Bad Emperors: Imperial Exemplars in Seneca's De Ira Book 3

After the Senate and people bestowed on Augustus the honorific epithet pater patriae, every subsequent emperor might lay claim to this title or have it thrust upon him. Nero, for instance, was offered the title on his accession (Suet. Vit. Ner. 8) and adopted it in late AD 55 or 56. The institution of the principate implicitly redrew the lines of the res publica so that all of Rome could be figured as one household, subject to the guardianship and control of its figurative father (Gradel 2002, 187). This paper investigates Seneca's exploitation of this figurative nexus in Book 3 of De Ira. Specifically, this paper examines the last fully developed exemplum included in that work, in which Seneca recounts events at a dinner party hosted by Vedius Pollio and attended by Augustus Caesar (3.40), and compares that episode to the last appearance in De Ira of Gaius Caligula, Seneca's quintessential "bad emperor" (3.18.3-19). In these passages, Seneca repeatedly draws his reader's attention to the confusion of conventional paternal, filial, dominant and servile roles in scenes set in spaces traditionally understood as the domain of the pater familias, but now re-conceptualized as quasi-public places where the emperor might choose to exercise his "fatherly" prerogatives. 

Seneca offers his account of Augustus' reaction to the cruelty of Vedius ostensibly to illustrate how a person in authority may properly rebuke the anger of another by overwhelming it (3.40.2). But in fact this passage forms the culmination of a series of negative imperial exempla that demonstrate the moral instability and uncertainty that the autocratic exercise of imperial qua paternal power brings about for all members of the Roman familia. When Caligula interrupts an after-dinner stroll with some senators and their wives to have several of his guests executed without cause, and then sends assassins to dispatch their fathers also (3.18.3-19), an experienced reader may remain unsurprised. After all, this is the emperor who, as Seneca recounts earlier in De Ira, once challenged Jupiter to a duel (1.20.8). The anecdote about Augustus, at first glance, seems entirely different. It is the emperor's host Vedius who, overcome by anger at a slave's clumsiness, orders him thrown into the fishpond to be devoured by lampreys. When the slave appeals to Augustus, he intervenes, mercifully sparing the slave, and punishing the intemperate master Vedio by ordering all his crystal broken and his fishpond filled in (3.40.3). Vedius' excessive punishment of his slave reveals his inadequate self-control, and thus his unfitness for acting as others' master. Yet a close reading of the passage suggests that Augustus is anger's victim as well. Seneca implies that even Augustus did not possess the degree of self-mastery that the correct exercise of unlimited power would require.

By closing with an exemplum featuring the sole "good" emperor, Seneca suggests that even a ruler or father praised for his self-control and moderation (as Augustus is here and elsewhere in Seneca's writings, e.g., De Clementia 1.15.3) will at some point find himself overcome by anger. Augustus' overreaction to Vedio's punishment of his slave shows that even the good ruler, master, or father is all too vulnerable to the same passion that his dominating power enables him to rebuke in others. It is significant for our overall understanding of Seneca's political philosophy that this anecdote implicitly criticizes autocratic government. More simply, this exemplum reinforces an overarching ethical message of the De Ira, that is, the prime importance of reflective self-criticism, and the priority of ameliorating one's own character over the judgment and correction of others.
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