Level 6 Assessment 2 (critical commentary) [1500 words]
Write a critical commentary on Lucan 10.1-40

Lucan’s “The Civil War” or “Pharsalia” is an account of the Civil war between Julius Ceasar and Pompey The Great. It was written during the latter half of the first century A.D., between 61 A.D. and 65 A.D., during Nero’s reign. The work is an epic poem, and remains unfinished due to Lucan’s death before its completion. The beginning of book 10 (1-40) describes Caesar’s arrival in Egypt, and extensively compares Caesar to Alexander the Great. 
Lucan makes use of comparison between Caesar and Alexander the Great. The most overt meaning is obvious, that the outcome of conquerors is often the same. Both Alexander and Ceasar died at the height of their power, and while Lucan doesn’t seem to imply any intentional betrayal or poisoning as is often speculated in modern times, he seems to imply that “nature” took matters into its own hands. Lucan said that Alexander “would have marched round to the West, and gone beyond both the poles, and drunk of the Nile at its source. But Death stood in his way,”[footnoteRef:1] this is possibly a statement to the danger he thinks could have been caused by Caesar, had the senate not taken matters into their own hands and assassinated him. [1:  Lucan (1928), book 10] 

Lucan’s description of Ceasar’s action upon his arrival to Egypt may also be used to reflect negatively on Caesar. Lucan claims that when he got to Egypt, that “No thing of beauty attracted him, neither the gold and ornaments of the gods, nor the city walls; but in eager haste he went down into the vault hewn out for a tomb.”[footnoteRef:2] The implication of this is somewhat murky, however it could indicate Caesar’s lust for conquest, and show that he held Alexander to be a kind of heroic ideal. A more positive interpretation, however, could be that Caesar resisted the corrupting influence of conquered wealth. This would put him in opposition to both Alexander and other Roman conquerors, who are often accused of being corrupted by such things, despite their levels of patriotism and austerity.[footnoteRef:3] This would imply a more positive position towards Caesar, and would place his criticism of Alexander as being intended to  [2:  Lucan (1928), book 10]  [3:  Holmes, N. (1993).] 

The stance that Lucan takes on Alexander is interesting. His depiction is incredibly negative of Alexander, describing him as “The mad son of Macedonian Philip, that fortunate freebooter,”[footnoteRef:4] and that “He was a pestilence to earth, a thunderbolt that struck all peoples alike, a comet of disaster to mankind.”[footnoteRef:5] The latter description is particularly interesting, almost describing him as a natural disaster that fell upon the world. This negative view of Alexander is likely influenced by several factors. The first is the Roman attitude towards Kings. At this point in the early empire, the majority of Romans still held the negative disposition towards monarchy that had been prevalent since the founding of the republic, which would inform the biases held by Lucan as a Roman. The second major factor that was likely affecting Lucan’s biases towards Alexander is his opinion of the east. In almost every period of the Roman empire’s history, from the war with Egypt under Augustus, up until the fall of the Byzantine Empire, the biggest competition came from the east. At the time Lucan was writing, the war with Ptolemaic Egypt was still lingering in recent memory, and the Parthian Empire was an ever-present threat to the early empire. During the time Lucan was writing, the Romans and Parthians fought a war over Armenia, from 58 A.D. to 63 A.D., which ended in favour of the Parthians.[footnoteRef:6] The clearest evidence of Lucan’s bias that can be found in this extract is “Guilty Egypt”[footnoteRef:7], though shortly after the extract (45-46) Lucan laments that “Shame is it that the peoples of the East shrank more from contact with the phalanx than they shrink now from contact with the legion.”[footnoteRef:8] This adequately demonstrates the bias against the east that Lucan held, and that likely contributed to his dislike of Alexander the Great, a figure who (comparatively to Rome) can easily be considered an eastern figure, and a barbarian. It is notable that when compared to other contemporary or near contemporary on Alexander the great, a more negative attitude is often prevalent among the Roman writers, such as Quintus Curtius Rufus (1st century A.D.). Comparatively, the Greek authors writing under Roman rule tend to be much more positive, such as Arrian (1st and 2nd centuries A.D.)[footnoteRef:9] and Plutarch (1st and 2nd centuries A.D.)[footnoteRef:10]. This is likely due to both Alexander and the Macedonians being very close to the Greek world, and because of a far more positive attitude to kings that was common in the Greek world before the Roman invasion. Additionally, the writers in the Greek world would have a very different concept of what is “the east”, almost certainly not considering Alexander to be an eastern figure, and thus not associating the eastern strife of the empire with Alexander, allowing for a more positive perception. [4:  Lucan (1928), book 10]  [5:  Lucan (1928), book 10]  [6:  Rawlinson, G. (2007). ]  [7:  Lucan (1928), book 10]  [8:  Lucan (1928), book 10]  [9:  Wasson, D. L. (2020, November 30).]  [10:  Karamanolis, G. (2010).] 

The depiction of Alexander that Lucan writes seems to invoke the idea that Alexander was a form of divine punishment or trial, claiming that he was “a man who was born to teach this bad lesson to the world, that so many lands may obey one lord.”[footnoteRef:11] This idea of a divine calamity is again stressed in his description of Alexander’s actions. Lucan describes Alexander as “a pestilence to earth, a thunderbolt that struck all peoples alike, a comet of disaster to mankind.”[footnoteRef:12] This invokes several important themes and motifs, but the most important of these is the description of Alexander as a thunderbolt. The Thunderbolt was the symbol of Jupiter, the Roman king of the gods, and invoking it here adds more credence to the association that Lucan is making between Alexander and the divine. Lucan also claims that “No obstacle to him was heat, or sea, or barren Libya, or the Syrtes, or the desert. Following the curve of the earth, he would have marched round to the West, and gone beyond both the poles, and drunk of the Nile at its source.”[footnoteRef:13] Here he is described as being entirely unstoppable, only being halted in his conquests by nature. This could again hint towards a theme of divine punishment, not only that Alexander inflicts upon the world, but also that the gods inflict upon alexander. Another line that reinforces this theme is that Alexander was “driven by the impulse of destiny.”[footnoteRef:14] This of course implies a level of intent and divine intervention that pushed Alexander into the conquest and likely allowed him to be as successful in his conquests as he was, something perhaps reinforced by the sheer amount of luck that was instrumental in his campaigns. [11:  Lucan (1928), book 10]  [12:  Lucan (1928), book 10]  [13:  Lucan (1928), book 10]  [14:  Lucan (1928), book 10] 

A more subtle criticism of Alexander is also present, with Lucan claiming that “He left his own obscure realm of Macedonia; he spurned Athens which his father had conquered.”[footnoteRef:15] This could be interpreted as an inference that Alexander was going against his father’s wishes in attacking Persia, a betrayal of his father that would be considered very poor behaviour by the Romans. However, it should be noted that regardless of his other wishes, or his expectation of the extent of his son’s conquests, Philip of Macedon was expecting a war with the Persians, so this may be an inconsistency on the part of Lucan. [15:  Lucan (1928), book 10] 

In conclusion, Lucan uses Alexander the Great’s actions to reflect upon Julius Caesar. He depicts Alexander as a mad tyrant, a force of nature that ruined the world when “he drove his sword home in the breast of every nation”[footnoteRef:16]. This he uses to criticize Caesar’s actions, reflecting Caesar’s own conquests, ambition, and eventual assassination with Alexander’s conquests and death. However he also poses Caesar as perhaps not being influenced by the riches of the lands that he conquered, in opposition to the typical view of Alexander and many other conquerors. Lucan offers a unique viewpoint on Alexander, remarkably unfavourable even among the less positive Roman writers, though one that cannot be taken at face value due to the political content of Lucan’s writing. [16:  Lucan (1928), book 10] 
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