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Artist’s note

Readers may care to note that the original paintings from which the colour plates in this book were prepared are available for private sale. The Publishers retain all reproduction copyright whatsoever. All enquiries should be addressed to:

Peter Dennis, Fieldhead, The Park, Mansfield, Notts, NG18 2AT, UK

The Publishers regret that they can enter into no correspondence upon this matter.

Abbreviations
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	Caesar Bellum civile


	BG
	Caesar Bellum Gallicum


	DI
	Suetonius Divus Iulius


	Ad Att.
	Cicero Epistulae ad Atticum


	Ad fam.
	Cicero Epistulae ad familiares
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INTRODUCTION

The fate of most of us is to vanish without trace in the mantle of history, and usually individuals who figure in history do so because another individual chooses to recount their deeds for posterity. Homer immortalized Achilles, as did Virgil for Aeneas; Plato, along with the unpretentious Xenophon, preserved the memory of Socrates. Caius Iulius Caesar, known to us as Julius Caesar and by common consent one of history’s great men, naturally took care of his own reputation.

For us moderns the conquest of Gaul stands as the greatest of Caesar’s achievements, yet at the time it was little other than a stepping stone in his struggle for power. In this Caesar had the great advantage of being a man of letters as well as a man of war, the embodiment of Mars and Minerva. It was a talent that enabled him to be, as the Romans said, his own herald. He wrote seven what he called ‘Commentaries’, commentarii, on his campaigns in Gaul, with a further three dealing with the subsequent war against his former ally and political rival, Cnaeus Pompeius Magnus, better known as Pompey the Great. Additional commentarii, what we call books, were not written by Caesar himself but produced after his death by officers who had served under him, cover the final operations in Gaul and the remainder of the civil war.
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Birth of Venus, fresco in the peristyle of the House of the Marine Venus, Pompeii (region II.3.3), third quarter of 1st century BC. We may wonder how many of humanity’s great captains could trace their bloodline all the way back to a divine being. Anyway, Caesar carried Venus’ image on a ring he always wore and invoked her name in moments of danger. (Fields-Carré Collection)



By calling them commentarii the author meant they were not drab history but more like a commander’s front-line dispatches enlivened by letters exchanged between Caesar and the Senate. In all probability he wrote all seven commentarii on the Gallic War, the Bellum Gallicum, in the winter of 52–51 BC (a view not universally accepted), meaning of course they were published at a particularly opportune time. Others may have mocked Caesar for his balding pate and his sexual adventures, but the image of him revealed by the commentarii – soldier, statesman and strategist – surely did much to shush the snapping swarm and ensure the popularity he needed to win in the eventual showdown with Pompey as they presented a Roman Caesar who was more than the equal of Pompey the great conqueror of the east.
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Marble bust of Caesar (Palermo, Museo Archeologico Regionale, N.I. 1967), a Iulio-Claudian copy of a 1st-century original, provenance unknown. Of all the figures of antiquity, his spectacular demise on the Ides of March would make him a household name. A genius both with the sword and the stylus, Caesar also, according to Cicero, was an eloquent and persuasive orator. (Fields-Carré Collection)



Whereas Pompey was glorified by the Greek intelligentsia around him, the great man himself being somewhat ill at ease with the pen, Caesar was now glorified by his own clear Latin. ‘Avoid an unfamiliar word’, he used to say, ‘as a sailor avoids the rocks’ (Aulus Gellius Noctes Atticae 1.10.4), and it has been calculated that Caesar employed a 1,300-word vocabulary virtually cleansed of colloquial corruptions and foreign coinages (Welch-Powell, 1998: 21). Elegantly and lucidly written in the third person, which allows him to write his name 775 times, no figure naturally casts a greater shadow in his commentarii than Caesar, and he styled himself in what we would call now a brand. With or without Shakespeare, Caesar (as seen by Caesar) would have lived in history because, quite simply, he decided that it should be so.

In fact the Bellum Gallicum was never destined to become a dusty museum piece, and so Caesar’s ambition came to fruition. Yet we must constantly bear in mind that his practical military experience before he went to Gaul had been minimal. It had included a fascinating, private encounter with pirates as a young man (75 BC) and a short participation as a junior officer in Asia and Cilicia (Second Mithridatic War, 83–81 BC), where he was to win Rome’s highest decoration, the corona civica, for saving the life of a fellow soldier at the storming of Mytilene (81 BC). It is possible he saw some action as a military tribune sometime during the Spartacan War (73–71 BC), perhaps under Crassus himself. Also, a few years before his Gallic command, he had tasted tribal warfare first hand as propraetor in Iberia (61–60 BC).

It is said that it is not by blood that man’s true continuity is established, and, if the truth be told, Alexander’s direct military successor was the great Pompey, glorious from victories in all quarters of the world, not Caesar, destroyer of Gaul. Yet the Gallic campaigns were to Caesar a hard-knock school of war, an arena in which he could learn his trade and his army be disciplined and toughened. At the end of his ten-year tenure in Gaul, Caesar was a cool and daring commander of a highly efficient and fanatically loyal army.


THE EARLY YEARS

Caesar married Cornelia, daughter of the Republic’s supremo Cinna, and they had a daughter, Iulia, named after his paternal aunt, the wife of Marius, the same Marius who had reorganized the army and led it to a string of celebrated victories in Africa and Gaul. When Sulla marched on Rome for a second time and became its dictator, a long-obsolete emergency magistracy that he revived, he ordered the 18-year-old Caesar to divorce Cornelia as a demonstration of loyalty to the new warlord of the Republic. Caesar refused. Sulla was impressed with his courage and spared him, saying, ‘In this young man there is more than one Marius’ (Plutarch Caesar 1.2). If the story is true, then Sulla must have been a remarkably good judge of character.

Caesar had been born in 100 BC, the sixth consulship of Marius. A few months before the birth, Marius had enjoyed the almost superhuman glory of his second triumph, that over the Cimbri and the Teutones. The ancestral bust in the atrium of the Iulii included ten consuls, but eight of those had been in the dim and distant days of the 5th century BC, and there was only one with a triumphal garland, Caesar’s great-great-great-great-grandfather, victor in some forgotten skirmish near Brundisium in 267 BC. Thus the family had only managed to produce a single consul during the entire 2nd century BC, at the height of Rome’s overseas expansion. At the time the marriage connection with Marius was worth more to the family than its own record, and may be the reason for its revival, marked by the Iulii consuls (Caesar’s uncle and two of his cousins) of 91, 90 and 64 BC.

In most respects his early career was conventional, unlike that of Pompey, and it would be erroneous of us to insist (as his Greek biographer Plutarch does) that Caesar began his ascent to power and glory with a well-orchestrated plan for achieving supremacy in Rome. It was not quite that simple – history seldom is. Still, there is no doubt that Caesar was keenly aware of just how to capitalize on any action that could increase his prestige. This is clear early in his political career, in 69 BC – long before his successes in Gaul – during the funeral of his aunt Iulia. Roman funerals were understood as an occasion to honour both the deceased and the greatness of the family. Funerals were held for the living more so than the dead. And so the occasion prompted Caesar to make the first attempt at becoming the leader of the populares (‘radicals’ or – to their opponents – ‘demagogues’) that in the past had followed Marius. Sulla had been safely dead for ten years by this time, but his followers, optimates (the ‘good men’) in the main, still controlled Rome, and, after all, the dictator’s entire political programme had been an attempt to scotch the popularis tradition and uphold the entrenched power and privilege of the senatorial oligarchy. In her funeral procession Caesar displayed, besides the images of other members of the family, the image of his deceased uncle Marius, the husband of Iulia and Sulla’s greatest foe.
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Caesar is said to have had an affair with Nikomedes of Bithynia while serving as Rome’s envoy to the king’s court in Prusa (81 BC). This adventure earned for him the unflattering title ‘Queen of Bithynia’. Renamed Bursa by the Ottomans, the city served as their first capital (1326). South façade of Koza Hanı (1451), the silk cocoon han. (Fields-Carré Collection)
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Since the Romans believed that Aeneas, son of Venus, was their forefather, his son Iulus having founded Alba Longa, they attached great importance to Troy. Caesar, who traced his ancestry back to Iulus, offered sacrifices at the temple of Athena during a visit to Troy en route to Egypt after Pharsalus. These scattered marble architectural elements are all that remain of the temple. (Fields-Carré Collection)



Displaying images of relatives was common, but displaying Marius’ image was daring and dangerous, because the state had forbidden it. Thus Caesar’s action was a deliberate challenge to some of the powerful Roman families that had sided with Sulla. His action was criticized but not punished. Four years later, as aedile, he would surreptitiously replace the trophies of Marius on the Capitol, and again survived the attack of the Sullan faction and became the spokesman and leader of the Marians, who favoured his conduct. When he began to display images of Marius, long a nonperson, no mention was
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