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Roman Tragedy

Elaine Fantham

1. Introduction : From Greek to Roman Tragedy.  It is a misfortune and irony of the history of tragic drama at Rome that complete texts have only survived from its final phase. These comprise the eight plays of Seneca himself (to be discussed in section 4 below) and two Senecan imitations (Hercules on Oeta and the historical drama Octavia),  none of which were, as far as we know, performed on the public stage or intended for public staging. Little is left of Roman tragedy during the first centuries (on the general background see Goldberg, Chapter 1); a few fragments of the pioneer translator-poets Livius and Naevius; some rather richer and more informative fragments of about seventy tragedies and historical dramas written between 200 and 85 BC by Ennius, Pacuvius and Accius, and virtually nothing of the highly praised Augustan tragedies of Varius and Ovid.

The history of tragedy at Rome is not a story of gradual development like that of Attic tragedy, precisely because it came after Attic tragedy had reached and passed beyond its maturity. Because Roman merchants and soldiers had seen tragic performances in the Greek theatres of Tarentum and Syracuse during the campaigns against Pyrrhus and the Carthaginians, they wanted to introduce this kind of drama at Rome, and in 240 BC Livius Andronicus, a Tarentine Greek who bore the name of his Roman patron, was commissioned to translate--or rather adapt-- a tragedy and a comedy for the victory games. Andronicus must have won the interest of the magistrates who supervised the games through the earlier success of his Latin Odyssia, but with the change of genre to drama, he also changed from writing narrative epic in an old Italic metre (the accentual Saturnian) to copying both the dramatic form of Greek tragedy, with its alternating actors’ dialogue and choral odes, and the Greek quantitative metres. These iambic and lyric metres could only be applied to the much heavier word-forms of Latin by adopting a series of adjustments and substitutions for the abundant short syllables of Greek. The Roman theatre came to develop its own metrical variety, but the basic challenge of transferring Greek versification into Latin should not be underestimated.


Besides the polished structure and versification of their texts, Greek tragedies could rely on circumstances of performance for which Rome had no equivalent. Greek cities like Syracuse and Tarentum had monumental stone theatres, but at Rome there was no permanent auditorium for some generations after Livius’s first play. Instead audiences used portable seating for the ludi scaenici (theatrical games) of each festival, or sat on the steps leading up to a god’s temple, facing a temporary wooden stage. South Italian vases show examples of this kind of stage, set up for performances in smaller commun​ities.  But we should not assume the same staging for tragedy and comedy. Comedy was tradit​ionally set in a street in front of two or three houses, each with its entrance-door​way. Tragedy required a single more imposing facade, representing a palace, and if gods appeared ex machina they would speak from the roof of the stage building. Again the art of South Italy suggests that the actors used a two storey structure, with a balcony at roof level: this is shown on a famous vase by Assteas depicting the Madness of Herakles, and in a small terracotta relief of a theatre facade from Naples (Bieber (1961) 479a and 480). In the absence of any single complete script from early Roman tragedy, Plautus’s self-styled “tragicomedy” Amphitryo confirms this model, when Jupiter describes himself speaking from “upstairs” above the stage (1131-43). 

The third way in which Rome fell short of Greek standards was in the availability of trained actors. Athenian actors were citizens, performing with citizen choruses: the Greeks of southern Italy could watch skilled professionals, members of the guilds of Dionysotechnitae, but at Rome there was no theatrical tradition, nor were there enough theatrical performances at the games during the third and second centuries BC to provide a living. There might be 20-40 days of theatre each year, but unless there was a formal demand for repetition, each play had only one performance. It was probably the limitations of the actors, usually slaves owned by the dominus gregis (master of the company) which led Roman comedy to dispense with choral interludes (these had become incid​ental in Greek New Comedy). However choral odes were more integral to tragedy, and Roman producers had not only to provide a competent chorus, but to consider how to handle its presence on stage since there was no separate orchestra. In Greek tragedy choral odes and occasional monodies were accompanied by the aulos (an oboe-like instrument). Roman drama used varieties of aulos (tibia) to accompany both choral lyric and actors’ solos, whether lyric arias or arioso speeches in long iambo-trochaic rhythms. Republican tragic poets converted much of the regular dialogue into these longer, more exuberant verses, and composed anapaestic sequences for both actors and chorus.

2 : The Beginnings : Livius, Naevius and Ennius (see also Goldberg, Chapter 1 above). We do not know what plays Livius offered for his debut in 240 B.C., mentioned above, but isolated lines are quoted by later writers from eight tragedies: Achilles, Aegisthus, Ajax, Andromeda, Hermione, Tereus, and perhaps Danae and Equus Troianus. There seems to have been a tradition favoured by the magistrates who paid for both scripts and performances, that dramatists did not adapt plays previously adapted, so when the same sources attribute the last two titles to Livius’s younger contemporary, the Campanian Naevius, it is more likely only one of these poets adapted each tragedy. But to speak of adapting tragedies raises another question. There were plays entitled Aegisthus, Ajax and Andromeda by the great Greek dramatists, but not a “Trojan Horse.” Was this necessarily adapted from a Greek tragedy, rather than from the cyclic epics? Aristotle mentions a number of fourth century tragedies based on the action of the Iliad: could not these early Roman poets, each of whom also wrote epic, have created dramas out of the action of the Iliad or Odyssey instead of unknown Greek dramas derived from Homer? The issue will return more significantly with Ennius.


Naevius was probably born a Latin speaker, and apparently old enough to fight in the first Punic war before presenting his first play in 235 BC; he may have died as early as 204. Apart from Danae and perhaps Equus Troianus he is cited for an Andromache, Hector Proficiscens, Hesione, Iphigenia and Lycurgus. The fragments are too few to enable reconstruction of the plots. The Andromache is represented by two lines addressed by Andromache to her child--perhaps her son Molossus by Pyrrhus, as in Euripides’ Andromache, since she does not address Astyanax in the Troades. The “Departure of Hector” may be drawn straight from the Iliad, and includes the famous words to his father Priam “ I am proud to be praised by you, father, a man much praised.”(Naevius Tr.17 Warmington). Fragments of Iphigenia show that Naevius was adapting Euripides’ Iphigenia among the Taurians: the Iphigenia at Aulis was adapted later by Ennius. Most interesting are the twenty-six lines attested from the Lycurgus, a play describing the opposition of the Thracian king to Dionysus and his punishment. Like Euripides’ Bacchai, Naevius’ play has a chorus of Bacchants: in an early scene the King sends his bodyguard into the wilderness to seize them: “you who keep guard over the royal body, go instantly into the leafy places where shrubs grow naturally, not by plantation” (24-6W, cf. 27-32W). The Bacchants sing anapaests as they begin to dance, brandishing their thyrsi. As in the Bacchai, a messenger narrative describes their joyous and innocent play (41-2 W); the decadent oriental clothing of their leader is described (39W, cf.43): there is a confrontation between the disguised god and monarch (48-53), and a climax in which the king’s palace burns down, and the god reveals himself, ordering the king to be brought before him for punish​ment (54-56W). Although Aeschylus wrote a tetralogy on Lycurgus, given the many structural echoes of Bacchai, Euripides’ last play, Naevius’s Greek model may well have been post-Euripidean.


Quintus Ennius, born at Rudiae in Calabria in 239 BC, spoke Greek, Latin and his native Oscan. He associated with the Roman elite from the age of thirty-four when he won the favour of his contemporary Cato, who brought him to Rome, and soon after of Scipio Africanus and his clan. He probably did not start to write epic or drama until after the Second Punic War (218-201), but he continued the narrative of his national chronicle Annales up to the events of the 170’s and presented Thyestes, his last tragedy, shortly before his death in 169. Ennius is really the first tragedian to retain the interest of Cicero’s generation, although a century later Seneca will apparently condemn Cicero for his love of the “primitive” poet. Titles survive of twenty tragedies, mostly based on Euripides, with enough excerpts to compare some of them with the Greek models that survive. There is little evidence for Achilles, Ajax, Alcumeo, Andromeda, Athamas (another play with a Bacchic chorus), Cresphontes, Erechtheus, Eumenides (from Aeschylus), Melanippe, Nemea, Phoenix, Telamo and Telephus (from the notorious Euripidean play in which the King of Mysia came to Argos disguised as a beggar, and took baby Orestes hostage). Ennius obviously valued Euripides and chose plays for their pathos and melodrama. There is a basis for discussion of Hectoris Lutra “Hector’s ransom,” and five of the plays from Euripides: Alexander, Andromache, Hecuba, Iphigenia and Medea (for the last three scholars can establish some line for line parallels), and Thyestes, of unknown original but pointing to future Roman tragedies. 


Like his predecessors, Ennius favours plays with Trojan subjects, or Iliadic material. Hyginus, apparently using Roman tragedies (see Boriaud 1997) gives the title “Hector’s ransom” (CVI) to a plot covering the second half of the Iliad. Whether it comes from Aeschylus or directly from Homer, it is full of fighting, even if, like Jocelyn, we exclude the dialogue of Patroclus and Eurypylus (169-81W): the messenger-speech reporting the final combat achieves epic effects in dramatic metre “savagely they establish with steel the fortune of victory,” ”see now a mist arises: it has taken away his sight: suddenly he has taken to his heels,” “brass resounds, spears are smashed, the soil sweats with blood.”(193-6W). . 


Euripides’Alexander was the first play of the trilogy ending in “Trojan Women” (Troiades). Recent study of evidence for the Greek play confirms that Ennius’s theme is the recognition of the exposed Paris (Varro LL 7.82 quotes the line “for this reason the shepherds now call Paris Alexander” as copying Euripides). Cicero quotes extensively from the prologue where Cassandra reports Hecuba’s prophetic dream that she was giving birth to a firebrand which would inflame all Troy (38-40W), and from an episode in which Hecuba comments on Cassandra’s raving visions, represented by excited cries in mixed lyric verse systems (68-79W). Ennius’s depiction of madness in Cassandra ‘s prophecy and Alcmeon’s hallucinations (25-37W) enthused spectators and even readers. Cicero saw at least two performances of Ennius’s Andromache and loved to quote her great solo, opening with cries of despair in the peculiarly Roman cretic (long-short-long) rhythm, and followed by anapaestic lament for the past glory of Priam’s palace, its firing and his sacrilegious murder at the altar (94-100W 101-8W) This is really opera, not drama, and these lines also inspired Virgil’s memorable account of the sack of Priam’s palace and his death in Aeneid 2 (505-559).


Where Ennius’s tragedies can be compared with their Euripidean model we find some variation in the degree of freedom he allows himself. For the Hecuba, with its pathos and violent vengeance, each surviving fragment stays close to its equivalent, justifying Gellius’s praise in NA 11.4 (comparing 206-8W with its original, Eur.293-5). In one striking innovation, Hecuba bitterly perverts the formula of thanksgiving. “Jupiter almighty, at last I give thee thanks that all has ended ill.”(219W) The Iphigenia differs radically from Euripides in intro​ducing a soldiers’ chorus, either instead of the Greek chorus of local women, or (if the soldiers arrived with Achilles) to supplement them. Several Senecan tragedies have double choruses. If the soldiers’ theme of impatience with idle waiting was in fact taken from an ode in Sophocles’ lost Iphigenia, as some have suggested, it illustrates for tragedy the contamination of different plays (even by different playwrights) practised by Terence in comedy.
I have left Medea and Thyestes to last, because these two studies of vengeance would continue to be favorites until Roman tragedy fades from sight. Ennius seems to follow Euripides’ Medea closely, so that we can trace small changes; such as the insertion of an etymological account of the name Argo in the nurse’s opening lament, and the reversal of Euripides’ order, following the building of the ship from Pelion to its launching and voyage. When Medea addresses the chorus, Ennius not only elaborates “women of Corinth” into “you who dwell in Corinth’s lofty citadel, rich and noble ladies” but changes her apology for leaving her home to speak in public to a defence of her immigr​ation as a foreigner--perhaps because he felt it was needed by a Roman audience. Again he gives the chorus sonorous long trochaic verses (291-3) and it seems that Ennius not only brought Aegeus from Athens (as in Euripides) to promise Medea asylum, but continued  the action into her arrival there: “Stand there and gaze upon the ancient powerful city of Athens, and see the temple of Ceres on your left.” (294-5W) Aeschylus had moved Orestes from Delphi to Athens in the Eumenides, and Ennius may have wanted to foreshadow Medea’s next crimes. It is characteristic of Roman comedy to absorb extra action or additional characters so as to make the action more lively: we will see the same weakness in at least one Senecan tragedy.


Since the murderous anger of Medea remained a popular theme of Roman drama and poetry, it will be useful to anticipate. Little remains of Accius’s Medea or Argonautae, but Medea’s love for Jason was the theme of Varro of Atax’s lost translation of the Argonautica and Ovid Metamorphoses 7, while his desertion and her vengeance at Corinth seems to have provided the plot of Ovid’s lost tragedy as well as the context of her dramatic letter Heroides 12. Medea was still the symbol of wicked female vengeance two hundred years after Ennius in Seneca’s Agamemnon (119-20) and Phaedra (565-6), plays probably composed before his Medea, and finally a strange work by the amateur Hosidius Geta from the second century AD presents the tragic action in a patchwork of hexameters and half-lines from the Aeneid.


Thyestes, with its miracle of the sun’s reversed direction, was performed at the games of the sun-god Apollo in 169 BC. The complex mythical feud of the grandsons of Tantalus, Thyestes and Atreus, was subject of many Roman tragedies. Tantalus had tried to pollute the gods by feeding them the flesh of his child Pelops at a feast, but although this was forestalled and Pelops survived to father Thyestes and Atreus, Tantalus was punished by eternal hunger and thirst in Hades, and left the curse of his wickedness on his descendants. Thyestes stole the talismanic lamb which guaranteed royal power at Argos and seduced Atreus’ wife: he was exiled but recalled by Atreus, who in a pretence of reconciliation slaughtered Thyestes’ sons and fed them to their father. When Thyestes fled, he incurred further guilt in the incestuous begetting of his last child, Aegisthus, as his ghost reports in the prologue of Seneca’s Agamemnon: 

“I, Thyestes, will outdo all men in my crimes. Am I to be outdone by my brother, filled with my three sons interred within me? I have consumed the fruit of my own loins. Nor did fortune only pollute the father to this extent, but dared a greater crime than had been committed: she orders me to seek the abominable embrace of my daughter. I did not fear to swallow her words, but seized this evil. So that I as parent might run through all my children, my daughter, compelled by the fates, carries a pregnant womb worthy of her father.”(Ag. 25-35) 

Ennius seems to have included the fatal feast within his play as well as the aftermath, for someone invokes the sun (which reversed its direction in horror at the feast) and Thyestes himself speaks of the great evil that has befallen him “this day” (351-2W). But the scene best represented is Thyestes’ arrival in Thesprotia, where he identifies himself to a chorus of local citizens and urges them to shun his contagion (355-63). He has already received the oracle from Delphi foretelling the birth of an avenger from incest with his daughter, so she may give birth during the action. (Cf Hyginus LXXXVIII, Atreus.) Normally wrongs done to a father were avenged by his son(s), but since they are dead he must now beget a (grand-) son by his daughter. According to Hyginus Atreus pursued Thyestes to Thesprotia; but again we have no context for Thyestes’ dreadful curse (366-70W) that Atreus should be shipwrecked and die unburied.


Although the title Thyestes is attributed to many Greek dramatists, there is no clue to indicate where Ennius found all or part of his dramatic action. Over two gener​ations later Accius took up this saga in his Atreus, focussed on the dreadful meal: Varius Rufus composed a Thyestes (whose action cannot be reconstructed) to celebrate Octavian’s triumph in 29 BC and was richly rewarded. Seneca would be next to take up the saga.

3 : Later Republican Tragedy . Ennius’s nephew Pacuvius does not seem to have produced tragedies until late in life, after a career as a religious painter. Two stories link him to the last serious republic​an tragedian, Accius: we hear that Accius read his Atreus to the older playwright, who found it a bit harsh and unripe, while Accius himself reports that they both presented plays in 140 BC when Accius was 30 and Pacuvius 80. Only thirteen titles are known: Antiope, Atalanta, Armorum iudicium, Chryses, Doulorestes, Hermiona, Iliona, Medus, Niptra, Pentheus, Periboea, Protesilaus, and Teucer.  Pacuvius favoured plays of concealed (or confused) identity, such as the Medus, in which Medea and her son by Aegeus each come separately to Colchis to take revenge on the tyrant Perses who has imprisoned her father Aeetes. Because he has falsely claimed to be the son of her enemy Creon, Medea plots the young man’s death, and he is about to kill her when they are saved by a last minute recognition and together overthrow Perses and release Aeetes. This kind of action, where recognition narrowly averts kin-murder was preferred by Aristotle (Poetics 16).

Pacuvius was relished for his rich vocabulary and scenes of pathos. In his adaptation of Euripides’ Antiope the musician Amphion teases his brother the hunter Zethus with a riddle about the tortoise shell from which his lyre was made (2-10W); a chorus of Bacchantes threatens to lacerate Antiope on the rocks in alliterative anapaests (18-20W), and she recognizes her rescuers as her twin sons (22W). Pacuvius wrote three plays about Orestes, but the moving scene in which Orestes and Pylades competed to die for each other (163-6W) almost certainly comes from their defiance of Thoas in Chryses, described by Cicero as one of Pacuvius’ last and most popular plays. His Niptra (The Washing, based on Sophocles) is another play of mistaken identity: Ulysses is misled by an oracle to expect a murderous attack by his son Telemachus, but is instead attacked by his unknown son by Circe, Telegonus: in a strange scene his lyric cries of pain are reproached by the chorus (280-91W). One more play had an important influence: in the Teucer the hero is banished by his angry father Telamon for failing to save his half-brother Ajax. The famous messenger  narrative of the storm which destroyed the Greek fleet, echoed through the storms of Roman epic (from Aeneid 1 to Met. 11 to Lucan 5) and that in Seneca’s Agamemnon. It opens, like Seneca (Ag. 449-51) and the earlier Aegisthus of Livius (5-6W), with a calm voyage surrounded by happy frolicking dolphins (353-57W), then suddenly the storm breaks, piling on lightning, winds, downpours of rain and surging seas to wreck the ships, as their masts and rigging shriek and groan (358-65W).


Last of the republican professional poets, Accius enjoyed the patronage of 

Decimus Brutus Callaicus (Cos. 138); he also set himself up as a literary critic and was prominent in the guild of poets, dying as late as the 80’s. Accius’s many plays (some duplicating previous titles) impressed by their rhetoric, conveying the fiercer passions in angry retorts and alliterative abuse. Several tragedies are based on the Iliad (Epinausi​mache, “the Battle by the Ships,’ and Nuktegresia, “The Night Expedition”) or Trojan themes; for the first time there are plays on the house of Oedipus (Antigone, Phoenissae, Epigoni, and perhaps Thebais) and several (Pelopidae, Atreus, Aegisthus, Clytemnestra  and Agamemnonidae) on the house of Atreus. Like Pacuvius (and Ovid after him)Accius composed an Armorum Iudicium,  with fiery rhetoric from Ajax (103-8, 109-17) while from Philoctetes (adapted not from the familiar Sophoclean play but from the lost play of Aeschylus) lines survive of lyric address to Ulysses (522-6W) followed by a description of the volcanic landscape of Lemnos (527-41W): Philoctetes gives a pathetic account of his wound and hardship (549-60W) and as in Pacuvius’ Niptra  Accius represents the onset of his pain (564-7W).  But his chief legacy is the portrayal of the tyrant Atreus, proclaim​ing “oderint dum metuant” (let them hate me, so long as they fear me,”) complaining of Thyestes’ adultery and, worse, his theft of the golden lamb (169-73W). With a self-consciousness that will be paramount in Seneca, Atreus speaks of himself in the third person: “again Thyestes comes to provoke Atreus, again he attacks and rouses me when I am calm. I must mould a mightier mass, mixing a mightier menace, so as to crush and quench his harsh heart” (163-6). Other lines show Thyestes’ futile caution, the chorus’s alarm at the celestial disturbance (183-5W), preparation for the feast (187-9) and Atreus’s gloating revelation to his brother: “the father is himself his children’s tomb” (190W).

The second-century tragedies were revived throughout the late republic, and it seems there were no new productions of merit until Varius’s specially commissioned Thyestes (29 B.C.) and Ovid’s Medea, which may not have been written for the stage; the tragedies of Pollio are mentioned by his Augustan contemporaries and by Tacitus, but we know of no titles or citations. Seneca’s older contemporary Pomponius did write for the stage, and Quintilian, (who reports their disagreement on diction and once cites Sen. Med.453) includes Pomponius, but not Seneca, in his account of Roman tragedy at 10.1.97-8.

4 : Tragedy under the Empire : Seneca. We do not know precisely when Seneca wrote his tragedies, or whether he intended any of them for the stage. The freedom of modern convention makes it easy to stage these dramas, but their text shows “a lack of concern for theatrical realities” (Tarrant 1985, 14) and would challenge the conventions of ancient production. Echoes of Hercules Furens in Seneca’s own “Pumpkinification of Claudius” written in 55, suggest this play was recent, and Fitch has argued convincingly on technical grounds that Agamemnon, Oedipus and Phaedra were early plays (between 41 and 54?), Medea and Troades close in time to Hercules, and Thyestes and the unfinished Phoenissae later, perhaps as late as 62. (Hercules Oetaeus is usually but not universally regarded as an imitation of Seneca: on Octavia see the separate discussion of historical drama below.)

Seneca’s tragedies are composed independent of specific Greek models, and reflect a far greater sophistication than republican drama in several respects. Firstly, in their more refined observance of Greek versification: dialogue is now limited to (regular) Greek iambic trimeters, and apart from some lyric experim​ent​ation in Agamemnon and Oedipus, lyrics too are mostly set in Greek anapaestic systems or the sapphic and asclepiadean metres of Horace’s Odes. Secondly, Senecan tragedies are constructed with the five-act form first recommended in Horace’s Ars Poetica, although they often flout his taboo on stage violence. A third feature is more erratic; as Tarrant (1978) has establ​ished, Seneca knows and uses drama​turgical techniques of entrance and identi​fication, exit and asides that can be traced from late Euripides through the librettos of Roman comedy. But his use is more sporadic than would be expected if he was writing for the stage. Awkward transitions are not confined to the earlier plays but will be exem​plified from them.

The unique impact of Senecan tragedy comes from the solipsism of its leading figures, who may exchange verbal retorts with their interlocutors but mostly talk only to (and about) themselves: the struggle (agon) is not with other persons but with their own passions. (Tarrant rightly describes Medea and Atreus as “fully under the control of the madness of Ira ... perverted mirror images of the Sapiens,” [1985] 24). Their decision is always for evil, and the evil is described in process of infecting and destroying the world over and beyond humanity. Whether or not these supernatural effects were shown on stage, the words are there to represent them.

The action of the Agamemnon (possibly reusing the action of Livius’ Aegisthus and Accius’ Clytemnestra: see Tarrant 1969) was not related to Aeschylus’s tragedy and should not be measured against it. The prologue of Thyestes’ ghost prepares the intrigue of Aegisthus with Clytemnestra (act 2, framed by a warning ode of the Argive chorus to Fortune and a hymn to the gods of Argos), but she is dominant. Like other passionate Senecan evil-doers she confronts a subordinate (the nurse) who attempts to reason her out of wrongdoing: she seems unconvinced but starts to repudiate Aegisthus, before succum​b​ing and without making explicit any plan of murder. The third “act,” a prolonged messenger account of the destructive storm, has poetic rather than dramatic value, and leads to the entry of the second chorus, captive Trojan women who exchange dialogue and lyric lament for Troy with Cassandra: she increases in prophetic frenzy, ending in visions of Hades. Only then does Agamemnon appear in a brief dialogue with Cassandra (781-807) whose warnings he ignores. The drama accelerates, and after the Argive chorus, unaware, sing praises of Hercules, Cassandra in an ecstatic vision reports the king’s (offstage) murder as an act of vengeance committed by “Thyestes’ son and Helen’s sister” (907); now the sun may again reverse its course. In this last “act” the action disintegrates. First Strophius rides in (!) with his son Pylades in a chariot and is persuad​ed by Electra to rescue the child Orestes (910-43), then Electra confronts Clytem​n​estra: Seneca innovates in keeping Cassandra (traditionally killed with the King) alive and on his virtual stage (cf. 951-2, 1001), while Electra defies first Clytemnestra, then Aegisthus, and he orders her dragged to a remote prison (953-1000). In a parallel movement Clytemnestra orders Cassandra dragged away, then apparently kills her (“die, crazy woman!), as she rejoices in their future downfall and the ruin of Argos that matches the fate of Troy (1001-12).

The Thyestes, probably Seneca’s latest tragedy, but in mythical terms a prelim​inary to Agamemnon, shows how much the poet had gained in the power to unify his drama. Again an ancestral ghost introduces the play, as Tantalus struggles vainly to resist the Fury who is sending him to pollute Atreus’ palace. This pollution is felt by the Argive chorus in the withering of nature, but by Atreus as a new passionate urge for vengeance on his brother. Browbeating his impotent courtier, he hints elaborately at his trap. The victim Thyestes enters in the third act, and despite warning his sons, is easily convinced by Atreus’offer of shared kingship to take part in the feast marking their reconciliation. In this tragedy the long mess​en​g​er narrative is central and necessary, describing Atreus’ vicious sacrifice and cooking of the children. In the description given by the final chorus the cosmos is already disturbed and they dread imminent annihilation (789-883). Atreus returns triumphant to describe Thyestes’ solitary feast inside: then suddenly (as if revealed by an eccyclema) Thyestes is with us, singing a hideous monody, half drunk and beset by increasing horror, whose reality is confirmed in the painfully prolonged finale. When Atreus follows dreadful hints by displaying the severed heads (1004-5) Thyestes, only partly recognizing his brother’s vicious nature (agnosco fratrem 1007) thinks of simple murder. Once he finally understands (1034), he calls on Jupiter to annihilate the world, and strike himself as the entombment of his children. Tarrant (1985) brings out  Seneca’s skilful use of Augustan epic, perverting the account of Latinus’s palace in Aeneid 7, and enhancing Tereus’ violence in Metamor​ph​oses 6. The undoubted domin​ance of Augustan epic may explain Seneca’s excess of description (see Tietze-Larson 1994, 31-44,53-62), but he also reuses epic motifs effectively in their traditional context: Troades, presenting the fate of Priam’s family after the fall of Troy, owes as much to Virgil and Ovid as to Euripides’ Hecuba and Troiades (see Fantham 1982).

Matching the return of Thyestes and Agamemnon, the returns of Theseus and of Hercules are the pivots on which Phaedra and Hercules furens turn to disaster. First Phaedra, using the same myth as Sophocles’ lost Phaidra and Euripides’ two Hippolytus plays, but probably independent of them all. Three features distinguish it from the extant Hippolytus: neither Aphrodite nor Artemis appear, though each goddess is hymned in choral odes: Phaedra in person tells Hippolytus of her love, and she lives on to confirm the nurse’s slander to Theseus. Instead of the moving reconciliation of father and dying son, Theseus and a distraught Phaedra exchange reproaches over Hippolytus’s mangled body before she kills herself.  Scholars differ on this play: its “hero” lacks spirituality and undermines his proper horror of incest by an excessive hatred of all women, but Phaedra’s unstable condition is well motivated, her shameless behaviour triggered first by recovering consciousness in Hippolytus’s arms, then by fear of his denunciation to Theseus. Hippolytus’s opening song and the main choral odes are vivid evocations of love and death in the world of nature. Its failures are the overwrought messenger-speech with its polychrome monster, (1035-49) Theseus’s grotesque speech as he pieces the corpse together, and the careless switch of Phaedra’s location from roof (1154) to ground level (1181-2).


The cult of Hercules was so important at Rome that it is strange that no Roman tragedy celebrates his deeds before Hercules furens. Were earlier poets deter​red by the strong Italian comic tradition? Despite Ovid’s treatment of Hercules’ apotheosis (Metamorphoses 9), Seneca chose in the Hercules furens to show the hero as human and vulnerable: far from playing a heroic role, Hercules, like Ajax, is humiliated by his own uncontrolled heroism. But unlike the Euripidean tragedy, which sends personified Madness (Lyssa) on stage in mid-action to enrage the hero, Seneca has Juno herself pronounce the prologue denouncing Hercules’ aspirations to godhead, and fore​shad​owing his ruin. Megara and Amphitryo have resisted the tyrant Lycus because they trust in Hercules’ return, but once returned in act three the hero promptly leaves them to take vengeance on Lycus, while Theseus occupies the third act with a diversionary account of Hades. I follow Fitch in seeing Hercules as driven by obsessive violence to self-destruction; disregarding his father he even prays to the gods with blood on his hands, seeking new monsters (918-40) and finding them in his own wife and children. The chorus can only mourn and pray for his return to grief and sanity. In the Athenian tragedy Theseus took on the role of saviour, but it is more Roman that the (human) father should shame his son into taking up the burden of living (1302-19), leaving only the external mechanism of purification to Theseus and his Attica.


In Medea Seneca achieves a terrifying unity. Not only is the whole tragedy in Medea’s control, but her prologue displays that control by foreshadowing all that she intends to do (18-19, 24-25). She invokes the hellish gods of night, but only in her last act of infanticide do they take over control of her. As in other Senecan tragedies the identity of the chorus is undefined, but they are clearly Corinthians hostile to Medea. Medea overwhelms first her nurse, more prudential than moral, then the mistrust​ful Creon, then even Jason who relaxes his hostility when she asks first to take her child​ren with her into exile, then for at least a final interview, and his forgiveness (540-56). This is the turning point, as she prepares the poisoned robe and crown for her children to present them to the bride.  At the close of a powerful ode stressing the destructive power of a wife betrayed (579-94), and the retribution incurred by other Argonauts for their trans​gr​ess​ive journey, the chorus begs for divine vengeance to spare Jason and go no further (596-668). In the fourth act, as in Thyestes, a descriptive speech (by the nurse, listing Medea’s magic ingredients) prepares for the appearance of the transformed Medea, and her dazzling parade of hexameter, dialogue and lyric sequences as Hecate answers her imprecation. The children are summoned, the pace accelerates in a swift ode in short trochaic rhythms, until the nurse breathlessly announces the deaths of bride and father.

Far from fleeing, Medea voices the battle between her anger and her mother’s love, clutches them in a last embrace, and surrenders to anger as the furies incurred by her brother’s murder now possess her and she kills one son (958-71). According to the text  she mounts to the roof dragging the other son, to display her valour to the city; Jason rushes on with armed men and must watch her second murder helpless: now he knows his wife for what she is (coniugem agnoscis tuam? 1019-21) More brutally than Thyestes, Seneca’s other play of vengeance ends in the survival of evil and denial of the gods. 

If this survey gives Oedipus less attention, it is not because the tragedy lacks poetry or effective drama. The Senecan action differs most conspicuously from Soph​ocles in adding two descriptive episodes: Manto’s report of the sacrifice for the blind Teiresias (represented as happening “Here” but impossible to stage (Fitch 2000, 9-11) and Creon’s gruesome account of the necromancy of Laius (530-625) ending in Laius’s denunciation of Oedipus (626-58).This substitutes for the standard third act messenger narrative, but there is also an additional messenger who comes from the palace to describe Oedipus’s self-blinding (915-79). In the final (apparently sixth) act Jocasta returns to condemn her blind son and stab her guilty womb. Defiantly Oedipus mocks Apollo because he has outdone even his fated impieties. The two extant episodes of Phoenissae keep the same characterization, but as Antigone struggles to keep Oedipus from suicide on Cithaeron, Jocasta still lives in the city, and tries in vain to dissuade Polynices from attack.


5 : Historical dramas. We have left aside the long but scanty tradition of praetextae, historical plays (so-called from the actors’ wearing the toga praetexta, the striped toga of elite Romans),  from Naevius’s Romulus (also called Lupus) and Clastidium, to Ennius’s Sabinae, the Paulus of Pacuvius, and Accius’s Decius  (also called Aeneadae) and Brutus. There are virtually no fragments or testimonia to help determine whether these plays without Greek originals were composed imitating the generic model of Greek tragedy, with alternating dialogue and choral odes, or were more pageant-like in form. Romulus and Sabinae are mythical, Decius and Brutus set in the historical past, while Clastidium and Paulus honour contemporary commanders and their victories, and were probably performed at votive or funeral games (Flower 1995). It is difficult to imagine how a play about the single combat of Marcellus or devotio of Decius could take a tragic form; only the excerpts from Brutus (Accius, Praetextae 17-41W) covering a scene between the last Tarquin and dream interpreters, Lucretia’s “confession” and the establishment of the consuls, show the potential for a drama of several episodes, spread across different times and even places. 

The only complete historical drama is Octavia, a play which includes Seneca among its dramatis personae, and yet is preserved in one manuscript family with Seneca’s tragedies. The action matches (and may have influenced; see Ferri, forthcoming) the compressed narrative of Tacitus Annals 14.60-65 covering Nero’s divorce of Claudius’ daughter Octavia to marry Poppaea, and Octavia’s exile and murder. It borrows many of the conventions of tragedy, a prophetic ghost (Agrippina, in mid-action), confidential scenes between woman and nurse (first Octavia, then Poppaea) prophetic dreams, and two separate choruses. This time around, the ineffectual subordinate who cannot dissuade the tyrant from evil action is Seneca himself, but the play’s prophetic allusions include events which occurred after the deaths of both Seneca (in 65) and Nero. I do not believe the author intended to pass the play off as by Seneca, but its diction and verse technique, though more limited, more closely resembles Seneca than any other surviving text (such as Petronius’ Iliou Persis, the 65-line ‘tragic fragment’ presented at Satyrica 89). If the play’s fast-moving melodrama leaves the reader breath​less, it still has fine operatic qualities: I would argue that it had an operatic afterlife in Monteverdi’s celebrated Incoronazione di Poppaea. 


Seneca was not the last Roman to compose tragedy: Tacitus introduces readers of the Dialogus de Oratoribus to Curiatius Maternus, a dramatic poet writing under Vespas​ian. Maternus’ historical drama Cato had supposedly offended the powerful, but he is prep​aring a Thyestes, which he sees as no less suited to political implications than the Cato (3). A friend ask him why he neglects public oratory for plays like Thyestes and Medea (!), or worse, incurs hostility with Roman historical material like Cato and Domitius. In his reply (11) Maternus argues that his dramas were politically effective against Neronian sycophants like Vatinius, but his proclaimed tragic models (12) are not Seneca, whose dramatic works may have been unknown to Tacitus, but Ovid and Varius. A“sophist” called Maternus was executed under Domitian; it may perhaps have been our man. Was it fear, then, that stifled tragedy? Or was the cause literary? As Seneca himself had filled his tragedies with narrative and description under the influence of Augustan epic (see Tietze-Larson, 1994), did later poets choose instead to follow his nephew in composing epic? Historical epic was dangerous if it dealt with Caesar’s civil war: but it was safe to write about the Hannibalic war, or Jason and Medea, or even a civil war if it was Theban. So Rome’s serious poets wrote Punica, Argonautica and Thebaid. If as I believe, even tragedy was recited or read, not staged, why prefer it to narrative epic? The genre had lost its raison d’être.

Guide to Further Reading

On the circumstances of the early Roman theatre see Bieber (1961), Beacham (1991), and  Wiseman (1994) 68-85; on the Roman scenic games see Taylor (1937) and Goldberg (1938). For ease of consultation the tragic poets are cited from Warmington (1936), still the most convenient edition; for more scholarly editions and modern scholarship see for Ennius Jocelyn (1967), for Pacuvius the edition of D’Anna (1967) and Fantham (2003), for Accius the edition of Dangel (1995) and the essays in Faller and Manuwald (2002). On Hyginus’ evidence for Roman tragedies see Boriaud (1997). On the literary aspects of Senecan tragedy, see Herington (1966) and (1982), and on its models see Tarrant (1978); for the first part of a new text and translation of all the plays see Fitch (2002), and for commentaries see  Tarrant (1976) [Agamemnon], Tarrant (1985) [Thyestes],  Fitch (1987) [Hercules Furens], Fantham (1982) [Troades], Hine (2000) [Medea]. On undramatic description in Seneca, see Tietze-Larson (1994); for the staging of Seneca, see Sutton (1986), Fitch (2000) and Fantham (2000). For general criticism and discussions of each play see Boyle (1983) and (1991). On the fabula praetexta see Flower (1995) and Manuwald (2001); on the Octavia see Herington (1961) and (1982), and Ferri (2003). 
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