Lucan Pharsalia 10.15-52.
Lucan’s Pharsalia or De Bello Civili is believed to have been written c.63 AD, although the exact date is unknown due to the rupture of Nero and Lucan’s relationship affecting the release of the ten books, it is said that after Lucan’s death that Seneca retouched and published the epic.[footnoteRef:2] The reason for this rupture of relations differs in our ancient sources; Suetonius and Tacitus. Suetonius’ account of the quarrel assigns the blame on Lucan for provocation, and quoting a line of Nero whilst relieving his bowels.[footnoteRef:3] On the other hand, Tacitus and Vacca agree that the cause of the quarrel was Nero’s jealousy of Lucan’s success, the discrepancy in accounts is likely due to the unfavourable and favourable bias shown towards Lucan by the different authors.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Gresseth, G.K. 1957: 24; Henderson, B.W. 1903: 264; Duff, J.W. 1927: 299; Steele, R.B. 1924: 301.]  [3:  Suet. Lives of Illustrious Men. P.483.]  [4:  Gresseth, G.K. 1957: 25. Tac. Ann. 15.49.] 

The context of the poem is the Civil War between Julius Caesar and Pompey and the Senate between 49 and 45 AD and therefore the genre of the poem is a Roman epic, as Lucan is likely to have taken some inspiration from Virgil’s Aeneid. However, it is not written as a typical epic as there is no obvious protagonist as all Caesar, Pompey, and Cato have their obvious flaws. The Pharsalia is also likely to contain some bias as it is said that Lucan held some republican sympathies and is anti-Principate which is supported by Bond, who writes “while Pompey, for whom sympathy is freely laid on”. However, it is written as somewhat ineffective, a slight variation from the truth.[footnoteRef:5] However, unlike the epics of Homer, Virgil, and Ovid, Lucan does not include the existence and appearance of the gods and therefore without the gods and Muses, Lucan manages to create a poetical narrative on the actions of men without the mythological machinery.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Bond, R.W. 1932: 166.]  [6:  Steele, R.B. 1924: 302.] 

Book 10 can be summarised as Caesar in Egypt visiting Alexander’s tomb and fighting for his life from Egyptian nobles; Pothinus, and Ganymede and at the poem breaks off abruptly in this book most likely due to Lucan’s death.[footnoteRef:7] Throughout lines 15-52 there are several mentions of the Macedonian Phillip and Alexander which is a common theme throughout the entire poem. In Roman literature Alexander is often considered the sovereign par excellence and the likes of Pompey and Caesar are comparisons when they subdue foreign people and seek absolute power, and with the transition from republic to empire the Roman state structure is comparable to the Hellenistic monarchies created by Alexander and his successors.[footnoteRef:8] This could be argued it is evidence for Lucan’s anti-Principate sentiment and that all of Rome’s emperors are inherently evil. This is evident in lines 19-22 where Alexander is the “mad son of Macedonian Phillip, that fortunate freebooter” and that his death “avenged the world”.[footnoteRef:9] Caesar is entering the tomb of Alexander in Alexandria where his body is preserved, this scene creates the image or comparison that even as someone who had absolute power, his empire fell apart as soon as he died, and similarities are drawn to Caesar’s body and the Roman empire.[footnoteRef:10] Lucan also describes Alexander’s tomb as “hallowed” that it is sacred and after death Alexander had been deified similar to how some emperors were in the Principate, but writes “his limbs should have been scattered across the whole earth” perhaps because his empire spread across such a distance that his body should not have been kept in one place.[footnoteRef:11]  [7:  Luc. Pharsalia. 10.98, 520.]  [8:  Celotto, G. 2018: 325.]  [9:  Luc. Pharsalia. 10.19-22.]  [10:  Luc. Pharsalia. 10.17-18; Dinter. M.T. 2012: 17.]  [11:  Luc. Pharsalia. 10.21-22.] 

“Fortune spared his dead body, and the destiny of his reign endured to the last” – Alexander’s body enduring 260 years and especially through the successor wars that came after his death could be described as more than fortune, his body and tomb would have become a place and object of worship for the pseudo-legendary leader. Lucan would rather accept this was due to luck and fortune than accepting the deification and worship of the leaders he came to despise.[footnoteRef:12] This becomes even more evident in the following lines “for if freedom had ever made men their own masters again” a hatred of government systems that ruled via one man. A questionable line is “his body would have been preserved for mockery”, Alexander’s achievements even by Roman standards were remarkable and literature on Alexander was largely produced through the republican and Principate era and a view of mockery towards Alexander seems highly unlikely and just the bias from an anti-Alexander source. Furthermore, the mention of Alexander leaving his home, Macedonia and spurning Athens, abandoning his home for a foreign nation was extremely unpatriotic for Romans as can be seen in the death and will of Marc Anthony. However, Alexander’s want for more power and land is seen as negative by Lucan as he writes “he was a pestilence to earth” but this militaristic behaviour would have been praised by Roman standards.  [12:  Luc. Pharsalia. 10.23-24.] 

Lucan describes Alexander as almost immortal in a sort of way, “nature alone was able to bring his mad reign to this end” as throughout his career he came close to death in several battles if he did not have luck on his decide, in particular during the Mallian campaign in c.326 BCE where he was seriously injured and almost died, which also resulted in Alexander returning to Babylon. Lucan’s suggestion he left no successor due to jealousy is slightly farfetched, it was most likely because he did not think he would die in 323 BCE or the successor he named was disliked by his other satraps.
The lack of complete Roman dominance appears in later lines with Rome having dominated the North, South, and West but not the East as Alexander once did.[footnoteRef:13] It also gives reference and respect to the Parthians, the place Rome could never conquer and mentions how they brought they doom of the Crassi, when Crassus was killed and lost the Roman standards trying to conquer Parthia in 53 BCE. [13:  Luc. Pharsalia 10.50-51.. ] 

Lucan’s Pharsalia can easily be categorised as a Roman epic, with some large deviations from the genre: no clear protagonist, a lack of divine presence and intervention and unlike Virgil’s Aeneid the Pharsalia is critical of the Principate and the horror of civil war which shows internal destruction opposed to outward expansion. Lucan portrays the ‘main’ characters as such as all flawed to be a true protagonist of his epic; Caesar is seen as power and war hungry “…it spreads destruction far and wide and gathers agai its scattered fires”, Pompey is weak and a shadow of his former self “…but the roots it clings by have lost their toughness” but heroism is problematic in civil war. The anti-Principate and republican sympathies are clear to see throughout each book but with the poem most likely being re-touched after Lucan’s death the tone and bias of the poem could have changed with it. The lack of gods or divine machinery is unusual in epic; however, they are mentioned and would seem to favour Caesar and Nero is cited at the beginning of the poem as a muse figure.
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