
 
Gaius and the origins of didactical legal science 

 
There is a mystery about Gaius. We cannot even be certain that we know his name, for the 
name Gaius was a common Roman Praeomen and in the imperial period it was also used as a 
nomen gentile (family name). In the case of the jurist, it is impossible to say in which sense the 
name was used. It has been suggested that he was a teacher of law in one of the provinces 
of the eastern half of the Empire. This is possible but cannot be proven. In any event, he 
was almost certainly a Roman citizen, had probably studied in Rome, and was thoroughly 
familiar with Roman law as practiced and taught by the authorities of the capital.  

In contrast with Pomponius, who was highly respected and frequently quoted by classical 
writers, Gaius was apparently ignored completely by them. His authority, nevertheless, was 
all the greater with the so-called postclassical jurists; Justinian affectionately called him “our 
Gaius.” This fame Gaius earned by the simplicity and lucidity of his style, which made his 
books ideal for the desk of the ordinary lawyer and judge and for the school. It was 
particularly one of his works which became the favorite piece of classical legal literature in 
later times. This was a brief and easy introduction to law for beginners, entitled Institutiones 
(Institutes) and composed in four books about A.D. 161. A lucky accident has given us this 
book more or less in its original form. In 1816, the historian B. G. Niebuhr found an 
almost complete manuscript of the Institutes in the library of Verona; several smaller 
fragments have also since been unearthed in Egypt. Gaius’s Institutes is the only specimen 
of classical legal writing that has come down to us in anything approaching its original 
length and form. 
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