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Classical Mythology in Roman and Medieval Times

Assessment 1: Write a Critical Commentary of 1500 words on Lucan’s Pharsalia/De Bellum
Civile 10.1-40.

Introduction

This is a brief critical commentary of Marcus Annaeus Lucanus’ (Lucan, from hereon in)
Bellum Civile or Pharsalia 10.1-40.1

Due to the restrictive guidelines for this assessment (namely the word count), biographical
details of the characters within the poem, those predominant during the time in which the
poem was composed, and of the author himself have been kept to minimum. Those that are
included are so because they are deemed pertinent to this commentary. For additional
biographical information on these personalities the reader is directed to consult the works
listed in the bibliography.

Lucan was born in A.D. 39, he was nephew of Seneca the Younger who was tutor to a young
Nero.? Lucan’s lineage led to him coming into contact, and striking up a friendship, with
Nero.

Nero, born Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus A.D.37, the last of the Julio-Claudian dynasty (that
which began with Julius Caesar, the main protagonist in Lucan’s epic), reigned over the
Roman Empire from A.D. 54 till his death in A.D. 68.3

A turbulent relationship with the emperor Nero led to Lucan’s life being cut short.*

Whether genuine, or not, Suetonius represents a serious breakdown of the relationship
between the poet and the Emperor by stating that Lucan exclaimed to his friends that he
would bring them the gift of Nero’s severed head.® Lucan is proffered by Suetonius in his
Vita Lucani as being a leading member of the Piso conspiracy: a plot to remove Nero (via
assassination) from power, and replace him with Gaius Calpurnius Piso.® Tacitus suggests
that Seneca the Younger was also believed to be involved in some way, though Seneca
managed to deflect the accusation.” Seneca is, however, still removed by Nero in the
aftermath of the failed conspiracy.®
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It should be noted that the plot against Nero would have only brought about a change in
governor, and not a change in style of government, the style of government Lucan is so
critical of in the Pharsalia (see below).

Initially, epic poetry such as the lliad and Odyssey would have served, to some extent, as an
historical record, or at least an ‘historic’ past for its listeners to cling to. Then, ‘...in the Greek
world, histories replaced epics as a way of giving an account of the past’.® Lucan completes
the circle, by combining the two disciplines of poetry and history, with his Pharsalia,
creating an historical epic. Lucan’s settings are geographically concrete and his characters
familiar to his contemporary audience. Although the otherworldly, or magical, elements are
not entirely absent from the Pharsalia, Lucan is very much dealing with the historic past and
not the mythical.

To some extent Nero should be credited with the literary boom that accompanied his reign

as Emperor. Nero’s love of the arts, and his idiosyncratic rule, arguably encouraged a whole
raft of writers who would go on to create works of history and philosophy, and poetry of all

types from epic to satire. Nero can often be found in these works both lauded and attacked,
both subtly and not so subtly (see Morford 1973 and below).

Commentary: Lucan’s Pharsalia/De Bellum Civile 10.1-40.

Pompey, fleeing to Egypt from the disaster (for Pompey) which had been the Battle of
Pharsalus (Luc.7.), hoped for, and sought, sanctuary from the son of Ptolemy Xll Auletes,
Ptolemy XlIl Theos Philopator (the King of Egypt).1° Though through fear of Caesar’s might,
Pompey is brutally murdered and beheaded as soon as he steps ashore from his boat.!!
Lucan alludes to this event in 10.1-6. Caesar moves to Egypt, following Pompey. Specifically,
Pompey’s head which has been separated, or severed, from Pompey’s body via the neck
(collum). Lucan describes the land of Egypt with the use of a form of the verb noceo, in this
instance meaning ‘guilty’.*? Lucan’s description suggests the beheading of Pompey by the
Egyptians was an unlawful act, and a crime against the Roman Republic.

Throughout the Pharsalia Lucan compares Rome (the Republic and its constitutions) to the
beauty, function, and ability of the human body. The poem contains numerous acts of actual
dismemberment (one such example is above) and metaphorical self-annihilation, war
against oneself (referring to civil war), for example Luc.1.2-3.13 The image, or images, are
that the process of civil war, brought on by Caesar’s actions, is dismembering (destroying)
the ideals of the Roman Republic.

The beginning of Book 10 also sees Lucan directly and explicitly comparing, and stressing the
resemblances (both in attitude and action), between Caesar and Alexander.
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Roman writers, when discussing political philosophy, governance and conquest, often used
Alexander the Great as a comparison to their chosen subject, and in particular those who
were eminent during the period when Roman rule shifted from Republic to Empire.

For example, the historian Titus Livius (Livy) writing earlier than Lucan (during the shift from
Republic to Empire) used Alexander as a benchmark. Though Livy lauds Alexander’s
character and success, he cannot compete against certain nobles of Roman history (one of
those being Caesar Augustus, 15t Emperor of Rome).!* Additionally, Livy suggests the
unforgivable, that Alexander’s actions risked the existence of the state.!®

Plutarch (a contemporary of Lucan’s), in On the Fortune of Alexander, sets side by side
Plato’s theories of governance (as laid out in Laws) and Alexander’s actions in conquest and
rule, and which had the greatest beneficial impact on humankind, in terms of civilising the
uncivilised. Plutarch commends Alexander’s ‘philosophy’ and deems Alexander to have had
a greater influence with regards to the mentioned aim than Plato.!® Plutarch offers a vastly
alternative, positive, character and image of Alexander, than the one the reader finds in
Luc.10.1-40. Plutarch’s Alexander gave the gift of civilisation, a great benefit to the people
Alexander came into contact with. Lucan’s Alexander brought destruction to those he
conquered, and should by no means be seen as an example (exemplum) to be followed.’
Caesar is not the only character in the Pharsalia who Alexander could have been compared
to, due to their destined paths having had certain similarities. For example, Frederick Ahl
states that Lucan avoids comparing Cato’s character and journey (journeys being a key
theme of Lucan’s epic), with that of Alexander’s, though the opportunity in Book 9 clearly
presents itself.’® However, Lucan’s Cato is the counter to his character of Caesar.®

Of course, Caius Julius Caesar reportedly measured himself against Alexander and all that
Alexander achieved.?°

Lucan’s characters, that of Caesar included, are complex. Luc.10.34-36., sees Lucan describe
Alexander as ‘lightning’/’thunder’ (fulmen) and ‘a comet unfair to the nation’ (et sidus
iniquum gentibus). The description, ‘lightning’, awakens in the mind of the reader ominous
and unfavourable omens. Yet, Luc.10.34-36., in total, seemingly suggests that Lucan’s
Alexander wielded godlike power over men. The reader of Lucan’s epic will of course
remember Caesar’s actions (as well as Pompey’s and Cato’s) being likened to ‘lightning’ and
the fear it induces, earlier in the work (Luc.1.151-157). The two men (Alexander and Caesar)
are being cast in the same light. Though Lucan damns Alexander, the description found
amongst Luc.10.1-40 has Lucan (or the narrator of the poem) expressing a strange sort of
reverence toward Alexander, and in turn Caesar. It is not the only occasion in the poem that
Lucan applies this godlike description to Caesar (see Nix, 2008).
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Fate is a major theme throughout the epic.?! Whilst almost entirely destructive, Lucan’s
characters are on predestined journeys, though how can they not be? Lucan and his
audience know what is going to happen, it is, after all, near history. Of course, Caesar’s
actions (and Fate) will set in motion events which will eventually lead to Nero’s reign. In
Luc.1.33-45, and seemingly genuine, Lucan suggests all the chaos and destruction caused by
the Civil War is a worthwhile sacrifice if in the end it offered Rome the reign of Nero
(suggesting this section of the Lucan’s Pharsalia was completed before their relationship
broke down).

Paul Roche highlights the fact that Book 10 also sees a different Caesar to that which has
been seen before in the epic.?? Caesar for the first time showing fear, wondering whether
he is destined for the same fate as that which Pompey met upon his arrival in Egypt. These
conflicting character traits and shifts within the physical conflict at state level, of Rome at
war with Rome, and at family level between Caesar and Pompey (kin through marriage)
litter Lucan’s epic.?3

Conclusion

Even given the often-conflicting representations (something that has been touched on
above) Lucan’s comparison between Alexander and Caesar is key to how Lucan wants the
character of Caesar to be perceived by his audience. With regards, specifically, to the
selected passage (Luc.10.1-40.) Caesar is clearly meant to be viewed negatively. The
characterisation of Caesar is indicative of the philosophical and political ideology Lucan
hoped to impress on his audience: a damning indictment of tyrannical rule. Lucan, with
regards to his own time and situation, evidently saw no easy or immediate alternative to
tyranny which would fast-track a return to a Roman Republic. On weighing the evidence, it
is difficult, especially when taking into account Lucan’s personal history, to see past Lucan’s
Caesar ultimately being a negative expression towards the rule of Nero, which is, yet again,
somewhat conflicting.

word count 1652
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