
Capta, cepit: Feminine Virtus in Roman Suicide 

 Seneca's discussions of suicide reveal a tension between the Stoic virtue of enduring one's 

fate and the traditional Roman virtue of controlling it by committing suicide. While Cato’s 

suicide in the face of defeat and dishonor became a perfect model for Stoic self-mastery, the trick 

of thwarting Caesar by suicide does not work when Caesar himself has commanded you to do so. 

Lucretia’s suicide, however, offers a possible model for elite Roman men seeking to make their 

obedience their own. The use of women as examples of brave suicide not only highlights the 

importance of personal agency and bodily autonomy, but also offers a model for making a 

political point from a position of powerlessness, both of which are important themes in the 

depictions of suicides under the empire. 

 Hill discusses Seneca’s view of suicide as a demonstration of ethical autonomy under the 

emperors, but this, in turn, highlights the problem of maintaining autonomy when commanded to 

die (Hill 2004). Griffin identifies three key features in depictions of suicide in the late Republic 

and early Empire: theatricality, social character, calmness of victim (Griffin 1986, 66). The 

suicides under the early Empire combine these elements with the traditional Roman suicides 

such as devotio, but also, surprisingly, feature feminine exempla. 

 I focus on two elements of Livy’s Lucretia episode that recur in these imperial suicides: 

(1) Lucretia salvages her reputation by demonstrating final authority over her body, and (2) she 

does so in front of others. She is held up as an example by herself, by Brutus and her family 

against the Tarquins, and by Livy. She thus turns an experience of powerlessness into an 

assertion of power. Edwards discusses the political relevance and admirable nature of Lucretia’s 

death, but does not address her agency and intention. Edwards also points to the expansion of 

virtus to include endurance rather than bravery, but this makes a woman displaying traditional, 



masculine virtus even more striking (Edwards 2007). 

 The centrality of the body in Lucretia’s story has been discussed in terms of its display 

value, but the concern with who gets to act upon the body is also important and relates to other 

death scenes. A most striking example is the lictors who rush to strangle the dying Vibulenus 

Agrippa (Tac., Ann., 6.40). It is important not just that Agrippa die, but that he be killed. Nor is it 

simply a matter of a desire to violate the body, for that could easily be accomplished by some 

form of postmortem mutilation and display. Instead we have conflict arising over who has the 

power to end a life, and the determination of the authorities to demonstrate that they had not 

ceded that power. 

 Van Hoof points out that women are strikingly absent from the Roman tradition of 

suicide, which “is characterized … by virtus” (Van Hoof 1990, 21). This makes it all the more 

surprising to see women and their deaths focused on as virtuous, as happens in several interesting 

examples. I discuss Seneca’s references to the brave example provided by Marcia and his wife 

Paulina, as well as Tacitus’s Epicharis, perhaps the most striking instance of feminine virtus in 

imperial literature. This freedwoman endures torture silently and contrives an ingenious suicide 

when she can take no more, thus putting to shame the elite men who have just betrayed their 

friends and families (Tac., Ann., 15.57). Like Lucretia, Epicharis is violated physically, but 

manages not only to regain control of her body, but to make an example of herself by doing so. 

 Although suicide has philosophical justifications, there are two elements that appear in its 

depictions under the early Empire that do not seem to fit a philosophical context: physicality and 

concern with the body, and the glorification of suicide as an act of bravery. Lucretia’s example 

displays both, as she defeats her violator and wins glory for herself and Rome by a (semi)public 

assertion of authority over her own body. The examples of personal agency and autonomy thus 



suggest a re-interpretation of male virtus that can coexist with the overwhelming power of an 

emperor. 
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