Critical Commentary: Lucan 10.20-52

He sought the cave dug out amid the tombs.
The madman offspring there of Philip lies,
The famed Pellaean robber, Fortune's friend,
Snatched off by fate, in vengeance for the world.
In sacred sepulchre the hero's limbs,
Which should be scattered o'er the earth, repose,
Still spared by Fortune to these tyrant days:

The first line should be understood as a reflection of Caesar’s visit to Troy in book 9 as he attempts to ‘satisf[y] his eyes with venerable antiquity’.
Lucan distinguishes between luck and fate, and says that it is only by fortuna that Alexander avoids the fato of his limbs being scattered. One should consider the additional meaning of fato, as the speech of a god, against the concept of Fortuna as a deity of luck – Alexander has avoided the ‘speech’ of a desecrated corpse or has maintained an image of completeness or virtue. This is in contrast to an obvious distaste for Alexander displayed by Lucan – calling him ‘madman’ or ‘famed Pellaean robber’. Compare additionally to 1.36-43 and 1.50-7 – in these lines, Pompey is described as an oak tree ‘doomed to fall at the first gale… yet it alone is worshipped’ and Caesar as ‘driven forth by wind… [which] spreads destruction far and wide’. Lucan calls back to these lines here – were it not for fortuna, Alexander’s limbs would be scattered across the earth by his enemies, as the limbs of an old rotted oak are spread far by gale force winds.

For in a world to freedom once recalled,
All men had mocked the dust of him who set
The baneful lesson that so many lands
Can serve one master. 

The message here is clear – in a reasonable and free world, the body of Alexander would be mocked and used as a lesson against the idea of one man ruling as wide a land as he did. Lucan ‘concedes’ in these lines that Alexander was ultimately a capable leader – he conquered so many lands after all – but this does not make him a good example[footnoteRef:1]. It may also be worth considering the contrast between this just world, in which Alexander’s ‘dust’ is mocked, and the world of the above lines in which the body of Alexander remains whole and venerated in ‘sacred sepulchre’. [1:  Celotto, 2018, pp. 329-330 discusses this as a phenomenon of Stoic thought as two schools seem to exist and are represented in Lucan and Seneca – Lucan’s understanding is that a effective ruler cannot be moral, and that monarchy is inherently disgraceful, whereas Seneca believes that a monarchy is as moral and effective as its monarch. ] 


 Macedon he left
His home obscure; Athena he despised,
The conquest of his sire
Here, Alexander is shown to reject the glory of the conquest of Athens by his father to find his own glory.
, and spurred by fate
Fate here is shown as Alexander’s inspiration for conquest, but previously he was ‘snatched off by fate’ – this plays into the idea of Alexander’s campaigns as folly, but could also perhaps be a reflection of the ‘trickster’ gods of, for example, the Illiad – causing mischief upon Alexander by leading him to war and then causing his demise. Lucan however only seems to understand Alexander’s failings as moral, and so could be seen as a criticism of the gods themselves. 
Through Asia rushed with havoc of mankind,
Plunging his sword through peoples; red with blood
Unknown to them Euphrates, Ganges ran.
Curse of all earth, fell star of evil fate
To every nation! 
The translation used by Celotto says that the rivers ran red with Persian and Indian blood, whereas this translation seems more ambiguous. Less ambiguous is again the attitude towards Alexander, in which he is damned as a curse upon all people. Furthermore, the ‘fell star’ must certainly be a reference to Caesar’s comet, the appearance of a comet that was said to represent the apotheosis of Caesar and used by Augustus for grand propaganda purposes. Ovid talks of Caesar as ‘a heavenly, sign and brightly flaming star’[footnoteRef:2], but also that’ Of all the achievements of great Julius Caesar not one is more ennobling to his fame than being father of his glorious son.’[footnoteRef:3]. Here, Lucan compares Caesar to Alexander via the comet metaphor, but he could also be comparing Alexander to Augustus. Lucan as an advocate for republicanism would surely have sour opinions on Augustus but even he paid respect to his father, while Alexander rejected ‘the conquest of his sire’ and disrespected the patriarch. This is not meant to be understood as a credit to Caesar – merely that Alexander (unlike Augustus) disrespects his forebears, and Caesar does much the same. This can be seen as a reflection to Caesar’s visit to Troy in book 9 – he crosses the Xanthus without knowing and steps over both Hector’s grave and the altar of Zeus Herceos to the dismay of his guide. However he is not entirely ignorant – when he is ‘emulous of ancient glory’, he is emulous of the concept of this evil comet that is Alexander. It is likely that this is also referenced in 1.150-7, with Caesar ‘flash[ing] out and crack[ing] the daylight sky’. [2:  Ov. Met. 15.751]  [3:  Ov. Met. 15.752-4] 




On the outer sea
He launched his fleet to sail the ocean wave:
Nor flame nor flood nor sterile Libyan sands
Stayed back his course, nor Hammon's pathless shoals;
Far to the west, where downward slopes the world
He would have led his armies, and the poles
Had compassed, and had drunk the fount of Nile:
Here, Alexander is described as virtually unstoppable – he would have lead his army all the way to the western edge of the world, to each of the poles, and to the source of the Nile (an object / location of much desire) despite heat, ocean and the deserts of Libya. In this Alexander is once again described as essentially a force of nature, which reflects the description of Caesar in 1.150-7. 
But came his latest day; such end alone
Could nature place upon the madman king,
Finally, despite being readily likened to a force of nature, it is only by nature’s hand that Alexander could fall. 
Who jealous in death as when he won the world
His empire with him took, nor left an heir.
Ahl argues that in this line, Lucan attempts to amplify Caesar’s failings in his ‘destructive energies’ being focused within the empire, opposed to outwards as per Alexander, by outlining Alexander’s ‘temporal limits’ in not having left an heir when Caesar obviously did[footnoteRef:4]. Furthermore, these lines imply a jealous Alexander protecting his legacy from the same overshadowing that he performed against his father’s by not leaving an heir that can outshine him. However, if we remember Lucan’s distaste for monarchy, we can reconsider the metaphor of the ‘hero’s limbs’ above. The limbs should be scattered and not maintained in one place – perhaps metaphorically claiming that the monarchical power structure that Alexander and thus Caesar have been representing should be dispersed rather  than maintained in the ‘sacred sepulchre’ or, in the Roman case, Imperial Cult that becomes a mainstay of the Roman Imperial period. Taking this further, Lucan is saying that in truth Alexander’s death was a good thing specifically because his ‘limbs’ of power were scattered – that is the Diodochi that pulled apart the Macedonian empire after Alexander’s death. In comparison, we know that Caesar’s death will not be good – both for goals unfulfilled and for not spelling an end to monarchical power. [4:  Ahl, 1976, pp.224] 







Thus every city to the spoiler's hand
Was victim made. Yet in his fall was his
Babylon; and Parthia feared him. Shame on us
That Eastern nations dreaded more the lance
Of Macedon than now the Roman spear.
Lucan here says that every city that Alexander, the ‘spoiler’, had captured was now a victim. This could be interpreted as not only the further flung cities such as Babylon, in which Alexander died, but also the more domestic cities closer to home – the civil war of the Diodochi pitting the Macedonian empire against itself is reflected in the civil war that the Pharsalia is based on. Finally, Lucan describes the shame that Parthia feared Alexander, and that the East feared Macedon more than Rome, a failing that falls upon the shoulders of Caesar.
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