISTOPHER MALLAN

40 Xen. Cyrop. 6.1.47; Arr. Anab. 2.12.8. Here we have followed the MSS reading 
0d5%2/5' over Boissevain’s emendation 0d0%2/5', derived from Zonaras. 

41 Plutarch (Caesar 15.4), e.g., uses both terms to describe Caesar’s behaviour towards 
captives. Cf. Pelling 2005, 277–312. For the semantic development of these two words, see 
the comments of de Romilly 1974, 96–100. 

42 Manuwald 1979, 120–27; Adler 2011, 133–54, esp. 149–50. For the translation of 
clementia as 14%0C20%& in Greek authors of the imperial period, see North 1966, 300; Pelling 
2011, 427–28. Dio 63(62).23.1 comes from Xiphilinus. Zonaras’ interpretation of the passage 
(based presumably on an independent reading of Dio) removes the virtues, but includes 
the additional statements that Galba was a patrician and governor of Spain (Zonar. 11.13 
[= Dindorf ed. III p. 41]).

43 For example, Dio Chrys. Or. 1.6, 3.5; [Aristid.] Or. 35.22–23; Poll. 1.40–41. Cf. 
Schettino 1998. 

44 Rich 1990, 16–17; Kuhn-Chen 2002, 160–63. 
45 See also Plin. Pan. 5.5. For the ideology of the recusatio imperii, see Huttner 2004, 

esp. 231–33; cf. Béranger 1948; 1953, 137–68; Wallace-Hadrill 1982, 36–37. 
46 For Pius’ governorship, see SHA Pius 3.2–8; Dig. 48.3.6.1; Philostratus VS 534–35; 

CIG 2965 = IK 12.2 (Ephesos) 279; cf. Rémy 2005, 77–85. The date of his governorship is 
likely to have been 135/136 (Eck 1983, 178).

one quality that appears to be unique to Antoninus: he was said to be 
“compassionate” (0d5%2/5)), a word unattested elsewhere. If the word is 
not corrupt, Dio possibly had in mind a quality cognate with the Latin 
misericordia, or 2&/5C2/%<%), used by Xenophon and Arrian of Cyrus and 
Alexander, respectively.40 This characteristic aside, the manner in which 
Antoninus and Piso are described is almost identical. Both men are said 
to be “noble” (0AK0'W)) and “prudent” (+$-'%95)), while the words 4$h5) 
and 14%0%2W) both convey ideas of moderation, mildness and clemency.41 
Galba is also praised for his 14%0C20%& (63(62).23.1), the word most closely 
associated with the Latin virtue clementia in Dio’s vocabulary.42 Certainly 
mildness (14%0C20%&) was a standard imperial quality for many authors 
operating during the High Empire,43 but it was also a concept that was 
particularly important in Dio’s political thought.44 Hence, Dio emphasises 
Antoninus’ modesty further in the final sentence of the speech where 
Hadrian anticipates Antoninus’ impulse to refuse the imperial power, 
since he will only take up the office reluctantly. This is a clear reference 
to the recusatio imperii expected of good emperors.45 What is interesting 
about the virtues Dio lists is the conspicuous absence of specifically martial 
qualities. Certainly this was appropriate to the historical Antoninus—a 
famously sedentary emperor, whose sole provincial command before 
his accession was as governor of the province of Asia.46 Yet the list of 
Antoninus’ qualities seems to deliberately eschew explicit reference 
to the virtues used to describe emperors in the standard vocabulary of 
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47 The cardinal virtues as found in Greek philosophy were not adopted wholesale in 
the Roman world into a canonical list of imperial virtues, but there were certainly many 
expected qualities. See Wallace-Hadrill 1981 and Noreña 2009, 273–76.

48 This reflects the senatorial perspective that the ordo was an integral part of the 
Roman political system (Chilver 1979, 152).

49 For Dio on Pertinax, see Kemezis 2012, 397–402. 
50 The same can be said for Dio’s treatment of statesmen from the Republic, e.g., 

F 83.1 (Tiberius Gracchus). 

imperial encomium.47 In their place we find a set of more idiosyncratic 
qualities, perhaps suggestive of Dio’s particular ideal of a civilis princeps. 

The list of Antoninus’ virtues reveals other important parallels. 
Antoninus and Piso are both described as noble as well as mild, and such 
a conjunction of virtues is also found in Nerva, who was approached by 
those conspiring against Domitian because he was “the most noble and 
most reasonable man” (0AK0'E</&/5) 2&? 14%0%2E</&/5), 67.15.5). Dio’s 
apparent preoccupation with nobility and status appears throughout the 
Roman History, and it seems to have been an influential element in his 
political thought. Dio believed emperors should be selected from among 
the senatorial order, but he could be critical of a man’s background even 
if he was a senator. Thus, Dio wrote that Avidius Cassius would have made 
a worthy emperor, were it not for his equestrian father (72(71).22.2), and 
he censured Macrinus, the first equestrian emperor, for not stepping aside 
in favour of a senator after the murder of Caracalla (79(78).41.2). The 
assassins of Domitian and Commodus had shown how it could be done: 
they had sought to rid themselves of tyrants, rather than seize power for 
themselves, and respectable senators, in the form of Nerva and Pertinax, 
were installed in each case (67.15.1–6, 74(73).1.1–2). Dio’s attitude regard-
ing imperial qualifications was hardly unique to him, of course. As we saw 
above with Otho’s speech to the soldiers in Tacitus’ Histories (1.84.4), the 
emperor was not really chosen from all men, but only ex senatoribus.48 
It seems that Dio’s own position on the importance of high birth for an 
imperial candidate was not entirely inflexible, and he could pass over 
this matter when it suited him: the freedman father of Pertinax was of 
very humble origin, but this did not preclude his son from being a good 
emperor in Dio’s eyes (74(73).3.1).49 From an ethical standpoint, nobility 
did not guarantee goodness in a ruler. Tiberius was noble and had been 
well educated, but his “peculiar nature” (+;<0% . . . l#%=/L/.) made him 
a less agreeable exemplum of kingship (57.1.1–6; cf. 58.28.5).50 The final 
quality common to Antoninus and Piso is their prudence (+$-'%95)). Dio 
uses this adjective to describe Vespasian and Pertinax, and it is particularly 
telling that these emperors are also characterized as 14%0%2W) (65(64)8.32; 
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51 For inheritance and succession in the Augustan and Julio-Claudian books of the 
Roman History, see 54.12.2–4, 54.31.1–4, 55.13.2, 56.45.3–46.1, 57.2.1. Gruen 2005 argues 
that Augustus’ succession planning was primarily ad hoc, although Stevenson 2013 has 
pointed out that his intention was obviously to create a dynasty through his extended 
family. The one possible exception to the policy of designating family members as heirs is 
the praetorian prefect L. Aelius Sejanus, who, Champlin 2012 argues, was being groomed 
as Tiberius’ heir. The resentment that this engendered demonstrates how problematic such 
a succession would have been in practice at this early stage of the principate.

52 In Josephus AJ 19.165–66, the praetorians are said to have decided on Claudius as 
their candidate because of his ancestry and relationship to his predecessor, Gaius. However, 
Josephus’ fuller account of Claudius’ acclamation, deriving from a second source, gives a 
slightly different perspective (AJ 19.217, with Wiseman 1991, 88). Gratus, the guardsman 
who discovered Claudius cowering in the dark, is reported to have exclaimed, “Here’s a 
Germanicus,” suggesting that it was Claudius’ descent from his father Drusus, rather than 
his membership of the domus Augusta, that was a deciding factor. Claudius had been 
accorded only a marginal place in the official rhetoric promoting the imperial family in 
this period (see, e.g., SCPP l.148, where he is mentioned last out of all family members).

53 Rich 1990, 195; Lindsay 2009, 198; cf. Gruen 2005, 44.

75(74).6–7). These correspondences between Antoninus, Piso, and other 
Roman emperors are surely no coincidence and are a reflection of Dio’s 
own opinions on some of the qualities of a good emperor. 

The selection of emperors for their qualities and virtues becomes 
a prominent aspect of Dio’s account of the post-Julio-Claudian period, 
which reflects the real course of historical events. In the Augustan and 
Julio-Claudian narrative, Dio is primarily concerned with inheritance 
within the imperial household—there is simply no possibility that someone 
who is not a member of the family will be designated as the emperor’s 
heir.51 After the murder of Gaius, Dio writes that the soldiers acclaimed 
Claudius because he belonged to the imperial family (60.1.3), although 
Josephus’ account (AJ 19.217) suggests it was his parentage that was the 
deciding factor, given the high regard in which his father Drusus was 
held.52 Finally, in a comment that recalls the physis/nomos distinction in 
the speech of Hadrian, Dio (61.1.1) notes that upon the death of Claudius, 
“rulership” (VK095'C&) belonged to Britannicus by virtue of being Claudius’ 
son but fell to Nero on account of the law (of adoption). These comments 
are possibly reflections of the historical reality that there was no Roman 
empire per se to inherit, but only the position as head of the Julio-Claudian 
family.53 Dio does examine the intent behind the designation of succes-
sors but generally restricts his analysis to what the adoptions revealed 
about the character of the adopter, and the implications for the history 
of the dynasty. For example, he states that some men regarded Augustus’ 
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54 These rumours were also known to Suetonius (Tib. 21.2–3), who dismissed them, 
while Tacitus (Ann. 1.10) seems to have embraced them—at least for their rhetorical effect: 
cf. Goodyear 1972, 154–56, 166–67. 

55 Thus he may not have intended to be directly critical of Augustus: Swan 2004, 350; 
cf. Manuwald 1979, 150.

56 Although this is referenced, under the Flavians, with Vespasian’s famous statement: 
“My son will succeed me, or no one at all” (66(65).12.1, cf. Suet. Vesp. 25). This is quite 
different, however, from the detailed examination of imperial succession and inheritance 
in the Augustan and Julio-Claudian books. We are, of course, at the mercy of the Byzantine 
epitomators and excerptors for Dio’s account of the Flavians. 

57 The patchwork nature of the text is demonstrated by the fact that the chapter 
begins with a statement concerning Nerva’s good government (68.3.1) but then sharply 
turns into an account of the plot formed against him by Calpurnius Crassus and the mutiny 
of the praetorians (68.3.2–3).

selection of Tiberius as a way of securing his own posthumous reputation 
(56.45.3–46.1).54 Dio does not necessarily endorse this viewpoint, and 
he qualifies it by stating that the rumour occurred sometime afterwards 
(56.46.1).55 However, criticism is surely intended in the case of Tiberius’ 
preference for Gaius, rather than Tiberius Gemellus, to rule after him: he 
knew his great-nephew’s character well and thought that Gaius’ crimes 
would eclipse his own wrongdoings (58.23.3–4). This idea reappears at the 
beginning of Book 59, when Dio explicitly rates Augustus as superior to 
Tiberius, and Tiberius to Gaius (59.5.1). The death of Nero represents a 
turning point in Dio’s presentation of this material, as it was in Roman 
history at large: he henceforth focuses on virtues and qualities of poten-
tial heirs to the throne rather than on the question of family inheritance, 
as we saw above in our discussion of Galba’s adoption of Piso in 69.56 

Nerva’s choice of Trajan as heir in 97 returned Dio to the theme of 
imperial adoption. The Nervan narrative as it is transmitted by Xiphilinus 
(68.1–4) is very condensed, especially in the chapter leading up to the 
adoption.57 Nerva is said to have been despised because of his old age, and 
it was for this reason that he went up to the Capitol to declare the adop-
tion of Trajan (68.3.4). Despite the obvious truncation of this narrative by 
Xiphilinus, Dio’s own views do seem to be on display in the subsequent 
discussion of the reasons for Trajan’s selection. The surviving excerpts 
state that Nerva, despite having living relatives, chose Trajan as his heir, 
because he did not think family connections were more important than 
the “safety of the commonwealth” (/O' 25%'O' <=/G$C&), 68.4.1). Here, Dio, 
whether out of ignorance or design, seems to exaggerate the possibility 
that Nerva could find an heir within his own family in order to make a 
larger point about the necessity of selecting the best man as emperor. 
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58 Geer 1936, 49; Syme 1958, 627–28; Grainger 2003, 67. Sergia Plautilla (PIR2 S 543) 
was the daughter of the senator C. Octavius Laenas (PIR2 O 44), cos. suff. 33. Laenas’s 
great-grandson, M. Sergius Octavius Laenas Pontianus (PIR2 O 46), cos. ord. 131, would 
have been Nerva’s great-nephew, but may not have even been born by 97. Pontianus’ father, 
a putative Octavius Laenas (PIR2 O 42), would have been a more promising candidate 
for the imperial throne at this time, but nothing is known about him, even his exact name.

59 Grainger 2003, 67, regards adoption as the only real option available to Nerva.
60 This is acknowledged as much by Plin. Pan. 6.1–3. See Eck 2002, 211–26; Hekster 

2001, 37–38; Grainger 2003, 89–100.
61 Pliny does not mention any of Nerva’s relatives being passed over, as this would have 

been inappropriate for a gratiarum actio delivered in the emperor’s presence. It is perhaps 
more surprising that he does not discuss Trajan’s place of birth either: cf. Innes 2011, 81.

Nerva had no son, and his nephew L. Salvius Otho Cocceianus had been 
executed by Domitian sometime between 93 and 96 (Roche 2003, 319–22). 
The only possible heirs came from the family of the Octavii Laenates, to 
whom Nerva was connected through his mother, Sergia Plautilla.58 It is 
clear, therefore, that Nerva actually had very limited options if he wanted 
a blood relative to succeed him, and Dio seemingly exaggerated Nerva’s 
decision to pass over his family members.59 Yet the historian proceeds 
to make a second point about the adoption: Nerva was not reluctant to 
adopt Trajan because he was born in Spain rather than Italy, as he pre-
ferred to place “personal virtue” (@$0/n) above “place of birth” (4&/$C), 
68.4.2). In reality, Nerva was backed into a corner: a weak and elderly 
emperor, with no military experience, and at the mercy of the Praetorian 
Guard, he was forced to choose a strong heir to shore up his reign.60 But 
in Dio’s hands, the adoption of Trajan represents nothing less than the 
appointment of the best man, whose selection takes priority over existing 
family members or consideration of geographic origins.61 Moreover, Dio 
(Xiphilinus) plays down Trajan’s military credentials, which were a—if 
not the—crucial factor in his selection by Nerva. 

It is evident in reading the Roman History that Dio was deeply 
concerned about the qualities, virtues, and conduct of the emperors, whom 
he expected to live up to his particular conception of the civilis princeps 
model. This is the political outlook articulated by the speech of Hadrian: 
when choosing a successor, an emperor should look to the best man who 
is noble, merciful, and prudent. But, as we shall see, Dio was not naïve 
and did not simply expect such a process to happen at every handover 
of power. As with other speeches in the Roman History, the reading of 
Hadrian’s oration is not as straightforward as it might initially appear.



651HADRIAN’S ADOPTION SPEECH IN DIO’S ROMAN HISTORY

62 For this terminology, see Westlake 1973, 91. 
63 See further Pavlou 2013 for discussion of this with respect to speeches in Thucydides. 
64 Damon 2003, 137; Haynes 2003, 50–53; Syme 1958, 207–8. 
65 Chilver 1979, 76. Of course, Mucianus does remain remarkably silent about Domi-

tian’s virtues, leaving us to wonder about his qualifications for the throne (Ash 2007, 298).
66 As Ash 2007, 298, points out, Mucianus’ speech contains the “veiled threat” that 

Titus could become emperor if Vespasian did not claim the throne. 
67 Piso’s adoption is cited as a failure by Pliny (Pan. 8.5).

II. PERSONALITIES

The themes of Hadrian’s speech need to be considered both in the imme-
diate context of Book 69 and the Roman History as a whole. The speech 
is introduced by a preamble, which establishes Hadrian’s ill health and the 
death of Ceionius Commodus, and is followed by a postscript describing 
the long-term plans for the imperial succession.62 As is common with 
speeches in ancient historical works, the preamble and postscript provide 
a guide to the interpretation of the oration.63 In the case of Hadrian’s 
adoption, Dio draws attention to the personalities involved in the transfer 
of power. He does this to demonstrate that, although selection of the 
best and most virtuous man may have been an ideal, reality was in fact 
much more complicated. In taking this approach, Dio was following in the 
footsteps of Tacitus in his account of the adoption of Piso in the Histories. 
The sentiments of Galba’s speech do echo Pliny’s Panegyricus, but they 
are plainly problematic in the context of the Histories themselves. The 
choice of Piso, for all his noble background, is a poor one, and Galba’s 
promised libertas does not materialize, with his regime brought down only 
a few days later by the military.64 Later in the Histories (2.77.1), a speech 
of Mucianus gives the opposite viewpoint, advocating direct inheritance 
by a biological son. He states that Vespasian is a suitable candidate for 
the imperial throne precisely because he has two natural-born sons to 
continue the dynasty, one of whom is already considered capax imperii.65 
But even then, the argument for biological succession is problematized 
by Mucianus’ comment that “I would adopt his son [sc. Titus], if I myself 
were emperor” (cuius filium adoptaturus essem, si ipse imperarem, Tac. 
Hist. 2.77.2). This statement raises the spectre of adoption of the best man 
as a real possibility, since Mucianus himself could be legitimately thought 
to be capax imperii at this moment.66 Thus, as Damon (2003, 137) argues, 
Galba’s adoption speech is not Tacitus’ final word on the subject, but “the 
first phase of a major political debate” within the Histories regarding the 
imperial succession.67 The speech of Hadrian in Book 69 might also be 
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68 Sidebottom 1998, 2787. For discussion of Marcus’ speech in Herodian and its 
programmatic function, see Zimmermann 1999, 30–31.

69 For recent important discussions of the functions of intertextuality and allusion in 
classical historiography, see Damon 2010; Pelling 2010, 105–18; Pelling 2013; Feldherr 2013.

70 E.g., Diodorus 17.117; Curt. 10.5.5; Arrian 7.26.2; Just. Epit. 12.15.6–11.
71 On the relevance of these problems to the overall themes of Xenophon’s Cyr., 

see Sage 1994–1995.
72 Sallust would have been familiar even to some of Dio’s Latin-less readers through 

the Greek translation made by Zenobius in the second century. For Zenobius, see Suda 
Z 73 [= Adler II p. 506], and the comments of Baldwin 1986, 481. 

best regarded as a contribution to a debate, both in the narrative context 
of Dio’s Roman History, and in political context of Dio’s own day, as 
the preference for hereditary succession remained the norm, even when 
biological heirs were manifestly unsuitable. 

The opening preamble introducing Hadrian’s speech sets the scene 
in a very inauspicious way. Dio’s depiction of the reclining, terminally ill 
king anointing his successor fits into a line of similar depictions of the 
transfer of imperial powers in ancient historiography. Cyrus in Book 8 of 
the Cyropaedia “summoned his friends and the magistrates of the Per-
sians” to his sickbed in much the same way as Hadrian called together the 
leading senators (Xen. Cyr. 8.7). This well-known scene would resonate 
throughout antiquity, providing inspiration for the speech of the dying 
Marcus Aurelius in Herodian’s History (1.4.1–6).68 Dio was clearly travers-
ing familiar ground, but it was perhaps this very feature that would have 
provided the ancient reader with a frame of reference within which to 
interpret the speech.69 Indeed, it surely cannot have escaped the notice 
of his audience that death-bed scenes were often harbingers of future 
problems, as in the case of Alexander the Great’s notorious decision 
to bequeath his kingdom “to the strongest.”70 Furthermore, readers of 
Xenophon’s Cyropaedia would know that the designation of Cyrus’ 
eldest and natural-born son Cambyses was ultimately a disaster (8.8).71 
The speech of Micipsa in Sallust’s Bellum Iugurthinum (10) takes place 
under similar circumstances, with the king urging harmony among his 
sons. In this case, Jugurtha, Micipsa’s nephew and adopted son, failed to 
rule in accord with his brothers, seizing power for himself instead.72 It is 
true that Hadrian operates under different principles, by not selecting 
his natural son or close relative, but by choosing L. Ceionius Commodus 
“from all the people.” But the subtext of the speech indicates that Dio 
thought Commodus a poor choice and leaves the reader wondering about 
the quality of Antoninus. 

The emperor states that “according to one’s judgment the sound 
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73 Cf. SHA Had. 23.10–16; Ael. 3.7–9. 
74 Pl. Resp. 7.536b1; Poll. Onom. 1.29 [= Bethe p. 8, line 8]. Cf. Sor. Gyn. 1.3.1, 1.3.4. 
75 The choice of such obscure vocabulary was as appropriate for what is known of 

the historical Hadrian, who appears to have favoured rare words (Bardon 1940, 407), as it 
was for Dio’s characterization of Hadrian (69.3.1). Cf. [Aur. Vict.] Epit. 14.2. That a speech 
should be consonant with the character of the speaker was an accepted dictum of ancient 
historiography, cf. Lucian Hist. conscr. 58. 

76 For Commodus’ Danubian tour, see Birley 1997, 290–92.
77 The author of the vita says Commodus’ appearance (forma) recommended him 

(SHA Hadr. 23.10). There is an interesting comment in SHA Ael. 3.7 that Hadrian regret-
ted selecting Commodus when the extent of his illness was revealed, but its historicity is 
debatable.

78 Dio 69.17.3. contra Boissevain’s emendation, the identity of the emperor in this 
anecdote is almost certainly Trajan, not Hadrian (Syme 1958, 486, n. 4, 690). 

79 Ummidius Quadratus: PIR1 V 603. Catilius Severus: PIR2 C 558. Cf. Syme 1979; 
Birley 1997, 295–96.

of limb and mind are always chosen” (4&$` #* /3) 2$C<0=) 2&? @$/%9063 
2&? @$/C'5D' 4L'/=) &a$0R<,&%, 69.20.3). Hadrian goes on to say that it was 
according to this that L. Ceionius Commodus was chosen as heir—an 
obvious falsehood. Only a few chapters previous to this, Dio had pointed 
out that Commodus was made Caesar even though he was accustomed 
to cough up blood (69.17.3).73 The reader would be reminded of this in 
the immediate context of the speech, since it was a sudden and severe 
haemorrhage that terminated Commodus’ life and which prompted the 
adoption of Antoninus (69.20.1). Health was clearly an important aspect 
of this speech, which prompted Dio to employ a peculiarly medical 
vocabulary: in extant non-medical authors before Dio, @$/%906W) appears 
only once in Plato and in Pollux,74 and @$/C'5D) is otherwise unattested.75 
Xiphilinus tells us nothing else about Commodus apart from his medical 
situation: the new Caesar is known to have been sent on a tour of the 
Danubian provinces, but this does not appear in the text as it stands.76 
This could be the result of Xiphilinus’ abbreviation, but it is also possible 
that Commodus’ sole function in Dio’s narrative was to be sick and die, 
paving the way for Antoninus. His selection is puzzling either way, and 
there is little attempt to explain it, except in the context of Hadrian’s 
adoption speech.77 It was certainly not for want of suitable heirs. The 
nonagenarian L. Ursus Julius Servianus (who had once been considered 
worthy of command—at least by Trajan), and his grandson Pedanius 
Fuscus, were, through a mixture of experience, birth, and matrimonial 
connections to the imperial house, eminently capaces imperii.78 There 
were also the senators C. Ummidius Quadratus and Catilius Severus, 
who were both distinguished, experienced, and capable men.79 The key 
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80 Xiphilinus says Dio recorded this, but that the account of Antoninus’ reign was 
lost. For Xiphilinus’ method of composition for the reign of Antoninus Pius, see Juntunen 
2013; cf. Schmidt 1989, 55–59.

81 Dio’s father, Cassius Apronianus (PIR2 C 485), was governor of Cilicia, where he 
heard the story of Hadrian’s accession. 

82 Dio 69.1.1–4. There has been extensive discussion on the genuineness of Hadrian’s 
adoption: e.g., Weber 1907, 20–42; Hammond 1956, 90–93; Syme 1958, 240; Temporini 1978, 
120–59; Bennett 1997, 202–4; Birley 1997, 75–78. The recent publication of an aureus featur-
ing Trajan on the obverse and Hadrian on the reverse suggests that Plotina and her allies 
took steps to promote Hadrian as the chosen heir shortly after Trajan’s death. See Roman, 
Rémy, and Riccardi 2009. 

83 Lindsay 2009, 209, takes this to mean that Hadrian was actually adopted in this year. 

phrase here seems to be that a healthy man will be chosen “according 
to [one’s] judgement” (4&$` #* /3) 2$C<0=)), yet this is not guaranteed if 
poor judgement is used. This is a point made by Pliny (Pan. 7.7): Nerva 
realised there was actually no difference between a son who was born 
and a son who was adopted if the latter is chosen “without judgement” 
(sine iudicio). The juxtaposition of the sentiments of Hadrian’s speech 
with the actual reality of Commodus’ health suggests that Dio meant 
to undermine the efficacy of the emperor’s judgement in this instance. 

The second contextual problem is that there was a certain irony in 
attributing a speech to Hadrian that focused on the constitutionality of 
adoption. The legal basis of Antoninus’ selection is emphasised in a later 
anecdote preserved by Xiphilinus in which the new emperor challenges 
the senate to annul Hadrian’s acts if they hated him so much—this, of 
course, would include Antoninus’ own adoption (70.1.2–3).80 By way of 
contrast, Hadrian’s rise to power could hardly claim such legitimacy. Dio, 
citing the authority of his father,81 notes that Hadrian’s succession was 
secured through the agency of the empress Plotina and the praetorian 
prefect P. Acilius Attianus, his former guardian.82 The version told to Dio 
by his father was probably only one of many which were in circulation: 
the author of the late fourth-century Vita Hadriani knew of similar stories 
concerning Hadrian’s supposedly irregular accession (SHA Hadr. 4.8–10). 
However, less sensational versions were extant, in which Hadrian was 
informed by Licinius Sura in 108 that Trajan intended to adopt him (3.10),83 
but even then the actual adoption was not accomplished until two days 
before Trajan’s death (4.6–7). The mode of Hadrian’s elevation did not 
necessarily preclude him from being a good emperor in Dio’s eyes. The 
fact that he was aided by Plotina, an empress whom Dio seems to have 
held in some regard, would not have counted against the irregular mode 
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84 For Dio’s praise of Plotina’s conduct, see 68.5.5. Unfortunately, little of Dio’s death 
notice for Plotina survives, save one sentence in Xiphilinus’ Epitome (Xiph. 247.25–28 = 
Dio 69.10.31), and a fragment attributed to Petrus Patricius, possibly derived from Dio (Dio 
69.10.3a). Cf. Temporini 1978, 179–80, who perhaps exaggerates Dio’s supposed hostility 
towards Plotina.

85 pace Millar 1964, 63. 
86 Dio 69.23.2 [= Exc. Val. 310].
87 Favorable portrayals of Antoninus are found in the biographical sketches of Eutro-

pius, Aurelius Victor, the Historia Augusta, the Epitome de Caesaribus, Festus, Julian (Caes. 
312a), and Ausonius (23.106–9). For comments on fourth century portrayals of Antoninus, 
see Syme 1971, 92–93; Stertz 1980, 492, 504; Bird 1984, 27, 106. 

88 E.g., @4$LK9=': 46.6.3; @4$&K95<;'G: 53.6.1. 
89 E.g., Thuc. 2.63.3; Antiph. 3.2.1; Dem. 40.32. For discussion of this term, with 

examples, see Gomme 1956, 2.121–22; and more generally, Carter 1986, esp. 1–25, 155–86. 
Occasionally it was presented as a negative quality: Dio F 8.1; 38.36.2; 55.18.1; cf. Thuc. 
2.40.2; 2.63.2–3; Isocr. 15.227. 

of his accession.84 Overall, Dio’s account of Hadrian’s reign is arguably 
less hostile than that presented in the Vita.85 Dio (69.5.1–2) deemed that 
Hadrian’s virtues as a ruler negated his vices, and he notes with apparent 
regret the fact that Hadrian was hated by the demos in spite of the other-
wise excellent features of his reign.86 But no reader could read Hadrian’s 
speech near the conclusion of Book 69 and not remember how the book 
began, with a bogus adoption hastily carried out in Cilicia, and Hadrian 
only chosen because he was on the scene and had sufficient authority 
with the army, not to mention the support of the empress (69.1.2). This 
juxtaposition suggests that Dio was emphasising the problematic nature 
of imperial succession and that despite the loftiest political principles, 
the selection of the best man was not always possible. 

The final contextual issue that requires discussion is the way in which 
Antoninus Pius is portrayed as a leader and politician in the speech. We 
do not know how Dio depicted Antoninus in his Roman History, since the 
text of Book 70 was not available to Xiphilinus when he came to write 
his epitome (70.1.1). But there is no good reason for supposing that he 
offered a dissenting viewpoint of an emperor who was generally lauded 
in the extant fourth century accounts of his reign.87 In the speech, Had-
rian adopts Antoninus despite “know[ing] him to be the most politically 
disengaged of men” (/` 9L6%</& 5Q#& @4$&K95'E</&/-' /0 @'#$O' m'/&, 
69.20.4). We may assume “politically disengaged” (@4$LK9=') is used here 
as a complimentary term,88 as it was according to standard classical usage, 
but it is at first sight an odd word to describe a prospective emperor.89 Dio 
is probably referring to the topos of recusatio imperii, namely, that the 
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90 The same theme can be found in Pliny’s account of Nerva’s adoption of Trajan in 
the Panegyricus, as discussed by Hoffer 2006, 75–76, 81. For recusatio imperii, see n. 45 above. 

91 Note particularly his elevation of Avidius Heliodorus over the sophists Favorinus 
of Arles and Dionysius of Miletus. Cf. Swain 1989, 151–52. 

92 For Antimachus, see Pfeiffer 1968, 93–94. 
93 Hammond 1956, 96, regarded the choice of Antoninus as a way of appeasing the 

senate after his supposedly unpopular selection of Ceionius Commodus. 

best man for the principate was the one inclined to refuse the honour.90 
But the language is especially telling in the context of Book 69, since Dio 
had earlier characterised Hadrian himself as “officious” (456D4$oK9='), 
which is cited as one of the emperor’s negative qualities (69.5.1). We thus 
find ourselves in a situation in which the emperor chooses someone who 
is diametrically opposed to him because he is not interested in political 
affairs. This may have been in keeping with Dio’s portrayal of Hadrian’s 
character, since he claimed the emperor’s driving emotion was ambi-
tion, which fed his jealousy of prominent men (69.3.2–3). The results of 
this characteristic were Hadrian’s persecution of those individuals who 
excelled in some way, and his promotion of mediocrities (69.3.3–4.5).91 
This was taken to extremes: Hadrian even felt jealousy towards Homer, 
we are told, leading to the promotion of the Hellenistic poet Antimachus 
of Colophon (69.4.6).92 Hence, the subtext would suggest that Antoninus 
was chosen simply because he was a passive figure, not remarkable for 
anything.93 The postscript to the speech is important here: Antoninus 
himself plays no active role in securing the future succession. Instead, 
Dio (69.21.1–2) writes that Hadrian “adopted for him” (1<045CG<0' &A/\) 
Lucius Verus and Marcus Aurelius, and that he “exhorted Antoninus to 
adopt both these men” (@9+5/E$5D) 9*' 1<45%W<&<,&% /\ k'/='C'X 12E60D0). 
Antoninus himself lacks a voice, as we would expect from someone who 
was, after all, the “most politically disengaged.”

Therefore, although the sentiments of Hadrian’s adoption speech 
accord with what is known of Dio’s own view of the qualities of a good 
emperor, when read in the context of Book 69, they exhibit significant 
problems. Dio draws attention to the issues inherent in putting this politi-
cal theory into practice by pointing out the fallible nature of the emperor 
and his heirs. Hadrian may advocate selecting an heir who is strong of 
body and mind, yet manifestly contradicted his own advice in selecting 
Ceionius Commodus. He may believe in an orderly selection of an heir in 
accordance with a proper constitutional procedure involving the senate, 
but this is not how he himself came to the throne. Finally, Hadrian selects 
Antoninus, who is a virtuous man, but not interested in political affairs, 
to the extent that his own successors have to be arranged in advance 
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94 Commodus originally had a twin brother, T. Aurelius Fulvus Antoninus, who died 
in 165. Commodus and another younger brother, M. Annius Verus, were both elevated to 
the rank of Caesar in 166, but Verus died in 169, leaving Commodus as Marcus’ sole male 
heir (Birley 2000, 165).

95 For the date and context, see Rankin 2009, 23–25.
96 Noreña 2011, 254–55. E.g., AE 1956, 124; AE 1987, 470; CIL V 4867; CIL VIII 

10307. Commodus’ unique status at the time of his succession was not lost on Herodian, 
who gives Commodus a speech very early in his History from the Death of Marcus Aurelius 
in which the new emperor proclaims that he was not an adopted son, but the first princeps 
born in the palace (Hdn. 1.5.5; cf. 5.1.6). For the speech of Commodus in Herodian, see 
Zimmermann 1999, 31–34. 

(69.21.1–2). These issues do not necessarily undermine Dio’s political 
principles, as presented in the speech, but they do problematize them, 
as the historian acknowledges the unpredictable nature of the Roman 
imperial succession. This somewhat cynical viewpoint is what we might 
expect from a senatorial historian who had seen the problems inherent 
in the process during his own lifetime, to which we now turn.

III. CONTEMPORARY CONTEXTS

The birth of Marcus Aurelius’ son Commodus in 161, and his subsequent 
elevation to the rank of Caesar in 166 and Augustus in 177, prompted 
contemporary writers to extol the virtues of the succession of a natural 
heir.94 Julius Pollux, in the first dedicatory letter of his Onomasticon (1.1) 
addressed to Commodus, celebrates the fact that Commodus will inherit 
both kingship and wisdom from his father Marcus Aurelius. Athenagoras 
of Athens, in his Legatio (37) to Marcus and Commodus (c. 175–77), claims 
that Christians had prayed that Commodus would inherit the empire 
from his father.95 Melito of Sardis in his Apology to Marcus (quoted in 
Euseb. Hist. eccl. 4.26.7) expressed the same hope that Commodus would 
ascend the throne. Similarly, Oppian’s Halieutica is jointly addressed to 
Marcus and Commodus as Augusti and praises the rule and virtues of 
both emperors (2.68, 4.4, 5.45). In making such pronouncements, these 
writers were responding to the official rhetoric of the age: Commodus 
was the first emperor to be termed nobilis (or nobilissimus) in reference 
to his birth.96 

Dio’s portrayal of Commodus and his accession to the throne in 
the Roman History is in stark contrast to these effusive and optimistic 
accounts. In his view, Commodus was manifestly ill-suited to rule: the 
golden age that Commodus’ succession was expected to herald turned 
out to be, in Dio’s eyes at least, an age of iron and rust (72(71).36.4). This 
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97 Thus, even Pliny (Pan. 94.5) hoped for a natural son to be born to succeed Trajan, 
with an adoption a second choice. Menander Rhetor (II.377) advised orators to conclude 
their speeches in praise of an emperor with a prayer that his children would succeed him. 
Fronto (ad Verum Imp. 2.1 [= Van den Hout2 118–32]), writing early in the joint reign of 
Marcus and Verus, evidently regarded succession by a son as the norm but emphasised 
the importance of training the would-be successor. Cf. Davenport and Manley 2013, 164. 

is foregrounded early in Dio’s account of Marcus’ reign, when he claims 
that the revolt of Avidius Cassius only came about because Faustina 
feared Marcus would die of an illness. She thought that another man 
would seize the throne, “since Commodus was young and quite simple in 
his ways” (p/0 /57 I599-#5D 2&? 'E5D 2&? b465D</E$5D /5M) /$-45D) m'/5), 
72(71).22.3). Later this is reinforced when Dio (73(72).1.1) characterises 
Commodus directly as being naturally “gormless” (T2&25)). What is 
more, Dio makes it clear that Marcus was aware of Commodus’ failings, 
despite his efforts to raise him and educate him (72(71).36.3–4). These 
circumstances in later books of the Roman History appear to validate the 
sentiments of Hadrian’s speech: the qualities of a natural-born son really 
were at the whim of the daimonion. Historically speaking, there was of 
course no plausible scenario in which Marcus would have disinherited 
Commodus or prevented his succession (Hekster 2001, 41), and Dio (in his 
extant narrative) does not actually advocate such disinheritance. Indeed, 
there seems to have been a fundamental assumption that a biological son 
would succeed to the throne.97 But it is perhaps for this very reason that 
Dio draws his readers’ attention to the problems inherent in grooming 
a natural-born son for succession without regard for whether he would 
actually be a good king. 

Similarities can be observed in Dio’s account of Caracalla, the 
 natural-born son and successor of Septimius Severus. Caracalla is por-
trayed from the start as lacking the sorts of qualities that made Antoninus 
Pius a good candidate for the throne. Not only did Caracalla (and his 
brother, Geta) molest women and boys, but they associated with gladiators 
and charioteers (77(76).7.1–2). Dio writes that Septimius Severus recog-
nised these flaws in Caracalla (77(76).14.1), and although the emperor 
repeatedly criticized Marcus Aurelius for not removing Commodus, he 
nevertheless refused to do the same with his son (77(76).14.7). In this way, 
Dio writes, “it was then his love of his son was placed above his love of 
his country” (/-/0 #* +%6-/02'5) 9i665' q +%6-456%) 1KE'0/5). This senti-
ment is the exact opposite of Nerva’s supposed motivations for adopting 
Trajan, whereby, as we saw above, he put his relatives aside to select the 
best man for the position. Moreover, it is an affirmation of the central 
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98 Quote at 74(73).7.2. Cf. SHA Pert. 6.9. P. Helvius Pertinax the younger (PIR2 H 74) 
nevertheless received the title of princeps iuventutis (CIL III 14195.35 = ILS 5842) and 
was styled Caesar in several inscriptions (e.g. CIL III 14149.38 = ILS 5845; AE 1969/70, 
618; CIL III 14168a).

99 Suffect consulship: SHA Carac. 4.8; cf. Fluss 1918, 904. 
100 For Commodus’ designation as Caesar (along with his brother Annius Verus), see 

Birley 1987, 147; Hekster 2002, 30. Xiphilinus’ apparent failure to record this detail can 
be explained by the loss of Dio’s narrative of Marcus Aurelius’ reign until the death of 
Lucius Verus, on which see Juntunen 2013 and Mallan 2013, 632–40. Xiphilinus’ narrative 
of these early years of Marcus’ reign is focused almost exclusively on the Parthian War. 

101 Cf. Millar 1964, 163–64; Syme 1972, 277–78. 

theme of the speech of Hadrian that qualities and virtues equip men for 
the throne, not their bloodline. 

Pertinax’s attitude to members of his family, as described in the 
Roman History, differs significantly from that of Marcus Aurelius and 
Septimius Severus. Dio writes that Pertinax refused to appoint his son as 
Caesar, or even to allow him to reside in the palace, lest he be corrupted 
by “the pride and hope arising from the title” (/\ /0 mK2X 2&? /r 164C#% 
/r 12 /57 s'-9&/5), 74(73).7.1–3).98 Dio says the younger Pertinax was 
“still a little boy” (4&%#C5' U/% m'/&) at the time of his father’s accession. 
Herodian (2.4.9), however, gives the same story, although with one point 
of difference: in Herodian, he is said to be “already a youth” (t#G 90%$L2%5' 
m'/&). Since the younger Pertinax was suffect consul in 212, Herodian’s 
statement is likely to be more accurate.99 Dio seems to exaggerate the 
boy’s youth, possibly in order to draw a contrast with Commodus, who was 
made Caesar in 166 at the tender age of five (SHA Comm. 1.10, 11.13).100 
Later on in the Roman History, Dio’s readers would discover that the 
young Diadumenianus had been appointed Caesar by his father Macrinus 
shortly after his accession (79(78).19.1; cf. 79(78).17.1) and then elevated 
to Augustus, despite having just passed his ninth birthday (79(78).34.2).101 
In Dio’s judgement, these boys were positioned for imperial succession 
without regard for whether their personal virtues and political experience 
made them suitable to succeed their fathers (cf. 69.20.4), while Pertinax 
is portrayed as acting appropriately by not elevating his son prematurely. 

The irregular series of adoptions that characterised the Severan 
period may also be read against the background of constitutional propri-
ety provided by the speech of Hadrian. Septimius Severus’ retrospective 
adoption into the Antonine dynasty, as the son of Marcus Aurelius and 
brother of Commodus, is criticized by Dio, not only through his report of 
the senate’s negative reaction to the move (76(75).7.4) but also through 
the inclusion of Pollenius Auspex’s memorable witticism on Severus 
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102 For Septimius Severus’ adoption into the Antonine line as part of a wider strategy 
for generating imperial legitimacy, see Cooley 2007; Rowan 2012, 47–49.

103 For the practice of emperors of the Severan dynasty (and beyond) of associating 
themselves with the Antonines, see Syme 1971, 78–88; Dmitriev 2004, 215–17. 

104 Elagabalus, too, claimed imperial titles before the senate had voted them to him 
(Dio 80(79).2.2). 

105 E.g., CIL III 5708; CIL III 11833; CIL III 11841; AE 2004, 1086. Somewhat ten-
dentiously, Diadumenianus is styled in these inscriptions nobilissimus Caesar, recalling the 
titulature of Commodus, Caracalla, and Geta. 

106 Herodian (5.3.10) and the author of the Vita Heliogabali (2.1), unlike Dio, were 
agnostic regarding the claims that Elagabalus was the illegitimate son of Caracalla. Levick 
2007, 147, notes correctly how the elevation of Elagabalus was indicative of the success of 
Severus and Caracalla in establishing the direct connection between the Severan house 
and imperial power. Cf. Icks 2011, 12–13, 19.

107 For the adoption of Alexander, see Icks 2011, 37–39. Severus Alexander would, in 
turn, portray himself not only as the son of Caracalla (CIL VI 1083; CIL VIII 10181; CIL 
VIII 22588) but also as a descendant of Trajan and Marcus Aurelius (P Fayum 20, line 3) 
and Hadrian (CIL III 709). 

 suddenly finding himself a father (77(76).9.4).102 The usurpation of the 
name Aurelius by Severus and his successors is further highlighted by the 
fact that Dio calls Commodus the last of “the dynasty of the true Aure-
lii” (V 5l2C& V /O' u) @6G,O) jA$G6C=', 73(72).22.6).103 The same criticism 
is extended to Macrinus, who annexed, along with the other imperial 
titles,104 the name Severus for himself (79(78).16.2) and Antoninus for 
his son (79(78).19.1).105 The actions of these emperors effectively made 
a mockery of proper adoption practices, through which a genuine heir 
could inherit the imperial property and, by extension, the imperial power. 

Direct blood descent trumped all other claims to imperial legitimacy. 
By 218, the supporters of Elagabalus claimed that the young man was 
Caracalla’s bastard son and styled him Antoninus: his sole qualification 
for rule being, according to Dio, his passing resemblance to Caracalla 
(79(78).32.2).106 Similarly, Severus Alexander was promoted as yet another 
son of Caracalla by Julia Maesa (80(79).19.4; cf. Hdn. 5.7.3), perhaps with 
a view to smoothing his imminent succession, at a time when his adoption 
by the increasingly isolated Elagabalus was becoming a political liability.107 
The Severan desire to promote these bogus familial connections is of 
course in direct contrast with the sentiments of Hadrian’s speech, which 
emphasizes the legal process by which an emperor chooses his heir from 
a theoretically unrestricted pool of appropriate candidates, and then the 
heir is in turn acknowledged by the senate. 

Dio’s attitude towards the succession practices of the late-Antonine 
and Severan emperors, as presented in the later books of the Roman 
History, provides an additional layer of context against which the speech 
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of Hadrian may be read. The idealistic precepts expressed in Hadrian’s 
speech are diametrically opposed to the imperial ideology and rhetoric of 
Dio’s age, which celebrated the blood connections between emperor and 
imperial successor. While Dio’s Hadrian had emphasised the importance of 
nominating a mature candidate from the ranks of the capaces imperii, the 
emperors and kingmakers from Marcus Aurelius on (with the exception 
of Pertinax) promoted their immature sons as imperial heirs or adopted 
themselves into the family of their imperial predecessors as a means of 
manufacturing legitimacy. The result, in Dio’s eyes, was a succession of 
unworthy or incompetent heirs, who lacked the appropriate qualities to 
rule the empire according to the traditional senatorial ideal. Thus the 
speech of Hadrian may be understood as a reaction, like so much of 
Dio’s history, to the times in which he lived. 

CONCLUSION

Hadrian’s adoption speech is placed at an important turning point in 
Cassius Dio’s Roman History. Its position in the narrative looks back 
to the succession plans of the early empire and anticipates what Dio 
would describe as the series of disastrous dynastic arrangements that 
characterised the late Antonine and Severan periods. Dio’s narrative 
of the Augustan and Julio-Claudian age is largely concerned with the 
transmission of imperial power within the family, but with the demise 
of the Julio-Claudian dynasty, his work instead focuses on the qualities 
and virtues of emperors and their successors, since it had then become 
possible to choose an emperor on the basis of merit, rather than family 
ties. This theme is emphasised in the Roman History through Galba’s 
adoption of Piso and Nerva’s adoption of Trajan, before reaching its 
apogee in Hadrian’s speech, which sets forth the argument that adoption 
allows an emperor to exercise his judgment and choose the man with 
the best qualities as his successor. Ostensibly, the speech itself (mutatis 
mutandis) could have been inserted at various places within the history: 
Dio could have followed the lead of Tacitus’ Histories and placed such 
a speech in the reign of Galba, or he could have used it to augment the 
scanty materials available for the reign of Nerva. Instead, it forms the 
climax of his account of Hadrian. 

We have argued that this choice was made for two reasons. The first 
concerns the immediate historical and narrative context. In the Roman 
History, Dio presents Hadrian as a somewhat ambiguous figure, a flawed 
human being whose own adoption and succession was not entirely above 
board. Hadrian’s initial choice as heir, Ceionius Commodus, is manifestly 
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108 This is acknowledged in Vindex’s estimation of Galba’s qualifications for emperor, 
which included the army at his back (63(62).23.1).

109 We are very grateful to Christopher Pelling, Rhiannon Ash, and AJP’s anonymous 
referees for their advice and feedback on this article. Thanks are also due to James Mor-
wood and Kai Juntunen for generously providing advance copies of their respective works.

unsuitable because of his poor health, while the next candidate, Antoni-
nus Pius, is presented as a politically disengaged and rather passive 
figure, which may have been why he was selected by an emperor who 
was jealous of successful men. These contextual issues have the effect of 
problematizing the speech’s rather conventional sentiment that the best 
man should succeed to the throne. We have argued that Dio wanted his 
readers to reflect on the fact that even lofty political principles are often 
compromised by human nature. The second reason concerns the legacy 
of Hadrian’s adoption strategy, which bore fruit in the succession of Mar-
cus Aurelius. In many ways Marcus may have been Dio’s ideal Roman 
emperor, but he made one serious mistake in allowing his son Commodus 
to succeed him. The attribution of a speech extolling the virtues of select-
ing the best man to Hadrian highlights the fact that after his succession 
plan, the empire was usually bestowed on blood relatives, such as Com-
modus, Caracalla, Geta, and Diadumenianus, or emperors who claimed 
to be blood relatives, such as Elagabalus and Severus Alexander. These 
emperors were failures in Dio’s eyes. In the later books of the Roman 
History, he demonstrates how they were unequal to the task of ruling 
the empire and argues that they should be blamed for accelerating the 
decay of military discipline in the state. 

The Roman Empire never really operated on the principle of suc-
cession by the best man. Instead, transfers of power were dictated by 
dynastic considerations or force of arms.108 But this is beside the point: 
the speech of Hadrian, as a rhetorical melete, was intended to explore 
the idea that emperors should be selected for their personal qualities 
or kingly virtues, not to state a historical fact. Dio recognised that this 
principle was only an ideal. The problematical nature of the content and 
context of Hadrian’s speech serves to remind the reader of the Roman 
History of the crucial (and characteristically Dionian) distinction between 
ideal and reality, logos and ergon.109 
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