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Aurelius, Marcus, emperor 161–80CE, was born in 121 and named M. Annius (RE 94) Verus. His 

homonymous grandfather, M. Annius Verus , from Ucubi (Espejo) in Baetica, consul for the third 

time (as ordinarius) in 126 and city prefect, a relative of Hadrian and an influential figure, brought 

him up after his father's early death. His mother Domitia Lucilla inherited the fortune created by 

Cn. Domitius Afer . From early childhood Marcus was a favourite of Hadrian, who nicknamed him 

Verissimus. At the age of 15 he was betrothed at Hadrian's wish to Ceionia Fabia, daughter of the 

man Hadrian adopted as L. Aelius Caesar . In 138 Hadrian ordered his second heir Antoninus Pius , 

whose wife was Marcus' aunt Annia Galeria Faustina (1) , to adopt Marcus along with Aelius' son 

Lucius: he now became M. (Aelius) Aurelius Verus Caesar. When Hadrian died, Marcus was 

betrothed to Antoninus' daughter, his own cousin Annia Galeria Faustina (2) , instead of Ceionia. 

Quaestor in 139, first elected consul in 140 and again in 145, he married in the latter year; his first 

child was born on 30 November 147; the next day he received tribunicia potestas (see tribuni 

plebis ) and imperium and Faustina became Augusta (fasti Ostienses). Marcus was educated by a 

host of famous teachers, one being the orator Fronto ; many of their letters survive. His leaning to 

philosophy, already manifest when he was 12, became the central feature of his life. He was much 

influenced by Q. Iunius Rusticus (elected to a second consulship in 162), son or grandson of the 

Stoic ‘martyr’ (see stoicism ) of CE 93, and by the teaching of Epictetus . Although Marcus is called 

a Stoic, his Meditations (see below) are eclectic, with elements of Platonism and Epicureanism as 

well. Further, he was much indebted to Antoninus, who receives a lengthier tribute than anyone 

else in the Meditations (1. 16; another version, 6. 30). His tranquil family life is vividly portrayed in 

his correspondence and recalled with affection in the Meditations. Faustina bore him further 

children; several died in infancy, but the couple had four daughters when Marcus succeeded 

Antoninus on 7 March 161; and Faustina was again pregnant.

Marcus at once requested the senate to confer the rank of co-emperor on his adoptive brother 

Lucius, as Hadrian had intended. Lucius took Marcus' name Verus , while Marcus assumed that of 

Antoninus. There were thus two Augusti for the first time, equal rulers, except that only Marcus 

was Pontifex Maximus and he had greater auctoritas. The coinage proclaimed the concordia 

Augustorum, L. Verus was betrothed to Marcus' eldest daughter Annia Aurelia Galeria Lucilla , and 

the felicitas temporum was further enhanced when Faustina gave birth to twin sons on 31 August, 

their names honouring Antoninus (T. Aurelius Fulvus Antoninus) and Lucius (L. Aurelius 

Commodus). But Antoninus' death had unleashed trouble on the frontiers: in Britain, dealt with 

by Sex. Calpurnius Agricola ; Upper Germany, to which Marcus' close friend Aufidius Victorinus , 

Fronto's son-in-law, was sent; along the Danube; and, most seriously, in the east. The Parthians 

seized Armenia and defeated the governor of Cappadocia, who took his own life, and invaded 

Syria. It was decided that an expeditionary force was needed, to be led by L. Verus, with an 
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experienced staff. Verus left Italy in 162 and was based at Antioch (1) until 166 (with a visit to 

Ephesus in 164 to marry Lucilla), but was merely a figurehead. After the expulsion of the 

Parthians from Armenia by Statius Priscus (163), he took the title Armeniacus (accepted by 

Marcus in 164), crowning a new king, Sohaemus. Other generals, notably Avidius Cassius , 

defeated the Parthians in Mesopotamia: Ctesiphon was captured and Seleuceia (1) on the Tigris 

sacked at the end of 165. Verus became Parthicus Maximus, Marcus following suit after a short 

delay. In 166 further success led to the title Medicus. But plague had broken out in the eastern 

army; the threat in the north was becoming acute—the despatch of three legions to the east had 
weakened the Rhine–Danube limes . Verus was obliged to make peace, celebrating a joint triumph 

with Marcus (12 October 166). Each became Pater Patriae and Marcus' surviving sons, Commodus 

(whose twin had died) and Annius Verus (b. 162), became Caesar.

Marcus planned a new campaign to relieve the Danube frontier. New legions, II and III Italicae, 

were raised in 165; V Macedonica, formerly in Lower Moesia, was moved to Dacia on its return 

from the east. But the plague , reaching Rome in 166, delayed the expedition until spring 168; 

meanwhile Pannonia and Dacia were both invaded. The emperors went to the Danube in 168 and 

reinforced the frontier, stationing the new legions in western Pannonia under Q. Antistius 

Adventus (ILS 8977). They wintered at Aquileia, where the plague broke out; the praetorian 

prefect Furius Victorinus was a victim and Galen , the imperial physician, refused to stay. At 

Verus' insistence, he and Marcus also left in January 169, but Verus had a stroke on the journey 

and died a few days later. Marcus deified him and obliged the widowed Lucilla to marry the Syrian 

novus homo Ti. Claudius Pompeianus , who had distinguished himself in Pannonia. In spite of 

further bereavement—his younger son Verus died—he pressed on with preparations, auctioning 
imperial treasures to raise funds, and returned north, to Sirmium, in autumn 169.

Apparently planning to annex territory beyond the Danube, he launched an offensive in spring 

170, but incurred a severe defeat. The Marcomanni and Quadi of Bohemia and Slovakia invaded, 

outflanked Marcus and swept over the Julian Alps, sacking Opitergium (Oderzo) and besieging 

Aquileia. It was the worst such crisis since the German invasions at the end of the 2nd cent. BCE. 

Desperate measures, led by Pompeianus and P. Helvius Pertinax , cleared Italy, Noricum, and 

Pannonia. The Marcomanni were defeated as they tried to recross the Danube with their booty. 

But the Balkans and Greece were invaded by the Costoboci, requiring further emergency 

measures, and Spain was ravaged by the Moors, dealt with by Marcus' friend Victorinus. Marcus, 

based at Carnuntum, first used diplomacy to detach some tribes from the ‘barbarian conspiracy’; 
some peoples were settled within the empire. The offensive, resumed in 172, is depicted at the 

start of the Aurelian column in Rome. In spite of the death of the praetorian prefect Vindex, the 

Marcomanni were defeated: victory was claimed, with the title Germanicus. In a battle against the 

Quadi Roman troops were saved by a ‘rain miracle’, shown on the column, later claimed to have 
been achieved by the prayers of Christian legionaries; Marcus gave the credit to the Egyptian 

Hermes ‘Aerius’. In 173 he pacified the Quadi, moving to Sirmium in 174 to take on the Sarmatian 

Iazyges of the Hungarian plain. After some successes, he was obliged to make an armistice when 

Avidius Cassius, who had had special powers in the east, was proclaimed emperor. The revolt 

collapsed after three months, but Marcus, now Sarmaticus, toured the east, taking Faustina, who 

died in late 175 and was deified, and Commodus. He went through Asia and Syria to Egypt, 
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returning via Athens to Rome. Here he held a triumph (23 December 176) and raised Commodus 

to Augustus. In summer 178, renewed warfare in the north took him northwards again. He 

remained, evidently planning to annex Marcomannia and Sarmatia, until his death (17 March 

180).

Marcus has been universally admired, as a philosopher-ruler, to the present day, criticized only 

for leaving his unworthy son as successor. This no doubt seemed the best way to ensure stability, 

and he left Commodus experienced advisers, including his numerous sons-in-law. Despite 

Marcus' lack of military experience he took personal command against the first wave of the great 

Völkerwanderung that ultimately destroyed the empire, setting an example that inspired his 

contemporaries in the view of Ammianus (31. 5. 14).
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