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2 LIONEL TRILLING

Tacitus Now

The histories of Tacitus® have been put to strange
uses. The princelings of Renaissance Italy consulted the An-
nals on how to behave with the duplicity of Tiberius®. The
German racists overlooked all the disagreeable things which
Tacitus observed of their ancestors, took note only of his
praise of the ancient chastity and independence, and thus
made of the Germania® their anthropological primer. But
these are the aberrations; the influence of Tacitus in Europe
has been mainly in the service of liberty, as he intended it to
be. Perhaps this influence has been most fully felt in
France, where, under the dictatorships both of the Jacobins
and of Napoleon, Tacitus was regarded as a dangerously
subversive writer. In America, however, he has never
meant a great deal. James Fenimore Cooper is an impressive -
exception to our general indifference, but Cooper was tem-

@ Tacitus(55—117): HFFLEEF, FXRBMREL IR T RAELN
BYERBT I . TT 97 K —~HE Ay MBAE SE06 B B ARED R A0 69— B .

@ Tiberius (42BC—37AD), HF L BH, A+ HE=+LHEER. .

® Germania: BHRHFEEH BT HESBRGEBSEN,



TACITUS NOW 3

peramentally attracted by the very one of all the qualities of
Tacitus which is likely to alienate most American liberals,
the aristocratic colour of his libertarian ideas. Another rea-
son for our coolness to Tacitus is that, until recently, our
political experience gave us no ground to understand what
he is talking about. Dictatorship and repression, spies and
political informers, blood purges and treacherous dissen-
sion® have not been part of our political tradition as they
have been of Europe’s. But Europe has now come very close
to us, and our political education of the last decades fits us
to understand the historian of imperial Rome. '

It is the mark of a great history that sooner or later we
become as much aware of the historian as of the events he
relates. In reading Tacitus we are aware of him from the
first page: we are aware of him as one of the few great
writers who are utterly without hope. He is always con-
scious of his own despair; it is nearly a fault in him; the at-
titude sometimes verges on attitudinizing®. Yet the great fact
about Tacitus is that he never imposes or wishes t6 impose
his despair upon the reader. He must, he says, be always
telling of “the merciless biddings of a tyrant, incessant pfos—

ecution, faithless friendships, the ruin of innocence, the

@ dissension: strife.
@ attitudinize; assume an affected mental attitude.



4 LIONEL TRILLING

same causes issuing in the same results,” and he complains
of “the wearisome monotony” of his subject matter. But the
reader never feels the monotony; despite the statements
which seem to imply the contrary, Tacitus never becomes
the victim of what he writes about — he had too much
power of mind for that.

His power of mind is not like that of Thucydides; it is
not really political and certainly not military. It is, on a
grand scale, psychological. We are irresistibly reminded of
Proust when Tacitus sets about creating the wonderful fig-
ure of Tiberius and, using a hundred uncertainties and con-
tradictions, tries to solve this great enigma of a man, yet al-
ways avoids the solution because the enigma is the charac-
ter. In writing of political events his real interest is not in
their political meaning but rather in what we would now call
their cultural meaning, in what they tell us of the morale
and morals of the nation; it is an interest that may prof-
itably be compared with Flaubert’s in L’Education sentimen-
tale, and perhaps it has been remarked that that novel, and
Salammts © as well, have elements of style and emotion
which reinforce our sense of Flaubert as a Tacitean person-
ality.

Tacitus’s conception of -history was avowedly personal

O Salammio . BRI T R/ WE T 2EILEKEN AT,



TACITUS NOW 5

and moral. “This I regard as history’s highest function,” he
says, “to let no worthy action be uncommemorated®, and
to hold out the reprobation of posterity to evil words and
deeds. ™ This moral preoccupation finds expression in a
moral sensibility which is not ours and which in many re-
spects we find it hard to understand. It has often been
pointed out that slaves, Christians, Jews, and barbarians
are outside the circle of his sympathies; he rather despised
the Stoic humanitarianism of Seneca®. Yet, as he says, half
his historical interest is in the discovery of good deeds, and
perhaps nothing in literature has a greater impact of aston-
ishment, a more sudden sense of illumination, than the oc-
currence of a good deed in the pages of his histories. He rep-
resents the fabric of society as so loosened that we can
scarcely credit the account of any simple human relation-
ship, let alone a noble action. Yet the simple human rela-
tionships exist — a soldier weeps at having killed his broth-
er in the civil war, the aristocrats open their houses to the
injured thousands when the great amphitheatre falls down;
and the noble actions take place — the freed-woman Epi-

charis®, when Piso’s® enormous conspiracy against Nero

® uncommemorated: forgotten.

® Lucius Annaeus Seneca (4BC—65) . E?Qﬁ#i‘ﬂiﬁiﬂﬂf'ﬁio
@ Epicharis: 2T %K F B LMK RARESIE 15 5,8 51,57 &.
@ Piso. B XENLR AR TRERRMED . KBEEHR,



6 LIONEL TRILLING

was discovered, endured the torture and died, implicating
no one, “screening® strangers and those whom she hardly
knew. ” But the human relationship and the noble deed exist
in the midst of depravity and disloyalty so great that we are
always surprised by the goodness before we are relieved by
it; what makes the fortitude of Epicharis so remarkable and
so puzzling is that the former slave screened strangers and
those whom she hardly knew “when freeborn men, Roman
knights and senators, yet unscathed by the torture, be-
trayed every one, his dearest kinsfolk.” From these pages
we learn really to understand those well-worn lines of
Portia’s@ about the beam of the candle, for we discover
what Portia meant by a naughty world, literally a world of
naught, a moral vacancy so great and black that in it the
beam of a candle seems a flash of ligh'tning.

The moral and psychological interests of Tacitus are de-
veloped at the cost of what nowadays is believed to be the
true historical insight. The French scholar Boissier® re-

marks that it is impossible to read the History and the An-

® screen, give shelter or protection to.

@ those well-worn lines of Portia’s: B#+ HECERITHAVES B 135,
BTG UMM, SRR B S E] — S F I QXS
—HERPENIER LR EH AR, "CREEERD). “BENHR"E

4 a naughty world, #t4bEN naught, 8 N “@FE".
@ Boissier: Rif.



TACITUS NOW 7

nals without wondering how the Roman Empire could possi-
bly have held together through the eighty years of mutiny,
infamy, intrigue, riot, expenditure, and irresponsibility
which the two books tell us of. At any moment, we think,
the political structure must collapse under this unnatural
weight. Yet almost any modern account of the post-Augus-
tan Empire suggests that we are wrong to make this suppo-
sition and seems to imply a radical criticism of Tacitus’s
methods. Breasted®, for example, includes the period from
Tiberius to Vespasian® in a chapter which he calls “The
First of Two Centuries of Peace. ” And Rostovtzeff® in his
authoritative work gives us to understand that Rome, de-
spite the usual minor troubles, was a healthy, developing
society. Yet Tacitus finds it worthy of comment that at this
time a certain man died # natural death — “a rare incident in
so high a rank,” he says.

It is not, as I gather, that Tacitus lacks veracity®.
What he lacks is what in the thirties used to be called “the
long view” of history. But to minds of a certain sensitivity

“the long view” is the falsest historical view of all, and in-

@ James Henry Breasted (1865—1935); #EMB TR . FHy2x,

@ Vespasian (9—79) ., Toa YRATEARTAEL T IEER,

® Michael Ivanovitch Rostovtzeff (1870—1952), BEHEE, ERBEFL R
B. ¥H(FIHFRH LT L ICERE),

@ veracity: devotion to truth.
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deed the insistence on the length of perspective is intended
precisely to overcome sensitivity — seen from sufficient dis-
tance, it says, the corpse and the hacked limbs are not so
very terrible, and eventually they even begin to compose
themselves into a “meaningful pattern. ” Tacitus had no no-
tions of historical development to comfort him; nor did he
feel it his duty to look at present danger and pain with the
remote, objective eyes of posterity. The knowledge, if he
had it, that trade with the East was growing or that a more
efficient bureaucracy was evolving by which well-trained
freedmen might smoothly administer affairs at home and in
the provinces could not have consoled him for what he saw
as the degradation of his class and nation. He wrote out of
his feelings of the present and did not conceive the consola-
tions of history and the future. ®

What for many modern scholars is the vice of history
was for Tacitus its virtue — he thought that history should
be literature and that it should move the minds of men
through their feelings. And so he contrived his narrative
with the most elaborate attention to its dramatic effects.
Yet something more than a scrupulous concern for literary
form makes Tacitus so impressive in a literary way; some
essential poise of his mind allowed him to see events with
both passion and objectivity, and one cannot help wondering
if the bitter division which his mind had to endure did not
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reinforce this quality. For Tacitus hated the Rome of the
emperors, all his feelings being for the vanished republic;
yet for the return of the republic he had no hope whatever.
“It is easy to commend,” he said, “but not to produce; or if
it is produced, it cannot be lasting. ” He served the ideal of
the republic in his character of historian; the actuality of the
empire he served as praetor, consul, and proconsul®, and
complied with the wishes of the hated Domitian®. The more
he saw of the actuality, the more he despaired of his ideal —
and the more he loved it. And perhaps this secret tension of
love and despair accounts for the poise and energy of his in-
tellect.

We can see this poise and energy in almost all his judge-
ments. For example, he despised the Jews, but he would
not repress his wry appreciation of their stubborn courage
and his intense admiration for their conception of God.®
The one phrase of his that everyone knows, “They make a
solitude and call it peace,”® he put into the mouth of a
British barbarian, the leader of a revolt against Roman rule;

it will always be the hostile characterization of imperialist

@ praetor: K. consul; H'E . proconsul: K.

® Domitian (51—96); BL AW ARAT — TN+ AELEL.

® BEKBMAA, MITETREEFETRAAGEEGERCH 2S5
BOHE XL

@ RIBTAIDEEE LA OO0 R iE )38 30 %,



10 LIONEL TRILLING

domination, yet Tacitus himself measured Roman virtue by
imperialist success. He makes no less than four successive
judgements of Otho: scorns him as Nero’s courtier and cuck-
old, admires him as a provincial governor, despises him as
emperor, and praises him for choosing to die and end the
civil war. Much as he loved the republican character, he
knew that its day was past, and he ascribes Galba’s fall to
his old-fashioned inflexibility in republican virtue. ©®

The poise and energy of Tacitus’s mind manifests itself
in his language, and Professor Hadas in his admirable intro-
duction to the useful Modern Library edition tells us how
much we must lose in translation. Yet even a reader of the
translation cannot help being aware of the power of the
writing. When Tacitus remarks that Tiberius was an emper-
or “who feared freedom while he hated sycophancy” or that
the name of Lucius Volusius was made glorious by his nine-
ty-three years, his honourable wealth, and his “wide avoid-
ance of the malignity of so many emperors”® or that “per-
haps a sense of weariness steals over princes when they have

bestowed everything, or over favourites when there is noth-

® MREGBC—DHERBE . S ESR, ATAHAFEERM BT, B
HARBLERRUBNPLEF. A+AE—A+HEB JMRER R PER
R BRICGB2—6NEERH EUN=AH. R EIHCSEE).

@ RARESIB 13 HP0R. BHLW - EBHSNSLAL XRNPL
HEE.



