Locus advorsus:  Geography and the Battle at the Muthul (Sal. Jug. 48.3–53.5)
The pervasiveness of geographic descriptions in Sallust’s Jugurtha invites the reader to consider the geographic significance of individual episodes. For a writer such as Sallust, whose literary technique is “strict concentration on what he deems essential to his theme, ruthless excision of peripheral detail,”
 one must consider the literary purpose of his interest in geography.  This paper focuses on one scene—Metellus’ first pitched battle with Jugurtha at the river Muthul (48.3–53.5), which features vivid descriptions of topography, climate and meteorology, and vegetation (standard geographical categories) in relation to human activity a lively scene.  

Kraus notes that at the Muthul “the Romans are nearly undone no fewer than three times by visual confusion, mirages produced by the synergism between the terrain and Jugurtha’s trickery.”
  Indeed, at the climactic moment of the battle, Sallust confirms Kraus’ observation of Jugurtha’s ability to use geography to his advantage when he offers a comparison between the opposing commanders as being equal in their military abilities; but, while Metellus had the advantage of his soldiers’ courage, Sallust says the geography was against him (Nam Metello virtus militum erat, locus aduersus, 52.2).  

I argue that this scene establishes an important theme carried forward in the narrative, namely that Sallust views the war against Jugurtha as a war against Roman ability against Jugurthine geography.  Rome’s future success against Jugurtha will come as it turns his geographic advantages against him.  I will first demonstrate how Sallust’s geographic descriptions in this episode help to establish Metellus’ strengths as a commander, as he not only brings leadership to the battlefield in fighting the enemy, but also as he demonstrates an understanding of the geographic dimensions of the battlefield.  Second, I will argue that this portrait signals an important geographic emphasis necessary for the ultimate defeat of Jugurtha; Hence geography and geographic descriptions carry special significance in the campaigns at Thala, Capsa and at the Muluccha in the portrayal of character and military strategy as Jugurtha becomes more and more geographically isolated.
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