Is Octavian A Boy Who Owes Everything To A Name?
Born in 63 BC as Marcus Octavian to a disgraced Father the possibility of a quick ascent through the political system seemed impossible, but by 23 AD, the newly named Augustus was ruler of all Rome.  What happened in those 40 years shook Rome to its core and begs the question, if Octavian had not been named as the adopted son of deity Julius Caesar would he have reached the position of Caesar?

In 44 BC as an 18 year old Octavian received his inheritance on the announcement of Caesar’s death, this was the real starting point of his political career.  He took the money and name he had gained to organise a personal army of Caesar’s veterans.  These men were so admiring of Caesar that they wouldn’t work for anybody; however, Octavian managed to lure them out of retirement.  He bribed them with the money from his inheritance as well as using his adopted name to persuade these soldiers that they should fight.

It was with this army that Octavian traveled to fight Antonius in 43 BC, he returned victorious to Rome with both his legions and those of the state as well and demanded a consulship.  This sort of military power could not be ignored, especially inside the sacred walls of Rome and Octavian was rewarded his consulship.  It was at this point where Octavian was legally named as Caesar’s son, although he had been using the name for years previous.

However, it wasn’t simply military power that gained him this position, Octavian had sided with the liberators against Antonius and this gained him large support from within the Senate.  This showed good decision making, but his next move not only gained him huge power but also shocked the government that supported him.  In November of 43 BC Octavian made an agreement with Antonius and Lepidus that formed the second triumvirate.  After persuading Titus that the state needed them in control they were granted the task of “rei publicae constituendae” or restoring the state over the next 5 years.  

It had taken Octavian just over a year to move from a junior officer to reach nearly the same position as his adopted father.  This was an amazing feat, but it is unfair for it to all be put down to the name of Caesar; for example the crossing of sides by Octavian showed a ruthless pursuit of power and although it took the inherited money to do so the decision to raise a private army and use his adopted father’s name to such an extent showed great leadership.

Octavian proved his political skill as well as his ruthless aggression in the purging of the senators; any risk to the triumvirate’s power were put to death, including Cicero leaving these three great generals with complete command of Rome.  However, Octavian cannot be hailed as totally responsible for all these actions; he was acting as part of a three not on his own and it is impossible to tell how much input he had on the decision making.  It can be assumed, though, from Octavian earlier actions of aggression that he probably did play a large role in this decision.  

For a decade the triumvirate ran smoothly which each man knowing his role.  During this period Octavian’ compassionate response to many problems; for example the task of confiscating land in Italy for veterans to settle on was a job almost guaranteed to reflect badly on the perpetrator.  However, through good leadership and political skill Octavian disassociated himself with the confiscation.  Acts such as this one reflect the amazing skill of the next Caesar and gained him support from the plebes as well as the veterans.

During this period of peace Octavian also began to present himself on coins much in the way Caesar had done, he emphasized the name of his father and began to create the image of a deity his father had done.  This intelligent use of his father’s name once again was just the beginning of his rise to dictator.

Octavian attacked and defeated Sextus Pompeius and in the process removed the potential threat of Lepidus.  This move gave him just one enemy to concentrate all his forces on and with Antonius preoccupied in Parthia where he lost around a quarter of his army Octavian saw the chance to strike.  From 32 BC he flooded Rome with propaganda describing Antonius as an un-Roman drunk and played on his relationship with the foreign queen, Cleopatra.  Octavian passed a law with made all Italian citizens swear an oath of allegiance to him, exempting the soldier’s who fought for Antonius.  Many changed side seeing a crushing defeat was inevitable; Octavian had a huge army and mass popular support and in 31 BC Antonius was defeated at the battle of Actium.  

Octavian was now sole leader of Rome and just as powerful as his adopted father had been and it had taken him just 32 years to do so.  This success was owed to a number of factors, not just his name but also other’s mistakes and his own efforts.  

Antonius threw away his chance of power by his relationship with Cleopatra, this was taken advantage of by Octavian’s propaganda and also lost him support.  Had he not been attracted by the Egyptian queen maybe Octavian’s destruction of his enemy in Actium wouldn’t have happened.  Octavian also owed a lot to his General’s, such as Agrippa who led his armies with amazing ruthlessness and to great success, without the aid of men such as these the ascent to Caesar would have been a lot harder to achieve.

A point often overlooked is the fact that with the name Julius Caesar came certain jealousy and fear from the elite.  Caesar had been murdered, stabbed 23 times to remove him from power.  The hatred shown in this heinous act was typical of the senate; it had been shown in the treatment of the Gracchi years before Caesar was killed.  This jealousy, this desire for the power, which existed within every member of the Roman senate, hated and would kill to retain the chance of becoming leader.  Caesar had destroyed the chance of anybody else having a share of the power and this wasn’t to be accepted, hence he was killed.  As a young man coming into politics with the intent of gaining as much power as possible having the name of Julius Caesar attached to you carried certain problems.  The senate was suspicious of anybody who tried to lessen their power, especially a man who carried the name of the first true Caesar, the support of the masses and of the veteran soldiers made Octavian strong but at the same time painted a huge target on his back.  

Luckily for Octavian at the time of his ascent their was a greater problem for the senate, that of Antonius.  Members of the elite had already called for him to be named as an enemy of the state and the general consensus of the time was that the threat of Antonius must be removed.  Octavian took his army and fought the famous General; this gained him enormous senatorial support and partly overcame the downside from inheriting Caesar’s name.  This is showed by Cicero’s, if somewhat suspicious support of the young politician.

It is true to say that Octavian gained a lot from his name; the private army he raised and the support he gained from the masses just for taking on the name of Caesar allowed him to gain a foothold.  Also, Octavian’s blood father had disgraced the family name, and with the political system in Rome the way it was he wouldn’t have had a chance of rising to any substantial level.  In this way the name of Caesar would be invaluable.  However, the fact is form there on in he did it himself, for example the trickery shown in changing sides and creating the second triumvirate is mirrored in the movements of Stalin as he gained total power in Russia nearly 1000 years later.  

Also, the fact remains that once the second triumvirate was formed, 3 men shared complete power of Rome; Lepidus, Antonius and Octavian and it was Octavian who took advantage of the situation to gain sole power.  Antonius was a famous leader and possible Caesar, but Octavian removed his power by a combination of military power and propaganda.  All 3 men had an equal chance of taking power, the name of Caesar had little bearing at this point, it all came down to political cunning and military intelligence.  Octavian was the only man with the ruthlessness to double cross his colleagues and the drive to become true Caesar of Rome.  In this way he owed nothing to his name.

Even this essay title shows the way Octavian was thought of, a “boy” rather than a man.  He proved himself as a great man and a great Caesar and that his name was little more than a stepping stone that allowed him to infiltrate the political heirachy in Rome, once he had a foot on the ladder there was no stopping him, he was the most cunning and most ruthless man in Rome and hence, in a little over a decade was sole leader of one of the greatest empires in history.  This could not have been achieved by just a name; many men have entered the political arena of the back of a great father but few took advantage of their great luck, Octavian however did and because of this he deserves respect and the great name of Augustus, leader of all Rome.

Above all though, his success can be linked back to his own actions; the ability to swap sides and kill great friends shows ruthlessness that few men can boast.  It is true to say that his name started him on the road to success but he worked his way to the top using great tactics and aggression and taking advantage of every stroke of luck that came his way.  Hence, it seems unfair to say Octavian owed everything to a name, he was aided by great generals, a critical misjudgment by Antonius and by a single mindedness to reach the top that meant Octavian wouldn’t give up until he was the sole leader of Rome.  Also, the way in which the name of Caesar was used by Octavian showed great judgement of the people’s reaction, he took a gift and used it to the full to achieve just what Julius Caesar had done a decade previous.  Octavian owed a lot to his name, but it was his use of Caesar’s history and good leadership that gave Octavian what he truly desired; to be the new Caesar.

