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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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The Sources 
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It is helpful to begin with an outline of the ancient sources covering the reign of Gaius.  It is worth noting that, with the exception of Seneca and Philo Judaeus who had met Gaius in person, the ancient sources themselves obtain their information in turn from previous sources, not all of which they cite.  Furthermore, the number of ancient historical sources for the life of Gaius is quite limited.  Ancient historians were more focused on presenting their literary style and providing moral messages than on objectivity.  They did not always cite their sources and would incorporate previous writings on the subject they were covering into their works where appropriate, only modifying the sources’ writing styles to better meld with their own; they likewise tended to consult only a minimal number of references on any subject they researched.  When deemed suitable, they would twist, enlarge or deliberately invent material.  They often even violated their own methodological criteria (Bissler, 2013).

Modern historians employ certain methods in an attempt to verify the soundness of ancient historians’ material.  For example, when ancient writers actually cite previous sources, the modern researcher can search for and compare parallel accounts in the references cited.  Otherwise, when sources are not cited, the researcher can look for parallel accounts in earlier sources and compare them with the later material in terms of their writing style and syntax.  By comparing parallel accounts, scholars can observe patterns in the alteration of the information presented; parallel accounts also help to verify that material was derived from an original account rather than independent ones.  Since ancient historical data on Gaius is minimal, there is limited opportunity to compare parallel accounts, which results in a lacuna in the details available to piece together details on his life (Bissler, 2013).  When ancient accounts are particularly vivid and detailed, there is a good chance that the writer was an eye-witness to the events related; this is sometimes corroborated by the writer’s own claim of autopsy, or observation of the happenings (Bissler, 2013).

Barrett states that Tacitus would have been a much better historical source for Gaius, but that his relevant Julio-Claudian material is lost, for which reason the scholar must rely on Cassius Dio and Suetonius, “markedly inferior sources”, for most details (Barrett, 1989).  Dio wrote around two centuries after the time of Gaius.  His writings are fragmented and information is missing from his sources that would have covered a significant period of Gaius’s reign; he also tends to exaggerate details.  He has an interest in astrology and the supernatural (Barrett, 1989); Humphrey (1976), however, feels that Dio’s astronomical anecdotes are not directly connected to, and therefore do not bias, the information he is relating.  One of Dio’s weaknesses when writing on earlier events is that he lacks information on Republican institutions, and projects his knowledge of events contemporary to his own era onto past occurrences (Bissler, 2013; Humphrey, 1976).

Just as Dio projects current occurrences onto earlier events, his thinking concerning Gaius is biased by his own difficult personal dealings under Commodus Caesar, with whom he compares the former ruler.  Dio was a member of the senatorial class, and similarly to the other senatorial historians including Suetonius, he did not directly oppose the Principate but neither did he believe it to be an ideal form of government; to these writers, it was merely the best option to rule the enormous Roman Empire and avoid unrest and civil war.  As an aristocrat, Dio labelled as “good emperors” those who were skilled in getting along with the Senate, whereas “bad emperors” were those rulers who had been unable or unwilling to deal diplomatically with that institution.  When emperors were considered “bad”, historians of the senatorial class blacklisted them in whatever ways they could (Bissler, 2013).  
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