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A PUBLIC APOLOGY: ILS 6044

A tantalizing fragment of a speech is preserved on an inscribed plaque from Rome, now in Naples. The 
speaker apologizes to his tribe for not having opposed the election of Sejanus to the consulate of A.D. 31.

G. Marini, Gli atti e monumenti de’ fratelli Arvali I (1795) p. 43; Mommsen, IRN 6807 (unrestored); CIL VI 10213 
[Dessau, ILS 6044; Ehrenberg-Jones 53]; G. Camodeca, Catalogo delle iscrizioni latine del Museo Nazionale di 
Napoli (2000) no. 159.

EDCS photograph: https://db.edcs.eu/epigr/bilder.php?s_language=de&bild=$ILMN_01_00159.jpg.
Cf. R. Syme, Hermes 84 (1956) 257–266 [Roman Papers I 305–314]; D. Hennig, L. Aelius Sejanus (1975) 

140–142; B. Levick, Tiberius the Politician (1986) 119–120.

 0 [---------------------]+[-----------]
  [– – – n]unc quoniam m[– – –]
  [a]nnorum LX Seiani sce[lesta] 
  [fl ag]itatio et inprobae comitiae
 4 [qu]ae fuerunt in Aventino ubi
  [Sei]anus cos factus est, et ego
  [de]bilis inutilis baculi comes
  [u]t supplex fi erem. omni nunc [vi?]
 8 vos rogo, boni contri-
  [b]ules, si semper apparui
  [v]obis bonus et utilis tri-
  [bul]is, si nunquam offi c[ii]
 12 [mei - - - f]ui nec REI[– – –]
  [– – – – – –]M COL[– – – –]
  [– – – – – –]RIF[– – – – – –] 

1 [me iuvene t]unc quoniam n[unc sum(?) Mommsen; [at n]unc quoniam r[upit pacem(?)] Levick; in fi ne, m is 
certain (Camodeca)       2 Syme (or sce[larata]): sce[lerati] Marini       3 Syme (or [effl ag]itatio): [inc]itatio 
Mommsen (CIL)       4 Dessau: [ill]ae Mommsen       6 Dessau: [igno]bilis(?) CIL   Baculi Hirschfeld (CIL)       
7 [vi(?)]: Hirschfeld       11–12 offi c/[ium deser(?)]ui Levick       12 [mei immemor f]ui Marini.

1: A verb is needed.1 We propose m[e pudet], “it shames my sixty years”. For the construction and the 
sentiment compare Ov. Am. 3.7.19 pudet annorum; Plaut. Trinum. 787 hoc me aetatis sycophantari pudet, 
“this shames my age, to play the sycophant”; Cic. Phil. 2.76 me pudeat nequitiae tuae, “I am ashamed of 
your vileness”; Tib. 1.9.48 et me nunc nostri Pieridumque pudet, “and now I am ashamed of both myself 
and the Muses”; Sen. senior Controv. 7.1.13 pudet me patrocini mei, “I am ashamed of my defense”; Suas. 
5.1 pudet me victoriae vestrae, “I am ashamed of your victory”; Quintil. Declam. 329.1 pudet me, hercule, 
meae actionis, “I am ashamed of my behavior”. 

2–3: Syme’s sce[lesta / fl ag]itatio, “abominable business”, strikes the right tone, cf. Liv. 39.41 castigare 
… nova fl agitia et priscos revocare, “to attack the current vices and call back the old ways”. But the space 
available in line 3 seems inadequate. A bare possibility is sce[lesta fl /ag]itatio, if the mason ignored syllabic 
division. Or else simply sce[lesta / ag]itatio, “abominable activity/dealings”. At the beginning of line 3 a 
high angular mark visible in the photograph could be the remains of a letter V; but no word with -vitatio 
seems suitable. For the vocabulary here compare the sacred law CIL XIV 3565 (Tibur), (Priapus) fontibus 
arcet et scelestos inprobo pede. 

1 Levick: “has destroyed the peace of sixty years(?)”, reckoned from Actium. But those years were rarely peaceful, as 
Tiberius would know best, the gates of Janus closing briefl y only two or three times.
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6: Hirschfeld took baculi to be a person (P. Sextius Baculus); it was Dessau who recognized the logic 
of the speaker’s apology. For this image of old age compare Ov. Met. 6.27 infi rmos, baculo quos sustinet, 
artus; Calp. Ecl. 5.13 baculum premat inclinata senectus. 

7: Cf. Plaut. Pseud. 1318–19 hoc ego numquam ratus sum fore me, ut tibi fi erem supplex, “I never 
thought this would happen to me, that I become your suppliant”. 

7–8: At the end, Hirschfeld saw the necessity of a noun, but his restored [vi], sensible as it is, cannot 
fi t in line 7 or 8. We assume instead an omission, <vi>: that is, the archetype had NUNCVIVOS, but the 
mason lost his place in making the line break. 

11–12: Marini’s restoration is too long, as Camodeca notes. We propose offi c[i/o meo de]fui. In 11 the 
fi nal letter I was probably forced into the margin as in line 8. For the expression compare Cic. Balb. 60 
neque huic umquam labori offi cio muneri defui, “nor have I ever fallen short in this task/duty/offi ce”; 
Liv. 45.23.6 neque bonorum sociorum defuimus offi cio, “we did not fall short in our duty as good allies”; 
Petr. Sat. 139.5 offi cio defuissem. 

Thus:
  [– – n]unc quoniam m[e pudet]
  [a]nnorum LX Seiani sce[lesta ?fl -] 
  [ag]itatio et inprobae comitiae
 4 [qu]ae fuerunt in Aventino ubi
  [Sei]anus cos factus est, et ego
  [de]bilis inutilis baculi comes
  [u]t supplex fi erem. omni nunc 
 8 <vi> vos rogo, boni contri-
  [b]ules, si semper apparui
  [v]obis bonus et utilis tri-
  [bul]is, si nunquam offi c[i]-
 12 [o meo def]ui nec REI[– – –]
  [– – – – – –]M COL[– – – –]
  [– – – – – –]RIF[– – – – – –]

… now because it shames my sixty years, the abominable (mis)conduct(?) and improper elec-
tion that took place on the Aventine when Sejanus was elected consul, and I the decrepit com-
panion of a worthless walking stick, so that I am become a suppliant. Now I ask you with all 
<force>, good tribesmen, if ever I seemed to you a good and useful tribesman, if I never failed 
of my duty and did not …

A tribal magistrate excuses himself, blaming the weakness of old age, for his passivity during the election 
of Sejanus as consul ordinarius for A.D. 31. In the course of that year Sejanus fell into disgrace, and was 
executed on 18 October (I.Italiae XIII.1 p. 187). The speaker held some sort of authority (curator?) during 
the conduct of his tribe’s vote,2 and out of weakness (he says) he failed to oppose the candidate. In reality 
he may have supported him. Now he is under attack, whether legal or electoral, by his fellow tribesmen. The 
former friends of Sejanus needed to make excuses, and a fragment of Tacitus shows the tone: mihi pudorem 
aut Seiano invidiam adlaturum censui, etc.3

The constitutionalist will hesitate at the implication that a tribe and the Comitia Tributa elected con-
suls, rather than the Comitia Centuriata. But the Tabula Hebana makes clear the contemporary procedure: 
at a consular election, a tribe, gathered as a unit, divided into centuries only for the act of voting, and each 

2 This role speaks against Levick’s proposal that the speaker was the emperor, as does his age if we have rightly restored 
the opening (Tiberius was now past seventy).

3 Tac. Ann. 5.6; cf. Juv. 10.56–113, including quid / turba Remi? sequitur fortunam, ut semper, et odit / damnatos (72–74).
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tribe, one by one, came forward in the allotted sequence to cast votes via its centuries.4 Our speaker was 
now standing in front of his tribe as he did during the election.

Syme elucidated the relevance of the Aventine to the plebeian novus homo Sejanus:5 by ancient tra-
dition this was the special place of the plebeians. A further narrowing seems possible. An election must 
happen in inaugurated space; of the Aventine temples, the one that seems most pertinent is that of Ceres, 
Liber, and Libera, the quintessential political temple on the Aventine.6 There were the archives maintained 
by the plebeian aediles (Liv. 3.55.13), and there was stored the confi scated property of those who violated 
a tribune of the plebs (3.55.6–7; Dion. Hal. 6.89, 10.42.4). The building burned in 31 B.C., and the new 
temple, begun by Augustus, was dedicated by Tiberius in A.D. 17 (Tac. Ann. 2.49). So the aedes Cereris 
embodied both old traditions of plebeian assertiveness and current imperial patronage of religion. Juvenal 
on Sejanus’ death (10.112): he was sent “to the son-in-law of Ceres”, ad generum Cereris, Pluto.

The plaque itself remains a puzzle: why, for what context or purpose, was this apology inscribed at all? 
The fi nd-spot is unknown. We have of course speeches on stone – Claudius on citizenship for Gaul, Had-
rian to army units. The impulse to preserve such authoritative pronouncements is understandable. Those 
large inscriptions, with their long lines, could accommodate texts of substantial length. Our tribesman’s 
speech, with its lines of about 22 letters, cannot have been long – especially if the text included some pref-
ace that would have explained why this apology is here immortalized. 
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4 Lines 27–28, cum tribum unam cuius[cumq(ue) sors e]xierit citaverit; 30–31, de[inde alteram et] alteram tribum sortia-
tur. For the text see J. H. Oliver and R. E. A. Palmer, AJP 75 (1954) 225–249.

5 See also Z. Yavetz, Chiron 28 (1998) 187–191.
6 See T. P. Wiseman, Unwritten Rome (2008) 127–139; C. Smith, Antichthon 46 (2012) 122. 




