
Hail Caesar! King?  
 

Julius Caesar was a brilliant and charismatic leader. Like his uncle Marius, he was 

probably more skilled as a general than as a politician, but he developed an 

impressive ‘cult of personality’. Did he aspire to be a king? That is a difficult question 

to answer for a number of reasons, but particularly because all of the available sources 

– from literary accounts to material culture (coins, buildings, etc.) – have their own 

agendas and biases. 

 

This case study will consider Caesar’s personality from several angles and will 

examine each type of evidence individually before attempting to reconcile the various 

accounts.  

 

Is it ‘good to be the king’?  
 

At the most basic level, one has to consider the concept of ‘king’ in the Roman 

republic. There are certain words in every culture that carry ominous connotations. 

For instance, in recent history, ‘dictator’, ‘appeasement’ and ‘weapons of mass 

destruction’ seem to have been permanently blemished in political vocabulary. For 

the Romans, the word ‘king’ carried such a pall of infamy that anyone aspiring to 

such a position might be viewed as the antichrist of the republic. Even during the 

height of the empire, Rome’s emperors – some of whom accepted divine titles and 

worship – still shied away from kingly comparisons. It was not until the fall of the 

empire that the term ‘king’ was revived by an Ostrogothic ruler, Odacer, on the 

grounds that the term ‘emperor’ no longer carried any power.  

 

Symbols of kingship: literary evidence 
 

‘Uneasy lies the head that wears the crown.’ 

(William Shakespeare, Henry IV: Part II, Act 3, Scene 1) 

 

Roman authors attest repeatedly to the dangers kingly aspirations. Tiberius Gracchus 

(c. 163–133 BC), when attempting to signify that he was in fear for his life, pointed to 

his head and was (probably wilfully) misunderstood by the Senate, who chose to 

believe he was requesting a crown. Tiberius’ gesture was sufficient to provoke a mob 

of aristocrats, led by the pontifex maximus, who clubbed Tiberius to death on the steps 

of the Capitol (Plutarch, Tiberius 18–19). Later, a price was literally placed on the 

head of his brother Gaius Gracchus (an amount of gold equal to the weight of his 

head), against whom similar allegations were made. Plutarch records a dodgy and 

avaricious character named Septimuleius, who filled Gaius’ empty skull with bronze 

in the hope of gaining an increased bounty (Plutarch, Gaius 17). So, associating 

oneself with a crown or displaying kingly aspirations in ancient Rome was not only ill 

advised; it was potentially suicidal.  

 

As a shamelessly popular figure, Julius Caesar was offered a number of honours by 

the Roman people and the Senate. The latter voted him title after title, including the 

newly coined ‘Imperator’, in addition to granting him the roles of censor and dictator 

(Suetonius, Julius Caesar 79; Cassius Dio, Roman History 43.44). On whose 

initiative were these titles granted? Some scholars suggest that the Senate was trying 



to cast Caesar in the role of a king; others believe that Caesar himself lobbied the 

Senate for every title he received. According to a more contemporary account from 

Cicero’s letters (Ad Familiares 9.15), Caesar was offered unprecedented honours and 

took unprecedented liberties. While Cicero haunted the Forum, Caesar was passing 

senatorial decrees from his house and attributing Cicero’s name and vote to foreign 

affairs of which Cicero had no knowledge. Administrating an empire was a massive 

undertaking, and Caesar’s attempt to regulate the Senate was not necessarily 

unwelcome, but the way he went about it – on one occasion failing to rise when a 

senatorial delegation approached (Cassius Dio (Roman History 44.8) blames the 

apparent slight on an irritable bowel) – was far from ideal. (Other accounts of this 

incident can be found in Suetonius, Julius Caesar 78, and Appian, Civil Wars 

2.16.107.) Clearly, Caesar was operating well outside the boundaries of his office, but 

does that necessarily imply he held kingly aspirations?  

 

Whatever the ambitions of the man himself, the people clearly had plans for him: 

some of his more avid fans placed a crown with a white fillet (a symbol of royalty) on 

his statue. When the tribunes asked for it to be removed immediately, Caesar 

supposedly rebuked them for not giving him the chance to refuse it himself 

(Suetonius, Julius Caesar 79). Nevertheless, from that point onwards, the charge of 

kingly aspiration would linger around Caesar. 

 

At the Lupercalia, Marc Antony tried to crown Caesar, who was sitting on a gold 

throne above the rostra and wearing triumphal robes at the time. (It is difficult to 

imagine a more regal image.) Although Caesar refused and noted, ‘I am Caesar, not 

Rex’ (Plutarch, Caesar 60–61; also noted by Suetonius, Julius Caesar 79, Cassius 

Dio, Roman History 44.10 and Appian, Civil Wars 2.16.108), in every account it is 

clear that this refusal was not delivered with the strong conviction that the Senate – 

and most of the people – expected. Plutarch, writing at the height of the Roman 

empire (c. AD 46–120), implies that the Lupercalia incident was staged to gauge the 

crowd’s reaction to the notion of kingship. Moreover, Caesar is often depicted with 

many of the trappings of kingship: a chariot with white horses; a curule chair; bronze 

statues on the Capitoline Hill facing the statue of Jupiter; and a statue at the Temple 

of Quirinus with an inscription describing him as a demi-god (Cassius Dio, Roman 

History 43.14). In such accounts, Caesar is accused of unacceptable ambition and 

arrogance – a man who was insufficiently cautious about the image he was projecting 

to the public. 

 

Ancient accounts have their limitations, however. Authors such as Cassius Dio (AD 

155–235) and Suetonius (c. AD 69–122), who wrote after the reign of Augustus, 

would have had difficulty differentiating between the image Caesar projected during 

his lifetime and the one that Octavian/Augustus created for his ‘divine father’. The 

deification of Julius Caesar (42 BC), and the subsequent development of the imperial 

cult under Augustus, meant that imperial figures were viewed differently. In addition, 

Augustus made many ‘restorations’ to the city of Rome, completing a number of 

Caesar’s projects, including a significant section of the Temple of Quirinus, which 

was not finished in 16 BC (Cassius Dio, Roman History 54.19.4). If Caesar’s statue 

base was actually inscribed by Augustus as part of this restoration, rather than during 

Caesar’s lifetime, then the term ‘demi-god’ must be viewed in a very different context 

(honouring Augustus’ ‘divine father’).  

 



Cicero, regardless of the animosity he felt towards Caesar, is a crucial source when 

attempting to assess how the latter’s statue was viewed during his lifetime. In a letter 

to his friend Atticus, Cicero describes the statue as a contubernalis (‘tent-

companion’). While this term might simply imply that all of the statues in the temple 

were comrades of equal standing, it could equally be a witty slight against Caesar. 

(Tent-companions were women of easy virtue who provided services for legionaries 

on active duty.) The evidence is hardly definitive either way. However, it is intriguing 

that Cicero – who assiduously mocked Caesar’s arrogance and rejoiced when a 

memorial column was torn down at the site of his funeral pyre (Cicero, Phillipics 1.5) 

– makes no mention of any ‘demi-god’ inscription on the statue. It is only Cassius Dio 

who remarks upon it, some 250 years later. Cicero’s silence on the matter would seem 

to support the idea that the inscription was not carved during Caesar’s lifetime. 

 

This illustrates the difficulties in reconciling various historical accounts. As scholars, 

we must consider all of the literary evidence very carefully – both what is recorded 

and what is omitted – as well as the agendas of the individuals who wrote it.  

 

Material evidence: was Caesar’s public image set in stone?  
 

The material evidence for Caesar as a ruler is provided primarily by sculptures and 

coins. There is an abundance of such imagery, but this case study will focus on just a 

few samples with contrasting perspectives: a lifetime portrait of Julius Caesar from 

Tusculum and a victory coin, both dating from around 44 BC; then two later 

representations – a portrait of Caesar from the Trajanic period and a sestertius minted 

by Octavian in 37 BC that depicts Caesar as ‘Divus Julius’. The first two objects 

illustrate the public image that Caesar himself wished to present to his fellow 

Romans. The latter two reveal how this image was reworked after his death and 

indicate that even a public portrait image was not necessarily ‘set in stone’.  

 

Early images of Caesar, especially on coins, tend to balance a sense of victory with 

clementia (‘mercy’). Although Caesar is famous for being one of the first Romans to 

display his portrait on a coin, many of the early coins depict conventional imagery 

with a personal touch. For example, on one side of a denarius of 48 BC (Slide 2) there 

is a depiction of a goddess (probably Clementia), along with the numeral LII 

(Caesar’s age at the time the coin was minted). On the other side there is a tropaion (a 

cross bearing captured enemy arms) and the name ‘Caesar’. This sort of imagery, 

which clearly ascribes a military victory to Caesar, is not ostensibly ‘kingly’ in nature. 

In fact, the representation of clemency and the inclusion of Caesar’s age could be seen 

as gestures of humility. Similarly, when his own portrait appears on coins, Caesar is 

represented as pontifex maximus – a humble servant of the gods with his head duly 

covered (capitevelato) – or as a civic servant wearing the corona civica (a crown 

awarded to someone who has saved the life of a Roman citizen) (Slides 3 and 4). In 

both cases, the image presented is of a loyal citizen of the Roman republic, not a king.  

 

Also noteworthy is the portrait style, which even on coins emphasizes Caesar’s age 

and mortality, with sunken cheeks, lines by his eyes, mouth and neck and a 

pronounced Adam’s apple. Similar verism, which was characteristic of republican 

sculpture, was employed in a lifetime portrait of Caesar discovered in Tusculum 

(Slide 5). This portrait depicts an elderly man with a bald spot, hollow cheeks and a 

lined neck, eyes and mouth, as well as the hint of a smile. It is the portrait of a 



charismatic leader, wonderfully realistic and easily recognizable, just like the images 

of his contemporaries, Pompey and Cicero.  

 

The posthumous image of Caesar, used by a young Octavian to legitimize his place as 

Caesar’s adopted heir, is quite different in character. A sestertius minted by Octavian 

in 37 BC (Slide 6) depicts the divine Julius Caesar in an idealized style associated 

with Hellenistic kings and other rulers. On this coin, he has perfect features, a full 

head of hair and nary a wrinkle. Although the nose, mouth and chin are familiar from 

earlier portraits, the imperfections have gone, with the result that the image is far 

more ‘regal’. 

 

Similar, albeit more subtle, changes can be seen on a marble portrait of Caesar from a 

slightly later period (30–20 BC) (Slide 7). This bust retains crow’s feet around the 

eyes and light wrinkles on the brow and at the corners of the mouth, but all of these 

features are far less severe than they were on the coins minted in his lifetime. 

Consequently, Caesar attains a sort of classical beauty. Octavian has made his 

adoptive father ageless, indicating that even Roman emperors shared today’s 

obsession with eternal youth. Were he alive today, Caesar probably would have been 

offered hair plugs, a nose job, fillers in his cheeks and a neck lift.  

 

It is all too easy for non-contemporary ancient sources such as Suetonius and Cassius 

Dio – not to mention modern scholars – to conflate these two distinct images of 

Caesar as ruler. This distinction is equally important when considering the 

aforementioned statue of Caesar in the Temple of Quirinus. If his image – described 

by Cassius Dio as an eikon (the Greek term for a portrait; literally a ‘likeness’) – was 

carved in the style of Caesar’s lifetime portraiture, it would be hard to identify him as 

a ‘tent-companion’ – and therefore an equal – of Quirinus. Ideal beauty is a defining 

feature of the gods, and Caesar certainly did not portray himself in that way in his 

own portraits. If, however, the statue and/or the inscription (probably both) were 

recarved when Augustus rebuilt the interior of the temple, then Caesar may well have 

been presented in a more magisterial style. Ultimately, we must ask: whose image of 

Caesar are we (and indeed the ancient sources) examining?  

 

Conclusions: Et tu Brute? 
 

On a number of levels, it is hard to see how or what Caesar stood to gain by openly 

aspiring to kingship. He undeniably behaved in a more autocratic manner than most 

(if not all) of his dictatorial predecessors in the Roman republic, but he was careful 

not to let himself be adorned with too many of the attributes of royalty. For all of the 

hype about Caesar putting his image on coins, it is worth noting that, immediately 

after his death, his principal assassin Brutus also featured on a coin, with two daggers 

and the cap of liberty.  

 

If portraying an individual on a coin was truly a sign of kingly aspiration, then the 

liberators had merely replaced one ambitious politician with another (Slide 8). The 

scapegoat policy of casting a powerful figure in the robes of kingly aspiration was 

already well attested in Rome. Many of Caesar’s kingly qualities appear to have been 

acquired posthumously by Octavian, who recast his adoptive father as his divine 

father, and, later in his reign, as someone who had not managed his public relations 

masterfully. Caesar was both a model and a foil for Augustus, and it is often the 



latter’s agenda that is reflected in the work of later authors, who came to view Caesar 

as the start of imperial rule in Rome. 

 

Juxtaposing contrasting sources in history is a very complicated process, but it 

illustrates the importance of critical analysis and the careful consideration of all of the 

sources that are available to us.  

 

Web resources 
 

For a broad assessment of Caesar’s public imagery and career, see the helpful VRoma 

website: http://www.vroma.org/~bmcmanus/caesar.html 

For a thoughtful survey of the development of imagery on Caesar’s coinage, see: 

http://www.ngccoin.com/news/viewarticle.aspx?IDArticle=3035&NGC-

Ancients%3A-Caesar-and-Brutus%3A-A-Brief-Survey 

A thoughtful and wide-ranging assessment of the historical sources on Caesar’s 

assassination can be found at: http://davidallsopclassics.wordpress.com/essay-the-

assassination-of-caesar/ 
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