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    Introduction



    The history of Ancient Rome is as rich in intricacies and plot twists as
    any modern-day soap opera. Many of Rome’s thinkers, politicians, and those
    we remember thousands of years later had sensationalized lives—intrigue,
    tyranny, murder and assassination, war, and even sordid romance. These
    colorful figures founded a unique political and philosophical animal that
    devoured most of the known world in its time; it was an animal that many
    rulers sought to control, and ultimately were devoured by themselves.



    Perhaps the most famous of these figures are the forefathers and leaders of
    the Julio-Claudian dynasty; the first series of Roman emperors at the
    founding of the Empire, once the Republic had crumbled under the weight of
    its civil wars. The turbulence of the rise of an empire allowed all manner
    and make of man to come to power—some saw beyond their fragile borders and
    sought to conquer the world, while others used their power for hedonistic
    personal indulgence, and others still would manage to do both. Each of them
    helped, in their unique way, to build a nation that was more formidable
    than nearly any other in human history, even in its relatively short
    existence.



    Caligula, born Gaius Julius Caesar Germanicus, is certainly counted among
    these titans. Though only emperor for a few short years, he managed to
    write himself into the annals of history with his seeming transition from a
    temperate ruler to one devoted to cruelty, sadism, and madness. His
    assassination at the hands of other politicians and his own guard add an
    air of mystery to his seeming descent into madness.



    His rule, however, and the rule of those who came after him (including
    Claudius and the infamous Nero), can only be truly understood in the light
    of the political climate of the age. Rome was a newly formed empire, having
    only come into being as we know it during the rise of the well-known Gaius
    Julius Caesar, a distant relative to Caligula. The Roman Empire was 82
    years old when Caligula succeeded his grand-uncle Tiberius as emperor. By
    that time, the reach of the Empire stretched across the entirety of Western
    Europe, Northern Africa, the Mediterranean, and into the Middle East. The
    sprawl of the Empire would continue to expand in the following century, and
    Caligula’s rule would aim to make the dream of a worldwide nation united
    under a single banner a reality.



    Caligula was a product of the men who came before him as well as the
    ethereal and uncontrollable animal that was the Roman Senate. In order to
    speculate about any reasoning behind Caligula’s apparent madness, one must
    first understand the situation in Rome upon his appointment to the position
    of emperor.



    The lengthy and complex process of change in the governing body of Rome,
    along with its rapid expansion, certainly played a role in the policies and
    lives of those early rulers. Caligula himself succeeded to the position
    through a series of family tragedies that resulted in the deaths of his
    entire nuclear family, and his rule was plagued by financial crises, wars
    with the Senate, and even famine. His celebrity during his short four-year
    reign has lived on for thousands of years, spawning a fictional mythos that
    continues into the twenty-first century.



Chapter One



    The Fall of the Roman Republic



    “For the nobles will be dissatisfied because they think themselves worthy
    of more than an equal share of honors.”



    —Aristotle



    The political landscape of the Roman Empire began with the fall of the
    Roman Republic and involved one of Caligula’s most famous relatives: Julius
    Caesar.



    The Republic, which is largely agreed to have been in place from 509 BC to
    27 BC, was a complex organization steeped in hierarchy and primarily
    consisting of two factions: land-owning aristocracy, known as patricians,
    and the much larger commoner base, known as plebeians. The entire governing
    body was ruled by two consuls, who were appointed by popular vote among
    Roman citizens, and took advisement from the Senate.



    The laws under which the Republic operated evolved over their roughly
    500-year existence, eventually allowing members of the common population to
    rise to political power and into the aristocratic caste. Many of the
    policies and procedures which were refined throughout the Republic’s life
    are still in use in modern nations under what is referred to as the
    Napoleonic Code. Unfortunately, the refinement and merit of these laws were
    not enough to stop heated political debate between the factions, and the
    Republic was put under immense strain by a series of civil wars among
    patricians and members of the Senate. Political success for an individual
    was linked to military success, which on the one hand allowed for the
    Republic’s impressive expansion through Europe and the Mediterranean, but
    also helped stoke the fires of conflict between individual Roman
    politicians. The Republic and the laws that governed it began to crumble as
    the central power dissipated under the weight of Rome’s rapid imperialistic
    expansion. Rome was essentially split into individual city-states or
    principalities, ruled by governors who controlled private armies. These
    armies became the means of the law, rather than political discourse and
    debate. Governors and their armies often clashed over control of various
    territories within Roman borders.



    The faction infighting came to a head between 49 and 45 BC, in what came to
    be known as the Great Roman Civil War, sometimes referred to as Caesar’s
    Civil War. Gaius Julius Caesar had already risen to power as a politician
    and had become a formidable military general whose campaigns had won the
    Roman Republic the lands extending to the English Channel in one direction,
    and the Rhine River in another. He and Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, another
    politician and military general, known in English as Pompey, had formed a
    political alliance that had greatly benefitted Rome for several years as
    they ruled jointly.



    The alliance was largely formed by Pompey’s marriage to Caesar’s daughter,
    Julia, but upon her death, the partnership split as Pompey sided with the
    more conservative faction of the Senate. Thus began the struggle between
    Caesar and Pompey to control the Senate. The war began as the Senate
    demanded Caesar to give up control of his army, to which Caesar responded
    by marching on Rome itself. The battles extended across lands that
    encompass multiple modern-day countries, and only ended upon Pompey’s
    assassination after he fled to Egypt. Once the last skirmish was inarguably
    won, Caesar declared himself, with the approval of the majority of the
    Senate, dictator perpetuo of Rome, or “dictator for life.”



    This did not sit well with more than one member of the Senate, who were
    fearful that Caesar’s overthrow of the Republic’s traditions would lead to
    a tyrannical rule that would put the lives of many citizens in danger. The
    resulting plot is infamous both in history and literature—the assassination
    of Julius Caesar on March 15, 44 BC, has come to be known in modern
    parlance (mostly thanks to William Shakespeare) as “The Ides of March.”



    Various historical records confirm roughly 60 conspirators in the
    act—Caesar was stabbed 23 times, with one of those wounds being fatal. It
    was enough to send Rome, idling in the veil between Republic and Empire,
    into chaos.



    The plebeians of Rome started riots, protesting the assassination of their
    popular leader at the hands of a group of aristocrats. Caesar’s
    grand-nephew and adopted son, Gaius Octavius (Octavian), had been named in
    Caesar’s will as his successor, but he was met with several obstacles, most
    notably Marc Antony, who had capitalized on Caesar’s assassination and the
    public outcry by attempting to consolidate power for himself. Rome
    descended into another long series of civil wars, after only just finding
    peace.



    It took until 27 BC for the dust to settle, only made possible by
    Octavian’s decisive military victory over Marc Antony and his lover,
    Cleopatra, in Egypt. He climbed the bedrock of what was


Conclusion



    Caligula was likely a product of his peculiar place in history. The
    Republic that had existed only 80 years prior had not been sustainable and
    was easily taken down by men of ambition backed by military might. The
    Empire into which he was born was in its infancy, and with only two
    predecessors to serve as examples, he rose into a position of ultimate
    power with little to no idea of how to use it.



    Many of the leaders who came directly before him were praised for actions
    they took for personal gain: Julius Caesar marched his military force on
    Rome; Augustus founded an Empire from the ruins of an ineffectual
    government, and shrewdly consolidated enough power to become the
    unopposable political force in the territory; Caligula’s father,
    Germanicus, earned his respect and the people’s love by going directly
    against the emperor’s orders and conquering foreign territory. Caligula may
    have looked at the legends that came before him and sought to emulate them
    by acting on instinct. Unfortunately, his instincts did not serve him, or
    his people, well.



    Even Tiberius, the only figure in the recent history of the time that was
    not a character to compete with, played his part in creating the world into
    which Caligula was thrust. His disastrous rule had created an economic and
    political climate that was something akin to an out-of-control fire. Fear
    gripped the general populace. The Senate had become accustomed to wielding
    the power they had lost to the emperor. Tiberius’ absence from Rome gave
    individuals who thirsted for power and money an opportunity to take
    advantage of a young and fragile Empire. Caligula may have benefited from
    this in his way, affording himself the luxuries and freedom he had been
    denied under Tiberius’ reign as his hostage. The Senate chose to fight
    back, however, grasping for the power they had held, lost, and held again
    in such a short period of time.



    The exact cause of his decline into madness is unclear and highly debated
    to this day. But once again, the true impetus may simply have been the
    world into which he had been born. He entered Rome upon Tiberius’ death to
    parades and a cheering populace. He was the son of one of Rome’s most
    well-respected and loved heroes, a figure whose life had been cut short due
    to the machinations of a disinterested ruler. He may have crumbled under
    the combined pressures of public expectation and the sheer weight of the
    responsibilities he was expected to bear. That, coupled with what is
    largely agreed to be fluctuating health, could have caused him to snap. The
    reconstruction of his public image as a living, breathing god could have
    been an attempt to separate himself from the whisperings of mortal men who
    only desired to consolidate their power and use it for personal gain.



    It is all speculation. Despite the damage he did to the Empire’s image
    throughout the known world, and his magnificent misuse of the public
    treasury, the Roman Empire existed for another 1,400 years, completing the
    expansion into Britannia that he had begun, and beyond. Eventually, the
    Empire collapsed into the political vacuum it had created—the pressure had
    already started to build the second it was born. Even though he was one of
    Rome’s earliest rulers, Caligula lives on in infamy, his name synonymous
    with madness. In that sense, he rose to take his place alongside his
    father, two sides of the same Roman coin.


