Ludus Philosophiae: Teaching Virtus and Pietas to Nero in the Thyestes

Seneca’s philosophy is not confined to the prose works. The tragedies, too, demonstrate Seneca’s philosophical investigations and may be said to address topics and concepts also found in the dialogues and the letters. Tragedy as a genre merits comparison with philosophical inquiry and didactic practice. Attic tragedy frequently engages questions relevant in ontological, political, and ethical philosophy, and tragedy in Athens has been seen to exert a didactic function. Euripides in particular has been singled out as a playwright with a philosophical bent who composed his tragedies to educate the Athenians regarding the moral life of their polis during the Peloponnesian War, when Athens faced grave crises in leadership and governance (Gregory 1997). While establishing historical context for Seneca’s tragedies is difficult, it seems likely that Seneca, tutor and advisor to Nero, wrote the tragedies to educate the theatrically-inclined Nero. Philosophical elements can be found in all the Senecan dramas, and the intense and urgent need for philosophical reflection appears especially evident in Thyestes. 


Thyestes examines the problem of leadership and government. R.G.M. Nisbet (1990, 2008) is probably correct in dating the play to around 62, late in Nero’s reign, as the Julio-Claudian dynasty began to slide hopelessly towards its demise.  If this is the case, then the play can be understood as an urgent attempt to illustrate by exemplum the consequences of arbitrary absolutist rule and the lack of any reflective, republican advisory council.


In Thyestes the form of the tragedy itself reflects the playwright’s concern about leadership and government. Seneca uses the tragic genre to address a political problem philosophically.  Building on the studies of P.J. Davis (1989) and D.E. Hill (2000), I maintain that the Seneca’s choruses are essential in understanding his tragedies. While Seneca structures his tragic drama on Attic models, he suppresses the chorus, that most democratic of dramatic elements in Attic tragedy, at precisely the moment when one should expect its presence. The absence of the chorus at the end of the play (after line 884) reflects an absence of a republican voice in government, an absence of a reflective body, and a reversion to pure and, indeed, arbitrary autocracy. Seneca’s Thyestes points to the absence of stoic diplomacy and the subsequent danger to society.


Moreover, Seneca’s Thyestes should also be read alongside the letters, which further illuminate his vision of leadership and government and echo concerns voiced earlier by Cicero. In particular Seneca’s meditation on the concept of virtus (courage or manliness), especially as mentioned at the end of Ep. 90. 46, connects his work to the writing of Caesar, Cicero, and even Vergil, establishing a continuum on which one will observe the constant value of virtus as a concept of the man of action who submits his own will to that of the group, especially to the res publica. Thus Atreus’s ironic use of the word virtus in Thyestes (529) at the moment when he seems to be welcoming Thyestes and his sons back to Argos highlights the continued importance of the concept in Roman discourse as does the introduction of the concept pietas, held up by the chorus midway through the play (549), as the strongest power. Thyestes, in such a reading, emerges as more than a Latin imitation of Greek tragedy. It is a play about the danger of leadership that is unadvised by the res publica, and the ensuing risk of civil war. 
