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    In the shadow of Nero’s gilded palaces, a nascent faith confronts an empire intoxicated with its own power. Henryk Sienkiewicz’s Quo Vadis invites readers into Rome at a moment when public spectacle and private conscience collide, when the language of triumph struggles against whispers of mercy. The novel’s energy springs from this tension: lavish feasts, crowded streets, and clever courtiers set against humble households and quiet gatherings. Without announcing verdicts, the narrative tracks how ideas move through people—how loyalty, love, and fear alter the course of lives. It is a story about choosing a center of gravity amid the world’s dazzle.

Polish novelist Henryk Sienkiewicz composed Quo Vadis in the mid-1890s, first serializing it in Polish newspapers in 1895 before book publication in 1896. Set during the reign of Emperor Nero, the story follows a young Roman patrician and officer, Marcus Vinicius, whose infatuation with Lygia, a woman raised among the early Christians, draws him into unfamiliar moral and social worlds. Around them move figures of the imperial court, including the sophisticated Petronius, as well as members of Rome’s diverse populace. The premise situates an intimate drama within a carefully evoked historical moment, balancing the allure of power with the pull of conscience.

From its first appearance, Quo Vadis achieved extraordinary international reach, rapidly translated and read across Europe and the United States. Its success cemented Sienkiewicz’s standing as a master of the historical novel and contributed to the stature that culminated in his Nobel Prize in Literature in 1905, awarded for the overall excellence of his epic writing. The book’s classic status rests on more than popularity; it demonstrates how narrative can illuminate antiquity without sacrificing urgency. By blending meticulous detail with propulsive storytelling, it offered a model for later historical epics and faith-inflected fiction, showing that grand themes can coexist with psychological nuance.

One reason the novel endures is its vivid reconstruction of first‑century Rome. Sienkiewicz renders the city as a living organism—its traffic, markets, gardens, villas, and corridors of power—so that the reader perceives how habits and institutions shape characters’ choices. He integrates documented historical figures with fictional protagonists in a way that highlights the distance between public image and private motive. The settings are not mere backdrop; they press upon the characters, setting challenges and temptations in their path. Through such staging, the book explores how environments cultivate certain virtues and vices, and how individuals negotiate a culture that rewards display.

At the heart of Quo Vadis lie themes that extend beyond any single era: power and responsibility, spectacle and truth, fear and courage, love and loyalty. The novel traces how attraction can become a doorway to ethical discovery, and how attachments forged amid danger test the integrity of the self. It contemplates the difference between coercion and persuasion, the allure of ease against the demands of justice, and the question of what authority the inner voice can claim in a hierarchical society. These concerns grant the narrative both breadth and intimacy, giving readers emotional entry into large historical currents.

Sienkiewicz organizes the narrative so that private rooms converse with public arenas. Courtiers, soldiers, artists, servants, and the faithful intersect, each bearing assumptions about honor, pleasure, and obligation. Shifts in vantage point invite readers to compare languages of status with languages of hope. The romance at the center is not merely ornamental; it structures the encounter between two moral grammars and turns abstract debates into lived decisions. Scenes move from the hum of urban streets to secluded spaces where words must be weighed carefully. This layered design enables the book to capture both the exhilaration and the peril of proximity to power.

The book’s style amplifies its architecture. Sienkiewicz favors contrasts—opulence against simplicity, irony against earnestness—using them to generate momentum without resorting to haste. He stages conversation as a form of contest and revelation, allowing character to emerge through tone as much as action. Descriptive passages lend color and texture yet leave room for readers’ imagination. The original Polish has reached global audiences through numerous translations, each mediating rhythm and register while preserving the novel’s balance of grandeur and human tenderness. This stylistic poise helps the work feel at once panoramic and precise, ready for contemplation yet driven by story.

Quo Vadis influenced the evolution of historical fiction by demonstrating how to fuse moral inquiry with large-scale reconstruction. Its panoramic scenes and ethical focus offered a pattern for later writers who sought to link individual transformation to civilizational change. Beyond the page, the novel stimulated stage dramatizations and multiple film adaptations, from early silent cinema to mid‑century productions that carried its images to vast audiences. Such afterlives testify not only to narrative vigor but also to the clarity of its central conflicts, which lend themselves to visual storytelling. The book thus became a touchstone for depicting antiquity in modern culture.

The novel’s creation belongs to a particular cultural moment. Written by a Polish author during a period when his homeland remained partitioned, the book’s worldwide reception held symbolic significance for readers who took pride in a national literature speaking to global concerns. Sienkiewicz’s broader body of work often drew strength from historical settings to reflect on dignity and endurance. In Quo Vadis, he looked outward to ancient Rome not to escape the present but to examine perennial questions through a distant lens. The strategy yielded a work rooted in scholarship yet open to the needs of contemporary readers.

The central situation unfolds within Nero’s Rome, a place of elaborate ceremony, artistic ambition, and volatile favor. Marcus Vinicius’s pursuit of Lygia introduces him to the early Christian community, whose practices and loyalties contrast sharply with the codes of the imperial elite. Petronius, urbane and perceptive, represents a cultivated pagan sensibility, navigating courtly whims with wit. The city itself functions as a character, alternately dazzling and oppressive. As these circles overlap, the narrative examines how belonging is formed and tested, how public expectations mold private choices, and how competing visions of the good life contend for allegiance.

Readers approaching Quo Vadis may notice how the book weaves motifs of hospitality, speech, and memory through its scenes. Banquets, audiences, and simple meals become occasions to ask who is welcome and on what terms. Words matter: oaths, prayers, jokes, and rumors shape reputations and destinies. Memory matters too, as characters measure their present against inherited customs and emerging convictions. The novel asks for attentive reading, not because it obscures its aims, but because it trusts readers to inhabit competing perspectives. In doing so, it offers both enjoyment and a sustained meditation on what it means to live responsibly.

The enduring appeal of Quo Vadis lies in its capacity to speak across time about the uses of power and the possibility of renewal. In an age that still wrestles with propaganda, celebrity, and the temptation to reduce people to roles, Sienkiewicz’s Rome provides a mirror. The book honors courage that resists fashion and compassion that outlasts spectacle, without simplifying the costs such choices entail. Its love story anchors vast themes in recognizable human stakes, inviting readers to consider how convictions are formed, tested, and sustained. For these reasons, the novel remains a classic: alive, challenging, and continually worth returning to.
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    Quo Vadis, by Polish novelist Henryk Sienkiewicz, is a historical novel first published in 1896. Set in Rome during the reign of Emperor Nero, it intertwines a personal story with the social and religious upheavals of the first century. The narrative brings together the opulence of imperial court life and the quiet resilience of a new faith spreading among the city’s marginalized. Sienkiewicz constructs his plot around intersecting worlds—palace, patrician households, and hidden gatherings—so that political spectacle, private desire, and moral inquiry continually collide. The book’s scope is panoramic yet intimate, asking how individuals choose when power, belief, and survival compete.

At the outset, Marcus Vinicius, a young Roman military tribune, arrives in the capital after service on the frontier. Staying with his uncle Petronius, a witty courtier favored by Nero, he glimpses a different society than the disciplined world of the legions. During a visit to the patrician Aulus Plautius and his wife Pomponia, Vinicius meets their ward, Ligia, a hostage of royal Lygian descent raised within their household. Her poise and reserve unsettle him, igniting a desire that blends infatuation with possessiveness. The contrast between Vinicius’s appetites and Ligia’s guarded demeanor sets the emotional terms of the story’s central pursuit.

Petronius ushers Vinicius into Nero’s orbit, a realm of cultivated taste entwined with capricious cruelty. Banquets, performances, and literary pretensions display the emperor’s craving for admiration, while Poppaea Sabina and the prefect Tigellinus maneuver for influence. To help his nephew, Petronius leverages court channels so that Ligia, technically a foreign hostage, is claimed by the state and drawn toward the palace sphere. This act, calculated as a favor, reveals the casual violence of privilege, turning a young woman’s status into a token of entertainment and power. Vinicius mistakes proximity for possession, even as he begins to sense the moral cost.

A parallel world unfolds in the modest homes and outlying gardens where Rome’s Christians meet. Ligia’s guardians, while loyal Romans, are sympathetic to the new faith, which emphasizes mercy, humility, and mutual care. The Apostle Peter, depicted as aged and steadfast, offers instruction and pastoral guidance to the small community struggling to live differently amid a hostile city. Through hints and encounters, Vinicius learns that Ligia’s identity is inseparable from these teachings. What he first interprets as reluctance or coquetry reveals a discipline grounded in belief. The tension deepens: winning her affection will require confronting values beyond conquest and status.

Seeking advantage, Vinicius employs Chilon Chilonides, a cunning Greek fixer and informer, to locate Ligia after she slips beyond palace reach. Chilon navigates alleys, bathhouses, and taverns, piecing together rumors about clandestine gatherings. His trail leads to Ursus, Ligia’s formidable attendant, whose devotion contrasts with Chilon’s opportunism. A rash attempt to seize Ligia brings Vinicius face-to-face with forces—physical and spiritual—he has underestimated. The encounter leaves him shaken, not only by Ursus’s strength but by the Christians’ refusal to meet violence with cruelty. The episode marks a turning point, forcing Vinicius to reconsider what mastery and dignity might actually mean.

Vinicius’s infatuation evolves into self-scrutiny as he observes the Christians’ conduct and listens, sometimes secretly, to their exhortations. Petronius, urbane and skeptical, counsels moderation and aesthetic detachment, trusting refined pleasure over stern duty. Their conversations stage the novel’s philosophical divide: a cultured pagan ethos that prizes beauty and wit, and a nascent ethics that centers compassion, fidelity, and the equal worth of souls. Caught between mentor and beloved, Vinicius wavers, experiencing jealousy, remorse, and a dawning respect. The question shifts from how to claim Ligia to how to deserve her, reframing love as transformation rather than acquisition.

A catastrophic fire engulfs Rome, leveling districts and displacing multitudes. Sienkiewicz renders the disaster through crowds, smoke-laden skies, and desperate flights, while the emperor’s court attempts to recast ruin as spectacle and opportunity. In the aftermath, rumors and anger threaten imperial standing. To channel public fury, attention turns toward the Christians, a small, misunderstood sect already viewed with suspicion. Administrative edicts and police actions follow, and the city’s mood hardens. For Vinicius, Ligia, and their circles, the blaze transforms private dilemmas into public peril, as survival now intersects with the legal apparatus of empire and the anxieties of the mob.

Arrests multiply, and prisons fill with those accused as incendiaries. Processions and staged punishments serve as political theater, under the watch of officials like Tigellinus, while the populace wavers between fascination and pity. The Christian community gathers strength in distress, supporting one another with prayers, provisions, and quiet acts of courage. Scenes in gardens and arenas expose the logic of terror and the possibility of witness: how suffering, displayed for entertainment, can also unsettle spectators. Characters on all sides confront tests of loyalty and conscience. Alliances strain, unexpected mercies appear, and decisions made in shadows determine who will risk everything.

Without detailing the final turns, the closing movement binds together the fates of lovers, courtiers, and confessors around choices about power, honor, and faith. The title’s question—where are you going—echoes as a demand for direction, personal and civilizational. Quo Vadis endures for its portrait of a society at a hinge moment, when a confident empire confronts an ethic that measures greatness by mercy rather than domination. Sienkiewicz frames spectacle and intrigue within a meditation on freedom of conscience, the costs of tyranny, and the possibility of renewal. The novel’s legacy rests in this interplay of history, romance, and moral inquiry.
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    Quo Vadis unfolds in mid-first-century Rome, chiefly during the reign of Nero (54–68 CE), when the imperial capital was the center of a vast, militarized, and bureaucratic empire. The emperor’s household and court dominated decision-making, while the Senate retained ceremonial importance but limited practical power. Urban Rome, swelling with migrants, freedmen, soldiers, and slaves, provided the setting for elite opulence and plebeian hardship alike. Against this backdrop, a small, heterogeneous community of Jesus-followers—already present by the 50s—lived at the margins. Sienkiewicz situates his characters within these dominant institutions, juxtaposing imperial spectacle and patronage with the Christians’ house-based gatherings and ethical commitments.

The Roman state under Nero rested on intertwined authorities: the emperor’s personal prerogatives; the senatorial and equestrian orders; and military forces, notably the Praetorian Guard. Patron–client ties structured society from top to bottom, distributing favors, legal protection, and social access. Imperial freedmen and household administrators, often former slaves, could wield considerable influence, shaping policy through channels outside the Senate. Magistracies, provincial governorships, and the urban prefecture formed an administrative lattice that secured grain, tax revenues, and public order. Sienkiewicz threads these realities through his narrative, showing how informal networks and court favor could exalt or destroy lives more decisively than formal laws.

The Great Fire of Rome in July 64 CE is a pivotal historical event mirrored in the novel. Ancient sources, especially Tacitus (Annals 15.38–44), describe a conflagration that raged for days, devastated multiple of the city’s fourteen regions, and reignited after a brief pause. Rumors circulated that Nero was complicit, though evidence is uncertain; Tacitus notes both the emperor’s relief measures and public suspicion. Crucially, he records that a portion of the population, the Christians, were singled out for blame and subjected to brutal punishments. Sienkiewicz adopts this scenario as a moral and dramatic fulcrum, exploring the politics of scapegoating and spectacle.

The city’s physical fabric shapes characters’ movements and dangers. Rome’s crowded insulae—multistory rental blocks—were vulnerable to fire, while aristocratic domus on hilltops enjoyed better ventilation, water access, and courtyards. Aqueducts fed fountains and baths across the metropolis; under Nero, the Baths of Nero (62 CE) expanded public bathing culture. Street vendors, workshops, and warehouses packed commercial districts, increasing fire load and accident risk. After the 64 fire, rebuilding regulations reportedly widened streets and imposed height limits, reshaping neighborhoods. Sienkiewicz draws on this urban ecology to contrast the fragility of the masses’ living conditions with the engineered security of palaces and gardens.

Rome’s economy relied on Mediterranean trade that moved food, raw materials, and luxuries to the capital. The annona—state-managed grain supply—brought grain from North Africa and Egypt to Ostia and the new harbor at Portus (begun under Claudius, continued under Nero). Grain distributions stabilized urban politics by feeding citizens. Luxury imports and court expenditures, especially after the fire and during construction of the Domus Aurea, symbolized elite consumption. Nero instituted monetary adjustments, including a reduction in the silver content of the denarius, with complex downstream effects. In the novel’s milieu, consumption, gift-giving, and largess define power, while scarcity fuels vulnerability and unrest.

Slavery underwrote Roman households, enterprises, and spectacle. Enslaved people served as tutors, secretaries, craftsmen, and agricultural laborers; many were war captives or born into slavery. Manumission was common, creating freedmen who retained obligations to former owners but could accumulate wealth and status, sometimes rising to managerial roles in imperial service. Names and dress coded status in everyday encounters; legal standing determined whose testimony counted and which punishments applied. Sienkiewicz’s social world reflects these gradients of dependency and power, where affection, cruelty, and calculation intermingle and where the fates of slaves and freedmen pivot on their patrons’ favor.

Public entertainment—chariot races, gladiatorial combats, animal hunts, and staged executions—served as both civic ritual and political theater. The Circus Maximus drew massive crowds; amphitheatres hosted combat and venationes. The stone amphitheatre of Statilius Taurus, built in the Augustan age, was destroyed in the 64 fire; temporary and wooden structures were used thereafter until later Flavian building projects. Ancient authors report that after the fire some Christian punishments were staged in Nero’s gardens and in arenas. Sienkiewicz echoes these practices, presenting spectacle as a tool of sovereignty that dramatizes imperial mercy and ruthlessness before an impressionable populace.

Religion in Neronian Rome was plural and pragmatic. Traditional cults to Jupiter, Mars, and Venus coexisted with household rites and an imperial cult that honored the emperor’s genius. Mystery cults and imported deities—such as those of Isis and Serapis—attracted adherents seeking personal salvation or healing. Participation was public and largely civic; refusal to sacrifice could be read as defiance. Philosophical schools, notably Stoicism and Epicureanism, offered ethical frameworks that intersected with elite life. Sienkiewicz stages clashes among these outlooks: ritualized piety, fashionable mysticism, and philosophical self-mastery contrasted with the Christians’ exclusive allegiance to one God.

By the mid-50s CE, a Christian community already existed in Rome, as Paul’s Epistle to the Romans attests. These groups met in private homes, shared meals, and debated relations between Gentile and Jewish believers. Later traditions hold that Peter and Paul were present in Rome in the 60s and suffered martyrdom under Nero; while details vary across sources, this memory shaped Christian identity in the city. The phrase "Quo vadis, Domine?" derives from the later apocryphal Acts of Peter, which the novel incorporates. Sienkiewicz uses these strands to imagine leadership, teaching, and mutual care among small, vulnerable assemblies.

Roman policy toward Jews had recent flashpoints. Suetonius reports that Emperor Claudius expelled Jews from Rome around 49 CE, likely connected to disturbances "at the instigation of Chrestus"—a garbled reference often linked to disputes about the Christ within the Jewish community. After Claudius’s death in 54, many returned. These episodes framed Roman perceptions of sectarian controversy and unfamiliar practices. In the aftermath of the 64 fire, suspicion of marginal groups intensified. The novel mirrors this atmosphere, showing how rumor, unfamiliar rituals, and separate dietary and social customs could isolate minorities and make them convenient targets for exemplary punishment.

Nero’s court blended artistic ambition with authoritarian politics. He performed as singer and lyre player, endowed festivals, and sponsored grand building projects, including the Domus Aurea with its landscaped lake and elaborate decoration. The Pisonian conspiracy of 65 CE exposed elite disaffection; its suppression brought forced suicides of figures such as Seneca and the poet Lucan. Petronius, traditionally identified with the satirist of the Satyricon, was compelled to die in 66. Powerful courtiers, including Poppaea Sabina and the prefect Tigellinus, shaped access and policy. Sienkiewicz leverages these well-documented personae to dramatize courtly elegance, fear, and moral compromise.

Family life and gender relations were structured by the authority of the paterfamilias, though elite women could exert influence through lineage, wealth, and patronage. Marriage in the first century commonly took sine manu form, leaving a woman legally within her birth family while living with her husband; dowries and guardianship mediated property. Figures such as Agrippina the Younger and Poppaea Sabina illustrate women’s political agency in imperial circles. The novel contrasts this environment with a Christian ethic that emphasizes mutual fidelity, chastity, and spiritual equality before God, using domestic relations as a lens on competing moral orders in Nero’s Rome.

Language and culture in the capital were profoundly bilingual. Greek functioned as an international medium of philosophy and commerce, even among Latin-speaking elites. Education emphasized rhetoric, memory, and literary imitation; recitations, libraries, and salons showcased talent and patronage. Contemporary authors—Seneca, Lucan, Persius—and satiric traditions sharpened perceptions of luxury and hypocrisy. The Satyricon, associated with Petronius, sketches a world of excess and social scrambling that resonates with Sienkiewicz’s scenes. The novelist drew on classical texts to model dialogue, settings, and cultural codes, balancing philological reference with a 19th-century narrative rhythm accessible to modern readers.

Henryk Sienkiewicz (1846–1916) wrote under the political conditions of the Polish partitions, when Poland did not exist as a sovereign state and its lands were ruled by Russia, Prussia, and Austria. Polish writers navigated censorship and cultivated national identity through history, language, and Catholic tradition. Sienkiewicz’s earlier historical epics sought to fortify morale by celebrating communal virtues and endurance. In choosing ancient Rome for Quo Vadis, he found a setting distant enough to pass political censors yet close to Polish sensibilities through shared Christian heritage, enabling reflection on tyranny, resistance, and moral regeneration without overtly naming contemporary regimes.

The novel appeared in Polish periodical form in 1895–1896 and as a book in 1896, quickly reaching a broad readership. Sienkiewicz synthesized ancient sources—especially Tacitus and Suetonius, with seasoning from Juvenal and Martial—alongside Christian traditions such as Acts and later hagiography. He also drew on 19th-century scholarship and archaeology, including studies of Rome’s topography and the systematic exploration of Christian cemeteries associated with Giovanni Battista de Rossi. These materials supplied him with sites, names, and practices, while leaving room for artistic invention within a frame of broadly recognizable historical environments.

Quo Vadis achieved rapid international success, with translations across Europe and the United States, and it became part of debates about faith, modernity, and public morality at the fin de siècle. In an age of mass urbanization, sensational journalism, and anxieties about "decadence," its portrayal of imperial luxury and moral collapse felt timely. Sienkiewicz received the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1905, honored for his "outstanding merits as an epic writer," a recognition in which Quo Vadis played a central role. The novel’s appeal traversed confessional lines, even as it spoke strongly to Catholic revival currents then shaping cultural life.

As historical fiction, the book echoes verifiable events—the 64 fire, court intrigues, public punishments—while filtering them through moral inquiry. It critiques the politics of spectacle, the corrosive effects of unchecked autocracy, and the human cost of scapegoating. At the same time, it presents early Christian practices of charity, forgiveness, and solidarity as historically plausible responses to crisis and as an ethical counterculture. For readers in Sienkiewicz’s Poland, the story offered a parable about endurance under domination; for wider audiences, it held up a mirror to modern power, consumerism, and crowd manipulation, suggesting pathways toward personal and civic renewal.
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    Henryk Sienkiewicz (1846-1916) was a Polish novelist, journalist, and public figure whose work bridged late Positivism and the resurgence of historical epic at the turn of the twentieth century. Writing under foreign partition, he sought to affirm national memory and ethical resilience through compelling narratives that reached vast audiences at home and abroad. His international reputation rests above all on Quo Vadis, while in Poland he is revered for the historical Trilogy that became a cultural touchstone. Awarded the 1905 Nobel Prize in Literature, Sienkiewicz combined meticulous research with accessible storytelling, shaping popular understandings of history and leaving a durable mark on European prose.

Raised in the milieu of Congress Poland, Sienkiewicz studied at the Main School in Warsaw, where he pursued history and philology and engaged with contemporary intellectual debates. He gravitated toward the Warsaw Positivists, absorbing their emphasis on empirical observation, social reform, and pragmatic work at the base, even as he remained indebted to the Romantic tradition of national mythmakers like Adam Mickiewicz. Early on he wrote feuilletons and criticism for the Warsaw press, sometimes signing as "Litwos." English and French models, including Walter Scott and Honore de Balzac, complemented Polish influences, encouraging his synthesis of realist detail with panoramic, morally inflected narrative.

Beginning in the 1870s, Sienkiewicz built his reputation as a journalist and short-story writer. He contributed travel sketches and social reportage, notably letters from a journey to the United States in the late 1870s, which offered vivid portraits of frontier life and immigrant experience. His short fiction from this period, including Janko Muzykant, Latarnik, Bartek Zwyciezca, and Za chlebem, exemplified Positivist attention to everyday hardship and civic virtue. These compact narratives honed the economy of scene and moral focus that later powered his longer works. They also broadened his readership, preparing the ground for his transition from periodic journalism to major prose cycles.

Between the mid-1880s and late 1880s Sienkiewicz published his celebrated Trilogy: With Fire and Sword, The Deluge, and Pan Wolodyjowski. Set in the seventeenth-century Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, the series fused archival inquiry with the momentum of the adventure novel. He adapted strategies from Scott's historical romance - swift plotting, emblematic characters, and a textured sense of place - while infusing them with Polish historical consciousness. The books answered a cultural need under partition, offering narratives of endurance and communal identity. They were immediate bestsellers, widely serialized and discussed, and secured Sienkiewicz's status as a writer who could marry patriotic purpose with popular appeal without sacrificing craft.

The worldwide success of Quo Vadis, a novel set in Nero's Rome, gave Sienkiewicz unprecedented international reach through translations and stage and screen adaptations. In 1905 he received the Nobel Prize in Literature, cited for outstanding epic achievement. Alongside these triumphs he produced works that diversified his corpus: the contemporary-minded The Polaniecki Family, the chivalric panorama The Teutonic Knights, and the youth adventure In Desert and Wilderness. Each drew on scrupulous background study and a confident command of narrative tempo. Religious and ethical themes, often articulated through Catholic imagery, appeared not as dogma but as part of a broader inquiry into conscience and duty.

Sienkiewicz consistently linked literature to civic responsibility. His essays and public letters defended the dignity of Polish culture and argued for education, charitable work, and legal reform within the constraints of censorship. Late in life, during the First World War, he resided in neutral Switzerland and helped organize relief for war victims from Polish lands, using his fame to solicit international support. Though admired for elevating national sentiment, he also faced criticism for idealization and for perspectives shaped by his era. His public stature made him an unofficial spokesman for a stateless nation seeking moral and cultural self-definition.

In 1900, to mark a literary jubilee, admirers presented Sienkiewicz with a country residence at Oblegorek, reflecting his standing as a national institution. He divided his time among writing, travel, and public duties until war displaced him to Switzerland, where he died in 1916. His legacy endures in Poland as a formative influence on narrative prose, historical imagination, and civic rhetoric; abroad, Quo Vadis and the Trilogy continue to attract readers and adaptations. While modern scholarship revisits his methods and assumptions, it also recognizes his craftsmanship and cultural impact. His work remains a point of entry to debates about memory, heroism, and identity.
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In the trilogy “With Fire and Sword,” “The Deluge,” and “Pan Michael,” Sienkiewicz has given pictures of a great and decisive epoch in modern history. The results of the struggle begun under Bogdan Hmelnitski have been felt for more than two centuries, and they are growing daily in importance. The Russia which rose out of that struggle has become a power not only of European but of world-wide significance, and, to all human seeming, she is yet in an early stage of her career.

In “Quo Vadis” the author gives us pictures of opening scenes in the conflict of moral ideas with the Roman Empire,—a conflict from which Christianity issued as the leading force in history.

The Slays are not so well known to Western Europe or to us as they are sure to be in the near future; hence the trilogy, with all its popularity and merit, is not appreciated yet as it will be.

The conflict described in “Quo Vadis” is of supreme interest to a vast number of persons reading English; and this book will rouse, I think, more attention at first than anything written by Sienkiewicz hitherto.


JEREMIAH CURTIN ILOM, NORTHERN GUATEMALA,
June, 1896
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Petronius woke only about midday, and as usual greatly wearied. The evening before he had been at one of Nero’s feasts, which was prolonged till late at night. For some time his health had been failing. He said himself that he woke up benumbed, as it were, and without power of collecting his thoughts. But the morning bath and careful kneading of the body by trained slaves hastened gradually the course of his slothful blood, roused him, quickened him, restored his strength, so that he issued from the elæothesium[1], that is, the last division of the bath, as if he had risen from the dead, with eyes gleaming from wit and gladness, rejuvenated, filled with life, exquisite, so unapproachable that Otho himself could not compare with him, and was really that which he had been called,—arbiter elegantiarum[2].

He visited the public baths rarely, only when some rhetor happened there who roused admiration and who was spoken of in the city, or when in the ephebias there were combats of exceptional interest. Moreover, he had in his own “insula” private baths which Celer, the famous contemporary of Severus, had extended for him, reconstructed and arranged with such uncommon taste that Nero himself acknowledged their excellence over those of the Emperor, though the imperial baths were more extensive and finished with incomparably greater luxury.

After that feast, at which he was bored by the jesting of Vatinius with Nero, Lucan, and Seneca, he took part in a diatribe as to whether woman has a soul. Rising late, he used, as was his custom, the baths. Two enormous balneatores laid him on a cypress table covered with snow-white Egyptian byssus, and with hands dipped in perfumed olive oil began to rub his shapely body; and he waited with closed eyes till the heat of the laconicum and the heat of their hands passed through him and expelled weariness.

But after a certain time he spoke, and opened his eyes; he inquired about the weather, and then about gems which the jeweller Idomeneus had promised to send him for examination that day. It appeared that the weather was beautiful, with a light breeze from the Alban hills, and that the gems had not been brought. Petronius closed his eyes again, and had given command to bear him to the tepidarium, when from behind the curtain the nomenclator[3] looked in, announcing that young Marcus Vinicius, recently returned from Asia Minor, had come to visit him.

Petronius ordered to admit the guest to the tepidarium, to which he was borne himself. Vinicius was the son of his oldest sister, who years before had married Marcus Vinicius, a man of consular dignity from the time of Tiberius. The young man was serving then under Corbulo against the Parthians, and at the close of the war had returned to the city. Petronius had for him a certain weakness bordering on attachment, for Marcus was beautiful and athletic, a young man who knew how to preserve a certain aesthetic measure in his profligacy; this, Petronius prized above everything.

“A greeting to Petronius,” said the young man, entering the tepidarium with a springy step. “May all the gods grant thee success, but especially Asklepios and Kypris, for under their double protection nothing evil can meet one.”

“I greet thee in Rome, and may thy rest be sweet after war,” replied Petronius, extending his hand from between the folds of soft karbas stuff in which he was wrapped. “What’s to be heard in Armenia; or since thou wert in Asia, didst thou not stumble into Bithynia?”

Petronius on a time had been proconsul in Bithynia, and, what is more, he had governed with energy and justice. This was a marvellous contrast in the character of a man noted for effeminacy and love of luxury; hence he was fond of mentioning those times, as they were a proof of what he had been, and of what he might have become had it pleased him.

“I happened to visit Heraklea,” answered Vinicius. “Corbulo sent me there with an order to assemble reinforcements.”

“Ah, Heraklea! I knew at Heraklea a certain maiden from Colchis, for whom I would have given all the divorced women of this city, not excluding Poppæa. But these are old stories. Tell me now, rather, what is to be heard from the Parthian boundary. It is true that they weary me every Vologeses of them, and Tiridates and Tigranes,—those barbarians who, as young Arulenus insists, walk on all fours at home, and pretend to be human only when in our presence. But now people in Rome speak much of them, if only for the reason that it is dangerous to speak of aught else.”

“The war is going badly, and but for Corbulo might be turned to defeat.”

“Corbulo! by Bacchus! a real god of war, a genuine Mars, a great leader, at the same time quick-tempered, honest, and dull. I love him, even for this,—that Nero is afraid of him.”

“Corbulo is not a dull man.”

“Perhaps thou art right, but for that matter it is all one. Dulness, as Pyrrho says, is in no way worse than wisdom, and differs from it in nothing.”

Vinicius began to talk of the war; but when Petronius closed his eyes again, the young man, seeing his uncle’s tired and somewhat emaciated face, changed the conversation, and inquired with a certain interest about his health.

Petronius opened his eyes again.

Health!—No. He did not feel well. He had not gone so far yet, it is true, as young Sissena, who had lost sensation to such a degree that when he was brought to the bath in the morning he inquired, “Am I sitting?” But he was not well. Vinicius had just committed him to the care of Asklepios and Kypris. But he, Petronius, did not believe in Asklepios. It was not known even whose son that Asklepios was, the son of Arsinoe or Koronis; and if the mother was doubtful, what was to be said of the father? Who, in that time, could be sure who his own father was?

Hereupon Petronius began to laugh; then he continued,—“Two years ago, it is true, I sent to Epidaurus three dozen live blackbirds and a goblet of gold; but dost thou know why? I said to myself, ‘Whether this helps or not, it will do me no harm.’ Though people make offerings to the gods yet, I believe that all think as I do,—all, with the exception, perhaps, of mule-drivers hired at the Porta Capena by travellers. Besides Asklepios, I have had dealings with sons of Asklepios. When I was troubled a little last year in the bladder, they performed an incubation for me. I saw that they were tricksters, but I said to myself: ‘What harm! The world stands on deceit, and life is an illusion[1q]. The soul is an illusion too. But one must have reason enough to distinguish pleasant from painful illusions.’ I shall give command to burn in my hypocaustum, cedar-wood sprinkled with ambergris, for during life I prefer perfumes to stenches. As to Kypris, to whom thou hast also confided me, I have known her guardianship to the extent that I have twinges in my right foot. But as to the rest she is a good goddess! I suppose that thou wilt bear sooner or later white doves to her altar.”

“True,” answered Vinicius. “The arrows of the Parthians have not reached my body, but a dart of Amor has struck me—unexpectedly, a few stadia from a gate of this city.”

“By the white knees of the Graces! thou wilt tell me of this at a leisure hour.”

“I have come purposely to get thy advice,” answered Marcus.

But at that moment the epilatores came, and occupied themselves with Petronius. Marcus, throwing aside his tunic, entered a bath of tepid water, for Petronius invited him to a plunge bath.

“Ah, I have not even asked whether thy feeling is reciprocated,” said Petronius, looking at the youthful body of Marcus, which was as if cut out of marble. “Had Lysippos seen thee, thou wouldst be ornamenting now the gate leading to the Palatine, as a statue of Hercules in youth.”

The young man smiled with satisfaction, and began to sink in the bath, splashing warm water abundantly on the mosaic which represented Hera at the moment when she was imploring Sleep to lull Zeus to rest. Petronius looked at him with the satisfied eye of an artist.

When Vinicius had finished and yielded himself in turn to the epilatores, a lector came in with a bronze tube at his breast and rolls of paper in the tube.

“Dost wish to listen?” asked Petronius.

“If it is thy creation, gladly!” answered the young tribune; “if not, I prefer conversation. Poets seize people at present on every street corner.”

“Of course they do. Thou wilt not pass any basilica, bath, library, or book-shop without seeing a poet gesticulating like a monkey. Agrippa, on coming here from the East, mistook them for madmen. And it is just such a time now. Cæsar writes verses; hence all follow in his steps. Only it is not permitted to write better verses than Cæsar, and for that reason I fear a little for Lucan. But I write prose, with which, however, I do not honor myself or others. What the lector has to read are codicilli of that poor Fabricius Veiento.”

“Why ‘poor’?”

“Because it has been communicated to him that he must dwell in Odyssa and not return to his domestic hearth till he receives a new command. That Odyssey will be easier for him than for Ulysses, since his wife is no Penelope. I need not tell thee, for that matter, that he acted stupidly. But here no one takes things otherwise than superficially. His is rather a wretched and dull little book, which people have begun to read passionately only when the author is banished. Now one hears on every side, ‘Scandala! scandala!’ and it may be that Veiento invented some things; but I, who know the city, know our patres and our women, assure thee that it is all paler than reality. Meanwhile every man is searching in the book,—for himself with alarm, for his acquaintances with delight. At the book-shop of Avirnus a hundred copyists are writing at dictation, and its success is assured.”

“Are not thy affairs in it?”

“They are; but the author is mistaken, for I am at once worse and less flat than he represents me. Seest thou we have lost long since the feeling of what is worthy or unworthy,—and to me even it seems that in real truth there is no difference between them, though Seneca, Musonius, and Trasca pretend that they see it. To me it is all one! By Hercules, I say what I think! I have preserved loftiness, however, because I know what is deformed and what is beautiful; but our poet, Bronzebeard, for example, the charioteer, the singer, the actor, does not understand this.”

“I am sorry, however, for Fabricius! He is a good companion.”

“Vanity ruined the man. Every one suspected him, no one knew certainly; but he could not contain himself, and told the secret on all sides in confidence. Hast heard the history of Rufinus?”

“No.”

“Then come to the frigidarium to cool; there I will tell thee.”

They passed to the frigidarium, in the middle of which played a fountain of bright rose-color, emitting the odor of violets. There they sat in niches which were covered with velvet, and began to cool themselves. Silence reigned for a time. Vinicius looked awhile thoughtfully at a bronze faun which, bending over the arm of a nymph, was seeking her lips eagerly with his lips.

“He is right,” said the young man. “That is what is best in life.”

“More or less! But besides this thou lovest war, for which I have no liking, since under tents one’s finger-nails break and cease to be rosy. For that matter, every man has his preferences. Bronzebeard loves song, especially his own; and old Scaurus his Corinthian vase, which stands near his bed at night, and which he kisses when he cannot sleep. He has kissed the edge off already. Tell me, dost thou not write verses?”

“No; I have never composed a single hexameter.”

“And dost thou not play on the lute and sing?”

“No.”

“And dost thou drive a chariot?”

“I tried once in Antioch, but unsuccessfully.”

“Then I am at rest concerning thee. And to what party in the hippodrome dost thou belong?”

“To the Greens.”

“Now I am perfectly at rest, especially since thou hast a large property indeed, though thou art not so rich as Pallas or Seneca. For seest thou, with us at present it is well to write verses, to sing to a lute, to declaim, and to compete in the Circus; but better, and especially safer, not to write verses, not to play, not to sing, and not to compete in the Circus. Best of all, is it to know how to admire when Bronzebeard admires. Thou art a comely young man; hence Poppæa may fall in love with thee. This is thy only peril. But no, she is too experienced; she cares for something else. She has had enough of love with her two husbands; with the third she has other views. Dost thou know that that stupid Otho loves her yet to distraction? He walks on the cliffs of Spain, and sighs; he has so lost his former habits, and so ceased to care for his person, that three hours each day suffice him to dress his hair. Who could have expected this of Otho?”

“I understand him,” answered Vinicius; “but in his place I should have done something else.”

“What, namely?”

“I should have enrolled faithful legions of mountaineers of that country. They are good soldiers,—those Iberians.”

“Vinicius! Vinicius! I almost wish to tell thee that thou wouldst not have been capable of that. And knowest why? Such things are done, but they are not mentioned even conditionally. As to me, in his place, I should have laughed at Poppæa, laughed at Bronzebeard, and formed for myself legions, not of Iberian men, however, but Iberian women. And what is more, I should have written epigrams which I should not have read to any one,—not like that poor Rufinus.”

“Thou wert to tell me his history.”

“I will tell it in the unctorium.”

But in the unctorium the attention of Vinicius was turned to other objects; namely, to wonderful slave women who were waiting for the bathers. Two of them, Africans, resembling noble statues of ebony, began to anoint their bodies with delicate perfumes from Arabia; others, Phrygians, skilled in hairdressing, held in their hands, which were bending and flexible as serpents, combs and mirrors of polished steel; two Grecian maidens from Kos, who were simply like deities, waited as vestiplicæ, till the moment should come to put statuesque folds in the togas of the lords.

“By the cloud-scattering Zeus!” said Marcus Vinicius, “what a choice thou hast!”

“I prefer choice to numbers,” answered Petronius. “My whole ‘familia’ [household servants] in Rome does not exceed four hundred, and I judge that for personal attendance only upstarts need a greater number of people.”

“More beautiful bodies even Bronzebeard does not possess,” said Vinicius, distending his nostrils.

“Thou art my relative,” answered Petronius, with a certain friendly indifference, “and I am neither so misanthropic as Barsus nor such a pedant as Aulus Plautius.”

When Vinicius heard this last name, he forgot the maidens from Kos for a moment, and, raising his head vivaciously, inquired,—“Whence did Aulus Plautius come to thy mind? Dost thou know that after I had disjointed my arm outside the city, I passed a number of days in his house? It happened that Plautius came up at the moment when the accident happened, and, seeing that I was suffering greatly, he took me to his house; there a slave of his, the physician Merion, restored me to health. I wished to speak with thee touching this very matter.”

“Why? Is it because thou hast fallen in love with Pomponia perchance? In that case I pity thee; she is not young, and she is virtuous! I cannot imagine a worse combination. Brr!”

“Not with Pomponia—eheu!” answered Vinicius.

“With whom, then?”

“If I knew myself with whom? But I do not know to a certainty her name even,—Lygia or Callina? They call her Lygia in the house, for she comes of the Lygian nation; but she has her own barbarian name, Callina. It is a wonderful house,—that of those Plautiuses. There are many people in it; but it is quiet there as in the groves of Subiacum. For a number of days I did not know that a divinity dwelt in the house. Once about daybreak I saw her bathing in the garden fountain; and I swear to thee by that foam from which Aphrodite rose, that the rays of the dawn passed right through her body. I thought that when the sun rose she would vanish before me in the light, as the twilight of morning does. Since then, I have seen her twice; and since then, too, I know not what rest is, I know not what other desires are, I have no wish to know what the city can give me. I want neither women, nor gold, nor Corinthian bronze, nor amber, nor pearls, nor wine, nor feasts; I want only Lygia. I am yearning for her, in sincerity I tell thee, Petronius, as that Dream who is imaged on the Mosaic of thy tepidarium yearned for Paisythea,—whole days and night do I yearn.”

“If she is a slave, then purchase her.”

“She is not a slave.”

“What is she? A freed woman of Plautius?”

“Never having been a slave, she could not be a freed woman.”

“Who is she?”

“I know not,—a king’s daughter, or something of that sort.”

“Thou dost rouse my curiosity, Vinicius.”

“But if thou wish to listen, I will satisfy thy curiosity straightway. Her story is not a long one. Thou art acquainted, perhaps personally, with Vannius, king of the Suevi, who, expelled from his country, spent a long time here in Rome, and became even famous for his skilful play with dice, and his good driving of chariots. Drusus put him on the throne again. Vannius, who was really a strong man, ruled well at first, and warred with success; afterward, however, he began to skin not only his neighbors, but his own Suevi, too much. Thereupon Vangio and Sido, two sister’s sons of his, and the sons of Vibilius, king of the Hermunduri, determined to force him to Rome again—to try his luck there at dice.”

“I remember; that is of recent Claudian times.”

“Yes! War broke out. Vannius summoned to his aid the Yazygi; his dear nephews called in the Lygians, who, hearing of the riches of Vannius, and enticed by the hope of booty, came in such numbers that Cæsar himself, Claudius, began to fear for the safety of the boundary. Claudius did not wish to interfere in a war among barbarians, but he wrote to Atelius Hister, who commanded the legions of the Danube, to turn a watchful eye on the course of the war, and not permit them to disturb our peace. Hister required, then, of the Lygians a promise not to cross the boundary; to this they not only agreed, but gave hostages, among whom were the wife and daughter of their leader. It is known to thee that barbarians take their wives and children to war with them. My Lygia is the daughter of that leader.”

“Whence dost thou know all this?”

“Aulus Plautius told it himself. The Lygians did not cross the boundary, indeed; but barbarians come and go like a tempest. So did the Lygians vanish with their wild-ox horns on their heads. They killed Vannius’s Suevi and Yazygi; but their own king fell. They disappeared with their booty then, and the hostages remained in Hister’s hands. The mother died soon after, and Hister, not knowing what to do with the daughter, sent her to Pomponius, the governor of all Germany. He, at the close of the war with the Catti, returned to Rome, where Claudius, as is known to thee, permitted him to have a triumph. The maiden on that occasion walked after the car of the conqueror; but, at the end of the solemnity,—since hostages cannot be considered captives, and since Pomponius did not know what to do with her definitely—he gave her to his sister Pomponia Græcina, the wife of Plautius. In that house where all—beginning with the masters and ending with the poultry in the hen-house—are virtuous, that maiden grew up as virtuous, alas! as Græcina herself, and so beautiful that even Poppæa, if near her, would seem like an autumn fig near an apple of the Hesperides.”

“And what?”

“And I repeat to thee that from the moment when I saw how the sun-rays at that fountain passed through her body, I fell in love to distraction.”

“She is as transparent as a lamprey eel, then, or a youthful sardine?”

“Jest not, Petronius; but if the freedom with which I speak of my desire misleads thee, know this,—that bright garments frequently cover deep wounds. I must tell thee, too, that, while returning from Asia, I slept one night in the temple of Mopsus to have a prophetic dream. Well, Mopsus appeared in a dream to me, and declared that, through love, a great change in my life would take place.”

“Pliny declares, as I hear, that he does not believe in the gods, but he believes in dreams; and perhaps he is right. My jests do not prevent me from thinking at times that in truth there is only one deity, eternal, creative, all-powerful, Venus Genetrix. She brings souls together; she unites bodies and things. Eros called the world out of chaos. Whether he did well is another question; but, since he did so, we should recognize his might, though we are free not to bless it.”

“Alas! Petronius, it is easier to find philosophy in the world than wise counsel.”

“Tell me, what is thy wish specially?”

“I wish to have Lygia. I wish that these arms of mine, which now embrace only air, might embrace Lygia and press her to my bosom. I wish to breathe with her breath. Were she a slave, I would give Aulus for her one hundred maidens with feet whitened with lime as a sign that they were exhibited on sale for the first time. I wish to have her in my house till my head is as white as the top of Soracte in winter.”

“She is not a slave, but she belongs to the ‘family’ of Plautius; and since she is a deserted maiden, she may be considered an ‘alumna.’ Plautius might yield her to thee if he wished.”

“Then it seems that thou knowest not Pomponia Græcina. Both have become as much attached to her as if she were their own daughter.”

“Pomponia I know,—a real cypress. If she were not the wife of Aulus, she might be engaged as a mourner. Since the death of Julius she has not thrown aside dark robes; and in general she looks as if, while still alive, she were walking on the asphodel meadow. She is, moreover, a ‘one-man woman’; hence, among our ladies of four and five divorces, she is straightway a phoenix. But! hast thou heard that in Upper Egypt the phoenix has just been hatched out, as ‘tis said?—an event which happens not oftener than once in five centuries.”

“Petronius! Petronius! Let us talk of the phoenix some other time.”

“What shall I tell thee, my Marcus? I know Aulus Plautius, who, though he blames my mode of life, has for me a certain weakness, and even respects me, perhaps, more than others, for he knows that I have never been an informer like Domitius Afer, Tigellinus, and a whole rabble of Ahenobarbus’s intimates [Nero’s name was originally L. Domitius Ahenobarbus]. Without pretending to be a stoic, I have been offended more than once at acts of Nero, which Seneca and Burrus looked at through their fingers. If it is thy thought that I might do something for thee with Aulus, I am at thy command.”

“I judge that thou hast the power. Thou hast influence over him; and, besides, thy mind possesses inexhaustible resources. If thou wert to survey the position and speak with Plautius.”

“Thou hast too great an idea of my influence and wit; but if that is the only question, I will talk with Plautius as soon as they return to the city.”

“They returned two days since.”

“In that case let us go to the triclinium, where a meal is now ready, and when we have refreshed ourselves, let us give command to bear us to Plautius.”

“Thou hast ever been kind to me,” answered Vinicius, with vivacity; “but now I shall give command to rear thy statue among my lares,—just such a beauty as this one,—and I will place offerings before it.”

Then he turned toward the statues which ornamented one entire wall of the perfumed chamber, and pointing to the one which represented Petronius as Hermes with a staff in his hand, he added,—“By the light of Helios! if the ‘godlike’ Alexander resembled thee, I do not wonder at Helen.”

And in that exclamation there was as much sincerity as flattery; for Petronius, though older and less athletic, was more beautiful than even Vinicius. The women of Rome admired not only his pliant mind and his taste, which gained for him the title Arbiter elegantiæ, but also his body. This admiration was evident even on the faces of those maidens from Kos who were arranging the folds of his toga; and one of whom, whose name was Eunice, loving him in secret, looked him in the eyes with submission and rapture. But he did not even notice this; and, smiling at Vinicius, he quoted in answer an expression of Seneca about woman,—Animal impudens, etc. And then, placing an arm on the shoulders of his nephew, he conducted him to the triclinium.

In the unctorium the two Grecian maidens, the Phrygians, and the two Ethiopians began to put away the vessels with perfumes. But at that moment, and beyond the curtain of the frigidarium, appeared the heads of the balneatores, and a low “Psst!” was heard. At that call one of the Grecians, the Phrygians, and the Ethiopians sprang up quickly, and vanished in a twinkle behind the curtain. In the baths began a moment of license which the inspector did not prevent, for he took frequent part in such frolics himself. Petronius suspected that they took place; but, as a prudent man, and one who did not like to punish, he looked at them through his fingers.

In the unctorium only Eunice remained. She listened for a short time to the voices and laughter which retreated in the direction of the laconicum. At last she took the stool inlaid with amber and ivory, on which Petronius had been sitting a short time before, and put it carefully at his statue. The unctorium was full of sunlight and the hues which came from the many-colored marbles with which the wall was faced. Eunice stood on the stool, and, finding herself at the level of the statue, cast her arms suddenly around its neck; then, throwing back her golden hair, and pressing her rosy body to the white marble, she pressed her lips with ecstasy to the cold lips of Petronius.
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After a refreshment, which was called the morning meal and to which the two friends sat down at an hour when common mortals were already long past their midday prandium[4], Petronius proposed a light doze. According to him, it was too early for visits yet. “There are, it is true,” said he, “people who begin to visit their acquaintances about sunrise, thinking that custom an old Roman one, but I look on this as barbarous. The afternoon hours are most proper,—not earlier, however, than that one when the sun passes to the side of Jove’s temple on the Capitol and begins to look slantwise on the Forum. In autumn it is still hot, and people are glad to sleep after eating. At the same time it is pleasant to hear the noise of the fountain in the atrium, and, after the obligatory thousand steps, to doze in the red light which filters in through the purple half-drawn velarium[5].”

Vinicius recognized the justice of these words; and the two men began to walk, speaking in a careless manner of what was to be heard on the Palatine and in the city, and philosophizing a little upon life. Petronius withdrew then to the cubiculum, but did not sleep long. In half an hour he came out, and, having given command to bring verbena, he inhaled the perfume and rubbed his hands and temples with it.

“Thou wilt not believe,” said he, “how it enlivens and freshens one. Now I am ready.”

The litter was waiting long since; hence they took their places, and Petronius gave command to bear them to the Vicus Patricius, to the house of Aulus. Petronius’s “insula” lay on the southern slope of the Palatine, near the so-called Carinæ; their nearest way, therefore, was below the Forum; but since Petronius wished to step in on the way to see the jeweller Idomeneus, he gave the direction to carry them along the Vicus Apollinis and the Forum in the direction of the Vicus Sceleratus, on the corner of which were many tabernæ of every kind.

Gigantic Africans bore the litter and moved on, preceded by slaves called pedisequii. Petronius, after some time, raised to his nostrils in silence his palm odorous with verbena, and seemed to be meditating on something.

“It occurs to me,” said he after a while, “that if thy forest goddess is not a slave she might leave the house of Plautius, and transfer herself to thine. Thou wouldst surround her with love and cover her with wealth, as I do my adored Chrysothemis, of whom, speaking between us, I have quite as nearly enough as she has of me.”

Marcus shook his head.

“No?” inquired Petronius. “In the worst event, the case would be left with Cæsar, and thou mayst be certain that, thanks even to my influence, our Bronzebeard would be on thy side.”

“Thou knowest not Lygia,” replied Vinicius.

“Then permit me to ask if thou know her otherwise than by sight? Hast spoken with her? hast confessed thy love to her?”

“I saw her first at the fountain; since then I have met her twice. Remember that during my stay in the house of Aulus, I dwelt in a separate villa, intended for guests, and, having a disjointed arm, I could not sit at the common table. Only on the eve of the day for which I announced my departure did I meet Lygia at supper, but I could not say a word to her. I had to listen to Aulus and his account of victories gained by him in Britain, and then of the fall of small states in Italy, which Licinius Stolo strove to prevent. In general I do not know whether Aulus will be able to speak of aught else, and do not think that we shall escape this history unless it be thy wish to hear about the effeminacy of these days. They have pheasants in their preserves, but they do not eat them, setting out from the principle that every pheasant eaten brings nearer the end of Roman power. I met her a second time at the garden cistern, with a freshly plucked reed in her hand, the top of which she dipped in the water and sprinkled the irises growing around. Look at my knees. By the shield of Hercules, I tell thee that they did not tremble when clouds of Parthians advanced on our maniples with howls, but they trembled before the cistern. And, confused as a youth who still wears a bulla[6] on his neck, I merely begged pity with my eyes, not being able to utter a word for a long time.”

Petronius looked at him, as if with a certain envy. “Happy man,” said he, “though the world and life were the worst possible, one thing in them will remain eternally good,—youth!”

After a while he inquired: “And hast thou not spoken to her?”

“When I had recovered somewhat, I told her that I was returning from Asia, that I had disjointed my arm near the city, and had suffered severely, but at the moment of leaving that hospitable house I saw that suffering in it was more to be wished for than delight in another place, that sickness there was better than health somewhere else. Confused too on her part, she listened to my words with bent head while drawing something with the reed on the saffron-colored sand. Afterward she raised her eyes, then looked down at the marks drawn already; once more she looked at me, as if to ask about something, and then fled on a sudden like a hamadryad before a dull faun.”

“She must have beautiful eyes.”

“As the sea—and I was drowned in them, as in the sea. Believe me that the archipelago is less blue. After a while a little son of Plautius ran up with a question. But I did not understand what he wanted.”

“O Athene!” exclaimed Petronius, “remove from the eyes of this youth the bandage with which Eros has bound them; if not, he will break his head against the columns of Venus’s temple.

“O thou spring bud on the tree of life,” said he, turning to Vinicius, “thou first green shoot of the vine! Instead of taking thee to the Plautiuses, I ought to give command to bear thee to the house of Gelocius, where there is a school for youths unacquainted with life.”

“What dost thou wish in particular?”

“But what did she write on the sand? Was it not the name of Amor, or a heart pierced with his dart, or something of such sort, that one might know from it that the satyrs had whispered to the ear of that nymph various secrets of life? How couldst thou help looking on those marks?”

“It is longer since I have put on the toga than seems to thee,” said Vinicius, “and before little Aulus ran up, I looked carefully at those marks, for I know that frequently maidens in Greece and in Rome draw on the sand a confession which their lips will not utter. But guess what she drew!”

“If it is other than I supposed, I shall not guess.”

“A fish.”

“What dost thou say?”

“I say, a fish. What did that mean,—that cold blood is flowing in her veins? So far I do not know; but thou, who hast called me a spring bud on the tree of life, wilt be able to understand the sign certainly.”

“Carissime! ask such a thing of Pliny. He knows fish. If old Apicius were alive, he could tell thee something, for in the course of his life he ate more fish than could find place at one time in the bay of Naples.”

Further conversation was interrupted, since they were borne into crowded streets where the noise of people hindered them.

From the Vicus Apollinis they turned to the Boarium, and then entered the Forum Romanum, where on clear days, before sunset, crowds of idle people assembled to stroll among the columns, to tell and hear news, to see noted people borne past in litters, and finally to look in at the jewellery-shops, the book-shops, the arches where coin was changed, shops for silk, bronze, and all other articles with which the buildings covering that part of the market placed opposite the Capitol were filled.

One-half of the Forum, immediately under the rock of the Capitol, was buried already in shade; but the columns of the temples, placed higher, seemed golden in the sunshine and the blue. Those lying lower cast lengthened shadows on marble slabs. The place was so filled with columns everywhere that the eye was lost in them as in a forest.

Those buildings and columns seemed huddled together. They towered some above others, they stretched toward the right and the left, they climbed toward the height, and they clung to the wall of the Capitol, or some of them clung to others, like greater and smaller, thicker and thinner, white or gold colored tree-trunks, now blooming under architraves, flowers of the acanthus, now surrounded with Ionic corners, now finished with a simple Doric quadrangle. Above that forest gleamed colored triglyphs; from tympans stood forth the sculptured forms of gods; from the summits winged golden quadrigæ seemed ready to fly away through space into the blue dome, fixed serenely above that crowded place of temples. Through the middle of the market and along the edges of it flowed a river of people; crowds passed under the arches of the basilica of Julius Cæsar; crowds were sitting on the steps of Castor and Pollux, or walking around the temple of Vesta, resembling on that great marble background many-colored swarms of butterflies or beetles. Down immense steps, from the side of the temple on the Capitol dedicated to Jupiter Optimus Maximus, came new waves; at the rostra people listened to chance orators; in one place and another rose the shouts of hawkers selling fruit, wine, or water mixed with fig-juice; of tricksters; of venders of marvellous medicines; of soothsayers; of discoverers of hidden treasures; of interpreters of dreams. Here and there, in the tumult of conversations and cries, were mingled sounds of the Egyptian sistra, of the sambuké, or of Grecian flutes. Here and there the sick, the pious, or the afflicted were bearing offerings to the temples. In the midst of the people, on the stone flags, gathered flocks of doves, eager for the grain given them, and like movable many-colored and dark spots, now rising for a moment with a loud sound of wings, now dropping down again to places left vacant by people. From time to time the crowds opened before litters in which were visible the affected faces of women, or the heads of senators and knights, with features, as it were, rigid and exhausted from living. The many-tongued population repeated aloud their names, with the addition of some term of praise or ridicule. Among the unordered groups pushed from time to time, advancing with measured tread, parties of soldiers, or watchers, preserving order on the streets. Around about, the Greek language was heard as often as Latin.

Vinicius, who had not been in the city for a long time, looked with a certain curiosity on that swarm of people and on that Forum Romanum, which both dominated the sea of the world and was flooded by it, so that Petronius, who divined the thoughts of his companion, called it “the nest of the Quirites—without the Quirites.” In truth, the local element was well-nigh lost in that crowd, composed of all races and nations. There appeared Ethiopians, gigantic light-haired people from the distant north, Britons, Gauls, Germans, sloping-eyed dwellers of Lericum; people from the Euphrates and from the Indus, with beards dyed brick color; Syrians from the banks of the Orontes, with black and mild eyes; dwellers in the deserts of Arabia, dried up as a bone; Jews, with their flat breasts; Egyptians, with the eternal, indifferent smile on their faces; Numidians and Africans; Greeks from Hellas, who equally with the Romans commanded the city, but commanded through science, art, wisdom, and deceit; Greeks from the islands, from Asia Minor, from Egypt, from Italy, from Narbonic Gaul. In the throng of slaves, with pierced ears, were not lacking also freemen,—an idle population, which Cæsar amused, supported, even clothed,—and free visitors, whom the ease of life and the prospects of fortune enticed to the gigantic city; there was no lack of venal persons. There were priests of Serapis, with palm branches in their hands; priests of Isis, to whose altar more offerings were brought than to the temple of the Capitoline Jove; priests of Cybele, bearing in their hands golden ears of rice; and priests of nomad divinities; and dancers of the East with bright head-dresses, and dealers in amulets, and snake-tamers, and Chaldean seers; and, finally, people without any occupation whatever, who applied for grain every week at the storehouses on the Tiber, who fought for lottery-tickets to the Circus, who spent their nights in rickety houses of districts beyond the Tiber, and sunny and warm days under covered porticos, and in foul eating-houses of the Subura, on the Milvian bridge, or before the “insulæ” of the great, where from time to time remnants from the tables of slaves were thrown out to them.

Petronius was well known to those crowds. Vinicius’s ears were struck continually by “Hic est!” (Here he is). They loved him for his munificence; and his peculiar popularity increased from the time when they learned that he had spoken before Cæsar in opposition to the sentence of death issued against the whole “familia,” that is, against all the slaves of the prefect Pedanius Secundus[7], without distinction of sex or age, because one of them had killed that monster in a moment of despair. Petronius repeated in public, it is true, that it was all one to him, and that he had spoken to Cæsar only privately, as the arbiter elegantiarum whose æsthetic taste was offended by a barbarous slaughter befitting Scythians and not Romans. Nevertheless, people who were indignant because of the slaughter loved Petronius from that moment forth. But he did not care for their love. He remembered that that crowd of people had loved also Britannicus, poisoned by Nero; and Agrippina, killed at his command; and Octavia, smothered in hot steam at the Pandataria, after her veins had been opened previously; and Rubelius Plautus, who had been banished; and Thrasea, to whom any morning might bring a death sentence. The love of the mob might be considered rather of ill omen; and the sceptical Petronius was superstitious also. He had a twofold contempt for the multitude,—as an aristocrat and an æsthetic person. Men with the odor of roast beans, which they carried in their bosoms, and who besides were eternally hoarse and sweating from playing mora on the street-corners and peristyles, did not in his eyes deserve the term “human.” Hence he gave no answer whatever to the applause, or the kisses sent from lips here and there to him. He was relating to Marcus the case of Pedanius, reviling meanwhile the fickleness of that rabble which, next morning after the terrible butchery, applauded Nero on his way to the temple of Jupiter Stator. But he gave command to halt before the book-shop of Avirnus, and, descending from the litter, purchased an ornamented manuscript, which he gave to Vinicius.

“Here is a gift for thee,” said he.

“Thanks!” answered Vinicius. Then, looking at the title, he inquired, “‘Satyricon’? Is this something new? Whose is it?”

“Mine. But I do not wish to go in the road of Rufinus, whose history I was to tell thee, nor of Fabricius Veiento; hence no one knows of this, and do thou mention it to no man.”

“Thou hast said that thou art no writer of verses,” said Vinicius, looking at the middle of the manuscript; “but here I see prose thickly interwoven with them.”

“When thou art reading, turn attention to Trimalchion’s feast. As to verses, they have disgusted me, since Nero is writing an epic. Vitelius, when he wishes to relieve himself, uses ivory fingers to thrust down his throat; others serve themselves with flamingo feathers steeped in olive oil or in a decoction of wild thyme. I read Nero’s poetry
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