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Questions for Further Study

Tacitus Histories |

Find below some questions on Tacitus’ approach to history in his other works, the Annals and
the Agricola.

Questions

1. What does Tacitus seem to be saying about the state of history writing in each of the
prefaces below?

2. What seems to be Tacitus’ relationship to the past, the present and the future in each
passage?

3. What appears to be Tacitus’ main reason for writing history in each passage?

4. Reread the introduction to the Histories — can you see any similarities or differences
between the ideas expressed?

Preface to Tacitus’ Annals (Chapter 1)

Rome at the beginning was ruled by kings. Freedom and the consulship were established by
Lucius Brutus. Dictatorships were held for a temporary crisis. The power of the decemvirs
did not last beyond two years, nor was the consular jurisdiction of the military tribunes of
long duration. The despotisms of Cinna and Sulla were brief; the rule of Pompeius and of
Crassus soon yielded before Caesar; the arms of Lepidus and Antonius before Augustus;
who, when the world was wearied by civil strife, subjected it to empire under the title of
"Prince." But the successes and reverses of the old Roman people have been recorded by
famous historians; and fine intellects were not wanting to describe the times of Augustus, till
growing sycophancy scared them away. The histories of Tiberius, Caius, Claudius, and Nero,
while they were in power, were falsified through terror, and after their death were written
under the irritation of a recent hatred. Hence my purpose is to relate a few facts about
Augustus- more particularly his last acts, then the reign of Tiberius, and all which follows,
without either bitterness or partiality, from any motives to which | am far removed.

Translation from http://classics.mit.edu/Tacitus/annals.1.i.html - accessed 15:18 on
22/01/2018
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Preface to Tacitus’ Agricola (Chapters 1-3)

To bequeath to posterity a record of the deeds and characters of distinguished men is an
ancient practice which even the present age, careless as it is of its own sons, has not
abandoned whenever some great and conspicuous excellence has conquered and risen
superior to that failing, common to petty and to great states, blindness and hostility to
goodness. But in days gone by, as there was a greater inclination and a more open path to the
achievement of memorable actions, so the man of highest genius was led by the simple
reward of a good conscience to hand on without partiality or self-seeking the remembrance of
greatness. Many too thought that to write their own lives showed the confidence of integrity
rather than presumption. Of Rutilius and Scaurus no one doubted the honesty or questioned
the motives. So true is it that merit is best appreciated by the age in which it thrives most
easily. But in these days, I, who have to record the life of one who has passed away, must
crave an indulgence, which I should not have had to ask had I an indulgence, which I should
not have had to ask had I only to inveigh against an age so cruel, so hostile to all virtue.

We have only to read that the panegyrics pronounced by Arulenus Rusticus on Paetus
Thrasea, and by Herennius Senecio on Priscus Helvidius, were made capital crimes, that not
only their persons but their very books were objects of rage, and that the triumvirs were
commissioned to burn in the forum those works of splendid genius. They fancied, forsooth,
that in that fire the voice of the Roman people, the freedom of the Senate, and the conscience
of the human race were perishing, while at the same time they banished the teachers of
philosophy, and exiled every noble pursuit, that nothing good might anywhere confront them.
Certainly we showed a magnificent example of patience; as a former age had witnessed the
extreme of liberty, so we witnessed the extreme of servitude, when the informer robbed us of
the interchanges of speech, and hearing. We should have lost memory as well as voice, had it
been as easy to forget as to keep silence.

Now at last our spirit is returning. And yet, though at the dawn of a most happy age Nerva
Caesar blended things once irreconcilable, sovereignty and freedom; though Nerva Trajan is
now daily augmenting the prosperity of the time, and though the public safety has not only
our hopes and good wishes, but has also the certain pledge of their fulfillment: still, from the
necessary condition of human frailty, the remedy works less quickly than the disease. As our
bodies grow but slowly, perish in a moment, so it is easier to crush than to revive genius and
its pursuits. Besides, the charm of indolence steals over us, and the idleness which at first we
loathed we afterwards love. What if during those fifteen years, a large portion of human life,
many were cut off by ordinary casualties, and the ablest fell victim to the Emperor’s rage, if a
few of us survive, though there have been taken from the midst of life those many years
which brought the young in dumb silence to old age, and the old almost to the very verge and
end of existence! Yet we shall not regret that we have told, though in language unskilful and
unadorned, the story of past servitude, and borne our testimony to present happiness.
Meanwhile this book, intended to do honour to Agricola, my father-in-law, will, as an
expression of filial regard, be commended, or at least excused.
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Translation taken from http://www.forumromanum.org/literature/tacitus/agricola e.html -
accessed 15:20 on 22/01/2018
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