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The Roman empire at the death of Caesar










ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN

On 15 February 44 BC Caius Iulius Caesar (cos. V) was appointed dictator perpetuus, dictator for life, by the Senate. On the same day, crowds gathered in Rome for Lupercalia – a primitive and rough festival when young men of noble blood ran oiled and naked, touching women of childbearing age as they did so with strips of goatskin to assist their future fertility. This annual event turned society upside down, for the Romans were not liberal in their views of nudity, despite what Hollywood would have us believe. As is well known, while running with the Lupercali, or wolf-men, Mark Antony offered Caesar a ‘kingly crown’, only to see him throw it ostentatiously away (App. B civ. 2.108). An offer such as this was a strict taboo in Rome, where the early kings had been vanquished in order that the Republic could be formed.

It will perhaps be pertinent to add that on an earlier occasion, when he was returning from the Feriae Latinae (26 January), the crowd had hailed Caesar as rex and he had retorted with the polemical bon mot ‘No, I am Caesar, not King’ (Sue. DI 79.2). For the Romans, the title of king still had ancient evil connotations, and it is highly improbable that Caesar wanted to be called rex, a term belonging to the vocabulary of Roman political invective. But as Caesar the Dictator, he certainly did not want to behave in an entirely constitutional manner and the very premise of republican government – that power should be shared and that the Senate was the chief governing body – was at stake. Napoleon, surely a critic as qualified as any other, once said: ‘If Caesar wanted to be king, he would have got his army to acclaim him as such’ (Correspondance, vol. XXXII, p. 88), but the simple truth is that we do not know for sure. It is important to remember this.

Whatever his true motives (a different matter and a different discussion), on the Ides of March Caesar fell to the daggers of conspirators who were anxious to preserve the liberty of the Republic. By a stroke of poetic justice, some would add, he perished at the foot of a life-size statue of his old foe Cnaeus Pompeius Magnus (better known in the English-speaking world as Pompey). Brandishing their bloody daggers and calling on Marcus Tullius Cicero (arch-orator, political broker, self-publicist, and social climber), though the nervous old man was not privy to the dastardly plot, the conspirators proclaimed to all they met that they had killed a king and a tyrant (Cic. Phil. 2.28, 30, Dio 44.20.4). The conspiracy itself included some 60 individuals, and not only ex-Pompeians forgiven and favoured by Caesar, men such as Marcus Iunius Brutus and his brother-in-law Caius Cassius Longinus, but dyed-in-the-wool Caesarians too. Among the latter was Caius Trebonius (cos. suff. 45 BC), an admirer of Cicero (himself a former opponent of Caesar’s who had become a grudging collaborator), and Decimus Iunius Brutus Albinus (a distant relative of Marcus Brutus), who had been a legate of Caesar during his high-handed conquest of Gaul.
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Marble bust (Palermo, Museo Archeologico Regionale, inv. NI 1967) of Caius Iulius Caesar, Iulio-Claudian copy of a 1st-century BC original, provenance unknown. Ancient and modern commentators alike cannot agree upon the meaning of Caesar’s refusal to have himself crowned king. Some believe that he orchestrated the entire incident for his own political advantage. Perhaps he secretly wished to become a king, or perhaps he was genuinely opposed to the idea of kingship, as his own public comments would indicate. What is undeniably clear, however, is that many in Rome opposed Caesar’s autocracy in any form, whether as dictator perpetuus or rex, and his assassination rekindled the banked fires of civil war. (© Nic Fields)






In fear of his own life, Mark Antony had cast off his consular clothes and escaped to his house in disguise as a slave. As the sole remaining consul of Rome, Mark Antony was now the most senior official of the state. That night he obtained from Calpurnia documents that had belonged to her slain husband. In effect, Calpurnia handed over to Mark Antony the minutes of Caesar’s tyranny. These papyrus rolls, safely spirited away to Mark Antony’s house long before Caesar was eulogized and cremated, would soon plunge Rome into a constitutional crisis of unprecedented magnitude.

Nor can we overlook the assassination itself: ‘Speak, hands, for me!’ cries Casca in Shakespeare’s play, but Shakespeare fails to mention that the conspirators had concealed their daggers in writing cases and that Caesar fought back with the stylus he held ready for that day’s business of the Senate (Dio 44.16.1, cf. Sue. DI 82.1). The conspirators promptly transformed into the Liberators, for, in their opinion, and in the opinion of their supporters, they had liberated Rome from the contagious tyranny of Caius Iulius Caesar. After all, tyrannicide was an exceptional event, and, within days of the dictator’s assassination while the Senate was still hesitant about how to react, the place of his funerary pyre was a shrine, and a self-appointed ‘priest’ was honouring Caesar as a god. The ordinary people of Rome plainly preferred Caesar to yet more high-minded ‘liberty’ from the senatorial aristocracy who, after all, had suffered a political paralysis during Caesar’s heavy-handed dictatorship. In truth, Caesar was slain for what he was, not for what he might become.

The spectre of a rex haunted the corridors of republican minds, and Brutus and Cassius believed they were saving the Republic when they struck down Caesar. Instead, they unleashed a chaotic chain of events that ultimately culminated in the deaths of the conspirators, their associates and the very Republic they were trying to save. It was the biggest miscalculation since Goliath decided to take on David in single combat. The fate of the aforementioned Trebonius may illustrate. He was to have his head cut off and paraded on a spear by the Caesarian partisan who invaded his province of Asia. Coincidentally, the killer was Cicero’s former son-in-law Publius Cornelius Dolabella, who was in turn eliminated a couple of months afterwards. Cicero himself was to perish in the shakeout that took almost a decade and a half to subside.
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Male bust of Marcus Iunius Brutus (Rome, Museo Nazionale Romano di Palazzo Massimo alle Terme, inv. MNR 48), the so-called ‘Brutus’, found in the Tiber and dated to 30–15 BC. According to Dio Cassius (44.19.1), the conspirators originally intended to murder Mark Antony and Lepidus as well as the dictator. They chose, apparently at the insistence of Marcus Brutus, to kill only Caesar, so their deed would be perceived as a righteous strike to save the Republic from a tyrant and not as a bloody massacre of political opponents to secure personal power. With hindsight it is clear that Brutus’ insistence on limiting the plot to one victim was short-sighted, although splendidly noble. (Marie-Lan Nguyen/Wikimedia Commons/Public Domain)






MARK ANTONY’S DOMINATION

When it came to words, Mark Antony was said to favour a flamboyant form of oratory known as the Asiatic style (Plut. Ant. 2.5). Cicero, certainly no friend of Mark Antony, accused him of ‘spewing rather than speaking’ (ad fam. 12.2.1, cf. 25.4) – his own words – when he made a speech, while Octavian ridiculed the use of archaisms in Mark Antony’s literary style (Sue. DA 86.3). We may mock along with Cicero, but at the funeral of his fellow consul and kinsman (Mark Antony was Caesar’s third cousin once removed on his mother’s side) he was to prove a powerful orator. Cassius is said to have argued against permitting Caesar a public funeral and allowing Mark Antony to conduct it, but allowed himself to be overruled by Brutus. This proved to be a gross mistake.
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German woodcut illustration (leaf [m] 8v, fol. cviii) circa 1474 depicting Porcia Catonis counselling her husband Marcus Iunius Brutus; Caesar’s murder at the hands of Brutus and Cassius; and Porcia’s suicide in 42 BC. Caius Cassius Longinus was a far better commander and politician than Brutus, but lacked Brutus’ moral authority. Plutarch held Cassius in low regard, describing him as a man who was not well liked and who ruled his soldiers through fear. That being so, Cassius had entered the sweep of Roman history back in 53 BC as a quaestor on the staff of Crassus during the ill-fated invasion of Parthia. Cassius’ sound tactical advice was consistently ignored, and at Carrhae Crassus’ army was all but annihilated. Cassius rallied the survivors and led them safely back to Syria. (Penn Provenance Project/Wikimedia Commons/CC-BY-2.0)






Concerning this notoriously controversial funeral address there are two main versions of what Mark Antony said to those ‘Friends, Romans, countrymen’ (Julius Caesar III.ii.79), as Shakespeare memorably puts it, who lent him their ears. One is that he said only a few words after a proclamation by a herald (Sue. DI 84.2). Another is more compelling and builds on what we can infer from the loquacious Cicero (ad Att. 14.10.1, ad fam. 11.1, Phil. 2.91) – though no general, Cicero has entrances and exits throughout this work. Thus, after speaking of Caesar’s deeds, Mark Antony began to work with the rising emotions of the volatile crowd, which was packed shoulder-to-shoulder in the Forum. He chanted a lament of his own and began to weep. He held up Caesar’s toga, complete with dried bloodstains and rents, on a spear; as feelings rose, he then displayed a wax model of Caesar’s wounded corpse. Songs of lament are said to have followed from the crowd, in which Caesar himself appeared to be speaking. Evidently, the clever Mark Antony had mobilized actors to orchestrate the occasion. The crowd erupted, and Caesar’s body was cremated there and then in the Forum. Now, at all events, a tribune, Helvius Cinna – Cinna the Poet – mistaken for the conspirator Lucius Cornelius Cinna, was accidentally lynched, and the homes of the other leaders of the plot almost fired.

The people’s anger had been stirred, a timely warning to Mark Antony’s opponents. Mark Antony had adeptly turned the tables on the conspirators with his tear-jerking panegyric. Over the next month or so all of them slipped away from Rome. In the funeral speech Mark Antony demonstrated his loyalty towards Caesar, but also showcased the power of his oratory and furthered his political ambitions.

Those ambitions of Mark Antony had taken root quickly, for on 16 March he had issued an edict, as consul, to convene a meeting of the Senate for dawn the following day. Still wary of going the same way as his chief, Mark Antony specified that his fellow senators meet at the temple of Tellus (Cic. Phil. 1.1, 31, 2.89, ad Att. 16.14.1). The ostensible reason for the choice of location was the safety offered by the temple’s proximity to Mark Antony’s own house, in the Carinae district of Rome (App. B civ. 2.126). The Senate declared an amnesty for the assassins but also adopted a blanket fiat of the Caesarean status quo. Part and parcel of Caesar’s acta entailed that the pre-election of the next two years’ consuls and tribunes, undertaken by Caesar before his planned Dacian and Parthian campaigns, was to remain valid (Dio 43.51.5, cf. Cic. ad Att. 14.6.1–2).
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Marble bust (Bologna, Museo Civico Archeologico, inv. ROM 2002) of Mark Antony, late 1st century BC. Renowned for his prodigious strength, this portrait clearly depicts Mark Antony’s bull-like features and neck, which gave some credibility to his claim of being descended from the semi-divine Hercules. A proficient soldier and a skilled politician, Mark Antony was a poor arbitrator and administrator with an immense appetite for wild living. Bawdy lifestyle apart, unlike some of his contemporaries, he circulated comfortably among his men’s campfires, exchanging small talk and battlefield gossip. (© Esther Carré)






It was a crucial moment. In Appian’s fanciful reconstruction of the scene, republican senators agree to the compromise after Mark Antony wryly reminds them that many of them in fact owe their present positions to Caesar’s bountiful favours. In case they hesitated, armed soldiers, Caesar’s veterans, were on hand to clarify their minds (App. B civ. 2.126–8). It appears that at this particular point in time Mark Antony was quite prepared to build his hegemony on a friend-or-foe dichotomy.

As is suggested by Cicero’s complaints to Titus Pomponius Atticus (the cognomen was a personal acquisition), financier, man of learning and renowned hypochondriac who was the diplomatic friend of all important men in Rome, Mark Antony seems to have begun forging new entries in the papers of Caesar, apparently with the help of Caesar’s secretary Faberius. A direct reference to forgery comes in a letter written on 26 April: ‘Things that Caesar neither did nor ever would have done or permitted to be done are now brought out from his forged memoranda [ex falsis eius commentariis]. As for me, I have shown myself all compliance to Mark Antony. After all, having once made up his mind that he had a right to do what he pleased, he would have done it just the same if I had opposed’ (Cic. ad Att. 14.13.6).

Cicero’s letter to Atticus makes it clear that in certain matters of state Mark Antony was employing fraudulent evidence, but in his reply to Mark Antony he gives his unqualified assent (ibid. 14.13B.2, cf. Phil. 2.97, 100). Thus, in a letter to Atticus (the two were in fact close trusted friends) only two or three days later, he exclaims: ‘We could not bear Caesar as our master, but we bow to his notebooks’ (ad Att. 14.14.2). Clearly, Mark Antony
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ENTER THE RIVAL
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THE NEW CAESAR
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