Julius as Juno: Iniuria and Honor in Caesar’s Bellum Civile and Virgil’s Aeneid

This paper argues that, in his Bellum Civile (hereafter BC), Julius Caesar presents to his internal audience motives for waging civil war that strongly resemble Virgil’s introductory depiction of Juno. Both characters use personal grounds to justify unleashing conflicts that bring great devastation to Italy, and this comparison is instructive for reading both texts. Current interpretations of Caesar’s commentaries emphasize the author’s maligning of the Pompeians, turning Caesar’s internal justifications towards that end; by seeing Caesar’s self-presentation as similar to Virgil’s epic villain, we can use familiar archetypes to draw unfamiliar conclusions about characters we thought we knew. Similarly, by finding in Caesar a Junonian prototype we can better understand the development of civil war discourse in the early empire.

This paper begins by briefly summing up contemporary understandings of how Caesar claims war breaks out in the BC. Current interpretations examine the authorial presentation of Caesarian rhetoric, and not incorrectly. The narrator’s omniscience builds confidence in his readership even as the author refashions episodes for his own purpose (Grillo, 2011). Caesar then presents the cruel political wrangling and extra-constitutional threats of the Pompeians as the driving forces that lead to war. A contrast appears between Caesar’s respect for the public aspect of the government and its treatment by the Pompeians as a res privata (Damon and Batstone, 2006). The implications of Caesar’s misleading rhetoric are that he had no choice but to go to war.

In the paper’s second half, I consider the presentation of Caesar, the character (hereafter ‘Julius,’ in distinction from ‘Caesar,’ the author), within the BC and how integrating this neglected self-characterization modifies current interpretations. In three separate speeches, the first to his soldiers (BC 1.7), the second to the Senate (BC 1.32), and the third to defeated Pompeians (BC 1.85), Julius initiates and justifies the storm of civil war that he is rousing, similar to the treatment of Juno’s wrath that provides Virgil’s Aeneid with its animating force (Hardie, 1993). It has been observed already that Caesar deploys themes of memory, injustice and personal enmity (e.g., iniurias inimicorum in se commemorat, BC 1.7; iniurias inimicorum commemorat, BC 1.32) to denigrate the Pompeians, but I argue that in the negative space around his depiction of Pompeian action Caesar fashions a two-edged self-image. In doing so, he provides Julius with personal motives comparable to the causes of Juno’s anger (e.g., veterisque memor Saturnia belli, Aen. 1.23; spretaeque iniuria formae, Aen. 1.27). 

Both Julius and Juno feel that these perceived slights affect their standing in society and manifest their concerns in complaints about honor. Julius exhorts his troops to come to the defense of their general’s dignitas (BC 1.7) and later complains to vanquished Pompeians that he was not allowed the standard honor of dismissing his army at the end of his proconsular term (BC 1.85). Juno, similarly, worries about being held in dishonor by mortals because of her inaction to correct the slights dealt to her (Aen. 1.48–49). In this way both Caesar and Virgil describe their characters as explicitly moved to violence by perceived slights (compare quibus iniuriis permotus, BC 1.36, with his accensa, Aen. 1.29). After carefully examining their characterizations, it appears that Julius begins to wage war and Juno visits Aeolus with similar motives.

Juxtaposing Caesar’s rhetoric within his text and Virgil’s characterization of Juno reveals a process by which the long memory of personal grudges drives both figures to justify initiating personal wars, at great cost to Rome. Because Caesar’s internal characterization lurks in the negative space surrounding his eye-catching treatment of Pompeian politics, it is easily overlooked. By using Virgil’s Junonian archetype to tease out common elements in his self-depiction, however, we can see the psychological scars of a wounded and angry belligerent that even Caesar could not scrub out. Finding Julius behind Juno, moreover, demonstrates further the socio-political background out of which the Aeneid rises and brings into focus the civil nature of Juno’s war against the Trojans: like Caesar, she is fighting a people who will, by narrative’s end, become her own. Juno’s defeated relenting pairs with Caesar’s victorious lenitas to achieve, within both texts, reconciliations of warring parties. This characterization also speaks to the legacy of Julius Caesar in the age of Augustus: like Juno, he was both a model to avoid as well as a force to win over. 
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