Faith Howell-Morgan, 2004161
A Critical Commentary of Lucan’s Pharsalia (Book X, 1-33)
Lucan was a Roman poet from the Neronian period and is often associated with his uncle, Seneca the Younger. Lucan’s most notable work is his epic poem, Pharsalia, which is also known as De Bello Civili, meaning ‘the civil war’. The protagonist is Julius Caesar, one of the most famous Roman emperors, and the poem follows him throughout the civil war that occurred between himself and his associate-turned-rival, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus[footnoteRef:1], who is often referred to in English as Pompey. The main theme that the poem covers is, of course, war and the tragedies that follow. Lucan was a supporter of Stoicism, meaning that he valued knowledge above all else[footnoteRef:2], and he was also against the government[footnoteRef:3]. His bias may have influenced his work, typically the negative portrayal of Emperor Julius Caesar in his Pharsalia. [1:  Jeffrey Henderson, Lucan the Civil War: Book X <https://www-loebclassics-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/lucan-civil_war/1928/pb_LCL220.591.xml> [accessed 18 May 2022].]  [2:  Dirk Baltzly, ‘Stoicism’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta, Spring 2019 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2019) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2019/entries/stoicism/> [accessed 23 May 2022].]  [3:  Giulio Celotto, Alexander the Great in Seneca’s Works and in Lucan’s Bellum Civile (Brill, 2018), pp. 325–54 <https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004359932_014>.] 

The poem is divided into ten books, and Book X is where Caesar travels to Egypt and visits the grave of Alexander the Great, amongst other things[footnoteRef:4]. It leads on from Book IX, in which the characters, including Caesar, are dealing with the effects of Pompey’s death[footnoteRef:5]. Book X is the final book in the poem, but many consider the poem to be unfinished, as the ending is quite abrupt, and Lucan committed suicide not long after finishing Book X. The poem is written with a third-person perspective, and is not omniscient, as the protagonist’s inner thoughts are never revealed. The work is written in a descriptive style, which allows the poem to conjure more vivid imagery. As Lucan was an ancient Roman poet, his style of writing was likely influenced by other poets of the time period, possibly such as Virgil and his Aeneid[footnoteRef:6], as that is what Pharsalia is most often compared to. The poem appears to be unrhyming, though considering it is a translation from the original Latin, this is to be expected. [4:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [5:  Jeffrey Henderson, Lucan the Civil War: Book IX <https://www-loebclassics-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/lucan-civil_war/1928/pb_LCL220.505.xml> [accessed 21 May 2022].]  [6:  Jeffrey Henderson, Book I <https://www-loebclassics-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/virgil-aeneid/1916/pb_LCL063.263.xml> [accessed 22 May 2022].] 

It could be said that the poem is not just about the civil war but could even be considered to almost be a civil war itself, in a metaphorical sense, as Lucan incorporates the concept of internal discord and allows it to guide the story by making it an integral part of the poem[footnoteRef:7]. Despite the seriousness of the subject matter, some parts of the poem are almost comedic, such as Lucan’s treatment of Alexander the Great, referring to him as “the mad son of Macedonian Philip,”[footnoteRef:8] which is interesting as it is very different to how Alexander the Great is treated in most other works – he is usually portrayed as a great king, rather than a “mad son”[footnoteRef:9]. [7:  Jamie Masters, Poetry and Civil War in Lucan’s Bellum Civile (Cambridge ; New York : Cambridge University Press, 1992) <http://archive.org/details/poetrycivilwarin0000mast> [accessed 22 May 2022].]  [8:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [9:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.] 

Book X begins as Caesar reaches Egypt, which is referred to as “the realm of Lagus”[footnoteRef:10], which is the name of both the father and one of the sons of Ptolemy I. Caesar wonders whether Egypt should be conquered by Rome, or if Rome will be defeated by Egypt, much as they defeated Pompey[footnoteRef:11]. Caesar also wonders whether the Roman people would want Egypt even if it was conquered by them, “even after the death of Pompey,”[footnoteRef:12], which is the first sign in Book X of Caesar’s dislike of his former associate. Pompey was killed as the ruling Pharoah at the time, Ptolemy XIII, thought that it would gain Egypt Caesar’s favour – his murder was a political move[footnoteRef:13], which made Egypt “bound to [Caesar’s] cause,”[footnoteRef:14] and his murder was a main reason for Caesar’s travel. However, it is noted that the Egyptian people were not completely loyal to Caesar, as they “bore it ill that Roman rods and laws should invade their own,”[footnoteRef:15] and “their allegiance [to Caesar was] wavering.”[footnoteRef:16]
 Caesar was not grateful for the death of his rival, as Lucan writes “that not for his gain had Magnus fallen.”[footnoteRef:17] [10:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [11:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [12:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [13:  Jeffrey Henderson, Lucan the Civil War: Book VIII <https://www-loebclassics-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/lucan-civil_war/1928/pb_LCL220.437.xml> [accessed 22 May 2022].]  [14:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [15:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [16:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [17:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.] 

Upon his arrival, Caesar journeys to “the temples of the gods, and the ancient shrines of divinity which attest the former might of Macedonia.”[footnoteRef:18] However, despite the splendour of the temples, which is described as “gold and ornaments of the gods [and] the city walls.”[footnoteRef:19] Instead, “with eager haste,”[footnoteRef:20] Caesar searched for the grave of Alexander the Great, who is referred to as “the mad son of Macedonian Phillip,”[footnoteRef:21] which is unlike most descriptions of Alexander, as they usually recognise his achievements without reference to his father, Phillip II. He also gets described as a “fortunate freebooter,”[footnoteRef:22], which implies that Caesar considers Alexander’s accomplishments to be only due to his circumstances of birth. Alexander’s reign was “cut off by a death that avenged the world,”[footnoteRef:23] meaning that Alexander’s conquests had a negative effect on the countries that he vanquished. This is reaffirmed when Lucan writes about how Alexander’s body “should have been scattered over the whole earth,”[footnoteRef:24] and how “Fortune spared his dead body,”[footnoteRef:25] as “if Freedom had ever made men their own masters again, his body would have been preserved for mockery.”[footnoteRef:26] It is also written that Alexander “He left his own obscure realm of Macedonia,” which belittles the territory, as Macedonia had become an enormous empire. There is an attempt to justify these statements, where Lucan writes that Alexander was “a man who was born to teach this bad lesson to the world,”[footnoteRef:27], and that “he spurned Athens which his father had conquered; driven by the impulse of destiny, he rushed through the peoples of Asia, mowing down mankind; he drove his sword home in the breast of every nation; he defiled distant rivers, the Euphrates and the Ganges, with Persian and Indian blood.”[footnoteRef:28] This does not take into account how greatly admired Alexander was, or how “he was also seen as a liberator of Egypt from Persian rule.”[footnoteRef:29] Lucan instead paints a very negative picture of Alexander the Great, maybe because of his own anti-government ideologies[footnoteRef:30], or possibly in order to make Caesar look better. [18:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [19:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [20:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [21:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [22:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [23:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [24:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [25:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [26:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [27:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [28:  Henderson, Lucan the Civil War.]  [29:  ‘4. Imperialism: The Persians and Alexander the Great’, The Center for Hellenic Studies <https://chs.harvard.edu/chapter/4-imperialism-the-persians-and-alexander-the-great/> [accessed 23 May 2022].]  [30:  Celotto.] 

While this is only a translation rather than the original work, and so some sentiments may not have been properly conveyed, it is easy to understand that Caesar, or at least Lucan’s understanding of Caesar, was not a supporter of Alexander’s achievements, seemingly viewing them as being simply due to circumstances of his birth and therefore being unimpressive, as well as being cruel to the people who were native to the countries that had been conquered by Alexander. On its own, this passage presents Julius Caesar as being quite harsh, as he was portrayed as being ungrateful for the elimination of his rival, and also demeaned the accomplishments of such a renowned figure as Alexander the Great. When considering the other books, however, Caesar appears to be especially cruel, being very aggressive and militaristic – particularly Book VII, where Caesar taunts Domitius as he dies and prohibits the dead Pompeians from being cremated[footnoteRef:31]. [31:  Jeffrey Henderson, Lucan the Civil War: Book VII <https://www-loebclassics-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/lucan-civil_war/1928/pb_LCL220.369.xml> [accessed 23 May 2022].] 

To conclude, Lucan’s Pharsalia is a very significant work from the time period, and is very interesting when considering his negative portrayal of Alexander the Great, who is usually depicted in a very positive way. Julius Caesar, the protagonist of the poem, is also presented as a deeply flawed character, rather than heroic the way that protagonists are typically written. The poem is very well written and allows the reader to vividly picture the events of the story.
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