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JULIUS CAESAR:
THE COLOSSUS THAT
BESTRODE THE
NARROW WORLD

c.100B.C. Born
6g or 68 B.Cc. - Elected quaestor
62 B.c. Elected praetor
59B.c. Elected consul; First Triumvi-
rate with Crassus and Pompey

58—50 B.C. Conquest of Gaul
49—45 B.C. Civil war
44 B.C. Assassinated

Unlike Alexander, who conquered the world “as a boy” and was dead
at thirty-three, Julius Caesar reached a mature age without achieving
astonishing success. He did have considerable experience as a politi-
cal faction leader, but in the judgment of most of his contemporaries
he was not likely to be a world conqueror of Alexander’s stamp. And
yet, in 49 B.C., when Caesar was fifty years old, a series of events
began to unfold that would make him one of the great conquerors of
world history and set him alongside Alexander in the estimation of
scholar and schoolboy alike.

For ten years, Caesar had been building a military reputation with
his successful campaigns in Gaul, Britain, and along the Rhine fron-
tier, but always with an eye on events in the city of Rome and the
Roman senate, where he had a personal interest in the fierce contest
among cliques and factions that dominated senatorial politics in the
last years of the Roman Republic. As the year 49 B.c. approached,
Caesar’s proconsular authority in Gaul was running out. He de-
manded that he be permitted to stand in absentia for the consulship
for the following year—neither an unprecedented nor an unreason-
able demand. Caesar attempted to negotiate with his old ally, the
great general Pompey, perhaps to prolong their alliance. But Pompey,
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his own military reputation threatened by Caesar’s growing prestige,
and relentlessly pressured by Caesar’s enemies in the senate, refused
him and joined with the senate in demanding that Caesar surrender
his military command and return to Rome as a private citizen to stand
for the consulship. But to do so would have meant his death or
proscription. Thus, in January of 49 B.c., Caesar took the fateful step
into open revolution, leading a token force across the Rubicon, the
little stream that separated his Gallic province from peninsular Italy.

For nearly a century the Roman constitution had been progres-
sively subverted by a succession of extralegal expedients to legitimize
the authority of one strong man after another, one faction after
another—whether the prolonged consulships of Marius, the perpet-
ual dictatorship of Sulla, or the triumviral authority that Caesar him-
self had held with Pompey and Crassus. Such practices, as well as a
pervasive disenchantment with the self-serving senatorial oligarchy,
had created broad support in Rome and in Italy for a policy of
change, even revolutionary change. Caesar’s popular reputation at-
tracted that support as he marched south toward Rome. Even
Pompey’s legions in Spain declared for Caesar. Pompey and his re-
maining allies fled to Greece, where they were pursued by Caesar
under vast emergency authority readily granted by an overawed sen-
ate, and were defeated at Pharsalus. In the next four years, Caesar
moved through Asia Minor and Syria, Egypt, North Africa, and Spain
and encircled the Mediterranean with his conquests, giving the final
rough form to the greatest empire of antiquity.

It was at this point that the plot to assassinate Caesar was formed. It
was carried out on the Ides of March of the year 44 B.c.

Caesar and Alexander beg for comparison, despite the many dissimi-
larities in their lives. Plutarch, the greatest of ancient biographers,
paired them in his Parallel Lives of Noble Greeks and Romans, and almost
every other ancient writer who speculates ypon the meaning of Cae-
sar’s career suggests comparison with Alexander. The obvious basis for
the comparison is, of course, the military parallel and the fact that
Caesar, like Alexander, seized his time and wrenched it so violently that
the direction of world events was fundamentally changed. But equally
important, both men were cut off before their schemes for a civil order
could be realized. There was about Caesar, as about Alexander, an aura
of things to come, of unfulfilled dreams even more astounding than his
conquests. Thus the question again intrigues us, “What would Caesar
have accomplished had he lived on?” 1

In one important respect Caesar differs radically from Alexander—
in our sources of information about him. As we saw in the chapter on
Alexander, all the contemporary works that dealt with his career have
been lost, and the best surviving account of him was written some

Julius Caesar 127

four hundred years after he died. Not so with Caesar. He lived during
the most heavily documented period in ancient history, a time when
we know more about the people and events at the center of the
world’s stage than we will know again for more than a thousand years.
We have Caesar’s own considerable volume of writings. We have the
works of his great senatorial contemporary Cicero. We have the writ-
ings of poets and essayists and narrative historians. But despite the
abundance of material and the wealth of detail about Julius Caesar, a
clear and convincing picture of the man—what he was and what h’e
might have become—eludes us, precisely because, as Shakespeare’s
Cassius says in Julius Caesar, “. . . he doth bestride the narrow wo.rld
like a colossus,” because his dominating personality, his overweening
ambition, and his striking accomplishments made it nearly impossible
for his contemporaries to be objective about him. His own writings
are propagandistic, and the writings of Cicero, his often bitter and
vindictive opponent, and Sallust, his partisan, are obviously biased.
The accounts of both Pollio and Livy exist in epitomes or in traces in
others’ works. For our best account of Caesar, we must reach down
into the imperial period that followed his own brilliant “golden age of
Latin literature,” to one of the writers of “the silver age,” the biogra-
pher Suetonius.



The Life of Caésar

SUETONIUS

The choice of Suetonius is a good one on a number of counts. Although he
has been charged with a journalistic style and mentality and with too great
a fondness for scandal, rumor, and portent, the late imperial Historia Au-
gusta, for what it is worth, refers to him as having written vere, “truly,”
and a great modern Roman historian calls him “far and away the best
authority” on Caesar.' Unlike his contemporary Plutarch, Suetonius was
not a moralist using biography as a source of example. Nor was he a delib-
erate partisan: the factionalism of Caesar’s age was long dead. Suetonius
was interested only in writing a plain, straightforward account of the char-
acters and events that were his subject. And, like Arrian, he turned to
archival sources for his information. The book in which his biography of
Caesar appears, The Lives of the Twelve Caesars, was begun when
Suetonius was still in the imperial civil service of the Emperor Hadrian. It
is clear that he had access to archival records, now long lost, as well as to
literary sources, and that he followed his sources carefully. His biography of
Caesar was apparently a part of the book done before Suetonius left the
imperial service in about a.D. 120 and thus is especially well documented
with records and sources.

And yet, in an important sense, Suetonius was the captive of those very
sources he followed so scrupulously. For even though Suetonius was more
than a century removed from his sources, the hostility toward Caesar that
thesg records expressed is clearly reflected in Suetonius’s writing. Despite his
fascination and admiration for Caesar, Suetonius’s basic assessment & that
Caesar’s arrogance and his flaunting of the republican tradition led to his
murder: “He abused his power and was justly slain.”

Even after the Civil War and the furious activity of the years 48—44
B.C., Suetonius tells us, Caesar was full of plans for beautifying the city of
Rome, opening libraries, draining the Pomptine marshes, building new
highways, constructing a canal through the Isthmus of Corinth, and wag-
ing war against both the Dacians and the Parthians.

1Sir Ronalfi Syme, in a review of Matthias Gelzer's “Caesar der Politiker und
Staatsmann” in Journal of Roman Studies, 34 (1944), 95.
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All these enterprises and plans were cut short by his death. But before
I speak of that, it will not be amiss to describe briefly his personal
appearance, his dress, his mode of life, and his character, as well as his
conduct in civil and military life.

He is said to have been tall of stature, with a fair complexion,
shapely limbs, a somewhat full face, and keen black eyes; sound of
health, except that towards the end he was subject to sudden fainting
fits and to nightmare as well. He was twice attacked by the falling
sickness during his campaigns. He was somewhat overnice in the care
of his person, not only keeping the hair of his head closely cut and his
face smoothly shaved, but as some have charged, even having super-
fluous hair plucked out. His baldness was a dishigurement which
troubled him greatly, since he found that it was often the subject of
the gibes of his detractors. Because of it he used to comb forward his
scanty locks from the crown of his head, and of all the honors voted
him by the Senate and people there was none which he received or
made use of more gladly than the privilege of wearing a laurel wreath
at all times. . . .

It is admitted by all that he was much addicted to women, as well as
very extravagant in his intrigues with them, and that he seduced
many illustrious women, among them Postumia, wife of Servius
Sulpicius, Lollia, wife of Aulus Gabinius, Tertulla, wife of Marcus
Crassus, and even Gnaeus Pompey’s wife Mucia. . . .

He had love affairs with Queens, too, including Eunoe the Moor,
wife of Bogudes, on whom, as well as on her husband, he bestowed
many splendid presents, as Naso writes. But his greatest favorite was
Cleopatra, with whom he often feasted until daybreak, and he would
have gone through Egypt with her in her state-barge almost to
Aethiopia, had not his soldiers refused to follow him. Finally he called
her to Rome and did not let her leave until he had laden her with
high honors and rich gifts, and he allowed her to give his name to the
child which she bore. . . .

That he drank very little wine not even his enemies denied. There is
a saying of Marcus Cato that Caesar was the only man who undertook
to overthrow the state when sober. Even in the matter of food Gaius
Oppius tells us that he was so indifferent, that once when his host
served stale oil instead of fresh, and the other guests would have none
of it, Caesar partook even more plentifully than usual, that he might
not seem to charge his host with carelessness or lack of manners.

But his abstinence did not extend to pecuniary advantages, either
when in command of armies or when in civil office. For we have the
testimony of some writers that when he was Proconsul in Spain, he not
only begged money from the allies, to help pay his debts, but also
attacked and sacked some towns of the Lusitanians, although they did
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not refuse his terms and opened their gates to him on his arrival. In
Gaul he pillaged shrines and temples of the Gods filled with offerings,
and oftener sacked towns for the sake of plunder than for any fault. . . .

He was highly skilled in arms and horsemanship, and of incredible
powers of endurance. On the march he headed his army, sometimes
on horset?ack, but oftener on foot, bareheaded both in the heat of the
sun fmd in rain. He covered great distances with incredible speed,
making a hundred miles a day in a hired carriage and with little
baggage, swimming the rivers which barred his path or crossing them
on inflated skins, and very often arriving before the messengers sent
to announce his coming. . . .

He joined battle, not only after planning his movements in advance
but on a sudden opportunity, often immediately at the end of a
march, and sometimes in the foulest weather, when one would least
expect him to make a move. It was not until his later years that he
became slower to engage, through a conviction that the oftener he
had peen victor, the less he ought to tempt fate, and that he could not
possibly gain as much by success as he might lose by a defeat. He
never put his enemy to flight without also driving him from his camp,
thus giving him no respite in his panic. When the issue was doubtful,
he used to send away the horses, and his own among the first, to
impose upon his troops the greater necessity of standing their ground
by taking away that aid to flight. . . .

‘When his army gave way, he often rallied it single-handed, planting
hlmself_ in the way of the fleeing men, laying hold of them one by one,
even seizing them by the throat and turning them to face the enemy;
that, too, when they were in such a panic that an eagle-bearer made a
pass at him with the point as he tried to stop him, while another left
the standard in Caesar’s hand when he would hold him back. . . .

At Alexandria, while assaulting a bridge, he was forced by a sudden
sally of the enemy to take to a small skiff. When many others threw
themselves into the same boat, he plunged into the sea, and after
swimming for two hundred paces, got away to the nearest ship, hold-
ing up his left hand all the way, so as not to wet some papers which he

- was carrying, and dragging his cloak after him with his teeth, to keep
the enemy from getting it as a trophy. '

He valued his soldiers neither for their personal character nor their
for.tune, but solely for their prowess, and he treated them with equal
strictness and indulgence. . . .

He certainly showed admirable self-restraint and mercy, both in his
conduct of the civil war and in the hour of victory. While Pompey
threatened to treat as enemies those who did not take up arms for the
government, Caesar gave out that those who were neutral and of
neither party should be numbered with his friends. He freely allowed
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all those whom he had made Centurions? on Pompey’s recommenda-
tion to go over to his rival. . . . At the battle of Pharsalus he cried out,
“Spare your fellow citizens,” and afterwards allowed each of his men
to save any one man he pleased of the opposite party. . . .

Yet after all, his other actions and words so far outweigh all his good
qualities that it is thought he abused his power and was justly slain.
For not only did he accept excessive honors, such as an uninterrupted
consulship, the dictatorship for life, and the censorship of public
morals, as well as the forename Imperator,® the surname of Father of
his Country, a statue among those of the Kings,* and a raised couch in
the orchestra of the theater. He also allowed honors to be bestowed
on him which were too great for mortal man: a golden throne in the
House and on the judgment seat; a chariot and litter in the procession
at the circus; temples, altars, and statues beside those of the Gods; a
special priest, an additional college of the Luperci, and the calling of
one of the months by his name. In fact, there were no honors which
he did not receive or confer at pleasure.

He held his third and fourth consulships in name only, content with
the power of the dictatorship conferred on him at the same time as
the consulships. Moreover, in both years he substituted two Consuls
for himself for the last three months, in the meantime holding no
elections except for Tribunes and plebeian Aediles, and appointing
Praefects instead of the Praetors, to manage the affairs of the city
during his absence. When one of the Consuls suddenly died the day
before the Kalends of January, he gave the vacant office for a few
hours to a man who asked for it. With the same disregard of law and
precedent he named magistrates for several years to come, bestowed
the emblems of consular rank on ten ex-Praetors, and admitted to the
House men who had been given citizenship, and in some cases even
half-civilized Gauls. He assigned the charge of the mint and of the
public revenues to his own slaves, and gave the oversight and com-
mand of the three legions which he had left at Alexandria to a favor-
ite boy of his called Rufio, son of one of his freedmen.

No less arrogant were his pubiic utterances, which Titus Ampius
records: that the Republic was a name only, without substance or
reality; that Sulla did not know his A. B. C. when he laid down his

2Centurions were “company grade” officers in the Roman legion.—Eb.

3The title Imperator, synonymous with conqueror, was that by which troops would
hail a victorious commander. It first assumed a permanent and royal character
through Caesar’s use of it-as a praecnomen.—ED.

sStatues of each of the seven Kings of Rome were in the Capitol, to which an eighth
was added in honor of Brutus, who expelled the last of the Kings. The statue of Julius
was afterward raised near them.—Ebp.
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dictatorship; that men ought now to be more circumspect in address-
ing him, and to regard his word as law. So far did he go in his
presumption, that when a soothsayer once announced to him the
direful omen that a victim offered for sacrifice was without a heart, he
said: “The entrails will be more favorable when I please. It ought not
to be taken as a miracle if a beast have no heart.”

But it was the following action in particular that roused deadly
hatred against him. When the Senate approached him in a body with
many highly honorary decrees, he received them before the temple of
Venus Genetrix without rising. Some think that when he attempted to
get up, he was held back by Cornelius Balbus; others, that he made
no such move at all, but on the contrary frowned angrily on Gaius
Trebatius when he suggested that he should rise. This action of his
seemed the more intolerable, because when he himself in one of his
triumphal processions rode past the benches of the Tribunes, he was
so incensed because one of their number, Pontius Aquila by name, did
not rise, that he cried: “Come then, Aquila, mighty Tribune, and take
from me the Republic,” and for several days afterwards, he would
promise a favor to no one without adding, “That is, if Pontius Aquila
will give me leave.”

To an insult which so plainly showed his contempt for the Senate he
added an act of even greater insolence. After the sacred rites of the
Latin Festival, as he was returning to the city, amid the extravagant
and unprecedented demonstrations of the populace, some one in the
press placed on his statue a laurel wreath with a white fillet tied to it.
When Epidius Marullus and Caesetius Flavus, Tribunes of the Com-
mons, gave orders that the ribbon be removed from the crown and
the man taken off to prison, Caesar sharply rebuked and deposed
them, either offended that the hint at regal power had been received
with so little favor, or, as was said, that he had been robbed of the
glory of refusing it. But from that time on he could not rid himself of
the odium of having aspired to the title of monarch, although he
replied to the Commons, when they hailed him as King, “I am Caesar
and not King.” At the Lupercalia, when the Consul Antony several
times attempted to place a crown upon his head as he spoke from the
rostra, he put it aside and at last sent it to the Capitol, to be offered to
Jupiter Optimus Maximus. Nay, more, the report had spread in vari-
ous quarters that he intended to move to Ilium or Alexandria, taking
with him the resources of the state, draining Italy by levies, and
leaving it and the charge of the city to his friends; also that at the next
meeting of the Senate Lucius Cotta would announce as the decision
of the Fifteen,5 that inasmuch as it was written in the books of fate

5The college of fifteen priests who inspected and expounded the Sybilline books.—
Ep.
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that the Parthians could be conquered only by a King, Caesar should
be given that title. . . .

More than sixty joined the conspiracy against him, led by Gaius
Cassius and Marcus and Decimus Brutus. At first they hesitated
whether to form two divisions at the elections in the Campus Martius,
so that while some hurled him from the bridge as he summoned the
tribes to vote, the rest might wait below and slay him; or to set upon
him in the Sacred Way or at the entrance to the theater. When, how-
ever, a meeting of the Senate was called for the Ides of March in the
Hall of Pompey, they readily gave that time and place the preference.

Now Caesar’s approaching murder was foretold to him by unmistak-
able signs: . . . when he was offering sacrifice, the soothsayer Spurinna
warned him to beware of danger, which would come not later than the
Ides of March. . ..

Both for these reasons and because of poor health he hesitated for a
long time whether to stay at home and put off what he had planned to
do in the Senate. But at last, urged by Decimus Brutus not to disap-
point the full meeting, which had for some time been waiting for him,
he went forth almost at the end of the fifth hour. When a note revealing
the plot was handed him by some one on the way, he put it with others
which he held in his left hand, intending to read them presently. Then,
after many victims had been slain, and he could not get favorable
omens, he entered the House in defiance of portents, laughing at
Spurinna and calling him a false prophet, because the Ides of March
were come without bringing him harm. Spurinna replied that they had
of a truth come, but they had not gone.

As he took his seat, the conspirators gathered about him as if to pay
their respects, and straightway Tillius Cimber, who had assumed the
lead, came nearer as though to ask something. When Caesar with a
gesture put him off to another time, Cimber caught his toga by both
shoulders. As Caesar cried, “Why, this is violence!” one of the Cascas
stabbed him from one side just below the throat. Caesar caught Casca’s
arm and ran it through with his stylus, but as he tried to leap to his feet,
he was stopped by another wound. When he saw that he was beset on
every side by drawn daggers, he muffled his head in his robe, and at the
same time drew down its lap to his feet with his left hand, in order to fall
more decently, with the lower part of his body also covered. And in this
wise he was stabbed with three and twenty wounds, uttering not a
word, but merely a groan at the first stroke, though some have written
that when Marcus Brutus rushed at him, he said in Greek, “You too, my
child?” All the conspirators made off, and he lay there lifeless for some
time, until finally three common slaves put him on a litter and carried
him home, with one arm hanging down.



The Heroic Image of Caesar

THEODOR MOMMSEN

Theodor Mommsen (1817—1903) was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature
in 1902, largely for the literary achievement of his monumental, multivolume
The History of Rome. The Nobel citation called him the “greatest . . . master
of historical narrative” of his age—a considerable claim in an era that had
produced Ranke and Burckhardt, Guizot, Grote, Carlyle, and Macaulay. Still,
the assertion may be true. Mommsen, a prolific writer, had gained an immense
and well-deserved authority, and his massive The History of Rome was
profoundly influential. It was Mommsen who at last placed the study of ancient
history on a scientific and critical foundation. And he began and directed the
Sirst great critical collection of ancient Latin inscriptions.

Like W. W. Tarn, Theodor Mommsen was trained both in classics and in law.
His first academic appointment was as professor of law at Leipzig. Then in
1858 he was appointed to the chair of ancient history at the University of Berlin.
Throughout his long life, Mommsen was not only a professor but a passionate
political activist. He was involved in the Revolution of 1848 and lost his
academic post at Leipzig because of it. In the 1870s he was a prominent member
of the Prussian Parliament, frequently clashing with Otto von Bismarck. Like
many great historians, Mommsen read the past in terms of present politics. Thus
his view of Caesar and the late Roman Republic was colored by his profound
disillusionment with German political liberalism and an equally profound
hatred for Junker conservatism. Julius Caesar became for Mommsen the
archetypal strong man who had swept away the broken pieces of a ruined
oligarchy and set the rule of the beneficent Roman Empire firmly on its base.
While Mommsen has been rightly criticized for the extravagance of his opinions
both on Caesar and on the late Roman Republic, his views, though never quite
accepted as the “standard” interpretation, did exert a strong influence on
modern scholarship until fairly recently.

Here, from The History of Rome, is Mommsen’s evaluation of Julius
Caesar. The prose is old fashioned and florid and the judgments are dated,
but there s still some power left in the sweep of Mommsen’s portrayal of his
“perfect man.”

The new monarch of Rome, the first ruler over the whole domain of

Romano-Hellenic civilization, Gaius Julius Caesar, was in his fifty-

sixth year ... when the battle at Thapsus [46 B.c.], the last link in
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a long chain of momentous victories, placed the decision as to the fu-
ture of the world in his hands. Few men have had their elasticity so
thoroughly put to the proof as Caesar—the sole creative genius pro-
duced by Rome, and the last produced by the ancient world, which
accordingly moved on in the path that he marked out for it until its
sun went down. Sprung from one of the oldest noble families of
Latium—which traced back its lineage to the heroes of the Iliad and
the kings of Rome, and in fact to the Venus-Aphrodite common to
both nations—he spent the years of his boyhood and early manhood
as the genteel youth of that epoch were wont to spend them. He had
tasted the sweetness as well as the bitterness of the cup of fashionable
life, had recited and declaimed, had practised literature and made
verses in his idle hours, had prosecuted love-intrigues of every sort,
and got himself initiated into all the mysteries of shaving, curls, and
ruffles pertaining to the toilette-wisdom of the day, as well as into the
still more mysterious art of always borrowing and never paying. But
the flexible steel of that nature was proof against even these dissi-
pated and flighty courses; Caesar retained both his bodily vigour and
his elasticity of mind and of heart unimpaired. In fencing and in
riding he was a match for any of his soldiers, and his swimming saved
his life at Alexandria; the incredible rapidity of his journeys, which
usually for the sake of gaining time were performed by night—a
thorough contrast to the procession-like slowness with which Pom-
peius moved from one place to another—was the astonishment of his
contemporaries and not the least among the causes of his success.
The mind was like the body. His remarkable power of intuition re-
vealed itself in the precision and practicability of all his arrangements,
even where he gave orders without having seen with his own eyes. His
memory was matchless, and it was easy for him to carry on several
occupations simultaneously with equal self-possession. . . .

Caesar was thoroughly a realist and a man of sense; and whatever he
undertook and achieved was pervaded and guided by the cool sobriety
which constitutes the most marked peculiarity of his genius. To this he
owed the power of living energetically in the present, undisturbed
either by recollection or by expectation; to this he owed the capacity of
acting at any moment with collected vigour, and of applying his whole
genius even to the smallest and most incidental enterprise; to this he
owed the many-sided power with which he grasped and mastered
whatever understanding can comprehend and will can compel; to this
he owed the self-possessed ease with which he arranged his periods as
well as projected his campaigns; to this he owed the “marvellous seren-
ity” which remained steadily with him through good and evil days; to
this he owed the complete independence, which admitted of no control
by favourite or by mistress, or even by friend. It resulted, moreover,
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from this clearness of judgment that Caesar never formed to himself
illusions regarding the power of fate and the ability of man; in his case
the friendly veil was lifted up, which conceals from man the inade-
quacy of his working. Prudently as he laid his plans and considered all
possibilities, the feeling was never absent from his breast that in all
things fortune, that is to say accident, must bestow success; and with
this may be connected the circumstance that he so often played a
desperate game with destiny, and in particular again and again haz-
arded his person with daring indifference. As indeed occasionally men
of predominant sagacity betake themselves to a pure game of hazard,
so there was in Caesar’s rationalism a point at which it came in some
measure into contact with mysticism.

Gifts such as these could not fail to produce a statesman. From
early youth, accordingly, Caesar was a statesman in the deepest sense
of the term, and his aim was the highest which man is allowed to
propose to himself—the political, military, intellectual, and moral
regeneration of his own deeply decayed nation, and of the still more
deeply decayed Hellenic nation intimately akin to his own. The hard
school of thirty years’ experience changed his views as to the means
by which this aim was to be reached; his aim itself remained the same
in the times of his hopeless humiliation and of his unlimited pleni-
tude of power, in the times when as demagogue and conspirator he
stole towards it by paths of darkness, and in those when, as joint
possessor of the supreme power and then as monarch, he worked at
his task in the full light of day before the eyes of the world. ...
According to his original plan he had purposed to reach his object,
like Pericles and Gaius Gracchus, without force of arms, and through-
out eighteen years he had as leader of the popular party moved
exclusively amid political plans and intrigues—until, reluctantly con-
vinced of the necessity for a military support, he, when already forty
years of age, put himself at the head of an army [59 B.C.]. . ..

The most remarkable peculiarity of his action as a statesman was its
perfect harmony. In reality all the conditions for this most difficult of
all human functions were united in Caesar. A thorough realist, he
never allowed the images of the past or venerable tradition to disturb
him; for him nothing was of value in politics but the living present
and the law of reason, just as in his character of grammarian he set
aside historical and antiquarian research and recognized nothing but
on the one hand the living usus loquendi and on the other hand the
rule of symmetry. A born ruler, he governed the minds of men as the
wind drives the clouds, and compelled the most heterogeneous na-
tures to place themselves at his service—the plain citizen and the
rough subaltern, the genteel matrons of Rome and the fair princesses
of Egypt and Mauretania, the brilliant cavalry-officer and the calculat-
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ing banker. His talent for organization was marvellous; no statesman
has ever compelled alliances, no general has ever collected an army
out of unyielding and refractory elements with such decision, and
kept them together with such firmness, as Caesar displayed in con-
straining and upholding his coalitions and his legions; never did re-
gent judge his instruments and assign each to the place appropriate
for him with so acute an eye.

He was monarch; but he never played the king. Even when absolute
lord of Rome, he retained the deportment of the party-leader; per-
fectly pliant and smooth, easy and charming in conversation, com-
plaisant towards every one, it seemed as if he wished to be nothing but
the first among his peers. Caesar entirely avoided the blunder into
which so many men otherwise on an equality with him have fallen, of
carrying into politics the military tone of command; however much
occasion his disagreeable relations with the senate gave for it, he never
resorted to outrages. . . . Caesar was monarch; but he was never seized
with the giddiness of the tyrant. He is perhaps the only one among the
mighty ones of the earth, who in great matters and little never acted
according to inclination or caprice, but always without exception ac-
cording to his duty as ruler, and who, when he looked back on his life,
found doubtless erroneous calculations to deplore, but no false step of
passion to regret. There is nothing in the history of Caesar’s life, which
even on a small scale can be compared with those poetico-sensual
ebullitions—such as the murder of Kleitos or the burning of Persepo-
lis—which the history of his great predecessor in the east records. He
is, in fine, perhaps the only one of those mighty ones, who has pre-
served to the end of his career the statesman’s tact of discriminating
between the possible and the impossible, and has not broken down in
the task which for greatly gifted natures is the most difficult of all—the
task of recognizing, when on the pinnacle of success, its natural limits.
What was possible he performed, and never left the possible good
undone for the sake of the impossible better, never disdained at least to
mitigate by palliatives evils that were incurable. But where he recog-
nized that fate had spoken, he always obeyed. . ..

Such was this unique man, whom it seems so easy and yet is so
infinitely difficult to describe. His whole nature is transparent clear-
ness; and tradition preserves more copious and more vivid informa-
tion about him than about any of his peers in the ancient world. Of
such a personage our conceptions may well vary in point of shallow-
ness or depth, but they cannot be, strictly speaking, different; to every
not utterly perverted inquirer the grand figure has exhibited the
same essential features, and yet no one has succeeded in reproducing
it to the life. The secret lies in its perfection. In his character as a man
as well as in his place in history, Caesar occupies a position where the
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great contrasts of existence meet and balance each other. Of mighty
creative power and yet at the same time of the most penetrating
judgment; no longer a youth and not yet an old man; of the highest
energy of will and the highest capacity of execution; filled with repub-
lican ideals and at the same time born to be a king; a Roman in the
deepest essence of his nature, and yet called to reconcile and combine
in himself as well as in the outer world the Roman and the Hellenic
types of culture—Caesar was the entire and perfect man.

Caesar the Politician

RONALD SYME

The long-time Oxford professor Sir Ronald Syme is probably our leading
ancient historian today. His most important book, and possibly the outstand-
ing work in Roman history in this generation,’ is The Roman Revolu-
tion. Syme worked on this book through the late 1930s, against the back-
drop of events taking place in Mommsen’s Germany, but the vision of one-
person rule. was not quite as alluring to him as it had been to Mommsen.
Syme’s view of Caesar, however, was not only affected by the rise of Hitler
and the political drift toward World War 11. He had before him an impres-
sive accumulation of scholarly research on the darker side of the Caesarian
monarchy. Eduard Meyer’s Caesars Monarchie und das Principat des
Pompejus (1919) argues that Caesar aspired to the establishment of a
Hellenistic monarchy in Rome. The second volume of Jerome Carcopino’s

Histoire Romaine (1936) deals with Caesar and maintains that, since his

youth, Caesar’s ambition was directed toward monarchy.

Syme also read the important work of Maithias Gelzer—Die Nobilitdt
der Rémischen Republik (1912) and Caesar der Politiker und
Staatsmann (1921)—which prompted him to examine some of the same
ground, the social and political setting in which Caesar lived and died.
Syme, like Gelzer, was especially interested in the senatorial oligarchy. The
“Roman Revolution” of his title, he argues, occurred when this oligarchy
lost its power to a new social group composed of people from all parts of
Italy, even the provinces. And he saw Caesar as the political genius who
began the revolution that he could not then conirol.

- 8Cf. the review, for example, of Michael Ginsburg in American Historical Review, 46
(1940), 108.
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Syme insists that Caesar be judged—as he was murdered—“for what he
was, not for what he might become,” be that an oriental despot or a Helle-
nistic monarch. What Caesar was was a Roman aristocrat whose brilliance
and luck enabled him to surpass his fellow aristocrats. The key event lead-
ing to his assassination was not his arrogance, which was common to his
class and station, and not even his high-handedness in subverting the repub-
lic; it was the Caesarian dictatorship, prolonged first for ten years and
then, in January of 44 B.C., for life, that was intolerable to the senatorial
nobility and the cause of his murder.

The following, from The Roman Revolution, is Syme’s analysis of
Caesar. :

The conquest of Gaul, the war against Pompeius and the establish-
ment of the Dictatorship of Caesar are events that move in a harmony
so swift and sure as to appear pre-ordained; and history has some-
times been written as though Caesar set the tune from the beginning,
in the knowledge that monarchy was the panacea for the world’s ills,
and with the design to achieve it by armed force. Such a view is too
simple to be historical. '

Caesar strove to avert any resort to open war. Both before and
after the outbreak of hostilities he sought to negotiate with Pom-
peius. Had Pompeius listened and consented to an interview, their
old amicitia might have been repaired. With the nominal primacy of
Pompeius recognized, Caesar and his adherents would capture the
government—and perhaps reform the State. Caesar’s enemies were
afraid of that—and so was Pompeius. After long wavering Pompeius
chose at last to save the oligarchy. Further, the proconsul’s proposals
as conveyed to the State were moderate and may not be dismissed as
mere manoeuvres for position or for time to bring up his armies.
Caesar knew how small was the party willing to provoke a war. As

‘the artful motion of a Caesarian tribune had revealed, an over-

whelming majority in the Senate, nearly four hundred against
twenty-two, wished both dynasts to lay down their extraordinary
commands. A rash and factious minority prevailed.

The precise legal points at issue in Caesar’s claim to stand for the
consulate in absence and retain his province until the end of the year
49 B.cC. are still matters of controversy. If they were ever clear, debate
and misrepresentation soon clouded truth and equity. The nature of
the political crisis is less obscure. Caesar and his associates in power
had thwarted or suspended the constitution for their own ends many
times in the past. Exceptions had been made before in favour of other
dynasts; and Caesar asserted both legal and moral rights to preferen-
tial treatment. In the last resort his rank, prestige and honour,
summed up in the Latin word dignitas, were all at stake: to Caesar, as
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he claimed, “his dignitas had ever been dearer than life itself.” Sooner
than surrender it, Caesar appealed to arms. A constitutional pretext
was provided by the violence of his adversaries: Caesar stood in de-
fence of the rights of the tribunes and the liberties of the Roman
People. But that was not the plea which Caesar himself valued most—
it was his personal honour. '

His enemies appeared to have triumphed. They had driven a
wedge between the two dynasts, winning over to their side the power
and prestige of Pompeius. They would be able to deal with Pompeius
later. It might not come to open war; and Pompeius was still in their
control so long as he was not at the head of an army in the field. Upon
Caesar they had thrust the choice between civil war and political
extinction. . . .

Caesar was constrained to appeal to his army for protection. At
last the enemies of Caesar had succeeded in ensnaring Pompeius
and in working the constitution against the craftiest politican of the
day: he was declared a public enemy if he did not lay down his
command before a certain day. By invoking constitutional sanctions
against Caesar, a small faction misrepresented the true wishes of a
vast majority in the Senate, in Rome, and in Italy. They.Pretended
that the issue lay between a rebellious proconsul and legitimate au-
thority. Such venturesome expedients are commonly the work of hot
blood and muddled heads. The error was double and damning.
Disillusion followed swiftly. Even Cato was dismayed. It had .conﬁ-
dently been expected that the solid and respectable classes in the
towns of Italy would rally in defence of the authority of the Senate
and the liberties of the Roman People, that all the land would rise as
one man against the invader. Nothing of the kind happened. Italy
was apathetic to the war-cry of the Republic in danger, sceptical
about its champions. . . . :

Caesar, it is true, had only a legion to hand: the bulk of his army was
still far away. But he swept down the eastern coast of Italy, gathering
troops, momentum and confidence as he went. Within two months of
the crossing of the Rubicon he was master of Italy. Pompeius made
his escape across the Adriatic carrying with him several legions and a
large number of senators, a grievous burden of revenge and recrimi-
nation. The enemies of Caesar had counted upon capitulation or a
short and easy war. '

They had lost the first round. Then a second blow, quite beyoqd
calculation: before the summer was out the generals of Pompeius in
Spain were outmanoeuvred and overcome. Yet even so, until the
legions joined battle on the plain of Pharsalus, the odds lay heavily
against Caesar. Fortune, the devotion of his veteran leglqnarlgs and
the divided counsels of his adversaries secured the crowning victory.
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But three years more of fighting were needed to stamp out the last
and bitter resistance of the Pompeian cause in Africa and in Spain.

“They would have it thus,” said Caesar as he gazed upon the Roman
dead at Pharsalus, half in patriot grief for the havoc of civil war, halfin
impatience and resentment. They had cheated Caesar of the true glory
of a Roman aristocrat—to contend with his peers for primacy, not to
destroy them. His enemies had the laugh of him in death. Even Pharsa-
lus was not the end. His former ally, the great Pompeius, glorious from
victories in all quarters of the world, lay unburied on an Egyptian
beach, slain by a renegade Roman, the hireling of a foreign king. Dead,
too, and killed by Romans, were Caesar’s rivals and enemies, many
illustrious consulars. Ahenobarbus fought and fell at Pharsalus, and Q.
Metellus Scipio ended worthy of his ancestors; while Cato chose to fall
by his own hand rather than witness the domination of Caesar and the
destruction of the Free State. _

That was the nemesis of ambition and glory, to be thwarted in the
end. After such wreckage, the task of rebuilding confronted him,
stern and thankless. Without the sincere and patriotic co-operation of
the governing class, the attempt would be all in vain, the mere cre-
ation of arbitrary power, doomed to perish in violence. . . .

Under these unfavourable auspices, a Sulla but for clementia, a
Gracchus but lacking a revolutionary programme, Caesar established
his Dictatorship. His rule began as the triumph of a faction in civil
war: he made it his task to transcend faction, and in so doing wrought
his own destruction. A champion of the People, he had to curb the
People’s rights, as Sulla had done. To rule, he needed the support of
the nobiles, yet he had to curtail their privileges and repress their
dangerous ambitions. _

In name and function Caesar’s office was to set the State in order
again (rei publicae constituendae). Despite odious memories of Sulla, the
choice of the Dictatorship was recommended by its comprehensive
powers and freedom from the tribunician veto. Caesar knew that secret
enemies would soon direct that deadly weapon against one who had
used it with such dexterity in the past and who more recently claimed
to be asserting the rights of the tribunes, the liberty of the Roman
People. He was not mistaken. Yet he required special powers: after a
civil war the need was patent. The Dictator’s task might well demand
several years. In 46 B.c. his powers were prolonged to a tenure of ten
years, an ominous sign. A gleam of hope that the emergency period
would be quite short flickered up for a moment, to wane at once and
perish utterly. In January 44 B.c. Caesar was voted the Dictatorship for
life. About the same time decrees of the Senate ordained that an oath
of allegiance should be taken in his name. Was this the measure of his
ordering of the Roman State? Was this a res publica constituta?
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It was disquieting. Little had been done to repair the ravages of
civil war and promote social regeneration. For that there was sore
need, as both his adherents and his former adversaries pointed out.
From Pompeius, from Cato and from the oligarchy, no hope of
reform. But Caesar seemed different: he had consistently advocated
the cause of the oppressed, whether Roman, Italian or provincial.
He had shown that he was not afraid of vested interests. But Caesar
was not a revolutionary. . . .

[He] postponed decision about the permanent ordering of the
State. It was too difficult. Instead, he would set out for the wars again,
to Macedonia and to the eastern frontier of the Empire. At Rome he
was hampered: abroad he might enjoy his conscious mastery of men
and events, as before in Gaul. Easy victories—but not the urgent
needs of the Roman People.

About Caesar’s ultimate designs there can be opinion, but no cer-
tainty. The acts and projects of his Dictatorship do not reveal them.
For the rest, the evidence is partisan—or posthumous. No statement
of unrealized intentions is a safe guide to history, for it is unverifiable
and therefore the most attractive form of misrepresentation. The

enemies of Caesar spread rumours to discredit the living Dictator:

Caesar dead became a god and a myth, passing from the realm of
history into literature and legend, declamation and propaganda. . . .

Yet speculation cannot be debarred from playing round the high
and momentous theme of the last designs of Caesar the Dictator. It
has been supposed and contended that Caesar either desired to estab-
lish or had actually inaugurated an institution unheard of in Rome
and unimagined there—monarchic rule, despotic and absolute,
based upon worship of the ruler, after the pattern of the monarchies
of the Hellenistic East. Thus may Caesar be represented as the heir in
all things of Alexander the Macedonian and as the anticipator of
Caracalla, a king and a god incarnate, levelling class and nation,
ruling a subject, united and uniform world by right divine.

This extreme simplification of long and diverse ages of history
seems to suggest that Caesar alone of contemporary Roman states-
men possessed either a wide vision of the future or a singular and
elementary blindness to the present. But this is only a Caesar of myth
or rational construction. . . .

If Caesar must be judged, it is by facts and not by alleged intentions.
As his acts and his writings reveal him, Caesar stands out as a realist and
an opportunist. In the short time at his disposal he can hardly have
made plans for a long future or laid the foundation of a consistent
government. Whatever it might be, it would owe more to the needs of
the moment than to alien or theoretical models. More important the
business in hand; it was expedited in swift and arbitrary fashion. Cae-
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sar made plans and decisions in the company of his intimates and
secretaries: the Senate voted but did not deliberate. As the Dictator was
on the point of departing in the spring of 44 B.c. for several years of
campaigning in the Balkans and the East, he tied up magistracies and
provincial commands in advance by placing them, according to the
traditional Roman way, in the hands of loyal partisans, or of reconciled
Pompeians whose good sense should guarantee peace. For that period,
at least, a salutary pause from political activity: with the lapse of time
the situation might become clearer in one way or another. . . .

At the moment it was intolerable: the autocrat became impatient,
annoyed by covert opposition, petty criticism and laudations of dead
Cato. That he was unpopular he well knew. “For all his genius, Caesar
could not see a way out,” as one of his friends was subsequently to
remark. And there was no going back. To Caesar’s clear mind and
love of rapid decision, this brought a tragic sense of impotence and
frustration—he had been all things and it was no good. He had sur-
passed the good fortune of Sulla Felix and the glory of Pompeius
Magnus. In vain—reckless ambition had ruined the Roman State and
baffled itself in the end. Of the melancholy that descended upon
Caesar there stands the best of testimony—“my life has been long
enough, whether reckoned in years or in renown.” The words were
remembered. The most eloquent of his contemporaries did not dis-
dain to plagiarize them.

The question of ultimate intentions becomes irrelevant. Caesar was
slain for what he was, not for what he might become. . . .

It is not necessary to believe that Caesar planned to establish at
Rome a “Hellenistic Monarchy,” whatever meaning may attach to that
phrase. The Dictatorship was enough. The rule of the nobiles, he
could see, was an anachronism in a world-empire; and so was the
power of the Roman plebs when all Italy enjoyed the franchise. Cae-
sar in truth was more conservative and Roman than many have fan-
cied; and no Roman conceived of government save through an oligar-
chy. But Caesar was being forced into an autocratic position. It meant
the lasting domination of one man instead of the rule of the law, the
constitution and the Senate; it announced the triumph soon or late of
new forces and new ideas, the elevation of the army and the prov-
inces, the depression of the traditional governing class. Caesar’s autoc-
racy appeared to be much more than a temporary expedient to liqui-
date the heritage of the Civil War and reinvigorate the organs of the
Roman State. It was going to last—and the Roman aristocracy was
not to be permitted to govern and exploit the Empire in its own
fashion. The tragedies of history do not arise from the conflict of
conventional right and wrong. They are more august and more com-
plex. Caesar and Brutus each had right on his side. . . .
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Without a party a statesman is nothing. He sometimes forgets that
awkward fact. If the leader or principal agent of a faction goes be-
yond the wishes of his allies and emancipates himself from control, he
may have to be dropped or suppressed. . . .

When Caesar took the Dictatorship for life and the sworn allegiance
of senators, it seemed clear that he had escaped from the shackles of
party to supreme and personal rule. For this reason, certain of the most
prominent of his adherents combined with Republicans and Pom-
peians to remove their leader. The Caesarian party thus split by the
assassination of the Dictator none the less survived, joined for a few
months with Republicans in a new and precarious front of security and
vested interests led by the Dictator’s political deputy until a new leader,
emerging unexpected, at first tore it in pieces again, but ultimately,
after conquering the last of his rivals, converted the old Caesarian
party into a national government in a transformed State. The composi-
tion and vicissitudes of that party, though less dramatic in unity of
theme than the careers and exploits of the successive leaders, will yet
help to recall the ineffable complexities of authentic history.

Review and Study Questions

1. Compare Caesar with Alexander the Great.
2. Why was Caesar assassinated?

3. How did Caesar intérpret the nature of his rule over the Roman
Empire?

4. Caesar has been viewed as the assassin of the Republic. Do you
agree? Why?

Suggestions for Further Reading

As in the case of Alexander, the ancient sources for the life of Julius
Caesar are among the liveliest and most entertaining accounts of him.
Students are encouraged to read the rest of Suetonius’s sketch be-
yond what is excerpted in this chapter. They are also encouraged to
read Plutarch’s Life of Caesar, which, as we have noted, he wrote to be
compared with his Life of Alexander. Plutarch and Suetonius be-
tween them give us most of the anecdotal matter commonly associ-
ated with Caesar. We have in addition, as also noted above, the consid-
erable volume of Caesar’s own writings in several attractive modern
editions, The Gallic War, tr. and ed. Moses Hadas (New York: Modern
Library, 1957), tr. J. Warrington (New York: Heritage, 1955), and tr. S.
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A. Handford (Baltimore: Penguin, 1965); and The Civil War, ed. and
tr. Jane F. Mitchell (Baltimore: Penguin, 1967). We also have refer-
ences to Caesar scattered throughout the works of such contemporar-
ies as Cicero and Sallust.

Caesar has always been a fascinating figure, and there are an impos-
sibly large number of biographies of him. Two can be especially rec-
ommended to students. Probably the best brief biography is J. P. V. D.
Balsdon, Julius Caesar and Rome (London: The English Universities
Press, 1967), an authoritative work by an established authority, an-
other in the excellent “Teach Yourself History Library” series. Stu-
dents may prefer the somewhat larger and more lavish Michael
Grant, Caesar (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1974), in the
“Great Lives” series; it is interesting and readable as well as authorita-
tive, another book by one of the best modern popularizers of ancient
history. Zwi Yavetz, Julius Caesar and his Public Image (Ithaca, N.Y.:
Cornell University Press, 1983) attempts to assess the various answers
to the question of why Caesar was assassinated. Students will find the
last chapter, “Public Opinion and the Ides of March,” particularly
useful as a summary and review of the problem.

There are also many books dealing with Caesar’s era and the late
Roman republic. One of the best of these, and one that combines the
account of the man and the era, is Matthias Gelzer, Caesar: Politician
and Statesman, tr. Peter Needham (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1968). Despite its relentlessly prosaic quality, it is an impor-
tant interpretive work by a great German scholar, stressing Caesar as
a political figure of genius and paralleling the views of Sir Ronald
Syme, which are represented in this chapter. A somewhat broader
account, still considered a standard work by many authorities, is that
of F. E. Adcock in chs. 15-17 in vol. 9 of the Cambridge Ancient History
(Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1932). Also rec-
ommended are R. E. Smith, The Failure of the Roman Republic (Cam-
bridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1955); the somewhat
more detailed Erich S. Gruen, The Last Generation of the Roman Repub-
lic (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974); and the now fa-
mous small study by Lily Ross Taylor, Party Politics in the Age of Caesar
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975 [1949]).

Finally, two special studies are recomrnended, the attractive small
book by F. E. Adcock, Caesar as Man of Letters (Cambridge, England:
Cambridge University Press, 1956), and Gen. John F. C. Fuller, Julius
Caesar: Man, Soldier, and Tyrant (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers Uni-
versity Press, 1965), a lively, opinionated, and somewhat debunking
book by a great military historian about Caesar as a less-than-
brilliant general.



