Augustus’ Conception and the Heroic Tradition

Suetonius wrote of Augustus’ conception : In Asclepiadis Mendetis ©¢olo-
yoouévev libris lego, Atiam, cum ad sollemne Apollinis sacrum media nocte
uenisset, posita in templo lectica, dum ceterae matronae dormirent (1),
obdormisse : draconem repente irrepsisse ad eam pauloque post egressum ;
illam expergefactam quasi a concubitu mariti purificasse se; et statim in
corpore eius extitisse maculam uelut picti draconis, nec potuisse umquam exigi,
adeo ut mox publicis balineis perpetuo abstinuerit ; Augustum natum mense
decimo et ob hoc Apollinis filium existimatum (2). Dio recorded a more concise
version of the same story, “n "Attia devdg ioyvpileto ék T0b "Andiiwvoc abtov
kekvnréval, 811 katadapfoiod note év vad avtod Spdxovti Tvi ufyvoobar évéuice
Kat O1¢ To5To TQ) IKVouusve xpove ETeKe” (bis),

Modern scholars generally have viewed this story as a reworking of an
earlier tale of Alexander the Great’s conception (?). While their perceptions
are correct, they consistently have paid little or no attention to two significant
points. First, the story is part of a larger tradition/topos that encompassed
the conceptions of other ancient heroes, namely Scipio Africanus, Aratus and
Aristomenes. Second, Suetonius’ version provides more details than appear
in any earlier version of the topos. A Roman hearing the story for the first
time would have recognized immediately the parallels it drew not only between
Augustus and Alexander, but also between Augustus and other earlier heroes,
in particular Scipio Africanus. At the same time, the added details suggest
that the narrator had a close association with the imperial family and thus

(1) Graevius, app. crit., proposed that dormirent should read domum irent. While
this alters the action of the story, it does little, however, to change the main effect
of the matrons’ actions, whether sleeping or departing, they were available neither
to confirm nor to deny the validity of Atia’s subsequent experience.

(2) Sueronius, Diuus Augustus 94, 6.

(2¥s) Cassius Dio 45, 1, 2.

(3) For ecarlier discussions see: O. WEIPPERT, Alexander-Imitatio und romische
Politik in republikanischer Zeit, Augsburg, 1972, p. 214-259 ; D. KieNnasT, Augustus
und Alexander in Gymnasium 76, 1969, p. 430-456 : E. NorDEN, Das Geburt des
Kindes, Darmstadt, 1958 ; A. R. BeLLINGER, The [mmortality of Alexander and
Augustus in YCS 15, 1957, p. 91-100 ; A. Heuss, Alexander der Grofie und die
politische Ideologie des Altertums in Antike und Abendland 4, 1954, p. 65-104 ; P.
TREVES, Il mito di Alessandro e la Roma d’Augusto, Milano-Napoli, 1953, p. 154-
163 ; E. BRAUN, Eine Alexanderlegende in Jahreshefte des Osterr. archdolog. Institutes
39, 1952, p. 139-145.
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added to the credibility of his story. More importantly, the details included
in Suetonius’ account give the story an individuality that keeps it from
appearing as a simple repetition of the earlier topos.

Before we turn to a closer examination of this story of Augustus’ conception,
it is worth reviewing the earlicr evidence for the topos. The sources for this
tradition as it concerns the Greek heroes, Alexander, Aratus and Aristomenes,
are :

1) Plutarch, Alex. 2, 6 -3, 2: dpbn 66 note ka1 dpdkwv KopwuEvng g
"Olvumiddog napekTeTauivoc T owuati - kax toite udiiata t0d PiAinmov tov
Epwta kai tag prAioppoaivas duavpdoar Aéyovav, ¢ unde portav €t moAidxic
nap” abtRY dvanavoouevov, eite defoavtd tivag payeias én” abtd kal pdpuaxa
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2) Lucian, Dial. Mort. 13 : ... Aioy. - Tt todro, & "AréEavdpe | kal b té0vnkag
domep kay uelg drnavieg — ArE. - “Opfic, @ Aibyeveg - 0b mapddolov OF, ef
dvlpwrnog &v arébavov. — Aioy. - Obkobv 6 "Auuwv éwevdeto Aéywv Eavtod
ot evar, o0 0 Didinnov dpa foba — “AAeL. - Didinmov dnlady - 0b yap dv
évebvipcery "Aupcwvos dv. — Adwy. - Kal uny kal mept thg "Olvumiddog duoia
£déyeto, Spdrovta opAely avthi kai PAénecBar v ti ebvij, efta oiftw o€ rexﬁqvaz
Tov Ot Dilinmov bémzamaﬁaz oiduevov matépa oov cival..

3) Lucian, Alex. 7 : ... dpdkovtag ... moAdot 8¢ yiyvovia map’ avtoic totobtol,
00ev kai tov mept thg "OAvuniadog pbbov daportiioar ndlar eikog ondte éxder
10V "AAéCavdpov, dpdrovtdc Tvog, olual, Tolobtov avykaleidovtog abti...

4) Pausanias, 4, 14, 4-7 . ... "Apiatouévng, 6¢ xar viv &t1 ig Hpws Exer mapa
Meoanvioig tiudg. kar oi kai ta ¢ yevéoews éripavéotepa bmdpEar vouilovar -
Nixoteleiq yap th untpi avtod daiuova # Oeov dpdxovu eikaouévov ovyyevéaba
Aéyovor. towabta 68 kar Makedovag émt "OAvumiddi kai émi "Apiotodduq
Zixvwviovg olda gipnrotag, didgopa & toaévde fv - Meaonvior yap obk énotovory
"Apigtouévny Hpak el naida i Au, Ganep "AAéEavdpov "Apuwwvi of Makeddves
ka1l "Apatov "AokAnmidp Zikvavior.

5) Justin, 11, 11, 3-6: Namque mater eius Olympias confessa uiro suo
Philippo fuerat, Alexandrum non ex eo se, sed ex serpente ingentis magnitudis
concepisse. Denique Philippus ultimo prope uitae suae tempore filium suum
non esse palam praedicauerat. Qua ex causa Olympiada uelut stupri conpertam
repudio dimiserat. Igitur Alexander cupiens originem diuinitatis adquirere,
simul et matrem infamia liberare, per praemissos subornat antistites, quid
sibi responderi uellet. Ingredientem templum statim antistites ut hammonis
Silium salutant.
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For the Roman hero, Scipio Africanus, they are :

6) Livy, Ab urbe condita, 26, 19, 6 : Hic mos per omnem uitam seruatus
seu consulto seu temere uolgatae opinioni fidem apud quosdam fecit stirpis
eum diuinae uirum esse, rettulitque famam in Alexandro Magno prius
uolgatam, et uanitate et fabula parem, anguis immanis concubitu conceptum,
et in cubiculo matris eius uisam persaepe prodigii eius speciem interuentuque
hominum euolutam repente atque ex oculis elapsam. His miraculis numquam
ab ipso elusa fides est ; quin potius aucta arte quadam nec abnuendi tale
quicquam nec palam adfirmandi.

7) Silius Italicus, Punica, 13, 634-644 :

Verum age, nate, tuos ortus, ne bella pauescas
ulla nec in caelum dubites te attolere factis,
quando aperire datur nobis, nunc denique disce.
sola die caperem medio cum forte petitos

ad requiem somnos, subitus mihi membra ligauit
amplexus, non ille meo ueniente marito
adsuetus facilisque mihi. tum luce corusca,
implebat quamquam languentia lumina somnus,
uidi, crede, louem, nec me mutata fefellit
forma dei, quod squalentem conuersus in anguem
ingenti traxit curuata uolumina gyro.

8) Valerius Maximus, De viris illustribus 49, 1-4 : Publius Scipio ex uirtute
Africanus dictus, Iouis filius creditus : nam antequam conciperetur, serpens
in lecto matris eius apparuit, et ipsi paruulo draco circumfusus nihil nocuit.

9) Quintillian, Inst. Orat. 2, 4, 19 : aut de serpente, quo Scipio traditur
genitus...

For the topos in both the Latin and the Greek tradition :

10) Aulus Gellius, Noct. Att. 6, 1-5: Quod de Olympiade, Philippi regis
uxore, Alexandri matre, in historia Graeca scriptum est, id de P. quoque
Scipionis matre qui prior Africanus appellatus est memoriae datum est. Nam
et C. Oppius et Iulius Hyginus, aliique qui de uita et rebus Africani scripserunt,
matrem eius diu sterilem existimatam tradunt, P. quoque Scipionem, cum
quo nupta erat, liberos desperauisse. Postea in cubiculo atque in lecto mulieris,
cum absente marito cubans sola condormisset, uisum repente esse iuxta eam
cubare ingentem anguem eumque, his qui uiderant territis et clamantibus,
elapsum inueniri non quisse. Id ipsum P. Scipionem ad haruspices retulisse ;
eos, sacrificio facto, respondisse fore ut liberi gignerentur, neque multis diebus
postquam ille anguis in lecto uisus est, mulierem coepisse concepti fetus signa
atque sensum pati; exinde mense decimo peperisse natumque esse hunc P,
Africanum...
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In all of these accounts the basic plot is the same : the mother of the hero
is seen sleeping with a snake who is in reality a god in disguise ; from this
union the hero is conceived. The god in question varies from story to story,
and on occasion some rudimentary details are added, but all of these stories
— both Greek and Latin — follow the same pattern.

On the Greek side, where variations to the basic topos occur, they are
relatively minor. The most noticeable difference lics in the name of the god ;
in each story a different deity appears. In Alexander’s story the god is Zeus
Ammon, in Aristomenes’ the father is left anonymous, while Aratus’ father
is said to be Asclepius. This variation seems to stem from local traditions
concerning the respective heroes’ fathers and to have little significance beyond
this. At the same time it should be noted that in every instance where a
specific god is named, that god’s symbols include a snake (4). Thus the choice
of god can also be traced back to the symbolism inherent in the snake’s
presence.

The other difference between these accounts is the detail Plutarch adds
to his version. His additions for the most part consist of an explanatory aside
on the reasons for the snake’s presence in Olympias’ bed (°). The only
alterations he makes to the actual topos are Philip’s consultation of the Delphic
Oracle, the Oracle’s warning that Philip would lose the eye he had used to
spy on his wife and Philip’s subsequent abstention from sex with Olympias.
While these details do give a certain freshness to the story (particularly the
image of Philip peeping through the keyhole at Olympias and the snake)
they do not provide the same sense of intimate knowledge on the part of
their author that the later additions to the story as told about Augustus do.

On the Latin side, the variations between the accounts are also relatively
minor. Aulus Gellius asserts that Pomponia was barren and that Scipio’s
father consulted the haruspices about the snake’s significance ; while of our
sources, only Silius Italicus and Valerius Maximus explicitly name Jupiter
as the god. As regards the god’s identity, internal evidence in Livy and Aulus

(4) ArTEMIDORUS, Oneirocritica 11, 13, 106, Z. 6 : fcoi¢ ndviag, olg dotiv igpog
6 dpdkav - giol d& oide - Zevs Zafdlioc, "Hhwog, Anuwitnp kar Kopn, "Exdry, "AokAnmiéc,
"Hpweg... For a modern discussion see E. BRAuN, Eine Alexanderlegende [n. 3], p. 142.

(5) PruTarcnh, Alexander 11, 5-6 : "Etepoc O mept tobtwv &otr Adyog, (¢ ndoar utv
al tfjde yovaikeg Evoyor toic "Opgixols oboar kal Tol¢ mepl Tov A16vwwaov dpyracuoic tx
00 mdvy natatol, KAbowvés te kat Mipuaddves énwvouiav Eovoar, moAda taic "Howviot
xail taig nept wov Aluov Opfiooals Guoia Spdory, dp’ v dokel kal To Bproxetery dvoua
tal; Kataxdpoig yevéobar kai mepiépyors lepovpyims, # 0t "OQlvumiac pdAdov Etépwv
{nidoasa tag katoyds kal toig ivbonaracuois édyovoa Papfapixdtepov Spec peydAove
xeponbes épeifxeto toic Bidooig, of moAidkic éx Tol KiTToD Kal TV puoTIKGY Afkvwy
napavadudueyor Kai mepreAittéuevol tol; Qlpoor; TGV yuvak@®v Kai Tolg gTEpdvolc
&énAntrov todg dvdpag.
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Gellius’ accounts suggest that both authors knew of the tradition concerning
Jupiter’s role in Scipio’s conception. Indeed both authors tacitly acknowledged
it. Although neither Livy or Aulus Gellius stated that the snake was Jupiter
in disguise, both joined the story of Scipio’s conception to others concerning
the hero’s cfforts to suggest that he was particularly favored by Jupiter (°).
This association suggests, at the least, an implicit connection between Jupiter,
the god who especially favored Scipio, and the unnamed god involved in
the hero’s conception.

Aulus Gellius’ statement that Pomponia was barren does add yet another
miraculous element to Scipio’s conception, but it does not substantially alter
the topos. So too, Aulus Gellius’ statement that Scipio’s father consulted the
haruspices adds little originality to the story. Such an act was very much
in keeping with traditional Roman practices — any Roman husband faced
with similar circumstances would, as a standard reaction, have consulted the
haruspices for the meaning behind this event. A Roman audience might well
have assumed that such a consultation took place in any case, whether or
not the narrator explicitly mentioned it. Neither of Aulus’ Gellius additions,
any more than Plutarch’s explanation of the snake’ presence in his account,
suggest the intimate knowledge or provide the sense of individuality that
Suetonius’ alterations to the topos as told about Augustus do.

Let us turn now to Suetonius’ account of Augustus’ conception. According
to Suetonius, Asclepiades of Mendes recorded that nine months before
Augustus’ birth (i.e. in November or December of 62 BC) Atia attended a
festival of Apollo at the god’s temple. While there, she fell asleep and was
visited by a snake. When she awoke she performed the purificatory ritual
that she used after intercourse with her husband and immediately afterwards
a snake-shaped spot magically appeared on her body. Because of this spot
she never again bathed in public.

If one compares this version of the story to the earlier episodes in the
topos, it immediately becomes apparent that it differs in some marked ways
from its predecessors. First, in the earlier episodes the god in question always
has a snake as one of his symbols, while in Suetonius’ version the choice
of god has as much to do with earlier propaganda as with traditional icono-
graphy. Second, the location of the encounter is changed from a shadowy
and indistinct place (in Olympias’ and Pomponia’s cases the evidence suggests
their bedrooms) to the public and concrete setting of Apollo’s temple during
one of his festivals. Third, none of the earlier women performs anything
remotely resembling a purificatory ritual, a ritual which incidentally squares
well with the temple setting. Fourth, in no other instance is a visible mark
— the snake-shaped spot — left behind.

(6) Livy, Ab urbe condita XXVI, 19, 5; Aurus GeLLius, Noctes Atticae VI, 1, 6.
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As has already been discussed, in the earlier topoti, the name of the father/
god follows naturally from the snake’s symbolism. In Aratus’ case, the god
is Asclepius, in Alexander’s Ammon, in Scipio Africanus’ Jupiter. This may
also be the case in Augustus’ version ; in antiquity a snake is sometimes
considered a symbol of Apollo (7). But the choice of god 1s also due to the
propaganda spread during Augustus’ early rise to power. Of all the Roman
gods, Apollo was most closely connected to Augustus. At more than one
moment in his early career, Augustus went out of his way to emphasize his
close connections with Apollo (8). After Actium, for example, Augustus
credited Apollo with his victory over Antony and Cleopatra. When the
emperor built his new house on the Palatine he included the temple of Apollo
in its precincts and set up a statue of Apollo with his own face in the portico
of the temple. In addition, numerous coins link Augustus and Apollo (%).
Undoubtedly, Apollo’s inclusion in this story stems from this well-documented
tradition. It is a short leap from the tradition that the god showed special
favor to Augustus to the belief that the emperor was in fact the god’s son.
Such a belief would have been particularly acceptable to the Eastern half
of the empire, where rulers were traditionally descended from the gods, and
would have done much to make Augustus’ rule more palatable.

The second major difference between this and earlier versions of the topos
is closely related to the first, discussed above. Suetonius stated in his account
that the snake appeared to Atia at a festival of Apollo held within his temple
precincts. This is a marked departure from the earlier episodes in the topos,
which take place either in the woman’s bedroom or in an undisclosed
location (19). The setting of Atia’s encounter in a specific god’s temple has

(7) A. Pease, M. Tulli Ciceronis de Divinatione. Edidit A.P., Urbana, 1920 [1979],
p. 565-566. See also E. Simon, Augustus: Kunst und Leben in Rom um die
Zeitenwende, Munich, 1986, p. 106 ; p. 164-165.

(8) P. LammrecHTs, La politique apollinienne d’Auguste et le culte imperial in La
Nouvelle Clio 5, 1953, p. 65-82 ; J. GaGE, Apollon Romain, Paris, 1955, p. 570-581 ;
L. R. Tavwor, The Divinity of the Roman Emperor, Middletown CT., 1931, p. 153-
156. — L. R. Tavror, Divinity, p. 120, lists many of Augustus’ actions in this regard :
,When his house was struck by lightning, he consecrated it to Apollo as a sacred
place and began his plans for a great temple of the god. On one series of coins,
issued probably in the year 37, he had symbols of Apollo represented — the tripod
and the laurel wreath. The symbols as we know from their appearance on other Roman
coins, indicated that he was now a member of the great college of priests that was
especially associated with Apollo — the quindecimviri sacris faciundis... The cult of
Apollo and the care of the Sibylline books occupied a central place in his early religious
reforms”.

(9) H. MarrinGry, Coins of the Roman Empire in the British Museum, 1, London,
1936, p. cxxui, no. 638-642.

(10) P. GRANDET, Les songes d’Atia et d’Octavius in RHR 203, 1986, p. 368, n. 6,
writes : ,,Le récit de 'incubation d’Atia dans un mystérieux sanctuaire d’Apollon, a
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a public and concrete quality about it that lends reality to the claim that
it really happened. It also gives an added majesty to the story. Not only
was a god involved, but the event took place publicly, under his auspices,
at his temple — the god’s home as it were. Such a location offers more
distinction and luster than the private bedroom of a mortal. It seems to set
the god’s seal publicly on the occasion.

At the same time it is important to note that this detail is not based in
any reality — as far as we know no such festival occurred at the appropriate
time. For the timing of Augustus’ conception to be correct, the episode must
have taken place in November or December. Yet no public festival was held
in Apollo’s honor in either of these months (). It is just possible that the
celebration was a private one, but this is unlikely in the light of Suetonius’
statement that Atia was accompanied by other Roman matrons.

This detail, then, can be based neither on the earlier topos nor on an actual
event. Instead it must have come into being for reasons having entirely to
do with Augustus. By establishing the setting of the story as the holy precinct
of Apollo, the originator of the story was clearly emphasizing in an unobtrusive
and natural fashion that the god played some role in the occurrence. If the
event occurred under Apollo’s auspices, what more likely probability than
that the god disguised as a snake should be Apollo. Such a detail also would
have made the story seem more believable to a Roman audience, providing
as it did a specific venue for the encounter. Ancient women often took part
in such rituals ; a sign sent by the god under such circumstances would have
seemed more likely to an audience accustomed to such practices than a meeting
that simply occurred in some unknown locale.

Atia’s purificatory ritual is also an addition to the basic topos found only
in this story. Presumably this ritual has as its basis the purificatory rituals
that were often performed before a sacrifice or religious rite. It should be
noted however, that the timing of this particular act, coming as it does during
or after the rite in question, is awkward and out of keeping with actual

I'occasion d’une cérémonie non moins mystérieuse, doit probablement &tre considéré
comme un traité purement formel, résultant de 'emprunt 4 la légende d’Alexandre,
et 4 rapporter, sans doute, a 'explication figurant chez Plutarque (mais qui lui était
évidemment antérieure), mettant au compte des rites orphiques et du culte orgiastique
de Dionysos les rapports d’Olympias et du serpent”. Nothing in Plutarch’s account,
however, suggests that Olympias’ encounter took place within a temple precincts and
it is a very long jump from the author’s explanatory statements concerning the snake
and Dionysus to the explicit setting of Atia’s encounter in Apollo’s temple at his
festival. Nor do any of the other earlier versions of the topos show any signs of having
transpired within a temple precinct.

(11) W. BurkerT, Greek Religion, Cambridge MA, 1985, p. 242-246 ; W. FowLER,
Roman Festivals, London, 1899, p. 67-68 ; p. 154-156 ; p. 178-179.
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practices. Most probably this discrepancy can be attributed either to the dream
atmosphere of the encounter. At the same time the detail’s inclusion ensures
that the nature of Atia’s sexual relationship with the snake is clear. This image
would also have rung true to a contemporary audience and would have been
a realistic and believable addition to the story. At the same time the inclusion
of this detail in the story suggests an intimate knowledge of Atia’s practices
on the part of the narrator, which makes his veracity seem unquestioned.
It also adds an individuality to the story that is not present in the earlier
versions of the topos and so prevents the story from being solely an obvious
repetition of these earlier versions.

The same is true of the final alteration in the topos — the snake shaped
spot which appears on Atia’s stomach. Its inclusion again suggests intimate
knowledge of Atia’s personal habits and at the same time signals that the
story is not merely a literary repetition of an earlier topos, but an event in
its own right. It also follows a common pattern among omens, one in which
the god leaves something behind as his mark (!2). Thus this detail simultaneously
serves to set the story off from earlier topoi and acts as further confirmation
of the god’s favor ('3).

Although at first sight, the story of Atia and the snake may seem a simple
repetition of a story told about Alexander the Great’s mother, the story is
an intricate and complex reworking of the earlier legend, a revision that seems
deliberately designed to meet a multitude of needs. Details have been added
that suggest the author’s intimate knowledge of the imperial family’s practices
and at the same time give the story an individuality that separates it from
the earlier topos and makes it more realistic. On a broader level the choice
of this particular topos combined with the reworking of the story ties together
two major themes in Augustan propaganda — Augustus’ likeness to Alexan-
der (*4) and Apollo’s role in his success (!5) — and establishes a third — the
emperor’s resemblance to Scipio. This intricacy is unlikely to have been due
to chance. Instead the story was probably spread deliberately during the earlier
part of the emperor’s rise to power in order to enhance his reputation.

(12) For example, the emperor Galba supposedly had a dream about Fortuna and
then woke to discover a statue of the goddess outside his door (SuetoNius, Galba
4, 3). Aeneas woke from a prophetic dream to discover a white sow and her piglets
as proof of his dream’s veracity (VErGIt.,, Aeneid VIII, 26-85).

(13) W. DronNA, La légende d’'Octave-Auguste : Dieu, sauveur et maitre du monde
in RHR 83, 1921, p. 168-170, suggests that this spot is a veiled reference to ritual
practices of tattooing, but this idea is far-fetched, with no evidence to support it.

(14) H. U. InsTinsky, Die Siegel des Kaisers Augusius, Baden-Baden, 1962, p. 34 ;
P. Treves, Il mito [n. 3], p. 13-25; p. 58-81; A. R. ANDErsoN, Heracles and his
Successors in HSCP 39, 1928, p. 55-58.

(15) L. R. Tavior, Divinity [n. 8], p. 120.
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According to Suetonius, his source for the story of Augustus’ conception
was Asclepiades of Mendes. Asclepiades was an Egyptian scholar, whose work,
the @roloyotusva, dealt with the similarities between various religions (16).
Although we do not know Asclepiades’ exact dates, evidence suggests that
he wrote during Augustus’ lifetime and was perhaps even one of Augustus’
freedmen ('7). If this is so, then the story was certainly current during Augustus’
lifetime.

Augustus’ use of literature to spread his propaganda is well known ; ancient
authors such as Horace, Livy and Vergil all contributed in some fashion at
one time or another ('¥). I would argue that Asclepiades’ inclusion of this
story was yet another example of this practice. Even if the author himself
was never present in Rome, he might well have been ,,inspired” to record
the story while Augustus was touring Egypt after the death of Anthony. Such
a scenario is particularly well-suited to the timing of the propaganda themes
encapsulated in the story.

As L. R. Taylor has shown, the earliest trace of Augustus’ deliberate
association of himself with Apollo was a banquet, held shortly after the Peace
of Brundisium in 40 BC, where he supposedly impersonated the god (!9).
During the next ten years the emperor went out of his way to strengthen
this association. This deliberate campaign culminated in his declaration that
Actian Apollo had given him his victory over Antony. During the same period,
Augustus also tried to strengthen his resemblance to the earlier hero Alexander
the Great in an attempt to reconcile the East to his rule. Thus the messages
conveyed by the story of Atia’s experience were particularly suited to the
propaganda needs of the period between the Peace of Brundisium and the
conquest of Alexandria (29).

(16) J. Gage, Apollon [n. 8], p. 95 p. 571 ; L. R. TavLor, Divinity [n. 8], p. 234,

(17) J. Gace, Apolion [n. 8], p. 571.

(18) For a full discussion of this topic see, among many others, T. WoobMmAN
and D. WesT, Poetry and Politics in the Age of Augustus. Edidit TW and D. W,,
Cambridge, 1984.

(19) L. R. TavLor, Divinity [n. 8],p. 120. See also: G. Bowersock, Augustus
and the East : the Problem of Succession in Caesar Augustus. Edidit F. MiLLer and
E. Secatr, Oxford, 1984, p. 169-188 ; K. Scorr, The Political Propaganda of 44-
30 B.C.in MAAR 11, 1933, p. 7-50.

(20) J. GAGE, Apolion [n. 8], p. 571, believes that the story became known at the
beginning of Augustus’ career, while P. GRANDET, Les songes [n. 10], p. 375-376, goes
even further and suggests that this story was circulated in Egypt between 30 and 27
BC in an attempt to gain the Egyptians’ support for the consolidation of power that
Augustus carried out in 27 BC and then made known at Rome in 28 BC for similar
reasons. Grandet's supposition that reports of this story was meant to influence the
eastern half of the empire, in particular, is a feasible one, but there is no reason
to limit the need for thesc messages to the years immediately after the conquest of
Alexandria in 30 BC. Augustus would have wished to garner support for his cause
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This dating joined with the dates of our sources for the story of Pomponia
and the snake suggests one final twist to the scemario of the story’s
dissemination. Together with Livy, Caius Oppius and Julius Hyginus are our
earliest known sources for the story of Pomponia (3!). Oppius was a
contemporary of Julius Caesar, who probably lived during Augustus’ rise to
power, while Hyginus was the director of the Palatine Library during the
reign of Augustus (22). This gives us a date of shortly before or during
Augustus’ reign for the story’s first recorded appearance. However, there is
some evidence to support the belief that the story was known at an earlier
period (). In any case, the story was either invented or, more probably,
revived at about the same time as the story of Atia and the snake became
current. This timing suggests the possibility that the two stories were
deliberately disseminated to establish a comparison between Augustus and
Scipio Africanus. Such a comparison would have been very helpful to
Augustus. Scipio was a republican military hero, credited with saving Rome.
By establishing a connection between himself and Scipio in the form of their
birth legends, Augustus could suggest that he was the divinely chosen successor
to the Republican hero’s position as savior of Rome. Such a claim would
have given the emperor ammunition in his quest to establish his regime’s
legitimacy.

If this scenario is accurate, the choice of this conception legend was cleverly
coordinated to both halves of the empire. In the East, Alexander was viewed
as a great hero, one who had increased Greek dominance and established
a wide empire. In the West, the story drew a connection between Augustus
and the great Republican general who was credited with permanently rescuing
Rome from the danger posed by its greatest enemy, Carthage. For Augustus
who wished to be seen simultaneously in the East as the bringer of peace
to Alexander’s war torn empire and in the West as the restorer of the Republic
(albeit in revised form) the choice of story could not have been more inspired.

Robin S. LorscH.

in the East well before his final victory over Antony. He would have needed it as
much before Antony’s defeat as after.

(21) Aurus GeLLwus, Noctes Atticae V1, 2, states in his account of the story that
he read it in the works of Oppius and Hyginus.

(22) H. H. ScuLLARD, Scipio Africanus, Soldier and Politician, 1.ondon, 1970, p.
19-20; R. M. Havwoop, Studies on Scipio Africanus, Baltimore, 1933, p. 26-27 ;
A. R. ANDERSON, Heracles [n. 14}, p. 32.

(23) Haywoob, Studies [n. 22], p. 26-27.
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