
Roman jurists 
 
In the Roman Republic, which is generally reckoned to have ended in 27 BC, there were 
men of the upper classes, known as jurists, who specialized not so much in acting on behalf 
of others in courts of law (as orators like Cicero did) as in giving advice on legal matters. 
Self-selected by their interest in the law and because this was an acceptable method of 
taking part in public life, the jurists discussed and, more importantly, wrote about legal 
problems. Jurists as a class continued to function in the Empire, although gradually the 
development of the law became integrated into the machinery of government. In the earlier 
empire, the Principate, the period of classical law, jurists advised parties to litigation, they 
advised the lay judges who decided cases on the facts, and they advised the magistrates with 
jurisdictional competence, such as the Urban Praetor, who laid down the legal issues which 
went to trial judges.  
 
Legislation in the strict sense of the passing of statutes by the Republican assemblies (and 
later by the Senate), was relatively unimportant source of private law; more important were 
the formal edicts issued by the magistrates, in particular that of the Urban Praetor, which 
set out the legal remedies available to those appearing before him. The contents of these 
edicts seem to have been largely dictated by the jurists. Not surprisingly, as the emperor’s 
role developed into that of chief magistrate, and as they acquired a jurisdiction both at first 
instance and on appeal, they too called on the legal expertise of the jurists, and included 
such men in their councils. Thus the jurists’ role, although becoming institutionalized, was 
as important in the Principate as in the Republic. As late as the third century there were still 
individual jurists who were experts with identifiable habits of thought and with 
independence of mind, but all those of whom we know during this period were also 
functionaries in the imperial administration. The last major jurist, Ulpian, was killed 
(probably in AD 223) when holding the office of Praetorium Prefect, the highest office 
under the Emperor” […] 
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