UNIT 5 BOOKLET – Lucan’s Pharsalia
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Engraved title page of a French edition of Lucan's Pharsalia, 1657

In this session we will examine extracts from the Pharsalia or Bellum Civile (The Civil War), an Epic that was being written by the young poet Lucan, nephew of Seneca, prior to his death in AD 65 (he had become embroiled in the Pisonian conspiracy of that year). The theme of this epic was the civil war fought between Julius Caesar and the Senatorial faction led by Pompey the Great. It consists of ten books, with the text abruptly breaking off during the tenth book while Caesar is in Egypt. Unlike the Homeric epics and the Aeneid of Vergil which have focus on the mythic past, the Pharsalia is set within the backdrop of more recent history (this civil war having been around 110 years before Lucan was writing). Some extracts of the text are given below; while reading the text you should consider the following questions:

Questions:
1) What contrast can we make between the Pharsalia and the Aeneid in terms of the progress of Roman history? What other parallels can we draw? 

2) How should we judge the main protagonists in the Pharsalia? Can we infer anything from this about Lucan’s own views? 

3) Do you think this work is implicitly critical of the Principate and Nero?

Modern scholarship (optional): 
Hardie, P. (2013) ‘Lucan’s Bellum Civile’, in A Companion to the Neronian Age (E. Buckley and M. T. Dinter, eds.), Wiley-Blackwell: 225-240.


Extracts of Lucan’s Pharsalia
Trans. from A. S. Kline (2014)

BOOK 1 Lines 1-227
I sing of a worse than civil war, of war fought between kinsmen

over Pharsalia’s plains, of wickedness deemed justice; of how

a powerful people turned their own right hands against themselves;

of strife within families; how, with the first Triumvirate broken,

the forces of the quivering globe contended in mutual sinfulness;

standard ranged against standard, eagle matched against eagle,

spear threatening spear. What madness, my countrymen, how wild

that slaughter! With Crassus’ spirit still wandering un-avenged,

while it was yet your duty to strip proud Parthia of Italian spoils,

you chose instead to grant our enemies the sight of Roman strife,

waging a war that could win no triumphs! With that blood, alas,

spilled by Roman hands, what lands and seas might not have been

won, where night hides the stars and the sun rises, where fiery air

parches the south, where the winter’s cold that no spring can thaw

freezes the Black Sea in its icy grip! China might have passed

under our yoke, savage Armenia, and those peoples who know

the secret of the Nile’s hidden source. If Rome, then, has such

a love of illicit war, let her yet bring the whole earth under her

rule, before turning on herself; she has never yet lacked enemies.

If in Roman cities now the roofs and walls are half-demolished,

and the vast stones of shattered houses litter the earth; if dwellings

are untenanted, and scarcely a soul strays through the ancient sites;

if Italy’s unploughed soil is overgrown with thorns, year by year,

and the fields cry out in vain for men to till them, such vast ruin

is not due to proud Pyrrhus, or Hannibal; no foreign sword could

thrust so deep: those blows from the hands of kinfolk strike home.

Yet we’ll complain no more, you gods, if fate could find no other

way to Nero’s advent, if even the eternal kingdom cost you dear,

and Jupiter the Thunderer could not rule without warring with fierce

giants, even such wickedness and crime is not too high a price to pay.

Let Pharsalia’s dire plains be heaped with dead; let Hannibal’s shade

revel in the carnage; let final battle be joined at fatal Munda. Though

Perusia’s famine, Mutina’s horrors, the ships sunk at stormy Actium,

the war with the slaves near burning Etna, be added, still Rome owes

a deep debt to civil war, since what was done, Caesar, was all for you.

When your role on earth is over and at last you seek the stars,

the celestial palace you expect will welcome you, the heavens rejoice.

Whether you wield Jove’s sceptre, or mount Phoebus’ fiery chariot

circling, with your shifting flame, an earth unafraid of this new sun,

every deity will yield to you, and nature leave you to choose what god

you wish to be, and where you wish to set your universal throne.

Yet do not place it in the north, or where the hot opposing skies

of the south incline, from there your light would fall aslant on Rome.

If you lean on any one region of immense space, the axis will feel

the weight; balance heaven by holding the centre of the sphere.

Let all that region of the sky be clear, and no cloud hide our sight

of Caesar. Then let the human race lay down its arms, consider

its own good, and let all nations love one another; let Peace fly

over the earth, and shut tight the iron gates of warlike Janus.

Yet to me you are already divine; and were my heart inspired

by you, I’d not trouble the god of sacred Delphi, or summon

Bacchus from Nysa: you alone grant power to Roman verse.

My mind is moved to set down the cause of these great events.

Vast the task before me, to show what impelled a frenzied people

to arms, and drove peace from the earth. It was a chain of fatal

happenings, the swift and painful collapse of excessive weight,

a Rome unable to bear her own greatness. So when the fabric

of the world dissolves, in that final hour that gathers in the ages,

reverting to primal chaos, star will clash with star in confusion,

the fiery constellations will sink into the sea, and earth heaving

upwards her flat shores will throw off the ocean, the moon will

move counter to her brother, and claiming the rule of day disdain

to drive her chariot on its slanting path, and the whole discordant

frame of the shattered firmament will break free of every law.

Great things destroy themselves: such is the limit the gods place

on all success. It was not Fortune fuelling the envy of foreign

nations against a people that ruled earth and sea: you, Rome,

were the cause of your own ills, made a servant of three masters,

when supreme power, never so shared before, forged a deadly pact.

O, evilly joined together, blinded by excessive greed, to what end

did those three unite their strength to rule the world between them?

While earth buoys up the sea and the heavens the earth, while

the sun revolves in his endless task, while night, in the sky above,

follows day through the same circuit of the twelve constellations,

no loyalty between sharers in tyranny; power endures no partner.

Seek the evidence in no other nation: no long searching for fatal

instances: Rome’s first walls were drenched in a brother’s blood.

Nor was the prize of such madness a dominion over land and sea,

the narrow bounds of a sanctuary for criminals caused the conflict.

For a short while a discordant harmony was maintained, there was

peace despite the leaders’ wills, since Crassus stood between them,

a check to imminent war. So the slender Isthmus divides the waves,

and separates two seas, forbidding their waters to merge; and yet

if the land were withdrawn, the Ionian would break on the Aegean.

Thus when Crassus, who kept those fierce competitors apart, died

pitifully, drenching Syrian Carrhae with Roman blood, that defeat

by Parthia let loose the furies on Rome. In that battle the Parthians

wrought better than they knew, visiting civil war on the defeated.

Power was divided by the sword; the wealth of an imperial people

who ruled the sea, the land, possessed the globe, was not enough

for two. For now, when Julia, Caesar’s daughter, Pompey’s wife,

was cut down by fate, she bore with her to the Shades the bonds

of affinity, and a marriage turned, by that dread omen, to mourning.

She, if fate had granted her longer life, might alone have restrained

her husband’s anger on the one side, and her father’s on the other.

She might have struck aside their swords, made them clasp hands,

as the Sabine women stood between their husbands and their fathers

and brought about reconciliation. But at her death bonds of loyalty

were broken, and the generals freed to pursue armed conflict.

A powerful rivalry drove them on: for Pompey feared fresh exploits

might obscure his former triumphs, his ridding the seas of pirates

yielding second place to Caesar’s victories in Gaul; while Caesar,

used to battle, inured to endless effort, was driven by an ambition

that yearned for supremacy; Caesar could accept none above him,

Pompey no equal. It is wrong to ask who had the greatest right

to seek war; each had great authority to support him: if the victor

had the gods on his side, the defeated had Cato. The contest was

unequal, Pompey being somewhat past his prime, long used

to the toga and forgetting in peace how to play a general’s part;

courting adulation, lavish with his gifts to the people of Rome,

swayed by popularity, overjoyed by the clamour that greeted him

in the theatre he had built, trusting in former claims to greatness,

he did nothing to establish wider power, and stood as the mere

shadow of a mighty name. So some oak-tree towers in a rich grove,

hung with a nation’s ancient trophies, sacred gifts of the victors,

and though its clinging roots have lost their strength, their weight

alone holds it, spreading naked branches to the sky, casting shade

not with leaves but its trunk alone, and though it quivers, doomed

to fall at the next gale, among the host of sounder trees that rise

around it, still it alone is celebrated. But Caesar possessed more

than mere name and military fame: his energies were un-resting,

his only shame in battle not to win; alert and unrestrained, every

summons of anger or ambition his strength answered, he never

shrank from an opportunistic use of the sword; intent on pursuing

each success, grasping the gods’ favour, pushing aside every

obstacle to his supremacy, happy to clear a path through ruin.

So a storm drives a lightning-bolt through the clouds, its flare

shattering the daylight sky, with the sound of thunderous air,

with a crash of the heavens, filling the human mind with terror,

dazzling the eye with its slanting flame. Rushing to a given

quarter of the skies, nothing material prevents its course;

mighty in its descent and its retreat it spreads destruction

far and wide, before gathering its scattered energies again.

Such were the leaders’ motives; but there were those hidden causes

of the war, amongst the people, that will ever destroy powerful

nations. For, the world conquered, and fortune showering excessive

wealth on Rome, virtue yielded to riches, and those enemy spoils drew

men to luxury. They set no bounds to wealth or buildings; greed

disdained its former fare; men wore clothes scarcely decent on women;

austerity, the mother of virtue, fled; and whatever ruined other nations

was brought to Rome. Then estates were increased, until those fields

once tilled by Camillus’ iron ploughshare, or Curius’ spade, became

vast tracts tended by alien farmers. Such a people took no pleasure

in peace and tranquillity, no delight in liberty free from the sword.

Thus they were quick to anger, and crime, prompted by need, was

treated lightly; it was a virtue to take up arms and hold more power

than the State, and might became the measure of right. Thence laws

and statutes of the people passed by force, thence the consuls

and tribunes alike confounding all justice; office snared by bribery,

popular support bought at auction, while corruption, year after year

perpetuating venal elections to the magistracy, destroyed the State;

thence voracious usury, interest greedily seeking payment,

trust readily broken, and multitudes profiting greatly from war.

Now, Caesar, swiftly surmounting the frozen Alps,

had set his mind on vast rebellion and future conflict.

On reaching the banks of the Rubicon’s narrow flow

that general saw a vision of his motherland in distress,

her sorrowful face showing clear in nocturnal darkness,

with the white hair streaming from her turreted head,

as with torn tresses and naked arms she stood before him

her speech broken by sobbing: ‘Where are you marching,

whither do you bear those standards, my warriors?

If you come as law-abiding citizens, here you must halt.’

Then the general’s limbs quaked, his hair stood on end,

faintness overcame him and he halted, his feet rooted

to the river-bank. But soon he spoke: ‘O, Jupiter, God

of Thunder, who gazes from the Tarpeian Rock over

the walls of the mighty city; O Trojan household gods

of the tribe of Iulus, and you, sacred relics of Quirinus;

O Jove of Latium, on Alba’s heights, and you, fires

of Vesta, and you, O Rome, equal in sanctity, favour

my enterprise; I bring no assault on you in wild warfare;

see me here, victorious by land and sea, always your

champion – now as ever, if that be possible. His

shall be the guilt, who forces me to act as your enemy.’

Then Caesar let loose the bonds of war, and led his

standards swiftly over the swollen stream; so a lion

in the untilled wastes of burning Libya, seeing his foes

nearby, crouches at first, uncertain, rousing himself to rage,

but soon maddened, lashing his tail, his mane erect,

sends out a roaring from his cavernous mouth, such

that if a nimble Moor pierces his flesh with the lance

he brandishes, or a spear lances at his vast chest, he

leaps over the weapons careless of such wounds.

The reddish waters of the Rubicon glide through

the valleys and serve as the boundary between

the land of Gaul and the farms of Italy. Born from

a modest spring it is parched by the heat of summer,

but then its volume was increased by winter, its waters

swollen by the third rising of a rain-bearing moon

with its moisture-laden horns, and by Alpine snows

melted by damp gales. The cavalry first met the flow,

taking position slantwise across the current, lessening

its power so the rest of the army could ford it with ease.

Once Caesar had crossed and reached the Italian shore

on the further side, he halted on territory proscribed to them:

‘Here I relinquish peace,’ he cried, ‘and the law already

scorned, to follow you, my Fortune. Let me hear no more

talk of pacts, I have placed my trust in those for far

too long, now I must seek the judgement of war.’ 


BOOK 4 Lines 529-581

Dawn revealed Pompey’s Histrians stationed on the cliffs,

and his fierce Liburnians with the Greek fleet on the sea.

They delayed attack, trying to obtain their foe’s surrender,

thinking a death postponed might make life seem sweeter

to those on the trapped raft. But the loyal troops resisted:

disdain for survival granting courage, committed to suicide,

they were indifferent to the outcome of the fight: no noise

of battle could dissuade them from their resolution: their

small band, prepared for the worst, withstood the countless

enemies who attacked them together from land and sea,

so great is a resolve inspired by the prospect of death.

When they thought enough blood had been shed in battle,

they turned their force against themselves. First Vulteius

their captain, bared his throat and summoned death: ‘Where

is the soldier worthy to take my blood, who shall truly prove

his wish for death by killing me?’ Before he could speak

again, his body was pierced by a host of swords, but while

thanking all, in his gratitude he slew in dying him to whom

he owed the first wound. The others then met together, there

the horror of civil war was enacted in full by a single party.

So Theban warriors rose from the seed that Cadmus sowed,

and were likewise slain by their kin, a dismal presage of

the royal Theban brothers. So, by the Phasis, the offspring

of Earth, who sprang from the teeth of the unsleeping dragon,

drenched the long furrows in each other’s blood, magic spells

filling them with fury, Medea herself appalled by that crime

the first wrought by her untried herbs. So these soldiers died,

on oath to destroy each other; their own death being the least

their courage asked: as they dealt the fatal wound so they

incurred it, at the same moment, and no right arm failed them

though it struck in death. Nor were their wounds all owing

to a sword-blow; they drove their own chests against the steel,

throats meeting the approach of the blade. Though bloody fate

set brother against brother, son against father, their arms never

hesitated, driving home the swords with all their power. Only

the failure to strike a second blow gave proof of the slayer’s

affection. Half-dead, men dragged themselves along the planks

and drenched the sea with blood. They gloried in disdain for

the light of life, eyeing the victors with scornful gaze, as death

approached. When the raft was piled high with their corpses,

the victors set fire to that funeral pyre, the generals amazed

at their readiness to die for their leader they so clearly prized.

Fame, that travels the wide earth, never voiced more loudly

the glory of any death at sea. Yet even after the example set

by such heroes, nations of cowards still do not comprehend

how simple it is to escape captivity by suicide; so the tyrant’s

power is feared, freedom is constrained by savage weapons,

while all remain ignorant that the sword is there to deliver

every man from slavery. O, that death were only granted

to the brave, the coward denied a swift release from life!


BOOK 6 Lines 569-830

Sextus heard local tales of Erictho, and made

his way to her dwelling when night ruled the sky,

at the hour in those deserted fields when the sun

is in the zenith for those on the other side of earth.

Guides, the faithful servants of her wickedness,

sought her among the empty graves and tombs

until they saw her far off sitting on a high cliff,

where the Balkan mountains slope to Pharsalia.

She was attempting a spell unknown to wizards

or the powers of wizardry, creating a charm

for a novel purpose. She feared the armies might

move to some other site, and Thessaly miss out

on mighty carnage; so the witch forbade the war

to shift from Pharsalia, darkened by her spells

and sprinkled over by her noxious compounds,

so all the dead would be hers, and all the blood,

shed there, hers to employ. She hoped to mutilate

the corpses of slain kings, plunder the ashes of

the Roman people, and the bones of noblemen,

and master the ghosts of the great. Her sole

labour and passion was to snatch what part

she could of Pompey’s outstretched corpse,

pounce on what of Caesar’s limbs she might.

Pompey’s unworthy son spoke first, saying:

‘O famed Thessalian, with the power to reveal

the future to mortal men, and alter the course

of events, I pray I might be allowed certain

knowledge of the outcome of the coming battle.

I am not the least of Romans, a son of renowned

Pompey, a lord of the world or the heir to doom.

My heart quakes, shaken by uncertainty, yet

ready also to face known dangers. Take from

events the power to rush upon us suddenly

and blindly. Trouble the gods or, abandoning

them, extort the truth from the shades below.

Reveal the Elysian realms, and summon Death

himself: force him to show which among us is his.

It is no mean task: yet for your own ends too it is

worth your labour to know how the die will fall.’

Proud of her great fame, the Thessalian witch

replied: ‘If it were a lesser decree of fate you

sought to change, young man, it would be

easy to force the gods to any course you wish.

If the planets in their aspects presage death

for one alone, our arts can summon a delay.

Likewise though all the stars foretell long years,

we can cut short a life by the use of magic herbs.

But sometimes the chain of events is fixed

from the beginning of the world; if we seek

to make a change all fates are altered, all

humankind is affected by a single blow,

and all the Thessalian coven then confess

Destiny’s greater powers. But if to foreknow

events contents you, many and easy the ways

to the truth: earth, sky, abyss, the sea, the plains,

the cliffs of Rhodope will speak. And since

there is a wealth of recent slaughter, the simplest

way is to steal a corpse from the Thessalian field;

the lips of a fresh cadaver, still warm, will speak

loud, not some dismal shade, limbs withered

from the sun, gibbering vaguely in our ears.’

So she spoke: then, night doubly darkened by her art,

her shadowy head veiled in vile mist, she strayed

among the scattered corpses of dead men denied burial.

The wolves at once fled, the vultures sheathed their

talons, and unsated took flight, as the witch picked out

her prophet, prodding the innermost organs deathly cold

seeking a corpse, its pair of lungs firm and un-wounded

whose rigid sacs might still possess power of utterance.

The fate of a multitude of slain now hangs in the balance:

which will she choose to restore to life? If she had tried

to raise up a whole army on that plain, to fight once more,

the laws of Erebus would have rested in abeyance, a host

brought from Stygian Avernus by her monstrous powers

would have warred again. Finally, she chose a cadaver

thrusting a hook through a noose tied around its neck,

then dragging the wretched corpse, doomed to live again,

along over rocks, through scree, to her lair under a high

cliff of that cavernous mountain, which cruel Erictho

had destined for her rites. There the ground fell in sheer

descent to well-nigh reach the invisible caverns of Dis.

Dark trees with bowed branches hemmed it in, yew-trees

the sunlight never penetrated, their tips shunning the sky.

Within the caves, faint shadows and pallid decay reigned

in endless night; no light illuminating them but by magic.

Even in Taenarus’ gorge the air is less stagnant; here was

the gloomy border of the unseen world and ours; so that

the gods of Tartarus had no fear in allowing the dead there.

For though the Thessalian witch has power over the fates,

it is uncertain whether she questions the dead souls by

drawing them to her, or descending to them. Now, she

donned diverse and multi-coloured raiment fit for a fiend

to wear, threw back her hair and revealed her face, tying

her dreadful locks with wreathed vipers. Seeing Sextus’

companions trembling with dread and he himself afraid,

seeing their fixed glaze and bloodless features, she cried:

‘Set aside the fears your fearful minds conceive; now

life in familiar shape will return to him, so that even

the fearful might hear him speak. Though I were to show

the pools of Styx whose shores roar with flame, though

my commands let you view the Kindly Ones, or Cerberus

shaking his snaky mane, or the chained forms of the Giants,

why, cowards, fear those shades, who themselves fear me?

Then she began by filling fresh wounds in the breast

of that corpse with warm blood, washing the innards

clean of gore pouring into them moon-born poison.

In this was mingled all that Nature wrongly bears;

the spume of rabid dogs, a lynx’s innards, a foul

hyena’s hump, and the marrow of a snake-fed stag;

the remora was there, that echeneis, that grips ships

holding them motionless mid-ocean though the wind

fills their sails; and the eyes of dragons, and the stones

that sound when warmed by a nesting eagle; the flying

snake of Arabia, and the viper born beside the Red Sea

that guards pearl-oysters; the skin the horned Libyan

snake will shed while alive; the ashes of the Phoenix

that immolates itself in the flames of the eastern altar.

To which she added commonly-known baneful weeds,

and leaves steeped with unspeakable spells, and herbs

her own deadly mouth had spat upon at birth, with all

the venom she herself had given to the world. Then

her voice, more powerful than any herb to bewitch

the powers of Lethe, began to utter dissonant cries,

far different from any human speech. The dog’s yowl,

the wolf’s howl, were there, the restless barn-owl’s hoot,

and the screech-owl’s call, beasts’ wails and shrieks,

the hissing of snakes, they were all expressed within;

and the roar of waves beating on rocks, the forest’s

moan, the thunder through a rift in the cloud, all

such things formed that single voice. Next she began

a Thessalian spell, in accents that penetrated Tartarus:

‘You Furies, and you Stygian horrors, you torments

of the guilty, and you, Chaos, ready to confound

innumerable worlds in ruin; and you, ruler of the world

below, a god whom lingering Death torments through

long centuries; and Styx, and that Elysium no Thessalian

witch deserves; and Persephone who shuns her mother

in heaven; and the third form of our patroness, Hecate,

through whom the shades and I converse silently;

and the Janitor of the wide realm, who throws men’s

flesh to the savage hound; and the Sisters who must

re-spin the thread of life; and you, ancient ferryman

of the fiery wave, weary of rowing shades back to me:

hear my prayer! If I invoke you with sufficiently foul

and impious lips; if I never chant these spells fasting

from human flesh; if I have often slit open those breasts

filled with divinity, and laved them with warm brains;

if any infant whose head and organs were laid on your

platters might prevail with you, grant me my request.

I do not ask for one who lurks in the depths of Tartarus,

long accustomed to the dark, but for some descending

spirit fleeing the light; one who clings to the threshold

still of gloomy Orcus, who obeying my spells now will

only go down once among the shades. If this civil war

deserves your favour, let the shade of some Pompeian,

lately among us, prophesy all things to Pompey’s son.’

With this, foaming at the mouth, she raised her head

to find the shade of the unburied dead close beside her.

It feared the lifeless corpse, the loathsome confinement

of its former prison; it shrank from entering the gaping

breast, the flesh and innards ruined by the mortal wound.

Oh wretched ghost, iniquitously robbed of death’s final

gift, that is: to die no more! Erictho marvelled that fate

could be delayed so, and enraged by the dead she lashed

the inert corpse with a live serpent, and through the clefts

where the earth had been split by her spells she growled

like a dog at the shades below and shattering the silence

of their realm, cried: ‘Tisiphone and Megaera, unheeding

of my voice, will you not drive the unhappy spirit with

your cruel whips from the void of Erebus? Or shall I

summon you by your secret names, Hounds of Hell, and

render you helpless in the light above; there to keep you

from graves and funerals; banish you from tombs, drive

you from urns of the dead. And you, Hecate, all pale

and withered in form, who paint your face before you

visit the gods above, I will show them you as you are,

and prevent you altering your hellish form. I shall speak

aloud about that food which confines Proserpine beneath

the vast weight of earth above, by what compact she loves

the gloomy king of darkness, what defilement she suffered

such that you Ceres would not recall her. I shall burst your

caves asunder, Ruler of the Underworld, and admit light

instantly to blast you. Will you obey me? Or shall I call

on one at the sound of whose name earth ever quakes

and trembles, who views the Gorgon’s head without its

veil, who lashes the cowering Fury with her own whip,

who dwells in Tartarus beyond your sight, for whom you

are the gods above, who swears by Styx while perjuring

himself.’ Instantly the clotted blood grew warm, heating

the livid wounds, coursing through veins and extremities

of the limbs. The vital organs, stirred, thrilled in the cold

flesh; and a new life stealing through the numbed innards

contested with death. Each limb quivered, sinews strained,

and the dead man rose, not limb by limb, but bounding up,

swiftly, and at once standing erect. His mouth gaped wide,

his eyes opened, not with the aspect of one living as yet,

but already half-alive. Pallor and rigidity remaining, he

was dazed by his restoration to this world. And the fettered

mouth uttered no sound: a voice and tongue were granted

him but only for reply. ‘Speak as I command,’ the witch

cried, ‘and great will be your reward, for if you speak true

I shall render you immune to Thessalian arts for all time;

I will burn your body on such a pyre and with such fuel,

with such Stygian chanting, that your spirit shall be deaf

to all sorcerers’ spells. Let it be worth that to live again:

and once I again grant you death no herb or spell shall

break your long Lethean sleep. Riddling prophecies may

suit the priests and tripods of the gods; but you must let

any man who seeks truth from the shades, brave enough

to approach the oracles of fierce death, depart in certainty.

Do not begrudge this, I pray: give acts a name and place,

yield a voice through which fate may reveal itself to me.’

Then she cast a spell that gave the shade power to know

all that she asked. The sad flesh spoke, its tears flowing:

‘Summoned from the high bank of the silent river, I saw

nothing of the Fates’ mournful spinning, but this I was

able to learn from the host of shades: that savage strife

stirs the Roman ghosts, impious war shatters the peace

of the infernal regions. The great Romans, from diverse

sides, came from Elysian realms and gloomy Tartarus.

They made clear what fate intends. The blessed dead

wore sorrowful faces. I saw the Decii, father and son,

lives purified in battle, Camillus and Curius, weeping;

and Sulla railing against you, Fortune. Scipio grieved

that his unhappy scion should fall on Libyan soil; Cato

the Censor, a still fiercer enemy of Carthage mourned

the death his descendant would prefer to slavery. Among

all the pious shades I saw only you, Brutus, rejoicing,

you, Rome’s first consul after the tyrants were deposed.

But threatening Catiline, snapped and broke his chains,

and was exulting, with fierce Marius and bare-armed

Cethegus; and I saw Drusus the demagogue and rash

legislator, joyful, and the Gracchi, the greatly daring.

Hands, bound by eternal links of steel in Dis’s prison,

clapped with delight, and the wicked sought the plains

of the blessed. The lord of that bloodless realm threw

wide his pallid realm, and with steep jagged cliffs

and harsh steel for chains prepared his punishment

for the victorious. Sextus, take consolation in this:

the dead look to welcome your father and his house

to a place of peace, keeping a bright region of their

realm for them. Let no short-lived victory trouble

you: cometh the hour that makes all generals equal.

You proud, with your high hearts, hasten to die,

then descend from so pitiful a grave to trample

on the ghosts of the deified Romans. By whose

grave the Nile or by whose the Tiber will flow,

is in question, yet the conflict of generals

only settles their place of burial: of your own fate

seek nothing, the fates will tell you without my

saying, since your father, Sextus, a surer prophet

will tell you all in the land of Sicily, though even

he is unsure of where to summon you to, or what

to warn you of, what regions, what climes he ought

to order you to avoid. Fear Europe, Africa, and Asia

wretched house! Fortune divides your graves among

the continents you triumphed over. O ill-fated ones,

finding nowhere in the world safer than Pharsalia!’

So ending his prophecy, he stood there sorrowful

with silent face, ready to die again. Herbs and magic

spells were once more needed before the cadaver

could fall, since death having exerted all its power

once, could not reclaim that spirit itself. Then

the witch built a tall pyre of wood; and the dead

man approached the fire. Erictho left him to stretch

out on the burning pile, allowing him to die at last.

She accompanied Sextus to his father’s camp as

the sky took on the hue of dawn, but at her order

night held back day producing a veil of darkness

for them till they set foot in safety among the tents.
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When both armies had swiftly crossed the open ground

that lay between them and that final act of destiny, and

were only separated by a little space, each man looked

to see where his javelin might fall, or whose arm fate

might raise to threaten him. There they could see fathers’

and brothers’ faces opposite, weapons at their side, yet

chose to hold position. But their blood ran cold, torpor

seized them, numbed at the heart from that blow to all

natural affection, and whole companies grasped their

motionless javelins in a rigid grip. And may the gods

grant you, Cratinus, whose spear-blow began the battle,

staining Thessaly with Roman blood, not mere death,

which lies in store for all, but the pains beyond death.

What mad rashness! When Caesar restrained his spear,

had any other hand the precedence? Then the clarions

gave a strident blast, a horn sounded out the war-note,

the trumpets bold to give the signal, then a roar rose

to the heavens, breaking on the dome of far Olympus,

above the clouds, where no sound of thunder reaches.

The Haemus range’s echoing gorges took up the cry

and passed it onwards for Pelion’s caverns to repeat.

Pindus growled, and the Pangaean rocks resounded,

while Oeta’s cliffs bellowed, till all were terrified by

that sound of wild voices returned by Mother Earth.

Innumerable spears were thrown, with differing aim;

some hoping to wound, some to bury the spearhead

in the ground and keep their hands unstained. But

chance rules all, and random fortune renders guilty

whom it will. The Ituraeans, Medes and lone Arabs,

formidable with the bow, firing at no specific mark,

aimed only at the sky over the battlefield, and death

rained down, but no guilt stained their foreign steel,

all evil was confined to the Roman javelins. The air

was thick with metal, the gloom of the interweaving

weapons masked the plain. But the least part of that

slaughter was due to the flying metal hurled or fired!

The sword alone could satisfy the civil war’s hatreds,

drawing right hands towards the hearts of Romans.

Pompey’s forces packed in close ranks, linked arms,

shield-boss after shield-boss, in an unbroken line;

with barely space where they stood to move hand

or weapon, so crowded they feared their own swords.

Caesar’s force, with wild and headlong speed, charged

the dense ranks, finding a way through shields and men;

where the woven mail presents its heavy links, where

the breast is protected by the armour, even to the vitals,

all that lies beneath, the blows they delivered penetrated.

One army suffers this civil war that a second one inflicts:

swords hang idle there in Pompey’s ranks, while each

guilty blade of Caesar’s grows hot. And Fortune, now,

needing no great space of time to overturn so weighty

a force, sweeps away that vast ruin in its fatal flow.

When Pompey’s two cavalry wings extended their arc

over the plain beyond the flanks of infantry, his light

troops pushed on in loose order into the opposing men,

and launched fierce attacks against Caesar’s front ranks.

Each soldier wielded his usual weapons, all alike after

Roman blood, with flights of arrows, brands and stones,

and weighted bullets melted and fused by their passage.

But Caesar, fearing his vanguard might be broken, sent

the cohorts in reserve, positioned at an angle to his lines

behind the standards, into attack, while the wings waited,

against that part of the battlefield where all was in chaos.

Pompey’s cavalry fled headlong, in shameless cowardice,

showing the folly of entrusting civil conflict to barbarians.

As the first warhorse, pierced in the chest, threw its rider

headlong and trampled on his body, the rest fled the field,

their horses charging, a dense mass, into their own ranks.

Countless deaths ensued, a slaughter not a battle, as here

the steel blades waged war, and there the throats were cut.

Caesar’s army tired of killing all those men facing death.

Would that Pharsalia’s plain might have been content

with the blood of foreigners, theirs the gore that stained

her springs, their corpses the covering for her battlefield!

Or that, desiring to be glutted with Roman blood, she

might spare Galatian lives, and those of the Syrians,

Cappadocians, Gauls, Iberians from afar, Armenians

Cilicians, for when the war was ended these would

form the Roman people. Panic, now spread to all

Pompey’s force, and fate declared itself for Caesar.

It was now the turn of Pompey’s centre, his main strength.

The fight which had raged at random over the whole field

was here concentrated, and fortune checked Caesar’s attack.

Those who plied arms and waged war there were not men

drawn as auxiliaries from foreign armies; here men faced

fathers and brothers. Here, Caesar, your fury was revealed,

your madnesses, your crimes! Would that my mind might

shun these acts of war, give them to darkness, that no age

might learn from me, in verse, of such horrors, or the full

depths of civil conflict. Far better that our tears and groans

were in vain, and that I were silent as to your part, Rome!

For Caesar, rousing his soldiers’ madness and fury, went

here and there among the lines, adding fire to their burning

ardour, so that nowhere was free of guilt. He noted whose

blade was all blood, whose glittered with only its tip red,

whose sword-hand trembled, whose grip on his spear was

firm, whose was slack, who delighted in warfare, and who

merely obeyed orders, whose countenance changed when

he killed a countryman. He surveyed the bodies fallen on

the battlefield, with his own hand staunching the wounds

that would else have drained the blood of many a soldier.

Like Bellona brandishing the blood-stained scourge, or

like Mars urging on the Bistones, lashing his horses with

savage blows as they run in fear of Pallas and her aegis,

so wherever Caesar goes darkness of crime and slaughter

loom, groaning of great voices, heavy sounds of armour

falling, and the blows of steel against steel. His the hands

that grant fresh blades, new missiles, commanding that

they hack with swords the faces of the foe. He himself

leads the advance and, urging on the stragglers, rouses

the laggards with blows from the butt-end of his spear.

Telling them to spare the rank and file, he points out

to them the senators, knowing the arteries of the state,

the heart of power, how to strike at Rome, and where

Liberty might be wounded, making her last stand here.

Senators, knights and noblemen are put to the sword;

The Lepidi and Metelli are slain, the Corvini, the house

of Torquatus, once leaders of the state, ruling all men

Pompey, except only you. And, oh, why are you there,

Marcus Junius Brutus, sword in hand, hiding your face

from the enemy under a common soldier’s helm? Glory

of Rome, the Senate’s final hope, last scion of a house

famous throughout our history, do not charge so rashly

through the enemy ranks, seeking your doom before

Philippi, your own Pharsalia. To aim at Caesar’s life

is useless here: he has not reached the summit yet, not

risen far enough beyond those lawful heights of human

power that constrain all, to earn of fate so noble a death.

Let him live, to fall to Brutus’ dagger, let him reign!

There all the glory of our country perished: a great pile

of noble corpses, unmixed with common soldiers lay

there on that field. Yet one death was most noteworthy

in that carnage, that of Domitius, the stubborn warrior,

whom fate led from defeat to defeat, never absent when

Pompey’s fortunes faded. Conquered so often by Caesar,

still he died here without loss of his liberty. Thus he fell

to a host of wounds, glad not to suffer a second pardon.

Caesar found him weltering in a pool of blood, taunting

him: ‘Domitius, my successor in Gaul, now you desert

Pompey’s cause; yet the war will go on without you.’

So he spoke, but the courage still beating in Domitius’

breast sufficed for speech; in dying he opened his lips:

‘The fatal reward for your crimes, is not yet yours,

Caesar! Knowing your fate is undecided, and your

inferiority to your son-in-law, I go free, untroubled,

to the Stygian shades, with Pompey still my leader.

Though I die, I yet can hope that you, submerged

by savage conflict, will pay Pompey and myself

a heavy reckoning.’ Before he could speak again,

life left him, and a deep darkness veiled his eyes.

When a whole world died there, it seems shameful

to spend tears on each of the innumerable dead,

follow individual fates to ask whose vital organs

the death-dealing sword penetrated, who trampled

on his own bloody entrails, who facing his enemy

pulled the buried blade from his own throat, with

his last gasp, in dying. Some fell at a blow; others

stood upright though their arms were lopped; these

were pierced by spears; those pinned to the ground;

some fell on the enemy weapons, spouting blood

from their veins; one stabbed his brother’s breast,

then to spoil the body of his kin, severed the head

and flung it far off; while another slashed at his

father’s face, trying in wild fury to show those

looking-on the man he slew was not his father.

But no other death deserves a sole lament, we

have no space to mourn individual men. This

battle of Pharsalia was different than all other

disasters: Rome suffered many deaths elsewhere,

here Rome perished in the deaths of nations;

there soldiers died, here it was whole peoples;

here the blood of Pontus, Assyria, and Achaea

flowed, and all that gore a torrent from Roman

veins washed from the field, while forbidding it

to linger. The nations in this conflict were dealt

a wound too heavy for their age alone to bear;

here more than simply life and limb it was that

perished: we were laid low for centuries, all

generations doomed to slavery were conquered

by those swords. What fault did we, their sons,

their grandsons, commit that we deserved to be

born under tyranny? Did we fight fearfully or

shield our throats from the sword? The guilt

for others’ cowardice is pinned to our necks.

If fate gave us, born later, a lord and master,

it should have also granted us chance to fight!


BOOK 9 Lines 587-618

Cato now led his gasping soldiers on foot,

carrying his javelin in his hand, issuing

no orders, showing them how to endure

hardship, shunning being carried on men’s

shoulders, or riding in a cart; sleeping less

than any; and when a spring was found,

and the thirsty men must queue and gaze,

he waited till the last camp-follower had

drunk. If true merit accrues great honour,

and naked virtue is separate from success,

whatever we praise regarding our ancestors

mere Fortune granted. Who has deserved

greater fame, simply by winning wars, by

shedding the blood of nations? For I would

rather have led that triumph through farthest

Libya and the Syrtes, than climb the Capitol

thrice in Pompey’s chariot, strangle Jugurtha

in his prison. Behold, the true father of his

country, a man worthy to be worshipped,

Rome, at your altars; by whom none need

blush to swear, and who, if you ever free

your neck from the yoke, shall be made a god.

Now the heat increased, they trod the sands

beyond which the heavens decree no living

thing can endure noon, and water was scarcer.

A lone spring was found deep in the desert,

flowing with water, but guarded by such a host

of serpents the place could scarcely hold them.

Parched asps held the margin, while thirsting

dipsades filled the pool. Seeing the men would

die if they shunned the water, Cato gave speech:

‘Men, do not hesitate to drink, they are harmless,

the threat of death that terrifies you is illusory.

Snake venom is only deadly in the bloodstream;

The fangs threaten death, the poison is in their

bite, but there is no death in the drinking cup.’

So saying, he drank the suspect liquid, and this

was the only spring in all the Libyan desert

where Cato chose to taste the water first.
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[bookmark: _GoBack]Saved by their help, the Romans now wandered far

and wide over the barren plains. Rising and setting,

the moon twice went from full to full, while Cato

was lost in the desert, but now he felt the sand grow

ever firmer under his feet, and Africa was once more

solid ground. And now the foliage of scattered trees

appeared in the distance, and rough huts compacted

of straw. How those soldiers rejoiced to reach a safer

region, where only fierce lions now confronted them!

Leptis was nearby, and they spent all winter in those

peaceful quarters, untroubled by the heat or storms.

When Caesar, satiated with slaughter, left Pharsalia,

he ignored all other projects and turned his attention

wholly to Pompey. He followed his scattered traces

on land in vain, until fresh report directed him to sea.

He sailed the Thracian strait, by Hero’s tower, through

the narrows made famous by those lovers, the gloomy

shores where Helle, Nephele’s daughter, gave her name

to the waters. No narrower stretch of water separates

Europe from Asia, though the channel’s slight by which

the Euxine divides Byzantium from Chalcedon’s oyster

beds, and Propontis bears its waters through a little strait.

An admirer of past fame, he sought out Sigeum’s sands

Simois’ stream, Rhoeteum noted for great Ajax’ grave,

and those of the many shades who owe a debt to poetry.

He walked round the ruins of Troy of glorious name,

seeking the mighty remnants of the walls Apollo raised.

Now barren woods and their rotting tree-trunks burdened

Priam’s palace, the desiccated roots clutching the temples

of the gods, Pergama wholly shrouded in thorns: the very

ruins lost. He viewed Hesione’s rock; and then Anchises’

hidden marriage-chamber in the woods; and the cavern

where Paris sat in judgement; and the place from which

the lad, Ganymede, was snatched into the heavens; and

the summit where Oenone, the naiad, lamented: a legend

attached to every stone. The stream, snaking through dry

dust, he crossed unknowingly, was Xanthus. Where he

stepped idly through rank grass, and his Phrygian guide

bade him not to tread, lay Hector’s grave. And where

scattered stones lay, with no appearance of sanctity,

the man cried: ‘Have you no respect for Zeus’ altar?’

O mighty the sacred labour of the poet! He rescues

all from fate, and grants immortality to mortal beings.

Caesar, let not your envy touch the sacred dead; for if

our Latin Muses are permitted to promise anything,

those to come will read my verse, and read of you,

and our Pharsalia shall live on, as long as Homer’s

fame endures, no age condemning us to the shadows.
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Now the boy-king came from the Pelusian mouth

of the Nile, and calmed the anger of his unwarlike

people; with the Pharaoh as his hostage for peace,

Caesar was safe at the royal court. But the sister,

Cleopatra, bribed the guards to release the chain

across Pharos’ harbour, disembarked her little

two-oared vessel, and entered the royal palace

without Caesar knowing; she, Egypt’s shame,

Latium’s Fury, her un-chastity a bane to Rome.

As the fatal beauty of Helen the Spartan harmed

Argos and Troy, so Cleopatra increased Italy’s

madness. Her sistrum even rattled the Capitol,

dare one say, and with unwarlike Canopus she

opposed our Roman standards, hoping to lead

a captive Caesar in an Egyptian triumph. By

Leucas, in Actium’s bay, she cast doubt on

whether a woman not of our race might rule

the world. That night had fuelled her insolence,

the night that first brought a wanton daughter

of the Ptolemies to pollute a Roman general’s

bed. Who can refuse to pardon Mark Antony’s

wild infatuation, when even Caesar’s unfeeling

heart took fire? Even in the grip of his mad fury,

in that palace haunted by Pompey’s ghost, still

drenched in the blood of Pharsalia, he tainted

his thoughts with adulterous lust, mixed illicit

lovemaking, bastard offspring, with the affairs

of war. For shame! Forgetful of your adherents,

Magnus, he gave Julia brothers by a vile mother,

letting the defeated rally in the depths of Libya,

frittering his time in that torrid intrigue in Egypt,

yielding the land to her rather than ruling himself.

Confident of her charms, Cleopatra came to him

in sorrow but not in tears, decked in the trappings

of mourning, her hair unkempt to the right extent

as if she had torn at it, and addressed him thus:

‘O mighty Caesar, if ancestry is important to you,

I am a noble daughter of the Ptolemies, pharaohs

of Egypt, but driven from my father’s throne, and

an exile forever unless your right hand restores me

to my former place; thus I a queen bow before you.

Like a benign star, assist our nation. I would not be

the first woman to reign over the Nile: Egypt will

allow my rule, without distinction of gender. Read

my father’s last testament, which granted me equal

share of power, gave me in marriage to my brother.

If only he were free, the boy would love his sister,

but his army and affections are ruled by Pothinus.

I myself do not seek a share of my father’s power,

only free our house from guilt and shame; destroy

Pothinus’ fatal influence, and bid the king reign.

How swollen are that underling’s ambitions! Now,

having decapitated Magnus, he threatens you; may

fate avert the danger! Was it not indignity enough,

Caesar, for you and the world to suffer, that he is

credited, this Pothinus, with murdering a Pompey?’
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