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  PREFACE




  THERE are many reasons why Lucius Cornelius Sulla should be of particular interest to us to-day. His life was a remarkable one; his personality was still more remarkable; his significance in the history of politics makes the story of his career not only apposite, but even topical. Not to know who Sulla was, or what he did, is to be ignorant of one of the crucial episodes of history: an episode which neatly illustrates the problems of our own age.




  Next to Gaius Julius Caesar, he was the greatest individual produced by ancient Rome. He has been eclipsed by the figure of Caesar, who undid his work, overshadowed his fame, and based his own career to a great extent upon the methods of his predecessor…. He was as great a soldier as Caesar; as great a statesman, though a less successful one; and if the stray fragments of his lost autobiography, surviving embedded in the books of later historians, are any guide, he was a writer whose experiences were as interesting as Caesar’s own. And he was the Great Dictator; and he died in his bed.




  Not until the idea of Dictatorship became a living contemporary issue was any one likely to see either interest or meaning in Sulla’s career. We shall look in vain for any authoritative biography of Sulla from the great Victorians. There is none. There is not even any sign that they knew what he was, or meant. But with Mussolini dominating Italy, Primo del Rivera ruling Spain, and Pilsudski Poland, and with a Dictatorship of the Proletariat reigning in Russia, and likely to go on doing so—with all these present actualities, we can look at Sulla with fresh eyes and suspect that he had more meaning than our fathers imagined. And he had. He did mean more than they thought. But there was nothing in the circumstances of their own days to reveal what that meaning was. We can understand Sulla better, because we live in an age more like his own.




  There is a proverb that “History repeats itself.” There is just this much obvious truth in it, that the history of social institutions is a kind of biology; for the collective life of man, like his individual life, develops by a definite law. We know the series of changes through which the physical body goes. Everything we can say about it we can similarly say of the changes through which civilisation passes. Both have definite stages. At seventeen, a man probably falls in love; at thirty, he may marry some one else; at forty-five he is liable to put on flesh; at sixty he goes grey; “three-score and ten years are the life of a man.” … The course of civilisation can be predicted with no less—and no more—certainty. The traditions of our race have never left us in doubt on that head. Plato knew that aristocracy precedes oligarchy, and that democracy follows it; the compilers of the Old Testament knew all about the development of the tribal system into the first (or primitive) form of monarchy. But so long is the wave length of history, that it is only now, after another two thousand years, that we realise that what followed Plato and the Old Testament was a logical development which is very likely to repeat itself. We have gone the round afresh. After the last Augustus—or Augustulus—the tribes reappeared, and monarchy followed; and aristocracy once more came on the heels of monarchy, and oligarchy on the heels of that; but we erred in imagining that the democracy which succeeded was the last, final, never-to-be-changed form of political organisation…. It has all happened before…. On the last journey round, Sulla followed Tiberius Gracchus as Mussolini has followed Mazzini.




  Sulla was thus a very modern man—far more modern, more one of ourselves, than Alfred the Great or Cesare Borgia. Sulla faced most of the problems which a modern statesman has to face. He was familiar with the decay of religious faith, the failure of aristocracy, the rise of Bolshevism, the industrial revolution, and the power of international finance. He was accustomed to the modern woman; he was an ardent play-goer; he was involved in the problem of the ex-service man. It is an advantage to see all these things set on a different stage, detached from our own circumstances, isolated from our interests and prejudices, and made more dramatic by their completeness. We do not know the issue of our own actions; but we know the issue of Sulla’s. We cannot tell what the Logic of Events may do with us; but we know what it did with Sulla’s world…. This is doubtless a wise age, and Sulla’s was a foolish one. “But how dieth the wise man? Even as the fool.”




  Sulla did not exactly invent the policy of dictatorship, for under the Roman constitution the dictatorship in times of emergency was a legal and constitutional office, and in the Greek cities, at a certain stage of political evolution, dictators were as common as mushrooms; but he was the first statesman who applied the idea systematically, intelligently, and on a scale sufficiently large to be instructive to us. His life story is one of the very few available to us which give us a working model of a great civilisation like our own, struggling with our own difficulties…. It may possibly be helpful if it leads some people to realise that dictatorship is a known stage in political growth…. Not every one falls to the common ailments. Some states may avoid dictatorship. But none avoids the necessity of growing up.




  Hence there is much in this narrative that will not be, or may not be, true of our own age. Sulla saw civilisation move a step ahead of its “furthest north”; with average luck, we may pass that limit. For we do move; though we move rather in social things than in things peculiar to the individual and his capacities.




  This book, therefore, has all the faults and failings of a book intended to be useful, and based upon the lives of actual men who worked, suffered, died, and have something of real human urgency to tell us as a result.




  The sources for Sulla’s life are well-known and well-trodden ground—perhaps too well-trodden. Nothing can be added to facts long familiar. The only opportunity for originality lies in the reading of the facts. In this, a biographer who is not a professional scholar has a great advantage. He is not bound by any of the responsibilities which make a professional scholar chary of embarking on some kinds of adventure. In the present case the facts have been read according to the probabilities familiar to us in modern life. The assumption which underlies the whole book is that Sulla was an ordinary human being of extraordinary achievements; that all his friends and foes were ordinary human beings; and that the stuff of human life and motive is everywhere and always much the same—only the fashions vary. Human beings are so inherently interesting that to praise them or blame them is unnecessary; all that is needed is to understand them.




  G. P. B.   
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  SULLA THE FORTUNATE




  CHAPTER I




  SULLA




  I




  A NARROW street, paved with cobbles: soaring tenements, straight, ugly, many-windowed: a distant roar of traffic: Rome, twenty-one centuries ago. A strongly built, middle-sized man, with startling blue eyes, a purple-and-white complexion, and a shock of golden hair: Sulla, whose tale this is.




  II




  Glance over the Europe in which Sulla dwelt. Take your stand on Ludgate Hill—a smooth slope rising up from the undulating ground north of the Thames, overlooking the marshes. There, already, probably, stood Ludd’s Dun, a fortress of great earthworks crowned with timber walls, and stocked with its sheds of munitions and supplies: from which continued the town of little wooden houses to the other earthwork on what is now Tower Hill, guarding the way east. It was no great town then—chiefly the river-port that kept the more important town, which is now St. Albans, in touch with the sea.




  The salmon-haunted, silver old Thames was a wide, shallow, marsh-bordered stream, which had hardly time in summer to drain off the winter flood-water. Vast forests filled the Kent and Sussex wealds, which are now cleared and cultivated, while the now wooded hills were bare. It was a wild land of hill emerging smooth from thick woods scored by flooded streams and determined swamp—a savage, pioneer land to which civilisation had not yet come; the hills dotted with ringed villages that were ramparted with high turf walls and wicker battlements, wherein long-haired, scarlet-clad tribal chiefs with wonderfully decorative but soft-bladed swords ruled in rural splendour over the common people who still used the flint knife to shear the sheep and ring the bull: a pastoral people, fishing and bird-trapping in the marshes, and hacking out scanty allotments of corn-land on the hill-sides.




  Britain was a land of local diversity and local government; its rulers suspicious and exclusive. It could be traversed only by certain roads—and these so well watched that the traveller could not easily escape being examined and turned back, unless his credentials were uncommonly good. Productivity was low: population thin, and somewhat scattered. There was no national organisation either public or private. Education was in the hands of a Druid church of distinctly theosophical colour. Trade was restrained, not only by the low productivity of industry, but by the degree to which all enterprise was repressed by the exclusive monopoly of the local tribal groups. Nothing could be on a large scale.




  The northern trade was largely in the hands of Frisians, who brought in furs, amber, fish and eggs, and took in return the tin that came from Cornwall, and a certain amount of gold from Ireland: returning home to sell the tin and the gold to the men who came down, laden with more amber and furs of the Baltic, in many-oared whale-boats steered by cold-faced, blue-eyed kings who let no stranger into their countries. The Frisians held this trade because it was dangerous to cross the North Sea, and in all ways safer to steer by the coast and come over the narrow sea to the Thames mouth, or on to the ports of Gaul.




  Not much was known of the Baltic. The Frisians kept that market in their own hands, and the Northmen in these times did not care to come further down themselves, although it is possible that in earlier times their whale-boats had traded as far south as Brittany and Spain. Germany was backward and disunited, having been swept by repeated devastating wars; but in other respects was the same predatory, militaristic Germany with which we have been familiar: and Germany formed a barrier which prevented any easy access by land to the North. But the Baltic lands were then, as now, progressive and intelligent—their artificers expert metal workers who could cast trumpets and bronze chains, and forge and inlay iron, though not, as yet, temper it. On the whole, north-western Europe was in a state of transition and decadence—fallen off from many of the splendours of an earlier age, and not yet risen to its new future.




  The central fact was, perhaps, that north-western Europe still lingered in a definitely tribal stage of social organisation, in which great social and economic unities were impossible. Men were limited and hindered by this fact, and were awaiting some fresh form of organisation in which their energies could be safely unleashed. Such developments do not come in a day; but events were already moving, though the news came through slowly and sporadically. The coast of Denmark gave way and let in the sea, as in later ages it broke into Holland and formed the Zuyder Zee. The Cimbri and Teutones were swamped out, and began to look for new homes: and there was local trouble and war, and movement as far south as the Rhine. The Goths of Sweden were crossing over to the south coast of the Baltic, and colonising the valley of the Vistula. Something was impending over Europe. The Etruscan augurs declared that a new age was beginning—whatever that might mean.




  III




  Amid this confinement and restriction of energy, the attention of an onlooker would almost insensibly wander to the real centre of interest; and the way would have been to strike the Tin Road, the Pilgrim’s Way, which led to Winchester, and by a side road to Southampton. There sea-going ships with leathern sails and iron anchors would take the traveller (fare uncertain and fixed by private treaty) over into the ports of the Loire. The tin and gold went by that trade route, either up the rivers, or overland, southward, in return for the iron of Gaul. In Gaul, at first, it would seem much as it was in Britain; but there was a leaven at work; the social unit was perhaps greater; the hills might be higher, and the marshes vaster, but certainly the villages were larger, and the ringed forts bigger. Cattle-breeding was the chief occupation; but a good trade was done in iron and metal work. The Gaulish craftsmen were the first to invent enamelling, and to discover the processes of tinning and silvering. The further south one went, the richer the land became: till one came to the Cevennes, and walked straight into a new world.




  The vine and the olive began at the Cevennes, and a road or two, and landed estates, and all the first signs of civilisation. And going forward, one would meet more roads, and farms and vineyards, and country houses, and so come at last to the outer villages, and then to the subordinate towns, and then to the suburbs, and then to the walls, of a roaring city of civilisation with factories, and shops, and working men, and middle-classes, and millionaires, and old aristocratic families—labouring, idling, trading, speculating, swindling—doing all those things which, for good or evil, civilised men do. Her harbours were full of ships, her banks full of money. This, you ask, was Rome? So any intelligent Briton, who got so far, would reverentially ask. No—it was Marseilles. But here “Rome” began.




  And now all was changed. There were surveyors and civil engineers in the Roman world. It was not indeed until a hundred years later that they linked up the Italian road system with the roads of Transalpine Gaul, and built the solid graded highway that ran from Marseilles, with bridge, bank, and causeway as necessary, forking at Aquae Sextiae, round, past and over the barrier of the Alps to Pisa, along the old track-way between the mountains and the sea. So in these days it was still the simplest course to take ship direct to Pisa. And at Pisa was another great city; and here, in Italy, the world was civilised. Social problems, political disputes, administrative systems; public baths, water supply, drainage, rates and taxes; theatres, circuses, and other less respectable places of entertainment—all were here. It was not long since a political crisis. Another crisis might come to pass at any time. You could have enjoyed an intelligent conversation with any respectable person as to whether the Dole was really a just and an expedient policy, and whether Catulus or Metellus would succeed in gaining the second place in the consular elections: and why Italians should not have the vote. You could have been introduced into a political or a social club: you could have put up in lodgings or in an hotel. True, these things were not in all cases shaped in precisely our way: the fashion was different: but the substance was there in full measure. Italy, in Sulla’s day, was socially nearer to us than the England of 1600.1




  And all these things depended on a certain order of man. By degrees he might be identified: a more or less prosperous, pushing, confident man with a chin, who took the pavement of every one—a Roman, whatever mysterious significance that term might have. And there was a mystery attached to it. You would hear the name and fame of Rome and yet see no police and no soldiers. It was a civilisation conducted without the gendarme. The court of justice sat, and recorded its judgments; but there was no obvious reason why they should be respected.




  Take the road from Pisa—the great Via Aurelia that ran south, passing through ancient cities, between the Apennine and the sea, down through the rich cultivation of old Etruria, where the chain-gangs worked in the vineyards, and the chained shepherd watched his flocks by night—amid the signs of ever growing wealth, of transcendent prosperity. It is a Whig civilisation of vast estates and huge isolated country houses—a world of the nouveau riche who is already nearly an aristocrat, and soon will be. Thicker become the houses; you pass miles of gravestones set up beside the road, and reflect on the quaintness of foreign customs; you come to the Pons Aurelius; you cross it—




  And there is Rome!




  Not the Rome of eighteenth-century classical idealism, nor even the Rome of the Palladian renaissance (which resembled it rather less than Sir Edward Burne Jones’s pictures resembled the Middle Ages), but the real Rome, with its temple of Capitoline Jupiter still flaring with Etruscan colour, and its senators still clad in purple-edged mantles and scarlet shoes; a Rome rammed together tight within walls too small to hold her tremendous traffic and roaring life; the poorer quarters built tenement above tenement, and packed room over room, beside narrow streets; an unimproved, old-fashioned Rome, like the London of the ’sixties, with, in one way, all the world at her feet, and, in another, with all the world before her: a seething, wood-and-brick Rome, over-brimming with a life just cut loose from the trammels of old decorum and old incredible religion, not yet provided with Higher Thought, Oriental Mysteries, or the Artistic Life: a Rome with the remembrance of wonderful deeds of human courage and iron heart, but no idea, as yet, what to do with the results. It was a Rome as much unlike the later Rome as the London that any man of middle age can still remember, before they pulled down Holywell Street and began to build the Bush Building, is unlike modern London. It would have repaid the trouble of wandering through its streets and examining its life.




  1 The absence of machinery—the most obvious difference—was due to an economic cause: slave labour was so cheap that the sinking of capital in machinery was not commercially profitable.




  IV




  It was an age of rapid change, when one world was coming to an end, and another was beginning. Men, manners and modes—the economic system, the spiritual tension, the necessity, the ideal—were all simultaneously altering. Economic changes sent the Roman landholder into the city to live, and to Campania for his holidays, while a bailiff or agent took over the practical charge of his estates; increasing business kept the Roman financier there; growing wealth enlarged their houses and their households. The dour old Kruger-like farmer was a disappearing species—except when the type was revived as a pose—and his descendant was a washed, manicured person, with a study, and a secretary, and perhaps a room full of scribes (typists being as yet unborn): who might collect objects of art, might write poetry (as Lucullus did), and betrayed his ancestry only by a certain robustness of neck. The nouveau riche was plentiful. And he, whose father had sat at the foot of the table in the old farm-house, might now boast of his butler and his expensive cook, and all the other details of the fashionable life, which were pretty much then what they are now; while he whose fathers had sat at the head as lord and master might be living in lodgings—as Sulla did.




  For Sulla sprang of the great Cornelian house whose origin went back, not to any equivalent of a Norman Conquest, but to an age of gods and heroes, lost in an infinite antiquity. He belonged to the branch called Rufinus, which, some century and a half before, had acquired instead the name Sulla. Lucius Cornelius Sulla was his full name. And he indeed lived in lodgings, though the magistracies of Rome, from the beginning, had been filled by innumerable Cornelii.1




  1 Of 140 patrician consuls between 366 B.C. and 173 B.C., 30 (equivalent to 21.3 per cent) were Cornelii. The Valerii, who came next, were somewhat less than 13 per cent.




  V




  But first of Sulla himself as a person. If his portrait be authentic, be belonged to the same Roman type as Julius Caesar—the old Roman aristocratic type, which was as distinctive as the Norman. Any one who walks down the gallery of busts of Roman emperors in the British Museum may obtain a profitable lesson in some historical facts. They are, most of them, to a modern eye, extraordinarily wide in the face. Perhaps the type culminates in Nero, whose broad jaw and upturned chin are startling in their peculiarity and distinctness. It was the typical face of the Roman governing class in the days when the old aristocracy was dying out, or dead. Nero was of the plebeian family Domitius. Walk on a step or two to the end of the gallery. There, last of all the busts, stands that of the founder of the empire, Gaius Julius Caesar. And it is far more startling than Nero’s—but in this case because of its human splendour. The head is vast, a gigantic brain-case, magnificently modelled, above a face thin, finely boned, aquiline of nose, with a small firm jaw and a large but thin-lipped mouth curled into proud repose. Nero’s face gives one the impression of a human soul struggling dim through the mountainous tyranny of appetite and physical dominance. Caesar’s looks out as through a mask of crystal. Every line of it speaks of power, refinement, and quietude. It may (we do not know) have been the most splendid of its kind. It was certainly almost the last of its kind.




  Sulla belonged to that type. He had the same shape of brain-case, immense in capacity, yet beautifully moulded—the same fine, silky hair, very slightly wavy; fairer than Caesar’s, which was reddish. Sulla’s mouth was smaller, and instead of the passionless repose of Caesar, the ghost of a sad wounded spirit haunts the lips. The lower lip is thicker. The Creator of mankind has not struck off many faces nobler than these…. The modelling throughout is remarkably decisive. Compare the portrait of Lucius Lucullus, who was of a plebeian family. Lucullus had a kindly and pleasant mouth; he had no particular sort of nose, and no particularly striking head; his flesh is dimpled where Sulla’s, like Caesar’s, is hewn in smooth definite planes. Men of the type of Nero made much money, and were powerful men; but the men like Sulla and Caesar conquered the world.




  VI




  The complexion of Sulla raises some curious questions. It was a prominent fact to his contemporaries; they have handed down express notice of the peculiarity of his appearance; and yet, whether through delicacy or carelessness the description is not sufficiently definite to tell us what it was. It cannot have been the well-known symptom of cardiac disease, for Sulla was a very vigorous and active man, who lived to a good age and died of something very different. The overwhelming probability is that he was disfigured by a birth-mark. If so, it scarred his soul as well as his body. Every one who knew Sulla knew that he was oddly incalculable, liable to fits and starts of sudden resentment—capable of cruelty, yet easily moved to tears—until those who recorded his actions did not know whether he were a good-humoured man who was sometimes vindictive, or a vindictive man who was usually cheerful. He certainly had the touch of perversity which (as in the case of Byron) is apt to belong to those who are irresistibly conscious of carrying a peculiarity they hate. The atrocities of the sack of Athens probably owed much to certain Greek verses chanted on the wall, reflecting on Sulla’s appearance: he wiped out the insult in blood which ran out of the city gates. Some of his incalculable cruelties may have turned on a self-conscious expression, an unwise stare, a betrayal of noticing that which was not to be noticed. If he worshipped Pompeius, it was partly because Pompeius had all the silly perfection of which Fortune had deprived Sulla…. We know the nature of men. The great Julius himself was ashamed of being bald.




  VII




  The lodgings in which Sulla lived during his early days were tenements obeying the economic law governing all great cities. The influx of the wealthy sent up the price of land and houses; so for those of modest means there arose great blocks of flats, floor upon floor, suitable for all purses. The ancient Romans called them “insulae”—islands. They were probably ugly, and certainly uncomfortable. In later centuries, when Rome had been greatlv improved, the traffic was deafening by day, and the vehicles which were not allowed to enter during the day, made sleep an impossibility at night. Gaius Gracchus, as befits a reformer, voluntarily occupied a house in one of the humbler districts; but Sulla’s domicile had the additional discomfort of necessity. He could not even boast of being a “Settlement.” He was that most embittering of things—an out-at-elbows aristocrat.




  [image: genealogy of l. cornelius sulla felix p. cornelius rufinus twice consul? cornelius rufinus i p. cornelius sulla praetor 212 B.C. i p. cornelius sulla praetor 186 B.C. i. l. cornelius sulla servius [?] cornelius sulla ilia (i)=l. cornelius sulla felix. twice consul. dictator servius cornelius sulla publius cornelius sulla q. pompeius rufus = cornelia gn. pompeius magnus l. caecilius metellus dalmaticus = caecilia (4) = valeria (5) metella pompeia=faustus c.=fausta memmius pompeia=c. julius caesar messala posthuma=milo]




  Sulla paid £26 a year for a flat in the lower floors: having for neighbour overhead a freedman who paid £17. The authority for this is not Sulla but the freedman, who, when in later years thrown off the Tarpeian Rock for concealing political offenders, publicly called attention to his old acquaintance with the Dictator. Sulla possibly did not enjoy the recollection; or possibly (as so often happens) he had old scores to wipe out with his neighbour overhead; for at any rate the reminder did not save the freedman. It is a pity that we do not know his name, and have not the benefit of his further recollections. Who called upon Sulla in those days? How did be occupy his time? What had the freedman to put up with, in the way of bachelor parties? We do not know. We only know that Sulla was a poor man of aristocratic descent, who lived in obscure lodgings while laying the first foundations of his career.




  VIII




  That career must, of course (if it were to exist at all), be political and military. No other was open to a man of noble birth, unless he chose to declass himself: no other was conceivable. But to begin it, money was necessary, and Sulla had none. His family had never been rich. Only one of his ancestors had reached the highest honours—Publius Cornelius Rufinus,1 who had been consul. But disaster had overtaken Publius. He had been convicted by the censors of possessing more than ten pounds of silver plate above the legal maximum, and had been expelled from the Senate. His family, burdened with this scandal, had continued more or less in proud obscurity. Sulla, however, had lived it down, we may believe. It is not likely that he retained any silver plate: and besides, public opinion was changing. Silver plate, even in large quantities, was no longer regarded as altogether scandalous.




  But as to the funds necessary for beginning a career, Sulla had been blessed with striking rather than engaging looks: he was not like his friend in later life, the young Pompeius, from whom Flora, the courtesan, could never part without biting him. Nobody ever wanted to bite Sulla, save in the way of unkindness. The deficiency needed to be made good, and the obvious way was by cultivating a charm that should compensate, as it so often does, for lack of beauty. And who so liable to fall victims to charm without beauty as those with neither?—especially when aristocratic birth is thrown in to weight the scale.




  Sulla therefore began his career by paying court to a rich plebeian lady who was not accepted in the best society. Without the details, now lost, we can reconstruct her in imagination: probably plain, possibly deeply interested in occultism and the contemporary forms of spiritualism and higher thought: delighted to find a poor but proud youth of high descent, who listened patiently and never failed with the appropriate compliments. It may have been then that Sulla first discovered his Fortune, his occult friend…. He never failed in any of his serious undertakings, and this must have been a very serious one…. In due time the lady Nicopolis died, leaving Sulla heir to the whole of her fortune. We may believe that Sulla promptly moved out of his £26 flat, and that the freedman on the floor above saw him no more as a neighbour.




  Sulla’s father (of whom we know little else, though the indications point to a somewhat Micawberish person) was also co-operating in building up the family fortunes. He married again, and this time made a wealthy match. Sulla made himself so agreeable to his stepmother that “she loved him as if he were her own son”: and when she died, he was found to be her heir. The foundations of a career were now, from a business point of view, thoroughly well laid. Sulla had the means necessary for advancement: that is, for life, adventure, the society of his equals, and whatsoever Fortune could perchance add to these.




  The essence of Sulla’s quality is shown in these early incidents. He had the gift, when he chose to exercise it, of attracting real affection…. This is a gift not always meant to be exercised for its own sake. In later life he used it to control a fierce mercenary soldiery and to get his way with difficult and dangerous men; but he first practised the art, as most men do, with women.




  1 P. Cornelius Rufinus was consul in 290 B.C. with the famous Manius Curius Dentatus: fought in Samnite wars, and was granted a triumph: consul again in 277 B.C.: fought the Samnites and South Italian Greeks, and captured Croton. He was expelled from the Senate in 275 B.C. on the grounds alleged by the Censors G. Fabricius and Q. Aemilius Papus. His grandson was tbc first to assume the name “Sulla.”




  These particulars have suggestiveness in view of the career of his descendant. M. Curius Dentatus, moreover, was a grand old Roman—a hard-bitten fighter and countryman, whom the Samnite ambassadors found sitting over his hearth roasting turnips. He told them that he preferred ruling over men who possessed gold, to possessing it himself. He also built the old Anio aqueduct, and drained the lake Velinus, thereby first creating the falls of Terni. If Sulla possessed any ancestral images, he may often have surveyed Publius Rufinus with interesting side thoughts about his eminent colleague, who resembled in many respects an even more famous contemporary of Sulla’s own.




  IX




  But he had his disinterested interests. While he was being thus acceptable in appropriate quarters, he was cultivating others which were acceptable to him. He never tired, even as an elderly man, of the more Bohemian side of things. He thoroughly enjoyed the company of immoral persons of both sexes. He maintained a lifelong friendship with Metrobius, the actor, and was deep in the company of dancers, mimes, and actresses. The testimony to Sulla’s looseness of life is sufficiently emphatic, for it to be recorded as a fact; but it is a fact of which we cannot estimate the precise value. We are not told, nor is there any evidence, that he was an indiscriminately loose person; the gravamen of the charge isthat he mixed much, and very intimately, on cordial and kindly terms, with people of the stage.




  No doubt he took their colour and shared their code of manners, which have never coincided with those of the more austere sections of the community. Besides this, he must have shared their interests. He may well have known them first when he had nothing to offer them except appreciation and friendship; and if actors are alike in all ages, he may in those days have owed them more than they owed him. He was certainly a good amateur singer, and wrote comedies of his own for private performance.




  A deep and genuine passion for the stage is consistent with the rest of his character. Possibly it appealed to some part of his mind which craved for it as a necessity; there may have been some hunger in him for the artistic perfection of impersonation, the dramatic completeness of episode, which nothing else could give. The art of the stage has qualities which bring it nearer the sympathies of the man of action than the cool, contemplative, static art of the sculptor or painter, Many of Sulla’s ways of thought and action suggest (as we shall see later) something of this interest in the theatre. A dozen times in his life he solved the problem of a difficult situation by a bold dramatic improvisation; he certainly had a flair for a good “curtain.” The question is even suggested, whether the Sulla Felix, from whom we shall part at the end of this book, were not, to some extent, a dramatic invention.




  The proof that Sulla’s life was a loose one is found, not in any testimony, but in his own character. He was obtuse on some points of conduct, in a way which shows that he had dulled his fineness of perception. He was five times married; his first two wives, Ilia and Aelia, of whom little is known, may be mentioned as belonging to his early life. His three later marriages all have some anecdote attaching to them, illustrative of some inherent quality in him which struck even his contemporaries as being open to criticism. And there were other incidents bearing on the same point. Nothing that has been recorded of him shows the spirit of his great successor, Gaius Julius Caesar, who refused to divorce one wife for political reasons, and of another,1 whom he did divorce, made the famous remark: “Caesar’s wife should be above suspicion”: which, whether perfectly sincere or not, illuminates the mental attitude of the man who made it.




  1 She was Sulla’s own granddaughter, Pompeia. See Genealogy, p. 30.




  X




  Sulla was, therefore, a man of double nature: a Roman aristocrat, with all the hereditary qualities of power and leadership, which his hard-bitten ancestry had given him, built into the fabric of his character: but a different kind of man dwelt in the fabric—a cultivated, emotional man, who loved an emotional art, and mixed with unconventional people, and did unorthodox things2: and this second man was human, cheerful, vainglorious, easily moved by imagination, cynically witty, almost childishly hopeful. These two sides to his mind were not antagonistic, so far as action was concerned; indeed, so far from warring together, they co-operated in building up his amazing career and his striking personality. But there was a certain sphere where the two did clash and become irreconcilable. It became visible only towards the close of his life, when events were moving to their dramatic consummation, and death and judgment (at least, the judgment of mankind) were at hand. It probably did not affect his youth.




  There are all kinds of avenues to success, and many kinds of success. It depends on the man, and on suiting the means to the end. It may come through hard work, or dexterous steering through troubled waters; but it may (given the kind of man) come through a studied negligence, an almost careful carelessness, a wise drift with angry currents. Such a course suited Sulla very well. We know that in after years he never reckoned too closely. He gave full scope to the operations of that force which men call chance, or luck, or fortune; his task was to grasp opportunities rather than to create them. We know that—as the story will show—he could not only act promptly, but wait patiently. It is an easy deduction that he went by this rule from the first: if anything, we may infer that he avoided long plans and rigidly fixed projects, preferring to let the drift of things carry him passively until the chance of action came into view. This would explain why, when he first appears upon the scene as a political person, he has power and influence without the snare of attachments. He had spent his time in the simple task of becoming socially accepted.




  There was discernment in this. Men—any men, all men, but especially rich and official classes—distrust ideas and plans. They just as instinctively trust those who do what every one else does, without putting forth any set projects or noticeable bias. Hence, as soon as he had the means to enter their circle, Sulla became gradually known to all the men of his class: they met him, did business with him, caroused with him, knew his secrets, and let him know theirs, for he was one of them. Nor could Sulla have forged that passport to acceptance. He was indeed one of them. His protective coloration was genuine enough.




  2 He was a good Greek scholar, just as in modern times similar tastes would make it probable that a man would know French.




  XI




  But let us note that Protective Coloration with closer attention. If he conformed to type, was it from the same motives as his friends? We may doubt it. Their conformity sprang from ignorance. They knew nothing—neither what they did, nor the approaching results of their deeds—and accordingly few of them survived the days shortly to come. There were probably not many who could have distinguished between the outward form and the inward nature of aristocracy: most would have thought the distinction a dangerous one to make. Sulla’s conformity was not from ignorance but from indifference. When we have traced to the end the career he was now about to begin, we shall see that his respect for forms (and he did respect them) was intelligent and qualified: he never hesitated to break through them when he thought fit; and his conduct in this respect compels us to believe that he had the power of distinguishing between the spirit and the letter, though possibly his judgment was not infallible. A man with this power will never violate forms wantonly, without cause.




  At the beginning of his career it is clear enough that he did not wantonly transgress them. He drifted with the current so unobtrusively that even when his career was well advanced, his contemporaries did not realise him for what he was. He seemed so very ordinary a person that they were inclined perhaps to deprecate his first extraordinary successes. He was not considered quite a fitting match for Caecilia Metella, though old Metellus, who is not likely to have been a bad judge in these matters, evidently thought otherwise.




  To this extent, of course, Sulla was an opportunist: but his principles forbade him to be otherwise. The instinctive suspicion, which clung to Gaius Julius Caesar all his life, that he had some deep consistent plan in his mind, and some far-seen objective continually in view—this suspicion never attached to Sulla. And the ‘reason for this was that Caesar, by the nature of the case, really had such a consistent plan, whereas Sulla, on principle as well as by temperament, had none, for a man who is intending to initiate a new departure in policy needs to have that policy very clearly formulated in his mind, while a man who merely wishes to renew, reform, and conserve, requires only to seize favourable moments—he will be a devotee of Fortune.




  And such a devotee Sulla was. He was destined to go from one incident to another—each a dramatic surprise and each a stirring episode; and when he came to look back, he could see a connection and coherence that struck his intelligence as being rational. But when at last he towered immense and dominating over the Roman world, he had only one explanation to give his contemporaries and posterity. Something other than himself had put him there.




  It was Fortune.




  CHAPTER II




  THE ANTECEDENTS OF SULLA’S WORLD




  I




  SULLA’S world was composed of a very ancient and highly developed civilisation—known to us as “Mediterranean”—which after many vicissitudes had arranged itself round the dominant spirit of Rome.




  The difference between modern and ancient civilisation has often been described: ancient civilisation was based upon the City State, while modern civilisation is based upon the Nation. It was as difficult for men in that age to think politically, apart from the city, as it is for us to imagine away the nation as the unit of political life. The point of importance about Rome in a political sense is that she represented the final stage of the City State, and she formed, in her later ages, the transitional step from the city to the nation. Her history has a particular interest for us on this ground alone, even if we neglect its many other claims upon our attention. It is worth while to review the development of Rome, both in order to illustrate the career of Sulla, and in order to envision the precise nature of the experiment he made.




  II




  A fair conception of what a City State was, can be formed by observing the ancient earthworks which still survive on the hills throughout England. Their purpose at once suggests itself: they were places of refuge in war time for the primitive tribes who occupied the district. There is an almost continuous chain of links between the “British Camps” and such cities as Athens and Rome. These fortifications, first stockaded and then walled, formed centres at which grew up the first activities of men as they emerged from the purely tribal bonds of blood-kinship to the condition of political and economic relationship in which the connection is ene of mutual interest rather than of common origin. This is what we mean by a “political” state of any kind: one in which interest, not blood-relationship, is the nexus between men.




  The earliest form of government was tribal, usually circling round the headship of the Father, who was King and Priest in one. In Asia he was frequently more priest than king; in Europe, rather more king than priest. Families multiplied and branched; tribes joined in alliance for common purposes: the “father” became a somewhat formal and official kind of father; the pressure of business separated kingship and priesthood; “tribes” became, by the legal expedients of adoption and ascription, mere technical expressions. Since there was adequate protection, the fortified township naturally became a market, as we see in the Middle Ages. Some failed in the struggle for existence, and remained the turfed mounds and ditches, the mysterious walls we still see; others succeeded in unequal degrees. And, as frequently happens, those which were first in the field were often beaten by the late-comers. The cities of Mesopotamia rose early into wealth and influence, with the result that they never grew free of a certain primitive stamp. Their governments remained archaic in type, while the cities of Greece developed advanced conceptions of politics which allowed greater social progress. But still the unit of politics remained the city. Any government was conceived of as the government of a city; a citizen was literally a citizen—the freeman of a municipality.




  III




  But the development of wealth, art and intelligence which was rendered possible by the political city state, instead of making men permanently content, revealed to them further potentialities of still vaster development if the comparatively narrow scope afforded by the city could be extended by the creation of larger political units. For very many centuries the problem of creating such larger units seemed insoluble to the statesman. When tentatively created, nothing would make them stable.




  The rise of the Greek cities ought to have found its logical consummation in the empire of Alexander the Great, but from various causes Greek political conceptions proved unequal to the task of expanding the City State to form a larger political unit. Alexander’s empire proved to be founded on a political basis insufficient to sustain it; the organisation was weak, the discipline immature, and the great empire broke up again into chaos. It might well have been wondered then, as it has been wondered since, “whether the human animal, as he exists at present, is capable of solving the social problems raised by his own aggregation.”




  But those attempts which are enforced on men by real necessities are not abandoned after one failure, nor two. They are repeated, through the steady pressure of the necessity, until the result is at last achieved. The fundamental condition required for success was not mere genius, nor sheer will, but the creation of a political organism strong enough to stand the strain of widely extended government without being disrupted.




  Rome evolved a political organism sufficiently strong for this purpose. She was the first state to do so.




  IV




  When Rome first emerges into the dawn of its history, the City State was already beginning its last phase. There was a widespread movement throughout the European cities: everywhere the ancient kingly system of government, older than Egypt and Babylon, was giving way before a new conception. The change was at first one of mental attitude. The State began to be conceived of, not as a single authority, issuing its commands without responsibility, and interpreting an unalterable and divine law, but as a composite authority whose commands were arrived at by the negotiation of the various classes or elements which constituted it. In the Hellenic cities a series of principles was put into practice long before they could be defined or understood. Authority was questioned, and its nature analysed; methods of political creation were investigated. It was not an accident that the Greeks, as the most enterprising commercialists of the age, had an interest in the development of free and secure intercourse. Political and economic speculation naturally go hand in hand.
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