Claiming an Icon: The Battle for the Legacy of Gaius Marius


Gaius Marius has a prominent place in the public works of Cicero, serving in many ways as a model and foil for Cicero’s own career (Carney 1960, Lavery 1971, Kaster 2006).  Marius appears throughout these works as an example of military strength and political leadership.  Marius’s suppression of Saturninus is particularly useful to Cicero, and it appears frequently when the orator needs an example of proper behavior in a crisis.  It seems odd, then, that Cicero uses the image of Marius as protector of the Republic so sparingly in the speech where it might have done his client the most good: the defense of Gaius Rabirius in 63.   In the same speech, Cicero lavishes uncharacteristic praise on Gaius Gracchus, a figure generally much maligned in the Ciceronian corpus (Murray 1966).  In this paper, I argue that Caesar’s part in the prosecution of Rabirius constrained Cicero’s use of Marius: Caesar’s claim to Marian popular authority was so strong that Cicero was unable to use the former consul to advance his own case.  As a result, he was left with little choice but to turn to other examples of popular politicians. 


In a popular speech defending Rabirius’s role in the death of Saturninus, Marius himself should play a prominent role.  In fact, though, Cicero brings the consul into the speech very late (§27) and does not dwell on him or exploit Marius’ full potential as an immensely popular figure among the people.  Cicero’s cautious handling of Marius in this speech indicates that he had reason not to dwell on the former consul and his affiliations.   The explanation for this strategy lies in Caesar’s identification with Marius.  As Marius’ nephew and a popular politician who had made his name with such stunts as restoring Marius’ trophies in the forum, Caesar had first claim on his image, and there were probably few in Rome who did not know that he was the driving force in the prosecution of Rabirius.  Caesar’s affiliation with Marius trumped Cicero’s and Rabirius’s, and dwelling on Marius in the speech would only have drawn attention to Caesar and his position as heir to the popular icon.  

Cicero instead finds other ways to demonstrate the populist credentials of his case for the assembly, condemning his opponents for attempting to circumvent the authority of the people (10-12) and praising historical figures who acted in the people’s interest.  He focuses his praise on Gaius Gracchus (13-14), a departure from his usual practice of condemning Gracchan politics and perhaps a risk, given that Gaius himself had perished after the passage of the SC Ultimum.  Still, Gracchus remained a popular icon, and Cicero needed one with whom to align his cause before the citizen assembly.  This unusual praise of the Gracchi, along with the delayed entry of Marius into the speech, represents an attempt on Cicero’s part to outmaneuver the popular Caesar and to claim a populist legacy without the convenience of extended arguments based on the actions of Marius.
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