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Lucan 1.33-66 consists of an invocation of Nero within the proem of his epic Bellum Civile, that provides both insights and further questions as to how to examine the text in relation to Lucan’s relationship with both his emperor and the principate more broadly. As such, this essay will examine the content, themes and style of the passage, in order to address Lucan’s aims within the proem. Similarly, it will address the context of the passage in relation to the continuing debate as to whether the proem is intended to be subtly subversive in its presentation of Nero, as-well as the influences on Lucan’s epic, such as that of Vergil, which help to define his own particular style and narrative.

The passage begins with the suggestion that civil war ultimately pathed the way for Nero. Following the monstrosities conveyed in the preceding lines, the use of fata provides a mythological justification for Nero’s coming in light of all that has happened.[footnoteRef:1] This is achieved through a direct comparison of Jupiter to Nero, conveyed through the use of sceptra, which Lucan uses to directly confer divine power upon Nero.[footnoteRef:2] As Paschalis notes, Lucan ‘offers a mythological exemplum’ owing to the fact that even Jupiter had to find his way to power by means of war against the giants.[footnoteRef:3] At a superficial level Nero is conveyed as a light at the end of a tunnel of such horrors and struggles conveyed in lines 1-32, of the Latium cruorem which has plagued Rome and hindered its own expansion.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  Luc. 1.33]  [2:  Luc. 1.47]  [3:  Paschalis, M, 1982, p.343.]  [4:  Luc. 1.9] 


Similarly, the inclusion of Jupiter’s battle of the giants holds further connotations. As Dinter argues, gigantomachic imagery is important in relation to the use of body imagery with Lucan. Indicating the link between commemoration of events linked to civil war and the foot of Mt. Aetna, he argues that Lucan ‘effectively links together places of memory - or scars if translated into body language – on both the cosmic and the Roman state body’. Conversely, through the presentation of Nero’s body as being able to ‘crush the cosmos should he lose his poise’,[footnoteRef:5] Dinter reveals that body language in relationship to the gods and the cosmos places places Nero in deified terms.[footnoteRef:6] This seemingly panegyrical presentation of Nero contrasts with both the scars inflicted on the land in physical terms in the form of deceased giants, and the parallel negative body language of Romans turning their dextra against their own kin.[footnoteRef:7]  [5:  Luc. 1.55-57.]  [6:  Dinter, M.T, 2012, p.11-13]  [7:  Luc. 1.14.] 


The theme of corporeality continues to play a role throughout the passage and sheds light on the ceaseless nature of civil war. Lucan’s use of personification makes the world an active participant in the turmoil described within the proem. Pharsalia literally heaps her own fields with the dead, as made clear by the present active subjunctive inpleat, and the image is emboldened by the use of enjambement. The use of the present tense, I argue, suggests the permanence to the threat of civil war prior to the principate, and furthermore suggests its lasting effects.[footnoteRef:8] One of these lasting effects is in the form of the vengeance of the dead, a motif that is repeated throughout the epic. Poeni saturentur sanguine manes makes clear how Rome’s self-destruction benefits its enemies, and Bernstein notes the contrast between the dead amongst Rome’s enemies rejoicing at it tearing itself apart, and the Roman dead who are haunted by the kinsmen they have slain.[footnoteRef:9] Lucan makes his imagery more startling by embedding it within some of the bloodiest battles of what was, in its contemporary setting, relatively recent Roman history giving his epic a sense of unnerving tangibility. [8:  As it is in the scarred land, depicted by Mt. Aetna. The present subjunctive and personification is carried through the list of atrocities.]  [9:  Luc. 1.39; Bernstein, N.W, 2011, p.272-273; Luc. 7.771-76.] 


However, as Dewar notes ,alternative readings suggest that Lucan may be subtly deriding Nero’s appearance, poking fun at his weight and, through obliquo sidere, his supposed squint.[footnoteRef:10] Through the centrality required of Nero to maintain the balance of the cosmos, and Rome’s positioning that would look aslant from any other place, Bexley indicates the parallelism of emperor as centre of the cosmos and Rome as centre of the Earth, and argues that ‘if Nero’s dominance is such that he may shift his power away from Rome, then the “Romanocentrism of the Caesarian Universe” is hardly assured’.[footnoteRef:11] As such, Nero becomes a potentially destructive force for both Rome and the cosmos. The issue of whether the passage in question does indeed make such jibes is highly debated in the scholarship, largely owing to the question of at what point the relationship between Lucan and Nero broke down during the writing of the epic, and whether or not the hyperbolic aspects of the proem were in fact supposed to be subversive. To address the former, it is largely accepted that at least the first three books were published before Lucan and Nero parted ways,[footnoteRef:12] suggesting that it would be unlikely to find veiled critique at this juncture. With regards to the proem, Fantham argues that tu satis ad vires Romana in carmina dandas indicates that it is supposed to be read as a eulogy,[footnoteRef:13] and similarly Dewar attests to this argument by evidencing a number of other works following an equally hyberbolic yet sincere structure and content.[footnoteRef:14] [10:  Dewar, M, 1994, p.199.]  [11:  Bexley, E.M, 2009, p.460.]  [12:  As summarised by Fantham, E, 2011, p.13-14.]  [13:  Ibid; Luc. 1.66]  [14:  Dewar, M, 1994, p.203-206.] 


However, further questions then arise as to how to read the positioning of certain language and phrases within Nero’s apotheosis. Lucan presents us with a paradox in multum Roma tamen debet civilibus armis,[footnoteRef:15] which after condemning civil war at length, now presents it as being beneficial. The enjambement of the following line (quod tibi res acta est) emphasises this paradoxical nature through concrete suggestion of Nero as beneficiary of Roman suffering. The use of armis is equally damning when considering its multiple meanings, which as Dinter indicates, can refer to the arms of a soldier, or be taken to mean war itself.[footnoteRef:16] The double meaning here seems only intentional in contrast with the unambiguous use of bella in the first line, and so Lucan’s choice of vocabulary may be foreshadowing of later tragic incidents within the epic.[footnoteRef:17] Similarly, Roche notes that the line ‘echoes Seneca meditating Rome’s debt to Scipio’, contrasting futile self-destructive wars with no triumphs in Lucan, with Seneca in which ‘Rome’s debt is owed to the man’.[footnoteRef:18]  [15:  Luc. 1.44.]  [16:  Dinter, M.T, 2012, p.22.]  [17:  For example Dinter, M.T, 2012, p.23 notes the use of corporeal vocabulary in relation to Pompey’s death, which ‘reads as a virtual suicide: one of the limbs of the leader’s military body turns against him when he is killed by a former soldier’; Luc. 5.310-11.]  [18:  Roche, P, 2009, p.137.] 


Lucan’s paradox, then, provides a questionable view of Nero’s Rome. It could be argued that this is not a reflection on Nero, but instead a compliment, viewing an injured Rome under Nero’s repair. By extension, it has been argued that the teleology of the invocation is concerned with this repair, with civil war a ‘necessary precursor to the imperial system’.[footnoteRef:19] Here Nero, and by extension the principate as made clear through the use of Caesar, is presented as the imperial cure to the decaying Republic.[footnoteRef:20] However, it is difficult to accept veiled criticism so easily within a line addressed to Nero himself. Elsewhere, challenges to the principate are even more readily available. Holmes notes the use of commercial metaphors (for example magnoque aeterna parantur regna), which would suggest a ruler that has profited from the death and suffering of his own people.[footnoteRef:21] However, Holmes also makes an important distinction, noting that the presentation of Nero as being able to upset the balance of the cosmos unless he takes care, whilst indicating the immeasurable power of the emperor, is not directed at Nero, but is instead directed at emperors.[footnoteRef:22] The nature of Lucan’s apotheosis seems to be in agreement with that statement, and perhaps it is the case that for Lucan, a careful and wise emperor such as Nero will avoid the pitfalls of tyranny. This argument is supported by the conclusion of Nero’s apotheosis, in which Nero will ferrea belligeri conpescat limina Iani, poetically ushering in an era of peace.[footnoteRef:23]  [19:  Roche, P, 2005, p.58-59.]  [20:  Luc. 1.41.]  [21:  Holmes, N, 1999, p.77; Luc. 1.34-35; 1.36-37; Similarly Roche, P, 2009, p.134 notes that the apostrophizing of Nero is indicative of ‘the implied pressure on Nero to justify this calculation of profit and loss’.]  [22:  Ibid. p.78.]  [23:  Luc. 1.62.] 


Lucan’s panegyric of Nero continues irrespective of his political thought and is clear throughout the apotheosis, if seemingly sycophantic. The very fact that it is Nero who is invoked, rather than gods or muses,[footnoteRef:24] breaks away from the traditions of many epic and establishes Nero as already being a god (at least in the eyes of our poet). Equally important is Lucan’s use of apostrophe in addressing the gods (o superi), which supports Lucan’s personal investment in Nero, by placing his own ‘narrative persona’ within the text.[footnoteRef:25] Lucan proceeds by taking great care to adhere to Nero’s own self-presentation as Apollo, which given that he tells us he does not need to invoke Apollo himself, though again only alludes to him (Cirrhaea secreta moventem),[footnoteRef:26] perhaps refers back to quis deus esse velis,[footnoteRef:27] suggesting Nero as a fitting replacement for Apollo. As Roche notes, ‘the Apolline element has introduced a particularly Neronian color to the standard motifs of panegyric’, which Lucan achieves through flammigeros Phoebi currus, using currus as a poetic plural ‘following Homeric usage’.[footnoteRef:28]  [24:  For example Verg. Aen. 1.8.]  [25:  Roche, P, 2009, p.133. Roche notes the repeated use of apostrophe to beseech the gods, contrary to traditional practice in epic.]  [26:  Luc. 1.64.]  [27:  Luc. 1.52.]  [28:  Roche, P, 2009, p.140; Luc. 1.47-48; cf. 1.72-78.] 


Conversely, it has been noted that the chariot recalls ‘Ovid’s account of Phaethon… in which the earth is made to undergo a kind of conflagration because of the inexpert handling of the charioteer’, which is also alluded to shortly following the invocation.[footnoteRef:29] However, I would argue Lucan is simply contrasting the imperial rule of Nero with the Republic’s paradigm of civil war, through the parallelisms with Jupiter’s struggles. However, even Lucan’s presentation of Nero as Jupiter becomes problematic when considering book one as a whole. Nix notes the simile of Caesar as a thunderbolt, synonymous with Jupiter, presenting Caesar as a destructive and chaotic force.[footnoteRef:30] It is difficult to reconcile these two different presentations of Jupiter. On one hand, whilst Lucan has already established Jupiter as an agent of civil war through the gigantomachy within the passage in question, the apotheosis makes clear that Nero could be a substitute for Jupiter capable of maintaining balance and shutting the gates of Janus. By linking Nero, Caesar and Jupiter together, Lucan makes unravelling his views of the principate problematic. If both Caesar and Jupiter are prone to chaos, and Nero is to assume Jupiter’s position, then Lucan’s trust in Nero to maintain balance seems to waver. [29:  Ibid. p.8; Ov. Met. 2.31-328.]  [30:  Nix, S, 2008, p.282-283; Luc. 1.151-7.] 


Consistently throughout the invocation, Nero takes clear inspiration from Vergilian passages. For example, as Casali notes, the promise of peace Lucan offers after Nero’s apotheosis is ‘modelled on the promise of peace that Jupiter offers to Venus in Aen. 1’.[footnoteRef:31] However, Lucan is often perceived by the scholarship to be ‘anti-Aeneid’, attempting to out-do his poetic predecessor. For example, Lucan remodels the apotheosis in Vergil’s first Georgic, and where Vergil imagines for Augustus a specific place in the stars (Erigonen inter Chelasque), ‘for Lucan wherever the deified Emperor resides will be the command post of the universe’.[footnoteRef:32] By emulating and making sure to be one note above Vergil, Lucan makes it clear that his goal is to confer upon Nero what is ‘falsely credited to Augustus’,[footnoteRef:33] or as Casali aptly says, ‘Nero is not a second Augustus. It is Augustus, instead, who is a proto-Nero’. Lucan’s approach to Vergil reveals further evidence, then, of a poet who at the time of writing book one had no intention of deriding Nero.  [31:  Casali, S, 2011, p.91; Luc. 1.60-62; Verg. Aen. 1.291-294.]  [32:  Thompson, L and Bruere, R.T, 1968, p.5; Verg. Georg. 1.33.]  [33:  Ibid.] 


It is equally important to consider other influences on the passage from Lucan. Paschalis notes a Horatian reminiscence in the fifth Roman ode through a comparison of the vocabulary used (regna/regnare, caelumque/caelo, Tonanti/totantem).[footnoteRef:34] In particular, Paschalis notes the comparison of regna/regnare as terms that ‘positively reflected on both rulers’ (Augustus in Horace’s ode), and reflected a shift from negative connotations within the word during the Republic to a positive usage in line with praise of the Principate.[footnoteRef:35] The two-fold argument here suggests again a lack of ill intent from Lucan towards Nero, but also a questions Lucan’s potential opposition to the principate, in line with the arguments made that the proem as a whole uses civil war to contrast the two systems of government. [34:  Paschalis, M, 1982, p.343; Hor. Od. 3.5.1-4.]  [35:  Ibid. p.344.] 


In conclusion, Lucan’s invocation and apotheosis of Nero reveal a number of paradoxical elements that at times seem wholly divorced from the remainder of the epic, prompting the unsurprising response in the scholarship to Lucan’s true intentions. The use of hyperbole and paradox occasionally have suggestive undertones of mockery of veiled criticism, though there is sufficient argument to be found that the hyperbolic nature of the apotheosis is not unusual within epic. However, despite the use of language, in particular corporeal imagery and the personification of Pharsalia piling her fields high with the dead, even the grotesque and unthinkable horrors of civil war leading to Rome’s self-destruction are given a teleological function in the coming of Nero. Lucan’s position on Nero and the principate may not always be clear, but I would argue that the position he ultimately takes, at least at this juncture, is that Nero stands as an imperial cure for a once broken system.
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