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EPILOGUE: After Plutarch

From the translator
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Imagine this. 

The year is 1979. Eastern Europe groans under Russian occupation. All borders are closed, though each year, a few refugees manage to escape—some over the wild border, others with the help of some administrative crook. Those who do, know full well that their decision is final: once they make their escape, they will be branded traitors and enemies of the people and will never be allowed to return.

Now imagine this. 

Somewhere in this Eastern Europe, a boy of 16 is packing his duffle bag for a trip to the West, a trip which he knows is a permanent and irrevocable abandonment of his native land. He leaves behind family, friends, girlfriends: people he will never be able to see again; why, he won’t even be able to write or call. He leaves behind old places he will never see. And his dog. He goes into a world he has never seen, to make a life for himself among people who will not understand anything he has lived through.

And—what does he pack in that duffle bag of his?

Not much. What does a boy of 16 own—or need? A change of clothes, a shaving set—this last really an aspirational thing.

And three books: The Odyssey—how appropriate; a novel he was reading at the time; and Jacek Bocheński’s Divine Julius. This last— for him is a book with the status of The Holy Writ, on par with Homer.

Going out into the unknown, dangerous, frightening world, he takes Divine Julius with him. Why?

2

It is hard to overestimate the importance of Divine Julius for the generation of men and women coming of age in Eastern Europe in the 1960s and 1970s. 

The book started as a series of articles in a literary journal: something apparently politically innocuous: commentaries on Latin classics. 

Asked recently why he decided to begin his commentaries on the classics with Caesar, Bocheński says the choice was accidental: Caesar’s De Bello Gallico was the book he happened to pick up from the shelf when he looked for something to read on a quiet afternoon. But the project soon became something more serious: a thoughtful reading of the entire catalog of literature from that period. And then: an effort to understand the times, the people in it, their passions, their ambitions, their fears, their compromises.

Both the style and the insights of the essays earned them an enthusiastic critical response, and soon the series of articles was re-edited as a novel. Suddenly, there was a lot of buzz about it: people discussed it and passed copies of the manuscript from hand to hand even before it appeared in print. Many critics pronounced it the book of the year. A prestigious literary award was preannounced.

Then: kaboom! Someone at the highest echelons of power read it and disliked it. A secret ukase came from on high: the book was to be killed. There would be no award. Those responsible would be sacked. The book would appear in a small bibliophile edition. It would make a brief appearance in bookstores and then disappear.

Copies were rare and became valuable. People tracked them down, bribed booksellers to get one from storage, then passed them secretly to each other like contraband.

Why?

3

Sometime in 1963, an article appeared in the American magazine TIME reporting that a book about Julius Caesar had caused a political stir in Eastern Europe and been as good as banned. 

“Why?” the article asked. “Was it perhaps an attack on someone in power? But who?” Well, the journalists wrote, Caesar had been bald, so that must be our clue. Perhaps it is a lampoon of a bald East European politician. Who could that be? Cyrankiewicz? Or Gomółka? Or... Khrushchev?

Readers in Eastern Europe laughed and sadly shook their heads. Caesar had been a good-looking, cultured man: well-read, endowed with a healthy sense of humor, a literary star. Comparing any of those three brutal, primitive men to Caesar would have been a compliment, not a criticism. 

We, in Eastern Europe, knew that the meat of the book, the thing that had caused its ban, was not the figure of ruthless Caesar (bald or otherwise) but all that stuff in parts two and four: 1) Caesar’s observation that one easiest overthrows a republic by gutting her institutions while maintaining their appearance for show; 2) the portraits of the also-rans, the smaller men, sometimes prominent, sometimes talented, who traded in their political principles for a cut of the proceeds; and 3) Cicero’s letter to Atticus in which he questions whether such a thing as a good social class can possibly exist. 

(In his letter, Cicero referred to the Roman elites who called themselves Optimates, that is, “the best,” but who, in his experience, proved not to be. But a contemporary East European might well have extended this critique to the Marxist concept of “The Leading Role of the Proletariat”—the theory that a “good, revolutionary social class” did exist and that to the extent that the communist party represented that class, it was justified to hold absolute power within the state). 

But Bocheński went further: following ancient usage, he claimed that the political choices faced by Caesar’s opponents were moral. That is, the decision whether to acquiesce in tyranny (as Nepos and Atticus did by simply choosing not to oppose it), or to cooperate (as Cicero did, then did not, then did again, the ever-flipping fish), or to flat-out oppose it (like Cato) was not merely a matter of convenience or pragmatism, but a matter of ethics. It is not clear what Bocheński meant by this—and maybe this ambiguity was especially important to us. Did he mean that an ethical person cannot accept any political system other than a republic? Or was his message more nuanced and relevant to us: that because an ethical person is not permitted to lie, he or she therefore may not participate in a conspiracy against truth? If a republic is not a republic, or an election is not free, or the ruler is not just, then an ethical person may not give them his moral acquiescence by saying that they are?

In other words, we in Eastern Europe read Divine Julius because it was a book relevant to our reality and our personal choices. Unlike Caesar and TIME, we didn’t care about the hairstyles.

4

Asked about it today, Bocheński says: “I did not intend the book to be a criticism of East European politics of my time. I meant it to be an analysis of all politics and all governments of all times.” 

And indeed, the Soviet system has fallen, and yet, Bocheński’s analysis remains relevant today: look around you and see how educated and talented and prominent men today give up their principles and plot to overthrow their republic in the hope of advancing their careers in the process. For them today, as for Caesar’s men then, the republic is just so much antiquated nonsense ripe for the picking.

5

The subsequent publishing history of Divine Julius became a barometer of the political realities of the moment. Whenever the communist party thought it appropriate to allow a little freedom, the book would appear, usually in small print runs (which quickly sold out), only to disappear again when things swung back the other way, and the party decided that that had been enough freedom for the moment. 

You see, tyrannies like to play with “the mood valve”: when the opposition becomes too dangerous to handle, and the situation starts looking like things are about to blow up, a smart tyranny releases some pressure by letting the opposition have a thing: a book or a play or some innocuous street demonstration. It then pronounces itself as liberally minded and in agreement with the aspirations of the opposition—and fires a particularly odious minister or two. And then asks: since everything is improving, why continue to rebel? Then, when the pressure eases, the tyranny arrests all those who have come to the fore and turns the screws down again.

6

Paradoxically, the fact that Divine Julius became embroiled in political struggles in Eastern Europe had a salutary effect on its criticism there. While American and West German critics were free to discuss the books’ political implications, this made their work easy and their output trivial: just talk about the way the book’s topic irritates the country’s leaders. 

But literary critics in Eastern Europe, precisely because they were not allowed to mention the hairstyles of their leaders, or Cicero’s damnable sellout of his republican principles, had to write about the book’s literary qualities: the way its style emulates that of Caesar, for example; its deep—often hangman—irony; its hasty breathlessness; and—its profound sadness: in the end, Cato the Younger becomes god by losing the battle of his life; and Caesar becomes god but fails to vanquish his greatest enemy. 

Divinity... is much overrated.

––––––––
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PART ONE
Cruelty
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Would you like to become a god? It is perfectly doable, you know. Of course, not everyone is interested, and those interested can’t always pull it off. Still, perhaps you would like to know how it is done? There are... techniques, you know. History knows many such cases. 

Oh. You want an example? Very well. How about this: Julius Caesar. 

I see. This name discourages. You would prefer something more recent. After all, didn’t that fellow bite the dust over two thousand years ago? Such distance creates a sense of insurmountable difficulty, a damn thing to get over. All those layers of sedimentation: they seem so... dull. Plus, it’s so hard to tell from this distance what came first and what followed. Everything seems... kind of... gray, washed out. 

So, naturally, you’re afraid of all this grayness. 

Plus, all that work. After all, won’t we have to rummage around in piles and piles of old junk? This whole thing smells of school Latin and archeology. And there will surely be some obligatory trips to libraries and museums, too? 

Of course, you don’t want to get involved in this. Who wants to breathe in all that dust and patina of age?

And, in any case, you are perfectly entitled to wonder whether the example of Julius Caesar can possibly be of any use. After all, what if this whole thing does not deliver? It would be a damn bother, having gone to all the trouble of learning about this fellow, to find out that the whole thing was pointless and that exhuming ancient corpses is just not worth one’s time after all. Neither hot nor cold. Just... indifferent. All you’ll end up with is a distaste and all that confusion of dates and facts.

But such worries are wholly unnecessary.

You see, all the dull work will be done for you by your antiquary, the author of this manual. He will delve into the documents, decode old Latin, and, if it comes to that, old Greek, too. He will resolve all the chronological difficulties, also, though, honestly, in the matter of dates, one does not need to be too pedantic. After all, what matters is facts and their logical interdependence, not their chronological order. 

And so it might happen, for example, that your antiquary first informs you about the death of some fellow and only later about his birth. 

However, your antiquary takes his clients’ needs seriously and will not bore you with details. He will certainly not presume to force you into that junk depository of his, which he calls his archive, where he is obliged to sit night and day sorting stuff. He will present only the truly significant findings: his gems. Perhaps someone will buy them? (And that would be great). But your antiquary will never lose sight of the fundamental reason for which he was hired, which was to tell the story of what Julius Caesar had to do in order to become a god.

The reader requires solid information about this business, and the antiquary will delve right into the heart of the matter.

Though just in case this interests anyone, he shall not make a secret of his sources. Of course, all these sources are old and incomplete. The antiquary will be required to fill in some gaps. Yet, there is no sleight of hand here: everything is in the open: throughout the text, you will find brief notes on how your antiquary acquired his facts.

And thus, right off the bat, he reminds you that Caesar wrote his own commentaries on the Gallic War. That work has survived down to our times and is accessible to any high school student because of its elementary Latin. Your antiquary was obliged to read it at the age of fourteen. He has now reread it because he has wanted to hear the voice of the man whose road to divinity he is supposed to narrate. 
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And the rereading indicates that the bridges on the Rhone were burned immediately upon his arrival in Geneva. Proconsul Caesar had powerful reasons to burn the bridges: some things had to happen quickly and at any cost.

The proconsul realized perfectly that such an opportunity might never knock again. He had to act. He had waited for it for decades, and there it was, at last, right in front of him: His Chance. 

The original plan had been different: it was supposed to be Egypt, not Gaul. But... better Gaul than nothing. 

The word had come to him in Rome that cities were burning on the other side of the river. This is why he traveled posthaste from Rome. When he arrived, the news was confirmed. Yes. The Helvetii were actually burning their cities. 

The proconsul was impressed: what a steely determination. They are burning their cities and all their surplus grain.

What a pity this wasn’t Egypt. Egypt was—cultured. All those Greek intellectuals passionately debating esoteric subjects—enough to prevent even a simple mass mobilization. And all those politicos feeding at the trough and always on the lookout for something to pocket. One knocked such countries over with one’s pinky. 

But here, ouch. Damned barbarians. Disciplined and systematic: burning city after city, no philosophers of any sort, the society uncouth and capable of complete self-sacrifice. 

This was going to be hard.

By the way, this was a curious business: what was this Divico​[1] fellow thinking? He was going to be Caesar’s first opponent: a barbarian, a raw intellect, but—oh—what a towering ambition. Making his whole nation get up and walk clear across Gaul from their old homeland in Switzerland to a new promised land on the Atlantic shore. This was no joke, even if his people were unused to civilized comforts. Yet, Divico dared it, and his people were prepared to march. They took along only the grain they could load on their wagons, and the rest they burned.

Leaving themselves no way back. 

A point of no return.

They burned it all, too: not just towns but also villages and even isolated single homesteads. Romans calculated there were some 400 villages there. 

The tactic of scorched earth. Ha ha. Against his own people, too. 

This showed a rare political talent: to leave your own people without a choice. A political genius: the barbarian leader of the Helvetii showed as much intelligence as daring. 

But what was he hoping to achieve? Surely, he was not setting out to conquer Gaul, not with women and children in tow. (Even if the proconsul would trumpet that “conquest” version from now on. Because here, standing by the river, Caesar thought this version the most useful: it would play well in Rome and terrify other Gauls).

But what were Divico’s true intentions? What was he aspiring to be? The man of providence? His people’s savior? The providential man who led his people from the rough mountains onto the rich seashore? The hero of his people’s songs? Their great reformer?

Well, little Divico would not become any of those things. 

Sorry, but those roles had been reserved for Caesar—and on a somewhat grander scale, too. Divico would only serve Caesar’s cause this much, and unknowingly, too: he would cause a little stir, just enough to allow Caesar finally to begin. 

Yet, what a curious coincidence of ambitions. And quite amusing, too: Julius Caesar, the Roman proconsul, and Divico, the chief of hairy barbarians, both had identical life goals.

Spring arrived late in the north. In March, it was still cold. The weather prevented campaigning, and everything had happened so quickly that Caesar had not even managed to raise a sufficient force. His contingent was meager: just one legion. Five thousand men. 

Thus, he would have to start from zero. Or nearly zero. Of course, he immediately issued orders to raise provincial troops. On the double. But for the moment, his command of geography and his diplomatic skills would have to suffice—until the new troops arrived.

Galia est omnis divisa in partes tres, he was to write later. That is: all Gaul consists of three parts. (In the future, we will make more parts and make sure those parts fight each other). But for the moment, here was the lay of the land: Aquitaines, Celts, and Belgians. The bravest of them were, of course, the Belgians because they lived furthest away from civilization. They had no trade with Rome at all, and luxury goods of the sort that weaken manly resolve never got that far north. Sadly, Belgium was definitely not Egypt. Besides, their main occupation was waging war against the Germans, so you get the idea.

But that was also the Celtic Helvetii’s main business, and they were now preparing for mass migration. They had remained, until now, in a deep mountain valley, deep and dark, like a leather sack. They had not imported too many of those manhood-weakening Roman luxury goods, either, even though they’d been close neighbors. In any case, they had had enough Germans and wanted to get out of their sack and seek a greener pasture. The question was: which route would they take?

It wasn’t too hard to guess. There were only two possible routes.

The first, through the Roman territory, would be easy; the other, through the territory of the Sequanians—extraordinarily hard. Over there, they’d have to push their way between the river Rhone and the mountain range of Jura: a narrow passage indeed. A wagon would pass, but only one at a time, single file; two side-by-side wouldn’t make it. Conclusion? Easy. They will try to cross the Rhone and pass through the Roman territory along this shore of the river. That’s why the proconsul ordered the bridges destroyed. 

But they can’t stay at home because they have burned their cities. So the unfortunate Divico will have to run into Caesar one way or another. And let anyone then claim that Caesar was not provoked!

When a man has turned forty-two, it is hard to wait for better opportunities. After all, one has to begin someday. It is all well and good to wait when you are twenty. Up to thirty, maybe. At such an age, you’re inclined to think everything is temporary. You’re not really living your life, you’re just trying different things. But then, suddenly, the realization hits you: this thing is your life, and one-half of it has passed already, and there may never be a second chance.

Alexander the Great had been quicker. He had started younger. Now, Caesar had to catch up.

How many Gauls are there, all told? Must be five million. He will have to kill about half of them to amount to something. There was no time to waste.
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The news of the proconsul’s arrival soon reached the other side of the Rhone, and Gallic envoys came from across the river. They asked humbly for an audience with Caesar. Caesar entered into the talks with an expression suggesting he had never heard of any plan to relocate. He let them explain that they meant merely to transit through the Roman territory and swear that they meant not to cause any damage. 

“What sort of a hare-brained idea is this?” the proconsul asked. “To walk across Roman territory?” 

One enters the Province when one means to go to Rome. When one means to take a hike across Gaul, well, there is plenty of room on the other side. One does not need to inconvenience his neighbor. And wherever did they think they were going, anyway?

They said: to Santonia, by the Atlantic. They will settle there. 

Ah, that’s interesting. So why don’t they take the simpler, more direct route? 

To which they replied: the other way is bad. They began to describe the difficulty of the road between the Jura and the Rhone. One can barely squeeze through; overhanging rocks bar the road – how can one push the wagons through? 

Well, well, no need to talk more. He, Caesar, understands. But he needs time to think this through. If they want an answer, let them return on the Ides of April.

Of course, he had no intention of letting them through, but he was still raising troops. If the Helvetii were to try to make their way by force right now, they could manage, despite the missing bridges. There were many easy fords on the Rhone, and one legion could not defend them all. One had to stall, make some vague promises, reinforce his defenses, then break off the talks. 

Within a few days, the legionnaires and the recruits, now arriving by the day, built walls and dug ditches where the banks of the river were low enough to allow a crossing. Having fortified his units in those spots, Caesar now awaited the return of the envoys. When they turned up, he addressed them in a different tone: there is no custom and no precedent in the history of the Roman Republic to allow armed strangers to march across a Roman province. And, certainly, no exception will be made for the enemies of Rome who, fifty years ago, murdered consul Lucius Cassius and forced Roman prisoners to crawl under a yoke. 

That’s all. 

Oh, and if they mean to use force, he will respond with force.

Now it was impossible to guess what would happen next. The envoys went off in shock. At night, some rafts and a few brave swimmers were spotted on the Rhone. Things must have been bad on the other side if they tried to get across individually. The legionnaires drove them off with missiles. Some drowned. Soon, these attempts ended. There were no more reports of river incidents. But spies brought more interesting news: talks were ongoing with the Sequanians, concerning the right of passage through their land, through that narrow gorge. 

Ha! So they did not mean to attack the Province, after all?

Caesar now calculated. The talks with the Sequanians would take some time; and then the passage through the gorge would take time, too. He just might make it. He left the command of the fortifications to his deputy and rushed back to Padania, or what was then called Gallia Cisalpina, to raise more troops, but this time under his own supervision. He raised two legions and summoned three more from Aquilea. And now, in command of not one but five legions, he force-marched them back to the Rhone as quickly as he had left. 

But this time, he did not go to Geneva: he decided to cross the border a little further to the southwest, in the middle course of the river, enter directly into the Sequanian territory, and from there, making a wide circle, jump on the unsuspecting Helvetii. Take them by surprise. Though, for all he knew, they may well have already moved on into the depths of Gaul.

Spies now reported that this was indeed the case. The busy bee Divico had stuck to his plan while Caesar was away. He had managed to move three-quarters of his army not just into Sequania, but even beyond the river Arar, into the land of the Aedui. Only the last few units were about to begin crossing the river. Caesar camped nearby, unnoticed. He ordered that no fires be lit at night. “At the third watch,” as the expression then was, that is, sometime between midnight and two in the morning, he jumped the Helvetii with his three legions and gave them a bloody bath in the Arar. Unprepared for battle and weighed down with baggage, the Helvetii were unable to put up much of a defense. Only a handful escaped the slaughter and fled into the nearby woods.

There was no shortage of timber, and therefore at daybreak, the proconsul ordered a bridge to be built over the Arar.
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But these are just the raw facts emerging from the Commentaries, which could be facts or which could merely seem so. Their author was not prepared to be satisfied with facts. He needed a certain element of fiction, such as is required by all aiming for divinity. This is why he made sure that all his facts appeared sufficiently glorious in every respect. 

And thus, right off the bat, in 58 BC, as he entered Gaul, he was faced with a critical difficulty: how does one justify genocide? The problem is, you see, that in such situations, mass murder is simply unavoidable, not merely because it is an effective way of achieving one’s goals but also because it is valuable in and of itself. Man gains glory in proportion to the number of people he kills. After all, floods and hells have not been invented for nothing: they have a certain divine logic. But such actions can never be justified by their mere utility. No god ever says: I created hell because it is useful to me.

It is true that in the days preceding Christianity, conquest did not really require justification. Or, at the very least, one did not have to justify it with appeals to the purported benefit of the conquered. One’s own “manhood” was a sufficient cause of war—incidentally, “manhood” incidentally also signified “virtue” in Latin. Later wars between Christians and pagans, or Christians and Christians, generally aimed to secure the conversion of the defeated and were therefore justified by the overriding benefit to the vanquished. From which it follows that those wars were overwhelmingly a matter of enemies doing good unto each other. 

And thus, it follows that in writing his Commentaries, Caesar could simply have stuck to the generally accepted principles of the day and skipped the whole business of pretexts altogether. And yet he felt it was necessary to justify himself, however briefly. And thus, he refused the request for transit because “he remembered the murder of L. Cassius and the defeat and humiliation of the Roman legions by the Helvetii.” Moreover, “he suspected that any hostile nation, once it was admitted into the Province, would not be able to resist abuse and robbery.” And once the Helvetii secured the right of passage through the land of the Sequanians and got underway with the intention of settling in faraway Santonia, it seemed to him—to Caesar, that is—that such a close location of a warlike nation and an enemy of Rome “in an open, wheat-rich country” would endanger the Province. 

In other words, when he bathed the Helvetii in their own blood on the banks of the Arar, he did that out of kindness. Because, you see, during his forced march through Gaul, as he made his wide detour in order to pounce on the Helvetii from the west, the envoys of all sorts of Gallic peoples had come to him, begging him for help. The Helvetii, they said, pushing through with all their baggage, were laying waste to their lands. Fields of corn were trampled, youths were kidnapped into slavery, and pitched battles were fought over some small towns. That’s what the envoys said. These were the envoys of the Aedui, by the way, whom only four years earlier, the Senate had designated “Allies of the Roman People.” 

Under such circumstances, Caesar decided not to wait until the Helvetii destroyed all the earthly possessions of Roman allies and reached their distant Santonia. He marched in and gave them a bath. And wouldn’t you know it: the victims of the blood bath turned out to be residents of Tigurini county, the very county responsible for the death of L. Cassius. And so, “either through accident or through the inscrutable will of the almighty gods,” Caesar was able to “avenge both public and personal injuries” (and “personal” because his own grandfather had died in battle alongside L. Cassius).

Here end the justifications. They are sparing and discreetly scattered throughout the first few chapters of the Commentaries, but they are noteworthy: the invader appeals to his right to “historical revenge.” He will not be able to use that excuse in the future. 

He also mentions one’s moral obligations towards one’s allies—allies who are suffering misfortune and to whom assistance must be given. He alludes to the justice of the gods intervening (perhaps) in the course of human events. And he allows himself a bit of emotional exuberance: he asks for a lenient understanding for his filial piety. 

But he also mentions practical considerations: danger to the Province, rich agricultural land, troublesome neighbors. In the future, he will justify all his actions in practical terms alone. 

It behooves us to note that sentiment of “I am not naïve” which rings in the sentence “decided not to wait until the Helvetii destroyed all earthly possessions of Roman allies and reached their distant Santonia.” Caesar likes to show that he is not naïve. And he is careful not to get too emotional. He exposes calmly and effectively those trying to trick him but, as it were, in passing, as if trying not to discredit himself by showing too much personal engagement in the business.
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Now what, asks Divico. War? Do the Roman people want war? If so, why not say so clearly? He, Divico, has come to hear with his own ears what the Roman people want. Because they, the Helvetii, do not want war. It is true that they had wanted to cross the Province, but they didn’t; it was Caesar who entered Gaul and killed many Helvetii. Was there any reason to kill them? Did they do anything against the will of the Roman commander? What is it then? Does Caesar object to migration? He, Divico, came here to state clearly that the Helvetii are prepared to compromise. If the Roman people would make peace with them, they, in turn, would go wherever Caesar instructed them and settle in any place he appointed. They will do this because they do not want war.

Caesar noticed immediately: the barbarian was cracking. He was an old man. He had whipped Cassius long before Caesar was even born. Then, in the closing days of his life, he undertook this gigantic enterprise—gigantic relative to his means—and now he was cracking fast after just one engagement. Or maybe not after the engagement? Perhaps what broke him was
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