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Lucan 10.20-52 consists of a reflection on the conquests of Alexander the Great. Having arrived in Egypt and seen Pompey’s severed head, Caesar wastes no time in visiting the tomb of the deceased Macedonian king. This incidence and its significance in terms of its striking placement at the beginning of the book, and the parallels drawn between Alexander and Caesar and their importance, will be examined within this essay. I will also examine other references to Alexander within the text, and their significance in relation to the passage. It is first important to understand the context in which the passage is written. Lucan’s portrayal of Alexander largely serves as a reflection of his own position on the principate, and notably the evils of the contemporary Nero. As Celotto notes, for Lucan ‘monarchy is a wicked form of government that deprives men of their freedom’, and identifies Alexander as a successful monarch owing to the fact that ‘only death could stop him’.[footnoteRef:1] Through having Caesar find solace within Alexander’s tomb, Lucan immediately ties together the damning characterisation and symbolism of Alexander and Caesar with the corruption within the contemporary principate, which as I will show, becomes a recurring theme.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Celotto, 2018, p.331-332.]  [2:  Ogden, 2019: In a previous essay I discuss similar potential challenges to the principate in Luc. 1.33-66. This present essay naturally explores this theme, which is present in much of the Pharsalia. However, my present argument shows a far more consistent challenge to Nero and the principate, and draws on entirely different areas of investigation in order to demonstrate this, most notably through Lucan’s allusion to stoic philosophy and the Alexander tradition.] 


In the lines preceding the section in question, Lucan establishes the new paradigm that exists following Pompey’s death. Caesar now presides over a conflicted Egypt, which Lucan establishes through immediate suggestion of a plot against Caesar rather than Roman conquest.[footnoteRef:3] Although victorious over Pompey, Caesar’s position in Egypt remains precarious, and the presence of Pompey’s ghost within the passage (umbra) as well as the explicit statement that Egypt’s allegiances waver place Caesar in the context of an alien and an invader.[footnoteRef:4] Egypt’s tenuous loyalty and participation in eradicating Pompey, this section reminds us, are born entirely out of fear of Caesar. This paradigm is essential to understanding the role and presentation of Alexander in the following section. [3:  Luc. 10.1-6.]  [4:  Luc. 10. 6; 11-14.	] 


Lucan’s first characterisation is immediately striking as he labels Alexander vaesana, indicating the recital of his savage conquests to come in following lines, and then as praedo. Celotto indicates that Lucan’s choice of vocabulary here stems from directly from Seneca and represents vices in accordance with stoic ethics, portraying Alexander in terms of two of these vices, anger and insatiability. The choice to present Alexander specifically in terms of lacking virtue is interesting here given Alexander’s philosophical instruction, and supports the notion that for Lucan, no monarch or ‘emperor could be virtuous’.[footnoteRef:5] This demoralisation of Alexander’s character also lends itself to a possible presentation of Caesar as a foreign barbarian. Whilst it is typical to think in terms of a Roman perception of foreign lands in such a way, Lucan here in fact presents Caesar in similar terms. Just as Alexander subjugates the Greeks, Caesar’s path of destruction leads him to Egypt, which readers know will soon fall under Roman rule. Furthermore, the attention to Alexander and Caesar in terms of stoic philosophy provides a contrast to the characterisation of Cato. As George notes, Cato’s speech to Pompey’s soldiers gives way to a renewed sense of purpose, to fight for libertas.[footnoteRef:6] Cato here becomes the true antithesis to Caesar, and there is a sense that there is now a real purpose behind the civil war, in stark contrast with the pointless destruction it has represented to this point. Thus as George shows, Lucan’s rejection of Alexander is based on Alexander uniting the world not as ‘a good but an evil, for he did it by destroying mankind’, and so Caesar stands against the true Republicanism that Lucan justifies philosophically via Cato.[footnoteRef:7]  [5:  Celotto, 2018, p.330-332.]  [6:  George, 1991, p.256; Luc. 9.258-65.]  [7:  Ibid. p.257-258; also Stover, 2008, p.572. ] 


Alexander and Cato are linked too by Lucan’s inclusion of other aspects of the Alexander tradition. Notably, Maes indicates the inclusion of Cato at Siwah which mirrors this tradition (with some changes), noting for example the anecdote of a soldier handing Alexander a helmet of water, in which Alexander returns it to them, an anecdote which is transferred to Cato in the Pharsalia, and then mentioned again in the section in question.[footnoteRef:8] Cato’s reaction here in comparison with Alexander’s is more severe, proving an ‘acceptance of the necessity of suffering to achieve true virtue’.[footnoteRef:9] Ultimately, Maes concludes that the events in the Pharsalia serve to prove Cato as a ‘different kind of leader, who is just as tough as the Macedonian (if not tougher) but also one for who the primacy of libertas is paramount’.[footnoteRef:10] As such, Cato in Siwah provides another stark point of comparison which illuminates the passage in question. Whilst Cato somewhat accidentally follows in Alexander’s footsteps, he transcends the Macedonian. Conversely Caesar desires to emulate him in his visit to Alexander’s tomb, just as Lucan launches his invective. [8:  Maes, 2009, p.660-661; Luc. 9.500-10; the tradition is repeated at Luc. 10.38 in the tomb.]  [9:  Ibid.]  [10:  Ibid. p.679.] 


Further parallels are also drawn between Alexander and Caesar, and by extension Jupiter, particularly as Lucan refers to Alexander as a fulmen and a sidus. The reference to Alexander as a lightning bolt recalls the presentation of Caesar as a lightning bolt which will strike the weary oak-tree that represents Pompey.[footnoteRef:11] Lucan’s unsubtle imagery here continues to reinforce the shared characteristics of the two. Alexander’s lightning, however, strikes all the people he has invaded, whereas Caesar’s focus thus far has been entirely on Pompey. Lucan here expands on Caesar’s current dilemma. As Barrenechea indicates, Caesar exhibits ‘a certain wavering about where to go and what to do after Pharsalus’, which can first be observed in his visit to Troy, a visit which mirrors the footsteps of Alexander.[footnoteRef:12] With his enemy now defeated (or at the brink of defeat in book IX), the events at Troy and Alexander’s tomb alters the pace of the narrative and gives Caesar a moment of reflection. As such, the portrait of Alexander given by Lucan foreshadows Caesar’s own grand designs following these reflective episodes. [11:  Luc. 1.135-157.]  [12:  Barrenechea, 2010, p.261.] 


Such grand designs become clear, and despite many of the negative depictions of Alexander within the passage, he is presented as a monarch to be emulated, or at least his success as such is presented as unrivalled. Alexander’s conquests in the east are depicted as the final frontier, and even as being beyond the capabilities of Rome. Lucan reminds the reader that had death not stood in the way, Alexander likely would have conquered all the known world.[footnoteRef:13] Most notably nilumque a  fonte bibisset provides a vivid image once more of insatiability, and as Barrenechea notes, in contemporary literature ‘to refer to the source of the Nile was to refer to the limits of the inhabitable world, and to seek it was understood as a geographical topos for imperialistic ambitions and even, at times, for the transgression of human boundaries’.[footnoteRef:14] As such, it is no surprise that such a powerful image foreshadows Caesar’s inquiry into the source of the Nile later in the book.[footnoteRef:15] The source of the Nile then becomes a metaphor for the limits of human ability and the boundaries of the world, and it is reiterated that no man, including Alexander, has ever successfully explored its source.[footnoteRef:16] Whilst Caesar desires to transcend such boundaries, the fact that Lucan ties Alexander and Caesar’s narrative together in such a manner suggests his inevitable failure and death. Similarly, it is worth reiterating the role of philosophy in the passage. Both Alexander and Caesar are driven by a desire for knowledge, but their methods ultimately rely on aggression and they fall victim to their vices, as shown through the Nile metaphor. Lucan’s view of tyrants, monarchs and emperors in such terms shows once again that the passage serves as an attack on the moral corruption of the principate. [13:  Luc. 10.39-42.]  [14:  Barrenechea, 2010, p.267.]  [15:  Luc. 10. 188-193.]  [16:  Luc. 10.268-275.] 


At surface level, Lucan’s choice to portray Rome as being limited in its conquests is also a notable critique of Rome’s place within the world. As Pogorzelski shows, Lucan uses ‘astronomical imagery of the poles and the sun to emphasize the lack of any geographical limit to Alexander’s empire’ (totum…orbem)[footnoteRef:17] in stark comparison with Rome’s ‘spatially limited one’, and in particular highlights the problem of the Parthians in the east.[footnoteRef:18] Lucan makes sure to refer to reiterate Alexander’s dominance over the Parthians in order to add further insult.[footnoteRef:19] In this regard, the inclusion of Alexander’s conquests serves as a rather unsubtle critique to the failings of Rome under the principate. [17:  Luc. 10.43.]  [18:  Pogorzelski, 2011, p.166.]  [19:  Luc. 10.50-52.] 


In conclusion, the ‘Alexander tomb’ passage serves a number of functions within the epic. Most importantly, it draws on previous allusions to Alexander in book IX in order to complete the narrative dichotomy of Caesar as tyrant and Cato as defender of libertas. By drawing on the Alexander tradition, Lucan shifts the tone of the poem, and the horrific civil war between Caesar and Pompey from which no good could come is finally given a reason for its existence. Ultimately, the passage serves as Lucan’s own reflection on what is and isn’t a good system of government, and what is and isn’t a virtuous ruler, as highlighted by the attention to stoic philosophy and the use of Alexander as a vehicle to explore morality and re-establish the epic’s characters in such terms.
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