Lucan’s Civil War in Tacitus’ Annals I and II

When Lucan’s Civil War and Tacitus’ Annals I and II are read side by side, the two authors seem to be telling similar stories. A power vacuum is created by the death of an important leader, leaving two other powerful leaders to contend over the control of Rome. As Lucan writes in Book I of Bellum Civile, there is no loyalty between partners in tyranny (Nulla fides regni sociis, omnisque potestas / Inpatiens consortis erit, BC I.92-3). One leader must seize full control, the other must die. In Lucan’s epic, Caesar obviously plays the role of the former, Pompey, the latter. But in Tacitus’ history, this model becomes complicated. Germanicus is offered a choice of which role to play. He has every opportunity to become the next Caesar and take control of the Roman Empire. Yet he denies this opportunity and seemingly maintains the fides which Lucan claimed could not exist between two big powers (ille moriturum potius quam fidem exueret clamitans, Ann. I.35). With this choice, Germanicus gives us a glimpse of what history, and Lucan’s work, may have been like had Caesar decided not to march on Rome. 

Although Germanicus makes a conscious decision not to take advantage of his legions’ support, seize power from Tiberius, and thus become the next Caesar, Germanicus seems to repeatedly fashion himself as a Caesar-like character by reliving other episodes from Bellum Civile. Germanicus frequently finds himself facing the same situations as Lucan’s Caesar, and indeed Germanicus often seems to be walking in Caesar’s exact footsteps. In this paper I will examine the similarities of their experiences and focus on how the reflection of Lucan’s subject matter in Tacitus’ work can create a new understanding of Annals I and II. The similarities hint that in 14 AD history almost repeated itself. When certain episodes from the two works are compared, Tiberius’ early reign begins to look like an almost-civil war, and Germanicus like an almost-Caesar. 
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