The “Silence” of Sallust: Ironic Characterization of Sulla in the Bellum Jugurthinum
Sallust is obsessed with Sulla. That much is clear. In Sallust’s first monograph, the Bellum Catilinum, Sallust positions Sulla as the cause – directly and indirectly – of a number of serious problems that lead various members of Roman society in the late 60s BCE to desire revolution.
 In the Bellum Jugurthinum, Sallust’s second work, the Roman historian gives Sulla the leading role in the events of 105 BCE that finally bring about the capture of the evasive Jugurtha.
 And from what we can tell of the fragmentary Historiae starting in 78 BCE, Sallust “had not a little to say about Sulla’s character and actions” in that work, too.
  

But does a coherent portrayal of Sulla emerge from Sallust’s three works? At first glance, the answer would appear to be no. In the Bellum Catilinum, Sallust explicitly blames Sulla for the final stages of the Republic’s decline.
 He even goes as far as to connect Catiline’s own depraved ways to Sulla’s dominatio.
 Sulla gets no praise from Sallust in the Historiae, either. Besides from his rather vituperative authorial comments about Sulla’s behavior,
 Sallust also inserts at least one lengthy speech that directly inveighs against the “slavery” (servitium) that Sulla has imposed on the Roman people by transforming the Republic into his own virtual “tyranny” (tyrannis).
 But these condemnations of Sulla do not match the almost entirely positive portrayal he receives in Sallust’s intervening work, the Bellum Jugurthinum. Although there is a distant awareness of the evils that Sulla will one day commit,
 the overall presentation that Sallust gives to Sulla’s character (and his incredible knack for diplomacy) seems strikingly positive on the surface when set against the way he portrays Sulla elsewhere. We are left, then, to wonder how exactly this seemingly good Sulla – who puts gloria in front of all else and only desires to be the first in everything
 – becomes that depraved Sulla of Sallust’s prior and subsequent works.

Sallust surely cannot have changed his mind so dramatically on Sulla between the Bellum Catilinum and the Bellum Jugurthinum only to change it back again when writing the Historiae. One solution argued by several scholars is to assume that Sallust’s account is heavily based on Sulla’s own (self-promoting) “autobiography.”
  And from an examination of the surviving fragments of Sulla’s Commentarii, one can see that Sallust is doubtlessly getting some of his information from the glowing account that Sulla presents of himself in that work.  That does not necessarily mean, however, that Sallust is merely copying Sulla’s version of events without regard for his own rather negative opinion of Sulla that we find elsewhere. 
In this paper, I will attempt to deal with such variance in characterization by suggesting that Sallust undercuts his ostensibly positive characterization of Sulla in the Bellum Jugurthinum by leaving unstated the motives behind Sulla’s actions – motives which a reader of Sallust is urged to supply by Sallust’s explicitly negative depiction of Sulla in the Bellum Catilinum. In other words, Sallust’s “silence” at moments when we would expect him to comment on Sulla’s intentions produces an ironic subtext that puts into question Sulla’s heroic actions in Africa. In this way, I will argue, Sallust reveals Sulla to be much more calculating and even dangerous for the Republic from the start than his depiction would appear to suggest. Furthermore, by focusing on this ironic characterization of Sulla it should become clear that the Sulla of the Bellum Jugurthinum is really no different from the Sulla in Sallust’s other works. Indeed, although Sulla’s actions in that monograph might initially seem pure and even noble, Sallust’s readers can come to the realization through Sallust’s “silence” that all his seemingly good qualities – especially Sulla’s munificentia and benignitas – are merely appearances hiding much more sinister motives.
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