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Throughout the years, historians have studied the life of Julius Caesar.  Although they all have tried to deal with his role at the end of the Roman Republic and at the dawning of the Roman Empire, their focus and own place in history portray diverse opinions and perspectives.  In considering the life of Julius Caesar, the contrast between the view of the ancient and modern historian is often striking.  To examine this issue more closely, the examples of Matthias Gelzer’s Caesar: Politician and Statesman and Suetonius’ Lives of the Twelve Caesars will demonstrate how one modern historian and one ancient historian view this extraordinary man.  Gelzer stresses Caesar’s role as a brilliant politician who saw a bigger and greater vision for Rome as an empire and tried to set up rule by one man that he believed was necessary for Rome to thrive in this new capacity.  Caesar, according to Gelzer, founded the Roman Empire.  On the other hand, Suetonius stresses the part that Caesar played in destroying the traditional Roman Republic.  Suetonius also asserts that Caesar’s personal ambition for power damaged the Republic beyond repair.  These two historians differ in their accounts of Caesar, in terms of the characteristics that they admired in him and his role as a man, leader, and Roman.  In addition, part of this paper will consider how Gelzer, as a leading modern historian, used Suetonius as an ancient authority and when he chose to ignore him.  This will merely be a small test case for why one modern historian uses, or abuses, as the case may be, an ancient historian.  

Gelzer presents a very sophisticated Caesar, who provided the Roman Republic with the tools necessary to rule the expanding empire and to solve the social problems.  By the time of Caesar’s life, the Roman Republic faced changing times as many members of the non-aristocratic class increased in wealth and stature through the increased trade opportunities that came from expansion.  This increase in wealth led them to demand a greater part in the political life of the Republic appropriate to their newfound wealth.  However, the hold that the ruling class, the Patricians, had over the political power in the state did not allow for participation by others in the Republic nor did it deal well with the problems that did not concern themselves.  The Patricians unwillingness to share power with the affluent traders who did not belong to the noble class created much dissatisfaction among even the poorest members of the Republic and only emphasized the Senate’s unwillingness to deal with the problems of the growing poorer classes in the city.  In addition, the ever-increasing size of the Empire caused even more complexities in the governing structure than the Senate could handle effectively.  Gelzer explains that the Senate moved hesitantly towards a provincial empire because “it correctly recognized that, as a result, the traditional framework of the Republic was being destroyed.”
  Nonetheless, the Senate would not take any action that might diminish their traditional political power.  However, this caused them not to recognize or blatantly ignore the state of Rome.  The Republic not only lacked a sufficient number of magistrates and overseers to govern the provinces, but it also still relied on a non-professional army made up of small farmers, who could not be called away from their fields for extended periods.  Gaius Marius, an earlier reformer, had attempted to solve the army’s problem by creating a standing army, but this forced the state to deal with the problem of providing for the veterans.  All these problems, both inside and outside, demanded change in Rome, which Julius Caesar sought to provide.

Born the son of an ancient aristocratic family, Caesar, at an early age, followed the cursus honorem, the traditional climb up the public offices of the Republic by ambitious patricians, and started his ascent into the political arena.  He quickly aligned himself with one of the two leading groups of thought among patricians, the populares.  The discord in the Empire had driven most patricians into one of two groups, the optimates or the populares.  The optimates politicians sought to defend and strengthen the traditional rule of the Senatorial class, while the populares looked to change the status quo and find a way to meet the needs of the common people.  As a young man, Caesar had first joined in the ranks of the populares when he sided with Gaius Marius during the Social Wars against Sulla.  However, he managed to escape severe punishment when Sulla won and only lost his opportunity for promotion to priesthood, for which Gaius Marius had nominated him under his rule.  Gelzer writes, “We cannot tell how far Caesar was personally involved in the premature attempt to secure him the dignity of priesthood.  It was an office hedged with old-fashioned obligations, which would have blocked his path to a great political career.”
  Despite his failure to secure this role, this incident set Caesar apart as a young man with great connections and the potential for a greater career in politics.   

After serving in the Army and earning himself special distinction in his dealings with the Cilician pirates, he pursued an education that taught him the skills of an orator, which proved to be one of his greatest talents later in life.  Then he returned to political life where “we find him engaged in wherever there was an opportunity to clear the way for political activity in opposition to the oligarchic restrictions placed on its scope.”
  He entered public office in 72 BC, when the people elected him as a military tribune.  In 69, Caesar won the quaestorship,
 which also awarded a seat in the senate to him.  Next Caesar served as propraetor
 in Spain.  Then he traveled by Gaul in the hopes of assisting with an armed uprising there and to benefit from its results.  However, when this failed to materialize, he established a vast clientage system in Gaul, from which he profited greatly throughout his political career.
  Caesar continued up the traditional order of offices, holding the curule aedileship where he “revealed a special talent for putting his opponents in the wrong and making them appear as absurd fanatics.”
  This impressive skill won him many followers and allies throughout his career. 

Only when Caesar became Pontifex Maximus (the head priest) for 63 BC, did he break with traditional order of offices by skipping the praetorship.  Then Caesar advanced to the consulship and used his time in the provinces of Spain and Gaul to further his position in Rome.  Whether he gained more clients, allies, or prestige, Caesar used every situation in the provinces to advance his status in Rome.  He managed to make himself such an essential figure that Pompey and Crassus formed the First Triumvirate with him so that they could maintain their influence in Rome, because they could not function without him nor did they want to fight amongst themselves.  Yet, Gelzer explains that Caesar’s plans and actions were not creative or original ideas, rather “The same motto could just as well be applied to his policies, which shunned all display of ‘clever’ originality, but appeared in their monumental simplicity as the fulfillment of the duties of a true Roman statesman.”
  In almost every aspect, Caesar acted the part of the proper Roman statesman as he advanced up the cursus honorem and established himself as one of the greatest patrons in Rome.  Here in the personal power he built up though the clientage system, Caesar guaranteed that he had the support necessary to pass the measures he desired and to secure his position in the workings of Rome.   

While Caesar gained fame as a talented statesman, his real power came through his abilities as a military strategist and leader.  Without the personal loyalty of his army, Caesar would not have been able to assert his power at key moments throughout his political career.  Caesar not only used Gaul as a starting point to build up his client base, but he also won his first great military victories in Gaul.  Caesar subjugated this wild and untamed land to Rome’s authority and “reduced the population of Gaul to such a state that, with the exception of the Bellovaci, who roused themselves once more in 46, they were incapable of any resistance for more than a decade.”
  Caesar succeeded so well in his military endeavors and rewarded his men so generously for their work that his soldiers believed that any order he gave them must be possible because of his unblemished record.
  Even when Caesar invaded Italy in 49, he argued that he only did so after two years of struggling “to obtain without resort to force what he regarded as his rights.”
  Here, once again, Caesar showed his ability to set the political agenda of Rome and he “intended to shape the Empire as a whole in the way that circumstances required.”
  His most strategic move during the Civil War against Pompey and his aristocratic allies was his use of clemency to gain the allegiance of his former enemies and to obtain popularity within the army and the empire.
  His military abilities and accomplishments secured him a reliable and loyal army that could assert force when all other methods had failed.

During his rise to the eventual title of Dictator for Life, Caesar consistently worked against the power of the oligarchy, championed the people’s cause for better conditions, and sought to appear as a constitutional ruler.  After marching on Rome at the beginning of the civil war, Caesar used the Senate at strategic moments to legitimize he power and satisfy the people by giving out corn and money to each man in Rome.
  Caesar called a legal meeting of the Senate where he received recognition and portrayed Pompey as the man that needed to be restrained.  This made Caesar’s cause right and good, the position that Pompey had enjoyed just a few weeks before this meeting.  Once Caesar held power as dictator, he continued to use constitutional means to pass his bills in order to keep both the senate and popular assembly happy by continuing the farce of using republican political structures to get what he wanted.  This farce allowed Caesar to wield the political power, while maintaining the sham that the Roman Republic was still functioning as it always had.  

Gelzer remarks that Caesar’s rule changed the Roman Republic in such a drastic way that it could not be restored after his death.  Gelzer reports that Caesar had written that he wanted “tranquility for Italy, peace for the provinces, and security for the Empire.”
  However, these goals caused Caesar to create the foundation for a military monarchy that ended the Roman Republic: 

The Roman imperial period…rested on the basis created by Caesar.  The oligarchy based on the votes of the people was replaced by a military monarch in which the will of the ruler supported by a standing army was the only basis of power.  For a long time this military monarch brought ‘quiet to Italy, peace to the provinces and welfare to the empire.’

Caesar’s skill for subtlety gave him the ability to put this monarchy in place without the knowledge or concern of most Romans.  Gelzer believes that Caesar was a master of politics, who both understood and managed the political whims of the Roman people.  Although he tried to champion the cause of the Roman people, he instead founded an empire in which they no longer had a say.  But the Empire that he helped establish became one of the largest in the world and wielded great power for many more generations after him.

Suetonius understood Caesar as a self-interested, but still very talented, politician, who was more concerned with his own power than that of the Roman Republic.  However, Caesar’s mastery of politics and ability to use any situation to his advantage do impress this ancient historian.  Suetonius’ history of Caesar concerns itself more with Caesar’s attitude and characteristics than a strict analysis of his deeds.  He reported that Caesar would often quote a couple verses by Euripides, which showed his desire for power, “For if thou must do wrong by breach, / Of laws, of right and equity, / Tis best thereby a crown to reach, / in all things else keep piety.”
  Although Suetonius presented Caesar as a talented and admirable man, he also recognized that “The rest of his deeds and words, however, so far outweigh all his excellent qualities, that it is thought he abused his power, and was justly cut off.”
  Thus, Caesar, while smart, driven, and ambitious, overstepped the perimeters of the Roman Republic in his quest to gain power, an offense that Suetonius believed to be the just cause of his demise.  

In addition, Suetonius credits Caesar’s cunning strategic mind for his ability to secure many clients, a loyal army, and turn his enemies into allies.  Like Gelzer, Suetonius emphasized Caesar’s use of Gaul to increase his clientele and his “effort to win the loyalty of princes and provinces in every part of the world.”
  Caesar won these foreigners over by his use of gifts of money or captives and even assisting them secretly with troops.
  Caesar gained the loyalty and admiration of his own army through his unique dealings with them that combined severity and leniency.  Suetonius reported: 

For deserters and mutineers he made the most diligent inquiry and proceeded against with rigor; at other offenses he would wink.  Sometimes, after a great battle had ended victoriously, he released them all of military duties and permitted them to revel in all manner of licentiousness.…He never addressed them in his orations as plain ‘Soldiers’ but by the more familiar and pleasing name of ‘Fellow-Soldiers’.…By these means, he both won their devotion of his soldiers, and raised their valour to the highest pitch.

Caesar’s ability to change his policies so effectively created an army that would follow him anywhere to whatever end.  Without the unwavering loyalty of his army, Caesar would have never succeeded in obtaining dictatorship of Rome.  During the course of the Civil War with Pompey, “the centurions of every legion offered, each of them, to maintain a horseman at his own expense, and the whole army agreed to serve freely, without either corn or wages.”
  In addition to his army, Caesar strategically used leniency with his former enemies to gain more allies and persuade others that they could profit by siding with him.  Caesar’s policy to consider neutral citizens as his friends during the Civil War played directly against Pompey’s policy to consider neutrals as enemies.  So this policy gained Caesar much popular support.  According to Suetonius, “At the battle of Pharsalia, he cried out to the soldiers ‘to spare their fellow-citizens,’ and afterwards granted to every one of his own soldiers permission to save an enemy.”
  Multiple times, Caesar granted clemency to rebellious cities and armies so that his reputation of mercy became a source of pride and praise for him.   


Suetonius, similarly to Gelzer, also saw Caesar as a populares politician from the beginning of his career.  Caesar showed his leanings early in his political career and employed public building projects, gladiatorial games, festivals, money, and food from a very early point in his career to pacify the Roman populace, which became the trademark of his rule.
  Caesar would also often resort to the popular use of “the persuasive powers of bribery” in order to delight and please those from whom he needed help or support.
  However, the most powerful tool that Caesar possessed was his prowess as an orator.  Suetonius repeats Cicero’s report of Caesar’s amazing talent, “What should a man say more, – which of all the orators that have practiced nothing else but oratory, will you prefer to Caesar? – who is there more quick or more profound in his thought, or more gallant and elegant in his sentences?”
  This talent allowed Caesar the ability to portray himself in a favorable and moral light to those around him.  Gelzer wrote, “Over and over again Caesar revealed a special talent for putting his opponents in the wrong and making them appear as absurd fanatics.”

 
Yet, despite all the praise he gave Caesar, Suetonius declared, “The rest of his deeds and words, however, so far outweigh all his excellent qualities that it is thought he abused his power, and was justly cut off.”
  Caesar’s willful ignorance of the traditional limits of the Roman Republic and his insult to the gods earned him Suetonius’ disdain forever.  He accepted “some honours to be decreed to him, which were not becoming to the most exalted of mankind” and “With equal disregard of the customs of his country, he appointed magistrates to continue in office for many years successively.”
  In addition, as if that were not enough, Caesar insulted the tradition and power of the Senate, when he failed “to rise when he received the whole body of the conscript fathers before the temple of Venus Genitrix.”
  According to Suetonius, these actions made Caesar an enemy of the Republic despite his leadership and talents, and he led the Republic to her destruction.  Suetonius’ final analysis of Caesar depicted him as the demolisher of the Republic.  To prove the extent of Caesar’s desires, Suetonius recorded this saying, which Caesar often quoted, “That the Republic was nothing but a name, without substance or reality; that Sulla was altogether an ignorant fellow to abdicate the dictatorship.”
  


Although Gelzer and Suetonius present relatively similar histories, they differ in their view of the legacy that Caesar left behind.  Gelzer presents Caesar as the builder of the Empire, while Suetonius capitalizes on Caesar’s role as the destroyer of the Republic.  While Gelzer seems to concentrate more on the skills that Caesar used to gain influence in the Republic, Suetonius remains caught up in Caesar’s actions that led to the undermining and break up of the Republic.  Gelzer recognizes Caesar’s role in the destruction of the Republic, but he also gives him credit for founding the Empire.  Further, Gelzer claims that Caesar’s genius caused him to gain such great heights over his contemporaries as they simply could not keep up with him and “although he was a Roman through and through and intended only to use his rule in order to raise the imperium populi Romani to the level of perfection required by the circumstances, nevertheless the flights of his genius lifted him to a lonely eminence where others were unable follow him.”
  However, Suetonius believed that Caesar fulfilled Sulla’s prophecy of his future, “That he whose life you so much desire will one day be the overthrow of the party of nobles, whose cause you have sustained with me; for in this one Caesar, you will find many a Marius.”


Another point of disagreement between Gelzer and Suetonius concerned Caesar’s involvement in the Catilina conspiracy.  Suetonius, along with several other ancient historians, maintained that there were many substantial rumors, which supported Caesar’s association with the conspiracy, but he does not take a definite stand on exactly how Caesar may or may not have participated.
  On the other hand, Gelzer confronts Suetonius’ “well-documented source” and claims that it is the result of political propaganda meant to discredit Caesar.  Gelzer maintains that Caesar would not want to support this coup because it did not support his goals.  He writes, “It is highly improbable that Caesar would have lent himself to plans aiming at the murder of his cousin Cotta.  This makes his wanting to be the magister equitum a malicious invention, and with it the dictatorship of Crassus; although the latter’s behavior encouraged men to think that he was promoting the prevailing unrest.”
  In addition, Gelzer points out that Caesar’s involvement in this conspiracy does not come up until several years after the event and in some books, such as Cicero’s De consiliis suis, which was published after Cicero’s death, did not even bring up Caesar’s name.


Another interesting point is Gelzer’s use of Suetonius as a source.  While Gelzer seems to respect and rely quite heavily on Suetonius’ history, he most often ignores the parts in which Suetonius comments on Caesar’s character or generalizations of his relationships with the army and others.  But this points out one of the greatest differences between a modern and ancient historian, their differing opinions on the importance and role of facts.  Suetonius is far more interested in using Caesar’s story to learn right and wrong than to set out exactly what happened.  Suetonius, like many other ancient historians, seems to care more about moral history, the telling of a story to tell about how one should or should not behave.  This view explains Suetonius’ interest in determining whether Caesar deserved his death or not.  However, Gelzer, like many moderns today, would rather determine exactly what did or did not happen than decide what lessons one should learn from their life.  Gelzer best reflects this view by the manner in which he uses Suetonius to check facts and details, but not as a character study.  


Thus, these two sources demonstrate two differing views of Julius Caesar that come from their different perspectives in and of history.  Their views often come from their own perspectives of history.  While Suetonius looks back at the golden age of the Republic, Gelzer looks toward the golden age of the Empire.  These different emphasizes create their opposite views of Caesar.  This is how Suetonius can blame Caesar for the downfall of the Republic and Gelzer can praise him for establishment of the Empire.  Both the ancient and the modern historian admired Caesar for the talents and abilities he possessed, but for different reasons and accomplishments.   Caesar’s timeless appeal and impact on the Roman Republic has contributed to the continuing debate about his life, ambitions and achievements, but it has also established him as “one of the great statesmen of the past.”
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