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Octavian, who will eventually be known as Augustus Caesar, was born in 63 BC in a patrician family. His only real advantage in life was that his grandmother was Julia, sister of Julius Caesar. His great-uncle saw talent in the boy. Octavian was 18 years old when news came in 44 BC that his uncle has been assassinated in Rome. Soon there was more information. In his will, Caesar named Octavian as his successor and left him three quarters of his estate, money, and power.
In August of 29 BCE, 15 years after the death of Julius Caesar, Octavian finally took over power after defeating Antony and Cleopatra at the battle of Actium.
Octavian was very cautious while taking supreme power, after seeing what happened to Julius. In the year 27 BC, he voluntarily gave up all his military powers and was then granted by the senate a 10-year-command over three important parts of the empire - Spain, Gaul and Syria. Meanwhile he held other offices which gave him political power at the center. Octavian wanted Rome to still appear to be a Republic. Yet historians have judged 27 BC to be the founding year of the empire. In this same year the senate gave Octavian the life-long title of Augustus.

  
The rule of Augustus Caesar brought forty years of peace in Italy. With few setbacks on the borders of Rome, Rome and its territories enjoyed a steady increase in wealth and trade. The empire grew slightly. More important, they become well defended. Professional careers were now possible in the army (recruits signed on for sixteen years, later it was increased to twenty). Improved roads made it easier to keep in close touch with distant parts of the Roman world, and to move troops wherever they were needed. New Roman towns were built in far off areas of the empire.
  
The region in which Augustus made the most effort to extend the empire was beyond the Alps into Germany. By 14 BC the German tribes were defeated up to the Danube River. In the next five years, Roman legions pushed further to the Elbe River. But this further border proved impossible to keep away from barbarians. 
  
The stability of Rome made possible the growth of the arts. The term Augustan Age came to represent the idea of cultural excellence.  The emperor was also an enthusiastic builder. He boasted, with some justification, that he found Rome a city of brick and left it a city of marble. 

One of the hardest problems confronting Augustus was the question of his own succession. Who would be the next emperor?  His attempts to solve it were often authoritarian and blunt, but they were innocent compared to the actions of his family in the five decades after his death in AD 14. 
