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Introduction
The Noblest Roman of Them All


“O Julius Caesar! Thou art mighty yet!”


~William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, V, iii


Flowing lazily between Cesena and Rimini in northeastern Italy, the Rubicon is a river remarkable in neither length, width, nor depth. In crossing it in 49 BCE, however, Julius Caesar entered history, popular culture, and the course of Western civilization not only as an inspired military thinker and leader, enlightened dictator, brilliant orator, statesman, writer, architect of empire, and self-made (though by design uncrowned) emperor, but also as the archetypal chief executive officer.


For inconsiderable though the river is, the Rubicon was no ordinary body of water. In 49 BCE, it divided northern Italy—Cisalpine Gaul, a portion of the vast province Caesar consolidated and controlled—from Rome proper, which was governed by the Senate and dominated by the powerful Pompey the Great, formerly Caesar’s ally and fellow triumvir (in effect, one of three political bosses), now his arch rival. A solemn law barred any Roman general from leading an army out of the province to which he was assigned. So when Caesar crossed the Rubicon, he defied the majesty of Rome, pitting his six-thousand-soldier vanguard against the far vaster legions that answered to Pompey and the Senate. Caesar’s act was of such moment that “crossing the Rubicon” became idiomatic shorthand for making any decision of the highest importance, entailing great risk and the possibility of great reward, and from which, once the decision is acted upon, there is no turning back.


If Caesar’s crossing the Rubicon—considered as the sum of everything that had motivated it and the source of everything that proceeded from it—is the quintessential act of decision making, so decision making is the ultimate and essential business of the CEO. As the leader who chose to cross that modest river so rich with cost and consequence, Caesar is among the first and perhaps the greatest of executives: an iconic CEO.


[image: image]


If language is any measure, Julius Caesar set a cross-cultural, pan-historical standard of leadership. Not long after he was assassinated, the name Caesar became a synonym for ruler and has been adopted in the German language (Kaiser is pronounced exactly like Caesar in classical Latin, with a hard c), in Russian and other Slavonic languages (Czar is a monosyllabic elision of Caesar), and in various languages of the Islamic world (Qayar).


Noble Ancestry, Populist Present


Caesar was born on July 13, 100 BCE, into a noble family that had seen better days. His gens (roughly equivalent to his clan), the Julii, were patricians, meaning that they traced their pedigree to the original aristocracy of Rome and even to the goddess Venus. During the fourth century BCE, many of the original patrician families of Rome intermarried with the most prosperous plebian (commoner) families, so that, by the time of Caesar’s birth, merely possessing patrician blood no longer guaranteed a place in the ruling class. There was still a politically, socially, culturally, emotionally, and economically profound division between those who considered themselves noble (a category that was no longer purely patrician, however) and those who were frankly plebian (had no patrician blood in their lineage), but, ever since the fourth century, leadership was becoming as much a matter of politics as of class, let alone birthright. Indeed, politics and heredity were often at odds in Roman government and culture, sometimes violently so. If patrician blood could be an asset in the political arena, it could also be a liability, since one of the most important and powerful political offices in the Roman Republic, that of tribune—the voice of the plebs—was entirely closed to the patrician class. The one commodity that could readily overcome the negative aspects of noble birth was money. Roman political life was fueled by cash, which was used for everything from staging crowd-pleasing public spectacles to buying influence, and to giving bribes, a practice that seems to have had semi-legal status. The Julii Caesares—to use both their gens name and their family name—had had big money at one time, but not for a long time.


It was true that Julius Caesar’s father, whose name was also Julius Caesar, significantly improved the family’s flagging economic position by marrying Aurelia Cotta, the daughter of a former consul. By the time his son was born, the Julii Caesares were by no means impoverished, but neither were they powerful, influential, or socially distinguished. They are best described as being of the middling sort.


Gaius Julius Caesar (following Roman tradition, the first name was personal, the middle denoted gens [“clan”], and the last, called the cognomen, was a kind of family nickname passed from father to son) was born in a modest dwelling in an unfashionable, even rundown, Roman neighborhood called Subura. While it was just a short walk to the Forum, the center of Roman political life, Subura was a low-lying, miasmic district inhabited by common tradesmen, foreigners—including a large number of Jews—and a small Roman legion of prostitutes. When Julius Caesar was eleven years old, his uncle, Sextus Caesar, served as consul (one of two high magistrates, who were elected yearly and governed together by consensus) for the year 91. The following year, a distant cousin, Lucius Caesar, was likewise elected consul, as was his son, also named Lucius, in 64.


An action the first Lucius took as consul helped shape the direction of the young Caesar’s politics. The year 90 BCE saw a rebellion of certain non-Roman states in Italy provoked by Rome’s stubborn refusal to extend to their residents coveted Roman citizenship. The restriction had been sponsored by the noble party in the Senate, the so-called Optimates, against whom Lucius Caesar acted by pushing through the Senate an emergency act that granted citizenship to all Italian states that had either not joined the rebellion or that agreed to return to the Roman fold. This put Lucius in the anti-Optimate party, often called the Populares, and thus Gaius Julius Caesar came of age in a middling patrician household with marked populist political leanings. This orientation was strengthened by the fact that his much-adored aunt, Julia, was the wife of Gaius Marius, leader of the Populares.


At home in Subura, it was another woman, Aurelia, his mother, who most influenced Gaius Julius. The mark she made on history—as a sharp, cultured, politically savvy woman entirely devoted to her only son (she also had at least two daughters)—is much more vivid than the obscure trace left by the boy’s father. He served as a magistrate and as an official in an Asian province, positions that kept him far from home and family. His death, in 85 BCE, came at home, however, and under the most homely of circumstances. While putting on his shoes one morning, he fell dead. His son was sixteen at the time.


Because Aurelia haled from well-to-do parents, the death of the senior Julius Caesar did not leave the family destitute, and, within a year of his father’s death, young Caesar (doubtless through the influence of his mother and aunt) was named the new high priest of Jupiter. It was a significant honor, but it carried no salary, and he and Aurelia remained in humble Subura. In the years to come, virtually everything Caesar would do to advance his political career had to be financed with borrowed money. Debt would be his perpetual companion.


Launching a Career and Defying Death


Politics, Caesar knew, was expensive, but, as a youth and a young man, he seems never to have seriously considered any other vocation. He was betrothed to a wealthy young woman named Cossutia, and it is even possible that he actually married her shortly after the death of his father. Nevertheless, the union—whether by betrothal or marriage—did not last long, and in 84 BCE, after he had turned eighteen, Caesar married Cornelia. Among Romans who intended to rise to prominence, a marriage could make or break a career. Cornelia’s father, Lucius Cornelius Cinna, was a nobleman who nevertheless collaborated with Gaius Marius, the leader of the Populares. Already Marius’s nephew, Caesar made a choice of wife that ratified his identification with the anti-Optimate party. Before the end of the year, however, Cinna was stoned to death in a mutiny of his own soldiers. Hearing of this, the former consul of Rome, prominent general, and towering Optimate leader Lucius Cornelius Sulla, eager to fill the power vacuum, returned to Rome from the eastern provinces, where he had successfully put down a series of anti-Roman revolts.


Sulla believed that the popularist reforms of Cinna had undermined the Roman Republic, and he sought to restore order by returning Rome to conservative (indeed, reactionary) Optimate governance. Eager for stability, the Senate, toward the end of 82 or the start of 81 BCE, appointed Sulla dictator “for the making of laws and for the settling of the constitution.” The popular assembly not only ratified the Senate’s decision, but also set no expiration date on the dictatorship. This shattered the time-honored Roman tradition of withholding ultimate authority from any single consul, and historians have seen in it the precedent by which Julius Caesar would himself later assume sole dictatorial authority.


But that moment was years in the future. In many ways, Sulla resembled the kind of totalitarian dictator the twentieth century would make all too familiar. He carried out a purge of those he identified as enemies of the state, formally ordering some fifteen hundred nobles to their deaths and probably sanctioning the murder of many more. (Historians believe that the political killings may have amounted to a total of some nine thousand.) Corruption both accompanied and drove the terror, as Sulla and his allies reaped the rewards of mountains of state-confiscated wealth.


Having literally wed himself to Sulla’s opposition, Caesar was a prime target of the purge. Sulla ordered him stripped of whatever inheritance might be due him and also of his wife’s dowry—which was far more considerable than the inheritance—as well as his recently conferred priesthood. Sulla did, however, yield to the pleas of influential members of Aurelia’s family to spare the young man’s life, though he did so with utmost reluctance, warning that “In this Caesar there are many Mariuses,” a pointed reference to Gaius Marius, the leader of the Populares, who had died (of natural causes) in 86 BCE.


One thing Sulla refused to back down on was his demand that Caesar divorce Cinna’s daughter, Cornelia. Had the young man truly been the kind of blatant political opportunist many would later accuse him of being, he would have readily bowed to Sulla’s demand. Instead, he defiantly refused and sought a way out of Rome by entering the army on the staff of the propraetor (a combination military commander and magistrate) of Roman Asia, Marcus Thermus. In this capacity, Caesar immediately departed for service in the province of Asia and then in Cilicia, Asia Minor. Thermus ordered him to Bithynia (a strategically situated kingdom adjoining the Bosporus Strait, the Sea of Marmara, and the Black Sea) to obtain ships from King Nicomedes of Bithynia to aid in the siege of Mytilene on the island of Lesbos. Caesar performed this mission so well and displayed such conspicuous heroism in the subsequent assault on Mytilene that he was awarded the honor of a Civic Crown. Nevertheless, the errand to Nicomedes gave rise to rumors of a tryst with that king. Roman society was quite tolerant of homosexuality, provided that one was not discovered playing a submissive role in the affair. Caesar was portrayed as having sexually submitted to the king, and taunts of his having become the “Queen of Bithynia” would dog him for the rest of his life.


Despite these potentially career-wrecking rumors, Caesar benefited from his military experience. Not only was martial glory a more promising route to political prominence than the priestly office that had been taken away from him, but the Civic Crown was a significant distinction for a youth of nineteen. When Sulla died in 78 BCE, Caesar not only felt safe enough to return to Rome, he was able to do so not as a fugitive but as a military hero.


Back in Rome, with neither dowry nor inheritance, Caesar turned to the practice of law to make a living. He quickly proved to be as able an advocate as he was a soldier and drew much approval for his well-reasoned but impassioned oratory in vigorously prosecuting a series of former governors notorious for corruption. Always seeking to raise the bar of his own performance, Caesar took ship for Rhodes in 75 BCE to formally study rhetoric and oratory under Apollonius Molon, a world-renowned professor of these subjects. As Lesson 67, “Refuse Victimhood,” narrates, Caesar was captured en route by pirates, from whom he not only ransomed himself but against whom he exacted bloody vengeance. Although he was a private citizen of Rome and held neither military nor civil office, Caesar, once he was ransomed, managed to raise a naval force and then assume command of it in the swift capture of the pirates. He boldly ordered local officials to crucify his prisoners, and although he possessed no judicial authority whatsoever, they complied without argument.


The Climb Begins


On his return to Rome after his adventure with the pirates, Caesar discovered that he had been made a pontifex, a member of the College of Pontiffs, one of four priestly colleges in ancient Rome. This politico-religious office was quickly augmented by his election to a military tribuneship. Together, these positions gave Caesar sufficient clout to form an alliance with Gnaeus Pompeius—later known as Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, Pompey the Great—who, having risen to power as one of Sulla’s lieutenants, switched allegiance to the Populares after the dictator’s death. Together, Caesar and Pompey worked to dismantle the reactionary constitutional changes Sulla had made.


Caesar soon parlayed his pontificate and tribuneship into higher office, when he was elected in the year 69 (or possibly 68) as quaestor. An office with supervisory responsibility over the Roman treasury and general financial affairs, quaestor was the first major step in the so-called cursus honorum—the “course of offices” by which aspiring political leaders rose to successively greater authority in the Roman Republic.


Later in 69, both Caesar’s aunt Julia and his wife, Cornelia, died, occasioning from Caesar masterful funeral orations that elicited significant public sympathy and political approval, even as they further identified him with the popularist cause of Cinna and Marius (see Lesson 68, “Take Every Opportunity to Broadcast Your Brand”). After serving his quaestorship in the province of Hispania Ulterior (“Farther Spain,” encompassing modern Andalusia and Portugal), Caesar returned to Rome in 67 and married Pompeia, a distant relative of Pompey, whose father was a former consul and whose mother was the daughter of Sulla.


Caesar continued his upward progress through the cursus honorum with his election as one of the curule aediles for 65 BCE. Each year, two aediles were chosen from among the plebs and two from the nobility (these latter two were called curule aediles). All four had charge of maintaining public buildings, of maintaining public order, and of managing public festivals. It was in the latter role that Caesar truly distinguished himself, contributing his own lavishly borrowed money to mount festivals guaranteed to impress, delight, and generally please the public (see Lesson 1, “Gamble/ Invest”).


Having, as curule aedile, built popular support as well as a staggering personal debt, Caesar next gained election to the exulted office of pontifex maximus, high priest of the College of Pontiffs, in 63 BCE (see Lesson 83, “Aim Higher”). In this same year, he made himself both conspicuous and controversial by arguing against Consul Marcus Tullius Cicero by pleading for clemency in the case of certain men accused of plotting against the Republic in the infamous Catiline Conspiracy (see Lesson 19, “Temper Policy with Pragmatism”).


Despite, or perhaps because of, the controversial position Caesar took against Cicero, he was elected a praetor for 62 BCE. Now holding an office that was the equivalent of the highest magistrate of the Republic, Caesar grew increasingly confident of his rise—until a bizarre scandal threatened to topple him.


As the end of Caesar’s praetorship year drew to a close in December 62, one Publius Clodius Pulcher, a radical popularist, apparently began an affair with Pompeia. As if this weren’t bad enough (adultery was tolerated in Rome; outright cuckoldry, however, was mercilessly ridiculed), Clodius, disguising himself as a woman, crashed the Bona Dea, which was held at Caesar’s official residence, the Regia, and was presided over by Pompeia and Caesar’s mother, Aurelia. This sacred ceremony of the “Good Goddess” cult was a strictly female occasion, from which all men were rigorously excluded. When a servant girl discovered Clodius’s disguise, a spectacular scandal erupted. It not only monopolized public discourse, but prompted Caesar to divorce Pompeia. He neither demanded nor sought positive proof of his wife’s adultery or of her complicity in Clodius’s intrusion into the Bona Dea ceremony. He simply ended the marriage, with the notable declaration that “Caesar’s wife must be above suspicion.”


Rise to Consul and the First Triumvirate


Caesar prepared to leave Rome after the expiration of his praetorship to take up his assignment as governor of Hispania Ulterior for 61–60 BCE. It was not the lingering effects of the Bona Dea scandal that threatened to stop him from leaving the city, but the long arm of his many creditors, who refused to let him depart until his friend and ally Crassus posted bail in the amount of 25 percent of his total debt. That Crassus willingly put up a staggering amount of money suggests the magnitude of confidence Caesar’s allies eagerly invested in him.


And Crassus by no means misplaced his faith. During his Spanish sojourn, Caesar led military campaigns just beyond the northwest frontier of his assigned province, accumulating spoils that not only made a respectable dent in his debts, but enriched his soldiers (winning their loyalty as no mere succession of victories or patriotic speeches ever could), and still left him with a bundle of cash to pour into the Roman Republic’s coffers. Thus enriched, Caesar was now in an excellent position to return to Rome and stand for election to the highest office in the cursus honorum: the consulship of the year 59 BCE.


Not only was the office of consul a position of high honor and power, it carried with it the prospect of a most lucrative provincial governorship to follow. It was thus a plum coveted by many, and bribery and other forms of chicanery were liberally employed to pluck it. The Senate, dominated by Optimates, sought to make the consulship of 59 unpalatable to the likes of Caesar by linking it not to governing some rich province, but to the supervision of forests and cattle trails in Italy—a dismal and profitless job. Worse, to stand for election as Caesar’s co-consul (two consuls were elected yearly and had to govern by consensus), the Senate promoted Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus, an outspoken political foe. Yet such was Caesar’s popularity—and his own skill and daring in the judicious application of bribery—that he achieved election.


He had fought so hard to obtain the consulship that Caesar was determined to gain more than a year of influence. He reached out to Pompey, who, having returned from a brilliantly successful military expedition in Rome’s eastern provinces, sought to build his power base among the veterans of his now-disbanded army by securing land allotments for them. The Senate thwarted him in this, however, whereupon Caesar proposed joining political forces and co-opting Rome’s third most powerful popularist, Marcus Licinius Crassus, to create a three-man syndicate of what can only be described as political bosses. Known to history as the First Triumvirate, this coalition had no official government standing, but was very powerful nonetheless. What is more, in a stroke of true political genius, Caesar ensured that he would be effectively the linchpin of the triumvirate. Pompey and Crassus had both risen during the reign of Sulla, but the two had become political enemies. Caesar mediated between them, holding together the triumvirate and driving it forward. As for Pompey, he effectively ratified his partnership with Caesar by marrying, in 59 BCE, Caesar’s only daughter, Julia. This same year, Caesar himself was married for a third time, to Calpurnia Pisonis, daughter of Lucius Calpurnius Piso Caesoninus, who would become consul following Caesar in 58 BCE.


In Power


Consul Julius Caesar wasted no time in introducing before the Senate a land reform bill that distributed Roman public lands throughout Italy, beginning with a generous allotment to Pompey’s veterans. The Senate dragged its feet, the bill was vetoed by three tribunes of the plebs, and Consul Bibulus introduced his own delaying tactics (see Lesson 2, “Look for a Way Around”), but, in the end, Caesar exposed Bibulus as a hollow would-be tyrant and then stirred Pompey’s veterans to riot. Between growing popular support, outrage against Bibulus and the Senate, and fear of civil unrest, the bill was passed. Rome’s Italian public lands were distributed, and hitherto dispossessed farmers, who had been crowding Rome and posing a continual threat to civil stability, were now peacefully settled on their own farms.


Caesar followed this historic land reform with another momentous bill settling much of the eastern provinces that Pompey had conquered. Passage of this legislation was achieved largely through Caesar’s skilled negotiation with Publius Vatinius, tribune of the people. This was followed by an important piece of legislation providing a schedule of judicial punishments for corrupt provincial governors.


The tribune Vatinius subsequently sponsored another bill of supreme importance to Caesar. Instead of saddling him with the supervision of forests and cattle trails in Italy, Vatinius proposed giving Caesar nothing less than Cisalpine Gaul (the Roman province bounded by the Alps, Apennines, and Adriatic) and Illyricum (encompassing the northern portion of modern Albania and Croatia). Caesar would be assigned to govern this province until February 28, 54 BCE. Not only did the Senate enact the bill, but when the governor-designate of Transalpine Gaul (Gallia Narbonensis or Gallia Transalpina, encompassing what are today Languedoc and Provence in the south of France) died before assuming office, Caesar was assigned this vast region as well. Taken together, he now had an unprecedented opportunity to create an empire and to build personal power. The tribes of Cisalpine Gaul, many of which already professed themselves allies of Rome, were a large pool from which Caesar could recruit the legions that he would lead into Transalpine Gaul, a territory (as he saw it) ripe for conquests beyond the Roman Republic’s farthest frontier.


The Conquest of Gaul


The pacification of Cisalpine Gaul and the conquest of Transalpine Gaul occupied Caesar from 58 to 50 BCE and was the central masterpiece of his military and political career. During this period, Julius Caesar pushed the empire of the Roman Republic as far as the left bank of the Rhine, and, what is more, thoroughly subjugated the region, so that it remained a secure province throughout the turbulent period of Roman civil warfare that began in 49 BCE and continued through 31.


The pacification and conquest of Gaul was a magnificently entrepreneurial achievement. Caesar had hardly been given vast, let alone limitless, military resources. In almost every campaign and every battle, his forces were significantly outnumbered and often underequipped, overmatched in manpower as well as arms by the Gauls, Celts, and Germans. The successes Caesar enjoyed were due to a combination of his leadership and his skill in tactics and strategy, plus the tradition of military discipline instilled in the Roman legions and the Roman mastery of large-scale civil engineering. Most of the lessons in the chapters that follow in this book are drawn from the extraordinary span of ancient history and matchless military leadership that is the period of the Gallic War.


Modern historians tend to see the conquest of Gaul in global terms. Their narratives are the verbal equivalent of great animated maps, in which the influence of Rome is depicted as spreading like the light of civilization or a bloody stain, depending on the sensibility of the writer. To be sure, the conquest of Gaul changed the world and created history. Caesar himself probably saw the conquest more as a means than as an end. His objective was certainly to expand the sphere of Roman hegemony, but his even greater goal was to acquire the glory that would give him the power, the prestige, and (not least of all) the plunder to remodel Rome and its imperial holdings under his own leadership.


Shakespeare is the greatest but far from the only author who asked of Caesar’s conquering ways the question that had first been put into Latin by the stern Roman censor Lucius Cassius Longinus Ravilla more than a quarter century before Caesar had even been born: Cui bono? “Who benefits?”


Who benefited from Caesar’s rise to power and his leadership of conquest? Was it Rome? The Western world? Or was it Gaius Julius Caesar? Caesar might have answered that it was all three, but what is certain is that he would have denied none of them. He felt no shame in coveting glory and exercising power.


Although the conquest of Gaul is addressed in many of the lessons presented in this book, it is helpful to begin here with an overview. At the back of the book, you will also find a Caesarian timeline, which summarizes the events of the Gallic War as well as the other milestones of Caesar’s life.


When Caesar arrived in Gaul in 58 BCE, Rome’s northwestern frontier was little changed from what it had been when it was established in 125. It was bounded by the Alps and ran down the left bank of the upper Rhône River as far as the Pyrenees, and then touched the southeastern foot of the Cévennes Mountains and encompassed the upper basin of the Garonne River, but stopped well short of the Atlantic shore.


Almost immediately, Caesar ventured beyond these long-established borderlands. His first major target was the Helvetii, who had made incursions into Gaul from their tribal territories in what is today central Switzerland. Next, he defeated Ariovistus, the highly skilled military chieftain of the Suebi (Suevi) tribe, who led a coalition of Germanic warriors eastward across the Rhine and into Gaul.


In the year 57 BCE, Caesar launched a major campaign against the fierce Belgic tribes, from the northern extremity of Gaul. At the same time, acting under Caesar’s orders, Marcus Licinius Crassus pacified tribes in what are today Normandy and Brittany. This was followed in 56 by Caesar’s own campaigns against the Veneti, a Celtic tribe centered in the southern portion of modern Brittany. Together with the Morini (who lived in the vicinity of the Straits of Dover) and the Menapii (resident along the south bank of the lower Rhine), the Veneti conducted a revolt that was vast in geographical scope. Caesar suppressed the Veneti with what was for him (up to this point) uncharacteristically genocidal thoroughness, but winter set in before he could finish his campaign against the Morini and Menapii. He returned to them with a vengeance during 55 BCE, virtually wiping them from the face of Europe.


It was in this year as well that Caesar stepped beyond the eastern boundary of Gaul, boldly bridging the Rhine just below the modern city of Koblenz for a lightning raid into Germany (see Lesson 29, “Cross the Rhine,” and Lesson 30, “Cross the Rhine—in Style”). After this, he pushed in the opposite direction, crossing the treacherous English Channel to raid Britain—once in 55 BCE and a second time in 54—returning to northeastern Gaul to put down a major revolt that had broken out in his absence. He acted against rebellious tribes again in 53, and, yet again, threw a bridge across the Rhine for a second raid into Germany.


The most serious uprising Caesar faced in Gaul came in 52, when Vercingetorix, a chieftain of the Arverni (who lived in what is today the French Auvergne), united tribes in central Gaul in a massive offensive against the Romans, involving tens of thousands—perhaps as many as 330,000—warriors. Vercingetorix proved a highly capable commander of his enormous forces, which he used to execute a strategy of cutting off Caesar’s legions from their sources of supply while also enforcing a scorched-earth policy to deprive them of local forage. In this approach, Vercingetorix showed genuine military insight. He understood that an invader’s weakness is always supply and that an invading force is at all times vulnerable to being isolated and cut off. These weaknesses were his sources of leverage, whereas engaging the highly disciplined legions in pitched battles offered him no advantage, because doing so would play to the Romans’ prodigious tactical strengths. Unfortunately for Vercingetorix, he was unable to universally enforce his strict scorched-earth measures on his fellow Gauls, and, at the culminating siege and Battle of Alesia (September 52), Vercingetorix was defeated. With his surrender, the possibility of a united Gallic insurrection ended (see Lesson 13, “Winner Take Nothing,” and Lesson 89, “Invest in a Scarlet Cloak”).


The winter of 52–51 BCE and the spring and summer of 51 saw lesser revolts, most notably among the Bellovaci, who lived between the Seine and Somme Rivers, near what is today Beauvais. Also, at Uxellodunum (believed to be the Puy d’Issolu on the Dordogne River) another force resisted the Romans until their water supply ran dry. By this time, Caesar was determined to teach would-be rebels the harshest lessons possible. He cut off the hands of those who survived the siege of Uxellodunum.


Dissolution of the Triumvirate


While conquering Gaul, Caesar did his best to stay in contact with the developing situation in Rome. Each year, he used the winter season, a time in which military operations were usually suspended, to leave Gaul and return to Italy, and he also saw to it that the proceeds from his Gallic campaign efficiently bought political influence back in Rome. Despite this, the triumvirate eroded. Pompey grew jealous of Caesar, and in Caesar’s absence, Crassus and Pompey were increasingly at one another’s throats. Caesar met with his partners at Luca (modern Lucca, Italy) in April 56 BCE and bought them off with favors. Pompey and Crassus were set to be voted in as co-consuls for the year 55. In turn, they would authorize the prolongation of Caesar’s commission in Gaul. Crassus, in turn, would be given a five-year governorship of Syria, and Pompey would hold sway over Spain for five years. This settled, Crassus marched off to campaign in Parthia—only to die in battle in the year 53 BCE. This reduced the triumvirate to the duo of Caesar and Pompey. In 54, however, Pompey’s wife, Julia, died, and without the bond of marriage tying him to Caesar, Pompey quickly veered away from Caesar and the Populares, concluding an alliance with the Optimates, a connection he deemed preferable to subordinating himself to Caesar.


Now Pompey conspired with the Senate to whittle away at Caesar’s power. As the term of his governorship in Gaul was about to expire, Caesar knew that he was required by law to disband his army before returning to Rome to take up a second consulship. The problem was that in the interval between the disbanding of his army and the commencement of his consulship, he would be totally powerless and therefore completely vulnerable. This would not be so bad, provided that Pompey were subject to the same provision of disarmament; however, in 50 BCE, Consul Gaius Claudius Marcellus obtained Senate orders requiring Caesar to lay down his command while Pompey was allowed to retain his. This development triggered a series of complex political maneuvers, which culminated in Caesar’s sending to the Senate a proposal that he and Pompey should be ordered to relinquish their commands simultaneously. The Senate found the tone of Caesar’s message insolent and offensive and replied indignantly by declaring Caesar a public enemy if he should fail to renounce his command “by a date to be fixed” (see Lesson 34, “Defeat Doubt”).


Crossing the Rubicon into Civil War


Roman law debarred any general from entering Rome proper with his army. As discussed in Lesson 34, “Defeat Doubt,” Caesar’s impasse with the Senate prompted him on January 10–11, 49 BCE, to cross the Rubicon, which divided his province of Cisalpine Gaul from Roman Italy. By this crossing, he broke the law and committed an act of civil war. Caesar hoped that it would preserve his power and save his life, but, even more, he sought to end the corrupt misgovernment of the entire Greco-Roman world by the Roman nobility and replace it with a strong government led not by a consensus of two consuls but by himself alone.


Caesar knew that crossing the Rubicon would mean civil war, but he had no desire to provoke what he feared would be a long and bloody conflict. Yet he saw no other alternative to his immediate demise followed by the somewhat slower death of Rome itself. His success in Gaul had made him so powerful that the corrupt old guard of Rome could think of nothing but destroying him. As for Pompey, his former ally, jealousy had driven him to side with the Senate.


The civil war began well for Caesar, who, in 49 BCE, pushed the Optimate army out of Italy and all the way to the eastern side of the Strait of Otranto. He then turned against the Pompeian army in Spain, and, after suffering a reverse at Dyrrachium (today Durrës, Albania), he dogged Pompey across the Adriatic and achieved a decisive victory at Pharsalus (modern Farsala, Thessaly, Greece) on August 9, 48 (see Lessons 64, “Mature the Enterprise,” and 65, “Choose Quality over Quantity Every Time”). The defeated Pompey ignominiously deserted his troops at Pharsalus with Caesar in pursuit. Before Caesar caught up to him in Egypt, however, the young king Ptolemy XIII had Pompey assassinated and, aiming to curry favor with Caesar, sent him his severed head—at which (according to Caesar’s early biographer Plutarch) the victor wept.


Veni, Vidi, Vici, and the Fatal Ides


Caesar spent the winter of 48–47 BCE in Alexandria, Egypt, where he sided with the fabled Queen Cleopatra against her brother-husband-coregent Ptolemy, whose forces Caesar defeated. Caesar and Cleopatra became two of history’s most celebrated lovers, and she subsequently visited him more than once in Rome, where Caesar installed her in his villa just outside of the city even while he remained married to Calpurnia. It is believed that the couple had a son, Caesarion.


In 47, before returning to Rome from Egypt, Caesar fought and defeated Pharnaces, king of the Cimmerian Bosporus, who sought to regain the kingdom of Pontus, which had been lost to Rome by his father Mithradates. Caesar described the extraordinarily brief campaign in perhaps the most famous sentence ever penned in Latin: “Veni, vidi, vici”: “I came, I saw, I conquered.” This victory won, he returned to Rome as absolute dictator (his term to elapse after a year), only to set off immediately for Africa to dispatch the diehard Pompeians who had rallied there. After defeating this force at Thapsus (its ruins still exist in Tunisia) in 46, he once again returned to Rome, was named dictator for ten years, but left the city in November to deal with Pompey’s sons, who had fled to Spain.


His victory at the Battle of Munda (in modern Andalusia) on March 17, 45 BCE, definitively crushed the last Pompeian resistance, and he made his way back to Rome yet again, where he continued to introduce a host of political and cultural reforms (including the Julian calendar, which closely resembles the Gregorian calendar in use today) intended to reverse the long decline of Rome and the decay of the entire Greco-Roman world. Yet he was resolute in his refusal either to make himself emperor or to have kingship thrust upon him (see Lesson 46, “Know When to Be Caesar and Not to Be King”).


We may count among Caesar’s reforms his general clemency toward his many Roman enemies. At times ruthless—against the Gauls, sometimes capable of nothing less than genocide—Caesar was extravagantly liberal in granting amnesty to those in Rome who had opposed him for so long. He was anxious to avoid repeating the blood-soaked reign of Sulla, but so indiscriminate was Caesar’s clemency that there was no end of foes available to conspire against him. They did just that, co-opting as well a number of his professed friends and partisans.


On the Ides of March—according to the Julian calendar, March 15—in the year 44 BCE, Caesar was accosted (as Plutarch tells it) upon his arrival outside the Senate by Tillius Cimber, who handed him a petition to recall an exiled brother. While Caesar was preoccupied in examining this, other conspirators crowded round, as if to voice support for the petition. As Caesar waved them away, Cimber suddenly pulled down Caesar’s tunic from off of his shoulders.


“Ista quidem vis est!”—“This is violence!”—Caesar exclaimed.


Servilius Casca then thrust at Caesar’s neck with his dagger. Exercising the reflexes of a warrior, the dictator turned, grabbed Casca by the arm, shouting “Casca, you villain, what are you doing?”


Terrified, Casca called out in Greek: “Help, brother!”


This cry brought all of the conspirators—some sixty men—into the action, among them Marcus Junius Brutus the Younger. An Optimate, he had long opposed Caesar, but after Caesar’s victory over Pompey at the Battle of Pharsalus, he apologized and humbly sought Caesar’s forgiveness and friendship. Both were eagerly granted, Caesar even appointing him governor of Gaul and, in 45 BCE, nominating him as urban praetor for the year 44. As the dagger blows fell—he was stabbed twenty-three times—Caesar’s life swiftly bled away.


Suetonius recorded the report of some that Caesar’s last words were spoken to Brutus in disbelief: “Kai su, teknon?”—“You too, child?” in English. Suetonius himself, however, claimed that Caesar had actually been silent in death. As for the modern world, the line it best remembers blends Latin with English: “Et tu, Brute?” (“And you, Brutus?”), followed by “Then fall, Caesar.” Written by William Shakespeare some sixteen hundred years after the event, it is pure fiction.
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