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CIVIL WAR

MARCUS ANNAEUS LUCANUS (A.D. 39–65) was the nephew of the philosopher Seneca and close friend of the young emperor Nero, until a poetic rivalry and possibly political differences led to their falling out and Lucan being banned from both reciting his poetry in public and pleading in the law courts. He was a prolific and popular poet, but his only work to survive is his Civil War, a trenchantly anti-Caesarean epic about the fateful struggle between the rival leaders Julius Caesar and Pompey the Great, which ended in disaster for the Roman Senate at Pharsalus in 48 B.C., the battle which forms the poem’s dramatic climax. In A.D. 65, after the great fire had ravaged Rome and with much discontent against Nero simmering across the empire, Lucan joined the Pisonian conspiracy to assassinate the emperor, which failed and resulted in the execution by forced suicide of many of those involved. Along with his uncle, the author Petronius, and many other prominent Romans, Lucan took his own life, reputedly dying while reciting defiant verses from his epic. Since antiquity Lucan’s poem has been read as part of the classical canon, alongside the works of Virgil and Ovid. Its influence on the literary tradition from medieval to modern times is considerable, while Lucan’s death created a legacy of literary-political martyrdom that fired the imagination of revolutionary thinkers from the Renaissance to the many revolutions of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
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Preface

This new translation of Lucan aims to bring before a wider modern audience a Latin classic that has deeply influenced the literary and historical tradition since it was written. The project has been a collaborative effort, with intensive work sessions, reviewing the text and writing or drafting notes, spread over several summers. I am largely responsible for the translation, but Ethan Adams and I vigorously reviewed Books One through Six together, a rewarding process that, unfortunately, our busy schedules prevented us from continuing for the last four books, and instead we had to fall back on e-mail exchanges. We both contributed to the notes and introduction, and Adams has translated and annotated Petronius’ Civil War parody in the appendix.

The following people have helped along the way in some form or other and deserve thanks: T. Corey Brennan, Tom Figueira, Mark DeStephano, Bill Thayer, Andrew Smith, and Ross and Kay Peterson; Michael Millman, Lorie Napolitano, and Elda Rotor at Penguin, for patience and assistance; Ilaria Marchesi for friendship and constant encouragement. The thirty-one undergraduate students of my spring 2009 Latin Poetry course at Rutgers University kindly and eagerly test-drove the translation, and supplied five weeks of invigorating discussion of Lucan and Caesar that carried me through review and revisions. Elaine Fantham first shared Lucan with me and graciously read the first rough drafts of portions long ago. Denis Feeney and Simone Marchesi of Princeton each kindly read and offered helpful criticisms on the introduction. Beena Kamlani has read, and helped rework as necessary, the entire manuscript with diligence and great skill. The participants at the conference on the civil war in Roman history and literature, held at Amherst College in the fall of 2008, offered rich and timely food for thought. Elizabeth Robinson, Brian Turner, and Richard Talbert of the Ancient World Mapping Center at UNC–Chapel Hill courteously took on the task of preparing the handsome map. A whole phalanx of scholars, critics, and historians have also contributed through their works to the making of this book, and the Further Reading list may serve doubly to acknowledge some, but by no means all, of their worthy labors. My hearty appreciation goes also to Ethan Adams for sharing the march through Lucan’s fields, for his command of Latin poetry, and for the rollicking hours spent together enjoying the solemn absurdities of Lucan’s vision and trying to capture it in worthy English.

To my parents, and to Dianna Shea, for their selfless love and support over the years, a formal bow of gratitude is long overdue. And my wife, Kathleen Shea, has sacrificed much free time and sleep watching our two children in order to give me breathing space to devote to Lucan, for which I can’t possibly thank her enough.

Finally, without the bountiful support and superlative example of Robert Fagles, this translation would not have seen the light of day. Among many other concrete instances of help, he found funds to pay for the retrieval of the first four books from a crashed hard drive, which foolishly I had failed to back up. This volume is dedicated, deservedly and gratefully, to his memory.

—M.F.

Ethan Adams would like to thank Stephen Hinds, Catherine Connors, and Alain Gowing for their guidance and advice. He would also like to express his gratitude to his colleagues Matthew Dillon, William Fulco, and Katerina Zacharia for their enthusiastic support over the last several years. The following have also shared advice and friendship: Wayne Rupp, Eric Dugdale, Spencer Cole, Chris Chinn, Sean Easton, Marco Zangari, John Chesley, and Chiara Sulprizio. His parents and family deserve his highest thanks for their many years of patience and help. Finally, highest praise goes to Matthew Fox for being an exemplary co-conspirator, host, reader, critic, and friend. To Matt, Kate, and the girls: Thank you.

—E.A.


Introduction

In the first century BC, the Roman Republic collapsed in spectacular violence. Few literary works have had a deeper or more lasting impact on how later generations would imagine those historic spectacles than Lucan’s Bellum Civile. Written more than a century after the civil war battles that it narrates, it is an epic that transmutes history into myth, and historical actors into haunting literary characters. But this is a poem that also aims at direct political engagement. For this reason, Civil War tends to explode tidy conceptual walls between history, literature, and politics, between art and life, fiction and fact. Its rhetoric aims at what we would call regime change, and Lucan died, tragically young, backing a failed coup d’état, the botched Pisonian conspiracy against the emperor Nero in AD 65. The poem suffered too, since Lucan left it unfinished when he committed forced suicide at the age of twenty-five.

The truncated text fits, if unintentionally, the poem’s fragmented aesthetics. For Lucan’s is a world in shambles, crumbling physically, ravaged morally, and sifted from the wreckage of long civil disorders. Sulla, Marius, Cinna, Sertorius, Catiline, Pompey, Caesar, each left his mark in blood: Pharsalus was two generations or more in the making. Outside the poem, still to come, were Brutus and Cassius, Antony and Cleopatra, Sextus Pompey and Octavian (soon Augustus) in the forties and thirties BC. Only then came some peace and restored order under the new autocracy that Augustus forged. Like all ancient epics, Civil War tells a foundation story: how generations of Roman civil strife laid waste the world, but upon this rubble the foundation was laid for the peaceful—and forcibly pacified—Principate of the Caesars. This is the literal thrust of the disputed “praise of Nero”: “the crimes, the guilt” of civil wars “are pleasing” if they were necessary “to bring forth Nero” (1.36–48). One implication: Neronian Rome is a world so corrupt that collective historical guilt has become a source of genuine pleasure. Virgil and Horace had of course praised Augustus while shedding tears of regret for civil violence; but no Augustan poet had ever so brazenly collapsed his pathos for civil wars into glorification of Augustus’ peace.

Lucan is more explicit and insistent than his poetic predecessors in refusing to cast the civil wars as an aberration of history, a past evil best left unspoken (nefas) and, in effect, unremembered. To him, such waves of violence lie in the very order (or chaos) of things, and given the nature of the world and man they will replay over and again, a “hateful sequence” of Fortune and Fate, chance and doom. But things need not be so bleak; so long as a courageous, principled few, like a Cato or Brutus, choose to risk their lives for a higher cause than personal interest, and take a valorous stand against the tyrant for liberty and the “commonwealth” (res publica), there will be hope, and heroism. This tragic clash, between political principles and power gained on the battlefield, between hope and history, has become the very essence of what we mean by and expect from “epic” stories—and with no small debt to Lucan.

Suitably for a poem about civil conflict, Civil War is full of both dissident and dissonant voices. In the midst of battles we hear longings for peace, strains of hope for a better way, and urgent calls for moral accountability and personal virtue. But sounding beneath this idealism are tones of cynical despair, occasioned most by the (hindsight) historical inevitability of Caesar’s victory, though this political despair also tends to reverberate into cosmic, existential desperation. Above all, the primary narrator’s moods and voices vary in their engagements and detachments, so that the plural of the opening “we sing” (canimus) seems appropriate. This is not just the “royal we” of a sovereign narrator, but perhaps of some other sort of collective: an unruly mob (an arena crowd?), a political faction (Roman senators?), or just the contrary voices 
inhabiting an individual’s fractious subjectivity. A schizophrenic narrator, divided against and at war with himself, would suit perfectly the poem’s chief subject: “how a powerful people / turned on its own heart its conquering hand” (1.2–3). Civil strife comes to rest, at last, in the self, and can end only in suicide. Desperation indeed!

MARCUS ANNAEUS LUCANUS

Two Senecas and singular Lucan

eloquent Corduba speaks of.

—MARTIAL 1.61.7–8

Details of the poet’s life come from two brief ancient biographies transmitted with the text (by Suetonius and an obscure Vacca), from Tacitus’ account of his death in Annals 15, and from various other references in contemporary and later authors. We are told that he was born in Corduba, Spain, on November 3, AD 39, and brought in his first year to Rome. Corduba was the chief administrative city of Hispania Baetica, the wealthy Roman province in southern Spain that willingly sided with Caesar in the civil war of 49 BC, when Pompey’s commanders were making nuisances of themselves among the provincials; in 45 BC, when Pompey’s sons made Baetica their base of resistance to Caesar, Corduba was the site of a large-scale slaughter in the aftermath of Munda. But under Augustus the city saw rebuilding, expansion, and the settlement of veterans. Lucan’s grandfather, Lucius Annaeus Seneca the Elder, was born ca. 55–50 BC, to a Corduban family of equestrian status that prospered under Augustus’ peace, for his three sons all rose to positions of power in the imperial administration: Novatus—later L. Junius Gallio by adoption—was proconsul of Achaea ca. AD 52 (according to Acts 18:12 he dismissed charges against Paul) and later suffect consul; Annaeus Mela, Lucan’s father, served as an imperial procurator but seems to have avoided politics; and L. Annaeus Seneca the Younger was the famous Stoic philosopher, playwright, and tutor to young Nero, and later as his advisor exercised extensive political influence. From a young age Lucan must have known Nero, who was just two years older. The two may well have studied together and listened to lectures from Seneca.

Lucan lived a privileged life. He moved in the most elite circles of Roman society and his education was the best available. He studied literature, rhetoric, and philosophy with the Stoic scholar Annaeus Cornutus, whose Greek handbook on etymological and allegorical interpretations of mythology survives. Lucan must have taken eagerly to study of the poets, both Greek and Latin, for his epic everywhere displays a wide familiarity with them. He also would have trained in oratorical declamation, how to compose and deliver persuasive deliberations (suasoriae) and model forensic speeches (controversiae). These rhetorical exercises were studious elaborations on well-worn themes, recycling court cases, figures, and scenarios from the Greek and Roman past. Much detail about these rhetorical schools comes from the surviving works of the elder Seneca, who wrote for his sons what he remembered about famous orators and poets (such as Ovid) from his own day. Typical suasoriae addressed questions like “Should Alexander the Great sail the Ocean?” or “Should Cicero beg pardon from Antony?” Many of Lucan’s speeches look like classic rhetorical deliberations (for example: Should Caesar cross the Rubicon? Should Massilia admit Caesar? Should Pompey, after Pharsalus, seek aid from Parthia or Alexandria?).

It was during such rhetorical training that Lucan would have learned to relive the main events of the late Republic and to feel deeply their pathos (or, in other moods, snicker at their pathetic bathos). Persius, another of Cornutus’ students whose verse satires Lucan reportedly admired, recalls how in youth he was forced to learn the “lofty words of dying Cato,” much praised by his teacher, and to recite them for his father and invited friends (Sat. 3.44–47). Lucan probably had similar formative experiences (perhaps even with Persius—and Nero himself), and his conflicted treatment of republican heroes such as Cato, Brutus, and Pompey reveals the extent to which his personality and moral outlook were molded by such histrionic speeches that resurrected past heroes and their exemplary circumstances. Moreover, the fact that Roman ruling-class youths spent their days praising, rehearsing the lives, and mouthing the dying words of “tyrannicides” like Brutus and hard-line political martyrs like Cato is an instructive token of the contentious political culture of Julio-Claudian Rome.

Lucan was just a baby when his grandfather Seneca died, and his uncle Seneca was exiled to Corsica by Claudius on charges of adultery with the emperor’s niece (AD 41). When Agrippina replaced Messalina as empress, she had Seneca recalled (AD 49) to tutor her son Domitius, whom Claudius then adopted and gave the name Tiberius Claudius Nero Caesar. In AD 54 Claudius died and Nero, not yet seventeen, became emperor. For the first five years of his reign Seneca had sweeping influence over state affairs—until Nero came of age by murdering his mother. Around this time (AD 59) Nero, we are told, summoned Lucan back from studies in Athens to join his circle of friends, and awarded him an early quaestorship (giving entry into the Senate) and a position in the priestly college of augurs. As a quaestor he helped organize and stage gladiatorial games, reportedly to popular acclaim. For his augural duties he would have learned technical and theoretical minutiae of divination, the aspect of ancient religion that comes into sharpest relief in Bellum Civile.

Lucan’s poetic talents were impressive, which accorded with, but apparently soon rankled, Nero’s own poetic and musical ambitions. During the Neronia, the emperor’s lavish arts festival of AD 60, he delivered a praise-poem to Nero (laudes Neronis) in Pompey’s theater, receiving a victory crown; at the same time, or in another venue of poetry competition, Lucan delivered a poem on Orpheus. He gave public recitations of three books (presumably the first three) of Civil War, boasting of his rivalry with Virgil. But soon after, says Suetonius, Nero turned against him, abruptly calling a Senate meeting while Lucan was reciting. In the same account, Lucan then became more brazen and offensive in criticizing Nero, even ridiculing his poetry in public restrooms: while noisily relieving his bowels he quoted a line of Nero’s, “you would think it was thundering underground.” Their breach widened, and Nero banned Lucan from reciting poetry and from speaking in the law courts. This ban may have come as early as AD 62, around the time that Nero broke with Seneca, in pretended amicableness, and his extravagantly wealthy advisor retreated from public life into philosophical retirement (Tacitus, Ann. 14.51–6). As Tacitus tells it, Nero thereafter became more tyrannical, depraved, paranoid, and ruthless in suppressing opponents, real or imagined. As competent men fell, and administration of the empire suffered, real hatred of Nero rose among the ruling class and populace alike. It was in these years (AD 62–65) that Lucan composed the remainder of his Civil War, along with much other poetry that has not survived. He was married to Polla Argentaria, possibly related to the Greek declaimer Argentarius often cited by Seneca the Elder. Lucan’s lost works included Letters from Campania: if their title plays on Ovid’s exile letters Ex Ponto, it may be that he spent some of his time in quasi exile down in the luxury villas around the bay of Naples. In 62–63, war with Parthia erupted, ending in a brokered peace; Lucan’s frequent, derisive references to the Parthians may reflect their prominence in news reports from the East.

Meanwhile, Nero had begun to devote himself to performing his poetry and songs on public stages, currying popular favor by satisfying his musical ambitions. Then in the summer of AD 64, amid an atmosphere of unceasing revelry and notorious debaucheries, a conflagration ravaged Rome over six days. The fire leveled whole city districts, destroying dozens of ancient shrines, temples, and public buildings along with their archives, treasures, and artworks. While restoring the city Nero took occasion to build himself the Golden Palace (domus aurea) and came under suspicion of arson. To quell widespread resentment, members of the obscure religious sect of Christians were rounded up as scapegoats and ostentatiously executed. The provinces were plundered to support rebuilding, and a general state of desperate panic seems to have spread through Italy, with wide reports of ill omens and portents for Nero (cf. Tac., Ann. 15.33–47). Lucan’s lost works included a poem on the fire, which may have given voice to the arson charge (Statius says it told of “the wicked fires of a guilty master,” Silvae 2.7.61). The persistent, foreboding image in Lucan’s epic, of a world torn apart at the seams, is right in tune with the general tenor of emergency that Tacitus describes for AD 64–65.

It is little surprise, then, that a plot to assassinate Nero was hatched during this crisis, and all accounts of Lucan’s life and the Pisonian conspiracy name him as a ringleader. Tacitus says that Seneca was now under virtual house arrest and ate nothing but wild fruit for fear of poison. So in addition to personal grievances and political opposition, Lucan’s motives may have included family solidarity. Others of republican and Stoic sympathies would also have been outraged at this flagrant instance of political repression. Suetonius calls Lucan “almost the standard-bearer” of a plot with dozens of men and women, from senatorial, equestrian, and military families, either involved, aware, or later (rightly or wrongly) implicated. Nero was to be replaced as head of state by Gaius Calpurnius Piso; whether such a change of leadership would have “restored the republic” is a point made moot by the plot’s failure and suppression. Events of AD 68–69, when civil war erupted and Nero fell, suggest that monarchy was now the most feasible political regime given the structural realities of the Roman Empire. But for Nero, the failed coup was the beginning of the end. In 66 the Jews of Judea rebelled against Rome, and in the city there were more plots, arrests, and eliminations. In early 68, Nero’s own governors and armies began to defect, first in Gaul, then Spain; as rebellion and mutinies flared, Nero, sensing his doom, took his own life. The Julio-Claudian dynasty ended as it began, in civil war.

But Lucan did not live to see the civil war that his poem seems to advocate and/or predict. (And in any chronology, it is almost certain that parts of the epic were written as Lucan was plotting to kill Nero.) In mid-April 65, on the eve of action, the conspirators were betrayed, and a long, sordid season of executions, suicide banquets, exiles, and property confiscations followed (Tacitus, Ann. 15.53–16.21 spares no grim details). Seneca received the death sentence before his nephew, and Tacitus relates the claim that some may have planned to elevate him to power instead of Piso. The historian’s account is quite biased against Lucan: he is presented as a cowardly turncoat, incriminating his mother and friends in desperate hopes of salvation. Whatever the truth, he soon followed his uncle’s lead into voluntary death: on April 30, 65, he cut his veins. As his limbs chilled he recalled some lines of his on the death of a soldier and, quoting them (if from Civil War, possibly 3.763–73, or more defiantly, from the death of Vulteius in Book Five), died. He was six months short of twenty-six years old.

To the end poetry was his first and greatest love. Suetonius says that before opening his veins he wrote instructions to his father to correct some of his verses. But care for publishing his works would soon have fallen to his widow, Polla, since his father, Mela, also fell victim to Nero the next year. It is possible that Polla remarried a wealthy literary Epicurean of Campania named Pollius Felix.1 What is certain is that she long cultivated Lucan’s memory and, perhaps in AD 89, for the fiftieth anniversary of his birth, commissioned poems from Statius (Silvae 2.7) and Martial, his age peer and fellow Spaniard (7.21–23). The first two of Martial’s epigrams read:


This is the day which conspired in a great birth

giving Lucan to the people and to you, Polla.

Ah! Nero, cruel, more hateful than any shade—

this at least should not have been allowed to you.

Apollo’s poet, his great birth makes memorable

the light that returns. Mob of Muses, favor the rites!

It’s earned them, since it gave the world you, Lucan,

so that Baetis might mingle in Castalia’s water.



Bellum Civile was his only work to outlast the Roman Empire, but into late antiquity Lucan’s larger corpus still circulated. Statius’ “birthday poem” for Lucan gives some idea of this collection’s contents and possible arrangement. If Statius’ summary follows their published order (an attractive but hardly certain assumption), Lucan’s earlier poems, presented first, were Iliadic (on Hector’s death and Priam’s ransoming of his body) and Odyssean (a katachthonion, or trip through the underworld), then his Laudes Neronis, Orpheus, and his poem on the city fire. Then came a “pleasant address” (iucunda allocutio) to his wife, perhaps on a theme of consolation (one meaning of allocutio), and last the civil war epic. Vacca’s list includes, among others, Letters from Campania, prose declamations, and an unfinished Medea tragedy. Since Statius is addressing Lucan’s widow, it seems likely that his list would represent the “authorized” collection of the poet’s best works, the rest (on this assumption) being minor works for die-hard fans. Though we can only guess at their contents, such a reconstructed organization suggests a conscious attempt to present an organic poetic career to rival those of Virgil and Ovid, both of whose oeuvres build from lesser genres and youthful themes upward to a masterpiece of hexameter epic. (For the fate of Lucan’s epic in later centuries see “Reception and Influence” below.)

THE POEM

Lucan’s Bellum Civile is an eight-thousand-line Latin poem in ten books written in dactylic hexameters, the meter of all ancient epics from Homer’s and Hesiod’s to Virgil’s works and Ovid’s Metamorphoses.2 It narrates the main events in the civil war of 49–48 BC between Julius Caesar and Pompey the Great (Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus). Its dramatic climax is Caesar’s decisive victory at Pharsalus in northern Greece (Book Seven) and Pompey’s murder in Egypt (Book Eight), and it breaks off with Caesar embroiled in the next stage of war in Alexandria. Had Lucan lived longer, it probably would have stretched to twelve or fifteen books, following one or the other of his dominant Latin epic models, Virgil’s Aeneid and Ovid’s Metamorphoses (though longer arrangements are also conceivable). Among hypothetical endpoints the most favored are the noble suicide of Cato at Utica in 46 BC or Caesar’s assassination in March 44. Since Lucan’s main theme is the tragic death of Roman Libertas and the enduring struggle against tyranny, either end would fit. As it stands, Civil War is a sophisticated poem that thwarts easy interpretation and engages in multivocal dialogue with its historical sources and literary predecessors. The following sections thus aim to sketch the poem’s most crucial dimensions.

Civil War is the third great epic of the post-civil-war period and the last one of the Julio-Claudian dynasty. Virgil’s Aeneid had imitated the opaque narratorial voice characteristic of Homeric epic, and its overwhelming success served the ends of Augustus’ cultural and political revolution. Ovid’s Metamorphoses hides within the illusory world of myth but shoots occasional winks and smirks at the trappings of Augustus’ absolute power. Lucan’s narrative technique takes much from the engaged, ironic, satirical approaches of Augustans like Ovid—both his epic and his elegiacs which inform it—and Horace of the Satires, Epodes, and Epistles. Using all the poetic resources at his disposal, Lucan arrays his verses like an engine of war against the Principate and those texts such as the Aeneid that sanctioned it. In temperament Lucan displays the somber seriousness of Virgil, but in his artistry, which relies on sarcasm and swagger, he is more like Ovid. Also like Ovid before him, Lucan’s epic tends toward generic hybridity, mixing styles, conventions, motifs, and modes from epic, didactic, satire, lyric, elegiac, tragedy, history, and oratory. The result is a poem that is “very serious; it is deadly serious. But it is also as funny, as sardonic, as a poem can be.”3 This tragicomic, film-noir ambivalence is one key to its greatness, its lasting appeal, and perhaps its relevance or resonance in a “(post-)postmodern” world.

EPIC, HISTORY, CIVIL WAR

Civil War is what critics call “historical epic.” The term needs some explanation. Epic and history, as narrative genres, began with Homer. In classical Greece, historians such as Herodotus and Thucydides began to differentiate their works from Homeric verse by writing in prose and by rationalizing their representations of human events, psychology, and the natural world. The principal casualty of this new “rational” (logikos) outlook was the Olympian gods, who in the poetic tradition were fully realized actors but in prose history were circumscribed as currency in human discourses (politics, rhetoric, religion) and phenomena of human psychology (visions, dreams, omens, etc.). The narrator of history aimed to assess things that everyone could touch and see, renouncing the poet’s traditional claim to privileged divine knowledge. The Olympian gods now seemed little more than fictions, part of the “many falsehoods similar to the truth” that Hesiod’s Muses boasted of knowing how to spin (Theogony 27).

But in the Hellenistic period any such neat line between sober prose history and fanciful epic poetry was blurred, as prose writing itself diversified and epics on recent events came into vogue. Both developments tend to point toward the meteoric career of Alexander the Great, whose exploits of conquest became fodder for prose “romances” (popular histories) and panegyric poetry even during his life. After Alexander’s death, his biography bloomed with all sorts of fabulous adventures, folk morality tales, and sanctioning encounters with the divine. The divine machinery of epic invaded prose history. On the other hand, in the learned environment of Alexandria, poets like Callimachus forged a leaner, smarter, enlightened aesthetic for epic and other verse genres, which included ample scope for philosophical and historical discourses.

It was this more sophisticated and hybrid literary culture of 
Alexandria and Hellenistic Greece that first influenced Roman literature—epic and history, verse and prose—at its inception in the third century BC. Early Latin poets such as Naevius and Ennius adapted Greek epic meter and models to national epics that narrated Roman history, both mythologizing the hallowed past and glorifying contemporary events. Naevius’ Bellum Poenicum (written in the native Saturnian meter) included both the story of Aeneas’ arrival from Troy and the First Punic War (264–241 BC), in which the poet himself had fought. Soon after, Ennius adapted Greek hexameter for his eighteen-book Annales, which narrated Roman history from Aeneas, through Romulus and Remus and the Etruscan kings, to the Republic, devoting more than half of it to events of recent memory and his own time, especially the wars with Hannibal and those in Greece that followed.

After Carthage had been destroyed in 146 BC, and wealthy Corinth sacked and plundered the same year, Rome was master of the Mediterranean. A century later Roman historians such as Sallust would date the beginning of Rome’s decline into “disturbances, rebellions and, lastly, civil wars” to this time, when “a powerful few, to whom many had yielded to gain their goodwill, aspired to domination under the honorable names of fathers and plebs.”4 Sallust refers to the partisan divide in Rome’s ruling oligarchy between optimates who upheld the status quo and the auctoritas of the Senate, and the populares who supported the people’s causes (or claimed to) in return for their support. From the violent deaths of the reformers Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus in 133 and 121 BC, to the full-scale civil conflicts between partisan armies of Marius and of Sulla in the 80s and 70s BC, political strife and armed violence escalated. Both sides brandished as needed the rhetoric of liberty and the restoration of traditional law and order. Crassus, Pompey, Caesar, Cicero, Cato—all the leading men who oversaw the death of Rome’s “free” Republic were survivors of this bloody chaos. As a class they proved incapable of settling the many pressing problems of a growing empire except through further civil war.

Julius Caesar crossed the Rubicon River in January 49 BC, beginning a civil war against the Senate optimates in Rome led by Gnaeus Pompey. He had spent nine years in Gaul honing his formidable talents in war. His enemies made the grave mistake of leaving the city, heading south and eventually to Greece. Caesar was quickly able to consolidate his hold on Italy and Rome before heading west to Spain to deal with Pompey’s loyal legions there. His armies spent six months laying siege to the coastal Greek city of Massilia (Marseille) lest it become a strategic base for his enemies, while Caesar was in Spain bringing Pompey’s commanders roundly to heel. He was appointed dictator and then “duly elected” consul for 48 BC, before going to confront Pompey in Greece. Indecisive conflicts in western Greece were followed by a pitched battle in early August at Pharsalus in Thessaly. Though outnumbered roughly two to one, Caesar achieved a massive victory: some fifteen thousand soldiers of the Senate’s allied armies fell, and Pompey fled in disgrace. Seeking to recoup his losses in Alexandria, Pompey was treacherously butchered by agents of the young king Ptolemy. When Caesar arrived in pursuit, he was delivered the head of his enemy and former son-in-law. He soon found himself tangled in the dynastic civil war between Ptolemy and his sisters Arsinoë and Cleopatra, the latter of whom seduced him into backing her claims (their child was born the next year).

These events are most authoritatively related in Caesar’s own brilliant three-book commentary, Bellum Civile, which begins on the eve of war and breaks off suddenly in the early stages of conflict in Egypt. Lucan’s Bellum Civile also covers the same stretch of events and ends at the exact same point. It is clearly integral to his design to follow and challenge Caesar’s text, arraying the ample resources of the literary tradition of epic hexameter against Caesar’s own commentary.5 For Caesar’s text was the opening salvo in a propaganda war and ideological revolution that would culminate with Augustus, who veiled a “divine” hereditary monarchy in Republican titles and rhetoric. And Lucan’s project, as a poet of anti-Caesarean historical epic, is to break through the wall of consolidated power and historical destiny that Augustus had so successfully built. He had done so, following Caesar’s lead, by controlling the cultural discourse, through every means available but not least through the collaborative power of poetry.

Augustus’ poets were vital in shaping the cultural outlook and atmosphere that made the Pax Augusta more than a military autocracy achieved through sheer exhaustion of any concerted will to resist. Virgil and others (mainly Horace, all the others with considerably more ambivalence) had offered up an imaginative rendition of history that made Augustus’ ascent to power the teleological end of eternal Fate. The myth grafted the hoary old legend of Rome’s foundation by Aeneas after arrival from Troy onto the Julian clan’s self-laudatory fiction of descent from Venus through Aeneas and his son Iulus/Ascanius. So framed, Caesar became the literal end of Roman history, and his heirs were destined to rule the world after he had ascended to heaven as a man-made god (divus Iulius). Anyone interested in deconstructing this official ideological fiction would need to attack it at the roots: the Augustan myth in such founding texts as the Aeneid and Caesar’s own account of victory in his Bellum Civile.

The radical change that Lucan makes to the epic tradition is to follow the historian’s lead in dispensing with the Olympian gods. This was a brilliant and necessary move in order to challenge the cultural supremacy of the Aeneid and the Augustan mythology that it sanctioned. Instead of the sublime, all-controlling rhetoric of the gods, we get dubious mortal rhetoric and the will to power it labors to mask. Instead of comfortably certain prophecies and oracles, we get a proliferation of ambiguous divinatory sign systems (astrology, reading entrails, necromancy, oracles of Delphi and Ammon) viewed through skeptical or mock-serious lenses. The culminating instance of such scenes, Cato at the oracle of Ammon, settles on skepticism. Urged to consult the oracle, Cato refuses in philosophical and paternalistic disdain: “its credence preserved, he made no examination / but left Ammon to the people” (9.736–37). Lucan’s own rejection of traditional epic’s divine apparatus forges the most distinctive marks of his poem’s narrative voice. For its narrator is one who searches for answers to history’s enormities, but is regularly frustrated by uncertain dead ends at the limits of human inquiry. He and his characters long for access to a higher plane of knowledge but are routinely thwarted or deluded in their attempts to access higher (or lower, infernal) truths.

Lucan’s historical epic deconstructs history and epic. By rejecting epic’s gods, Civil War reveals the Aeneid’s world for what it is, a poetic construct, a rhetorical fiction, a mask for the narrator and those interests served by the narration. And by using Caesar’s civil war commentary, and other Roman civil war historical texts, as materia, raw material, for a sophisticated verse imitation of prose history, he is able to subject history-as-narrative to scrutiny. For Lucan’s poem of civil war seems most of all to be about who gets to make and write history, and cui bono, in whose interest, history is written. What role do history-writing and epic-writing play in the making, the legitimating, of history? In other words, what kinds of events and moral actors are truly memorabile, worthy of memory, and why?

This dimension becomes clearest after Pharsalus and the death of Pompey, when all the strands begin to come together. The opposition between Caesar and Pompey, which had always been merely a choice between two savage masters (cf. 2.340–43, 
7.800–810, 8.426–33), now resolves itself into a more fundamental choice, between the moral example of “stern” Cato or of Alexander the Great. Lucan could hardly have made this contrast more explicit: the passages to compare are 9.746–59, on Cato’s moral example, and 10.18–64, on “Philip’s crazy offspring,” the “lucky bandit” Alexander the “Great.” Alexandrian “greatness” is presented as an insane, insatiable lust for conquest, as bloody brutality in quest of power and the pursuit of endless luxuria, wasteful extravagance (cf. 10.131–213). Alexander, who “stormed with human slaughter and finished off all nations with a sword,” was


A fatal evil on the earth, a bolt of lightning

that struck all peoples alike, an adverse star

unto the nations. (10.42–44)



By contrast, Cato’s “triumphal march” through the snake-infested wastes of Libya is said to set the worthiest example to follow, and prompts this critical observation: “Who has ever deserved a great name for conquest, for shedding people’s blood?” (9.750–51). Of course, both Caesar—also a “bolt of lightning” (cf. 1.157–72)—and Pompey the Great followed in the bloody footsteps of Alexander. Cato, on the other hand, stands in for a different model of virtue, one that draws both on philosophy—Stoic, but not only—and on the idealized mos maiorum, the old Republican virtues of hardy preservation of individual and collective liberty through simplicity of living and selfless service to the state. Cato urges his men (supposedly voluntarii, since he turned away the rest to desert to Caesar’s side) to “train your minds on our great task, the utmost toils of virtue” (9.474–75), because “the path to law and order is hard, and so is the love of our fatherland, now falling to ruin” (9.479–80).

If, as some scholars argue, Lucan’s representation of Cato is itself too absurd to be credible, this may be partly because the historicity of the model morality, the mos maiorum or “way of the ancestors,” had ceased to be believed. Instead a caustic cynicism had set in. The historian Sallust, for instance, writing during the civil wars, had come to doubt the presence of true virtue even in the earliest stages of the Republic: “the injustices of the stronger…were endemic right from the beginning…. the fathers harassed the plebs with commands fit only for slaves, made decisions in a kingly fashion about execution and flogging, evicted people from the land, and, with everyone else disenfranchised, lived in sole command.”6 But reality’s pessimism should not invalidate the value of the unrealized ideal. Still, Lucan does not seem deluded about the dim prospects of society in general being crafted along the lines of true virtue. Who, after all, given the choice, would want to live in hazard of death by snakebite in the wastes of Africa, instead of in the lap of Alexandrian luxury and Cleopatra’s arms?


Even supposing

it wasn’t that man full ready for wicked war

and hunting for resources in the world’s rubble,

put ancient leaders in, names from poverty’s age,

Fabricius or grave Curius, have him lie down,

bring in that consul, dusty from Etruscan plowing—

he will pray to lead such a triumph for his country! (10.188–94)



Caesar(ism) is bound to win out because, given human nature, any man put in Caesar’s place would act exactly the same way.

Alexander was a notorious admirer of Homer and Achilles: Caesar, too, is possessed by the glorious myths of Troy (9.1177–1242). If history-as-narrative had derived from the deep stream of Homeric epic, history-as-action was also always driven by men who were avid readers of epic, fired by its prize of immortal glory for heroic exploits. But it is possible these great men are simply, but tragically, poor readers of epic, deriving from it the wrong lessons, deluded by false notions of the heroic. After all, Achilles’ rage was “destructive” (Iliad 1.2) and for himself it results only in grief and the noble gesture of pity for his fallen enemy, the fatherly king Priam. (Lucan, recall, began his career by reworking this scene from Iliad 24.) Seen from this angle, there is a kind of radical traditionalism in Lucan’s engagement with the epic tradition. Despite his refusal of its gods, the ethos he tends to (seem to) proffer is quite in line with Homer’s men of action, who do their best in the face of a bleak world of hostile gods and a history stacked against them.7

POETIC TRADITION, STYLE, THEMES

Lucan knew and drew upon a wide range of poetic predecessors, Greek and Latin, including Homer, Hesiod, Apollonius Rhodius, Ennius, Callimachus, Catullus, Lucretius, Virgil, Horace, Tibullus, Propertius, and Ovid, as well as dozens of other Greek and Latin authors of tragedy, satire, epigram, didactic and mythographic verse. Hardly a line passes that has not been shown to allude to one, often more than one, phrase or motif in an earlier poet (or prose author). While many particular links are suggested in the notes, here a few broader comments will suggest Lucan’s strategies and tendencies in how he reads his predecessors and reworks them into his epic of civil war.

I. Gigantomachy

The Augustan poets make frequent explicit or implicit comparison of Rome’s civil wars with the primordial war between the Olympian gods and the Giants, monstrous children of Earth. Pharsalus had in fact taken place in Thessaly, the mythical location of the gods’ victory, an accident that made the comparison all the more seductive. This motif was regularly linked to another, the recusatio or “refusal” to write epic poetry on national themes to honor Augustus. By Ovid’s time such poetic refusals to write “gigantic” epic had become cliché, and he makes great fun out of this already in his earliest poems (cf. Amores 2.1, Met. 1.151–62). Lucan takes the theme and runs with it, starting in the praise of Nero, which provides the (or one) key to interpret it: if civil-war atrocities were the Fates’ way to bring forth Nero, “and eternal kingdoms cost gods dearly, nor heaven be slave to its Thunderer unless the savage Giants had lost the wars…” (1.36–41). So, the Caesars are the gods, the Giants the losing side(s), and world domination is the prize balanced against the great costs in death, destruction, and punishments. The theme is also metapoetic: Lucan responds to his predecessors that he, finally, will not refuse to take up the burden of writing a national civil-war epic. The sardonic irony is that this Gigantomachy will not give glorious praise to Caesar but expose the civil wars as the source of “crime made law” and a monstrous worldwide tyranny. In fact, Lucan takes the last logical step and interprets Caesar’s victory at Pharsalia as the ultimate reversal, the defeat of the gods themselves by gigantic mountain-piling mortals (7.533–38; cf. also 3.331–36, 4.623–38, 6.99, 6.322–25, 6.455–58, 6.739, 7.172–79, 9.818–19.)

II. Fata and Fortuna

Lucan rejects the Olympian gods as epic actors on the stage of human history. He replaces them with Fata (“the Fates”) and Fortuna (“Fortune”). His use of these “gods” or cosmic forces or folk-explanatory principles (or whatever) is one of the most highly charged aspects of the poem and lends it its greatest sense of cosmic, and interpretive, indeterminacy. The words for fate and fortune occur more than any other nouns in the poem.8 Whether or not his use of these notions can be shown to possess philosophical consistency, it no doubt serves effective poetic ends. For the dark, fatal oscillation of Fortune and Fate casts a tragic mood of cosmic uncertainty and doom over his narrative of dire civil conflicts.

The Stoic doctrine of benevolent Providence, the bedrock of that school’s cosmology and ethics, is one main thread of Lucan’s Fata (e.g. 2.7–12 is recognizably Stoic). Cato’s dictum “wherever fate leads, virtue is safe to follow” (2.304) also reflects Stoic ethical teaching regarding the benevolence and justice of the higher powers guiding human affairs. But Stoic Fata is profoundly at odds with any anti-Caesarean project, since to assert fate is to play into the Virgilian scheme of Rome’s Augustan destiny: as Jupiter tells Venus in the Aeneid (1.286–96), Julius Caesar is destined to establish an endless empire, then ascend to the heavens, and Augustus will rule it in peace. Lucan undercuts this Augustan triumphalism by interpreting Roman history through a negative fatalism that is both naturalistic and hearkens to Greek epic-tragic notions of hubris. The first causes of the war are described as “Fates’ hateful [invida] sequence: the mighty don’t stand long…. Great things rush to ruin: the powers that give bounty have set this limit on increase. Not to any foreign nations did Fortune lend her envy [invidia] to use against the people ruling land and sea” (1.76–77, 88–91). Large size undermines itself, since it attracts a cosmic spite or envy (invidia; the Greeks called it phthonos) that is here connected with both the Fates and Fortune.

For its part, Fortuna derives complex resonances from popular, religious, poetic, and historiographical perspectives on the role of chance, luck, and fortune in human events (tyche in Greek). Caesar, for instance, had criticized the nondecisive victory of the Pompeians at Dyrrachium by recalling that “Fortune, a force universally powerful but particularly so in war, brings about great changes by slight adjustments of her balance” (BC 3.68), and again soon after, “[the Pompeians] failed to remind themselves of the everyday accidents of war [belli casus], how factors that are frequently trifling—mistaken suspicion, or sudden alarm, or religious scruple—have caused great disasters” (BC 3.72).9 Lucan’s Caesar is without a doubt represented as closely allied with Fortune, from his perspective as her favorite, but from a “cosmic” or a sovereign narratorial perspective as the mortal agent of her invidia against a Rome grown too great to bear itself.

Caesar’s destructive Fortune thus threatens a benevolent Stoic Fata. By casting the civil wars as a contest between the forces of Fortune and Fate(s), Lucan stages a showdown between the cosmological models championed by different philosophical schools. In his De Natura Deorum (3.65ff.), Cicero included a strong critique of Stoic benevolent Providence, arguing that the abuses of reason and lucky prosperity of “great” but wicked men would suggest that gods don’t care for mortal affairs: “no house or state can be regarded as an example of reason and discipline if good deeds go unrewarded and crimes unpunished. So, too, there can be no divine guidance of human affairs if the gods make no distinction between good and evil.” Such is the conclusion to be drawn from the apparent good fortune of flagrant criminals. But, he says, “I am reluctant to follow up this line of argument, as it seems to play into the hands of the criminal. And so it would, if virtue and vice were not deep matters of our own conscience, quite apart from any gift of reason from the gods. If conscience goes, everything collapses around us.”10

Similarly in Lucan, Caesar’s wicked victory challenges the very idea of a rational universe tended by benevolent gods. If Caesar and his good fortune win, the Stoics and their cosmology lose. And this conclusion plays “into the hands of the criminal”—the universe is random, aleatory, and humankind is left at the mercy of events and its own dubious moral nature: “nothing is settled and fortune wanders uncertain, twisting and turning events and chance rules mortals” (2.13–14). Infamously, on the eve of Pharsalus and the death of liberty for all time, Lucan declares atheism: “In fact there are no powers over us: blind chance ravages the centuries: we say ‘Jove reigns,’ we’re lying” (7.524–26).

Instead of visible divine powers, Lucan shows us a world dominated by competing rhetorical projects, foregrounding the power of the spoken word to shape reality to mortal interests and partial, partisan ends. In line with this, Lucan’s favorite way to end a speech is with fatus, “having spoken,” from fari, “to speak, declare,” the source also of fatum/fata: speech is action, a declarative projection of how things are to be. All these elements combine in Caesar’s potent speech-act (his alea iacta est moment) after crossing the Rubicon: “‘Fortune, I follow you. Faith can go to the winds. I put my trust in the Fates. Let war decide!’” So declaring [fatus], in night’s darkness the rapid general drives his army…” (1.245–48).

III. Cosmic Conflagration

Stoic natural philosophy held that the world would eventually “burn out” (Greek ekpyrosis). This eschatological doctrine appears in prominent places in Lucan, providing an image of global dissolution that adds crackle to the discordant chaos of civil war (cf. 1.78–87, 2.306–9, 7.160–63, 7.943–51). In Lucan’s hands it can achieve true sublimity: “a common pyre awaits the world, it will mix their bones with stars.” This belief was connected to a physical theory that the heavenly bodies, composed of the element of fire, were nourished by waters from Earth, and when these waters were all consumed the parched world, too, must be destroyed by fire. (Lucan refers to the physical theory at 1.449–51 and 10.318–22.) The doctrine held that after destruction the world would “rise again in splendor” (Cicero, De Nat. Deo. 2.118); Lucan never offers any comforting circularity to his image of a fiery end.

IV. Crime Made Law

Civil war is symptomatic of some breakdown in normal lawful order, a paradoxical anomie where fellow citizens (cives) treat one another as enemies (hostes) against whom one wages war (bellum). For Lucan, either the cause or the chief symptom of the suicidal collapse of moral order is an all-pervasive furor (“madness, rage, violent frenzy”) manifesting itself in “sheer license of steel” (1.9). Addressing his fellow Roman citizens (see “Apostrophe” below), Lucan interrogates the causes and the wicked deeds committed in this state of furor and anarchic violence.

Roman poets from Catullus on described the chaos of civil war as a confusion of right and wrong, good and bad, law and crime: “all things utterable and unutterable [fanda nefanda] mixed up in evil fury [malo furore]” (Catullus 64.405). Caesar says the same thing (about his enemies’ war preparations) at the outbreak of the civil war: “all divine and human laws [iura] are being mixed up” (BC 1.6). In diagnosing the symptoms and the progress of the disease of civil war, Lucan goes beyond the idea of simple moral and legal confusion to the positive legalization of what had been criminal. This will be a main theme of the epic: “crime made law we sing” (iusque datum sceleri canimus, 1.2). It is the ultimate metamorphosis, criminal wrong turned into sanctioned right, and Lucan will dare to narrate this unspeakable horror (nefas) that unleashed the world “into contention to win a common guilt [nefas]” (1.6). In the aftermath of Pharsalus, we learn that common guilt equates, if perversely, to wholesale innocence (7.1012–18). A strange idea, to be sure, but what Lucan seems to mean is that the blood of civil war was spilled so widely that some measure of absolution, or forgetting, of all of it is required. This seems to strike deep at some truth, hard to express, about the social psychology of collective trauma.

When Octavian “restored” the Republic in 27 BC, he received the name Augustus, and a golden “shield of virtue” (clupeus virtutis) was hung up in the Senate house. It listed four virtues, qualities meant to connect with Augustus’ achievements in ending civil war and stabilizing the state: virtus, clementia, iustitia, pietas (virtue/valor, clemency, justice, filial-religious dutifulness). Civil War investigates all these value terms (with others such as fides, “trust/faith,” honos, “honor,” and pudor, “shame/honor”) and shows them to be destroyed, rendered void, or worst of all, perverted to sinister ends in the rabid conditions of civil war. For instance, Julius Caesar’s willingness to pardon enemies, his signature gift for clemency, is depicted as deeply problematic to the ethos of honor cultivated by Rome’s aristocrats. Its effect (to Lucan, its shrewdly calculating political aim) was to render his pardoned enemies subservient to his will; thus clemency is a particularly useful virtue for the aspiring tyrant. So too virtus, the manly martial valor that made and kept Rome strong and free, is shown undermining itself in civil war and serving the tyrant’s ends. The prime example is Caesar’s soldier Scaeva, whose exploits at Dyrrachium are hailed by his comrades, who see him as “a living image and likeness of Great Virtue.” But the narrator calls him wretched, because “you gave up so much valor to get a master” (6.277, 287). Virtue has turned into vice, and bravery has been reduced to slavery.

For Lucan the war will settle the question of right (Pompey, but more so Cato) versus might (Caesar). When Caesar wins, all justice is upended, since the “better cause” has been beaten and the worse cause is both victorious and—de facto and by ideological fiat—the “just cause.” Caesar tells his troops before Pharsalus, “today … will prove, with Fate as witness, who took up arms more justly. This engagement will render the loser guilty” (7.304–6). On his side, Pompey asserts the better cause to his men: “Our greater cause urges us to hope for favor from powers above” (7.409–10); but earlier, in private before the senators, his more pessimistic speech belies his battlefield rhetoric: “Among the gods above you’ve beat me, Caesar, with your hostile prayers…. Today…Pompey will be a name that’s either hated or pitied by all peoples. This final cast of lots for everything will bring all evils on the vanquished. All the guilt will fall upon the victor” (7.131–32, 141–45). Pompey seems beaten in spirit before his army is defeated in battle: he is neither confident that he can win nor, even if he does, that he will be hailed as glorious victor rather than hateful tyrant. Caesar and Pompey concur on one point: the loser will become the enemy of the state. But their contradictory positions about the victor’s postwar status merge into a single overarching perspective: the victor will be proven, by Fate’s fiat, to be both “more just” and saddled with “all the guilt” of the war. The victor establishes (a new) justice through guilty deeds: ius datum sceleri, “crime made law.” Such an outcome also seems to prove that the powers ruling the world (Fate, Fortune, the shadowy “gods above”) have no real concern for justice among mortal affairs. Humans are on their own.11

V. Apostrophe

A peculiar stylistic feature of Bellum Civile is its frequent use of apostrophe or the “direct address” of a character, either by another character or, the more notable effect, by the primary narrator (the address to the “citizens” in 1.9 is the first of almost two hundred instances). In ancient rhetoric apostrophe was a device used when the orator “turned away from” the case at hand to address someone directly whether present or absent. It could be used to varied effect: for instance, for invective railing against a defendant, to arouse pity or sympathy in the audience and jury, or to summon up the imagined presence of absent figures, even the dead. A recent study of Lucan’s uses of apostrophe argues that the poet employs it to evoke and focus the reader’s emotional response to characters and their actions, while also maintaining the reader’s awareness of his own presence. By making regular and repeated breaks into the narrative, the narrator seeks to disrupt the reader’s complacent identification with its characters, thereby evoking reflection on its status as fiction and on the power of words to shape and interpret events into meaningful patterns that command assent.12 By this reading, Lucan wants us to stop and think about the rhetorical powers of language, poetry, and narrative; he wants us to become good judges of history.

The use of apostrophe was also characteristic of didactic poetry (for example, Hesiod’s Works and Days, Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura), and Lucan’s collective addressee, the citizens of Rome, may be marked out as recipients of a didactic work aimed to instruct them about the wrongs inflicted and suffered by themselves in the civil wars. Lucan’s other apostrophes serve to highlight and discuss the exemplarity of events and characters, both good and bad, directing the reader toward ways to undo the grave damage done to language and meaning through their abuse in the amoral furor of civil war. In this reading, Lucan’s narrator “appears not as a nihilist, but as an individual deeply interested in ethics,” so that “deconstruction in the Bellum Civile is always employed in a search for meaning.”13 Past translators (such as Duff, 1928), failing to appreciate Lucan’s strategic uses of apostrophe and deeming it empty rhetorical excess, have often translated it away into third-person expressions. The present translation instead respects and reflects each instance of apostrophe in the poem.

VI. Spectacles of Sacrifice

If apostrophe “turns away” from the events themselves to engage the reader in dialogue with the narrator and the characters, Lucan’s preferred metaphorical framework to present narrative action is the public spectacle, staged in the theater, circus, and gladiatorial arena. This metaphoric code is suggested right at the start, with the opening imagery of “matched pairs of eagles,” and the poet’s challenge to the wisdom of “display[ing] Latin carnage to hateful nations” (1.10–11). To the epic task of vividly portraying deaths in battle, Civil War brings an eye trained by imperial Rome’s notoriously grisly culture of blood sports, a culture that Caesar and Augustus did much to create by lavishing festival games and triumphs on the Roman public.

That preeminent imperial spectacle, the staged naval battle (naumachia), seems to inspire Lucan’s mode of depicting naval warfare at Massilia with its “many marvelous forms of death upon the sea” (3.661). Here as elsewhere, men’s bodies are mangled in luridly graphic detail, evoking arena entertainment where watching violent death becomes a pastime. Later, the amphitheater metaphor is made explicit when a raft of Caesar’s men is trapped in sight of spectators from land, and they decide to prove their courage (virtus) through a scene of mass suicide. Their captain, Vulteius, encourages them to regard their coming fate as a spectacle of virtue, set up by the gods, for the eyes of both sides; they will win glory by putting on a good show of “unconquered courage” (cf. 4.517–20). The Vulteius episode calls to mind critiques of gladiatorial culture by Lucan’s uncle Seneca, who regarded the arena’s staged homicides “for sport and jest” as the epitome of Rome’s “wicked reversal of morals” (perversitas morum), which called for the most careful training to relearn “what is good and bad.” A barbarian gladiator in a naumachia who killed himself rather than kill others is offered as a glorious example from which “men learn how much more honorable it is to die than to kill.”14 The upholding of suicide as the height of honor, in that it represents the ultimate refusal to submit to brutal mockeries of slavery, is a moral paradigm that could be read through both the doomed gladiator and Cato’s noble end at Utica. In the fatal cage of Caesarean Rome’s spectacle culture, suicide was the last bastion of individual liberty: “no one is ever forced to a willing death [velle mori]” (4.509).

But Pompey, too, who built the first permanent stone theater in Rome in 55 BC, had a hand in establishing the full-time entertainments of the late Republic. Lucan ties Pompey’s character and his fate to his theater. In the city of leisure he “had unlearned leadership” and was “pleased by applause in his theater,” becoming “a shadow of his great name” (1.144–48). On the eve of Pharsalus, Pompey dreams he is back in his theater, the Roman plebs “extolling his name to the stars with ecstatic voices” (7.12). But this is a delusion, an omen so contrary to the coming reality that he could never hope to read it correctly (cf. 7.22–28). For instead of victorious spectators of triumphal games, his armies will become the grim death spectacle on which Caesar will feast his eyes (7.914–28), discerning in the heaps of dead “his fortune and his gods above” (7.928). Pompey himself, in a great tragic reversal, will become the duped and mutilated victim of wrathful gods.

Throughout, the poem raises the metaphor of violent spectacle to cosmic and theological levels: the civil wars are worldwide games staged by the gods for their own satisfaction. Both armies arrive in Greece, kept “well matched” (pares, 5.2) by Fortune for the land of Macedon (really Thessaly), which has been preparing from time immemorial (ever since the days of the Gigantomachy) for just such a bloody global showdown (cf. 6.371–458). It’s a “fate-damned land” (6.459) infested by savage witches such as Erictho, who has been plying her magic to steer the pitched battle here so that she “would enjoy the profit from the world’s blood” (6.649). And the heavens themselves broadcast the once-in-a-lifetime event so that “if the mind of man had read through skillful augury all the heavens’ strange new signs, the whole world could have watched the spectacle at Pharsalia” (7.239–42).

And what was the main event? After Pompey flees we learn that Pharsalus became an instance of an apparently eternally recurring contest: “Thessaly’s conflict after your departure is no longer for Pompey’s world-famous name nor zeal for war, but it will be the matched duel [par] that we always have: Liberty versus Caesar” (7.806–9). One of Lucan’s greatest lines, it is also a real crux of interpretation. Are we to believe that Liberty and Caesar are truly “equal”? If so, does that give hope that either side—and therefore Liberty—might win? Or is it instead an endless stalemate? At the least, perhaps, the triumphal closure of Caesar’s victory is hereby forestalled, opening Virgil’s Augustan vision of “empire without end” up to history’s basic and overriding contingency. Instead, as T. S. Eliot wrote, “There is no end of it, the voiceless wailing, no end…to the drift of the sea and the drifting wreckage.”

Cato’s refusal to submit to Caesar after the defeat at Thapsus and his subsequent suicide were quickly interpreted as a symbol of defiance to the new order. Lucan’s portrayal of him reflects the new mythology surrounding Cato and the idea of noble suicide in the early empire. In his version, Cato summons up the old martial ideal of devotio: a general vows his own life and the opposing army to the infernal gods in return for victory, then goes down fighting in a blaze of glory (cf. 2.322–39). This Roman martial model of expiatory self-sacrifice was easily elided as metaphor into such principled philosophical suicides as Socrates and, so fused, could be a compelling model for political martyrdom in the Principate.15 In Lucan and Seneca one sees that the straitened fate of the gladiator could also inspire sympathy as a kind of noble model for bravely facing one’s end and, in the process, bearing a last glorious witness to the truth of virtue before the blood-glutted eyes of a world gone mad.

VII. Lucan’s Heroines and Tragic Choruses

Ancient epic is famous for its female characters, and the space it provides to feminine voices and perspectives (as imagined, of course, by male authors) is distinctive (though tragedy shares this with epic). Homer’s Helen, Andromache, Hecuba, Briseis, Nausicaa, Calypso, Circe, and Penelope had inspired Virgil to try to live up to the model, with his Creusa, Dido, the Sibyl, Lavinia (a virtual nonentity), and Amata. Ovid, more than any, had poured his imagination into the feminine side of the mythological tradition, spending large portions of his works speaking in the voice of or through the perspective of female characters. Lucan also takes seriously this aspect of the epic tradition, infusing feminine voices and perspectives into the male-dominated discourse of war and politics found in prose history (women are hardly mentioned, for instance, in Caesar’s own civil-war commentary, with even Cleopatra reduced to a reference).

The climactic female figure in Civil War is Cleopatra, the femme-fatale Ptolemaic Helen who stoops to conquer Caesar, and then will lead Rome down a fatal path to Alexandrian decadence (10.65–213). But before this endgame, Lucan gives many other female characters and groups of women space on his epic stage. In general, Lucan’s women seem closer than men to the gods, liable to be inspired with mantic frenzy (the mantic matron at 1.719–41, the Delphic Pythia in Book Five), or possessed of magical powers (Thessalian Erictho, who holds a preeminent place in this epic world). In all these instances it seems clear that Lucan proposes a metapoetic connection between potent, inspired feminine voices and the poet’s own voice (for example, at 1.727–28 the mantic matron echoes the poem’s opening question). As usual in epic, just as in ancient practice, women are also heard as the dominant voices of lament and public expressions of sorrow. A “sad patrol” of the city’s matrons early in Book Two complain to the gods above, acting like a tragic chorus whose song drapes the rest of the epic in a dark funereal shroud. Similarly, the dead Julia, Caesar’s daughter and Pompey’s wife, possessed by Fury-like jealousy at his new wife, Cornelia, rises in a dream to haunt her former husband (3.9–37). Likewise, Cato’s former wife, Marcia, returns to him while still mourning for her recently dead husband, Hortensius, and they reunite in a lovely (non)wedding described by detailing all the usual Roman marriage customs that it lacked (2.346–414).

But the leading female role in the epic by far is Cornelia. At the end of Book Five, Pompey sends her away to safety in Lesbos, after a touching pillow quarrel in which she pleads to be allowed to face the same hardships as him. When Pompey flees Pharsalus, he hastens to Lesbos to rescue his wife before heading south, and from here on, through Pompey’s death and the flight of
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