Great Expectations: Pompey Magnus in Caesar’s Civil Wars
What if Pompey had won the civil wars? Caesar, I suggest, weaves the possibility for this alternate historical reality into the very fabric of his text through subtleties of language and through wider episodic patterns linked by structure and theme. In particular, I argue that throughout his Civil Wars, Caesar rhetorically confronts the expectations that surrounded Pompey Magnus and dismantles the positive image of his great rival. A fundamental part of this challenge emerges from Caesar’s marked use of the adjective magnus—the celebrated epithet of Pompey that Caesar notoriously avoids in his work. Caesar frequently and subtly redeploys this adjective in contexts of Pompeian failure and cruelty, textually resignifying what Pompey’s “greatness” means for his audience and thus challenging the image of Pompey Magnus that still lingered in Roman memory. The Civil Wars are a masterful monument to Caesar’s victory and Pompey’s defeat whose literary and linguistic subtleties are only beginning to be explored; this paper builds on recent literary studies of the work’s underlying ideology (cf. Batstone; Batstone and Damon; Grillo; Raaflaub) to offer new insight into Caesar’s characterization of his Roman enemies.

I begin by analyzing how Caesar subtly exposes the falsity of the expectations that Pompey’s faction had of their leader and his future victory. Throughout the Book 1, Pompey hovers as an absent figurehead whose authority inspires hopes that he nearly always disappoints. In the Ilerda episode, for example, luck first turns against the Pompeians (magna celeriter commutatio rerum, 1.60.5) in part due to their realization that Pompey was not marching to their aid (exstinctis rumoribus de auxiliis legionum quae cum Pompeio…venire dicebantur, 1.60.5) and in part to the great fear that this news subsequently inspires (magnum in timorem, 1.61.2). 

This play on name(s) continues as the Pompeians hope that further reinforcements will come to them because of the power Pompey’s name has over local peoples (victae nomen atque imperium absentis Pompei timebant, quae in amicitia manserant magnis adfectae beneficiis eum diligebant, Caesaris autem erat in barbaris nomen obscurius. Hic magnos equitatus magnaque auxilia expectabant…1.61). Once more the Pompeians’ great expectations of an absent leader prove false. Many similar passages undermine Pompey’s greatness by highlighting such mistaken expectations (e.g. the premature victory celebrations: magni domum concursus ad Afranium magnaeque gratulationes fiebant, 1.53.2; cf. magna exspectatione, 3.37.4 and magna spe, 3.87.7). Thus Caesar undermines the very power of his rival’s name and exposes it as empty rhetoric that proved fatal to those who believed in it. The rhetorical force of such name-games, however, does more than retroactively strip glory from a dead opponent. 
I turn in the second part of my paper to the role such language plays in the larger narrative strategy through which Caesar reimagines for his Roman audience what Pompeian victory would have meant. Caesar often represents himself and his partisans as “greatly” devoted to peace and bloodless reconciliations (e.g. satis esse magna utrimque incommoda acepta, 3.10.4; cf. magna utrimque multitudo convenit magnaque erat exspectatio, 3.19.5), while Pompeians appear violent, cruel, and vengeful (e.g. Pompeiani magna caede nostrorum, 3.65.1; magna verborum contumelia interrogans…in omnium conspectu interfecit, 3.71.4). Caesar’s “greatness” is linked with peace, Pompey’s with the slaughter of citizens. This violence culminates in the scene of Pompey’s war council before the battle of Pharsalus where the expectation of Pompeian victory—due to Pompey’s “great” army (auctis copiis Pompei duobus magnis exercitibus coniunctis…spes victoriae augetur, 3.82.2)—leads to gleeful plans for domination, further corruption of the Roman government, and the vengeful, Sulla-like slaughter of all those who had opposed Pompey at Rome (3.82-3). Through these and similar recurrent echoes of language, theme, and patterns of behavior, Caesar shows his readers that Pompey’s “great” victory would only have brought greater bloodshed to Rome.

Significant recent work has been done on Caesar’s characterization of Pompey as an anti-Roman barbarian (e.g. Rossi; Tronson; Grillo forthcoming); my paper suggests that, in addition to these important rhetorical strategies, Caesar also ‘others’ Pompey’s very name by undermining its celebratory associations and reinscribing its significance in terms of great expectations that lead only to equally great devastation and cruelty.
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