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The Year of the Four Emperorsis one of the most dramatic and pivotal periods in Roman history. Occurring in

69 AD, this year was marked by rapid succession, civil war, and a scramble for power that left the Roman Empire on

the brink of collapse. Understanding this tumultuous era offers insight into the fragility of imperial authority, the role

of the military in politics, and the enduring impact of leadership on a vast empire.

What Was the Year of the Four Emperors?

In the single calendar year of 69 AD, Rome saw four men claim the imperial title: Galba, Otho, Vitellius, and

Vespasian. Each emperor's reign lasted only weeks or months, and the transitions were accompanied by armed

conflict, political intrigue, and shifting loyalties among the legions. The crisis began after the death of Emperor Nero

and ended with Vespasian's consolidation of power, which ushered in the Flavian dynasty and restored stability to

the empire.

Although the term “Year of the Four Emperors” is a convenient label, the events spanned more than just a single

calendar year. The turmoil began in the summer of 68 AD and culminated in 70 AD, when Vespasian secured his

position and established a new imperial line. Nonetheless, the phrase captures the intensity of the succession crisis

and the rapid turnover of rulers.

Historical Context: The Fall of Nero

Nero’s reign, from 54 AD to 68 AD, was characterized by extravagance, persecution, and a growing disconnect

between the emperor and the Roman Senate. His erratic rule alienated many of the empire’s elites and sowed the

seeds of dissent. The disastrous fire of 64 AD, which devastated Rome, further eroded Nero’s popularity. By 68 AD,

discontent had reached a boiling point, and the Roman legions in the provinces began to question Nero’s

leadership.

Nero’s decision to abandon Rome and retreat to the eastern provinces in 68 AD left a power vacuum. His last will,

which named his adopted son, the future Emperor Claudius, as his successor, was not accepted by the Senate.

Instead, the Senate declared Nero a public enemy, a move that legitimized a rebellion against his rule. This

decision set the stage for the chaotic succession that followed.

Key Figures of the Year of the Four Emperors

•  Galba – The first emperor to claim power after Nero’s death, known for his austere governance.

•  Otho – A charismatic senator who seized the throne after Galba’s assassination.

•  Vitellius – A military commander who briefly held the imperial title before being overthrown.

•  Vespasian – The ultimate victor, founder of the Flavian dynasty, and a stabilizing force for the empire.

Galba: The First Emperor of the Crisis

Galba, a former governor of Hispania and a respected senator, was proclaimed emperor by the troops of Legio X

Fretensis in 68 AD. His claim was rooted in his reputation as a man of integrity and his support from the Senate.

However, Galba’s reign was marred by his austere policies, which alienated the wealthy and the military. He

imposed heavy taxes to fund the war effort, and his refusal to grant the traditional honors to the legions created



deep resentment.

Galba’s short rule ended with his assassination in January 69 AD by his own troops, who were eager for a more

generous and popular leader. His death underscored the fragility of imperial authority when the military’s support is

not secured.

Otho: Ambition and the Second Emperor

Otho, a former consul and close ally of Nero, quickly moved to seize power after Galba’s murder. He was

proclaimed emperor by the Roman Senate and the troops of Legio X Fretensis. Otho’s reign was brief, lasting only

47 days, but he attempted to restore order and win the loyalty of the legions by promising better treatment and

financial incentives.

Despite his efforts, Otho’s lack of military experience and the continued hostility of the legions made his position

precarious. The decisive battle against Vitellius’s forces at the Battle of Bedriacum forced Otho to flee Rome. He

committed suicide in April 69 /AD, ending his brief attempt to stabilize the empire.

Vitellius: The Last of the Four Before Vespasian

Vitellius, a seasoned military commander, was proclaimed emperor by the legions of Legio V Alaudae. He enjoyed

the support of the eastern provinces and the Senate, which sought to counterbalance Otho’s influence. Vitellius’s

reign was characterized by lavish spending, which strained the empire’s finances.

Vitellius’s downfall came during the Battle of the Tiber, where his forces were outmaneuvered by Vespasian’s

legions. The emperor’s lack of strategic foresight and the growing dissatisfaction among the troops led to his

capture and eventual execution in July 69 /AD.

Vespasian: The Stabilizer and Founder of the Flavian Dynasty

Vespasian, a seasoned general with a reputation for discipline and administrative skill, was proclaimed emperor by

Legio X Fretensis after Vitellius’s defeat. His rise to power was marked by a pragmatic approach to governance, a

focus on restoring fiscal stability, and a commitment to rebuilding the empire’s infrastructure.

Vespasian’s reign, which began in 69 AD and lasted until his death in 79 AD, laid the foundations for the Flavian

dynasty. He implemented reforms that strengthened the empire’s financial base, restructured the military, and

promoted public works projects, such as the construction of the Flavian Amphitheatre (now known as the

Colosseum). Vespasian’s leadership restored confidence in the imperial system and set a precedent for future

transitions of power.

The Battles That Decided the Empire

1.  Battle of Bedriacum (First) – The clash between Galba’s forces and Otho’s troops in February 69 /AD, which 

resulted in Otho’s initial victory.

2.  Battle of Bedriacum (Second) – A decisive engagement in April 69 /AD that saw Vitellius’s forces defeat 

Otho’s army, solidifying Vitellius’s claim.

3.  Battle of the Colline Gate – The confrontation in Rome in August 69 /AD, where Vespasian’s legions overcame 

Vitellius’s forces.

4.  Battle of the Tiber River – The final military engagement in July 69 /AD that led to Vitellius’s capture and 

execution.

Military Tactics and Strategies

The civil wars of 69 AD highlighted the importance of rapid mobilization, strategic alliances, and control of key



logistical points. Vespasian’s success can be attributed to his ability to maintain disciplined legions, secure supply

lines, and leverage the loyalty of troops by addressing their grievances.

In contrast, Otho and Vitellius struggled to sustain the morale of their forces. Their reliance on heavy-handed

tactics and extravagant spending alienated soldiers, leading to defections and ultimately, their downfall.

Role of the Roman Legions

The Roman legions were the decisive factor in the Year of the Four Emperors. Each emperor’s legitimacy hinged on

the support of the military, and the shifting allegiances of the legions determined the outcome of the civil wars.

Legion loyalty was influenced by factors such as pay, supply, political ideology, and the personal charisma of their

commanders. Vespasian’s focus on restoring financial stability and ensuring timely payment secured the loyalty of

the legions, which was crucial for his eventual triumph.

Political Maneuvering and Legitimacy

The Year of the Four Emperors was not only a military crisis but also a political one. Legitimacy was contested

through the Senate, the equestrian order, and the Roman populace. Each emperor sought to legitimize his rule by

claiming senatorial approval, issuing edicts, and engaging in public works.

Imperial Succession Laws

Roman succession was traditionally guided by the Senate’s approval and the emperor’s designation of an heir.

However, the crisis of 69 AD exposed the weaknesses of this system. The rapid succession of emperors

demonstrated that military support could override senatorial endorsement, leading to a reevaluation of succession

protocols in subsequent reigns.

Propaganda and Public Perception

Propaganda played a critical role in shaping public opinion
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