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CHAPTER 13 LESSON 3 Rome Becomes an Empire

Julius Caesar: Statesman and Soldier

Julius Caesar (100–44 B.C.) was a Roman 
statesman, soldier, writer, and orator. His 
government reforms served as the foundation 
for the Roman Empire.
Julius Caesar was born on July 13, 100 B.C. 
into a family that was noble but not especially 
wealthy. His father claimed to be descended 
from Aeneas, a Trojan prince and hero of the 
Aeneid, the epic poem by the Roman poet 
Virgil. According to legend, Aeneas was the 
grandson of the goddess Venus. Caesar’s 
background seemed to suggest that he was 
destined for great things.

Caesar became involved in politics as a 
young man. His uncle, Marius, was a general 
in the Roman army. Marius opposed a faction 
led by another general named Sulla. Their 
disputes eventually led to civil war. When 
Sulla emerged from the war as the winner, 
Caesar found himself in trouble. Sulla 
ordered Caesar to divorce his wife, Cornelia, 
whose father was one of Sulla’s enemies. 
Caesar refused and, fearing for his life, fled 
Rome. Although Sulla eventually pardoned 
Caesar, Caesar wisely avoided Rome until 
Sulla died.
Early Career Caesar was ambitious, but he 
masked his drive with a light-hearted manner. 
Like many who achieve fame, he was also a 
risk taker. In 65 B.C., he was elected to public 
office. His position involved the regulation 
of business, traffic, and building projects. 
It also involved the organization of public 
entertainment in the Circus Maximus. It was 
in this role that Caesar took an enormous 
financial risk. With little money in the city 
budget for grand spectacles, Caesar decided 
to pay for them himself. Caesar won the 
hearts of the Romans with these extravagant 
entertainments but at a price. He was soon 
bankrupt and burdened with huge debts.

But Caesar’s risk eventually paid off. He 
was elected to the position of high priest. This 
position entitled him to live in a public house 

in the Roman Forum. This benefit greatly 
helped reduce his debts.
The Triumvirate and Gaul In 59 B.C., Caesar 
was elected to the position of senior consul. 
During that year he formed an informal 
partnership with Roman generals Crassus 
and Pompey. Caesar needed Crassus’ money 
and Pompey’s influence. Crassus and Pompey 
apparently joined forces with Caesar in the 
hope of achieving goals of their own. Their 
union is called the First Triumvirate, or rule by 
three men.

After a difficult year, Caesar received 
a new post—the governorship of Gaul 
(present-day France). During his five-year 
appointment, Caesar sharpened his leadership 
skills. He began the Gallic Wars, which led to 
Roman annexation of all of Gaul and parts of 
Germania. As a military leader, he inspired 
intense loyalty from his soldiers. According 
to the Greek biographer Plutarch, Caesar 
conquered 800 cities in all. Although this is 
probably an exaggeration, the conquest of 
Gaul was a great military achievement.
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Civil War Meanwhile in Rome, Crassus and 
Pompey extended Caesar’s appointment for 
another five years. Shortly afterward, however, 
Crassus was killed, leaving Pompey as Rome’s 
sole ruler. Pompey had allied himself with 
Caesar’s enemies. As a result, he had Caesar 
declared an enemy of the state. The Senate 
ordered Caesar to disband his army and return 
to Rome.

Caesar refused to obey. Instead, he led his 
army into Roman territory by crossing the 
Rubicon River. This was an act of war and 
signaled the start of another civil war. Caesar 
again took a big risk, for he was accompanied 
by only one of his legions—about 3,000 to 
6,000 men, plus cavalry. Although Pompey’s 
forces were nearly twice as large, Caesar 
defeated them. He continued to conduct 
successful military campaigns in Egypt, 
the Middle East, Africa, and Spain. Caesar 
summed up his swift victory in the Middle 
East with the famous words Veni, vidi, vici (“I 
came, I saw, I conquered”).
Reforms Once again elected to serve as 
consul, Caesar set about reforming the 
government. He drew up a plan for units of 
local self-government. He enlarged the Senate 
to provide greater representation for Roman 
citizens. He extended citizenship to include 
residents of the entire Italian Peninsula. Caesar 
also revised the Roman calendar. His changes 
resulted in the Julian calendar, which formed 
the basis for the calendar we use today.
Assassination Caesar was repeatedly 
honored by the Senate. Early in 44 B.C., they 
even elected him dictator for life. But a group 
of Senators calling themselves the Liberators 
feared that this position gave Caesar too much 
power. On March 15 of that year, they attacked 
Caesar in the Senate and stabbed him to death.

Caesar’s death resulted in another round 
of civil wars, during which many of the 
conspirators died. Two years after Caesar’s 
death, the Senate formally proclaimed him to 
be a god. He was given the title Divus Iulius, 
meaning “the Divine Julius.”

Review Questions
 1. What leadership qualities did Caesar 

display early in his career?

 2. What did Caesar accomplish while he 
served as governor of Gaul?

 3. How did Caesar reform Roman 
government?

Critical Thinking
 4. Understanding Cause and Effect

How might Caesar’s background have 
infl uenced his choice of career?

 5. Making Inferences What reasons might 
the Liberators have had to kill Caesar?

 6. Summarizing How would you describe 
the ancient Roman civilization in the time 
of Caesar?
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