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PREFACE

WHAT interest has Constantine the Great for a modern reader? This:—that all the social institutions under which we live have in some way been modified by him. He stands at the point of focus upon which all the influences of the ancient world concentrate and from which they radiate again to us. The American Constitution, the plan of Parliament Square, and the history of the Place de la Concorde would all be different but for him.

The halo, with which rightly grateful enthusiasts have surrounded the head of Constantine, is of less importance to posterity than the intelligence which was once inside it. He was no pale curate. He was a clever, strong and determined man who may or may not have performed miracles, but who seldom made mistakes. The only serious error he ever made is narrated in this book. It was typical of the man in that we can form no adequate conception either of the magnitude or of the results of such a mistake as the death of Crispus; but in any case, he himself was the principal sufferer.

We are accustomed to recognize a certain number of episodes which we call Revolutions. We can most of us count them off—the Russian Revolution, the French Revolution, the English Revolution of 1688; and all these important historical crises have certain features in common—the violent overthrow of an old-established system of government, and the institution of a new. The Protestant reformation was a revolution; the Norman Conquest likewise; but both had features which distinguish them from the former three, and to find accurate parallels to these three we have to go back a long way. The Roman world knew three great revolutions of the first importance. One was the Expulsion of the Kings; another was the Cæsarian, which established the empire; the third was that by which Constantine made Christianity the typical religion of Europe. These had all the characteristics which are notes of the true revolutions in the sense we commonly mean. All were civil contests evolved from within the state. All were party triumphs. All of them permanently altered the principles of government.

This book is a description of the Christian revolution, of its causes and some, at any rate, of its results.

Not all revolutions are equally successful. The French, great as it was in its indirect and its moral effects, directly and materially affected only the government of a small part of Europe. The Russian revolution will, in all probability, prove in the end to be still more local and limited in its direct effects. But the Cæsarian and the Constantinian had results which affected the whole of western civilization from that day to this. Christianity did not make the world safe for itself merely by singing hymns and distributing tracts to the heathen. It employed several other additional precautions. It might today be as obscure a sect as Nestorianism is in the East, had it not been for Constantine. By making himself the champion of the Church he won an empire for himself and his sons, and immortal fame for his name, and he settled for many a century to come the lines along which civilization should evolve.

The majority of people do not regard revolution as a desirable activity deserving of cultivation for its own sake. Some kind of explanation is needed from those who attempt it, and no less from those who have successfully achieved it. The assertion of the Christians is that a genuine attempt was made to root out their religion. It is nowadays the fashion to argue that the persecutions were much lighter and less important than the old authorities declare them to have been: and a good case can be made out for the contention that some of them were comparatively trifling. It may be that the earlier persecutions were not exhaustive, nor pushed home with consistent energy. Howsoever this may be, the contention does not apply to the persecution of A.D. 303-313. This last was a quite serious attempt to extirpate Christianity—and in self-defence the Christians resorted to the only possible means of avoiding their fate. That is to say, they brought about a revolution and themselves seized power. This is their own statement.

If anyone should doubt the possibility of extirpating a religion, their attention may be drawn to cases in which it has successfully been done. It was done in Japan, which in the sixteenth century almost absolutely suppressed Christianity. It was done in many Moham-medan countries. Buddhism was suppressed in India. There is no reason to suppose that in the ordinary course of events the attempt of Galerius would have been less successful.

Some of the practical point of Constantine’s story is given it by its relation to the situation in Russia. The present Russian government has set itself a task even greater than that which was undertaken by Galerius. It has proposed to itself the abolition, not only of Christianity, but of all religion. This is a highly interesting programme. Whether it will be pushed home to its logical conclusion remains to be seen. But this book depicts the conduct of just such an effort which was pushed home to its logical conclusion. It shows some of the problems involved; some of the unavoidable expedients, the uncontemplated stumbling blocks, the blind ditches, the subtle embarrassments. Above all, it illustrates precisely what those factors were, which brought Christianity to victory then. No religion can expect to survive unless it is able to go to the secular statesman with full demonstration that it can enrich and glorify the material every-day life of men. None, probably, can live save upon the foundation of those incredible and amazing men whose stories fill the old martyrologies sometimes with startling pathos, and sometimes with earthquake and eclipse. Christianity has never survived anywhere save by producing results: especially results upon character.

Constantine’s second claim to immortality is his foundation of Constantinople. Yet although a far larger and more variegated jury will acknowledge the justice of this claim, we must remember that Constantinople is inseparable from the Christian religion. She was the Christian citadel, the fighting-home of the faith, the castle of the church militant. Constantinople, if any earthly city, was that New Jerusalem which descended from Heaven adorned as a bride for her husband. She overthrew the Fire-Worshipping Persian, and broke the power of the Arab and the Bulgarian and the Avar: she was the immovable rock that turned back all assault upon the new Europe which was slowly, ignorantly, ungratefully forming under her protection. She civilized the new east as well as the new west. If Arab scholarship was for a time the highest in the world, the Arab got his skill from Constantinople.

More than this: Constantine has yet another claim to immortality in that he was the principal agent in shaping and disseminating the later European system of monarchy. He assembled the elements and combined them into one coherent idea. To him is due the peculiar political organism which, until the English Parliamentary War thirteen centuries later, was the prevailing form of government in Europe.

It is less certain that Constantine, as a secular statesman, created general conditions favourable to the free development of institutions and men. But if he failed to give the state the élan vital which would carry it to fresh forms and higher manifestations of civilization, he was marvellously successful in conserving and stabilizing. Hardly any other man, coming to the control of affairs when all seemed slipping into ruin, pulled them together again with such effect, and saved them for so long a period of time. We are not called upon to adopt any air of superiority over this. The Byzantine empire, which was indirectly his work, was the foster-mother of modern civilization. But for that armed and christened Athene, beautiful and barren, protectress and creator of civilization, none of us might be here; we might have much less to boast of, and much less to enjoy. Constantine taught at all events the political science of conservation. If we wish to know how to hold a civilization intact against all assaults for eleven hundred years, to hold it steady, unalterable, unflinching and almost incorruptible, so that it never dies, but is slain sword-in-hand—then the life of Constantine has something to tell us.

Thanks ought here to be given to Dr. Meredith Hanmer, who in the year 1584 did translate out of the Greek the works of the ecclesiastical historians, beginning with Eusebius; which, bound up in the year 1650 with Mr. Wye Saltonstall’s version of Eusebius’ Life of Constantine, and published by Edw. Dod and Nath. Ekins at the Signe of the Gunne in Ivie Lane, hath greatly lightened and enchanted the work of preparing the present volume. Both Dr. Hanmer and Mr. Salton-stall, like others their contemporaries, had the prettiest turn of style, and even dull passages of the Greek issue from their pens with a brightness and sparkle pleasing to the English taste.





	Elmer, Sussex,
     1930.
	G. P. B.
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CHAPTER I

THE FIRST DEATH

I

AFTER New York has sunk and vanished on the skyline, a modern liner ploughs her way for nine days through the waste of waters. On the ninth day she raises Cape Clear and the Old Head of Kinsale. Passing up St. George’s Channel, the traveller sees Snowdon to the eastward, and comes slowly into the Mersey, between the long dark wilderness of buildings on the Cheshire shore and the endless sea wall of Liverpool Docks, surmounted with its crowded achievement of shipping. From Liverpool it is a short day, or thereabouts, by rail, over the Lancashire flats and through the hills of the south riding of Yorkshire—a land still one of the centres of human energy and industry. Towards the end of the day, in a wide flat country bordered by low and far-off hills, we may find a strange, most ancient city, bearing in it the visible marks of another world and another age—with its battlemented and banquetted ring-wall, its huge castle, and its vast cathedral, standing like some miraculous jewel in the sunset. Over its gates still hang the shields blazoned with the heraldry of its prime—the red cross on the silver ground, the sign of St. George.

From the new to the old

It is old York.

II

It was no mean city which gave its name to that wondrous daughter across the Atlantic. The men who carried her renown abroad did so in no idle mood. Old York had a long history of commerce and battle and statesmanship. But her name and fame, which made that history, were built upon those of a still older and more venerable city which stood there before her. Long before her walls were built, or her cathedral began to grow to the sky, ancient walls, now long dust, stood there, and a city which also gave rise to a mighty city.

Ancient York

That mother was Roman York—Eburacum: and the daughter-city was Constantinople.

Eburacum was first built on the river flats during the reign of those rulers who ever since have been a pattern for magistrates and kings—the Roman emperors Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius. It was a small, an almost unknown fortress when it began. When Marcus Aurelius, having fought the foes of his country, governed his realm and written his books, died, it was not much larger.

Let us watch the events which made her the starting point from which the builder of Constantinople set out—events which first gave to Eburacum the name and fame that men afterwards carried to build a modern Constantinople in the west.

III

Mankind progresses in a series of reactions. The reaction from Marcus Aurelius was violent to a degree as tremendous as his virtues. His son was by far the most sensational of his works. Commodus was a tall, handsome, athletic man, with a loathing for all the things his father had loved, and a passion for all those that his father had despised. He loved the fierceness of wild beasts, the strength of men, the nakedness of women, the scent of blood—he loved almost anything that was not like Marcus Aurelius. He was even persuaded to take a benevolent interest in Christianity—a vulgar religion of which his father disapproved. Can we blame him? He had received one of those careful educations which are more dangerous than none.

Commodus

The career of Commodus is one of the most scarlet scandals of antiquity. Our shocked amazement at the sensational particulars may, however, be somewhat tempered when we ask ourselves whether their lurid colour has received any assistance from human art. Few of us will be conscious of very great surprise when we learn that more than one party had an interest in damaging the reputation of Commodus. The son of Marcus Aurelius was nothing like the monster depicted by his foes. He would probably have attracted attention in any age as a distinguished Buck or Corinthian; but he had the misfortune to be entangled in a political contest from which both his person and his repute emerged a wreck.

IV

The Roman emperors, from Nerva to Marcus Aurelius, represented a compromise between the army and the senate. The battle which had raged during the reign of Tiberius was suspended, but not terminated. Throughout the reign of Marcus this compromise had been dying. With the accession of Commodus the compromise was dead. A new generation had arisen which had forgotten the civil wars of Galba, Otho, Vitellius and Vespasian, and all that those wars had meant. Men were once more ready to try for their extreme claims.

The compromise

Commodus himself was not a co-opted emperor. He ruled by hereditary right as the son of Marcus, accepted by the senate and the army. His very person was a revolution. When it became evident that he was little likely to have a son, and still less likely to co-opt a successor acceptable to the senate, the imperial succession, for the first time since the end of Nero’s reign, was thrown open to doubt and intrigue. Long before the death of Commodus the protagonists were preparing to struggle for the throne as soon as his light should be blown out.

Dissolution of the compromise

Commodus was not an easy emperor to dethrone. He was a popular fellow who never did any of those things which alienate the common people. He was capable of fighting his weight in men—and was only too happy to do so. It was difficult to find a woman who would betray him. In the earlier days of his reign he was no nervous tyrant fidgeting about personal danger. The lost secretary of the rebel Avidius Cassius was run to earth, after having lain in concealment for years, and was captured with his papers upon him. The young emperor showed generosity and good feeling by refusing to follow up the case. He burned the correspondence unread, considerably to the relief of many persons in Rome. . . . The answer to this gesture was the knife of a man who sprang at him out of a dark corner, crying: “The senate sends you this!” . . . The attempt failed; but it set going the wheels of war and destiny.

V

Although investigation failed to reveal any direct complicity on the part of the senate, and indeed proved that his sister Lucilla had armed the assassin, Commodus evidently did not think that these facts exhausted the case. It is difficult to see what Lucilla had to gain, and what her motives were; and Commodus looked further for the full truth.

Conflict between emperor and senate

The delators—who had not been employed on political cases since the days of Domitian—were accordingly set to work: and the historians began to enter in their diaries the usual improbabilities concerning the gentle senators of beautiful character and perfect innocence, who were unexpectedly arrested by the brutal myrmidons of the young emperor. . . . The Prætorian prefect, Perennis, began a policy of excluding the senatorial class from military commands. The senate was powerful enough to force the downfall and death not only of Perennis, but of his successor Cleander. A second attempt, of a very curious nature, was made to assassinate Commodus. The assassins, men of the Rhine army, were to assemble secretly at Rome during the festival of Cybele. . . . This attempt, too, miscarried. Some one “blew the gaff” at the last moment. The third attempt succeeded.

Commodus had a shrewd idea that his immediate entourage was being tampered with, but the persons really implicated he was not able to discover. They proved to be his mistress Marcia, Eclectus his chamberlain, and Lætus, the new Prætorian prefect. They did not dare to give the athletic young emperor a chance for his life. Marcia drugged him; and he was then strangled by a professional wrestler brought in for the task. The body was removed without anyone else in the palace being the wiser. The Prætorian prefect, who seems to have been the leading spirit, proceeded to report to Publius Helvius Pertinax, a senator. Pertinax convoked the senate, and informed it that he had been accepted by the army. The senate joyfully confirmed him in his new rank.

Murder of Commodus

VI

The murder of Commodus is one of the determining events in history. It was the beginning of a process of action and reaction which, as we shall see, almost involved the running-down and stopping of that immense machine which we call the Roman empire. And that it was the work of the senate is fairly sure. According to the emperor Julian, Pertinax was accessory to the murder;1 and although Julian is by no means an impeccable historian, he may be allowed, on such a point, to speak with a certain amount of authority. The murder of Commodus was a senatorial coup d’état. . . . The army certainly thought so. . . . All the efforts of Pertinax to make his government popular and acceptable were fruitless. Eighty-six days later he was assassinated by the men of the Prætorian guard.

The events which followed are famous. So little had the Prætorians any concerted plan of their own, or any considered programme, that as a last resort they put the throne up for sale and sold it to an able man named Didius Julianus. The Rhine, the Syrian and the Illyrian armies at once moved to suppress this proceeding. After a little disorder, Septimius Severus, the Illyrian commander, was placed upon the throne of Augustus.

Reaction

There is not much doubt about the political significance of Septimius Severus. He was the nominee of the army, a military emperor, who came with a mandate to avenge Commodus and to recover control of the empire. In his person, and under his government, the compromise with the senate was utterly destroyed.1 Thinking to grasp at power, the senate had lost even that which it had.

Septimius Severus was an extraordinarily able man, but the government instituted by him and his sons possessed one or two defects fatal to its permanency. He had not sufficiently thought out the problem of the succession, or at all events he could not grapple with it, and his sons were not able to make good the lack. Hence, the new military rule began to disintegrate as soon as it was formed. So great was the moral impress left by Septimius himself—the last Roman of the earlier age—that his mere prestige was enough to uphold, for a few years, two strange Syrian youths who claimed the throne in virtue of an alleged connection with his family. At last the world could wait no longer. A vigorous soldier, Maximin, overthrew the confectionery Stoic emperor, Alexander Severus. With Maximin, the struggle between senate and principate reached its culmination; and before we proceed further we shall do well to examine what this contest was, why it occurred, and who were its leaders—for all these are matters important to have clearly in mind.

Failure of Severus

VII

The power of the army and the power of the senate did not rest upon fancy or opinion, but upon the services which they were able respectively to render to the state. The relative value of these services varied a good deal from time to time. There had been periods—such as that following the battle of Magnesia in 192 B.C., or that following the death of Domitian—when the army had very little to give, and had occupied a back seat in the estimation of men. At other times the army had been the heart and soul of Rome, the protection of all her gifts to mankind, and the repository of her traditions. Such clear cut distinctions led to equivalent clear cut political conditions. The case was harder to deal with when both the competing powers could put forward claims to importance. . . . If they had been able so to arrange their affairs that they both wielded power alternately, as modern party governments do, in and out in turn, both of them might have done their work without injury to the other or to the state. But this was beyond their horizon. The Roman world had to accept one and to reject the other, in each case with a good deal more finality and absoluteness than was good for anyone concerned—or, perhaps, than anyone wished.

Questions at issue

It ought to be needless to say that the army was certainly not able to impose its arbitrary will by the mere process of stamping with its boots and issuing its orders. Senators controlled the formidable bloodless weapons which are employed in the market-place and the exchange. Both parties needed to appeal to the public opinion of the world at large. The supremacy of army or of senate was thus to be achieved only by demonstration of benefits to be conferred. . . . What were these?

They fell into two categories. First, the economic maintenance and strengthening of the empire; secondly, the protection of the empire from external force. If the latter is at times a much more spectacular service, and liable to more dramatic publicity, the former has the advantage of coming much closer home. To the average Roman, the Rhine and the Danube were as remote as the Yang-tse-Kiang or the Orinoco are to us. Who cares about such places? But all men care to find their income increasing; all are interested in moving into a larger house, and patronizing a more expensive seat at the theatre. Economic benefits touch men on a very sensitive nerve. Hence the senate was far from being a delicate unprotected thing, obliged to suffer meekly the arrows of outrageous fortune. The soldier on the Rhine probably felt it to be a power of tremendous magnitude, straddling the world.

The appeal to public opinion

VIII

The senate represented that ancient tradition which had come down from the days of the city states: the tradition of the self-governing city with its trading, manufacturing, agricultural population, fighting tooth and nail for its own hand, the founder of the world’s arts, literature, laws and philosophy: in short, the senate stood for civilization. Unfortunately, civilization had proved a most unreliable thing: it could not be trusted alone. Its history had been the tale of one step after another in the process of disarming, cautioning, policing and controlling the lethal activities of the more civilized classes in the interests of the less. It was always undercutting the ground it stood upon, and kicking away the ladder on which it had climbed. This self-destructive tendency was a marked characteristic in its nature.

So far, it had noticeably failed to reach any permanent equilibrium. For short periods, such as the age of Pericles or that immediately preceding the Punic Wars, the statesman and the commercial man seemed to have found a modus vivendi. But it had turned restlessly away. Its activity had a streak of femininity in its savage egoism and its inconsequence, its proud defiance of common-sense, its charm and its exactingness. Sulla had tempered some of its enterprise by a little blood-letting. Augustus had calmed it with a considerably freer use of the scalpel. The civil wars of the Cæsarean revolution had implied the downfall of the immense fortunes which had dominated the Roman world, and the subordination of the economic power to the political power. The imperial period ushered in a golden age for the small capitalist and farmer. The impulse then given to finance and commerce had covered the Roman world with flourishing towns and crowded ports. Civilization, education, intelligence and morals had all taken a good step forward.

The economic power

But there are certain limits to the work that can be done by small capitalists and small farmers. Some forms of enterprise demand the huge capital and the large estate. Moreover, the small men, having duly earned their returns, quite naturally proceeded to eat, drink and be merry—or at least, to attend philosophic lectures. They had no scope for anything more. The emperors ensured that it should be an age of moderate fortunes and a certain genial enjoyment of life. No great schemes were formed; no big enterprises were floated. The days of the giants were over.

IX

No point of human experience is clearer than the necessity of building up reserves against emergency. Such reserves can be built up in various ways. They can be packed away into human flesh and blood and training; they can be stored away in material form; they can be treasured as bullion, or kept in the more ethereal form of credit. But Roman civilization had not built up any adequate reserve at all. The human quality, originally matchless, had by degrees become inferior to that of the tribal north, whence its Dempseys and its Deerfoots were derived. Neither in bullion nor in credit had it much to show. The strain came before the death of Marcus Aurelius. During the wars upon the Danube and in the east, a certain inadequacy became visible in the economic resources of the world-state. Everything was bespoken. There was nothing that could be called upon without injuring the processes of daily life and common prosperity. . . . The emperors tried the old and effective expedient of broadening the agricultural basis. They settled men upon waste land. . . . Apparently something went wrong, for a few years later the land was still waste. . . . The economic scheme would not expand.

Strain on the economic system

We all know what the average boy does when his engine will not go. He makes it go. It is not surprising that the emperors did likewise. They proceeded to make the economic scheme expand. At any rate, they taxed it just as if it had duly expanded when told to.

Economic systems respond very sensitively to taxation. The Roman capitalist and landlord objected, upon general principles, to the ruinous expenses he had to meet. To pass them on to the consumer only partially met the problem. He had already, in all likelihood, passed on to the consumer all that the unfortunate brute would bear. Further burdens merely broke his back and left the producer without a customer. As most men are both producers and consumers, the solution amounted to men mutually passing the burden along to one another. The only resource was to resist the new taxation.

Revolt of the economic power

It was for these reasons that slowly, from the reign of Marcus Aurelius onwards, the old struggle between the economic and the political power was renewed. The inability of the economic world to expand, and the growing burden of taxation it had to meet, were in the reign of Marcus intensified by a new trouble. Plague ravaged the empire: and we know by later experience how serious such an event can be. All these difficulties piled themselves upon the man of commerce and finance.

X

There were two aspects to the claims of the army: one was strictly military; the other was political. The army—that is, the empire—embodied the democratic tradition of Rome; the tradition of the small farmer and small trader, who demanded of government that kind of justice and administration which safeguards the small man against the big one. The empire, throughout its days, made a systematic point of checking the big man. There are limits to the process—not only limits of will and prudence, but limits of power and possibility. Nevertheless, whithersoever we turn we find the emperors and their administrators supporting the small farmer and business man, and receiving from them that support which made imperial rule indestructible.

The political power

This claim upon the support of the people at large was strengthened, from time to time, by the strictly military one. Augustus and Tiberius had made the Rhine frontier. Trajan and Hadrian had completed the Danube frontier and had made the world safe for Rome against the dangers of invasion by the tribally organized peoples of northern Europe. But just about the time when Commodus was murdered, and Septimius Severus reigned, and Maximin rose to power, something began to happen which made the wars of Tiberius and Trajan seem small and unimportant. . . . The tide of ethnic migration from Asia, which has ebbed and flowed for thousands of years in a curiously regular pulsation, began to flow.

The educated Roman (like, until recently, everyone else too) was not prepared for any such event. He knew of no regular recurrence of these migrations; he had no reason to expect them; least of all was he forewarned of their possible immensity. His tradition only just spanned the period from the Scythian and Cimmerian wars to the Marcomannic war of Marcus Aurelius. He would have smiled at the notion of connecting fabulous legends of centaurs and Cimmeri with the military situation on the Danube. He would have found it hard to believe any theory about the regular recurrence of ethnic migration out of the pastoral regions. Yet such a theory was true. The Roman was feeling the first breath of what, when it came, was to be a tornado.

The migrations from Asia

Against this new aggressive force the task of the Roman was to call up his reserves and to take the lead. He needed to do at once all those things which centuries afterwards were done by the Frankish emperor Charles the Great and the German king Henry the Fowler. He could not do them. He had not the money or the organization, and he hardly knew whither to turn to get either.

Although they had no knowledge of the full import of what was coming, the heads of the Roman army instinctively responded to the call of necessity. They demanded reorganization, reform and the bringing up to date of the old military machinery which had been created for purposes of a quite different nature. They might have had some difficulty in making this demand effective against the scepticism of men still less aware of the need for it: but at this point the political aspect of the army came to its help. The military chiefs could carry public opinion with them by raising some suitable, even if irrelevant, slogan. Translated into practice, this meant the murder of Alexander Severus, for until Alexander was gone, the necessary steps could not be taken.

Demand for military reform

XI

Young Alexander was an admirable example of the ornamental or gingerbread Roman emperor. He might have been created by a committee of typical middle-class Romans who aimed at producing the Perfect Man. Educated by his strong-minded mother and his august aunt, he had no vices, and only the more decorous virtues. His private chapel contained a statuette of Abraham, as well as one of Apollo. He possessed, in fact, that beautiful spirit which is developed by a generous belief in everything. He illustrates the profound though natural error of the notion that amiability is the first, instead of the last, of the virtues. He was sincerely deplored by many who did not miss him in the least.

The new emperor Maximin had some of the less lovable characteristics of a Prussian drill sergeant. When he directed the senate to efface itself from the scene, the senators fell over one another in their haste to comply, and the less eager members of the illustrious body came to a regrettable and frequently abrupt end. It is no matter of surprise that the character of Maximin has been painted by the survivors in the darkest colours. He was, however, on the other hand, a man of unblemished character, and he certainly had a softer side to him. We might sum him up as a soldier quite in the tradition of Gaius Marius, with the same stern democratic temper, and the same large military ideas. He projected nothing less than the conquest of Germany right up to the shores of the Baltic. Under his administration the necessary military reforms were begun.

An attempt to assassinate Maximin was repressed with energy. The next answer of the senate came from a very fitting quarter—Africa, the province furthest removed from the danger of invasion. The two Gordians, who raised the revolt, were eminent examples of the Petticoat Man which grew up in the protected and slightly hot-house atmosphere of the Roman provinces: a sentimental, domestic, sensual atmosphere, heavy with a stuffy material prosperity.1 They formed an admirable dramatic foil to Maximin. . . . She-men of this type are much less efficient than the hundred per cent feminine woman who can get her way from Samson. The local garrison of Africa suppressed the Gordians: and the senatorial party dropped a sympathetic tear over the sad fate of the twenty-two widows and sixty-six children of the younger Gordian, who had lost their breadwinner.2

The Gordians
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Promptly upon the death of the Gordians two men—emperors in name; republican consuls in spirit—were elected by the senate to take their place. The choice of Balbinus and Pupienus was by no means a bad one, but it provoked, in the populace of Rome, certain memories every whit as keen as those which persisted among the senators. If the republican era were to be restored, it should be completely restored. The mob proceeded to claim a share in the election by enforcing the choice of a nephew of the younger Gordian as Cæsar.

Neither of the two emperors adopted young Gordian, and it remained a problem what status and power (if any) were in these circumstances possessed by a Cæsar. Solution of these puzzles was postponed by the advance of Maximin from Sirmium to repress the whole amazing affair. He laid siege to Aquileia too early in the season. The morale of the troops suffered from the hardship. Exactly what happened is uncertain. Some say that Maximin was murdered by his men. Some say that he killed himself. In any case, killed he was.

Revolt of the senate

Maximin’s army, without its leader, and without a candidate to take his place, surrendered to the victors. The senate’s triumph was unprecedented. The work of Cæsar and his successors seemed to be reversed. The republic was restored; and had the senatorial party been equal to the emergency, it is quite conceivable that the restoration might have been permanent. Where it fumbled and lost control of the situation was in its undue haste. It proceeded to reduce taxation regardless of the purpose for which it had been imposed; and it went on to limit and tie up the power of the army by legislation. This was imprudent, and was far ahead of its mandate. Worse than this, individual senators, rendered over-confident by their victory, came to blows with the Prætorians. The gladiators and bruisers of the senatorial party besieged the Prætorian camp, broke the water-pipes, and attacked the garrison. Behind their defences, the professional soldiers held their own, and repulsed every effort to oust them. . . . Peace, after desperate efforts, was patched up by Balbinus. It was not a cordial peace.

The struggle in Rome

When the army of Maximin arrived in Rome, the views of the military party rapidly took definite form. As soon as the Prætorians were assured of support, they acted. Balbinus and Pupienus were separately murdered, and the senatorial counter-revolution was at an end.
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The termination of the senatorial triumph did not provide the army with a new policy or a new leader. The Prætorians filled up the vacant throne by proclaiming young Gordian, who lasted a few years, as a stopgap and fell to Philip, a soldier of the Persian wars. But a man of the Persian border was not what the empire needed. Philip fell in turn to Decius, a man—himself Illyrian by birth—put forward by the Illyrian army. By this time, however, the dissensions between the senate and the army had gone so far, and had wrought such mischief, that the whole position of the empire was in peril. Gothic invasions were growing more and more formidable. They threatened to destroy one of the rich and prosperous divisions of the empire, and to cut the Roman dominion into two dissevered halves. Decius, in these circumstances, represented a “move to the right.”

The Anarchy begins

His programme was one of general reform. He revived the office of censor, allowed (or rather ordered) the senate to elect a censor whom it would accept, and projected a general overhaul of the whole machinery of taxation and administration. It was high time. What he would have accomplished remains unknown to us, for after achieving the celebrity of being the first Roman emperor who ever had to bolt before the barbarian, he won the yet greater fame of being the first who ever lost his life in battle against them. He was slain in battle against the Goths, and his body was never found. His successor, Gallus, was a nominee of the senate; and it is hardly surprising, though it may be grieving, to find that Gallus negotiated a peace which left the Goths all their loot and prisoners, fed them while the negotiations were proceeding, and paid them an annual tribute afterwards. As the terms were not observed on the Gothic side, even such a peace as this was useless. . . . The disgusted governor of Pannonia thereupon assumed responsibility and the purple. He threw the Goths out of the Danubian provinces, and shared the tribute money among his own stout fellows. After slaying Gallus in a battle at Spoleto, he was overthrown by Valerian, the censor whom the senate had consented to trust. Valerian established a record exceeding even that of Decius. This elect of the senate was the first Roman emperor, and the only Roman emperor, who ever fell alive into the hands of foreign foes. He was (as we shall presently see) captured by the gratified Persians in the year A.D. 260.

The Anarchy increases

The reign of Valerian was the lowest gulf into which Roman repute ever descended.
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In spite of his misfortunes, Valerian was far from being a fool or an idler. Had he died before he became emperor, his fame would be secure as a man of brilliant parts and worldly success. His son Gallienus, whom he associated with himself as co-emperor, was an even more brilliant man, with something of the peculiar quality of François I: a soldier, a rake, a cynic, a poet, an orator, a gardener, a cook, an antiquarian, and a man capable of receiving pleasure from conversations with the philosopher Plotinus—which is a good deal more than most of us can boast of. The father and the son were of parts as good as any two such men who ever sat upon the imperial throne.

Gallienus

But the disaster that was overtaking Rome was no respecter of brilliant parts. Valerian’s reign was not three years old before the Goths overran Dacia north of the Danube, and that famous conquest of Trajan vanished from its place on the map of the Roman empire. A year later, the Franks launched their attack upon the Rhine frontier.1 Gallienus took the Rhine command, having under him an assistant of remarkable ability, one Postumus. The same year the Alamanni, the successors of Marbod’s Suevi, carried the attack eastward along the upper Danube, and the Persians came up to Antioch. . . . The Persians retired, to come again; but the Frankish raiders had a wilder and stranger history. Unable to get home through the lines that Postumus had drawn along the Rhine, they pressed on south, living by the strong hand on one of the richest and loveliest countries in the world. Coming to Spain, they fought and caroused their way from the Pyrenees to Ceuta, and then got ships, and continued the good work in Africa. . . . Incidentally, they destroyed the Spanish tin trade, with the result that the Cornish tin mines were reopened, to the great increase of British prosperity. . . .1 They had twelve years of it; but the glorious epic has not come down to us, for none of them survived to bring it home. Among the world’s best buccaneering stories this tale of the first Franks takes a high place.
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Amid the wild anarchy that was now the Roman empire, Valerian and Gallienus set out with amazing courage to restore order and civilization. Two men can seldom have confronted a more hopeless task. Valerian started for the east to deal with the Persian menace, while Gallienus made his headquarters on the upper Danube, whence he could superintend the whole range of the northern frontier. This scheme of defence was wrecked when Postumus decided to take the charge of the western provinces into his own hands. Postumus set up as emperor at Trèves, and for years to come ruled Britain, Gaul and Spain. . . . At the same time one Ingenuus set up independently upon the lower Danube—and the realm of Gallienus was unexpectedly shortened to Italy, Africa, and Greece. One result was that Britain, Gaul and Spain were secured. Postumus was a capital ruler, and looked well after them.

The tactics of Gallienus

The cheerful cynicism of Gallienus was no doubt a help to him when the world was crumbling about his ears. Although the positions of Postumus and Ingenuus were highly irregular, they did hold their ground; but the first effect was to divert the whole stream of invasion upon Gallienus. The Alamanni threw their force upon him. With his Italian army he made his “retreat from Mons” over the Alps and down into Italy, fighting as he went. He retreated almost to the gates of Rome before his chance came, and he turned, advanced, fought his battle of the Marne near Milan, and drove the invaders back across the Danube. He maintained an optimistic outlook even when the news came that his father was a prisoner in the hands of the Persians. His optimism was adversely commented upon in some quarters.

The northern frontier held

Who can blame these critics? The disasters which had already happened were child’s play to all that was to come. The angel of judgment poured out the vial of his wrath with exhaustive completeness. The loss of the west, the revolt of Illyria, and the devastation of northern Italy were followed by general disorder in Sicily and something resembling civil war in Alexandria, besides rebellion in Asia Minor. Posterity would have forgiven Gallienus if he had jumped into the Tiber. It has found it harder to forgive him because when things were at their worst he merely sent for another drink and went on fighting. The Persians, having captured Valerian, advanced as far as Cæsarea, and only retired because they found the country uninteresting. But the greatest event of all was the great raid of the Goths.

XVI

The defence of the Rhine frontier by Postumus had not been more efficient than the defence of the Danube by Ingenuus; but while the action of Postumus had no effects beyond his own province, that of Ingenuus set going a surprising chain of events. Fended off from the Danube, the Goths turned their attention further east, and occupied the Tauric Chersonese—the land which nowadays is the Crimea. Ships and pilots were available, and so, probably, was reliable information upon the subject of geography. After sacking the rich Asiatic city of Trapezus, the Goths made a test of the straits that led into the Mediterranean.

The Danube frontier turned

A highly successful expedition induced them to return in the following year with strong forces. Though defeated by the local troops in a sea-fight, the Goths made their way through the straits and nearly took Thessalonica. Gallienus gave hasty orders for the instant repair throughout Greece of the ancient fortifications which for several centuries had been mouldering happily away into obsolescence. Before very much could be done, the Goths spread themselves throughout the peninsula. They were surprised at Athens by some enterprising Greeks. Claudius, afterwards the emperor, headed off and captured several parties who were attempting to return home across the Danube. Gallienus himself arrived with troops. Having collected as much as they could carry of everything that struck their fancy, the Goths sailed back again through the straits, and arrived at their starting point.

Collapse

There was now hardly any corner of the Roman dominions, no matter how remote or how protected from the blasts of ordinary adversity, which had not felt the fire and sword of savage foes. The raid of the Goths into Greece put the final touch to the horrible picture. . . . Countries as peaceful and as unaccustomed to violence as our own modern homes had been swept by the Franks, the Alamanni, the Goths and the Persians, or by civil dissension hardly less ferocious. The end of the world seemed to be at hand. Terrifying prodigies warned men of the evil yet to come. Famine stalked abroad, and with famine, starvation, and with starvation pestilence. . . . The material injury done was catastrophic; but perhaps still worse was the damage done to the spiritual fabric of credit and confidence upon which industry is ultimately built. Money collapsed as we have seen the German mark and the Russian rouble collapse.1 Almost at a stroke, with terrifying suddenness and unexpectedness, the civilized world was plunged to the lips in the barbarism it had well-nigh forgotten.

XVII

Such was the reign of Gallienus. If that cheerful cynic had no other virtue, he had at least the gift of boundless hope. When matters were at their worst, he acted as though all were well. He abated no jot or tittle of right from the imperial sovereignty. When, after fighting and intriguing for fifteen years, the greatest optimist in history fell to the missile of an unknown hand outside Milan, he named, before he died, a successor—M. Aurelius Claudius.

Whatsoever secret history may conceivably have lain behind the nomination of Claudius, it was a turning point in the tide of events. He was not a brilliant man; it is doubtful if he was even clever. He had few personal gifts, but he had that peculiar thing, the kingly mind. He had just that elusive and indefinable combination of qualities which will make men act in unison.

The first Illyrian emperor

Gallienus, the son of a nominee of the senate, had been gradually forced by the pressure of events into an anti-senatorial policy. He had made the defence of the empire and the preservation of its unity the aim of his life. In doing so, he adopted the policy of the army. Under his government the old opposition between army and senate had taken the form of a complete exclusion of the old senatorial class from military employment. He had changed the army into a guild far more exclusive than it ever had been before. These were some of the reasons for that quite peculiar hatred of Gallienus which the senatorial party always showed. . . . The disasters of his reign were scarcely his fault. Something much more than the enterprise and ability of a single man was needed to defend the empire from external invasion and inward disruption. New organization and new plans were necessary, suited to the new era; and it would take more than one man’s life to elaborate these. Money was wanted; and this was where the shoe pinched the worst. The accession of Claudius allowed the senate to surrender with a good grace. It expressed its delight in his manly virtues and solid worth.

Significance of Gallienus

XVIII

The brief reign of Claudius was singularly crowded with events for a man so stolid and prudent. He was just in time to meet and defeat the great coalition of northern nations which broke upon the Roman frontier in the year of his accession. He beat the Alamanni and their allies near Lake Garda. Proceeding into Illyria, he swept the Goths out of the peninsula. He died of the plague which was ravaging the starving and ruined empire. But before he died he nominated a successor, L. Domitius Aurelianus, whom the army obediently proceeded to elect and to force (if necessary) upon the empire. The senate had backed a rival, a brother of Claudius, but hastened to submit.

Aurelian was a peasant by birth, and a particularly tough specimen of the Illyrian breed. Claudius had reigned only two years; Aurelian reigned only four and three-quarters—but every week was full of important events. In that brief
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