Valerius Maximus’ Ethics for a New Day
Valerius Maximus Facta et Dicta Memorabilia, a generically awkward compendium of moral exempla written during the incipient years of an autocracy, invites debate about its purpose, use, and audience.  Scholars such as Bloomer, Skidmore, David, Loutsch, Coudry and Mueller seek to reconcile the text’s declamatory style with its professed aim at straightforward moral instruction.  
Using three Valerian exempla this paper argues that for Valerius declamation was a vehicle for genuine moral education.  As Bloomer has shown, Valerius distills long episodes into two or three sentences: an introduction, the narrative proper, and a summary bon mot.  In my three examples, this final epigram complicates the professed moral of the historical example and introduces a new situational ethics generated by the new political milieu.  In all three cases Valerius unsurprisingly privileges behavior that serves the state rather than individual aims, even when the means are dubious.  His complicating conclusions suggest the fine line a moral agent must tread in the new era, in which the needs of the Princeps (who was the state) could, like Valerius, introduce a twist into any moral tale.

At 7.4.3 in the section on stratagems, Valerius recounts how the besieged Romans threw loaves of bread down to their Gallic enemies to simulate imperviousness to the siege.  To cap the story Valerius tells that Jupiter took pity on such valor that deigned to seek aid from craftiness, a dangerous ally (vafro ita periculoso consilio).  Earlier Valerius draws attention to the Hellenicity of the word stratagemata, for which there is no Latin equivalent.  Thus in his story Jupiter approves Greek cunning used in the service of Roman valor.  Given Tiberius’ affinity for cunning Odysseus (Champlin) this approval is telling.  

In Book 9.3.2 on anger, Valerius offers the story of C. Figulus, a peaceful man made angry by the Republic’s refusal to elect him consul.  Not only does Valerius thus raise the question of the effects of competition and failure on a moderate temper, but he ends his example with another thorny issue: when Figulus rails against the populace, Valerius calls the abuse just, yet better left unsaid (graviter et merito sed tamen aliquanto melius non dictum), for, cryptically, “who judiciously can be angry with the Roman people?” (nam quis populo Romano irasci sapienter potest).  

My third example is Valerius’ treatment of Tarpeia, listed under the rubric “perfidy.”  After a brief narrative of her betrayal of Rome to the Sabine king Tatius – in which, importantly, Tatius comes off as the devious party – Valerius absolves the Sabine king by introducing a new moral element: the supreme guilt accruing to Tarpeia’s proditio: absit reprehensio quia impia proditio celeri poena vindicata est (9.6.1).  Five chapters later the proditor Sejanus would be described and condemned.  In the Valerian context, punishing proditio must trump all other values.

Does valor excuse deceit?  How shall we weigh the just against the judicious?  Is perfidia an appropriate weapon against proditio (do two wrongs make a right)?  In these three examples Valerius’ addition of a highly rhetorical finale does not close to debate the anecdote and its morality, but rather opens it, inviting the Tiberian reader to wonder whether old-fashioned morals still do or can pertain.
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