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Abstract 

 

 

 

Augustus and Livy’s Unique Romulus 

 

 

by 

 

 

Sarah Joye Rogers 

 

 

 

 This thesis will explore Livy’s version of the story of Romulus, especially with 

respect to Augustus. Romulus was the founder and first king of Rome and was highly 

admired by Augustus, who considered himself a second Romulus. Livy, a historian 

writing during the rule of Augustus, recorded our fullest extant version of the Romulus 

legend. I aim to show that through his Romulus story, Livy was presenting to Augustus 

praise for actions already taken and advice for his rule, as well as a warning for the 

future. Livy states that his history is meant to provide his readers exempla (examples) of 

how to live. Since one of his most important readers would have been Augustus, I argue 

that Livy used the Romulus legend to provide commentary on Augustus and his rule. 

Furthermore, Livy offers alternate versions of some stories which allow us to question the 

role of Augustus in Rome. Most of all, Livy offers a warning to Augustus and anyone 

with power not to make enemies, for if you do, the senators may tear you apart when a 

cloud descends. 
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Introduction 

During the time of Augustus, few myths were as important as the story of 

Romulus, the founder and first king of Rome, as evidenced by the many versions of 

Romulus‟s life which appeared in literature,
1
 as well as the prevalence of art featuring 

Romulus during this time.
2
 The story of Romulus is not one invented specifically for 

Augustus‟s use; it was present in Rome long before Augustus was even born.
3
 The story 

was, however, particularly influential during the time of Augustus. Indeed, before 

deciding on the cognomen “Augustus,” Octavian even considered adopting the name 

“Romulus” to emphasize his connection to the beginnings of Rome as well as his place in 

rebuilding the city after years of civil war. Many encouraged him to take this name 

because Octavian was, in a way, a founder of the city.
4
 In the end, however, the senate 

awarded Octavian the name Augustus, probably under instructions from Octavian or his 

followers,
5
 instead of Romulus, likely because he did not want to connect himself to the 

negative actions sometimes associated with Romulus, such as tyranny and fratricide.
6
 

                                                           
1
 Romulus is mentioned widely in literature during the late Roman republic and early empire. Livy‟s 

Ab Urbe Condita (I.3-16) relates Romulus‟s life from birth to death. Ovid‟s Metamorphoses 

(XIV.772-851) gives a much briefer version of the story, focusing mainly on Romulus‟s death and 

deification. Ovid‟s Fasti relates stories of Romulus‟s life in connection with several different days. He 

tells of the building of the first walls of Rome and differences between Romulus and Augustus 

(II.134-144), the twin‟s birth and survival story (II.359-422), the story of Romulus‟s death and 

deification (II.475-512), an expanded version of his birth (III.1-166), et.al. In Virgil‟s Aeneid, the hero 

Aeneas sees Romulus in the underworld as he witnesses the future glory of his settlement (VI.920-

926). The Greek historian Dionysius of Halicarnassus relates the story of Romulus from birth until 

death in his Roman Antiquities (I.72-II.56). 
2
 Augustus placed a statue of Romulus in the Temple of Mars Ultor in the Forum Augustum. He also 

had a relief of Faustulus discovering the twins Romulus and Remus on his Ara Pacis. See Zanker 

(1988) 167-238 for a detailed exploration of the use of Romulus in art during the time of Augustus. 
3
 The Romulus story is thought to be based on Indo-European origins. See Lincoln (1975). The story 

was present in Rome at least by the time Fabius Pictor wrote his history of Rome in the 3
rd

 century 

BCE. 
4
 Suetonius, Divus Augustus,7. 

5
 Eck (1998) 49. 

6
 See Grant (1971) 112 and Wagenvoort (1956) 183. 
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According to Suetonius, Augustus proudly claimed the role of re-founder of 

Rome and in his last public statement said that he had come to Rome when it was made 

of clay, but left it with marble.
7
 Throughout his time in power, Augustus built or replaced 

forums, temples, and other buildings throughout the empire.
8
 In addition, Augustus acted 

as a new Romulus by establishing new social structures and revising many of Rome‟s 

current laws, as well as enacting new laws. Augustus claims in his account of his life, Res 

Gestae, that he passed laws in line with the ways of the Roman ancestors (mos 

maiorum).
9
 He thus gave future generations a standard of laws to imitate.

10
 Through these 

laws, Augustus re-founded the social order of Rome. In addition, by reestablishing laws 

which had been forgotten, Augustus connected himself to the beginnings of Rome and 

thus reinforced his place as a new Romulus. Augustus also reestablished the political 

order of Rome by establishing himself as the ruling princeps, replacing the two consuls 

who, along with the senate, had ruled Rome for centuries prior. Eck (1998) argues that 

Augustus was the driving force behind Rome from Julius Caesar‟s death in 44 BCE until 

his own death and that after Augustus‟s death Rome could not survive without the 

monarchical system of rule which Augustus had established. Thus, through the physical 

landscape of Rome as well as the social and political spheres, Augustus re-founded Rome 

just as Romulus had founded it, and their stories were interwoven because of this. 

Myths, such as the story of Romulus, were often used as a way to consider current 

events during the late Roman republic, and this is evident in the use of the story of 

                                                           
7
 Suetonius, Divus Augustus, 28. 

8
 Suetonius, Divus Augustus, 29. See Favro (1992) for a full discussion of Augustus as a founder of 

Rome. 
9
 Augustus, Res Gestae, 6. 

10
 Augustus, Res Gestae, 8. Many of these laws related to social matters. For example, Augustus‟s 

marriage legislation punished celibacy and adultery, in an effort to promote marriage and procreation 

(Tacitus, Annals, 3.25).  



3 

 

Romulus during time of Augustus. T.P. Wiseman, building on the work of others, defines 

a myth generally as “a story that matters to a community, one that is told and retold 

because it has a significance for one generation after another.” A myth may be historical 

or totally fictitious.
11

 These myths are often, but not necessarily, associated with religion, 

and they may have different meanings at different points throughout history. Myths in 

Rome during the time of Augustus did not play a large role in the actual practice of 

worship and cult. Beard (1989) uses the story of Acca Larentia and this myth‟s 

connection to a priestly order in Rome to argue that myths provided a means of 

discussion about aspects of Roman society. We should not, Beard states, discount a myth 

as unimportant just because it is not historically accurate, for myths provide us with a 

larger understanding of the culture as a whole. Though a myth may not tell the literal 

history of a civilization, it will reveal insights into that civilization. She also argues that 

though myths were sometimes used for political purposes, this does not necessarily mean 

that the myth was changed or developed solely for that political purpose. Instead, because 

Romans were constantly changing and adapting myths, they often served as a way to 

debate and question current issues within the city.
12

 

The story of Romulus, the first founder of Rome and a ruler who held sovereign 

power, was particularly applicable as a means of debate within Rome as Augustus was 

obtaining more and more power in Rome. Scheid (2003) argues that Romans in the late 

                                                           
11

 Wiseman (2004) 10-11. This definition of myth allows us to consider what is important to a society. 

Often, the stories a culture tells reveal more about their character than the literal history of the culture. 

The story of Romulus, which has been told and retold throughout Roman history, qualifies as a myth 

under this definition. 
12

 Rives (2007) states that Roman myths were fluid and should be seen as allegories for their time, 

representing philosophical rather than literal truths. Rüpke (2007) argues that myths were often used 
in ancient Rome to reinforce values already in place, but they could also be used as a way to rethink 

the current ideals. Scheid (2003) argues that ultimately myth is valued in a society because it asks 

fundamental questions and explores questions which are hard to address without myth. 
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republic found it difficult to address imperial power directly, for it had been absent from 

their culture for so long. The story of Romulus, who held sovereign power, was therefore 

a very helpful way to explore the growing power of Augustus. In addition, because 

Romulus both founded and expanded Rome, the story of Romulus was a powerful means 

of discussing the place of Rome within the world. 

Livy‟s story of Romulus in his Ab Urbe Condita, a history of Rome, provides an 

excellent example of how myths can be used as a means to understand and debate the 

current issues in a society. Livy uses his history not only to relate history, but to give 

exempla to be followed.
13

 In his preface, Livy states that his readers should look at the 

kinds of lives which their ancestors led and find either examples (exempla) to follow 

(imitere) or warnings against actions to avoid (quod vites).
14

 Livy wrote his history 

sometime between 27 and 20 BCE, just as Augustus was gaining power in Rome. 

Throughout his history, Livy has only five allusions to his present day, and all of these 

are concerned with the achievements of Augustus.
15

 Because of the timing of Livy‟s 

writing, as well as his relationship with Augustus, Livy‟s history of Rome, and 

specifically his story of Romulus, gives us a unique perspective on the new Romulus, 

Augustus. 

This thesis will explore Livy‟s version of the story of Romulus, especially with 

respect to Augustus. Augustus would have been Livy‟s most important reader, and 

therefore someone whom Livy would hope to follow the exempla he provides. I argue 

that Livy uses the Romulus legend to provide commentary on Augustus and his rule, as 

well as advice for Augustus as he gained power. He does this primarily through the 

                                                           
13

 See Stem (2007) 437. 
14

 Livy, Ab Urbe Condita, Praef. 9-11. 
15

 See Taylor (1918) 158. 
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stories of Romulus‟s life for which he offers alternate versions. Livy presents two 

versions of the story of Romulus‟s birth, the founding of Rome, and Romulus‟s death. 

Livy‟s presentation of these stories allows the reader to question the role of Augustus in 

Rome. Through these alternate stories, Livy shows that the noble actions and public 

opinions of a man are often more important in determining whether he is said to be born 

from a god or become divine after death than the literal truths of his birth or death. Livy 

also shows that a man who is considered a good rule and is acting for the good of the 

state can be forgiven for morally questionable acts taken, though the reader should 

consider this thoroughly. Through this, Livy offers Augustus praise for actions already 

taken and advice for future rule, for Augustus too could be forgiven faults and declared a 

god if his actions stayed noble. Most of all, Livy offers a warning to Augustus and 

anyone with power not to make enemies, for no matter how a man is praised after his 

death, assassination is always a possibility for a ruler. 
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Livy’s Unique Romulus 

Livy recorded our fullest extant version of the Romulus legend. Livy offers a 

unique view of Rome‟s history in the context of Augustus‟s early rule. Livy was writing 

during the time when Augustus was solidifying his power in Rome; the civil wars had 

only recently ended with Octavian‟s victory at Actium in 31 BCE. During this time, 

Augustus was the driving force in Rome, and he would remain powerful until his death in 

14 CE.
16

 We do not know exactly when Livy‟s history was written. We know that it was 

completed sometime after Octavian adopted the name Augustus in 27 BCE because Livy 

makes a reference to this title.
17

 Though some parts of Livy‟s history might have been 

written before this date, we know that he edited the work to include the title Augustus. 

Books 1-5, which include the story of Romulus, were probably completed before 25 

BCE.
18

 Because the dates are ambiguous, we cannot know specifically what events in 

Augustus‟s rule Livy observed before writing his history. We know, however, that Livy 

observed all that occurred prior to 27 BCE before publishing his work. In addition, many 

of the lessons which Livy offers in his history can be seen as advice for what Augustus 

might encounter in the future. 

In addition to the timing of his history, Livy‟s presentation of the stories, 

particularly those of Romulus, make his history fascinating in relation to Augustus. Livy 

presents a full version of the Romulus story, from birth to death. There are several places 

where Livy offers one version of a story, but also includes another version which may be 

less flattering to Romulus. For example, Livy doubts the assumption that Romulus is 

actually the son of Mars and the possibility of divine birth in general, which draws into 

                                                           
16

 Eck (1998) 4. 
17

 Livy, Ab Urbe Condita, I.19. 
18

 “Livy” (1996) 
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question Augustus‟s own claim to the title Imperator Caesar Divi Filius, or “Ruler 

Caesar, son of the divine,” through his deified adoptive father Julius Caesar.
19

 Livy also 

offers two versions of the death of Romulus‟s twin brother, Remus. In the first version, 

Remus dies in a battle between the supporters of the two brothers; in the second version, 

Romulus himself kills Remus. The latter version asks the reader how much moral 

ambiguity he or she is willing to accept if a leader is acting for the good of the state.
20

 

Finally, Livy presents two versions of how Romulus dies. In the first, he is taken away 

when a cloud surrounds him. In the second version, he is ripped apart by displeased 

senators.
21

 This story was particularly relevant as Livy was writing, for Julius Caesar had 

been killed not long before this time, and Augustus was gaining power and should remain 

aware of the possibility of the senators‟ rebelling. In presenting these alternate versions of 

stories, Livy offers a means of exploring Augustus‟s own actions. 

Livy‟s version is unique in that no other story of Romulus‟s life written in this 

time period includes all of these alternate versions. Ovid‟s Fasti mentions Remus and 

alludes to a dispute between the brothers before the founding of the city, but Ovid states 

that Celer, not Romulus, killed Remus when Remus jumped across the walls of Rome. In 

fact, Romulus mourns the death of Remus and even conducts a funeral for his fallen 

brother; neither of these is mentioned by Livy.
 
 In addition, Ovid claims to accept 

Romulus‟s divine birth, and quickly dismisses the story of Romulus‟s death in which he 

is killed by senators as born from grief.
22

 In his Metamorphoses, Ovid does not even 

                                                           
19

 Livy, Ab Urbe Condita, I.3. Eck (1998) 50. 
20

 Livy, Ab Urbe Condita, I.7. 
21

 Livy, Ab Urbe Condita, I.15-16. 
22

 Ovid, Fasti, IV.811-818, 841-854. 
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mention Remus, and he includes only the pleasant version of Romulus‟s death story.
23

 

Virgil‟s Aeneid praises Romulus greatly for the current glory of Rome.
24

 Livy‟s account, 

on the other hand, emphasizes the disagreements of Romulus and Remus and the 

possibility that the senators violently killed Romulus. 

Livy‟s invitation for the reader not only to read his work but to take lessons from 

it, his use of alternate versions of a story as a means of discussing the truth, and his 

timing of writing as Augustus was solidifying power make Livy‟s Romulus story in Ab 

Urbe Condita a unique and interesting lens through which to view Augustus and his 

power. Though Livy gives examples for all leaders to follow, his advice may best be seen 

as advice for Augustus specifically. It also offers all of his readers, particularly those of 

his time, a means of exploring Augustus and his power. 

                                                           
23

 Ovid, Metamorphoses, XIV. It is interesting to note that Ovid, who presented these canonical stories 

of Romulus, was in fact exiled from Rome by Augustus himself (“Ovid,” 2007) This may imply that 

Ovid‟s presentation of these stories was in fact cynical or that the offering of two versions of the 
stories of Romulus was in fact more accepted by Augustus himself, for Livy and Augustus remained 

friends. 
24

 Virgil, The Aeneid, VI.775-883. 



9 

 

Augustus and Livy 

 In his Annals, Tacitus states that Augustus and Livy were friends.
25

 This 

declaration has sparked much debate over the nature of Augustus and Livy‟s relationship, 

especially on how their relationship may have affected Livy‟s history of Rome.
26

  

Walsh (1974) gives a good overview of scholarship on Livy from the early 1900s 

until 1974. Walsh argues that in the 1930s and 1940s, Livy was seen as little more than 

an Augustan propagandist, largely because of the success of German propaganda during 

that time period. By the mid to late 1900s, however, opinion shifted to see Livy as one 

who approved of Augustus and his rule, but was not simply a mouthpiece for the 

regime.
27

 Walsh himself in his book Livy: His Historical Aims and Methods states that 

Livy was an Augustan author, writing in the Augustan era; he was excited to see an end 

to the civil wars and work toward restoring Rome‟s former greatness through the 

rebuilding of the physical Rome as well as a reestablishment of Rome‟s former values. 

Walsh argues that we cannot, however, say that Livy was a spokesperson for Augustus or 

that he offered his history wholly to the regime. This is supported by the fact that Livy 

spoke well of Pompey, an enemy of Augustus, as well as the fact that in the surviving 

works of Livy, he never offers a direct compliment to Augustus or his rule.
28

 Walsh 

acknowledges that Livy was certainly influenced by his present situation, as all historians 

are.
29

 He concludes, however, that direct references to Augustus throughout Livy‟s 

                                                           
25

 Tacitus, Annals, IV.34. 
26

 Much contemporary literature comments on this subject. See, for example, Taylor (1918); Steele 

(1959); Syme (1959); Peterson (1961); Walsh (1961); Walsh (1966); Walsh (1974); Kraus (1997); 

Chaplin (2000); Sailor (2006); Stem (2007). 
27

 See Syme (1959) and Grant (1992) 293-294, for example. 
28

 See Walsh (1974) 6-7 for commentary on Livy‟s references to Augustus. 
29

 Forsythe (1999) 8 says that as readers of Livy, we should focus on the actual history presented in 

Livy, rather than looking at his history as a product of the Augustan age. Though I believe it is 
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history as well as any subtle allusions Livy makes to Augustus through other stories, such 

as Numa‟s re-founding of Rome through laws and customs, can hardly be seen as 

propaganda. 
30

 

While some scholars see Livy as a propagandist for Augustus or supportive of 

Augustus‟s rule though not a mouthpiece for his rule, others see Livy as giving Augustus 

not only praise, but also a warning that Romans will not tolerate an unchecked monarchy. 

Peterson (1961) rejects the idea that Livy was writing to promote Augustus‟s policies. 

Instead, Livy presents Augustus with incidents, such as senators ripping Romulus apart, 

which Augustus should remember as he makes policies and deals with the public.
31

 Kraus 

(1997) argues that Livy‟s work offers both praise and criticism for Rome, and that it 

provides suggestions for how Rome should now be rebuilt.
32

 

 Stem (2007) explores in more depth the story of Romulus in Livy. He argues that 

Livy presents Romulus as praiseworthy, despite some morally questionable actions, 

because he is always acting for the good of Rome. Stem discusses many events in 

Romulus‟s life, such as the death of Remus and the abduction of the Sabine women. 

Through these events, he convincingly argues that the way in which Livy tells the story 

of Romulus demonstrates that he is an example to be followed. In Livy‟s history, 

Romulus is guided by fate and eventually achieves immortality because of his virtues and 

loyalty to the state. Stem argues that Romulus acts by the morality which patriotism 

offers and is therefore worthy of immortality, despite any questions of the morality of 

certain actions. Ultimately, the fact that Romulus made Rome into a powerful city is 

                                                                                                                                                                             
interesting to consider the historical accuracy of Livy, it would be rash to ignore the context of his 

writing during the beginnings of the Augustan era. 
30

 See Walsh (1961) 10-18. For Numa, see Livy, Ab Urbe Condita, I.19.1. 
31

 Peterson (1961) 449. 
32

 Kraus (1997) 74. 
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more important to Livy than how Romulus became powerful within Rome. This was 

particularly important during the time period in which Livy was writing, as Augustus was 

solidifying power as well as making Rome powerful throughout the world.
33

 

Like Stem (2007), I believe that Livy presents his story deliberately and shapes 

his history in order to guide his readers‟ thoughts.
34

 Because Livy wrote his history to 

provide examples for his present day readers to follow, we can assume that he was 

considering the present political climate in writing his history. Like Peterson (1961) and 

Kraus (1997), I argue that through his history, Livy was not simply presenting Augustan 

propaganda, nor simply approving of Augustus, but was giving a warning to Augustus 

that if he does not please all of the people of Rome, including the senate, he could be in 

great danger. 

Stem‟s analysis of Livy‟s story of Romulus concludes that Livy was presenting 

Romulus as an example. Stem mentions briefly that this argument may be seen in terms 

of Augustus, the rising power in Rome. This study will add to Stem‟s conclusion and will 

apply Stem‟s Exemplary Romulus directly to Augustus‟s rule. Stem analyzes how Livy 

presents Romulus as an example for all readers. Using many of the same passages and 

morally questionable actions which Stem explores, this thesis will consider how Livy 

presents Romulus as an example, and as a cautionary tale, to Augustus specifically, as 

well as a means of debate for other readers about Augustus himself. Unlike Stem, I will 

focus mainly on the stories for which Livy offers an alternative version, for through these 

                                                           
33

 See also Miles (1995) for commentary on Livy‟s portrayal of Romulus with respect to Augustus. 
Miles argues that Livy‟s Romulus is an example of the ideal self-made, self-sufficient man, and that 

Augustus also tried to emphasize his actions and self-sufficiency rather than his heritage. 
34

 Stem (2007) 437. 
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tales Livy offers commentary on leadership and therefore on Augustus, the leader of 

Rome. 
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Augustus and Livy’s Romulus 

The traditions of Romulus‟s life which Livy relates have many parallels to 

Augustus‟s life and therefore much opportunity for commentary on Augustus and his 

rule. From their youth to founding, or re-founding, and ruling Rome, these two men 

followed similar paths. 

When they were young, both Romulus and Augustus were popular and recognized 

as unique leaders. This leadership stemmed somewhat from the fact that both Augustus 

and Romulus came from reputable families in Rome.
35

 Livy reports that Faustulus, who 

had raised the boys, had suspected from their youth that they were of noble stock (regiam 

stirpem). Indeed, when Numitor encounters his grandsons Romulus and Remus for the 

first time in many years, he recognizes that their character was very different from that of 

servants and herdsmen (minime seruilem indolem), but more like that of royalty.
36

 

According to Suetonius, a biographer writing about the lives of the Caesars in the early 

second century CE, Octavian impressed his uncle Julius Caesar when he was young 

through Octavian‟s moral character (morum indole) as well as his diligence in service to 

the state (itineris industria).
37

 The faith which Julius Caesar had in Octavian is evidenced 

by the fact that Caesar entrusted much of his estate, as well as the responsibility of 

distributing some of his money among veterans of his military campaign to the young 

                                                           
35

 Romulus was the son of Rhea Silvia, the daughter of a king (Livy, Ab Urbe Condita, I.3.) Augustus 

was born to the Octavian family, a prominent family in Rome from ancient times and into his own 

(Suetonius, Divus Augustus, 1). These respective births allowed them a special place in their societies, 
a place from which they could more easily gain and keep power. 
36

  Livy, Ab Urbe Condita, I.3-5. 
37

 Suetonius, Divus Augustus, 8 
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Octavian.
38

 This strength of character would serve both Romulus and Augustus well as 

they grew and would even lead to rumors of their immortality after their deaths. 

Romulus and Augustus each brought vengeance on those who had wronged their 

families. In Livy, Romulus rescues his brother Remus, who had been taken by his great 

uncle Amulius, and he kills Amulius and restores his grandfather Numitor to his rightful 

throne in Alba Longa.
39

 After the death of his uncle Julius Caesar, Octavian exiled and 

conquered the conspirators with the help of Marcus Antonius.
40

 

In the founding and re-founding of Rome, Romulus and Augustus, respectively, 

are said to have focused on similar aspects of society, such as religion. Romulus 

established many religious rites in Rome.
41

 In establishing Rome through these rituals to 

the gods, according to Cicero, Romulus, along with his successor Numa, assured that 

Rome would prosper in the future, for these rites and the traditions that they created 

brought the favor of the gods to Rome.
42

 Augustus also made religion a priority in his 

new Rome. Augustus thus took personal responsibility in appeasing the gods and 

expanding religion and ritual in Rome.
43

 This dedication to the religious rituals of Rome 

served Augustus well, just as they had Romulus, for he gained power in the state by 

holding religious positions and ensured the gods‟ favor by building temples and 

promoting religion throughout Rome. 

Finally, as should be the goal of any leader, both Romulus and Augustus 

ultimately brought long periods of peace to Rome. Livy claims that it is solely because of 

                                                           
38

 Eck (1998) 7-8. 
39

 Livy, Ab Urbe Condita, I.5. 
40

 Augustus, Res Gestae, 2. See also Eck (1998) 9-14. 
41

 Livy, Ab Urbe Condita, I.7. 
42

 Cicero, De Natura Deorum, III.2. 
43

 For a more in depth look at how Augustus used and shaped religion in Rome, see Galinsky (1996) 

288-331.  



15 

 

Romulus that Rome built the power in both war and peace to enjoy forty years of total 

peace (totam pacem).
44

 By attributing this peace to Romulus alone, Livy seems to allow 

for the possibility that a single ruler is not necessarily a bad thing, provided that it is the 

right ruler.
45

 Because Romulus was wise and had good character, he led Rome into a long 

period of peace. Likewise, Augustus was able to establish in Rome the Pax Romana.
46

 

The gate of Janus Quirinus in Rome was closed when there was peace on land and sea for 

the Roman people. Before the time of Augustus, it had been closed only twice. During 

the time of Augustus, he closed it three times.
47

 Perhaps this result of Augustus‟s rule 

made his singular influence in Rome acceptable, for he was able to establish peace in a 

place which had been in civil war for many years. 

While it is interesting to compare the story of Romulus which Livy presents to 

Augustus‟ life, we as readers can gather a better picture of what Livy thought about 

Augustus and the possible advice he was giving to Augustus through the three points in 

the story where Livy offers an alternate version of the story he is telling. Let us now, 

therefore, focus on Romulus‟s birth and childhood, Remus‟s death, and Romulus‟s death 

and deification, and explore the ways in which Livy uses alternate versions of these 

stories to comment on Augustus‟s rule. 

                                                           
44

 Livy, Ab Urbe Condita, I.15.6-8. 
45

 A bad single ruler can, of course, be a terrible thing for a society. For example, Tarquinius 

Superbus, the seventh and final king of Rome, ruled in tyranny. His rule was so bad that the entire 

monarchal system was overthrown during his reign and a republic was established (Livy, Ab Urbe 

Condita, I.50-59). 
46

 As Eck (1998) 93-94 points out, this peace was mainly within the Roman borders. Outside the 

borders, Augustus waged many successful wars, which brought about heavy Roman losses. 
47

 Suetonius, Divus Augustus, 22; Augustus, Res Gestae, 13. 
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Romulus’s Birth and Childhood 

Ancient sources claim that unusual circumstances, specifically divine 

interventions, surrounded the births of Augustus and Romulus. Livy‟s commentary on the 

conception and youth of Romulus questions the accuracy of such tales and thus asks the 

reader not to simply accept claims of divinity. Livy concludes, however, that the history 

of Rome was such that it is easy to believe that Mars was the father of its founder.
48

 Livy 

thus implies that a man‟s actions can confirm his claim to divinity, whether those claims 

are literally true or not. 

In Livy‟s story of Romulus, Amulius, Romulus‟s great uncle, forces his brother 

Numitor, Romulus‟s grandfather and the rightful king of Alba Longa, to step down as 

king so that Amulius could rule. Amulius then kills Numitor‟s sons and forces his 

daughter Rhea Silvia to become a Vestal Virgin, a priestess to the goddess Vesta, 

meaning that she was to stay a virgin. Rhea Silvia, however, becomes pregnant. She 

states that she was raped by Mars.
49

 Livy calls into question whether this was actually 

true with the words “seu ita rata seu quia deus auctor culpae honestior erat, Martem 

incertae stirpis patrem nuncupat” (Whether with her having believed accordingly or 

because it was more respectable for her guilt to have a god as father, she named Mars the 

father of the uncertain stock).
50

 Livy thus offers only two possibilities. Either Rhea Silvia 

simply believed (rata) that this happened, or she was lying to cover her guilt (culpae) for 

breaking her oath of virginity. Neither of these supports the idea that Mars was actually 

                                                           
48
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the father of Romulus and Remus. Livy‟s diction is important here. He does not state that 

Mars was (erat) the father of Romulus and Remus, but instead that Rhea Silvia named 

(nuncupat) him as the father. Rhea is completing the actions by naming the father, rather 

than Mars acting by raping the girl. This further implies that Livy doubted the truth of 

this story.
51 

Other versions of the story, such as the one presented in Ovid‟s Fasti, claim 

that Mars raped Rhea Silvia and was the father of Romulus and Remus without any 

commentary about the historical accuracy of these events.
52

 

Whether Mars is the father of Romulus or not, Rhea Silvia gives birth to Romulus 

and his twin brother Remus. After this, Amulius, her uncle, orders that the twins be 

drowned in the Tiber River. Fate, however, allows that the river is in flood and the basket 

which holds the twins is brought to shore by the receding waters. The twins are then 

nurtured by a she-wolf. Faustulus, the king‟s herdsman, finds the twins and takes them 

into his home to raise as his own sons. Livy writes that this story may actually indicate 

that Faustulus‟s wife Larentia was a prostitute, sometimes called a Wolf (Lupa) by 

shepherds.
53

 By relating this alternate story for Romulus‟s early life, Livy again questions 

the romantic, popular story about the origins of Rome‟s founder.
54
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By questioning the way in which Romulus was conceived and nursed, Livy 

demonstrates from the outset of his history that he will not simply be relating the stories 

of Roman ancestors as they were commonly accepted but will use his history as a means 

of discussing and debating these stories. Through these alternative versions, he questions 

the divine or unlikely stories about any human, especially with relation to the divine. This 

discussion was very relevant as Augustus‟s power grew. 

Suetonius reports that a few months before Augustus‟s birth, a prophecy in Rome 

said that a king for the Roman people would appear soon. The senate tried to take action 

to prevent any children from being raised in this time period. The effort was, however, 

unsuccessful, and during this time Atia, Augustus‟s mother, became pregnant. It was said 

that Atia fell asleep while attending to the rites of Apollo. A snake came to her and left a 

mark of a snake, a sign of Apollo, on her body. Ten months later, Augustus was born. 

Thus the story circulated that Augustus was a son of Apollo.
 
In addition, on the day of 

Augustus‟s birth, lightning touched the wall of Velitrae, the town where Augustus was 

born. Traditionally, this meant that a leader would rise up from within this town.
 55

 These 

stories present Augustus as the son of a divine rape by a woman who should not have 

been allowed to become pregnant, just as Romulus had been. 

In addition to the stories that circulated about his birth, Augustus himself claimed 

divine status as the son of the deified Julius Caesar. He even took the title Imperator 
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Caesar divi filius.
56

 Indeed, in his own account of his works, Res Gestae, Augustus states 

that the work is presenting the deeds of the divine Augustus ("divi Augusti”). Through 

this pronouncement of his divinity, Augustus sets the stage for relating the events of his 

life and how he served and extended Rome.
57

 Finally, Augustus considered himself under 

the special protection of the god Apollo.
58

 

Livy‟s questioning of Rhea Silvia‟s motives behind telling people that Mars was 

Romulus‟s father could influence the way his readers saw any story concerning the 

impregnation of a woman under questionable circumstances or a leader‟s claim to 

divinity in general. Livy‟s telling could undermine some of the power which Augustus 

may have gained from being thought the son of a god as well as the credibility of his 

claims to the titles Imperator Caesar divi filius and divus Augustus. Livy‟s questioning of 

the legitimacy a god‟s relation to humans may have made Augustus uneasy. 

Later in his story of Romulus, however, Livy states that the actions of Romulus 

were in line with the belief that he was born of a god, even if Livy has implied that he 

was not actually of divine descent.
59

 Thus Livy shows that perhaps the most important 

thing when leaders are rumored to have divine parents is not the literal truth of this 

statement, but the fact that their actions later in life could lead people to believe in their 

divine birth. The actions of Romulus as a great war tactician and the place of Rome as a 

military power allowed people to believe that Romulus, the founder of Rome, was born 

from the god of war. The actions of Augustus could therefore allow future generations to 

accept that he was born of the divine. By emphasizing action and character more than 
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divine origins, Livy gives advice to Augustus that he should make an effort to be 

influential in his city and to make a lasting impact, just as Romulus did. For his actions 

later in life, far more than the actual circumstances surrounding his birth, are what will 

influence a culture‟s belief that he was born from a god. As we know from the story 

passed down by Suetonius, Augustus did live his life in such a way that people believed 

he was born of a god. 
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Remus’s Death 

When Romulus and Augustus were founding and re-founding Rome, respectively, 

they turned to the gods for a sign, and both men saw an augury, which they used to gain 

political power. Once they had gained power, both Romulus and Augustus ensured the 

protection of Rome, as well as their own political power, though they both achieved this 

security by morally questionable means. Livy‟s story of Romulus presents two versions 

of how Remus is killed and Romulus becomes sole ruler of Rome. By including the 

second version of the story, in which Romulus himself kills Remus, Livy asks the reader 

to examine how much he is willing to overlook in a ruler who is acting for the good of 

the state. 

In Livy‟s history, after Romulus and Remus have restored their grandfather 

Numitor to power in Alba Longa, they decide to form a new settlement near the spot 

where they had been left to drown when they were babies. They begin to argue about 

who should rule the new settlement and where it should be located.
60

 They decide to ask 

the gods to show them by augury who should rule. Romulus takes his place on the 

Palatine Hill, and Remus on the Aventine. Remus sees the first sign, six vultures. 

Romulus then sees twelve vultures, and argues that because he had seen a larger sign that 

he should rule.
61

 Livy does not offer an opinion on which augury was more valid and thus 

should have earned the rule of the new city. He does state that after the augury the 

followers of each of the twins declared their leader as the rightful king. This leads to a 

dispute and a battle in which Remus is killed. Livy states, “Ibi in turba ictus Remus 
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cecidit” (there in the tumult a blow cut down Remus).
62

 In this version, no specific person 

is given the blame for Remus‟s death. It was simply a blow (“ictus”) which killed him. 

His death makes Romulus the undisputed king on the Palatine Hill.
63

 Livy offers no 

commentary on the death of Remus, but only shows that it settled the dispute. 

When Romulus became the sole ruler of the new city, his first act was to fortify 

the Palatine Hill, where he had been raised. By emphasizing that this was Romulus‟s first 

act as king, Livy demonstrates the importance of security in a society. Livy relates that 

more common rumor (“volgatior fama”) about Remus‟s death in connection with these 

walls and the security they brought.
64

 In this version, Remus is not simply killed in a 

battle with Romulus‟s followers after the augury. Instead, this story claims that “ludibrio 

fratris Remum nouos transiluisse muros.”
65

 When Remus does this, Livy states, “Inde ad 

irato Romulo…interfectum.”
66

 With the use of the passive voice of interficio (to kill) 

rather than the direct active voice, Livy takes some of the blame off of Romulus. The 

action is, however, still present.
 67
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After killing Remus, Romulus makes a general warning to any who would oppose 

the future city: “Sic deinde, quicumque alius transiliet moenia mea.”
68

 By including this 

direct quotation, Livy uses Romulus to issue a warning to any who would oppose Rome 

in his own time. Through this statement, Livy recognizes Rome‟s power in the world 

during his own time that all who oppose Rome shall be defeated. 

Like Romulus, Augustus received a sign from the gods that he should rule, and he 

used this augury as a means of justifying his rule. According to Cassius Dio, on the day 

that Augustus was elected as consul, he saw six vultures as he entered the Campus 

Martius. Later that day, he saw twelve more vultures. Augustus saw this as a sign that he 

would gain the same sovereign power as Romulus, for Romulus had seen the same 

number of vultures on the day that he won the augury.
69

 Indeed, these signs connected 

him not only to Romulus, but also to Remus who, according to Livy, received a sign of 

six vultures before Romulus received his twelve.
70

 Because Augustus saw the augury of 

both Romulus and Remus, there could be no dispute over his right to power within the 

city as there had been between Romulus and Remus. In addition, by connecting himself 

to both Romulus, who represented the patrician class, and Remus, who represented the 

plebian class, Augustus was able to show himself as both a patrician and a plebian, a ruler 
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to be loved by all.
71

 Augustus thus used the popular story of the disputed augury to 

advance his own claim to power within the city. 

This alternate story of Remus‟s death serves as a discussion about what actions 

power and the desire for security can bring a ruler to do, and to what extent morality 

should play a role in judging these actions. Romulus was able to defend his new city from 

a threat, but in so doing he killed his own brother. Because Romulus‟s actions were for 

the good of the state and his new city, should they be taken as “exempla” to be 

followed?
72

 Or is this crime an example of the horrible things (foedum) which should be 

avoided? Miles (1995) 154 states that the inclusion of Romulus‟s fratricide in Livy‟s 

history brings into question whether Romulus is actually a departure from his tyrannical 

great uncle Amulius. In this same way, I believe that Livy‟s presentation of the fratricide 

brings into question whether Augustus is actually different from his fratricidal ancestor 

Romulus.  

These questions were particularly relevant in the time of Augustus, for Rome had 

just seen many years of civil war. In fact, some contemporary authors, such as Horace, 

attributed the hardships that Rome faced to the fact that Rome‟s founder committed the 

horrible crime of fratricide (scelus fraternae necis) and thus cursed Rome.
73

 Livy does 

not give an answer to these questions, but by including this version of the death of 

Remus, he causes the reader to consider them. 

                                                           
71

 See Wiseman (2004) for a discussion of Romulus as a representative of the patrician class and 

Remus as a representative of the plebian class. 
72

 Stem (2007) 438-440 argues that Livy is indeed claiming that this crime of fratricide is justified 
because of the moral obligation of patriotism. 
73

 Horace, Epode 7. Wagenvoort (1956) 175 refers to the hereditary guilt which would accompany a 

fratricidal founder. 



25 

 

As the leader of Rome, Augustus ensured that Rome was protected. He engaged 

in many battles and raised armies for the control and protection of the state.
74

 In securing 

this power, however, many of the questions of morality raised in the story of Romulus‟s 

killing of Remus can be applied directly to Augustus‟s own actions. This is especially 

true concerning his actions following the death of his uncle Julius Caesar in 44 BCE. 

After the death of Julius Caesar, Augustus began his process of “re-founding” Rome by 

first securing his power and the state, just as Romulus had when he first founded Rome 

many years before. Augustus would later enact many changes to Rome, political and 

physical, but first he had to make Rome stable, safe from threats inside and outside the 

city. 

When Julius Caesar was murdered, Augustus set out to avenge his death and to 

assure that Julius Caesar‟s accomplishments and goals were maintained. In doing this, 

Augustus engaged in five different civil wars,
 
the most notable of which was against 

Mark Antony and ended in Augustus‟s victory in 31 BCE at the Battle of Actium.
75

 Just 

as Remus‟s death left Romulus without any competition for power, the Battle of Actium 

left Augustus as the undisputed leader of Rome, though he continued to promote Rome as 

a republic. These civil wars, however, came at great cost to Rome, and many Romans 

were killed. In addition, these civil wars brought division among the Roman people for 

over a decade as powerful men debated who should rule. 

The Second Triumvirate, which held power in Rome shortly after Julius Caesar‟s 

death and consisted of Augustus, Marcus Antonius, and Marcus Lepidus, engaged in 

proscriptions in the year 43 BCE, well before Livy wrote his history. These proscriptions 
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ordered the deaths of the Triumvirate‟s political opponents and offered a reward for 

anyone who was able to kill them. Three hundred senators and two thousand knights 

were listed for the proscriptions.
76

 Even the orator Cicero was killed during this time.
77

 

Eck (1998) argues that the loss of so many leading senators opened the way for Augustus 

to establish a new form of rule because the republican traditions were weakened so 

much.
78

 

Augustus used civil wars and proscriptions to secure his own power in Rome as 

well as Rome‟s power in the world. These wars lead to the deaths of countless Romans 

and divided Rome for years. Though Livy neither praises nor condemns Romulus‟ 

murder of Remus, his relating of this version of the story asks the reader to consider how 

much he is willing to overlook in a leader trying to secure the state. This was important to 

consider if Augustus was indeed to be seen as a divi filius (son of the divine). Would a 

leader worth of a divine parentage act in this way? Does true leadership demand that 

rulers sometimes engage in morally questionable activities for the good of the state? 

Livy‟s presentation of this story asks these questions of Augustus as well as those who 

would judge his actions, the citizens, military, and senators who were to follow him. 

Perhaps in this, Livy is not criticizing Augustus‟s actions, but making sure that Augustus 

knows that he is being judged and warning him not to go too far.  
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Romulus’s Death and Deification 

Finally, Livy tells two versions of Romulus‟s death, and in doing so, he shows 

Augustus two possible outcomes for someone in power. A Roman leader could be taken 

to heaven by the gods, or ripped apart by political opponents. Ultimately, no matter how 

he dies, the way he treats the people of Rome will largely determine how he is treated 

after death. 

In Livy‟s first version of Romulus‟s death, Romulus dies as he is looking over his 

troops on the Campus Martius in Rome. A cloud comes down, and he is never seen again. 

The soldiers present declare Romulus a god.
79

 Through this scene of Romulus‟s death, 

Livy demonstrates the love which the military and citizens had for Romulus and the 

potential for a mortal to become immortal through his actions on earth. Ovid‟s 

Metamorphoses reports only this version of Romulus‟s death. In the Metamorphoses, 

Mars came down to bring his son to the heavens, and Romulus dissolved in mid-air.
80

  

Livy reports another version of Romulus‟s death: “Fuisse credo tum quoque 

aliquos qui discerptum regem partum manibus taciti arguerent; manavit enim haec 

quoque sed perobscura fama.”
81

 The senators were able to kill the king because of the 

cloud which descended. Livy says that many believe this version of the story because the 

senators liked Romulus less than the army and the commoners.
82

 Just as the crowd is 

becoming very suspicious of the senators, a man named Proculus announces that 

Romulus appeared to him in a dream and commanded him to tell the Romans that Rome 
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would one day be capital of the entire world. The army and commoners assume their 

king‟s immortality and are comforted.
83

 Livy states that this version of the story in which 

Romulus is killed by senators was not important just after Romulus‟s death because his 

followers wanted to believe that he was taken in a cloud by the gods, and their respect for 

him grew because of this.
84

 Also, by mentioning the future power of Rome in this scene, 

Livy connects Romulus and his present day. 

Stem (2007) 461-466 argues that though Livy does not indicate whether one 

version of Romulus‟s death story is more likely than the other, Livy‟s presentation of the 

rest of Romulus‟s life and noble deeds cause the reader to believe that Romulus deserves 

a divine rather than vengeful death. Stem concludes that Livy judges a person‟s legacy by 

how much their intentions, values, and deeds increase the glory of Rome. 

It is interesting to note that Livy does not state this version as a separate story, but 

simply mentions that some members of the crowd believed that Romulus may have died 

in this way.
85

 In addition, except for a brief statement that Romulus was better liked by 

the people and military than the senate and that he had a bodyguard, Livy does not fully 

expound on the reasons the senators would have wanted to kill Romulus. Wiseman 

(2004) argues that the senators‟ murder of Romulus could be seen as a needed liberation 
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from a tyrant, like the death of Julius Caesar.
86

 Livy does not emphasize this, however. 

The reason for this may be because he does not want to give a negative picture of 

Romulus, or it may be because he wants his warning to be more general. If he were to list 

the things which Romulus did incorrectly to lead to his assassination, a reader simply 

may think that if he did not do those things, he would not be in danger. Livy likely 

wanted to make a more universal statement about political relationships and a warning 

against crossing the senate in general.
87

 

Livy does, however, include this story, perhaps as a warning to anyone who 

would overstep the senate and focus only on gaining the approval of the people and the 

military. This version of the story was particularly applicable as he was publishing not 

long after Julius Caesar was assassinated by senators because they believed he had 

become too powerful. Livy thus presents this version of the story to remind any future 

leaders, such as Augustus, to remain in good favor with all of the people they lead, and 

not to underestimate the power of the senate. 

Whether because of his own wisdom or because of warnings such as that of Livy, 

Augustus did not come to a murderous end, as Romulus may have.
88

 In fact, he was able 

to spend many years considering the future of Rome beyond his own death, including 

building a mausoleum for his burial and arranging for succession.
89

 In 14 CE, Augustus 

died in the same bed as his father had died. According to Suetonius, when he died, 
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senators competed with one another to show him the most devotion and give the grandest 

gifts.
90

 After his death, a senator, much like Proculus, declared to the Romans that he had 

seen Augustus‟s spirit rise up to heaven, and Augustus‟s widow, Livia, gave the witness a 

large sum of money. Soon after his death, the senate declared him Divus Augustus, thus 

recognizing his place among the gods, alongside Romulus.
 91 

Whether the senator saw Augustus‟s spirit rise to heaven or not, Augustus entered 

the pantheon of Rome. Like Romulus, it was Augustus‟s deeds, more than the witness‟s 

proclamation, which encouraged the greatest belief in his divinity. Augustus had made a 

permanent impact on Rome as the re-founder, the new Romulus.
92
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Conclusion 

Throughout his time as a leader in Rome, Augustus connected himself to 

Romulus, the founder and first sovereign ruler of Rome, through art and legend. By 

offering alternative versions of events within his story of Romulus, Livy provides 

commentary on the rule of Augustus which he was witnessing in Rome at that time. We 

can see throughout the history that when Livy does offer alternate versions of a story, 

they are generally directly applicable to Augustus. Through his questioning of Romulus‟s 

divine birth by Mars, Livy questions all divine impregnations and therefore Augustus‟s 

rumored divine birth by Apollo and claim to be the son of the deified Julius Caesar. 

Through this story, however, Livy comments that if a leader is influential and of great 

character, others may begin to believe that he is of divine birth. Livy also offers two 

versions of Remus‟s death, one of which calls into question how much morally 

questionable actions may be overlooked in a ruler. This connects Romulus to Augustus 

and Augustus‟s choices to proscribe and pursue those whom he believed were enemies of 

the state, though they were fellow Romans. These morally questionable actions may 

perhaps be forgive is they are done for the good of the state. Finally, Livy offers two 

versions of Romulus‟s death. In one, the senators violently kill Romulus. This version 

relates to the death which Julius Caesar, great-uncle of Augustus, faced, and gives a 

warning to Augustus not only to please the people of Rome, but also the senators. In 

addition, Romulus‟s deification indicates that no matter how a ruler dies, his actions 

throughout his life and the popular opinion of him will shape how he is treated after death 

and if he can be declared divine. 
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Overall, though Livy wrote his history for a general audience, it seems that his 

story of Romulus has many instances of both instruction and praise for Augustus 

specifically. In his story concerning the sacrificial rites related to Hercules, Livy notes 

that Evander influenced his subjects not as much because of his absolute authority 

(imperium), but because of his personal sway.
93

 Thus Livy explores the idea that 

sovereign power is not necessary to rule, nor is it necessarily sufficient for holding power 

over a group of people. Livy demonstrates that influence based on personal 

characteristics rather than a political position is more meaningful than the influence of a 

dictator. Through these words, Livy gives Augustus advice on how to rule the new 

Rome.
94

 As the new founder of Rome and a man moving toward sovereign rule, 

Augustus should continue to be of good character, be faithful to the gods, be loyal to 

friends and family, maintain security, and establish peace. Through Romulus, Livy 

demonstrates that a man‟s actions can lead others to believe in his divine origins or 

deification after death, and Augustus should consider this as he lives. Most of all, Livy 

offers a warning to Augustus and anyone with power not to make enemies, for if you do, 

the senators may tear you apart when no one is looking. Livy‟s main instructions were 

relevant to Augustus in his time, and are still relevant to any who read his work today: be 

loyal to the state and be careful to plan before acting, whether establishing a city, 

bringing forth new policies, or anything else. 

                                                           
93

 Livy, Ab Urbe Condita, I.7.8. 
94

 Price (1984) explores the nature of power, especially in the Roman Empire. He argues that power is 
relational and rational, and that it is not the same as force. Political power therefore cannot be 

considered a simple fact, but must be observed as an interaction between the ruler and the ruled, 

whether the ruler‟s influence stems from a political position or personal influence. 
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