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For Michael, if he can lift his head away from Philodemus,

Cynthia, if she can tolerate more allusive echoes,

David, with every best wish,

and the furious Meg, in appreciation of a madness most refined.
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Preface and Acknowledgments



The present volume is the concluding part of a trilogy ostensibly devoted to madness. Like its predecessors, it attempts to explicate a great achievement of the epic poet’s art, in this case the Pharsalia or Bellum Civile of the ill-fated Neronian casualty Marcus Annaeus Lucanus.

In an important sense, Madness Triumphant was written before fury was either unchained or transformed. I first experienced Lucan’s haunting poem as an undergraduate, when Robert Graves’s strange Penguin version tantalized me from the shelves of the Fitzgerald Classics Library at Holy Cross. The late Professor Gerry Lavery was not sure Lucan was a profitable poet for an impressionable undergraduate, but he did give me his own Penguin upon his retirement. I would read the poem in Latin some years later in graduate school, first alone in the late summer of 1996 (with Haskins’s notes), and then under the direction of Seth Benardete (with Housman and assorted scholia and variorum notes). It was during that spring semester of 1998, and thanks entirely to the meticulous direction of Professor Benardete, that I decided I wanted to study Lucan’s epic song more intensely. But Professor Benardete urged me first to address the Aeneid and the Metamorphoses as prolegomena to the Pharsalia—and so Lucan was deferred. But Professor Benardete made sure I had his Burmann and Oudendorp before I left New York, and in so many others ways made this work possible. In the spring of 2012, my own student Cynthia Susalla is working to make Oudendorp’s Lucan (a treasure of treasures) available as part of a planned website of digitized scholarship on Virgil, Ovid, and Lucan. 

Working with Professor Benardete that spring of 1998 and beyond, it became clear that Lucan’s poem was consciously conceived as the concluding work in a trilogy, and that Lucan saw his poem as a response to Virgil and Ovid before him. It became evident later in my work that Ovid saw his epic Metamorphoses as a response to and conflation of the themes of both Virgil’s Aeneid and Horace’s three books of odes. The fifteen books of the Metamorphoses can be viewed as a trilogy, a three-act tragedy (or comedy?) on the problem of immortality. Neither Virgil nor Ovid, of course, could know of the arrival of a third hexameter poet, a presumptuous, brilliant, and, I would assert, heroic young man who borrowed the model of Ovid’s threefold division of an epic poem and expanded the tripartite concept by crafting his epic as a crown to both the Aeneid and the Metamorphoses, thereby influencing the interpretation of those two works in light of his own epic poetic achievement. The reading of Virgil and Ovid would forever be tempered by the song of the young Neronian bard; the Augustan Age would be redefined by the Neronian, its wayward child. And, just as Virgil was motivated to write twelve books of poetry in part to rival Lucretius by doubling his number of books, so Lucan would double the five books of Manilius (and the five of Propertius’s elegies?), the “lost” hexameter poem that must be considered closely in any study of Lucan’s relationship with his hexameter predecessors.

Professor Benardete also insisted that I do a serious study of one of his favorite poems, the Astronomica of Marcus Manilius (along with his Renaissance commentators). The present book is on Lucan, but Manilius is everywhere, as he is for Lucan.

Like its predecessors, this book on Lucan assumes the reader will study the entirety of the poem under consideration, in order and as an integral work. In general, the arguments of the Virgil and Ovid books are not restated at length. Work on Lucan published after the winter of 2011–2012 could not be taken into consideration, with few exceptions as noted. Unlike Virgil and Ovid, Lucan is rarely studied at the junior levels, and few if any secondary school students even learn his name. While this book, like the previous two in its trilogy, aims at providing a comprehensive introduction to the poem under consideration, somewhat greater familiarity with Latin literature and Roman history is expected of the audience. Professor Benardete never missed the chance to extol the work of the late antique, medieval, and especially Renaissance exegetes; his main directive to the modern critic was to be sure to account for every passage of the epic, just as they regularly did.

The text of Lucan employed in this commentary is essentially Housman’s, with notes throughout where I have diverged. The best apparatus criticus is Badalì’s. For Manilius, all quotes are taken from Goold’s Teubner. I cite Virgil from Geymonat, Ovid’s Metamorphoses from Tarrant, and Propertius principally from Viarre, though again with textual notes where needed.

My work on Lucan has only been made possible by the help, support, and guidance of friends and colleagues at many institutions. I regret that Professors Benardete and Robert Carrubba did not live to see this work published. Every page owes some debt to Professor Benardete; the final product would have been vastly improved and corrected by his critical acumen. This book is idiosyncratic, indeed, even more so than its Ovidian predecessor. It was born out of five-hour class sessions (where “break” was an unattested word) and sometimes even longer conversations with Professor Benardete. It was difficult to know with Seth where your ideas ended and his began, and vice versa, so gifted was he in drawing out the thread of a coherent argument from the disiecta membra of your thoughts. Seth gave clarity to muddled thoughts on obscure works; he saw a coherent message in every great classical work, and his goal was always to achieve and share that clear vision. Seth cared deeply about the midpoints of poems, about book arrangements and ring composition, about parallel scenes and the reappearance of minor characters. Seth took his authors seriously and believed that they always rewarded close, indeed meticulous study. For Seth, “inconsistency” and apparent lack of poetic polish was often a deliberate clue to a deeper truth, a cipher that offered a means to expose profound truths and reflections on difficult and worthy subjects. 

I am especially grateful to those who have helped to preserve the memory of Seth’s work through such initiatives as the Benardete Archive project. At a future point, I hope to prepare a short work on Petronius’s Satyrica that incorporates material from a precious recording of class remarks and lectures of Professor Benardete on that enigmatic text. 

In particular, I have benefited considerably from the exemplary work on Lucan of Paolo Asso of Michigan, who graciously agreed not only to write for my companion to imperial epic, but who also provided me with a copy of his Lucan commentary. Matthew Fox sent me an advance copy of the new Penguin translation of Lucan he prepared alongside my undergraduate classmate Ethan Adams. The original model for my Lucan work was the splendid monograph of Shadi Bartsch, Ideology in Cold Blood, the first work of Lucan scholarship I ever read. Professor Bartsch has been unfailingly supportive of my work in recent years, and the influence of her Lucan work on the present book is apparent throughout. The bibliography at the back of this volume is, once again, annotated; it provides a fairly comprehensive survey of Lucan scholarship, with some notes to guide the novice reader in particular. The chapter notes provide citations of reviews of several of the important commentaries and other works. Relevant dissertations have also been noted as a guide to the sort of work Lucan has elicited from young classicists.

The process of completing this book ran in tandem with the polishing of numerous entries for the Wiley-Blackwell Virgil Encyclopedia project of Richard Thomas and Jan Ziolkowski, both of whom were always ready to assist with a question or problem. Their kindness has been a sustaining help in my work. So also discussions and correspondence with former classmates Mary English at Montclair, Timothy Joseph at Holy Cross, and Matthew McGowan at Fordham. At Holy Cross, my alma mater, Tim, Blaise Nagy, Tom Martin, Ken Happe, and Mary Ebbott were welcome hosts during a July 2011 visit while I was engaged in work on Lucan. I first discussed Lucan at length as an undergraduate with Ken Happe, who has been a valued mentor and good friend these years since college graduation. His Bastille Day celebration of 2011 in Holden, Massachusetts, was a fine and fitting place to think about Lucan’s Pharsalia. Matt McGowan is a veteran of the Spring 1998 Benardete Lucan seminar; in a special way, this book is for my classmate from those delightful Monday evenings in Waverly. 

Richard Thomas generously opened his Widener study for my use that same July during a visit to Cambridge. At Fordham, Matt, Bob Penella, and Pat Callahan were hospitable colleagues as I traveled through New York and the Atlantic states that same summer. My work has been improved by discussions with the Spring 2012 classics speakers I hosted at Wesleyan: Lisa Mignone of Brown and Michèle Lowrie of Chicago. Elsewhere, I have profited from the exchange of ideas with Alden Smith and Jeff Fish of Baylor; Jay Reed of Brown; Carl Deroux of Brussels; Johanna Braff of the City University of New York; Holly Haynes of the College of New Jersey (with whom I first discussed imperial literature seriously while in graduate school in New York City); David Sweet, Karl Maurer, Steve Maddux, Tyler Travillian and Chelsea Faxon of Dallas; Gregory Nagy of Harvard; J. D. B. Hamilton of Holy Cross; Carolin Hahnemann of Kenyon; Holly Sypniewski of Millsaps; John Wright of Ohio State; Stephen Harrison of Oxford; Emily Allen-Hornblower, Serena Connolly, and Katherine Wasdin of Rutgers; and Paul Roche of Sydney. I am especially grateful to Alden Smith for his willingness to collaborate with me on Aeneid 5, a happy instance of collegiality that has meant the present book has appeared before that planned commentary on Virgil’s haunting study of human emotion and loss.

Special thanks are due to Caroline Stark of Temple University, who has been a most kind and generous critic of my ideas, sound and otherwise, on imperial epic. Her patience and sharing of her erudition in matters imperial are most appreciated.

At my home institution, Dan Vogt, biochemist and fellow advisor to the sisters of Delta Upsilon of Delta Delta Delta, knows how much I owe him. The friendship of David Caplan, Patricia Demarco, Michelle Disler, Katie Hervert, Marty Hipsky, Sean Kay, Sally Livingston, Jillian Maruskin, Robert Olmstead, Anne Sokolsky, and Richard Spall was a great help during the process of finishing this project. The faculty and students of the reborn Antioch College in Yellow Springs always provide a most welcome retreat for discussing important poetry and philosophical texts.

Yet again, I am indebted to my editor at Lexington Books, Jana Hodges-Kluck, who has shepherded another reflection on Roman fury through to completion.

Toward the end of the process of preparing this manuscript for publication, I undertook the editorship of the planned Wiley-Blackwell Companion to Latin Epic, 14–96 CE. The zeal and camaraderie in matters argentine displayed by the contributors to that project have been sources of real encouragement as I finished this Lucan project, and I am grateful to the authors of those forthcoming papers on Manilius, Lucan, Valerius, Statius, and Silius. I note in particular the work on Manilius of Caroline Stark, from which I have greatly profited, and who has been unfailingly helpful in sorting through both Manilius and Lucan. So also Carrie Vout of Cambridge University, who responded most generously to an invitation to collaborate in the companion project, and whose work on imperial literature never fails to illuminate challenging texts.

During the last stages of preparing this volume, I had the pleasure to work with an especially delightful group of new (and older) classics majors, minors, and fellow travelers, several of whom assisted in various ways in the process of completing my work on Lucan, in particular through studying the poem closely in my Spring 2012 (or, in some cases, earlier) course in the history and literature of the Roman Empire: Charley Donnelly, Kelsey Gallaher, Brittany Hupp, Emma January, Sidney Kochman, Cody Pearce, Marissa Popeck, Alyssa Reed, Dana Rogers, Elizabeth Simmons, Briana Snyder, and Katie Swindler. As ever, the sisters of the Delta Upsilon chapter of Delta Delta Delta remind me of the great joys of doing Classics at a small liberal arts college, and I am especially thankful to the sisters of Tri-Delta who studied Lucan in my Roman history course: Molly Curry, Chelsea Dennis, Kathleen Lewis, Caroline Marini, Alecia Mitchell, Alexandra Russ, Annie Swanson, Christina Trusty, and Kelly Zdenek. 

Lucan is perhaps the most cinematic of the Latin poets, and I am grateful to the aforementioned students, and so many others, who have made our weekly film club such a longstanding and pleasant tradition in Sturges Hall.

The writing of this book commenced on the Hillsborough, New Jersey, farm of Daniel Picasso, consummate gentleman, student of all things Renaissance, chopper of wood, herder of cats, and master gourmand and craftsman. His generosity, whether with his knowledge, a ’72 Bordeaux, or a cognac, is always most appreciated. 

Lucan was a young poet, and he achieved more before his untimely death than many ever accomplish through the years of a prolonged life. His was indeed an age of madness triumphant, but also of salvation through the redemptive power of poetry and artistic achievement. Madness Unchained was dedicated to the memory of three late professors who did so much to make my work possible: Gerard Lavery of Holy Cross, Robert Carrubba of Fordham, and especially Seth Benardete of New York University. This last volume in its trilogy is dedicated to not three but four young minds of bright promise: Michael McOsker, formerly of Wesleyan and now of Michigan, with whom I read Lucan in Fall 2006; my advisee and research assistant Cynthia Ruth Susalla, whose fresh and original insights into difficult texts both impress and challenge; David Assaf of Akron, Ohio; and Meg Furey of Dallas, artist and writer, whose madness is well grounded in the pursuit of the good, the true, and the beautiful.

Lee Fratantuono

William Francis Whitlock Professor of Latin

Ohio Wesleyan University

Delaware, Ohio

3 February, 2012

In festo Sancti Blasii


Introduction



Robert Graves notes in the introduction to his Penguin “translation” of Lucan that the poet casts a “strange fascination” over his audience, on readers both sympathetic and less so.[1] Graves’s prefatory remarks state clearly his antipathy for the Neronian epicist; on my first reading of his remarks (which was my first experience of Lucan’s work), I wondered if the eccentric translator and critic was not being antiphrastic, if not paradoxical in the manner of his subject. I certainly experienced what Graves described as the poet’s “strange fascination” when I first read the Pharsalia; in some sense, the fascination is the same as that cast by Petronius’s Satyrica, as we see a glimpse of the world of Neronian Rome, a period of literary renaissance amid increasing madness. In any case, Lucan has enjoyed a reputation that has varied widely in both time and space.[2] Lucan has long enjoyed a special popularity among classics graduate students, where he has been a favorite subject for theses and dissertations;[3] as of the composition of this book, his place in the classical canon seems assured, though it was not so very long ago that he was viewed as a marginal figure even among specialists in classical literature.[4] 

The present volume is the last in a three-volume set that offers a reading of Virgil’s Aeneid, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and Lucan’s Pharsalia. The initial impetus to produce the trilogy came from discussions on Augustan and Neronian epic with Professor Seth Benardete of New York University, beginning in January 1998. The theology of an epic trinity that emerged over the course of those lengthy meetings was one where Virgil’s vision was complemented by Ovid and crowned by Lucan. It was a progressively bleaker advance from the pessimistic but hopeful Virgil to the more hesitant Ovid and finally the dark landscape painted by Lucan under the last of the Julio-Claudians. What began with Virgil as a diagnosis of the sick patient Rome would become something close to an inquest into the rotting corpse of the dead Rome, or at least an abandonment of hope for the recovery of the patient.

Lucan has not suffered so much from the pernicious excerpting his poetic predecessors continue to endure; unlike Virgil and Ovid, the poet of civil war is comparatively absent from the school curricula. Once again, the present commentary considers the poem from start to finish, without the sort of skipping around the poem one of my undergraduates described as treating the poem as if it were a fairy circle. Equally importantly, the methodology is once again nothing more than close reading of what the poet says, and, in the process, a taking seriously of what the author tells his audience, a study of the poet on his own terms, as it were. For Professor Benardete, the task of the classical philologist who would be literary critic was to account for every scene, every apparent inconsistency, every simile and image. Nothing was to be considered otiose; the serious poet was assumed to have good reason for everything he did, reasons that repaid the close attention of the serious reader.

Who was this Lucan, one of a trio of ill-fated authors that met their end in the waning years of the principate of Nero? We can be reasonably certain that Marcus Annaeus Lucanus, the poet Lucan, was born on 3 November, 39 C.E., at Cordoba in Spain, about halfway through the principate of Caligula.[5] He died a forced suicide on 30 April, 65 C.E., at the age of twenty-five.[6] He was the son of Marcus Annaeus Mela, and the nephew of Lucius Annaeus Seneca (Seneca the Younger). Allegedly, he was an admirer of the poet and satirist Persius. 

We have three ancient vitae Lucani, one attributed to Suetonius, another to Vacca (a mysterious figure of the sixth century about whom nothing can be asserted with confidence), and one of anonymous provenance.[7] The ancient lives provide a narrative of a young prodigy who was perhaps inevitably doomed to fall victim to a jealous and increasingly maniacal emperor. 

In his youth Lucan produced an epic, the Iliacon, from which a few lines survive that describe Phaethon’s ill-fated solar flight, as well as the obscure phrase atque Helenae timuisse deos that is difficult to contextualize and interpret.[8] Statius almost certainly refers to the Iliacon at Silvae 2.7.54–57, in the celebrated genethliacon Lucani.[9] It is impossible to offer a sense of what the work may have contained; Homer and Virgil had made Troy lore a perhaps irresistible subject for a young poet, though it is possible there is a clue here to the clear concern of the poet of the Pharsalia for the ethnography of Rome and the question of the Trojan origins of the city and empire, and the importance of this question under Nero. Statius also mentions a poem on the underworld, the Catachthonian, of which the scholia preserve two hexameter lines; again, we can only vainly speculate on what that work contained.[10] An Orpheus is also attested, of which two fragments survive, the more interesting in Servius’s note ad Virgil, Georgics 4.492 gaudent a luce relictam / Eurydicen iterum sperantes Orphea manes, where the ghosts in the underworld rejoice to see Eurydice on the occasion of her second death. It is possible the Orpheus was composed extemporaneously for the Neronia of 60 C.E. There was a De incendio urbis, though no fragments survive and the genre of this work on the great fire of 64 C.E. remains unknown.[11] Some few fragments do survive of epigrams attributed to Lucan, as well as very scant remains that cannot be ascribed confidently to any known work (including, apparently, a fragment on Brennus’s burning of the Tarpeian citadel).[12] An incomplete Medea is mentioned, as well as the Laudes Neronis, ten books of silvae, fourteen pantomimes, a so-called adlocutio ad Pollam (the poet’s wife), saturnalia (whatever Vacca means by that), epistulae ex Campania, and a prose oration against Octavius Sagitta[13] that rounds out the writer’s corpus. It is also possible the poet wrote a separate carmen that attacked Nero, though some have linked this reference to the work on the great fire.[14] 

Statius’s hendecasyllabic genethliacon is the oldest surviving source for the life of Lucan, and is especially valuable for its descriptions of the poet’s works in synopsis form. We have no evidence for the how, when, or why of the loss of a considerable quantity of Lucan’s output.[15] And just as with Ovid we are quite uncertain as to the reason for the poet’s apparent forced exile, so with Lucan we can offer but speculative analysis of what he may have written or done to invoke the wrath of his emperor and the ban on his publications. 

Of the prodigious literary output of the young poet Lucan, we are fortunate to have his masterpiece, Pharsalia or Bellum Civile, and otherwise must be content, then, with rather slender fragments. The Pharsalia or Bellum Civile has been the subject of the efforts of some of the greatest textual critics in classical scholarship.[16] And, for the Pharsalia, we also have a rather full scholiastic tradition of useful notes, the product of sophisticated minds and usually perceptive critics.[17] Apparently the first three books of the Pharsalia were published before the mysterious ban on publication Nero imposed on the young poet and rival, a ban that may well have been the final impetus that drove Lucan to join the ill-fated conspiracy of Calpurnius Piso that would cost him his life.[18] 

We have no evidence for why Lucan decided to compose an epic on the civil war between Caesar and Pompey, which was beyond question the most ambitious work the poet had yet attempted. The argument introduced in this volume is that the exploration of the events of that civil war was intended as a study of the nature of the Furor that Virgil’s Jupiter said would be chained for all time in his announcement to Venus in Aeneid 1 of the future glory of her descendant Aeneas and his line. For the poet Lucan, that Furor impius was nothing less than Caesar, the Caesarian fury, if you will, that constantly threatened to come unchained and destroy Rome. The civil war between Caesar and Pompey connects the distant Roman past of the fraternal struggle between Romulus and Remus (not to mention the strife between Aeneas and Turnus) with the eventual accession of Octavian and the establishment of the Augustan principate. The conflict between Caesar and Pompey is a paradigm for the eternal struggle faced by the Italian Romans that were born from the coming of the Trojan exiles to Latium under Aeneas. 

Lucan’s poem raises a number of problems that are inevitably addressed by his critics: the title of the work (that is, Pharsalia or Bellum Civile); the possibly incomplete nature of the epic, which seems to break off rather abruptly in Book 10;[19] the philosophical underpinnings of the epic, with the teachings of the Stoic, Epicurean, and other schools of thought; the definition and action of Fortuna and Fatum/Fata (whether or not we capitalize them); the question of the identity of the hero of the epic, whether a person or an entity, indeed whether or not a hero exists in the poem; the often extreme emphasis on blood, gore, the macabre and the grotesque (part of the horror cinematography in which the poet indulges); the rebirth of the gigantomachy in the virtual rebellion of the future nonexistent god Caesar against the old nonexistent god Jupiter; the supernatural, including the apparent absence of the traditional mythological apparatus of epic poetry; the related emphasis on magic and the black arts, on astrology and necromancy; the nature of libertas; the influence of the rhetorical tradition.[20] 

Lucan’s epic is the most cinematic of the surviving hexameter poems of ancient Rome, and Lucan is a veritable cinematographer of what is essentially the first horror film script. The seeds of this theater of the macabre were sown by Virgil in his presentation of the ghoulish aestheticism of the beautiful death, particularly of the young (Pallas, Lausus, Camilla), itself a reminder of the tenuous state of the Augustan succession.[21] 

The present volume, then, is an idiosyncratic reading of Lucan’s Pharsalia. It takes a position on many of the controversies in Lucan’s studies, including the title, the more or less finished nature of the work, and Lucan’s allegiance to Stoic thought (not very loyal). This work serves as an introduction to Lucan, in that it offers commentary on the entire epic, moving book by book through a detailed appraisal of every scene. But it also offers a reading of the poem that follows its two predecessor books on Virgil and Ovid, with the Pharsalia presented as the third epic in a trilogy centered on the image from Aeneid 1, the picture of Fury in chains. Lucan’s epic offers a coherent response to the Aeneid that expands on several of Virgil’s major themes and provides a response across the years, as it were, to the fears of an earlier age about the permanence of the chaining of Furor and the worst apprehensions surrounding the Augustan succession. 

The end of the Aeneid did not offer much consolation in the way of that earlier depiction of Madness in bondage. The end of the Aeneid offers a violent scene that calls into question the truth of Jupiter’s announcement to his daughter from so far earlier in the epic. Significantly, this violent scene appears just after Jupiter discusses the final ethnographic settlement of the new and future city of Rome with his wife Juno. Once Rome is settled as an Italian and not Trojan empire, Juno is happy; her joy is in stark contrast to the sorrow and disquiet that pervades the last book of the Aeneid. The madness of Juno is transferred, as it were, to Aeneas; the Homeric wrath of Achilles that had been quelled in the hero’s redemption late in the Iliad is reversed in Virgil’s epic response to Homer, so that his hero is infected with madness in the very closing moments of the poem. And Lucan, in his crucial ninth and penultimate book, will link the immortality of his epic with Homer’s song, as the Pharsalia stands at the end of a line inaugurated by the Iliad and the first hymn of wrath in the tradition of classical epic.[22] The Pharsalia is a profoundly conservative epic in its respectful hommage to predecessors and serious engagement with continuing the program others had started. But overall it is the epic for those who realize that in Augustus we have reached the end of history.[23] To the extent that history is over, there is a nihilistic quality to the epic, though there is still a call to the audience from the poet, who is concerned with the problem of the possibility of escape from death and immortality through poetic composition, and the actions of mortals who must live even in a world that has no future save even greater destruction. For in the actions of a Cato, there is an immortality, to be sure. Lucan will explore the seemingly fanatical deeds of such men, for whom the pursuit of libertas is no saner than the mad devotion to Caesar of a Scaeva. Some forms of immortality, the poet will reveal, offer considerably worse fates than death, a truth Lucan will illustrate graphically in the seemingly impossible wounds many of his characters endure before finally succumbing to death. 

The individual chapters of the present study will also explore the relationship of Lucan’s work to that mysterious enigma of surviving Latin hexameter poetry, the Astronomica of Manilius. Lucan, I suspect, modeled the ten books of his epic in imitation of how Virgil doubled the books of Lucretius; Manilius, as it were, was a Stoic Lucretius who might well have inaugurated a new line of Latin epics in the manner of his Epicurean predecessor. If so, Manilius might not have been pleased with Lucan’s Pharsalia, which is not so much the paean to Stoic values some might imagine. The presentation of philosophical concerns in Latin poetry always militates against rigid schematization, but the Pharsalia, we shall see, is a poem very much in sympathy with Epicurean values, and quite hostile to certain aspects of orthodox Stoic thought, especially in the matter of the relationship of the wise man to the would-be king, good or bad. Lucan defies ready and easy analysis in part because of the multiple correspondences he draws between different works of his predecessors in a typically Roman tissue of allusions. But Lucan is always coherent, and his poem has lessons both for Nero and the subjects of the princeps. The Pharsalia is a liturgical hymn to insanity, but a song whose verses, however riddling, offer ciphers and solutions to the careful reader.

Manilius’s Astronomica, we shall see, offers Pompey as the proto-princeps, as the forerunner of Augustus and model of the would-be chainer of the Caesarian fury. Lucan’s epic will ultimately be indebted both to the De Rerum Natura of Lucretius and the Stoic didactic epic that is the Astronomica, so that the Pharsalia stands forth as a complex amalgam of the truths the young poet gleaned from two works seemingly so disparate in outlook and temperament, though perhaps not so very much opposed in the eyes of Lucan. Lucan’s epic offers a rich commentary on Manilius’s analysis of the Augustan principate, an analysis that had been written during the very period of transition from Augustus to Tiberius, the first chance for the new principate to show its solidity and durability. And Manilius, as we shall see, crafted his idea of Pompey as proto-princeps in response principally to Ovid’s depiction of his hero Perseus in the fourth and fifth books of the Metamorphoses. Lucan will in turn take up the Perseus story, focusing not as do Ovid and Manilius on the battle with the sea monster and rescue of Andromeda, but on the slaying of the hideous Medusa. The Perseus image will link together the three hexameter poems in a series of reflections on the problem of the Augustan succession.

In Lucan, a mysterious death-bringing spirit that broods beneath the underworld will be revealed as perhaps the ultimate of omnipotent forces, as a challenge to the Olympian order; it is possible we are to see Fury in this creature that resides beneath hell. Lucan, we shall see, responds to Manilius’s disturbing celestial arrangement, whereby the fear is not from the myriad lesser lights in the sky, the stars that represent the many peoples of the north, for instance, the Germans and other foreigners whose incursions and victories over Roman forces caused such anxiety in the last years of Augustus’s reign (cf. the Varus disaster). For Manilius, the dread comes from the more impressive celestial lights, the sun and other planets and stars that represent the threat of renewed civil strife (especially in periods of transition).[24] 

The Astronomica, then, is a poem of transition, the first transition, in fact, of the imperial principate, and is redolent with fear for the success of the inaugural experiment to test the endurance of the new political system. Lucan’s epic will show a system and regime that has endured through several transitions and is now considered not a temporary expedient but the new Roman order. Lucan follows Manilius in his consideration of the problem of Pompey and Caesar. But he also focuses his attention on the deeper and for him more pressing problem of the Roman identity, the ethnographic question that had haunted Virgil. For Lucan, the answer to the problem of fury rests with Juno’s ultimate trick: the suppression of Troy as condition for the ascendance of Rome, and the resulting curse of eternal madness. For Lucan, Juno has much indeed to celebrate at the end of the Aeneid, and not merely the effective end of her hated Trojans. Lucan’s epic offers a dark reading of the end of the Aeneid and the reconciliations of Juno, a reading that almost makes one wish Rome were Trojan, that Caesar (and Nero?) could have their wish to restore the old city in Asia to prominence at the heart of Roman identity. 

Ovid, for his part, would also be concerned with the ethnography of Rome, especially in his depiction of the Trojan pursuit of Italy in the figure of Assaracus, the scion of Priam, and his fruitless quest for the nymph Hesperia in Metamorphoses 11. But Ovid was concerned principally with certain philosophical considerations that also appear at the heart of Virgil’s epic, in particular the question of immortality and the possibility of continued existence for all time through poetry. Lucan firmly returns the focus of the audience’s attention to the ethnographic question that lies at the heart of the Aeneid, and to the matter of the Furor that appeared in such a startling image in Virgil’s first book. In an important sense, as we shall see, that image will appear again in the tenth and last book of Lucan’s terrifying epic vision, as we come full circle back to the beginning of our epic journey through a trilogy of madness. 

For Lucan, then, the madness that becomes incarnate in the Caesars and all their array is an apparently necessary, inevitable concomitant of the Roman identity, a consequence of the settlement discussed by Jupiter and Juno in the last book of the Aeneid. Indeed, the result of that settlement is the ultimate punishment of the goddess, a dark reason for her happiness and rejoicing in the last movements of the Aeneid: the final ethnographic settlement of the future Rome guarantees the appearance of the Caesars and the resulting violence and explosion of fury the Caesars will bring to Rome. That Furor that will possess the Caesars is explored carefully and in horrifying detail in the pages of Lucan’s epic, a poem that refuses to allow its audience to glance away from the spectacle of beautiful death and ghoulish indulgence in the macabre that serves as the arena in which Fury enjoys her terrible liturgies. The Caesars themselves will serve as avatars of Fury as they suffer the possession of the mysterious near-deity and become living mouthpieces of Madness, and will themselves suffer the inevitable risks Fury poses, which for the ruling class is ultimately the risk of the assassination Caesar suffered, and the sort of death Lucan may well have imagined for Nero.

Part of Rome’s peculiar identity, then, is madness, and one of Lucan’s principal concerns is to identify as precisely as possible the nature of the Italian identity that won out over the Trojan in the divine colloquy of Aeneid 12. Lucan’s Caesar will actively seek to restore Trojan features to the Roman landscape. Throughout the Pharsalia, especially in the climactic storm scene of Book 5, Caesar will fail in this endeavor. That failure will be highlighted near the end of the poem, when Caesar actually visits the site of the ruin of the ruins of Troy. Caesar will be no more successful in winning Hesperia than Ovid’s Assaracus had been in Metamorphoses 11. For Lucan’s Caesar, the question is one of righting the perceived wrongs against Troy that were enacted in the discussion of Jupiter and Juno in Virgil’s vision of Rome’s future. Once again, Lucan’s Caesar does not understand the full import of what a change in Rome’s ethnic heart might mean. 

For in a near tragic argument that is very much in Lucan’s style, the poet argues that the futile, fanciful pursuit of the old Troy that is dead and in decay might actually spell relief from the fury and madness that seems peculiar to Rome; Lucan’s Caesar, if successful in his pointless, quixotic quest, might actually have delivered Rome from the tyranny of Furor. But then Rome would not be Rome, she would be Troy reborn. And this change, however attractive to a world weary of madness and chaos, would be disloyal to the goddess of the city on the Tiber. One of the recurring themes of the Aeneid is the unknowing nature of Aeneas, who often fails to understand the import of his situation and surroundings. 

This trait of Virgil’s hero is inherited by Lucan’s Caesar, the scion of Iulus and Aeneas, who is also oftentimes in ignorance of his context. In the final movements of the Pharsalia, Caesar will not know how to respond to his desperate circumstances, and Lucan will not reveal how he responds to the sudden appearance of the virtual ghost Scaeva.[25] Graves ended his translation of Lucan by noting that we “can guess” the response, and certainly the historical record offers some clue as to the ultimate reaction of Caesar to the perils and hazards of the Pharos mole. But Lucan is more concerned with the image of Scaeva and all Scaeva represents for his narrative, especially since in Lucan’s alternate (as it were) reality, Scaeva has virtually risen from the dead to appear on the mole, to show Caesar both the way to die and the nature of the Madness that has so often possessed the would-be new Jupiter and supreme god. In Book 5, Lucan offers the terrible image of Scaeva’s friends pulling the weapons from his battered corpse, an act that only threatens to pour forth his blood in explosive release; Scaeva’s fanatic devotion to Caesar and possession by Madness is the image of the Rome that would not be Rome without Furor. 

Fury is the patron deity of Rome; Madness is the tutelary divinity of the Roman state. And while Virgil’s Juno may have surrendered her wrath in the reconciliation of Aeneid 12, the goddess’s storied hatred for Rome continues, as that which makes Rome Roman proves to be the worship of this god of horror. Fury finds its most comfortable home in the heart of Italian Rome. At the end of the Pharsalia, the Caesar who had so wanted to restore Troy to Rome and to celebrate the glories of his divine ancestry and lineage from Venus and Aeneas will be all too Roman, all too Italian, as he fights the forces of Ganymede on the mole at Pharos. Ganymede, the creature of Cleopatra’s sister Arsinoe, is Lucan’s device for ringing the end of the Pharsalia back to the beginning of the Aeneid, as not only another cycle of madness begins, but as we see in the ultimate rejection of Caesar by Troy the domination of the peculiarly Italian and Roman monster, Furor. And so when Caesar is cornered by Ganymede’s forces and is in desperate straits, it will be Scaeva, that is, Madness incarnate, who shows him the way. The triumph of Madness is shown, perversely, to be the triumph of Rome, as the closing sequences of the Pharsalia show the rejection of Caesar by his own native Troy and the horrific celebration of a Rome that is triumphantly presided over by fury and rage. 

All of these considerations also offer reflection on the nature of the Augustan principate, which is viewed as struggling to maintain the chains on the Caesarian fury that lies at the heart of the new imperial system, all the while trying to remain faithful to the sense of pietas that is owed to one’s father. This contradictory task is given poetic shape in Lucan’s love of paradox and even the absurd; the Pharsalia expresses the self-contradictory nature of the task of the Augustan regime in its presentation of the world of the bizarre. The Pharsalia may offer condemnation of Nero, especially in its later movements, but it also offers a heartfelt, indeed poignant plea to the current princeps to recognize the madness for what it is, to see Scaeva on the mole, as it were, with Caesar, and to draw a different conclusion from what one sees than did the founder of the Julio-Claudian dynasty. 

For if Caesar cannot free Rome from fury and madness by changing the ethnography of the city that had been announced in the twelfth Aeneid, then perhaps the crisis can be managed, and perhaps the Fury can be kept in shackles. This is the compromise solution of the Augustan regime, which labors under the burden of a succession that may mean the fetters on fury come undone once again, or that the princeps will, like Aeneas, succumb to madness and become an avatar of madness. Lucan, too, will explore the apotheosis of the Caesars, of Julius in particular, as a paradigm for his reflections on the nature of the immortals, the afterlife, and the final resolution of all things; his epic will end with a direct evocation of the great comet of 43 B.C.E. that portended the divinization of the dead Caesar.[26] The closing movements of the tenth book of the Pharsalia will offer a commentary on the cult of the Caesars and the dangers of the Augustan response to the problem of how to balance condemnation of open and unconcealed despotism with respect for one’s parent. Lucan will explore the limits of pietas in much the same way as the consideration of the dangers of extreme devotion to libertas.[27] 

And, in a clever touch, Lucan’s association of his poem’s possible immortality with Homer’s verses underscores the theme of the dominance of madness, fury, rage, and wrath over all. For in the celebration of madness and its attendant emotions, we see the permanence of poetry. The first word of the Iliad is “wrath,” the wrath of Achilles that will be Juno’s wrath at the start of the Aeneid, until she hands over her seemingly quelled anger to Aeneas in the final moments of Book 12. That apparent surrender of madness was something of a ruse, Lucan makes clear, as the rejoicing of Juno at the end of Virgil’s epic vision is now revealed by Lucan to be a celebration of the doom her hated Rome will face as fury and wrath prove to be the patron divinities of the new foundation. As madness, fury, and rage rule over all, we are permanently trapped in the first word of Homer, in a world after the death of history where it is always Iliad 1.1, where there is no redemption from destructive wrath. Just as the suppression of Troy and ascendance of Italy comes at a high price, so too does the persistence of poetry and the perpetual song whose verses, it seems, are composed by madness. 

Ultimately, then, the great masterstroke of the poet Lucan is his pronouncement of the results of his investigations into the weighty problems his predecessors had introduced, whether concerns with the ethnographic identity of Rome or the chance for some sort of immortality through poetry. The results Lucan declares at the end of his period of inquiry and poetic experimentation are not what one might expect; as we shall see, Lucan is above all the poet of surprise (a device he no doubt adopted from Virgil’s surprise ending to the Aeneid in the matter of the divine colloquy between Jupiter and Juno). Perhaps death is better; perhaps permanence and immortality bring problems all their own and hitherto undreamed. Perhaps the triumph of Italy over Troy was not an occasion for rejoicing, so much as a chance for a wrathful Juno to make everlasting her antipathy for the city and people that would destroy her favorite Carthage. In the end, it remains difficult to know what Virgil himself intended by certain of his poetic decisions, but it is easier to determine how Lucan read Virgil, and how Lucan interpreted some of the more enigmatic ideas his poetic predecessor had explored. 

Shelley, Graves reminds his readers, preferred Lucan to Virgil.[28] Lucan is a rival to Virgil, to be sure, but he is more complement than a competitor. Lucan answers questions posed in anxious dread by Virgil, not to mention Virgil’s poetic successor Ovid. The Pharsalia is a commentary on the Aeneid, and an attempt to offer a medical analysis of the affliction that seems a congenital malady of Rome; the poem of the civil war is a new epic for Rome in the aftermath of the experience of the Augustan principate and its attempt at self-perpetuation through orderly succession. And if the Pharsalia is a commentary on the Aeneid, then it is the darkest of readings, an interpretation that explores the full import and consequence of the true nature of apparent victory and the reality of that which Rome celebrates as its special glory. For if history ended with Augustus and the Augustan dream of a new Golden Age that would not end, then Lucan’s epic, the story of the aftermath of the successions to the Augustan order in the aftermath of the death of the princeps in 14 C.E., is the song of Rome after the death of history, the poem of a Rome that is itself an animated corpse, a potential corpse puppet for the witch-like fury that is Madness. The Pharsalia is the song of the damned, and Lucan is the bard of living ghosts.[29] 

And, in some sense, the Pharsalia is the song of the line of heroes started by the man who exited Avernus through the Ivory Gate of false dreams. The apparent triumph of Italian Rome over the worst of old Troy, the victory of a Turnus and a Camilla over the dream of a reborn palace of Priam, is proven by Lucan to be the gateway to madness and the ultimate triumph of the hostile Juno, the goddess who hated Rome so much on account of the destruction of her favorite Carthage. 

Lucan will devote significant attention to the question of Africa and the problem posed to Rome by her southern neighbor in part as a reminder of the key role the enigma of Africa plays in the Aeneid through the lore of Carthage, Rome’s inveterate enemy. Historical realities demanded attention to the events of the civil war in Africa, to the adventures and misadventures of Curio and Cato alike, but Lucan’s principal concern will be his own slow surprise (in contrast to his predecessor Virgil’s sudden revelation): the suppression of Troy and ascendance of Italy will prove, ultimately, to be the final victory of Juno over Rome not only insofar as she will be satisfied with the death of Troy, but also in the eternal madness doomed to haunt the new foundation in Italy. Juno was angry because of what she had suffered through her husband’s infatuation with Ganymede and the outcome of the judgment of Paris, and the suppression of Troy atoned at least in part for these outrages to her divinity. That left unresolved the question of revenge on Rome for the destruction of Carthage through the course of the three Punic Wars. Lucan rounds out the story of the goddess’s revenge, and in the process reveals Juno, the glorious figure from the Capitoline triad, as the particular manifestation of eternal rage and madness for the Romans who dared to raise their hand against her favorite city.

Lucan’s epic offers no cure for the fatal disease he will quite expertly diagnose, no medicine, then, which will end the madness other than the fervent wish that one might recognize it for what it is, and assist in casting a new set of chains on Fury. The darkness of Lucan’s vision of the horror of Rome’s future in a world that has passed the end of history is that even if Fury is successfully chained, those bonds will be broken once again, and the cycle of fury will begin anew, until the day all things finally end in an apocalypse presided over by Madness Triumphant. 
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Chapter One

Wars Worse Than Civil



The opening of Lucan’s Pharsalia strongly evokes the beginning of Virgil’s Aeneid.[1] This is a poem of bella, “wars,”[2] just as the Aeneid was a song of arms. The two-syllable word bella even follows on Virgil’s arma in alphabetic order; the Iliadic frenzy of the war in Latium is reborn in the civil strife between Caesar and Pompey.[3] And, in this case, the battle fury of Italy will infect Greece, since the war will in part be fought on Greek soil (notably its decisive engagement at Pharsalus). The war at Troy originated from the abduction of Helen of Sparta and the sailing of a Greek fleet to Priam’s city; now foreign forces will arrive in Greece and bring war to Greek territory in something of a coming full circle. Those foreign forces, of course, are the Roman descendants of the Trojans who once fled their burning capital and sailed west to Hesperia. The opening line of the Aeneid mentions Troy; the first line of Lucan references Greece (Emathios).[4] From the beginning, Lucan announces his concern with the ethnographic issues that surround the identity of the Roman establishment in Italy, and its connection to the world of the Greeks. 

The first word of Ovid’s Metamorphoses was innova, “make new.”[5] Read in sequence, the openings of Virgil’s, Ovid’s, and now Lucan’s epics describe arms turned into new wars; it is as if they call on arms to make wars anew.[6] And just as Lucan returns to Virgil’s arma in his declaration of bella as his theme, so he evokes his predecessor in his use of the verb canere.[7] But here there is no proud singular declaration of the poet’s solitary singing. Rather, Lucan uses the plural canimus, “we sing.”[8] While the plural number is a perfectly unobjectionable and even colorless substitute for the singular, the force here is to place the present poet in a tradition, as if all his predecessors were engaged in the same enterprise.[9] 

Lucan opens his song with bella, in imitation of Virgil’s arma; there are no immediately apparent echoes of the opening of the “other” poem that lurks behind the Pharsalia, the Astronomica of Manilius. Strikingly, that work opens with carmine, as the poet prepares to cast his spell over the audience. Lucan, as we shall soon enough see, will take a rather different stance from Manilius on certain points of philosophy, though in the end he will prove to be in not so much disagreement with his astronomical predecessor on the matter of the Augustan principate. Lucan’s poem is contentious, in deliberate imitation of what he will soon unveil to be the nature of Rome herself; even in cases of substantial agreement, he delights in positioning himself as an apparent contrarian. Virgil and Lucan use active forms of the verb canere; Manilius will approach a work that has existed for all time, and he will lead down that work to the world by the seductive charm of song. Manilius pervades the Pharsalia; his song challenges Lucan and compels engagement, even when painful. 

The echo of Virgil’s cano comes not at once after the reminiscence of his arma, but after Lucan announces the second of his subjects: iusque datum sceleri, “law given over to crime.”[10] In Virgil, the poet had two subjects, in hommage to Homer’s arms and the man: there were arma, and there was the Odyssean virum. In Lucan, there is law, a certain sort of social compact, a symbol, if one will, of order and a civilized people. That people—the Roman descendants of those Trojans whose exile and subsequent rebirth formed the centerpiece of Virgil’s epic—is also mentioned explicitly in Lucan. There is law, and there is a powerful people (1.3 populumque potentem). There are family bonds, too: cognatasque acies (4), in reference to the closely related and intermarried families of Rome’s nobility (and, more particularly, the union of Caesar’s and Pompey’s lines through Pompey’s marriage to Caesar’s daughter Julia—to which Lucan is soon to make reference). 

The first line of the poem refers to wars, and that will thus be the most powerful and resonant of the themes of Lucan’s epic, the fury and madness of war (in this case, war of the worst sort).[11] But the poet makes a careful progression in announcing his other themes, all of which do not derive from war, but rather lead to it (cf. the sentiments at 1.670–672 below). There is law—Lucan first makes mention of the very constitution, as it were, that governs the Roman Republic. The law is mentioned before the powerful people, before the citizens who are governed by the legal system that defines them as a republic. The people can be divided into family units, the citizenry always ready to defend the Republic, noble (patrician) families bred from the beginning for war against, in theory, external enemies. The opening of Virgil’s Aeneid reached its triumphant, crowning climax in the “walls of lofty Rome,” the altae moenia Romae; the Pharsalia will end in its tenth and last book with a reference to moenia, as Lucan envelops Virgil’s epic vision in his own. And, we shall soon enough see, in Lucan civil war is ultimately the revolt of a human being against his or her very self, a theme of self-destruction that will be linked to reflections on (Stoic) suicide and the failure of a person or a people to understand ethnic identity. 

The themes Lucan proposes in his proem are carefully listed in a series of coordinated clauses that are marked by the conjunction que that joins them closely together (1.2 iusque, populumque, 4 cognatasque acies). But then, in a marvelous sort of syntactic enactment, the progression is interrupted by the ablative participle rupto, which “breaks” the sequence. What is “broken” is the alliance of the kingdom, the foedere regni (4). The commentators identify this broken arrangement of tyranny as the triumvirate of Caesar, Pompey, and Crassus that had been established in 60 B.C.E.[12] But the opening lines of Lucan’s historical epic are more than just a hexameter retelling of relatively recent political and military events. Emathios set the tone as a poetic adjective for the ultimately timeless themes of the epic, themes that lead us back to Virgil and offer both commentary on the Aeneid and a new analysis of old problems. Foedus connects back to ius; it is a legal word that helps to define the complicated reality that was the late Roman Republic. Ius was given over to scelus, and now the foedus regni is ruptured and the ultimate outcome is commune nefas, a terrible perversion of republican, aristocratic commonalty.[13] 

Nefas is that which cannot be spoken, and the poet thus announces from the beginning that his subjects and themes cannot be adequately expressed in song, though words and meter are all he has to accomplish his thus impossible task. Rome was a monarchy at its foundation, and, by Lucan’s day and the reign of Nero, it was clear Rome was once again ruled by one man, however much might or might not be said of and for republican government. No, regni refers to far more than the historical reality of the First Triumvirate; it relates too to the reversion of Rome back to the monarchy whence it came. 

A major theme of the Augustan poets, we have noted in our previous work on Virgil and Ovid, is the problem of the imperial succession. If the benign princeps can be said to have a foedus with his subjects, then his death necessarily represents a rupture of that foedus and the hope that a worthy successor can restore the lost system and bring benefit to the citizenry. Each new princeps reseals the foedus with the people. In some sense, these opening lines of the Pharsalia outline a perspective of the Augustan program from the vantage point of a poet who saw the result of the system all too clearly in the years since, let us say, 14 C.E. and the death of Augustus.[14] The efforts to craft a “legal” system of monarchy have led to crime (1.2 iusque datum sceleri), the powerful people (2 populumque potentem) have witnessed the struggles of factions in the Julio-Claudian family (4 cognatasque acies), and the death of each successive princeps—especially of the first, Augustus—has led the awesome world power of Rome (1.5 totis concussi viribus orbis) into an unspeakable state (6 in commune nefas).[15] 

And so standards, eagles, and javelins are all now poised against each other (6–7); Lucan returns to his coordinated series of subjects (6 -que, 7 et) as he returns to the theme of bella—wars are fought with signa, aquilas, and pila. The prophetic and timeless character of Lucan’s vision can be appreciated by consideration of the terrible civil strife that would engulf Rome just after Nero’s death, in the long year of 69 C.E. Each new princeps, each new negotiation of the foedus between emperor and subjects, poses the risk of civil war. It is as if the Furor of Aeneid 1 is bellum civile, and the chains that fetter it equal the princeps. Throughout his epic, the poet Lucan will refine and redefine the shifting, elusive identity of the chained Fury, and the force that seeks to restrain it; sometimes, chainer and chained will meld into one, in another marvelous image of the very nature of civil war.

For careful readers of the Pharsalia, then, the epic’s opening seven lines recall the whole machinery of Virgil’s Aeneid, which was ultimately a poem of civil war and the madness of internecine strife. We learned at the end of the Aeneid that Rome would be Italian, not Trojan. And the madness of Juno, which in itself recalled the wrath of Homer’s Achilles, would be inherited by the Trojan exile Aeneas, the ostensible progenitor of the new settlement of Rome. What should have been an allied and joint force at the end of Virgil’s poem was left marred by the burial of Aeneas’s sword in Turnus’s breast. 

Now, in the proem to the Pharsalia, what is noteworthy is the absence of an important element from Virgil’s prologue: there is no virum, no man who can solve the problem Rome faces in these opening lines of verse. There is no individuality at the beginning of the Pharsalia; there is only a
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