Historians in the Histories: Sallust and the Role of Historiography Under the Triumvirate


This paper discusses Sallust's use of central figures in the Histories as analogues for the historian in order to examine the relevance of the practice of writing history under the triumvirate.  The triumvirs actively and aggressively fashioned their own public image and created a picture of a legal and stable form of government.  In a system which thus created its own memoria, what could the historian accomplish?  In the prologue of each of his monographs, Sallust offered a justification for his project of writing history (BC 3, BJ 4); the fragments of the Histories, however, contain no such justification.  The apparent absence of a programmatic statement about history-writing from the Histories has typically been attributed either to the vagaries of transmission or to the assumption that, by the time he was writing his third work, Sallust no longer found such explanations necessary (Scanlon 1998). I argue, however, that if Sallust did decline to make a statement about the value of historiography in the preface of the Histories, it is a reflection not of overconfidence but of anxiety; no longer certain enough to make dogmatic assertions about his negotium, Sallust plays out his uncertainty about the value of the writing of history through the characters of Sertorius and Spartacus.  


In this paper, I examine Sertorius and Spartacus as complementary historian-figures; I focus on two fragments in particular (1.88 and 4.41 Maurenbrecher).  Modern interpretations of Sallust's Sertorius are predicated on the assumption that Sallust, so critical of the nobilitas,  must have praised the ignobilis soldier; however, careful analysis of 1.88 reveals a Sertorius characterized as a miles gloriosus, showing off his battle wounds and actively fashioning his public persona.  Sertorius' ability to “write” his own history recalls the efforts of the members of the triumvirate to create their own version of “history” through propaganda and other public posturing.  I argue that this passage demonstrates Sallust's anxiety that, under the triumvirate, the practice of history-writing was at risk of irrelevance.  


If Sallust's Sertorius represents the author's anxieties about the changing role of historiography under the triumvirate, his portrait of Spartacus may represent some residual optimism about the continuing power of history-writing.  By showing his power to elevate a Thracian gladiator to a major role in his magnum opus, Sallust demonstrates that the historian still has the ability to magnify or obscure as he sees fit.  This, in turn, might help us derive new meaning from a fragment which has generally been assumed primarily to express Sallust's admiration for Spartacus :  haud impigre neque inultus occiditur (4.41 Maurenbrecher; see, for example, McGushin 1994).  Literally, inultus may mean that Spartacus avenged his own death by taking out Roman soldiers on his way down.  It is possible, however, to also read inultus on a meta-literary level.  Sallust himself is Spartacus' ultor, saving him from the indignity of oblivion by writing him into his history.  Sallust's Spartacus, then, suggests that, even during the triumviral period, the historian still has the power to magnify or conceal according to his desire.


This paper addresses two main areas of scholarly neglect.  First, while the speeches and letters from Sallust's Histories have received attention (e.g. Ahlheid 1988, Latta 1999), scholars have struggled to make sense of the work as a whole.  Although the text is fragmentary, it is possible to identify and analyze the major themes and arguments of the narrative through philological analysis of the fragments, comparison with  Sallust's extant monographs, and reference to the later authors who used the Histories as a source for their own works.  Second, by emphasizing the unique historical and literary circumstances of the triumviral period, this paper contributes to recent efforts (e.g. Osgood 2006) to re-evaluate the standard division of the the first century BCE into “the Republic” and “the Augustan Age.”  

Ahlheid, F. “Oratorical strategy in Sallust's letter of Mithridates reconsidered” Mnemosyne 41 (1988)  67-92.

Latta, B. "Die Rede des Volkstribunen C. Licinius Macer in den Historien des Sallust (III 48)" Maia 51.2 (1999) 205-241.

Osgood, J.  Caesar's Legacy.  Cambridge 2006.

Sallust, The Histories, transl. with introduction and commentary by P. McGushin, I, Oxford 1992, II Oxford 1994.

Scanlon, T.S.  “Reflexivity and Irony in the Proem of Sallust's Historiae,” in C. Deroux ed.,

Studies in Latin Literature and Roman History, IX, Latomus (1998) 186-224.

