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    Introduction
    




    Ancient Roman names are known for their length and complexity—so much so,
    that they are often the bane of historians attempting to tell one famous
    Roman apart from another. The man who would become Augustus shares this
    complicated legacy of appellation. Upon his birth in 63 BCE, he had been
    bestowed with the name of Gaius Octavius Thurinus, with Octavius—later
    Octavian—being his first name with which others were to address him. In
    this book, he will be referred to as Octavian to avoid confusion.



    On his father’s side, Octavian’s family hailed from the village of Velletri
    some 25 miles outside of Rome. His father—who also carried the name
    Octavian—had risen to some political prominence, first with his appointment
    as quaestor (the Roman equivalent of prosecutor) in 70 BCE and then the
    seat of praetor in 61 BCE when Octavian was just two years old. This then
    led to an expanded role for Octavian’s father as the administrator of
    Macedonia, which meant that he would be gone for much of young Octavian’s
    first few years of life. When he returned in 58 BCE, he died from an abrupt
    and sudden illness, leaving the young Octavian officially fatherless.



    Octavian’s mother, a still fairly young and eligible woman named Atia,
    would remarry shortly after her first husband’s passing. She married a
    Macedonian aristocrat named Lucius Marcius Philippus who claimed to have
    been descended from none other than the Macedonian king of legend,
    Alexander the Great. Shortly after his mother’s union with Phillippus,
    Octavian was sent to live with his grandmother Julia. No one knows for sure
    why this was the case, although many have drawn the conclusion that
    Phillippus may not have been entirely accepting of his new stepson.



    At any rate, in his early years, it is said that Octavian was well cared
    for by his grandmother. It was also through the house of his grandmother
    that he would become acquainted with the most pivotal person in his life,
    his great-uncle Gaius Julius Caesar. Octavian and this rising Roman star
    shared Julia as their common relative since she was Julius Caesar’s aunt as
    well as Octavian’s grandmother. Caesar was in his early forties at the time
    and Octavian just a small child, so as you can imagine any interaction
    during this phase of Octavian’s life couldn’t have been too meaningful due
    to the gap in age, but the two would become close in good time.



    Immediately after being in his grandmother’s care during his early years,
    Octavian then went on to public education in the Roman form of elementary
    school called the ludi litterarii. Here Octavian would have
    learned the basics of mathematics, reading, and writing. Much emphasis
    would have been placed on group learning with the teacher repeating back
    information to the class and expecting the students to memorize what they
    were told.



    The next major milestone in Octavian’s life occurred when he was 12 years
    old in 51 BCE as his grandmother Julia passed away. As young as he was, due
    to the recognized closeness that the child had with his caretaker, he was
    allowed to say a few words at her funeral. Octavian’s eulogy was no doubt a
    touching one, but it was quickly overshadowed by the rousing speech given
    by his great-uncle, Julius Caesar. Caesar wanted to leave no doubt that he
    revered his aunt and all of his ancestors from the house of Julien. He
    proclaimed, “The family of my aunt Julia is descended from kings on her
    mother’s side and, through her father, from the gods themselves. For the
    Marcii Reges, her mother’s family, are heirs of Ancus Marcius, fourth King
    of Rome, while the Julian’s of which our clan is a member, descend from the
    goddess Venus herself. My family therefore holds the sanctity of kings who
    rule among men and of gods who rule over kings.”



    Claiming descent from the divine was a pretty bold statement, but for the
    most part the local residents in attendance, who all revered and respected
    both Julia and her nephew Julius Caesar in equal measure, are said to have
    responded favorably to the send-off. But no doubt lost in all of this
    acclaim and familial fanfare were the words of young Octavian, who through
    the tears streaming down his face attempted to express not his belief in
    his family’s greatness, but simply the heartache he felt after having lost
    the person who had cared for him most.



Chapter One



    Uncle Caesar’s War



    “Young men, hear an old man to whom old men hearkened when he was young.”



    —Augustus



    After the death of his grandmother, Octavian finally moved in with his
    mother and stepfather. Shortly after settling in with his new primary
    providers, he was enrolled to take classes with a grammaticus—a
    special Roman instructor in literature and language. Here young Octavian
    would learn to become well versed in both Latin and Greek, with a heavy
    overall emphasis on Hellenic culture. But most importantly, and telling for
    the future that Octavian was being groomed for, the grammaticus also
    specialized in training the pupils in public speaking. For any prominent
    Roman expected to someday contribute to civic culture, this was a crucial
    aspect of their education.



    As well as advancing his studies, Octavian was also busy developing his
    social life. He is said to have been rather easy to get along with and well
    liked among his peers, making many friends. One of which, Marcus Vipsanius
    Agrippa, would remain so for the rest of their lives. These strong support
    groups would prove pivotal as Octavian entered into his teenage years.



    Adolescence would prove to be a trying time for Octavian. Not only did he
    have to face the normal stressors of coming of age, but he also had to deal
    with a Roman Republic that was coming apart at the seams. And Octavian’s
    own great-uncle was one of the main figures who had a hand in the impending
    Roman Civil War. You see, in 49 BCE due to a collapse of old political
    alliances, military grandstanding, and economic downturn, all the
    ingredients were coming together for a schismatic split of Rome.



    Julius Caesar had previously been allied with the powerful Roman General
    Pompey, but as the ambitions of both men began to grow, Rome was soon not
    quite big enough for the two of them. Pompey, who had gained considerable
    support in the Senate, convinced the senators to order Caesar to resign.



    Caesar was with his troops in Gaul, a Roman territory in western Europe,
    when he received orders to return to the Senate to tender his resignation
    in person. Caesar, however, believed that this was just a ruse to separate
    him from his troops. He was convinced that if he did as he was told, he
    would be arrested and promptly executed as soon as he arrived. So instead
    of returning to Rome as commanded, Caesar officially went rogue and,
    gathering his troops together, moved onto the border of northern Italy
    poised to strike out at his rival.



    After their overtures were rejected by Caesar, on January 7, 49 BCE the
    Senate unanimously declared Caesar to be an enemy of the state and declared
    martial law. Not wasting any time, just a few days after this declaration,
    Julius Caesar crossed the river Rubicon, leaving the Roman territory of
    Gaul for Italian soil, and began his march on Rome. In the midst of all
    this turmoil, Octavian meanwhile had been hustled off to the safety of the
    countryside by his mother Atia.



    In this first test of wills, Caesar would ultimately be victorious, chasing
    General Pompey out of Rome with what was left of his army fleeing to
    Pharsalus in Greece. In just a matter of weeks, Caesar was then named
    dictator of the Republic. This was meant to be a stopgap measure,
    temporarily put in place until order could be established. 



    It was shortly after this dictatorial dust had settled that Octavian
    underwent the coming of age ceremony common to all Roman children in which
    he put away his childish cloak for the togo virilis, or as it is
    roughly translated, “gown of manhood.” In this ceremony, along with
    publicly donning the toga virilis, Octavian was also expected to give a
    public speech and conduct a public sacrifice. Animal sacrifices were very
    much a part of Roman life, and Octavian must have already had some sense of
    familiarity with the act. The stress of doing it in public would have
    significantly increased the pressure, but Octavian got through it. The only
    real problem he had was when he attempted to put on his toga virilis. It is
    said that while he was still in the process of raising the robe over his
    head to put it on, there was an audible ripping sound, and the next thing
    anyone knew his undertunic was torn asunder, falling to his feet.



    The audience now stared in shock as Octavian stood before them in nothing
    more than the Roman equivalent of underwear. Most would be mortified and
    perhaps paralyzed with fear. But Octavian, demonstrating his ability to
    roll with the punches—the sheer tenacity that would make him famous—simply
    looked down at the undergarments that had fallen to his feet, shrugged his
    shoulders, and remarked, “I shall have the whole Senatorial Order at my
    feet!” You can only imagine the relief of the embarrassed audience as they
    suddenly forgot all about their embarrassment and burst into laughter at
    Octavian’s wisecracks.



    From early on, Octavian showed that he had an incredible capacity to turn
    the tragic into magic. He was an astute reader of others and always knew
    just what to say in order to seize victory from the jaws of defeat. Even as
    Caesar’s war raged, Octavian was poised and ready to take all the glory.



Conclusion



    When Octavian finally passed away on August 19, 14 CE at age 75, he died
    with the assurance that his stepson Tiberius would carry on his legacy.
    Octavian, who was a meticulous planner during his life, wanted to make sure
    that all things were well in order upon his death. In fact, his famous
    final words are said to be, “Have I played the part well? Then applaud as I
    exit!” He was critiquing his actions even as he left the world stage
    behind.



    Say what you will about the first Roman Emperor Augustus, but he left a
    lasting legacy in the known world, ushering in the rise of the Roman Empire
    and the subsequent Pax Romana, or Roman Peace.


