














The aged Varro, the most learned 

of the Romans, the parent of 

knowledge and propagator of 

many errors... 



The aged Varro, the most learned 

of the Romans, the parent of 

knowledge and propagator of 

many errors... 

[Added in final version]  

The old scholar lacked style, 

intensity, a leading idea. 

(RR 247) 



 

 

Even Sulla could not abolish his own example. 

(RR 17) 



 

Even Sulla could not abolish his own example. 

(RR 17) 

 

The foundations of the new order were cemented 

with the blood of citizens and buttressed with a 

despotism that made men recall the Dictatorship 

of Caesar as an age of gold.  

(RR 196) 



 

 

 

Caesar lay dead, stricken by twenty-three wounds. 

(RR 97) 

 

Caesar lay dead in the Senate House, bleeding 

from twenty-three wounds. 

(original MS) 



 

The greatest of the Roman historians began his Annals with the 

accession to the Principate of Tiberius, stepson and son by 

adoption of Augustus, consort in his powers. Not until that day 

was the funeral of the Free State consummated in solemn and 

legal ceremony. The corpse had long been dead. 

(RR 1) 

 

In the beginning kings ruled at Rome, and in the end, as was 

fated, it came round to monarchy again. 

(RR  9) 

 



 

‘Quo, quo scelesti ruitis?’ Another, yet another, 

criminal war between citizens was being forced 

by mad ambition upon the Roman People. In this 

atmosphere of terror and alarm Octavianus 

resolved to secure national sanction for his 

arbitrary power and a national mandate to save 

Rome from the menace of the East.  

 

(RR 284)  



 

It might not have happened: the armed confrontation of 

the angry dynasts at Brundisium portended a renewal 

of warfare, proscriptions and the desolation of Italy, 

with a victor certain to be worse than his defeated 

adversary and destined to follow him before long to 

destruction, while Rome and the Roman People 

perished, while a world-empire as great as that of 

Alexander, torn asunder by the generals struggling for 

the inheritance, broke up into separate kingdoms and 

rival dynasties.  

(RR 217) 

 

 

 



It might not have happened: the armed confrontation of 
the angry dynasts at Brundisium portended a renewal of 
warfare, proscriptions and the desolation of Italy, with 
a victor certain to be worse than his defeated adversary 
and destined to follow him before long to destruction, 
while Rome and the Roman People perished, while a 
world-empire as great as that of Alexander, torn 
asunder by the generals struggling for the inheritance, 
broke up into separate kingdoms and rival dynasties.  

 

utrasque impias preces, utraque detestanda vota inter 
duos, quorum bello solum id scires, deteriorem fore qui 
vicisset. 

(Tacitus, Histories 1.50) 

 



 

 

It is evident that res publica constituta or libertas 

restituta lend themselves as crown and 

consecration to any process of violence and 

usurpation. 

(RR 160) 



 

Such was the situation towards the end of March 

[43 BC]. The efforts of diplomacy, honest or 

partisan, were alike exhausted. The 

arbitrament now rested with the sword.  

(RR 173) 

 

 



Such was the situation towards the end of March 

[43 BC]. The efforts of diplomacy, honest or 

partisan, were alike exhausted. The 

arbitrament now rested with the sword.  

(RR 173) 

 

There is no king, be his cause never so spotless, 

if it come to the arbitrement of swords, can try 

it out with all unspotted soldiers. 

(Henry V iv. 1. 156–7) 

 



A fabricated concatenation of unrealized intentions may 

be logical, artistic and persuasive, but it is not history. 

(RR 271) 

 



A fabricated concatenation of unrealized intentions may 

be logical, artistic and persuasive, but it is not history. 

(RR 271, of Antony) 

 

No statement of unrealized intentions is a safe guide to 

history, for it is unverifiable and therefore the most 

attractive form of misrepresentation.   

(RR 53, of Caesar’s ‘last plans’) 



As with Julius Caesar, so with Antonius, a fabricated 

concatenation of unrealized intentions may be logical, 

artistic and persuasive, but it is not history. 

(RR 271) 

 

No statement of unrealized intentions is a safe guide to 

history, for it is unverifiable and therefore the most 

attractive form of misrepresentation.   

(RR 53, of Caesar’s ‘last plans’) 



 

It has not been composed in tranquillity. 

(RR ix) 

 

 



 

It has not been composed in tranquillity. 

(RR ix) 

 

The situation and the phraseology recur in the history of war 

and politics whenever there is a public opinion worth 

persuading or deceiving. 

(RR 271) 

 

 

 



It has not been composed in tranquillity. 

(RR ix) 

 

The situation and the phraseology recur in the history of war 

and politics whenever there is a public opinion worth 

persuading or deceiving. 

(RR 271) 

 

When an official document records voluntary manifestations 

of popular sentiment under a despotic government, a 

certain suspension of disbelief may safely be 

recommended. 

 (RR 284) 
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• [illustration removed as in copyright: see URL below] 

 
• http://www.nybooks.com/galleries/david-levine-illustrator/1980/mar/06/ronald-syme/ 

  
This drawing originally appeared in the March 6, 1980 issue of The New York Review of Books 
with the article ‘The Emperor of Roman History’.  
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Copyright notes 

Slide 1. Illustration may be in copyright (not owned by Wolfson College, Oxford). Not to be reproduced. See: 
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&aid=8431385&fileId=S0075435800060706 

 

Slide 2. Cartoon from Trinity College, Oxford, archives. Used for the purposes of this lecture by kind permission of Trinity College, 
Oxford. Not to be reproduced without permission. (Syme is thought to be the figure on the right, throwing mud, under the cloud.) 

 

Slides 3-9. Manuscript copyright The Bodleian Library, Oxford. Not to be reproduced without permission.  
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