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Men who would act up to the dignity of their nature ought not to pass their lives in obscurity, like the beasts of the field, formed with bodies prone to the earth, and under necessary subjection to their appetites.


Now, our faculties are twofold; those of the soul, and those of the body:  the soul was designed for sovereign command, the body for subjection:  the former we enjoy in common with the gods, the latter with the brute creation.  So that to me it appears more agreeable to nature to pursue glory by the abilities of the mind than those of the body; and as our lives are but of short duration, it should be our study to render our memory immortal:  for the splendour derived from riches and beauty is short-lived and frail, virtue[1] alone confers immortality.


It has, however, been a great and long debate, whether success in war is most owing to bodily strength or mental abilities:  for, as counsel is necessary before we enter on action, after measures are duly concerted, speedy execution is equally necessary; so that neither of these being sufficient singly, they prevail only by the assistance of each other.
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Accordingly, kings of old (for this was the first title of authority among men) applied themselves differently; some to strengthen their bodies by exercise, others to improve their minds.  Then, indeed, ambition had no share in influencing the conduct of men; every one was satisfied with his own.  But after Cyrus began in Asia, and the Lacedæmonians and Athenians in Greece, to conquer cities and nations; when the lust of power was thought a sufficient reason for commencing a war, and glory was measured by the extent of dominions, then it was discovered by experience that genius conduces most to success.  And if kings and rulers would exert their abilities in peace as they do in war, the condition of human affairs would be much more steady and uniform; nor should we see so frequent revolutions and convulsions in states, and such universal confusion:  for the same arts by which dominion was at first acquired will serve to secure it.  But when, instead of industry, moderation, and equity, sloth, licentiousness, and pride prevail, the fortune of a state changes with its manners:  and thus power always passes from him who has least merit to him who has most.


It is to the powers of the mind we owe the invention and advantages of agriculture, navigation, and architecture, and indeed all the other arts of life.  Yet many there are in the world who, abandoned to sloth and sensuality, without learning or politeness, pass their lives much like travellers; and who, in opposition to the design of nature, place their whole happiness in animal pleasure, looking on their minds as a heavy burden.  The life and death of such as these are to me of equal value, since there is no notice taken of either.[2]  He only seems to me to be truly alive, and to enjoy his rational nature, who, by engaging in an active course of life, pursues the glory that is derived from noble actions, or the exercise of some honourable employment.  Now, amid a great variety of occupations, nature has directed men to different pursuits.
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To act well for the state is glorious, and to write well for it is not without its merit.  A man may become illustrious in peace or in war:  many have been applauded for performing heroic actions, many for relating them.  And though the character of the historian is not reckoned so glorious as that of the hero, yet to me it appears a very arduous task to write history well, since the style must be suited to the subject.  Besides, many look on the censure of faults as the effect of malice and envy; and when the glorious achievements of brave and worthy men are related, every reader will be easily inclined to believe what he thinks he could have performed himself, but will treat what exceeds that measure as false and fabulous.


As for me, like most others, I had in my younger days a strong desire for a share in the administration; but found many obstructions in my way:  for instead of modesty, justice, and virtue, licentiousness, corruption, and avarice flourished; which, though my soul, as yet untainted with evil habits, utterly abhorred, yet amid such general depravity my tender years were caught by ambition; and although I avoided, in the general tenor of my conduct, the corrupt practices of the age, yet being fired with the same ardour for preferment that others were, I was thence exposed to envy and reproach as well as they.
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As soon, however, as my mind was delivered from the many crosses and dangers attending this pursuit, and I had determined to retire during the remainder of my life from the administration, it was not my intention to waste such valuable time in sloth and indolence, nor to pass my days in agriculture, hunting, or the like servile occupations; but, resuming my former design, from which the cursed spirit of ambition had diverted me, I resolved to employ myself in writing such parts of the Roman history as appeared to me to be most deserving of being transmitted to posterity; and this I chose the rather, because my mind was neither influenced by hope or fear, nor attached to any party in the state:  accordingly, I shall here, with the utmost veracity, give a short account of Catiline’s Conspiracy; a memorable attempt, both for the enormous wickedness of it, and the danger it threatened.  But before I enter directly on the story I shall give a short character of the man.
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Lucius Catiline was descended of an illustrious family:[3]  he was a man of great vigour, both of body and mind, but of a disposition extremely profligate and depraved.  From his youth he took pleasure in civil wars, massacres, depredations, and intestine broils; and in these he employed his younger days.  His body was formed for enduring cold, hunger, and want of rest, to a degree indeed incredible:  his spirit was daring, subtle, and changeable:  he was expert in all the arts of simulation and dissimulation; covetous of what belonged to others, lavish of his own; violent in his passions:  he had eloquence enough, but a small share of wisdom.  His boundless soul was constantly engaged in extravagant and romantic projects, too high to be attempted.[4]

Such was the character of Catiline; who, after Sylla’s usurpation, was fired with a violent desire of seizing the government; and, provided he could but carry his point, he was not at all solicitous by what means.  His spirit, naturally violent, was daily more and more hurried on to the execution of his design by his poverty and the consciousness of his crimes; both which evils he had heightened by the practices above mentioned.  He was encouraged to it by the wickedness of the state, thoroughly debased by luxury and avarice; vices equally fatal, though of contrary natures.


Now that I have occasion to mention the Roman manners, I am naturally led to look back a little to past ages, and to give a short account of the institutions of our ancestors, both in war and peace; how they governed the state, and in what grandeur they left it; and how, by a gradual declension, it has fallen from the highest degree of virtue and glory to the lowest pitch of vice and depravity.
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The Trojans, as far as I can learn, who were forced to fly from their native country, and wandered up and down, without any fixed abode, under the conduct of Æneas, were the founders of Rome, together with the Aborigines, a barbarous race, subject to no laws, and restrained by no authority, but altogether independent and unaccountable.  It is incredible how easily these two nations, after they came to inhabit the same city, formed into one people, though differing in original, language, and manners.  Afterward, when wholesome institutions, an increase of territory and inhabitants, had rendered their state sufficiently flourishing and glorious, their opulence, such is the hard fate of almost all human affairs, became the object of envy; neighbouring princes and nations fell on them in war, and but few of their friends came to their assistance; the rest, struck with terror, kept at a distance from the danger.


The Romans, however, fearless and undaunted, equally on their guard both within and without the walls, acted with spirit and resolution; concerted their measures, encouraged one another; boldly faced the enemy; and by their arms protected their liberty, their country, and their families:  then, after having repelled their own dangers, they carried assistance to their confederates, and procured themselves alliances more by conferring than receiving favours.[5]

The form of their government was monarchical; but monarchy circumscribed by laws:  a select number of men, whose bodies were indeed enfeebled with years, but their minds in full vigour, formed a council for the direction of public affairs; they were called Fathers,[6] either on account of their age, or a similitude of concern.  Afterward, when the regal government, which was established for maintaining liberty and aggrandizing the state, degenerated into pride and tyranny, they abolished it, and created two magistrates with annual power;[7] this they thought would be the most effectual method to prevent that insolence which a long continuance of power generally inspires.
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This change in the form of their government produced a great alteration in their manners; every one now exerted the utmost of his capacity in the service of his country, and was ready to display his talents on all occasions:  for under tyrants the worthy are more exposed to jealousy than the worthless, and great abilities are always dreaded by them.  It is incredible to relate how much the city increased in a short time after the recovery of its liberty; so great was the ardour of its citizens for glory.  The youth, as soon as they were able to bear arms,[8] betook themselves to the camp, where they were trained up to war by labour and practice; and they took greater pleasure in fine armour and war-horses than in licentiousness and banqueting.  To such men no toils were unusual, no situation grievous, no enemies formidable; their resolution surmounted all difficulties.  But their chief contest for glory was with one another; every one laboured to signalize himself in the view of his fellow-soldiers, by striving to be the first in wounding the enemy and scaling the walls.  This they reckoned riches, this glory and high rank.[9]  They were fond of applause, but liberal of money; they desired only a competent share of riches, but boundless glory.  I could relate on what occasions a handful of Romans has defeated mighty armies; and what cities, strongly fortified by nature, they have taken by assault; but this would carry me too far from my undertaking.
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Yet surely Fortune bears sovereign influence over every thing; it is she that brightens or obscures all things, more from caprice and humour than a regard to truth and justice.  The actions of the Athenians were, I am ready to grant, sufficiently great and noble; though not to such a degree as fame has represented them:  but as they had writers of great genius, their achievements were celebrated throughout the world as the greatest that ever were; and the bravery of those who performed them is reckoned just as great as the abilities of these illustrious authors in extolling them.  But the Roman people wanted this advantage, because their ablest men were the most employed in the service of the state.  None cultivated their minds without bodily application.  The worthiest men preferred doing to speaking, and chose rather that others should commend their virtuous actions than they relate those of others.[10]
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Good morals, therefore, were cultivated both at home and abroad.  A spirit of perfect harmony and disinterestedness every where prevailed.  Laws had no greater influence in determining them to the practice of justice and equity than natural disposition.  The only quarrels, dissensions, and disputes they exercised were against the public enemy:  all the contests that subsisted among the citizens were in virtuous deeds.  They were magnificent in their offerings to the gods; frugal in their families; and faithful to their friends.  Bravery in war, and equity and moderation in peace, were the only means by which they supported themselves and the public affairs:  and, as the clearest evidence of these virtues, I find that, in time of war, such as engaged the enemy contrary to orders, or continued in the field after a retreat was sounded, were more frequently punished than those who abandoned their standards, or quitted their posts;[11]

OEBPS/Images/DigiCat-logo.png





OEBPS/text/00001.jpg
SALLUST —_

=5

HISTORY

OF CATILINE'S
CONSPIRACY






