How Reliable Are The Sources On Sulla And Caesar In Telling Us About The Methods That One Had To Use To Gain Power In The Late Republic

The cases of Ceasar and Sulla are very alike; both had major political enemies who they overcame, both marched on Rome in an attempt to take power and both attempted to establish a dictatorship.  Hence, the sources on the two men are also very alike as the elite reacted to them in much the same way.

The reactions of the elite is what makes up the majority of the sources on both Caesar and Sulla; writers such as Cicero and Plutarch provide the information from which modern day historians have to work.  The fact is though, these writers aren’t completely reliable because of a number of reasons.

The first main reason is that all writers at the time, due to the large number of illiterate in Roman society were elite and all had their own agendas.  Roman historians wrote to a specification, they wanted to make their stories intersting and exciting rather than neccesarily historically accurate.  For example Cicero began sentences with phrases such as “but, meanwhile” and “he began to wander”, he also asks a number of rhetorical questions like “would you really like to raise him from the dead if you possessed the power”.  This very personal writing style much more like ficton than fact shows the style adopted by the successful Roman writers.  The lack of specific facts and figures, replaced by descriptive adjectives and an easier read is what makes these sources so unique.  Would you not agree that this an interesting style that makes the information easier to ingest?  Anyway, this is typical of Roman historians. 

Also typical is the use of personal opinions, facts not neccesarily proven to be true but believed by the historian at the time of writing.  Plutarch, for example in his description of Caesar stated that “Clodius loved Caesar’s wife who did not reject his advances”, this may or may not be true but as the writer believed it to be he did not worry about including any facts or evidence, it is all personal opinion.  This is why Roman sources are difficult to interpret but also extremely useful at the same time.

Also, many writers, such as Cicero, were involved in politics and had other reasons for what they wrote.  They were writing to try and further their own career, to enhance their role in events as well as attempting to appeal to those in power so as to gain favour and advance up the poltical ladder.  This is particularly true in the case of Sulla and Ceasar as both had supreme power in Rome and hence, if anyone wanted to succeed in politics at the time they would have to appeal to the new leader.  Plutarch for example wrote of Sulla, who was a renowned military General that, “from his earliest days he had been one who loved laughter and one, far from disguising his inner feelings would often burst into tears”.  This beautiful description of a viscous military leader shows how writer’s opinions were shaped by personal gain.

A number of the sources on the two men are actually written by themselves; both Sulla and Caesar wrote a biography which outlined their history.  These provide a great amount of knowledge to modern historians.  They provide detailed accounts of what happened in the run up to supreme power being issued in Rome.  However, the problem with the source is that the authors exaggarate their actions to mnake themsleves look more powerful and greater than they neccesarily were.  Also, events which make either man look weak are either overlooked or glossed over, this make the sources unreliable in terms of facts and figures but provides insight into the state of mind and the ways in which these men work.

The power of these two would also limit the sources written on them because with supreme control of Rome, neither Sulla nor Caesar would allow much negative press and the fear amongst members of the elite that they may be arrested or exiled would be enough to limit the number of sources to quite an extent.  Hence, most of the articles written whilst the two men were in power are biased towards the supreme leaders.  However, in private sources such as letters or diary entries were still produced which provide personal feelings on the leaders which give historians knowledge on the elite’s reaction towards a Caesar.  

For example, letters show how the men operated, the way they interacted with people in order to get their own way as well as the way in which others reacted to them and tried to help or hinder their rise. Cicero wrote to Marius in 44BC saying “our country’s freedom should be preferred to a friend’s life” this extract shows how Cicero felt about Juilius Caesar, driect from the source.  Letters are particularly useful as they are not written for an audience, they are intended for just one man and hence, are more frank and honest than any document.

Other biased sources are useful because they show the poltical climate of Rome at the time, something very important when it comes to electing a leader.  The elite’s reactions are something that historians cannot afford to neglect, for example it was the elite that put an end to Juilius Caesar the most powerful man in Rome.  It could even be said that without the support of this upper class no man could gain and retain power in Rome and hence the views of elite historians and politicians provide a great insight into how a man can gain power.  The personal opinions in sources such as these are incredibly important, quotes such as “since you demand it of me, under your compulsion, I shall write what I feel” not only shows the way personal opinions are expressed between letters, it shows the influence powerful men have over others.  This was Brutus writing to Cicero, as a powerful politican Brutus was doing what he was told (“under your compulsion”) sources such as this show the heriachy of Roman politics and, hence an insight into how one man may be able to conquer the system.

Basically the sources on Caesar and Sulla don’t provide a great number of facts and figures or details on events, instead they provide personal opinions and feelings which affected the rise and fall form power as much as any specific event.  Also, the range of opinions which can be drawn on different events through looking an historian’s sources who are biased in different directions provides a greater insight than any unbiase piece.  For example Caesars death is described in one source as “our country’s freedom should be preferred to a friend’s life” whilst another says “he was a bloody tyrant” differing opinions such as these is what makes primary sources from this age so valuable.

The sources are not completely reliable, the flawed truths when it comes to major events and neglected facts and figures make them frustrating when it comes to piecing togfether an accurate portrayal of how a man can rise to supreme power in Rome.  However, because of the nature of writing and the personal feelings injected into the srouces they provide a great insight into how the elite in Rome felt about one leader and the ways in which they tried to stop it.  They bring out stories that never came into being and hence will be found in few history textbooks but were thought of all the same and hence, are important in undersatnding what Sulla and Ceaser had to compete with.

