Construction of the Self in Seneca’s Tragedies

Various scholars have noted how the scholarship on Seneca’s tragedies has suffered from a trend of narrow focus in the 20th century, including an emphasis on gore, the 5-act structure, and his Greek predecessors (Motto and Clark 1988). However, newer studies on his plays have turned to Seneca’s unique qualities that separate his from the works of previous dramatists and evidence a highly stylized blend of rhetorical structure and the writer’s personal philosophy which emphasizes an integration of selfhood (Bartsch and Wray 2009). Scholars of Senecan tragedy have posited that the construction of Seneca’s characters as those who are more inward-facing and psychologically aware of their own personae (Fitch 2008, Long 2009). These studies emphasize the mode in which characters in Seneca’s tragedies represent a kind of microcosm of the human mind which synthesizes elements of Stoicism and dramatic introspection to create a new kind of hero whose conflicts are internalized within the Self. Conflicts in Seneca’s tragedies can then be understood through the expression of what I will call “introverted disharmony,” or misidentification and disintegration of the protagonist’s natural character (Gill 2009, Segal 1983). In this way, characters who fluctuate between roles struggle to gain control of their own conscience, represented often by the rhetorical use of self-command as a mode in which characters can regain control their own animus or virtus, thus their Self (Fitch and McElduff 2002). 


My paper will examine important passages from Seneca’s Phaedra and Hercules Furens that demonstrate Seneca’s construction of the Self. I will argue that the conflicts in these two tragedies can be best understood as the internalized conflict within the Phaedra and Hercules characters as they both mentally struggle to reconcile becoming wildly torn from their natural roles.

Phaedra’s tragedy lies in her compulsive shifting of her own identity to be able to love Hippolytus, as in Phaedra lines 611-2(me vel sororem, Hippolyte, vel famulam voca, famulamque potius: omne servitum feram). Comparatively, Hercules’ tragedy lies in his inability to reconstruct his character after the spell of madness. I will also examine the images, such as the manus sanguinea, as a locus for self-knowledge, and the unique rhetoric which both characters use in order to command their Self in a moment of personal crises, such as the language used by Hercules in lines 1315-6 (Succumbe, virtus, prefer imperium patris: eat ad labors hic quoque Herculeos labor: vivamus). I will show how these tragedies can be understood by the protagonist’s ability to construct his or her own dramatic personae and cope with misidentification and dislocation of their own character due to uncontrolled passions and the Stoic understanding that people often shift their masks and waver in their emotions, but a true wise man is able to hold to the very end his natural design, demonstrated by Phaedra’s final words before she gores herself in line 1196 (recipe iam mores tuos), or, “at last, accept your true character!”
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