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The brilliant statesmanship of Augustus inaugurated Rome’s greatest age, the Pax Romana, the Roman peace. The ancient world had never experienced such a long period of peace, order, efficient administration, and prosperity. Although both good and bad rulers succeeded Augustus, the Pax Romana persisted. The first four emperors to succeed Augustus were related to him or to his third wife, Livia. They constituted the Julio-Claudian dynasty, which ruled from 54 years (14-68). Although their reigns were marked by many conspiracies, the great achievements of Augustus were preserved and strengthened. The Senate did not seek to restore the republic, and assisted the emperors. The dynasty ended when Emperor Nero committed suicide. Nero had grown tyrannical, and had subjected Rome to a state of anarchy. After a bloody civil war, the execution of two emperors and the suicide of another, Vespasian gained the principate. His reign marked the beginning of the Flavian dynasty. He improved military discipline and discouraged mutiny, had the Colosseum built, and put down national uprisings in Judea and Gaul. In Judea, the Romans were having trouble with the Jews. Recognizing that the Jews clung to their faith, numerous privileges, such as exemption from emperor worship were extended to all Jews throughout the empire. Sometimes the Romans engaged in activities that outraged the Jews. Relations between the Jews of Judea and the Roman authorities deteriorated progressively in the succeeding decades. Feeling the need to reestablish an independent kingdom in their ancient homeland and unable to reconcile themselves to Roman rule, the Jews launched a full-scale war in 66. In 70, the Romans captured Jerusalem, and destroyed the temple. The defenders of Masada withstood a Roman siege until 73; refusing to become Roman captives, they committed suicide. Vespasian was succeeded by his suns Titus, whose reign was made famous by the eruption of Mount Vesuvius, which destroyed Pompeii and Herculaneum. He was succeeded by his brother, Domitian, who crushed a Roman revolt in Upper Germany, then executed many leading Romans, which led to his assassination, ending the Flavian dynasty. The Flavians did however succeed in preserving the internal peace of the empire. The Senate elected one of its own, Nerva, to succeed Domitian. His reign was short and uneventful, but he introduced a practice that would last until 180, he adopted Trajan, the governor of Upper Germany as his son and successor. During his rule, Trajan lessened taxes, provided for the poor, and had public works built. He conquered Dacia, (parts of Hungary and Romania), and made them into a Roman province. Trajan also waged war against Parthia, capturing Armenia, and advancing to the Persian Gulf. However, by overextending himself, revolts by Jews and counterattacks by the Parthians forced his armies to return to Rome. His successor, Hadrian abandoned what remained of the conquests, strengthened the border defenses in Britain, and fought the second Hebrew revolt. The majority of the Jews were killed, sold as slaves, or banished into exile. The Romans renamed it Syria Palestine, and forbade Jews to enter. Although the Jews continued to maintain a presence in Palestine, they had become a dispossessed and dispersed people. After Hadrian came another ruler, Antoninus Pius, who introduced humane and just reforms. Marcus Aurelius, the next emperor, was also a philosopher, and expressed Stoic thought. Frequent strife marked his reign. Roman forces fought off the Parthians, who had seized Armenia, but when they returned, they brought back from the East an epidemic that decimated the population. Aurelius also had to repulse the Germans, and was forced to devalue the coinage. From the ascension of Nerva to the death of Aurelius, the Roman empire was ruled by “The Five Good Emperors.” During this period, they Empire was at the height of its power and prosperity, and nearly all its peoples benefited. The four emperors preceding Aurelius used the adoptive system, but Aurelius chose his own son, Commodus, two succeed him. With the ascension of Commodus, a misfit and a megalomaniac, the Pax Romana came to an end. 


