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I begin my work with the destruction of the Athenian army and the commencement of the fall of their empire.  Other authors have recorded their rise to power and even their fall, but none have done so who have lived through our age.  Our city of Rome has grown greater than the Greeks had aspired for their own nation, and under the rule of corrupt and dissolute leaders we have advanced our borders through the diligent efforts of some good and moderate men even while the city itself collapses into vice.  


Not so different was the fate of Athens before it attempted to conquer Sicily.  For the whims of the people ruled, and guided by informers who sought to elevate themselves in the eyes of the state, they charged their greatest men with profanities and set their minds on ill-advised war.  To lead their forces they appointed a pious and moderate man, who because of his displeasure at the expedition condemned his city through slothfulness.  Of the reasons behind the Athenian expedition to Sicily I will not write, for they were recorded most eloquently by Greek historians of the time.  It is my concern how such a mighty nation could be brought to the depths of misery, and under what leadership.  This I will record without bitterness or partiality, for I did not know Nicias or Demosthenes and am far removed from the outcome of their war, except insomuch as it serves as a model for our times.


After their defeat in the Syracusan harbor, the sailors and soldiers in the Athenian force, seeing the navy for which they were so renowned defeated and having no means to return home from the hostile island, were miserable.  Among the allies there was talk of desertion, and slaves willfully abandoned their masters for the camp of the Syracusans.  Seeing that the men feared for their continued freedom, Demosthenes urged them to board their remaining ships and force a path through the Syracusan naval blockade.  But, being unaccustomed to defeat at sea and seeing the bodies of their comrades still floating in the bay, the Athenians were discouraged and would not leave camp.  Instead they lamented that the gods had flown from Athens, and each man groaned like one wounded as he thought of the destruction of the fleet and the ruin brought upon his home city, imagining with loud cries his own parents, wife and children being slashed by the swords of the Peloponnesians.


Seeing that his legions no longer trusted in their navy, the general Nicias ordered that a retreat be made overland to the Sicels, who he thought might give them aid.  But giving credence to some false information passed along to him by Syracusans who had aided him in the past, Nicias delayed the departure for two days.  In the meantime, the Syracusans dispersed through the countryside and began to build fortifications along the roads to slow the advance of the Athenian army.


On the second day after their naval defeat, the Athenian legions set out from their camp, still lamenting over the loss of their comrades at sea and those wounded who they were forced to leave behind.  Some voiced angry sentiments toward their fate, saying, “If only Alcibiades had not been recalled, our enemies would not have been so prepared and we would have conquered Syracuse.”  Murmuring to each other, they blamed Nicias for their misfortune, “If he had not delayed so long with his omens and portents, the navy would not have been trapped in the harbor and could have fought the Syracusans on open sea.”  There were other wild rumors that Nicias, angry that he had been overruled in the Assembly, was secretly allied with the Syracusans and wanted to see the expedition fail, since he had never supported it while still in Athens.  Men pointed out the Syracusans who had openly brought news to Nicias just a few days before as evidence of his trickery.  Indeed the legions were so discontent that such sentiments became numerous among the ranks.


Nicias, perhaps sensing that the ill will of the soldiers was building against him, walked before the ranks and addressed them in this way:

“Why do you look at me with such distrust?  I have led you into victory as well as defeat, and not one of you can deny that I was the first man to advise the Assembly that this victory would be no easy task.  No one could have predicted the misfortunes that have afflicted us in the past few months, yet Athens has seen such defeats in her time, and she still stands.  And we, though we have lost our navy and many soldiers, are still so numerous and our soldiers so well equipped that we are formidable adversaries wherever we march.  Though this is a country hostile to us, we are still not without allies, and once we find a safe berth we will again prove ourselves the pride of Athens.  It may seem that the gods have abandoned us, or are punishing us for our pride, but now that we are brought so low how can they envy us?  We must surely merit their pity now, so that they must soon come to our aid.  Do not relinquish your hope!  I myself, though my afflictions are as harsh as yours, do not give up my hope or faith in our gods.  If we can escape from our current danger, we will restore the greatness of our city once more, and all of Greece will bow to our League.”


With these words Nicias led his legions from the camp, having arranged them in a square, the soldiers marching on the outside and the sailors, slaves, and baggage carriers marching within.  Demosthenes followed with his troops in like fashion.


During the march the legions suffered every type of privation, for they had little water and less food, with no hope of more until they might reach their allies.  Those Syracusan fortifications that they came across they traversed with brute force, destroying all those who came before them, for Nicias felt that their salvation lay in speed in reaching their allies.  The soldiers were still dispirited at their recent defeat, and their short rations and forced marches sapped their strength until they were hardly fit to wage battle.


In this way they came to an inhabited plain before the Acraean cliff and made their camp, intending to ravage the land around them and plunder the houses for food and water.  The next day the Athenian army and their allies advanced to the cliff, which had been fortified the night before by the Syracusans.  As they attempted to force their way up the fortified hill, Syracusan cavalry issued forth from both sides of the pass and showered missiles on the flanks, slowing the march as the outer ring of Athenian soldiers turned to engage them.  Syracusan javelin-throwers struck down the non-combatants in the interior, who, lacking the heavy armor of the Athenian infantry, quickly panicked and threatened to break through the Athenian rear in order to reach the plain.  Nicias, seeing the confusion into which his forces had fallen, ordered a retreat back to their previous campsite in order that he could form a better plan of assault.

The next day, Nicias and Demosthenes again lead their legions, this time in battle order, to the Acraean cliff, forcing their way up the fortified hill to reach the pass.  Again the Syracusan cavalry and javelin-throwers harassed the flanks, while their infantry massed in the gorge, ready to turn away the thrust of the Athenian charge.  Hemmed in by the cliffs, many Athenians fell to the arrows and javelins of the enemy, and the cavalry charged through the gaps in their line again and again, wreaking havoc and causing great slaughter in the interior.  The van, opposed by several lines of Syracusan infantry, were overwhelmed with weariness and hunger and further dismayed by a sudden peal of thunder rumbling from a clear sky.  Nicias, because he believed the thunder to be a sign from the gods and because he could see the disarray of his armies, ordered a retreat.  Wounded and wearied, now lacking in all necessities and unable to procure more food from the surrounding region, the legions retreated in despair.  Again they encamped on the same plain, and Nicias did not attempt to find protection for their rear and flanks, for he did not expect that the Syracusans would dare to attack such a vast Athenian force without the geography of the area to aid them.


On the following day, however, Gylippus, who led the Syracusans and their allies, determined to make better use of the cavalry which was Syracuse’s greatest strength, ringed the Athenian forces, attacking them from all sides with spears and javelins.  Gylippus especially concentrated on the legions controlled by Demosthenes, hoping to separate them from the larger body of the army and thus add to the confusion.  Nicias and Demosthenes ordered charges to be made on the Syracusan cavalry in an attempt to break their lines and overtake the javelin-throwers, but the assailants could not be checked and merely fell back with every Athenian charge.  The Athenians marched less than a mile under the steady rain of missiles before the generals ordered a halt.  Exhausted, the Athenian legions dropped where they stood, giving little care to food or shelter, so discouraged were they at the small amount of ground they had covered at such great cost.  The Syracusans, on the other hand, buoyed by their successes, returned to their own camp in order to rest and prepare for the next day.


During the night, Nicias and Demosthenes reviewed the state of their army and found it demoralized, hungry, and unprepared for another day of fighting.  Seeing that they could not hope to counter the Syracusan cavalry in open ground with no cavalry of their own and no fresh troops, Nicias and Demosthenes agreed to light many fires in their camp, deceiving the Syracusans into thinking that the Athenian army remained in its former position while in reality they sneaked away towards the ocean.  Gylippus, because he had watched the Athenians press forward toward Catana without turning or trying to take an easier path, did not expect his enemies to change directions, and had posted no guard around their camp.  Thus the Athenians were able to steal away under cover of darkness, but exhaustion and poor communication between the two generals caused for their forces to become separated.  Nicias again led the march with his forces; trusting most in speed, he pulled far ahead of the other general.  Demosthenes, however, was much more wary of the Syracusans, for his men, marching at the rear of the Athenian column, had suffered the worst casualties from the Syracusan cavalry.  He bid his men to march in silence so that they would not be discovered, but their fear, weariness, and the darkness of the night made it difficult for them to keep in contact with each other, and they marched in some disorder.  The slowness of their march allowed Gylippus and his Syracusan army to follow their track at dawn and surround them, forcing Demosthenes’ troops to surrender or face total slaughter.  The two generals agreed to these terms of surrender, which I have taken from the Greek historian Thucydides: “The Athenians and their allies shall lay down their weapons, and in return the Syracusans and their allies promise not to put to death any member of the this Athenian army either summarily, or by imprisonment, or by lack of the necessities of life.  The Athenian army must also give up all of the money in its possession to Syracuse and commit itself peaceably into the hands of the Syracusans.”  The Athenians under Demosthenes then surrendered their arms and money to the Syracusans and were lead to Syracuse.  Thucydides puts the number of their surrender at 6,000.


Nicias, meanwhile, had arrived at the river Erineus, forded it, and camped on some high ground when the Syracusans reached him on the next day.  At first he was unable to believe that such a bold general could have surrendered, and, dismayed at the loss of over half of the Athenian force, began to consider what was best in his own situation.  Reviewing his legions, Nicias saw that even with the high ground they could not hope to resist a cavalry charge, for news of Demosthenes’ defeat had begun to spread through the ranks and their general could see that they had no hope left of victory.  Thinking then how to best come out of the situation, Nicias resolved to bargain with the Syracusans with Athens last resource.  He offered to restore to the Syracusans all the money they had spent on the war, and to offer hostages until the full sum was paid.  Gylippus refused the proposal, however, and commenced the attack, surrounding once more an Athenian army and raining missiles on them until night fell.


Once more Nicias tried to slip away by night, although what he sought to accomplish with this, except to attempt by guile what he could not do by force, I do not know, for he could no longer hope to outrun the Syracusan forces, nor could he expect to hide in their own land, and the Athenian’s Sicilian allies were still far hence.  Gylippus, however, having been once fooled, had now set a much more careful watch and raised the war cry when the Athenians began to move.  Foiled in their aims, the Athenians laid down their arms once more, all except for 300 men who forced their way through the Syracusan guards and stalked away into the night.

When the morning approached, Nicias hurried with his remaining men toward the Assinarus River, perhaps with some vain hope of fording it and putting some distance between his troops and the Syracusans.  His legions, however, hastened forward under the enemy missiles with only the thought of finding water to drink, and when the banks of the Assinarus became visible all military discipline broke down entirely, and every man acted upon his own impulse.  Those who could still run arrived first at the river and plunged into it in full armor, jostling and trampling each other with no regard for friends or comrades.  Many even drew their swords and cut down their fellow soldiers under the constant rain of Syracusan missiles.  For Gylippus had sent ahead a portion of his cavalry to ford the river and throw their javelins at the Athenians as they attempted to cross.  Soon the river flowed brown and red with dirt and blood, and Nicias surrendered himself and those few Athenian men who had survived the slaughter to Gylippus.  So ended the war in Sicily.

Other historians have lauded Nicias for his great virtue and piety, and indeed he began a virtuous man, moderate in all things.  But though he might stand as an example to men even in our times of how to conduct one’s private life, in his service to the state he distinguished himself as much in failure as in success.  He had forged a peace agreement with Sparta and sought thereafter to serve his nation in peace alone.  Moderate and cautious in all things, he advised his nation as his own wisdom dictated, but when appointed to the generalship he took up the position sullenly, allowing his displeasure at the expedition to hold him in inaction.  Even in his piety he was more suited to peace than war, for he employed every omen as an excuse for his inaction and was directed in all things by the whims of nature.  In Rome we have many men of such caliber, who, gaining renown for some service to the state, feel it no longer necessary to exert themselves on behalf of their country.  Though not lacking in ability, they give assistance to the empire only when it suits them, and thus inflict great injury on the city.  Nicias, though he had saved his state once from war, could not lead Athens into battle when the will of the people demanded it, and thus insured the destruction of their navy, their army, and himself.

Analysis

In his book entitled Tacitus, Ronald Mellor claims that “Tacitus writes moral history and he thus seeks moral causes” (Mellor 31).  And indeed Tacitus does not attempt to write his histories merely to record great deeds or great wars, but instead seeks to record the “blindness and hostility to goodness” (Agricola 1) of the great men of Rome and of the city itself.  Almost everything that occurs in the writings of Tacitus has some moral cause; usually events are spurred on by the lack of morals—or, more rarely, the presence of morals—in influential political figures, such as emperors or generals.  A desire to present these examples of moral or amoral behavior to his readers affects nearly every aspect of Tacitus’ writing, from methodology to the development of character to the overall tone of his works.


In the introductions to all three of Tacitus’ surviving works, the author is concerned with the truthfulness of history.  In the proem of the Annals, Tacitus writes of how “the histories of Tiberius, Gaius Caligula, Claudius, and Nero… were falsified through terror, and after their death were written under the irritation of a recent hatred” (Annals 1.1).  The writings of honest historians have been burned at the outset of the Life of Agricola by the leaders of an age “so hostile to virtue” (Agricola 1), and during the Augustan age the “truthfulness of history was impaired… through men’s ignorance of public affairs… then, through their passion for flattery, or… their hatred of their masters” (Histories 1.1).  This is the acknowledged purpose of Tacitus’ works: to present true history, free from the biases of past ages.  To that end he includes assertions of non-bias in both the Histories and the Annals, for he wants his readers to believe that his primary purpose is to present a true account of past events.


Yet Tacitus cannot present an impartial account of the Roman Empire and its leaders, for to do so would be to abandon his own experiences of the empire and to sacrifice much of the didactic value of his work.  Instead Tacitus writes history with the intent of bringing out what he perceives—from his more distant view—as the truth of the emperors’ rule.  This is not to say that he did no research, though he “rarely mentions specific sources for particular events;” Mellor insists that “Tacitus engaged in serious research… consulted both obvious and obscure sources… and he diligently sought eyewitness accounts of important events” (Mellor 1993, 32).  But to present an interpretation of Rome’s history based in morality, Tacitus needed to go beyond what he could find in histories, letters, memoirs, and interviews.  To characterize the individuals in his histories, Tacitus draws upon much more nebulous and subjective sources: rumor, the mood of the people, and his own opinion of what historical figures might have felt or thought.  “The popular gossip of the large majority” (Annals 4) may have been based in fact, for Tacitus was close enough in time to his subject matter that he could speak to eyewitnesses, but public rumor also allows Tacitus to “cast a bleak shadow over the emperors even though [he] is careful not to vouch for these tales” (Mellor 1993, 41).  Tacitus pretends to know the minds of men such as the emperors based on his observations of their character, as in the case of Tiberius, who after the death of Augustus “was struggling to hide his feelings completely” from the Senate (Annals 1.11).


Tacitus does not always have to make recourse to rumor or invention to present his view of events, however.  Skillful handling of fact, such as emphasizing or skimming over certain events, is also vital to Tacitus’ moral presentation.  Tacitus displays many of the emperors in such fashion; Tiberius at one time “endeavored to counteract barren soils and stormy seas with every resource of wealth and foresight” so that the prices of foodstuffs would be lowered (Annals 4.6), but “he was infamous for his cruelty… [and] [f]inally he plunged into every wickedness and disgrace, when fear and shame being cast off, he simply indulged his own inclinations” (Annals 6.51).  There is evidence for such a moral decline in Tiberius’ actions, but Tacitus does not grant Tiberius the credit of being a good administrator even when his rule is blameless.  Tacitus instead attributes Tiberius’ moral actions to a “crafty assumption of virtue, as long as Germanicus and Drusus were alive” (Annals 6.51); when no one is restraining him, his actions sink him into dishonor.  The moral quality of his life and of the lives of many other Tacitean figures is guided by the author’s willingness “to select and interpret [facts] to create a false impression” (Mellor 1993, 43), although in the interest of presenting a more accurate account, Tacitus often includes “inconvenient facts… [and] distinguishes fact from rumor with a scrupulosity rare in any ancient historian” (Mellor 1993, 45).  Tacitus wishes to present a history that expresses his views on the morality of empire and its leaders, but does not want to sacrifice the accuracy of his accounts by claiming false information to be true or by leaving out important information that might prove problematic to the purposes of his narrative.


Although he claims to “speak without partiality and without hatred” (Histories 1.1) for the purpose of compiling a history that is not “falsified by terror” (Annals 1.1), Tacitus is driven by his own bitterness and hatred of the Julio-Claudian and Flavian emperors.  Tacitus’ illustrations of the Senate, who “stooped to most abject supplication” (Annals 1.12) and the men of the upper classes, who “[t]he higher [their] rank, the more eager [their] hypocrisy… so as neither to betray joy at the decease of one emperor nor sorrow at the rise of another” (Annals 1.7), show the corruption in the main political bodies of the former Republic.  Tacitus cannot advocate returning to Rome’s previous government, but neither can he support the type of emperor who, “with one continuous blow, drained the life-blood of the Commonwealth” (Agricola 44).  He seems to have found his niche under Nerva and Trajan, when, he asserts, “we may think what we please, and express what we think” (Histories 1.1).  The loss of free speech and the freedom to write the truth is Tacitus’ first criticism of the empire in all three of his works.  He perhaps feels even more guilt than rage, for he rose in power with the aid of the Flavian emperors and helped to suppress other writers presumably attempting to write the truth; he “gazed on the dying looks of Manricus and Rusticus… [and was] steeped in Senecio’s innocent blood” (Agricola 45).  But, like Agricola, Tacitus presents himself as a moderate man, forced by politics and necessity to serve evil emperors.  His bitterness and skepticism are the legacy “of a man who had lived through civil war, despotism, and a reign of terror” (Mellor 1993, 45), yet he does not condemn his age universally.  No period of time, however horrible the leadership might have been, was “so barren in noble qualities, as not also to exhibit examples of virtue” (Histories 1.3), and though Tacitus’ concern was primarily vice, and the mood of his histories was principally bleak, his words were meant to teach.  He had to hold out hope that someone would read his work and take heed of its moral guidance.
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