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Cover Photograph for Ben Jonson’s Sejanus’ Fall: A Retelling:

https://pixabay.com/illustrations/america-ballot-biden-bloomberg-box-4866726/

The cover shows a man who is more unscrupulous than Sejanus. Vladimir Putin is a killer of Ukrainian pregnant women and of Ukrainian children and is damn proud of it. My association of him with a fall is, unfortunately, probably wishful thinking.

The Roman Republic was a time of freedom for many, but when the Roman Empire started, the Emperor gained the power that others lost. Briefly, Russia had some freedom: Gorbachev promoted social democracy. Putin stopped a democracy from forming, and with the war against Ukraine, he stopped free speech. 

Tiberius served his country poorly as Emperor. The United States has had a recent President who served the United States poorly.

Buy a bottle of booze now and set it aside because when certain politicians die, the booze stores will run out of product. 

***
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Educate Yourself

Read Like A Wolf Eats

Be Excellent to Each Other

Books Then, Books Now, Books Forever
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In this retelling, as in all my retellings, I have tried to make the work of literature accessible to modern readers who may lack some of the knowledge about mythology, religion, and history that the literary work’s contemporary audience had. 

Do you know a language other than English? If you do, I give you permission to translate this book, copyright your translation, publish or self-publish it, and keep all the royalties for yourself. (Do give me credit, of course, for the original retelling.)

I would like to see my retellings of classic literature used in schools, so I give permission to the country of Finland (and all other countries) to buy one copy of this eBook and give copies to all students forever. I also give permission to the state of Texas (and all other states) to buy one copy of this eBook and give copies to all students forever. I also give permission to all teachers to buy one copy of this eBook and give copies to all students forever.

Teachers need not actually teach my retellings. Teachers are welcome to give students copies of my eBooks as background material. For example, if they are teaching Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, teachers are welcome to give students copies of my Virgil’s Aeneid: A Retelling in Prose and tell students, “Here’s another ancient epic you may want to read in your spare time.”
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DEDICATED TO ROBERT WIEMAN

Fighting McCarthyism: Ohio University prof, Supreme Court, defeat loyalty oath
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By David Bruce

Published 11 December 1989 in The Athens News (Ohio).

In 1950, Joe McCarthy, the junior senator from Wisconsin made a speech in Wheeling, West Virginia, that made him nationally prominent.

“Ladies and gentlemen, while I cannot take the time to name all the men in the State Department who have been named as active members of the Communist Party and members of a spy ring, I have here in my hand a list of 205—a list of names that were made known to the Secretary of State as being members of the Communist Party and who nevertheless are still working and shaping policy in the State Department.”

Following that speech came years—the early to mid-1950s—in which McCarthy cast aspersions—with little or no evidence—about men and women innocent of any wrongdoing.  McCarthy nearly immobilized two presidents, and because of his fame and the fear in which he cast the country, few dared to oppose him.

Ohio University Philosophy Professor Robert Wieman was exposed to much of that anti-communist hysteria in the early 1950s when he taught at Oklahoma A & M College.  In a 1989 interview with The Athens NEWS, Wieman, who has taught at OU since the mid-’50s, told how in 1951, the Oklahoma legislature passed an anti-communist law, requiring all local and state employees to take a loyalty oath.  The oath swore that the individual 1) was loyal to the United States, 2) was not a Communist, and 3) would bear arms, if necessary, in case of attack upon the United States.

Feeling that the law as drafted was unconstitutional, Wieman (a Navy veteran from 1942-46 who served much of the time in waters off Africa) and six other state employees at Oklahoma A & M went to court to force a test of the law’s constitutionality.  Eventually, the case which became known as Wieman vs. Updegraff, reached the U.S. Supreme Court.

But first, the case went before Oklahoma District Judge W.A. Carlisle, who rebuked the seven Oklahoma A & M employees:

“The people of the United States today are facing a terrible danger.  We’ve reached the point where we must separate the wheat from the chaff.  These people want all the other protections of the government but they say they wouldn’t fight to defend this country if necessary.  I say it’s a travesty of justice.  It’s an outrage for people like that to draw public funds.  If Washington were alive today, I wonder what he’d say about something like this.  In my opinion, a man that wouldn’t defend his country if necessary has no right to draw its money.”

Carlisle ordered that the employees be fired and their pay withheld.  Eventually, though, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of Wieman and the other state employees.  The front-page headline in The New York Times read, “Oklahoma’s Oath of Loyalty Killed.”

In the Supreme Court decision, issued Dec. 15, 1952, Justice Hugo Black wrote:

“The Oklahoma statute is but one manifestation of a national network of laws aimed at coercing and controlling the minds of men.  Test oaths are notorious tools of tyranny.  When used to shackle the mind they are, or at least they should be, unspeakably odious to a people.  Governments need and have ample power to punish treasonable acts.  But it does not follow that they must have power to punish thought and speech as distinguished from acts.”

This case had two important ramifications, Wieman pointed out.  First, he said, there was an “emphatic reaffirmation of the legal system.”  According to Wieman, “McCarthyism is almost any passionately fanatic movement.  Whether the people are always sincere in using it or are using it as a vehicle to win elections doesn’t matter.”  In a movement that is passionate and fanatic and perhaps even sincere, he pointed out, there is a tendency to “say that procedure doesn’t matter, only the end matters.”

During the McCarthy era, Wieman recalled, many people were “hesitant to defend the procedural safeguards for the modification of policy and the bringing of consensus among people.”  His case allowed the U.S. Supreme Court and later the Oklahoma Supreme Court to offer their prestige and eloquent statements about why these procedural safeguards are important, the OU professor said.  The case reaffirmed that the American system of laws is a procedural system which should not be sacrificed for a passionate commitment to some end which fanatics believe outweighs other people’s rights, he said.

In addition, Wieman maintained, accommodation—finding a way in which people can live together with the least mutual obstruction and the most mutual contribution—is one way for people and nations to live among one another.  The Supreme Court case led to more accommodation, while it generated more opposition to McCarthyism.

Before that, however, through smear campaigns and negative campaigns, McCarthy won elections, “If you can win elections by this kind of thing, it becomes a feeding frenzy,” Wieman said.  “It’s hard for people to express themselves effectively if [their opinion] isn’t swimming with that tide.”

Today [December 1989] Wieman sees a return of some of the characteristics of McCarthyism.  Professionals are acknowledging that elections are won these days by politicians and their advisers doing whatever it takes to win, fair or foul.

This Wieman calls an “extremism in relation to the past.”  Until recently, he said, “although running for re-election was a major concern of people in office, they didn’t spend all their term running for their next election.

“Most people, unless they were desperately out and unlikely to win without some wild extremism, were unlikely to commit themselves to things, in order to win an election, that would then interfere with their being able to meet the problems of the nation once in office,” he said.

Today, Wieman said, there is a “curious combination of cynicism with a quite sincere factional suspicion of people who hold views different from what we do.”  For example, he pointed out, for the most part anti-abortion and abortion rights advocates are not seeking an accommodation with one another.  It is much the same with other major issues, he said.

Also, in politics today there is the belief that any proposal, to meet a crisis, that costs money is not politically practical.  “And so,” Wieman said, “we have the oddity of national governors who will discuss needs and discuss possible solutions to those needs and will declare in favor of those solutions to those needs, but then assume that somebody else will have to fund it—state or local governments.”

“Well, if you decide that someone else is going to do something and pay for it, that’s not the way things are going to get done,” he said.  “They get done by the people who are going to pay for them deciding that’s what should be done.”

After a candidate is elected, the professor noted, he or she doesn’t face the needs of the nation; instead the candidate thinks about “what did I say I was going to do and how can I squirm out of it if at all.

“It paralyzes government,” just as McCarthyism paralyzed government in the early ’50s, Wieman said.

When you have a win-at-any-costs political mentality, “courage [becomes] a terribly expensive thing to have,” Wieman said.  “You don’t win by being courageous, you win by attacking from the outside; and if you are in, by being defensive, by rhetoric.

“Do anything and you make some enemies somewhere,” he continued.  “You can’t do anything without influencing some people more favorably and other people less favorably, and so they’re not going to regard you as their best friends anymore.”  Because of this, some politicians conclude that they ought not to do anything, he lamented.

A philosopher, Wieman explained that “in philosophy, we think we’re engaged in inquiry, working out a commitment to the underlying principles of inquiry and the intellectual life.”  And so the philosopher doesn’t regard teaching at a university as a job, in which the employee must leave all important decisions to higher-ups.  After all, according to Wieman, “Universities are made up of people like philosophers; they’re not made up by the chairman of the board of regents who hires somebody to stand in front of the class.”

****
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Robert Wieman (1920-2002) 

https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/123156906/robert-m-wieman

****
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Now retired, David Bruce taught English and Philosophy at OU, and he wrote over 1,000 Wise Up! columns for The Athens News.
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THE ARGUMENT 

[Summary of Subject Matter]
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Sejanus’ Early History and Disgrace by Drusus Senior

Aelius Sejanus was the son of Seius Strabo, a gentleman of Rome, and he was born at Vulsinium. 

After his long service in court, first under Augustus, and afterward under Tiberius, Sejanus grew into such favor with Tiberius, and won him by his arts, that there lacked nothing but the name to make him a co-partner of the Empire. 

Drusus Senior, the Emperor’s son, did not like and did not tolerate this greatness of Sejanus. After many smothered dislikes, his dislike one day broke out, and Drusus Senior struck Sejanus publicly on the face. 

To revenge this disgrace and to learn Drusus Senior’s plans and secrets, Sejanus conspired and plotted with Livia, the wife of Drusus Senior. Livia was seduced by Sejanus to her dishonor before the plot to kill Drusus Senior proceeded, Sejanus also plotted together with her physician, who was called Eudemus, and with a man called Lygdus, who was a eunuch, to poison Drusus Senior. 

Sejanus Grows Ambitious to Become Emperor 

Their inhuman act had successful and not-suspected passage — the death of Drusus Senior aroused no suspicion — and it emboldened Sejanus to farther and more insolent projects, leading even to his ambition of becoming Emperor. 

Finding the obstacles and hindrances he must encounter to be many and hard, in respect of the descendants of Germanicus (who were next in line for the succession), Sejanus devised to make Tiberius’ self his means, and instilled into his ears many doubts and suspicions both against the princes and against their mother, Agrippina. 

Tiberius jealously hearkening to these things, he as ardently as Sejanus consented to their ruin and to their friends’ ruin. 

Sejanus Plots to Marry Livia and Plots Against Tiberius

In this time, the better to mature and strengthen his design, Sejanus labored to marry Livia, and worked with all his ingenuity and cunning to remove Tiberius from the knowledge of public business, with allurements of a quiet and retired life, the latter of which Tiberius (out of a proneness to lust and a desire to hide those unnatural pleasures that he could not so publicly practice) embraced. 

Sejanus’ Downfall

Sejanus’ desire to marry Livia enkindled Tiberius’ fears and gave him the first reason to fear and be suspicious of Sejanus. Against Sejanus, Tiberius raised in private a new instrument to do his bidding, one Sertorius Macro, and by use of Macro, Tiberius took clandestine measures and worked against Sejanus, discovered the other’s plots and secrets, his means and his ends, and sounded the affections of the Senators, who were divided into factions, and distracted them. 

At last, when Sejanus least looked for trouble and was most secure, Tiberius decoyed and enticed him away from his guards with the pretext of doing him an unwonted honor in the Senate; and with a long, ambiguous, and equivocal letter, in one day he had Sejanus suspected, accused, condemned, and torn into pieces by the rage of the people.

Ben Jonson Gives His Reason for Writing This Tragedy

This play we advance as a mark of terror to all traitors and treasons, to show how just the heavens are in pouring and thundering down a weighty vengeance on their unnatural intents, even to the worst princes; much more to those for guard of whose piety and virtue the angels are in continual watch, and God himself miraculously working.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
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MALE CHARACTERS

Tiberius. Second Roman Emperor. Successor to Caesar Augustus, who was his step-father and adoptive father. Ruled from 14-37 C.E. He was the father of Drusus Senior and the uncle of Germanicus. At birth he was named Tiberius Claudius Nero. After becoming Emperor, he was known as Tiberius Caesar Augustus. Tiberius is often referred to as Caesar.

Drusus Senior. He was the son of Tiberius and his first wife: Vipsania. He was the second husband of Livia. First in line of succession to Tiberius.

Sejanus. He was Consul in the first half of 31 C.E. Sejanus’ father was a knight, and so Sejanus was a member of the equestrian (knight) class of citizens, which were ranked just below the noble class. He was executed in 31 C.E.

Nero. He was the oldest son of Germanicus, who was Tiberius’ nephew and adopted son, and Agrippina. Sejanus plotted against him. Second in line of succession to Tiberius. This Nero is NOT the Nero who became the fifth Roman Emperor. That Nero was born in 54 C.E., well after the events of Jonson’s play, which ends in 31 C.E.

Latiaris. Supporter of Sejanus. Betrayer of Sabinus.

Drusus Junior. Second son to Germanicus and Agrippina. Third in line of succession to Tiberius. Drusus “Junior” means Drusus “the Younger.” When Germanicus died, however, Drusus Senior took care of Drusus Junior.

Varro. Follower of Sejanus. 

Caligula. Youngest son of Germanicus and Agrippina. Fourth in line of succession to Tiberius. “Caligula” is a nickname that means “Little Military-Boot.” He succeeded Tiberius and became the third Roman Emperor.

Macro. Vigiles (Watch, Night Watch, Police, Firefighters) Prefect. Enemy to Sejanus. Sertorius Macro.

Arruntius. A Senator of good character. Lucius Arruntius.

Cotta. A man without scruples. 

Silius. A general under Germanicus. Caius Silius.

Afer. An excellent orator with excessive ambition. 

Sabinus. A knight. Close to Agrippina, the widow of Germanicus, who had been his friend. Titius Sabinus.

Haterius. An orator well noted for the style of his orations. Noted for the content of his orations? Not so much. 

Lepidus. A Senator of integrity and capability. Marcus Lepidus.

Sanquinius. A Senator.

Cordus. An historian and defender of free speech. Cremutius Cordus.

Pomponius. A follower of Sejanus. 

Gallus. Husband of Vipsania, who had been Tiberius’ first wife.

Postumus. An underling of Sejanus. The name “Postumus” means “born after the death of the father.” Julius Postumus.

Regulus. Opponent to Sejanus. 

Trio. Consul on the side of Sejanus. 

Terentius. Friend to Sejanus. 

Minutius. Friend to Sejanus. 

Laco. Commander of the Vigiles (Watch, Night Watch, Police, Firefighters). Gracinus Laco.

Satrius. Client of Sejanus. Satrius Secundus.

Eudemus. Physician to Livia.

Natta. Client of Sejanus. Pinnarius Natta.

Rufus. An ex-Praetor. Supporter of Sejanus. Enemy to Sabinus.

Opsius. Supporter of Sejanus. Enemy to Sabinus.

Tribuni. Military Tribunes of the Praetorian Guard.

FEMALE CHARACTERS

Agrippina. Widow of Germanicus. She was the granddaughter of Caesar Augustus. Her mother was Julia, Caesar Augustus’ daughter. In history, she is known as Agrippina the Elder.

Livia. Lover of Sejanus. Husband to Drusus Senior. Sister to Germanicus. In history, she is known as Livilla, a nickname meaning “Little Livia.” She was named after Livia Drusilla, the third and final wife of Caesar Augustus. She was the sister of Claudius, who became the fourth Roman Emperor. 

Sosia. Wife of Silius. Friend of Agrippina.

MINOR CHARACTERS

Praecones. Heralds. Criers in meetings of the Senate. This book uses the word “Heralds.”

Lictors. They held the fasces — a bundle of rods and an axe that served as a symbol of power — as they preceded magistrates through the streets.

Flamen. Priest. This book uses the word “Priest” rather than “Flamen.”

Ministri. Attendants. This book uses the word “attendants.”

Tubicines. Trumpeters. This book uses the word “trumpeters.”

Tibicines. Flautists. This book uses the word “flautists.”

Nuntius. Messenger. This book uses the word “messenger.”

Servi. Servants. The singular is “servus.” This book uses the word “servant.”

Praetor. Second in rank to a Consul.

Guards.

The Scene: Rome

NOTES:

In this retelling, I use the scene divisions that appear in this book: Ben Jonson, Sejanus his Fall. W. F. Bolton, editor. A New Mermaid Dramabook. New York: Hill and Wang, 1966. I, however, did add a scene division — scene 4 — to Act 2, and a scene division — scene 3 — to Act 3 and a scene division — scene 5 — to Act 4. I also added two scene divisions to Act 5. In making scene divisions, I followed the practice of starting a new scene after everyone has exited.

Germanicus, having died in 19 C.E., does not appear in the play. He was the nephew and adopted son of Tiberius.

Tiberius, the second Roman Emperor, was born in 42 B.C.E. and died in 37 C.E. He ruled from 14 C.E. to 37 C.E. and was succeeded by Caligula.

Sejanus was born in 20 B.C.E. and died in 31 C.E. 

Sejanus wanted to succeed Tiberius as Emperor, but some of Tiberius’ relatives were in his way. These men were eligible to succeed Tiberius:

• Drusus Senior. The son of Tiberius and his first wife: Vipsania. First to be expected to succeed.

• Nero. First son to Germanicus and Agrippina. Nero was Tiberius’ nephew and adopted son. Second to be expected to succeed.

• Drusus Junior. Second son to Germanicus and Agrippina. Third to be expected to succeed.

• Caligula. Third son to Germanicus and Agrippina. He would eventually succeed Tiberius.

In Ben Jonson’s society, a person of higher rank would use “thou,” “thee,” “thine,” and “thy” when referring to a person of lower rank. (These terms were also used affectionately and between equals.) A person of lower rank would use “you” and “your” when referring to a person of higher rank.

“Sirrah” was a title used to address someone of a social rank inferior to the speaker. Friends, however, could use it to refer to each other.

The word “wench” at this time was not necessarily negative. It was often used affectionately.

Roman Offices

Consuls: The office of Consul was the highest political office of the Roman Republic. Two Consuls were elected each year and served for one year. 

Praetors: A Praetor can be 1) the commander of an army, or 2) a magistrate. The office of Praetor (magistrate) was the second highest political office of the Roman Republic. They were subject only to the veto of the Consuls. Praetors could take the auspices, the performance of which was a religious rite. 

Lictors: Lictors served the Consuls and carried rods and axes as symbols of the Senators’ authority. Rods were symbols of the Consuls’ power to inflict corporal punishment, and axes were symbols of their power to inflict capital punishment. Lictors executed punishments on people who had been convicted of serious crimes.

Tribunes: Tribunes were administrative officers. Some were judicial Tribunes, and some were military Tribunes.

Aediles: An Aedile was a Roman magistrate who was in charge of maintaining public buildings. They also organized public festivals and were in charge of weights and measures.

Censors: They supervised public morality and maintained the census.

Prefects: They had civil or military power, but that power was delegated to them from others.

Praecones: Heralds. Criers in meetings of the Senate. They cry loudly things during a trial, such as “Silence!”
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CHAPTER 1

— 1.1 —
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Sabinus and Silius met each other. 

Silius had been a general under Germanicus, the nephew and adopted son of Tiberius, who was currently the Roman Emperor, after having succeeded Caesar Augustus. 

Sabinus, a knight, was close to Agrippina, the widow of Germanicus, who had been his friend. 

“Hail, Caius Silius!” Sabinus greeted his friend.

“Titius Sabinus, hail!” Silius replied. “You’re rarely — seldom and splendidly — met in court.”

“Therefore, we are well met,” Sabinus replied. 

“It is true; indeed, this place — the court — is not our sphere,” Silius said.

Neither man liked the court or the politics that occurred in the court.

Sabinus said:

“No, it isn’t, Silius. We are no good at being plotters and schemers.

“We lack the ‘fine’ arts of conspiring and their thriving use that should make us graced or favored of the times.

“We have no successive changes of faces to use in duplicity, no cleft tongues, no soft and glutinous bodies that can stick like snails on painted walls, or on our breasts creep up like a snake, to fall from that proud height to which we did climb by slavery, not by service.”

One way to climb to wealth and office is through slavery: being servile to those men who are in high office. When Caesar Augustus assumed power, the boldest men opposing him had died, and those who were willing to be subservient to him were rewarded.

Sabinus continued:

“We are no guilty men, and therefore we are no great men.

“We have no place in court, no office in state that we can say we have due to our crimes.” 

Another way to climb to wealth and office is through committing crimes, a word that can also mean sins.

Sabinus continued:

“We burn with no black secrets —”

Black secrets can make one susceptible to being servile to the man who knows one’s black secrets. And if you are the one who knows black secrets, it can make other men — the ones with black secrets — servile to you.

One wonders what black secrets Vladimir Putin (killer of Ukrainian pregnant women and babies) knows about Donald Trump.

Sabinus continued:

“— black secrets that can make us dear to the pale authors —” 

“Dear” can mean “costly.” Paying blackmail to the man who knows one’s black secrets can be costly. Buying someone’s silence is expensive. The pale authors of the black secrets would pay much money and/or render other services to Silius and Sabinus — if Silius and Sabinus knew any black secrets.

In addition, the people paying the blackmail can treat the blackmailers well out of fear of arousing their anger — anger that could result in making black secrets known.

Sabinus and Silius neither had nor knew any black secrets.

Sabinus continued:

“— or make us live in fear of the still-waking anger of those being blackmailed, to raise ourselves a fortune by subverting and destroying theirs.”

One way to raise and advance oneself is by causing someone else to fall.

Sabinus continued:

“We stand not in the lines that advance to that so courted point.”

Lines of people seek a point — a goal — that points to the court.

Satrius and Natta entered the scene. Both men were clients of Sejanus, who was their patron. Sejanus supported them, and in return, the clients were bound to serve him and protect his life.

Silius said, “But yonder lean a pair who do.” 

The pair leaned toward the side of doing bad deeds to advance themselves. Satrius and Natta were not morally upright. They leaned on Sejanus for support. They supported Sejanus, and in turn he supported them. But clearly they knew that Sejanus was the alpha male.

Latiaris entered the scene. He supported Sejanus.

“Good cousin Latiaris,” Sabinus greeted him. 

In this society, the word “cousin” meant “kinsman.”

Silius and Sabinus talked together at the side as Latiaris joined Satrius and Natta.

Silius said:

“Satrius Secundus and Pinnarius Natta, the great Sejanus’ clients: There are two men who know more than honest counsels.

“Their close breasts and secret hearts, if they were ripped up and opened to light, would show that it would be a poor and idle sin to which their trunks had not been made fit organs.”

In other words: Closely examine their hearts, and you will hardly find a sin that they have not committed.

Silius continued: 

“These two men can lie, flatter, and swear, forswear [swear falsely], defame and disparage, inform on traitors or ‘traitors,’ smile, and betray; make men ‘guilty,’ and then beg the forfeit lives to get the livings.” 

People could grow wealthy by informing on traitors or “traitors.” As a reward for their information, they would acquire some of the convicted man’s property as a reward. These informers would “beg” to get wealth and property. The penalty for treason was usually a horrible death.

Silius continued:

“These two men can cut men’s throats with whisperings; they can sell to gaping suitors the empty smoke — empty promises — that flies about the palace.”

The Roman proverb fumum vendere means literally “to sell smoke” and figuratively “to make empty promises.”

Silius continued:

“These two men can laugh when their patron laughs, sweat when he sweats, be hot and cold with him, and change every mood, demeanor, and garb, as often as he varies.

“These two men observe their patron as his watch observes his clock.” 

A soldier of the Night Watch could be observing the time, or a man could be checking the time on his watch against a public clock. In other words, Satrius and Natta observe Sejanus — their patron — closely and often.

Silius continued:

“And, true as turquoise in the dear lord’s ring, these two men look well or ill, according to how their patron, Sejanus, looks.” 

Turquoise was believed to change color according to the health of its wearer.

Silius continued:

Satrius and Natta are ready to praise his Lordship — Sejanus — if he spits, or simply pisses fair, if he should have an indifferent stool, or if he breaks wind well.

“Nothing can escape their notice.”

Sabinus said:

“Alas, these things deserve no note, compared with other vile and filthier flatteries that corrupt the times, when not alone the great personages of the state are eager to make their safety and security by doing such sordid acts, but all our Consuls, and no little part of such as have been Praetors — yea, the most of Senators, who otherwise do not use their voices, start up in public Senate, and there strive who shall propound the most abject, despicable, and base things, so much that often Tiberius has been heard, while leaving the court, to cry, ‘O race of men, prepared for servitude!’

“This showed that he, who least the public liberty could like, as loathly brooked their abject servility.”

To advance themselves, highly ranked bad men would flatter the Emperor Tiberius, who knew that they were flattering him and who loathed — or appeared to loath —such flattery and such bad men.

Silius said:

“Well, all is deserved by us — and we deserve more — who with our riots and debauches, pride, and civil hate have so provoked the justice of the gods.

“We who within these fourscore years were born free, equal lords of the conquered world, and knew no masters but passions, to which, betraying first our liberties, we since became the slaves to one man’s lusts, and now to many.”

Not too long ago, the Romans had enjoyed a republic. Julius Caesar had fought a civil war and seemed to be on the verge of becoming a King or an Emperor, but Brutus and Cassius had assassinated him. A new civil war had broken out, and Caesar Augustus had become the first Roman Emperor. When he died, Tiberius succeeded him.

Sabinus and Silius mourned the loss of the old Roman Republic. They believed that they had lost much freedom in the new Roman Empire.

Silius continued:

“Every ministering spy who will accuse and swear is lord of you, of me, of all, and of all our fortunes and our lives.

“Our looks are called into question, and our words, howsoever innocent, are made crimes.

“We shall shortly not dare to tell our dreams, or think, but it will be treason.”

Greedy men would closely listen to other people’s words, hoping that those other people would say something that could be twisted and interpreted as treasonous. Greedy men could turn in traitors and “traitors” and profit by so doing.

Sabinus said:

“Tyrants’ arts are to give flatterers grace, accusers power, 

“So that those [flatterers and accusers] may seem to kill whom they [tyrants] devour.”

Cordus and Arruntius entered the scene.

Cordus was a historian and a defender of free speech, and Arruntius was a Senator of good character. 

Sabinus said, “Now here is good Cremutius Cordus.” 

Cordus replied to Sabinus, “Hail to Your Lordship!”

Silius, Sabinus, Cordus, and Arruntius walked aside and whispered together.

Natta asked, “Who is that man who greets your cousin Sabinus?”

Latiaris answered, “He is named Cordus, a gentleman of Rome. He has written historical annals recently, they say, and very well.”

“Annals?” Natta said. “Of what times?”

“I think of Pompey’s, and Caius Julius Caesar’s, and so down to these,” Latiaris replied. 

Pompey was a general whom Julius Caesar defeated in a civil war.

Natta asked, “How stands he inclined to the present state? Is he either Drusian, or Germanican? Or ours, or neutral?”

Tiberius’ time was marked by factionalism. Political factions supported Drusus Senior, or Germanicus’ relatives, or Sejanus.
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