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ITERATED CONSULSHIPS AND THE GOVERNMENT OF SEVERUS ALEXANDER

I

The thirteen-year reign of Severus Alexander (222–235) is poorly attested in the extant literary sources.1 
There is an especial dearth of information concerning the identity of the emperor’s senatorial and 
equestrian advisers, who might have been expected to feature signifi cantly in accounts of the period. 
However, the historian Cassius Dio, who received a second consulship as the emperor’s colleague in 229, 
devoted little space to Alexander’s reign and mentioned only a few offi cials, most notably the praefectus 
praetorio, Domitius Ulpianus.2 Given his connection with the imperial regime, it is probable that Dio 
wisely eschewed the diffi culties of writing contemporary history. 3 The other sources are little better. The 
extensive life of Severus Alexander in the Historia Augusta takes the form of a barely-disguised panegyric 
that extols the emperor as the ideal prince and is largely devoid of reliable prosopographical details.4 
The most complete account comes from the pen of Herodian, who devotes book six of his history to 
Alexander’s reign. Unfortunately, the emperor’s fi rst decade is summarised in one chapter, which contains 
little concrete information about the conduct of government.5 Herodian, the Historia Augusta, and the 
Byzantine epitomator Zonaras all make reference to a special senatorial council appointed to advise the 
emperor, but the historicity of this body is debatable.6

The lack of specifi c information regarding the identity of the emperor’s counsellors has frustrated 
attempts to write a political history of Alexander’s reign. Scholars have relied mainly on prosopographical 
material, examining inscriptions such as the Album of Canusium, as well as lists of senatorial and equestrian 
offi cials.7 The consular fasti have proved an attractive source of evidence, with particular attention being 
paid to the seven senators selected for the honour of a second consulship as ordinarius. In his book Emperors 
and Biography, Syme proposed that the emperor deliberately awarded iterated consulships to senators who 
fi rst held the fasces during the reign of Septimius Severus. By overlooking consuls appointed during the 
reigns of his immediate predecessors, Caracalla and Elagabalus, Alexander attempted to distance himself 
from their regimes.8 Syme’s analysis has since been employed to argue that Alexander’s reign witnessed the 

1 All dates are A.D. unless otherwise noted. Translations of Herodian are taken from the Loeb edition. I would like to 
thank Dr. Brian Jones and Professor Tim Parkin for their valuable comments on earlier versions of this research, and Miss 
Jennifer Manley and Professor Werner Eck for detailed criticism of the current paper. Needless to say, they are not responsible 
for the views expressed here.

2 Other sources also focus on Alexander’s reliance on the lawyer Ulpian: Aurelius Victor, Caes. 24.6–9; Eutropius, Brev. 
8.23; Zos. 1.11.2–3; Zon. 12.15. However, Ulpian had been murdered by late 223: T. Honoré, Ulpian: Pioneer of Human Rights, 
Oxford 2002, 32–34.

3 F. G. Millar, A Study of Cassius Dio, Oxford 1964, 170–1. 
4 C. Bertrand-Dagenbach, Alexandre Sévère et l’Histoire Auguste, Collection Latomus 208, Brussels 1990, especially 

166–7.
5 R. Syme, Emperors and Biography: Studies in the Historia Augusta, Oxford 1971, 146; H. Sidebottom, Herodian’s His-

torical Methods and Understanding of History, ANRW 2.34.4, Berlin and New York 1998, 2775–2836, at 2790–1. We know 
little about the author himself: G. Alföldy, Herodians Person, Ancient Society 2, 1971, 204–33 and F. L. Müller, Herodian: 
Geschichte des Kaisertums nach Marc Aurel, Stuttgart 1996, 9–13.

6 The membership of this special council varies signifi cantly: Herodian 6.1.2 (council of sixteen); HA Sev. Alex. 16.1 
(twenty jurists and at least fi fty wise men); Zon 12.15 (number not specifi ed).

7 On the Album of Canusium, see A. Jardé, Études critiques sur la vie et le règne de Sévère Alexandre, Paris 1925, 123–5; 
H.-G. Pfl aum, Le Marbre de Thorigny, Paris 1948, 36–49; J. Nicols, Prefects, Patronage and the Administration of Justice, 
ZPE 72, 1988, 201–17; R. W. B. Salway, Prefects, patroni, and decurions: a new perspective on the album of Canusium, in A. E. 
Cooley (ed.), The Epigraphic Landscape of Roman Italy, Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies Supplement 73, London 
2000, 115–72. 

8 Syme (n. 5) 158-9.
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resurgence of senatorial infl uence.9 However, there are problems with both these interpretations. The notion 
that Severus Alexander deliberately promoted the restoration of senatorial authority, which dominates the 
accounts of both Herodian and the Historia Augusta, has received staunch criticism in recent years.10 
Furthermore, although an iterated consulship was one of the highest honours the emperor could bestow,11 
is it possible to interpret such appointments as evidence for a pro-senatorial administration? In light of these 
considerations, I propose to re-examine the careers of Severus Alexander’s iterated consuls to determine 
what insight, if any, they can provide into the conduct of government in his reign. 

II

Syme’s analysis of the consular fasti focused on seven senators who served as consul ordinarius for the 
second time in the reign of Severus Alexander. The senators are listed in the following table; Syme’s 
proposals for the date of their fi rst consulships are accompanied by the more recent estimates provided by 
Leunissen.12

Name Cos. I
(Syme)

Cos. I
(Leunissen)

Cos. II Interval

1. L. Marius Maximus (PIR² M 308) ?198 c. 199/200 223 c. 23–25

2. Appius Claudius Iulianus (PIR² C 901) ? 200/210 224 >14

3. Ti. Manilius Fuscus (PIR² M 137) c. 197 c. 196 225 c. 28–29

4. C. Aufi dius Marcellus (PIR² A 1389) c. 203 c. 205 226 c. 21–23

5. Q. Aiacius Modestus (PIR² A 470) c. 205 198/204? 228 c. 23–30

6. L. Claudius Cassius Dio (PIR² C 492) c. 205 c. 205? 229 c. 24

7. M. Clodius Pupienus (PIR² C 1179) ? Sept./Cara. 234 ?

The exact date of the senators’ fi rst consulship has to be estimated based on their known praetorian and 
consular posts. Even allowing for a margin of error, it is evident that six of these senators held the fasces 
for the fi rst time under Septimius Severus.13 But it does not follow that their appointment represented a 
reaction against the governments of Caracalla and Elagabalus, as Syme contended. Based on the available 
evidence, the interval between a senator’s fi rst and second consulships was seldom less than ten years, 

9 For approval of Syme’s thesis, see M. Christol, L’Empire romain du IIIe siècle: histoire politique (de 192, mort de Com-
mode, à 325, concile de Nicée), Paris 1997, 55–6. D. S. Potter, The Roman Empire at Bay, A.D. 180–395, London 2004, 163–5, 
argues for the revival of senatorial power on the basis of consular appointments.  

10 The existence of a special senatorial council has been doubted by Salway (n. 7) 134–5; B. Campbell, The Severan 
Dynasty, CAH XII², 2005, 1–27, at 23; L. de Blois, Administrative strategies of the Emperor Severus Alexander and his advis-
ers, in A. Kolb (ed.), Herrschaftsstrukturen und Herrschaftspraxis: Konzepte, Prinzipien und Strategien der Administration im 
römischen Kaiserreich, Berlin 2006, 45–52, at 46. For earlier views, regarding the council as authentic, see J. Crook, Consilium 
principis, London 1955, 90; R. Soraci, L’opera legislativa e amministrativa dell’imperatore Severo Alessandro, Catania 1974; 
K. Dietz, Senatus contra principem: Untersuchungen zur senatorischen Opposition gegen Kaiser Maximinus Thrax, Munich 
1980, 300–14.

11 Crook (n. 10) 25–6; R. Syme, Some Friends of the Caesars, AJP 77, 1956, 264–73, at 266; T. G. Parkin, Old Age in 
the Roman World: A Cultural and Social History, Baltimore 2003, 115; R. W. B. Salway, Equestrian prefects and the award of 
senatorial honours from the Severans to Constantine, in A. Kolb (ed.), Herrschaftsstrukturen und Herrschaftspraxis: Konzepte, 
Prinzipien und Strategien der Administration im römischen Kaiserreich, Berlin 2006, 115–35, at 122.

12 P. M. M. Leunissen, Konsuln und Konsulare in der Zeit von Commodus bis Severus (180–235 n. Chr.): Prosopographi-
sche Untersuchungen zur senatorischen Elite im römischen Kaiserreich, Amsterdam 1989, 113.

13 The date of the fi rst consulship of M. Clodius Pupienus, the ephemeral emperor of 238, is diffi cult to determine. 
Zonaras 12.17 gives Pupienus’ age as 74, but this may in fact be the age of his colleague Balbinus: K. D. Grasby, The Age, 
Ancestry and Career of Gordian I, CQ 25, 1975, 123–30, at 124. Given this uncertainty, Pupienus’ fi rst consulship could have 
been held under Septimius Severus or Caracalla: Leunissen (n. 12) 98.
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and often more than twenty, in the second and third centuries.14 The shortest securely attested interval 
in the Severan period is the 11 years that elapsed between L. Fabius Cilo’s consulships in 193 and 204.15 
Cilo’s rapid advancement was undoubtedly the result of his allegiance to Septimius Severus during the 
civil wars of 193–197, and his appointment as urban prefect in 202 or 203.16 It was certainly not out of 
the ordinary for senators to wait as long as 25 to 30 years for a second consulship, as happened with Ti. 
Manilius Fuscus (no. 3) and Q. Aiacius Modestus (no. 5). Other examples from the Severan period include 
P. Cornelius Anullinus, who held the suffect consulship c. 174/5, and did not become cos. II ord. until 199,17 
and Q. Tineius Sacerdos, who was appointed cos. II ord. in 219, 27 years after his fi rst tenure.18 Therefore, 
given the length of time that could and did elapse between consulships, it is hardly surprising that no 
consuls of Caracalla (211–217) and Elagabalus (218–222) were honoured with a second tenure in the years 
222–235. The statistical evidence discussed above indicates that many of their appointees would only have 
become eligible towards the end of Severus Alexander’s reign. Indeed, C. Octavius Appius Suetrius Sabinus 
(cos. ord. 214), among those senators allegedly passed over by Severus Alexander, did receive a second 
consulship, 26 years later, in 240.19 It is unlikely that Gordian III was attempting to make a statement about 
his affi nity with Caracalla’s regime by appointing Sabinus consul ordinarius for the second time.

Despite these evident problems, Syme’s interpretation of the consular fasti has been cited with approval 
in subsequent scholarly literature.20 In particular, Potter has recently argued that the appointment of these 
iterated consuls was part of a specifi c policy carried out by Alexander’s mother, Iulia Mamaea.21 His 
analysis is worth quoting in full:

“Mamaea, who was the true power behind her youthful son’s throne, appears to have tried to 
reverse the process of centralization by reinvigorating (if that is the right word when it comes 
to recording the promotion of sexagenarians) the senate’s role in government. Dio was the sixth 
man in the last seven years who had held a fi rst consulship under Severus to hold a second under 
Alexander.”

The validity of this conclusion is doubtful, since the appointment of senators to second consulships had 
never before led to the resurgence of the “senate’s role in government”. For example, the reign of Domitian 
saw two senators achieve the distinction of being called cos. III,22 while another seven took up the fasces 
for the second time.23 Few would claim that Domitian’s regime was especially favourable to the senate 
as a body, but some senatorial amici undoubtedly benefi ted from their association with the emperor.24 If 
Alexander had wanted to pay tribute to specifi c predecessors through his consular appointments, he might 

14 Leunissen (n. 12) 113. M. Christol, Essai sur l’évolution des carrières sénatoriales dans la seconde moitié du IIIe siècle 
ap. J. C., Paris 1986, 23, regards 20–25 years between consulates as standard.

15 PIR² F 27.
16 For his career see CIL VI 1408 = ILS 1141; CIL VI 1409 = 1142; AE 1926, 29; G. Alföldy, Septimius Severus und der 

Senat, BJ 168, 1968, 112–160, at 141. Urban prefect: Leunissen (n. 12) 308–9.
17 PIR2 C 1322; Leunissen (n. 12) 214–5. 
18 PIR² T 229; Leunissen (n. 12) 132.
19 PIR² O 25. Sabinus served as proconsul of Africa under Severus Alexander, though the exact date is unknown. See 

Leunissen (n. 12) 219 and M. Peachin, Iudex vice Caesaris: Deputy Emperors and the Administration of Justice during the 
Principate, Stuttgart 1996, 103.

20 Christol (n. 9) 55; Potter (n. 9) 163.
21 Potter (n. 9) 163.
22 L. Iunius Q. Vibius Crispus (PIR¹ V 379) and A. Didius Gallus Fabricius Veiento (PIR² F 91). M. Pompeius Silvanus 

Staberius Flavinus (PIR² P 654) was designated to his third consulship in 83. See W. Eck, M. Pompeius Silvanus consul 
de signatus tertium – Vertrauter Vespasians und Domitians, ZPE 9, 1972, 259–76.

23 Q. Petillius Rufus (PIR² P 263), T. Aurelius Fulvus (PIR² A 1510), Q. Iulius Cordinus C. Rutilius Gallicus (PIR² R 248), 
L. Valerius Catullus Messallinus (PIR¹ V 41), M. Arrecinus Clemens (PIR² A 1072), M. Cocceius Nerva (PIR² C 1227) and A. 
Bucius Lappius Maximus (PIR² L 84).

24 For Domitian’s amici, see B. W. Jones, The Emperor Domitian, London 1992, 50–61.
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have selected senators who began their careers under Marcus Aurelius, a ruler specifi cally cited by the 
emperor as a model for his government.25 Yet C. Caesonius Macer Rufi nianus, who had been honoured 
by Marcus with military decorations, and served as a comes of Alexander, was not awarded a second 
consulship during the latter’s reign.26 

Much has also been made of the advanced age of these consuls, with Potter proposing that their 
employment indicated a shift in direction for the imperial administration after the reigns of Caracalla and 
Elagabalus.27 But the fact that the senators selected for second consulships were elderly should not come 
as a surprise. The vast majority of iterated consuls – excepting members of the imperial family – were old 
men by virtue of the fact that the post was usually the crowning glory of an offi cial career. The notion that 
Alexander promoted elderly senators owes much to the work of Herodian, who wrote of a senatorial council 
whose members possessed the “greatest dignity in years and the most moderate way of life” (ἡλικίᾳ 
σεμνοτάτους καὶ βίῳ σωφρονεστάτους).28 It is doubtful, however, that such a council actually existed. 
Rather, it appears to serve a specifi c narrative purpose in Herodian’s history, supporting his belief that the 
imperial administration changed from a tyranny to a form of aristocracy after the death of Elagabalus.29 
Old age was traditionally associated with status, wisdom and experience, and many emperors had elderly 
counsellors, but they were not usually chosen specifi cally because of their age.30 Therefore, it is evident that 
Severus Alexander’s selection of elderly men for iterated consulships was not a departure from standard 
practice. Their appointment does not indicate the emperor’s desire to bestow greater authority on the curia 
and its members.

III

The problem with using iterated consuls to shed light on the tenor of Alexander’s regime is amply illustrated 
by contradictory interpretations of the career of Cassius Dio (no. 6).31 Dio experienced a dramatic return 
to imperial favour in his late sixties, with appointments to governorships in Dalamatia and Pannonia 
Superior in the 220s before his second consulship in 229.32 Potter has proposed that Dio’s appointments 
represented a “change of direction” which formed part of Iulia Mamaea’s attempt at “reinvigorating […] 
the senate’s role in government”.33 This is quite different from the interpretation of Millar, who suggested 
that Dio’s career under Severus Alexander was “a by-product of the resurgence of the senate in the face of 
the dynasty’s weakness”.34 Both these arguments place undue emphasis on the career of only one senator 
as a method of determining the character of Alexander’s government. There are other examples of senators 
who experienced a change of fortune late in life. For example, P. Cornelius Anullinus had a solid, but 
unspectacular, career up to his proconsulship of Africa in 193/4.35 Immediately after this post he is found 
as a military commander in the east, fi ghting for Septimius Severus in the war against Pescennius Niger 

25 P. Fayum 20, with the comments of J. H. Oliver, On the Edict of Severus Alexander (P. Fayum 20), AJP 99, 1978, 474–85.
26 PIR² C 210; CIL XIV 3900 = ILS 1182.
27 Potter (n. 9) 165. See also Christol (n. 9) 55 for remarks on the consuls’ age.
28 Herodian 6.1.2. 
29 Bertrand-Dagenbach (n. 4) 129–30; Salway (n. 7) 135 n. 85.
30 Parkin (n. 11) 105–6 and 123–124, who points out that this is a rare instance in which old age is stated as a qualifi cation 

for an imperial amicus.
31 Dio was born c. 165, with his suffect consulship falling c. 205. It is generally assumed that he held some provincial 

offi ce at praetorian rank, but no specifi c post is attested. See T. D. Barnes, The Composition of Cassius Dio’s Roman History, 
Phoenix 38, 1984, 240–55, at 243.

32 Dio 49.36.4, 80.1.2–2.1. The exact dates of these posts are controversial. See Syme (n. 5) 144–5; Leunissen (n. 12) 219, 
241, 259; Barnes (n. 31) 244–5; C. Letta, La composizione dell’opera di Cassio Dione: cronologia e sfondo storio-politico, in 
Richerche di storiografi a greca di età romana, Pisa 1979, 117–89, at 125.

33 Potter (n. 9) 163. 
34 Millar (n. 3) 26. For similar interpretations, see Syme (n. 5) 161, and J. W. Rich, Cassius Dio: The Augustan Settlement 

(Roman History 53–55.9), Warminster 1990, 3.
35 PIR2 C 1322; CIL II²/5, 623 = ILS 1139; Alföldy (n. 16) 140.
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and in the fi rst Parthian campaign.36 The eastern command was followed by appointment to the urban 
prefecture and a second consulship in 199 as the emperor’s colleague. These honours were explicitly linked 
to the favour shown to Anullinus by Severus, and could not have been predicted on the basis of his early 
career.37 There is also the case of T. Pomponius Proculus Vitrasius Pollio, a patrician who held no major 
provincial or military appointments before being assigned to Moesia Inferior towards the end of the reign 
of Antoninus Pius. Marcus Aurelius advanced Pollio further, appointing him to govern Hispania Citerior 
and making him a comes in the Marcomannic Wars, during which he was honoured with dona militaria. 
His career was crowned by a second consulship as ordinarius in 176. 38 The concentration of important 
posts at the end of Pollio’s lifetime can be explained by his relationship to the imperial family, since he 
married the cousin of Marcus Aurelius.39 The promotions Anullinus and Pollio received were entirely 
the result of the favour shown to them by the emperor, and do not serve as an indication of the attitude of 
Septimius Severus or Marcus Aurelius towards the senate as a whole. 

The same point can be made regarding Cassius Dio, as there is no evidence that there was a policy of 
appointing elderly governors during Alexander’s reign. In the few cases in which we can estimate the age 
of the emperor’s provincial legates with some confi dence, it appears that they were not exceptionally old. 
Sex. Catius Clementinus Priscillianus (cos. ord. 230, governor of Germania Superior in 231) and Claudius 
Sollemnius Pacatianus (governor of Arabia and perhaps also Syria Coele, c. 222/235) are on record as 
having participated in the Saecular Games as clarissimi pueri in 204.40 Based on the chronology of their 
careers, these men would have been in their forties in the late 220s/early 230s. Maximius Attianus, securely 
attested as legate of Germania Superior in 229, was quaestor pro praetore in Asia c. 198/209, which 
means he would have been no older than his early fi fties at the time of the German command.41 Finally, 
C. Messius Q. Decius Valerianus was aged sixty when he died in 251, and thus in his forties when he was 
governor of Moesia Inferior in 234. 42 These senators are merely a small sample of those men who held 
governorships under Severus Alexander, but I have been unable to fi nd evidence that elderly legates were 
appointed as a result of the growth of senatorial power. Dio himself provided no reason for his assumption 
of commands in Dalmatia and Pannonia Superior; he merely states that he was sent (ἐπέμφθην) there 
shortly after returning to Italy following his proconsulship in Africa.43 There are other possible reasons: 
for instance, he could have requested to be appointed to Dalmatia because his father had served there.44 All 
we can say with certainty is that Dio personally benefi ted from Severus Alexander’s regime.

IV

In light of these conclusions, it is necessary to conduct a fresh examination of the careers of the iterated 
consuls. Why were they chosen for such an honour, if it was not to reward Septimius Severus’ supporters 
or to restore senatorial government? In the case of App. Claudius Iulianus (no. 2) and M. Clodius Pupienus 

36 Dio 74.7.1, 75.3.2.
37 See the remarks of Christol (n. 14) 23.
38 PIR¹ P 558; CIL VI 41145 = ILS 1112; G. Alföldy, Konsulat und Senatorenstand unter den Antoninen: Prosopographische 

Untersuchungen zur senatorischen Führungsschicht, Bonn 1977, 158–9, 229, 231. 
39 PIR² A 713; A. R. Birley, Marcus Aurelius: A Biography, London 2000, 243.
40 Priscillianus: PIR² C 564; W. Eck, Die Statthalter der germanischen Provinzen vom 1.–3. Jahrhundert, Bonn 1985, 

92–3. Pacatianus: PIR² C 1030; Leunissen (n. 12) 188–9.
41 PIR² M 393. His position as quaestor pro praetore fell during the proconsulship of Sempronius Senecio, dated between 

198 and 209 (but probably towards the end of this period). See W. Eck, Prosopographica III, ZPE 127, 1999, 205–10, at 208–10; 
S. Aybek and B. Dreyer, Neues vom proconsul Asiae Sempronius Senecio aus Apollonia am Rhyndakos, ZPE 173, 2010, 
119–23, at 121. 

42 PIR² M 520. For his age, see X. Loriot, Un sénateur illyrien élevé à la pourpe: Trajan Dèce, in E. Frézouls and H. Jouf-
froy (eds), Les empereurs illyriens: Actes du colloque de Strasbourg (11–13 octobre 1990), Strasbourg 1998, 43–55, at 48; A. R. 
Birley, Decius Reconsidered, in ibid., 57–80, at 60. 

43 Dio 80.1.3.
44 Dio’s father was M. Cassius Apronianus: PIR² C 485; Millar (n. 3) 8–11; Barnes (n. 31) 242.
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Maximus (no. 7), the second consulships accompanied their selection as praefectus urbi, which had become 
customary practice long before the Severan period.45 Alexander’s fi rst urban prefect, P. Valerius Comazon, 
had not received the honour, since he had already been styled cos. II ord. in 220 on the basis of ornamenta 
consularia.46 L. Marius Maximus (no. 1), who received a second consulship from Alexander in 223, had 
previously served as urban prefect in 218. But he was not appointed consul ordinarius at that time since 
M. Oclatinius Adventus, the man Maximus replaced as prefect, had already been designated to hold the 
fasces.47 Alexander’s decision to honour Marius Maximus with a second consulship in 223 was therefore 
probably an attempt to compensate the distinguished senator. Claudius Iulianus was praefectus urbi and 
cos. II ord. in 224, but there is a lacuna in the list of Alexander’s prefects until 234, when M. Clodius 
Pupienus is likely to have served in the post.48 

The status of a senator’s family certainly played a part in the selection of consules ordinarii, most of 
whom were patricians or men of consular ancestry.49 New men who received a second consulship, like 
Marius Maximus (n. 1), had usually had an outstanding career or rendered some other service that had 
brought them to imperial attention. M. Clodius Pupienus Maximus (no. 7) was a patrician, though he may 
have only gained this status through adlection inter patricios by Septimius Severus.50 His son, M. Pupienus 
Africanus, was appointed ordinary consul in 236, indicating the family’s high status.51 The Marii were 
also fi rmly established as one of the leading senatorial clans of the time, with Marius Maximus’ son, 
L. Marius Maximus, being appointed ordinary consul in 232, and his nephew, L. Marius Perpetuus, in 237.52 
C. Aufi dius Marcellus (no. 4) is an interesting case, since he held the fasces as the emperor’s colleague in 
226 and was thus particularly honoured. Given Marcellus’ obvious high standing, one wonders whether 
he was a member of the branch of the Aufi dii descended from C. Aufi dius Victorinus, Marcus Aurelius’ 
general.53 Victorinus’ two sons, M. Aufi dius Fronto and C. Aufi dius Victorinus, had been ordinary consul 
in 199 and 200, respectively.54 Alternatively, he could have been a relative, perhaps the father, of Aufi dius 
Coresnius Marcellus, legate of the legio I Minervia in 222, and consular governor of Germania Inferior 
c. 230.55 The only defi nitive conclusion we can draw is that C. Aufi dius Marcellus was regarded highly by 
the emperor. 

The same point can be made concerning Severus Alexander’s other iterated consuls. Ti. Manilius 
Fuscus (no. 3) seems to have been a novus homo, since no ancestors are on record. His career has to 
be reconstructed from scattered evidence: after the legateship of the legio XIII Gemina, he was the fi rst 
governor of the new province of Syria Phoenice. His consular appointments remain a mystery, and even his 
once-certain proconsulship of Asia has been shown to be a phantom.56 Q. Aiacius Modestus Crescentianus 

45 Leunissen (n. 12) 114.
46 Dio 79.4.2; Salway (n. 11) 123–25.
47 PIR² O 9; Dio 78.14.1–4.
48 Pupienus defi nitely held the post of urban prefect (Herodian 7.10.4), and most scholars place his tenure c. 234, to 

coincide with the second consulship: Crook (n. 10) 159; K. Dietz, Die Senatskaiser und ihre μοναρχίας ἐπιθυμία. Ein Beitrag 
zur Geschichte des Jahres 238 n. Chr., Chiron 6, 1976, 381–425, at 394–6; K. Haegemans, Imperial Authority and Dissent: The 
Roman Empire in A.D. 235–238, Leuven 2010, 173.

49 A. R. Birley, The Roman Government of Britain, Oxford 2005, 7. 
50 Syme (n. 5) 173–4; Haegemans (n. 48) 172; X. Loriot, Les premières années de la grande crise du IIIe siécle: de 

l’avènement de Maximin le Thrace (235) à la mort de Gordien III, ANRW 2.2, Berlin 1975, 657–787, at 704. 
51 PIR² P 1085; Syme (n. 5) 174 argued that Africanus was Pupienus’ son, but he could have been his nephew, as proposed 

by Loriot (n. 50) 679.
52 L. Marius Maximus (son): PIR² M 307. L. Marius Perpetuus (nephew): PIR² M 312.
53 PIR² A 1393; CIL VI 41140.
54 M. Aufi dius Fronto: PIR2 A 1385. C. Aufi dius Victorinus: PIR2 A 1394. The homonymous son of the consul of 199 died 

in his youth (CIL XI 6334 = ILS 1129), but that does not exclude the possibility of other children.
55 PIR² A 1383. Legate: CIL XIII 8035. Governor: AE 2002, 1772 = RMD IV 611–612. The family came from Sagalassos 

in Pisidia (IGR III 357 = ILS 8835). 
56 PIR² M 137; Leunissen (n. 12) 224; Alföldy (n. 16) 146. C. P. Jones, Flavia Politta and Manilius Fuscus, CPh 84, 1989, 

129–36 has argued that the inscription thought to show Fuscus as proconsul (MAMA IV, 27) in fact refers to Anicius Faustus.
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(no. 5) was governor of Arabia and consular legate of Germania Superior under Septimius Severus. He 
undoubtedly held other posts, but the only position recorded is the proconsulship of Asia sometime in the 
reign of Severus Alexander.57 There is nothing in our available evidence that indicates why these men were 
selected for a second consulship. Indeed, the one connection between all the consuls, whether they were 
distinguished senators with consular ancestry or new men, was that they had earned the emperor’s favour. 
As noted in the previous section in relation to the career of Cassius Dio, it is diffi cult to conclude from these 
appointments that Alexander’s government had a distinctly pro-senatorial character.58 Indeed, the profi le of 
his iterated consuls is strikingly similar to those selected by previous emperors.

V

Though any new reconstruction of Severus Alexander’s administration would be just as speculative as those 
criticised in this paper, it is possible to make some observations based on the limited evidence available. 
In particular, it is clear that his reign was not without a signifi cant degree of court rivalry and intrigue, 
especially in its early years.59 The emperor’s fi rst praetorian prefects, Iulius Flavianus and Geminius 
Chrestus, were removed after less than a year in offi ce in order to accommodate the ambitions of the noted 
lawyer Domitius Ulpianus.60 Ulpianus had initially been appointed as a third praetorian prefect, senior 
to both Flavianus and Chrestus, but he then ruthlessly brought about their deaths in order to become sole 
prefect.61 His ascendancy proved to be turbulent and short-lived: not only did the praetorians stage a three-
day riot in Rome, but they also murdered Ulpianus himself before the year 223 was out.62 Further evidence 
of rivalry at the imperial court is provided by the exile of Alexander’s wife, Gnaea Seia Herennia Sallustia 
Barbia Orbiana, and the execution of her father.63 The marriage was a brief one, lasting less than two years 
between 225–227, at which time Orbiana was banished to Africa by Alexander’s mother, Iulia Mamaea. 
Orbiana’s father – a senator from a patrician family64 – was apparently held in high honour by the emperor, 
but abused and ostracised by Mamaea. This treatment resulted in the senator fl eeing to the praetorian camp, 
an act of perceived treason that precipitated his execution and his daughter’s exile.65 Like the equestrian 
prefects discussed above, Orbiana’s father lost his life because of court politics, and no supposed senatorial 
sympathies on Alexander’s part could save him from Iulia Mamaea. Although Orbiana’s father was unlikely 
to have been plotting to overthrow the emperor, Cassius Dio also suggests that several genuine revolts had 
to be supressed during Alexander’s rule.66 

57 PIR² A 470; Alföldy (n. 16) 133–4. Arabia: M. Christol, Un écho des jeux séculaires de 204 ap. J.-C. en Arabie sous 
le gouvernement de Q. Aiacius Modestus, REA 73, 1971, 643–63. Germany: Eck (n. 40) 81–2. Proconsulship: IGR IV, 372.

58 For the methodological problems inherent in relying solely on prosopographical evidence, see A. J. Graham, The limi-
tations of prosopography in Roman imperial history (with special reference to the Severan period), ANRW 2.1, Berlin 1974, 
136–57.

59 This situation continued court rivalries present under Elagabalus. See W. Eck, Ein neues Militärdiplom für die 
misenische Flotte und Severus Alexanders Rechtsstellung im J. 221/222, ZPE 108, 1995, 15–34, at 22–6.

60 Iulius Flavianus: PIR² I 312. Geminius Chrestus: PIR² G 144. Domitius Ulpianus: PIR² D 169; Honoré (n. 2) 1–36.
61 CJ 4.65.4; Dio 80.1–2.2; Zos. 1.11.2; Zon. 12.15; Honoré (n. 2) 30–1.
62 For the date, see J. Modrzejewski and T. Zawadzki, La date de la mort d’Ulpien et la préfecture du prétoire au début du 

règne d’Alexandre Sévère, Revue historique de droit français et étranger 40, 1967, 565–611, at 600–1; R. L. Cleve, Cassius Dio 
and Ulpian, Ancient History Bulletin 2.5, 1988, 118–24, at 120; Honoré (n. 2) 30–3.

63 PIR² S 101; Jardé (n. 7) 67–73; M. Heil, Severus Alexander und Orbiana. Eine Kaiserehe, ZPE 135, 2001, 233–48.
64 It used to be thought that Orbiana’s father was a man named L. Seius Sallustius, who was raised to the rank of Caesar 

by Alexander, as argued by R. O. Fink, Lucius Seius Caesar, Socer Augusti, AJP 60, 1939, 326–32. The relevant inscription has 
now been re-interpreted by Heil (n. 63), 239–45, who demonstrated that the text does not refer to Seius as Caesar.

65 Herodian 6.1.9–10; Zon. 12.15. The incident is also referred to in HA Sev. Alex. 49.3–4, where the father is given the 
name of Macrinus.

66 Dio 80.3.1. The revolt of the senator Ovinius Camillus that appears in HA Sev. Alex. 48.1–7 is undoubtedly fi ctitious. 
There were at least two genuine coups staged by Taurinus (Epit. de Caes. 24.2; Herodian 6.4.7) and Uranius (Zos. 1.12), both 
proclaimed emperor in Syria, but it is uncertain whether these men were senators. See D. S. Potter, Prophecy and History in the 
Crisis of the Roman Empire: A Historical Commentary on the Thirteenth Sibylline Oracle, Oxford 1990, 20 n. 55.
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These events are the most dramatic examples of court rivalry in Alexander’s reign, evidence of factions 
and intrigue that can no longer be traced except in broad strokes. Beneath these sensational incidents, there 
was undoubtedly competition among members of the senatorial order for honours such as the distinction of 
a second consulship. There were prominent offi cials who would have been attractive candidates but were 
passed over, such as C. Caesonius Macer Rufi nianus and T. Clodius Aurelius Saturninus, who served as 
comites during Alexander’s campaigns. The former was a novus homo, probably born in the early 150s, 
and decorated by Marcus Aurelius for his service as legionary tribune in the Marcomannic Wars.67 He 
had served as governor of Germania Superior and proconsul of Africa,68 but had been out of offi ce for 
almost two decades when summoned by Severus Alexander to accompany him in either the Persian or 
German war.69 Saturninus, a comes on the Persian expedition, was much younger, having recently served as 
governor of Germania Inferior c. 230.70 In addition to acting as an offi cial companion, Saturninus received 
special appellate jurisdiction to judge cases in the emperor’s place.71 We do not know why Rufi nianus 
and Saturninus were not chosen to hold the fasces again, but we might speculate that the emperor had 
other debts to honour that took precedence. Second consulships were never a fait accompli, even for the 
most distinguished senators, in any period of Roman history. The ‘glass ball game’ inscription eloquently 
demonstrates this rivalry in a somewhat playful fashion.72 The cryptic text, as interpreted by Champlin, 
alludes to the competition between M. Annius Verus (cos. 97, cos. II ord. 121, cos. III ord. 126) and L. 
Iulius Ursus Servianus (cos. 90, cos. II ord. 102, cos. III ord. 134) to be the fi rst man to achieve a third 
consulship.73 The fi nal lines of the poem have Servianus refer to the fact that Verus received such an honour 
before him: “I have been defeated, I confess it, by the thrice consul Verus, my patron …” (sum victus ipse, 
fateor, a ter consule Vero patrono).74 Private senators no longer received third consulships by the Severan 
period, as such distinctions were now reserved for members of the imperial family.75 But the ‘glass ball 
game’ provides a small glimpse into the competition that undoubtedly lay behind Severus Alexander’s 
selection of seven men for the honour of an iterated consulship.
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