

HIRTIUS  AND  PANSA: THE LAST CONSULS OF THE ROMAN REPUBLIC


When Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus said in 132 bc. that ”what belonged to all should be shared by all”, that started the 100 years revolution of the Roman republic. Gracchus died for what he had said, and many others died after him during those years of great turmoil in the society. The last episode of that drama started in 49 bc. when a civil war started between Gaius Julius Caesar and the optimate party. Usually all the attention in that final episode is on Caesar, Pompeius, Cicero, Antonius, Octavianus and so on. How ever there was also other players in the field, and among the most important ones were Aulus Hirtius and Gaius Vibius Pansa. 


Both of them were new men in the political field. They owned their rise to the one thing nd one thing only – Gaius Julius Caesar was their friend. Pansa`s family had been accepted to the senate only in the early first century bc. His family was originally from Italy, Perugia. Hirtius was from as new family, which originated from Latium. He was a very close friend to Caesar, and a well known scholar and writer. He is the one who published Caesar`s memories, ”Gallic wars”. Hirtius was also a friend with Marcus Tullius Cicero. Both of these men accompanied Caesar during his Gallic wars, and Pansa was a legate for a while. They were quite young during Gallic wars, and didn`t have a lengthy political career before the coming of the civil war. Pansa was a tribune of the plebs in 51 bc, and an aedile in 49 bc. Hirtius was for a brief time Caesar`s legate in 54 bc. They probably wouldn`t have advanced far in time of peace, but the war started in 49 bc, and Caesar invaded Italy. 


This essey does not tell about the civil war, so I will just briefly tell what happened. Caesar and his forces chased Pompeius and optimates out from Italy, and after taking Spain he followed them to Greece. There the optimates were defeated in battle of Farsalos. Caesar made a sidestep to Egypt and Syria, and then defeated optimates again in Africa. The remnants fleed to Hispania, and Caesar soon followed. The last army of the optimates and pompeians was defeated in Munda, and the first phase of the civil war was over. Caesar returned to Rome, where he was soon murdered by republicans who feared his overlordship. 


So Caesar ruled Italy for more than four years as a dictator. During this time he had what is usually called Caesar`s cabinet. They were a group of his friends who adviced him and were essential for the considerable amount of reforms Caesar made. In this cabinet were both Aulus Hirtius and Gaius Vibius Pansa. So they were extremely close to Caesar, and had considerable influence to what was going on in Rome and in whole Roman empire. Other members in the cabinet were businessman Gaius Matius, Caesar`s secretary Gaius Oppius, highly influential Lucius Cornelius Balbus from Gades, Spain, and banker Gaius Rabirius Postumus. All except Hirtius and Pansa were businessmen. So it can be supposed that most of the reforms made were ideas of Hirtius and Pansa, and did not come from group of conservative equites. The influence Hirtius and Pansa had wasn`t how ever only behind the scenes. Their political fortunes were rapidy advanced by Caesar. In 48 bc, when Caesar for the first time nominated authorities, Pansa was among the most important men of the party, who were immediately rewarded with a praetorship. Hirtius was a praetor a bit later, in 46 bc. But the most decisive thing for both of their lifes was that Caesar designated them as the consuls for year 43 bc. 


During the civil war we don`t know much about what Hirtius and Pansa did. Pansa obviously was in Rome in 48 bc, as a praetor. But we do not know what he did during the political disputes of that year. One of the praetors, Marcus Caelius Rufus, tried to introduce a radical and comprehensive reform, but consul Publius Servilius Vatia Isauricus prevented this. Disillusioned Caelius tried to start a slave uprising, at least it is alleged so, and praetor Quintus Pedius and his forces subdued him. Caelius lost his life. Hirtius probably spend most of the war years with Caesar. 


We have some mention of them during the war years, how ever. In september 46 bc M.Tullius Cicero wrote to his friend Ambius Balbus, who was an exile, and notified that he had managed to get the exiling order cancelled. Cicero had been succesfull because he had gained the support of Caesar`s closest friends. Pansa, Hirtius, Cornelius Balbus, Oppius, Matius and Postumus were mentioned. So whole cabinet of Caesar had backed Cicero in his attempt. Pansa had been his main supporter. About Pansa Cicero said, ” he had influence with Caesar, not less because of his strong personality than because Caesar liked him”. 


There is also another mention of Pansa in Cicero`s letters, from january 45 bc. This letter is for G.Cassius Longinus. Cicero mentions that Pansa had set out for Spain (from Rome) ”in military uniform”. Caesar was figting with last optimates in Spain at that time. Mention about military uniform I take to mean that he left publicly. Cicero continues, ” so that even the man in the street migh crasp the fact which you had lately begun to question – that the good must be chosen for its own sake. For because he relieved many of their afflictions, and because he proved his humanity amid all these disasters, he was escorted on his way by a marvellous manifestation of kindly feeling on th part of honest men (boni)”. So we know that Panse left publicly for Spain. Many senators, which boni in here means, escorted him on his way. They liked him because he had proved his humanity amid all these disasters? Disasters to Cicero and the boni, obviously. What he means is that Pansa was a victor in the war, but he had been kind to the defeated, and probably had brought home many more exiles than just Ambius Balbus. I take this to mean that even at this stage Pansa`s watchword in politics was concorde. About Cassius can be said, that he was later one of the murderers of Caesar, and had only recently converted from Stoic to Epicuroan. ”The good must be chosen for its own sake” was one of the priciples of stoics, and Pansa had obviously followed it by helping defeated optimates without any possible gain what so ever to himself, just because he thought it was the right thing to do. So that kind of man was Gaius Vibius Pansa. 


In march 44 bc. Gaius Julius Caesar was murdered, and new political crisis developed. Decimus Junius Brutus, M.Junius Brutus, G.Cassius Longinus and old statesman M.Tullius Cicero were the leading persons in the new republican or optimate party. Caesar was killed, but his party was alive. In Rome Marcus Antonius was a consul and M.Aemilius Lepidus leader of the cavalry, with only available troops in the city at his disposal. Both were caesarians, and it was much feared what they would do. The liberators feared their revenge. Most of the provinces were also in the hands of caesarians. Decimus Brutus how ever was a praetor, and province of Gallis Cisalpina was designed for him with two veteran legions. 


Immediately after the murder the caesarian leaders had a meeting. Antonius, Lepidus, Cornelius Balbus and Hirtius were present. Pansa apparently was governing a province at that time. Lepidus and Balbus wanted a revenge. Hirtius how ever talked for peace and concorde, and Antonius was inclined to support him. So no rash measures were taken, and it seemed that peace would follow. Cornelius Dolabella was the designated consul for the rest of the year, because Caesar had intented to resing and go to Asia to fight against parthians. So now Dolabella was nominated for consulship. This was for the liking of Cicero and his friends, because Dolabella was close to him, and used to be his son-in-law. Almost immediately optimates tried to get the support of both Dolabella and Hirtius, but failed. In the mean time the relations between Antonius and the senate and liberators gradually cooled. Antonius was trying to push into laws so called Caesar`s edicts. These were laws that Caesar had planned to make, and now Antonius made them his policy. As optimates started to resist, things get heated. The situation was worsened by Caesar`s hair, Octavianus, who arrived to Italy to revenge his father. Soon Marcus Brutus, Gaius Cassius and other liberators had to flee from Italy. Decimus Brutus left for Cisalpina, and quickly raised two more legions. Two other optimates, Trebonius and Cimber, went to Asia to their provinces in there. The response of the caesarians was quick. M.Lepidus was given the province of Gallia Transalpina, Munatius Plancus was in Gallia Comata and Asinius Pollio in Hispania. All they were caesarian generals and had an army. Antonius took the troops from his designated province, Macedonia, and took for himself Gallia Cisalpina instead. His brother Gaius gained Macedonia, and Dolabella was given Syria.


Not surprisingly, Decimus Brutus refused to give his province to Antonius. After this things quickly moved towards another civil war. Antonius concentrated his troops and was preparing to invade Cisalpina. Octavianus was gathering troops to revenge his father. In east Cassius Longinus appeared to Syria and took the province. Legions joined him. Marcus Brutus did the same in Macedonia. Dolabella and Gaius Antonius quickly left for their procinces to secure them back from the republicans. The war was inevitable. What did Hirtius and Pansa do when all this was happening?


We must remember, that they were desingnated consuls for next year, so they and their attitudes were extremely important for everybody. Their support was needed and wanted. Sir Ronald Syme has talked a lot about Hirtius and Pansa. In his book, ”The Roman Revolution”, he says about them; ” (they were) friends of Caesar, to whom they owed all, they would surely not repel his heir (Octavianus). Yet these men, mere municipal aristocrats, lacked experience of affairs, vigour of personality and family influence. In public Cicero professed warm and eager admiration for their loyalty, their patriotism, their capacity. His private letters tell another story: he derided them as torbid and bibulous”.

Yes, Hirtius and Pansa surely owed all to Caesar, and they were obligated to help Octavianus, or so it was thought. But I don`t think they lacked experience any more than other decisive players in that time, and vigour of personality was their strong point. 


What was their policy them, in time when both caesarians and optimates expected and hoped their support. Syme is quite clear about this. They were planning to bring back the  understanding and peace between caesarians and optimates. They wanted to stop Antonius, but not destroy him. Pansa had close relations with Antonius. He was married to the daughter of consular Q.Fufius Calenus, who was determined supporter of Antonius. Probably because of this most of the optimate attemps were directed towards Hirtius. For instance M.Brutus and Cassius were often writing to Cicero asking him to make a better republican out of Hirtius. Cicero was trying, but he didn`t have faith in his job. In his letter to Atticus, 17.may, 44 bc, Cicero tells about his meeting with Hirtius. ”When Hirtius was leaving my house to meet Pansa, I saw his whole mind”. ”Of course he could not say that he did not want peace, but he did say that he was as much afraid of violence on our friends side as on Antony`s”. ”In fact, I don`t trust him a yard”. This is very helpfull letter. Cicero said stright that he didn`t trust Hirtius at all. And also the policy of Hirtius is clearly stated. He was afraid of both sides using violence, and wanted to stop them. Again there is that word, concorde. He wanted to settle all the disputes. He didn`t want caesarians or optimates to win, for he probably could see that neither case would be the solution to the problems. So he was choosind the middle way, and that is always dangerous. We already have seen that because of it Cicero didn`t trust him. 


Again the same is proven in Cicero`s letter to Atticus, june 44 bc. ” I don`t doubt that Pansa speaks fair. I know that he has always been thick with Hirtius I think he is very amicably disbosed towards Brutus and Cassius – if it suits his book. As to his being hostile to Anthony – when and why? How much longer are we going to be fooled”. Then he talks about Sex.Pompeius and about the danger of war with him. According to Pompeius only the winnerd would stay alive. ”What does Pansa say to that? Which side will he join if war comes, as come it apparently will”. These are strong words from Cicero. Pansa is not to be trusted. He tries to look like a friend as long as it suits him and his plans. If was comes, Cicero suspects that Pansa might join caesarians, at least if Sextus Pompeius join the optimates. 


The came the faithfull year 43 bc. Hirtius and Pansa stepped into their office as consuls. And the war came, as Cicero had feared. Antonius invaded Cisalpina, and Decimus Brutus was besieged to city of Mutina. Conculs started to raise troops. Cicero took quite commanding role in senate, now that Antonius was away and consuls were inclined to follow the wishes of the senate. Hirtius was sick, but still managed to work hard. He was how ever still trying to awoid war. As Syme said, ”he might yet baffle both Cicero and Antonius”. Hirtius went to Italy to recruit troops, and Pansa stayed in Rome, trying to retain control of the situation. For a long time he kept the negotiations with Antonius going on, and prevented him from being proclaimed public enemy. But as the war dragged on, and the siege continued, consuls had to act to save Decimus Brutus. 


Hirtius started to advance north. In Cicero`s Philippic speaches we have a climpse from what was happening. We have a part of a letter from Hirtius to Pansa. ” I have driven out the garrison, I hold Claterna; a cavalry have been but to flight, a battle has taken place, some few have been killed”. The was had started. In march both Hirtius, and under him also forces of Octavianus, were closing on Mutina. They stopped, and started to wait for Panse who was coming rapidly from south with four raw legions. In a place called Forum Gallorum Pansa was surprised by Antonius, and his forces beaten. Hirtius how ever made a rapid march and in his turn surprised Antonius, who was defeated and retreated towards Mutina. Pansa was how ever seriously wounded. In 21.4.43 bc. another battle was fought in front of Mutina. After hard fighting Antonius was decisively defeated, and fleed towards Gallia Transalpina. This was the great moment of Hirtius and Pansa. Brutus was relieved, Antonius defeated but not crushed. There was a change to settle the differences, and find a way to concorde, to mutual understanding and peace. But it was not to be, for Hirtius was killed in the battle, and Pansa soon died of his wounds. The last Roman consuls who had followed the wishes of the senate and who had their own policy instead of the policy of the dynasts, were dead. And republican Rome died with them. Durin that same year a triumfirate between Antonius, Lepidus and Octavianus was formed, Decimus Brutus was betrayed and murdered, Rome occupied by caesarians and proscriptions introduced. So decisive can sometimes just two lifes be.     

