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Synopsis

Though Ben Jonson's Lejanus hus receivea virtually no approbation
as a work for the theater, it has yet been the subject of much critical
attention. Ilhere is widespreud recognition that the _.lay is no
ordinary failure, that it is a work full of le.rning, carefully
structured and tiematically potent, an intelligent effort to reform
Renaissance historical tragedy. otilli there is no agreement about what
kind of achievement the play actually represents. [he concern of this
dissertation is with the intellectual origins of the nlay; it is a
study in the traditions and methods which appesr to have puided Jonson
in his writing of Sejanus. It is my thesis that its genesis is to be
found in Jonson's intercst in non-liierary disciﬁ&neu ~ history, methods
of historical writing, pelitics and constitutional issues - rather than
in literary coriticism and conventions. Jonson found his new style in
political history, his themes in the conflict between morality .nd the

logistics of realpolitik.

The first chapter contains a brief account of the circumstances in
whicin the piay was vwritten, the stu, e failure, the highiy varied o:.inions
of the critics, a summsry of the basic problem, andi a resume of the
play, itself, as a poclitical treatise.

Chapter two is concerned primarily with Tacitus, Jonson's major
source for the play. It is not a study of the mere transposition of
facts, however, but of Roman historio, rapunical methods, .aucitus®' themes,
characterizationa, even his own temperament, for the infiuence they had
upon Jonson. The Annals contains a mixture of satiric, tragic and epic
intents which reappear in the play. Jonson sees political crises as
Tucitus doces, the contest for power, the relationship bet.cen personal

ambition, corruption ana decline on a national scale. In the wor« of



both writers there is a distinct combination of lament, invective and
objective detachment inherent in their styl:.s an:di thematic concerns.

In the third chapter the rise of new hi:toriog.aphical methods in
sixteenth-century bnglind is set out 4in order to establish the like-
nesses between this "scientific", easpirical, highly analytic political
history and the play. My contention is that Jejanus was the resust of a
need to bring historical drama up to date in terms of the methods and
purposes of historical writing and to employ the advantages of the
drama as a point of view in elucidating the mitters of politicai history.
Jonson was not -nly trying to write sound drama wnieh would please an
audieuce ani inform them in matters of state, but also a sound history
in the new moae.

The fourth chapter takes up the provblem of tragedy, its traditional
relationship to the hist.ry play and the Jdifficulties involved in
amalgarating the two concerns. The plays of the closet dramatists are
introduced for comparison and the Italian critics on Aristotle are
discussed as far as they are relevant. But here, I think, the play as
an innovative work, mu t be ailowed to suggest its oan intents. .ot
complying with traditional ¢ ncepts of tragedy, at least "romcntic™"
tragedy, Séjanus‘is yet a serious work which, in the order of its

materials, suggests its own definition of tragedy. JItock De casibus

p-tterns, the tragely of the villain hero, of the overreacher and ths
struggle between Titan xn.ves &;pear but these can be nmislea:.ingy. More
essential is a definition of tragedy which de-emyhasizes the hero and
concentrates upon the decline of an entire state an: upon the victims

of political treachery Vurious factors informing Jonson's tragic vision
are Senecan Stoicism, contradictions inh:rent in constitutional
settlements, human ambition related to party politics, the conflict

between morality and raison d'état, the cycles of states, thear

ineluctable rising anu falling. New forms of history give rise to



Jonson's new form of trugedy.
The play is complex politically and historically, yet there is
an integrity in the work both in its structuring an.i themes. ihe

L
conciusion is a crtic_al essay on how all these diverse materials

and interests are superimposed and culminate in a sing.ic unified work.
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Preface

1t i8 not my intentioun in this dissertation to fault all of the
previous criticism on Jonson's .ejanus and supply the new definitive
interpretation, but r.ther to consider the work in a larger intellectual
context than has yet been est:biished for it. “uiliding that context
will be my major undertuxin,. oUne of the best known facts about the
play is that Jonson recse.rched his muterials well and relied c.osely
upon his sources. “his has sugyested to me thut sejanus is more than
a history play which merely contains facts taien from Tacitus, nade -
over to fit conventional snglish uramatic modes and serve conventional
thematic ends. (o begin :-ith, Jonson's reseurch and meticulous care
in designing tb; play make it not only a work of =rt, but a significant
piece of interpretative historical writing. <hc work invites
consideration in the terms of both disciplines. 5By no means essential
for an initial understanding of the play, yet a reaiing of Tacitus
denonstrztes its qualities . history. Tacitus, as an historian and
as an observer of the political events of first-century ~ome, had his
own t .emei:, his own worid vision, products ui his historiographical
methods, his chocen subject matter, his personai ex.eriences and
temperament. It is my thesis that Jonson not only read Tucitus for
the facts but '"unucrstood" him, his particular themes and concerns, and
took note of how they were created. Ihis opens a new area for exploration
in explaining not only the use of suurce materials in the¢ pluy, but the
origins of Jonson's characteristic themes und the genesis of his tragic
vision. It is not s0 much a matter of Tucitus' direct infiuence as it
is one of Jonson's arriving at similar conclusions about how to portray

and interpret the political dealings of iiberius' reign.
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Tacitus, through his historical writing, created for posterity
an impression of the Koman political 1ifc¢ under the Csesars, & foman
milieu chearacterized by intrigue, treachery, tyrarny, endless factions,
triuls eni see-saw strugples tor zower. (The genc¢ral descri;tions of
“ome in my chapter two are interpretative elaborations upon this
Tacitean world.) 0is account includee the portrayal of & number of
dominating rersvnalities incliuding the extraordinarily amtitious Sejanus
and the cunning Yiberius, along with a huge czst of minor characters -
though they sre often so succinctly described, even in a line or two,
that they taxe on eignificant dimensions ac char.cters iliustrative of
the facets of woliticsl behavior. 1icitus relateu events, but not
without supplying their causes, which he invariably tr-ced both to the
influence of the human will and to the constitutional sy:stem, the
political power settiement of the civil war. A philosophy of history
emerged in Tacitus' writings which explained the decay of the great
Roman state. -he unigueness of vejanus as a politicul history play and
as political tragedy, I contena, is, to =2 large extent, the result of
Jonson's decire to reuroduce that foman milieu in play forn. He chose
from the 4#nnals the career of ~ejanus and retold it in such « way that
a Tacitean philosophy of history and Tacitean themes are manifaest
through it. My first task has been to enluarge upon that T.ucitean world,
explain the political conditions, the personaiities and the conatitutional
crisis which form the materials of the play.

One then cumes to Tuicitus, himself, the man who leit this astute
visicn of the political life which subsequent readers have alternately
called a brilliant analysis of poiicy and demonic instruction in

statescraft. He was a man who hed qualitications for writinry a sound
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and reaponsible rolitical history. uis sxkepticism rescued him from
guliibility; his sense of integrity xept him to hi= tusk &s an exposer
of abuses. Tscitesn themes arose founded upon events thoroughly
resesrcheid. + citus was uirectly concerned with cthe xinds i classes
of men who deter:ined the directions of the iife of statc: senators,

aristocratic family menbers, the novus huuo oprortuncst, tie stoic

opponents of the jovernment and, ot course, the emperors. .jually he
édevoted himse.f to analyzing political causes, fuctions, thc treason
laws, the im.erial power, the desponiency of the tenqte. Inuirectly
Tacitus was concerned with constitution:l sajustments, the delegation
of porers, a fixed and unalter.:le set of circumstiances which gave rise
to many of the governmental abuses in first-century “ome.

Jonson not only introduces sll these variables, human and
institutionsl, into the play, out he arranges them in ways rc-embling
Tacitus' in oruser to sdvance the same themes, expose the causce of
political injustice as i:citus did, more tre treason lews, display the
corrupt uses of political rhetoric, explore, in the same way, the will
and interests of the “mperor, the temptations of the office, show the
weasened powaers of the Jenate and, aore rarticularly, relate the damage
wilch ~ejanus udid Lo “>me and point out the ironies of Li: rise to and
fall from power. +he play, thus, becoses spscific history, an
interpretation of lacitus' historical viuion ani a treatise on the
politicali i1ife to the extent that tne surticular cowres to stani for the
general through the drama.

In considering Ti.citus a5 a literary cri”tsman, in uwarking the
care with which he wrote the Annals in ur.er to achileve special theaantic

effects, the relevanc: he has f,r the study of Jonson, I ar convinced,

does not e:d with the vaterimls. [The ..nt.ls, by desiyn und through



individual observations and characterizations, revezls & vision behind
the facts which huas dirmensions both satiric and tragic. By sheer
repetition, Tacitus estabiished the ince¢ssant ironies of ~oman politics
and the causal links between individual :cts of ambition, aggre<ssion,
pride and the downward course of the entire society. Tacitus pointed
both to the irremedial vices of human nature and the tragic dc¢cline of
the soman state; the worx is both satiric and eyic. JLhus genre aroae
out of the treatment of historical materials. “hese patterns emerged
as the axioms of Tacitus' historical atuiies. Jonson, in informing his
materials witli a similar order, makes his way toward a Jiscovery of the
genre patterns which arize out of the historical e}enta themselves.
It is, thorefore, not only my intention to illustrate how ciosely the
play-wor.uJ is a dramatized duplication of the¢ many and complex variables
of Nomsn political life, but also to show how Tacitus' themes anu his
efforts as an artist in the creation of history are related to Jonson's
own techniques in the preparation of a political and historical tragedy.
My second basic thesis is that the difference between <e janus
as a political “oman play and eariier play;s of this kind is equivalent
to the differences bet.cen the medieval and Tudor moralists and
chroniclers and the works of modern, mecular, objective, political
history, woris based upon research and directed toward the analysis
of political events anu an explanation of political causes. ihese
works represent a developuent in historiography carried out, not only
during Jonsoun's formative yezrs, but by men who were personal friends
of his. <+his 18 not a contradiction of the thesis concerning Tucitus,

but an extension of it. ~ejanus was but one sorx basei upon the
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rediscovery of Tacitus as a political hkistorian in th: oixtecnth and
seventeenth centuries. [ucitua' aind of nolitical assessmcent in the
form of history had not been written, with very [c¢w exceptions, for
well ovir a thousand yeurs. 2ut with the rise of mouern secular

states followiny the reformation, the ajpear.nce of tle vorks of
“achiavelli and Guicciardini, with the recognition of th~ craft and
tactics of policy emnloyed in the pressrvation an. usurpation of power,
circumstances in the political world were :ug-2in ri;ht for this xind of
historiopgraphy. <uch &nglish intellectuals as bacon, “amden and Hayward
hi.d come to realize the rresence of policy as a fzct of the political
life and that it should be studied. The guestion was to what end. A
crisis for the age was whether it shou!d be condemnedi outricht or
systematized and scrupulously taught to the legitin.te rulers of

state. This same intellectual crisis is suggested im the play and
perhaps%partially accounts for its unpopularity in Jonson's own time.
Jonson covered himself by reve-ling the satiric dimensions of his
account, by wroposing, indirectly, a balance of oldi-fashioned morality.
Yet, Jonson, ae an objective bhiitorian, allows the measures of

expediency ani realpolitik to stand.

The evidence from the play th.t .ejanus is such a work, evidence
which I will establiah at greater lenpgth in the first chapter, iz
derived besically from the total design of the wecrx. Jonson proviues
a complete tresatise on policy, its tactics, and the results. iie
anatomizes duplicity and deceptive rhetoric; he concentrates only
upon those elements of character wnhich contribute to the roiitical
life. JLlhe wor«< is founded upon foct and Jonson does not {alsify,

omit or significantly reinterpret in order to rroduce a convert.onsal
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moral vision or didactici:e on the evils of state. ‘here is an
objectivity in the styl: despite the outbursts of such allegelly
choric characters as Arruntius; Jonson preserves this Lo the end,
leaving the RAome of his plsy in the hanis of the eniprm.tic .iberius and
th: new upstart, .!acro. i themes, therefore, .re aot Lhuse of the
historic:l nlays of the 15908, but of the nee« joliticaa iil.torians.
an explanation of Jon:-on's issues iz to be found, not in the euriier
druma, but in Bacon ~nd nsyward, issues which he ex;plor¢l because he
followel the tech'icues of the nev historinsps, as quch s dr-c.a
allowed, in prerarang his materials.

ror thic recson 1 h ve ade a study of the historic:l revolution
with specizl emphasis upon isoliting thoee techniquesz :nl principles
weich aptiy to e janus. Meuicvzl historicgrephy is set out briefly for
rurposes of contrast. oedi:.nus is ucziirned, ostesgsibly, as @ :oral

De cusibus tragedy, but the pls; reveals so m:ny other rrinciples of

desigi: in light of the new criteris estabildshed for hictorical writing,
that ttis fuvori.e explanation of the pls; is invalidatedl. All the
thematic im;licetions of the trigedy of thc heroc sre sent. cCausal
explanation reduces fortune to a metaphor. [ciieval thcoories of
rule, of the description of governmenrt based upon cos: ic thecories and
systeas of anelogies =r¢ ziso ebgent from the ploy, even from the
imayery. Ip the ;lece of the ".lizabcthan worla picture,” wnich
¢ janus aves not fit, . have suppliecd & £:conisn value system. B.con's
attitudes towerd art and itdstory, induction, .clitice and th: uses of
poiicy, the jpurpcees c¢f hintory all corre;jond to the v-lues of the
playe

The terptation to ex;lorc the historical revolution in some depth

for the Jiyht it could al:wo cast upon Jonson's drarc:tic techniques
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was too gre:t to avolid. aAe vwith Jacitus, I became interesteu in
diacovering ‘hat connections existed vetweer Jomscn'i ;rinciples of
dramatic history uwriting and the technijues of polatical historiography.
n
Issues Lecome, 3t thisz j7fture. highiy complex and often speculative,
maning it uore dirficuit to extr.ct tne surest ..me oI urpument.
~38entially my thesis is thut sejanus is a history which, as a
political tre.tise, is inductively argued uni that in the overudl
aramatic ostiructure, Jonson supgests the axioms he has drawn from the
study. uf course, this .eads to the whoie probliew of the philosophy
of history, truth .nd objectivity, the reitiaci..ty of the observer, the
presence of tine historian in his wora, devates walch »r¢ age-oid,
highly theoretical and eagily leadi away from the i1issues at hand.
Yet such nztters are ceriral ones for the .iay. Jonson, az a '"new"
historian, haa t> uzake 7 xentval readjustment to the purpocses of history
and the place of the writer in that history, a reidjustment reflected
in Sejanus. vrzuwatic for,. implies intent; the iniuctive method
entails waitin, upon the exemplum oefore conciusions are drawvn. I am
willing to argue that an aw.reness of tlhe value of the inductive approach
makes the historiasn mindiful of the kinds of theres (which m.y be hias
own as well) which arise from the m.terruis theuseilves and that they
are tne truest and wost teiling ones. -<he puint for Jonson is that his
themes do differ significantly in ascope una ern.hasis from tunose of the
eurlier moral historians. Jroartic reconstruction, an zrt form from
winlch the :uthor has ostensibly w«ithdrawn his ow:. voice entirely, is
a perfect vehicie. «t the ssame time, urauct.c fure has the ower to
1ift the specific execjpium to o regresentative one; tuc .i.y suggests,

through making a symbol of i1tself, the univercal winicia 1s imp.ied in
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the succinctly chosen particulur. Jonson develops cue sirenpths in
both attitudes and works out u balance between them. .he purposes of

the new history thus find toeir eguivalents in the techriques of

——

Jonson's draza. 1t is a hard thesis, wut one, an convinced, worth
the making.

The same thin,, in simvler terws, i: that the yur;oszes of history,
its themes wn. techniiucs, chan ed late in thne s.xtecnth century. In
80 fur as the leiinition of the history pl:y meant sdvancing the
pur: oses and thenes of Liutory dram~ticselly, the urumsatist had to
find eguivalents for the parrative techniques, find +iyy. to revead
those themes on the staye or el.e abuandon the history zlay ax a
legitimate form of historiosrachy. My as=umption, ba=ed upun what
~ejsnus is as a pluay, is thst Jonson's atternted reforn of the
historical tragedy was (asci ujson his Jecsire to wsrite an intervretstive
anu authoritative pcli.ical history, founded upon the most =ccomplished
of the -“‘ow:n nistorcisns and sccording to the primnciples of the new
histur:ography. :is whoie 3tudy wa.c now to find drarac.c ejuivalents,
preserve a fideiity ¢o hiu nmutersials an. theur inherent theres, and
yet delight and insiruct a populur cuilence. Jonson was, in a sense,
caughtt between his _iviihood and Lie svlf-re rect as a clasziciat and
scholar-nistorian. wunven thoush the pli; was not & stuge success, the
historical revoiution ic one ex.lanation of w.y Joncor wrote it as he
aidy of uwhy it is such a sustuined and 3choinxcdly work anu of why it is
8> briiiliunt and rewariing ac a study in nolitical affairs, one of the

very fex truly ~omzu historical plays.



In order to bring Sejanus to a final dramatic form, Jonson .id
not avoid maxing certain compromises. lie mentions a few in his preface
to the printed version of the play. <ven while Jonson sorsed accoriing
to the criteria of the politicai historiographers, he alsc hal idezis
about tne restrainea, well-msde classical p.ay. -he wiz2igamatron of
disciplines entaiied uifficuit c¢hoices.  .wreover, the very act of
drametizing made its own de.ands. Jhe play, poiiticus &3 Jonson may
have intenued it und & 8tud; of & whoie suciety, stili hua. to convey
its erniire intent through charucters and uialogue. It i, .ears that
Jonson, in reducing his historic:l vision to those terms, dil everything
possiblie to frustrate the ess; res;,onscz wuich foiduw from attachments
to one charucter, and to prevent glib assesswments which come easily to
the viewer through "'purpie-passages’ and outwurn platitudinouc plots:
that the wicxked always fiull, that God has alli worii events in his
controi, thut rebellion never pays, thet tyranny hurts the commonweal
and 1nvites civii war, or s.igntly more subtie insi_ uts ianto .reat
men torn b, indecision, wracked by douovie loyaitics and other such
psychological contests. <Characters are revealed .nliy ac :olitical beings
in dojanus. Jonson stays by his chosen matter. =11 char:cters are
representative roles, no mutter wbat their ps:its or how centr=i, in
the anatomization of the life of state. .cvurtheless, founced on
theories of Jonson's attachments to the estav.iisted dramatic
conventions, critics have sought repeatedly to exzlain e janus as a
trugedy in these terms. (s~ few of these .ccounis are oriefly outlined
in chapter one.) out Jonson wantcd to use iiawatic for:. in such a way
that a reservation of judgement ugoun the issues roises by the play
woul i be necessiteted. ilen woulid, otherwise, foail to perceive the
more complex relatioms »nd iszues of the jolitical state. Jonson not

only had t. apprehend the issues of joiicy, comstitutions, fathom the
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political rhetoric, but to reveal themr in the thezter for the
edification of his audience in the true matters of state.

The definition of trigedy is an area of study =& vast as the
study of historiography. Yet it could not be escaned, since what
Jonson understood to be historical in ggjanus, he 2ls0o un:ierstood to
be tragic. I wanted to know what Jonson understood the *ragic vision
of Lejanus to be, how it arose out of his muterials ani how it was
shaped by the conventions of tragedy inheriteu from ear.ler dramatists,
the Italian critics, an. irom the ancients. My approach to the whole
problem is through the closet dramatists, those few, for the most
part unread, tragedians who wrote for a coterie auuience on politicul
themes often based upon “oman history. *hey also attempted to follow
theories of neo-classical drama. <e¢janus is not such a plry, but there
are many resemblances, not only in r-terials and issues, but in the
ways both these writers and Jonson solved problemns of style and
organization in tre:ting their chosen suv jscts. spnin, influence is a
moot question, and sgain, I think 1t not & crucial one. -he classical
ideals of the academic drama were common informution. ©oSut it is
useful, for illustrative purposes, to consider vejanus as a kind of
closet play in pur ose and design, with ulterations renuired for the
theater, as long a3 such a thesis is balanced waith at least two further
assertions: that vejanus is also a play in the rsoman play tradition,
its other close dramatic reiative, =:nd that it is an original
achievenent in form and content anu therefore a work indegendent of the
existing dramatic and critical trsditions.

My third basic thesis is that sejanus is an innovative form of
tragedy because of Jonson's speciu. uses of history, that historical
themes anu patterns gave rise to the tragic order of the play. ‘his

is not a notion easy to summarize. “ith the de-centralization of the
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hero and the new concern with the whole spectrum of _.oii:tical cauaes
in the play, intereut shifts away from ..ejanus' rise and fsll, landing
sometines upon ~griprina =nog hor strugrie, or upon *:borius' political
roles, or the fates oi tre revubiicrn sernatore faluely accused of
treason. +he nistvrieng eye tucrns from :18sgue to iasgue, yet bulilds a
corplete picture. J'he ~uestion i8 vhether sucr varts and tie resultant
whole a.so forr. ¢ Jiterary order. I beiieve that :s5 these characters
cecore the centerc of veirious repreczentative poliiical actions, a
trogic order ererges which has severzi levels of attachwent; sometimes
2t 13 the tragedy »f the political victia, scmetices the tropedy of the
state, 1i-elf.

At tnde oint 1t became necessary to look into the theories of
tragediy both in Conson's time and in our own, to discover tue ranges
withuin which lefinitiona c2n be broadened, te {ind the reuat.onship
between the historical c¢vent and the trup.c expverience. It is ay
conviction that, even as a stued play, vejanus is a visual
reconstruction of an .istorical event which, upon refic:tion,
contains its own theuastic order, one thut 18 to ve reconstructed
again 1n the micd of the behoider, snd that the tricic emstions are
nroduced by an inteliectuul recovniti.n that the event: oresented
are true, that the numun causes wiich lead to sulferiag ani injustice
are univer:a., that the po:iticul impasses reuche.: in first-century
Xome are true 2nd inherent in any coastitutional srrangement and that,
therelore, this account threatens all civilized mea in all places. “he

0
conf.ict is esuentially au idelogicsal one ni the trav.c exnerience is

A
based upon sn intellectus. recurnition ot orecisely what and how
unavoidable th: terms of the confiict are. Jonson merely backs up

¢) yymovlize in his representative exempium the siies vf the argunent
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raging around lMac.iavelll unu the Tudor constitution andy places niab

the mani~ul-tor :nd the victia in the ::ater of the .rgument. Jouson's
tragic vision is in the conpletsness of hiv hiot.rical reiation, the
truth of th: polit.izd tactics, an.toni.ed, ani: thie wuthority w1th

wnich the fucte sre estebiished. 1t ic Joason's bid for wraiting a
gerices play vhich resches the poritical issues of modern times, a

plcy which hat the effect of removin, men in o-der to establish the
policies of stste in the abotract snd then of revlscing nen as vital,
right-secking c¢reatures btxc« intoe this vicious political world.

Ir sbstrszct termr:=, tre es:ernce of Jonsonian tr.redy is the
implicit recognitico in th: play of the weakness in humen rnature and
eocCixl eysters which victimize nmen, and the age-o0ld strugple Letween
principles of morslity sn. the moreslitics of ctates which sometimes
vu:t violste humsn righte for the sa.e of the courmon.czle. <y zaxing the
state an entit; in the play ®s emsbouied by the political tactics of
+iberius, the rightful erreror vbro ic yet the corrupt private ran,
Jonson intrjuces this perspective intv the drema. #For tris reason,

- < ;2 ’”
i have conduted a rel-tively lony di.cus:ion on raiscn d'état. Jonson's

tragic recognition emerges from the fict that he understaa.r and has

to fubwrit to this c¢ontest between vorczlities wuich has -lagucd modern
man. *hus Political history, symbolize: in dranmatic ferw, prciuces

from its owt ctaracteri-tic confiicts, a new trz-ic order which

Jonson understands and advances in Jejanus os the crevailliar tagic
esgence superseding all other rints of conventional trasedy ewsloyed as
ex;gdient an.: compromise neasures in reducing his z.ter.als entirely to
tracic forw. 1t is ironic that without such vestigial zeaventions

(T. 3. erliot is one of the fow who han r.grotted their sresance), it

is difficult to guess :hat <ind of truged; Sejanus would have bLeen

thousht to bhe.
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The basic ar-ument goes from sources to histonography to
theories of tragedy. Jonson gave the primacy, 1 think, to the
integrity of the historical event as history. Bound by new criteri=
as an historian he no longer felt free to adopt and apply hic materials.
It was in a specific "found" account of a political transaction that
Jonson had to find his dramatic order. Tacitus showed how speech-
maxing, characterization, sequencial ordering, a deleting of
irrelevancies served the oreation of the narration yet gave rise to a
thematic order. In this political history Jonson redizcovered a
powerful expression of man's dilemma as a political being which had
satiric implications as well as tragic dimensions; both are related to
the viciousness of human nature and how it sought expression through the
governing channels of state, bringing that state down in consequence.
Sejanus has the strength of secular political history, yet the vigor
of an incisive unatomization of policy ..nd the tragic grip which
comes from a discovery that the play world is true an. that the
principles and men in confiict which lead to waste remain true.
Finally, -sejanus, as representative history, impiies such a breadth
of reference that the hopelessness of men in their inevitably deatructive
political courses, appears rervasive; man inhabits an "absurd" world,
the illogig?%nd waste of which Jonson refuses to mitigate. He supplies
no dilutions, consolations or escapes. Sejanus then becomes a very
powerful statement, indeed.

Two central themes I will hope to establish through this
diseertation: that Jonson is not a confused political theorist in
this play, 8 writer who is overwhelmed by his materials and unable to
design a moral vision. Rather, Jonson carries that moral vision back

to the fucts of the jolitical iife as he found them in history (and,
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no doubt, recognized them in his own times), anu that he is aware
of the amuch greater paraioxes of the pclitical life: that tiere is no
solution to the struggle betueen thre.ts of treason and threats of
tyranny, between morality and reagons of state, that men are
victinized by their own sucred prircijples. In recordin; these
insights through an historical example, the work produces its own
sense of fear, satiric invective and its own nid for open-eyed
understanding, unclouded by myths of coufort. In that way Jonson
becomes & truly responsible and perspicacious observer of the verities
and inherent conflicts in political life. Jonson records them as an
historian but "sees" thew as a poet. .he suggestions of penre are

they are
aiter the fact, yet ouilt-in impiications of th: political 1ife the
discovery of which zust beyin with = close scrutiniz-tion of the facts.
Thet, I think,is nevw to the drams, sni a new puoint in the critical
assessment of the draua. {lecondly, Jonson wa: a reformer of wsnglish
historical traga.y as he was of the comedy and his success in this,
(stage failures aside - his coizedies were often deiishted in To# all
the asrung reasons too) wa: equally gre t. Easentially free of all that
was useleas to Lim an the traiditions, desite his allered loyalties to
clazsical tenets, he forged Lis own dramatic forms to fit the definition
of the historical slay a&s it hald to be written in order to be history.
a descriztion of this Jonsoanian form of traged, has never really
satisfactorily been offercd and it has been my intention tu move some
way in that uirection, crimarily by expizining the ways in which
Jongon produced a tragic vision out of his r~hilosophy of history and
fulfilled the criteria of both iisciplincis in one vor., a difficult and,

perhaps, not-to-be-repeated synthesis.
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Chapter One
Introduction
I

Stage History and Publication

Se janus was not Jonson's first attempt at tragedy. We have this

on the testimony of Francis Meres who listed in his Palladis Tamia the

name of Ben Jonson among those who "are our best for Tragedie."1
Meres refera to the lost works which Jonson probably wrote for

Henslowe's troupes before 1598 (the year in which Palladis Tamia

was entered in the Stationers' Registor).a The care with which

Jonson wrote and supervised the printing of his later plays suggests
that he suppressed the earlier works intentionally, either because t?oy
did not meet his standaris or because he did not wish to rewrite the\\\
parts prepared by collaboratdrs as he did before publishing Se janus.
Popularity Jonson craved, though he seems to have grown more concerﬁgd
that his reputation as a tragedian be secured by meritorious works
of scholarship based upon the precepts of the ancients rather than l\
upon popular approval. This attitude is implied in the short critical |
essay on the origins of his tragic style "To the Readers". Jonson's
scorning of public judpgement is suggested in the same place, though =
more pointed statement occurs in "To the Reader in Ordinairie"

prefacing Catiline His Conspiraql.}

The play was first performed in 1603 as stated on the title page
of the Folio edition of 1616. The exact time of the year is
conjectural. Sir E. K. Chambers speculates that it was first seen
at court since the theaters were closed beczuse of the plague which

reached epidemic proportions in May of that ycar.4 But the crucial
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performance, whether the first or the second, was at the Globe theater
in the autumn of 1603. The play could have had no better chance to
please, yet it failed to do so and that failure has become one of the
incontrovertible facts of its history. Jonson's own dedication to

Lord Aubigny testifies to this failure on the stage but it is not the
only testimony. Proof of failure is clearly implied in the '"Gratulatory
Verse" prefixed to the Quarto. In "To the most understanding Poet" the
writer commends the work which cost Jonson so much labor and turns

with indignation upon the base tastes of the audience which failed to
appreciate his efforts, confident that the publication would set
Jonson's work free from their "beastly rage' and that the crowds

would be "damned" for "their Ignorance." He implies that Sejanus is a
worthy work above others in excellence almost directly in proportion to
its failure in the theater. Jonson's aims were too lofty for the hordes;
popularity, itself, would have been an insult.5 Se janus, despite its
classicism and high seriousness, made a bid for popularity that failed.
Popular appeal could have been difficult to achieve by a play too
precisely structured upon the unities and the classical chorus; Jonson
knew it, admitted it in his '""To the Readers" and at the risk of writing
no "true poem" sacrificed these '"laws". ©But such concessions hardly
appeased the audience. They had their point, of course, if spectacle,
psychological character study, comic relief, and great emotional sweeps
of pity and fear are essential to the tragic experience. Potential
directors of later years must have had similar doubts concerning the
play's theatricality, since a stage history of Sejanus is virtually
completed by a reference to the production by William Poel (see
Appendix A). In short, the play has found little favor in the theater

and every editor has felt the need to explain the effect this has had
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upon the critical reputation of the work.

There is no indication that the work failed 4initially in the
theater because it offended magistrates or spoke treason, satirized
some public figure too openly or drew parallels between fome and England.
Apparently for the first audience, objections came down to a matter of
surface characteristics, the length of the speeches, the tediousness of
the rhetoric, the perhaps confusing copiousness of the cast, the
historical distance, the lack of obvious spectacle. Reobert Noyes
confesses that a few readers have recognized Jonson's genius in this
tragedy, but always as readers, implylng that Sejanus succeeds only as
a kind of closet drama. Others have admitted the fine poetry to be
found in Sejanus but this is to say almost by definition that it is a
bad performing play.6 Leonard Digges' poem "Upon Master Tilliam
Shakespeare".is often quoted as representing the sentiments of those
theater-goers who wére enchanted by Shakespeare's characters when "they

vvould not brooke a line,/Of tedious (though well laboured) Catilines (sic)"

and who felt that "Sejanus too vvas irkesome."7 Edmond Gayton,

referring to the Alchemist in 1654, reached the conclusion that its

difficulties in the theater arose because ''men come not to study at a
Play-house, but love such expressions and passages, which with ease
insinuate themselves into their capacities."8 The Jiversions Jonson
offered were too ezssily swamped by the intellectual responses he called
for simultaneously. Two modern critics, A. W. Ward and J. A. Bryant Jr.,
both regard Se janus as a theatrical miscalculation. Jonson placed too
many demands upon his audience.9 The play's theatrical history bears
that out no matter how much of the onus may be placed back on the
audiences themselves. A writer is simply limited in the amount of
responsibilities he can safely place upon his audiences if popularity

is his goal.
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Jonson wrote Sejanus at that period in his career when the so-called
war of the theaters dampened his enthusiasm for publicity. Audiences

had not been xind to The Poetaster and friends had not been kind to

Jonson. This is the popular biographical reason for supposing that

he withdrew to write his scholarly play, a thing to "be sung, high, and
aloofe,/Safe from the wolues black iaw, and the dull asses hoofe."1o
The passage indicates a kind of contempt for the audience with the
suggestion that true tragedy was beyond their understanding and
sensibilities. It appears that Jonson set out to write a play which
would thrash the audience's stupidity with its formidible competence.
Coupled to his own testimony is the familiar journal entry of
Manningham, a law student, who wrote that as of February 12, 1603
"*ben Jonson the poet nowe lives upon one Tounsend and scornes the
world.'" (quoted from Works, II, 3). But Sejanus is more than a
pedantic attack upon ignorance by a sour playwright. Jonson had
already brought a new form of comedy to the boardas. This play reveals
a 8aimilar kind of innovative genius on hi: part as tragedian.

The printed version of the play in 1605 is a sequel to the stage
failure. Jonson published Sejanus so that in printed form it could
reflect upon the judgement of those who had rejected it first in the
theater. He implied all this in the dedication to Lord Aubigny.11
Yet the publication was not straightforward. The play was not registered
until hovember 2, 1604 by idward Blount. For reasons unknown it was
passed on to Thomas Thorp who entered it a second time on the
Stationers' Register on August 6, 1605, almost two years after its
performance. Jonson required time for revisions. He informs us that
his "book, in all numbers, is not the same with that which was acted on

the public stage, wherein a second pen had a good share; in place of

which I have rather chosen to put weaxer (and no doubt less pleasing)
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of mine own, than to defraud so happy a genius of his right by my
loathed usurpation." ("To the Readers", 39-#4)-12 Identification of
that other hand has been a favorite sport with past critics but little
is gained by rehearsing the evidence for Shakespeare or Fletcher or
Chapman. It is amusing to note that if Jon.:on scorned the world in
1603 he did so with a collaborator and that another writer in the age
must have shared a few of his ideas about historical tragedy. The
extent of Jonson's revisions c¢can never be known and the play which died
in the theater may not be at all like the one we have. The first Se janus
may have been a far greater compromise with popular drama and the
alterations toward closet drama may have been provided for the printed
version - appropriately enough since Jonson knew he was writing for a
different medium.

Further impediments to publication may be attributed to the
charges of treason brought against Jonson by Northampton. Jonson was
taken before the Privy Counclil and questioned about certain passages in
the play which pointed too directly at modern times and public figures.
Apparently the charges were not serious or at any rate dangerous,
because Jonson was not imprisoned. William Drummond recorded Jonson's

Jaunty comment upon the event in his Conversatioms: "Northampton was his

mortall enimie for brauling, on a St Georges day, one of his attenders,
he was called before the Councell for his Se janus, and accused both of
popperie and treason by him."13 Herford and Simpson have looked into
Northampton's character and his political affiliations, diecovering
that he was a Howard and therefore a Catholic, though favored at court
and eager to deny Catholic sympathies. Thus, he was probably using
Jonson for political reasons for, to attack Jonson who was a known

Catholic, was a way of clearing himself of suspicion (Works, I, 37).



It ie not unlikely that Jonson had beaten a servant of his and that
Northampton simply bided his time and toox out his revengein this way.
Yet such a proceeding could have held-up the publication of the play
until Jonson had been acquitted of the accusations.

By the end of 1604 Jonson was again friends with Marston for he,

Marston, and Chapman collaborated upon a play entitled Eastward doe

resulting in a prison sentence which lasted for several months. Letters
directed to various people in high places pleading for intervention for
their release extended over the period from May 4 to September 4, 1605.
Se janus was first registered at the beginning of this adventure and was
not re-registered until a month before the release and printed before
the Gunpowder Plot which once again involved Jonson in pelitical
affairs.

Jonson appears aimost to have expected failure befure he began

Sejanus. After The Poetaster he determined to return to tragedy.

"Her fauours in my next I will pursue,/Where, if I proue the pleasure
but of one,/So he iudicious be; He shall b'alone/A Theatre vnto me."14
If Jonson meant this, he was hardly in the best state of mind for
creating a play aiming for the '"preservation of ... popular delight,ﬁ
("To the Readers," lines 1:2-13). Rather he appsars to have been fu11>
aware that the play within him which required writing and deserved an
audience would also make denands beyond the general capacity. Such
'failures' are often more important than successes. One wants to know
what those criteria and principles were which caused a writer of
Jonson's calibre to labor, for a significant period of time, on a

worit he had virtually foredoomed. Jritics may be divided according to
those who weight the significance of the play's failure in the theater

and those who believe with Jonson that the oplinion of the '"public" is

irrelevant. In order to come to terms with the play it is necessary to
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see it in a context of political and historical thought and in terms

of the future of the history play in 1603, rather than in terms of the
play's meagre theater history. Jonson's criteria of composition led him
to the creation of a work which is an achievement historiographically
and politically, a play virtually about the limits of the drama. Too
much concern for the theatrigal failure has, 1 think, delayed that

discovery.

11

The Problem and the Critics

Se janus has frequently been cited by critics for individual
achievements. Dryden admired Jonson for keeping the rules. Coleridge
respeated him for writing reliably of antiquity. L. C. Knights has
found in the play a sense of the noral tradition which is created by a
careful crafting of satiric verse. Lliot admired the work for its
original insights into the hard polish of political and social
institutions, the liife of the surface, the world of postures and
cardboard faces. Here was a "contemporary Jonson ... who would
arouse the enthusiasm of the intelligontsia."15 Ralph Nash makes a
case for the tradition of the xenaissance tragic poem citing e janus
as the "kind of tragedy that the Renaissance ought logically to
produco."16 The play i8 non-classical and non-Shakespearean, concerned
as it is with politics, rhetoric and the idea of the State. It may be
argued, on theoretical grounds, that tragedy requires no hero, that
characters are created to serve the illustration of a situation.
Jonson's characters may be described as conforming to the "classical-
Renaissance predilection for simplifying generalizations about political

types and motives for political conduct."1? Yet the play is almost
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never celebrated as an unqualified success. Critics have invariably
discovered that something crucial went wrong, that the play does not
achieve what it should as a tragedy, though there is no agreement by
any means, on what that error is. Even as a reading play it fails to
satisfy completely. In the light of Jonson's usual competancy, one
woniers why. The brief summ:ry of the criticism to follow is offered
not only to indicate the variety of the play's shortcomings as raised
by the critics, but to set out the range of concerns to be dealt with
in the following chapters.

The Victorians and certain critics early in this century have
faulted Jonson for his scientific turn of mind, his lack of human
sympathy, pity, lyric effusion, attributing it to a half-formed
temperament. '‘Jonson lacked the qualifications required of a writer
of great tragedy ... n18 J. A. Symondes missed the "grace, subtlety,
emotion, suggestiveness'" all sacrificed to "scholarly solidity".
Swinburne missed the music, the "singing power" the "fragrance" in
Jonson's verse.19 Tragedy for them was essentially a romantic and
emotional business. Yet even recent critics have attributed Jonson's
failure to a lack of qualities. ‘'Jonson had no genius for tragedy";
in dealing with history "Jonson had nothing to say." 1In fact, "there

is no pressure behind the writing."ao

But here I detect too great an
eagerness on the part of the critic to celebrate what he thought to

be an incontestable catastrophe. Later, more analytic critics, have
implied that Jonson was a man struggling against himself in matters of
historical interpretation, politics, and literary style. tierford and
Simpson, with their usual lucidity, lay open the issue. Jonson was

driven by neo-classical critical doctrines, yet the historian in him

sought for authority and fidelity, while the dramatist imposed certain
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compromises in order to gain some success in the theaters. The result
was a keen confliet. "It was not ne:., for the combination of tlizabethan
stage-instinct, historic erudition, and classicist doctrine was bound
to produce it; but this combination had always been rare, and certainly
never occurred in a mind where all three elements were so potent and

80 well matched as in Jonson's."21 It would appear that the various
labors of JQnson the neo-classical critic, politician, satirist,

popular dramatist and historian could not be dr-wn up equally into a
single work. Jonson simply operated by too many literary and scholarly
criteria at once. lis self-consciousness as a creator too often
interfered with the effects which a more intuitive approach might have
supplied. Certainly it is an explanation, but more in terms of setting
up a problem than in solving it. Herford and Simpson merely point out
the variety of sourcesand interests which inform the play; they indicate
the scope of study recuired to explain the whole foundation of the

work. It is in coming to terms with the play as a synthesis of
disciplines that most critics have failed Yejanus. Herford and

Simpson were on the right track.

By all appearances history as a discipline makes exactions upon
the wr.ter which are barely, if at al., reconcilable to the ideals of
the artist as neo-classicist anqﬁeither lend tﬁemselves particularly
well to the creation of popular drama. In so far as the critic is to
make one thing of the nlay, he must choose a pre dominate mode and
defend the play as a '"would-be" pure drama either of a conventional

variety, such as De casibus tragedy or as an in:ovative wor« which

Jonson feiled to perfect. Ornstein remarks that Jonson failed because
he adhered so closely to the materials of history. Tadtus' tough
Machiavellean narrative lac<ed the concise and conventional patterns

of moral certainty.
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Tacitus was too compelling, crippling the artist with his cynicism.
Jonson was unable to convert history fully into art. History itself
contains tragic events but they "may lack moral significance or

resolution."zz

For Ornstein, the artist must supply a moral vision

or fail to fulfil one of the first requirements of art in consequence.
In following history Jonson forfeited his moral fable. It was not
within the range of possibilities Ornstein could allow that Jonson
intended to provide the sense of the tragic which emerges from
political paradox and ideological frustration. T. S. Eliot took

the opposite view. From history, alone, Jonson derived the strength
of his work. It was neither his scholarshi) nor his use of classical
sources which marred the play. It was due to the fact that Jomson

was not content tuwrite a strictly classical imitation, but attempted

to make it more familiar by superimposing upon his materials the

stock De casibus motives of earlier popular bnglish tragedy. The fall

of princes, as a moral order, has nothing to do with the political
order derived from Tacitus. It was badly grafted om, a miscalculation
which, once penetrated, allowed Eliot to praise what almost came to
pass. '"Jonson did not write a good tragedy, but we can see no reason
why he should not have written one."23 For the "general audience",
there was too little spectacle; the play was too erudite. But for
the neo-classical critic, Jonson advanced too far in the direction of
popular drama, offering violence on stage in the death of Silius, a
crowded cast, touches of satiric invedtive, and humor (Dryden called
the play an "oleo", a mixture of tragedy and comedy) eliminated the
chorus and took liberties with the unities.ah As a result "he fell
between two stools, losing the bold, if dangerous, scope which the
popular playwrights claimed, without gainin, the advantages of the

tightly restricted and concentrated neo-classicism of the closet
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dramatists."25 Jonson failed in combining classicual standards with
the native drama.

5t11l other critics have approached Sejanus essentially as a
context for the treatment of characters, categorizing the plsy in
terms of its concept of the hero. <C{larence Boyer faults the play
because Tiberius is too weak and becuuse there is little difference
between Lejanus and the Elizabethan villain as a type-character. He
lacks meanness and grandeur: '"he is all fox and no lion."26 Boyer
does not correlate the creation of character with the political roles
they portrayed. The character approach inevitably leads bacxk to
discussions of traditional morasls, psycholojyical complexity, the De
casibus fall, the moral exempium, Aristotle and tragic poetics, the
definition of the hero as the definition of tragedy.

For w. F. Bolton Se janus is not only a play about the fall of
princes and men baffled by the "ficikle face of Yortune" but a study of
larger symbolic cycles which include "analogies of the vegetable year

and the solar day."27

Se janus imparts a meditation on constancy and
humility such as theywercurged b; Lipsius and John Stradling. DBolton
landed upon this thesis in his search for the principles ol good in
the play since without them the work would have lacked all dramatic
conflict. It 1s a reading totally bound up with literary ideals and
conventions. Robert &. Knoll 1s equally commited to the discovery of
moral forms. For him Se janus is a classical work, yet an "apotheosis
of native classicism'" that is "as deeply snglish as it is manifestly
Latin", a "medieval tragedy only festooned with 3Senecan drapery."
Sejanus is a moral essay on the medieval s8in of arrogance, thus
removing the play from secular political traditions. The moral is

that "the rewards of the world are uncertain and the ways of God

inscrutable.”" Knoll, caught in his thesis, is drawn to conclude that
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Tiberius is therefore God's amointed and the ‘¢rmanicang rebellious.
"In resisting the emperor, the Germanicans do not trust God." Silius
is rash in his suicide before Tiberius the carrier of God's justicc.28
IF is a strange mixture of the orthodox Tudor political homily with
tendencies toward Christian Stoicism.

In most ot these critical assessments there is an awareness that
the origins of the play are compound, that Jonson intended to fuse a
variety of disciplines and traditions, native and classical, literary
and non-literary and failea - possibly because he attempted to
accomplish too much. The imperfections in the play are traceasble to
Jonson's inability to choose one ascendant discipline and doctrine to
which all others would be subordinated. ~ome critics have faulted him
there: and stoppeu. Others have persisted in the search for the unifying
principlie, or prevailing ;ntent, offering with varying degrees of
cogency in the proofs, Jonson's reliance upon modified Artistotelian
"rules'", the revival of the Roman play, his more exact (though alwaya
literary) use of history, the tragedy of the villain-hero, the
satirical-~tragic contest between two evil knaves, the tragedy of
mutability and waste, an cxhortation in humility and Christian
Stoicism. Lach has a degree of relevancy; none thoroughli convinces
that it is the dominating principle.

It has been assumed by almost all of the writers on Sejanus that
Jonson, in designiny the play, had only literary criteria in mind,
that the political and historical concerns, no matter how so-histicated,
were adopted and employed in a strictlf art-making process. Una
bEilis-Fermor is virtually alone in positing that there is "a deeply

inherent non-dramatic principle in him, and this offers at least one

way of approach to the multifarious aesthetic problems of his work."29
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The way to begin is with the influencial non-dramatic disciplines,
Roman history and Renaissance historiographical methods, followed by a
general inquiry into the role and future of the “oman play as a political
voice in the seventeenth-century. One must then correlate the dramatic
forus inherent in this non-uramatic material with the structure of the
play, and measure the degree to which this material obiigates the artist
according to its own integrity 9! order, purposes, themes. If then, in
following political history the writer rediscovers patterns and themes
similar to the conventional literary ones, he revalidates them. But
such patterns have the distinction of being recovered from the "realities
purposes and narrative techniques of the political historian. The
results can be deceptive; emphases are often changed. “hat is where
the critic, basing his assessments on literary criteria alone, is at a
great disadvantage. u4e assumes that the premises of the play are the
same as his own. DBut the literary tradition, in the case of Sejanus, is
probably the least useful point of departure for discovering the
principles upon which Jonson relied for imparting a structural and
thematic coherence to the play.

This is not a thesis in a vacuum, however, since in the last few
years several studies (but three in particular) have appesred in which
Marlowe, the Jacovean Shaxespeare and the few turn-of-the-century oman
plays have been reconsidered as political treatises first, even by way

30

of coming to terms with their literary origins. These works are part
of a larger revolt against the concept of Tudor England as a period
defined and guided by a body of fixed ideas including the absolute and
incontestable nature of the monarchy, the given order of the social
hierarchy and the auivinely providential control of history. Jsuch views
have been challenged .ecause they were challenged in their own times.
The tendency in these studies is to see the period as one of

fluxuating ideologies, emerging political and social ideas, an age

constituted in religious and political paradoxes, all of which are reflected
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in certain literary works of the age, suggesting that these works, even
the most "orthadox" were not always foregone confirmations of the so-
called Tudor world order. Rather these works participated in a multi-
dimensional and sometimes confused dialogue especially in watters
concerning mixed government, tyranny, civil rights, the constitution
anl the people's contract, rebeliion, mob power, the role of the
aristocracy, the upstart politician, viulations of the law and treason.
This concern with the drama's place in the intellectual revolution in
the seventeenth century is relativeliy recent but definitely '"in the
air". It is a line of inquiry not only useful but essential in
understanding the origins and purposes of Sejanus.

In The Tragedy of State J. W. Lever discusses those plays which

are predominantly concerried .ith the problems and destinies of states.
Individual characters, with their flaws or perfections, deserve only a
secondary notice. It is in the state, itself, that the faults and
strengths exist which shape human courses. Fortune, causally accounted
for, taxes the form of political forces, mob rule, misalliances in
government, contradictory constitutional theories. These plays
introduce a revival of Xuman stoicis. as a means for enduring the

rise and fall of political regimes. The political victim emerges,

& new type of character, when the uses of power and policy are the
central issues. Lever sees in the Roman plays of Jonson and Chapman

a pessimism resulting from a fear of overweening absolutism. wuch
works differ markedly from the "English history play which dramatized
materiai. taxen from the sixteenth-century chronicles."31

Huffman in "Coriolanus'" in Context argues that critics have

underestimated the ability of the Jacobean mind to comprehend political

subtleties and that Shakesypeare's audience understood something more
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significant by the use of the Roman setting than England mechanically

paralleled. The pervasive political foundations of Coriolanus and

other non-Shakespearean Roman plays have gone unappreciated because
they have not been considered in their historical contexts and in
terms of contemporary &nglish and continental political thought.
Huffman, too, recognizes that the orthodox Tudor views on matters of
Order and Degree are too narrow and antiquated for the purposes of
discussing political 1:houghi:.}2 There was a recognition early in the
seventeenth century that tyranny and "divine right" absolutism were
growing threats; the Koman plays, more than any other, addressed
themselves to the problem. Jacobean intellectuals, though cautiously,
were showing a greater interest in republicanism and mixed government

in all its forms - an interest reflected in “oriolanus. The mood is

present in Sejanus as well.

A few of Sejanus' recent critics have initiated a discussion of
the play as a political work, often incidentally and never with the
intent of explaining the origins of Jonson's tragic style in terms of
his historical and political intentions. <[here is a surprising lack of
reference to T.citus and little comment upon historiographical methods
with the exception that Jonson followed the Italian eritics in making
his tragedy also historically true. Nothing like a comprehensive view
has appeared. But earlier readers of the play have, by no means, been
unaware of the problem.

J. A. Bryant Jr. has elaborated on Jonson's assertion in "To the
Readers'" that "truth of argument" is essential to tragedy. Puritan
complaints against the poet as ''liar" may have caused Jonson to make
more rigorous use of his source materials in ord;r to add authority
to bis play. Sejanus was an effort to reunite the literal truth of
history with the essential truths of poetry. Bryant accepts the

terrible fall of an insolent knave as a true historical pattern.
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Yet, in the final anaiyais, Eryant does not put much confidence in the
audience's historical sophistication. He sees the play not as an
accessible political argument but an exercise in historical memory
which overtaxes its audience.jj
Daniel Bboughner ﬁas written the only critique of the play which
is expressly concerned with political interpretation, though it is
concerned essentially with policy and the statesman's technigues
rather than with constitutional issues. For him, Sejanus is a discourse
on Machiavellianism. diiberius is a study in the policy required by a
prince to protect himself from wily predators. The primary action of
the play is a contest between two Titan politicians. Hiuffman believes

that the Roman plays were inspired, often, by republican sympathies;

Boughner contends to the contrary that "from the Annals to Sejanus we go

from the horrors of tyranay to the horror of tyrannicide." This is

the telling alteration which Jonson made to his source. The play is a

hard-iine defense of monarchy, a tougher version of Tudor orthodoxy.

The '"Tacitean monster emerges as the succeasful Machiavellian prince

whose conduct of the duel and whose defensive skill in dissimulation

arouse a sardonic admiration." Arruntius is merely a confused babbler.

The thesis originates with Boughner's conviction that Jonson admired

Machiavellian tactics and introduced them frequently into the play.

But in choosing only the "horror of tyrannicide" to the exclusion of

the "horrors of tyranny" half the dialogue is stricken out. The regretc,

paradoxes, political debate, problems of loyalty to be found both in

Tacitus and Jonson are overlookod.jh
Michaei J. C, Echeruo tasxes a middle course on the political

question, viewing Catiline as a balance between "blatant Machiavellian

cynicisn" and "moral pretentiousness." The distinctions ma'e are still
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moral matters primarily rather than constitutional ones. 'The tragedy
of politics, in Jonson's view of it, derives from his disenchantment
with the whole process of 'Policy' or 'Arte' which required that the
state should survive, paradoxically, only by the travesty of the values
by which, indeed, it ultimateiy hoped to survive." This is a useful
statement of the politiczl parsdox. loreover, icheruo recognizes that
Catiline ia concerned, not with the individual or with the state, but

s."}5

with the '"conscience of politic His discussion is useful for a
consideration of Sejanus because it hints at the reiationship between
dramatic action and the play as a political treatise.

Jacob De Viliiers joinas with Ornstein in lamenting Jonson's
reticence to deal forthrightly with political iszues and to take sides
on political questions. The dramatized reh%%sal of the horrors of first
century Kome lacks that moral vision. <The downward spiral of the
society Jonson depicted, is so '"pathetic that it horrifies.”" The
"extreme deterioration carries no conviction.'" Horeover, the fall of
the hero is ''conventional and without conviction as well." A lack of
cogency in both areas indicates, on Jonson's part a "loss of integrity,

C 36

or else aere inabiiity. De Vil.iers does not see the moral nature
of the historiographicai achievement itself, the accuracy of Jonson's
Koman world, ror does he detect the ~oral obligation of the artist to
reflect paradoxes and ideological conflicts such as he finds them.

fixed in the causes of historical events and manifested in the results.

Here is where such a work as fosalie Colie's Paradoxia Epidemica offers

a valuable corrective. Admittedly she was reierring to ontological,
rhetorical and epistemclo.ical paradoxes when she stated that a "rieh
tracition of highly developed para.loxes (was) available for use by
Renaissance authors" ani that the tradition predated the poens which

housed it and was there for exploitation.37 But the principle holds
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true for political matters as well. Paradox is not merely a literary
invention of style. Paradox emerges rhetorically (or dramatically)
in works based upon the paradoxes which are part of the intellectual,
social and political milieu.

K. M. Burton attacks Jonson's performance in Sejanus for reasons
opposite to De Villiers. IYor her, Jonson was too morally and thematically
orientated. He tried too hard to make his sociszl and political criticism
plain and pointed, whereby he lost the subtlety which comes with
indirection and reticence. %#urton argues that as a political
tragedian Jonson intendei to evoke a sense of public shame as the final
tragic emotion, the result of the citizens' failurz to halt the political
decline of ome. <his is to convey what the mob in the play should
have felt to the mob in the theater. Whether shame can replace Aristotelian
responses is debatable. Yet this response has the advantage of growiny
out of a demonstrable political paradox; the dramatic action shows the
destructive courses run by tyrants against '"the corrupt sociofy which

w38

engendered them. Burton believes that shame, as the tragic emotion,
is sufficient. Such tragedies cann.t be judged by superimposed
dramatic patterns or values either Senecan or Aristotelian. Both
Chapman and Jonson, though too overtly didactic in their approaches,
nevertheless devised a political tragedy in which state structures and
issues gave rise to tragic forms. The suggestion that an assessment of

Se janus should be freed from the formal regulations of Sencca and

Aristotle is a positive move in the right direction.

Such a play world Jonson developed in response to the political

crisis described in Tacitus. It is not canned political wisdom which



- 19 -

one finds in the play but developing political thought. ‘'Politics is
germane to a remarkable percentage of Tudor plays, but in terms of
ideas and platforms rathér than porsonalitios."59 The difficulty
enconntéﬁ by the dramatist in finding a structure suited for the portrayal
of political situations rather than for the portrayal of heroes is
matched by the critic's inability to perceive that intention. Despite
vestiges of the hero-centric drama and its characteristic organization,
Se janus reveals those political intentions more clearly - established
as they are within a thematic structure of their own. Jonson goes far
in solving the compositional problems involved in setting out political
history in a dramatic form. V“rucial matters require clarification; the
interpretative bent of the play, the relationship between e janus and

its sources, the function of verifiable history and the definition of

the work as tragedy.

I1I

The Order of the Play

Roman political history was replete with parties factions,
alliances ever changing according to events and advantages. The
dramatist desiring to treat such history has no small challenge in setting
his e¢xposition in order, ideally as a panoply of those necessary facts
and relations even while the dramatic action goes forward. The
characters in Sejanus with few exceptions, are public figures, revealed
in their political roles, identified according to their loyalties: "Ig
he Drusian, or Germanican?/Or ours, or neutral?" (I. 80-81). That was
the measure of every man. As the play opens “ilius and Sabinus, two
of the deceased Germanicus' loyal followers, discuss the corruptions

of the court with special reference to parasites and eples, two of
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whom dog them throughout the scene. A kind of police-state atmosphere
is early in the making. <%hese spies are Sejanus' 'clients'" seeking
rewards from an ascending politician; they are men who know how to
"Flatter, and swear, forswear, deprave, inform/Smile, and betray;"

(I. 28-29). Beginning with the petty knaves the exposition mounts
toward the introduction of "minion'" Sejanus and the Emperor Tiberius
whose mysterious will rules in the form of politic secrecy and
indirection. Both are men involved in the life of state personally,
yet actors in a grand constitutional crisis. On the other side is the
Senate whose moral and political strength has bLeen sapped by apathy and
servility. Arruntius, a noble old Senator, is the first to confess that
they half enslaved themselves by their own vices. 'here they failed
themselves the Imperium took over, usurping the powers of men who were
once the "Free, equal lords of the triumphed world" (I. 60). For
their self-awareness, moral integrity and fortitude Arruntius, Silius
and Sabinus are rare exceptions even in their own senatorial class, and
thus gain a special confidence from the viewer. [fheir recollections

of Germanicus, Cato and Brutus express their ideals. The lives of the
noble republicans set the moral standards for the play. Germanicus®
death was a catalyst to later political events. Tiberius, envious of
Germanicus' popularity, had him coisoned. But Germanicus' strong-willed
wife, mother to the next legal heirs to the throne, survived to seek
regenge for his death. Here were the grounds for a dynéstic feud
superimposed upon and rechannelling the constitutional struggle.

Swiftly Jonson establishes the parties, the reasons for conflict}the
attitudes of the participants and the techniques to be employed.
Meanwhile, Sejanus took advantage of these general circumstances to
gain thclﬁmperor's favor, ostensibly as his aid and counsellor.

Behind this action was his own plot to become Emperor. e worked
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according to his own scheme to eliminate all the legal heirs to the
throne. Tiberius tolerated it, perhaps blindly, perhaps politically

in order to maxe his own position safe from Agrippina. <~ejanus
initiated an insidious program which resulted in the virtual destruction
of the Roman intelligentsia.

Se janus first appears surrounded by parasites seeking offices for
bribes. He treats them disdainfully, meanwhile arranging a love tryst
with the crown-prince's wife through her physician (I. 269-366). It is
the first step in his pian to have “rusus murdered. Tiberius effects a
similar entrance flocked by petitioners and flatterers, all the while
feigning annoyance with their obsequiousness (I. 375-99). His plants
are always there to restore the pow;;s and dignity he gives away in
show. It was his technigue for handling the entire Senate. Possessing
all real and coercive powers, only popular approval remained to be
gained. From the outset Tiberius is a figure to be charted through a
haze of rhetoric and dissimulation. His motives are secluded, his
intentions covert. His character is revealed through his words, though
Silius and Arruntius are frequent interpreters as in this scene
(I. 400-24; 425-29), marking the distance between his statements and
his true intentions.

In the second act Sejanus achieves his goal with Livia in a parody
of a courtship which is half romantic, "I protest/iiyself through-
rarefied, and turned all flame/In your affection:’'(II. 31-33), and half
sheer policy playing, as he does upon her ambition to "share the
sov'reignty of all the world." (II. 37). Jonson's sardonic irony is
perceptible throughout the exchange. The results are that within a few
minutes Livia is prepared for murder as well as love. Jrusus ia
poisoned by his cup-bearer and Sejanus is free to initiate his attack
upon Agrippina and the Claudian line of heirs. In a meeting between

the ‘mperor and his agent, Tiberius plays coy while Se janus,

encouraged by his statement of fear, proposes a swift attack upon
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the Germanicans beforethey have time to mobilize. The third and
fourth acts see that plot carried nearly to its conclusion. <Silius,
who had fought nobly for ®ome, was accused of treason on the trumped-
up charge that he had boasted in private that <ome's security had been
his accomplishment alone (III. 269-82). Silius knew that he was
foredoomed, that the laws were unjustly used against him and that death
was his only course. He did not make that exit without striking
directly at the source of the fraud - Tiverius' own tacit permission
(III. 209; 335-39). Cordus was called after him to defend himself as
an historian from the charge that in his writings he attacked the
present age (III. 384-85). It was a touchstone hearing both for
Tacitus and for Jonson. The future of intellectual freedom was in

the balance. #ith the decision to burn Cordus' books, following hise
brilliant, though sophistic, defense, there was an unmistakeble
indication of what was to come.

The remaining Germanicans gather briefly at the opening of act

feur  to take stock of their losses as a party and as a family.
agrippina is fully cognizant of the threat; '"let me not fear, that
cannot hope.”" (IV. 7). The entire scene is an essay on honorable
retreat. Though the distance between characters and :udience is great,
yot there is a growing doom and frustration here which is compelling.
Agrippina is reduced to self-prostitution or certain defeat. The
numbers lost are named over: Silius, Sosia, Claudia Pulchra,
Furnius (IV. 20-22). 5She anticipates the next step, the elimination
of her sons and prepares them for violence with the exhortation to be
noble as she has been since, '"What we do know will come, we should not
fear." (IV. 76).

Meanwhile, the audience has been included in the Lmperor's

compound plot to remove Sejanus at an opportune moment through the
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ombloyment of Macro. History substantiates the irony; Macro is no
force for the good. He is simply one more in the parade of opportunists
who "will not ask why Caesar bids do this,/But joy that he bids ... "
(III. 714-15). It is a kind of literary counter-plot, but it is also
baced on a principle of policy. Political power-struggles do not
follow courses of good and evil, but their own principles of power and
defeat. Tiberius knew Macro to be "subtle, close, wise, and well read/In
man and his large nature! (III. 694-95). Macro knew how to apply
himself in order to rise by doing the Bmperor's dirty work and bearing
the necessary opprobrium should anything go wrong. It was a principle
Sejanus at one time understood (III. 586-95), but too easily forgot in
his overconfidence. Sejanus' protection of Tiberius against falling
debris perhaps e:.rned him a stay of execution, but Macro, once set in
motion, could hardly risk his full return to favor. It was an incitement
to his own counter-attack (IV. 76-92). Jonson spells out dramatically
the aultifarious angles of political policy and ambition.

In the fourth act Sabinus is lured to his death by L:tiaris, one
of Sejanus' agents and two accomplices who hide '"between the roof and
cei}ing" to act as witnesses once Sabinus utters a treasonous word.
Latiaris chatters in a friendly confidential way about the decadent
conditions of Kome, urges rebellion and a struggle for liberty
(IV. 142-161). Sabinus is patently no rebel and clearly st.tes as
much, "They must be patient, so must we." (IV. 127). But on the
subject of Tiberius' personal debauchery Sabinus offers criticism.
It is treason. The spies descend and he is whisked away to death on
the gemonies (IV. 283-87). Ironically lLatiaris' own questions, empdoyed
in baiting the republican senator best express the conditions of Home

at that moment,



When ignorance is scarcely innoocence,

And knowledge made a capital offense?

¥When not a0 much but the bare empty shade

Of liberty is veft us? And we made

The prey to greedy wvultures snd vile spies,

That first transfix us with their murdering eyes?

(IV. 136-41)

. Though the tide turns sgainst Sejanus in the last aot, yst the
oondition of Rome does not improve. Sejanus, swelled by his own confidence
and in spite of Tiberius' pussling letters from Capras, vaunts in
his sucoesses. Ill cmersbegin to appear; smoks from his statue, a
serpent lurking inside (V. 2,-56). SeJjanus is prevailed upon by his
followera to sscrifice to the gods. Macro meanwhile prepares the guard
for action at the senate house. The imege on the altar only stirs
and turns away, "Fortune averts her facel" (V. 186). Sejanus in a rage
overturns all. Jonson pursues the irony to the very end. Sejanus,
at last in doubt begins to court those whom he had scorned, "Fortune,
I see thy worst.® (V. 236). Thoughts of death ocour to him but only
in a larger context of self-satisfaction. Unsble to believe that
fortune would carry him so far without assuring him victory, yet
Sejanus, should he fall even then, can count his triumphs as “"great
enough”. "All Rome hath been my alave.” (V. 256). Sejanus defeated
can hardly make up for the havoc he had created. News of a proposed
preferment momentarily restores Sejanus' confidence. Again he twrns
upon his followers who are quick to note that he is motivated emtirely
by self interest. "Aye, he is wise, will make him friends/Of such who
never love but for their ends.” (V. 429-30) The Sejanus mystique
for political reasons has rapidly thimmed.

Sejanus is finally destroyed by Tiberius' even more cunning use
of rhetoric and sheer politic enigma with the ald of Maoro's practical
shrewineas. Sejanus turns a gullible fool when Macro explsins the

senate's irregular convening as ths cocasion to maks him a txribune,
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A soene of flattery and fawning ensues as Sejanus makes his way to the
Senate-house. Tiberius' shifty letter is read out; Justioce is put
aside. The senators, discoufited by the Emperor's veoillation, are
eager to catch the latest trends in order to stay in favor. Sejanus'’
fate rides on rhetorical figures until Tiberius' bent is clear. Then
Sejsmua' own followers vie with one another to be the first to call
for punishment: "Taks him hence/Hence! To ths dungeon with him! He
deserves it." (V. 688+89). The rest is a flurry of mob viciousness
end cruelty. The play builds on a thematic if not a drematic crescendo.
Sejanus is passed down through the ranks of society, not quite e
scapegoat, not quite a victim to be pitied, till he is shredded,
carried all over the city and buried, "Each little dust covers a little
part.” (V. 831). But the weight of the argument turns upon an
indictment of the mobs and fixes, tableau~like, the chsos Sejamus
brought to Rome and the chaos Rome brought upon herself, in the end
unpurged and further threatened by Macro and the reorganization of a
new band of anbitious opportunists (V. 750-53).
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Chapter Two
Se janus as an Interpretation of Tacitus

and the Issues of Imperial <ome

0ld ethics confrontedby new conditions gave rise to a political
and moral crisis in first century “ome. The history of the period was
half tragic by definition. Tacitus' views on the JSenate and the
emperors were composite ones. Underlying his history was a welter of
o inion, of e;perience. of public statements and private beliefs which
call for commentary. <Yhere is no point in atteupting to summarize the
contents of the Annals, but it is necessary to attenpt a description of
its themes for the light they cast upon Jonson's play. Tacitus was,
without question, more than a chronologer. The Annals testify to the
incisive, analytic mind of the author. He was a moralist and a
dramatist as well as an historian and the various crateria 'which
directed his writing convert a factual account into a complex
statement on man the political being. Tacitus wrote with seeming
objectivity, yet with powerful convictions. The accomplishment of
such a fest Jonson undoubtedly admired. It is my contention that Jonson
was not so dull a rexder as to gather from Tacitus the facts of
Sejanus' fall without pausing to understand his thematic intentions.
Moreover, where T:citus is complex, obscure, contradictory, obvious,
Jonson worked, in a scholarly way, to restate and interpret what
he found. As a result Sejanus is not only a play based upon the
Annals but an interpretation of it.

Tacitus was also astylist of some accomplishment. Limited by the
annalistic structure, he yet managed to arrange and present his materials
with a remarkable degree of dramatic power, suggesting moral, satir\c;\

and tragic attitudes. Many of the problems of style confronting Jonson ‘\
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in turaing history to drama, were met by Tacitus before him. Jonson's
sense of the tragedy appropriate to political history could, likewise,
have been derived from the Annals. Tacitus' influence is, then, two-
fold. This chapter will be concerned with *oman politics, the
contradictiona in the constitution and all that foliowed by way of
tyranny and corruption as Tacitus developed them in his writings.

sut it will also be concerned with Tacitus' concept of historiography,
his style and methods to the extent that they iliumin.te Jonson's

attitude toward history and his treatment of it in drama.

Rome in the first century was a political paradox. The
office of emperor was a fact, but the traditions of the republic
lingered. The government, optimistically referred to as the
"dyarchy', was the product of a slow development based, not on
constitutional provisions and the co-operative planning of the heads
of state, but rather upon a kind of unnatural balance which resulted
from dynastic feuds and the subjugation of the Roman Senate. At the
base of it all was the constitutional question; which were the powers
delegated to the ruler, which to the Senate, and which to the people?
The irony is that the Xoman historians hardly ever dealt with the
situation in these terms. Tacitus discussed the constitutional
variables set forth by rolybiue and Cicero on one occasion only, and
then only to explain why that line of inquiry was futile.1 His
reluctance to discuss politics formally has veen accounted for in a
number of ways. It may have been fear or even a lack of interest.

"We have here one of those arcana imperii, of which Tacitus speaks,
2
”

which it seemed dangerous to divulge.
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The government, as it existed, tolerated little criticism. vUescriptions
seemed too .ike prescriptions. Because the government was not what it
claimed to be, to deascribe it in its own professed ter: s could only
suggest reform. Yet Tacitus is the most political of all the :toman
historians. His arrangement of materials indicates a thorough
understanding of politicai systems, their strengths and weaknesses.
Tacitus, in merely relating events as he does, raises major
constitutional issues.

It was fAugustus' intention to convince the aristocracy that their
old powers were still in force, that monarchy and oligarchy were
reconcilable concepts of government. It was a form of deception which
could not prevail, though Tiberius laboured throughout the first years
of his reign to delegate his powers in show, so long as he might exercise
them in fact.

Donald R. Dudley summarizes succintly that '"The one object of
Tiberius was completely to disguise his feelings, the one fear of the
senate, to show any sign of understanding him."3 Goverrment had come
to a game of double dissembling where the men on both sides sometimes
recognized discrepancies but were more often inclined, for security’s
sake, to accept =t face value the words of the other. Tacitus' anatomy
of Roman affairs is very much zn exposure of the hyprocrisy upon which
government relations were based.

The legacy of rule Tiberius received from nugustus was virtually
an impossible one. vissimulation and rhetoric were employed in the
extreme to perpetuate the myths of constitutional monarchy. 1In the
end he was compelled to silence the opposition by force. Every new
ruler flattered the Senate in order to establish himself in power and
the Senate was often gullible emough to hope for the best. But
virtually every reign after iugustus' ended in terror. The fact was

that the Senate had no real power. Their meetings were empty forms.
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They were resentful, nostalgic, yet half reconcilev to the new
government which, after ali, had the merit of jpossessing real power.
"In reality indeed it was the prince who was master, the sole master;
who in a more or less direct, rore or less circuitous manner, -ccording
as he was more or less sudacious, more or less timid, invariably did
whateverhe wished."h That was the prim.ry fact of first century Koman
politics. Political science Lecame an inquiry into the moods and
personalities of princes, history a study in biography, the standard
of measurement, the old soman virt.es.

The ruler was the representative of the office; he made it what

it was. In The Histories (Bk. VIII, xxxviii), Tacitus spoke of events

falling out as they did because of the "worthlessness of the emperors".
History must turn its attention to the methods and practices of the
rulers. "Similarly, now that Rome has virtually been transiormed into
an autocracy, the investigation and record of these details concerning
the autocrat may prove useful." (Amnals, IV, 32; Grant, p. 173).
In this way Tacitus was mindful of systems. The political point of
view was always there. '"He had a perfect acquaintance with his
country's political history; he has studied thé spheres of the various
magestries: he relates their origin and vicissitudes, and everywhere he
mingles with general ideas accurate data, which show that he has
handled public affairs and is not ignorant of the.r working."5 With
the maze of individual reflections on men and manners there is a
cumulative view of the state. FPolitical iscues =re linked with human
causes. This technique is an essential aspect of the Tacitean style.
The ~omans soxetimes made references to a via medie which offered
order without enslavement and freedom without chaos, :ut its uses were
mostly rhetorical. Ildeally, the Senate¢ had its own delegated powers

while Caesar operated with absolute power in his own sphere. '"Rome
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had the advantage both ways: Republic and Monarchy, ecach in its
beneficial aSpect."6 The people were represented in the Senate;

the Senate in turn conferred powers upon the “mperor. According to
theory, Roman emperors in the firast c-ntury A.D. ruled by the consent

7 between
(There is, of course, a great difference authority

of the people.
contracted from the people and rule by the peopie. Democracy was out
of the question.) But there was no power structure which could maintain
these ideal relationships. The emperors had emerged from the contest
with the upper hand; there w s little to prevent benevolent despots
from becoming tyrants. The office of emperor, as an office, was secure.
Oniy the most deasperate reformers could attempt to undermine this outcome
of the civil wars. But the man in office was ever subject to criticism,
primarily because his nowers were so undetined.8

Tacitus set for himself the task of finding out precisely where the
new political order went wrong: The decline of the Senate was a central
consideration. DBecause it was weak, becsuse the memory of the Republic
was dwindling, because too, Augustus' reign had been a long, peaceful
and unprovoking one, and because many members of the Senate were paid
off in booty and preferment to keep silent, that body lost all of its
political infiuence, settling for a «ind ,f lumpish security which
eventually resulted in a state of servility. The Senate became the
proverbial rubber-stamp whose main function was flattery. Tiberius
delighted in refusing the favours they were prompted to bestow only to
have them forced upon him as his '"duty'" by his flatteres. How this
condition came about is a recurrent question, whether by the Lmperor's
corrupt activities or by the Senate's own fear and cowardice, whether
by the loss of the old “oman virtues or the quirks of ambition which
allowed Sejanus to rise in such a fashion that causal explanations are

strained to their limits. Tacitus explores them all.
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Tacitus begins his Annals with a summary of the reign of ..ugustus.
He does not sup:ort the conventional belief in the Pax nKomana and
glowing prosperity. Augustus was a shrewd and powerful politician.
He bought off the army and the mobs with gifts and cheap food. Peace
he kept as a protlise bccause he was afraid to attempt further expansion.9
He swore to observe the traditional senatorisl freedoms anu to rule
under the law. He was unopposed because men were either too weak or
too willing to accept bribes and distinctions. From the very beginning
there was a large class of men willing to accept power from the fFrince
because he claimed to be offering it. #ach acceptance strengthened the
"right" of the monarchy. :reedoms disappeared in consequence. Tiberius'
reign first marked the evident change, but the patterns of corruption
were already well founded (Annals, I, 9-10; Grant, pp. 38-40).

Government came to be less a matter of open dialogue and more one
of diplomacy and manipulation. Augustus <new how to keer the senate
contented. Tiberius did not, primarily because the prestige of the
Senate had sunk too patently for some of the more diligent members to
ignore. The new security under the emperors began to lose its apoeal.
As resentment grew, Tiberius turned his bureaucrats against the
dissatisfied. The more Tiberius offered to restore powers to the
Senate, the more their pride caused them to resist accepting as a gift
what had been taken from them by force.

While Tiberius tyrannized over the Senate, he was resuired to hire
a set of retainers to protect himself against all plots, both real and
alleged. There was no shortage of recruits for the job. A class of
“"new men" was eager to break into the power circle and willing to
perform anything that was necessary. Gradually they toox over the

offices of the nobilites; favor was guined by pressing treason charges

against the enemies of the crown. '"The new men had not known liberty;

they advanced through conformity with the imperial system; native
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energy might not hold out against the blandishments of success or the

routine habits of a bureaucratic syatem."1o

The theme of the novus
homo is overywbcreyin Tacitus, but it is a complex one. He was, himself,
from the same class. i+he difference was a matter of integrity, of
entering the sheepfold by the appointed door.

The year which saw the turning point in liberius' career was
2: A.D. Tacigus makes special note of the fact, interecated as he was
i. the signal events of the decline of <oman liberty. In this year,
Tiverius changed his tactics from diplomacy to a purging of the
opposition. Jejanus was the chief agent. <Ilhere was nothing ambiguous
about the outcome. He was planted upon the old senatorial faction like
& slow-working fungus. A perlod of trials and suicides followed. A
general pattern was established which took on epic proportions. The
old noman aristocracy was in the throes of death. &mperors feared
rebellion while good men were reduced to a debilitcting fear of their
princes. Tacitus builds toward a thewe which has its origin: in
Sejanus' rise to power and the fears which drove Tiberius to employ
him.

There were grounds for Tiberius' apprehensions. He had caused
ther himself. Fiso, directed by Tiberius' malignant envy, had
successfully poisoned the paragon of virtue of that age. #hile he
was alive, Germanicua had been a restraining influence over the
emperor. Once gone, however, Tiberius was not free from his
influence. "Agrippina's actions suggest the deliverute intentions
of attracting to herself a body of supporters who would exact

1 It was an easy step to convince

‘wngeance' for Germanicus."
Tiberius that it was an active and seething faction. Sejanus was
commissioned to root it out slowly but effectively and to use his

skille in covering all traces of foul play. It was a model situation

for a dramatist, for in this one sequence of events the gajor themes
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of the age were involved, the malignancy of princes, the controversy
over the succeassion, faction and rebellion, the deciine of Senatorial
powers, the behzviour of the Stoicc, the cruel use of the lex ms jestatis,
the corruptibility of the class of ambitious upstarts, dynastic wars

and the victimization of the innoccent while the greedy rose to power.

To describe these matters is not only to provide a background study to
Jonson's piay but to exp:ain in their original context the issues which
Jonson advanced in his political history in much the same way that

Tacitus treated them in the Annals.
II

In order to account for the allegiances in Tacitus to contradictory
forms of government it is perhaps useful to digress into an account of
his life. Tacitus experienced similar conditions to those he described
in the Amnais. In fact, he saw the neuar completion of that decline which
began with Tiberius. He was 14 or 15 when the struggle for power took
piace in 59 A.D. ie was born under liero ani must have known of the
guffering certain members of his family endured.12 He rose to office
and distinction under Vespasian and he knew moments of respite from
tyranny under Nerva. But the most productive years of his life as an
active statesman were under Jomitian whose reign closed in terror while
the Senate, of which Tacitus was a member, sat by offering ostensible
approval to the death sentences passed upon their friends.13 Boissier
conjectures that Tacitus, upon his return to <ome in $3 A.D., was in
great danger, and that he made every effort to be forgotten politically
in order to survive the regime.1q In the Agricola, Tacitus stated that
he had experienced the "extremes of slavery'", and that ~“omitian's

constant scrutiny of men's behav.iour made sen fearful and then cruel
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because they dared never disp. ay weakness or incriminating sympathy with
the oppressed.15 Domitian may well have been the model for Tacitus'
anatomy of the tyrant in Tiberius. Vomitian patterned himself on the
former Emperor, read Tiierius' journal as = guide to rulership,
imitated his tactics of dissimulation, his use of clients and the
treuson laws. He craved flattery. worse, was the fact that 'the
Emperor was very dubious whether any one was ueceived by their
falsehoods, and he felt the need of terrorizing people to prevent them
from speaking."16 +he moral collapse experienced in te final years of
Tiberius' and Nero's reigns reached a kind of climax. ~omitian
required no specific causes for prosecution. rhilosophers were
banished on principle, books were burned in quantities, espionage was
rampant, in fact nearly every facet of the urcane life was obliterated
acd the Senate was forced to be a partner in these crimes. wvomitian's
rule was popular and peaceful, the mobs placeted by this elimination

of the troublesome intelligentsia. fepublican ideals went underground.
Tacitus' regard for the old standaris and his hatred of “omitian's
regime could have been responsible for his own inconsistencies on the
principles of government. He could see clearly that republicanism

had no political force, yet he was Jeeply committed to it as a moral
tradition. Tacitus recognized in his own case the impasse _recached
between political and moral criteria. iis standards ofjudq&ent did not
fit the present facts; it was possible to condemn, but the necessity for

a rulership pasel on realpolitik remained. There is reeson to believe

17

that Tacitus also supported these hated emperors.
It is Jdifficult to know huch of the man Tacitus with certainty.

The impression, in general, is that he was a3 moderate conservative,
a '"'new man" whose rhetorical tr.ining qualified him for service inthe
government. His worsi integrity and sense of fair-play cqused hia to

identify with the senatorial class which looxed back to the days of the
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Republic for its models and inapirations. He has a heav; streax of
pessimism which is part of an intellectusl frame of reference. ihere
is no evidence that he was personslly a gloomy man. He appears to
believe that Rome was past her prime and that a course of uvgeneracy
had begun which couli be neither averted nor slowed down. The emperors
had given a superficial strength to the stute, but the nature of
government was destructive of the moral fiber. Nevertheleass, service
to the astute was yet the highest calling anu T.citus recognized the
need for good men to serve quietly under bad emperors out of dedication
to the commonweal. Like Pliny, Trcitus conducted himself w»ith a xind
of scholarly reserve (see Appendix B). lor all his passionate hatred
of tyranny, one senses that he was a very level-headed politician and
meticulous historiaa.

Tacitus was trained in legal methods; he was an orator. He
believed in republican iiberties yet was forced by tyrannous
circumstunces to tezporize. He was a foe to imperalism, yet publicly
supported and even believed in the necessity for such a form of
government. He believed in senatorial powers though he was forced to
admit the existence of senatorial corruption. He wa;iclnas elitist,
hated all forms of violence, was a devotee of literature, a s<eptic in
philosophy, dubious of all transcendental causes, held out no special
hopes or cures for the empire. "hen men wit~ such predispositions turn
to the writing of history there will foliow a unigue combination of
practical pescimism, nostalgic ideals, personal invective, individuality,
@ desire for survival under a:verse circumstances, a certain amount of
rhetorical cunning, an objective yet pointed view of history. Tacitus'

history deals with the men who shape affuiras; he scrutinizes their public
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demeanors, exposes their rhetorical tricks, their legal duplicity by
simply describing what was. Tacitus is not heavy-handedly bitter
about the social and politicul chunges. His style is not caustic.
There are "strokes of sarcasm, fine ironies, charming subtleties of
expression, stories so much the uore piquant for their reiuctance to
seem 80, in which the malice is only revealed by a passing word and lets
itself be divined thoug! unscen."18 Where men are evil, even straight-
forward descriptions will look like satire.
It 15 to be expected that such historians will deal with the

issues of government which have held sway over their lives and aroused
their deepest fears. Partisanahnip in such casesis inevitable. They
will make use of the forces of langu:ge and art in presenting those
views. There wil. be the emotions of both the moralist and the
politican in evidence. Thcre is then the guestion of Tacitus'
reliability as an historian. Tacituas has been accused of bias, not

in his treatment of facts but in the narrownes: of their selection.
Tacitus is baffling on this point. He states: "I shall write without
indignation or partisanship: in my case the cuato%? incentives to these
are lacking." (Annals, I, 1; Grant, p. 32). Tacitus has "proclaimed
the desire to study history scientifically, to follow the inouiry into
causes and their effects, as a study valuablie for its own sake."19
But at the same time Tacitus states that it is his intention to offer
moral judgement. "It seems to me a historian's foremost dut, to ensure
that merit is recorded.Jand to confront evil deeds and words with the
fear of posterity's denunciations." (Annels, III, 65; Grant, p. 150).
The times under study contained tragic implications because evil had
contaminated tne ruling classes and caused great perversions of justice.
The preaiding importance of this fact rads a more congenial treatment

inapt. Tacitus does not impose freux or invsiid conceptions upon

history. otudy of the period and a (cmparison of the Annals with
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other accounts testify to the reliability of Tacitus as an historian.
In defense of Tacitus Syme contends that "history was like that. The
events colour, infect, and dominate the historian."20
Nevertheless, Tacitus' judgement is always at work and we come to
know what his standards are. History without such a moral intelligencse
present is of little use otherwise. The experiences of Tacitus' 1ife
have been set forward as grounds for his prejudices. They may be set
forward equally aa incentives for honesty, not only in reporting facts,
but in reporting the huma»n implications of these everts. UBessie Walker
saii of Tacitus what might also be said of Jonson, that his work is a
"reinterpret:tion of the past, coloured and animatea by a great artist's
experience of the present."z1 The enphasis is on artist and the interplay
between past and present. Tacitus is always mindful of the usefulness
of history. Wwithout a sound knowledge of the past, men blunder. It is
from such studies "that most men learn to distinguish right and wrong,
advantage and disadvantage. Few can tell them apart instinctively."
(Annals, IV. 33; Grant, p. 173). 1t is not a contradiction for ~yme
to argue that '"exile or setback czn be the making of an historian.
Even the enhancement of a grievance will help."22 History may be a
form of consolation, or of retaliation. Troubles make a man Keen if
they do not destroy him. They add to his qualifications - perspective;
even if a xind of pessiﬁism is also present. It was this «ind of
experience which at least forced Tacitus to spurn grozs flattery, to
reject propaganda, brought hin to express faults, and to differentiate
men according to ethical standar:s which stand open to scrutiny.
Tacitus repeatedly intercepted all attempts to lapse into false
security. "v)» you think that Nero was the last tyrant? That same
velief was held by those who survived Ti. erius and Gaius; yet meantime

Nero arose more implacabie and more cruel.'" The Senate was weakor than
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it was even after Nero's reign when that Emperor's retciners and clien
were apprehended and punished. There was little hope for justice even

after a rulerfell. "The fairest day after a bad emperor is the first.

A streak of pessimism 1s not the proof of a mind grovelling only after
treachery and corruption, rooting out the putrid aspects of political
life; rather it is the spirit, arrived at through experience, which
prevents the artist from being a dupe to corrupt practices and
hyproerisy. Tacitus' pessimism arises often in the discussions of
his critics. It is one of the customary groundis for disqualifying him
as8 an objective historian. Yet Boissier claims that "Tacitus owed to
it one of his greatest qualities, that geen insight which prevented
his allowing himself to be impressed by appearances, and showed things
as they were."2

Tacitus was nostalgic for better times, loathed servility,
intrigue, dissimulation, yet did not ignore them because they were
unattractive to him. Rather he reduced them to\order through the
power of history. There is no romance, no escape, no wish-fulfillment

in the world he presented. There is a certain commendable courage in

ts

ned

refusing to lie about or whitewash the ominous or to succumb to patriotic

fervor. It is the task of the historian to bring an artist's sense of
theme to the raw materials of history in order to elucidate its moral,
political and social significance. Tacitus was, perhaps, motivated by
an inability to keep silent on subjects which cried out for a hearing,
but he also estublished the criteria of a responsible historiography.
The Annals are a remarxable composite of these two intellectual

activities.

I11

For Tocitus there is no sense in which historical writing is a

substitute for politics. For the Romans, histor; was an extension of
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politics. It was the exercising of a precious liberty. Political
morality may be set forth in the examples of those men who gave
commendable service to the state, men such as Marcus Lepidus who was a
tactul defenier of the Senate. 1t had been impossible to write in
such a manner for over a hundred years preceding the death of Yomitian.
Tacitus endured until that time. According to R. H. Martin, "the
Augustan Principate brought a swift end to historical talent. Truth
was an immediate casualty, at first through indifference, soon because
of flattery or batred."25 Tacitus intended to illustrate the manner of
proper histor,; by avoiding both servility amd hatred. Such history

was rare. Tacitus' work was the fiest in a century. Even under Nerva,
Hadrian, Trajan it was not possible to touch upon events close to the
present. Thus, by dealing with the reigns of Tiberius and Nero, by
examining the transactions of government closely under the cloak of
history, he could revegl the dan,ers which accrued to autocracy by its
very nature. Jonson understood this relationship between the

historian and a corrupt political state. He had Sejanus describe
Cordus' activities in just such terus: the man forced to write of
present policy and tricks of state under the disguise of writing of the
past. Cordus wrote of republican heroes and the old liberty (II.
303-12).

He was a prototypical humanist. His concern with the past was
largely a matter of instructing prince: in the pitfalls of rule. The
historian's self defense was in aking overt denials of any such
intents. Tyranny necessitated the uses of history (and subsezuently
of drama) es a counter-rhetoric, s last disguised voice in times of
dwindling freedoms. To the extent that Sejanus is intended to serve
e similar function for its own times, Cordus' defense of history

increases in importance. i{distory is one of the only reliable mesans
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for defending freedoms under adverse political regises. Jonson is
undouvtedly mindful of the relationship between the artis§, the rhetoric
of art and the political society at large. Cordus' defense is to that
extent a defensc of Jonson's own play. Cordus never denic¢d that history
bhad contemporary implications. He merely argued that a ruler pronounces
his own guilt in silencing the writer (III. 43%6-41), History does not
create rcbellions; it merely records them (I1I. 449-55). The historian
feigns innocence while the record does its work. Nevertheless, Cordus,
like Lepidus, played upon iiberius' desire to be the nicture of the
perfect monarch. lie used his crsft to xzonstrate the relutions between
past rulers and their critics (II1. 414<40). e never workel directly,
but always through the medium of his art. Ie avoided the passions of
Silius. He then effectively turned all of Tiberius' arguments back
upon him, worked upon the letter of +icerius' statements and =o used
law, psychology &n. rhetoric of a respectabie kind (for his cause was
liberty) to ward off his prosecutors (III. 408-10). He was a scholar
who, like Tacitus and Jonson, extended his criticism through art and
tenrperei his ways to fit the times. The dramatist -historian became the
new social critic. w~ilius was a hero existing in a non-heroic age; he
was aliowed to choose his own means of death but that was ali. Cordus
defied fate both through his writing of histcry and his defense of it,
adjusting meanwhile to an age of absolutism. vordus was a kind of
syokesman for the new historiographicai methods wore nearly suffient
for a perdiod of power politics.

tiistory with uch aims was no retreat from politics; it was one
of the only means o. preserving frecdow of speech and opinion (See
Appendix C). Lven in the Xepublic during Vicero's tix., oratory was
under a certain amount of pre¢ssure. ~rhere one form of oratory was

suppressed, another had tu take itc place. liistory was ovnc of the
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possible replacements. Cicero conceded this point: "and as History,
which Lears witness to the passing of the ages, sheds light upon
reality, gives life to recollection and guidance to hnuman existence

and brings tidings of ancient days, whose voice, but the orator's,

can entrust her to 1mmortality?"26 Cicero showed a high regard for
history. J{here was a close connection between the developmeut of
constitutiona. governizent and the uses of history. 1t was a discipline
amenable to the Roman mind - far more so than philoso.hy. <The Romans
were a practical people. Tacitus was a political thinker, yet 'none
better proved thar he that the Roman constitution was no product of
poiitical metaphysics, springing at a single fiight from the conceptions
of a sage, like that of severai Greek cities, but that it was the work
of time and of men; that it slowly and spontaneously assumed its form

by the strife of antagonistic forces, which, unable to destroy one
another, came to mutua. terms; and that history consequently is
indispensable to understand when ahd how the diverse elements of which
the constitution was composed entered into the whole¢ and the plan they
filled therein."27 iiistory tells what the constitution is by accounting
for its origins. 4iikewise, by tracing tiic process of its making in
human terms, nistory accounts for the c.ntradictions. Lyranny is not
only the product of systems but of men who define and abuse the

systems. Out of the accidents of unhappy compromises in ~omeé came the
circumstances under which men of certain nobie ideals suffered in the
cazuse of redressing imbalances of powers in that government which yet
sought to remain stable and uncriticised. icre is a new responsibility
for the historian. He is not only the guardian of records sni past
reputations, he is physician to constitutional liberties. <(he statement

is introduced here to explsin I citus' concept of the purposes of
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history. But it will be my intention in a later chapter, to review

Se janus igmiight of constitutional\;rin€§ples, the point being that in
so far as Jonson employs the drama as a méans of explaining, in causal
terms, the origins and effects of ;gnstitutfcnal forces he shares with

Tacitus a similar philosophy of hi~toriography.

IV
Sallust was, perhaps, the most influential historian upon Tacitus.
dis themes were the corruption of the\nobility and the dangers of the\ \

novus homo. .ie preferred virtus based - on achievement rather than birth.
\

R, H., Martin claims, however, that his ghgmes were not fully developed,
that the politics of a revolutionary age s&vetimes baffled his genius.
his characters were too easily labelled acc&rding to préﬁet patterns;
he was unable to bring full dramatic concentration to his material.28
Causal structuring is not so evident in Sallust as it is in Tacitus.
Sallust did not perfect the synthesis between literary measures and
political themes.

lLivy was even less astute at pointing toward the present through
the past. He was virtually unwilling to look &t the present; history
became, partial.y, an escape. Folitical intrigue and policy were not
a part of his analytic scope. He believed in heroes and the majestic.
The ideal “oman character created all too rigid and oversimplified a
view of virtues and vices.29 LiLivy was not able to move from morality
and heroism to the assessment of political intrigue and contemporar;\

government. The historian who is both a moraiist and a student of

realpolitik must continally deal with this dichotomy of vslues. livy

was too consistently nostalgic. Tacitus has a unique strength because

he is not.
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Tacitus' historical style bears the same relationship to its
predecessors as Sejanus does to earlier historical plays. dere, this
statement must stand as a kind of thesis with the proofs to follow.

The drama concerned with the warrior hero, strong moral viases, a
contest divided clearly between forces of rood and evil is redolent of
Livy's kind of historical purposes. But in e janus, Jonsoen is
analytical even of the most bisarre political practices. <Jejanus is
related to the development of the political drama in the same way that
Tacitus was to the Roman historiographical tradition. In fact, it

was Tacitus' methods, rediscovered'in the sixteenth century, which gave
rise to this revolutionary reconceptualization of historical writing
employed by Jonson. At the ceunter @f the Tacitean approach was a moral
conflict over degrees of loyalty un&;b«corrupt circumstances. It was

a dilemma rooted in a constitutional problem which lacitus, describing

it historically, established A8 a crisis relevant to all constitutional

-

/and semi-constitutional forms’of g&ﬁcrnﬁent. It was the insolubi.ity

/ 2
of the problem which influenced the mood, style and contents of his

writings. -Historical writing maturé‘d to keep up with the conditions \
N
in an advanced state, characterized by askepticism, tempered by an awarly

aeég/bfgfhe need to support the co?monugal.
(//f( Senatorial his%ory was a long_écco;nt of fuctional struggles.
(ihese/étruggles doomed the republiq as therﬁnglish barons doomed
thgir own cause in the fifteenth é;ntury. ihus, where one man

sfllezed control, history turned tougzrutinize that man whose duty was
to preserve peace between the warring partics. 1If he was successful
there was usually a price. ‘1atter£ or hatreu was almost inevitable.
Historians generally developed one attitude or the other. A position

between was almost impossible to achigve. It meant logical

contradictions, since loyulty to that which was basically imperfact

N\
\
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wag logically awkward. Yet in Roman politics, it was the only
reasonable position. Such an historian must indict both the angry

and the servile, perpetuate reither treasons nor tyranny. The delicate
balance upon which the constitution was based had to be reflected in
the balance which responsible history maintained.

History shoula no longer be designated to sing the glories and
triumphs of great men. It is too perilously close to flattery.
Tacitus knew that adulation was the vice of the Flavian historians.
Despotism was the greater danger, its exposure, the historian's
responsibility. It was not a light and divertinyg business. Tacitus
warned his readers of so much. +#ithout such history the people would
remain enslaved by the political skills practised against them beyond

their comprehension. ©Not even the Acta Senatus could be trusted. LEven

here eulogies and reports of false conspiracies were trumped up to
please emperors. There was also elojuence - suspect because it was
used to mié&ape information. &~loquence, if it could not advance the
truth, had to be replaced by the truth. Decadence in style was part
of the fault; Tacitus labored toward a new style characterized by
accuracy and point. Fkolitical intimidations led to curruption of
st_le. Tacitus' history became a reaction against both.

Style governs the validity of the message. If there is bitte}ness
it must arise from the implications of the events liiterally related.

[ %2
There are times when high serious” and even horror may be created through

30

objectivity in situations where the facts are autotel ic. History,
falsified or true with a vengeance, loses the cogency and authority
gained by the moderate style. '"Tacitus set himself, over many years,
to perfecting the style most suitable for historical narrative."31
He returned to the carlier historians for truth of language,

verisimi.itude, rhetoric of the forum as opposed to rhetoric of the



- 48 -

manuals. His greatest preference wus for Sallust. For honesty and
manliness of language the rejublican historians were useful sources.
“or the same reasons uintilian looked to that period for a rejuvenation

32

of style. The constitution was no basis for argument. It was too

vague, unspecified and controversial. 4Arguments from the old Roman
virtues and the tradition were reasonably subjective. Lkthics become,
in such times, almost a personal matter. If the style reveals too

much scorn, hidden grudges are suspected. Too much praise indicates
covert partialities. wsven application to the gods or appeals to
metaphysics are rhetorical devices. ‘hen political circumstances are
under close scrutiny, the possibilities of style are narrowed considerably.
The foundation of Tacitus' style was half determined by the nature of

the subject he had chosen to treat. It required accuracy and an appeal

to reason both directly and by the logic of the events themselves;

gravitas was the prevailing quality. Other tempers compromise the
authority of the politié?historian. ihere i8 a principle of composition
involved which, because Jonson treated the same materials, affected the
disposition of the parts within the play and Jonson's own st;le as a
tragedian. <he issues involved were of a highly important, serious

nature. In order to offer them cogently, Jon on had to seex a form and
style which would avoid anger and torpor, flattery and libei, which would
be direct, accurate, i rave. In explaining the causes for the Tacitean

style, a rationale is served which accrues perfectly to Jonson.

It has been disproven that Tacitus relied upon one single s.urce

L.

\
for his innals (Nissen's law). The proof is in the references which !

(RN

have been traced to a variety of older materials. DBoiscier thinks that
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Tacitus was no copier of one worx because the Romans were readers and
compilers by nature, thorough, systematic collectors of information.33
Nor was history a matter of adding form and eloiuence to a collection

of facts. It was a matter of weighing and of discovering the suppressed.
"l realize that many writers omit numerous trisls and condemnations,
bored by repetitions or afraid that catalogues they themselves have
found over-long and dismal may equally depress their readers. But
numerous unrecorded lncidents, which have come to my attention, ought to
be known." (Annals, VI. 7; Gbant, p. 203). This is one of the

salient fe:stures of the Tacitean style, demanded by the nature of

events themselves. Yet such repetitive lists are never a matter of

mere statement only. A host of trials concerned with politicgl crimes
raises questions, characterizes a political periou, demonstrates the
legitimacy of legal practices out of which a whole milieu of problems

and considerations may arise. Sheer repetitiveness, factually
incontestable,s{ii!l has a sure rhetorical power. This is one example

of the style adjusted to the content, determined by and determining the
flowx of events.

Cicero is concerned because the systems of rhetoric contain no

rules of st;le for history. He comes to the subject in De Oratore.

Cicero believes that the orator has a marked responsibility; to the
writing of history. Before all comes history's first law. 1Is it not
"that an suthor must not dare to tell anything but the truth? And its
second that he must make bold to tell the whole truth? That there
must be no suggestion of partiality anywhere .n his writings? Nor of

n34

malice? This groundwork of course is familiar to every one; After
this, however, come cunsiderations of structure .and diction. Oratory
and history need not be contradictions in terms so long as it is

recognized that history demands a special kind of oratory. There
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must be chronological arrangement and the causal explanations of each
major event must be shown. Moreover, there should be some intimation
of those plans and actions which the writer approves. To account for
what was said and done, descriptions of the manners and circumstances
of these actions should be added. For all consequences, contributory
causes, whether from accident, discretion or fool-hardiness, should be
:=.mppli.ec1.}5 sketches of the lives of outstanding and dignified
characters are in order. The language of history, according to Cicero,
should be easy, flowing, neither rough nor stinging. In these few
sentences he provides a guide which arranges for both truth and the
presence of reasonable interpretation. The skills of the orator are
adaptable according to the aims of history. I[he historian must not
merely cite his facts, he must est:blish them and provide them with the
ring of authority. The rhetoric of the rostrum and of history differ

36

in these ways but they pertain to the same discipline. Style must
be accommodated to the relating of fact with powers of interpretation
which do not obscure events. w~tyle must not force facts into new
formulations, contort their implicit implications, twist them into
the logic of some prescribed syntactical pattern or some dominating
metaphor.

Walker assesses the influences of rhetoric in Tacitus' history
in some detail. The skills of the orator are clearly in evidence: the
sequentially organized passages, the calculated delays and the climactic
arrangements of epidodes. The dramatist and rhetorican are both at
work in the creation of the tria. scenes. ihere is a constant quality

37

of persuasiveness in his history. Tacitus knows how to display pathos
and horror; oratorial devices are present to express his intent. DBut
there is no reason to doubt his sincerity. His finest effects are thi

expression of human suffering, desolation after calamity, atmospheres of
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secrecy and fear, indignant protestations of fraud. <Juch were his
tines, such must be his themes. Tacitus is replete with metaphors but
they are local, centered on verbs which often carry implications of
strength, explosion, strain, assilglt, violence. The broader metaphors
of political order, ships of stas, beehives, analogies with the human
body are absent. History is the work of an orator, but it has laws

of its own. To come to terms with history as a special kind of oratory

is a way of considefing what Tacitus understood the historians' calling

to be. Oratory aids in the establishment of fact. It is also the
means of establishing the tragic connotations of events. #rom history

comes genre through the mediator of the historian's rhetoric.

V1

Tacitus is concerned with power and its uses. Power is the
factor which moves states and factions. It is the statesman's challenge
to gain, hold and control it. Jiiberius was one of the first great
masters of policy, a foundation figure in the study of political power.
Leaders of secular states in the Renaissance were instructed largely
by his example. They attempted to replace fortune and accident with
a science of politics. The medievals believed it was inevitable that
unnatural rulers would fall. The Italian skeptics were not so certain,
or that it was even desirable. Frolicy is the art which enables princes
to maintain control over all lesser factions in the realm. But power
also leads to corruption while the evil and illegal may also imitate
its devices.

There is a choice and selection of materials which stamps the
world of Tacitus' histories with a quality distinctly Tacitean. His

primary subject is the political iife¢ of the capital, but there are
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many sub-themes which assert themselves by dint of the repetitions of
incidents and character descriptions required to complete the record:
the long list of trials, of informers, petty clients, the incessant
political bargaining and covert dealing. The impression is of a
whispering city where ambition motivates everyone, where words ncver
mean what they seem, where the management of power is the first law of
political life, where the cunning play for high stakes and the weak
perish. It is a distinct atmosphere yet it is history and created with
the integrity of history. It is not only the subject matter but this
sense of the political life of Rome which, I would contend, Jonson
desired to recreate in the play. The only proof is the care with

which Jonson constructed his Roman Kulturbild and the similarity of

effect it has upon the reader. Jonson had to find the pattern of drama
required to provide the impression of a world of political intrigue,
spying, deceptive rhetoric, covert ploys for power, and he desired to
recreate such a world historically so that it could not be mistaicen for
a theatrical extravaganza. Here is an es-ential aspect of the influence
the Roman had upon Jonson.

More congenial spirits have resisted the idea that men can be so
patently calculating; it is related to the problem of credibility which
Se janus ralses. Tacitus predicted the criticis.. It was his duty to
find the hidden political motivations which accounted for historical
fact. Ultimately he was pressed to see hypocrisy as the only
explanation for almost every political deed. Tacitus' acsessment of
the men in government offices may seem boring, but it has its uses.
This is the real world of politics. Heinew that readers had their
favourite topics, 'geographical description, the changing fortune of

a battle, the glorious dath of a commander." (Annals, IV, 33; Grant,
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Pe 173), but they are not germane to modern political history. "My
thenes on the other hand concern crul orders, unremitting accusations,
treacherous friendships, innocent men ruined - & conspicuously
monotonous glut of downfallis and their monotonous causes.”" (innals IV,
33; Grant, p. 173). iiis themes are indeed more distasteful, less
diverting, but the more necessary for expiaining the nature of the
political life. History is otherwise, an escape into adventure,
exciting changes of fortune, travelogue, dramatic scenes laden with
emotional intensity. Polybius is instructive on this point. “For
since there are two objects, improvement and pleasure, which those who
wish to study any subject either by the use of their ears or of their
eyes, should keep before ther, and since this is especially true of the
study of history, a too generous treatment of sensational events
contributes to neither. Yor not only do abnormal reversals of fortune
arouse no emulation, but no one has any permanent pleasure in seeing

or reading of things which are contary to nature and contrary to the

n38

general sentiment of mankind. It may well be true that people ake
arused by abnormal reversals of fortune for a few pleasureful moments
because they are contrary to n:ture and prove possible that which was
thought to be impossible, but they cannot be a continuing source of
pleasure or instruction. This could be virtually a credo for both
Tacitus and Jonson, the former willing to dwell on the monotonous but
all important politics of the Senate, the latter to eschew stage
gimmicks and theatrical extravaganzas in order to make a play which
would be politically useful to men.

Tacitus emphasizes the sense of sameness in the events he
narrated and the perpetual treachery and evil which he saw in all

aspects of politics. It could not be told otherwise. Tacitus' history

could barely escape the appearance of bitter satire. His assessment of
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motives was warranted by the facts, yet the implications of that record
are 80 open and clear that no reader can reasonably ignore them.
Tacitus was a moralist as well as an artist. Undoubtedly his
judgement was set in motion by a set of values he considered the
eternal verities of right human conduct. He employed the techniques
of the artist in clarifying his apprehensions. Tacitus knew how to
employ irony, not the witty asides or verbal quips of the satirist, but
the irony in political circumstances and groupings of characters which
thrust themes into view. lie knew how to stagger scenes, hold back
information and release it at critical moments. He could develop
sudden conflicts, build climactic sequences intensifying the sense of
evil or the ominous. “%alker claims that Tacitus was a "master of all
the devices which had been used in Greex tragedy, so far as these can
be used in the medium of prose - the dramatic monologue, swift
development of a conflict, the heightening of tension towards the end
of an ‘*act', sudden surprise and reversals of fortune, hints of
foreboding by supernatural and other means."39 Tacitus used dramatic
irony through juxtaposing events and characters. He created full
portraits of his characters before they entered, analyzing motive
forces and temperament. He worked as an artist to achieve the kind
of order which emphasized through repetition, shocked by delay, illuminated
by irony, &nd fixed the particular as pertaining to the general modes

of human behaviour.
VvII

My intention in setting out the career and writings of the Roman
historian is to establish the salient features of the Tacitean phenomenon
which relate to Jonson's Sejanus. The question of direct influence is

not an essential one. Jonson could have learned a great deal from
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Tacitus on how to solve the proble:s of writing political history.

It is equally valid to argue that in having chosen to crcate a
political history based on Tacitus' materials, Jonson was forced to
find answers to the problems of thews and style involved in setting
that material out in a dramatic form and that many of Jonson's
solutions are like Tacitus' own. I do not think, as A. H. Bullen
does, that Tocitus' genius and power deprive Jonson of all
originality and independence. It is as much in the nature of the

sub ject itself that the story must be told so, as it is a matter of
copying Tacitus' ruthless account of political barbarism. For Bullen
it is really a matter of credibility. The "hideousness" of T.citus'
subject is too overpowering for an ~lizabethan dramatist to deve10p.ko
But if there is truth in Tacitus then his views rediscovered by Jonson
are equally capable of revealing truth.

That the Tacifean world picture may not be superimposed upon the
Elizabethan one is another ﬁroblem. Jonson's indictment of treachery
may be an overastatement for his age if a kind of direct "application"
is uryed. This 48 not necescurily Jonson's intention. Principles
and patterns are more important, the constant principles of power and
its abuses which pertain to all political socleties. Jonson's play,
summarized, indicates how consistently he deals with political matters
primarily in their public aspects. If the play is faulted for boredom,
the fact that Jonson, too, was required to build his impression of the
political world out of repeated instances of spying, deceptive speech-
making, treason trials, the ploys of political ambition, a society
without respite from treachery and duplicity as described in the first
chapter, must be taken into consideration. “his is only one instance
revealing that the principles of organization and selection employed

by Tacitus are lixe those Jonson found necessary to duplicate the

political 1ife of Home in his play.
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Jonson's concept of history will be greatly enlarged upon in a
subsesuent chapter, but the Tacitean historiography and the loman
gsense of the purpose of history already set out can be useful in
explaining Jonson's attitude-: toward the materials of the play. Iliistory
mu:st be carefully controlled es_pecially when it is concerned with
such matters as monarchy, rebeliion and treason if it is to avoid
flattery or assault. lherefore truth, above sall, must be the major
preoccupation of the historian, both to fact and argument. Cicero
made that tne first law of history. iistory had proper methods which
separated it from chronicling on one sideland harangue on the other.
Yet the historian is an interpreter, his version of events ever in
judgement of, and judged by the facts. The historian's conceptualization
of his materials is the basis for his understancing of the order and
principles which inform them. History is invariably an act of
judgement, a judgement which is essential if man is to «xnow anything
of cause and context. Inherent in this statement and general approach
is that the play, even its literary aspects, is to be assessed in the
terms of history.

“ejanus is a play full of oratory based upon those literary
gkills which represent Jonson's understanding of the rhetoric
appropriate to history. There is a gravity in Tacitus which Jonson
imitates in Sejanus, a specification which he referred to in "To the
Readers" as 'gravity and height of elocution" (lines 16-17). The style
appropriate to the serious political historian belongs also toc the
tragedian. There is the risk of tfying the patience of an audience
with incessant high seriousness but the :ovement of events in the
play is dictated by the accretion of sober historical events set forth

through accuracy of iritation, and rhetorical verisimilitude. Such
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history, as history, must break from the old categories of laudatory
biography, moral portrait, the detailed annalistic account and records
of mili@%ky exploit. In such a way, from Tacitean history, Jonson
makes his way toward a reformation of the English historical tragedy.
There is a particular kind of political gravity in such a speech
as Tiberius' clarification of the proceedings ageinst Silius in the
Senate. Varro, the consul, brought charges against S5ilius, who in
turn tried the court on a metter of law to see if a fair trial was
intended. Since Varro was both prosecutor and one of the judges the
proceedings were illegzl. Tiberius served as the final adjudicator on
legal matters, a dubious principle in itself. His reply, mundane in
appearance, is yet a model of t he semi-oblique verbiage of not quite
straightforward legal practices.
It hath been usual
And is a right that custom hath allowed
The magistrate, to call forth private men,
And to appoint their day; which privilege
We may not in the consul see infringed,
By whose deep watches and indu<trious care
It is so labored, as the commonwealth
Receive no loss by any oblique course. (III. 201-8)
Tiberius never speaks in his own person. The commonwealth or the law
or even the '"privilege" of the consul are various extended frames of
reference. Through self-depersonalization Tiberius gains an authority
to pronounce which Silius can scarcely counteract. His reply, "Caesar,
thy fraud is worse than violence," (III. 209) lacks that authority,
that gravity of additional reference. Tiberius does no more than state
a principle of law established by custom which wa: binding under the
present circumstances, followed by = three line afterthought - namely
that Varro was a loyal guardian of the commonweal, a man not given to
corrupt practices. Tiberius displays no more authority than he should
as ultimate referee, yet we know it is fraud, that his defense of Varro

A}

is proof that 5ilius is foredoomed. The syntactical connection
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“"which priviledge" makes a sudden sure link between pr.nciple and
practice that entertains no qualifications or alternatives. Aas
character after character appears, each one identifying with some
greater cause upon which his politic rhetoric is based, the play seeks
its own natural level of gravity. It is not a tragic style constructed
out of a language of literary grandeur. Jonson imitates throughout,
the language of political negotiation, the language of Roman politicians
in daily affairs as recorded by Tacitus.

Gravity is also communicated by the seriousness of the issues
involv;d. In Tacitean manner, Jonson finds opportunities to rehearse
the names of Yejanus' victims with an effect which parallels Tacitus'
"monotonous glut of downfalls'", his long lists of political treacheries
and their causes. Tiberius and Sejanus discuss them, one at a time, in
formulating their plan of attack (II.'285-305). Agrippina counts the
victims over as evidence that the G . rmanican cause is totally leost
(IV. 18-24). But Jonson's finest invention is Sejanus' own vaunting,
incredulous that the fates could abandon him before his project was
completes.

I, that did help
To fell the lofty cedar of the world,
Germanicus; that at one stroke cut down
Drusus, that upright elm; withered his vine;
Laid Silius and Sabinus, two strong oaks,
Flat on the earth; besides those other shrubs,
Cordus, and vosia, Claudia iulchra,
Furnius, and Gallus, which I have grubbed up;
And since, have set my axe so strong and deep
Into the root of spreading Agrippine;
lopped off and scattered her proud branches - Nero,
Drusus, and Caius too, although replanted - (V. 241-52).

The extended metaphor may have come a little too recadily to Jonson;
it is uncharacteristic for the play. But it carries iejanus through

the long list of victims, establishing by analogy the relative
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importance of each. Jonson manages, even here, to re-emphasize the
irony since in the descriptions of the trees he imparts a sense of
their moral quelities: "lofty" Germanicus, "upright'" Drusus, '"strong"
S5ilius and Sabinus. (In designing the verse Jonson causes the names
to stand out at the beginnings and ends of lines.) Tacitus'
relentless compiliny of atrocities Jonson introduces into the play.

In act four (323-44) he racec< through the final actions taken against
the Germanicans. The speed has its effect. Laco apnears, hastening
Nero to prison. He announces that Drusus is already a prisoner in

the palace and Agrippina confined to Pandataria. '"Confined? Imprisoned?
Banished?/Most tripartite! The cause, sir?/(lLaco.) Treason."

(IV. 341-42). Jonson continues to build his tragic style in the
manner in which Tacitus achieved dramatic and thematic effects in the
Annals. Gravity is inherent in the unmixed, undiluted presentation of
political affairs.

Through design, there is an establishing of issues which raises
history from fact to a form of "statement" and thus a form of thought.
The rise and fall of Sejanus is not only a complete action, but it is
a sufficient action through which the variables of the professional
pbliti%}n may be expoaed to critical view. Plotting and pacing, the
choice of episodes for dramatization, depends not only upon the
necessity of concluding an event, but upon completing a political essay
as well. Jonson seldox duplicates; the argument as well as the action
is ever advancing. The play moves from ambition and greed (Sejanus'
flatterers), to moral decadence (the Senate), to lust (lLivia), and
policy (Tiberius), yet subtly, always juxtaposing private nature with
political conditions and idealogical flaws, dramatizing the rhetoric
by which men are deceived, ramipulated or informed. On man the

political being, the argument is almost comprehensive. The trials of
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81lius and Cordus appecar in the third act. They seem t> be events
related only obliquely to the main story of Tiberius and Sejanus.

Yet they are accorded the prominence of a climactic moment in the
play. In these scenes tyranny, principled republicanism and moral
indignation come into direct confrontation with one another. The
manipulation of the law, the bloody use of rhetoric, the sc¢rvility of
the Senate, the place of history in the preservation of political
freedoms - these are the themes; none could be more central. The
third act is the heart of the "argument'" in Jejanus.

In Sejanus characters are both portrayed and revexled. Yiberius
is a man yet a study in policy; Sejanus is an individual and a study
in ambition and cunning. (The whole problem of characterization which
both writers had to settle as historians will be treated later.)
Sejanus is a kind of animated portrait. He is no great man but
rather a manager, directed by ambiion, contained by policy. He is
neither cliched nor chilling, neither impassioned nor impulsive untii
the very end. He simply works, businesslike, as a politiq%n works,
according to his own dark ends. le commands among the servile and
waits modestly in the court of the great, self-confident but secretive.
He knows how to taxe advantage of opportunity. 1t is the play's
implicit suggestion that Sejanus is an ordinary man with extra-
ordinary ambitions, perverse because in his ordi nariness he lacks all
human empathy. He is neither a caricature nor & psychological study,
neither a villain nor a psychopath, but rather a political portrait
in a play about political relationships.

Sejanus manages love in the same calculated way as he manages
politics. For him the techniques, with variations, all come to the

same thing, Love, itself, is a ploy; "Venus hath the smallest share
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in it." (I. 374). The arrangement scene between “ejanus and Livia's
physician Eudemus, provides Jonson with an opportunity to luxuri.te

in the language of medicine and cosmeticsa, '"opiates, juleps, apozems,/
Magistral syrups," (I. 359-60). Familiar satiric themes momentarily
sappear — cosmetics and quackery — but it is Jonson's intention to

show the connections between personal vanity and the more far-reaching
corruptions of state. A new conquest for .divia is simultaneously a
means whereby the ambitious may advance themselves. The point is

hardly lessened by the fact that it is rivia who ultimately is the cauae
of 2ejanus' downfall, indirectly, in that his request to marry her gives
the futal turn to Tiberius' suspicions of him. The simultaneous
preparation of :ivia's cosmetics and a poison for her husband in Act

II is a perfect Jonsoniun situation. The juxtaposing of the two

creates an unmistakable irony. Cosmetics bear the sare relationship

to Feminine beauty as false rhetoric does to the world of palitics.
Sejanus, in his relutions with livia, his flatterers and followers,

with Tiberius, reveals the extent of his ambitions. What he is as a

man suggests the themes central to the play.

Among the "subjects' which emerge in »e_ janus are the study of
power, the influence of the new man, the idea of constitution, political
jargon, the treason laws, the nature of monarchy, fame, stoicism,
political ambition, the fall of Rome. Bach one can be tetraced to

The Annals. Sejanus is a study in absolute power and thus the danger

of tyranny, as well as a study in the fortunes of the political critic
and the fate of the suppressed pelitical opposition. This dual purpose,
this divided councern is essential to an understanding of the structure
of the play. iioreover, it is a play to be read, not as de Luna has

suggested, against the background of the nssex rebellion or any other
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contemporary event, but in light of the Tudor constitution.u1

VI1I

Sometiing more must be said about the’Tacitean nostalgia which
appears in the play in the form of a ritual memory of past heroes.
such nostalgia is a concept easily mi:zteken, a fact which makes it seem
the more to Jonson's credit as an historian that he got it right in
terms of its relative importance to the other political and moral
impulses of his characters. Under Domitian, Tacitus became the foe of
the imperial system which had weakened the 8enate; as the influence of
that organization dwindled, the nostalgic memories of past periods
of senatorial history began to fix themselves ir the minds of the old
senatorial class, to be in turn zdopted by the newer ciass of young

h2

politicians who resented the tyrannous rowers of the monarch.

The idealization of the past became almost poetic, an "ideée fixe

which presented the era of the republic as an age of sound and
disinterested government by a dignified, honest and able senate. That
the picture was largely a figment of the imagination made it no less
potent, and there was undeniable reality in the prirnce;s whd could
throttle all but the most rash of the senators for fifteen years."u}
This issue pervades the Annals and keeps alive the theme of political
decay. The Senate was the victim of an inperial usurpation of power.
{iberius strengthened his power while that body of government
counsellors was humiliated and silenced. Ihe grievances of the
oppressed were uttered in the form of a memory of better times. It
was an activity which was both a form of historical writing and a
form of moral lament. Decline from an age of heroes became settled

in the Roman mind, an idea related to stoic resistance and withdrawal.
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Jonson judges the relative importance of this nostalgia and
incorporates it proportionately into the play. Arruntius proclaims
that men have changed, have become more base. Mora. decadence goes
before political corruption. Sabinus and ilius join in to recite
the names of the truly great XKoman heroes: Germanicus, Cato, Brutus,
Julius Caesar. The overtones of this conversat.on (I. 86-159), are
multiple but they do not include sentimentality. If promotion of the
national stability and commonweal is the greatest good, then a
reverential memory of those forebears whose virtues and intelligence
made Rome a great power, is a form of religion, of patriotism, moral
indoctrination, personal inspiration as well as a form of moral censure.
The record of Brutus' life may inspire men, "'Tis we are base,/Poor,
and degenerate from th'exalted strain/Of our great fathers." (I. 87-89),
and stand as a condemnation of tyranny (I. 93-96).

Cordus engages in this moral nostalgia as an historian. Satrius
accuses him of biting the present age by writing of past leaders as
Kome's last heroes (III. 379-92). Cordus pleads the right of the
historian: "Posterity pays every man his honor'" (III. 456). Brutus
and Cassius remembered, poses a threat only to men who fear a fate
similar to Julius Caesar's. The predominant portrait in
the play is Germanicus'. He was the paraogon of old :oman virtues.

In his life account the rise of Tiberian tyranny is summarized. Jonson
divided Tacitus' opinions of him among the several characters in the
play vying to praise him as he deserved (I. 136-53). Germanicus'
popularity among the Romans was a testimony to the qality of his life.
He showed the traits desirable in a ruler. He was not only a skil ful
general but a just administrator in peauce, loved by his subjects. He

had dignity without arrogance, kindness and modesty. Germanicus was a
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family man (Annals II. 71; Grant, p. 113). For his near perfection he
might well expect to arouse Tiberius' jealousy. Alive he was a slander
to Tiberius who also sought fame; once dead, Germanicus' loyal followers
continued to plague the Emperor by their devotion to his memory.
Germanicus was an embodiment of a style of political integrity.

He was a man most like to virtue, 'in all

And every action, nearer to the gods

Than men in nature, of a body' as fair

As was his mind, and no less reverend

In fsce than fame. He could so use his state,

Temp'ring his greatness with his gravity,

As it avoided all self-love in hinm,

And spite in others. (I. 124-31).

There is in the tone of the speech an enthusiasm fused with facts. A
rhetorical poise "temp'ring his greatness with his gravity," is the
result of a rehearsed nurturing. The portrait is received wisdom
characterized, the vehicle in a figure denoting an attitude of right
life style. From Tacitean nostalgia and Roman hero-worship Jonson
creatcs a sense of the moral tradition and supplies his play with a
framework of values both Roman and universal. The Germanican portrait
in the first act Jonson uses to establish a fixed moral vantage point
which inspires stoic endurance and judges the ensuing treacheries.

The idea of republicanism had come to mean little more than a
moral frame of reference, Syme says outright that "Republicanism was
moral, not political." To pledge one's allegiance to the republican
ideals did not indicate automatic hostility toward the Caesars.hu It
was, rather, a kind of "cult'" designed to preserve 0ld mores and
traditions; the iilea of the fepublic was without constitutional wvalue.
Yet it was easy for nostalgie republicans to be labelled and eliminated
as rebels. They became victims to the ambiguities of use to which the

old traditions could be placed. Sejanus labored to make their

observations appear like the doctrines of an active civil war (II. 369-72).
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It was more than the potential political values of republicanism
which arsused Tiberius' ire, the real Roman religion was in the
idealization of its heroes. ivery man who rose to highest political
distinction also sought a josition among the pods. Religion itself,
ironically, became a cause for ambition. The attainment of ttue
power and rcspect meusnt immortality. oe¢janus had statues erected in
his honor all over the city. It was the Senate which was the essential
canonizing body. They, st one time, had sole power to propose and
approve the swarding of honors. Thus, for the guardians of Kome's
religious heritage, it became a mat.er of principle that religious
dignity be accorded only to those who had qualities of magnanimity,
courage, honesty, prudence, jusatice. The senators attewpted to impede
the desecration of religious standards by the addition of unworthy
names to the roll of Roman heroes. The Senate betrayed itself and its
heritage when it flattered corrupt politicians. Thus, Tiberius both
hated yet courted the Senate.

Jonson translates one of Tiberius' speeches from the Annals
(IV. 37-38; Grant pp. 175-176) into the play (I. 439-502), in which
he refused to allow more temples to be built in his honor than Augustus.
Ruther he desired, as be claimed, only to be remesbered in men's hearts
for the good deeds he had done. His reward for virtue would be a
peaceful life and a good reputation after d-ath. Tacitus comments
that some thouzht him "modest" others '"uneasy" and that still others
attributed it to his "degeneracy'". There is a heavy suggestion of
ulterior motives in this display of self-effacement. :iberius was
really a beggar for fame. Everything else rulers want they "receive
instantly". "One thing only needs to be untiringly worked for - a

feir nsme for the future." (Annals, IV. 38; Grant, p. 176). The
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substance of this reflection upon Tiberius by Tacitus Jonson adds to
Tiberius' own speech thereby making the statement a masterpiece of
duplicity. It is a veritable solicitation for religious reverence.
When a man has all power, there is little else to seek. This separates
kings from lower men,

The rest of grestness princes may command,

And thererore ne;lect. Only a long,

A lasting, high, and happy memory

They should, without being satisfied, pursue.

Contempt of fume begets contempt of virtue. (I. 498-503)
It is Tiberius' nature, as a rhetorician, to recach the dregs of
hypocrisy when he reaches the height of sentcnce. A good reputation
remained beyond his grasp. His jealousy and his quest for immortality
made him angry and resentful. Tiberius was not altogether a !Machiavel
without personal cause. Thesc were his reasons for crushing those
whose lives were a slander to his reputation, especially those who
lived in memory of Germanicus. The policies Machiavelli would have
ndmired in the service of state were simultaneocusly turned against
those who frustrated his spiritual cuest. He chose a raft of clients
in choosing one who would teach the words of praice dueAanvemperor to
others by example and who would eradicate, as individual delators
bearing all the risks and odium, Tiberius' own personal enemies.
Jonson penetrated and dramatized this relationshir between private
will and political events. The irony, intimated in Tacitus, is further
heightened in the play as dupes and stooges chout out their flatteries:

Rare!

Satrius. Most divine!

Se janus. The oracles erc ccased,
That only Caecar, with their tongue, wight speak.

Arruntius. lLet me be gone; most felt and open thisl
(I. 502-505)
Those who refused to flatter were in danger of prosecution (V. 463).

Arruntiue was one of the few who dared to refusc< Tiberius the



obeisance he expected.

In contrast to Tiberius there emerges a kind of Tucitean hero,
that sort of man who for his integrity and con. cience Jonson could
also admire, a key to certain of his characterizations in the play.
"Tacitus clearly prefers the line followed by Gaius Cassius, a man
to be reckoned with as a good jurist and as the descendent of the

Tyrannicide. In him lives the severitas of the old Republic - for he

was a strict disciplinarian in the field, harsh to slaves and freedmen,
overbearing to the allies. against this he was unwilling to join in
flattery to the kmperor, loyal to his family traditions, and prepared
if need be to die for his beliefs."45 Here is one type of Tacitean
hero. There wereothers who managed to live out their lives with
quletness in the service of the government. Such was Agricola,
Tacitus' father-in-law. This man was commendable for his moderation.
He was a man of sensible proportions seeking a mean between political
protest and apathy. He served without ostentation, careful to avoid
wrath or jealousy, willing to live as necessity compelled, thankful
for good princes, willing to endure the bad. A passage from the
Annals will serve to illustrate that the age of heroism was over, but
that worthy courses were still marginally possible.
"I find that this Marcus lepidus played a wise and noble part
in events. He often palliated the brutalities caused by other
pe&;c's sycophancy. And he had a sense of proportion - for he
enjoyed unbroken infiuence and favour with Tiberius. This
compels one to doubt whether, like other things, the friendships
and enmities of rulers depend on destiny and the lucx of msn's
birth. Instead, may not our personalities play some part,
enabling us to steer a way, safe from intrigues and hazards,
between perilous insubordination and degrading servility?"
(Annals IV. 20; Grant, 167).
Jonson follows this pattern as far as he is able. The old Republican

virtues fuse with his own sense of moral probity and the satirist's

comparisons are in evidence throughout. Tacitus, in such a figure as
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Lepidus, goes back on his own tragic theme suggesting a mid-ground
between enslavement and destruction. It is necessary for him as an
historian to present examples of men who had negotiated with emperors
and had given worthy service to the state. There is in this some
indication that Tucitus thought such a character as 5ilius too rash,
that he had thrown his life away precijpitiously on a bootless cause of
state. At this point Jonson departs from Tucitus, somewhat, in order
to place his own emphasis upon the tragic aspects of the material.

r‘he play presents a plot which is locked at every turn, a plot of
politicul entrapment. Jiepidus' middle way is given a hearing, but

that course does not uiscredit the course followed by Arruntius whose
spleen 1s gre.ter than his wil%bower to maintain silence. uis 18 a
noble "fault". Moreover, Jonson suppresses all record of lLepidus'
friendship to the émperor. As Barish says, "1f there is one thing
Jonson wilil not allow in Sejunus, it is friendship between a good man
like lepidus and a orutal, degenerate tyrant like Tiberius."h6 Jonson
raises his tragic piot out of the impossibility of reconciling personal
integrity with Tiberian tyranny, integrity as embodied in an Arruntius
whose anger, like Agrippina's, becomes his fate. There are active and
passive forms of resistance distinguished by [lacitus, forming part of the
argument of the Annals’which also pass into the play as part of a debate
over right courses in the political life. It is a Tacitean theme, I
think, uniquely developed by Jonson in &nglish drama, an issue corucial
to the play's tragic ofder as it is to the political issues,(to be
discussed in their respective contexts}:quietism vs. 8toicism and the
tragedy of the political victim. <for their importance té$h¢ debate
Arruntius, vilius, Sabinus znd Lepi.us must be more individually

considered than as members of a mere chorus. <Their mode of commentary
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upon the action is an essential part of that action; they are as
important as Sejanus or Tiberius.

The essential point is that Jonson, in following the procedures
of the political historian, also discovers a new related dramtic style.
The rhetoric of Tacitus' Romans becomes the foundation of Jonson's
gravity. Tacitus' grouping and compounding of similar events is
paralleled by Jonson in his relentless portrayal of crimes, trials,
duplicity in order to gain the same effects. Tacitean themes emerge
simultaneously, all of a political-moral nature: the uses and abuses of
power and the means for survival under oppression. Jonson employs the
objectivity of drama (as history) from which the narrator is removed
even while organizing the materials in interpretative sequences in a
way similar to Tucitus' own factmal yet thematic approach. Jonson,
recognizing the issues contained in events themselves, organizes in
order to clarify. He sees how waste arises from the clashes between
political values — imperial and republican - in a particular context.
He records the compound responses of men who are both loyal yet critics.
He follows Tacitus in presenting the variety of citizen-heroes who have
studied both how to serve yet preserve integrity— the debate between
active and passive stoicism. Jonson traces to their sources those
aspects of the conflict which arise in the privuate will, in political
necessity and in the constitutional structure itself. The "hero" and
the victims are equally portrayed, the former as predator, the latter
as conmentators and part.ciovants reflecting various life styles. Jonson
f.nds in the Tacitean portraits of past lieaders a basis for his own
moral order in the play. In such ways as these Tacitus' themes anu
techniques reappear in ~ejanus.

Equally significant is the fact that <oman constitutional

cunatradictions are e.ployed in the cr-ation of Jonson's tragic plot.



It is in this aresa that Jonson's play, as a political statement,
broadens the scope of the drama. The tragic and the satiric arise
simultaneously, the implications of issues suggesting rore pervasive

principles extending into larger political actions redolent of the epic.
IX

fhe subject of Tacitean history is tyranny rather than treason.
In first-centur; HRome, virtually every act of the emperors was
criticised, inciuding the acts of the zore benign rulers. "There is
no doubt then, th:t, towards the end, in the aristocractic world of
Xome, the habit was inveterate of reviling the government of the prince,
whoever he might be and whatever he might do." Already established
is the frnct that republiicanism was a nostalgic myth. It took on
heroic qualities only from a cicudy dietance; it was '"a picua usage
among the Romans, a duty aimost, to glorify the good old times, and
that the Emperor: themselves did not fail to do so, thougih assurediy
they had not the Qlightest intention of returning to them."u7 The
office Qf emperor was a wistake; no ruler could resist its temptations,
so expansive were the rowtrs anu infiuences which composed it. Tacitus
knew this. "If iiberius, in spite of aii his experience, has been
transformed and deranged by absclute power, will Gaius do better?"
(Annals, VI. xlviii; Grant, p. 225). It was not chance which made
emperors corrupt; it was the very nature of the office. Men were
past alli possibility of control through training and moral instruction.
History reveals what the oiffice of emperor had done to the men who
held it. vudley claims, in support of this awareness, '"perhaps, also,
Tacitus had come to rcalize that the central problew of the first

century A.¥Y. was not so much the moral characters of individual
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48

emperors as the nature of the principate itself." But the idea of

the office of princeps had fixed itself in the minds of the Romans as
part of the constitutional structure. It was a necessary office and a
necessary evil. There wer: no safe nor constitutional grounds by

which it could be att:cxed or curbed. Should a bad emperor be toppled,
a new one would inevitably come to power in his place and perhaps a
worse. After Iiberius came Gaius. The anticipation of a young prince
trained by Macro was enough to make the old Arruntius, who had seen the
worst of Tiberius, despair of l1ife. He bled himself to death at the
very prospect of Gaius' ascent to power (Annals, VI. 47-48; Grant,

p. 225). The Senate could not possibly rule an empire in its old
cumbersome way. It had already falled, apallingly, to carry out this
task. There was no point in speaking of constitutional reform as there
was no point in hoping for a man who would not be corrupted by the office.
The power struggle had arrived at its natural and in. vitable conclusions.
Political theorizing could have little practical use. Tascitus does not
indicate that it is even a realistic proposal to struggle for the
preservation of thé dyarchy. One siie will assume the grester power and
enslave the other. This is the more basic law. For this reason,
Tacitus is inclined to present history in such a way that it implies a
moral censure of tyranny together with a sense of tragic resignation.

In such circumstances the satiric is joined with the gragic sense of
life. Dealing with similar circumstances, Jonson comes to a similar
complex mood.

There is little indication that Jonson beiieve. in the possibilities
of constitutional reform. There are constitutional concepts in the play
which deserve further consideration, but as a work of art the deadlock
of forces gives rise to the study of men under extreme yet probable and

exi ting political circumstances. Power and corruption are posited as
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the ineluctable facts. This makes the situvation tragic for good men,
but the moral indignation which arises from trose same men makes the
work a diatribe. The variables of ar  are drawn upon to mage these
human responses to the use and abusea of power clear and felt.

T"he eassence of the cogent tragic plot is inevitability. The
viewer must be convinced that the catastrophe must happen as it does,
that given the personalities and circunstances the resolutionm is pre-
determined. Politic:l ambition is one of the given factors. It needs
no explanation. Ihe senatorial party was a frct, a body seeking
political integrity in a state where the prince was driven to suppress
them out of fe.r and envy. The family of Agrippina had its rights as
an aristocratic family. These were the established parties; the rest
followed. Hrach political principle Jonson found in the source. There
is little that needed to be altered though Jonson, having perceived the
deadlocx, enhanced and clarified the factions and heighténed the irony
and frustration. These political principles became his plot. At the
end of the play there is no roatoration of order, no reconstruction.
Tiverius and his status gquo prevail. 4s history it could not be
otherwise. From an intellectual appreciation of this political logic
twin res;onses arise, a sense of ou'rage and a sense of waste. These
sre the historical origins of satiric-tmagedy, a phenomenon to be

discussed ss literay genre in the fourth chapter.

Tacitus is concerned not only with the individual parties and factions
which participated in or took advantage of this politicel and
constitutional chaos, but with the types of men who tenanted these

parties and why their characterietic inter sts led not only to
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specific cases of injustice, opportunism, duplicity, but to the
breakdown of the whole politicel fabric. This point is slso raised
because Jonson follows the typinérthe play, rindful of the typicality
of roles sn. their effect upon national histories. The first was the
kmperor as a faction, seeking personal ende in Lis uses of the law,
the second the clases of new men, the third the old aristucracy. These
postures Jonson, through his art, establishes :t the center of a
representative political state: the tyrannous ruler, the victim, the
client-delator and in the finsl act, the aobs.

"Domitien's dislike of the over-educeted, of which Tacitus speaks
s0 bitterly," was an issue which aprlied egqually to Tiberius! reign.49
Cordus, the historian, defended himself briliiasntly, but it did not
prevert the attemptel Jdestruction of his works. The attack upon the
intelligentsia, Rome's conscience, wae 2 meacsure of the degree of
corruption to which Rome had sunk. The Annals is a record of those
men who jeopardized their own safety in order to preserve the old
Roman heritage. NMNare after ncne appears and by the sheer bulk of cases,
Tscitus manages to creste the impression of an extensive, ruthless
and pointless purge. The oprression of the republicans forms a central
theratic action in the play. Given the logistics of the Roman government
under Tiberius, they were a helpless class. The original pattern ws
P-citus', one which Jonson sdapts to drama. ©Soth men understood
the phenomenon as tragic, but Jonson was concerne:d with conceptualizing
it also as tragedy. This attack up>n the vestigial rerublicans was not

only a "local" issue; it was part of the deteriorstion of the Yoman

civilization.
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Tacitus does not generalize on the novus homo theme. It may not

be 33id that this class of men alone was responcsible for the destruction
of the .c¢nate by thecir opportunism. Seneca, Thrasea Paetus snd

c.robulo, all "new men', w2re dignified scholsrs ans literary men who
became victima of Nero.So Tacitus, likewlse, was one of the first

generation politiciens of his period. A complete antithesis between

upstarts ana the ola aristocracy will not hold. Yet the novus homo

ciace was a significant phenomenon in Roman poiitical life. As they
entered the Senate, these men were either enticed into the service of
the prince by the lure of wealth and power or compelled to support the
senatorial cmuse apgaingt the threats of absolutism. It was difficult
to remain neutral. An illustration of the choice can be worked out.
almost in morality play terrs. Greed zand ambition, together with a
lack of tradition, a desperation to rise ani a willinrnezs tn be
unscrupulous, led many youny rmen into the parties of spies and
delators wao performed services in exchanpe for boaoty 2nd »ositions.
‘hey were an extremely dangerous class, for zach victory usually
signifiea the reduction of the membershir of the senatorisl party.
The absclute rule of the ennerors was simultaneously strengthened.
Yhe other‘alternative was to follow the str=ight and n2rrow way which
g:ve support to those who labored againast tyranny. A high r.gard
for the past was a prerequisite, a regnrd wuich could be derived oniy
through moral uprightness and the study of history.51 vome joined |
th.s established cauze and won Tacitus' praise. wven in the snnals
there¢ is evidence that a few yet possessed true virtue, thrift, and
the old fashiovned morality.52 \
That so many ''new men', generally, were alloweJ into the Senate

A

presented a great usnger to the impire bec:iuse they placed too little .
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importance in the conservative traditions. It was just such a class

of men which the prince could employ to his advantage im squelching the
aristocratic opposition, which resulted in the vicious poelitical cycle
already described. Therefore, this class and its corruptibility became
something of a theme in both Tacitus and Jonson. The latter, especi 1ly,
turns upon the opportunist mentality, exposing in detail the immorality
which is causally related to the decline of civil liberties. lie relates
the careers of upstart politicians— Sejanus, Macro and a host of

lesser politicos. Private greed is linked with the debilitation of

a state.

A pattern of decline becomes part of the total structure of the
Annals. The struggle taxes place between classes in the sume way that
it does between men. Jonson's play, in following the Annals, gives a
clear impression of ciasa struggle in the making. 1he noble families
were unsble to compete with the '"new men' clients who served themselves
in the name of the principate. Fear, suicide, a iove fur leisure
caused many of them to drop out of sight. Dudley rexarks that
“"guicide was the occupational hazard of the Roman aristocracy at that

time ...."5} Tacitus is aware of this crisis and concerned that they

Sh The crucial

did not subside into an almost voluntary extinction.
factor, as in the case of the new man coming to power, was the ability
to make firm moral choices. Thus, Tacitus had to turn upon the

senatoriel class for its corruption, decadence and self—indulgcnce.ss
There had been a standing inclination to develop the '"pose and cult
of leisure, inducing torpor — and torpor seemed often sufety in “ome
of the Caeaars."56

Senatorial derelyction of duty meant that criticism had to go in

both directions. bBoth tyranny and senatorial decadence are described.
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The Annala is by no means a struggle between good and evil foraes.
Ironically, even Tiberius was peeved by this unwillingness on the part
of the Senate to fight for survival as a political force. %o abject
was the senate that liberius waus known "leaving the court, to cry,

'Oh race of men./Prepared for servitude!' Which showed that he,/Who
lenst the public liberty could like,/As loathly brooked their flat
servility." (I 52-55).57 The weaknes: of the senatorial class forced
Jiberius to make more appointments from the cl.ss of new men, to pay
them huge bribes and struggle to keep their loyalties in order to run
the government. It was a slow but fatal wraxing and waning of powers.
The cycle of government was in progres:s, the rezult both of moral
decadence on one side and felonoué ambitions on the other. 1In Sejanus
Jonson does not fail to see both sides to the question; the satire there
also goes both ways. Arruntius be;ates the lcnate for moral laxity

(I. 86-104). They sit by silently and allow Silius to be driven to
suicide and listen helplessly as the order to burn Cordus' books is
given. Arruntius describes his own group as the "dull, noble
lookers-on,/ {who] Are only called to keep the marble warm.” (III. 16-17).
‘here were no safe courses left for them to folliow; "Our ignorance may,
perchance, help us be saved/From whips and furies." (III. 20-21).
Jonson, in following Tacitus in this dual-fronted attacxk avoids easy
moral polarities and preserves the larger sense of general decay.

By illustrating blocks of history Tacitus reveals the larger
political changes. He takes no class sides but censures alike the new
men, the aristocratic class and finally the emperorship itself whose
incumbents were the third party in this record of political decay. 1t
ie true that the old aristocracy produced the roral ideals, but they

had farled as & class to preserve them in their actiona. Acquiesceance
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became habit, a fusion of lethargy, cump;cency, cooperation and
opportunism. The aristocracy was at the mercy of the Lmperor at the
end of the civil war. They had to accept the victor and his form of
rule. Then, for many, the vest policy seemed to seekx posts .n the new

regime. That was the beginning of the end.

XI

Tacitus was concerned with establishing that point in Roman
history when the Principute took a turn for the worse. The tell-tale
signs were the iecline and collapse of the Roman aristocracy. It would
be an error to treat them separately. Tacitus' primary political thesis
is to illustrate how the emperors destroyed the old ordvr, yet how the
old order was half res;onsible for its own demise. If there is an epic
strain in the Annals it is of the incipient political dismantling of a
nation. He traces tendencies back Lo Augustus and deposits some of
the blame there. But [liberius' reign was the agonizing "moment"; it
lasted for twenty three years. At the end of that perioud the old
aristocracy had nearly disap;eared. "Of thouse descendants of liberty,

posteri libertatis, as he calis the::, the cruelty of the Caesars had

n58

spared but few. Yet Tocitus is even more specific. Book IV opens

\
with the statement that Tiberius was then beginning hia "ninth year of
national stability and domestic prosperity." To make his point the
author emphasizes the full flush of health. "But then suddenly Fortune.

turned disruptive. <[he emperor himself became tyrannical —~ or gave \

tyrarnical men power. The cuuse and beginning of the change lay with k\
Lucius Aelius Sejanus, commander of the Guard." (Annals IV, i; Grant, 157),
In choosing to dramatize the rise ani fall of this man, Jonson chooaeg

not only one of many dranati€ possibilities from among Tacitus'
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materials, but the one pivotal career which Tucitus understood to be
the initiator of those forces which led to Rome's final political decay
as he saw it a hundred years later. vSejanus' carcer illustrates the
epic theme which ,ives the Amnals their cohesive theuotic quality.s9

There is every indication that Jonson was equally cuncerned with
these Roman themes: .iberius ruled with Sejanus at his ear encouraging
his fears. <Tiberius then uecame cruei. ien grew to hute his tyranny
«nd their animosity increwused his anticipation of plots. The
ambitious were able tu risc, meanwhile, by cariying out tihe purge.
Nevertheless, "in Tibeirius' reign, although'the issue is a foregone
conclusion, there is some conflict between good and evil; there are
dranatic antagonists to Tiberius."6o It is the crucial time not only
for the few good wen but for a whole government and the cause of liilerty.
Latiaris states the cundition of the times:

bethinks the genius of the Roman race

Should not be so extinct, but that bright flame

Of livcerty might Le rev _ived again-—

sihich no good man but with his life should iose e

And we not sit likc speut and patient fools,

Still puffing in the dark at one poor coal,

Held on by hope, till the last spark is out. (IV, 142-148)
It is the epic of a Jying staie, the cease of iiberty, the failing of
the ioman genius but at this etage a sense of hope remains. Jonson
finds the theme in Tucitus anu recrectes it in the play. Jhe mood of
the work is remarkabie because it proviacs the 1llusion of a struggle
with fair odds where xore astute and uizo later observers could see
Just how irretrievable the situation was. In the epic scope is an
illustration of the cycles of power which contain their ends in the
initial phases. The rest is open-eyeu assessment of the process. it
is « point worth laboring because 80 many readers have cuncentrated on

the treatment of the work in terms of the hero rather than in terma of

the policital situation. In attempting to convey Tucitus' thenes,
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Jonson's play moves toward pelitical epic.

Ihere is, as part of the historical record, the emotional
involvement of the writer. But that concern, that sense of powerful
feeling, becomes evident not in express statements of lamentation.

It emerges gradually as Lhe sense of scope, of epic loss, unfolus.

From page to page both writers ,reserve a detachment, a sense of

irony, responsible because thcy are never absorbed in ~isery or
nostalgia. The style is business-like. Tacitus can offer in reflection:
"Or perhaps not on.iy the seasons but everything else, social history
included, moves in c¢ycles. ot, however, that earlier times were better
than ours in every way — our own epoch too has produced moral and
intellectual achievements for our descendants to copy. #nd such
honorable rivalry with the past is a fine thing." (Annals III. 55;
Grant, p. 146.) The writer remains outside his theme speaking of the
cycles of history causally. Yet there is a sense in Tacitus, as in
Jonson, that progress meant decline, that once s.t in motion the
results were inevitable, that any change meant so much more lost of
those times which once were golden. Ihere was the sense in which the
Btate itself was guilty, where all men were servile and all Catos were
gone, the awful awareness that history was running down. The essential
warning was that tyranny was slowly obliterating the old morality. It
is not an account of war and destruction but the end of freedom and

the old class structure during times of peace. Sejanus played the
villain's part in hastening the death of & dying class. They h..d
already lost their legitimate role in the actual governing process.
They sought only to preserve the show of older dignities an. honours.
“"hen they could no longer be used as a political tool, the emperors
found even this activity to be annoyin; and potentislly dangerous. a

whole class was victimi.e. by the cl.anging milieu.
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XII

‘here arises from the efforte of both Jonson and Tacitus a sense
of reservation and paradox neceassitated by their roles as political
historians, by the nature of the state structure itself and as the
result of personal dispositions. These qualities enter into the basic
structures of their works, giving rise to critical discussions of both
authors. Jonson's apparent unwillingness to tuke sides politically,
his ostenaible tendency to waver between parties and principles has
been cited by Ornstein as a major fault. Yet Jonson's position in
relation to his work may be clarified by an account of Tacitus'
loyalties.

Tacitus approached his subject in a variety of contradictory
ways. Lhat was t'e fascinating quality of his work. He was never
only the angry satirist, the republican moralist or the tragedian of
the empire. He was also a political realist. Hle could never condome
corruption, yet he understood the logistics of power. Tacitus
recognized that expapding the empire meant despotism in the capital
and that liberty un er a repubiic meant abandoning the empire. That
was Rome's dilemma. There was something sinister about Home's imperial
power, but something also necessary. Tacitus was forced to conceue
that powerful monarchs were required to consolidate the country,
repress rebellion and maintain efficient guard against foreign invasion.
The times would not allow a less efficient, more libertarian rule.

But where there is resignation, there is little joy. Homan rule always
had two such sides and the recognition of this is a new mood for history
(and for Elizabethan drama). The mature political thinker could not
allow himself to be overwhe imed by moral indignation. [he idea.ist

and the realist were forced to make peuce with one snother to some
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reasonable extent. It was largely a matter of broadening definitions.
One could point to the values of Roman life, the culture, the security
under the emperors. <from the same circumstances it was pcssible for
such a s«eptic as Corneades to see that the much celebrated justice of
Rome was really only a matter of the will of the strongest. If Jonson
seems politically confused it is because he, too, saw tue rutionale for
supporting botn sides of the issue. ‘uch charucters as Arruntius
support both republican and imperial values. Tacitus' critics have
claimed that "as a thinker, he was an imposter - no philosophy, no
system in his head, but confusion and a jumble of half-baked ideas."61
But his inconsistencies are a credit to his mind. No single dogmas
circumscribe his worx. He respects the record of ambiguities.
Honald Syme states that "Tacitus' views on men and government are
ambiguous, necessarily so, for they reflect the historical situation."62
It is grounds for defining the same ambiguities which one finds in
Je janus, the strong loyalty to a government which yet must be
censured for its excesses. It is in the very nature of political man
that it is so. '"The love of.berty and the love of domination spring
from a single root, with good or evil ensuing."é} Tacitus was hostile
to the corruptions of the monarchy and invoked the old ideals as the
basis of his assault. e was not hostile to monarchy itself.6q "For
peace and stability, the rule of one man cannot be avoided."65 Lhe
danger was that with stability, the societ, atrophied and libertiles
slipped away. ®ecurity can be too dearly bought. These were the

circumstances under the new politics, and the historian's mind was

forced to vacillate betwecn the logistics of morality and of reslpolitik;

they posed to every thoughtful man living under that regime, a personal

crisis. Compromise meant servility which was a concept foreign to a
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true Homan. Une finds a record of those who chose the philosophy of
death as opposed to dishonor. <+he times ma.e either life or integrity
impossible.

At one more remove from the themes of the play already described,
there is the Jonson who also appreciates the political ambiguities of
Tacitus. The difficulty for Jonson is that ideological vacillation (if,
indeed, it is) endangers the unity of his work. Though the monarch
could be a tyrant because of his personal vices or becsuse of the
temptations of the power structure, yet the office is never attacked.
Jonson's .oral senators live out this paradox in every political statement.
Sabinus resists all manner of rebellion which Latliaris suggests by way
of temptation, though hi hatred for Tiberius' vices is extreme. '"No
ill should force the subject undertake/Against the sovereign, more than
hell should make/The gods do wrong. A good man should and must/Sit
rather down with loss than rise unjust." (IV. 163-166). Besilie Jonson
the satirist and moralist, ther. is the obedient subject, though it was
a more enlightened and cynical response than a nere oowing to Tudor anti-
rebellion propaganda. Yiven the times and the tasks of government, the
potential efficiency of momarchy cannot be superseded. ®“uch paradoxes
arise in the nature of the political life itself.

In Tacitus there is implied a continual struggle between moral
ideals and political expediency rejuired for the efficient manipulation
of power. Tacitus' reputation as an historian has been hotly discussed
for over 500 years and primarily upon this point. .ikewise, the
criticism of Jonson's play revolves essentially uround the question of
whether Sojanua is the statement of a politician or of a sorelist,
assuming as most critice have, that it cannot be coth. Ilhe reality
which appears to huve forced itself upon both writers, not without

regrets, was that survival under such political times as Rome knew
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in the first century entailed a separation between public conformist
statements and private beliefs.

Liizabethan &npgland may be too narrow a context in which to
consider Jonson's reading of history, but the period fror 1559 to
1648 was, for the whole of Europe, a period of religious wars (during
which Tucitus generally received much attention). It was a periou of
power politics, of the rise of religious states and of sbsolute
monarchs. Medieval ideals were giving way, throughout wurope, to
rule by expediency forreasons of state. "The influence of Tacitus
was reinforced by that of his admirer Machiavelli, who had himself
taken a long hard look at the conflicts that arise between morality
and reasons of state, and given precedence to the latter."66 There
were respectable men who advocated the necessity of an outward show
of loyalty and hidden inner beliefs. Tacitus, himself, practised a
kind of '"'quietism' during the last years of vomitian's reign. Lipsius
"argued that religion is the prince's business, because it affects the
state deeply, but there is no point in persecuting heretics who stay
quietly at home. Lkxternal conformity is enough for the prince to
expect. rfor the individual, external conformity is a emall price to
pay for avolding civil war. In private, Lipsius probably supported
republics; in public he aefended monarchy. He conformed to Catholicism,
Protestantism and Calvinism where his residence required it."67 The
iiea of the renaissance bumanist whose ideals could be generated into
actions was coming to an enli. Yet,outward conformity and inward
dissension was not a happy solution. For the Roman Stoics who could
not endure tie compromise, it meant a long, brave, but then povintless
process of self-elimination. Jonson's play is a dramatization of this
isgue which arises from the new conditions: the conflict between

morality and recasons of state.



¥ew reader: in the Renaissance recognized this centrul paradox
in Tacitus' work. They were inclined to use him as a stock moralist
oras a Hachiavellian.68 Aduptability and williingness to suscribe to
the new government no matter now great the loss .as Tacitus' view.
resignation gave rise tc resentunent, even moroseness, but there were
no alternatives. Jonsoun is, perhuaps, one of the f:w renaissance

commentators on Tacitus whose work reveals ti.is essenti~l paradox.
AIII

The Annals contain a history of political rhetoric in the
first century. 1t was not the s; eech making of a free society. New
ior.ss of duplicity were inverted by practit.oners of oratory who used
words to manipulate men against their wills and to achieve ulterior
motives. Jonson makes this one of the themes of his play; languuge
become:= action. He, like Tacitus, reconstructs those various kinds
of arguments by which men deal in politics. There are the speeches of
flatterers (III. 666-68), Tiberius' false tributes to the Lenate
(I. 439-53), the forensics of spies (IV. 127-130), the lying of false
witnesses (I1l. 179-89), and a sampling of self-justifications in terms
both calm and legal as well as impassioned and idezlistic (IIX. 407-60,
23-29). ‘lhere is the rutionalized logic of the temporizers (IV. 293-9%),
Macro's declaration of absolute opportunisr (III. 714-49), iiberius’
remarkable letter which Gonderns by innuenio and vacillation (V. 545-648).
Drama becomes the reasonable medium for illuminating those moments
of history in which rhetoric controls the fortunes of men.

Naturally there was a distrust of such oratory. A4n ability to
poé%ivc the true intent in men's words was commensurate with an ability

to survive in "modern’ political circumstances. Jonson supplies a
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battery of asides dc.igned to prevent the audience from missing the
significance of devious rhetorical device5.69 {i:erius iz a master
orator as he is in Tacitus' Annals. Jonson deronstrates at length

both in translated ani feigned speechec -iberius' ways of mani._ulatin,
the Senate by showering them with the jargon of gonstitutional power

and republicanis=. He ;lacated them repeatedly by offering, vervally,
powers which the .e¢nate was never able t> reclaim in practice. It was
unavoidabie that Tiberius shouli take into his service men %.0 were also
crafty orutors. '"The orator of talent, turning prosecutor to maxe a
career or win the f.vour of cuu-t and ministers, ueait in confiscation

n70 The abuse of

and exile, in juiicial murder or constraineu suicides.
eloquence for the sake of greed was a tactic of po.icy gone awr;. It
is Jonsoun's intenti,n to work iixe the historian in exposiny the
bloodyin; tongue of such as Afer, for it is part of the historian's
purpose to asses:ipolitical oratory, to expose its superlatives and
abatractiona, the fraui{, sentiments and posturings of politicians.

The exposure of rhetorical pr.ctices is expedited by tho care
with which Jonson transiates the T .citean speeches and the axill with
which the historical speech:s are zatcued and illustrate.i by the feigned
ones which Jonson devises for the play. 1t is the dramatist's tasx to
supply historical characters with speeches hccording to their historical
roles and dee.s. Jonson worxs bacnward from effect to cause; xnowle.ige
of motiv;s. of human ambitions and of the variables of rhetouric are
required. It is not merely a tas« of imitation but of study. As a
satirist Jonsuon 18 keen to reveal the differences between words as
they seem and the true intents of the speaxers. Llhe most complex
practices are em.loyed by -~ejanus and .icerius upon one another. This
rhetoric is the equivalent of the jargon of Jonson's confidence game

sharksters and marxetplace knaves, thouyh Ve janus .ealis with crimes of

the greatest magnitude. The pluy is veritably a catelog of deceptive
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rhetoric and duplicity. (This theme will also oe enlarged upon in

a later chapter).

XIV

The prosecution of alleged truitors "was an opportunity for the
unscrupulous orztor, promising rich rewards for what T-citus called ‘'a

dangerous and bloody form of eloquonce.'"?1

Se janus turned this into

& business, -ttracting men to the tra.e with promises of wealth.
Delators and informers became one of the wore sinister aspects of Roman
life. There are legal explanations. KRome did not have a public prosecutor.
This function had to be carried out by individual citizens. It had a
double attraction for the ambitious., There were¢ spoils and the favor

of the Emperor, because those accused were frequently men pointed out

0y the ruler as enemies. 'Under Tiberius Caesar there was such a common
and aimost universal frenzy for vringing charges of tresson, that it
took a heavier toll of the lives of voman citizens than any Civil War;
it seized upon the talk of drunksrds, the frank words of jesters;
nothing was safe— anything served as an excuse to shed biocod, and there
was no need to wait to find out the fate of the accused since there was

n72 Tiuis was Tiberius' specific meuns of maintaining

but one outcome.
his safety on the throne. The emperors feared assassination and made

it & policy to seex out the cantankerous and to strike first (II. 248-59).
Those loyal men who censured manners and policies were stricken down

with the few guilty plotters in great numbers. This practice began in
earnest under Sejanus' directing. He alone hai the bmperor's ear,
"ageravated and intensifieu his susgicions. &ue knew how Tiberius'

mind woriked. Inside it, for the eventual future, he sowed hatreds.

‘hey would lie low, vut one day :ear fruit abundantly." (innals I. 69;
Grant, p. 72). Jliberius lived in fear of Agrippina and the Germanican

line. That, csbove all, was Sejarus' work. Llhe ~mperor, himself, could

not take action, a course too obvious and too demeaning. It was
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better to hire a group of willing agents to do the dirty work. If
anything went wrong, he could eliminate them at will. “ut the treason
laws were extenued far beyond the family feud.

"An especial object of fear an. loathin; to the entire sen:torial

class was tuc operation of the law of treason (maiestas) and the opening

it gove to the detested class of informers or aelatores."7} The

Roman law wa: u.eciiuely deficient in its description of the treason

law. Originally it wa- never employed againut any save known >lotters
and arred rebele durin; times of war. “harges of mere defamation could
often not be made to stick. Under frightened tyrants, those gusrantees
were disregarded; "'when the pu.lic safety came to be intimately connected
with the safety of one individual, the danger was that scriovus penalties
devised to meet seriovus crimes would be made to apypiy to trivial ones

agsimilated to the same legal designation.”7h

The vagueness in the
law Roman rulers found to their advantages. It was ithe perfuect
instrument for tyrants; for hero, it becawe a virtuul metinod of rule.
Delators wer not long compelled to bring clear anu fzir charges
aga.nst the defendants. Jonson plays upon this injustice to the
fullest. S5ilius was condemned for having given too wuch service to

the Empine, rore than the Bmperor could repay (III. C8-91). It was
construed as a form of slander (though lepally absura). Justice
reached ; nadir of corruption (III. 209). ‘lacitus presented case after
case of /trumped up charges, hasty trials and oppressive punishments,
all with the pessimism of a man who observed with uinusight. Likewise,
Jonson elevated to the central position of the play, the two trrals
whic.. Jejanus had engineered on made-up charges. 1t was an im-ortant
thesi¢ in its own right though part of the larger jclitical :rocesses,

the elimination of the Cluau.ians, the aebzsement of the benate and
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Sejanus' own rise to power. Without the corrupt treason laws these
other courses would barely have been possible.

This legal phenomenon is easily related to T.citus' interest
in the initial phases of Rome's decline. 4dccording to the Tacitean
record it was Tiberius who, after a long interval, revived the treason
law. It was the signal act which Tacitus understood to be the turning
point for Rome and it was sejanus who urged him to it. iarlier the
law applied only tc betrayal, incitement or sediition. "Action had
been taden against deeds, words went unpunished.”" (Annals I.72;
Grant'73.) Under Augustus the first case for written licel was
tried. Eventually mere words were grounds for prosecution which
resulted in the sinicster befriending of a proposed victim in order
to incite him to self-incrimination (Jonson illu.trates this practice
through the baiting of Sabinus, IV. 93-232,. sejanus won the privilege
of practisin, against uen by convincing Tiberius that all words
eventially becume deeds and that time must not be lost in securing
his safety. Tiberius' fear made him a fool, but the¢ world has also
marked it as part of his shrewd political wisdom. Tiberius took no
chances.

It was Tucitus' way of rendering history, namely to "suggest that
perversions of Justice were due not to faults in the iegal system or to
bad precedent, but to Tiberius' own inventiveness in the cause of
evil."75 Tacitus claimed that all who were friends of Agrippina were
innocent victims. A man need not be guilty even of livel or slander to
be prosecuted. The real accuser was Tiierius in his assault upon the
Claudian household. <Jilius was the first, potentially guilty of
extortion, though "Tacitus says the treason-char e was the cause of

0176

condeunation and 'amicitia Germanici perniciosa’,
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This unfortunate as.ect of suman po.itical life sup,iies much
of the atmoasphere of the play. One by one meambers of the senatorial
grour are attacxed by informers and forced into silence or suicide.
Tiberius' part is made clear, despite his show of impartiality, by
the conaent he gives to “ejanus to wipc out the friends .f Agriprina
(II. 139-330). At Silius' trial liberius blinke at an inhumane use of
the law allowing Vurro to be both his accuser and one of the judges
(III. 199-208). Such practices grow unti. ~rruntius complains in the
fourth act:

May I think,

And not be racked? +hat danger ias't to drean,

lfalk in one's sleep, or cough? iho Knows the law?

May' 1 shake my head without a comment? ....

® ® & o0 8 86 00

No place, no day, no hour we see is free -

Kot our reiigious and most sacred times -

rrom some one kind of cruelty." (1IV. 304-7-312-1-).
Treason had become the catch-all charge, '"The complement of all
accusings! That/Will bit, when all else fails." (IV. 343-L4). 1In the
play as in history an abuse of the law waes a means by which treachery
was practised, an occasion for aeceptive rhetoric, a cause for the
fall of the senatorial class, a fact which contriuvuted tuv the long
epic decline. Jonson gives proper dramatic emphasis to the encounter
in the second act during which “ejanus "persuade<' Tiberius to use the
laws against Agrippina. Sejanus' plans for the destruction of the
Germanicans sre based almost entirely upon a usage of the treascon lawa.
The initiation of this "legul" practice which led to xome's iecline
according to lscitus, Jonson maxes the most prominent political
agrogment reached between liverius and Sejanus in the play. Inthis

structural emphasis Jonson audds a dimension to his interpretation of

history.
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XV

It was not only resentment of eriticism which pruvoked Tiberius'
use of the treason laws (though Tacitus expliains that hostile poems
first touched off his .rath), but also an imsecurity due to undefined
principles regarding succession to the throne. +‘his issue with all
its parties and conteniers ie a way of introducin:. the spec.fic
historical factions which appeur in Sejanus and of explaining their
motives and allegiances. A select number of great households supplied
the rulers of Rome; the Julii, the Claudii, the Aemilii, the Mabii and

Valerii. All were involved in Caesar's ascendancy to power. Family

\
tactics were improvised on the basis of the struggle for nower. n

Coalitions were¢ made and broken. &nvy and rivalry were always just
under the surface because no clear iegal means for appointing the
successors to the throne had ever been established. Blood propinquity,
primogeniture and senatorial approval were all common concepts. But
there were many variables, vne of which was sheer power. This
constitutionsal shortcoming placed all but the most popular emperors

on the defensive. The emperor could trust few of his relutives as
close advisers. le was driven tu hire '"new men” without family grud&es
or ulterior motives ana to pay lavishly for their loyalty. Meanwhile,
because the senatorial classes almost invariably felt hostile toward
the man in office, the; often linked wup with the competing households
hoping that in exchan; e for thair support, they would r gain some of
their old dignity (II. 215-222). Thus, it was possible four some to

support Jrusus, :iberius' own son and yet remain loyal to the .
\
Germanican household because Drusus, himself, was affectionate toward \

\

Drusus (Jr.) Gaius (Caligula) »nd Nero. <4uis could possibly account
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for Iibsrius' coolness at the time of Drusus' death since he had been

a firm opposer of Sejanus (I. 548-56), and a sympathizer with Agrippina.
Drusus was the recognized prince. Once eiiminatei, Sejanus could swell
the rumours that Agrippina was busying herself in preparation for
placing one of her sons on the throne, perhaps before Tiberius' natural
death (II. 230-34). 3She had her reasons, after all, since evidence

was strong that Tiberius had Germanicus poisoned. Agrippina had, in
fact, landed in Italy craving revenge (II. 222-29).

It may be argued that those senators who Lefriended her out of
loyalty to her husbanu's memory and in order to groom the f:vor of the
young princes had intended to have the effect of an opposition party.
They claimed to be supporters of virtue and a good deal of their sense
of honor was invested in the cause. Sut in this family contest, they
were not the central targets. The deaths of Agrippina's most vocal
supporters was only a preamble to the extermination of the family, a
kind of incidental harassment, men thrown away in a dynastic struggle
which engulfed and passed over them. ihey were the waste products of
a far preater power struggle over the succession vetween the Julian
and Claudian lines.

The whoie contest was aggravsted ana complicate. by Sejanus who
not only incited Tiberius to action, but worked toward his own ascent
to the throne through the elimination of all the¢ legal heirs. &Early in
the play his plot against Drusus, the sole contender from the Julian
line becomes evident. It would seem that the Claudian heirs would
naturall& rige to prominence to take the murdered Jrusus' place. It
is chillingly ironic that Tiberius, hinself, aided in their advancewment
as a prelude to their calculated destruction (III. 52-63). The
smperor's cold complicity is the crucial frctor in Tacitus' account knd

Jonson was rigorous enough to follow it through. Tiberius' grip was
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firm. %hen “ejanus, himself, sought to advance his station by
marrying into thc¢ Julian family, the bmperor recognized that he, too,
was attempting sacred ground (III. 623-29). Then, with a bizarre
kind of luyalty to the family's purity, he arranged for Sejanus'
replacement. Tiberius did not want any successors to threaten his
rule (III. 648-60).

Tiberius, distrustful of Gaius, even in his last moments
"hesitated about the succession.” He had a grandson, but Tiberius
Gemellus was still a boy. Gaius was popular because of his father and
for that reason Tiberius hated him. Claudius was available but his
"weakmindedness was an objection. Tiberius feared that to nominate a
succecsor outside the imperi:.l house might bring contempt and humiliation
upon Augustus' memory and the name of the Caesars. He cared more for
posthumous appreciation than for immediate popularity. ©Soon, irresolute
and physically exhausted, Tiberius left the decision to fate. It was
beyond him." (Annals VI, 46; Grant, p. 224.) The Senate was too weak
to rule; thus, they were compelled to join in the dynastic struggle in
order to promote various contenders for the throne. Family politics,
constitutionally undefined and potentially inflz:.matory, gave rise to
the use of severe repressive measures. In such a way the senatorial
class was fatally drawn into the fray.

The problemr of the succession was one of Tacitus' major themes,

a political factor which explains the atmosphere of intrigue, competition
and fuction which looms over Tiberius' reign. *‘iberius was afraid to
appoint the heir to the throne for feur thut it would lead to his own
early death. TYet, the apprehension which his indecision raised could

not have been more devastating. Llizabeth, likewise, delayed the
appointment of her successor. It was politically useful for her to

«eep her own counsel on the subject, but it caused no small ferment.
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Jesuits flooded England with plans for an elected monarchy and
Justifications of regicide on the grounds of religion. Parliament
was eager to settle the problem, yet it was one topic they were
forbidden to discuss. The question haunted her reign. If Jonson
inteni.ed “ejanus as one last shot at the problem of the contested
succeasion, he was too late, for by the time the play came to the
boards, James was securely on the throne and the country was some
several months free of the problem. James was far more promising
than a Caligula anu the issue was no more a timely one. <“uch a fact
may have greatly influenced the reception of the play. On the
succession problem, ~ejanus had missed its chance. ievertheless it

is a major constitutional issue in the pilay.

XVl

As a wors of art and of history, Sejanus presents acute problems
for the critic, particularly because Jonson sceks to work consistently
according to the standards and criteria of two disciplines: darama and
history. It is no less a problem in Tacitus criticism, a fact which,
in itself promises to cast some light on tue kind of synthesis Jonson
achieved. For the historian, art must be subordinate to the ends of
histor;. ts techniques may be employed to prevent historical writing
from becoming a pastiche or a mere chronicle of facts. There is a
crucial point at which foreordained concepts of art force events into
their own moulds or at which history bec¢omes the material for building
illusion. Defenders of Tacitus would ciaim that history must be the
work of an artist before it can ve genuine history. Jefenders of
Jonson could also claim that tragedy is not genuine until it is fully

the
controlled in the discijlined manner of historian. VYerity adds
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gravity and authority to tragedy. Voral intensity and the weighing
and balancing of episodes as }n a play, iyives a.rection and point to
history. Ihe economy of drama, if borrowed, forces the historian to
choose soundly anJd correctly. <4he concisencss of art aids in the
subordination of facts, the enlarging of others. Drama adds interest
to fact, informs men and events with life. irt teaches men how« to
paint scenes. BSut facts must, themselves, suggest the techniques by
which they are illuminated. For the same reasons I would argue that
Jonson's sense of the play was determined by his understanding of

what the materiul demanded by way of dramatic interpretation. Critical
theories come after that fsct. In the end the play is a kind of
paradox. Jonson believed that history should be the work of an orator
so long as he used the rhetoric a propriate to history and that drama
was the right medium for illustrating political truths without
falsifying the essentials. The powers of the orator and of the artist
are clearly related. Sejanus was an effort to demonstrate Jonson's
ideas on history and tragedy and, in effect, by laboring in so
calculated a way to perfect both in a single work, he implied that
these disciplines could be comb:ned without conflict. Tacitus sets
the example by seeking to fulfil the functions of the moral historian
through a concentrated use of artistic devices.

In writing thematic history, art supplies useful guidelines: t. e
order and purpose supplied by a sense of plot, iints of genre as a
means of creating an interpretive mood, the conc.seness of & work
designed to comply with the rules of proportion and singleness of
purpose, the rise and full of a single man, a streamlining of
charscters to their essences through conventionalization, the use of
irony, satiric asides and commentary, the heightening effect of language,

feigned speeches and drawatic encounters, theves intro‘uced indirectly
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through formal debate. Tacitus made use of all of these methods.
Truth to history continually prevented iiterary conventions from
compromising factual validit,. Yacitus often udmitted contradictory
facts, discussed the uncertainty of his sources, demonstrably relying
on several. Yet, T.citus could still point to decided trenis. Rome
was going in directions, the implications of which seemed clear to
him. #from the facts, multiple and sometimes c.ntradictor;, he was
yet able to establish epic and tragic themes: the disappearance of
Roman virtue in public life, the abuse of the laws, the aspects of
liberius' tyranny, the decline of the old aristocracy. Jons.n wrote
with a similar care to demonstrate that his material was nut made over
to fit rhetorical patterns. Yet for the saxe of artistic unity he
edited and chose carefully from his s»urces, further poiarizing the
moral issue¢s, further high-lighting the trends and technijues of
Tiberius' tyranny, providing more explicit examples of rhetorical
duplicity and political treachery, but with a meticulousness of
imitation which would not violate the spirit of the original, for in
s0 doing he would have thrown away the source upon which the play's
authority was based. Jonson aauavanced a new degree of scrupulousness
with which the artist employed the techniques of his craft in treating
history. Where Tiberius is found to be like a stock tyrant, there
Tacitus applied rhetorical coloring to establish thie quality.77
Jonson made use of the variables of art in the same way in creating
character. The same holds true for the thermes discussed above. Syme
observes that, "Roman history gave scope for poetry and for high

78

politics, notably the catastrophe of the Republic." No man could
live through that era without responding to the trends of decline and
corruption which were behind it. uistory is so much more than a

narration of fact, for in that, it hardly achieves anything of value.
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The achievem.nt is in the combination of poetic sensitivity and
political history. "uvid not the tragedy of the Caesars embody a
sequence of dramatic thevies, vith ambition, power, and crime recallin,
the House of AtPOUh?"79 A writer, observing these things, may turn to
dramatic poetry to express the discontents of his own times in a record
of the past. P“oth Jonson and Tacitus believed that political acc.unts
contained their own records of tragedy and sufferin;. Both were too
devoted to matters of political causation and relationships to abandon
themselves to the tragic muse c.nventionally set out. Tragic situations
were not served by political crises but followed from them. Notuing

was left to the mysterious; it was a quest for the tragic in a

"modern" mood, a true paradox for the artist, for he became a

literafy creator, himself captive to the materials he chose to treat.
for Tacitus, at any rute, the laws of history remain uppermost. He is
no historical novelist, though epic structuring influences his outlaying
of the record.8o For Jonson, Tacitus' historical methodology and his
srtistic techniques, must hav. inspireu his own dramati¢ experimentation

toward achieving « more responsible synthesis of histor; and art.
“VII

The historiun considered, as part of his craft, the writing of
speeches in keeping with the acts and personalities of his sub ject
characters. This is by nv means license to reinterpret the speaxer
but to set out the habits of his mind more graphically. The
tradition began .ith Thucydides who often could not recall exact
words but found it necessary to record exchanges in order to give an
apt sense of history. The "generai purport' wa: the primary goul.
Verbatim reports could actually c.nfuse through copiousness and

diffusion. These "made" speeches were polished rhetorically in
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order to illumine events, probe minds, <stabliish causes, r veal
temperaments. They were not extraneous displeuys of declamation but
parcels of evidence which contributed to an understanding of history.
A decidedly dramatic quality ,.ervades the Annals based on a long-
established tradition. Narrative was unable to reveal so precisely
the inner characters, habits of thou;ht and motives of men. Jonson
merely enlarges thc practice reveaiing history entirely through
dialogue. Narrative is sbsorbed and converted into expository speeches.
History, in the process, is turned fully into drama. Jonson used the
precedent Eg/f;;zier reveal the rhetoric of politicians at work. In
Jonson careful attention is paid to capture the essence of the
historical man primarily as a political type. <+here is skill im his
imitations, reliable, uncontorted by the conventions of spectacular
drama. Tacitus' speeches were his models, many of which he translated
directly into the play.

Between 650 and 700 of the play's 3,250 lines are drawn directly
from Tacitus, and Cordus' defense of history (III. 4L07-60), which
appears to agree with Jonson's own views to the extent that it is
suspect, is drawn almoust word for word from the Annale (IV. 34-35;

Grant, p. 174).

XVIII
T.citus understood that it was largely the wills of men which
determined historical events. -In walker's words "charaater is the
motive force behind events throughout tne history; the scattered
references to 'Fate' do not disprove this. The attribution of any
event to 'Fate' is usually made with skepticism, or resorted to
when Tacitus confesses himself unable to understanu wnat has

happened. Uften 'Fate' is menti.ned siwily to underline the impression
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made by events whose real cause, as the history itself has made clear,
iles in human chaructcr."82 Because the human will is the drivé"gorce
of hiatory, then the mind, as it is revealed through words and actions,
is the subject of the historian's inquiry into causes.

‘Aspects of char.cter are cl.osen which reveal the essence of the
public man, the predominant qualities which effect his political
dealings. These in turn become "typed", (though they often contain
many personal and varied details,), because it is a way of patterning
political relationships and emphasizing themes through repetition.

If characters in history are made too unique and individual, they gain
in fascination, but lose in credibility, relevance, universulity. It
may be argued that te technique of the moralist-satirist is to throw
the figure "out of kilter" in order to expose a dominant foible. But
the type-char.cter in Roman histury is arrived zt by another process —
the elimination of all irrelevant traits which have no causal bearing
upon the problems of state.

One may concluue that Tucitus' Tiberius is a malignant force, that
it is his nature to hate the goou. But there .re always intimations of
causes for his actions not reguired for the stock literury type. the
historian's type-character grows from the creation of a particular man
whose behaviour conforms to frames of refurence established by the
observation of similar men. Yet, as an historical depiction, Tiberius
surpasses all previous tyrannicad figures. ihere is a sense in which
he dues hate the good, not because it is his evil nuture to do so by
definit.on, but because the times, his fear, his cunning ani penchant
for secrecy drive him t. it. Tacitus® psycholog, is subtle. There is
a capacity in Tiberius for cruelit, and for heartless destruction of

others. +here is a iriving quest for fame tuough he <nows the degree
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of his imperfection. On the other hand, Tiberius is no psyé}path nor

is he excused for his deeus. e is a master in cunning and diissimulation.
They result both from his innvr nature and from his complex poli.ical
situation. He torments good wen, yet senses the fault; meanwhile, he
feela how the morality by which they live condemns him and his revengeful
deeds. Tiberius, envious and frustriuted, has the power to turn his

rage outward upon society where lesser men c.uld not. It is Tacitus'
thesis that the imperor, because he was absolute, sought only a good
reputation which failing, caused him, to the detriment of all Home, to
destroy those who, living, embodied the old morality by which he was
judged. ~uch a character-ization is more cubtle than the stock tyrant.

The opportunist par excellence was ~ejanus himselif, a man with

great potential, unwilling to wait for aivancement by conventional
means. He had no regard for tradition, but used pers.unal skilis,
innuendo, gossip, rhetoric, sex, flattery in order to rise where one
man had the power to 1lift him. <*he new creed was based on the policy-
tactis required for seeking and keeping power. bgotism, arroiance,
chameleon changeability anu an irreligious lack of scruples were his
traits. Informers were & special sub-categor; whose procedures have
already been described. Neither patriotism nor humanitarianism
prevented these men from ruining the innocent for their own advancement.
The good of the commonwealth was their cover for .reed. <1ney encouraged
strife, pumped up false reports, hunted for discontentment and nurtured
it into punishab.e offences. e anus and Tiberius are among Tacitus'
more complex type-characterizstions, specific yect repr:sentative
portraits. So delineated, together with the maze of flatterers,
delators, rhetoricians, stoics, moralists, they mace up the members of

the Tacitean political society.



- 100 -

Jonaon devised a new concept of characterization for pur.oses of
the politically orientated historical play based upon or resenrbiing
Tacitus'. Neit er stock types nor studies in psychological complexity,
his charscters are yet intricste snd complex portraitz: of men engaged
in the political life. Jonson created them according to their historical
positions, enlarged uron their recorded speeches, and simplified
according to the themecs they represented (so long as fucts and
essential traits were not falsified).

Jonson's Tiberius remsins rel.tively undisclosed. Sejanus,
himself, appears a «ind of power-machine whose politic style is revealed
in place of the man. The intr.cacies of those policies explored, require
a control group, foil characters, whose honesty and virtue are
contristed with chicanery. Tacitus was not inclined to depict
characters bettcr than their behaviour warranted; as an historian he
did not have $o. Germanicus was the only fully virtuous character in
the whole of Tacitus. ke had both goodness and greatness. Nor was
Tacitus alone in his opinion of the man. Suetonius and Cassius Dio
both present similar pictures.s3 Ruite rightly, then,Jonson portrays
him e:rly in the play as a model of moral integrity. The forced
economy of dramatic procedures caused Jonson to "emphasize" characters
more according to their political associations. agrippina, since she
was on the 'right" side, for example, was aulso given "right"
character. Jonson thus appears inclined to make good ch~racters
slightly better than they were: Agrippina, Silius, Terentius (see
Appendix D). It was necessary to bring the clarity of theme in a
short space, which Tacitus developed over hundreds of pages. VYet
historical context and a refined appreciation of political csusation
make the play more than a tusnsle between villains, foils and martyrs,

morally set out. There is the fullness of history which is reflected
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in the complexities and ambiguities of character.

Tacitus makes Sejanus bear a huge responsibility for the
sufferings of Rome. Tacitus' hatred of him is barely diszsuised. The
source of the feelings arose from Se janus' treatment of the house of
Germanicus. *iberius is never excused for his treachery, but neither
is Sejanus excused for his part in encouraging the Emperors practices
against the Sen#te and the Claudii. Sejanus had brought ruin to many
houses of the aristocraecy. He was, for T.citus, a study in evil. But
Tacitus did not abandon himself to caricature. He com;,ounded a deliberate
picture, act by act, of a man whose career was wicked in the final
analysis almost beyond human ken. Tacitus gained a kind of dramatic
effect out of the absoluteness of ilejanus' depravity, but accounted
for it in rigorous social and political terms. +he new man opportunist
was not a bogey-man but an actual phenomenon. OSuch a figure perhaps
attracted Jonson's atliention v ecausc he was a genuine example of an
average man whose career was yet utterly depraved. Jonson leaves the
vice tradition behind; his Je¢ janus preserves the gqualities of an
historical personage. It was in Jonson's interest neither to exaggerate,
sentimentalize, pity nor hyperbolize this character. He portrayed a
potential villein-hero in a way which was suitable for serious political
drana.

It ie possible to think of Sejanus as a misguided and angry
young man whose career represents the tragedy of wasted potential.
Tucitus, hiiself, tells his readers at the beginning of Book IV of
the Anrals that sejanus didn't have a chance, that Tiberius was ever
in control of the situation and knew how to time it, xnew how to throw
away his clients when they became useless to him. That the smperor
spoke his mind freely to Sejanus '"was hardly due to Sejanus' cunning;

in that he was outclassed by liberius.” (Annals IV. 1; Grant, p. 151).
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Sejanus could oe pitied, because his naiveté foredoomed him,because
his followers were loyal to him only because he enjoyed the Emperor®:
favor, because they deserted him in a crisis (save Terentius), because
he would inevitably be cast aside by the kmperor when he became &
threat (Se janus himself had taught liberius how to act when he
sensed danger), because Tiberius had chosen him for the task
knowing that his elimination woulu not provoke class alarm.8 But
the theme of befuddlement which comes to & Bussy overwhelmed by the
treacheries of the active political life was neither Tacitus' nor
Jonson's purpose in writing about Sejanus. ‘“acitus does not confuse
a political st dy with personal sympathies. .ejanus was 'audacious",
"untiring", 'secretive", and ''ready to incriminate others'". ie
possessed a ''blend of arrogance and servility, he concealed behind a
carefully modest exterior an unbounded lust for power." (Annals IV.1;
Grant, p. 157). lie could be lavish but also busy at labour in his
practices. These are the important details, not the private man but the
public manipulator. ihe self-consciousness with which Ye janus engaged
upon his course of action and the helpless clear-sightedness of those
who anticipated his moves are the points Jonson meant to study.

The full details of vejanus' fall are not given. Tacitus
withholds them till well into Book VI. ihe first hint comes in
Book VI. 3 that Sejanus had hactened his fall by initiating a plot to
slay Caligula for which deed Sextiua had actually been chosen. It
wasd not necessarily the request to marry into the roya. family as the

\

play suggest:@ll. 25-29), but a security leai much later on which \
resulted in tiberius' change in policy. Satrius Secundus had been '

o
suggested as an informer against e janus (Annals V1. 47; Grant, p. 2ak).

The actual truth will ncver be known. DBut the image of the betrayed

Sejanus, based on thin evidence, was not part of Tacituas' view of his
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career. Yore important, the grounds for Tiberius' change of heart
are kert in mystery. Tiberius' actions were more often enigmotic than
open and l:citus sought to preserve this impression. Jonson follows.
Tiberius ivas a couwplex character because so0 much depenzedupon
his will, yet so little was revealed asbout hiu. There is a sense in
which Tacitus wispaffled by his own creation. Yiberius was evasive,
sometimes appearing heroic and at other times a monster. For a man
80 skilled there wgg fear,"but fear was modified by some reepect."a5
oyme states that Tucitus, himself, must have been indebted to Tiberius.
"The Tacitean Tiberius is a femiliar and fatiguing subject." He is a
supreme orator and a crafty statesman, '"sombre, reticent, and
sagacioua."86 As an orator "Tiberius weighed well his words, they
were full of mesning or deliberately ambiguous. That is to say, a
style of discourse congenisl a8 none other to Cornelius Tacitus."87
These multiple aspects resulted in the Tucitean portrait which Jonson
copied. Tiberius' speeches euppliedthe crucial evidence about the man
and Jonson translatecd them directly as ofien as the drame would allow.
The letter from Caprae, read eloud in the Senate, wac the moment of
climax in the play. It had dignity, was concentrated, carefully
calculated for itz effect. It wae the rerfect example of how a word
of criticism could destroy a career, or of praise, establish a man for
a8 long as the favor lasted. Tiberius knew how to gain his effect by
innuendo. ‘“ith each new secret £evealed, though discounted as gossip,
he raised suspicions. Yet he wae free of all responsibility for the
deeds which followed the doubts he had planted. Jonson recognized the
dramatic qualitiee of his style, how his worde had power to mend or
destroy eareers and made that lctter the predominant feature of the
final act. Tacitus had originslly elevated this event to greut

dramatic prominence in the Annals. That i1t could serve as it does in
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Se janus would not appear theatrically viable. VYet the letter
illustrates the very epitome of the themes on political rhetoric and
the power which makes for tyranny. *his was the Tiberius Jonson
wished to capture.

Jonson found it necessary to eliminate many of the facts of
Tiberius' career, primarily because they had no beuring on his
relationship with “ejanus or the venate. !llis dealings with the
provinces, his frugal life in Rome, his true desires to abandon power,
his acts of mercy, especialiy early in his career, are barely suggested.
Such behaviour is still subject to interpretation by the s<eptical as
politic hypocrisy. his hatred of flattery, his offering of old powers
to the Senate are duly recorded in the play, gestures which later
historians have been wiliin, to concede as genuine.88 But for Jonson,
as for T.citus, these are the pluinest tricks of the tyrant. Jonson
makes dissimulation the whole key to his character. Tacitus claims
that "of all his self-ascribed virtues Tiberius cherished none more
dearly than dissimulation. ®o0 he greutly disliked disclosing what he
had suppressed.” (Annals, IV, 71; Grant 192).

Tiberius remains an enigm-tic and elusive character. uis roles
are many and evasive; the hedonist condemned for his debauchery,
the “mperor fearful of family factions, the new prince who was
suspicious of the Senate because they op:osed his form of rule, the
potentially tragic figure, isclated and alone, forced to bear the
weight of rulership, the private man craving flattery, security and
immortality, the cunning politician and rhetorician ruling according to
the needs of the state, the man whose conscience had been burned out
by the c¢xigencies of government, the man sensitive to personal criticisms
and willing to exert his pouer to crush private enemies, all appe;r

in the play. A. w. Ward, as early as 1899, diascusses Jonson's
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Tiberius as a triumoh in psychological characterization. 5So powerful
is this figure that Ward suggests that the play might better have been
named "The Triumph of Tiberius". Ward believes that Tucitus was the
inspiration for Jonson's stroke of masterly characterization. Tiberius
represents the "incarnate hypocrisy of tyranny masquerading in popular

legal forms."89

Moreover, ¥ard indicuates no sense of contradiction in
the fact that Tiberius is both a psychological figure and a theatrical
type. He suggests that such a complex historical character is new to
the tnglish stage and has strengths where Julius Caesar is weak. Thus,
while Tiberius may have been a man whose capacity to do evil is great
from the ou‘set, nevertheless he enters upon many phases in the course
of events which lead to his final stance of fear and brutal attack. In
such a way liberius serves both as a psychological study and as an
archetypal tyrant usually found in the writings of philosophers and
tragic poets.90

Jonson's Tiberius is a psychological portrait to the extent that
human will, even where unfathomed, leads to nolitical events. Yet
he is, in the manner of Tacitus' Tiberius, even more concertedly
drawn as the grand tyrant.

Augustus well foresaw what we should suffer

Under Tiberius, when he did pronounce

The Roman race most wretched, that should live

Between 50 slow jaws, and so long a bruising. (III. 484-87)
Tiber.us' relationship to the action is never monodimensional. He
has many interests and many sides which, pointed out singly, make
political sense but which, in concert, maxe him dense and mind-
defeating. Tiberius is slow, deliberate and mysterious to those who

do not think as he does. <*‘he volicy by which he rules is very much

an extension of his own personal temperament. ©Sejanus instructs him
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in power politics but Tiberiuc adds to these lessons a certain timing
of his own which makes him victorious. Tacitus outlines such traits.
Sejanus "knew, Tiberius reached decisions slowly, but once the outburst
occurred there was & rapid transition from grim words to terrible
action". (Anpals IV, 72; Grant 192). lherein enters the mystery of
his character, his very remarkable ability to employ policy as
occasions required and according to tre desires of his own mind.

fhis is the origin of "causes'" in the play. Nodiscovery of plots or
rebellions give rise to Tiberius' withdrawal of support to Jejanus;
only the final inscrutable working of his mind is allowed as the cause
for Sejanus' fall. <the impression Jonson creates is that all courses
are absolutely in the control of one secretive mind. <Ihat is tyranny
#vhetner or not the logistics of that mind can be worked out. Jonson
manages to preserve this vision of the &4mperor, to combine the anatomy
of policy with the enigma of the man. Before him, {scitus had prepareu
the relationships betwean the man and political events. W#ithout that
baiance, faw of the other events would make sense. As an almoat non-
character, Tiberius is, paradoxically, a brilliant historical
reconatruction.

Tiberius' appearunce in Tacitus ani subsequently in Jonson may
also be accounted for in terms of the Roman view of psychology, the
portrait of the static figure, as opposed to the developing personality.
It i3 a theory which holds true for other characters as w2ll. Gne may
ask whether Tucitus has not abused Tiberius, violated his nature by
supplying one set of opinions about a man whose behaviour had chan,ed
from one period in his life to the next. ‘lacitus indicates neither the

growth nor accumulation of experiences of a '"real' man. His Tiverius
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has no inner emotional life. Tacitus does not show an increase in
depravity but simply uncovers by degrees the man who was never less
evil than he appeared in the last years of his reign. To the modern
psychologically oriented, the account of a man in such a way seens
malicious and prejudiciai. But the Romans had a more static concept of
the individual. Man had a central personalit, core which was fixed.
Only various facades and posturings could conceal what - that man truly
was.g1 The growth of Tiberius' tyranny was merely an exposure of his
innate capacity for ill-will. Only the circumstances had changed
which allowed him to vent his spleen, unchecked by those who once were
able to contain him. FYor such a reason Tacitus is able to deal ;ith
Tiberius as a tyrant from the outset and to read his early promises

as false and hypocritical. %The Annals give an =ccount of his
dissimulations, the space between his heart and his words, seeking
always to expose the man behind the masxk.

Because of the Roman view of psychology, it is unavoidable that a
study of .olicy should also concern itself with character. Historical
writers are concerned with the men who are actors for political endis.
To deal with dissimulation is to deal with the traits whichb have
otherwise appeared to indicate personality change. ¥hile the Roman
view may appear naive and primitive, it is both capable of subtle
variations and useful for explaining political processes. 1t is not
my intention to prove that one concept of characterization is
categorically superior to the other, but that the Tacitean portrait-
character has properties which cannot be watched by the "emerging
character" concept for purposes of illumin.ting political causality.
It is the nature of politics, itself, as a business of striking effective

poses in order to win power, which has given rise to the static

character concept. From the point of view of the ruler, it is neceasary
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to be conatant as a man a0 that the calculated roles required for
successful statecraft can be counatructed. Bscon was,perhaps, one

of the first exrlicators of the politician as a performer. :iis essays
forer a catalogue of Tacitean themes and types: Of Simulation and
Dissimulation, of Great Place, of ®“mpire, of Delaies, of Cunning, of
Suspicion, of Ambition, of Negotiating, of Faction. Practical thinkers
concerned for the future of government can_not afford to be baffled by
the nature of political techniques employed both by legitimate rulers
and false imitators. It becomes every man's tasx to learn the nature
of'dissimulation. position, motivation, ends. Bacon described the
diverse degrees of openness and secrecy. In his seixth essay he cited
Tacitus for his authority, naming Tiverius as the dissimulator and

92

Augustus the practitioner of policy and arcs. rsychology and
character are devised for the purposes of political history in Tacitus,
ciosely reiated to rhetoric and public orutory, policy an. political
ends. For men in high places personal corruption wanifests itself
in political actions as weli as in private indulgence. Such a view
of chariacter is employed by Jonson in Se junus.

The characterizations in Sejanus have for these¢ reasons often
been micsunderstood; but again 1 think the rational¢behind Jonson's
choices lics in the nature of th. history he represented. Tacitus'
creation of the "type-character'" as part of his techniques fur dealing
with state issues is the clue. Sejanus' critics in the nineteenth
century did not think Jonson poseessed the genius for designing complex
human characters, men as unique psychical entities. They could not
conceive of reasons why he did not wi:h to, especially in tragedy.
Now it is possible to see that the complaints are irrelevant. Roman

political eonditions produced n:w behavioral patterns, the strategies

of policy in statecraft. That is an issue which the play raises for
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purposes of comparison with contemporary times, a theme virtually
endemic to the Roman play. *here is cause to think that Jonson
believed reasons of state began, anew, to dictate political behaviour
as they had in first century Some. In so far as men lived by policy,
the psychological charscter was a wisleading approach to the problem.
The type-character in Sejanus is really a new form of imitation based
upon the observable patterns of political life. Llhere is verisirilitude
of an exact kind, rendered to establish the essence of the political
actor. Political truths arise only when the complex relationships
between the posturings of politicians are understood. Renaissance
dramatic techniques had not produced the kKinds of characters Jonson
required. Jonson, like Bacon, came to the discovery of the political

type-character through T.citus.
XIX

Stoicism was a natural outgrowth of a Bystem where public life
was 80 precarious. It was not the study of how to live but how to die
well. Men, condemned to public life out of duty or even desire, had
to fortify themselves against mishaps as a prerequisite to engagement.
Honor they established as the only cause worth living and dying for.
Baseness was the greatest evil. It was not easy to decide whether ébis
philosophical "hy-product" of the Imperiuzi system was the l1life force
of liberty, or a doctrine leading to futile idealism and waste. Tucitus
could not decide. The Stoics in generzl believed that man's life was |
determined, but that inwardly he had a free choice between good and\fvil\
coursesa. Full of the grossest logical contr:iiictions, yet conuitioné

\

gave rise #o the rationalizations which provided the nost acceptable
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form of consolation. ‘here misfortune strucx, there the Stoic abandoned
himself to the grezter design. lievertheless, they bLelieved that fate
could not touch & truly virtuous man. It was little more than a Srute
assertion of the intellect over external vicissitudes, including
prospects of death. Cilius died, & perfec: Stoic in the play, resigned
to prove himeelf sufficlient to tyrauny by depriving the rowers of
prosecution of their expectes victory.

The Senate's gervile flattery, and these

Mustered to kill I'am fortified against,

And can loox uown upoan; they are beneath me.

It is not 1ife whereof 1 stand enamored,
“or shall my end mu<e me accuse my fate.

Look uvon Silius, and =0 learm to die.
(11I. 329-33, 338).

Yet it must be observed that while [lacitus admired such courage,
he could not svecrive to it wholeheurtedly. ten dead can do nothing
further for tieir cause. It was his nature to deal with temporal
prroofs. The “toics gave none. <heir willingness to withdraw had
none of the effect which pacifism has sometimes been capable of. They
were unable to force evil rmen to search their hearts. Jonson dutifully
records Tiberius' ironic remsrx that he had been deprived by oilius'
hasty death from shosing his mercy. Thus, ©ilius' act was coolly
dismissed (IXIXI. 344-47). <The Stoics were iiving out of their times,
for heroics as a form of persuasion depend on the existence of a
moral conscience. Sut reasons of state logic had a greater hold
upon the ruler and his clicnts. Value standards had changed.
Individu#l importance was replaced by tie wostructions of the
commonweal.

Ye’ Tacitu=' views on the otoics remain mixed for, in fact,

they were among the fcw whou opposed the tyranny of the emperors.
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Theoretically, they were not opposed to the constitutional arrangement,
but to the moral licence of the rulers who plagued Rome. <{his is the
force of Arruntius' com: laint (IV. 373-409). Yet Walker has
demonstrated how easily their position resulted first in the hero
worship of those men of the republic whose deeds cannot be separated
from political causes, and how their support for the Senate against the
monarch often resulted in anarchistic theorios.93 In this way they
differed from those republicans who merely looked back to the old
times for moral reasons. That may, in fact, have also raised Tacitus'
suspicions, for such a group could not participate constructively in
the government as it was. The political and noral grounds for protest
can hardly be systematized. _uite rightly Jonson's characters
alternate between pos tions since it was not a finalized issue in
Tacitus. To a large extent the Annals is almost a tract im Stoic
"politice". Political forms were indifferent matters for the stoics
as they were for the historian. It was the "man" in the office who
determined the benignity or malignity of the government. Since few
rulers lived up to the standards of the sStoics, the; insisted upon
their rights to oppose. For years they were tolerated as long as they
avoided political activism. As fears grew, especially under Tiberius,
Nero, Claudian, and Jomitian, they became victims of the principate.
Juvenal indicatcs that their sins were "the paying of honors to the

w94

memory of Btutus and Cas-ius. But their passionate devotion to
republicanism was sometimes a mere excuse. DBitter and defiant, their
careers could end only in trials and death sentences. They were
students of death, using politics as an excuse for a manly exit, urging

friends to immortalize them in their writings. Walker has pointed out

their own peacock-like, self-ri hteous vanity. '"The attespt to avoid
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the vice of servility leads to the vice of self-glorification, to
further oppression, and to yet another avenue for the opportunists."95
In contrast to the Stoics, Tacitus offered a policy of "quietism".
Mendell claims that the kind of political style Tacitus most admired
was of "those who do not brave the ligbt:ning or gain fame by a
melodramatic end with no advantage to their country but arrive at a
higher plane of true glory by self-controlled discipline combined with

energy and patient effort:96

In Agricola, there was to be found "no
insurgency, no fatuous parude of independence, to invite tattle and
tragedy." 97 Domitian had a bad temper; he was secretive and unrelenting.
There was no point in aggravating him unnecessarily; "great men can

iive even under bad rulers". If there is "animation" and "energy"

with "submission" and '"moderation" such a man may win equal fame with
those who have climbed to their deaths.98 Here Tacitus strikes at the
motives of the Stoics and compares them with the ambitious who climb
plnnacles of fame "with no profit to the state'. Thrasea Paetus on

one oocasion walked out of the Senate in protest '"thereby endangering

himself without bringing general freedom any neasrer.”" (Annals 4IV. 10;

Grant p. 318). Again, in the Histories, Musonius Rufus' portrait is

given, a student of Stoicism who began to lecture to the equestrian
companies on arms and the dangers of war. He provoked ridicule and
boredom. *“ome were amused, others wished to eliminate him. His
moralizing could only be described as "untimely."99 All this was of
no avail for Tacitus, despite the admirable political and moral
uttitudes they promulgated.

For a reading of Sejanus this mixture of attitudes in Tacitus
presents a difficult problem. Jonson introduces the moderate lLepidus
and makes of him a man worthy of admiration. Sabinus, too, is worthy

but of his death there is no dramatic evidence. Silius' Stoic death



- 113 -

stands as the characteristic example on that side. In the character
there seems little tuo fault, yet he was rash where Cordus maintained a
calculated calm. The two charadters, not tried consecutively in
actuality, are here juxtaposed, (undoubtedly for reasons of dramatic
economy) in such a way that comparison is invited. Silius is tried
first; that is significant, for it prevents his death from serving as
the climax to the scene. Jonson might easily have reversed the trials.
Clearly that was not part of his design.

It is not a problem which allows for a full and conclusive answer.
Se janus has more passages of invective than any equivalent portion in
the Annals. Arruntius' speeches are Jonson's invention and they display
Jonson's characteristic moral vigor. The play pursues the dark alley
of tyranny and treachery without blinking. Yet the tragic mood is
created by the very fact that there is an inevitability in the nature
of things. S4ilius' stoic death demonstrates that point. It was not
Jonson's intention to undermine the portent:ous gloom with the
optimism of a Lepidus. IThat man too, though he avoids the delators,
is sympathetic with the cause and overwhelmed by the sweeping reversals
of fortune, despite his keen analysis of Tiberius and his dissimulations.
The tragic mood, the sheer political realism, the recognitionm of the
limitations in political variables, prevents the satiric spleen from
inciting to arms. It is a play of intellectual discovery. It raises
no idealisms, proposes no calls to freedom, rebellion, patriotism,
tyrannicide; it is not propaganda. The play as a '"statement' reveals
frustration, loyalty, diaillusionment; it is about knowing what
political structuree and political alternatives are as part of the
intellectual equipment of the man of integrity. In adopting that

stance Jonson parallels Tacitus remarkably closely. ~toicisn is a
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futile gesture, collaboration with tyrants unacceptible, republicanism
unrealistic. There is neither acceptance, nor protest, nor silence.
Valker senses it even in Tacitus' own attitude toward '"quietism".

As time passed, it seemed more difficult for the historian to reconcile
himself to the peace he had kept under Yomitian. Tacitus had perhaps
falled the cause of virtue, relegating himself to a class of 'successful

100 Neither course was wholly satisfactory. The

time-servers."
dilemma was part of the tragic crisis inherent in the political

life itsgelf.
XX

Jonson's representation of Tacitean thought was not only a
contribution to Tacitus' reputation, but was undoubtedly influenced
by the fact that T.citus was already a known writer in1603. He was
not only the subject of study but of much controversy as well, and the
victim of much préjudicc. As an interpretation of the Annals, Sejanus,
itself, was subject to judgement i;?iight of the various positions on
Tacitus already held. Tacitus has always provoked strong and often
contradictory reactions. “One finds him wise, or a pathological liar:
his style is impressive, or empty. He has been in turn considered an
enemy of the Christian faith, a fount of political wisdom, a guide
through the labyrinths of human character, an absolutist, a revolutionary,
a biased historian, a pure stylist - and stations between."1o1 As an
avowed Tacitean play, at least in its printed form ("To the Readers",

11. 35-38), Tacitus' reputation is one further explanation of why the

play may have been pre judged in its own times. w~imultaneously a
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discussion of his reputation in the sixteenth ani seventeenth
centuries will show how Tacitus' writings have given rise to the
same problems which a pear in subsequent criticism on the play,
especlally with regard to the debates between political necessity and
social morality and between republicanism and monarchy.

Renaissance politiclans had a special interest in Tacitus.
They, too, were confronted by problems of power and T.citus was one of
the few ancients who dealt with them directly. Boissier stated that a
comparison of Tacitus' history with his contemporaries ''will cliearly
indicate even that the commencement of political history, that is to
say of modern history, is already to be felt at times in Tacitus." He
was a political realist who, in consequence, wa: ransackxed by every
aspiring statesman for examples in policy, 'the art of disguising
feelings, of devising dextrous deceptions, of ingeniously beguiling
one's enemies, on occasion one's friends. In the petty Italian courts
Tiberius had come to be the model affectei by those little village
tyrants, and their one object in reading the Amnnals was to learn to

behave like him." 192

Princes read Tacitus in private and denounced
him in public, eager to preserve power and disguise their sources.
Yet for many Tacitism was equivalent to Machiavellianism. It is
difficult to know how much that stigma, which had been placed up.n
Tacitus by 1600, could have affected the reception of Jomson's play.
The defense for Sejanus is that policy must be accurately represented
in order to be understood. It is the satiric perspective in the play
which allows the dialogue between poiicy and morality to be carried
out. In the dramatic conflict these two vasic attitudes toward

political behaviour arise. This has been pointed out in Tacitus as

well. Policy was the law of succesasful states, morality of humanity,
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the contest between them vigorous. But some refused to see the moral
side in Tacitus' works.

T citus first came to print in 1470. It took another hundred
years for his name to make its way northward. Lipsius' famous edition
appeared in 1575. 1In 1580-81 he was the subject of a series of
lectures in Rome by Muretus, who proclaimed his "virtues as a political
thinker and stylist, in defiance of an establishment which considered

105 There were a hoast of other

him subversive and obscure."
commentators who emerged as the political conditions surrounding them
made Tacitus a relevant line of pursuit. The karl of Essex, an
admirer of Tacitus, had a group of Pllowers which included Hayward,
Bacon and Savile. Sir John Hayward was first among the English to
employ him asz a model for the writing of history. queen “ligabeth
was nervous about Hayward's work and queried Bacon 'whether there
were no treason containedi in it?" Bacon gave a witty reply that his
only "felony'" was theft, referring to the origins of his style. But
the Queen's suspicion is indicativc.1ou Richard Greneway translated

Tacitus' Annals into knglish and published them in 1598 together with

translations of parts of the Hiastories by Savile. Tacitus could no

longer be ignored; the Lklizabethans had to reckon with him, especially
with his political implications. Machiavelli was on the Index.
Tacitus could be used to promulgate his doctrines of absolutism and
dissimulation under the convenient cover of history. Yet Tacitus was
no friend to tyrants. This is the problem in a nutshell.

The popularity of T.citus in the period from 1580-1680 has been
described as a fashion, a craze.m5 Over a hundred commentaries were

written on him during those years. In burope there were forty-five

sixteenth-century editions of the Annals and .istories and in the
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seventeenth century a hundred and three more. He had clearly arrived
as a force in Renaissance politics. The commentaries were often
meditations on aphorisms drawn from the works explaining principles
of political behaviour applied to contemporary contexts. What was
sought was a system of politics, a body of informed and authoritative
political thought; whole systems were pileced together out of his works.
From another point of view, that of established monarchs, Tacitus
was held to be dangerous. His hatred of despotism was too easily read
as hatred of monarchy. Lipsius sugyested in 1572, the year in which
the Dutch revolt began, that ‘the cruel, two-faced Tiberius was the

very image (expressa imago) of the Duke of Alba, then governing the
n106

Netherlands for King “hilip. Rulers resented the comparisons
which offered themselves with such monarchs as Tiberius. Muret

said that the republican concept was dying out in kurope and that tle
political state of the west was comparable to NXome under the emperors.
Montaigne claimed, likewise, that reading Tacitus was like reading a
description of his own times, a criticism of a sick and troubled era.
For Boccalini, the Duke of Guise was like Sejanus.1o7 In 1626, Sir
John Eliot, at the impeachment trial of the Duke of Buckingham
likened him to Sejanus: bold, secretive, a slanderer, an accuser,
proud, a flatterer. Tacitus was established as a frame of reference,
but he was not neutral ground. Charlees 1 recoiled st the idea of being
likened, by implication, to Tiberius and sent Eliot to the tower.
Contemporaries also believed, according to Burke, that Jonson's
Sejanus was a reference to Essex. 108 The oblique references to
EKlizabeth could have been overlooked. Sejanus had become a veritable

touchstone for villq?y and political couniving, but his relationship

with Tiberius made allusions complex.
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The two main streins in Tacitean thought were recognized eurly.
Guicciardini explained that Tscitus taught subjects to live morally
and prudently, but that he also taught tyrants how to assert their
power. Later Guiseppe Toffanin identified these strains as ‘'red' and

'black' Tucitism. "Tacitismo rosso'" wa. disguised republicanism,

"Tacitismo nero'" was disguised Machiavellianism. <his is the central

ambiguity of his work. °’ Related to the "red" is ethical Tacitism.
Such men as lLipsius advocated stoicism as a means of survival under
harsh conditions. Montaigne commended Tacitus as a moralist and

Bacon regarded him as superior both to Plato and Aristotle because his
observations were more 1ifelikc.11o There was an increased interest in
the psychology of politics, but it was part of the study of advanced

intellectual circles. bBacon was one of the few able to understand the

true depths of Tacitus' enalysis. La Rochefoucauld in Reflexions

morales (1665), asserted that Tacitus was a study in stripping away
the masks of dissemblers, exposing man's hidden motives. Nicoles

Amelot de la Houssale compiled a book called La Morale de Tacite

(1686), translated into English as The Modern “ourtier in which he

emphasized the need to bend to the times, provoke no trouble, accomodate
princes and humor them as much as decengcy would allow.111 These men
introduced a third problem, that of survival under new political
conditions. It was also‘not an issue popular with princes.

The idea of the republic was for a time vigorously defended,
despite the fact that it was overwhelmed by the rise of absolute
princes and their more efficient pover-states. Leonardo Bruni,
a florentine of the fifteenth century, made use of Tacitus' histories

to attack the despotism of iilan. He argued that impire killed oratory

and destroyed great public servants, that absolutiam destroyed the
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Roman culture.112

But republicanism continued to wane until it was a
suspect and distrusted doctrinec. It was, a 8 a philosophy, driven
underground; red Tacitists .ere compelled to become "pink", that is,
advocates of limited monarchy, critics of tyranny and despotism. There
are many further examples. Boccalini wrote a commentary on Tacitus in
1627 as a disguised diatribe against “pain, reasons of state politics,
absolutism, a defense of the Venetian Nepublic. /e regarded T.citus
for his republicamism as the "'prince of political historians'."113
Isaac vorislaus 1595-1649), a Dutchman, was an avowed repubiican.
(The Dutch Republic, Switzerland and Venice were the only remaining
republics.) He lectured at Cambridge on Tacitus, was silenced by the
vice~chancellor for anti-monarchical ideas, aided in the execution of
Charles 1 and was himself assassinated in The Hague by royalists
shortly after. Milton, too, was involved in a paper war over Tacitus
with Salmasius, who was a critic of the parliamentarian system and
used Tucitus to support absolute monarchy. Milton called Tacitus,

meanwhile, the '"'greatest possible enemy to t’.y:‘ant:;'."““+

One way or
the other, Tacitus was used as stock-in-trade for the rediscovery of

political realpolitik under the conditions of the religilous wars in

kurope and the rise of modern states. lia reputation was complex;
s12plified it amounted to Tacitus the hater of tyrants and Tacitus the
exponent of Tiberian tactics. There can be little doubt of his
importance to the political thought of the times. More difficult to
settle is where Jonson fits into the debate.

First is the phenomenon of Tacitism itself. Jonson in Lpigram
XCII testifies to the craze which developed among street-corner
politicians. Jonson would have been in full sympathy with Rosenhane,
the Swedish scholar, who '"wrote a dialogue of the four estates in

which he makes his parson complain that nowadays even burgomasters
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'must be telling us what T citus aaya'."115

Jonson adds a new cry

to the london streets: "Ripe statesmen, ripe'". Young fashionabie men,
gather to discuss the affairs of state, speak of '"councils, projects,
practices ... what each prince doth for intelligence owe,/And unto
whom:" They employ the terminology of statecraft but keep up the
impression that these ure mysteries, making cryptic secrets out of

coumon information. 'They carry in their pocxets T.citus,/And the

Gazetti, or Gallo-Belgicus;/And talke reserv'd, lock'd up, and full

of feare," atfect;ng all the ways of cunning Machiavels on the scale
of petty gossip.116 The tactics anu terminology of Tiberian statecraft
had become part of the Jacobean soelial miiieu. Policy had caught the
imagination of the "man in tie street'". But this is a satire of those
who use Tacitus for the wrong purposes, not a deflating of the
historian himself. |

The record of Tacitism outlined above is evidence of the great
variety of uses to which he was placed. ®~uch writers as Bacon had to
make sense of the welter of attitudes about Tucitus and in the conext
of his own complex political times.117 Bacon called Tacit?a the most
uoral of all the ancient hiétorians, primarily because he wrote of men
as they were. Bacon was a man of some moral reserve, yet he understood
the nature of policy and commended it as one of the best qualities of
a stateman. "For if & Man, have that Penetration of Iudgement, as
he can discerne, what Things are to be laid open, and what to be
secretted, and what to be shewed at Halfe lights, and to whom, and
when, (which indeed are Arts of State, and Arts of Life, as Tacitus

well calleth them) to him, A Habit of Dissimulation, is a Hinderance,

and a Poorenesse. But if a man cannot obtaine to that Iudgement, then

it is leit to him, generally, to be Close, and a Dissembler."118
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Policy has an openness and frankness about it such as Augustus used,
while Tiberius' secrecy was less fortunute though no iess necessary.

The dissimulator is unsuccessful because hints fall out that he is

not what he claims to be, but the simulator is a man who "industriously,
and expressly, feigns, and preten.s to be, that he is not." Secrecy is
both a politic and moral habit, commendable in all men of public affairs.
But the essay is ultimately poised in perfect ambiguity. Simulation
Bacon declares a Vice, "That I hold more culpable, and less politicke,
except it be in great and rare Matters." for such a mind shows only

fear and a "naturall Falsenesse". After carefully differentiating
secrecy from simulation und dissiumulation from the other two, he

concludes: "The great Advantages of Simulation and Dissimulation are

three,'" and treats them as synonymous till the end of the essay,
offering in counter-proposition three disadvantages as well, concluding

that "the best Composition, and Temperature is, to have Opennesse in

Fame and Opinion; Secrecy in Hebit; Dissimulation in seasonable use;

and a Power to faigne, if there be no Renedy."119 Bacon vacillates to
such a degree that a large spectrum remains for a legitimate use of
policy. The new times forceu syntheses difficult to reconcile either
to the "reds'" or the "blacks". Bacon, himself, engaged in stylistic
patternings to record the essential ambiguities of the new political

style, proposed a political carte blandes while preserving the

phraseology of a censoring morality.

Perhaps the only just conclusion is that [ citus expresses a
variety of political opinions which arise out of the various contexts
of history he deals with. iHis writings illustrate the tactics of
tyranny as well as a need for their curtailment, models of flattery

and servility as well as a few select examples of discretion. Ilie
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represents both the ideals of a lost republicanism and the advantages
of absolutism in a work which contains at once tones of moral invective
and stolc endurance, yet remains eszentially factual and objective. It
is this variety in a single vision of hiastory, the multiplicity of
moods, the intellectual struggle which takes place in the act of
Judging the past which challenges the artist. It was Tacitus' thought,
but also his attitude tosard history and style, which compelied
attention. It was not the Tacitus of popular polemics Jonson is
concerned with but the historian whose integrity asz an observer
characterized him as a moder:ste intellectual. The Tacitean
performance which included reservations of judgement, paradox, even
indecision, which weighed political causes and penetrated politiéal
ambition yet was ever avware of duty, loyalty and truth of argument,
was the kind of historical iriting Jonson advances in the play.
Systenmatized political behaviour was a new discipline and
Tacitus was among the first to iabour toward a style capable of making
politicel analysis possible. Tacitus' style was a mediary step toward
the discovery of scientific historiography. Tacitus' work lends
itself to easy generalizing in aphorisms and maxims, but the c;rcfuﬁ
reader recognizes cross themes and mixed moods in the plot-structuriﬁg,
the sele¢ction and weighting of events. Tacitus carried the revolution
in historical methodology only part of the way. By the end of the
seventeenth century he had fallen out of favor, mentioned in the works
of only a few scholars until the time of the revolution in France,
notably in the prefaces to the translation by Thomas Gordon.12°
Tacitus eventually only appeared scientifie in his methods of writing.
New techni~ues emerged during the seventeenth century with which his

"empiricisa" could not compete. Herman Conring (1606-81), James Barr1n§mm

(1611-77), and s5ir #illiam Petty are those who aided in exposing the
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half-science of Tacitus. ©Dut the moral politics of the Tudors had

to give way and Tucitus was employed during the transitional phase.

He had been part of a larger political and social movement, read
because he was one of the most clear-headed of the ancients on matters
of statecraft. Politics became a new activity for professionale only;
the splendid Renaissance amateur lost his place in public affairs.
Success depended on experience, and cynicism was the key for making
experience useful in terms of political dividends. History was read

no lonyer for admonition but poured over for the principles of political
success. Black Tacitism was a part of the thought of the age. Jonson
resisted it with characteristic moral vigor and contributed to the
development of political drama in which recognition of hard facts

meant exposure of men's vices. Nevertheless, his play could instruct

in the ways of policy. It was the nature of his material to submit
itself to this double reading. osut the play contains, in its structuring
and techniques, the essence of the struggle. The "scientific" is fused
with satiric commentary; the didacticism is tempered by the historian's
regard for truth. Sejanus, reflecting Tacitus in Renaissance times,
contains something of the same complex relationship between ﬁoral art
and the new science which was so much a part of the intellectual

dialogue of the age.
XXI

In following Tacitus a certain anti-absolutist dimension was
bound to emerge. This was a relatively new brand of drama in which

the political order was not recast in a Tudor mold. Authorities
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were sensitive to such lines as,
So soon all best turns,

With doubtful princes, turn deep injuries

In estimation, when they greater rise

Than can be answered. (III. 302-305).
"Doubtfull" here means corrupt. It is a word Jonson was compelled
to add in the Folio because without it, Silius' statement could be
taken to mean that all rulers were ungrateful, including Elizabeth

or James 1.121

The play takes monarchy for granted; the republicans
were all loyal. But the work also demonstrates that monarchy is also,
b, definition, faulty. Jonson was something of a pessimist because
history had borne out, too repeatedly for men to ignore, the fact that
good kings were rare and that corruption plagued the office. Tacitus
claimed with regard to the ascent of Tiberius to the throne: "The more
I think about history, ancient or modern, the more ironical all human
affairs seem. In public opinion, expectation, and esteem no one
appeared a less likely csndidate for the throne than the man for

whom destiny was secretaly reserving it." (Annals III. 18; Grant

pp. 127-8.) Jonson, like Tacitus, made it his task to study, not the
curiosities of tyranny but the real patterns, to study its actual
pelitical causes. He was sensitive to the ironies involved in
monarchical rule. Princes with absolute power were virtually free to
rule by whim. Lven their clients were as vulnerable to his sudden
blows as the victims were wshom the clients struck down on the prince's
behalf. “riticism from an implicit repubiican point of view was
inherent in the form of historical writing Jonson chose to imitate.
Thie thesis will arise in the next chapter, but it is a Tacitean
phenomenon as well.

Tiberius was a superb politician by instinct. Fear, caution and

a good asense of timing made him a model which post-rMachliavelliana could
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read as though a portrait by the Florentine. 1If there was a De casibus

pattern in history for Jonson to imitate in the play, it was because
Tiberius himself played the dramatist. He did not toy cruelly with
his victims; he found it expedient to let them wax before he made them
wano.122 Tiberius engineered the glorious heights, putting Sejanus
off his guard with the promises of tribunal powers as a preamble to
the final plummet. It is a practice which Sejanus himself taught to
the Emperor. It is not safe to censure or strike weakly. <hat only
makes men angry and leuves them free to plot.

The course must be to let 'em still swell up,

Riot and surfeit on blind Fortune's cup;

Give 'em more place, more dignities, more style;

and they, in night
Of their ambition, not perceive the train,
Till in the engine they are caught and slain.
(II. 260-62, 267-69) when Tiberius follows this exact course
against Sejanus, the irony is marked. Tiberius' politic will makes
the wheel of fortune turn. Silius at his trial rebuked his accuser:
"Thou durst not tell me so/Hadst thou not Caesar's warrant. I can
see/Whose power condemns me." (III. 230-32)., But proof is not in
single lines. It is in liberius' entire relationship to the events of
state. It was he who could work the populace into a fit of frenzy by
a few ambiguous letters.
Laco. True, and today, one of Sejanus' friends
Honored b, special writ, and on the morrow
Another punished -

. And thus he leaves the Senate
Divided and suspended, all uncertain. (IV. 416-18; 421-22).

Tiberius' greatest power was in his calculated silence and his
capacity to lure men into his service, use their ambitions, achieve
his ends and avoid opprobrium.

Tyrants' arts

Are to give flatters grace, accusers power,
That those may seem to kill whom they devour. (I. 70-72)
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Tiberius was, for the play, the god of the machine who was yet,
himaelf, part of the action, for which reason he must come under the
judgement by which the r:«st of the world is to be judged. ilis career
was more than spotted, for in preserving power he wasted good men and
raised others to do the task for whose luter dexize he likewise reaped
the praise. The play is concernsd with the fall of the good and of the
bad, doth brought about by the same "machine". That is the discovery
which a study of political czusality provoked for Jonson. It leads to
the themsatic dilemmas in the play. Fate and policy are ‘used in a
single action; chance, determination, will and despotism become part
of & single system and ceries of causes, each phenomenon explained in
terms of the other. One is left only with the system. The Romans
were antiphilosorhical; they were realists capable of looking upon the
facts of statecraft without incredulous alarm. *he cost, according to
Tacitus, was a deadening of that moral vigor which gave rise to the
quest for freedom (authentic rather than honorary freedom), and to
ideals sbout human nature. Yet because of political realities, the
historian himself was forced to deal in terms of the actual or fail
in his responsibility to truth of argument. The logic of political
expediency could only be neglected srort of risking naivete. The
question elways returns to Tuclitus as a moralist. "The lessons that
Tacitus is supposed to inculcate zre by no means unequivocal." He
presents the notions of statecraft which must be accepted both by
quietists as well as tyrants. "His writings (it can be argued) are
morally subversive, not safely to be recommended for the instruction
of the young."12} This follows, in spite of the moral commentary and
thematic planning, from the very nature of the events to be narrated.
Jonson finds himself in the same dilemma in Se janus but refuses to

withdraw the evidence even for his own safety. 1t is a play of moral
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invective, but also of regrets. The fiuct and necessity of monarchy
co-exists with the longing tor the old morality. The play is
peculiarly modern in the way in which it reveals the circumstances
which condemn men to silence, to pessimism or to self-willed ignorance.

"The Annals convey the traveller through a bleak land, without
light or hope.” That is Syme's impression ofthe Tacitean landscape.
The extent of the gloom converts the history into a symbol of its oﬁh
characteristic events and circumastances; Jonson creates a similar
impression in the play. Fear and fraud predominate. '"What abides for
ever is discord and tyranny."12“ Liberty has eroded away. <There is an
epic of decline. There is a corrupt quest for power, the temptations
of which few are able to resist. Those who do are subject to
harasssment. One pattern of tragedy is that in which good men are
unable to avoid unjust political oppression, a pattern worked out of
true political situations which hold men without possibility of escape.
Men are tested for their loyalty and integrity of character under
these extreme conditions. OSuch plot has personal, historical and
national implications, for where the very form of government is
responsible for the violation of humanity, one must contend with themes
both of personal corruption and ambition as well as of national
deterioration and decline. Through Tacitus' history, Jonson came to
the tragedy of guilty states as well as to the dilemma of the
individual political victinm.

Jonson believed that the dramatic medium could contribute to the
truth of history. <The dramatist could reveal moods of outrage and
resignation through the characters. Certainly he employed the
techniques of the multiple point of view, which drama is by definition,

to cover the many facets of political motivaticn. Since political
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events depend largely up.n the politic uses of rhetoric, drama is the
perfect vehicle for illustrating the variables of oratory. In the
heaping up of adverse events something of Tacitus' view of Roman
history is captured in the play: the procession of small crises, the
words and looks which mount up to the turning ;oints in history. Yet
Jonson was able to amalgamate with Tacitus' themes, his own understanding
of causes. Pride and cupidity are the anti-social sins. In Sejanus
he deals with them in the circumstances in which they nearly bring a
whole society to ruin. Tragedy is a satiric situation with more far
reaching implications — where human folly becomes human vice and crimes
result instead of bad manners. Greed leads to despotism and this, in
turn, leads to pessimism or despair. Vhere the law itself becomes
corrupt, there is little hope for the body politic. The Jonson of the
satiric comedies is still visible within the Tacitean frame of values.
The fiAal problem for the play Sejanus, as it is for Tacitus, is
one of credibility. George DBrandes is one of the first critics to
uphold Jonson's attitudes toward history. He recognizes in Jonson a
vigorous pessimism which enables him to deal with the "beastlike
ferocity of first century Roman politics without extenuation and
without declamstion,' signs of a new understanding that political
realities are seldom resolved in confession, repentance and
reconciliation.125 By disposition, experience, conviction, Jonson
viewed the events of history in a manner very like Tacitus' own.
There is a crescendo-like structure in the Annals which results from
the calm relentless pursult of trial after trial, the exposure of
deceit, betrayal and hypocrisy. The picture is harsh but accurate.

History is the proof, yet as proof always begs the question. 1t ias
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finally a matter of challenging the reader's own inexperience.

Though the truth is sometimes doubted, yet it is the truth. <he only
approach is to say for Jonson what Montaigne seid for Tacitus: "They
who doubt his sincerity plainly betray themselves as ill-dispesed to
him on some other account. His opinions are sound, and he leans to

the right side of Xoman affairs."126

"The wome of the Annals is
rotten with fear anua corruption. In each successive book the
despotism becomes more harsh, the ruled more servile, the profitecring
freedmen and intformers more despicable, the few good men more helple-s.
The abominable atmosphere of this world has been unparalleled in
suropean history until the present age. There were in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries many readers who refused to accept it, not
because they knew of any fucts to disprove it, but pecause it
'degraded humanity'. Mankind, they declared, could not have sunk
so low. That particular objection to lacitus' Rome is not likely to
be advanced in our time."12? Because -Jonson relied upon Tacitus'
world-vision, his play approaches an equivalent degree of severity.
The play, borrowing the same strengths, imposes the %ame challenges to
the reader. Yet such a critic as T. 5. &liot thourht that Sejanus should
not go unappreciated in our times; "of all the dramatists of his time
Jonson is probably the one whom the present &ge would find the most
sympathetic, if it &new him."128

Important for Jonaon are Tscitus' many dramatic techniques, the
trapic and epic themes, his characterizations anu use of dramatic
speeches, the artistic arranging of materials, the calculated delays,
the heightened and metaphorical langauge which were all a ﬁart of his
atyle. *‘hat Tacitus could preserve such fidelity to tie facts yet see
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