
Auxilia Magistr-is 

In the land of England, people were accustomed to eat their food with knives and forks, 
even in private and not just at fancy dinners. Another strange custom in connection 
with food was that they raised chickens and ate their eggs. But there was one egg that 
escaped being picked for eating. This egg grew and grew until it was the greatest of all 
eggs. With its great size came pride. It decided to climb the high wall that surrounded 
the Palace Park, even though it was forbidden. But first it consulted an oracle. The or­
acle said, "Who climbs that wan will become great." Not knowing that the greatness 
would be because of a fall, Humpty-

I deliberatedly chose a far-fetched and frivolous example because I wanted to encourage the 
students to be original and humorous, knowing that this would enhance their enjoyment 
and mine as well, as I read through the more than one hundred papers that were due. In my 
instructions, I included the following: 

You may choose to present the whole story or only part. It is up to you; you are the author. 
You may do it realistically Or fill in your own wild details-as long as you justify what 
you do with references on the charlo It's all right to have fun, and to give the reader fun, 
too! The grading will be based on (a) the thoroughness of your analysis and referenc­
ing and (b) the quality of your versions. 

I knew that many good students would work hard on the documentation but might lack the 
talent or intuition to reproduce the ancient authors' styles, while other more artistic types 
would be able easily to reproduce the style without being able to document what they had in­
tuitively reproduced. I wanted to be able to reward the latter while not penalizing the for­
mer. 

As I expected, the papers I received covered a broad range: from careless versions with 
two features and only one or two references each, to highly polished (and some outra­
geously funny) versions, with three to four pages full of references for each author. There 
was great variety in the style and content of the versions. Some students did realistic, his­
torical narratives, while others produced humorous fantasies, all illustrating the same 
basic features. 

For example, one stylistic feature of Tacitus is the "devastating list," in which Tacitus 
completely blackens his subject with a brief but exhaustive list of negatives. The following 
examples are from Michael Grant's translation: 

Annals, 1.2, The legal system was "wholly incapacitated by violence, favouritism, 
and-most of all-bribery." 

Annals, III. 28, "Morality and law were non-existent, criminality went unpunished, 
decency was often fatal." 

Annals, XI.21, "Surly though cringing to his superiors, bullying to his inferiors, ill at 
ease with his equals." 

One student attempted to reproduce the devastating list in these words: "Bernhard Goetz, 
who was arrogant, foolish, and daring...." Another student presented the same feature in 
a more humorous and more successful way: "Bernhard Goetz had obtained the right to call 
himself citizen of the United States, even though he had bad breath, long toe nails, and a 
deviated septum." 

An ordinary short paragraph in the style of Livy might reveal many features. For ex­
ample, one student wrote as follows: 

I am told that it was just another ordinary night when a man by the name of Bernhard, 
son of Berni, stepped upon the subway. He was on his way to his parents' house to cele­
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he was traipsing nonchalantly through Greenwich Village, where he came upon a 
stoned street cleaner, who advised him to seek an old gypsy soothsayer named Clair­
voya. In the morning, Goetz found Clairvoya, and she spoke thus to him: 

You studly dude,
 
I am not rude,
 
But you must carry a gun,
 
Though it be not fun,
 
For if you are slack,
 
You will be attacked.
 

Goetz, thinking himself worthy of a gun permit, purchased such a firearm, ignoring 
the warning of the man behind the counter: "You must be careful with yon firearm, my 
son. Weapons are dangerous, and you may get yourself in trouble if you do not regard 
this pistol as a lethal weapon." 

One day, while riding the underground choo-choo, Goetz was accosted by four 
young black men, all of whom hailed from the South Bronx, a vicious region where 
children eat nails for late night snacks. These four men, one 5' 4" 130 pounds, another 
5' 6" 190 pounds, the third 5' 1" 320 pounds, and the fourth 7' 2" 89 pounds, carried 
sharpened screwdrivers in their jackets. Goetz shot all four men, believing that fail­
ure to do so could result in his own bodily harm. (He had been mugged once before.) 

The story of Bernhard Goetz was chosen for its interest and social significance. 
(According to Lillian B. Rubin, auther of Quiet Rage: Bernie Goetz in a Time of Madness, 
the Goetz case is one of the three landmark law cases in the social history of this century, 
along with the Sacco and Vanzetti case and the Rosenberg case.) But any issue that is cur­
rent and of interest to students will do-for example, the Watergate scandal of the past or 
the recent saga of Oliver North. Many issues will be controversial, and students may be 
invited to insert their opinion, as the historians might have. In particular, many issues 
will, as does the Goetz case, provide fertile ground for some Tacitean pessimism. 

The principle of creative involvement can be used in any number of ways for any an­
cient author. The Bernhard Goetz assignment gave scope for originality, individuality, 
and humor, which made the papers more enjoyable for the students to write and the in­
structor to read. Most important, by involving the students directly in the creative process, 
the assignment breathed life into the texts of the ancient historians. 

* * * 


