hae sunt meae imagines:  Sallust, Sertorius, and triumviral politics

Using Fragment 1.88 of Sallust's Histories as a case study, this paper calls attention to allusions to triumviral politics in Sallust's depiction of the Sertorian War.  Sallust's characterization of the rebel soldier Sertorius shows unexpected parallels with political figures of Sallust's own day (in particular, Mark Antony) suggesting that the historian wanted his readers to see a broader resonance between contemporary Rome and the discordant years following Sulla's death.  This paper argues that in his Histories, Sallust reflects on the contemporary political situation by drawing parallels between the triumviral period and the subject of his narrative (78-67 BCE).  By portraying the seventies and sixties as a period of civil conflict, and by simultaneously treating those years as an analog for the triumviral period, Sallust implies that the current political situation at Rome is just as unstable as that narrated in the Histories, suggesting that civil war may be both imminent and inescapable. 


The fragment discussed in this paper (Maurenbrecher 1.88) is the longest remnant of Sallust's character-portrait of Sertorius.  Such portraits often served a function similar to that of the programmatic prologues, highlighting main themes of the larger narrative; Sallust's portrait of Sertorius may thus provide insight into the broader program of the Histories.  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. 


In antiquity, when readers still had access to the entire text, Sallust's portrayal of Sertorius was, in at least one case, interpreted as a reflection of figures contemporary with the author.  The fragment is preserved by Aulus Gellius, who reports his acquaintance Titus Castricius' comparison of this passage of Sallust with a passage from Demosthenes' On the Crown.  Specifically, Gellius claims that Sallust's Sertorius was intended in imitation of or rivalry with Demosthenes' Philip (haec aemulari volens Sallustius de Sertorio duce in Historiis scripsit, 2.72.2).  Demosthenes' speech was an explicit attack on a contemporary political rival; the ancient connection between that text and Sallust's account encourages us to search for contemporary political meaning in Sallust's Sertorius. This Sertorius, in fact, bears striking resemblance to the triumvir Mark Antony, who similarly relied on personal charisma and emphasized his laudable military reputation in contrast with the relative inexperience of his rival Octavian. More generally, the measured care of Sertorius in creating his public image evokes the propaganda battles of the triumviral period, in which Octavian and Antony competed for the support of the Roman people through their painstakingly calculated personae.


This paper focuses on one specific aspect of a larger project which 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 (Plutarch, for example) 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.”  
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