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In this research, I shall attempt, through a perusal of some of the ancient sources and through reading some of the theories of modern historians, to attain a better understanding of the personality and reign of the emperor Gaius, commonly known as Caligula.  To this end, my focus will be on the writings of Cassius Dio.  At the same time, I shall discuss of the life of Marcus Julius Agrippa I and his relationship to Gaius, and show how an understanding of Agrippa and his relationship with Gaius might also throw some light on the personality and reign of the latter.  

Attempting to achieve a clearer understanding of the personality and four-year reign of the third Caesar, Gaius Julius Caesar Germanicus (lived AD 12 to 41; reigned AD 37 to 41), popularly known by his childhood nickname of Caligula (“bootikins”) requires a very cautious perusal of the primary sources.  Most of the ancient sources on Caesar Gaius were written decades to centuries after his death and seem to have become more exaggerated and distorted the more removed they are in time from the events they describe (Bissler, 2013).  All of these sources were written from some sort of biased perspective and, thus, much of their material cannot be taken literally; these materials must be read with caution since they often shed greater light on the thinking of their authors than on the historical facts.  Although understandable, as the emperor Gaius disliked being addressed by his childhood nickname, the name which has unfortunately come down to us in the sources, he also appears to have disliked being called Gaius (Barrett, 1989); however, for clarity, it is easier in this essay not to refer to him as Caesar or Germanicus but by his praenomen, Gaius.  

Most ancient historical sources label Gaius as having been insane.  From an objective perusal of the sources, it appears that most of the examples of insanity seem to refer to Gaius’ arrogance, and black and often spiteful sense of humour, as well as his interest in the Hellenistic arts.  It also appears that most of the people he put do death were actually conspiring against him, and other Caesars, including his predecessors, found themselves in similar situations, as did his successor, Claudius.  The main problem seems to be that Gaius, like other Caesars whom the sources disparage, was unable to form good relations with the Senate, although during his reign, various senators did get along with him and achieved success through his patronage; they later attempted to hide these details during the reign of his successor, Claudius.  While this article does not claim to condone malicious or autocratic behaviour, Gaius’ lack of tact might be blamed on his lack of experience and training prior to his achieving the Principate, due to Tiberius’ belief that he himself still had plenty of time remaining in his life and need not clarify just yet his choice of successor.  Gaius was also only 24 at his accession, immature, and had suffered many shocks and hardships since childhood, including the loss of most of his family; he had also had to live, in the period just prior to his reign, with Caesar Tiberius, the person who had been responsible for some of his family’s demise.  In addition, Gaius had begun his reign with the assistance of good advisors in the persons of his praetorian prefect Macro and his friend Agrippa, although their presence in Rome was later replaced by possibly less helpful Greek freedmen.  As well, toward the end of his association with Gaius, Macro may have conspired against him.  Gaius was, as one historian points out, just as human as the rest of us, and as such is deserving of objective research and presentation (Bissler, 2013) rather than having modern scholars support ancient and culturally precipitated biases and rumours.  My research indicates that Gaius’ short reign was one in which the young and inexperienced emperor, who lacked training in modifying his somewhat brash personality, made various judgment errors which precipitated a problem which quickly escalated out of control.  I shall attempt an objective perusal of the information we have on Gaius and his reign to endeavor to determine his actual personality and circumstance. 
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