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Caesar Crosses the Rubicon 

 It was the dead of night, at an hour when nothing stirred. No one in their right mind was awake, 

yet, a man with a few companions came riding out of the darkness in a wagon, the muffled hoofbeats of 

the horses ringing out into the still night. Unbeknownst to the still sleeping world, this man was about to 

make history. The man was Julius Caesar. His destination was the Rubicon River. But to cross that river 

would mean his death. How, then, did Caesar come to such an extremity? And what would he stand to 

gain? First of all, it must be understood that this was not an impulsive action as it is often portrayed, but 

rather a premeditated choice as a result of a long political war. 

 From the beginning, Julius Gaius Caesar was good with people. He was gifted with an  

astonishing knack for both oratory and leadership. He realized very early in his career what advantages 

having the support of the Roman people might have for him and acted accordingly, throwing public 

games and holding many lavish parties. In 60 B.C., he formed the Triumvirate together with Pompey and 

Crassus. The Triumvirate was an unofficial political alliance between these men, who supported each 

other in order that they each might achieve their desired political objectives. Due to Pompey and 

Crassus’s support, Caesar was elected consul the following year in 59 B.C. The office of consul was the 

most powerful office in the Roman Republic, and each term lasted for a period of one year. Caesar used 

the office to both his and the Triumvirate’s advantage. However, repercussions of crimes he committed 

while in office would come back to bite Caesar years later. 

 In 58 B.C., when the term of his consulship ended, the Senate appointed Caesar military governor 

of Southern Gaul. Caesar was by no means idle during this time. To the contrary, by 50 B.C. he had come, 

seen, and conquered the entirety of Gaul using 50,000 troops and a brilliant series of diplomacy, strategy, 

and battles. Caesar became a renowned general, earning the loyalty and esteem of his troops by treating 

them with great respect and enduring the hardships of the soldiering life right alongside them. He was 
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also extremely generous with his men and stopped charging them the customary ration fee, thereby 

allowing his men to keep all of their wages. Caesar’s only insistence was that his men exhibit the strictest 

of discipline when on the field of battle. Thus, Caesar began to reach the end of his term as governor: the 

conquerer of Gaul with an army of extraordinarily loyal soldiers at his back. This loyalty would prove to 

be an asset, because Caesar’s past was about to catch up with him. 

 There were a number of reasons why Caesar wanted to be re-elected consul. As governor of now 

both Southern and Northern Gaul, Caesar was in charge of transforming her from an unruly frontier into a 

respectable Roman province. He needed new legislation passed to help with this, and more legislation to 

make good on promises of Roman citizenship he had made to Gallic aristocrats. Failure to deliver on the 

latter could cause many of his new conquests to be voided by the aristocrats—a big problem. But the most 

important reason of all was that, as a consul or a governor, he was free from legal prosecution. Caesar had 

committed many crimes during his first consulship. Among other things, he had arrested a senator for 

personal political reasons, disregarded vetoes that had tried to thwart his agenda, and had assaulted his 

fellow consul, not to mention the fact that, as a governor, he had conquered Northern Gaul without 

senatorial permission. In other words, Caesar simply could not risk being prosecuted. 

 Back in Rome, Crassus had died. The Triumvirate had collapsed. Pompey had become Caesar’s 

enemy and had gained the powerful position of sole consul. But Caesar was cunning. He no longer 

needed the support the Triumvirate had provided; he had his own swath of supporters gained from his 

popularity from hosting all those games and parties; but most especially from conquering Gaul. Caesar 

directed his supporters to pass legislation that allowed him to avoid entering Rome to run for consul as an 

exception to the established Roman law stipulating that the candidates must be in Rome when the 

elections were held.  He had this done because Roman law forbade any Roman general or governor to 

enter into Italy without the express permission or invitation of the Senate. 

 Cue mass uproar in the Senate after the legislation was passed. The conservatives, headed by 

Pompey, had been fighting to end Caesar’s term as governor. They wanted to prosecute him for the crimes 

he had committed while in office. But staying out of Rome and remaining governor of Gaul while running 

for consul was critical for Caesar. Why? Because, while they still held office, consuls and governors had 

legal immunity from prosecution. Legal immunity was extremely important to Caesar, due to his many 
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transgressions in the eyes of the law. Caesar’s plan was this: he would run for election in Gaul while 

remaining a governor, and when elected consul, he would change offices seamlessly. For this was a very 

important legal point: should he change offices seamlessly, without an interim, Caesar would have 

indefinite legal immunity. He would never be prosecuted for his crimes. 

 Debate raged within the senate. The conservatives began by looking at the legislation that had 

extended Caesar’s governorship of Gaul a few years earlier. Because no date was stipulated for the 

beginning of his term’s extension, they decided to declare that it had begun the minute the legislation 

passed and, therefore, was almost over. Caesar was not pleased. He contended that the legislation had 

always been understood to extend his term until 49 B.C., that the conservatives were redefining the 

legislation in a wholly different way than how it had always been interpreted, and that the five years 

extension began when his term of governorship was supposed to have ended. His term of governorship, 

he declared, would end in the year of 49 B.C. The Conservatives fired back by introducing legislation into 

the Senate that would name Caesar’s successor. This would have been a horrible thing for Caesar if it 

passed. Caesar desperately flooded the senate with bribes and the bill was narrowly defeated. Pompey 

then asked Caesar to step down from his position as governor voluntarily on a deadline that had been set 

by the Conservatives for March in 50 B.C. Caesar, of course, refused. 

 The debate continued. It was a vicious cycle of the Conservatives introducing a bill which 

stripped Caesar of his governorship and Caesar’s supporters immediately vetoing it. Finally someone 

stepped forward and asked Pompey, who was also a governor, to resign. Another person asked him to take 

up arms against Caesar because many thought—quite rightly—that at this point Caesar would be 

desperate enough to take up arms in order to become consul, or even worse: to rule the Republic of Rome. 

 At this time, Pompey declared illness and beat a hasty retreat from the political scene. It remains 

unknown whether he was truly ill or merely malingering. There is little evidence to validate either claim. 

Whatever truly happened, when he returned to the political scene, Pompey was filled with the resolve to 

stand against Caesar. The great Cicero himself tried to moderate this heated disagreement, but met with 

failure. Caesar and Pompey were at an impasse, with Caesar wanting to remain governor and run for 

consul the next year, and with Pompey and the Senate wanting Caesar to resign and come back to Rome 

so they could prosecute him. War was about to break out if someone or something did not smooth this 
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over quickly. Cicero summed up the situation perfectly in one of his letters. In summary, he wrote, “The 

current political situation terrifies me. Almost everyone wants to avoid a fight, and give into Caesar’s 

demands. Sure, his demands are shameless, but no more shameless than when he asked for a five year 

extension as governor. Why fight him on this?”  Poor Cicero. How right he was. 1

 At long last, the Roman Senate passed a Senatus Consultum Ultimum, a final act that could not 

be vetoed, giving Caesar one last chance to step down. He didn’t. And with that, the Senatus Consultum 

Ultimum suspended existing laws and gave the two consuls currently in office the power to do whatever 

was considered necessary for the good of the Republic. These two consuls were supporters of Pompey, 

and immediately handed control of the Republic over to him. 

 Caesar heard of the Final Act three days after it was passed. He decided to make his move. Caesar 

had been spending the winter with the 13th legion near the Italian border and that night he attended a 

dinner party after following his customary daily routine. Everything seemed normal, however, once night 

fell, that all changed. Immediately, Caesar ordered the 13th legion to break camp and follow him as fast 

as they were able. Then, he and a few companions piled into a wagon and headed off for the Rubicon 

River. Caesar reached the river and waited for the 13th legion to catch up with him. Come dawn, the 

legion was in position and all was ready. In this moment, it is said that Caesar hesitated, as well he might. 

Once he set foot across the Rubicon, there was no turning back and should Caesar not win this gamble, he 

would die. 

 What, then, was the significance of the Rubicon River? The Rubicon was the set boundary 

marking the line between Cisalpine Gaul, Caesar’s province of governorship, and Italy, the homeland of 

the Romans. It was against the law for a governor to cross into Italy without the express invitation of the 

Senate. Imagine how much more criminal it was for Caesar to cross the Rubicon, not alone, but at the 

head of an army! Needless to say, the Senate had not invited Caesar, much less his army, to Italy. Under 

the Roman treason law of Lex Cornelia Majestis, crossing into Italy carried the sentence of death for 

Caesar and all who would follow him. Caesar knew the cost. Nonetheless, he was determined, and his 

soldiers were determined to follow him. “Iacta alea est!—Let the die be cast!” Caesar called and then 

Historia Civilis, “Caesar Crosses the Rubicon (52 to 49 B.C.E.).”1
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turned, leading his legionaries across the Rubicon, into civil war, and into history. The date was January 

10, 49 B.C. 

 The Crossing of the Rubicon was a definite turning point in history. It plunged Rome into a civil 

war that ultimately led to Caesar being crowned Dictator for Life, never having been prosecuted for his 

crimes. In the end, the Crossing was a gamble, an extremely risky gamble, made on the part of Caesar; an 

act of calculated bravery. Should he have lost the ensuing war, the forfeit would have been his life; but 

Caesar won his gamble, and thus, his reward was total control of the Roman Republic. Objectively, the 

Crossing of the Rubicon was a point of no return which gave rise to the saying “to cross the Rubicon.” 

This saying indicates an irreversible course of action from which there will be no turning back. By 

crossing the Rubicon, Caesar was responsible for the events leading to the end of the Roman Republic 

and the initiation of the Roman Empire. However, had Caesar not crossed the Rubicon and won the 

resulting civil war, the initiation of the Roman Empire might never have occurred, and the world today 

could be very different. Thus, Caesar’s Crossing of the Rubicon changed the course of history, leading to 

the return of the Roman Republic to a nation ruled by emperors, throughout which Christianity would 

begin to spread its resounding message across the world. 
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