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Introduction




Before being a statue, a name on a calendar, an imperial title, or a professor's argument, Julius Caesar was a living body that walked the narrow streets of Rome, breathed the smell of burnt bread in the public bakeries, heard the clinking of coins in the markets, and stitched together agreements in shady corners where power changed hands with the naturalness that one now exchanges a greeting. He was not born a hero, nor a villain. He was born a Roman. The Rome that shaped him was a place of relentless ambition, where every step on a paved street could be the start of a political career, and every exchanged glance in the Forum could cross centuries if recorded on the right tablets.

There, among temples, tribunals, and toga-clad lieutenants, a young man from the Julian family began to discover what it meant to be both a piece and a player on a board invented by his ancestors—a game that promised glory to the winner and exile to the one who erred. The objective of this book is to follow that narrative as it unfolds. Not to judge Caesar’s actions, nor to defend or accuse them, but to understand how a single man managed to become simultaneously commander, reformer, lover, father, dictator, myth, corpse, and concept. How he crossed borders with soldiers and crossed centuries with symbols. The Caesar's world was an unstable mosaic: foreign wars, fragile alliances, concentrated wealth, latent hunger, and an aristocracy that spoke of tradition while sharpening daggers under the cloak of pragmatism. To live, one had to negotiate with the gods, the banks, the generals, and the urban plebs who crowded the steps of the Senate seeking bread, spectacle, and signs of hope that would cross the centuries. It was in this terrain that Caesar realized that governing was not just administration—it was narration.

Thus, he began to transform deeds into books, battles into official memories, and alliances into domestic epics that Romans would read with the same attention they dedicated to dreams sent by the gods. He wrote his history while living it, molding his own role before time molded him into a statue. The chapters that follow do not intend to provide definitive lessons about his figure. They gather the facts that have reached us—some clear, others warped by the wind—and organize them in a line that allows us to see Caesar as what he was: a human being on a collision course with a city that no longer knew how to contain such men. Here, the conquests in Gaul coexist with the ascent to power.

The intrigues in Egypt coexist with the decrees in the Senate. The birth of a son with Cleopatra shares space with the end of a government at the tip of a Roman dagger. Each episode connects, reflects, and extends like the paved roads that ran out of Rome in every possible direction. That is why we begin here. At the point where the man and the legend start walking together, building, each in their own way, the same destiny.


1. A Lion Is Born in the Storm







Blue Blood in Red Times

Gaius Julius Caesar was born in July of 100 BC, at a time when Rome was discovering that being a powerful republic did not necessarily mean being a tranquil republic, and his family occupied that curious position that every historian loves to find: they were noble enough to consider themselves descendants of gods, but not rich enough for anyone to really care about it in the day-to-day Roman politics. The Julians claimed a lineage that would make any modern genealogist roll their eyes, tracing their origins back to Iulus, son of Aeneas, who in turn was the son of Venus and a mortal Trojan, which technically made the entire Julian family part divine and part war refugee, a combination that worked surprisingly well at Roman parties where everyone pretended to take these stories seriously while discussing wheat contracts and matrimonial alliances. The less mythological truth was that the Julians belonged to the patrician class, that group of ancient families who had controlled Rome since before anyone bothered to write things down properly, but within this elite, they occupied what we might call the intermediate division, something like having a European noble title in the 21st century: it looks impressive on paper, it opens a few doors, but it doesn't pay the bills on its own.

Caesar’s father, also named Gaius Julius Caesar because Romans firmly believed that creativity with names was unnecessary, reached the office of praetor, a respectable position a few steps below the consulship, the real prize of the Roman political career, and then governed the province of Asia, where he probably did what all provincial governors did: tried not to be robbed by the publicans who collected taxes while stealing a little for himself, following that delicate balance that kept the empire running. Caesar's mother was Aurelia Cotta, from another patrician family that had the advantage of being slightly richer and more politically connected than the Julians, and here begins to appear a pattern that Caesar would repeat throughout his life: when his own prestige was insufficient, he simply surrounded himself with people whose prestige complemented his own, transforming deficiencies into strategies without appearing to do it on purpose. Aurelia was known for her intelligence and firm hand, characteristics that Roman tradition tried to disguise with euphemisms about "feminine virtue" and "matronly dignity," but which in practice meant that she managed the household, educated the children, and probably made half the important decisions while her husband was away dealing with barbarians and provincial bureaucracies complaining in Greek.

The family lived in Subura, a neighborhood that ancient Rome tourist guides would gently describe as "vibrant" and "multicultural," and that any honest Roman would call noisy, smelly, and occasionally dangerous, full of taverns, brothels, bakeries that regularly caught fire, and a constant flow of people doing the kind of business that works best away from the eyes of the Senate and close to the ears of the street. Growing up in the Subura when you supposedly descend from Venus creates an interesting kind of perspective, because in the morning you might be reciting your divine genealogy to the rhetoric teacher, and in the afternoon you are hearing the creative vocabulary of the water carriers fighting with the fishmongers three doors down, learning that Rome had many layers and that the top layer rarely knew what was happening in the lower layers, a lesson that would be useful for someone who would one day need to command legions composed precisely of the kind of people who grew up in those alleys. But while little Caesar was learning to navigate between ancestral pride and urban reality, Rome was entering a period that would make his childhood considerably less tranquil, because the tensions that had been growing for decades between different factions of the Roman elite were about to explode in a way that would turn blue blood into red blood on the city streets, and the Julian family would discover that having gods in the family tree offered no protection at all against very human knives wielded by Roman citizens convinced they were saving the Republic while pushing it ever closer to the abyss.

Between Swords and Proscriptions

When Caesar was six, two men decided that Rome was not big enough for both of them, and the problem was that these two men commanded armies, had brilliant military careers, and fanatic followers, which transformed a common political dispute into the kind of conflict that ends with citizens killing citizens in the streets of the capital itself, something that the Republic had theoretically overcome centuries ago but which was apparently always one heated argument away from happening again. Gaius Marius was a general who had saved Rome from Germanic invaders and had become consul seven times, breaking all the unwritten rules about re-election because when you save civilization from barbarian hordes people tend to ignore constitutional technicalities, and he represented what they called the Populares, politicians who gained votes by advocating reforms that benefited the plebs and the soldiers, even though many of them were aristocrats as rich as their opponents and democratic sincerity varied widely from individual to individual.

Lucius Cornelius Sulla was another brilliant general, came from an ancient patrician family, and led the Optimates, a faction that defended the traditional power of the Senate and the aristocracy with arguments about stability and tradition that sounded very noble until you realized that tradition meant "us in charge" and stability meant "you obeying," but they worked because a significant part of the Roman elite really believed that concentrating power in the hands of a few hundred old families was the only way to prevent Rome from turning into a populist mess. The confusion began when the two disputed command of the war against Mithridates, a king in the East who had ordered the killing of tens of thousands of Romans and Italians in a single day, and this war represented not just revenge but also the chance to loot wealthy territories and return to Rome covered in glory and gold, resources that any ambitious politician needed to continue rising in the hierarchy of power, so neither was willing to yield command to the other as if it were just a matter of hurt pride.

The Senate gave the command to Sulla, the popular assembly gave it to Marius, and Rome discovered that having two sources of legitimate authority worked well when they agreed but turned into an insoluble constitutional problem when they disagreed, especially since both could mobilize armed men to defend their decisions, and Sulla resolved the impasse in a way that shocked everyone: he marched with his legions on Rome, something no general had done in the history of the Republic because the army stayed outside the city and politics happened inside, and mixing the two was exactly the kind of thing that transformed a republic into something else entirely. Marius fled to Africa, Sulla took control, punished some of Marius's supporters in an exemplary way, reinstated the authority of the Senate, and then left for the East to fight Mithridates as if nothing extraordinarily dangerous had happened, leaving Rome in the hands of people who presumably would respect the new political arrangement he had established with swords, but presuming goodwill after a civil war is generally excessive optimism.

As soon as Sulla left Italy, Marius returned from exile with an army recruited from loyal veterans, political refugees, and anyone who had a score to settle with the Optimates, retook Rome with considerable violence, and initiated a sequence of executions that his supporters called revolutionary justice and the victims called indiscriminate massacre, killing senators, equestrians, and anyone rich enough that confiscating their properties helped finance the new regime. For Caesar, who was then fourteen, this meant that his side of the family was in power, because Marius was married to Julia, his aunt, which placed the Julians firmly in the camp of the temporary winners, but any minimally clever child had already realized that winners in Rome turned into losers as soon as the general on the other side returned with his legions, and Sulla was in the East with a much larger army and probably much less content than when he had left. Marius died of natural causes in 86 BC, soon after his seventh consulship, and control of the popular faction passed to Cinna, who continued to govern Rome with a mixture of populism and terror that maintained mass support and fear among opponents, while Caesar observed how power truly worked when all republican courtesies were abandoned and raw force replaced debate in the Senate, a political education that no Greek philosophy manual covered but which would be infinitely more useful than any treatise on Plato's ideal republic.

Caesar's father died suddenly in 84 BC, leaving the young man as head of the family at sixteen, a position that would normally come with authority and respect but which at that moment primarily meant the responsibility of protecting his mother and sisters in a city where security depended on being on the right side of the right people and that side changed with alarming frequency, in addition to managing family properties that needed to continue generating income even when the economy was being destroyed by continuous civil war. Meanwhile, Sulla finished his war in the East, defeated Mithridates, looted temples and cities to enrich himself and his soldiers, and began maneuvering back to Italy with an overwhelmingly loyal veteran army and a mental list of all the people who had supported Marius and Cinna during his absence, a list that included practically the entire governing elite of Rome at that moment, which meant that the next round of the civil war would be considerably bloodier than the previous one. Cinna tried to mobilize an army to face Sulla but was killed by his own soldiers in 84 BC, because Roman legionaries could tolerate fighting other legions in a civil war but had a limit of patience with generals who seemed to be leading them to certain defeat against a more famous and experienced commander, and this assassination left the popular faction headless and disorganized exactly when Sulla landed in Italy with overwhelming military force and a very clear intention of retaking what he considered his by right.
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