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Introduction

The Roman Republic and its
growing problems

Although originally a monarchy, Rome had
become a Republic near the end of the sixth
century BC. Such political revolutions were
commonplace in the city-states of the
ancient world, but after this Rome proved
remarkably stable, free from the often
violent internal disputes that constantly
beset other communities. Gradually at first,
the Romans expanded their territory, and by
the beginning of the third century BC they
controlled virtually all of the Italian
peninsula. Conflict with Carthage, which
began in 265 (all dates are BC unless stated
otherwise) and continued sporadically until
that city was utterly destroyed in 146,
resulted in the acquisition of overseas
provinces. By this time Rome dominated the
entire Mediterranean world, having defeated
with ease the successor kingdoms which had
emerged from the break-up of Alexander the
Great’s empire.

Roman expansion continued, and time
and time again her legions were successful in
foreign wars, never losing a conflict even if
they sometimes suffered defeat in individual
battles. Yet, the stability and unity of
purpose which had so characterised Roman
political life for centuries began to break
down. Politicians started to employ violent
means to achieve their ends, the disputes
escalating until they became civil wars
fought on a massive scale. A succession of
charismatic military leaders emerged, men
able to persuade their soldiers to fight other
Romans. In 49 Julius Caesar, faced with the
choice between being forced out of politics
altogether or starting a civil war, invaded
Italy. His success effectively tolled the death
knell of the Republican political system, for
after his victory he established himself as

sole ruler of the Roman world. Caesar was
murdered because his power was too blatant,
and the assassination returned Rome to
another period of civil war, which ended
only when Caesar’s nephew and adopted son
Octavian defeated his last rival in 31. It was
left to Octavian, later given the name
Augustus, to create the regime known as the
Principate, a monarchy in all but name,
returning stability to Rome and its empire at
the cost of a loss of political freedom.

The Roman republican system was
intended to prevent any individual or group
within the state from gaining overwhelming
and permanent power. The Republic’s senior
executive officers or magistrates, the most
senior of whom were the two consuls, held
power (imperium) for a single year, after
which they returned to civilian life. A
mixture of custom and law prevented any
individual being elected to the same office in
successive years, or at a young age, and in
fact it was rare for the consulship to be held
more than twice by any man. Former
magistrates, and the pick of the wealthiest
citizens in the state formed the Senate, a
permanent council which advised the
magistrates and also supervised much of the
business of government, for instance,
despatching and receiving embassies. The
Senate also chose the province (which at this
period still meant sphere of responsibility
and only gradually was acquiring fixed
geographical associations) to be allocated to
each magistrate, and could extend the
imperim of a man within the same province
for several years.

Roman politics was fiercely competitive,
as senators pursued a career that brought
them both civil and military responsibilities,
sometimes simultaneously. It was very rare
for men standing for election to advocate
any specific policies, and there was nothing
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Marble bust of Caius Julius Caesar. (Museo Nazionale
Archaeologico, Naples/AKG Berlin)

in any way equivalent to modern political
parties within the Senate. Each aristocrat
instead tried to represent himself as a
capable man, ready to cope with whatever
task the Republic required of him, be it
leading an army or building an aqueduct.
Men paraded their past achievements and -
since often before election they personally
had done little — the achievements of past
generations of their family. Vast sums of
money were lavished on the electorate,
especially in the form of games, gladiator
shows, feasts and the building of great
monuments. This gave great advantages to a
small core of established and exceptionally
wealthy families who as a result tended to
dominate the senior magistracies. In the first
century there were eight praetorships (senior
magistracies of lower ranking than
consulships), and even more of the less
senior posts, but still only ever two

consulships. This meant that the majority of
the 600 senators would never achieve this
office. The higher magistracies and most of
all the consulship offered the opportunity
for the greatest responsibilities and therefore
allowed men to achieve the greatest glory,
which enhanced their family name for the
future. The consuls commanded in the most
important wars, and in Rome military glory
always counted for more than any other
achievement. The victor in a great war was
also likely to profit from it financially, taking
a large share of the booty and the profits
from the mass enslavement of captured
enemies. Fach senator strove to serve the
Republic in a greater capacity than all his
contemporaries. The propaganda of the
Roman élite is filled with superlatives, each
man striving to achieve bigger and better
deeds than anyone else, and special credit
was attached to being the first person to
perform an act or defeat a new enemy.
Aristocratic competition worked to the
Republic’s advantage for many generations,
for it provided a constant supply of
magistrates eager to win glory on the

state’s behalf.

However, in the late second century BC
the system began to break down. Rome had
expanded rapidly, but the huge profits of
conquest had not been distributed evenly, so
a few families benefited enormously. The gap
between the richest and poorest in the
Senate widened, and the most wealthy were
able to spend lavishly to promote their own
and their family’s electoral success. It became
increasingly expensive to pursue a political
career, a burden felt as much by members of
very old but now modestly wealthy families
as by those outside the political élite. Such
men could only succeed by borrowing vast
sums of money, hoping to repay these debts
once they achieved the highest offices. The
risk of failure, which would thus bring
financial as well as political ruin, could make
such men desperate. At the same time men
from the richest and most prestigious
families saw opportunities to have even
more distinguished careers than their
ancestors by flouting convention and trying
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to build up massive blocks of supporters.
Both types were inclined to act as populares,
an abusive term employed by critics to
signify men who appealed to the poorer
citizens for support by promising them
entertainment, subsidised or free food, or
grants of land. The popularis was an outsider,
operating beyond the bounds of and with
methods unattractive to the well-established
senators. It was a very risky style of politics,
but one which potentially offered great
opportunities. In 133 a radical tribune - the
ten tribunes of the plebs were magistrates
without military responsibilities who were
supposed to protect the interests of the
people - from one of the most prestigious
families, Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus, was
lynched by a mob of senators when he tried
to gain re-election to a second year of office.
In 121, his brother Caius, who pursued an
even more radical agenda, was killed by his
opponents in something that came close to
open fighting in the very centre of Rome. Yet
a small number of men began to have
previously unimaginable electoral success, as
many of the old precedents restricting
careers were broken. From 104 to 100, a
successful general named Caius Marius was
elected to five successive consulships.

In the same period the conversion of the
Roman army into a professional force
fundamentally altered its relationship with
the rest of society. Until this time the
legions had been militia forces, all citizens
who possessed a certain property
qualification being obliged to serve when
called upon by the Republic. The wealthiest,
able to provide themselves with a horse and
the necessary equipment, served as cavalry,
the moderately well off as heavy infantry,
the poorer as light infantry and the poorest
rarely served at all. In a real sense the army
represented a cross-section of Roman society
under arms. For these men service in the
army was not a career but a duty to the
Republic. As men of property - most were
farmers — they easily returned to civilian life
after each period of service. However, as the
empire expanded, wars tended to last longer
and be fought further away, while there was

a growing need for permanent garrisons to
protect conquered territory. A decade of
service in a garrison in one of the Spanish
provinces could well mean ruination for the
owner of a small farm. Service became
increasingly unpopular and the eventual
solution was to turn to men willing to make
the army their profession. A soldier’s pay
was low, the conditions of his service
extremely harsh, and a military career
tended only to be attractive to the poorest
citizens, who in the past had not been
obliged to serve. Such men proved excellent
soldiers, but when the war ended and their
legion was disbanded they had nothing to
return to in civilian life. The Senate refused
to acknowledge this change, maintaining
that military service was a duty requiring no
formal reward, and made no provision to
provide for discharged soldiers. Individual
commanders began to demand land for their
veteran soldiers, wanting to settle them in
colonies on conquered territory. Soldiers
started to become more loyal to generals
who offered such rewards than to the
Republic which neglected them.

The rise of the professional army was
probably the most important of the
problems besetting the Republic with which
the Senate failed to deal, but it was by no
means the only one. Italy’s economy and
society had been profoundly changed by
Roman expansion and the influx of huge
numbers of slaves. The population of Rome
itself had swollen to 1,000,000 by the end
of the 1st century BC, a high proportion of
them without steady employment. Popularis
politicians who tried to address the
problems of dispossessed farmers or the
urban or rural poor were sure of winning
support. All of these factors produced a
dangerous instability. In 88 the consul
Publius Cornelius Sulla led his legions to
seize power in Rome when Marius tried to
seize the command allocated to him. Civil
war followed, leading to Sulla eventually
becoming dictator for more than a year.
After this, stability never really returned to
the Republic for more than very brief
periods, as attempted coups, political
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The Via Sacra ran through the heart of Rome, at this
point passing through the Forum.This route was
followed by the triumphal processsions honouring
successsful generals. (AKG Berlin)

violence and civil war followed each other
with monotonous regularity. Sulla was a
member of an old aristocratic family that

had fallen on hard times, and had to

use extreme methods to achieve the
distinguished position within the Republic
that he felt his birth warranted. There
were several other men from similar
backgrounds who acted in a similar way,

and the most successful of these was
Caius Julius Caesar.



Chronology

106  Birth of Pompey and Cicero

105 Romans suffer massive defeat at
Arausio at the hands of migrating
German tribes

104-100 Marius elected to five successive
consulships to deal with German threat

100  Birth of Julius Caesar

91-89 The Social War, a widespread
rebellion of Rome’s Italian allies.
Defeated only after heavy Roman
losses. Roman citizenship is extended
to nearly all the peoples of Italy

88 Marius attempts to take the eastern
command away from Sulla. Sulla
marches with his army on Rome, the
first time any Roman commander has
done this

87 Marius and his ally Cinna seize power
in Rome, massacring their opponents.
Marius dies of natural causes

83-80 Sulla lands in Italy and is joined by
Pompey. Sulla defeats his opponents
and wins the civil war. Sulla becomes
dictator and publishes the
proscriptions, lists of names of men
who are to be executed. He attempts
to reform the state, rebuilding the
Senate’s authority

79 Sulla retires

78 One of the consuls, Lepidus, stages a
coup. The Senate uses Pompey to
defeat him

73-71 An escaped gladiator called Spartacus
rebels and forms a huge army of
slaves. He defeats successive Roman
armies and devastates much of Italy
before he is finally defeated
by Crassus

71 Pompey and Crassus camp with their
armies outside Rome and demand
the right to stand for election to
the consulship

70 Consulship of Pompey and Crassus

67 Pompey given extraordinary
command against the pirates

66 Pompey given extraordinary command
against Mithridates of Pontus

63 The consul Cicero defeats the
attempted coup of Catiline

62 Pompey returns from the east but fails
to secure land for his veterans or the
ratification of his Eastern Settlement

61 Caesar becomes propraetorian
governor of Further Spain

60 Caesar returns and forms the ‘first
triumvirate’ with Pompey and Crassus

59 Caesar’s consulship

58-50 Caesar’s campaigns in Gaul

58 Clodius forces Cicero into exile

57 Serious rioting in Rome. Pompey
called upon to supervise corn supply

56 Crisis in the triumvirate averted by
meeting of Pompey, Crassus and
Caesar at Luca

55 Second consulship of Pompey
and Crassus

54 Serious rioting in Rome. Death of
Julia. Crassus invades Parthia

53 Crassus defeated and killed by
Parthians at Carrhae

52 Milo’s gang kills Clodius

51 Repeated attacks on Caesar’s position
in the Senate. Pompey passes law
requiring a five-year interval between
holding a magistracy and being
appointed to a province. Cicero sent
to Cilicia

50 Curio acts on Caesar’s behalf in the
Senate. However, Cato and other
prominent senators struggle to ensure
that Caesar will not be permitted to
stand for the consulship without
laying down his command. Pompey’s
position unclear for much of the year

49 The tribunes flee from Rome. Caesar
crosses the Rubicon and the Civil War



Chronology 13

48

47

46

45

begins. Pompey chased out of Italy,
but able to sail with most of his
troops from Brundisium to
Macedonia. Caesar goes to Spain and
defeats Afranius and Petreius in the
Ilerda campaign. Curio defeated and
Kkilled in Africa

Caesar crosses to Macedonia.
Prolonged stalemate at Dyrrachium
eventually broken when Caesar
retreats. Pompey brought to battle at
Pharsalus and utterly defeated.
Pompey flees to Egypt and is
murdered. Caesar pursues him and is
besieged in Alexandria. Beginning of
affair between Caesar and Cleopatra
Reinforcements arrive and Caesar is
able to break the siege and defeat the
Egyptian army. Later in the year he
moves to Asia and defeats Pharnaces
at Zela. Caesar returns to Rome and
prepares to campaign against the
Pompeian army mustering in Africa
under Scipio, Cato and Juba

African war ended by Caesar’s victory
at Thapsus. Cato and Juba commit
suicide, and Scipio is drowned. Caesar
returns to Rome and celebrates
triumphs, but departs for Spain in
the autumn

Spanish War ended by Caesar’s
victory at Munda. Labienus,
Pompey’s eldest son killed. Caesar
returns to Rome and establishes
dictatorship

44

43

42
41

40

Caesar planning major Parthian
expedition. However, on 15 March he
is murdered by a conspiracy led by
Brutus and Cassius. Octavian arrives
in Rome and rallies support from
Caesar’s veterans. Antony given
command in Cisalpine Gaul

Octavian initially fights Antony on the
Senate’s behalf, but later in the year
they are joined by Lepidus to form the
Second Triumvirate. They capture Rome
and reintroduce the proscriptions,
executing large numbers of prominent
Romans, including Cicero

Brutus and Cassius defeated at Philippi
Antony visits Cleopatra in Alexandria
and their affair begins (or at least
becomes publicly known)

Antony marries Octavia

40-36 Antony’s Parthian War

38

37
36

32

31

Sextus Pompeius wins naval victories
over Octavian

Antony publicly ‘marries’ Cleopatra
Sextus Pompeius defeated at
Naulochus near Sicily

Octavia openly divorced by Antony.
Open civil war between Antony

and Octavian

Octavian defeats Antony at Actium.
Antony and Cleopatra escape, but
commit suicide. Octavian undisputed
master of the Roman world. In stages
he creates the Principate, a veiled
form of monarchy that will endure
for over 300 years.



Background to war

The First Triumvirate

For nearly two years Sulla ruled as dictator
with absolute power and only laid this down
when he went into voluntary retirement.
Before he did so, Sulla attempted to restore
the Senate’s position within the Republic,
confirming its traditional powers and filling
it with his supporters. He passed a law that
was intended to prevent army commanders
from following his own example and using
their legions outside their own provinces
without permission. The career pattern
(cursus honorum) followed by Roman senators
was also to be regulated more closely. The
Republic was not to be dominated by a few
individuals, but guided by the collective
wisdom of the 600 senators.

Sulla’s reforms were reactionary,
impractical and weakened by the example of
his own rise to power, so that many Romans
did not consider them to be legitimate. Most
importantly Sulla had failed to do anything
to cater for the demands of the army on a
permanent basis, so that discharged soldiers
continued to have no source of livelihood
and were therefore still inclined to follow
any commander who promised them land.
The chaos of the civil war and the rapid
collapse of the Sullan constitution fostered a
continuation of political disorder and
eventually the renewal of open war in 49.
This period also had a profound influence
on the careers and attitudes of the main
protagonists in 49-45. Caesar himself first
rose to prominence during Sulla’s
dictatorship, narrowly avoiding execution by
the dictator when he publicly celebrated his
relation by marriage to Marius at a family
funeral.

However, a far more dramatic role was
played by Cnaeus Pompey, who in 83 came
to the support of Sulla at the head of three
legions raised from his family’s estates and
veterans who had served under his late

father, Pompeius Strabo (‘squinty’). At the
time Pompey was only 23 and, having never
held public office, had no legal authority on
which to base his power. Fighting with
distinction in Italy, Sicily and north Africa,
Pompey was granted the title Magnus (‘The
Great’) by Sulla, though this may have been
more than a little ironic. After Sulla’s
retirement, the Senate continued to employ
the services of this private citizen and his
personal army to suppress an attempted
coup in Italy in 78 and then to fight the last
of Marius” adherents in Spain. Employing
Pompey, rather than a legally appointed
magistrate under their control, set an
exceptionally bad precedent. Probably the
Senate felt that, since Pompey and his
legions existed, it was better to use him
than risk his turning against them.

In 71 Pompey returned victorious from
Spain, and decided to stand for the
consulship for the following year. He was too
young, and had held none of the normally
required junior magistracies, but he kept his
legions outside the city as a scarcely veiled
threat. Marcus Licinius Crassus, who had just
returned from suppressing Spartacus’s slave
rebellion, took the opportunity to retain his
own army and in turn declared himself a
candidate for the consulship. Crassus was
exceptionally wealthy, his fortune based
originally on property confiscated from
Sulla’s executed opponents. The Senate was
forced to permit their candidature and the
Roman people, who were on the whole well
disposed to both men after their successes,
duly elected Pompey and Crassus as consuls
for 70. Thus Pompey at the age of 36 entered
the Senate directly as a consul, an utterly
unprecedented action. His military record
was already spectacular, but, given his age,
he clearly expected to be given further
important tasks.



Since Sulla’s reforms, a magistrate
remained in Rome itself during his year of
office. He was then appointed as a
promagistrate to govern a province. Former
consuls, or proconsuls, were sent to the most
important provinces while former praetors,
or propraetors, went to the less significant
areas. The appointment as governor was
normally made for a year, but could, if the
Senate chose, be renewed for additional
12-month periods at the end of this time. As
governor, the promagistrate possessed
supreme military and civil power within his
province, dispensing legal decisions or

leading an army as the situation required. He
could not be recalled or prosecuted until his
term of office expired. A governor's powers
(or imperium), lapsed as soon as he re-entered
Rome and he became a private citizen again,
simply one senator among many.

The Senate had traditionally chosen the
provinces for each new political year,
although individual magistrates were then

Bust of Cnaeus Pompeius Magnus (Pompey). Joined with
Crassus and Caesar to form the First Triumvirate but
us, relations with Caesar broke

after the death of Cras
down and led to Civil War. (Ancient Art and
Architecture Collection)
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normally allocated a task by lot. In 88
Marius had arranged for a popular vote
giving him the command in the Asian War, a
move which prompted Sulla’s march on
Rome. In 67 Pompey employed the same
method of a vote in the People’s Assembly
(concilium plebis) to give him a wide-ranging
command against the pirates plaguing the
Mediterranean. A combination of careful
organisation, massive resources, and a
willingness to accept the surrender of pirate
communities and resettle them elsewhere,
allowed Pompey to achieve victory in under
two months. In 66 another law was passed
by the people sending Pompey to Asia to
fight against Mithridates of Pontus. This
meant that the existing commander in this
war, Lucullus, who had achieved great
success, was replaced in spite of the Senate’s
desire to leave him in charge. Since the war
was virtually over before he arrived, it took
little time for Pompey to complete the defeat
of Mithridates, who committed suicide when
his own son turned against him. Pompey
then proceeded to campaign throughout the
near east, for instance, intervening in a
domestic squabble between the kings of
Judaea. After a three-month siege, Pompey
took Jerusalem. He and his officers went into
the Holy of Holies in the Great Temple,
although they declined to take any of its
treasures. This was a great propaganda
success, the Roman aristocracy always
striving to be the first to do any spectacular
deed. As well as his military operations,
Pompey carried out extensive administrative
reform of the east. Provincial boundaries
were altered, cities founded or refounded
with new constitutions and relations with
client kingdoms regulated. Many aspects of
his settlement would endure for over

500 years.

Pompey had acquired so much glory and
plunder on his campaigns that he had no
serious rival within the Senate, and there was
growing fear of what he would do when he
returned to Italy. Many wondered whether
he might copy Sulla and seize absolute
power by force. In fact, Pompey behaved in a
manner that was scrupulously correct,

disbanding his army almost as soon as it had
landed in Brundisium, and returning to
Rome to celebrate an especially lavish
triumph. He seems to have simply wanted to
take his place as one of the Senate’s most
important members, but he also had two
immediate political objectives. The first was
to gain formal approval for all of his reforms
in the eastern provinces. The second was to
secure grants of land for the soldiers who
had served him so well. In spite of his
tremendous prestige, and in part because he
had spent so much time on campaign and so
little at Rome, Pompey was a poor politician.
His speech in the Senate fell flat, and he did
not seem to know how to use his great
reputation and wealth to achieve his ends.
He was opposed, most notably by Crassus,
who was jealous of Pompey’s prestige;
Lucullus, who resented having been
superseded in the command against
Mithridates; and Cato the Younger, who
disliked the revolutionary nature of
Pompey's career and was reluctant to see him
prosper. Time and again this opposition
thwarted any attempt to ratify Pompey’s
settlement or grant land to his veterans. The
impasse dragged on for nearly two years and
was finally resolved in a manner that
astounded most senators.

In 60 Julius Caesar returned from Further
Spain, where he had served as a
propraetorian governor and campaigned
with success against local tribes. Six years
younger than Pompey, Caesar’s career had
been fairly conventional up to this point,
although his lavish spending on games and
public feasting, combined with his rakish
lifestyle, had won him numerous political
enemies. Having won the right to celebrate a
triumph, Caesar hoped this honour would
permit him to win the consulship for 59.
However, candidates had to present
themselves for election in the city itself, and
a general, still in command of the troops
who would march in procession behind his
chariot during the triumph, was not
permitted to enter Rome until the day of the
ceremony. Unable to gain an exemption,
Caesar gave up his right to a triumph,
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dismissed his troops, and entered the city as
a civilian. Thwarted, his opponents arranged
for one of the consular provinces for the
next year to be the supervision of the forests
and country paths of Italy, a command
without any troops or opportunities for
profit and glory.

Around this time Caesar made approaches
to both Crassus and Pompey and managed
to reconcile them. Together the three men
formed a secret political alliance, which is
known by historians as the First Triumvirate.
To cement the alliance, Pompey married
Caesar’s daughter Julia, a union which, for
all its political inspiration, proved to be a
remarkably happy one. In return for
supporting his candidature, Caesar
undertook to gain land for Pompey’s
veterans and to secure the ratification of his
Eastern Settlement. Crassus paid off the
massive debts Caesar had incurred in the
promotion of his career, and gained a secure
place as one of the most powerful men in
the state. Caesar won the election and
during his year of office was able to override
his consular colleague, Lucius Calpurnius
Bibulus. On several occasions large numbers
of Pompey’s veterans packed into the forum
and voting assemblies, using threats or actual
force to control the voting. One common
joke at the time was that this year Rome had
two consuls — Julius and Caesar. Together the
three members of the triumvirate possessed
massive patronage. Many senators owed
them money, especially Crassus, who was
highly skilled in using his fortune to win
influence, and all had to go to the triumvirs
if they wished to secure an appointment to
any of the more senior positions in the army
or government. Both Crassus and Pompey
were highly satisfied and, in return, Caesar
was granted a far more important province
by popular vote. A special command
consisting of three normal provinces,
Hlyricum, Cisalpine Gaul and Transalpine
Gaul (modern-day Provence in southern
France) was allocated to him for five years.

Caesar departed for his province in 58,
never to return to Italy until the beginning of
the Civil War. Crassus had covered his

immediate debts, but Caesar was in great need
of money to further his career. Very much the
junior partner in the triumvirate, he also
needed military glory to rival Crassus and,
especially, Pompey. At first he appears to have
contemplated a Balkan war against the Dacian
King Burebista, but the news of the migration
of a Gallic tribe towards Transalpine Gaul
shifted his focus away from Illyricum. Over
the next years Caesar campaigned throughout
Gaul, twice bridged the Rhine and marched

. into Germany, and led two expeditions across

the sea to Britain. That island remained
mysterious to the Romans, and the euphoria
over Caesar’s expeditions could be compared
to the excitement that greeted the moon
landing in 1969. Caesar won massive glory
during his Gallic campaigns, and produced
his Commentaries, probably published in
annual instalments, to celebrate his
achievements. As well as gaining glory, Caesar
became one of the wealthiest men in the
world from plunder and sale of slaves,
hundreds of thousands of whom were
captured during the conflict.

Though unable to leave his province
without also laying down his command,
Caesar took care to keep a close eye on
affairs in Rome, and spent every winter as
close as possible, overseeing the
administration of Cisalpine Gaul. He
supported a radical politician, Publius
Clodius, a demagogue who employed a gang
of political thugs to force his legislation
through. Rome had no police force, nor was
it permitted for troops to be stationed within
the city, so the state had no force with which
to combat this violence. Clodius passed laws
that complemented the legislation of
Caesar’s consulship, but which also attacked
prominent figures within the Senate. In 58
Cicero was forced into exile, a success
Clodius celebrated by leading a riot which
burned down his house. Next Clodius turned
his attention to Pompey, a move that
presumably was not sanctioned by Caesar.
Pompey responded by backing another gang
of thugs led by Titus Annius Milo. Running
battles were fought in and around Rome as
the city descended into chaos. In 57 Pompey
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This statue of young Gallic warrior was found in Vachéres in
southern France. With the addition of a helmet he could easily
be one of the Gallic cavalrymen who fought on both sides in
the Civil War.
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sponsored a law recalling Cicero. Three days
after Cicero’s return, that is on 7 September,
Pompey was given the major responsibility
of overseeing the City’s corn supply and
once again displayed his considerable talents
for organisation in rapidly remedying the
situation. His return to the public eye
provoked a renewal of rivalry with Crassus
and it was clear that the triumvirate was
coming under strain.

Crassus went to consult Caesar in his
province and, after some cajoling, Pompey
travelled to join them in April 56. In the
town of Luca the triumvirs, along with a
hundred or so senators who had
accompanied them to show their goodwill,
held a conference in which the alliance was
patched up. Pompey and Crassus would both
stand for the consulship in 55 and, since
both their fame and the presence of a
considerable body of Caesar’s soldiers on
leave ensured success, they were able to
arrange matters to the benefit of all three.
Caesar’s command was extended for five
years, although there is some doubt as to
precisely when in late 50 or early 49 it was to
expire. Pompey received both the Spanish
provinces, but in an unprecedented move
was allowed to remain in Rome and
command through subordinates. Crassus was
given Syria, from which he planned to lead
an invasion of Parthia, for it seems that he
felt the need to rival the conquests of his
colleagues. Aged almost 60, he was
considered rather old for active command by
Roman standards and there were doubts
about the legitimacy of a war with Parthia,
but the triumvirs were too strong for any
opposition to stand much chance.

In 54 Julia died in childbirth, and Crassus
left to join the army in Syria. The following
year he was defeated by the Parthians at
Carrhae, and then killed when his army was
forced to retreat. In spite of these blows,
Pompey appeared still to consider himself
bound to Caesar and in 53 sent one of his
Spanish legions to reinforce Caesar’s army in
Gaul. Rome continued to be plagued by
political violence, as Clodius’ and Milo’s
followers clashed with renewed frenzy. In

52 Clodius was killed and his supporters
carried his body into the Senate House,
where they cremated it, burning the building
to the ground in the process. In the face of
anarchy, the Senate appointed Pompey sole
consul and charged him with restoring order,
for the first time permitting troops to guard
Rome itself. Milo was put on trial and forced
into exile as order was restored.

Caesar knew that he had many opponents
in the Senate, chief among them Cato the
Younger. In spite of his new wealth and the
freedom with which he had tried to buy
support, Caesar knew that a good number of
influential men loathed him, and would not
forgive him for his actions in 59. As a
serving magistrate he was not subject to
prosecution, but as soon as his office expired
and he returned to civilian life this
protection was withdrawn. He did not
believe that he would receive a fair trial.
During the Gallic campaigns Cato had even
once suggested that he ought to be handed
over to the Germans for war crimes. Defeat
would mean exile and the end of his
political career. To avoid this, Caesar wanted
to go straight into a second consulship, after
which he would be given another military
command, perhaps against the Parthians. In
this way he could continue to serve the
Republic in a distinguished capacity.

In 52 Pompey passed a law which
stipulated a five-year interval between a
magistracy and a provincial command,
although he specifically exempted Caesar in
a clause apparently written in his own
handwriting. However, around the same
time he married the daughter of Publius
Metellus Scipio, a known opponent of
Caesar. Pressure on Caesar mounted, as
incoming consuls lobbied to have him
replaced in his province, since the war in
Gaul appeared to be over. Pompey’s attitude
appeared increasingly ambivalent and the
extension of his Spanish command gave him
military might to match against Caesar. The
latter was being forced into a corner. He had
either to give up his command and trust to
Pompey to protect him from the inevitable
prosecution or to fight.
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Legion against legion

Rome's civil wars split the state into factions,
and the army with it. Since there were no
ethnic, ideological or social differences
between the rival sides, it was inevitable -
even more than in any other civil war — that
the organisation, tactical doctrine and
equipment of their armies was virtually
identical. The main strength of the Roman
army lay in the legions, units with a paper
strength of about 5,000. In theory the
legions were recruited only from Roman
citizens, but during the civil wars many
non-citizens were enlisted to bolster
numbers. In his Commentaries, Caesar
frequently emphasised the heterogeneous
nature of the enemy armies, but he had
himself formed an entire legion, Legio V
Alaudae, from Gauls, only later giving them
the franchise as a reward for distinguished
service. Given the dominance of the Roman
military system, some allied kings had
remodelled their armies after the Roman
style. King Juba of Numidia included four
legions in his large army, while Deiotarus of
Galatia formed two which would later be
amalgamated and formed into Legio XXII
Deiotariana as a fully fledged part of the
Roman army.

In this period a legion consisted entirely
of heavy infantry. It had no permanent
commander, but the practice had evolved of
appointing an officer, usually one of the
general’s representatives, or legates, to fulfil
this role. Much of the unit’s administration
was overseen by the six military tribunes,
probably assisted by a small staff. These were
largely equestrians (the class immediately
below the Senate and possessing similar
property) and at that time many were career
soldiers of considerable experience. The basic
tactical unit of the legion was the cohort of
some 480 men. There were ten of these in
each legion, and the cohort in turn was

This scene from the |st-century monument to Domitius
Ahenobarbus shows legionaries wearing a uniform which
would not have been out of place during the Civil War.
They wear mail armour, Montefortino-type helmets and
carry long oval shields. (AKG Berlin)

subdivided into six centuries of 80. The
century was led by a centurion, supported by
an optio (second-in-command), signifer
(standard-bearer), and tesserarius (guard
commander). Centurion represented a grade
of officer rather than a specific rank and
these men differed greatly in seniority. On
several occasions Caesar mentions rewarding
brave centurions by promoting them to a
higher grade, often in a newly formed legion
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that would benefit from having experienced
officers. One of the six centurions probably
acted as commander of the cohort, either the
man with longest service or the centurion of
the senior century, the pilus prior.

All legionaries were equipped with the same
basic defensive gear, consisting of a bronze
helmet (most often of Montefortino or Coolus
patterns), cuirass (usually mail but sometimes
of scale), and a large semi-cylindrical
bodyshield constructed from three layers of
plywood to give it both flexibility and
strength. The latter seem most often to have
been oval in shape, but it is possible that the
transition to a more rectangular shape was
already underway. Such shields were heavy —
reconstructed examples weighing in at 221bs -
but offered good protection. They could also
be used offensively, the soldier punching
forward with all his body weight behind the
shield’s bronze boss. We are told that one of
Caesar’s soldiers, in spite of having his right
hand chopped off almost as soon as he had
boarded a warship, was able to clear the deck

of enemies by knocking them down with his
shield during the fighting off Massila. A
soldier’s other offensive equipment consisted
of a short sword, the famed gladius, sometimes
a dagger, and a heavy throwing javelin known
as the pilum. The pilum consisted of a wooden
haft about 4 feet long, topped by a narrow
iron shank 2 feet in length and ending in a
pyramid-shaped point. When thrown, all of its
great weight was concentrated behind this
small tip, giving it formidable penetrative
power. It was designed so that once it punched
through an enemy’s shield, the slim iron
shank would slide easily through the hole
made by the point and had the reach to
wound the man behind. Soldiers may have

The Coolus-type helmet (the name is modern) was one
of the commonest patterns worn by legionaries in the
Late Republic. Made from copper alloy and following Gallic
design, it offered protection to the top of the head whilst
cheekpieces protected the face. Many examples from this
period are of poor quality, the bowl spun rather than
beaten into shape, probably because of the need to equip
mass armies. (British Museum)
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The Kasr el-Harit shield. This shield found in Egypt just
before the Second World War was originally identified as
Gallic but is most probably Roman. Made of three layers
of plywoaod, it is remarkably similar to the Roman shield
described by the Greek historian Polybius in the late 2nd
century BC. (Nick Sekunda)

carried two pila on campaign, but only one on
the day of battle itself. The doctrine of the
period was to deliver a massed volley at very
short range — some 15 yards or so — and follow
this up with a charge, sword in hand.

Roman legionaries were not simply
soldiers, for many were trained as engineers
or artillerymen. Such men remained with
their cohorts until required, and were then
formed in temporary units to complete a
task. The Civil War would be marked by
many remarkable feats of engineering.

In battle a legion most often formed in
three lines, four cohorts in the first line and
three each in the second and third. Intervals
were maintained between each unit and the
cohorts from the next line stationed to cover
these gaps, creating something resembling a
checkerboard formation. However, since all
cohorts were armed uniformly, the legion
was perfectly capable of fighting effectively
in other formations, and we also hear of
armies in four or two lines, although a single
line was considered too brittle to be

employed save in dire need. The legion was a
very flexible force. Its structure and size
made it an important subunit within the
battle line, but one or several cohorts could
as easily be detached for smaller operations.
As with all armies throughout history,
theoretical unit sizes were rarely reflected in
the field. At Pharsalus the cohorts of
Pompey’s legions averaged around 400 men
apiece, while Caesar’s force was little more
than half that size. Campaign attrition
reduced one of Caesar’s legions to less than
1,000 men during the Egyptian campaign.

The legions were the mainstay of any
army, especially decisive in pitched battles,
but both sides supplemented their numbers
with allied soldiers or auxiliaries, fighting in
their own traditional style. Such troops were
especially useful in providing cavalry and
light infantry. In most cases they were
locally recruited and led by their own native
chieftains. At first Caesar’s auxiliaries came
primarily from the Gallic and German tribes,
and Pompey’s from his provinces in Spain
and his many clients in the east, but as the
war progressed, troops were recruited
wherever possible and the pattern became
more complex.

By the end of the Gallic campaigns,
Caesar commanded ten legions (numbered
V to XIV). Two more, XV and I, the latter on
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loan from Pompey’s Spanish armies, had been
withdrawn earlier in 50 to be sent against the
Parthians. The majority of these troops were
seasoned veterans, utterly devoted to Caesar
and confident in their own and their
commander’s ability. In support were bands of
excellent Gallic and German cavalry. To
match against this Pompey had seven legions
garrisoning his Spanish provinces, although

these had little actual combat experience.
There were also the I and the XV which had

This frieze from the headquarters building of the
legionary fortress at Mainz in Germany dates to over
century after the Civil War, but gives a good idea of the
classic fighting stance of the legionary - crouching
slightly to gain the maximum protection from his shield
with his left leg advanced and sword thrust underarm
(AKG Berlin/Erich Lessing)
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not yet left for the east and were still in Italy,
but as both had recently served under Caesar
their loyalty appeared questionable. However,
he boasted that he had only to stamp his foot
in Italy for more legions to appear, and was
also sure of the loyalty of the eastern
provinces which he had reorganised just over
a decade before. In the long term, Pompey
could probably claim greater resources than
Caesar, but it would take time to mobilise
these into field armies.

In 49 Pompey was almost 58, but remained
an extremely fit and active man, and others
marvelled at the energy he showed in joining

By the time of the Civil War the Roman army had
stopped employing citizen cavalrymen like the figure
depicted here on the altar of Domitius Ahenobarbus.
However, many young aristrocrats, including the orator
Cicero's son, volunteered to serve as junior officers with
the Pompeian army. (AKG Berlin)

the training exercises of his soldiers. His
military record was extremely good, even if he
had made something of a habit of arriving in
the last stages of a conflict to claim the credit
largely won by someone else. He was certainly
a brilliant organiser, as the campaign against
the pirates, as well as, more recently, his
supervision of Rome’s corn supply, had
shown. In his youth he had been a bold
commander, on several occasions leading
charges in person, but his aggression, in a
properly Roman way, had always been based
on sound preparation. However, although he
was only six years older than Caesar, Pompey
had spent the last decade in Rome and had
not served on campaign since 62. His
performance during the Civil War would
suggest that he was past his best as a general.
He was not helped by the presence of so
many distinguished senators in his camp.
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Unlike Caesar, whose followers were
undistinguished and whose authority was
unchallenged, Pompey was always under
pressure to alter his plans. Most of the
senators who flocked to his cause had more
prestige than ability, and on more than a few
occasions proved a positive hindrance. The
ablest of his subordinates, Titus Atius
Labienus, had served with Caesar throughout
the Gallic campaigns. It is probable that he
had a prior connection with Pompey, for he
defected from Caesar’s camp at the beginning
of the war. On hearing of this, the latter
ordered his baggage to be sent on after him.
Caesar failed to attract any distinguished
supporters from the senior members of the
Senate. Now in his early 50s, he was still
very much at the peak of his ability, and was
fresh from a decade of successful fighting in
Gaul. His strategy during the Civil War, as in
Gaul, was based on rapid offensives,
sometimes in the face of great odds. Though
often criticised for recklessness by modern
commentators, it is important to emphasise
that such boldness was characteristically
Roman, and should not conceal that much
preparation underlay these enterprises.
Although subject to occasional epileptic fits,
he was in other respects an extremely
healthy and active man, capable of massive
effort and rapid long-distance travel. Caesar
promoted and lavishly rewarded any soldiers

who distinguished themselves, but even
more than this it was his remarkable
charisma that ensured that his soldiers were
devoted to him. Throughout the war,
desertions from the Pompeian forces were
common, but all of our sources claim that
there were no defections in the other
direction. Fighting a war to protect his own
honour and status, Caesar’s objective was
clear and obvious, giving the Caesarian war
effort a unity of purpose not displayed by
the other side. Yet it also meant that it was
much easier for him to lose. If Caesar were
killed, or his army defeated so heavily that
he was discredited, then the war would
effectively have been over. Only the
Pompeians could suffer defeat after defeat
and still prolong the struggle.

It is hard now to say whether Pompey or
Caesar was the better general. The vast bulk
of our evidence comes, directly or indirectly,
from Caesar’s version of events. His
Commentaries obviously present his own
actions in a favourable light, while
dismissing those of the enemy. However,
they also provide evidence that allows the
wisdom of some of Caesar’s decisions to be
questioned. Yet, for the Romans the answer
was obvious, for the most important
attribute of a great general was that he won
his wars. Caesar defeated Pompey, and in the
end there was no more to be said.
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Crossing the Rubicon

‘They wanted it. Were it not for the support
of my army they would have passed
judgement upon me in spite of my
achievements.” (Caesar looking at the bodies
of dead senators after Pharsalus)

By 50 the mood in Rome was increasingly
tense. The fear was similar to that in
anticipation of Pompey’s return in 62, but
probably even worse, for Caesar was
perceived now as a more open revolutionary,
and his province, with its large, veteran
army, lay on Italy’s own border. Many
Romans feared that this force would be
turned against the state in a bid for
dictatorship. A much smaller group of
senators, led by Cato and including many of
the House’s most influential members, was
determined that Caesar should not be
allowed to return to normal politics, since
his new-found wealth and prestige would
make it difficult to oppose him. Were he
allowed a second consulship, it was feared
that his behaviour this time would be even
worse than in 59. Everyone realised that
Pompey’s attitude would be decisive, but his
intentions remained unclear. Stopping
Caesar from arranging to stand in absentia
(and so retaining his army) for the
consulship required at the very least
Pompey’s inaction, while if it came to a war,
he was the only one capable of matching
Caesar’s military might. Yet if Caesar was
defeated and killed or exiled, this would
remove Pompey’s last serious rival, leaving
him with massively greater power, influence
and wealth than anyone else within the
Republic. This in itself threatened monarchy,
but Cato and his supporters clearly believed
this to be the lesser of two evils. At worst
Pompey was a less skilful politician than
Caesar and so would have greater difficulty
in exploiting his position, but it seems likely
that they hoped in some way to negate him.

Perhaps the only real chance for the
Republic would have been to accept Caesar'’s
return and continue to have two leading
senators or principes far outstripping their
fellows and so balancing each other’s power.
Even if this had occurred, there was always
the risk that the two would fall out at a later
date and that a war would result. In the
event, intransigence on both sides prevented
any compromise.

In 51 Caesar had tried to have his
command extended until the very end of 49,
presumably so that he could then move
directly into the consulship for 48, but the
measure was successfully opposed in the
Senate, in part because Pompey failed to
support it. This was followed by several
attempts to have Caesar recalled
immediately, using the argument that the
war in Gaul had already been completed.
Pompey opposed these moves, and in
March 50 made it clear that Caesar ought to
be permitted the original extent of his
governorship, no more and no less. The
failure to support his old ally more fully
encouraged the belief that there was a split
between the two.

In the meantime Caesar had been
employing the profits of his campaigns to
buy influence and friends at Rome. One of
the consuls of 50, Lucius Aemilius Paullus,
allegedly received 36,000,000 sesterces
(as a guide an ordinary soldier was paid
1,000 sesterces a year), enough to cover the
great debts he had incurred in restoring the
Basilica Aemilia (originally built by an
ancestor) in the forum. Paullus did not
support his colleague Marcellus in his attacks
on Caesar. More active support was
purchased from the tribune of the plebs
Caius Scribonius Curio, at the cost of
10,000,000, which also went mainly to his
many creditors. Curio was highly talented,
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Marcus Porcius Cato commanded tremendous respect, if only
moderate practical support, in the Senate due to his outspoken
and sternly moral views which recalled those of his famous
ancestor, Cato the Elder. His intransigence was a major factor in
making the Civil War inevitable. (AKG Berlin/Erich Lessing)
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but unreliable, having been involved with
many of the scandals of the last decade, and
had previously been vocal in his
condemnation of Caesar. Now he proved
vigorous in his support of Caesar’s objectives
throughout his year as tribune. In the Senate
he argued that Pompey’s Spanish command
should end at the same time as Caesar’s post,
although it in fact had several years still to
run. More than a few senators responded
favourably to this idea, hoping that in this
way open war between the two men could
be averted. When the Senate finally voted on
this proposal on 1 December 50, it was
carried by 370 votes to 22. However, in the
same session Marcellus arranged for them
also to vote separately on whether Caesar
and Pompey should be removed from their
commands. A large majority was in favour of
Caesar laying down his governorship, and as
big a majority against forcing Pompey to do
so. Rejecting the Senate’s decision that both
should give up their armies, Marcellus and a
group of supporters went to call on Pompey.
Giving him a sword, they requested that he
take action to preserve the Republic. Pompey
neither accepted nor declined this task, and
the city’s uncertainty deepened. Then, a few
days later he seemed to have declared
himself openly, and took command of two
legions, I and XV. Veterans from his old
armies were summoned to Rome.

Curio’s term as tribune expired later in the
month, but another of Caesar’s supporters,
Mark Antony, had been elected to the office
and continued his work. In the meantime
Caesar had written to the Senate, recounting
his many victories won on Rome’s behalf and
his other services to the state, reminding
them that he had already been granted the
right to stand for consulship in absentia, and
offering to lay down his command, provided
that Pompey did the same thing. If he did
not, then Caesar felt that he was obliged to
retain his legions as protection against the
faction opposed to him. The letter included
the scarcely veiled threat that he was also
willing to free Rome from the tyranny of this
faction. On the same day that this was read in
the Senate, Scipio, Pompey’s father-in-law,

proposed issuing a decree that Caesar must
hand over his legions by a set date — probably
some time in the summer — but the measure
was vetoed by the tribunes. Another group of
senators, this time headed by Caesar’s
father-in-law, Calpurnius Piso, asked leave of
absence to visit Caesar in his province and
negotiate with him, but this was refused.
Curio acted as Caesar’s representative and
proposed various compromises, at first that
Caesar would give up the main military
province, Transalpine Gaul, later extended to
Cisalpine Gaul. He would remain governor of
Mlyricum with command of just one legion,
but must be allowed to stand in absentia for
the consulship. If the offer was serious, and
we have no reason to doubt that it was, this
would have made it virtually impossible for
Caesar to fight a civil war and seize power by
force. Pompey seems to have been tempted,
but Cato and his associates so detested Caesar
that they simply would not accept his
standing for election without first becoming a
private citizen, and therefore subject to
prosecution. Another suggestion, supported
by Cicero, was that at the same time Pompey
should leave Italy and actually go to govern
his Spanish provinces. One of the consuls for
49, Lucius Lentulus Cornelius Crus was
violently opposed to any compromise, and
continually insulted both Antony and Curio.

On 7 January 49 the Senate met and
passed its ultimate decree, the senatus
consultum ultimum, which called on the
magistrates to use any means to defend the
state. Caesar’s supporters among the tribunes
felt threatened with physical assault if they
remained in the city. Disguised as slaves,
they were hidden in carts and fled north to
join Caesar, as did Curio. In the coming
months Caesar’s propaganda would exploit
the threats made to the tribunes of the plebs,
for this office was held in particular respect
and affection by the population as a whole.
In the days to come Pompey and the Senate
began to prepare the war effort against
Caesar. Scipio was given command of Syria
and Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus, consul in
54 and a long-time opponent of Caesar,
received the Gallic provinces.
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The news reached Caesar at Ravenna on
10 January. He spent the day watching
gladiators training and held a previously
arranged dinner in the evening, but secretly
issued orders for several parties of soldiers to
travel in civilian clothes carrying concealed
weapons to Ariminum (modern Rimini), the
nearest town in Italy. With him he had only
a single legion, XIII, and apparently some
300 cavalrymen. Late in the evening he
excused himself to his guests, and then
departed for Ariminum in a carriage drawn
by two mules. One tradition claims that in
the night they lost their way, and it was only
after they had found a local guide that they
returned to the right road and reached the
river Rubicon, which marked the boundary of
his province. Commanders were barred by
law from leading troops outside their
province without the Senate’s express
permission, so crossing the river would turn
Caesar into a rebel. In some versions Caesar
paused uncertainly for some time, discussing
with his officers what he should do. One of
these was Asinius Pollio, who later wrote a
history of the war (now sadly lost), so it is
possible that he was truly indecisive and that
these accounts are not simply inventions
intended to heighten dramatic tension. Less
likely is the story that they were confronted
by the vision of a god playing pipes. However
long it took, Caesar crossed the Rubicon,
uttering the famous line ‘the die is cast’ - alea
iacta est in Latin, although some versions
claim that he spoke in Greek.

Caesar and his men occupied Ariminum
without a fight and were soon joined by the
tribunes. There was widespread fear of what
he would do next. Cicero's correspondence
from the early weeks of 49 is filled with
gloomy forecasts of the bloodshed which
everyone was sure would accompany the
advance of the Caesarian army. In Gaul,
Caesar and his legions had fought very
aggressively and often with extreme brutality,
some sources claiming that over a million
people had been killed in less than a decade.
Perhaps, as some modern commentators
claim, many expected the legions to behave
in no less harsh a manner now that they had

burst into Italy, and Cicero on one occasion
even wondered whether Caesar would not
prove more like Hannibal than a Roman
general. Yet we should remember that nearly
all Romans, including Cicero and many
opponents, had revelled in Caesar’s victories
over foreign enemies. Cato had wanted to
have Caesar prosecuted for breach of faith
when he attacked during a truce, and was not
primarily concerned with the massacre of
barbarian tribesmen. Far more worrying to
contemporaries was the precedent of every
civil war and rebellion fought in the previous
40 years, Marius had massacred any
opponents he could catch when he seized
Rome in 87. Sulla had made the process more
formal, with the proscriptions, long lists of
names posted in the forum. Any citizen
proscribed lost all his legal rights; this made
it legitimate for anyone to kill them and in
doing so they would gain a share of the
victim’s property that would otherwise go to
the state. Rome’s civil wars were not fought
between rival political ideologies but rival
individuals, and normally ended in the death
of all those on the losing side. There was no
reason to suspect that Caesar would be any
different, and the political violence he had
employed during his consulship only seemed
to make this more likely.

In fact the war did not begin as anyone
had expected. Caesar moved quickly, seizing
towns with the limited forces at his disposal
rather than waiting to gather his legions. He
was largely unopposed, but the advance of
his army was not accompanied by massacre
or atrocity and his soldiers were under strict
orders not to loot. There was a strange,
phoney war quality to the first few weeks.
Caesar in particular, was trying to show that
he was still willing to compromise. Messages
went back and forth as he suggested various
compromises. Pompey and his allies replied
by saying that they could not negotiate
while Caesar commanded troops on Italian
soil, and that he must return to Cisalpine
Gaul before anything could be discussed. Yet
Pompey did offer to leave for Spain once
Caesar had laid down his command. Caesar
refused the offer, perhaps not trusting the
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Mark Antony acquired at an early age a reputation for
wild living and radical politics. Though abler than most,
he was fairly typical of the disreputable supporters on
which Caesar had to rely. After Caesar's death he
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emerged as one of the most import
sarean faction. (Kingston Lacy, National Trust
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Senate or maybe feeling that he had gone
too far to withdraw at this stage. Even so,
both sides continued to claim publicly that
they still hoped for a negotiated settlement,
and were only thwarted by the enemy’s
intransigence.



The fighting

Civil War

‘Blitzkrieg' — the [talian
campaign — January—March 49

The suddenness of Caesar’s advance surprised
and unnerved his opponents, just as he had
intended. Pompey left Rome in the second
half of January, declaring that it could not be
defended. He was followed by most of the
magistrates, including the consuls, who left
in such haste that it suggested panic. Many
Romans were still uncertain about just how
firmly committed each side was to fighting,
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and this open admission of military weakness
made many wonder whether Pompey could
really be relied on to defend the Republic.
The first clash came at Corfinum, where
Domitius Ahenobarbus had mustered some
30 cohorts of new recruits and planned to
hold the city. This was in spite of Pompey’s
repeated pleas for Domitius to bring his men
south to join his two legions (I and XV) at
Capua. It was the first sign of the great
divisions between the commanders opposing
Caesar. Caesat’s army now mustered two

The Italian peninsula and Caesar’s advance
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legions, for he had been joined by the XII,
plus some Gallic cavalry, although some
detachments from these units were probably
still scattered as garrisons in the towns
already occupied. In February Corfinum was
surrounded and Ahenobarbus learned that
Pompey had no intention of coming to his
aid. Caesar tells us that Ahenobarbus then
panicked and planned to slip out of the city
and escape, abandoning his soldiers to their
fate. Hearing of this, the garrison mutinied
and surrendered themselves and the town.
Ahenobarbus and the other senators were
brought before Caesar, who made a great
display of formally telling them of the
grievances that had prompted him to march
into Italy, and then allowing all who wished
to, to go free. This was the first important
display of Caesar’s clemency (clementia), a
policy to which he would adhere throughout
the conflict, in marked contrast to his
opponents, who employed the more brutal
methods normal in past civil wars. The
ordinary soldiers and most of their officers
took an oath of allegiance to Caesar and
were taken into his own army.

Pompey had probably already decided to
abandon Italy altogether and cross the
Adriatic to Greece. In the eastern provinces
he had many clients and allies who could
provide him with soldiers. The only properly
trained troops in Italy had until recently
been serving under Caesar, and Pompey was
reluctant to test their loyalty so soon by
advancing on the enemy. With Domitius’s
army gone, he was in any case outnumbered.
He would go east, recruit and train a vast
army and fleet and deal with Caesar in due
course, returning to invade Italy by sea.
Often he is supposed to have declared that
‘Sulla did it, why shouldn’t I?’, referring to
the dictator’s successful return from the east
in 83. Militarily this plan made perfect sense,
but politically it was very damaging. Many
Romans felt abandoned, and one senator
sarcastically reminded Pompey that if he was
short of soldiers to fight Caesar then perhaps
he ought to start stamping his feet.

Pompey retreated south to Brundisium.
Caesar followed in pursuit as quickly as he

could, but a large number of recruits and
senators had already been shipped across the
Adriatic before he arrived outside the city.
Pompey remained with about two legions,
waiting for the ships to return and complete
the evacuation. Caesar’s engineers began to
supervise the construction of a huge mole,
intended to block access to the harbour. At
first a solid breakwater was built out from
the shore, but in deeper water this was
continually swept away, so instead they
began adding large rafts to the structure.
Pompey used merchant vessels mounting
hastily constructed three-storey towers and
equipped with light artillery to attack and
hinder construction. Pompey’s fleet returned
before the mole was complete and were able
to enter the harbour and embark the
garrison. The city’s gates were blocked and a
small force left as rearguard to allow a
smooth evacuation, but the citizens of
Brundisium, either through hostility towards
Pompey or fear of Caesar’s men, helped the
attackers in and the retreat became more
hasty than planned.

In less than two months Caesar had
seized control in Italy. Pompey had escaped,
with the best of his soldiers, and many
leading senators. At present Caesar lacked a
fleet and was in no position to follow him.
On 18 March he was back in Rome, trying to
persuade as many senators as possible to
convene. His clemency had surprised and
relieved many who were neutral or wavering,
though some were still convinced that this
was simply a ploy and that, in time, Caesar’s
own cruel nature or that of his disreputable
followers would prevail. When he led his
soldiers to seize the state Treasury held in the

RIGHT This early 2nd century AD relief shows a Roman
soldier leading a chained Germanic captive. During the
Gallic campaigns Caesar enslaved an enormous number
of prisoners. The profits from these sales not only paid
off his debts but made him an extremely wealthy man.
(Author's collection)

FOLLOWING PAGES There was some naval fighting during
the Civil War but the most decisive encounters occurred
on land, However, sea battles would figure prominently in
the fighting after Caesar's death. (AKG Berlin)
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Temple of Saturn, and Caesar threatened to
execute the tribune Metellus who stood in
his way, such fears seemed confirmed.

Curio was sent with two legions to secure
Sardinia and then Africa. Caesar himself
decided to set out for Spain overland and
defeat Pompey’s legions there. These were
the best of the enemy troops then in
existence, but their strategic role was unclear
now that Pompey had shifted his main focus
to the eastern Mediterranean. Caesar is
supposed to have claimed that he went first
to fight an army without a leader, before
going to fight a leader without an army.

'An army without a leader’ —
the Spanish campaign —
April-August 49

The main Pompeian army in Spain was at
Ilerda (modern Lérida) commanded by Lucius
Afranius and Marcus Petrius. Between them
they had five legions, 80 cohorts of Spanish
auxiliaries — a mixture of both close- and
open-order infantry — and 5,000 cavalry. The
other two legions, again supported by
auxiliaries, remained far to the west in Further
Spain under the command of Marcus
Terentius Varro. To face the force at Ilerda,
Caesar was able to muster six legions, along
with 3,000 cavalry of various nationalities
which had served with his army throughout
the Gallic campaigns, and the same number
of recently recruited Gauls. Also mentioned is
a force of 900 horsemen kept as his personal
bodyguard, but it is not entirely clear whether
these were included in the above total. Most
of this force was sent on in advance under the
command of Caius Fabius. As Caesar marched
to join them, his tribunes and centurions
offered to loan him money with which to pay
the soldiers. Gratefully accepting this gesture,
their commander felt that this commitment
helped bond both officers and legionaries to
his cause.

Tlerda lies on a ridge to the west of the
river Sicoris (modern Segre). A small force
covered the bridge outside the town, but the
main Pompeian camp was situated further

south on the same high ground, where they
had gathered considerable store of provisions
from the surrounding area. On arrival Fabius
built two bridges across the river and crossed
to camp on the west bank. Finding it difficult
to gather food and fodder, he sent a foraging
expedition of two legions back across to the
eastern side, but this was threatened when
one of the bridges unexpectedly collapsed and
only rescued when a force was sent to its aid.

Caesar arrived in June, and immediately
advanced and offered battle at the foot of the
ridge. When Afranius refused to be drawn,
Caesar had the third of his three lines dig a
deep trench - a rampart would have been
more visible and would therefore have invited
attack — and then camped behind it. It took
several days to complete the defences of this
camp to Caesar’s satisfaction, and after that
he attempted to seize the hill between Ilerda
and the enemy camp. Three legions formed
for battle, and then the front line of one
advanced to capture the height. The
Pompeians responded quickly, and, moving
swiftly and operating in a looser order learned
in fighting the tribes of Lusitania (roughly the
area of modern-day Portugal), occupied and
defended the hilltop. Both sides fed in
reinforcements throughout the day, although
the narrow slope only allowed three cohorts
in the fighting line at any one time. In the
end, Legio IX charged uphill and drove the
enemy back for sufficient time to permit
Caesar’s army to withdraw. They had lost
70 dead, including the senior centurion
(primus pilus) of Legio XIV, and over
600 wounded, while the enemy had suffered
200 fatalities including five centurions.

Two days later heavy rainfall raised the
level and power of the river and swept away
the bridges used by Caesar’s army, largely
cutting them off from supplies. Coming under
increasing pressure, Caesar’s soldiers built
boats of the type they had seen in Britain.
Ferrying a legion across the Sicoris at night, -
they secured a bridgehead and permitted the
construction of a new bridge, allowing the
army once again to operate effectively on the
eastern bank as well as the west, winning
several small engagements. This success
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The early Ist century AD Arch of Orange
commemorated the Roman defeat of the last of the
Gallic rebellions. This relief depicts Gallic military
equipment piled and captured by Roman victors.
Caesar's successful campaigns in Gaul provided him with
a loyal and extremely effective army willing to fight for
him against other Romans. (Topham Picturepoint)

encouraged many local communities to join
Caesar, providing new sources of food. His

engineers then dug canals off from the main
river, lowering its level and creating a
serviceable ford for men on horseback much
nearer to the army’s camp than the bridge.
More Gallic cavalry had arrived, giving
Caesar’s horsemen a considerable numerical
advantage over the Pompeians which soon
made it increasingly difficult for their foraging
parties to operate.
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Afranius and Petreius decided that they
could no longer maintain their position and
s0, using barges gathered from along the river
as pontoons, they threw another bridge across
the Sicoris and under cover of darkness
crossed to the east bank, before turning south.
Caesar’s scouts reported this activity and in
response he sent his cavalry to harass the
enemy retreat, the rest of the army following
at dawn. His men waded through the
rudimentary ford, the infantry moving
between two lines of pack animals to slow the
flow of water. In the next days, Caesar’s
patrols discovered a more direct path than the
enemy and by hard marching he was able to
get in front of them. The enemy were now at
a severe disadvantage, but Caesar refused the
pleas of his officers and men to fight a battle,

saying that he hoped to win with as little loss
of Roman life as possible. Camped close
together, the legionaries on both sides began
to fraternise. Nervous of their men'’s loyalty,
Afranius and Petreius massacred all of Caesar’s
men they could catch, though their opponent
released all the Pompeian soldiers in his camp
unharmed. They then made their officers and
men swear an oath not to abandon the cause.
In spite of this, within a short time, the
generals, their troops cut off from all supplies,
capitulated. The commanders were pardoned

RIGHT This scene from Trajan’s column showing
legionaries constructing a fortified camp dates to the early
2nd century AD. Segmented armour of the type shown
here, does not appear to have been introduced until
several decades after the Civil War: (Author’s collection)
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Another scene from Trajan’s column, this time showing
legionaries harvesting grain. Few armies were able to
carry all of their food supplies with them and so relied
upon foraging to supply much of their need. During the
Dyracchium campaign Caesar's men were brought close
to starvation when the Pompeians prevented them from
foraging freely. (Peter Rockwell)

and allowed to go free, some of the army
incorporated into Caesar’s own and the rest
dishanded. Varro and the two legions in
Further Spain surrendered immediately on the
approach of Caesar’s forces. In a matter of
months, and through a mixture of boldness
and skilful manoeuvre, Caesar had overrun
Spain at minimal loss to himself. Appointing
Quintus Cassius Longinus as governor — an
extraordinary appointment for a man serving
as tribune of the plebs - he returned to Italy.

Massilia — spring—summer 49

En route to Spain, Caesar had been refused
admission to the great trading city of Massilia
(modern Marseilles) by the authorities there,
who claimed that they wished to remain
neutral. The claim was immediately
discredited when Domitius Ahenobarbus sailed
into the harbour and took command of the
city. Leaving Caius Trebonius with three
legions and Decimus Brutus with a fleet to
prosecute the siege, he had then moved on to
Spain. The defenders proved very active,
displaying especial skill in the small but fierce
naval actions fought outside the harbour. Yet
the attackers persisted in spite of heavy
damage inflicted on their siege works by
enemy sorties, and in the end the Massiliotes
decided to surrender. Ahenobarbus learned of
this, and fled by sea. Caesar, returning from
Spain in late September, was present to accept
the surrender, installing a garrison of two
legions, but generally being lenient to the city.

Curio in Africa —
spring—summer 49

Curio occupied Sicily without fighting, and
then crossed with three legions to Africa,

where the governor, Publius Attius Varus had
declared against Caesar. The latter was
supported by the Numidian King Juba, who
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commanded a large, if sometimes unreliable considered brilliant but unreliable by most
army. Curio had little military experience — contemporaries. His army consisted of troops
none at all of high command - and was originally raised by the Pompeians who had
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This carved stone relief from Osuna in Spain shows an
Iberian cavalryman. Spanish horsemen served on both
sides during the Civil War. It is hard to know whether
they still employed traditional equipment or had adopted
more Roman styles. (AISA)

taken the oath to Caesar after their surrender
at Corfinum. Curio landed successfully near
Utica, surprising the enemy, and soon came
into contact with Varus’ army. The two sides
formed for battle on either side of a steep
valley. Varus’ brother, Sextus, had been at
Corfinum and appealed to Curio’s legions to
desert and return to their original loyalty.
However, the soldiers refused and, after a
success in a cavalry skirmish, Curio led them
in a bold, uphill attack which swiftly routed
Varus’ army. Encouraged by this success,

Curio acted on what proved to be faulty
intelligence, and attacked what he believed
was a detachment of Juba’s army. In fact, the
bulk of the king’s forces was there and, after
an initial success, the Romans were
ambushed and virtually annihilated. Curio
was surrounded with the remnants of his
troops on a hilltop and died fighting. Only a
small fraction of the army, including the
historian Asinius Pollio, escaped to Sicily.

‘A leader without an army’ —
Greece — January—August 48

The report of Curio’s defeat was not the only
bad news reaching Caesar in late 49, for
Mark Antony had suffered a lesser defeat in
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Illyricum. Even more serious was a mutiny
involving four of his legions, and in particular
Legio 1X, at Placentia (modern Piacenza) on
the river Po. The troops complained that
many who had served throughout the Gallic
campaigns were now long overdue for
discharge, and that no one had yet received
the donative of 500 denarii per man (double
their annual salary) promised by Caesar at
Brundisium some months before. Caesar’s
response was harsh, berating them for their
impatience and declaring that he would
decimate Legio IX, which meant executing
one man in ten. In the end he relented, and
only had the 12 ringleaders killed.

Dyrrachium

Caesar spent a short time at Rome, having
been appointed dictator before he arrived
and held the post for 11 days, using his
powers to hold elections in which he was
voted to the consulship. He was eager to
move against Pompey, and near the end of
the year went to join the army of some

12 legions along with 1,000 cavalry which
had been assembled at Brundisium. Attrition
meant that it was unlikely any of the legions
mustered more than 3,000 men, and some
units were closer to the 2,000 mark.
Nevertheless, this was still a formidable total
to ship across the Adriatic and to supply
once there. Caesar exhorted his soldiers by
saying that this next campaign would be the
culmination of their labours, and then told
them to carry only the absolutely essential
baggage and to leave nearly all servants,
slaves and families behind. On 4 January 48,
there were sufficient ships to embark seven
legions and 500 cavalrymen. The crossing
was a great gamble, for Caesar had no
significant naval force with which to oppose
the vast Pompeian fleet, currently
commanded by his old enemy and consular
colleague in 59, Bibulus. Yet the enemy did
not expect him to move in winter when the
weather was poor, and Caesar landed
without opposition at Paeleste in Epirus.
Bibulus was alerted by the time the transport
ships headed back to Brundisium and
intercepted some of them. For the moment it

proved impossible for Mark Antony to run
the blockade and bring the remainder of the
army across to join Caesar.

Caesar was isolated and severely
outnumbered by the enemy. Pompey had
had more than nine months to muster his
forces, and by this time they amounted to
nine legions, supported by over 5,000 light
infantry and 7,000 cavalry. A further two
legions under Scipio were on their way from
Syria. Pompey, always a great organiser, had
taken care to gather plenty of food and
fodder to supply his troops even in the
winter months. Caesar’s men had to make do
with the little they had brought with them
and whatever could be gathered from local
communities. The situation was increasingly
desperate, but Caesar was not really strong
enough to open a full-scale offensive. Some
manoeuvring took place, along with further
attempts at negotiation, but there was no
serious fighting. At one point he put to sea
in a small ship during appalling weather,
hoping to reach Brundisium and hurry his
reinforcements over, but the weather proved
so bad that he was forced to return to the
shore. In was not until 10 April that Mark
Antony managed to bring the remaining
legions across the Adriatic. Pompey
responded too slowly and failed to prevent
the union of the two forces.

Caesar had all 11 legions, but was still
outnumbered and continued to have supply
problems. Nevertheless he immediately
resolved to make a bold attack on one of the
enemy’s major supply dumps at the port city
of Dyrrachium. Qutmarching the enemy, he
managed to get between Pompey and the
city, although he was not able to seize the
latter. Pompey camped on the coast on a hill
called Petra, overlooking a natural harbour
which continued to allow him to receive
supply shipments. Caesar’s main camp was
on a hill further north, but he continued to
have supply problems as the harvest was not
yet ripe and the region had been thoroughly
plundered by the enemy. A line of hills ran
around Pompey’s camp and Caesar began
construction of a line of forts connected by a
ditch and wall, which were intended
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This scene from Trajan’s column shows the Emperor
Trajan and a group of his senior officers planning for
their campaign. The general’s council (consilium) was an
important opportunity for him to explain his intentions
and issue orders.These were held frequently during

a campaign and always preceded a battle.

(Author's collection)

eventually to surround the enemy
completely. This provided some protection
for his patrols and foraging parties from the
more numerous enemy cavalry, although in
part the rugged ground made the operations
of the enemy cavalry less effective. More
importantly the willingness of Pompey, with
a numerically superior army, to be hemmed
in by the enemy would be a public
humiliation, perhaps weakening the loyalty
of his allies. Pompey replied by beginning
his own line of fortifications parallel to
Caesar'’s. There was considerable skirmishing
between the two sides as they fought for
possession of key positions or simply to
hinder each other’s progress. Pompey’s more
numerous army had the advantage of being
on the inside and so having to build a
shorter line, which eventually measured only
some 15 miles to the more than 17 miles of
the Caesarean works. In effect two armies
were conducting a siege instead of the more
normal forms of open warfare which, for
Caesar’s forces, were reminiscent of some of
their conflict in Gaul.

Both armies, and especially the
Caesareans, were on very short rations, but
Pompey’s army had a very large number of
animals, both cavalry mounts and baggage
animals, which began to suffer. Priority went
to the cavalry and soon pack and draught
animals were dying in great numbers. Caesar
managed to dam the streams that carried
water into the enemy positions. For a while
Pompey’s men survived by digging wells, but
these did not really provide sufficient
quantities and after a while the bulk of his
cavalry and their mounts were shipped out.
In the meantime, Caesar’s legionaries
dreamed of ripening crops and survived by
eating barley rather than wheat, consuming
far more meat than usual, and using a local
root called charax to make a kind of bread.

On seeing an example of this bread, Pompey
is said to have declared that they were
fighting beasts and not men.

The work went on as each side extended
its fortifications further and further south.
Pompey’s army mounted a heavy attack
which was easily repulsed by the troops led
by Publius Sulla. The enemy retreat was so
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precipitate that some of Caesar’s officers felt
that an immediate all-out attack might have
won the war there and then. However,
Caesar was not present and praised Sulla for
not going beyond his orders, feeling that
such an important change of plan was the
responsibility of the commander, not that of
a subordinate or legate. On the same day a

series of diversionary assaults were also
made in some force. All failed at the cost of
some 2,000 casualties, but especially heavy
fighting occurred around a small fort held
by three of Caesar’s cohorts under Volcatius
Tullus. Heavily outnumbered, the defenders
suffered many wounds from the vast
number of missiles shot into the camp by
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The battle of Dyrrachium
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the hordes of slingers and archers
supporting the attacking legion. Nearly all
the defenders were wounded, four out of six
centurions in one cohort losing their eyes,
but somehow they held on. Caesar rewarded
his officers and men lavishly, and they were
granted extra rations, which at the time may
have seemed even more satisfying than
promotions and medals.

Soon after this success, two Gallic
chieftains, Roucillus and Egus, defected to
Pompey, along with their closest followers.
Caesar claims that they had been caught
claiming pay for non-existent cavalrymen

LEFT This early 2nd-century AD relief from Adamklissi in
Romania shows a legignary in the uniform of the period
fighting a half-naked barbarian. The Roman has punched his
opponent with the boss of the shield to unbalance him
and then stabbed him in the stomach. (Author's callection)

and feared punishment. The desertion raised
enemy morale and provided Pompey with
considerable intelligence about Caesar’s
dispositions. Using this information, he
planned a powerful attack on an incomplete
section at the southern end of Caesar’s
fortifications, the main body striking from
his own lines, while detachments of light
troops were taken by sea and landed behind
the enemy. The attack achieved some initial
success, but as Antony and then Caesar
himself led up reserves the tide was turned
and the enemy driven back. To regain the
initiative, Caesar replied with a heavy
counter-attack against a camp originally built
by Legio IX, subsequently abandoned and
now occupied by the enemy. His troops
moved through dead ground and woodland
and achieved initial surprise, breaking into
the camp, but then things began to go
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wrong. One of the attacking columns got
lost, mistaking another wall for the rampart
of the camp and following it towards the sea.
Pompey shifted reserves to the area. The
leading attackers began to flee and the panic
spread rapidly as most of the 33 cohorts
involved dissolved into rout. Caesar tried to
stop standard bearers as they fled past him -
a common gesture used by Roman
commanders to rally their men - but all
rushed on, some leaving the standard in his
hands, and one even trying to stab him with
its butt-spike, prompting a bodyguard to
slice off the man’s arm. Losses amounted to
over 960 men and 32 tribunes and
centurions killed and more taken prisoner.
Fortunately, Pompey failed to follow up his
advantage so soon after the failure of his
own attack, prompting Caesar to declare that
he would have lost if only the enemy
commander had known how to win.
Labienus was allowed to take charge of the
prisoners and had them all executed.
Parading his army, Caesar publicly punished
several of the standard-bearers and tried to
inspire the rest. Judging that their morale
was at a low ebb, he decided that they
needed to be encouraged before he risked a
major action. Evacuating his sick and
wounded, Caesar decided to withdraw,
sending his baggage train out of camp at
night to conceal his intention from the
enemy. The main column was then able to
withdraw with little hindrance. Only a few
Pompeian cavalry managed to catch up with
the retreating army and these were defeated
by Caesar’s cavalry, closely supported by a
picked unit of 400 infantry.

Pharsalus

Caesar headed into Thessaly, hoping to join
up with a detachment under Domitius
Calvinus which he had sent to intercept
Scipio and his two legions. His army began
to recover its strength as they passed
through unplundered land and were able to
harvest the now ripening grain. However,
the reverse at Dyrrachium made some
communities doubt Caesar’s prospects of
victory and the city of Gomphi refused to

admit him or provide food. Caesar stormed
the place and, for one of the very few times
during the Civil War, allowed his men to
sack the town. Some sources claim that the
next day’s march was more like a drunken
revel, but also that the overindulgence
appeared to cure much of the sickness from
which many soldiers were suffering.

Pompey now had several options. One
would have been to use his fleet to cross to
Italy, now largely unprotected, but this
would still mean that Caesar had to be
defeated at some future date, and might be
seen as running from his opponent. His
personal belief was that they ought to
shadow Caesar’s army, but avoid open
confrontation, hoping to wear him down by
depriving him of supplies. This was a
well-recognised Roman strategy, often
known by the nickname of ‘kicking the
enemy in the belly’. However, there was
massive pressure from the senators with the
army to bring matters to a swift conclusion
by bringing the enemy to battle. In early
August the two armies camped near each
other on the plains of Pharsalus. Several days
were spent in the manoeuvring and formal
challenges to battle that so often preceded
the battles of this period. The pressure on
Pompey to fight grew stronger and stronger.
Many of the senators were so confident that
arguments broke out over who should
receive Caesar’s post of Pontifex Maximus,
one of the senior priesthoods in Rome, as
well as what punishment was appropriate for
those who had supported him or tried to
remain neutral.

On the morning of 9 August Caesar was
preparing to move his camp to another
position where the army could more easily
find food, when he noticed that the
Pompeian army had advanced much further
from the rampart of their camp than was
usual, and had come fully onto the level
ground by the river Enipeus. Quickly, the
order was passed for Caesar’s men to take off
their packs and then re-form in columns,
wearing only the equipment necessary for
battle. Then the army marched out and
formed up facing the enemy. Altogether
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This relief shows a Spanish warrior carrying a long oval

shield and wielding a curved sword or falcata. He appears

to wear some sort of crested sinew cap. As with the
cavalryman shown on p. 42, it is uncertain to what extent the
Spanish infantry in the Civil War were dressed in this traditional
fashion or had adopted Roman equipments. (Museo
Arqueclogico Nacional, Madrid/AISA)
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The battle of Pharsalus, phase one
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Caesar had 80 cohorts totalling 22,000 men
and 1,000 cavalry. He formed the legions
into the usual three lines, with the most
experienced units on the flanks. Legio IX
had suffered heavily at Dyrrachium, so it was
combined with the almost equally depleted
but veteran Legio VIII into a single
command and placed on the left, next to the
river. On the right flank was Caesar's
favourite unit, Legio X. The entire army was
split into three commands, Mark Antony on
the left, Cnaeus Domitiius Calvinus in the
centre and Sulla on the right. Caesar was free
to move to wherever a crisis developed, but

in fact was to spend nearly all the battle with
Legio X. The cavalry were all massed on
the right.

Pompey’s army was significantly larger,
with the 110 cohorts in its three lines
totalling 45,000 men and an enormous force
of 7,000 cavalry on the left flank, supported
by significant numbers of archers and
slingers. Next to the cavalry were the two
legions that had once served with Caesar, |
and XV (now renumbered III). In the centre
were the legions from Syria and on the right
nearest the river the legions from Cilicia,
plus some troops from Spain. The army was
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also divided into three commands, with Pompey doubted the effectiveness of his own
Ahenobarbus on the left, Scipio in the centre legionaries compared with Caesar’s more
and Afranius on the right. The main line was experienced soldiers. Instead of relying on
formed very deep by Roman standards, with them, he planned to win the battle with his
each cohort deploying in ten ranks. Caesar’s cavalry. Concentrated on the left flank, they
men must have been in four or five ranks, outnumbered Caesar’s horsemen by around
much closer to the Roman norm. Pompey seven to one. They would advance to open
had also given his infantry an unusual order, the battle, smashing their opponents and
telling them not to advance to meet the then wheeling round to take Caesar’s
enemy, but to remain stationary and throw infantry from the flank and rear. Labienus
their pila as soon as the enemy came within was in charge of this attack, and may even

range. Both of these decisions suggest that have devised the plan.
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The enemy’s deployment made the
massive superiority of their cavalry obvious.
To counter this, Caesar took a single cohort
from the third line of each of his legions and
stationed this force behind his own cavalry,
probably echeloned back from the infantry
line. This fourth line was concealed behind
the horsemen and Legio X and not observed
by the enemy. Both armies were now ready
for battle, though some delay may well have
elapsed as the commanders encouraged their
men. For the battle Caesar’s army were given
the password ‘Venus, Bringer of Victory’ and
Pompey’s men ‘Hercules, Unconquered’.

The battle began with an advance all along
Caesar’s line. Most of the Pompeians remained
in position, but their cavalry surged forward
against Caesar’s horse, which gave way. During
the charge and subsequent combat the
Pompeians seem to have fallen into some
disorder, the individual squadrons losing
formation and merging into one great mass.
Many of these horsemen were relatively recent
recruits and neither officers nor men had
much experience of operating in such large
numbers, but there was always a tendency for
this to happen if cavalry became too crowded.
Suddenly, Caesar gave the signal for his fourth
line to attack. The legionaries charged forward,
yelling their battle cry and sounding their
trumpets, and then using the pila as spears.
The result was almost immediate panic, which
spread throughout the mass of enemy cavalry
until there was a great stampede to the rear.
The supporting light infantry were abandoned
and massacred or dispersed by the legionaries.
Pompey’s main attack had failed.

In the meantime the main infantry lines
had come into contact. Caesar’s men had
begun their charge at the usual distance,
turning their steady forward march into a run
preparatory to throwing their pila, but had
then noticed that the enemy was not moving.
To prevent the cohorts from running too far,
losing their formation and maybe wasting
their missiles, the centurions halted the line.
The nonchalance with which Caesar’s men
paused and redressed their ranks such a short
distance from the Pompeians was another
indication of their superb discipline. Re-

formed, the attack went in, the legionaries
waiting until they were within 50 feet or so of
the enemy before throwing a volley of
missiles and charging sword in hand into
contact. The Pompeians replied with their
own pila — though it is doubtful if the men in
the rear ranks of each cohort can have thrown
their weapons effectively. A hard struggle
developed, the second line of each army,
which always acted as close supports to the
first line, soon being drawn in. However, the
fourth line followed up its success by
attacking the exposed left flank of the
Pompeian infantry, throwing that section of
the line into disorder. Caesar gave the signal
for his third line to advance and renew
forward momentum in the fighting line. The
pressure on the enemy was too much. At first
the Pompeians went back slowly, but more
and more units began to dissolve into rout.
Caesar sent officers out to ensure that enemy
legionaries were permitted to surrender,
although his men were allowed to massacre
the foreign auxiliaries.

Pompey had left the battlefield almost as
soon as his cavalry had been swept away. He
had ridden back to his camp, instructing the
guards there to maintain a careful watch, and
then gone to his tent. Later, as the rout of his
army became obvious, he laid aside his
general’s cloak and left for the coast. If these
accounts of his behaviour are accurate — and
there must be some doubt, as they all come
from hostile sources — his command at
Pharsalus was remarkably spiritless, and his
behaviour, being the first rather than the last
to despair, utterly inappropriate for a Roman
general. Caesar also claims that his men were
astounded by the luxuries that they
discovered in the Pompeian camp, items more
suitable for effete Orientals than true Romans,
although again this could well be propaganda.

Pompeian prisoners numbered 24,000,
with supposedly another 15,000 killed. Nine
eagles (the standard of an entire legion) and
180 signa (the standard of a century) were
among the trophies. Once again most
Pompeians were pardoned by Caesar, and he
is supposed to have been especially pleased
when his men brought in Marcus Brutus, son
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of one of his former mistresses and later
leader of the conspirators who would murder
him. Many other Pompeians escaped, but
Ahenobarbus died in the pursuit. Some
fugitives went to north Africa, but Pompey
travelled to Egypt. Caesar’s own loss was
comparatively light at 200 men, along with
30 centurions. Such a disproportionately high
loss among these officers was not uncommon,
the result of their aggressive and inevitably
dangerous style of leadership.

Egypt — September 48-August 47

Caesar rested only for a very short time after
the victory. Mark Antony was sent back to

This iron helmet, known to modern scholars as the Agen
type, was one of several Gallic designs adopted and
developed by the Roman army. Such helmets were
certainly in use with many of the Gallic auxiliaries in the
Civil War and may also have been worrn by some
legionaries, especially in Caesar's legions, which had

been serving in Gaul for some years. (Schweisz
Landesmuseum, Zurich)

Italy, while Domitius Calvinus went with
three legions, mainly consisting of former
Pompeians, to Syria. Caesar himself took
Legio VI, now reduced to a mere 1,000 men,
another legion mustering some 1,400 men,
and 800 cavalry and rushed in pursuit of
Pompey; until he had been taken or killed
there could be no end to the war. News
arrived that Pompey had gone to Rhodes and
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then taken ship for Egypt, hoping to receive
aid in rebuilding an army.

Egypt was wracked by its own civil war at
this time, for the old King Ptolemy XI Auletes
(or flute-player) had left the throne jointly to
his son Ptolemy XII - a boy of about 14 - and
his eldest daughter Cleopatra. The boy king
was dominated by his advisers, Pothinus the
eunuch and Achillas the commander of his
army, a force that effectively included two
Roman legions which had been in the
province since 55 and had largely ‘gone
native’. Pompey’s ship arrived on the coast
near Ptolemy’s camp and he appealed to the

young king for aid. Since the king was
unwilling to support a loser and eager to win
favour with the victor, Pompey was lured
ashore and murdered, the first blow being
struck by a centurion who had served under
him during his Asian campaigns.

Caesar landed at Alexandria on
2 October 48, and was met by a deputation

This coin is believed to be a portrait of Cleopatra Vi,
queen of Egypt and in turn the mistress of Caesar and
Mark Antony. Our sources describe her as not classically
beautiful but with a fascinating personality. She was
certainly intelligent and highly educated in the Hellenistic
tradition, (British Museum/AKG Berlin)
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from Ptolemy that presented him with
Pompey’s head and signet ring. Caesar is
supposed to have wept, distraught at the loss
of his former friend and missing the
opportunity of pardoning him. This emotion
may have been genuine, as indeed may his
alleged desire to spare Pompey, but it is
equally possible that he simply wished to
distance himself from the cruelty of an act
from which he derived political benefit.
Nevertheless he gave honourable burial to
Pompey’s remains, the tomb surviving to be
desecrated by Jewish rebels in the second
century AD. Preceded by his lictors — the
attendants carrying the fasces, the bundle of
rods and an axe that symbolised the power
of Roman magistrates — Caesar marched in
great pomp to the palace. This display
enraged the volatile Alexandrians and
provoked some rioting. Caesar’s soldiers
responded with force and, since the late king
had recommended his children to Rome,
declared that both sides in the Civil War
should disarm and submit to his arbitration.
Some time in the next few days Cleopatra
visited Caesar. The most famous story is that
she was wrapped up in a carpet or blanket
and carried secretly into the palace by a
faithful Greek attendant, before being
unrolled in front of a mesmerised Caesar.
Cleopatra was 21 — more than 30 years
younger than Caesar — exceptionally
attractive if not quite flawlessly beautitul,
highly educated, intelligent, and with a
fascinating personality. Thus began one of
the most famous romances in history.

It was not long before Ptolemy’s advisers
felt that their cause could not compete with
his sister’s for Caesar’s favour. Leading their
army to support the mob of Alexandria, they
besieged the palace, blockading Caesar’s men
for six months. His soldiers were close to
panic when the water supply was cut off, but
new wells were dug inside the compound
and the crisis averted. Reinforced by
Legio XXXVII, composed of former
Pompeians, Caeselir became bolder and
attempted to seize the whole of the Pharos
Island, on which the great lighthouse, one of
the Seven Wonders of the World, was built.

The skill of his Rhodian captains and sailors
prevailed in a naval action fought within the
Great Harbour, and allowed Caesar to land
troops on the mole joining the Island.
However, things began to go wrong as the
enemy rushed reserves to the spot. Panic
began with the crews of some ships who had
landed to plunder and then spread to the
legionaries. The boat carrying Caesar away
was swamped by fugitives, forcing him to
dive into the water and swim to safety, at the
cost of abandoning his general’s cloak.
Ptolemy had been held hostage by Caesar
from early in the siege, and after this reverse
Caesar decided to release him. The lad
claimed to be reluctant to go, then promised
to end the war, but, once he joined the
army, promptly led it back to fight the
Romans. The balance of power had shifted in
his court by this time; Pothinus, assisted by
Ptolemy’s other sister Arsinoé, had murdered
Achillas and these two were the real powers
behind the throne. In the meantime an army
led by Caesar’s ally, King Mithridates of
Pergamum, had marched overland from Asia
Minor to Egypt. Leaving only a small
garrison, Caesar took the bulk of his 5,000 or
so men, and sailed out of Alexandria’s
harbour to join his ally. Ptolemy’s forces
heard of this and attempted to prevent their

juncture, but failed. In open manoeuvring,

Caesar showed the superiority of his men
over the enemy and in a rapid campaign
trounced the Egyptian army. Ptolemy fled
but drowned when the boat carrying him to
safety capsized. Arsinoé was exiled to Italy.
Caesar returned to relieve Alexandria.

The war in Egypt was over, but for more
than half a year Caesar had been out of
contact with the rest of the world. The
surviving Pompeians had had time to
regroup and the Civil War would drag on.
Yet, even though the war in Egypt was now
complete, Caesar remained there for two
months, allegedly spending his time feasting
with Cleopatra. At one stage the Queen is
supposed to have taken him on a luxurious
cruise down the Nile. Militarily and
politically, Caesar’s inaction for this long
period makes no sense. Perhaps he had never
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had a clear plan for what he should do once
he had won the Civil War, or perhaps he was
simply exhausted and could not resist a time
of rest in fascinating company.

Veni, vidi, vici — the
Zela campaign

It was not until late May or early June that
Caesar finally stirred himself to move. There
was bad news from Syria, and he sailed there
with Legio VI, leaving the rest of his army to
garrison Egypt. After the suicide of
Mithridates of Pontus, his son Pharnaces had
been left with only a small fraction of the
old kingdom of Pontus. Seeing the disorder
caused within the empire by the Civil War,
Pharnaces decided to seize once more the
lost territory, and invaded the old heartland
of Pontus. Caesar’s legate Domitius Calvinus
had marched to oppose him, but suffered
defeat. Pharnaces celebrated his victory in
brutal manner, torturing and executing his
prisoners, and castrating large numbers of
young Romans who fell into his hands.

The forces at Caesar’s disposal were small,
consisting of the greatly reduced but veteran
Legio VI, along with the survivors of
Domitius’s army. These included a legion of
Deiotarus’s Galatians which had fled before
contact, another raised in Pontus, and Legio
XXXVI which, although composed of former
Pompeians, had fought well. Though
outnumbered, Caesar characteristically chose
to advance on Pharnaces, stopping five miles
away from the enemy camp outside the
town of Zela. In the night Caesar suddenly
marched out and began to build a new camp
on the opposite side of a valley to the Pontic
army. On the next morning, 2 August 47,
Pharnaces drew up his army in battle order.
However, because the ravine separating them
was steep, offering very bad going to any
attacker trying to climb it, Caesar thought
that this was simply a gesture of confidence,
of the type commonly made by armies in
this period, and so allowed his men to
continue constructing the camp. He was
amazed when Pharnaces led his troops down

Another scene from the monument at Adamklissi in
Romania shows a legionary slashing, with his gladius.
Although the Roman army's training emphasised the use
of the point rather than the edged of the sword, the
gladius was in fact a very well balanced weapon that
could be used effectively to cut or thrust. (Author's
collection)

across the valley in a full-scale attack. The
Romans were unprepared and hastily tried to
put together a fighting line. Scythed chariots
— all but useless against steady and properly
formed troops — caused some losses among
the dispersed Romans, before their teams
were shot down with missiles. The fighting
was long and bitter, but eventually Legio VI
on the right flank punched through the
enemy line and exploited the success to
threaten the remainder of their army in the
flank. Finally, the Pontic army dissolved into
rout and the fleeing men were massacred by
the vengeful Romans. The legionaries were
so exhilarated that they crossed the valley
and stormed the enemy camp, in spite of the
resistance of its garrison.

Although the battle of Zela proved
hard-fought, it decided the war within days
of the beginning of the campaign. Caesar is
said to have commented on how lucky
Pompey had been to make his reputation as
a commander fighting such opponents.
Later, when he celebrated his triumph over
Pontus, the procession included placards
bearing just three Latin words: ‘Veni, vidi,
vici’ ('l came, I saw, I conquered’).

Africa — December 47-April 46

Although the eastern Mediterranean was
now settled, many problems had developed
elsewhere during Caesar’s absence. Cassius’s
behaviour in Spain had provoked rebellion,
while in Africa, Scipio, Afranius, Labienus,
Cato and many other die-hard senators had
raised an enormous army supported by King
Juba. There were also difficulties in Italy,
made worse by the lack of communication
from Caesar while he was in Egypt. Several
of his supporters, notably the tribune Publius
Cornelius Dolabella and Cicero’s friend
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Caelius Rufus, had tried to rally support by
advocating the abolition of debt and had
had to be suppressed by Mark Antony, who
was suspected of having acted too harshly
and was replaced as the dictator’s
subordinate or Master of Horse (Magister
Equiturm) by Marcus Lepidus.

There was also another mutiny among
Caesar'’s veterans, news made all the more
bitter because the ringleaders this time came
from his own favourite, Legio X. The older
soldiers wanted to be discharged and others
complained that they had not received the
rewards promised once their labours were at
an end. These were their public grievances,
but boredom may have played as big a part
in provoking the outbreak, for throughout
history armies have been more prone to
mutiny when they are inactive. Caesar
arrived back in Italy just as the mutineers
were gearing themselves up to march on
Rome. His behaviour amazed them when he
rode into their camp and addressed them
and asked what they wanted. When they
shouted out that they wished to be
demobilised, Caesar declared that they were
discharged and informed them that he
would let them have all that he had
promised once he had won the war in Africa
with other troops. Already stunned, the
veterans were horrified when he addressed
them as Quirites — civilians rather than
soldiers — instead of comrades. It was an
incredible display of Caesar’s charisma and
self-assurance, for soon the legionaries and
especially Legio X were begging him to
decimate them and take them back into
his service.

Caesar was impatient to embark on the
African campaign, and spent the bare
minimum of time in Rome before hurrying
across to Sicily. Reaching the port of
Lilybaeum with just one legion, only bad
weather prevented him immediately
embarking for Africa. Frustrated, he ordered
his tent to be pitched on the beach as a
public demonstration of his eagerness and
confidence. This was in spite of reliable
reports stating that Scipio had formed ten
legions, supported by four of Juba’s as well as

many auxiliaries and 120 war elephants. Even
when he finally did set sail on 25 December
47, Caesar still had only six legions and
2,000 cavalry. The operation was not well
planned, the ships’ captains not having been
briefed as to where they should land, and
this, combined with unfavourable winds,
resulted in the fleet becoming scattered.
When Caesar disembarked near
Hadrumentum, he had only 3,000 legionaries
and 150 horsemen. Perhaps his instinctive -
and characteristically Roman — boldness was
now verging on recklessness, or maybe the
stress and exhaustion of so many years of
command were taking their toll.

Yet Caesar proved just as capable at
improvisation as he always had in the past.
Messengers went back to Sicily and Sardinia
and soon he had gathered most of his
troops. On 3 January 46 he shifted the
army's main camp to Ruspina, deposited his
baggage there under guard and sent the rest
of the troops out foraging. A few days later
he led another similar expedition to gather
food, taking 30 cohorts, 400 cavalry and
150 archers. The legionaries marched
expedita, that is, without packs and ready
for battle, although the term is often
mistranslated as ‘lightly armed’. This time
they were intercepted by a strong force of
enemy cavalry and light infantry led by
Labienus, which was later joined by another
force under Petreius. Time and again the
Numidian light cavalry swooped down on
Caesar’s line, throwing javelins before they
swung round and retired. The legionaries
charged forward to catch their attackers, but
the Numidians easily evaded the men on
foot. Whenever a cohort attacked it was
exposed to more missiles from the infantry
skirmishers, especially against the men'’s
unshielded right flank. Casualties slowly
mounted and progress was slow as the
column moved across the open plain. Worse
was the effect on the morale of the mostly
young soldiers in the army. Their enemy was
wearing them down and they were unable to
strike back; some began to lose heart. One
story, which probably refers to this fight,
tells of Caesar grabbing hold of a standard



bearer who was beginning to run, turning
him around, and saying: ‘Look, that’s where
the enemy are!’

In the meantime Labienus was riding up
and down along the line, hurling abuse at
Caesar’s soldiers in the rough jargon of the
camp. An experienced soldier, who had once
served with Legio X but was now with
another unit, managed to bring down
Labienus’s horse with his pilum, and Caesar’s

old subordinate was carried from the field.
The situation remained desperate. Now
surrounded, Caesar stretched his cohorts out
into a single line - a rare formation for a

War elephants were used by Pompeians in the
campaign. They were most probably of the Africa
species rather than the Indian elephant shown here
Thapsus one legionary of VI Alaudae won fame when
cut off the the trunk of an elephant which had seize
camp follower. (AKG Berlin)
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Roman army - and had alternate units face
about, so that they could throw missiles or
charge in either direction. They then charged
and drove the enemy back for some distance.
Quickly disengaging, the Caesareans used
this temporary advantage to march on
towards Ruspina, until they were again
attacked by a new force of the enemy. Going
round the line, Caesar urged his men to a
last effort. As darkness was falling they
launched an attack against an enemy-held
hill blocking their line of march, driving the
Numidians off and giving the whole army
time to withdraw. Another version claims
that Petreius withdrew because he wanted
his commander-in-chief Scipio to gain the
glory of defeating Caesar.

Caesar became more cautious after this
display of enemy strength, sending to Italy
and Sicily for supplies and reinforcements.
Later in January two legions, XIII and XIV,
arrived, along with 800 Gallic cavalry and
1,000 archers and slingers.

Caesar now moved forward to besiege
Uzitta, forcing Scipio to come to its support.
In spite of Pompeian naval activity, two
more legions — VIII and X — arrived and
Caesar felt confident enough to offer battle
outside the town, although the enemy
declined. He also took the opportunity of
making an example of one of the tribunes of
Legio X who had been heavily involved in
last year’s mutiny. This man, Avienus, had
brought so many servants and horses, along
with copious amounts of personal baggage,
that he had required an entire ship simply to
transport his household. Such extravagance
was shocking at a time when Caesar needed
every transport to be crammed with soldiers
or supplies, and so he publicly rebuked
Avienus and dismissed him from the army,
along with another tribune and several
centurions who were known to have been
ringleaders in the mutiny.

Caesar was still having supply difficulties
and sent out several expeditions, one of which
provoked a large-scale cavalry action in which
Labienus was again defeated. The enemy was
also sending out detachments to gather food,
and Caesar attempted to intercept two legions

isolated from the rest. The operation failed
and as it retired his army was, harassed by
Labienus and a strong force of Numidian light
cavalry and infantry skirmishers. Once again
his own shortage of cavalry and light infantry
made it difficult for Caesar to deal with such
attacks. He gave orders that in future

300 soldiers in each legion should march
expedita, without their packs and ready for
action. These troops operated in close support
of the cavalry, forming a dense block behind
which the horsemen could rally, rest and
reform after a charge and so prepare to
advance again. This tactic surprised the enemy
and caused them to become more cautious.
After a period of manoeuvring failed to
provoke the enemy to battle and left Caesar
camped in an area without an adequate supply
of water, on the night of 4 April he led his
army out and marched back to Thapsus. The
town was still held by the enemy, and the
threat prompted Scipio to come to their
support, dividing his army into two camps
some eight miles from the town.

Thapsus was not easy for an enemy to
approach because a wide salt lake permitted
access only across a relatively narrow plain
from the west or south. Such restricted
battlefields offered an effective counter to
the numerous and fast-moving Numidian
cavalry which might otherwise slip round
the flanks of Caesar’s army. Even so, when
Caesar observed that Scipio had deployed his
army with elephants in front of each wing,
he took care to strengthen his own flanks.
The legions deployed in the usual three
lines, with the veteran II and X on the right
and equally experienced VIII and IX on the
left. He then divided Legio V Alaudae (or
‘Larks’), the legion recruited from Gauls, into
two sections of five cohorts apiece and
stationed each group in a fourth line behind
the flanks. His cavalry and light troops were
divided into two and stationed on the wings.

The enemy advance was sudden, and
Caesar busily rode around marshalling his
army and encouraging the soldiers. They
could see that the enemy army appeared
confused, and the more experienced soldiers
urged Caesar to attack immediately,
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confident that the Pompeians would not
stand. Reluctant to enter a battle before his
army was ready, Caesar rebuked them for
their impertinence and tried to finish
drawing up the lines. However, a trumpeter
on the right with the veteran legions gave in
to the soldiers and sounded the advance. The
call was quickly taken up by the musicians
in the other cohorts and the whole line
began to surge forward. Centurions
desperately turned about and tried to restrain
the legionaries, but Caesar quickly realised
that it was now too late, so he gave the
watchword for the day — ‘Good Luck’
(Felicitas) — and spurred his horse towards the
enemy. This at least is the version presented
by whichever of Caesar’s officers wrote the
African War. Another tradition claims that
Caesar began to suffer an epileptic fit and
this was the reason why the battle started in
such a disorganised way.

However the battle began, it proved to be
one of the swiftest of Caesar’s victories. The
enemy elephants were specially targeted by
his archers and slingers, panicking the
animals who fled, trampling their own
troops. Elsewhere the Pompeian legions gave
way with very little fighting. The attack of
the Caesarean legionaries was ferocious and
they mercilessly cut down even those
enemies who tried to surrender. The veterans
seemed determined to end the war once and
for all. Caesar’s casualties were very slight,
compared to an enemy loss of many
thousands. Cato committed suicide, as did
Juba after he had fought a gladiatorial bout
with and killed Petreius in a strange suicide
pact. Scipio fled by sea, but drowned when
his ship sank. Afranius, pardoned once
before, this time was captured and executed.
However, Labienus and Pompey’s two sons
escaped to Spain to continue the struggle.

Caesar went back to Rome. In the past he
had held the dictatorship for long enough to
hold consular elections, but now the Senate
voted him into the office for ten years. He
held four triumphs over the Gauls, Egyptians,
Pharnaces and Juba respectively. Yet, in
November 46, he had to leave for Spain to
fight the final campaign of the Civil War.

Spain — November 46 —
September 45

Cassius had proved both corrupt and
incompetent as governor of Spain, alienating
both his own troops and the local
population. By the time he was replaced by
Caius Trebonius, the situation was almost
beyond redemption and the new governor
was expelled by mutinous soldiers. Pompey’s
elder son Cnaeus arrived and was rapidly
acclaimed as commander of the rebellious
legions. He was soon joined by other
Pompeians, including his brother Sextus and
Labienus. A huge army of 13 legions and
many auxiliaries was raised, although the
quality of most of the new units was

highly questionable.

Caesar travelled rapidly as was his wont,
covering the 1,500 miles to Corduba in just
27 days, and whiling away the trip by
composing a long poem, The Journey. He had
eight legions — the best probably being
Legio V Alaudae which was experienced but
still eager — and the old soldiers of Legio X,
and 8,000 cavalry. The early stages of the
fighting included a number of fierce
skirmishes, but Cnaeus Pompey was
reluctant to risk a battle. It was already
proving the most brutal campaign of the
entire conflict.

The Pompeians were suffering a continual
trickle of deserters. Men accused of publicly
stating that they thought Caesar would win
were arrested. Of these soldiers 74 were
executed and the remainder imprisoned. In
the middle of March Pompey reached the
hilltop town of Munda. Caesar followed in
pursuit and camped nearby. The next
morning, 17 March 45, he prepared to
march after the enemy, but then saw that
they were forming up in battle order on the
high ground. Pompey had the bulk of
13 legions, a strong force of cavalry, and
some 12,000 Spanish auxiliaries, half of
them skirmishers. There was a level plain
between this rise and the hill on which the
Caesarean camp was located. His army
marched out to deploy in the usual three
lines, Legio X on the right and III and V
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The battle of Thapsus
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cavalry. Once formed, the Caesareans Pompeians did not move, keeping to the
marched down onto the open ground, high ground so that the enemy would have
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to attack uphill. Caesar’s men were as eager
as they had been at Thapsus and he attacked
anyway, in spite of the disadvantage. The
fighting was fierce and determined. One
tradition claims that the Caesareans began
to waver and that he dismounted and
charged alone against the enemy, rallying
first his officers and then the remainder of
the army. In the end, the veterans of Legio
X started to drive back the enemy left.
Pompey tried to shift troops from his right
to plug the gap, but Caesar’s cavalry
renewed the pressure on that flank and
pinned the legions there. At last the

Pompeians broke and were slaughtered in
great numbers. All 13 eagles were taken, and
most of the enemy leaders, including
Cnaeus Pompey and Labienus, were killed in
the next few days. Some 1,000 Caesareans
had fallen, a heavier loss than in any of the
earlier victories and testimony to hard
fighting. Munda was blockaded, the
legionaries grimly fixing the severed heads
of Pompeians to spikes topping their
rampart. The mopping-up took several
months. Caesar had won the Civil War, but
now it remained to be seen whether he
could win the peace.
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Caesar’'s centurions

No personal account written by an ordinary
soldier or junior officer survives for the Civil
War. In the surviving narratives only a
handful of men from the ranks are even
mentioned by name, usually because they
performed some conspicuous act of heroism.
We know that soldiers were primarily
recruited from the poorer classes. In normal
circumstances most, if not all, were
volunteers, but during civil wars many were
probably unwilling conscripts. Soldiering
had become a career, but the wages were low,
lower than a man could earn as a labourer
on the land or as a casual worker in the city.
When Caesar doubled the pay of his soldiers,
an ordinary legionary still received only

225 denarii (1,000 sesterces) a year. We do
not know whether or not there were fixed
terms of service, and the traditional
maximum of 16 years may still have been in
force, although during the civil wars some
men served for more than two decades.
Active campaigning, especially in a
prosperous area, might bring greater rewards
in the form of plunder, either taken
individually or as the soldier’s share in the
booty acquired by the entire army. The most
successful generals rewarded their soldiers
lavishly. Conditions in the army were basic
and the discipline brutal. At the whim of his
centurion a man could be flogged, and many
other crimes were punishable by death. At
the end of their service, soldiers hoped to be
provided with some source of livelihood.
Usually this meant the grant of a plot of
land, which suggests that many recruits were
still coming from rural areas.

Legionaries were men who had received
little from the Republic or the Senate and had
small interest in maintaining it. They
identified far more strongly with their legion,
the community in which they lived for many
vears. The legions of this period had a far

greater sense of corporate identity than the
temporary militia legions of the Middle
Republic. They kept a number, and
sometimes a name, for many years, marching
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under their eagle standard. Even at Munda,

and in spite of earlier mutiny and

indiscipline, it was the depleted veterans of
Legio X who made the critical breakthrough.
In fact these men would go on to play a
prominent role in the civil war after Caesar’s
death. A good commander could inspire
incredible devotion in his men. Caesar had
been lavish with his plunder in Gaul,
although during the Civil War he was less
willing to permit his men to profit from

defeating fellow citizens. Yet it was not
simply financial self-interest that bonded his
soldiers so closely to him. Caesar’s army
developed almost a cult of heroism, especially
bravery performed in the sight of all. Their
commander shared the rigours of campaign

This figure from the altar of Domitius Ahenobarbus
shows a figure — sometimes indentified as the war god
Mars — dressed in the uniform of a senior officer: Many
of the senatorial and equestrian officers during the Civil
War may have looked very similar (AKG Berlin)




66  Essential Histories = Caesar's Civil War

with his men, leading them on marches and
in battle. In his speeches he called them
comrades and spoke of their shared efforts.
Even if our sources exaggerate a little when
they claim that no Caesarean soldier ever
deserted to the enemy, it is certainly true that
defections were far more common from
Pompey’s legions. In his Cormmentaries, Caesar
repeatedly claims that he explained to his
soldiers the wrongs done to him and the
ill-treatment of the tribunes of the plebs. It is
hard to know how far such concerns swayed
his soldiers, and whether their prominence in
his accounts has more to do with the
intended audience for these works.

By no means all the soldiers fighting in
the Civil War were Romans. Many
non-citizens were swept into the legions,
although each side tended to accuse the
other of doing this. There were also large
numbers of foreign auxiliaries, often serving
under their own tribal leaders. The chieftains
of Gallic, German and other tribal peoples
displayed their status by the number of
warriors in their personal following. They
supported these men, some of whom might
come from outside the tribe, feeding them
and rewarding their courage, and in turn the
warriors were obliged to fight for them. Their
loyalty was to the person of the chieftain,
rather than a tribe, nation or cause.
Therefore the warriors fought for one of the
sides in the Civil War simply because their
chief had chosen to do so, and if the leader
chose to stop fighting or change sides, then
his warriors followed. When the Allobrogian
brothers Roucillus and Egus defected, the
warriors of their household automatically
went with them. The bond between chieftain
and warriors was exceptionally close and
similar relations could develop even if the
commander was not a native chieftain.
Caesar had a bodyguard of 900 German and
Gallic cavalry, and Labienus was followed by
another unit of tribesmen who proved just as
loyal to him. Later Cleopatra received a
bodyguard of Gauls.

While the ordinary legionaries receive
little individual mention in our sources, a far
more prominent role is reserved for the

centurions. Time and again Caesar explains
the success of his legions as being due to the
courage and leadership of these officers.
Even in disasters, the heroism of his
centurions often provided the one bright
note. It has often been assumed that the vast
majority of centurions were promoted from
amongst the ranks of the ordinary soldiers
after long and distinguished service.
Sometimes they are compared to the
sergeant-majors who provide the backbone
of many modern armies. There is virtually
no evidence for this view, and certainly
Caesar never once mentions a centurion
promoted from the ranks, although he
frequently refers to centurions being
promoted to higher grades. It is far more
likely that many centurions entered the
army in that capacity, or as one of the junior
officers within the century, and that they
were recruited from the better-educated and
reasonably well-off classes, rather than from
the very poor who provided the mass of the
ordinary legionaries. Both in Cicero and
Caesar centurions appear as far more
politically significant than the ordinary
soldiers. Centurions were professional
officers, rather than professional soldiers.
The deeds of several centurions are
recorded in some detail in our sources. One
such man was Scaeva, who made a name for
himself at Dyrrachium. He was a centurion
in one of the three cohorts holding an
isolated fort that was attacked by an entire
enemy legion supported by many archers
and slingers. Fighting ferociously, Scaeva’s
shield is supposed to have been hit by
120 missiles. In the end, like many of his
colleagues, he was struck by an arrow in the
eye. Wounded, he called out to the enemy as
if to surrender. When two men sprang
forward to take such a distinguished
prisoner, Scaeva killed one and sliced the
arm of the other. His stubbornness inspired
his men to continue the struggle. Caesar
promoted him to the post of primus pilus,
along with a bounty of 50,000 denarii, and
publicly praised him. Although he is not
mentioned again, there is some evidence to
suggest that Scaeva continued to have a
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distinguished military career. The tombstone
of a former cavalry trooper from Gallia
Narbonensis, which probably dates to the
30s BC, records his unit as the Ala Scaevae
(cavalry regiment of Scaeva). Thus it seems
that Scaeva went on to command a unit of
Gallic auxiliary cavalry. The bold centurion
described by Caesar would certainly seem an
ideal candidate to act as chieftain for a group
of such warriors.

A former primus pilus of Legio X figures
prominently in Caesar’s account of Pharsalus.
This man, one Crastinus, had rejoined the
army and now commanded a unit of 120
other veterans who had returned to service.
He is supposed to have addressed the men,
telling them that this battle would win back

Caesar’s position and allow them to retire
again, their duty to him fulfilled. Turning to
Caesar as he rode past, marshalling the army,
he called out: ‘Today, general, I shall earn
your thanks whether I live or die.” Crastinus
and his men led the charge, hacking their
way into the enemy ranks. He was finally
killed when a sword was thrust into his
mouth and came out at the back of his neck.
Caesar ordered men to search for him after

This tombstone from Capua commemorates the
brothers Canuleius, both of whom served in

Caesar's Legion VII. Quintus was only 18 when

he was killed during the campaigns in Gaul, but it is
possible that Caius, who died at the age of 35, served
in the Civil War. Military tombstones from this period
are very rare.
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The tombstone of Publius Gessius was found at Viterbo

in [taly and is thought to date to the middle of the first
century BC.The inscription makes no mention of any
military service, but Gessius is shown wearing a cuirass
and with the hift of a gladius just visible. (Boston Museum
of Fine Arts)

the battle and after laying military
decorations on his corpse — a rare thing, for
the Romans did not usually give posthumous
awards — buried him in a special tomb away
from the massed grave of the other casualties.
In the army of the imperial period, it
became very common for soldiers to erect
engraved monuments recording the details of
their military career, but this practice was only
just beginning in the Late Republic. One of
Pompey’s centurions, a man called Granonius,
from Luceria in Italy, died at Athens and was
commemorated on a tombstone, probably
sometime in 49-48. One man who may have
served at the very beginning of the Civil War
and had certainly fought under Caesar in
Gaul, was Caius Canuleius of Legio VII. He
was commemorated by his father on a
monument, along with his brother who had
been killed in Gaul at the age of 18 while
serving with Legio VIL. Some other men who
are commemorated on tombstones and
memorials from the late first century BC may
well have fought in the Civil War, but little or
no detail is given as to their length of service,
so such information must remain conjecture.
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A Mediterranean war

The Civil War affected the entire Roman world
and ultimately destroyed a centuries-old
political system. Many ordinary citizens were
swept up into the armies, to serve in brutal
conditions. Some died in battle, many more
probably through disease and privations, while
others were permanently crippled. At least
some soldiers, especially auxiliary troops such
as Gauls, were accompanied on campaign by
their wives and children, who in turn suffered
from the rigours of hard journeys and poor
food. Yet it was not just soldiers and their
families who were caught up in the conflict,
for many civilian communities also suffered.
An extreme case was a town like Gomphi in
Thessaly, which Caesar permitted his soldiers
to sack in an effort to restore their spirits after
the retreat from Dyrrachium. In such
circumstances Roman soldiers were extremely
brutal, impossible for their officers to restrain
even had they wished to do so. Caesar
deliberately did not march into Corfinum at
night in 49 because he did not trust his men
to keep their discipline once they slipped off
into the dark streets, and he did not wish to
begin the campaign by plundering an Italian
city. In 46, it was also considered a
considerable achievement when Caesar's men
were camped outside Hadrumentum and he
was able to prevent them from plundering it.
Communities within the area of any of
the campaigns were likely to suffer even if
they were not subjected to a sack. The armies
needed food in vast quantities. Most hoped
to gain as much of this as possible from
willing allies or to ship supplies in from
elsewhere, but this was not always possible,
especially as operations became more
protracted. The needs of the local population
mattered little when the armies sent out
foraging expeditions to gather up all the
grain and cattle they could find. There were
also cases when the armies clashed within

urban areas, often causing damage. The siege
of Caesar’s small force in Alexandria brought
considerable destruction on the city, as
buildings were demolished or set on fire.
The Civil War pitted legion against legion
and made Rome vulnerable to foreign
enemies. The most spectacular success was
enjoyed by Pharnaces, until his army was
destroyed at Zela. Other threats failed to
materialise. Parthia had already invaded Syria
once after its victory over Crassus, and seemed
on the brink of doing so once again in late 50.
Internal problems, during which the victorious
commander at Carrhae was executed by the
king as a potential rival, absorbed Parthia and
delayed a new offensive. In the west, Caesar’s
conquest of Gaul had been quick and
spectacularly successful, but the new province
had not yet been properly consolidated. In fact
there were no repeats of the rebellions that
had broken out between 54 and 51 during
Caesar’s lifetime, but it did take another
generation and further unrest before the
province was fully pacified. Other allied
countries sought to benefit from involvement
in the Civil War. Deiotarus sent troops to aid
Pompey in part because he was his client but
also in the hope of securing his kingdom.
Juba's attitude was similar. In Egypt the rivals
in their own civil war tried to win favour from
victors in the Roman conflict, Cleopatra
gaining greatly from this and preserving some
measure of independence for an area that had
been in something of an anomalous position
between ally and province for some time.

‘Sulla did not know his political
alphabet’ — Caesar’s dictatorship

In the first years of the Civil War Caesar
spent little time in Rome. In 46 he spent the
greater part of the year there, having just
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been appointed dictator for ten years, and
then after his return from Spain in October
45 remained there until his assassination on
15 March 44. The rest of the time Caesar was
busy on campaign and ruled Rome through
deputies. He was planning to leave once
again to fight a war in the Balkans against
Dacia and then to move east and confront
Parthia in spring 44, a task which at the very
least would have kept him away from Italy
for several years. Yet, although he spent little
time in the city, the period of Caesar’s rule
profoundly and permanently changed the
nature of Roman political life. Caesar is
supposed to have declared frequently that
Sulla showed his political illiteracy when he
resigned his dictatorship. Evidently, Caesar
did not plan to withdraw from politics and
so the Republic would inevitably be
dominated by a single all-powerful
individual on a permanent basis, the very
thing Rome’s constitution was supposed

to avoid.

However, it is much harder to say
precisely what sort of position Caesar
envisaged for himself in the long term.

Civil war was renewed within months of his
death, as his supporters sought vengeance
against his murderers, and it was obviously
in the interests of both sides to distort the
record of what Caesar had done and, even
more, what he planned to do. The
conspirators needed to show that Caesar was
bent on becoming an autocratic monarch

- who would have denied freedom to the rest
of the Senate. Therefore he had to be killed
because of what he would become. Caesar’s
heirs and supporters maintained the opposite
view, pointing out that Caesar’s rule had
been and would have continued to be
benevolent and that he had not wanted to
become anything as un-Roman as a king. We
have very few contemporary sources for
details of the last months of Caesar’s life,
since most of Cicero’s letters from that
period were not preserved, and virtually all
our accounts are later and inevitably
influenced by the propaganda of both sides.
Eventually Caesar’s adopted son Octavian
{Augustus) would make himself Rome’s first

emperor after his defeat of Mark Antony and
Cleopatra in 31. As part of the adoption, his
name became Caius Julius Caesar
Octavianus. Therefore if either Caesar
himself or Octavian passed a law, it would be
recorded as a Julian law (lex Julia), and if
they founded a colony it would be a Julian
colony (colonia Julia). This makes it very easy
to confuse the actions of the two men, and it
is not always clear when Augustus actually
implemented a measure that Caesar had
planned.

Initially Caesar was given a ten-year
dictatorship with the additional title of
praefectus morum (prefect of morals). This was
an invention that seems to have given him
most of the powers of the censors, in
particular the ability to appoint and expel
senators and add names to the roll of
citizens. In effect his power was greater than
the consuls and, not only did he sit among
the magistrates, but his opinion was always
called for first. Even more importantly, he
appointed all the significant magistrates.
This provided him not only with control of
the important offices of state, but also with
the ability to reward the loyalty of his
followers during the Civil War. The Senate
grew enormously in size as Caesar’s partisans
were rewarded. By his death it had almost
1,000 members, compared with the
600 established by Sulla. Many of the new
appointments were considered utterly
unsuitable by traditionalists, for throughout
the war Caesar’s party had been seen as a
haven for all the disreputable men and
failures in the state. As Cicero joked grimly,
how could you expect such men to guide the
Republic when they could not even manage
their own fortunes for a couple of months?
Rumours circulated that in former years
Caesar had gone round recruiting such
wastrels by telling them that what they
really needed was a civil war to restore their
fortunes. Other appointments were
unpopular, less because of the reputation of
the individuals in question, but because of
their nationality, for there were many
aristocrats from the towns of Italy. In
addition, Caesar, who had as consul granted
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citizenship to Cisalpine Gaul and during his
campaigns extended the franchise to many
noblemen north of the Alps, appointed
several Gallic senators. This move again
prompted caustic comments about
barbarians, only recently bereft of their
trousers and put into a toga, wandering
aimlessly around the city as they failed to
find the forum. Throughout his career Caesar
had taken pride in always rewarding those
who assisted him, and his actions as dictator
simply confirmed this.

Sulla had filled his enlarged Senate with
his partisans. Caesar to a great extent did the
same thing. However, although most of the
older and more famous senators who had
sided against him were now dead, other,
younger, men who had received Caesar’s
clemency were taken back and given
honours and magistracies. Brutus and
Cassius, the two main leaders in the
conspiracy that would murder Caesar, had
both fought against him in 49-48. Caesar
appointed both men to the praetorship in
45. Yet all such honours were devalued by
the freedom with which he doled them out
to his supporters. The number of
praetorships was increased to accommeodate
the number of men whose loyalty demanded
a magistracy. The number of consuls was not
increased from two, but Caesar encouraged
men to resign before their year of office,
allowing him to appoint others as suffect or
replacement consuls. Such men were entitled
to all the insignia of the full rank. An
extreme case was Caius Caninius Rebilus,
who had served as an officer with Caesar
throughout much of the Civil War. When
one of the consuls for 45 died on the last
day of his office, Caesar appointed Caninius
to hold a suffect consulship for less than
24 hours. Cicero quipped that he proved one
of the Republic’s most dedicated magistrates,
never sleeping a wink while he held power,
and that everyone needed to rush and
congratulate the new consul before he had
to relinquish it. In spite of this he, and many
other senators, resented Caesar’s disdainful
treatment of the hallowed offices of
the Republic.

At first Caesar was assisted by the
dictator’s traditional subordinate, the Master
of Horse (Magister Equitum), a post held by
Antony and later Lepidus. In 45 eight
prefects were appointed to aid the Master of
Horse, marking another stage between
Pompey’s indirect rule of his Spanish
provinces and the use of legates and prefects
by the later emperors to govern the empire.
Though large, the Senate lacked any real
freedom of debate and was becoming
distanced from the main decision-making
processes that tended to occur in private and
involved only Caesar and his trusted
advisers. If senators had, in 59 and
afterwards, resented the need to go to one of
the triumvirs if they wanted to secure any
post or favour for a client, now the situation
was much worse. It is possible that Caesar
had become too accustomed to supreme
military command to adapt his style of
leadership to the more tactful needs of
political life. He had spent most of his life
for more than a decade issuing orders, which
had always ultimately resulted in success.
Caesar knew his own abilities, trusting them
far more than he trusted the capacity of
anyone else. His manner often suggested
impatience with display and the feelings of
others whom he did not respect.

On one occasion he caused offence when
he failed to rise from his work and greet the
consuls as soon as they came into his
presence. The people loved the lavish games
and spectacles he staged in Rome, but did
not like his habit of listening to and
answering correspondence while he sat in
his box.

Caesar certainly displayed all the energy he
had shown as an army commander during his
dictatorship and the range of reforms he
initiated during such a short time is truly
remarkable. In some cases this consisted of
tidying up an existing situation, as when he
reformed the constitutions of the towns in
[taly. The provinces too were affected, with
renewal of the taxation system, usually in
favour of the provincials. Plans were drawn
up for a massive programme of colonisation
throughout the provinces. This was to include
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This coin was minted by Caesar during his dictatorship
and shows him wearing the laurel wreath of a
triumphant general. The right to wear this on all public
occasions was especially attractive to Caesar, who had
lost much of his hair (AKG Berlin)

not only the vast number of soldiers enrolled
during the Civil War and now nearing
retirement or no longer required, but also a
significant number of the urban poor. Caesar
had resisted pressure to abolish debt
completely, the habitual desire of many
citizens who lacked regular employment and
lived in rented apartments, and arranged a
more equitable system of repayment, but this
measure would have eased the plight of many
as well as adding to the number of prosperous

citizens. It is uncertain just how many of
these colonies were actually founded, for as
mentioned above they are easily confused
with the more numerous Augustan
foundations. However, the programme was
certainly already underway in Transalpine
Gaul by the time of Caesar’s death and had
probably also begun elsewhere. Perhaps as
many as 100,000 colonists were settled in
Spain, Gaul and Africa.

The removal of part of Rome’s population,
which by this time was close to the one
million mark, helped to relieve some of the
city’s problems. Laws were passed banning
the trade guilds which men like Clodius and
Milo had turned into gangs of thugs,
although this measure may not have
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achieved much, as it still allowed ‘legitimate’
organisations. The number of poor citizens
receiving a handout of wheat purchased and
distributed by the state was reduced by more
than half to only 150,000 recipients, many
of those removed from the list being sent out
as colonists. As a further measure to improve
the food supply to the city, Caesar ordered
the construction of a massive new harbour at
Ostia, but this does not appear to have
moved beyond the planning stage. A major
building programme was begun in Rome,
with older temples and public buildings
being heavily restored and new monuments
built. An entire forum complex, the Forum
Julium, containing a new Senate House or
curia to replace the one burnt down by
Clodius’ supporters, was begun. Occupying a
prominent place within the complex was a
grand temple dedicated to his divine
ancestor, Venus Genetrix. Apart from making
the city more splendid, projects such as this
provided work for large numbers of the
urban poor who might otherwise be a source
of instability.

Apart from the grand parades that
marked Caesar’s triumphs in 46 and
45, he held many spectacular public
entertainments, and in particular
gladiatorial displays. On a more cultural
note, a large public library was planned,
supervised by the polymath (wide-ranging
scholar) Varro. Caesar seems to have
interested himself in practically everything,
and probably his most enduring measure
was the reform of the calendar. The
traditional Roman calendar required
constant attention from the priests, and had
long since ceased to conform to the natural
season, creating problems for Rome’s
political year. Caesar replaced this with a
calendar of twelve 30-day solar months. In
46, 67 days were added to the year so that
the new calendar would begin at the right
time. The modern Gregorian calendar,
created in the late sixteenth century and
slowly adopted throughout the world,
modified Caesar’s system but left it
substantially intact. The month of July still
bears the name of the Roman dictator.
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Cicero and the

The Civil War presented the vast majority of
Romans with a dilemma, for it was clear that
joining either side or remaining inactive all
had their perils. As we have seen, only a
minority even among the Senate actually
wanted war. The letters written and received
by the great orator Cicero during these last
months of peace and the years of war
provide us with a remarkable insight into
these times and the impact of the war on
one man, his family and friends. The
majority of these letters were to his
long-time friend and correspondent Atticus,
an equestrian who remained outside formal
politics and yet seemed to know, and have
friendly relations with, every prominent
Roman in this period.

Marcus Tullius Cicero was a ‘new man’,
the first in his family to reach the
consulship. His rise was almost entirely due
to his skill as an orator, for his fame came
more from winning famous cases in the
courts than military achievements. Almost
an exact contemporary of Pompey, Cicero
had advanced his career through the same
turbulent decades of civil war, dictatorship
and attempted coups and revolutions. His
great moment came as consul in 63, when
he presided over the defeat and punishment
of Catiline’s conspirators. In spite of his
fame, Cicero did not have the wealth,
influence and client-base of a Pompey,
Crassus or Caesar and would never be more
than one of a number of distinguished
senators. His vulnerability had been made all
too clear in 58, when Clodius had forced
him into exile for alleged illegal behaviour
during his consulship. Although this was
only temporary, it had proved that he could
not rely on the support and protection of
men like Pompey.

On 24 November 50 as tension grew in
Rome, Cicero arrived back at Brundisium

Civil War

after a year-long tenure as proconsul of
Cilicia in Asia Minor. This in itself was an
indirect consequence of the machinations of
Caesar’s opponents, for the law decreeing a
five-year interval between magistracy and
governorship had created a shortage of
provincial governors. As a result, men like
Cicero, who had been consul over a decade
before and had no real ambition to go to a
province, were required to fulfil their
obligations. In Cilicia he did his best to
govern well, preparing the defences in case
the Parthians, flushed with their success at
Carrhae, launched the expected invasion.
When this did not materialise he conducted
a minor campaign against the tribesmen of
Mount Amanus, for which he hoped to
receive a triumph. In spite of the continuing
Parthian threat, Cicero left at the first legal
opportunity, arriving back in Rome just in
the last period of peace. As a governor he
still had imperium, which he could not lay
down if he wanted to be granted a triumph.
In fact in the end he was only granted the
lesser honour of a ‘supplication’, which was
probably more in keeping with the scale of
his success.

Cicero’s correspondents had kept him well
informed about the impending crisis. He had
always been closer to Pompey than Caesar,
though Pompey’s failure to protect him from
Clodius still rankled. When Pompey had
been allied with Crassus and Caesar, Cicero
had aided them, for instance, delivering a
powerful speech in favour of extending
Caesar's initial command in Gaul, while his
brother Quintus had served as one of
Caesar’s legates in Gaul. Even before he
reached Rome, Cicero was writing to Atticus
saying that, publicly, he would vote with
Pompey, although in private he would urge
him to strive for peace. Caesar’s supporters
he saw as wastrels, most of them young and
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already associated with criminal activity.
Yet he realised their strength, claiming that
the only thing Caesar’s side ‘lacked was a
good cause, since they had everything else
in abundance’. Yet already Cicero could not
help wondering why this situation had
been allowed to occur. Would it not have
been better to have opposed Caesar when
he was weaker, rather than waiting until
the Senate itself had granted him honours
and power, making him a far more
dangerous opponent. Caesar had been

Cicero was the greatest orator of his day and was also a
prolific author: His letters, which were published after his
death, provide a very vivid picture of the period of the
Civil War. (AKG Berlin)

allowed to win office because the Senate had
not effectively opposed him when he was
weak and vulnerable.

By the middle of December Cicero was
outside Rome and began to realise just how
divided the Senate was over the issue. The
vast majority, both in the Senate and the
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equestrian order, wanted peace. Most were
also dubious about Pompey’s intentions and
what would happen once he defeated Caesar.
As Cicero put it, ‘from victory (for Pompey
and the Senate) will come many evils, and
certainly a tyrant.” Seeing just how strong
was the desire for peace, he again wondered
why they had allowed Caesar so much power
if they were only going to fight him in the
long run. When war finally came, Cicero’s
correspondence became filled with the
rumours that circulated among the nervous
citizens. He could not understand Pompey’s
decision to leave Rome and then not to
make any effort to defend the city, seeing
this as an open admission of weakness. He
remained there for a few days, before retiring
to the country. He corresponded with
Pompey and Caesar as well as many other
friends, most of whom urged him to declare
himself more openly.

Marcus Caelius Rufus was one of that
wild, irresponsible generation that figured so
heavily in the radical politics of the Late
Republic, but he remained very friendly with
Cicero, who had successfully defended him
in court. During his tenure in Cilicia, Caelius
had sent a series of gossipy letters packed
with news and scandal from the city. Now he
had joined Caesar, feeling that even if
Pompey might have the more honourable
cause, then Caesar certainly had the better
army, which was what counted as soon as a
political dispute spilled over into open war.

Pompey’s decision to abandon Italy and
instead build up his power in the east
dismayed Cicero along with many others. It
also added to his own uncertainty, made
worse because he had still not laid down his
imperium as proconsul and therefore had the
power to command troops. During these
months his letters to Atticus were probably
more frequent than at any other time in his
life, and on some days he wrote more than
one. Pompey’s strategy seemed misguided,
and yet still he felt a loyalty to him and
gratitude, even if he did not really believe in
his cause. Both Caesar and several of his
associates begged Cicero to return to Rome,
for he wanted to summon a legitimate

Senate, and the presence of a distinguished
ex-consul would add greatly to its authority.
There is a strange, almost unreal quality
about some of these letters, as Caesar’s
associates quote their commander’s letters
reporting that his army has cornered
Pompey in Brundisium and telling of the
progress of the siege. At the end of March, as
Caesar returned to Rome, he called on Cicero
and in person assured him of his respect and
tried to persuade him to go back to Rome.
Cicero said that if he came, he would say
that the Senate could not approve of Caesar
taking his legions to fight in Spain or Greece,
and then lament Pompey's fate. When
Caesar replied that he did not want such
sentiments expressed publicly, Cicero
explained that he could not go to Rome and
speak under any other circumstances, which
was why he chose to remain in the country.
Caesar left soon afterwards for the
Spanish campaign, and Cicero began to
wonder about belatedly following Pompey,
or perhaps travelling simply to stay out of
the conflict. Caelius marched with Caesar
and in April wrote to Cicero during the
march, telling him that he ought not to join
the enemy, for Caesar was already gaining a
marked advantage. Around the same time
Curio stopped at Cicero’s villa en route to
Sicily. Cicero found him as boastful and
unrestrained in his speech as ever, and was
disturbed to hear that Curio also believed
that Caesar’s clemency was a temporary ploy
and that his true nature would eventually
assert itself. In the end, after continued
heart-searching, he decided to embark for
Macedonia and join Pompey’s army. His
teenage son, also called Marcus, was already
there, having volunteered to serve as a
cavalry officer. What Cicero found in the
Pompeian camp dismayed him, for the
senators had become increasingly extreme,
and spoke of extreme punishments not
simply for Caesar’s partisans, but also for
anyone who had remained neutral. Pompey
seemed to lack his old confidence and
purpose and there was little sense of unity
among the commanders. Illness kept him
from the field at Pharsalus where the defeat
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confirmed his low opinion of the army. In
the aftermath as an ex-consul still possessed
of proconsular imperium, Cato is supposed to
have offered him command of the survivors,
but Cicero declined and returned to Italy.
Caesar’s long stay in Egypt, and the lack
of communication from him for months on
end were incomprehensible. All Cicero
wanted was for the war to end, and for at
least some semblance of normality to return
to Roman politics, but now that Caesar had
won the war, he failed to end it utterly.
Cicero waited near Brundisium for the victor
to return, nervously wondering how he
would be treated. In the event, Caesar
proved extremely friendly, but even so
Cicero spent increasingly little time in
formal politics and more writing
philosophical works. Part of him hoped that
Caesar could guide the state and allow a
gradual return to the proper institutions of
the Republic. Yet the reality of Caesar’s
supremacy, and the dictator’s continued
reliance on the dubious individuals who had
proved loyal to him in the past, steadily

alienated him. Cicero was not involved in
the conspiracy, although since the letters to
Atticus for the months before Caesar’s death
were not published it is possible that his
friend was implicated in some small way, but
wished to conceal this by the time that the
letters were published. He had high hopes of
better things after the deed and, for almost a
year, once again took a leading role in
politics. His respect for Brutus was
considerable, even though he had seen the
ruthless and unscrupulous side of his
character during his own governorship of
Cilicia, where Brutus’ agents had demanded
four times the legal rate of interest on a loan
given to the city of Salamis. Even so, he was
not persuaded by Brutus when the latter
argued that he should not encourage
Octavian’s ambitions, lest they raise up
another Caesar. Cicero saw Antony as the
real enemy, and was willing to deploy any
means to destroy him. He failed, and
himself perished, leaving his letters,
speeches and philosophical books as a
permanent memorial.



How the war ended

The Ides of March

On 15 February 44, Caesar’s dictatorship and
other powers were extended for life. A
month later he was stabbed to death by a
group of senators that included men who
had served him for years, as well as pardoned
Pompeians. Before discussing why the
conspirators acted in this way, we must
consider the difficult question of Caesar’s
own long-term aims — a subject of
continuing scholarly debate and little
agreement. It has often been stated that the
Roman Republic failed and was replaced by
the rule of emperors because the system,
designed to regulate the public affairs of a
city-state, could not cope with the changed
circumstances of governing a world empire.
There is some truth in this as we have seen,
for during the last years of the Republic it
became increasingly difficult to
accommodate and regulate the competition
between a few overwhelmingly powerful
individuals. At the same time the Senate
failed to acknowledge the emergence of a
professional army or to do anything to
provide for discharged soldiers who were no
longer men of property, encouraging them to
a closer bond with generals who offered
them more. Yet, even under the empire, the
institutions of Rome were to a great extent
those of a city-state, but the emperors
imposed more control of the system and
encouraged the integratiqn of first Italy and
then the provinces. Institutions developed to
support a permanent army, kept loyal to the
emperor alone. Senators still held most of
the senior positions in imperial government,
although usually with authority delegated
from the emperor, but the number of people,
both citizen and non-citizen, benefiting from
the regime was greatly increased. The
empire, or Principate as it is more often
known, gave Rome and the provinces a
remarkable level of stability, broken only

twice by civil war in the first two centuries of
its existence, in comparison to the period
from 133 BC to 31 BC.

Augustus was Caesar’s adopted heir, had
risen to power as his father’s avenger, and
copied some of Caesar's innovations to
create the Principate, although in other
respects he learned from the dictator’s
mistakes and did things very differently. The
Roman Republic faced many political, social,
economic and military problems in the first
century, and it is worth considering to what
extent Caesar was aware of these. He had
fought the Civil War to maintain his own
honour and political status. Had a
compromise been reached that permitted
him to stand for a second consulship and go
on to a further provincial command, the
future would have been very different, with
Rome dominated by two great men, Caesar
and Pompey, instead of just one. This did
not occur and, whether or not Caesar had
long aimed at supreme power, he did achieve
it through his victory. His reforms as dictator
were wide ranging, but did they have the
coherence of a clear plan to solve Rome’s
problems, whether or not the solutions in
themselves were practical?

There are essentially two ways of viewing
Caesar. The first is to see him as a man
perceptive enough to understand that the
Republican constitution could no longer
function. Throughout his career he had
taken considerable interest in the conditions
of the poor in Rome and the native
population in Rome’s provinces, and realised
that the territories could not be run simply
for the selfish benefit of a tiny élite in Rome.
Observing the incompetence and weakness
of the Senate as a group and of individual
senators, and contrasting this with his own
abilities, Caesar knew that the state needed
to be guided by a single individual who
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could discern the general good and act
accordingly. In this way he tried to bring to
Rome the stability it would gain from the
Principate, and failed only because the
Romans were not yet ready for this
revolution; and perhaps because he let his
impatience show. If Caesar thought in this
way, then he may not have been entirely
unique. On several occasions Cicero had
talked of the need for the Republic to have a
rector, a powerful leader who would help to
guide the Senate and magistrates in making
decisions for the common good. He had
hoped that Pompey might fulfil this role, but

even at his most optimistic had lower
expectations for Caesar. Cicero’s rector was
certainly a less powerful figure than the
dictator Caesar had become.

The alternative is to see Caesar more as an
aristocrat steeped in the traditions of the
Senate than as a visionary. Caesar, like all

This coin bears the head of Marcus Junius Brutus, one of
the principal leaders of the conspiracy which murder
Caesar. Brutus was highly respected for his learn
conduct and was a particular favourite of Caesar, who
pardoned him even though he fought for Pompey at

Pharsalus. Brutus committed suicide after the Second
Battle of Philippi in 42. (Barber Institute of Fine Arts)
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This coin was also minted by the conspirators during
their war with Caesar's heirs. it shows two daggers and
in the centre the cap traditionally worn by a slave after
he had been given his freedom. Beneath is the simple
dates, the Ides of March (EID Mars). (Barber Institute of
Fine Arts)

men of his class and upbringing, wished to
have a distinguished public career, holding
high office and winning fame and glory on
the state’s behalf. Perhaps because his family
had for generations been removed from the
inner circle of the Senate, or perhaps just
because he was aware of his own great gifts,
his ambition was especially great, and he not

only wished to succeed, but to achieve more
than anyone else. This is the man who is
supposed to have said that it would be
harder to push him down from first to
second place in the state than from second
to last. He pursued his ambition with
relentless purpose, adopting any radical
measure to achieve his ends, even to the
extent of fighting a civil war. By 45 Caesar
had achieved his objective, for all potential
rivals were dead and he was able to celebrate
more and greater triumphs than any other
Roman, permanently commemorating his
achievements in a massive building
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programme. That he now had supreme
authority in the state and the ability to
reform the Republic were largely incidental.
There was no grand plan for solving Rome’s
problems, for Caesar was either unaware of
them or could not think of any way of
solving them. Instead he wasted his energy
with huge numbers of unconnected
initiatives and reforms, tinkering with minor
problems rather than confronting the real
issues. It was not long before he wished
again for the simple objectives of an army
commander, and so decided to leave his
political problems behind and instead to go
and fight long wars in Dacia and Parthia.
We do not know what Caesar’s long-term
plans were, and the contradictory
propaganda of both sides after his death will
probably forever make these uncertain.
Perhaps he was a mixture of the two
extremes. Certainly there is no evidence that
he planned ever to resign his considerable
powers, but whether he thought of these as
personal, or planned to create a permanent
position of dictator, emperor or king and to
pass this on to a successor is impossible to
state with certainty. At the time many
Romans certainly feared that this would
happen, and at least some of the
conspirators thought that they were striking
a blow for liberty, in the sense of desiring
that Roman aristocrats had freedom to
pursue their political careers without the
supervision of one all-powerful individual.
Brutus, one of the leaders of the conspiracy
and the man felt by all to have had the most
altruistic motives, certainly acted because he
teared what Caesar might become. Married to
the daughter of Cato, and a learned and
serious student of philosophy himself, Brutus
objected to the idea of a dictator or king, but
did not hate Caesar himself. Caesar was
indeed very fond of Brutus, and had once had
an affair with his mother, the lively and
intelligent Servilia, whom he appears to have
regarded far more highly than any of his
other mistresses with the exception of
Cleopatra. This relationship prompted
rumours, undoubtedly false but no less
persistent for all that, that Brutus was in fact

Caesar’s illegitimate son. Others among the
conspiracy acted more from personal hatred,
or in the case of his former officers, who
included Decimus Brutus and Caius
Trebonius, disappointment with their rewards.
Caesar had already been voted many
exceptional honours, not unprecedented but
usually on a grander scale than any of his
predecessors. Caesar’s link with the goddess
Venus seemed to be more public and was
represented as closer than the claims of past
commanders, such as Sulla and Pompey, to
be especially favoured by the gods. A temple
was dedicated to Caesar’s Clementia, the
clemency with which he had pardoned so
many of his bitter enemies. In public Caesar
was granted the right always to wear a laure!
wreath — an honour which is said to have
especially pleased him for he was concerned
over his growing baldness — as well as the
other robes of a triumphing general, and he
sat on a gilded chair instead of the
magistrate’s simpler seat. Rumours abounded
that he wished to go a stage further and
become a king, perhaps after the model of
the Hellenistic world where the monarch was
considered to be a god. When a crowd hailed

- him as rex (king), he replied that he was ‘Not

Rex, but Caesar’ for Rex was also a family
name in Rome. Later he made great show of
refusing a crown offered to him by the mob.
Yet his behaviour gave sufficient grounds
tor doubting his long-term intentions. He
dressed in the long-sleeved tunic and high
boots of the kings of Alba Longa, a
long-vanished city that had been a rival of
early Rome, and from the royal family of
which the Julii Caesares claimed descent.
Caesar, having lost his only legitimate child,
Julia, had already adopted his nephew
Octavian as his heir, sending the teenager to
Greece to prepare for the eastern expedition,
but it was not clear whether he was to inherit
just his private possessions or also his
position. Even more worryingly, Cleopatra
had come to Italy and been openly installed
in a big house as Caesar’s mistress. A statue of
the Egyptian queen was placed next to that
of the goddess in Caesar’s great temple to
Venus. Wild rumours circulated about special
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legislation being planned to permit Caesar to
marry her. After Caesar’s death a boy was
produced by the queen and Mark Antony,
who claimed that he was Caesar’s illegitimate
son and named him Caesarion, claiming that
the dictator had acknowledged him. There is
no contemporary record of the child dating
to before March 44, and considerable doubt
must exist as to his actual paternity. Another
rumour current at the time spoke of an
ancient prophecy, part of the Sybilline Books
that had often guided the Republic at times
of crisis, which declared that Parthia would
only be conquered by a king. The Senate is
supposed to have been planning a decree that
would grant Caesar the title throughout the
empire but not in Italy itself. Yet, whatever
his ambitions Caesar made no attempt to rule
by force, dismissing his personal bodyguard
and travelling through the streets of Rome
just like any other senator.

Caesar planned to leave Rome on
18 March 44 and, given the scale of his
planned campaigns, would be most unlikely

to return for several years. Brutus, Cassius
and the more than 60 other conspirators
decided that they must act. They were a
disparate group, but had preserved their
secret for several months. On the morning of
15 March (a date known as the Ides) there
was some dismay when Caesar did not arrive
at the Senate on time. Eventually he came
and the Senate rose to greet him. The
conspirators clustered round his chair, using
the excuse of pleading for the recall of
Publius Cimber. For a while the charade
went on, but when Caesar stood to leave and
tried to shake them off, the conspirators
drew their knives, Casca striking the first
blow from behind. Caesar died of multiple
stab wounds. There was a final irony about
his death, for Caesar’s own Senate House had
not been completed and the old curia still lay
in ruins from its destruction by Clodius’s
men. As a result, the Senate had assembled
in a temple attached to Pompey’s theatre
complex. When Caesar fell, his body lay at
the foot of a statue of Pompey.



Conclusion and consequences

Civil wars and the end of

the Republic

At Brutus’ insistence the conspirators killed
only Caesar. Mark Antony threw off his
senator’s toga to escape, not realising that he
was not in danger, mingling with the crowd
as the senators fled in panic. No one seems
to have had much idea of what was going to
happen next. Slowly and cautiously,
apparently realising that there were not
gangs of supporters bent on revolution and
pillage, the Senate went back to the Capitol
and spoke to the conspirators. The value of
Brutus’ reputation to the conspirators was
now proved, for the vast majority of the
senators were ready to listen to him. The
more distinguished members, including
Cicero, stood with the conspirators,
signifying their support and after a few hours
even Antony and Lepidus, Caesar’s most
important subordinates, appeared to be
reconciled to the deed. The reaction of the
population as a whole was less certain, for
Caesar had always been popular with the
poorer citizens, and there was some open
protest when Brutus made a public speech
explaining their motives.

Perhaps the conspirators simply expected
everything to return to normal. The dictator
was dead, so the Senate and propetly elected
magistrates could resume their guidance of
the state. The problem was that virtually no
one could remember a time when the
traditional institutions of the Republic had
functioned properly. Even the oldest, and
there were few enough of these left after the
Civil War, had grown up with a world of
dictators like Sulla and Caesar, the
dominance of informal triumvirs and the
ever present threat of revolution from men
like Lepidus, Catiline and Clodius. Caesar’s
former supporters seemed willing to agree to
a general amnesty for the conspirators. The
latter made no demands for personal power,
and although the leaders were soon given

provinces, this was no more than their due
as ex-magistrates. Brutus even granted
Antony’s request to hold a public funeral for
Caesar. At this ceremony Antony read out
Caesar’s will, which included sizeable
benefactions to the ordinary citizens, and,
sensing their growing hostility to the
conspirators, roused the mob to demand
vengeance against the murderers of their
hero. Some of Caesar’s soldiers were making
similar demands and most turned to Antony
or Lepidus to lead them. The uncertain
truce between the two sides continued

for some months.

A new factor arose when Octavian,
formally taking the name Caius Julius Caesar
Octavianus now that his adoption had been
confirmed in the will, returned to Italy.
Moving from Brundisium to Rome, he rallied
a few of Caesar’s veterans. He was just 19,
but incredibly self-confident. Mark Antony
failed to take him seriously, and anyway saw
him as a rival for the loyalty of Caesar’s
supporters rather than as a useful ally. It was
round about this time that he and Cleopatra
brought the child Caesarion into the public
eye, presenting an actual son of Caesar to
counter the adopted heir. Antony soon left
for Cisalpine Gaul, taking charge of an
enlarged army - for part of the garrison of
Macedonia was posted there — with which he
was in a position to threaten Rome. To those
senators who hoped for a return to peace
and stability and were broadly sympathetic
to the conspirators, Antony was clearly the
greatest threat to peace, for Lepidus was
cautious by nature and unlikely to act of his
own accord, even though he had command
of the legions in Transalpine Gaul and
Nearer Spain. Cicero had his last great
moment of glory, emerging as one of the
most distinguished of the surviving senators
to dominate the debates in the House. At
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this time he delivered a series of speeches
attacking Antony in a way that was vitriolic
even by the standards of Roman politics. The
speeches were known as the Philippics, for
he modelled them on the tirades directed at
Philip II of Macedon (Alexander’s father) by
the great Athenian orator Demosthenes.
Octavian was seen as a useful figurehead,
who would help to draw support away from
Antony. Cicero is supposed to have said that
they would ‘praise the young man, decorate
him, and discard him’ (laudanum
aduluscentem, ornandum, follendum — there is
a thythm and double meaning to the Latin
which does not easily translate). Yet
Octavian was building up his power and
rallied a force of veterans from Legio VII and
VIII, and was soon joined by two more
legions which were nominally under
Antony’s command but answered the call of
Caesar’s heir.

At the beginning of 43 Antony reached
Cisalpine Gaul, but was resisted by the
governor from the previous year and one of
the conspirators, Decimus Brutus. Antony’s
army was superior in both numbers and
quality and Brutus was soon besieged at
Mutina. The Senate resolved to send the two
new consuls for 43, Hirtius — one of Caesar’s
old officers and the man who had completed
his Gallic Commentaries and possibly also
written some of the books continuing the
Civil War Commentaries — and Pansa to
relieve Brutus. Cicero and the other senators
decided to employ Octavian and his legions
to aid them, giving the youngster, who was
not even a senator, proconsular imperium,
just as an earlier Senate had chosen to make
use of Pompey and his private army in the
70s. The armies clashed in a confused battle
at Forum Gallorum on 14 April 43, and after
a hard struggle the arrival of fresh units
forced Antony back with the loss of two
eagles. Pansa was wounded by a missile
during the fighting and died some days later.
The army moved on to Mutina and attacked
Antony’s camp. At first things went well and
they broke in, but then Hirtius was killed in
the fighting near Antony’s tent and Octavian
and his men forced to retreat. Decimus

Brutus was released from siege, but Octavian
had no desire to welcome one of his father’s
murderers. Brutus began to journey to join
the other conspirators in the east, but was
killed during the journey.

Both consuls had died within a matter of
days, and Octavian was now, effectively, in
control of three armies, altogether some
eight legions, plus cavalry and other
auxiliaries. Rumours circulated at the time
and later claiming that Octavian had had a
hand in the deaths of both his colleagues. He
moved south and stood successfully for
election to the consulship for the next year,
though he was probably very aware that the
Senate was attempting to use him only as a
short-term measure. Now that Antony was
for the moment checked, they could begin
to discard him, and rely instead on the
conspirators. Letters began to pass between
Antony, Lepidus and Octavian. After a while
the first two joined forces, and later in the
year all three met at Bononia. Together, at
the head of a huge army - altogether nearly
43 legions, though not all were present —
they seized Rome and on 27 November 43
had a tribune pass a law by which they
became triumvirs with consular power to
restore the state (triumviri rei publicae
constituendae consulari potestate) for five years.
The wording was almost the same as the
dictatorships adopted by Sulla and Caesar,
save that this time there were three men
instead of one. The need to avenge Caesar
figured heavily in their propaganda, and the
dead dictator was formally deified and a
temple constructed for his cult. A comet seen
in 44 was proclaimed as a clear sign that
Caesar had ascended to heaven after his
murder, and from now on Octavian was
regarded as the son of a god.

There was far more of Sulla than Caesar
about the triumvirs’ behaviour, for this time
there was no talk of clemency, and the lists
of the proscribed were again posted. Some
200-300 senators and several thousand
equestrians suffered death as a result. Among
them was Cicero, caught by Antony’s
horsemen as he fled in his carriage. His head,
along with the hand that had penned the
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Philippics, was nailed to the speaker’s
platform in the forum. Many of these men
were killed for political reasons, but the
triumvirs needed money to support their
huge war effort and plenty of names were
added to the list simply to confiscate their
property. In spite of this they still had to
levy extraordinary taxation. What was left of
the Senate was packed with the triumvirs’
supporters and simply confirmed, often in
advance, their actions. Preparing for war, and
also keen to cement their own power, they
took provinces. Antony received Gallia
Comata (long-haired Gaul), the area
conquered by Caesar, Lepidus had
Transalpine Gaul and Spain, and Octavian
was given Sicily, Sardinia and Africa.
Octavian was also betrothed to Antony’s
step-daughter Claudia.

Meanwhile, Brutus and Cassius had had
time to prepare a large army, drawing on the
provinces around the eastern Mediterranean
just as Pompey had done. In the end they
amassed some 17 legions, including some
such as Legio XXXVI which had fought first
for Pompey and then for Caesar in the last
Civil War, and would now fight against
Caesar's heirs. Cicero’s son was with them,
serving as a cavalry officer. Antony and
Octavian brought 22 legions to oppose them
in the summer of 42. They met in the twin
battles of Philippi. In the first Antony routed
the wing commanded by Cassius, who
committed suicide without realising that
Brutus had in turn smashed Octavian’s
legions. Various stories claimed that the
latter had either fled in terror or been ill in
his tent during this battle. A few weeks later
the second battle was fought and, on this
occasion, the Caesarean cause won an
outright victory, Brutus emulating the action
of his colleague. Most of the credit for the
victory went, probably rightly, to Antony.

After this victory Octavian and Mark
Antony began gradually to ease out Lepidus,
who was transferred to the province of
Africa, while Octavian took Spain and
Antony Gaul. Afterwards Antony went to the
east to ensure the loyalty of the region and
to secure provinces still threatened by the

Parthians, who had begun to become more
aggressive again. The son of Labienus had
gone into exile at the king’s court, and led a
band of followers as part of a Parthian
invasion of Syria. At the same time Pompey’s
younger son Sextus, who had escaped after
Munda, had built up a considerable fleet in
Sicily and was actively opposing the
triumvirs. He was a problem most of all for
Octavian, whose task it was to supervise
Italy. One of Octavian'’s greatest tasks was

to arrange the demobilisation of nearly
100,000 soldiers, a mixture of captured
enemies and men whose service was up or
who were no longer needed after the victory
at Philippi. In 41 he began confiscating land
throughout Italy to provide farms for these
veterans, evicting many farmers, including
the poet Virgil. Capitalising on the
resentment this caused, while at the same
time hoping to win over as many veterans as
they could, Antony’s formidable wife Fulvia
and his opportunistic brother Lucius publicly
rallied support against Octavian. In the
autumn they raised an army, but were
besieged at the town of Perusia. Excavations
on the site have produced many
moulded-lead sling bullets fired by both
sides, which often contain political slogans
and even more frequently extremely crude
insults. It was not until the beginning of the
next year that Lucius was forced to
surrender, but during this time most of
Antony’s commanders in the west showed
their allegiance to Antony.

It looked as if an open breach had occurred
between the triumvirs which could only be
solved by yet another civil war. Fighting
began at Brundisium, but at the last minute
the two leaders patched up their alliance.
Fulvia had died of disease, so Antony married
Octavian’s sister Octavia. They confirmed the
division of the empire, so that effectively
Antony controlled the eastern Mediterranean
and Octavian the west. A short-lived treaty
was agreed at Misenum with Sextus Pompey,
granting him pardon and acknowledging his
power, but this was soon in ruins, since
neither Sextus nor Octavian adhered to its
terms. Antony busied himself with a Parthian
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expedition, while Octavian built up his naval
power to confront Sextus. In 36, aided by
squadrons sent by Antony, Octavian’s admiral
and close friend Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa
defeated the Pompeian fleet at the battle of
Naulochos fought off the coast of Sicily.
Sextus fled to the east, where he was captured
by one of Antony’s officers and executed.

Octavian’s military resources had been
built up considerably to undertake this
conflict and were now markedly superior to
Antony’s. An abortive rising by Lepidus in
Italy was swiftly defeated, and Octavian for
once emulated his adoptive father’s clemency.
Lepidus was spared and allowed to live out
the rest of his life in comfortable retirement,
retaining his post as Pontifex Maximus, Rome’s
senior priest. In the meantime Antony had
launched a major invasion of Parthia,
beginning the war which Caesar had
planned. Despite initial success, his offensive
bogged down as the enemy harassed his
supply lines. During the subsequent retreat
the Romans suffered heavy casualties. The
war had been a costly failure, but Antony
refused the aid sent to him by his wife
Octavia, and instead publicly praised
Cleopatra for her assistance. His affair with
the Egyptian Queen became more open, and
they paraded both Caesarion and their own
children. Over the next years the fragile
alliance between Octavian and Antony broke
down altogether. Antony’s obsession with
Cleopatra made it easy for Octavian’s
propagandists to depict him as a man so
dominated by a sinister eastern seductress
that he had betrayed his Roman origins. His
scornful treatment of the respectable, and
Roman, matron Octavia only made this task
easier. Octavian portrayed himself as the
champion of all Italy (fota Italia) against the
eastern menace. War finally came in 31, and
culminated in Antony'’s defeat at the naval
battle of Actium. He and Cleopatra both
escaped to Egypt, and commited suicide
shortly afterwards.

Octavian was now unrivalled master of the
Roman world, cofnmancling an enormous
army of some 60 legions. Militarily, he was
more secure than either Sulla or Caesar, but

his actions soon showed that he had learned
from the failures of both. When he returned
to Rome in 29 he formally laid down his
powers, dissolving the triumvirate. Eventually
he created the system known as the
Principate, but this evolved gradually and
there were more than a few false starts along
the way. At first his power was still too
blatant, for he held the consulship each vear,
and there was resentment, especially

This coin was minted by Mark Antony to pay his army
during the war that culminated in the Battle of Actic
On the face is a picture of an oared warship, for
Antony was relying heavily on Egypt's fleet in th
campaign. On the reverse are three signa. These coins
have a low silver content, which probably reflects
difficulty of paying such a large number of troops.
(AKG Berlin)
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whenever he left the city. It was at this time
that he appears to have been planning to
build an enormous palace on the Palatine
Hill, with a monumental entrance
approached along a new road from the
opposite side of the hill to the forum and
Rome’s political centre. In time, Octavian’s
public position was made to seem less
monarchic. He made considerable effort to
disassociate himself from Octavian the
triumvir, the man responsible for the
proscriptions and other cruel and violent
acts. Eventually he became, instead,
Augustus, a name with deeply traditional
associations, and the Father of his Country
(pater patriae). When it was finally built, his
palace was less grand, in appearance more
like an ordinary aristocratic house, and was
approached through the forum along a road
lined with the houses of other senators. To all
intents and purposes Augustus was a
monarch, for his power could not be opposed
by any constitutional means. From the
beginning the Greek-speaking eastern half of
the empire referred to him as king (basileus).
Yet he managed to maintain the illusion that
he was not the master of the state, but its
servant, a magistrate like all other magistrates
save that his authority, and his continued
services to the state, were greater.

In its final form Augustus’ powers rested
on two chief elements. The most important,
though the least public, was his ‘power greater
than any proconsul’ (maius imperium
proconsulare). Pompey had enjoyed similar,
though not quite as extensive, power during
his brief command against the pirates in 67.
During his second consulship he had been
granted a massive province embracing all of
Spain and yet been allowed to remain in
Rome and govern through representatives.
Augustus was granted the same privilege, but
his province was truly vast, including most
importantly Syria, Egypt and the frontier
zones on the Rhine and Danube. Like Pompey
and others who had dominated the state,
Augustus’s power was ostensibly given to him
by the Senate, and renewed every five or ten
years, but there was clearly never any
possibility of its being withdrawn. Every

province garrisoned by a legion, with the sole
exception of Africa, formed part of the
Emperor’s province and was governed by his
representative or legate. In most cases these
were senators, but Egypt, the supplier of a
high proportion of the grain consumed by the
city of Rome, was governed by an equestrian,
for it was too risky to grant such a command
to a potential rival. A new senatorial career —
and soon also an equestrian one — emerged in
which traditional magistracies, which
remained prestigious even if they lacked real
power, were mingled with posts such as the
emperor's legate. Like Caesar before him,
Augustus effectively controlled elections to all
significant posts.

The other, far more public, element of
Augustus’ formal power was the ‘power of the
tribunate’ (tribunicia potestas). The Roman
people, especially the poorer citizens, had
strong emotional attachment to the tribunes
of the plebs, who had originally been created
to defend them from the misuse of power by
other magistrates. In this guise Augustus’ was
the people’s champion. Through it he was
able to summon the Senate or the Popular
Assemblies and could impose his veto. In fact
Augustus made little use of these powers, but
he referred to them frequently, even
numbering the years of his reign from the
time this title was granted to him.

Ultimately Augustus’ powers rested on
military force. For the first time Rome
received a permanent garrison. The emperor
had his Praetorian Guard, and also formed a
police force (the Urban Cohorts) and fire
brigade (the Vigiles). All of these troops were
kept directly under his personal control. He
also took great care to ensure the loyalty of
the army. Service conditions were fixed, as
were the soldiers’ legal status and rights. On
honourable discharge each soldier was
entitled either to a plot of land or a lump
sum of money. This, along with the soldiers’
pay, was funded by a special Military
Treasury (aerarium militare) which was
supervised, and often subsidised, by
Augustus. The problem of veterans looking
to their commanders to provide them with
some form of livelihood was at long last
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averted, and Augustus also took care that the persisted. The Senate was reformed and
legionaries’ loyalty was focused on him and reduced in size to remove many of the less
no one else. The men were paid by the suitable men who had been enrolled in
emperor, swore an oath of loyalty to him,

and, when they performed any feat of This famous Prima Porta statue of Augustus shows

gallantry, received medals awarded by him. Rome's first emperor at the height of his power. He is
depicted as a military leader; but in fact possessed only

Military powe lay behind the Augustan moderate ability as a commander. However; he possessed

regime, but attention was rarely drawn to the knack of finding reliable subordinates, most notably
this. Most of the Republic’s institutions Agrippa, who won his victories for him. (AKG Berlin)
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Caesar celebrated four triumphs during his dictatorships,
each of them more spectacular than any that had been
seen before. This relief from the Arch of Titus dates to
the first century AD and shows Titus riding in his chariot
in celebration of his capture of Jerusalem.The rituals of
the triumph changed little during Rome’s history.
(Ancient Art and Architecture Collection)

reward for dubious favours to the various
sides in the civil wars. More Italians were
included and in time senators would come
from the aristocratic families of many of the
provinces. Augustus attended the Senate as
simply another member, if a highly
distinguished one, pretending to be merely
the ‘first in the senate’ (princeps senatus) an
old and thoroughly republican title. He
encouraged the members to debate freely
and to vote with their conscience. Augustus
may have genuinely desired them to do this,
but in practice this was a sham. Every
senator knew that his future career depended
on the emperor’s favour, and so the vast
majority said what they felt he wanted them
to say. Both the senators and emperor
wished publicly to pretend that Rome had
not become a monarchy, politely ignoring
the obvious reality. From early in his reign

Augustus began to groom a successor,
although the appallingly high mortality rate
within the imperial family meant that quite
a few individuals filled this role. When
Augustus finally died in AD 14, his successor,
Tiberius, had his powers formally voted to
him by the Senate and at first feigned
reluctance to take on the role. By this time
scarcely anyone could conceive of, or
remember, life without an emperor.
Augustus succeeded where Caesar had
failed. He had learned from his father’s
murder and tried to veil his power behind
more acceptable titles. By 31 the population
of all classes was also far more willing to
accept the rule of anyone who could put an
end to the chaos of continuing civil war. The
Augustan regime was a very Roman form of
monarchy. Through the success of his
adopted son, Rome was to be ruled by
‘Caesars’ for centuries, for the name became
synonymous with supreme power. Even at the
beginning of the twentieth century there was
a tsar in Russia and a Kaiser in Germany,
emperors whose titles derived from the family
name of a Roman aristocrat who had made
himself dictator and was murdered in 44 BC.



Glossary

Afranius, Lucius: one of Pompey’s officers
who fought for him in Spain, Macedonia
and Africa.

Ahenobarbus, Lucius Domitius: consul in
54 and a leading opponent of Caesar in
the build-up to the Civil War. Defeated at
Corfinum and Massilia, and finally killed
in the aftermath of Pharsalus.

Antony, Mark (c. 81-30): one of Caesar’s
subordinate officers, he was given both
administrative and military posts.
Emerged as one of the main leaders
of Caesar’s supporters after
his assassination.

Brutus, Marcus Junius (c. 85-42):
influential younger member of the Senate
who fought against Caesar in 49-48.
Captured and pardoned, he was one of
the leaders who led the conspiracy
against him.

Caelius Rufus, Marcus: friend of Cicero, but
sided with Caesar during the Civil War.
The unstable Caelius Rufus then rebelled
against him and was killed.

Caesar, Caius Julius (100-44): maverick
politician and brilliant commander,
Caesar rose through Civil War to establish
himself as dictator. Murdered by a
conspiracy of senators, Caesar’s fame has
nevertheless endured to the present day.

Cassius Longinus, Caius (c. 85-42): having
won a name for himself by defending
Syria after the death of Crassus, Cassius
sided with Pompey during the Civil War.
Captured and pardoned he and Brutus led
the conspiracy against the dictator.

Cicero, Marcus Tullius (106-43): the
greatest orator of his day, Cicero was more
a politician than soldier. He survived the
Civil War only to be executed on Mark
Antony’s orders. Cicero’s Correspondence
and other writings provide a mass of
information about the period.

Cleopatra (c. 69-30): queen of Egypt and
subsequently mistress of first Caesar and
then Antony.

Crassus, Marcus Licinius (85-53): the man
who suppressed Spartacus’ rebellion and
later one of the triumvirate with Pompey
and Caesar. Crassus mounted an invasion
of Parthia in 54 and was killed the next
year after the defeat at Carrhae.

Curio, Caius Scribonius: reckless young
senator who was bribed to join Caesar and
defended his interests as tribune of the
plebs in 50. Killed in Africa the following
year.

Domitius Calvinus, Cnaeus: one of Caesar’s
subordinate officers, elected to the
consulship in 53 and 42.

Juba, King: ruler of Numidia and Gaetulia,
he sided with Pompey, but took his own
life after the defeat in 46.

Marius, Caius (c. 157-87): a man of humble
background, but great military talent,
Marius reformed the Roman army and
had a spectacular career, but also provoked
Rome’s first Civil War in 88.

Octavia: sister of Octavian, she was married
to Antony to cement their political
alliance. However, he subsequently
discarded her for Cleopatra.

Octavian/Augustus (Caius Julius Caesar
Octavianus, 63-AD 14): Caesar’s nephew
and adopted son. His rise to power and
eventual defeat of all rivals led to the
creation of a form of monarchy known as
the Principate.

Petreius, Marcus: one of Pompey’s senior
subordinates, he commanded large forces in
Spain, Macedonia and Africa, but committed
suicide after the defeat at Thapsus.

Pompey the Great (Pompeius Magnus),
Cnaeus (106-48): Pompey rose to fame at
a young age during the Sullan Civil War,
forging a career which was as spectacular



92  Essential Histories « Caesar's Civil War

as it was unconstitutional. Joined with
Crassus and Caesar to form the First
Triumvirate, but, after the death of
Crassus, relations with Caesar broke down
and led to Civil War.

Pompeius, Cnaeus: elder son of Pompey,
who fought against Caesar in Spain and
was defeated and killed at Munda in 45.

Pompeius, Sextus: younger son of Pompey
and a gifted naval commander, he fought
with success against Octavian until his
final defeat in 36.

Scipio, Quintus Metellus Pius Nasica: one
of Caesar’s main opponents in the Senate,
he proved an inept commander and was
defeated at Thapsus in 46.

Sulla, Publius Cornelius the dictator
(138-78): the first man to lead a Roman
army against Rome and the victor in its
first Civil War, he became dictator and
attempted to reform the Roman state.

Sulla, Pubius Cornelius: nephew of the
dictator, he served as one of Caesar’s
officers, but died in 45.



Further reading

Primary sources

The Civil War is well documented by the
standards of ancient conflicts, but there
remain many gaps in our knowledge. The best
account is provided by Caesar’s War
Commentaries in three books covering 49-48,
supplemented by separate accounts of the
Alexandrian War, African War and Spanish War
written by his continuators. The identities of
the latter are unknown, but all appear to have
been officers who served with Caesar and
witnessed at least some of the events they
described. All of these accounts are inevitably
highly favourable to Caesar, even though in
his own narrative he writes about himself in
the third person, but they are very detailed.
Another of Caesar’s officers, Caius Asinius
Pollio, claimed that Caesar did not always
bother to check the details of events which he
did not witness. Pollio’s own account, written
after Caesar’s death, has not survived,
although it is referred to in some of our other
sources, such as the early-second-century AD
Roman History of Appian. Roughly
contemporary with the latter were Plutarch’s
Parallel Lives, which include biographies of
many of the main protagonists in the Civil
War. Less useful for military detail, but
invaluable for the political background and a
vivid impression of the time, are the speeches,
and particularly the correspondence, of Cicero.

Caesar (translated by J. Gardner), The Civil
War, 1967.

Appian (translated by J. Carter), The Civil
Wars, 1996.

Plutarch (translated by R. Warner), Fall of the
Republic, includes Lives of Crassus,
Pompey, Caesar and Cicero, revised, 1972.

Plutarch (translated by L. Scott-Kilvert), The
Makers of Rome, includes Lives of Brutus
and Mark Antony, 1965.

Suetonius (translated R. Graves), The Twelve
Caesars, revised, 1979,

All of the above are also available as parallel-text
volumes (i.e. with the Latin or Greek on one
page and the translation facing it) in the Loeb
Series. They also provide the most convenient
version of Cicero’s Letfers to Atticus and Letters to
his Friends.
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Julius Caesar and Pompey the
Great were two of the greatest
generals Rome had ever produced.
Together they had brought vast
stretches of territory under
Roman dominion. In 49 BC they
turned against each other and
plunged Rome into civil war.
Legion was pitched against legion
in a vicious battle for political
domination of the vast Roman
world. Based on original accounts
of the war, Adrian Goldsworthy
provides a gripping account of
this desperate power struggle.
The armies were evenly matched
but in the end Caesar's genius

as a commander and his great

o

%"" _ o good luck brought him victory
- Y | : in 45 BC.

Front and back cover image: The death of Cacesar. (Edimedia)
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