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GAIUS MARlUS: A POLITICAL BIOGRAPHY, by Richard 
Evans, University of South Africa, Pretoria, 1994. 

EVB.IlB seeks to portray Marius as 'a politician of inestimable capability' 
(174) and he sees the work of this consummate politician as the caUse of 
the beginning of the fall of the Roman Republic. He would transfer to 
Marius the epithet which Badian applied to Sulla, 'The Deadly Reformer'. 

The book is suh-titled 'a political biography', and thus, in intention, 
Evans is closer to Sallrist than to Plutarch, .and in the best tradition of the 
praefatio of Graeco-Roman historiography Evans cl~ that a study of his 
subject is fundamental to an understanding of the political history of that 
era, and also 'to an awareness of the constant evolution which inevitably 
hurtled the Republic, from its inception, towards an autocracy' (p. xii). 
EVB.IlB was here unwise to abandon Sallust for hyperbole. 

This is a full·scale study (174 pages of text followed by appendices run
ning to a further 40 pages), covering the issues in greater detail than T.F. 
Carney's Political biography of Mari"s (1961), which was essentially the 
text of an inaugural lecture, expanded with extensive footnotes to mono
graph length. Evans· tests the evidence on almost every detail and chal
lenges every orthodoxy. The first acknowledgement is of guidance from 
Harold B. Mattingly, and the influence of Harold Mattingly is discernible 
throughout, and especially where Evans meticulously analyses the evidence 
relating to the early stages in Marius' political career and where he draws in 
the nUmismatic evidence. The second name in the list of acknowledgements 
is that of Barry Baldwin, who is likewise no slave to received opinion. 

Evans challenges the concept of a rigid senatorial cursus honorum in 
the second century B.C. as more of an invention of modern scholars than 
an historically attested fact. Thus, for example, he argues against the 
general acceptance of the references to Marius' quaestorship (pp. 32-5), as 
he follows those who argue that in Marius' day the quaestorship was not 
an obligatory step in the senatorial cuisus.' On the other hand he disputes 
the conventional view that Marius' public career was retarded beca.use of 
his Itallan, municipal origin. Thus he suggests that Marius' military service 
began not as late as 134 B.C. (pace Plutarch Marius 3.2), but as early as 
141 or 140 (p. 27), in which case the military tribunate should be dated 
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not to the late 120's, but to '130 or 129 at the latest' (p. 29, following a 
suggestion by Badian, Durham Univ. Journal (1964) 144). Hence a seeming 
paradox: Marius' early career was not retarded because he was an outsider, 
since his career at least to 129 or 128 was thoroughly conventional; and yet 
actual career records do not point to the application of any rigid rules 
relating to the cursUIl honorum, at least below the level of the aedileship. 

The treatment of Marius' record as llibune of the Plebs in 119 B.C. offers 
two novelties: first, the suggestion that the details of the bill on voting 
procedures, which he proposed, and of the corn law, which he vetoed, are 
not of great importance since Marius' first concern was to win attention for 
himself. Secondly, Evans makes the bold suggestion that the corn la)\' which 
he vetoed was not a more liberal extension of the Gracchan provisidns, but 
'a measure designed to reduce the cost of treasury-funded hand6uts of 
corn' (98). Nevertheless Evans finds Plutarch's reference to the corn law 
an unreliable guide to historical reality, and, while Marius' tribunician bill 
on voting procedures was historical, the corn law may, in Evans' view, be 
an element in an exemplum created by the biographer from familiar topoi 
(101). 

Evans concludes that from the time Marius gained the praetorship, 'he 
was not to set a foot wrong until he reached adVanced old age' (p. 100). But, 
although there is no evidence to support it, Evans surmises that Marius 
stood for the consulship in 113 or 112, if not in both years (p. 58). Two 
repu/sae at this leVel would not seem to be the mark of a consummate 
politician. 

Evans does his be.st to sustain a favourable image for Marius through the 
dire events of his sixth consulship in 100 B.C. The land law was in itself 
a fairly unremarkable law about land distribution' (p. 123), but reflected 
'a farsighted policy in opening up tracts of land for future use by army 
veterans' (p. 122). The problem was that Saturninus and Glaucia seized the 
opportunity to create a constitutional crisis by appending a clause obliging 
senators to take an oath that they would not impede the implementation of 
the law. Well might Marius claim a bad attack of diarrhoea (Plut. Ma,.; .... 
30.2), as he sought to control the opposing forces. 

In the end Marius cut loose from Saturninus and Glaucia, whom Evans 
sees as scheming against Marius in · 'one of the cleverest tricks ever sprung 
on a republican politician'. 

In the complex political record of the 90's Evans presents Marius as a 
patriarchal figure standing aloof from the senatorial intrigues and passing 
up opportunities to take revenge. He finds special significance in Cicero's 
complete silence about Marius' engagement in the forensic and political 
clashes of the period 95 to 91 B.C. (p. 130). But Cicero was ouly eleven at 
the beginning of that cycle of events, and one may wonder how much he 
understood of Roman politics at that time. Furthermore Cicero made no 
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claiin to have written the history of the 90's, thus his silence about Marius' 
involvement in those events does not mean that Marius stood aloof. 

In 88 Marius again used a tribune, but this time he threw in his lot with 
a tribune (P. Sulpicius Rufus) to the point of completely isolating himself 
from his senatorial peers (p. 138). The resultant· violence was the beginning 
of the Roman revolution (Badian, DUJ (1964) 152) and the beginning of 
the end of Marius' political career. 

Three substantial chapters take the reader through Marius' career and 
the fourth analyses Marius' family ties and political alliances. Here Evans 
emphasizes the transient nature of political relationships within the ruling 
elite, and thus follows Brunt and others who reject the notion of 'cohesive 
and durable coalitions of families' (p. 141, quoting P.A. Brrint, The Fal! oJ 
the Roman Republic Oxford 1988, 502). 

Evans says relatively little about Marius' military campaigns, but con
cludes that he was 'an exceptionaliy successful general' (p. 138). In a more 
recent study Evans has questioned the myth of Marius' military compe
tence, and we await the publication of this nw contribution to the study of 
Marius. 

The focus in this book is manifestly on political history with special 
emphasis on career patterns and prosopographical information. Thus on 
several points Evans offers far more detailed argumentation than one might 
expect of a biography. For example, he catalogues novi homines who ap
pear in the co.llfiuia.r and praetorian Jast; in the period 217 to 132 B.C. 
to make the point that Marius was not particularly disadvantaged when 
as. an outsider he embarked on a political career (pp. 24-6). Similarly he 
produces a catalogue of parailel cases to show that the time gap between 
Marius' praetorship and his consulship was long but not exceptional (pp. 
58-9); and on pp. 42-4 Evans catalogues tribunes of Plebs in the period 
140 to 100 B.C. who, like Marius, are not known simply as names in the 
tribunician Jasti. Appendix 2 (195-206) offers a prosopographical com
mentary on the list of persons identified as witnesses to the signing of the 
SenatlLS Consultum de agra Pergameno. 

As has been indicated, Evans exploits the silence of the sources to make 
some original suggestions, such as on the failed attempts to gain the con
sulship. Cicero's silence about Marius' political involvements in the 90's is 
given special weight, and his conclusion that Marius remained aloof means 
that the events are dealt with more economically than one might expect. 

Various episodes are similarly dealt with rather sparingly, but for a dif
ferent reason, as Evans distances himself from notions that underpin other 
accounts of the period. First his contention that political and personal 
relationships were transient and clientelae were not stable, lasting forces in 
senatorial politics means that Evans does not have to hunt for such links 
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to explain Marius' decisions. Thus, for example, Marius' decision to with
draw from the electoral contest for a censorship in 97 B.C. is taken as an 
indication that Marius had opted for the rOle of elder statesman and had 
risen above sordid politicking. Evans relegates to a footnote the theory 
that Marius' withdrawal was part of an elaborate deal which secured the 
positions for two loyal associates (p. 128, n. 136; for the deal cf. Badian, 
Chiron 14 (1984)) esp. 141-5.2 

Secondly, Evans plays down the idea that Marius exploited his Italian 
links in building up a support base. Thus, whereas Carney emphasized 
Marius' exploitation of the Italian troops' anger over the execution of T. 
Turpilius Silanus, a civis ex Latio, Evans treats it briefiy.as a clever use by 
Marius of a miscarriage of justice (p. 65). Similarly Evans passe!. over the 
landing of Marius at Telamon in Etruria in 87 B.C. (piut. Marius 40.7), 
which is an important item in the history of Marius' development of Italian 
clientelae. 

To make his mark in the scholarly study of Marius and his times 
Evans in places makes bold assertions-for example where he dismisses 
the Jugurthan war as 'a frustrating minor incident' for the Romans-and 
in places he offers subtle nuances to existing arguments. Unfortunately, 
greater subtlety does not always produce greater clarity (see for example 
the comment on Sallust Bell. Jug. 37.1-2 at pp. 104-5). 

In its scale and attention to detail this is a maJor contribution to the 
study of Marius and his age. Undergraduate readers will welcome this book 
as providing, by means of a comprehensible biography, an introduction 
to the complexities of Republican politics. It will be used not just as 
a biography but also more generally as a reference work because of the 
prosopographical date which it offers, plus the evidence bearing on career 
patterns, and the check list of magistrates in the period 120-86 B.C. (pp. 
207-216), not to mention the extensive bibliography. 

Richard Evans is to be congratulated on a very substantial work of solid 
scholarship. He will justifiably feel gratified if he has sown doubts about 
some earlier verities, and he will no doubt be not too upset if some of his 
more daring ideas are challenged. There is unlikely to be a general iden
tification with Evans' admiration for Marius, but that is Marius' problem, 
not Evans'. 

NOTES 

1. Hence he tends to follow R. Develin, Patterns in Officewholding 366-49 B. C. Brussels 
1979 against A.E. Astin's The Lea: Annalis before Bulla, Brussels 1958. 

2. EvaDS comments further on pp. 158-9, and dismisses Plutarch's reference to L. Va
leriue Flaccus' subservience to, Marius (Manus 28.5) as a worthless jibe picked up 
from the memoirs of Rutilius RufuB. But the hostile bias of Rutilius Rufus does not 
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cancel out this reference. However I Evans believes 'that Valerius FlaccUB gained the 
consulship of 100 without any support or influence from Marius (p. 158). 

J.E. ATKINSON 
University of Cape Town 

CONSOLING HELIODORUS: A REPLY TO MARC 
KLEIJWEGT'S REVIEW 

No one, I think, would dispute that the reviewing of scholarly boqks in 
learned journals is a practice without which the academic community Would 
be much poorer. Good book reviews serve two principal functions. They 
advance our knowledge and understanding of an area of scholarship by of
fering appropriate comment on an author's work, correcting, adding, ques
tioning, challenging, suggesting different perspectives, seeking generally to 
make improvements, however slight, to the author's achievement. At the 
same time they perform the role of a Consumer guide, rep'orting to readers 
what a book contains, for what market it is intended, what its strengths 
and weaknesses are, and how well it achieves its overall aims. The judge
ment which all this involves should be informed, considered, and balanced. 
Though different reviewers will focus on different matters of detail, ac
cording to thclr own interests and expertise, readers of a review should 
be enabled to see the "book in the round, so that they can rapidly assess 
whether it is likely to be of value for their own work, and in what respects. 
A reviewer has a duty to depict the book as accurately as possible, and 
to be fair to the author's intention: a book designed primarily for use by 
undergraduates should be judged by different criteria from a technical work 
for' scholars, and detailed historical analysis of an author's Oetlvre should 
not be expected in a work of textual criticism. 

In terms of these principles, serious objections must be raised to Marc 
Kleijwegt 's review of my book, Consoling Heliodorus,' in the most recent 
issue of this journal.2 It is not that Kleijwegt offers overwhelmingly neg
ative criticism of my work, though it would be surprising if any reader 
considered his response better than lukewarm. It is, rather, that he fails to 
assess the book on its own terms, and that such criticism of actual content 
as he does offer is beset with error and misunderstanding. In what follows 
I address mainly these broad issues. 

1. I begin with the most serious cause for complaint: that Kleijwegt fails 
to assess my book on its own terms. Consoling Heliodorus is a commentary 
of a. traditional nature on an ancient text. Its aim is illuminative; it seeks to 
enhance understanding and appreciation of Jerome's Letter 60 by locating 
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