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    In these pages, the fate of an empire turns upon the texture of a few minds, where private temperament hardens into public law and character writes itself across the map of the world.

Thomas De Quincey’s The Caesars is a sustained meditation on the origins and early shape of Roman autocracy, written by a nineteenth-century master of the English essay whose imagination and historical curiosity meet on equal terms. Rather than presenting a bare chronicle, De Quincey probes the psychology of rule at the moment when the Roman Republic yields to imperial forms, focusing on how personality, circumstance, and institutional change converge. His intention is interpretive and ethical as much as narrative: to illuminate the moral and intellectual pressures of supreme power, and to weigh how leadership, once embodied in individuals, alters the lives of peoples and the direction of history.

Composed during the rich period of nineteenth-century periodical culture and later gathered for book readers, The Caesars belongs to De Quincey’s broader project of historical and literary essays, where he marries scholarship to a distinctive, rhythmic prose. He brings to Rome a sensibility formed by classical study and by the Romantic era’s appetite for psychological depth. Without posing as a professional historian, he writes as a critic and moralist attentive to character and causation. The result is a set of reflective portraits and arguments that neither abandon fact to fancy nor reduce human complexity to dates, but instead seek an intelligible pattern within the careers of power.

The book surveys the decisive passage from republican turbulence to imperial settlement and considers the early succession of rulers who fashioned, tested, and sometimes strained the new order. It follows the shaping of authority—its ceremonials, its rhetoric, its legal masks—and the ways it lodged in the bodies and choices of singular figures. De Quincey is concerned with temperament in action: how ambition can be disciplined into policy or spill into spectacle, how fear and favor become tools of governance, and how the memory of prior freedom shadows the new absolutism. Readers encounter analysis more than anecdote, portraiture rather than parade.

Its classic status rests on this fusion of penetrating character study with grand historical vista, executed in a prose that carries both intellectual pressure and musical poise. In an era fascinated with Rome, De Quincey refuses mere antiquarian display; he asks what the ancient world discloses about enduring structures of leadership and legitimacy. The Caesars exemplifies the nineteenth-century English essay at its most ambitious, extending the essay form from private reflection to public inquiry. Its longevity in print and continued discussion within studies of classical reception affirm its place as a touchstone for readers seeking Rome refracted through a singular modern intelligence.

The book’s impact lies less in novel archival discovery than in a way of seeing: a narrative criticism that treats history as a drama of minds under pressure. This approach helped consolidate a Victorian mode of writing about the past that is literary without being fictional and moral without reducing complexity. By demonstrating how the essay can stage a dialogue between ancient testimony and modern sensibility, The Caesars influenced the manner in which later writers crafted psychologically alert accounts of antiquity. It continues to be cited in conversations about how nineteenth-century Britain imagined Rome, its tyrannies, its pageantry, and its lingering lessons.

De Quincey’s method is to read character through action and language, drawing on ancient historians while interrogating their biases, and then composing cadenced English that carries argument and atmosphere together. His sentences can turn on a pivot from the intimate to the monumental, enabling him to show how a gesture in the palace reshapes policy at the frontiers. He delights in distinctions—between authority and force, persuasion and spectacle, law and theater—and he invites readers to hold those distinctions steadily in view. Even as he narrates, he critiques the very narratives by which empires justify themselves, measuring them against the stubborn facts of human motive.

Themes of legitimacy, succession, and the ethics of power course through the work, as De Quincey traces how institutions harden around personalities and how the memory of republican forms persists under imperial dress. He attends to the crafting of public image, the management of fear and favor, and the fragile equilibrium between military command and civic order. Throughout, there is an interest in time itself—how regimes reconcile the new with inherited ritual, how narratives of restoration or rupture authorize rule. The Caesars thus exposes the grammar of domination: its ceremonies, its silences, and its necessary fictions, all threaded through with the unpredictability of individual will.

Although written at a historical distance, the book refuses to dissolve persons into symbols. De Quincey’s portraits honor contingency: he marks the hinge moments when prudence averts catastrophe or when vanity invites disaster, without reducing outcomes to inevitability. In doing so, he invites readers to weigh the reach and limits of agency, to separate accident from design, and to consider how structural constraints and private choices braid together. The intention is not to vindicate or to damn by formula, but to cultivate judgment—an alertness to proportion, to motive, and to consequence. That habit of mind, exercised on ancient material, equips readers for discriminations in any age.

For contemporary audiences, The Caesars remains resonant because it illuminates recurring questions about leadership, legitimacy, and the spectacle of power in public life. Its attention to image-making and political theater anticipates modern concerns with media and authority, while its scrutiny of institutional drift speaks to moments when constitutions strain under charismatic figures. By insisting that governance is a drama enacted by fallible humans, De Quincey resists both cynicism and naiveté. He offers neither a manual nor a satire, but a diagnostic lens through which readers may examine the pressures that turn principle into policy, and the temptations that convert necessity into pretext.

Readers will find neither a pedant’s apparatus nor a novelist’s embellishment, but an essayist’s art: lucid arrangement, reflective pause, and sentences tuned to idea. The Caesars can be approached as a sequence of interlocking studies, each clarifying a facet of imperial formation while widening the horizon of inquiry. Its learning is worn lightly, its judgments argued rather than asserted, and its narrative sense keeps the argument moving without sacrificing nuance. For those curious about Rome and those curious about the craft of thinking in prose, the book offers both a portal to antiquity and a demonstration of how literature can test history for meaning.

Ultimately, The Caesars endures because it asks perennial questions beneath the surface of a celebrated past: What licenses command? How does character become policy? When does order shade into domination? De Quincey answers not with formulas but with attentive reading of persons and institutions, making the ancient world intelligible without making it simple. Its themes—power and memory, spectacle and law, conscience and ambition—remain alive in every polity. As a classic of the nineteenth-century essay, it invites readers to reckon with leadership as a moral drama and to feel the continued relevance of Rome’s first emperors to modern civic imagination.
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    Thomas De Quincey’s The Caesars is a historical study tracing the emergence and early evolution of Roman imperial rule. Composed as a sequence of character-driven portraits organized chronologically, it considers how the dictatorship of Julius Caesar opened the path to the Principate and how his successors consolidated or distorted that settlement. Drawing chiefly on classical historians, De Quincey arranges political narrative with attention to institutional mechanics: the Senate’s altered function, the rise of the Praetorian Guard, the provinces’ administration, and the problem of succession. The work’s focus is interpretive but descriptive, presenting the leading emperors’ actions in relation to the stability, legitimacy, and reach of Roman power.

Beginning with Julius Caesar, the study describes the late Republic’s turbulence—civil strife, proscriptions, and competitive aristocratic coalitions—that precipitated his ascent. It outlines Caesar’s military mastery, consolidation of authority, and constitutional measures intended to rationalize governance across Italy and the provinces. The account stresses how his extraordinary commands and popular support weakened republican checks, creating a concentration of power unprecedented in Roman politics. His assassination is presented not as a restoration of the old order but as the decisive breach that revealed its exhaustion, leaving a vacuum. In this framing, Caesar functions as the founder in fact, though not in law, of the new imperial paradigm.

Augustus occupies the central structural role in the book’s narrative. De Quincey follows his gradual settlement after Actium: assumption of tribunician power, control of armies, and careful retention of senatorial forms. The synopsis details his reorganization of provincial administration, tax systems, and public works, along with measures for urban order and moral legislation. Particular emphasis falls on his management of succession, an unresolved problem masked by his longevity and prudence. The portrait underscores how Augustus stabilized Rome by cloaking monarchy in republican language, creating offices and routines that endured. His reign defines the operating template of the Principate, against which later rulers are measured.

With Tiberius, the analysis turns to the strains within the Augustan settlement. The text outlines his administrative competence, fiscal restraint, and preference for delegation, contrasted with his uneasy relationship with the Senate and public image. The rise and fall of Sejanus, the climate of treason trials, and the emperor’s retreat to Capri are treated as symptomatic of structural pressures: the court’s influence, the Guard’s leverage, and the absence of transparent succession norms. Tiberius is examined less as a novelty than as a test case, showing how personal reserve and suspicion could amplify latent tensions within a system reliant on consensus but secured by military power.

The rapid turn from Tiberius to Caligula emphasizes instability at the apex. Caligula’s early popularity, soon followed by extravagance and unpredictable policy, illustrates how proximity to absolute power could dislocate traditional restraints. His assassination by members of the Guard highlights the decisive role of military custodians in palace politics. Claudius’s accession, engineered within the camp, introduces an emperor notable for administrative energy: extension of citizenship, judicial reforms, and significant provincial initiatives, including the invasion of Britain. The narrative notes the rising importance of freedmen and imperial household in governance. Yet succession again proves contingent on court dynamics, positioning Nero as heir.

Nero’s reign is presented in two phases. Early government, under the guidance of Seneca and Burrus, features moderation and continuity. A later shift marks increasing preoccupation with performance, court intrigues, and coercive measures against perceived rivals. The account includes fiscal challenges, provincial unrest, and urban crisis, framed by the Great Fire and post-fire building schemes. The treatment avoids sensationalism, focusing instead on the political consequences: alienation of elite support, strain with the Guard, and erosion of legitimacy. Nero’s fall, triggered by revolt, displays the mechanism by which armies and provincial commanders could arbitrate sovereignty once metropolitan consensus fractured.

The narrative proceeds to the civil wars of 68–69, tracing the brief governments of Galba, Otho, and Vitellius. Each episode illustrates how pledges to the Guard, provincial loyalties, and logistical control outweighed constitutional claims. The emergence of Vespasian is explained through his military base in the East and his coalition-building across provinces. As founder of the Flavian dynasty, he restored fiscal order, regularized military pay and recruitment, and reaffirmed administrative routines interrupted by civil war. The presentation emphasizes recovery more than novelty: Vespasian’s significance lies in consolidating the Augustan framework after its most serious stress test since inception.

Titus’s short reign is summarized through crisis management and continuity: relief after the eruption of Vesuvius, responses to fires and epidemics, and measured foreign policy. Domitian’s longer tenure is treated as the culmination of Flavian centralization. The account notes his attention to frontier defense, coinage, and law, while also covering enhanced ceremonial, intensified censorship, and strained senatorial relations. His assassination is presented within the recurring pattern of palace conspiracy and Praetorian complicity. Together, Titus and Domitian exemplify the dual drift of the Principate: administrative efficiency paired with expanding court autonomy, a combination that could secure order but invite elite resistance.

Across these portraits, The Caesars advances a consistent picture of the Roman imperial system. It portrays monarchy sustained by military loyalty and provincial administration, moderated by inherited republican forms but vulnerable to opaque succession and court intrigue. Character matters, yet institutions—especially the Guard, the bureaucracy, and the legions—set limits and shape outcomes. The book’s central message is diagnostic rather than moral: stability depended on managing the intersection of personal rule, legal façade, and logistical control. By following events from Julius Caesar to the Flavians, De Quincey outlines how Rome maintained empire amid recurrent crises, and how its solutions embedded enduring contradictions.
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    Thomas De Quincey’s The Caesars is set within the hinge of Mediterranean history: the collapse of the Roman Republic and the erection of the Principate, roughly from the mid–1st century BCE to the late 1st century CE. Its physical stage is Rome—Forum, Palatine, and imperial precincts—yet its action spans provincial frontiers from the Rhine-Danube to Judaea and Britain. The urban plebs, senatorial aristocracy, equestrian administrators, legions, and slaves together form the social matrix. Grain from Egypt, taxes from Asia, and troops from Spain and Illyricum fed a metropolis of perhaps one million, whose spectacles, temples, and bureaucracies embodied the empire’s reach and strain.

This world combined republican forms with monarchical realities. The Senate still convened in the Curia Julia; magistracies existed; law courts operated—but the emperor’s household, the Praetorian Guard, and imperial freedmen steered policy. Augustus’s marble city framed a new ceremonial politics: triumphs, the imperial cult, and the language of peace and restoration. Communications along the Via Appia, Mediterranean sea lanes, and fortified limes connected distant provinces to Rome’s court. In The Caesars, De Quincey treats this setting as a laboratory of power, where public ritual, military logistics, and fiscal machinery converge to convert personal charisma into enduring institutions and, at times, corrosive despotism.

The late Republic’s crises formed the prelude: the Social War (91–88 BCE) widened citizenship; Sulla’s dictatorship (82–79 BCE) scarred politics with proscriptions; and oligarchic deadlock fostered private armies. By the 60s BCE, the First Triumvirate—Pompey, Caesar, Crassus—substituted personal compacts for constitutional consensus. Repeated land laws, provincial extortion trials, and mass urban patronage accentuated factionalism. These facts frame De Quincey’s insistence that individual character operates within historical constraints. In The Caesars, he reads Julius Caesar’s ascent not as accident, but as the logical culmination of a militarized patronage system whose institutions—the Senate, courts, assemblies—could no longer arbitrate elite rivalry without the sword.

Julius Caesar’s Gallic command (58–50 BCE) yielded legions loyal to him personally; crossing the Rubicon in 49 BCE inaugurated civil war. Pharsalus (48 BCE) crushed Pompey; Thapsus (46) and Munda (45) destroyed resistance. Caesar’s dictatorship saw administrative reforms, enlarged magistracies, and the Julian calendar (46 BCE). On 15 March 44 BCE, senators assassinated him near Pompey’s Theater. De Quincey probes the psychological economy of sovereignty here: the terror and allure of a life that concentrates fate in one man. The Caesars presents the Ides of March as a hinge where republican ritual masks could no longer contain the realities of military-backed authority.

The Second Triumvirate (Octavian, Antony, Lepidus) formed in 43 BCE imposed proscriptions and defeated Caesar’s assassins at Philippi (42 BCE). Actium (31 BCE) broke Antony and Cleopatra; Alexandria fell in 30 BCE. Octavian styled himself Princeps in 27 BCE, accepting powers refined by the 23 BCE settlement—tribunician authority, imperium maius, and control over key provinces. Augustus preserved magistracies, census, and Senate, while reordering command and finance. De Quincey treats this constitutional bricolage as the masterstroke: power veiled in legality. The Caesars repeatedly shows how Augustan settlements encoded force inside tradition, seeding later tensions between ceremonial republicanism and unchallengeable imperial prerogative.

Augustus’s reforms stabilized an empire of roughly twenty-five legions after 14 CE, regularizing pay through the aerarium militare (est. 6 CE) and professionalizing the Praetorian Guard. Provincial governance split between senatorial and imperial spheres; taxation shifted from farming to direct levies and new imposts like the 5 percent inheritance tax. Monumental programs—Ara Pacis (dedicated 9 BCE), Forum of Augustus—projected a rhetoric of peace. The Caesars highlights how administrative rationality and public spectacle bound elites to the new order. De Quincey underscores the paradox: a genuine Pax Romana whose very efficiency empowered successors to rule without the political counterweights once supplied by republican competition.

Tiberius (14–37 CE) inherited a disciplined state yet retreated to Capri in 26 CE, while the Praetorian prefect Sejanus centralized influence and built the Castra Praetoria (23 CE). Treason trials under the lex maiestatis and the rise of informers (delatores) generated a climate of fear; Germanicus’s death (19 CE) and Rhine mutinies (14 CE) strained legitimacy. After Sejanus’s execution in 31 CE, purges multiplied. In The Caesars, De Quincey reads Tiberius as a study in suspicious governance: capable, yet corroded by secrecy and surveillance. He uses this reign to illustrate how institutionalized fear can become a governing technology in the imperial court.

Caligula (37–41 CE) began with remissions and festivals, then lurched into extravagant projects—like the temporary bridge across Baiae (39 CE)—and erratic policy on the German frontier. His assassination in January 41 CE by Praetorian officers exposed the court’s volatility. Claudius was discovered and proclaimed within the palace, underscoring the Guard’s kingmaking role. De Quincey seizes on Caligula’s reign to analyze the theatricality of autocracy, where spectacle substitutes for strategy and proximity to the ruler eclipses law. The Caesars portrays the palace as a micro-polity, its rituals and caprices shifting the fate of provinces as much as battles do.

Claudius (41–54 CE) expanded imperial bureaucracy via powerful freedmen—Narcissus, Pallas—and infrastructure such as the Aqua Claudia (completed 52 CE) and harbor works at Portus. In 43 CE, his forces under Aulus Plautius invaded Britain; Claudius himself visited to stage a triumph at Rome. Legal reforms and the extension of Latin rights exemplified pragmatic governance. Marriage to Agrippina the Younger and the adoption of Nero shaped succession. The Caesars emphasizes Claudius’s administrative modernity and dependence on household managers, seeing in his reign the domestication of power: a government run as much by educated insiders as by senatorial deliberation or battlefield charisma.

Nero (54–68 CE) governed ably in his quinquennium under Seneca and Burrus, then embraced courtly performance. The Great Fire of Rome (64 CE) devastated ten of fourteen regions; Nero’s Domus Aurea symbolized a new palatial grandeur. The Pisonian Conspiracy (65) prompted executions; revolts by Vindex and Galba in 68 precipitated Nero’s suicide. Early anti-Christian reprisals followed the fire’s blame politics. De Quincey uses Nero to examine the aesthetics of power—music, games, architecture—turning into instruments of control and distraction. The Caesars reads the fire’s aftermath as a moment when public calamity, propaganda, and urban redesign intertwined to remake both city and sovereignty.

The Boudican revolt (60/61 CE) in Britain saw the Iceni, led by Queen Boudica, destroy Camulodunum (Colchester), Londinium (London), and Verulamium (St Albans) before Suetonius Paulinus’s counterstroke near Mancetter restored order. Roman colonist abuses, confiscations, and debt sparked the uprising. Casualties were immense, and province-level policy was recalibrated. In The Caesars, De Quincey treats this revolt as a test of Rome’s provincial contract: conquest promised law and infrastructure but often delivered predation. He links such crises to the center’s ignorance, showing how imperial self-fashioning in Rome could collide lethally with frontier realities.

The Varian disaster in the Teutoburg Forest (9 CE), where Arminius annihilated three legions (XVII, XVIII, XIX), halted Rome’s trans-Rhine ambitions. Germanicus’s campaigns (14–16 CE) recovered eagles and avenged honor but did not annex Germania. Augustus’s strategic counsel favored defensible frontiers over expansion. The Caesars reads Teutoburg as a structural lesson: logistical overreach and cultural misreading amplify risk at imperial edges. De Quincey points to the ensuing border policy as evidence that even triumphant systems internalize catastrophe, translating defeat into doctrine and revealing the limits of charisma when supply lines, terrain, and local alliances dictate outcomes.

Created under Augustus, the Praetorian Guard became a decisive political actor once concentrated at Rome. Its prefects—preeminently Sejanus—mediated access to emperors, while the Guard elevated Claudius in 41 CE and shaped successions thereafter. Salaries, donatives, and barracks forged a corporate interest distinct from the legions. In The Caesars, De Quincey treats the Guard as the institutionalization of proximity: security that governs the governor. He examines how a protective corps accrues veto power, turning personal rule into a negotiation with armed courtiers, and how the choreography of palace access could eclipse formal law.

The Year of the Four Emperors (66/68–69 CE) began with Nero’s fall and cascaded through Galba, Otho, and Vitellius before Vespasian prevailed. Battles at Bedriacum (April and October 69) decided Italy’s fate; eastern legions and the Egyptian grain fleet backed Vespasian, acclaimed at Alexandria in July 69. Tacitus’s Histories records urban terror, donatives, and provincial bargaining. The Caesars presents 69 CE as the X-ray of the Principate: sovereignty as a network outcome, where legions, Senate, city populace, and Guard negotiate a settlement. De Quincey uses this crisis to show that imperial legitimacy rested on logistics, money, and timely mercy.

The Flavians consolidated order. Vespasian (69–79) restored finances and finished pacification, while the Jewish War (66–73) ended with Titus’s destruction of the Jerusalem Temple (70 CE) and a triumph in 71. War booty financed the Colosseum (begun 70–72), inaugurated with 100 days of games in 80. The eruption of Vesuvius (79) buried Pompeii and Herculaneum; imperial relief became part of public image. Domitian (81–96) centralized authority, expanded the imperial cult, and was assassinated in 96, suffering damnatio memoriae. The Caesars treats Flavian spectacle—arches, amphitheaters, triumphs—as statecraft, translating victory into urban form and shaping political memory.

By anatomizing rulers from Julius to the Flavians, the book critiques the concentration of power that masks command behind republican façades. It exposes how treason laws, informers, and the Praetorian system generate a surveillance regime, while spectacles and largesses anesthetize civic participation. De Quincey shows the urban plebs managed by grain and games, the Senate reduced to choreography, and the provinces made instruments of revenue and recruitment. The Caesars thus reads as a political sociology of empire: a study in how ceremonial order, administered fear, and logistical competence can stabilize injustice while eroding the deliberative capacities of a commonwealth.

The work also interrogates social inequities embedded in imperial governance—slavery’s ubiquity, provincial exploitation, and the arbitrariness of court favor. By juxtaposing frontier suffering—Boudica’s uprising, Judaea’s devastation—with palace excesses under Caligula and Nero, it indicts a system that converts peripheral pain into metropolitan splendor. De Quincey’s portraits reveal class divides between senatorial elites, equestrian administrators, and the mass of subjects, showing how law became asymmetrical under maiestas prosecutions and donatives. In The Caesars, critique emerges not as invective but as case history: a demonstration that stability purchased by fear and spectacle cannot substitute for accountable, shared governance.
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    Thomas De Quincey (1785–1859) was an English essayist whose work bridges Romanticism and early Victorian prose. He achieved fame with Confessions of an English Opium-Eater, a groundbreaking exploration of memory, urban experience, and altered consciousness. Writing across journalism, literary criticism, autobiography, and imaginative prose, he cultivated a highly wrought, rhetorically elaborate style that he called the “impassioned” mode. Closely connected with the intellectual milieu around the Lake Poets, he helped to extend Romantic introspection into new psychological territories. His essays, at once analytical and visionary, made him a distinctive figure in nineteenth-century letters and a touchstone for later prose about the self and the modern city.

Educated first at Manchester Grammar School, De Quincey displayed precocious mastery of Greek and a strong inclination toward independent study. As a youth he absented himself from formal education and endured periods of poverty in London, experiences that later furnished material for his autobiographical writing. He subsequently attended Worcester College, Oxford, though he did not take a degree, preferring wide reading to examinations. He immersed himself in English Romantic poetry and developed a lasting engagement with German literature and philosophy. Drawn to the Lake District, he sought the companionship and example of poets such as William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, whose work strongly shaped his literary ambitions.

De Quincey’s breakthrough came when Confessions of an English Opium-Eater appeared in the London Magazine in the early 1820s. The work combined confession, reportage, and dream narrative to portray opium use and its consequences without simple moralizing. Its frankness and stylistic virtuosity made it a sensation, generating both fascination and controversy. Beyond its subject, the book’s enduring power lies in its reflections on memory, remorse, time, and the spectral life of cities. It established De Quincey as a master of personal prose and opened a path for later writers to treat subjective states—visions, nightmares, and the reverberations of trauma—as literary material.

After Confessions, De Quincey wrote prolifically for periodicals, especially Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine and, later, Tait’s. He produced sharp critical essays, psychological studies, and cultural commentary. Notable pieces include On the Knocking at the Gate in Macbeth, which probes Shakespearean effect, and the darkly ironic On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts, which examines aesthetic responses to violence. He also engaged with Continental thought, writing on German literature and philosophy and adapting The Last Days of Immanuel Kant. These essays consolidated his reputation as a stylist who merged erudition with a distinctive, often dreamlike prose rhythm.

In the mid-century phase of his career, De Quincey deepened his exploration of inward life. Suspiria de Profundis broadened the confessional mode into visionary autobiography, while The English Mail-Coach transformed public events into symbolic dream-architecture. He revisited his past in Autobiographic Sketches and composed biographical and critical portraits of figures in his literary circle. His intellectual range extended to classical scholarship and economics, culminating in The Logic of Political Economy. Across this diverse output, he refined long, cadenced sentences, sudden rhetorical turns, and a vocabulary attuned to terror, awe, and sublimity—techniques that allowed him to yoke analysis to reverie.

De Quincey’s work is marked by tensions between moral inquiry and aesthetic contemplation. Writing for a lively periodical culture with pronounced ideological identities, he often addressed public questions—crime, punishment, commerce, imperial encounters—while maintaining a fundamentally literary focus on form and perception. His essays probe the ethics of spectatorship, the psychology of guilt, and the mechanisms of memory. Equally, he championed the expressive capacities of English prose, arguing implicitly that the essay could rival poetry in intensity. The result is an oeuvre that stands at once within Romantic legacies and ahead of later interests in sensation, the uncanny, and the inner dynamics of consciousness.

In later years, De Quincey lived chiefly in Scotland, continuing to write, revise, and republish earlier pieces. He issued the multivolume Selections Grave and Gay in the 1850s, which helped organize his scattered periodical essays into a coherent body of work. He died in 1859, leaving a substantial legacy that subsequent editors further consolidated. His influence can be traced in Victorian nonfiction and in modern explorations of urban experience, addiction, memory, and dream. Writers and critics have returned to him for his distinctive prose and for themes that anticipate psychological and modernist preoccupations. Today he is read as a major innovator of the personal and critical essay.
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The condition of the Roman Emperors has never yet been fully appreciated; nor has it been sufficiently perceived in what respects it was absolutely unique. There was but one Rome[1]: no other city, as we are satisfied by the collation of many facts, either of ancient or modern times, has ever rivalled this astonishing metropolis in the grandeur of magnitude; and not many—if we except the cities of Greece, none at all—in the grandeur of architectural display. Speaking even of London, we ought in all reason to say—the Nation of London, and not the City of London; but of Rome in her palmy days, nothing less could be said in the naked severity of logic. A million and a half of souls—that population, apart from any other distinctions, is per se for London a justifying ground for such a classification; à fortiori, then, will it belong to a city which counted from one horn to the other of its mighty suburbs not less than four millions of inhabitants [Footnote: Concerning this question—once so fervidly debated, yet so unprofitably for the final adjudication, and in some respects, we may add, so erroneously—on a future occasion.] at the very least, as we resolutely maintain after reviewing all that has been written on that much vexed theme, and very probably half as many more. Republican Rome had her prerogative tribe; the earth has its prerogative city; and that city was Rome.

As was the city, such was its prince—mysterious, solitary, unique. Each was to the other an adequate counterpart, each reciprocally that perfect mirror which reflected, as it were in alia materia, those incommunicable attributes of grandeur, that under the same shape and denomination never upon this earth were destined to be revived. Rome has not been repeated; neither has Cæsar[2]. Ubi Cæsar, ibi Roma—was a maxim of Roman jurisprudence. And the same maxim may be translated into a wider meaning; in which it becomes true also for our historical experience. Cæsar and Rome have flourished and expired together. The illimitable attributes of the Roman prince, boundless and comprehensive as the universal air—like that also bright and apprehensible to the most vagrant eye, yet in parts (and those not far removed) unfathomable as outer darkness, (for no chamber in a dungeon could shroud in more impenetrable concealment a deed of murder than the upper chambers of the air,)—these attributes, so impressive to the imagination, and which all the subtlety of the Roman [Footnote: Or even of modern wit; witness the vain attempt of so many eminent sort, and illustrious Antecessors, to explain in self-consistency the differing functions of the Roman Cæsar, and in what sense he was legibus solutus[3]. The origin of this difficulty we shall soon understand.] wit could as little fathom as the fleets of Cæsar could traverse the Polar basin, or unlock the gates of the Pacific, are best symbolized, and find their most appropriate exponent, in the illimitable city itself—that Rome, whose centre, the Capitol, was immovable as Teneriffe or Atlas, but whose circumference was shadowy, uncertain, restless, and advancing as the frontiers of her all-conquering empire. It is false to say, that with Cæsar came the destruction of Roman greatness. Peace, hollow rhetoricians! Until Cæsar came, Rome was a minor; by him, she attained her majority, and fulfilled her destiny. Caius Julius, you say, deflowered the virgin purity of her civil liberties. Doubtless, then, Rome had risen immaculate from the arms of Sylla and of Marius. But, if it were Caius Julius who deflowered Rome, if under him she forfeited her dowery of civic purity, if to him she first unloosed her maiden zone, then be it affirmed boldly—that she reserved her greatest favors for the noblest of her wooers, and we may plead the justification of Falconbridge for his mother's trangression with the lion-hearted king—such a sin was self-ennobled. Did Julius deflower Rome? Then, by that consummation, he caused her to fulfill the functions of her nature; he compelled her to exchange the imperfect and inchoate condition of a mere fæmina for the perfections of a mulier. And, metaphor apart, we maintain that Rome lost no liberties by the mighty Julius. That which in tendency, and by the spirit of her institutions—that which, by her very corruptions and abuses co-operating with her laws, Rome promised and involved in the germ—even that, and nothing less or different, did Rome unfold and accomplish under this Julian violence. The rape [if such it were] of Cæsar, her final Romulus, completed for Rome that which the rape under Romulus, her earliest Cæsar, had prosperously begun. And thus by one godlike man was a nation-city matured; and from the everlasting and nameless [Footnote: "Nameless city."—The true name of Rome it was a point of religion to conceal; and, in fact, it was never revealed.] city was a man produced—capable of taming her indomitable nature, and of forcing her to immolate her wild virginity to the state best fitted for the destined "Mother of empires." Peace, then, rhetoricians, false threnodists of false liberty! hollow chanters over the ashes of a hollow republic! Without Cæsar, we affirm a thousand times that there would have been no perfect Rome;[1q] and, but for Rome, there could have been no such man as Cæsar.

Both then were immortal; each worthy of each. And the Cui viget nihil simile aut secundum of the poet, was as true of one as of the other. For, if by comparison with Rome other cities were but villages, with even more propriety it may be asserted, that after the Roman Cæsars all modern kings, kesars, or emperors, are mere phantoms of royalty. The Cæsar of Western Rome—he only of all earthly potentates, past or to come, could be said to reign as a monarch, that is, as a solitary king. He was not the greatest of princes, simply because there was no other but himself. There were doubtless a few outlying rulers, of unknown names and titles upon the margins of his empire, there were tributary lieutenants and barbarous reguli, the obscure vassals of his sceptre, whose homage was offered on the lowest step of his throne, and scarcely known to him but as objects of disdain. But these feudatories could no more break the unity of his empire, which embraced the whole oichomeni;—the total habitable world as then known to geography, or recognised by the muse of History—than at this day the British empire on the sea can be brought into question or made conditional, because some chief of Owyhee or Tongataboo should proclaim a momentary independence of the British trident, or should even offer a transient outrage to her sovereign flag. Such a tempestas in matulâ might raise a brief uproar in his little native archipelago, but too feeble to reach the shores of Europe by an echo—or to ascend by so much as an infantine susurrus to the ears of the British Neptune. Parthia, it is true, might pretend to the dignity of an empire. But her sovereigns, though sitting in the seat of the great king, (o basileus,) were no longer the rulers of a vast and polished nation. They were regarded as barbarians—potent only by their standing army, not upon the larger basis of civic strength; and, even under this limitation, they were supposed to owe more to the circumstances of their position—their climate, their remoteness, and their inaccessibility except through arid and sultry deserts—than to intrinsic resources, such as could be permanently relied on in a serious trial of strength between the two powers. The kings of Parthia, therefore, were far enough from being regarded in the light of antagonist forces to the majesty of Rome. And, these withdrawn from the comparison, who else was there—what prince, what king, what potentate of any denomination, to break the universal calm, that through centuries continued to lave, as with the quiet undulations of summer lakes, the sacred footsteps of the Cæsarean throne? The Byzantine court, which, merely as the inheritor of some fragments from that august throne, was drunk with excess of pride, surrounded itself with elaborate expressions of a grandeur beyond what mortal eyes were supposed able to sustain.

These fastidious, and sometimes fantastic ceremonies, originally devised as the very extremities of anti-barbarism, were often themselves but too nearly allied in spirit to the barbaresque in taste. In reality, some parts of the Byzantine court ritual were arranged in the same spirit as that of China or the Birman empire; or fashioned by anticipation, as one might think, on the practice of that Oriental Cham, who daily proclaims by sound of trumpet to the kings in the four corners of the earth—that they, having dutifully awaited the close of his dinner, may now with his royal license go to their own.

From such vestiges of derivative grandeur, propagated to ages so remote from itself, and sustained by manners so different from the spirit of her own—we may faintly measure the strength of the original impulse given to the feelings of men by the sacred majesty of the Roman throne. How potent must that splendor have been, whose mere reflection shot rays upon a distant crown, under another heaven, and across the wilderness of fourteen centuries! Splendor, thus transmitted, thus sustained, and thus imperishable, argues a transcendent in the basis of radical power. Broad and deep must those foundations have been laid, which could support an "arch of empire" rising to that giddy altitude—an altitude which sufficed to bring it within the ken of posterity to the sixtieth generation.

Power is measured by resistance.[2q] Upon such a scale, if it were applied with skill, the relations of greatness in Rome to the greatest of all that has gone before her, and has yet come after her, would first be adequately revealed. The youngest reader will know that the grandest forms in which the collective might of the human race has manifested itself, are the four monarchies. Four times have the distributive forces of nations gathered themselves, under the strong compression of the sword, into mighty aggregates—denominated Universal Empires, or Monarchies. These are noticed in the Holy Scriptures; and it is upon their warrant that men have supposed no fifth monarchy or universal empire possible in an earthly sense; but that, whenever such an empire arises, it will have Christ for its head; in other words, that no fifth monarchia can take place until Christianity shall have swallowed up all other forms of religion, and shall have gathered the whole family of man into one fold under one all-conquering Shepherd. Hence [Footnote: This we mention, because a great error has been sometimes committed in exposing their error, that consisted, not in supposing that for a fifth time men were to be gathered under one sceptre, and that sceptre wielded by Jesus Christ, but in supposing that this great era had then arrived, or that with no deeper moral revolution men could be fitted for that yoke.] the fanatics of 1650, who proclaimed Jesus for their king, and who did sincerely anticipate his near advent in great power, and under some personal manifestation, were usually styled Fifth-Monarchists.

However, waiving the question (interesting enough in itself)—Whether upon earthly principles a fifth universal empire could by possibility arise in the present condition of knowledge for man individually, and of organization for man in general—this question waived, and confining ourselves to the comparison of those four monarchies which actually have existed—of the Assyrian or earliest, we may remark, that it found men in no state of cohesion. This cause, which came in aid of its first foundation, would probably continue; and would diminish the intensity of the power in the same proportion as it promoted its extension. This monarchy would be absolute only by the personal presence of the monarch; elsewhere, from mere defect of organization, it would and must betray the total imperfections of an elementary state, and of a first experiment. More by the weakness inherent in such a constitution, than by its own strength, did the Persian spear prevail against the Assyrian. Two centuries revolved, seven or eight generations, when Alexander found himself in the same position as Cyrus for building a third monarchy, and aided by the selfsame vices of luxurious effeminacy in his enemy, confronted with the self-same virtues of enterprise and hardihood in his compatriot soldiers. The native Persians, in the earliest and very limited import of that name, were a poor and hardy race of mountaineers. So were the men of Macedon; and neither one tribe nor the other found any adequate resistance in the luxurious occupants of Babylonia. We may add, with respect to these two earliest monarchies, that the Assyrian was undefined with regard to space, and the Persian fugitive with regard to time. But for the third—the Grecian or Macedonian—we know that the arts of civility, and of civil organization, had made great progress before the Roman strength was measured against it. In Macedon, in Achaia, in Syria, in Asia Minor, in Egypt—every where the members of this empire had begun to knit; the cohesion was far closer, the development of their resources more complete; the resistance therefore by many hundred degrees more formidable: consequently, by the fairest inference, the power in that proportion greater which laid the foundations of this last great monarchy. It is probable, indeed, both à priori, and upon the evidence of various facts which have survived, that each of the four great empires successively triumphed over an antagonist, barbarous in comparison of itself, and each by and through that very superiority in the arts and policy of civilization.

Rome, therefore, which came last in the succession, and swallowed up the three great powers that had seriatim cast the human race into one mould, and had brought them under the unity of a single will, entered by inheritance upon all that its predecessors in that career had appropriated, but in a condition of far ampler development. Estimated merely by longitude and latitude, the territory of the Roman empire was the finest by much that has ever fallen under a single sceptre. Amongst modern empires, doubtless, the Spanish of the sixteenth century, and the British of the present, cannot but be admired as prodigious growths out of so small a stem. In that view they will be endless monuments in attestation of the marvels which are lodged in civilization. But considered in and for itself, and with no reference to the proportion of the creating forces, each of these empires has the great defect of being disjointed, and even insusceptible of perfect union. It is in fact no vinculum[4] of social organization which held them together, but the ideal vinculum of a common fealty, and of submission to the same sceptre. This is not like the tie of manners, operative even where it is not perceived, but like the distinctions of geography—existing to-day, forgotten to-morrow—and abolished by a stroke of the pen, or a trick of diplomacy. Russia, again, a mighty empire, as respects the simple grandeur of magnitude, builds her power upon sterility. She has it in her power to seduce an invading foe into vast circles of starvation, of which the radii measure a thousand leagues. Frost and snow are confederates of her strength. She is strong by her very weakness. But Rome laid a belt about the Mediterranean of a thousand miles in breadth; and within that zone she comprehended not only all the great cities of the ancient world, but so perfectly did she lay the garden of the world in every climate, and for every mode of natural wealth, within her own ring-fence, that since that era no land, no part and parcel of the Roman empire, has ever risen into strength and opulence, except where unusual artificial industry has availed to counteract the tendencies of nature. So entirely had Rome engrossed whatsoever was rich by the mere bounty of native endowment.

Vast, therefore, unexampled, immeasurable, was the basis of natural power upon which the Roman throne reposed. The military force which put Rome in possession of this inordinate power, was certainly in some respects artificial; but the power itself was natural, and not subject to the ebbs and flows which attend the commercial empires of our days, (for all are in part commercial.) The depression, the reverses, of Rome, were confined to one shape—famine; a terrific shape, doubtless, but one which levies its penalty of suffering, not by elaborate processes that do not exhaust their total cycle in less than long periods of years. Fortunately for those who survive, no arrears of misery are allowed by this scourge of ancient days; [Footnote: "Of ancient days."—For it is remarkable, and it serves to mark an indubitable progress of mankind, that, before the Christian era, famines were of frequent occurrence in countries the most civilized; afterwards they became rare, and latterly have entirely altered their character into occasional dearths.] the total penalty is paid down at once. As respected the hand of man, Rome slept for ages in absolute security. She could suffer only by the wrath of Providence; and, so long as she continued to be Rome, for many a generation she only of all the monarchies has feared no mortal hand [Footnote: Unless that hand were her own armed against herself; upon which topic there is a burst of noble eloquence in one of the ancient Panegyrici, when haranguing the Emperor Theodosius: "Thou, Rome! that, having once suffered by the madness of Cinna, and of the cruel Marius raging from banishment, and of Sylla, that won his wreath of prosperity from thy disasters, and of Cæsar, compassionate
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