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PROLOGUE





ON THE evening of 14th March, 44 B.C., Caesar was dining in Rome at the house of Lepidus. After dinner he withdrew to a side table and began to write. He was now fifty-eight years of age and for some time had been bald. His baldness, however, was concealed by the triumphal wreath which, by a decree of the senate, he was entitled to wear on all occasions. He had recently been made Dictator for life and about a month before the date of this dinner party had refused, some said with reluctance, the offer of a crown made to him by Antony. It was believed that this offer was to be made again, though in a different form, on the next day, which was the Ides of March. Caesar’s old uncle, Lucius Cotta, was to propose formally in the senate that the Dictator should be given the title of “King.” He would justify the proposal by producing a statement from the Oracular Books to the effect that only a King was fated to conquer the great eastern Kingdom of Parthia. As Caesar himself, directly after the meeting of the senate on the Ides of March, was to set out against Parthia on a final military campaign, the proposal of Cotta could be represented as a patriotic one.


We do not know what was occupying Caesar’s attention as he sat writing, listening from time to time to the conversation of his fellow guests. He may have been busy with orders for his divisional commanders or with instructions for the conduct of his troops; he may have been drafting regulations designed to curb the luxury and extravagance of Roman women or business men; he may have been recording one of his own campaigns, or composing a poem or literary treatise; he may have been writing a love letter to Cleopatra, the Queen of Egypt, who was then in Rome, or to any one of a number of other women. Bridges, aqueducts, roads, finance, religion, municipal charters, traffic control, alterations in the calendar, an anthology of witty sayings, which he was at this time compiling, the Jewish problem, details of uniform, statues, the difficulties of his friends—on all or any or many more of these subjects may his mind have been either ranging or concentrated, so numerous were his cares, interests and responsibilities, so active and energetic still were his body and his mind.


It was true that in recent years he had suffered increasingly from a form of epilepsy, and there were some who would maintain that because of his fear of these attacks (since he hated anything indecorous) or because of the mental disturbance of which the attacks themselves were a symptom, his conduct and manner had somehow changed. His well-known affability and courteousness could no longer, it was said, be entirely depended upon. There had been, for instance, an occasion when he had offended the senate by receiving them sitting down. Was this a mark of tyranny or of physical exhaustion? And in the last great battle of the civil war, he was held by some experts to have shown an astonishing recklessness and impatience which might well have cost him both life and honour. His friends, however, could justly reply that he had always been reckless and that this was by no means the first battle which he had won at the last moment and as the result of exposing his own person to the utmost danger. As for his manners they declared them to be as friendly and affable as ever. For friendship indeed he had a gift which seemed unique. No other great man in history, it was claimed, had so many friends in so many different circles of society; and if Caesar had often made friends, as with Pompey or with Crassus, partly in order to promote his own interests, far more numerous were the cases when his friendship was freely offered and freely accepted as something sincere, enjoyable and disinterested. So far as the senate was concerned, it was no new thing for Caesar to react somewhat violently to pomposity and obstructionism. It was perhaps a mistake to have received the senators without bothering to rise from his chair, but it was the kind of apparent mistake which Caesar often made and which finally turned out to have been a gesture which did good to his party and to himself. In all probability the incident would be remembered in future as just another example of Caesar’s unconventionality, of the supreme self-confidence which sprang from his utter fearlessness. Not that at this stage of his life he had any superior power to fear. Yet he must have known that, although the whole proud state of Rome was at his feet or in his hand, there were still many individuals who from ambition, envy, rancour or even patriotism hated him, and even that he may have been most hated by some of those to whom he had been most merciful. He was not ignorant of human nature and his whole life had been spent in revolutionary politics. The only danger to which he was exposed was that of assassination. Characteristically he took no precautions against this danger at all.


It would have been unlike him, however, not to have given the matter some thought. Certainly at this dinner party of Lepidus on the evening before the Ides of March he looked up for some moments from his work and listened attentively to his fellow guests who were discussing in general terms what sort of death was most to be desired. The others were not aware that he was listening and were surprised when he broke rapidly into the conversation with the words, “A sudden one.” He then turned once more to whatever business it was that had been occupying him.


One of his fellow guests must have been disturbed by his words. This was Decimus Brutus, who, though he did not know it, had been named second heir in Caesar’s will. He was a man of great military ability who had served Caesar well in many campaigns and who owed everything to Caesar’s friendship. Yet he was among the conspirators who, headed by another Brutus, the son of Caesar’s old mistress Servilia, a young man of whom the Dictator was particularly fond, had planned the assassination for the following day. Decimus Brutus must have wondered, as we wonder to-day, what feeling, what knowledge, what intuition or apprehension lay behind those calmly spoken words commending a death that was sudden and a death that had been already planned.


That Caesar had no knowledge of the precise nature and extent of the conspiracy is certain. The stories, however, which have come down to us concerning the disturbed night which he passed after the dinner party, the omens and dreams and hesitations, provide evidence that his mind may have been affected by some dreadful apprehension. Could he have surmised that for the first and only time luck, violence and his own character had combined against him? Could he have imagined that his hours were numbered? And, had he done so, might he not have seen, as certain people are supposed to see before death, the whole process of his life pass before him rapidly and in a flash? What he would have seen and how he would have judged we do not know but may venture partially to imagine. Our imagination must be selective, since even the events themselves which we assume to have passed before his eyes either in a moment at the house of Lepidus or in wakeful intervals of the night which followed are too numerous to be recorded; and it is proper also that we should be circumscribed by a respect for truth, although in such a venture as this objectivity is not possible. Caesar often took the trouble to explain himself, but he was not used to self-criticism. His greatness is indisputable. Whether such greatness is an admirable or disastrous thing is a different question altogether.


Caesar knew that he was great, though the knowledge seems to have come to him gradually. Before his death we may imagine him reflecting in some such terms as these upon the life that was so nearly over:
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CHAPTER I


MY FAMILY





MY FAMILY is descended from the ancient Kings of Rome and, if the story is true that Venus was our ancestress, from the immortal gods. Whether the gods exist or not, that power in nature and in personality to which we give the name of “Venus” has proved most kindly to me except, strangely enough, in her procreative aspect. Now that my daughter Julia is dead, I have no child of my own body, and though Cleopatra claims that I am the father of her child Caesarion, her word is not to be believed. But our ancient family, raised again by me after many years of obscurity to greatness, is not extinct. My sister’s daughter (it was in the year of Catiline’s conspiracy) bore a son, Octavian, and I have made him my heir. He is a boy of outstanding ability, ambitious, sensible and utterly ruthless. Unfortunately his health is weak, but so was mine at his age. If he lives he will inherit, grasp and maintain power.


With the notable exception of myself, there have not been for many years any males of great distinction in the Julian family. My father never attained the consulship. But my mother Aurelia was known everywhere, except in violent or dissipated circles, for her integrity, her charm and her considerable intellectual powers. She was ambitious for me and used to stand beside me in every crisis of my career, loyal even when she was most disapproving. And indeed not everything in my career can be approved by those whose principles, if liberal, are strict. Yet I like to believe that my mother, in her woman’s way, understood the fact that principles, however sincerely held, must be, if they are to be effective‚ adapted in some measure to events. The tragedy of our times and, in a sense, my own tragedy consists in this: that remedies have not been able to keep pace with the disease, that accident, that dead weights of tradition, interest and stupidity have continued to impede my liberty and speed of action, so that what has been accomplished has been the necessary rather than the good. On the other hand it must be observed that not many people are capable of doing even what is necessary, still less of influencing, to some degree, the forces of necessity itself. For recognising some necessities and for acting with the speed and confidence required to ensure that out of two or more possibilities one in particular becomes an event I shall deserve the respect of posterity. It is probable, however, human nature being what it is, that I shall be both admired and detested for the wrong reasons. The doctrinaire and antiquarian spirit of Cato did not die with him at Utica. It will often be found sufficient to call me “King” or “Dictator,” or to inflate beyond any possible meaning such words as “liberty” in order to make me appear as a calamitous phenomenon, one who, out of personal ambition, deprived other men of their rights and their opportunities of free development. And there will be people also who, as many do to-day, will admire me to the point of worship simply because they themselves are unfitted for responsibility. Such people will always adore the powerful even when power is used directly contrary to their own interests or imagined beliefs. Their adulation springs from natural servility and, though a factor in every situation, is not valuable. I should not like to be described as either good or bad. It would be true to call me necessary, brilliant and, whenever possible, well-meaning.


I should imagine that my mother thought of me in this way, though in my childhood, as is natural and proper in education, the words “good” and “bad” were frequently employed. Not only my mother herself but many of her relations were what might be described as “high-minded.” There was, for example, my mother’s uncle, Rutilius Rufus, who followed the Stoic philosophy and, unlike Cato, followed it with sincerity and a complete lack of ostentation. He was in real fact what is called “a Roman of the old type”; indeed he was one of the only examples of this type whom I have ever met. His persecution by Roman capitalists of the new type taught me one of my first lessons in politics. Then there were my mother’s brothers, the Cottas, two of whom have since held the consulship. In particular I remember Caius Cotta, one of the best speakers of his day and a man of most enlightened views. He and the majority of his friends were keen students both of Greek literature and of Greek political theory. Not that they imagined, as some earlier reformers had appeared to do, that the political structure of one society could be imported wholesale and imposed upon another; but they were well aware, long before it became apparent to everyone, that the constitution and theory of Roman government, admirable as they had proved themselves to be in the remote past, were now inadequate, out of date and dangerous. So in their conversations, to which even as a small boy I was often allowed to listen, they would debate the merits of democracy, oligarchy and monarchy, quoting from Thucydides, Aristotle, Plato and from philosophic popularisers of the day. I was an eager listener, being fascinated partly by politics themselves and partly by what I considered the great intellectual distinction of my mother’s family. My uncles and their friends were kind enough to take an interest in me and to encourage me in my early and lasting enthusiasm for Greek literature. Once, I remember, I startled them by venturing, in the course of one of their discussions, to quote from Euripides a verse upon which I have often had occasion to reflect: 








If wrong must be, then, best to do it for the sake


Of supreme power, and in other things be always good.











My Uncle Cotta, then a young man only just beginning his career at the bar, applauded me for having read and remembered Euripides; but he deplored the sentiment as illiberal. Of course he was right; but he was incapable of understanding what is meant by necessity.


I was proud of my mother and her relations. I was proud, too, and have been profoundly influenced by another family relation of an entirely different kind. To-day only personal friends or specialists in history remember the Cottas; but my Uncle Marius will always be remembered.


It is difficult to understand how this formidable and tremendous character was ever permitted to marry into our family at all. His own family was totally obscure and his parents, it seems, actually earned their living by the work of their hands. He and they were dependents of the powerful and often arrogant clan of the Metelli, but, so I was told, Marius himself, at a very early age, claimed complete independence for himself and showed his independence by going out of his way to insult the consul Quintus Metellus, who had given him his first opportunity to show his military abilities. Marius had no money, no gift of eloquence and, once he had offended the Metelli, hardly any support in powerful circles. Yet, solely on the strength of his great gifts as a soldier and of his enormous popularity in the army, he managed to attain the consulship. All this happened before I was born and it was before I was born that he married my father’s sister, my Aunt Julia. It was a strange match, since Julia was very greatly the superior socially, and Marius himself never paid the slightest attention to rank. Had he wished to make an alliance which would be useful to him politically, he would probably have approached some family other than our own, since at this time our family, in spite of its great antiquity, was neither wealthy nor in command of much political influence. Perhaps Marius and my aunt were in love, difficult though it is to imagine. Certainly in later days my aunt would always speak of her husband with respect and would constantly refer to his great exploits in youth and early middle age. This was natural enough, considering the appalling savagery which marked the last stages of his life.


To me, in my early childhood, he was rather a legend than a real person. His name was constantly with me in the conversation of nurses, tutors and school children, and his name, whether one approved of him or not, was for many years the greatest in Rome. The most splendid of all his many victories had been won in the year after I was born. In this year he totally annihilated the great host of Germans who, but for him, would certainly have laid waste Italy and Rome herself. Soon afterwards, as I learned later, he made some foolish mistakes in politics. He was trapped by his enemies into performing an unpopular act and, for a time at least, he was discredited among his friends. But at no time did people stop talking of him. There was something in his personality which led to fable, even to romance. Perhaps it was the very intensity of his self-assurance; for in reality he was as far as possible from being a romantic character, and he was quite singularly devoid of all charm.


Like most young children, I was delighted with stories of prodigies and miracles. There were many of these concerning Marius and many are told to this day. In particular I remember having been impressed by the story of how, before each of his great victories, two vultures would appear and accompany the army on its marches. These birds could always be recognised, since on one occasion the soldiers had caught them and had put collars of brass around their necks. And so, ever afterwards, whenever these great birds, with the gleam of yellow behind their heads, could be seen on their broad wings sailing over the marching columns, the soldiers, whatever the odds against them, would grow impatient for battle and become certain of victory.


In my early childhood I believed this story implicitly and loved to dwell upon it. It was only as my mind developed that I grasped the obvious point that great though the range of the vulture may be, it could not possibly be so great as the range of Marius’s armies. Later I questioned my Aunt Julia on the subject and discovered that what Marius did was to have with him on each campaign some six or eight vultures in cages and equipped with their brazen collars. The birds were procured and looked after by one of Julia’s slaves, and Marius himself used them most prudently, never giving the order for their release until he was confident that, provided his soldiers showed the necessary resolution, a victory was inevitable.


Though for a short time I was somewhat disappointed to find that a rational explanation existed for what had seemed to me a direct intervention of the gods, I soon realised that the true story did more credit than the false one to my uncle’s abilities as a commander. Certainly he, like the greatest of his subordinates, Sertorius, had the art of combining every force upon his side, including the considerable force of superstition. Men are prepared to believe almost anything, so long as the belief can give them pleasure, excitement or confidence. This is a fact known to all who, like Marius, can genuinely join in the feelings of the people and can win, as a result, not only respect but, even against all probability, confidence and affection. More intellectual characters (my Uncle Cotta, for example) believe, as of course we all do, in the power of reason; but they believe it to be more powerful than in fact it is.


Marius, being entirely uncultured, was superstitious himself; but his native shrewdness was such that every superstitious belief which he held was adapted to serve his own interests. In his old age, for instance, he was in the habit of relating an event which, according to his own account, had occurred in his early childhood. While he had been walking in the country, he said, he had caught in his arms and in the folds of his toga an eagle’s nest, containing seven young eaglets, which had been dislodged by a high wind from the cliffs where it had been built. His parents had immediately consulted the augurs who declared that the meaning of the omen was that the young boy was destined to become the greatest man in the world and that, before he died, he would seven times attain the supreme position in the state. This was a story which Marius was particularly fond of relating after his exile and before his seventh consulship. There had been, it appeared, several versions of it. After his second consulship, for instance, he used to state that the number of eaglets in the nest was three.


I myself, being fourteen or fifteen years old at the time, first heard the story from Marius in its final form. I immediately knew it to be untrue. I was interested in natural history and was aware that the eagle never hatches more than two eggs. I even ventured to remind Marius of this fact, a daring thing to do, as could be seen from the expressions of horror which passed over the faces of all who were in the room at the time. Indeed I was myself somewhat alarmed by the angry glare which the old man directed at me from beneath his shaggy brows, and at the sight of the great knotted muscles bulging on his stiffened arm. Soon, however, he smiled cunningly and then laughed, making a hoarse rattling noise that was peculiarly disgusting. “Boy,” he said, “for Caius Marius the gods could make a hundred eaglets.”


Evidently he regarded this remark as being not only final but, in its own way, clever. Of course it was neither, since the question was not whether the gods, supposing them to exist, are omnipotent, but whether, so far as we can observe it, they ever transgress the bounds of nature. I saw, however, that this was too fine a distinction for the old man to grasp and I forbore to pursue the subject. Also I was most reluctant to offend the great general who, at about this time, was beginning to take a considerable interest in me.


On the first few occasions when I had met my great kinsman, in spite of the kind of hero-worship which I felt for him and in spite of every effort on my Aunt Julia’s part, I had won neither his attention nor his regard. He took, it seemed, particular exception to my personal appearance. For, partly from nature, partly from a desire to please my mother, I was, even in boyhood, very concerned with my dress and with my hair. As for my hair, I soon adopted a special method of parting it, allowing one lock to droop down rather low over the forehead. I would often find my school fellows laughing at me when they observed me, quite unconsciously, ascertaining with a forefinger whether the parting was in the right place. And I contrived to wear even the toga of boyhood in a manner peculiar to myself, paying attention not only to the texture of the garment, but to the elegance of its folds.


To Marius all this was just another example of the effeminacy which he expected to find among the upper classes. Moreover, so far from being impressed by my proficiency in Greek, he regarded this also as being in some way immoral. “Battles are not won with irregular verbs,” he would say, omitting to observe that there are also irregularities in our own grammar, and he pronounced that, for his own part, he had no wish to study the literature of a subject race.


I myself, it must be admitted, was at first somewhat disillusioned when I met in real life this character who, in the gossip of childhood, had seemed to me so fabulously great. The stories which I liked to remember of him were not so much the miraculous ones as those which illustrated his energy in action, his toughness and the extraordinary hold which he had over his men. These stories were true. On active service, in spite of the severity of his discipline, he was capable of a kind of forbearance and understanding. His men would even tax him with overcaution—a sign that he knew well how to husband their resources for the decisive moment. He was abstemious in all his ways, merciless only to the cowardly and incompetent, just and upright with all, so that all loved him. But as soon as the time came for him to play any part in the life of the city his character altered completely. He was boastful and arrogant, rude and ungracious even to his friends, insolent and cruel to his enemies. Moreover, he was nearly always drunk and in this state would by his morose behaviour cast a gloom over the most festive gathering, or, when people had good reason to be either sad or serious, would interrupt their mood by his loud and bearish good humour, like the Hercules in Euripides, unseasonably revelling at a funeral feast. Though he always claimed to despise, and in a real sense did despise every grace of civilisation, this did not prevent him from living for long periods luxuriously and ostentatiously in a splendid villa at the fashionable watering-place of Baiae. Here, being totally incapable of appreciating any of the real refinements (the statues, the paintings, the porticoes) which he had bought at such vast expense, he would indolently spend his time in the indulgence of his brutal and enormous appetites for food and drink and for sexual relationships (if such a word can be used for a merely beastly coupling) with the lowest and least attractive types of women. He was singular, for a debauchee, in having no amatory desires for his own sex, and indeed regarded all homosexuality as decadent and effeminate, like the study of poetry and philosophy.


Naturally my Aunt Julia, my mother and other members of my family were shocked by his behaviour at this time; they were to be more shocked still before his life was over. I, too, could not help feeling a certain disappointment when I discovered that my idol was so little like what I had fancied. Yet I was able also to observe and to admire his real qualities. I used to blush for him when, as sometimes happened, I saw people laughing at the sight of him, waddling rather than walking, on his way to the athletic grounds. For even in advanced old age he would often join the young men in their exercises in the Field of Mars. But I was delighted when the laughter turned, as it always did, to expressions of wonder. Once he took up a javelin or a sword, he became transformed. The savagery in his expression was, for its very intensity, almost beautiful. There was even a lightness in those great limbs of his and a fine dexterity as well as strength in the management of his weapons. The legs which just now had seemed so inadequate to serve him stiffened in action, giving him a rock-like stability, and they, too, appeared beautiful, though one of them was covered with knots and nodules like an old tree trunk and the other (as the result of an operation) was deeply marked with dents and long incisions of the knife.


I noticed also in my uncle a quality which can only be called, though in rather an unusual sense, humanity. It was the humanity of blood, bone, courage, a kind of loyalty and endurance rather than the humanity which we associate with any moral or intellectual eminence. Indeed, from many points of view, Marius could be rightly described as both wicked and stupid. Yet in his simplicity (again not a moral quality, for he was cunning and vindictive) and in his strength there seemed to me something divine. Often I remembered him stopping in the street to address a word or two to some old soldier of his whom he had recognised in the crowd, but who had not dared to approach personally his commander-in-chief. Marius’s words were seldom particularly gracious, and his behaviour was often that of an exhibitionist. He was fond, for instance, of showing his wounds, remarking at the same time that they were better titles of nobility than a collection of family portraits. Yet, whatever he said and however he behaved, to those who had served with him he remained an object of almost fanatical and quite personal affection. A man to whom he uttered some gruff sentence in the street would remember the incident (one could see it from his face) for the rest of his life, and would describe it, with embellishments, year after year to his friends, his wife, his children and his grandchildren.


I was capable of sharing in these feelings myself, just as later I was able to inspire them in others. I was therefore grateful when, towards the end of my childhood, Marius began to show that he had not only overcome his original aversion to me, but was actually interested in my future. I attribute this change in his manner to the fact that he once watched me give a display of horsemanship for the benefit of my mother and some friends. Even at an early age I was expert in the management of horses. I would amuse myself by riding at different speeds with my hands locked behind my back, and I had practised a style which, I had been told, was in use among certain tribes of Germany and of Gaul, who have cavalrymen trained also to fight on foot and who are able to mount and dismount when their horses are at full gallop. It seems that Marius, quite by accident, witnessed this riding display of mine and was profoundly impressed. He was amazed to find that a boy of my appearance was capable of such athletic prowess, particularly when he remembered that I was supposed to be good at Greek. He himself was now approaching the last and most savage period of his career, but during his final years he conferred several marks of distinction on me. Indeed there was a time when it seemed that I was about to enter politics under the best possible auspices. This, as events turned out, was not to be. Soon the best men in Rome, including the Cottas, began to shrink from every connection with Marius, and, as for me, the favours that he bestowed upon me nearly cost me my life.


Still I like to remember in Marius what was great, rather than what was brutish, boorish and savage. Marius was no idol for a child; yet his tremendous shadow dominated my childhood. Sometimes I used to wonder whether it might be possible to combine together in one character his strength and vehemence and tough efficiency with those wholly different qualities of culture, moderation and political integrity which I admired in my mother’s family. It still seems to me doubtful whether, in the circumstances of my day, this is a possibility, if, that is, one wishes to preserve one’s life.

















CHAPTER II


A STREET SCENE





THROUGHOUT MY life I have been either admired or blamed for my revolutionary activities. It is often forgotten that it was not I who began the revolution in Rome. The revolution had started before I was born; and, during the formative years of my childhood and early youth, day by day there were forced upon my attention the violence, the ferocity, the apparently irreconcilable antagonisms of the times. These antagonisms were, to a great extent, embodied or reflected in the important personalities of my Uncle Marius and of his enemy, Sulla. Only gradually did I begin to understand the real nature of the antagonisms themselves. As a child it was the personalities which impressed me, and, out of family loyalty, instinct and, it may almost be said, affection I was unreservedly on the side of Marius. I realised later that my choice, if a choice had to be made between two such savage extremes, was right; for Marius, with all his enormous faults, represented forces greater than himself, forces of flesh and blood, something capable of life, growth and expansion into history; while Sulla had a dead hand; his pride and ambition were of an icy and rooted selfishness beside which Marius’s vainglory appeared almost as generosity; the forces which he represented were forces of contraction and ossification.


I must have been about nine or ten years of age when I first came into contact with Sulla; but of course I had heard much of him before then. Indeed, much as I liked hearing stories about the career of my Uncle Marius, I must own that I often became bored with the frequent repetitions of that particular story of events in which Sulla was concerned and which had taken place some years before I was born. At this time Sulla had been a junior officer under the command of Marius in Africa. Clearly he was already showing the great military qualities which he undoubtedly possessed, and in the course of the war, by a clever piece of diplomacy, he succeeded in securing the surrender of the native King Jugurtha, who for many years had fought with success against Rome. The capture of the King meant the end of the war, and Jugurtha was duly exhibited in Marius’s well-earned triumph, which he held just before taking up his even more important command against the Germans. But meanwhile Sulla and his friends had been spreading the story that Marius was quite unjustly claiming for himself the credit for finishing the war in Africa. Most of the work, they said, had been done by his old commander, Metellus; and the final achievement belonged to Sulla. There was a little truth in the story, but not much. In any case the military reputation of Marius was firmly enough based to be able to resist easily any attack that might be made on it. A generous, or even a sensible man would have paid no attention to such stories. But Marius, where his own glory was concerned, was neither generous nor sensible. He hated Sulla with a febrile and frightening intensity; and Sulla, more poised, if possible more savage, and with a show of contempt that nearly drove Marius frantic, hated him in return. By the time I reached boyhood this hatred, on both sides, had become an obsession. I was, of course, personally prejudiced on the side of my uncle and I was glad to find that my mother’s family also had few good words to say of Sulla. They distrusted him, rightly, as an unscrupulously reactionary politician and they were offended by his private life. They criticised him for being an upstart, though in fact he came from an old, if impoverished, patrician family, and accused him of having risen in the world by a number of shady means, such as the wooing of rich and very unattractive old women in order to receive legacies from them at their death.


These latter criticisms, as I was to discover later, were somewhat unfair. Certainly it would not become me to criticise anyone who has had to borrow money or, for some service or other, acquire it in order to gain influence and power. Sulla, in spite of his aristocratic birth, started life in cheap lodgings; he was conscious of his own power and he took, reasonably, I think, what steps he could to secure liberty of action for himself. One cannot blame him for a rich widow or two. Nor were his extravagant pleasures altogether unusual or entirely revolting. What was displeasing was the contradiction between them and what one imagined to be himself. For Marius, in his brutality, his drunkenness, his strange generosity and toughness was all of a piece. Sulla seemed to be at least two people at once. In action he was ruthless, stern (except when he deliberately encouraged licence) and efficient; he was cultured and well read; yet when he relaxed into private life he became almost ridiculously affable. His favourite associates were not men of importance or culture, but the most disreputable characters—singers, ballet dancers and players. For one of these players, a man called Metrobius, he conceived a violent passion which lasted for many years; and indeed his love affairs were reputedly very numerous, comprising people of all classes, though particularly the lower, and of both sexes. Marius, who regarded his own excesses as being perfectly normal, would speak with horror and contempt of Sulla’s way of living.


Personally what I found least attractive in Sulla was his physical appearance, in which there was something grotesquely flamboyant and exaggerated. Even at the age of forty-five (which was the time I first saw him clearly) he had a head of bright golden hair, which might have looked well upon another man, but which, though people affected to admire it, suited very ill with his other facial characteristics. His eyes were large, piercing, and of an unnaturally brilliant blue colour. When he was angry they could be, as I was to discover, very terrible; but this effect proceeded partly from an indecent incongruity. It was as though a lion were glaring through the eyes of a doll. His complexion also was indecent, for his skin was mottled with deep purple and white. Later one of the singers in a taverna in Athens made some verses on this subject, beginning:








Sulla’s face is a mulberry with oatmeal scattered on it,











and it is quite possibly true that these verses and others of a more obscene character referring to his fourth wife, the distinguished Lady Metella, influenced him when, in his eastern campaign, he ordered the barbarous slaughter which followed his capture of Athens. That would have been like Sulla.


There was something, perhaps, slightly ludicrous about my own first contact with Sulla, and yet I learned from the incident to know myself better. I was not more than nine or ten years old at the time. It was in the year of Sulla’s praetorship, and Sulla had gained the office partly by extensive bribery and partly by encouraging the hopes of the people that he would provide them with unusually magnificent games and entertainments. All this I knew from the gossip of my family. I was still too young to know that in fact no candidate for office at this period was likely to be elected without a lavish outlay of money, and, secondly, that of all the candidates for the praetorship Sulla was incomparably the most efficient. My hostile feelings, therefore, were both prejudiced and irrational, proceeding solely from my boyish notion of loyalty to my Uncle Marius, who was Sulla’s enemy.


I was also angered by the thought of the great numbers of animals which were slaughtered in the Circus to afford entertainment for the people. The display given by Sulla was on an unprecedented scale and indeed was not surpassed until many years had gone by and the time came for the triumphs of Pompey and of myself. From Africa, where he had great influence, Sulla had succeeded in importing a prodigious number of wild animals. What particularly attracted attention was a display in which a hundred lions were matched against Numidian archers. I was somewhat singular in being revolted by the thought of this butchery of noble creatures. I have never enjoyed these bloody exhibitions, though of course in later years I found that in order to gain the people’s favour, at least in times of peace, it was essential to entertain them brutally and ostentatiously. Now when I am forced to attend the games I only look at them for a time long enough to make certain that they have been efficiently organised and for the greater part of the performance I avert my eyes and employ myself more profitably in reading or in dictating letters. My indifference to the people’s pleasures does me no harm politically. Once the people have given a man their favour, as they gave it to Marius and have given it to me, they will not only tolerate but applaud any act which seems to them eccentric or original. Those who never forgive one for being unusual are invariably members of one’s own class.


As it happened, Sulla, whose real passion was for the ballet and the theatre, was quite indifferent to that entertainment which is provided by the slaughter of animals, except in so far as the entertainment increased his own prestige. I did not know this at the time. I regarded him, quite rightly, as being both treacherous and cruel, but I was not aware that his cruelty was directed rather against human beings than wild beasts.


So on one of the days that followed some display or other given by Sulla, I went about the streets with a band of young boys who had come to look upon me as their leader, and, in a childish enough way, began to organise a kind of demonstration. I would keep shouting out in as loud a voice as I could manage such questions as “Who saved Rome from the Germans, Sulla or Marius?” “Who won the African war, Sulla or Marius?” And my small gang of boys would, of course, shout back the answer, “Marius.” I would have liked to have demonstrated against the killing of the lions, but I realised that this would be an unpopular thing even with my own little band of supporters. As it was, the reiteration of the name of Marius and the mention of his victories delighted the crowd, partly because Marius, “the man of the people,” still had a great hold over the affections of the ordinary Roman citizen, and partly because the sight of such young boys engaging in a political demonstration aroused a certain amount of amusement. Before long many others in the crowd began to join in the chorus celebrating the superiority of Marius over Sulla, and then I began to feel what was to me a strange and overwhelming excitement and satisfaction. I was finding that my own words and actions (for all this had been my idea) were spreading beyond myself into the minds and feelings of an expanding circle. This was, perhaps, my first experience of power. It was not altogether a worthy experience, but it was agreeable and significant.


Suddenly I observed, with a kind of dismay, that the volume of sound which had been following and greeting my shouted questions was first gradually and then very rapidly diminishing. I soon saw the reason. Sulla himself, attended by the tall figures of lictors with their rods and axes and followed by a lot of young men on horseback, was approaching. Even without the lictors, the golden head would have been unmistakable, and the upright bearing of the man. So, as he approached, the crowd fell silent, fearing him rather than loving him; for there was less applause than might have been expected for one who had so lavishly entertained them.


I noticed too that, while some of my own band of boys were looking at me as though for reassurance, others were glancing over their shoulders, evidently searching for a convenient side street down which to bolt. This threatened desertion infuriated me, but I mastered and disguised the feeling and, looking at them with a smile, I used my full voice (which at that time was quite untrained and must have sounded ludicrous), shouting out the words: “Long live Marius, who kills Germans instead of animals!  Long live Marius, the saviour of his country!”


All the boys joined in with me—“Long live Marius, the saviour of his country!” And now even some members of the crowd began to applaud.


They were immediately silenced by the strong voice of Sulla ordering his lictors to halt, and I noticed then how those who, in the narrow street, were closest to him began to back away as though they were in the proximity of some fire already singeing their garments. There was indeed something terrible in the look of Sulla’s great blue eyes, a look not so much of anger as of domination and of withering contempt. For Sulla always despised people in the mass, of whatever class, unless they were the soldiers of his own legions, whose devotion he was careful to secure.


I, as leader of the demonstration, was standing elevated above the others on a small hand-barrow. Sulla slowly turned his eyes towards me. “Boy,” he said, “you must learn manners, or else you will be made to feel my authority.”


He gave a strong and particular emphasis to the word “my” and I can remember his voice to this day. But what I chiefly remember is my own intense nervous excitement and the surprise I felt at not finding myself in the least frightened either by the threat or by the man himself. There was a kind of lightness in my head as I shouted back at once, “We all know that it is your authority. Of course it is your very own. You bought it at the elections.”


The remark was not particularly witty, yet in the circumstances it was accounted to be so, and a certain amount of laughter broke out among the crowd. As for me, as soon as the words were out of my mouth, I waited with resolution, but with some trepidation, to see what their result would be. If I had been more experienced I should have recognised that there was nothing to fear. Sulla, certainly at this stage of his career, was far too intelligent a man to involve himself in a public incident with a mere boy. He directed one look at me from his piercing and disturbing eyes. It was a look which I was to see once again, in circumstances of far greater danger. Then he went on and, as he went, the young horsemen behind him edged their horses into the crowd, forcing the people to scramble out of the way, jostling one against the other, cursing and swearing, and not for some moments recalling the incident which had just taken place.


Yet still the incident caused some stir and when I returned home later in the day I found that rumours of it had preceded me. I told the whole story to my mother and was severely scolded by her. Yet as she was scolding me she was half smiling and, as I discovered later, she took care that Marius was informed of this instance of his nephew’s enthusiasm.


To me this incident, though trifling in itself, had some importance and I would often reflect upon it. My reflections encouraged me to believe that it is possible to be, at certain decisive moments, entirely without fear and that this state of fearlessness confers a strange energy and resilience to the whole body and mind, qualities which can even, by a kind of telepathy, affect others as well.

















CHAPTER III


INTRODUCTION TO POLITICS





IN THOSE days it was customary to impress on boys during their history lessons how wise, stable and flexible was the Roman constitution, how firm and at the same time generous had been Rome’s treatment of her allies and of her enemies; how, finally, the wealth and power which Rome now enjoyed were the rewards of the exercise, through the years, of the old Roman virtues—sobriety, patriotism, seriousness, endurance and a high sense of honour. I was encouraged to believe that in the senate we had evolved the most efficient governing body that had existed in the history of the world. It was a body whose membership was, on the whole, confined to my own class, though others of exceptional ability—my Uncle Marius, for example—had not only sat in the senate but had held the highest offices, thus becoming members of the nobility themselves. (What, in this story, was usually omitted, though never by Marius himself, was the fact that the nobility had done everything in their power to prevent him from rising to their ranks.) It was of course assumed that in course of time I, too, would enter the senate. I would first take my seat as a junior government official; then, after regular intervals, prescribed by the laws, I would be entitled to stand for election to higher posts and, if I were to show the necessary ability, I might attain the praetorship or—the crown of a political career—the consulship itself. Praetors and consuls were indeed in a class apart. They were entitled to the governorships of provinces and the command of armies. Meanwhile I was called upon to admire the public spirit shown by all members of the nobility who devoted their lives to the service of the state in peace and war.


I was told to admire also, though perhaps not so much, that other powerful and influential class of gentlemen outside the senate who had grown rich either because of their financial transactions or as the result of their careful management of land and other property. These financiers and business men, not being members of the senate, could not of course hold any public office; but they still, it was pointed out to me, performed a number of important functions. All banking was in their hands and it was they who contracted with the senate for the collecting of taxes from the provinces. Also at this time they formed the juries in the courts of law.


Finally there was the Roman people, the whole citizen body which, organised in one form of assembly, voted for the election of the higher magistrates, and, in a different form of organisation, could approve of and even initiate legislation. It was customary among the nobility to assume that the people showed most wisdom when they followed the leadership and guidance of the senate; but some liberal theorists would point out that, invaluable as the expert guidance of the senate was, the last word in legislation always rested with the people. The people’s representatives, the tribunes, who in fact were nearly always members of aristocratic families, had the power to intervene even in the senate and to veto, in the people’s name, any bill that was proposed. They could also put before the Popular Assembly measures of their own which might be directly contrary to the will of the senate. But when this happened it was deplored by the liberal theorists, who liked to imagine a nice and reasonable balance of functions, a beautiful symmetry, efficiency, decorum, flexibility and goodwill.


It did not take me long to discover that this conventional picture of the Roman constitution was quite valueless as a guide to my own times. I learned from facts. Before I was fifteen two tribunes, both high-minded men and both friends of my family, had died violent deaths, and my mother’s relative, Caius Cotta, had been tried by a summary court and exiled. And far worse things were to follow. Greed, ambition, envy and pure selfishness have been more evident in my time than have been the ancient Roman virtues. No doubt these qualities have always marred human nature, but there seem to have been some periods of history when the governing classes, at any rate, have been comparatively immune from them, at least for a short time. I have not been fortunate enough to live in such a period. In my day human society, if regarded from the point of view of morality, has compared unfavourably with any congregation of savage animals, such as a pack of wolves.


It was not easy in those days for a boy—indeed it was not easy for a grown man—to realise quickly and immediately how distracted, how centreless and pointless was the society into which he had been born. I was first disillusioned with what I had regarded as the equity of the Roman constitution by the affair of my great uncle, Rutilius Rufus. This occurred in the year after Sulla’s praetorship, and I remember that at first we all considered it a joke when we were informed that an obscure character called Apicius, I think, was to prosecute Rutilius for allegedly corrupt financial practices. The charge was concerned with his behaviour in the province of Asia five years previously and was in every way ridiculous. Rutilius had been a great soldier, as even Marius admitted. He had, after studying the methods practised in gladiatorial establishments, introduced into the Roman Army a new system of sword-drill, a system which is still in use. He was even more famous as a jurist and as an orator. But above all he was known for his absolute integrity and incorruptibility. And these qualities had been especially evident during the short period when he had been administering the province in Asia. Here he had not only indignantly refused the bribes that were usually offered by the agents of Roman business men to provincial governors, but had been remarkably successful in preventing their illegal extortions from the inhabitants. The financial transactions of the tax collectors and of their employers in Rome were, according to his view, dishonest, disreputable and, considering the real interests of the province, unpatriotic. In curbing them he must have been aware that he was making enemies of a powerful class, but he could scarcely have imagined how powerful and how unscrupulous this class would prove to be.


I myself was at first puzzled by the conduct of these Roman financiers. I knew that they were not all wicked, brutal, irresponsible and crooked. Yet I observed them acting as though they were, in spite of the fact that among their number were men of great eminence, of considerable culture and even, in a sense, of principle. Principles, however, among the business community more often than not coincide with self-interest, and when money is pursued as an end in itself, rather than as a means towards some further object, it becomes invested with a peculiar sanctity. It is even possible that some of those business men who were active in the prosecution of Rutilius believed that they were performing a patriotic action. They had begun to deify such works as “Capital” and “Interest” and so conceived the notion that these words, quite abstracted from reality, had, as it were, rights of their own. Thus they were scarcely concerned with the fact that in ruining an innocent man they were committing an act of injustice and bringing discredit on the courts of law. They simply aimed at demonstrating their power, so that in the future members of the senate who were in control of provinces and who might, through motives of honesty or efficiency, wish to resist the demands of the capitalists at home, should know that this was an extremely risky thing to do. Their choice of Rutilius as a victim made their purpose quite clear. For if Rutilius, a man quite obviously innocent, were condemned, who could consider himself safe?


As the day appointed for the trial approached it became clear to us that this was no joke at all but a dangerous and determined attempt to ruin this relative of ours of whom we were proud and to whom we had been accustomed to look up as a model. And Rutilius himself alarmed us by the intransigence of his own attitude. He had decided that it was right to confront naked injustice with naked innocence, and he refused to engage any of the leading lawyers of the day to speak in his defence. The only legal help that he would accept was that of his nephew, Caius Cotta, then at the beginning of his career, an excellent speaker, but with none of the prestige that he was subsequently to acquire. Nor would he follow the customary method of exciting the sympathy of the jury by parading in front of them members of his own family, mostly women and children, all dressed in black and ready, with tears and lamentations, to appeal for mercy on behalf of the defendant. A trial at law, he used to say, was not concerned with the future of a man’s family, but solely with the guilt or innocence of the man himself.


In all probability Rutilius would still have been condemned even if he had conducted his defence in a more orthodox manner. The jury was packed with men who knew exactly how they were going to vote long before the trial began. Certainly they would not be tempted to change their minds when they found that Rutilius, so far from imploring mercy from them, began in court to act as though it was he who was the prosecutor. It was the state, he said, and the whole legal system that was on trial in this case; and he prophesied that, if he were found guilty, it would not be long before the jury who had convicted him and the state itself would feel the effects, inevitable to his way of thought, of injustice. His prophecies were to be fulfilled sooner than he could have imagined, but at the time they were, of course, entirely disregarded. He was sentenced to pay a fine much larger than could be paid out of his own fortune and, though his friends offered him gifts and loans to make up the deficit, he refused all their offers, preferring to live the rest of his life in exile. He chose for his place of refuge the city of Smyrna in Asia, one of those very cities which, according to the sentence passed against him, he had defrauded and oppressed. He was received by the magistrates and by the local population with every mark of distinction. A house, a library and everything to make life pleasant was provided for him and here, supported by the grateful hospitality of those whom he was supposed to have injured, he lived for many years, for he was as healthy in body as in mind.


At the time, and subsequently, I used often to reflect on the case of Rutilius and of course his fate was a frequent topic of conversation in our family. Like everyone in Rome outside the business circles we were agreed in our indignation at the injustice of the tiling; and indeed, as a result of the case, people began immediately to agitate for a reform of the law courts. But I could not at once understand why it was that the senate, of which Rutilius had been so distinguished a member, had remained passive, if it were really, as I had been taught, a united and powerful body of statesmen, used to authority and practised in the guardianship of standards of justice. However, as I considered the character of Rutilius himself, I noted two points of interest. The first, an obvious one, was that virtue, unaided by material power, is seldom or never able to resist a well-organised attack, and, when attacked, can only be effective, if at all, through a kind of martyrdom. Secondly I observed that, though Rutilius had friends among the most distinguished men, these were his only friends; he had no party of his own devoted by affection, propaganda or self-interest to his cause and consisting, as it would have to do if it were to be really powerful, of elements good, bad and indifferent. Such reflections as these must, no doubt, have helped me to reach my later resolutions: not to allow myself to become a martyr, unless (which no one can help) accidentally; and, while remaining constant and loyal to my principles and to my friends, to admit a certain flexibility in the first and to encourage a great diversity among the latter.


I now began to listen with added attention to the frequent political discussions which took place at our house. I noticed in particular at this time a severe but certainly impressive friend of my Uncle Caius Cotta. This was Livius Drusus, who was elected tribune almost directly after the condemnation of Rutilius. Drusus was one of the most serious men I have ever met and indeed he must have been somewhat of a prig. He used to boast that he had never in his life enjoyed a day’s holiday, and he was totally incapable of either making or seeing a joke. He was not perhaps unusual in his belief that, whatever subject might be under discussion, he himself was invariably in the right. “I have made a study of the question,” he would say; and that seemed to him an argument that could not be resisted. What was more uncommon was the fact that, on almost every subject of political importance, he did happen to be in the right. And what was characteristic of the dilemma of our times was that he failed to achieve anything at all.


There were two measures for which he would have desired to be remembered. He planned during his year of office as tribune to reform the law courts and to grant citizenship to Rome’s Italian allies. Of these two measures the second, as events were to show, was incomparably the more important, but at the time I thought chiefly of the corrupt court which had condemned my great-uncle and I imagined, since I was still very inexperienced, that a court composed, say, entirely of senators would be less corrupt. Certainly it was recognised by everyone, except by those gentlemen outside the senate who now had the exclusive right of serving on the juries, that the courts needed reform. And those senators who had done nothing to help Rutilius had now become alarmed for themselves and at the same time were grasping eagerly at the opportunity of securing a monopoly of the lucrative and powerful positions of jurymen. They, without question, and in all probability the Assembly of the People also would have supported Drusus if he had proposed that only senators should serve in the courts. But Drusus had “made a study of the subject.” His ideal was a united Rome and a united Italy. He planned rather to reconcile than to antagonise the classes. So he proposed that in future the juries should be mixed, containing a proportion of senators and a proportion of gentlemen of means who were not members of the senate. It was in itself an admirable proposal, but it pleased no one. Each party wanted everything; neither would be content with a compromise.


Having lost the support of the richer classes, whether in or outside the senate, Drusus now turned his attention to the people. He tried to win favour with them by the usual methods of gifts of corn, proposals for redistribution of land and the founding of colonies. Many of these proposals were admirable. They were also necessary, since without the support of the people Drusus would find it impossible to proceed to his really important measure of granting at least some of the rights of citizenship to Rome’s Italian allies.


However, the very mention of a Land Law has always proved in my time a signal for bitterness and violence. Many members of the senate now began to go about saying that Drusus was planning a revolutionary dictatorship. After they had uttered the words often enough it is possible that they even believed them. Armed bands of slaves and gladiators began to appear in the forum in order to break up the meetings addressed by Drusus. Soon there was street fighting every day and I remember the general horror when, on one occasion, the consul himself, who had been attacked by a supporter of Drusus, was carried away into safety with blood streaming from his nose. These undignified scenes were already evidence to prove that the Roman constitution lacked that serenity, flexibility and efficiency which had been attributed to it during my history lessons. I noted also how great was the difference between those calm and logical discussions on politics which I had heard and the actual procedure of attempted legislation. I was shocked to find that a wise, and, as it turned out, a necessary reform such as the proposal to grant citizenship to the Italians should never even be considered on its merits, but merely made into an occasion for ugly, violent and impassioned outbreaks. I was disappointed, too, to discover that this mixture of apathy and the wildest partisanship in politics was general. Even a great public figure like my Uncle Marius showed no knowledge of or interest in what Drusus was attempting to do. Indeed at this particular moment Marius was uniquely occupied with his quarrel with Sulla. Some statues had recently been set up in the Capitol illustrating the achievements of Sulla in the African war. The thought of these statues nearly drove Marius out of his mind with jealousy and rage. He openly boasted that he would tear them down by force and so make it plain to everyone that it was he and not Sulla who had won the war in Africa. Sulla was equally determined to resist violence with violence. So, apart altogether from the political conflict between Drusus and his opponents (though the conflict had long ceased to be conducted along proper political lines) it appeared that at any moment Marius and Sulla might plunge the city into a civil war in which no principles other than greed or ambition would be involved at all.


I was only eleven years old at this time, but was already becoming used to those scenes and expectations of violence which were at such variance with the liberal theories of my education. But I have never become so used to disorder and cruelty as to regard them with indifference. Certainly in this year I was profoundly shocked when we received the news that Drusus had been assassinated. Whether the murder was the work of some extremist in the senate or of a private enemy was never clearly established.


It was certainly made use of by extremists in the senate for their own narrow and vindictive purposes. Special courts were set up to try all those who had been associated with Drusus on the charge of having organised an armed rebellion of the Italian allies against Rome. Many eminent men suffered from this parody of justice and among them was Caius Cotta, who was driven into exile. The fact that he and the rest, so far from organising rebellion, had been taking the only possible steps which might have prevented the rebellion from breaking out was not even considered. As had been proved in the case of Rutilius, innocence and good-will were no defence. And the new law courts were as corrupt as the old.


In my own family we were, of course, chiefly concerned about the fate of Caius Cotta; but we were also disturbed at what seemed to be the imminent outbreak of violence between the partisans of Marius and of Sulla—all, apparently, for the sake of those offensive statues on the Capitol.


But this conflict was postponed. The armed rebellion of the Italian allies which Drusus had endeavoured to prevent now took place. For at least two generations the Italians had attempted to gain their rights by peaceful methods. Now the assassination of Drusus and the conduct of the senate in cancelling all his legislation made them realise that nothing except force could have an effect on the government at Rome. They went to war and fought with a skill and energy that very nearly proved overpowering.

















CHAPTER IV


FIGHTING IN THE FORUM





I HAVE often wondered how Rome and Italy ever recovered from the disasters which succeeded one another throughout the whole period of my late childhood and early youth. Losses in manpower and in material wealth were prodigious. I have heard many estimates of these and believe that what appear to be the most exaggerated figures are probably the most accurate. But the moral damage was even greater. In every city of Italy during this period there were times when friends were betraying each other, when sons murdered fathers and fathers sons. The horrors of peace, in the short periods when peace was assumed to exist, were worse than the ruin of war. In all classes of society human nature showed itself at its very worst—cruel, rapacious, treacherous, servile, arrogant, without scruple, without loyalty, respecting nothing but superior force, yet jealous of any real superiority, subject to terror and anxious to inflict it. If any good appeared anywhere, it seemed in the nature of things doomed to extinction and defeat.


Anyone who grew up in and survived these years might be forgiven for adopting an attitude of total cynicism both with regard to nature, politics, and human beings. I myself have sometimes been tempted in this direction. I have read with admiration the great poem of Lucretius which, in spite of its archaic Latin, splendidly conveys what seems to me to be the probable truth—namely that the gods, if they exist at all, take no interest whatever in the affairs of men. But Lucretius was not quite sane. Though he writes magnificently of the great and beautiful force represented by Venus, my ancestress, it is evident that he was incapable of enjoying the pleasures of love. He respects, indeed he almost worships, the natural order which he finds in the universe, yet fails to observe that, if one leaves aside the stars, the ants and some other insects, the most imposing examples of order are to be found in the organisations of human society. Unless order prevails here, not only literature, philosophy and friendship, but life itself must become extinct.


It remains true, however, that this necessary order was, during the most formative years of my life, profoundly and continuously disrupted.


I was just twelve at the beginning of the war between Rome and the Italian allies and only dimly grasped the fact that this war, with all its wastage and savagery, a war that lasted for at least two years during which Italy was ravaged from north to south, was a war which need never have taken place at all. At the time I was chiefly interested in the military fortunes of my Uncle Marius, who, now approaching his seventieth year, again took the field, though not—to his intense disgust—as supreme commander. I remembered the consternation at Rome when the news arrived that the consul under whom Marius was serving on the northern front had, against the advice of Marius himself, led the greater part of his army into battle before they were sufficiently trained, how the consul and most of his troops had been destroyed and how the enemy were expected to move directly on Rome. And then, a few days later, there were the rejoicings when it was announced that old Marius, with the remnants of the army, had won a great victory and forced the enemy back. There was now strong popular feeling in favour of giving the supreme command to Marius, but even in these days of national danger the old political feuds continued. According to the friends of Sulla, Marius was now totally lacking in enterprise and too broken down in health to be capable of standing a prolonged campaign. Such gossip as this used to infuriate me and indeed it derived entirely from jealousy and political intrigue. I preferred to hear the story of how Marius, who would never risk battle unless he were certain of victory, had been surrounded by the entrenchments of one of the enemy commanders who in the end rode up to his camp and shouted out, “Marius, if you are really a great general, come out and fight.” To which Marius replied, “If you are, make me.”


However, in Rome the party of Sulla was in the ascendancy. Sulla himself had been serving with distinction on the southern front under the command of another uncle of mine, the consul Lucius Julius Caesar. After a number of defeats my Uncle Lucius wisely left the conduct of the war to Sulla and returned to Rome, where, in spite of his undistinguished military career, he at least showed some political wisdom. He passed a law giving a number of concessions to those Italians who would lay down their arms. There were some who complained that these concessions had been extorted from the government “under duress.” This was perfectly true, and it was also true that without these concessions the war would have continued indefinitely, and that, had they been offered earlier, the war would never have broken out at all.


As it was, though my uncle’s law was a step in the right direction, it did not go far enough. Though the total area of the war was somewhat reduced the fighting continued with increasing bitterness for another year and more concessions still had to be made before the end. In the second year of the war the new consuls took over the command in the north from Marius, who retired to Rome in a most furious and embittered mood. He became more furious still when he discovered that Sulla was retaining his command in the south and was likely to be elected consul for the following year. His one and only idea now was to secure for himself another important military command before he died, and one of the very greatest importance now became available in the East.


Here the King of Pontus, Mithridates, a man of enormous energy and insatiable ambition, had observed how Rome was weakening herself in this aimless struggle against her allies and had rightly seen that this was the moment to begin his long career of conquest and aggression. While Roman legions were tied down in front of Italian towns, his armies had overrun Asia Minor and his fleets were approaching Greece. This was shocking enough, but even worse news was to follow. On one day, by the King’s orders, every Roman or Italian financier or tax collector on the Asiatic coast and inland was put to death. At least eighty thousand were murdered in this way. It was a thing which could not have happened if the home government had been able to inspire respect or if the officials on the spot had not made themselves universally hated. We were glad to hear that my great-uncle Rutilius had not suffered in this massacre. Even in such times the local population remembers its real benefactors. What was to be noted was that for one benefactor of our race they found, or imagined that they had found, eighty thousand oppressors.


The news of this outrage and of the spreading conquests of Mithridates affected everyone in Rome and not the business circles alone. Now, after so much blood had been wasted, it was recognised that it would be necessary to concede to the Italians more than all they had asked for through the peaceful mediation of Drusus. For it was essential that the war should be brought to an end so that Rome could equip an army strong enough to defend her interests in the east.


In my own family we were glad to find that necessities were being acknowledged and that, for a short time at least, some consideration was being paid to moderate opinion. Among the signs of this consideration was the recall from exile of Caius Cotta and of others who had unjustly suffered in the period of panic and reaction that had followed the assassination of Drusus.


Very soon, however, it became once more evident that moderation was bound to be ineffective and that unanimity was illusory. All were agreed that the war with the Italians must be ended and that an army must be sent to the east. But opinions were as sharply and bitterly divided as ever on the question of who should command the army and on the desirability of keeping faith with the Italians.


These questions had, it seemed, to be decided in the year of Sulla’s first consulship. In this year I reached the age of fourteen. I was well placed to observe the facts and was now old enough partially to understand them, though in the excitement, rapidity and horror of the times understanding was not easy.


Before the year began people’s nerves were already on edge, as can be shown from the number of prodigies which were reported. The fact is that prodigies occur every year, but people only look out for them and discuss them when they are either in danger or apprehensive of it. At this time, for instance, thunder was once heard from a clear sky. Those who heard it, instead of using the word “thunder,” described the sound as being that of a tremendous trumpet and, on consulting the Etruscan soothsayers, were informed that the prodigy meant the end of one age and the beginning of another. In this the soothsayers were not far wrong, though they were right for the wrong reasons.


It was, in fact, a year of tremendous and final importance; for, though history is a continuous process, this process is marked from time to time by culminating and decisive events which, once they have occurred, constitute, as it were, either barriers or flood-gates for what may be imagined as the general stream. After such events have taken place, nothing will be the same again; certain processes will have become irreversible, certain tendencies and ways of thought permanently obsolete. So, before I reached the age of fifteen, the whole fabric of my early political education was torn before my eyes demonstratively into shreds.


The year began with a decision of the senate so mean and inept as to be almost incredible. They had been forced to grant Roman citizenship to the Italians; but now they discovered a means for making this concession absolutely meaningless. By a system of reorganising block votes in the Assembly it was to be arranged that the new Italian voters, however numerous they might be, would always be heavily out-voted by the existing citizen body.


This shameless and obvious piece of trickery was designed to win for the senate the support of the Roman people who have never been anxious to share their privileges with others. But its effect, quite clearly, would be to prolong the war in Italy and to weaken Rome still further just at the time when her interests were so seriously threatened in the east. Sulla, of course, supported the senate’s proposal, though he must have known how dangerous it was. But he was consul; he confidently expected that the senate would give him the command in the east and he wished by this cheap means of gratifying the people to make sure that no agitation in favour of an alternative commander would have a chance of success. So long as he received this command he was, at least for the time being, indifferent to the fate of Italy.


At the time I no doubt believed that the opponents of Sulla and the senate (and particularly those of them who were connected with my own family) were actuated by the highest motives of patriotism. This, of course, was not true. No party has ever had a monopoly of greed, arrogance and selfish ambition. But this does not mean that there is nothing to choose between one party and another. In decisive periods of history such as the present, changes in the structure of society and in the organisation of government are not only desirable but absolutely necessary. The necessity would not be altered even if it were true that good men try to resist change and bad men try to promote it. And of course such a proposition as this is no more true than would be its precise opposite. In my boyhood the great protagonists, Marius and Sulla, could both with reason be pronounced bad men. Yet all my life I have preferred one to the other, and this is not simply because Marius was my uncle or because I was later to find his name and reputation useful to me politically. It was, I think, because Marius represented, however imperfectly and, as it were, without design, life, whereas the world of Sulla was a dead world.


In this particular year of Sulla’s first consulship the opposition to the senate, while it centred round old Marius, was directed by the tribune, Sulpicius. Had Sulpicius been in the end capable of holding power he would now be remembered more kindly. As it is, the common view of him is that he was an unscrupulous demagogue, a monster of savagery, an enemy to the whole structure of society. The same things have been said about me and they are true neither of myself nor of Sulpicius, whom I remember well. He was one of the best speakers of his day; there was great dignity in his bearing and grace in his gestures; his voice was strong and clear; and, though he spoke rapidly, he spoke precisely and to the point. In politics he had begun by being a man of the senate, but, like Cotta and like Livius Drusus, he had become disgusted with the narrowness and incompetence of the senatorial government of his day and, since he wished to oppose it, took the only course open to him, which was to appeal directly to the Assembly of the People.


There was nothing unconstitutional in this; but Sulpicius had learned from the recent past that the senate had no intention of allowing the constitution to work. He therefore equipped himself so as to be able to meet violence with violence. He went about with a bodyguard of some six hundred young men belonging to the moneyed class outside the senate and used to refer to them as his anti-senate; and apart from them he could call out at least three thousand less reputable characters—gladiators, personal dependents, ex-slaves—who could be used to protect his own meetings and break up those of his opponents. For these precautions of his he was, of course, bitterly attacked as a revolutionary and as a subverter of law and order. In fact it would be more just to blame the revolution on those whose actions in the past had made these precautions necessary. Yet here again a precise judgment is not easy. There is still some justice in what may seem the hypocritical verdicts of history which exalt the successful revolutionary as a liberator and condemn the unsuccessful one as a malefactor. I have seen a number of unsuccessful revolutions in my time and they have invariably done more harm than good. They disrupt one order without substituting for it a new order and they lead to counter-revolutions which, as happened in this case, may postpone for years the doing of necessary things. But it is difficult to blame Sulpicius. He had, to all appearance, made certain of success by accepting the logic of the times and by confronting force with superior force. Had he been dealing with anyone except Sulla, he would have been successful; and at this time Sulla had not yet revealed the full ruthlessness of which he was capable.


Everything, it seemed at first, was going well for Sulpicius and for Marius who supported him. Their propaganda was skilful and violent, consisting chiefly of perfectly justified attacks on the senate for its handling of the war with the Italians and on its muddled policy in the east. In any attack made on the governing nobility the name and presence of Marius were invaluable. He had, as it were, risen from the ranks himself; he had begun his career by quarrelling with members of the great families; he had, without question, saved Rome from the German invasion, and had held more consulships than anyone else in history. He could thus be held up to admiration as “the man of the people,” and his rough strength and humanity could be contrasted with the greed, exclusiveness and inefficiency of the governing classes. The picture was not accurate. Marius was as greedy as Sulla and Sulla, at this time, was more efficient than Marius; yet still the picture corresponded to something in reality.


Certainly the people accepted the picture at its face value. I used to notice with pleasure how every day the statues of Marius in the forum were garlanded with fresh flowers and leaves. The speeches of Sulpicius, in which he cleverly combined the unpopular theme of doing justice to the Italians with the popular proposal for giving the command in the east to Marius, were rapturously applauded, while his opponents could scarcely obtain a hearing at all. As for Marius himself, it was, in some ways, amusing to observe his conduct in public. With the best will in the world it was impossible for the old man to appear gracious. He was, in fact, much more frightened of crowds than he had ever been of enemy armies. His speeches were rambling and incoherent; when he attempted to ingratiate himself by a smile, his face would take on a peculiarly forbidding expression. Yet for all this the people seemed to love him the better. There were many who could remember how after the German victories in their feasts at home they had poured out grateful libations—“To the gods and Marius.” To them he was still almost a god and yet one of themselves. He was helped, too, by the presence at his side of his son, Young Marius, who possessed most of the graces which his father lacked. Indeed this cousin of mine was one of the handsomest men in Rome and might, had things turned out differently, have been a good commander as well. Even at this time he was known as “the son of Mars,” though, because of his numerous love affairs, his enemies preferred to call him “the son of Venus”—not a very telling criticism, since, as has been amply proved by my own career, there is no necessary incompatibility between these two deities.


So, as the days went by, it became a matter of certainty that the Assembly of the People would vote for everything that Sulpicius proposed. But the consuls, one of whom was Sulla, and the senate were not prepared to submit. They issued a proclamation declaring that all public business was indefinitely suspended, on the grounds that the situation was too tense to admit of calm and reasonable discussion. The effect of this declaration was, of course, to make the situation far more tense than before. Even had he wished to do so, Sulpicius would no longer have been able to control his followers, and when the consuls were unwise enough to show themselves in the forum surrounded by their armed supporters, their appearance immediately provoked some of the worst rioting that had ever been seen in Rome. My mother succeeded in keeping me away from these scenes of violence and bloodshed; but all Rome was full of the story of this day. Long afterwards I remember discussing it with my third wife (not a very satisfactory one). She was a small girl at the time, the daughter of Sulla’s colleague in the consulship. One of her earliest memories was of this day, and of how her elder brother’s dead body was carried into the house. He had been killed in the riots, and her father, the consul, had only narrowly escaped with his life.


Sulla also escaped, though in the strangest possible way. He was driven back by the crowd along one of the side streets and found himself cornered in the very last place which he would have chosen—the entrance to the house of Marius. Here he was forced to ask for refuge and here Marius received him.


What precisely happened next it is impossible to say. In later years Marius himself was almost unintelligible on the subject, so great was his rage with Sulla for the events which took place shortly afterwards and so bitter was his regret that he had not then and there made an end of him. And Sulla, in his Memoirs, rather glosses over this incident, as indeed he might be expected to do if, as many people say, he had been forced to beg for his life on his knees before his old enemy. But I do not think that at this time even Marius would have contemplated the killing in cold blood of a consul of the Roman people; and, even if he had contemplated such a thing, his advisers would have dissuaded him, since it appeared that now his party were having things entirely their own way.


What is certain is that Sulla, whether as the result of threats or persuasion, left the house of Marius escorted by Marius’s own followers and proceeded directly to the forum, where he proclaimed that the ban on public business was at an end. There was now nothing to prevent Sulpicius from proceeding with his programme, and in the course of the next few days his proposals were put before the people in a more or less orderly manner and became law. In particular the command of the army for the east was taken from Sulla and conferred on Marius. Meanwhile Sulla, pretending that his life was in danger, had slipped out of the city and gone to join his troops.


In our family we deplored the rioting, but were relieved to find that, as it seemed, there was no likelihood of any such trouble in the immediate future. It did not occur to anyone as a possibility that a Roman army might march against Rome, since this had never happened previously in the history of the city, and it is hard for people to expect what they have never even imagined.

















CHAPTER V


THE FALL OF ROME





OUR UNEASY confidence in the future lasted for less than a week. Looking back on this time, it is difficult to see how we could have felt any confidence at all. There was the obvious arithmetical fact that, whereas Sulla had six legions in the south of Italy, Marius and Sulpicius had no troops at all. Yet throughout the whole of Roman history the government in Rome had, so far, been obeyed, and when some senior staff officers were sent south to take over Sulla’s army in the name of its new commander, Marius, it was generally assumed that they would carry out their mission without difficulty.


People were shocked and horrified when the news reached Rome that these officers had been stoned to death by Sulla’s soldiers; but even then this event was regarded as evidence of mutiny among the troops rather than of rebellion on the part of the general. It was not until some days more had passed that it was clearly established that Sulla was marching northwards. Officers from his army who were sympathetic to Marius and Sulpicius deserted and came to Rome with the news. At the same time friends of Sulla were constantly leaving Rome on one pretext or another and hurrying southwards to join him. So, almost before the possibility of the rebellion of a Roman general had been accepted, people were acting on the certainty that this precisely was what was happening. On both sides, it may be said, action was preceding theory.


So far as Marius and Sulpicius were concerned, their actions were ineffective. They put to death a certain number of Sulla’s friends and acquaintances—a measure which merely encouraged the defection of the rest. It was too late for them now to raise an army, but they could still control the senate, even though the majority of this body was secretly on Sulla’s side. By a decree of the senate the praetors, with their rods of office, and their purple robes, were sent out on what was meant to be a dignified and impressive mission, with instructions to order Sulla to halt. When they reached Sulla’s advancing army, their lives were spared (for Sulla could easily control his troops if he wished to do so); but their rods of office were broken in front of them, and their purple robes stripped from their backs. I remember the mood of dejection which settled on the city when these praetors, so humiliated, returned. Something undreamed-of now suddenly became a possibility, a probability, a certainty—Rome would be forcibly occupied by a Roman general.


And indeed it soon was. The last messengers sent out to delay Sulla’s advance by promising him all kinds of concessions had only just returned with the comforting news that he had consented to camp outside the city, when his troops began to break their way in. On this day my mother kept me inside the house with my sisters, my tutor and other members of the family. From time to time someone would arrive with news of one kind or another, true or false. We were told that Marius had offered freedom to the slaves and was preparing with their aid to resist Sulla’s advance in the very centre of Rome, This news shocked us and we did not immediately realise that it was untrue. In fact Marius was experienced enough as a commander to know that Sulla’s legions could only be resisted by trained troops, and of these he had none. As we found out later, both he and his son had already, and very wisely, fled from Rome. Then we were told that Sulla had been checked at the outskirts of the city and that his men had even been driven back again to the wall by the unarmed citizens themselves, who had hurled down bricks and tiles at the soldiers from the rooftops. This had indeed happened, but by the time the news reached us the situation had changed again.


The change was made evident to us by the noise of voices from the streets—shouts, cries, groans, sounds both human and animal, expressive of misery, excitement, panic, indignation or mere hysteria. In the course of my military campaigns I have often heard this sound—the multifarious outcry of a population which sees with various emotions, among which terror predominates, the imminent destruction of what it has been accustomed to think of as an established order. Now I heard the sound for the first time, and I heard it in Rome.


We went out into the street and soon saw what had occasioned this outcry. In the direction of the Esquiline Hill long columns of black smoke were curling into the air. The noise of shouting and crying was indescribable; it echoed from street to street; and every now and again above the general clamour would rise a clear voice crying out in amazement some obvious fact—“Rome is burning” or “Sulla will kill us all if we resist.”


Resistance, in fact, was at an end. In no case could it have been effective. Sulla had only hastened the inevitable by setting fire to the houses on his route, destroying, incidentally, the property of his friends as well as of his enemies and so revealing openly for the first time his quality of utter ruthlessness. In this ruthlessness of his he differed from Marius who, though savage and blood-thirsty to the extreme, respected, in his rough way, some decencies. Sulla respected nothing that was an obstacle to his immediate aim.


By the evening Rome was occupied by his troops. The streets, I remember, were unnaturally silent and the troops behaved better than might have been expected. It may be that, now that they had attained their objective, they were impressed by the gravity of what had taken place. Dimly, perhaps, they were aware that their action had altered the whole course of our history. The Jews have a myth which describes how the first parents of mankind fell from a state of primeval innocence into vice and dissatisfaction through eating some kind of fruit which had the effect of making them able to distinguish between good and evil. Many other such stories are current in the East and are, of course, interesting to any intelligent man. Modern civilisation, however, is the creation of the West and it is in our own contexts that I am reminded of the Hebrew myth when I think of Sulla. Our civilisation has never been innocent, but it has been most innocent, most fruitful, most enjoyable and efficient when it has rested upon generally agreed principles of law and order. There have been moral, religious and, it may be, sentimental sanctions for these principles. The law and order have sometimes been oppressive; many of those who have most sternly asserted the principles have often been the greatest hypocrites. It is thus necessary for our health that these principles should be continually criticised, and that there should always exist in our society a revolutionary factor. Yet revolution itself, if it is to be valuable or efficient, must depend, in a certain degree, on the very principles which it appears to be attacking. It is disastrous to fight against government in the name of anarchy, or, however unjust the proceedings of one’s opponents may be, to deny that such a thing as justice exists. Above all it is important to disguise the terrible truth that, in the last resort, what counts is physical co-ercion. This truth is terrible because it is a half truth. Pure and naked force can certainly dominate and transform a particular situation, but can do nothing to solve the problems which gave rise to that situation. Indeed once men have seen force used irresponsibly, and, to all appearance, effectively, the fabric of society is split; all order is imposed and, beneath the imposed surface, there is primeval chaos, corruption, weakness, indecision, greed and jealousy, and a lack of articulation. This state is, paradoxically, one of hope; for surely life would not be worth living if it were possible to force all men permanently and without regret into the framework designed by one man’s will. Yet still something of the sort must, with infinite tact and patience, be attempted once the necessary bonds of human respect, principle or, if you like, superstition have been broken. Men cannot live without government; they cannot live well unless they enjoy a government which deserves respect and in which, so far as they are able, they share. In my days the government, until I took it over myself, has not deserved respect; but Sulla was the first to show that it could be treated with contempt. It was he who finally destroyed the fabric of the past and made it a certainty that the course of the future would be along the paths of civil war.


In the excitement and horror of the moment all this, of course, was not immediately evident. We ourselves thought first of Marius, of his son and of other friends who had been closely associated with him. We were outraged when, a day after he had entered the city, Sulla called a meeting of the senate and received its authority for pronouncing the death sentence on Marius, Sulpicius and others of their party. That rewards should be offered to any slave or criminal who could bring in the head of Rome’s greatest general was something which shocked public opinion generally; to me it seemed an almost personal affront and humiliation.


Marius, fortunately, had escaped, though no one knew what had become of him. Sulpicius was betrayed by one of his slaves and was killed without any pretence of legality. Even those who had most disliked Sulpicius were offended by this action. To kill a tribune in the course of street fighting seemed to them reasonable and honourable enough; but to see a magistrate of the Roman people butchered in cold blood on the information of one of his slaves was something which horrified them. Their attitude may seem illogical but it was not really so. They had grasped, however remotely, the fact that Sulla’s own logic was ruthless to the point of indecency and that without decency civilised life is impossible. In a characteristic way Sulla attempted to efface the bad impression which he had made. He first freed the slave who had betrayed Sulpicius and then immediately had him arrested and hurled down to his death from the Tarpeian Rock. This over-subtle piece of morality impressed nobody.


I myself, who hated Sulla, was glad to observe that my feelings were shared by most people in Rome. I observed with great pleasure that Sulla was now faced by difficulties with which he had not reckoned. It was true that his legions controlled Rome, but they were urgently needed in the East, where Mithridates was going from success to success. The whole revolution had been carried out in order to give Sulla the command in this war, and if Sulla did not set out immediately the war might well be lost. On the other hand, once he withdrew his legions from Rome, there would be no security either for his friends or for his own policies. This was made quite clear by the result of the elections, in which Sulla’s nominees were rejected. One of the consuls for the next year, a superstitious reactionary called Octavius, could be regarded as safe; but the other was Cinna, a leader of the Popular Party and a bitter opponent to the whole method, character and aims of Sulla. I admired Cinna greatly, though I did not know that before long I was to become closely associated with him and I had scarcely seen Cornelia, his daughter, with whom I was to enjoy so happy a married life. At the time, no doubt, what I chiefly hoped for from Cinna was that he might annul the death sentence that had been passed on my Uncle Marius and might recall the old man to Rome. For, though no one knew where Marius was, it appeared certain that he had escaped from Italy. I used to pray daily for his return and would be constantly discussing the subject with my sisters or anyone else who would listen to me. That Sulla’s actions should be allowed to go unpunished seemed to me monstrous and I was vexed with those members of my family who acquiesced in the present state of affairs and who would defend their attitude by saying that anything was better than civil war. “We have had enough of that already,” they used to say, and neither they nor I knew that the civil war was only just beginning.


All of us, I think, felt an immense relief when, before the end of the year, Sulla left Rome and marched southwards to embark for the east. Before leaving he had induced Cinna, in more or less public circumstances, to swear an oath that he would remain friendly to him personally and would not subvert the existing régime. But he could not have expected that Cinna would keep this oath. In fact even before Sulla had left Italy, Cinna was instituting legal proceedings against him and was talking of bringing forward again the proposals of Sulpicius for doing justice to the new citizens.


We would, I remember, frequently and eagerly discuss these proposals (which were indeed excellent) and other political measures which Cinna was supposed to be sponsoring in opposition to his colleague Octavius and to the majority of the senate. Among those with whom I used to hold long conversations at this time were the two Cicero brothers—Quintus, who was nearer my own age, and Marcus, who was four years older than me and had even seen a little military service. Their family was quite undistinguished, but the two boys had received an excellent education and their father, who had made his money in trade, was exceedingly ambitious for his sons. What first interested me in them was the fact that they came from Arpinum, the birthplace of Marius, and were proud to have done so. They would talk about my uncle with almost the same enthusiasm as I showed myself, and so it was easy to become friends. Quintus was the more robust of the two and, in spite of his hot temper, the easier to get on with. He would at least listen to what one had to say, whereas his brother Marcus was, even at this age, one who preferred to express his own opinions than to consider those of others. He was, however, exceptionally brilliant and, in spite of certain gaucheries, had a peculiar charm. I both liked him and admired him. Particularly I was impressed by his learning. He had already translated some of the works of Xenophon into Latin and had written a heroic poem on the subject of Marius, which had been much admired by some of the leading critics. He could recite most of Ennius by heart and much of Homer. Moreover, when one got to know him he showed a friendly disposition and was capable of making the most witty remarks, so long as he was with an audience which appreciated him. With strangers he was inclined to be either too shy or too outspoken. He was acutely conscious of the mediocrity of his birth and though in his epic on Marius he had exalted the merits of the people as opposed to the aristocracy, he was himself somewhat too readily impressed by the very idea of inherited nobility. He was, for example, almost indecently delighted when, as the result of his precocious learning, he was invited to attend some of the receptions given by Scaevola, the Chief Pontiff. However, when the receptions were over and he was back again with his friends, he would often declare that the day of the great nobles was over and that the state could neither survive nor progress without new blood. He would one day become consul himself, he used to say, and the name of Cicero would be as famous a name as that of Scaurus or of Scipio. We used to laugh at this, particularly as “Cicero” is in fact a somewhat ridiculous name, meaning “chickpea”; but even at the time I admired the young man, since I could see that he spoke not from vanity but from conviction. The vanity was to come later.


I noticed, too, even at this time, a quality in Cicero which has not changed with the years. It would be untrue, or almost so, to say that he lacks the courage of his convictions, though he has often given this impression. Nor would it be true to say that he lacks convictions. He is and was full of them, though they have always been of a very generalised kind. His trouble has always been, I think, that in order to act or even in order to define his thoughts he has felt it necessary to secure for himself in advance the approval of those whom he regards as the respectable classes. This timidity or shyness of his may be ascribed to his consciousness of his inferior birth. Certainly he has always been something of a snob. But this explanation does not fully account for the facts. He is a man of genuine principle and he is not a coward. Perhaps it would be kinder to set down his weakness to the fact that he has always been pre-eminently a literary man whose attachment to history has been sentimental rather than vital. He has demanded from human affairs a kind of accuracy and style which is not to be found except in works of art. A mistake, certainly; yet how curious to reflect that Cicero’s own art, the art of oratory, could never have been developed by him to such perfection if Cicero himself had not taken part in the events of a history which he scarcely understood. It was not only through timidity that he clung to the past and to a fancied respectability. He, like many men, looked for perfection and wished to find in this period of utter and necessary revolution the balance and dignity and organic structure of his own prose.


As for me, I saw more clearly than ever Cicero did the full squalor, the confusion, the hypocrisy, the savagery, the demeaning beastliness of political activity. Indeed no time could have been more propitious for making these discoveries than were the most impressionable years of my life, those from the age of fifteen to that of twenty.


Now, in beginning to recall these years, I see that I must often have miscalculated and misinterpreted much. Some of my mistakes I realised at the time and others later. Yet if in this period I was made aware of the fallibility of judgment, the unpredictability of events, the clear distinction between life as it is imagined and as it is lived, I was made aware also of something else—of a kind of truth unlike that of literature, of art or of mathematics—the truth, indeed, of fact. This is the kind of truth which can be like a barrier or brick wall, against which one may run one’s head in vain; or like a knife or searing hot iron with its immediate incision or impress upon the flesh. It is what forces one to recognise necessity and to be humble. And next, when this lesson is learned, it will encourage agility; for many barriers can be circumvented and many thrusts parried. And there is a higher and more important use for agility than merely comfort or self-preservation. Those whose temperaments are by nature creative and who possess (for this is something that cannot be learned) the power to control the feelings and desires of others will go farther and will attempt to introduce into life a principle, not precisely of art, but of order. Hard facts, they will know, cannot be altered; but they can be manipulated, rearranged and, to that extent, controlled. Nor is it degrading to work in this medium of human life, passion, cowardice and revolution. A life, certainly, is more transitory than a poem, but a principle of order, a new direction discovered, will continue to the end of time and is, unlike poetry, translatable into every language.


Not that it is necessary to defend the exercise of creative activity in human affairs. There are times, such as those in which I have lived myself, when, in default of this activity, civilisation will come to an end and the very basis for art and poetry—for that different perfection—will cease to exist. At such moments the task before one cannot be denied, so urgent it is and so delightful are the discoveries one must make in carrying it out. For of course the creative politician, like the artist, has no clear-cut prescription by which he works; theory and practice must go together, each modifying each from time to time. Yet both the politician and the artist, if really creative, will be marked by a particular and individual style. The work done by each will be recognisable and easily attributable to its author; for the work will be the result of a particular insight, a particular force, a particular agility or technique.


I was too young at the time when Sulla sailed for the East to have reached these conclusions and, if I had reached them and had imparted them to the Ciceros, Quintus, I think, rather than Marcus, would have been the more likely to have understood them. As it was we talked much of literature and much of what Cinna would do next; we speculated upon where Marius could be and whether he would ever return. None of us, except possibly Marcus, thought that things could remain as they were; but none of us imagined how terrible, savage and profound was the change that was already taking place.

















CHAPTER VI


THE RETURN OF MARIUS





OUR DISCUSSIONS on the immediate political situation could not, in fact, have lasted for very long. As soon as Sulla had left Italy, Cinna openly brought forward again the proposals of the dead Sulpicius. Fighting in the streets broke out at once, but this particular street fighting has not left a deep impression on my memory. It was less surprising than the fighting which had preceded it and less appalling than the slaughter which was to follow. Still, much blood was shed before the consul Octavius and his supporters, who included the majority of the senate, succeeded in driving Cinna and his partisans out of Rome.


For Cinna this apparent defeat was a positive advantage. He still had the prestige of a consul and, unlike the other consul in Rome, he could count on the support of the Italians whose rights he had championed. He was thus in a better position for raising troops than were his enemies in Rome and, as had recently been demonstrated by Sulla, it was physical force which, in the last resort, determined which of two parties was to hold power. Cinna therefore began to raise an army. Here he was immeasurably helped by having on his side a man who was, without doubt, one of the greatest military geniuses who has ever lived. This was Quintus Sertorius, of whom at the time I knew little except that he had been a trusted and brilliant officer who had served under Marius, that he had one eye, and that even Marius, who was not apt to praise others, spoke of him certainly with respect and almost with admiration. Later I studied the career of Sertorius with great attention and have learned, I hope, much from the study. He was the most intelligent commander of his day and, apart from myself, the only one who combined both military and political ability of the highest order. He was as tough and unsparing of himself as Marius, but he was also gracious in his manners, honourable, a good judge of character and a man of wide interests. The extraordinary rapidity of his actions and his ability to make full use of every kind of material are, no doubt, the qualities which will be remembered by historians of the art of war. But Sertorius escapes from ordinary categories by the vigour and unpredictability of his imagination. It was my loss that I never knew him intimately, since he and I alone seem to have understood the history of our times.


So, largely because of the skill and energy of Sertorius, Cinna very soon had a considerable force at his disposal. Meanwhile the consul Octavius in Rome had done little or nothing to counterbalance this force. Though a great stickler for preserving the precise forms of the constitution, he had secured from the senate an entirely unconstitutional decree depriving Cinna of his consulship and declaring him a public enemy, and, without even the formality of an election, he had appointed a conservative senator, Merula by name, to be consul in his place. Merula held the position, an influential one in the priestly colleges, of Flamen Dialis, or Priest of Jupiter. I had no idea that, before the year was out, I myself was to become Merula’s successor as Priest, but I knew enough of the office to know that it was one most singularly unsuited for a consul in a time of civil war; for among the many superstitions and taboos which surround the Flamen are two which must make him wholly ineffective at such periods: first, he is not allowed to look upon a corpse, and secondly, he is not allowed to come near an army.


But the jokes which we made about Merula and our feelings of mingled apprehension and excitement as we spoke of the impending action of Cinna and Sertorius soon gave way to an excitement of a more personal kind. It must have been about the time of my fifteenth birthday when we received the news that Marius was not only safe, but had landed in Italy. From that time until I was able to see Marius myself I used to go constantly to my Aunt Julia’s house and she would often allow me to listen to the messengers who came secretly to her with news of her husband. The full story of his exile we heard in detail later, but we heard enough then to make us wonder whether the sufferings which he had been through might not have disturbed the balance of his mind. He had been chased hither and thither in Italy like a runaway slave; he had gone without food and drink, yet still persisted to live, though all his companions had given up hope; he had been dragged naked out of a pool of muddy water where he had hidden himself and had then been condemned to death, in accordance with Sulla’s orders, by the magistrates of the nearest town. Somehow he had been preserved by his own greatness. A German mercenary soldier who had volunteered to put him to death had been unable to bear the sight of the old man’s blazing eyes as he lay in a darkened room. He had dropped the sword at his feet and run out into the street crying out, “I dare not. I dare not kill Caius Marius,” and, seeing this, the townspeople had felt ashamed of their previous decision, had given Marius a ship and done all they could to help him on his way. More hardships had followed before he had succeeded in reaching Africa and making contact with his son, young Marius, and the rest of his friends who had fled with him from Rome. Still Marius remained firm in his conviction that once more in his life he would be consul and, as he told us later, he succeeded in numbing pain and in conquering exhaustion by concentrating upon the names and faces of his enemies, on all of whom he was determined to be revenged.


Now, we were told, he had landed in Etruria with his son and with a small force which he had raised in Africa. This small force soon became an army, for Marius had no hesitation in promising their freedom to slaves who would serve with him or in enrolling among his troops labourers, herdsmen and all sorts of discontented or impoverished workers who were glad enough to leave their employers and often to massacre them before leaving. He was shrewd enough, however, to attempt in some sense or other to legalise his position. One of the first things he did was to send a messenger to Cinna acknowledging him as consul and offering to serve as an ordinary soldier in the ranks of Cinna’s army. The offer was, of course, only made for reasons of propaganda. Marius was quite determined to have an independent command; but the gesture was characteristic of him and deceived many people at the time, including myself.


It did not deceive Sertorius, however, and I was shocked to hear that he had bitterly opposed the idea of bringing in Marius as an equal partner in the alliance between himself and Cinna. I attributed this opposition to the basest motives of jealousy and ambition. In fact Sertorius was not the man to be swayed by such feelings as jealousy when important decisions had to be taken and his estimate of the situation turned out to be entirely correct. He had pointed out to Cinna that their forces were already irresistible and were still growing; what was important was that, once they had established themselves in Rome, there should be a period of peace, order and good government during which they could so strengthen themselves as to be able to deal with the armies of Sulla in the East, since Sulla would certainly not acquiesce in the new régime which they designed. All this, Sertorius said, could easily be done by themselves; but to put Marius into power would be to take a tremendous risk. He knew the man and could guess how he would behave. It would be in a manner that would weaken their party politically without greatly strengthening it from a military point of view.


Sertorius found little enough support for his views and, since he had never held high office, he lacked the necessary prestige to make his views effective. Cinna was an honest and well-meaning man, but he had no conception of the forces now about to be let loose and he showed no ability later in attempting to control them. He resented as ungenerous any idea that Marius should be kept in the background. I was delighted to hear that he had treated him with all the marks of distinction due to a pro-consul and had associated him in the supreme command of the combined forces.


Meanwhile in Rome the situation was rapidly deteriorating. The consul Octavius had indeed secured the support of Pompeius Strabo, who had been in command of a considerable army in the north and who, cruel, corrupt and unpopular as he was, could at least claim to be a competent general. Serving with him was his son, young Pompey, later to be called “The Great.” Some idea of the morale of Strabo’s troops can be obtained from the fact that young Pompey had to make use of his great personal popularity in order to save his father from being assassinated by his own men.


Indeed, what resistance there was collapsed very quickly. Marius, who had used his fleet with great skill, occupied the port of Ostia, thus cutting Rome off from all supplies. Meanwhile the main army under Cinna and Sertorius was converging on the city from different directions. It was already rumoured that the troops with Marius and in particular the large force of freed slaves whom he kept as his personal bodyguard were behaving with a singular and calculated ferocity.


I remember one day of conflicting rumours and the agitation into which we were thrown by what we saw and heard. Marius, who never liked to share any military distinction with anyone, was eager to be the first to enter Rome and, moving forward somewhat rashly from Ostia, did in fact occupy the Janiculan Hill. I succeeded in evading the supervision of my elders and went out towards the hill, wishing to see what I imagined would certainly be the triumphal entry of my uncle into the city. But when I got near the scene of the fighting I saw no signs of anything of the kind. Through the dense crowds of people who, like myself, had come out as sightseers, wounded men from Strabo’s army were making their way to the rear. But those of them who were not seriously wounded were remarkably cheerful. They had defeated Marius, they said, and driven him back. Some even claimed that he had been killed. I listened to these rumours with consternation and as I pressed forward nearer to the Janiculan Hill I began to believe them to be true; for there was now no sign of fighting. In fact, some cohorts who had been stationed in reserve were marching away in a different direction altogether. Not before sunset did we learn what had really happened. It appeared that Marius in his over-confidence had indeed suffered a reverse and that, had he been opposed by better generals, this reverse could have been serious. As it was he had been rescued from a difficult position because of the alarm caused by a diversionary attack made by Sertorius upon another part of the city’s fortifications.


This was the last military action of any importance. Soon afterwards Strabo died of a sudden illness; the troops, having no confidence whatever in the abilities of the consul Octavius, began to mutiny or to go over openly to the armies which now invested Rome on all sides. Octavius himself was advised by his friends to escape while there was still some possibility of doing so. But he had a childish faith in soothsayers and Etruscan prophets and Chaldaean calculations. According to these sources of information he was in no danger at all; and so he remained in Rome while the senate, now in a state of utter panic, sent an offer of capitulation to Cinna, only begging him to guarantee that there would be no reprisals. Cinna replied that first the decrees passed against him must be withdrawn; as for the reprisals, he said that he would be as merciful as circumstances permitted. So Merula, who had done little or nothing during his short period of office, was deposed and Cinna entered Rome as consul.


We had expected that Marius would enter the city at the same time and had made our preparations to meet him. The old man, however, had determined to make his entry into Rome in his own way. He sent a message to the senate in which, after a lengthy description of his achievements in the past, he went on to comment on the fact that he was now in exile with a price upon his head. Respecting as he did the Roman constitution and the freedom of the Roman people, he could not, he said, return to his own home and family until the Roman people itself had freely voted for his recall. Many of the people were, as Marius intended they should be, much impressed by this strangely legalistic talk, and the senate made arrangements immediately for the necessary voting to take place. Meanwhile an advance party of Marius’s troops had entered Rome, marched directly into the forum and butchered the consul Octavius in cold blood. After the murder there was found on his person a Chaldaean document guaranteeing him a happy and successful life for many years to come.


This act of violence was indeed shocking but it was not, except by Octavius himself, wholly unexpected. Moreover, it was difficult at the moment to be quite certain about who, in fact, had authorised the act.


Next day Marius, at the head of his army, entered Rome. He was met by a large crowd, including his relations and friends, all eager to congratulate him on his safety and on his return. I myself was deeply moved by the prospect of this occasion. I put on the best clothes that I had and felt the keenest joy as I thought of how my uncle would be welcomed back with honour into the city which he had saved. I looked with interest and fascination at the faces of his troops and at him himself I looked with a kind of amazement, since I could hardly believe that he was indeed here, still robust in his old age, still unsubdued by every hardship. I noticed that he showed little interest in the speeches of congratulation that were being made; all the time his fierce eyes glared about him, searching the faces of the crowd, and it soon appeared that he was looking, not for his friends, but for his enemies. His plan had long been made, and it was a simple one. He would not leave alive a single person by whom he imagined that at any time he had been injured. And he had fit instruments with which to work, for his army of liberated slaves, ex-gladiators for the most part or oppressed workers of the land, were as savage as their master and would obey or anticipate his commands.


The conventional speech-making was soon cut short. Marius had observed at the edge of the crowd an old senator who had once opposed him on some minor issue in the past, and, paying no further attention to a laudatory speech which someone was making, he pointed out this old man with his hand. In a second or two he was dragged forward and stabbed to death; the head was then severed from the body and fixed, as a trophy, to the point of a lance.


There were some in the crowd feeble-minded enough and sufficiently disturbed emotionally to applaud the act; and indeed wherever savagery becomes, as it were, authorised there is seldom any lack of so-called law-abiding citizens who will take their part in it and enjoy it. So now, though the better people of all classes withdrew hurriedly to their houses, there was still a considerable mob which followed Marius as he began to go systematically through the streets, dragging his enemies or those whom he believed to be so, out of their homes and having them butchered in front of his eyes.


I, of course, was not one of this crowd. I spent the day at home, shivering with a kind of fear and nervous exhaustion. Not only could I imagine what was going on, but every hour someone would arrive with more news of the horrors that were being perpetrated. I only hoped that they would end at nightfall.


This hope was not fulfilled. For five days and five nights the slaughter and rape and burning continued. The evidence of this savagery was everywhere. All senators who were killed (and there were at least fifty of them) were beheaded so that their heads could be exhibited in the forum as ghastly trophies of revenge. As for the others, mostly belonging to the richer classes outside the senate, their bodies were left in the streets to be eaten by dogs and birds. How many perished in this way it is impossible to say, but the number cannot have been less than a thousand. Soon the slaughter became almost indiscriminate. Some were cut down in the streets because they had failed to salute Marius as he passed, others because Marius had not bothered to return their greeting. Many committed suicide out of fear and many, who were not in personal danger, killed themselves in shame or in despair after seeing their possessions destroyed or their wives and children outraged.


During all this time Marius appeared to be, and indeed was, drunk both with wine, which, since he scarcely ate or slept at all, he took constantly to support him, and with the sheer lust for blood and for destruction. He was quite unapproachable and, though he would greet Cinna and Sertorius with a kind of ghastly good humour, he paid no attention to anything they said. Still less would he listen to his wife or other members of our family. Indeed he actually permitted Fimbria, one of the most brutal of his officers, to kill my father’s brother, Lucius Caesar, and to display his head in the forum.


Finally Sertorius took matters into his own hands. He was the only man in Rome with the courage and ability to do so. There was a time when, from sheer weariness, Marius had temporarily desisted from slaughter and had gone to his house to rest. Acting with his usual rapidity, Sertorius brought up detachments of his own troops, who, alone among those who had captured Rome, had remained well disciplined and well behaved. With these men he surrounded Marius’s bodyguard of ex-slaves and killed every one of them. It was an easy operation, but no one else at the time would have dared to undertake it. As it was, when Marius came to, he was too shrewd or else, perhaps, too exhausted from his excesses to attempt any reprisals. He actually pretended to approve of what Sertorius had done and from then on treated him with a curious kind of respect, almost as though he feared him and sought for his good opinion.


This, however, he did not enjoy; for in a few days he had accomplished exactly what Sertorius had feared. He had alienated all moderate opinion from the Popular Party, and, in so doing, had jeopardised, perhaps irreparably, the one hope which this party had of retaining power. Sulla would undoubtedly attempt to regain the position which he had lost and would now be actuated not only by ambition but by revenge; for his houses and property had been destroyed, his statues thrown down, his friends and some of his family murdered, while the rest of his family, the fortunate ones, had, after every kind of hardship and humiliation, escaped to tell him the story. He and his eastern legions could only be resisted by a united Rome and a united Italy. Marius, in less than a week, had made unity something so unlikely as to seem impossible.


On me personally these measures had an effect which, I suppose, has been indelible. Later there were to be other scenes of bloodshed more extensive, more deliberate and, in a sense, more cruel. But never again in my life have I seen anything so disorderly, so savage and so disgusting as was the conduct of Marius and his slaves. From it I learned beyond a doubt that there is nothing necessarily good, nothing which can necessarily demand our affection and respect, in human nature, which, once restraint is removed, becomes something too horrible to contemplate; that all dignity, and with it the possibility of affection, comes from restraint, whether self-imposed or enforced from outside; and that, of all the feelings of which the human heart is capable, the unworthiest is the passion for revenge.

















CHAPTER VII


THE END OF MARIUS





ON THE subject of Marius my mind has always been strangely divided. This last period of his life was, for me, a period of horror and disillusion. I shrank even from his kindnesses—for, when he was sober enough to recognise me, he would show a particular interest in my future. Yet still I clung to that view of him which had filled the imagination of my childhood, and, I knew, moreover, that the view was not entirely false. What I saw now was a ruin, but it was the ruin of something great and powerful.


He died early in the year following his return to Rome and his death was, to me and others, a relief. At the beginning of this year he and Cinna had taken up their offices as consuls and Marius had signalised the occasion by having one of his enemies hurled to death from the Tarpeian Rock. This, however, was the last of his savage acts. The prophecies, real or imagined, had been fulfilled. He was consul for the seventh time; but he died before seventeen days of his consulship had elapsed. The last period of his life was a miserable one. He suffered from insomnia and indeed from something worse than that; for even his moments of uneasy sleep were vexed and made horrible by dreams, terrors and fantasies. Much of the time he was, to all appearance, out of his mind and the state of his sanity was not improved by the vast quantities of wine which he drank in order to numb his apprehensions and to secure some kind of besotted sleep. There were times when he would imagine that he was leading the armies against Mithridates, and then he would shout out in his terrible voice and, staggering about the room, would seize on any weapon that came to hand and, as soon as his grip had tightened upon it, miraculously it seemed, suddenly present the appearance of a sober man, or at least of some inflexible statue of a warrior. Soon, however, his fingers would relax, letting the weapon fall, and Marius himself would, as often as not, topple to the ground. Yet it was neither from sleeplessness nor from excess that the old man died, though it seemed incredible that any human frame could support so long the effects of either of these. His last sickness was a pleurisy caused, the doctors said, by a cold draught of air. It was a merciful disease for it enabled Marius to relax and to die with dignity. He even composed a speech in which, after enumerating his triumphs and his reverses, he closed with the decent reflection that a prudent man should trust himself no more to fortune. Those who heard him speak in these terms knew that he had given up the struggle and were glad of it; for they could now think again of his past greatness rather than live in fear of some new outrage or disgrace. Most of his last few days were spent in sleep and he died peacefully. Those who saw the dead body said that at the end the rough features had become set in a strange nobility and an unusual calm.


I myself neither saw the body nor attended the funeral. I was forbidden to do so by my religious duties; for I had recently been nominated by Marius and Cinna to the place among the Flamens which had become vacant owing to the suicide of the unfortunate Merula who, soon after the entry of Marius into the city, had retired to the Temple of Jupiter and bled himself to death.


I owed my appointment, of course, to the fact that I was the nephew of Marius, though it is probable that the choice was also influenced by the wish of Cinna and Sertorius to attract to their party the Cottas and other friends and relations of my mother. It was necessary too that the Flamen Dialis, or Priest of Jupiter, should belong to a patrician family, and at the time there were not a great number of patricians who could be relied upon to support the present régime.


Nevertheless, it was an honour to be given at so early an age so respectable a post and I took my duties seriously, though I had to dissemble, as did many of my colleagues, some feelings of distaste for and disbelief in the religious ceremonies in which I took part. The sacrifices of animals and the inspecting of their steaming entrails have always been disgusting to me and, I cannot help feeling, must be equally disgusting to the gods, assuming them to exist. Then I had to wear, on official occasions, a peculiarly ridiculous hat, made of white leather and shaped like a cone. This hat, however, had one advantage connected with it. If it were to fall off during a ceremony the wearer was bound immediately to resign his office. There was thus always an easy escape available, though in fact I never wished to make use of it, partly because it is in any case indecorous to allow one’s hat to fall from one’s head, partly because I was perfectly content as I was. My position debarred me from any kind of military service, but I had no ambitions as a commander. I had associated the idea of command with the figure of my Uncle Marius and now I wished, so far as I could, to forget him and to forget those boyish imaginations or fantasies which I had once had and in which I seemed to see myself, like him, leading Roman legions into battle, perhaps in the east and perhaps in the undiscovered areas of the west. At this time my thoughts turned rather to a literary career. I have always, too, been something of an antiquarian and I was genuinely interested in the knowledge which I was acquiring every day of the operations of Roman religion.
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