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INTRODUCTIONRef. 002

 
By W. E. H. Lecky
 
The history of Gibbon has been described by John Stuart

Mill as the only eighteenth-century history that has
withstood nineteenth-century criticism; and whatever
objections modern critics may bring against some of its
parts, the substantial justice of this verdict will scarcely be
contested. No other history of that century has been so
often reprinted, annotated, and discussed, or remains to
the present day a capital authority on the great period of
which it treats. As a composition it stands unchallenged
and conspicuous among the masterpieces of English
literature, while as a history it covers a space of more than
twelve hundred years, including some of the most
momentous events in the annals of mankind.

Gibbon was born at Putney, Surrey, April 27, 1737.
Though his father was a member of Parliament and the
owner of a moderate competence, the author of this great
work was essentially a self-educated man. Weak health and
almost constant illness in early boyhood broke up his
school life, — which appears to have been fitfully and most
imperfectly conducted, — withdrew him from boyish
games, but also gave him, as it has given to many other shy
and sedentary boys, an early and inveterate passion for
reading. His reading, however, was very unlike that of an
ordinary boy. He has given a graphic picture of the ardour
with which, when he was only fourteen, he flung himself
into serious but unguided study; which was at first purely
desultory, but gradually contracted into historic lines, and
soon concentrated itself mainly on that Oriental history



which he was one day so brilliantly to illuminate. “Before I
was sixteen,” he says, “I had exhausted all that could be
learned in English of the Arabs and Persians, the Tartars
and Turks; and the same ardour led me to guess at the
French of D’Herbelot, and to construe the barbarous Latin
of Pocock’s ‘Abulfaragius.’”

His health, however, gradually improved, and when he
entered Magdalen College, Oxford, it might have been
expected that a new period of intellectual development
would have begun; but Oxford had at this time sunk to the
lowest depth of stagnation, and to Gibbon it proved
extremely uncongenial. He complained that he found no
guidance, no stimulus, and no discipline, and that the
fourteen months he spent there were the most idle and
unprofitable of his life. They were very unexpectedly cut
short by his conversion to the Roman Catholic faith, which
he formally adopted at the age of sixteen.

This conversion is, on the whole, the most surprising
incident of his calm and uneventful life. The tendencies of
the time, both in England and on the Continent, were in a
wholly different direction. The more spiritual and emotional
natures were now passing into the religious revival of
Wesley and Whitefield, which was slowly transforming the
character of the Anglican Church and laying the
foundations of the great Evangelical party. In other
quarters the predominant tendencies were towards
unbelief, scepticism, or indifference. Nature seldom formed
a more sceptical intellect than that of Gibbon, and he was
utterly without the spiritual insight, or spiritual cravings, or
overmastering enthusiasms, that produce and explain most
religious changes. Nor was he in the least drawn towards
Catholicism on its æsthetic side. He had never come in
contact with its worship or its professors; and to his
unimaginative, unimpassioned, and profoundly intellectual
temperament, no ideal type could be  more uncongenial
than that of the saint. He had, however, from early youth



been keenly interested in theological controversies. He
argued, like Lardner and Paley, that miracles are the Divine
attestation of orthodoxy. Middleton convinced him that
unless the Patristic writers were wholly undeserving of
credit, the gift of miracles continued in the Church during
the fourth and fifth centuries; and he was unable to resist
the conclusion that during that period many of the leading
doctrines of Catholicism had passed into the Church. The
writings of the Jesuit Parsons, and still more the writings of
Bossuet, completed the work which Middleton had begun.
Having arrived at this conclusion, Gibbon acted on it with
characteristic honesty, and was received into the Church on
the 8th of June, 1753.

The English universities were at this time purely Anglican
bodies, and the conversion of Gibbon excluded him from
Oxford. His father judiciously sent him to Lausanne to
study with a Swiss pastor named Pavilliard, with whom he
spent five happy and profitable years. The theological
episode was soon terminated. Partly under the influence of
his teacher, but much more through his own reading and
reflections, he soon disentangled the purely intellectual ties
that bound him to the Church of Rome; and on Christmas
Day, 1754, he received the sacrament in the Protestant
church of Lausanne.

His residence at Lausanne was very useful to him. He had
access to books in abundance, and his tutor, who was a
man of great good sense and amiability but of no
remarkable capacity, very judiciously left his industrious
pupil to pursue his studies in his own way. “Hiving wisdom
with each studious year,” as Byron so truly says, he
speedily amassed a store of learning which has seldom
been equalled. His insatiable love of knowledge, his rare
capacity for concentrated, accurate, and fruitful study,
guided by a singularly sure and masculine judgment, soon
made him, in the true sense of the word, one of the best
scholars of his time. His learning,  however, was not



altogether of the kind that may be found in a great
university professor. Though the classical languages
became familiar to him, he never acquired or greatly
valued the minute and finished scholarship which is the
boast of the chief English schools; and careful students
have observed that in following Greek books he must have
very largely used the Latin translations. Perhaps in his
capacity of historian this deficiency was rather an
advantage than the reverse. It saved him from the
exaggerated value of classical form, and from the neglect of
the more corrupt literatures, to which English scholars
have been often prone. Gibbon always valued books mainly
for what they contained, and he had early learned the
lesson which all good historians should learn: that some of
his most valuable materials will be found in literatures that
have no artistic merit; in writers who, without theory and
almost without criticism, simply relate the facts which they
have seen, and express in unsophisticated language the
beliefs and impressions of their time.

Lausanne and not Oxford was the real birthplace of his
intellect, and he returned from it almost a foreigner.
French had become as familiar to him as his own tongue;
and his first book, a somewhat superficial essay on the
study of literature, was published in the French language.
The noble contemporary French literature filled him with
delight, and he found on the borders of the Lake of Geneva
a highly cultivated society to which he was soon
introduced, and which probably gave him more real
pleasure than any in which he afterwards moved. With
Voltaire himself he had some slight acquaintance, and he at
one time looked on him with profound admiration; though
fuller knowledge made him sensible of the flaws in that
splendid intellect. I am here concerned with the life of
Gibbon only in as far as it discloses the influences that
contributed to his master work, and among these
influences the foreign element holds a prominent place.



There was little in Gibbon that was distinctively  English;
his mind was essentially cosmopolitan. His tastes, ideals,
and modes of thought and feeling turned instinctively to
the Continent.

In one respect this foreign type was of great advantage to
his work. Gibbon excels all other English historians in
symmetry, proportion, perspective, and arrangement,
which are also the preëminent and characteristic merits of
the best French literature. We find in his writing nothing of
the great miscalculations of space that were made by such
writers as Macaulay and Buckle; nothing of the awkward
repetitions, the confused arrangement, the semi-detached
and disjointed episodes that mar the beauty of many other
histories of no small merit. Vast and multifarious as are the
subjects which he has treated, his work is a great whole,
admirably woven in all its parts. On the other hand, his
foreign taste may perhaps be seen in his neglect of the
Saxon element, which is the most vigorous and homely
element in English prose. Probably in no other English
writer does the Latin element so entirely predominate.
Gibbon never wrote an unmeaning and very seldom an
obscure sentence; he could always paint with sustained and
stately eloquence an illustrious character or a splendid
scene: but he was wholly wanting in the grace of simplicity,
and a monotony of glitter and of mannerism is the great
defect of his style. He possessed, to a degree which even
Tacitus and Bacon had hardly surpassed, the supreme
literary gift of condensation, and it gives an admirable
force and vividness to his narrative; but it is sometimes
carried to excess. Not unfrequently it is attained by an
excessive allusiveness, and a wide knowledge of the subject
is needed to enable the reader to perceive the full import
and meaning conveyed or hinted at by a mere turn of
phrase. But though his style is artificial and pedantic, and
greatly wanting in flexibility, it has a rare power of clinging
to the memory, and it has profoundly influenced English



prose. That excellent judge, Cardinal Newman, has said of
Gibbon, “I seem to trace his vigorous  condensation and
peculiar rhythm at every turn in the literature of the
present day.”

It is not necessary to relate here in any detail the later
events of the life of Gibbon. There was his enlistment as
captain in the Hampshire militia. It involved two and a half
years of active service, extending from May, 1760, to
December, 1762; and as Gibbon afterwards acknowledged,
if it interrupted his studies and brought him into very
uncongenial duties and societies, it at least greatly
enlarged his acquaintance with English life, and also gave
him a knowledge of the rudiments of military science,
which was not without its use to the historian of so many
battles. There was a long journey, lasting for two years and
five months, in France and Italy, which greatly confirmed
his foreign tendencies. In Paris he moved familiarly in some
of the best French literary society; and in Rome, as he tells
us in a well-known passage, while he sat “musing amidst
the ruins of the Capitol while the barefooted friars were
singing vespers in the Temple of Jupiter” (which is now the
Church of the Ara Cœli), — on October 15, 1764, — he first
conceived the idea of writing the history of the decline and
fall of Rome.

There was also that very curious episode in his life,
lasting from 1774 to 1782, — his appearance in the House
of Commons. He had declined an offer of his father’s to
purchase a seat for him in 1760; and fourteen years later,
when his father was dead, when his own circumstances
were considerably contracted, he received and accepted at
the hands of a family connection the offer of a seat. His
Parliamentary career was entirely undistinguished, and he
never even opened his mouth in debate, — a fact which was
not forgotten when very recently another historian was
candidate for a seat in Parliament. In truth, this somewhat
shy and reserved scholar, with his fastidious taste, his



eminently judicial mind, and his highly condensed and
elaborate style, was singularly unfit for the rough work of
Parliamentary discussion. No one can read his books
without perceiving  that his English was not that of a
debater; and he has candidly admitted that he entered
Parliament without public spirit or serious interest in
politics, and that he valued it chiefly as leading to an office
which might restore the fortune which the extravagance of
his father had greatly impaired. His only real public service
was the composition in French of a reply to the French
manifesto which was issued at the beginning of the war of
1778. He voted steadily and placidly as a Tory, and it is not
probable that in doing so he did any violence to his
opinions. Like Hume, he shrank with an instinctive dislike
from all popular agitations, from all turbulence, passion,
exaggeration, and enthusiasm; and a temperate and well-
ordered despotism was evidently his ideal. He showed it in
the well-known passage in which he extols the benevolent
despotism of the Antonines as without exception the
happiest period in the history of mankind, and in the
unmixed horror with which he looked upon the French
Revolution that broke up the old landmarks of Europe. For
three years he held an office in the Board of Trade, which
added considerably to his income without adding greatly to
his labours, and he supported steadily the American policy
of Lord North and the Coalition ministry of North and Fox;
but the loss of his office and the retirement of North soon
drove him from Parliament, and he shortly after took up his
residence at Lausanne.

But before this time a considerable part of his great work
had been accomplished. The first quarto volume of the
“Decline and Fall” appeared in February, 1776. As is
usually the case with historical works, it occupied a much
longer period than its successors, and was the fruit of
about ten years of labour. It passed rapidly through three
editions, received the enthusiastic eulogy of Hume and



Robertson, and was no doubt greatly assisted in its
circulation by the storm of controversy that arose about his
Fifteenth and Sixteenth Chapters. In April, 1781, two more
volumes appeared, and the three concluding volumes were
published together on the 8th of May, 1788, being the fifty-
first birthday of the author.

A work of such magnitude, dealing with so vast a variety
of subjects, was certain to exhibit some flaws. The
controversy at first turned mainly upon its religious
tendency. The complete scepticism of the author, his
aversion to the ecclesiastical type which dominated in the
period of which he wrote, and his unalterable conviction
that Christianity, by diverting the strength and enthusiasm
of the Empire from civic into ascetic and ecclesiastical
channels, was a main cause of the downfall of the Empire
and of the triumph of barbarism, gave him a bias which it
was impossible to overlook. On no other subject is his irony
more bitter or his contempt so manifestly displayed. Few
good critics will deny that the growth of the ascetic spirit
had a large part in corroding and enfeebling the civic
virtues of the Empire; but the part which it played was that
of intensifying a disease that had already begun, and
Gibbon, while exaggerating the amount of the evil, has very
imperfectly described the great services rendered even by
a monastic Church in laying the basis of another civilisation
and in mitigating the calamities of the barbarian invasion.
The causes he has given of the spread of Christianity in the
Fifteenth Chapter were for the most part true causes, but
there were others of which he was wholly insensible. The
strong moral enthusiasms that transform the character and
inspire or accelerate all great religious changes lay wholly
beyond the sphere of his realisations. His language about
the Christian martyrs is the most repulsive portion of his
work; and his comparison of the sufferings caused by pagan
and Christian persecutions is greatly vitiated by the fact
that he only takes account of the number of deaths, and



lays no stress on the profuse employment of atrocious
tortures, which was one of the most distinct features of the
pagan persecutions. At the same time, though Gibbon
displays in this field a manifest and a distorting bias, he
never, like some of his French contemporaries,  sinks into
the mere partisan, awarding to one side unqualified eulogy
and to the other unqualified contempt. Let the reader who
doubts this examine and compare his masterly portraits of
Julian and of Athanasius, and he will perceive how clearly
the great historian could recognise weaknesses in the
characters by which he was most attracted, and elements
of true greatness in those by which he was most repelled. A
modern writer, in treating of the history of religions, would
have given a larger space to comparative religion, and to
the gradual, unconscious, and spontaneous growth of
myths in the twilight periods of the human mind. These,
however, were subjects which were scarcely known in the
days of Gibbon, and he cannot be blamed for not having
discussed them.

Another class of objections which has been brought
against him is that he is weak upon the philosophical side,
and deals with history mainly as a mere chronicle of events,
and not as a chain of causes and consequences, a series of
problems to be solved, a gradual evolution which it is the
task of the historian to explain. Coleridge, who detested
Gibbon and spoke of him with gross injustice, has put this
objection in the strongest form. He accuses him of having
reduced history to a mere collection of splendid anecdotes;
of noting nothing but what may produce an effect; of
skipping from eminence to eminence without ever taking
his readers through the valleys between; of having never
made a single philosophical attempt to fathom the ultimate
causes of the decline and fall of the Roman Empire, which
is the very subject of his history. That such charges are
grossly exaggerated will be apparent to any one who will
carefully read the Second and Third Chapters, describing



the state and tendencies of the Empire under the
Antonines; or the chapters devoted to the rise and
character of the barbarians, to the spread of Christianity, to
the influence of monasticism, to the jurisprudence of the
republic, and of the Empire; nor would it be difficult to
collect many acute and profound philosophical  remarks
from other portions of the history. Still, it may be admitted
that the philosophical side is not its strongest part. Social
and economical changes are sometimes inadequately
examined and explained, and we often desire fuller
information about the manners and life of the masses of the
people. As far as concerns the age of the Antonines, this
want has been amply supplied by the great work of
Friedländer.

History, like many other things in our generation, has
fallen largely into the hands of specialists; and it is
inevitable that men who have devoted their lives to a
minute examination of short periods should be able to
detect some deficiencies and errors in a writer who
traversed a period of more than twelve hundred years.
Many generations of scholars have arisen since Gibbon;
many new sources of knowledge have become available,
and archæology especially has thrown a flood of new light
on some of the subjects he treated. Though his knowledge
and his narrative are on the whole admirably sustained,
there are periods which he knew less well and treated less
fully than others. His account of the Crusades is generally
acknowledged to be one of the most conspicuous of these,
and within the last few years there has arisen a school of
historians who protest against the low opinion of the
Byzantine Empire which was held by Gibbon, and was
almost universal among scholars till the present
generation. That these writers have brought into relief
certain merits of the Lower Empire which Gibbon had
neglected, will not be denied; but it is perhaps too early to
decide whether the reaction has not, like most reactions,



been carried to extravagance, and whether in its general
features the estimate of Gibbon is not nearer the truth than
some of those which are now put forward to replace it.

Much must no doubt be added to the work of Gibbon in
order to bring it up to the level of our present knowledge;
but there is no sign that any single work is likely to
supersede it or to render it useless to the student; nor does
its survival depend only or even mainly on its great literary
qualities, which have made it one of the classics of the
language. In some of these qualities Hume was the equal of
Gibbon and in others his superior, and he brought to his
history a more penetrating and philosophical intellect and
an equally calm and unenthusiastic nature; but the study
which Hume bestowed on his subject was so superficial and
his statements were often so inaccurate, that his work is
now never quoted as an authority. With Gibbon it is quite
otherwise. His marvellous industry, his almost unrivalled
accuracy of detail, his sincere love of truth, his rare
discrimination and insight in weighing testimony and in
judging character, have given him a secure place among
the greatest historians of the world.

His life lasted only fifty-six years; he died in London on
January 15, 1794. Gibbon’s autobiography is one of the best
specimens of self-portraiture in the language, reflecting
with pellucid clearness both the life and character, the
merits and defects, of its author. He was certainly neither a
hero nor a saint; nor did he possess the moral and
intellectual qualities that dominate in the great conflicts of
life, sway the passions of men, appeal powerfully to the
imagination, or dazzle and impress in social intercourse.
He was a little slow, a little pompous, a little affected and
pedantic. In the general type of his mind and character he
bore much more resemblance to Hume, Adam Smith, or
Reynolds, than to Johnson or Burke. A reserved scholar,
who was rather proud of being a man of the world; a
confirmed bachelor, much wedded to his comforts though



caring nothing for luxury, he was eminently moderate in his
ambitions, and there was not a trace of passion or
enthusiasm in his nature. Such a man was not likely to
inspire any strong devotion. But his temper was most
kindly, equable, and contented; he was a steady friend, and
he appears to have been always liked and honoured in the
cultivated and uncontentious society in which he delighted.
His life was not a great one, but it was in all essentials
blameless and happy. He found the work which was most
congenial to him. He pursued it with admirable industry
and with brilliant success, and he left behind him a book
which is not likely to be forgotten while the English
language endures.

 
Footnote:
 
Ref. 002
Copyright, 1877, by R. S. Peale and J. A. Hill.



 

 

PREFACE OF THE AUTHOR

 
It is not my intention to detain the reader by expatiating

on the variety, or the importance of the subject, which I
have undertaken to treat; since the merit of the choice
would serve to render the weakness of the execution still
more apparent, and still less excusable. But, as I have
presumed to lay before the Public a  first  volume onlyRef.
003  of the History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire, it will perhaps be expected that I should explain, in
a few words, the nature and limits of my general plan.

The memorable series of revolutions, which, in the course
of about thirteen centuries, gradually undermined, and at
length destroyed, the solid fabric of human greatness, may,
with some propriety, be divided into the three following
periods:

I. The first of these periods may be traced from the age of
Trajan and the Antonines, when the Roman monarchy,
having attained its full strength and maturity, began to
verge towards its decline; and will extend to the subversion
of the Western Empire, by the barbarians of Germany and
Scythia, the rude ancestors of the most polished nations of
modern Europe. This extraordinary revolution, which
subjected Rome to the power of a Gothic conqueror, was
completed about the beginning of the sixth century.



II. The second period of the Decline and Fall of Rome may
be supposed to commence with the reign of Justinian, who
by his laws, as well as by his victories, restored a transient
splendour to the Eastern Empire. It will comprehend the
invasion of Italy by the Lombards; the conquest of the
Asiatic and African provinces by the Arabs, who embraced
the religion of Mahomet; the revolt of the Roman people
against the feeble princes of Constantinople; and the
elevation of Charlemagne, who, in the year 800, established
the second, or German Empire of the West.

III. The last and longest of these periods includes about
six centuries and a half; from the revival of the Western
Empire till the taking of Constantinople by the Turks and
the extinction of a degenerate race of princes, who
continued to assume the titles of Cæsar and Augustus, after
their dominions were contracted to the limits of a single
city; in which the language, as well as manners, of the
ancient Romans had been long since forgotten. The writer
who should undertake to relate the events of this period
would find himself obliged to enter into the general history
of the Crusades, as far as they contributed to the ruin of
the Greek Empire; and he would scarcely be able to
restrain his curiosity from making some enquiry into the
state of the city of Rome during the darkness and confusion
of the middle ages.

As I have ventured, perhaps too hastily, to commit to the
press a work, which, in every sense of the word, deserves
the epithet of imperfect, I consider myself as contracting an
engagement to finish, most probably in a second volume,Ref.
004  the first of these memorable periods; and to deliver to
the Public the complete History of the Decline and Fall
of Rome, from the age of the Antonines to the subversion of
the Western Empire. With regard to the subsequent
periods, though I may entertain some hopes, I dare not
presume to give any assurances. The execution of the



extensive plan which I have described would connect the
ancient and modern history of the World; but it would
require many years of health, of leisure, and of
perseverance.

Bentinck Street,
 February 1, 1776.
 
P.S. — The entire History, which is now published, of the

Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire in the West
abundantly discharges my engagements with the Public.
Perhaps their favourable opinion may encourage me to
prosecute a work, which, however laborious it may seem, is
the most agreeable occupation of my leisure hours.

Bentinck Street,
 March 1, 1781.
 
An Author easily persuades himself that the public

opinion is still favourable to his labours; and I have now
embraced the serious resolution of proceeding to the last
period of my original design, and of the Roman Empire, the
taking of Constantinople by the Turks, in the year one
thousand four hundred and fifty-three. The most patient
reader, who computes that three ponderous volumesRef.
005  have been already employed on the events of four
centuries, may, perhaps, be alarmed at the long prospect of
nine hundred years. But it is not my intention to expatiate
with the same minuteness on the whole series of the
Byzantine history. At our entrance into this period, the
reign of Justinian and the conquests of the Mahometans
will deserve and detain our attention, and the last age of
Constantinople (the Crusades and the Turks) is connected
with the revolutions of Modern Europe. From the seventh
to the eleventh century, the obscure interval will be
supplied by a concise narrative of such facts as may still
appear either interesting or important.



Bentinck Street,
 March 1, 1782.
 
Footnotes:
 
Ref. 003
The first volume of the quarto, which is now contained in

the two first volumes of the octavo edition.
Ref. 004
The Author, as it frequently happens, took an inadequate

measure of his growing work. The remainder of the first
period has filled  two  volumes in quarto, being the third,
fourth, fifth and sixth volumes of the octavo edition.

Ref. 005
[Containing chaps. i. to xxxviii.]



 
 

ADVERTISEMENT TO THE NOTESRef. 006

 
Diligence  and accuracy are the only merits which an

historical writer may ascribe to himself; if any merit indeed
can be assumed from the performance of an indispensable
duty. I may therefore be allowed to say that I have carefully
examined all the original materials that could illustrate the
subject which I had undertaken to treat. Should I ever
complete the extensive design which has been sketched out
in the preface, I might perhaps conclude it with a critical
account of the authors consulted during the progress of the
whole work; and, however such an attempt might incur the
censure of ostentation, I am persuaded that it would be
susceptible of entertainment as well as information.

At present I shall content myself with a single
observation. The Biographers, who, under the reigns of
Diocletian and Constantine, composed, or rather compiled,
the lives of the emperors, from Hadrian to the sons of
Carus, are usually mentioned under the names of Ælius
Spartianus, Julius Capitolinus, Ælius Lampridius, Vulcatius
Gallicanus, Trebellius Pollio, and Flavius Vopiscus. But
there is so much perplexity in the titles of the MSS., and so
many disputes have arisen among the critics (see Fabricius
Biblioth. Latin. l. iii. c. 6) concerning their number, their
names and their respective property, that for the most part
I have quoted them without distinction, under the general
and well-known title of the Augustan History.

 
Footnote:
 



Ref. 006
[Which in the first quarto edition of vol. i. were printed at

the end of the volume.]



 
 

ADVERTISEMENT TO THE FIRST OCTAVO EDITION

 
The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire

is now delivered to the public in a more convenient form.
Some alterations and improvements had presented
themselves to my mind, but I was unwilling to injure or
offend the purchasers of the preceding editions. The
accuracy of the corrector of the press has been already
tried and approved; and perhaps I may stand excused if,
amidst the avocations of a busy writer, I have preferred the
pleasures of composition and study to the minute diligence
of revising a former publication.

Bentinck Street,
April 20, 1783.



 

 

PREFACE TO THE FOURTH VOLUME
OF THE QUARTO EDITION

 
I now discharge my promise, and complete my design, of

writing the History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire, both in the West and the East. The whole period
extends from the age of Trajan and the Antonines to the
taking of Constantinople by Mahomet the Second; and
includes a review of the Crusades and the state of Rome
during the middle ages. Since the publication of the first
volume, twelve years have elapsed; twelve years, according
to my wish, “of health, of leisure and of perseverance.” I
may now congratulate my deliverance from a long and
laborious service, and my satisfaction will be pure and
perfect, if the public favour should be extended to the
conclusion of my work.

It was my first intention to have collected under one view
the numerous authors, of every age and language, from
whom I have derived the materials of this history; and I am
still convinced that the apparent ostentation would be more
than compensated by real use. If I have renounced this
idea, if I have declined an undertaking which had obtained
the approbation of a master-artist,Ref. 007 my excuse may be
found in the extreme difficulty of assigning a proper
measure to such a catalogue. A naked list of names and
editions would not be satisfactory either to myself or my



readers: the characters of the principal Authors of the
Roman and Byzantine History have been occasionally
connected with the events which they describe; a more
copious and critical enquiry might indeed deserve, but it
would demand, an elaborate volume, which might swell by
degrees into a general library of historical writers. For the
present I shall content myself with renewing my serious
protestation, that I have always endeavoured to draw from
the fountain-head; that my curiosity, as well as a sense of
duty, has always urged me to study the originals; and that,
if they have sometimes eluded my search, I have carefully
marked the secondary evidence, on whose faith a passage
or a fact were reduced to depend.

I shall soon visit the banks of the lake of Lausanne, a
country which I have known and loved from my early youth.
Under a mild government, amidst a beauteous landskip, in
a life of leisure and independence, and among a people of
easy and elegant manners, I have enjoyed, and may again
hope to enjoy, the varied pleasures of retirement and
society. But I shall ever glory in the name and character of
an Englishman: I am proud of my birth in a free and
enlightened country; and the approbation of that country is
the best and most honourable reward for my labours. Were
I ambitious of any other Patron than the Public, I would
inscribe this work to a Statesman, who, in a long, a stormy,
and at length an unfortunate administration, had many
political opponents, almost without a personal enemy: who
has retained, in his fall from power, many faithful and
disinterested friends; and who, under the pressure of
severe infirmity, enjoys the lively vigour of his mind, and
the felicity of his incomparable temper.  Lord North  will
permit me to express the feelings of friendship in the
language of truth: but even truth and friendship should be
silent, if he still dispensed the favours of the crown.

In a remote solitude, vanity may still whisper in my ear
that my readers, perhaps, may enquire whether, in the



conclusion of the present work, I am now taking an
everlasting farewell. They shall hear all that I know myself,
all that I could reveal to the most intimate friend. The
motives of action or silence are now equally balanced; nor
can I pronounce, in my most secret thoughts, on which side
the scale will preponderate. I cannot dissemble that twelve
ample  octavos must have tried, and may have exhausted,
the indulgence of the Public; that, in the repetition of
similar attempts, a successful Author has much more to
lose, than he can hope to gain; that I am now descending
into the vale of years; and that the most respectable of my
countrymen, the men whom I aspire to imitate, have
resigned the pen of history about the same period of their
lives. Yet I consider that the annals of ancient and modern
times may afford many rich and interesting subjects; that I
am still possessed of health and leisure; that by the
practice of writing some skill and facility must be acquired;
and that in the ardent pursuit of truth and knowledge I am
not conscious of decay. To an active mind, indolence is
more painful than labour; and the first months of my liberty
will be occupied and amused in the excursions of curiosity
and taste. By such temptations I have been sometimes
seduced from the rigid duty even of a pleasing and
voluntary task: but my time will now be my own; and in the
use or abuse of independence I shall no longer fear my own
reproaches or those of my friends. I am fairly entitled to a
year of jubilee: next summer and the following winter will
rapidly pass away; and experience only can determine
whether I shall still prefer the freedom and variety of study
to the design and composition of a regular work, which
animates, while it confines, the daily application of the
Author. Caprice and accident may influence my choice; but
the dexterity of self-love will contrive to applaud either
active industry or philosophic repose.

Downing Street,
 May 1, 1788.



P. S.  — I shall embrace this opportunity of introducing
two  verbal  remarks, which have not conveniently offered
themselves to my notice. 1. As often as I use the definitions
of beyond the Alps, the Rhine, the Danube, &c., I generally
suppose myself at Rome, and afterwards at Constantinople:
without observing whether this relative geography may
agree with the local, but variable, situation of the reader or
the historian. 2. In proper names of foreign, and especially
of Oriental, origin, it should be always our aim to express in
our English version a faithful copy of the original. But this
rule, which is founded on a just regard to uniformity and
truth, must often be relaxed; and the exceptions will be
limited or enlarged by the custom of the language and the
taste of the interpreter. Our alphabets may be often
defective: a harsh sound, an uncouth spelling, might offend
the ear or the eye of our countrymen; and some words,
notoriously corrupt, are fixed, and, as it were, naturalised
in the vulgar tongue. The prophet  Mohammed  can no
longer be stripped of the famous, though improper,
appellation of Mahomet: the well-known cities of Aleppo,
Damascus and Cairo would almost be lost in the strange
descriptions of  Haleb, Demashk  and  Al Cahira:  the titles
and offices of the Ottoman empire are fashioned by the
practice of three hundred years; and we are pleased to
blend the three Chinese monosyllables  Con-fû-tzee  in the
respectable name of Confucius, or even to adopt the
Portuguese corruption of Mandarin. But I would vary the
use of Zoroaster and  Zerdusht,  as I drew my information
from Greece or Persia: since our connection with India, the
genuine Timour is restored to the throne of Tamerlane: our
most correct writers have retrenched the  Al,  the
superfluous article, from the Koran; and we escape an
ambiguous termination by adopting  Moslem  instead of
Musulman, in the plural number. In these, and in a
thousand examples, the shades of distinction are often



minute; and I can feel, where I cannot explain, the motives
of my choice.

 
Footnote:
 
Ref. 007
See Dr. Robertson’s Preface to his History of America.



 
 

INTRODUCTION

 
By the Editor
Gibbon  is one of those few writers who hold as high a

place in the history of literature as in the roll of great
historians. He concerns us here as an historian; our
business is to consider how far the view which he has
presented of the decline and fall of the Roman Empire can
be accepted as faithful to the facts, and in what respects it
needs correction in the light of discoveries which have
been made since he wrote. But the fact that his work,
composed more than a hundred years ago, is still
successful with the general circle of educated people, and
has not gone the way of Hume and Robertson, whom we
laud as “classics” and leave on the cold shelves, is due to
the singularly happy union of the historian and the man of
letters. Gibbon thus ranks with Thucydides and Tacitus,
and is perhaps the clearest example that brilliance of style
and accuracy of statement — in Livy’s case conspicuously
divorced — are perfectly compatible in an historian.

His position among men of letters depends both on the
fact that he was an exponent of important ideas and on his
style. The appreciation of his style devolves upon the
history of literature; but it may be interesting to illustrate
how much attention he paid to it, by alterations which he
made in his text. The first volume was published, in quarto
form, in 1776, and the second quarto edition of this volume,
which appeared in 1782, exhibits a considerable number of
variants. Having carefully collated the two editions



throughout the first fourteen chapters, I have observed
that, in most  cases, the changes were made for the sake
not of correcting misstatements of fact, but of improving
the turn of a sentence, rearranging the dactyls and cretics,
or securing greater accuracy of expression. Some instances
may be interesting.

It may be noticed in this connection that at a later period
Gibbon set to work to revise the second edition, but did not
get further than p. 32 of the first volume.Ref. 008  His own
copy with autograph marginal notes was exhibited last
year, on the occasion of the Gibbon Centenary, by the Royal
Historical Society, and is to be seen in the British Museum.
The corrections and annotations are as follows: —

(P. 1) “To describe the prosperous condition of their
empire.” Read times for empire.

“And afterwards from the death of Marcus Antoninus.”
The following note is entered: “Should I not have given
the history  of that fortunate period which was interposed
between two iron ages? Should I not have deduced the
decline of the Empire from the Civil Wars that ensued after
the Fall of Nero, or even from the tyranny which succeeded
the reign of Augustus? Alas! I should: but of what avail is
this tardy knowledge? Where error is irreparable,
repentance is useless.”

(P. 2 ) “To deduce the most important circumstances of its
decline and fall: a revolution which will ever be
remembered, and is still felt by the nations of the earth.”
These words are erased and the following are substituted:
“To prosecute the decline and fall of the empire of Rome: of
whose language, religion and laws the impression will be
long preserved in our own and the neighbouring countries
of Europe.” To which an observation is appended: “N.B. Mr.
Hume told me that, in correcting his history, he always
laboured to reduce superlatives, and soften positives. Have


