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Abstract 

 The extant prose works of Lucius Annaeus Seneca constitute the largest pan-genre 

corpus in the early imperial era. In it, Seneca cites at least 124 authors a total of 599 times, a 

data set that comprises philosophical and non-philosophical authors. The amount and spread 

of citations has previously deterred comprehensive analysis, and the data set has never been 

investigated in its entirety. This, then, is the first attempt to interrogate the whole corpus for 

meaningful citation patterns in a time-efficient and accurate manner. The task has been 

accomplished by committing the entire corpus to a database originally created in MS Access 

and published online using MySQL. The inclusion of metadata fields adds a whole new 

analytical dimension to the research potential latent in Seneca’s corpus (and, by extension, to 

other ancient corpora). The results demonstrated in this thesis strongly endorse the power of 

the digital approach. 

 The thesis explains the parameters of the database and explores specific data sets in 

detail to demonstrate their value to researchers. The data sets that have been chosen for in-

depth analysis articulate and exemplify the scalability and flexibility of the database’s 

potential. The pan-corpus statistics of Epicurus and Demetrius are examples of Seneca’s use 

of individual philosophical authors, while the Peripatetics have been chosen to demonstrate 

Seneca’s attitude towards a particular school. For non-philosophical authors, the Ovid data set 

is used, and to illustrate the flexibility that metadata affords, Seneca’s author accreditation 

statistics with specific emphasis on the canonical Aeneid and Metamorphoses are analysed. 

Finally, Seneca’s dialogi provide a case study, the purpose of which is to explore whether any 

correlation exists between citation use and compositional incentive. 
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Conventions and Abbreviations 

The following abbreviations are used in this thesis. For the Senecan texts I have deliberately 

omitted the convention of referring to a ‘dialogi’ number. 

SENECAN TEXTS 
Apoc.  Apococlocyntosis 
Ben.  De Beneficiis 
Brev. Vit. De Brevitate Vitae 
Clem.  De Clementia 
Const.  De Constantia Sapientis 
Ep.  Epistulae Morales ad Lucilium 
Helv.  Consolatio ad Helviam Matrem 
Ira.  De Ira 
Marc.  Consolatio ad Marciam 
NQ.  Naturales Quaestiones 
Otio.  De Otio 
Polyb.  Consolatio ad Polybium 
Prov.  De Providentia 
Tranq.  De Tranquillitate Animi 
Vit. Beat. De Vita Beata 
 
GREEK AND ROMAN WORKS 
Aen.  Aeneid (Virgil) 
Am.  Amores (Ovid) 
Ars Am.  Ars Amatoria (Ovid) 
Att.  Epistulae ad Atticum (Cicero) 
Carm.  Carmina or Odes (Horace) 
Catil.  Bellum Catilinae (Sallust) 
De An.  De Anima (Aristotle) 
Ecl.  Eclogues (Virgil) 
Georg.  Gerogics (Virgil) 
Il.  Iliad (Homer) 
Leg.  Laws (Plato) 
Lucr.  De Rerum Natura (Lucretius) 
Met.  Metamorphoses (Ovid) 
Mete.  Meteorologica (Aristotle) 
Mil.  Pro Milone (Cicero) 
Od.  Odyssey (Homer) 
Phdr.   Phaedrus (Plato) 
Pr.   Problemata (Aristotle) 
Rep.  De Republica (Cicero) 
Sat.  Satirae (Horace) 
Tht.  Theaetetus (Plato) 
Tib.  Tibullus (Tibullus) 
 
FRAGMENTARY CORPORA 
SVF  Stoicorum veterum fragmenta, 
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Chapter 1 – Overview and Methodology 

This is a thesis based on irrefutable statistics. It breaks new ground on several fronts. 

In terms of Senecan scholarship, it is the first attempt to catalogue, analyse, and release the 

research potential of every reference to a third-party author, whether philosophical or non-

philosophical, in the extant Senecan prose corpus. Within the broader context of the Digital 

Humanities it is a ’live’ and pioneering example of the power of including metadata to greatly 

enhance the interrogation of both local and online digital corpora using readily available 

technologies. 

 References, which can take the form of direct citations, doxographic précis, or even 

anecdotes, open a two-way window onto the work of others. What the reader is allowed to see 

through that window, how it is presented, and then the way in which that restricted glimpse 

now embedded at the forefront of the reader’s consciousness is applied back to the current 

work, is, crucially, strictly controlled by the citing author. This control and potential for 

manipulation makes citations extremely powerful literary tools, and the fact that citation 

analysis is a relatively neglected field in classical research, rather surprising. 

In the hands of a virtuosic master of rhetoric like Lucius Annaeus Seneca, the efficacy 

of citations is amplified. His prose output is extensive, by far the largest known pan-genre 

oeuvre in the early empire.1 Across an extant prose corpus2 which spanned anywhere between 

22 – 28 years3 and five genres,4 Seneca cited at least 124 individual authors5 a grand total of 

599 times. 

 The spread of so many authors and citations across so large and varied a corpus has 

proven an obstacle and limited research into such a potentially rewarding area. This thesis, by 

employing digital techniques has removed that obstacle. By committing the entire corpus to a 

database in which metadata has been added to each section and, in particular, each citation 

record, the potential for analysis becomes ultra-time-efficient and limited only by the 

                                                           
1 The only comparable Latin authors in terms of volume are Livy (historiography) and the Elder Pliny (natural 
history/science) whose extant works are mono-generic. The pan-genre output of the Republican-era Cicero 
seems to have been greater than that of Seneca although when the latter’s lost works are taken into 
consideration, possibly not by much.  
2 Fragments have been excluded from this thesis. 
3 The earliest definitively datable work from its content is the Consolatio Ad Polybium (AD 43/44) although the 
Ad Marciam is generally considered to have been composed before this (AD 37 -39). At the other end of the 
chronological scale, it was known that Seneca was still composing as he died in AD 65 (Tac. Ann. 15.62-3).  
4 Consolatory, so-called ‘dialogue’, Menippean satire, epistolary, and natural science. 
5 A number of citations are of totally unknown provenance so it is impossible to know whether an unknown 
author was cited once or more than once. 
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researcher’s imagination. Every citation in every work is simultaneously open to 

interrogation. 

 The superiority of the digital approach to citation analysis will be demonstrated by 

using data sets that span the Senecan prose corpus which have hitherto been either invisible 

to, or too time-consuming to compile for, the manual reader. Although the scope for research 

offered by such a database is essentially limitless, this thesis will focus on answering the 

following questions: 

1. Do the massive advantages in accuracy, consistency, and vastly enhanced data 

retrieval and analysis speed that this database offers, herald a change in direction for 

research into ancient corpora?  

2. Are there grounds for casting doubt on the importance placed by modern scholarship 

on the assignment of individual Senecan works to specific genres? Is there a case for 

re-categorisation? 

3. What do the data sets tell us about Seneca’s handling of specific groups of authors or 

individual authors where his citation of their material is concerned? 

In Part I of this thesis I shall establish that previous scholarship on the citation statistics of the 

Senecan prose corpus has tended to be insular and narrowly focused. The next step will be to 

demonstrate how committing the corpus to a database greatly facilitates analysis. To round off 

this section, and as background for what is discussed in the coming sections of this thesis, I 

will examine the practical aspects of where Seneca sourced his citations, and define his 

personal concept of ‘library’.  

 

Methodology 

For the purposes of this thesis the prose corpus of Lucius Annaeus Seneca will be 

considered to comprise his three consolationes (the Ad Marciam, Ad Polybium, and Ad 

Helviam), the so-called dialogi (De Ira, De Constantia Sapientis, De Tranquillitate Animi, De 

Otio, De Brevitate Vitae, De Clementia, De Vita Beata, De Beneficiis, and De Providentia), 

the books of the Epistulae Morales, the books of the Naturales Quaestiones, and the 

Menippean satire the Apocolocyntosis. Possible citations within fragmentary works are 

excluded. A discussion on Seneca’s tragedies, except where certain themes touch on citation 

analysis of the prose corpus, is beyond the scope of this thesis. 



3 
 

What constitutes a third-party reference? Criteria for inclusion. 

Seneca does not always make it obvious when he references third-party sources.  

Source texts are rarely mentioned by name and authors unaccredited in 28.71% 

(approximately one in three) of cases. The criteria under which I have accepted a reference for 

inclusion in the database are as follows: 

1. They are indicated in the OCT or Loeb versions of Seneca’s works even if provenance 

is unknown. 

2. Seneca links a specific idea or statement to a named or epithetical   source with a verb 

of communication – aio, dico, puto etc. 

3. Seneca links a specific idea to a named source that clearly reflects something they 

wrote or are the originators of.  

4. Seneca uses the rhetorical technique of prosopopoeia for a known philosopher or 

author.  

Where a reference has been included under category 2 above and is referred to again in 

general terms in relation to the originally included reference, I have only counted it once.  

Where Seneca ‘blends’ citations from the same author into one reference, I have counted it as 

a single reference.   

References to different lines from the same work of a single author have been counted 

separately if they do not appear contiguously.  

The many references to letters (as opposed to quoted lines of poetry) from Lucilius, the 

addressee of the Epistulae Morales, have been logged to the database but are not included in 

any statistics printed in this thesis on the grounds that it has not been established that the 

epistolary exchange was genuine. 

The number of ‘border-line’ cases on which I have exercised subjective discretion for 

inclusion/exclusion in/from the database is extremely low. No statistics are provided in this 

thesis on which these subjective inclusions/exclusions can impact in any meaningful way. 

It is acknowledged that the extant prose corpus may represent as little as 50% of Seneca’s 

entire original output which to some may suggest the citation statistics, as we have them, are 

potentially skewed; however, of the works we do possess, most are complete and constitute a 
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wide spread of genres across Seneca’s compositional life therefore the citation record may be 

considered if not complete then at least representative.   
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Chapter 2 - Previous Scholarship 

Very little scholarship has applied itself to third-party reference in the works of Lucius 

Annaeus Seneca (philosophus). Even less has dedicated individual books, articles, or theses 

exclusively to the analysis of these sources in an extant prose corpus that spans at least 22 

years1 and covers three consolationes,2 nine so-called dialogi,3 124 moral epistles,4 seven 

books on natural philosophy,5 a political satire, 6 plus a number of pan-genre compositions 

that exist only in fragments.7  

Of the scholarship that has sought to focus solely on Seneca’s third-party usage, not 

one has addressed all references across the entire prose corpus, nor sought to explain how 

Seneca varies his use of third-party references dependent on genre. Given the span, then, of 

the extant works (consolationes, dialogi, epistulae, Menippean satire,  natural science 

treatise), this thesis will break new ground in demonstrating how one author varies his citation 

usage technique not only as he moves from genre to genre but also as he reacts to real-time 

socio-political events as they intersect his personal circumstances. 

 In the earliest modern attempts, Wirth’s dissertation submitted in Freiburg (1898)8 

catalogued Virgilian references in the Senecan prose corpus but paid lip service only to 

functional analysis, while Howind, in a dissertation submitted in Marburg (1921),9 

concentrated his effort on the phrases Seneca used to introduce citations and ‘his frequent 

emendations in selections from his sources’.10  Burriss published what was little more than an 

incomplete list of Virgilian citations in Seneca in 1922.11 The topic appears to have remained 

unvisited until an article by Phillip DeLacey in 1946 explored and documented the importance 

                                                      
1 A more detailed discussion on the disputed chronology of Seneca’s prose can be found in chapter 5 of this 
thesis. 
2 Ad Marciam (AD 39 -41), Ad Polybium (AD 41 – 44), Ad Helviam Matrem (AD 41 – 49). 
3 De Ira (AD 41 – 52), De Brevitate Vitae, (AD 48 – 55), De Constantia Sapientis (AD 47 – 65), De 
Tranquillitate Animi (AD 47 – 65), De Otio (AD 47 – 65), De Clementia (AD 55 – 56), De Vita Beata(AD 41 – 
65), De Beneficiis (AD 56 – 64), De Providentia (AD 37 – 65 AD). 
4 Epistulae Morales ad Lucilium (AD 62 – 65). Note: Aulus Gellius (NA. 12.2.3) makes reference to book 22 of 
Seneca’s Epistulae Morales so it is evident that the entire corpus (20 extant books) has not come down to us. 
5 Naturales Quaestiones (AD 62 – 65). 
6 Apocolocyntosis Divi Claudii (AD 54 – 55). 
7 De Matrimonio, De Immatura Morte, De Superstitione, De Officiis, Quomodo Amicitia Continenda Sit, Libri 
Moralis Philosophiae, De Vita Patris. There are, in addition, some quotes from a protreptic to philosophy, 
Exhortationes, and allusions to last words and the contents of Seneca’s will. 
8 Wirth (1898) De Virgili Apud Senecam Philosophum Usu – the critique is Gambla’s (1981) Pref. v. 
9 Howind (1921) De Ratione Citandi in Ciceronis Plutarchi Senecae Novi Testamenti Scriptis Obvia.. Again, the 
critique is Gambla’s (1981) Pref. v. 
10 Gambla (1981) Pref. v. does not make it clear whether he is referring to the practice of Seneca or Howind in 
making frequent emendations to their sources. 
11 Gummere (1922). 
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of poetry to the Stoics.12 Maguinness (1956),13 writing in a period when Senecan scholarship 

was not particularly in vogue, published an article in Hermathena in which, for the first time, 

an attempt was made to organise Seneca’s use of poetic citations into some kind of functional 

categories, albeit rather subjective and arbitrary ones. Hence we find groupings such as 

Seneca attacking poets ‘for failure to give satisfaction from a moral point of view’14 or where 

‘the poet’s words are represented as applicable to a higher or wider truth than his context 

implies’,15 or ‘instances in which Seneca gives to a passage quoted from Virgil some 

unexpected interpretation, or some extension of reference, usually in a philosophical 

direction’ (emphasis mine).16 The space limitations imposed by an article on a subject with 

the potential to burst its limits at the slightest provocation, of necessity restricted Maguinness’ 

treatment of it, although his analysis of the Virgilian passages in particular make for a 

valuable reference source.17 

More recently, Mazzoli, in his Seneca e la Poesia, published in 1970, has produced 

the most comprehensive analysis of Seneca’s citation use to date however it was, again, 

restricted to poetic sources.18 Gambla (1981)19 submitted a PhD dissertation to Northwestern 

University, Evanston, Illinois, USA, in which he restricted himself to verse citation within the 

Epistulae Morales. Dedicating a chapter each to Lucretius, Horace, Ovid, Virgil, with ‘minor 

poets’ given their own chapter as a collective, Gambla sought to organise references to each 

into Cicero’s three citation-function categories of docere, delectare, and permovere.  The 

result was a tidy and reasonably comprehensive functional catalogue of verse citation in the 

Epistulae Morales and yet, apart from the prima facie conclusion that all examples fit neatly 

into either one or a combination of Cicero’s three categories, no real attempt was made to 

look for further overreaching patterns. The limitation of the study to the Epistulae Morales 

necessarily limited Gambla’s data set to one genre and period of Seneca’s life (AD 62 – 65) 

thereby obviating any potential comparison with/inclusion in, possible patterns across the 

wider prose corpus. Similarly, limiting the use of categories to rhetorical-functionality in an 

                                                      
12 DeLacy (1946) 241 ff. 
13 Maguinness (1956) Seneca and the Poets. 
14 Maguinness (1956) 87. 
15 Maguinness (1956) 93 
16 Maguinness (1956) 94. 
17 The 1956 article by Maguinness was extremely valuable both in my BA (Hons) dissertation – Thompson 
(2010) – and in the current PhD thesis. The value of Maguinness’ article is also acknowledged by Gambla (1981) 
Pref. vi. 
18 Mazzoli (1970). 
19 Gambla (1981) Verse Quotation in the Epistulae Morales of Seneca. 
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immediate context relegated any influence from Seneca’s personal and political circumstances 

to a very minor consideration. 

Shortly after Gambla, Emily Elisabeth Batinski (1983)20 submitted a PhD thesis to the 

University of Colorado which examined Virgilian citations in Seneca’s prose corpus.  

Batinski’s thesis revolved strongly around the concept that Seneca’s employment of Virgilian 

citations was grounded firmly in the context of Stoic hermeneutics. Whereas  Gambla’s thesis 

had been limited to one genre in one Senecan work before her, Batinski’s thesis was limited to 

one third-party author across all prose genres. The combined data set from both theses 

constitutes a bare third of the total number of citations in the prose corpus.21   

Michel Foucault’s forays into the Senecan corpus22 in the mid-eighties heralded a 

mass diversion of scholarship into an investigation of the concept of Self within the 

framework of Seneca’s philosophical exposition – a vogue that has not entirely run its course 

even now in the second decade of the twenty-first century and one consequence of which was 

that the analysis of Seneca’s citation use became, again, a neglected area of research.  

Almost thirty years on from Gambla and Batinski, Daniela Dueck (2009)23 published 

what were intended to be complementary articles in Hermes: Poetic Citations in Latin Prose 

Works of Historiography and Biography, and Poetic Citations in Latin prose Works of 

Philosophy. Both are flawed to a considerable degree. The former attempts to extract 

meaningful patterns from a data set that is spread over too wide a chronological range to make 

Dueck’s genre collection valid,24 and the latter, a comparative study in verse citation analysis 

between the ‘philosophical’ works of Cicero and Seneca (philosophus) is fatally lacking in 

                                                      
20 Batinski (1983) Vergilian Citations in Seneca’s Prose Works. 
21 As there is also an overlap between Gambla’s and Batinski’s theses (the Virgil citations in the Epistulae 
Morales), the combined total of citations addressed is more like 20% of the total. 
22 See, for instance, Foucault (1986) The Care of the Self. 
23 Dueck (2009a) Poetic Citations in Latin Prose Works of Historiography and Biography and (2009b) Poetic 
Quotations in Latin Prose Works of Philosophy. 
24 Authors from the Republic to Late Empire are put together as a set overlooking the obvious point that all the 
texts that use quotes in any number are chronologically late; so there is an obvious shift over time in practice. 
This makes the collection by genre pointless. The data from texts prior to 100 AD amount to only 8 quotes (4 of 
them in Nepos, who is anomalous). Later writers like Ammianus were trained to include quotations as a means 
of rhetorical expansion. This most obvious implication of the data is ignored: that before 100 AD historians 
almost never cited poetry (4 examples in all of Caesar, Sallust, Livy, and Velleius). In addition, Dueck does not 
explain her justification for including the disparate genders of historiography and biography in a single category. 
The range of historians used is also selective and unclear – the prominent Florus and Valerius Maximus are 
omitted and it is not made clear whether 'Caesar' includes the continuators, authors of the Alexandrian, African 
and Spanish Wars. 
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statistical clarification.25 Neither Dueck’s categorisation divisions nor her published data sets 

are recommended as a reliable basis from which to launch further study. 

A year later Thompson (2010)26 submitted a BA (Hons) dissertation to the University 

of Auckland entitled ‘Ut ait Virgilius Noster: The Reception of Virgil in Seneca’s Epistulae 

Morales ad Lucilium.’ As with all prior scholarship mentioned thus far and as its title 

suggests, that study focused on only one aspect of third party reference across the entire 

Senecan prose corpus; however, as it constitutes the starting point for this current PhD thesis, 

a selection of its statistics, data sets and graphics will be referred to throughout this work. 

Although not focused exclusively on citation analysis the work of other scholars who 

have touched on the field as it relates to the Senecan corpus must be acknowledged.27 Anna 

Lydia Motto’s Seneca Sourcebook: Guide to the thought of Lucius  Annaeus Seneca remains a 

valuable reference work for locating third-party authors within the Senecan corpus.28 The 

specific relationship between Seneca and Virgil is explored more thoroughly in her 1993 

article Philosophy and Poetry: Seneca and Vergil.29 Robert Coleman’s 1974 The Artful 

Moralist: A Study of Seneca’s Epistolary Style30 provides interesting perspectives on several 

citations in the Epistulae Morales and, more recently, Christopher Star acknowledges the role 

of citations across the prose corpus in various places in his comparative study of aspects of 

self-command in the works of Seneca and Petronius, The Empire of the Self.31 

Rarely are citations studied as a separate phenomenon – they are mostly used in 

isolation by modern scholars to support discussions on wider topics, meaning that their 

                                                      
25 The works from which the statistics for each author are taken are not specified (for instance Dueck does not 
appear to have included Seneca’s work on natural philosophy, the Naturales Quaestiones, in her data set) nor is 
it explained whether, if at all, in her statistical analysis the total size of each author’s corpus is averaged out. 
Moreover, Dueck’s vague classification of ‘Philosophy’ makes for some confusing inclusions and omissions 
(Seneca’s Epistulae Morales are included but Cicero’s letters excluded although both could come under the 
common genre of epistolography). Dueck's 'Categories of Use' (table 6) on pages 329-330 are arbitrary and 
overlapping. 'Decoration' is especially problematic in the Senecan context. Even the list of poets in table 1 (page 
315) demonstrates a rather naive presupposition, as if Dueck has just looked up an index of names cited in the 
texts, and not thought about the  actuality, or otherwise even read the works. So, the poem known as the Hymn to 
Zeus written by Cleanthes and translated, in part, by Seneca (at Ep 107.11) has been omitted, presumably 
because the index says 'Cleanthes' and Dueck thinks 'Stoic'. But this is one of Seneca's most revealing poetic 
quotes, and directly relevant to her study because Seneca also alludes there to Cicero's practice of translating 
Greek poets. In fact, it is crucial to Dueck’s comparison and thereby constitutes a very telling (in fact, fatal) 
omission. 
26 Ut ait Virgilius Noster: The Reception of Virgil in Seneca’s Epistulae Morales ad Lucilium. 
27 It must be acknowledged that many Senecan scholars have mentioned individual citations or discreet groups of 
citations to support their various arguments. They are too many to list here. 
28 Motto (1970). 
29 Motto (1993). 
30 Coleman (1974). 
31 Star (2012) especially 10; 33; 47; 85; 113; 120;132-6; 152-6; 174-7; 180; 239. 
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independent worth is generally ignored both in terms of the ‘physical’ function they play in 

the narrative flow – their use as markers or rocks around which the rhetoric eddies or is 

diverted – and in terms of their position within a more holistic whole – the patterns that tell us 

what writers, works, or genres an author favoured at different stages in the production of his 

or her oeuvre. The latter, especially, is an area of research hitherto almost entirely overlooked.     

To my knowledge this thesis is both the first attempt at a fully comprehensive, pan-

genre presentation of third-party references across Seneca’s entire prose corpus, and the first 

attempt to analyse the resultant data set for patterns that may contribute to ongoing scholarly 

debate over that corpus. 
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Chapter 3 - The Power of the Digital Approach 

As mentioned in the preceding chapter, previous scholarship relating specifically to 

citation use in the Senecan prose corpus has been inadequate and limited.1 The corpus is 

large. The restriction of previous attempts at analysis to a single source author’s or source 

genre’s citations in Seneca’s works, although interesting, tells us nothing about overall trends 

and patterns. The focus has simply been too narrow.2  

 As far as citations are concerned the data set latent in the prose corpus is both 

considerable and diverse. Across the corpus, Seneca himself wrote in what modern 

scholarship generally defines as five different genres – consolatory, dialogue, epistolary, 

natural science, satire -3 and employed 599 citations from at least 124 different authors who 

represented a minimum of seven philosophical schools, seven major prose genres, and eleven 

prose sub-genres. The sources were both Roman and Greek and, from Seneca’s temporal 

perspective, ancient, modern, and everything in between. It is clear then, that focusing 

scholarship on one source author (e.g. Batinski with Virgil),4 or on a single Senecan genre 

(e.g. Gambla with the Epistulae Morales),5 will only ever produce a very limited data set and 

illustrate nothing of that data set’s relationship to the whole. This suggests that previous 

scholarship in this domain is, at best, incomplete and unrepresentative and, at worst, 

inaccurate as results obtained from a discreet and insular data set may be invalidated when 

seen against the part that limited selection plays in the whole. An innovative, holistic 

approach is long overdue. 

Only a digital approach makes possible a time-efficient and space-effective procedure 

for firstly gathering and storing, and then filtering, analysing, and presenting such a large data 

set. To this end, during a summer scholarship in 2009 at the University of Auckland under the 

                                                      
1 This is not to belittle the massive contribution made by those past scholars who had little or no access to digital 
tools. The erudition and diligence invested in identifying the provenance of many citations in the prose corpus 
(especially the non-philosophical ones) is gratefully acknowledged. Without that contribution, much of the 
database would have remained unpopulated. 
2 As amply demonstrated by the maximum number of citations to which the previous two PhD theses dedicated 
specifically to this area of scholarship was restricted: 
Gambla (1981) Verse citations in the Epistulae Morales – 117/599 = 19.53% of citation total 
Batinski (1983) Virgil citations in the prose corpus – 116/599 =  19.37% of citation total 
It should be noted that neither thesis addressed every citation in their specialised area so the percentage total 
analysed is, in actuality, lower than that shown here. Neither thesis considered philosophical citations. 
3 Some of these terms are debatable especially where the so-called dialogi are concerned. I will suggest later 
(chapters 14-19) the concept that citation evidence can help in re-categorising the very diverse range of works 
that constitute this particular Senecan ‘genre’. 
4 Batinski (1983).  
5 Gambla (1981). 
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direction of Associate Professor Marcus Wilson I designed and built a database to house the 

citations used by Seneca in his prose corpus. Since that time I have extended and refined the 

database to include every text section of the Senecan prose corpus and added extensive 

metadata6 with the result that it is my primary tool for analysing the prose works either in 

their entirety or in individual sections or groups of sections. As a time saving device the 

database is invaluable. As an analytic tool for Seneca’s prose works it is very powerful and, I 

believe, unique. For the first time overall statistics and trends are available at the click of a 

mouse. The potential for further development is limitless.7 The database structure as it 

applies to this thesis and exists at time of writing will be presented in overview below. For 

the interested reader, a more technical exposition can be found in Appendix I along with the 

current URL (website address) and instructions for online access.  

 

Advantages over Existing Digital Resources for the Senecan Corpus 

 Online resources with varying degrees of search functionality do exist. The Perseus 

Project based at Tufts University houses a considerable collection of Latin texts, amongst 

them the Senecan corpus.8 Unfortunately, few of the texts are offered in both Latin and 

English versions and the search functionality offers no metadata options, meaning it is limited 

to the text contained in the individual works themselves. On the plus side, Perseus offers 

syntactical searches and analysis on individual words and phrases. As Seneca’s citation use is 

not always clearly signalled (he very rarely mentions a source  work by name and fails to 

accredit the source author  in almost 30%9 of cases across the prose corpus) the Perseus Tufts 

online library is of limited use for analysing overall statistics. 

                                                      
6 Additional information to supplement what is available in the Senecan text. Examples are source philosophical 
association, prose genre, and author dates in the citation table or exempla and analogies in the individual section 
table.  
7 In July 2014 I attended a ‘GIS (Geographic Information System) in the Digital Humanities’ course at the 
University of Lancaster, U.K. The aim of the course was to explore the potential interface of QGIS and 
ARCGIS software with other Humanities disciplines. One application is to use HTML tags in text corpora 
(ancient or modern) to map to the GIS software and produce topographical outputs that can then interface with 
online presentation models such as Google Earth. An upcoming project for me is to ‘rethink’ the output layer so 
that I can use the principles of the GIS software to output meaningful visual data (not necessarily topographical) 
from ancient corpora. My belief is that using existing technologies in innovative ways (as I have accomplished 
by building my source Seneca database in MS Access) not only saves on development costs and time but the 
result already meets most Open Data Interface guidelines and is thus cheaply and easily disseminated with 
minimum, if any, local customisation.   
8 http://www.perseus.tufts.edu  
For a brief overview of the history of the Perseus project see Thompson-Klein (2015) chapters 3-4. 
9 The actual statistic is 28.71%. 
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 The same is true of the Loeb online database.10 Admittedly still experiencing teething 

issues, this database has not been 100% accurately digitalised (the process has, in many 

places, skewed where certain sections end and others start). The search functionality is, again, 

without metadata options and limited only to the published text, however it does own the 

advantage of presenting texts in Latin and English on opposing pages. As a tool for statistical 

analysis it is extremely limited. 

 Diogenes11 is a collection of classical texts available for local PC/Apple storage that 

provides an interface with Perseus’ online morphological search functionality. Its local 

storage format permits customisable search interfaces through the employment of PERL 

scripting. There is some potential for statistical analysis using Diogenes although the 

metadata to make it viable would have to be supplied separately and interact with Diogenes 

using a programmable interface. Moreover, the flat structure of the Diogenes corpora does 

not lend itself to flexible analytical manipulation. Where citations are involved, the 

‘invisibility’ to search engines of a good 30% of the Senecan total would make it impossible 

to pick up all instances. 

 Other initiatives are gaining traction such as Tesserae,12 an intertext analyser for Latin 

and Greek texts, which is a collaborative project between the University at Buffalo 

Departments of Classics and Linguistics, the Department of Computer Science and 

Engineering at the University of Notre Dame, and the Département des Sciences de 

l'Antiquité at the University of Geneva. Whilst an extremely valuable tool, Tesserae’s main 

function is to establish intertextual parallels and not to establish citation patterns within 

works or corpora. 

 The Senecan prose corpus database that constitutes the prime analytical tool behind 

this thesis has advantages over all of the above. It is custom designed to provide a logical 

hierarchy which steps down from Work-->Section-->Citation. Every individual text section 

in the Senecan corpus populates a single record complete with metadata and those that 

contain citations are linked through a Unique ID to a fully populated sub-record which is 

again, replete with metadata. Search options based on criteria not limited solely to what is 

contained in the text is thus fully available at each level or combination of levels.  Fields have 

been built into the hierarchy that permit huge flexibility for data presentation, thus greatly 

                                                      
10 http://www.loebclassics.com 
11 https://community.dur.ac.uk/p.j.heslin/Software/Diogenes 
12 http://tesserae.caset.buffalo.edu 
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facilitating analysis. This includes ordering data output by rearranging suggested work 

chronology (a thorny issue in Senecan scholarship). As a device to easily analyse possible 

logical combinations and precedence, this is an incredibly powerful and time-efficient tool.  

The availability to search on metadata fields that does not exist in the online repositories 

concedes a considerable advantage to my database in terms of the sheer scope and range of 

research that it is able to quickly and efficiently test and then either accept or reject.13     

6. Database Structure 

The database as it currently stands is built in Microsoft Access 2010 using standard 

normalisation techniques with some additional VBA programming designed by myself to 

customise the presentation levels. Essentially, the database hierarchy (figure DG1) can be 

visualised as if it follows the structure of the hierarchy of a Senecan text - 

Work/Section/Citation: 

Figure DG1 – Basic database hierarchy 

 

 

 

 

 

  

For each individual section record at level 2 and each citation at level 3 extensive metadata is 

required to make the analytic process as flexible and comprehensive as possible.  The table 

below (figure DG2) lists the individual fields at levels 1, 2, and 3 that have been employed 

for the production of this thesis with a brief explanation of each:14 

                                                      
13 Metadata tables, when built in a readily available format (as they are in the database used to produce this 
thesis) are transportable in a variety of formats and can be extended to apply to, and interface with, ANY ancient 
corpora 
14 The field lists shown in figure DG2 are not exhaustive, especially at levels 2 and 3. Additional fields exist 
such as an expanded and drilled-down tripartite theme detail breakdown (and a modern author reference section 
at level 2). These fields are designed for future analytical studies of the Senecan corpus. It should also be noted 
that ‘peer’ level tables exist for instance in the ‘Author’ field where additional data on individual authors is 
stored such as dates, nationality, and philosophical affiliation on one-to-many and many-to-many relationships 
(see Appendix I). This information can be merged into level 3 at query and report presentation level to expand 
analytical potential. 

LEVEL 1 
 Senecan work 
De Providentia 

 
 

LEVEL 2 
Individual section 

within Senecan work 
Prov. 5.10 

LEVEL 3 
Citation within individual 

section 
Ovid, Met. 2.63-69 
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Figure DG2 – Fields at database hierarchy levels with explanation 
LEVEL 1 – SENECAN WORK 
Example: Consolatio Ad Marciam 
Code Short identifier of individual work - CONSMAR 

Title Full title of individual work – Consolatio Ad Marciam 

Chronology Number field – chronological position in corpus. Lowest = earliest - 1 

Genre Genre to which individual work belongs  - Consolatio 

Addressee Name of addressee to whom individual work is dedicated - Marcia 

LEVEL 2 – INDIVIDUAL 
SECTION 
Example : Marc. 17.2 
Unique ID Unique identifier of individual section – CONSMAR-0-17-2 

Content Latin text of section 

Main theme Major thematic content of section – Nature, Passions 

Sub Theme Sub-thematic threads of section – Agriculture, Journey, Literature, Moral 

Mood Seneca mood style in section – Moral-Instruction, Personal 

Analogy Analogies used in section – Life as sea journey 

Citation Citation present in section Yes/No field – YES 

Greek Text Greek text content if any in section 

Historic. Ex. Historical exempla in section 

Geog. Ex. Geographical  exempla in section – Syracuse, Sicily, Italy (Hesperia), Charybdis 

Myth. Ex. Mythical exempla in section 

LEVEL 3 – CITATION 
Example : Marc. 17.2 – Aen. 3.418 
Unique ID Unique identifier of individual section – CONSMAR-0-17-2 

Cross Ref. Senecan corpus reference for instances of same citation 

Position Whether citation comes at beginning, middle, or end of work – MIDDLE 

Ref. Type Type of Reference – QUOTATION 

Author Author of reference – VIRGIL 

Auth. Ref. Author work location – Aen. 3.418 

Auth. Accr. Author accredited Yes/No field – NO 

Auth. Genre Original genre in which reference appears – POETRY 

Auth. Sub-G. Original sub-genre in which reference appears – EPIC 

Language Language in which reference appears – LATIN 

Lead-In Senecan lead-in to reference text – NONE 

Ref. Acc. Senecan version of reference accurate? Yes/No field – YES 

O – Context Context in which reference appears in source text – Hellenus advice to Aeneas 

Citation Text Latin or Greek content of citation itself 

S – Context Context in which reference appears in Senecan text – Seneca advice to Marcia 

Reaction How does Seneca react to reference?  N/A 

Comments General comments on reference  memo field 
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Notes to figure  DG2: 

Unique ID – In order to maintain standardisation in this key field, it is constructed from 4 

elements: Work code + Book + Chapter + Section e.g. NATQUE-3-26-6. 

Where works are not organised into books the figure 0 (zero) replaces the ‘Book’ element 

e.g. CONSMAR-0-17-2. 

Where works are organised into books that contain prefaces the figure 0 (zero) indicates a 

preface and replaces the ‘Chapter’ element e.g. NATQUE-4-0-19. 

 

Statistical terminology  -  Mean Citation Density 

The Mean Citation Density (abbreviated to MCD) is a figure calculated for each work in the 

prose corpus by dividing the total Latin language pages in a standard Loeb Classical Library 

text by the amount of references for that work in the database. The procedure effectively 

gives us the average number of Loeb pages between each reference in a given work. 

Therefore, the lower the MCD, the more densely packed with references is the work. It is 

important to note that this is a mean figure and does not reflect the actual number of pages 

per reference appearance as the references, in actuality, may appear in clusters at any section 

of a text. The value of the MCD lies in its ability to provide a general guide to citation density 

across all, or between selected, works.15 All other statistical terminology employed in this 

thesis is standard and self-explanatory. 

Bar-graph sets displaying pan-genre statistics with surface analysis 

The following bar-graphs demonstrate the full power of the database in extracting 

overreaching data sets that are invisible to the reader of individual works or genres. The 

surface analysis offered with each set is not intended, at this point in the thesis, to be fully 

comprehensive; rather it will illustrate how even seemingly simple overreaching patterns can 

provide new and thought-provoking information on Seneca’s use of citations as a whole, 

holistic perspectives that it would be impossible to obtain and flexibly control without the use 

of a versatile digital tool.  These statistics provide a starting point for further analysis, 

selected foci of which will be discussed in greater detail in the thesis main body chapters. 

 

                                                      
15 The use of Loeb pages as a viable metric to calculate a mean for citation appearances was confirmed by 
comparing it with a mean calculated using word count. The variation in results between the two metrics is less 
than half of one percent for each Senecan work. 
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Figure DG3  

 

Across the prose corpus as a whole Seneca employs philosophical and non-philosophical 

sources in almost equal numbers. In an oeuvre that is considered by many scholars (and the 

majority of casual readers) to have an overriding tendency to philosophical exposition, the 

inclusion of so many non-philosophical sources is a surprising feature. 

Figure DG4 

 

A further breakdown of the overall citation statistics reveals that Seneca relied predominantly 

on poets to provide his non-philosophical citation content. The sheer dominance of the poetic 

genre over other non-philosophical literary disciplines is remarkable. 
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Figure DG5 

 

The Stoic philosophical school (of which Seneca is widely held to be an adherent) easily 

dominates the philosophical citation statistics. Of more note is the large number of Epicurean  

and, to a lesser extent, Peripatetic citations. The eclectic range of philosophers from which 

Seneca cited is also of interest. 

Figure DG6 

 

The total numbers of Roman and Greek source citations across the prose corpus are almost 

equal. Of note is the disproportionately large number of Roman source citations in works 

held to be primarily philosophical exposition at a time when the Roman philosophical corpus 

was still at a fledgling stage. These statistics are closely bound to, and serve to corroborate, 

the philosophical vs. non-philosophical citation statistics. 

Figure DG7 

 

The statistics in figure DG7 (and in DG8-DG11 below) are taken from the pool of authors 

cited by Seneca whose compositional dates are known. The number of citations employed by 

Seneca from pre-100 BC sources does not outnumber those from post-100 BC sources by 
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much. This is surprising given that the bulk of philosophical writing available to Seneca’s era 

originated in the Hellenistic period. 

Figure DG8  

 
A breakdown of the number of individual Pre-100 BC authors into Roman vs. Greek reveals 

Seneca’s sources from this period were overwhelmingly Greek. 

Figure DG9 

 

Taking this a step further, the total citation numbers for pre-100 BC sources reveal that 

although, as expected, Greek citations vastly outnumber Roman citations, the author:citation 

ratio is more pronounced for Greek sources than for Roman thus suggesting Seneca generally 

re-used his Roman sources less frequently than his Greek sources. 

Figure DG10  

 

Seneca employs post-100 BC Roman sources far more intensively than Greek sources from 

the same period. The statistical trend obvious in the pre-100 BC statistics has reversed.  
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Figure DG11  

 

A breakdown of post-100 BC citation statistics reflects the dominance of Roman authors 

from this period in that the trend from the pre-100 BC statistics is reversed. The 

author:citation ratio suggesting multiple use of the same author is less marked between the 

Greek and Roman statistics of the post-100 BC than in the pre-100 BC category. 

The overall statistics revealed in the bar-graphs above become even more valuable as trend 

indicators for the Senecan corpus when more detail is added. The following set of graphs, 

against which individual genres are plotted take us to the next level of interpretation. 
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Figure DG12 

 

The above data set, grouped according to the generally accepted Senecan genre breakdown on the y (vertical) axis, informs us that only in the 

Epistulae Morales and the Consolationes, that is the epistolary and consolatory genres, does Seneca employ more Roman citations overall than 

in the others. The Consolationes data set is very small and unlikely to yield any further patterns but the Epistulae Morales data set warrants 

further drill-down to ascertain if deeper patterns can be discerned. It is also worthwhile to change the series (Roman Citations, Roman Authors 

etc.) within the categories (Consolations, Dialogs etc.) in the y axis to see if any further patterns are revealed.  
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Figure DG13 

 

This data set is again grouped according to the generally accepted Senecan genre breakdown on the y axis but this time using source citation 

genres as categories. It informs us that, although Seneca is fairly consistent in the ratio of philosophical and non-philosophical citations across 

the genres (with the notable and understandable exception of the Apocolocyntosis), the overall number of non-philosophical citations per genre is 

surprisingly and consistently high in what are generally held to be works of philosophical exposition. 
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Figure DG14 

 

 By reversing the sort on the y axis so that source genre becomes category and series becomes Senecan genre, more patterns become apparent. 

The Epistulae Morales contain the most incidences of every individual source genre.    
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Conclusion 

 The importance of digital approaches to analysing (as opposed to simply making 

widely available) ancient corpora is only very recently being acknowledged.1 Little or no 

work has hitherto sought to apply the digital approach to citation analysis.2 In a large body of 

work, such as Seneca’s prose corpus, digital techniques provide the only method for time-

effective and error-free analysis.3 

 Previous, non-digital attempts to analyse Seneca’s citations have, of necessity, been 

restricted to insular data sets with correspondingly narrowed analytical focus and the 

concomitant danger of forcing the limited data to fit the theory and not vice versa. Thus 

Gambla,4 in his thesis, attempts to bring all poetic citations in the Epistulae Morales under the 

one umbrella of rhetorical intent without taking into account other purposes within that one 

genre or discussing possible alternative poetic citation function in other genres, while 

Batinski5 focuses solely on the influence of Stoicism on Virgilian citations in the prose corpus 

without asking whether they may differ in functional intent in different Senecan genres. 

Moreover, in both of these theses there is a strong bias towards the influence of the original 

genre on the Senecan context while very little, if any, attention is paid to the Senecan context 

actually influencing whom and what is cited. 

                                                      
1 For a fully comprehensive and up-to-date, pan-discipline analysis of work going on in the Digital Humanities, 
see Julie Thompson Klein’s recent (2015) publication Interdisciplining Digital Humanities: Boundary Work in 
an Emerging Field. Ann Arbour, MI: University of Michigan Press.   
2 In June-July 2014, I attended the summer series of seminars at UCL hosted by Digital Classicist London. Most 
of the topics discussed stemmed from initiatives emanating from  TOPOI, Berlin, LOFTS (Leipzig Open 
Fragmentary Texts Series), and EAGLE (Europeana Network of Ancient Greek and Latin Epigraphy). Amongst 
the LOFTS initiatives is the digitalisation of fragmentary texts using TEI-XML/EPIDOC via FRBR (CTS/CITE) 
architecture to a presentation layer using PROV-O Ontology, Systematic Assertion Model (SAM), and Open 
Annotation output through HTML5. The end result will be a database that aims to make all existing versions of 
fragmentary texts available online with tools that demonstrate translational alignments as well as syntactical 
trees showing how syntactical use may differ/agree between versions. Any new additions are linked to the 
original ‘source’ so that multiple versions of the same original ‘text’ can be accessed in one on-line place. A 
regulated student annotation interface is also being developed. Where it concerns epigraphy, EAGLE, along with 
Linked Open Data is building a curated, online, multi-text edition of a database containing all known Latin and 
Greek epigraphic monuments. As with the LOFTS initiative, EAGLE, using Linked Open Data principles by 
following a standards approach (TEI-EPIDOC and CIDOC CRM), is working towards creating tools to facilitate 
both scholarly and public access to ancient epigraphy. A good example of this type of initiative is the 
downloadable EAGLE phone app. that takes a combination of spatial recognition/OCR/geographical location 
(GPS) readings from an originating mobile phone to identify an image of any engraving and pass back to the 
user all available information on it if it is recognised in the database. These are very exciting times for digital 
classicism. 
3 It is to be acknowledged that employing digital techniques complements rather than replaces the working of an 
informed intellectual curiosity. Clearly, the larger the corpus being interrogated, the greater the value of a digital 
approach in facilitating analysis. It goes without saying that any analysis of statistics revealed by a digital 
approach must be carried out with due academic diligence.  
4 Gambla (1980). 
5 Batinski (1983). 
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The use of a database obviates any concerns over insularity. Separation necessarily 

means that any overreaching citation patterns (or absence of patterns) become invisible or 

fade into the background as they play an integral part in Seneca’s ever shifting literary 

landscape. Seneca was writing at a literary nexus. His is the largest extant corpus we possess 

between the Helleno-centric citation use of Cicero and the laments about the decline of 

literary style by Tacitus (Dial. 1), and Quintilian (Inst. 10.1.42-3) and therefore his use of 

citations is important and needs to be studied for this reason if for no other. Only a 

comprehensive, custom-built database permits us the overview required to effectively achieve 

that end. 
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Chapter 4 - Seneca’s ‘Library’ 

Seneca sitzt wie ein römischer Richter über die 

angebotenen Meinungen  zu Gericht und wählt 

das ihm Wahrscheinlichste – Gregor Maurach.1 

This chapter will deliver an overview of how Seneca came by his extensive mine of 

citation material, and define his concept of ‘library’. I shall look first at what was available to 

him materially (access to libraries, both public and private, book sellers, circulation between 

friends and patrons), and then discuss what was contributed from the ‘furniture’ of his mind; 

that is, passages committed to memory from his education, and/or embedded as a result of 

cultural exposure.2 As the ability to commit data to memory played a large role in what 

constituted Seneca’s furniture of the mind, I shall also briefly mention the fascinating 

discipline of Mnemotechnics. 

It was far harder in Seneca’s time to acquire books. We are spoiled by the immediate 

access to further research that the internet provides. Before the internet, we would have 

needed to make a trek to a library (sometimes a specialised library) and locate the relevant 

citation and its context in what could have been sizeable works. Seneca certainly did not 

supply exact references for his citations. In his time, only literate people (and we must 

remember that Seneca’s audience included an aural component as well as a literate one) 

would have the resources (such as literate slaves) to spend time accessing far fewer book 

repositories. People like Seneca, who made ‘restricted’ knowledge available to a much wider, 

even non-specialised, audience would have been highly prized by both the literate but busy, 

and the inquisitive illiterate as a collective. It was far easier to rely on the labours of people 

like Lucius Annaeus Seneca than to deploy your own resources with the time and expense 

that entailed. Rome needed people like Seneca. There was power in disseminating knowledge 

but with that power comes responsibility. 

 Seneca’s application of citations to his prose corpus cannot be compared to the 

practice of applying the resources of a modern library to our own compositions. That Seneca 
                                                      
1 Maurach (1975) 9. 
2 Just as I am able to recite famous passages from the Shakespearian plays I studied at school and chant refrains 
from the more popular Beatles (and other bands’) songs that have achieved  anthemic status through their 
repeated playing on media such as radio, TV or appearances in advertising slogans and the like, so Romans of 
Seneca’s era would have rote-learned canonical authors such as Homer and Virgil at school and been exposed to 
them - Virgil especially - through all kinds of contemporary media such as plays, shop slogans, and even 
graffiti.     
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conducted ‘research’, reading and assimilating the ideas of others into his own work, is 

beyond doubt – he tells us so himself. It is how Seneca goes about that assimilation that is of 

direct relevance to this thesis. In this section, I shall demonstrate the physical availability to 

Seneca of his third-party resources, put that in context against his personal mental resources, 

the ‘furniture of his mind’, and then examine how he applied the whole. 

What is a Citation? 

Citations, as the windows that invite audience access to a source, are incredibly 

powerful literary tools, especially when that source is not widely accessible (literate-wise, 

availability-wise, or language-wise). The author, in this case Seneca, strictly controls the 

‘window’ and has mastery not only over the transparency of the outlook provided (the 

pellucidity of the glass, as it were) and the tint through which the view is allowed (stained 

glass and mood-altering framework), but can even dictate exactly which angle the reader is 

allowed to direct their gaze onto the original. Add to this that individual windows provide 

only limited visibility onto a literary landscape, and we come to the realisation that citation 

usage is a crucial tool in audience manipulation, even permitting the author to appeal to 

multiple audiences at multiple levels simultaneously. The diagram in figure LA1 below is an 

example of this bi-directional relationship. It demonstrates the options open to the author in a 

citation from a consolatio and explains how it may operate: 

Figure LA1 – Seneca’s levels of audience reception expectation relative to levels of 

meaning embedded into a consolatio citation 
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On one level Seneca can simply transfer the tone and colour from his source text (Source) to 

his own exposition (green arrows) in a way that is immediately applicable to ridding his 

addressee (Bereaved) of his or her personal grief. The bereaved may find additional comfort 

in the shared experience to be found in the source context in, and surrounding, the citation 

(black arrows). To a dispassionate reader (Philosophical), who is not the bereaved or a fellow 

seeker after grief counselling, Seneca may convey moral depth as part of his philosophical 

discourse (possibly for didactic purposes) using the same reference (yellow dashed arrows). 

Like the bereaved, the dispassionate reader may find further philosophical elucidation by 

reading Seneca’s exposition, supplemented by the source context (black arrows). The exact 

same methodology applies should Seneca wish to convey a political message (Political). Not 

all readers belong to a discreet group. To summarise, Seneca, by exercising controlled 

(=limited) access to a specific context in the source text through a citation, can appeal 

simultaneously to multiple audiences, to one or even all of which any individual reader may 

belong.  

 This level of audience control comes with great power, something Seneca exercised 

with considerable skill, but there is also the consideration of Seneca’s own relationship with 

his sources; that is, how does Seneca ‘react’ to them in his own exposition in order to achieve 

the desired effect on his readership? As this thesis unfolds, I shall demonstrate, by applying 

statistical analyses, that scholarship must exercise extreme caution when commenting on 

Seneca’s ‘reaction’ to the citations he employs. I must state at the outset that there is no 

instance where Seneca categorically endorses or non-endorses a source. Even those instances 

where Seneca’s reaction appears clear cut cannot be relied upon as he will then go on to 

develop that reaction or it becomes evident he is being ironic or even sarcastic. Where it 

comes down to ultimate endorsement or non-endorsement of a cited source, everything is a 

matter of degree.  The difficulty involved in this aspect of citation analysis is exacerbated by 

Seneca’s choice of when, and when not to, employ the Greek script and language (coupled 

with his overwhelming preference to cite his Greek sources using doxographic précis),3 and 

his technique of sometimes treating Stoic doctrinal theory as a ‘language’ with which he was 

often able to colour citations that passed into his work from his ‘library’ as part of his 

persuasive technique.4 

 

                                                      
3 This phenomenon is discussed in detail in Appendix II. 
4 This technique is discussed in detail in Chapter 7. 
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Seneca’s Concept of ‘Library’ 

To Seneca’s mind ‘library’ was a functionally intellectual concept and not a material 

one. A library was not an architectural gimmick built to grandstand affluence, nor a general 

scroll warehouse devoid of quality control (Tranq. 9.4-5).5 Nor did a library’s significance 

reside in the ostentation of its fittings. Seneca mocked the expensive armaria6 made from 

citrus-wood and ivory, whose value could not compete with the treasure of knowledge they 

contained (Tranq. 9.6-7), and derided members of his own class who failed to take advantage 

of the access to education through literature that membership of the social elite afforded.7 

Only in two passages in the extant prose corpus (Tranq. 9. 4-7 and Ep. 27. 4-7) do we find 

direct references to libraries or their furniture. This, coupled with the surrounding context of 

mockery in which they are both framed8, has lead Fantham9 to question whether the prevalent 

assumption that many great Romans maintained sizeable private libraries is, in fact, 

premature - a question which rather misses the point that Seneca, in these passages, is talking 

of his own concept of ‘library’ as it relates to its specific function. That Seneca chose the 

example of the library to drive home a moral lesson about contemporary decadence 

reinforces for us his reliance upon it for eminently practical purposes; after all, he is careful 

not to put a limit on librorum quantum satis sit (Tranq. 9.5). Every book Seneca collects, he 

puts to use.10 

 It is highly likely that Seneca maintained at least one private library, fitted out with 

the necessary equipment to store and/or excerpt material he deemed useful,11 but it is 

important to understand that, to him, the value of his possession rested in its intangible 

                                                      
5 Seneca’s deprecatory description of the library at Alexandria is worth quoting here: ne studiosa [luxuria] 
quidem, quoniam non in studium sed in spectaculum comparaverant, sicut plerisque ignaris etiam puerilium 
litterarum libri non studiorum instrumenta sed cenationum ornamenta sunt (Tranq. 9.5). 
6 These were free-standing, cupboard-like items of furniture with shelves for storing scrolls that were generally 
placed against the wall of a library, from which, in Vitruvius 7. Intro. 7,  Aristophanes retrieved items in the 
library of Alexandria: ‘but Aristophanes, trusting to his memory, had a vast number of volumes brought out 
from bookcases which he specified.’   
7 Calvisius Sabinus, a wealthy man who purchased expensive slaves each trained to recite a specific poet at 
banquets yet who was spectacularly inept at citing himself, comes in for special ridicule (Ep. 27. 5-7). 
8 Fantham (1996) 202; Boyd (1915) 28. 
9 Fantham (1996) 202. 
10 Fantham (1996) 202 does, however, concede that the main focus of the Epistulae Morales is not on the 
material details of everyday life, thereby implying that the lack of reference to physical libraries does not 
preclude Seneca from having owned one himself. 
11 See Vitruvius (6.4.1) for advice on the physical layout of a Roman library ; Small (1997) 163 for modern 
reconstructions of Roman libraries; Small (1997) 145-151 for writing and editing equipment; Johnson (2010) 18 
on papyri;  Small (1997) 151 for varying lengths of papyri  and ibid. 48-49 for storage furniture, receptacles, and 
labelling tags. 
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content. Seneca’s true investment was in knowledge, and not in the physical book roll upon 

which it was inscribed.12 

Physical Resources – How Seneca Acquired His Book Scrolls. 

That Seneca was able to call upon a massive array of sources is well attested by the 

wide ranging scope of his ‘authorities’. He drew from virtually every genre and era known to 

antiquity. Within the extant prose corpus13 that comprises 124 moral epistles, 9 so-called 

dialogi, 3 consolations, a work on natural science, and a political satire, Seneca directly cites 

a minimum of 124 different authors across at least 156 separate works, a grand total of 599 

times. His sources include philosophers, poets, dramatists, historians, mathematicians, and 

statesmen. From the perspective of Seneca’s time, the sources were both ancient and modern 

and the work of both Greek and Roman authors. 

 Seneca’s obvious ability to draw consistently from such a wide range of authorities 

across the entire period of his literary output suggests access to considerable research 

resources throughout his adult life, both external: public libraries, private libraries (both his 

own and those of his acquaintances), book-sellers, and internal: what was retrievable from 

Seneca’s own memory banks, forming, as it were, the furniture of his mind. Physical 

resources provided the former, education and cultural considerations, the latter.  

 There are four obvious sources for Seneca’s book scrolls:  (1) works either 

excerpted or duplicated in their entirety from copies deposited in Roman public libraries; (2) 

works either excerpted or copied from the private libraries of friends and acquaintances; (3) 

works purchased from book sellers; (4) works inherited from relatives and/or acquaintances. 

 

Public Libraries in Seneca’s Rome 

 

 The concept of using a public building as a repository for books came relatively late 

to the city of Rome. Although by the 4th century AD as many as 28 or 29 are recorded as 

having existed, of which only nine are known by name and seven by location,14  evidence 

                                                      
12 See Johnson (2010) 21-22 for a discussion on  the physical ostentation of the book scroll in which ‘aesthetic 
display and/or conspicuous consumption’ marked it out as a possession of the wealthy and educated elite. 
13 Seneca was also the author of 8 Tragedies and other moral essays of which only fragments survive. 
14 Boyd (1915) 3. 
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suggests only four, possibly five, were in in operation by the time of Seneca’s death in AD 65 

(see figure LA2): 

Figure LA2 – Public Libraries in Rome Operating before Death of Seneca in AD 6515 

Inauguration  Location KEY: Details and Known Contents 
39 – 27 BC Bibliotheca in Atrio Libertatis Founded by C. Asinius Pollio under 

patronage of Augustus. 
Anniversary date 13th October 
Location unknown 
Greek and Latin libraries 
Early and contemporary law 
Poetry (See Ovid Trist 3.1.59-72) 

36 – 28 BC Bibliotheca Templi Apollinis Founded by Augustus 
Destroyed 363 AD 
Greek and Latin libraries 
Poetry (See Ovid Trist 3.1.59-72) 
All that man has conceived (See Dio 
49.15; Horace Ep. 1.3.15-20) 
Authors’ new works were added 
Orations 
Law 
Sybilline Books (See Dio 49.13 ; 46.24) 

23 BC Bibliotheca Porticus Octaviae Founded by Augustus 
One of most accessible and popular of 
Roman libraries 
Destroyed AD 80 
Greek and Latin libraries 
Poetry (See Ovid Trist 3.1.59-72) 

Pre 41 AD Bibliotheca Templi Augusti Founded by Livia, Tiberius, or Caligula 
Possibly destroyed AD 80 
No information 

Pre 41 AD ? Bibliotheca Domus Tiberianae 
(?) 

Possibly the same as the Bibliotheca 
Templi Augusti (?) 
History 
Imperial documents and letters, volumes 
of a heterogeneous kind 
Oratorical works 
Political works 

 
The Roman concept of a ‘public’ library differed to our modern one. When first introduced,16 

access was likely limited to government officials and the privileged classes,17 amongst whose 

                                                      
15 This table has been compiled using data originally found in Boyd (1915) 3-35 and updated by Houston 
(2014), who has collated much interim scholarship on the subject. See also Bowie (2013) 239-242; Neudecker 
(2013) 315- 329.  
16 The original impetus to establish public libraries in Rome came from Julius Caesar (Suet. Caesar. 44), who 
appointed M. Varro to bring it to fruition. However, both died before the concept could be realised so it was left 
to Augustus to carry out the plan (See Boyd (1915) 1; Bowie (2013) 238). 
17 Dix (1994) 285 uses evidence from Horace Ep. 1.3.15-20 ; 2.1.214-28 to suggest that the libraries in Figure 
LA2 above (or at least those that Ovid mentions in Tristia 3.1) could have been open to all readers although 
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ranks Seneca could count himself a member of the former from at least AD 39,18 and of the 

latter, his entire life in Rome. 

 

The availability of classical authors in these public buildings is well attested by both 

Tacitus (Dial. 21) and Suetonius (Tib. 70). Furthermore, Suetonius’ account of the emperor 

Gaius’ spiteful threats to suppress the poems of Homer and to remove the books of Virgil and 

Livy from libraries (Calig. 34)19 clearly implies that they must have been fairly freely 

available if not to everybody,20 then at least to the literate classes which equated to the upper 

echelon of Roman society. By the time of Seneca’s Rome, ‘Works of literature,’ as Dix puts 

it, ‘had become public property’.21 The ‘Known Contents’ information in Figure LA2 above, 

clearly illustrates that every genre of the works cited by, or alluded to, by Seneca in his prose 

corpus was freely available and accessible to a Roman of Seneca’s standing from public 

libraries known to have existed in Rome during his lifetime.22 If Seneca had not yet achieved 

a position whose status granted unlimited access to these book repositories prior to his exile 

in AD 41, he would certainly have acquired it after his recall in AD 49,23 when he was 

appointed to the post of tutor and counsellor to Nero. 

 

Book Sellers  

The book trade in Seneca’s Rome did exist but little is known about it.24 It appears to 

have had a centre around the Argiletum25 or Vicus Sandalarius.26 Seneca himself mentions  

                                                                                                                                                                     
‘readers’ does imply just the literate (i.e. privileged) class. Nicholls (2013) 264-6 agrees with Dix. Dix also 
postulates (1994) 288 that the ‘General Public’ may have used ‘a different group of libraries; that is, those in the 
great imperial bath buildings of Rome’ (See also Boyd (1915) 63). 
18 The probable  year in which Seneca became Quaestor. 
19 In relation to this episode, see Petrain (2013) esp. 332-346 for an interesting chapter on the ‘metonymic habit’ 
discernible in Roman public libraries. Although Petrain does not mention the emperor specifically, his 
conclusion  that ‘Rome’s public libraries were spaces designed to effect the transmutation of the literary 
tradition’s prestige into visual experience and the assertion of power’ was a concept obviously well understood 
by Gaius as he intended to use libraries for an act of very public censorship, an expression of his own control 
over the state.  
20 As implied in Boyd (1915) 40. 
21 Dix (1994) 283  reminds us that public libraries were venues for listeners as well as readers (287). Horace 
(Ep. 2.2) gives an account of such a recitation. See Boyd (1915) 64 for recitals as author ‘advertising’, and 
Fantham (1996) 15-16 for the advantage of listening over reading: ‘Hearing sources was probably considered 
better than reading a ‘dumb’ text that could not explain its ambiguities.’  
22 Starr (1987) 216 cites Quintilian ‘in response to an imaginary critic who objects that his survey of literature 
left out this or that poet,’ Nec sane quisquam est tam procul a cognitione eorum remotus ut non indicem certe ex 
bibliotheca sumptum transferre in libros suos possit (10.1.57)’ to imply that copying could be done in libraries. 
23 Seneca’s father had been an acquaintance of C. Asinius Pollio, the founder of the library in the Atrium 
Libertatis and a man Pliny the Elder refers to as ‘the first to make the genius of man public property’ (NH. 
35.2.10), so it is likely that the younger Seneca may have been granted access to at least this library from a very 
early age. 
24 For a discussion on what can be reliably gleaned about the Roman book trade see Starr (1987) 219-223. 
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one Dorus, a librarius, who is obviously a purveyor of books, the presence amongst whose 

stock are works by Livy and Cicero (Ben. 7.6.1), suggests it contained a variety of authors 

spanning a range of genres. Seneca’s mentioning Dorus clearly indicates that books were a 

purchasable commodity, nevertheless Starr cautions against the temptation of imposing 

modern preconceptions on what he considers to have been a fairly basic industry by 

emphasising that speculation caused by lack of evidence on mass publication in particular 

makes this area especially prone to distortion.27 Nevertheless, the basic principle remains the 

same as it does today: when somebody in Seneca’s era wanted a book, one of the available 

options was to purchase it from a librarius. Seneca’s delicious irony that sic potest Titus 

Livius a Doro accipere aut emere libros suos demonstrates this clearly. 

 

 However, it must be remembered that the literate population (and, therefore, that 

portion of it that would have dealings with a ‘bookshop’) was a minority. For this reason, 

Starr believes such establishments to have been ‘small shops that dealt in luxury items’28 and, 

furthermore, that the book trade in general was ‘merely an ancillary system of circulation29 

beside the private channels that probably supplied the vast majority of literary texts.’30 

 

Private Libraries or Publications of Circle of Acquaintances 

There is no doubt that the practice of borrowing works from literary acquaintances 

was widespread in the Roman era from at least the late Republic onwards.31 ‘Literary circles’, 

often under professional patronage (of which Maecenas’ encouragement of Virgil, Horace, 

and Varius is an outstanding example) existed to promote literary output. They provided both 

a literary ‘tribunal’ before which younger authors could ‘road test’ their latest creations32 and 

a forum in which members could loan and borrow books.33  The authors whose works were 

borrowed (and likely copied either in excerpted form or as a whole) would include members 

of the literary circle of friends itself. Starr likens the distribution of texts in the Roman world 

                                                                                                                                                                     
25 Aulus Gellius (NA 18.4.1, 7,8,9) 
26 Galen (De libris Suis. 4.361) ; Catullus (55.3-5). 
27 Starr (1987) 219 n. 54. 
28 Starr (1987) 220. 
29 Boyd (1915) 62 Like Starr, Boyd acknowledges the  dependency of the book trade on private circulation 
pointing out the vitalising impact that the increasing popularity of private libraries had on it.   
30 Starr (1987) 221.  
31 Boyd (1915) 64 cites Suetonius (De Gram. 2) who credits Crates with ‘incentivising Romans to start private 
collections’. 
32 Boyd (1915) 64. 
33 In De Finibus 3.7 Cicero describes a visit to M. Cato whom, in his own words: vidi in bibliotheca sedentem 
multis circumfusum Stoicorum libris.  
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to a series of concentric circles widening outwards with the author at the epicentre. Each 

wider circle in the sequence reflects the increasingly wider audience to which the text was 

exposed (and the corresponding lack of control that the author would have over it from an 

editing and refinement perspective). The outermost circle represents ‘strangers,34 a stage 

equivalent to publication. By this time the work was being copied by people outside the 

author’s literary ‘circle’ and was, effectively, beyond his control. The first, and smallest, 

circle comprised the author’s most trusted friends to whom the text was distributed for 

confidential comment and criticism.35 Starr cites examples of this process in action from 

Cicero (Att. 16.11 (SB 420).1; 15.14 (SB 402).4; 15.1a (SB 378).2.) and Pliny (Ep. 7.20). 

These two authors precede and follow Seneca by a generation respectively but evidence that 

the system was alive and well in Seneca’s time can be found in the short and, untypically for 

the Epistulae Morales, monothematic Ep.46, in which Seneca critiques a book sent to him by 

his ‘correspondent’, Lucilius.  

 

 The epistle’s opening: Librum tuum, quem mihi promiseras, accepi indicates we are in 

the innermost circle of Starr’s distribution pattern. Seneca’s appraisal is, in turn, 

complimentary and critical. On first reading, the book is blanditus, the style disertus, grandis, 

erectus (Ep. 46.1-2) however Seneca reserves final judgement: De libro plura scribam cum 

illum retractavero; nunc parum mihi sedet iudicium, tamquam audierim illa, non legerim,36 

and assures Lucilius it will contain no false flattery: Non est quod verearis: verum audies 

(Ep. 46.3). 

 

 It was not just newly composed works that were circulated amongst friends and 

acquaintances but older ones as well. Starr37 cites numerous examples of ancient authors both 

borrowing and lending books and poems and Seneca was no exception.38 The idea seemed to 

be that the recipient was at liberty to make a copy at his own expense before returning the 

original.39 

 

                                                      
34 Starr (1987) 215. 
35 Starr (1987) 213 ‘Although authors wanted honest criticism, they did not seek impersonal criticism. The 
ancient sources do not preserve a single case of an author requesting comments from a stranger.’ 
36 Seneca’s comment here rather negates the opinion of Fantham (1996) 15-16  that hearing a text was probably 
preferable to reading it oneself.  
37 Starr (1987)  217. 
38 See e.g. Ep. 6.5: mittam itaque ipsos tibi libros et ne multum operae inpendas, dum passim profutura sectaris, 
inponam notas, ut ad ipsa protinus, quae probo et miror accedas. 
39 Starr (1987) 217. 
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 How Seneca annotated the book he received from Lucilius (Ep. 46) before returning it 

with his comments, or marked the approved passages in his own books to be sent to his 

addressee (Ep. 6.5), we are not told.  Perhaps, as Attalus did with Cicero’s works, he adopted 

the method of attaching red wax tablets to the relevant passages.40 In any case, it is likely 

that, in the case of Lucilius’ book, Seneca would have had either the original or, more likely, 

the revised work, copied out and added to his own library, and, in the case of works he 

already possessed, sent a copy of his original. 

 

The Inheritance of Libraries 

 Libraries could, of course, be passed down from father to son, or bequeathed by one 

friend to another, or they could also be acquired, probably at auction, sometimes using the 

services of an agent.41  There was, however, also enforced ‘inheritance’, in which instances, 

libraries could be carried off as the spoils of war. The acquisition of the so-called ‘Library of 

Aristotle’ and its transfer to Rome by Sulla after the sack of Athens is perhaps the best known 

example of this.42 

 

Education and Memory – Seneca’s ‘Furniture of the Mind’ 

 Annotating a book from Lucilius or ear-marking some favourite passages is one thing, 

locating a citation in what could be huge works, quite another. The design of the book roll 

posed one major problem. There was no obvious indexing system. A volumen could contain 

up to 60,000 words of poetry or 75,000 words of prose with no page numbers. To add to the 

difficulty books were often labelled according to content which could differ depending on the 

subjective interpretation of different copyists.43 This would have made it very difficult to 

locate a passage within a block of poetry let alone scriptio continua with its homogeneous 

and virtually unpunctuated text especially in works spanning several book rolls44 and this is 

even allowing for the use of the 30% plus free space available in the margins for annotation. 

Although there is no record of such behaviour, enterprising book owners must have devised 

their own systems for marking favourite passages.45 The alternatives are that the author 

                                                      
40 Att. 16.11 (SB 420) 1. 
41 See Dix (2013) 215-6 for speculation that Cicero used Tyrannio to acquire the library of Faustus Sulla (Lucius 
Sulla’s son) and (218) acquiring the entire library of Servius Claudius to furnish his villa at Tusculum ‘for not 
only his intellectual but also his social and political standing.’   
42 See Dix (2013) 215. 
43 Fantham (1996) 37. 
44 Small (1997) 167. 
45 Labels attached by wax would not have survived as archaeological evidence. 
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simply sent an educated slave into his own or a public library to search for the relevant 

passage or quotation – a time consuming exercise46 – or the author would quote from 

memory. Either way, the passage or quotation must have existed somewhere in the furniture 

of the author’s mind. Given the wide and eclectic range of sources that Seneca was able to 

quote from, the contents of his memory banks must have been formidable. The lack of any 

reference to a Roman indexing system up to Seneca’s time would indicate that they didn’t 

actually need one, relying instead on memory. This impressive ability is briefly addressed 

later in this chapter under the heading Mnemotechnics. 

 

Furniture of the Mind 

Seneca had access to all the sources he cites in his extant prose works (composed in a 

period spanning approximately AD 37–65) from personal and public libraries, acquaintances, 

and the Roman book trade, but it is unlikely that he needed to cross-check each and every 

one. His mental connection with many of his sources was already securely in place from his 

education and cultural immersion. The citation statistics paint a vivid picture: 

 

Over half of Seneca’s extant prose corpus was composed between AD 62 – 65.47 If we 

assume that his output during this period comprised only the Naturales Quaestiones and the 

Epistulae Morales then the split is 57.57% vs. 42.43%48 in favour of work output after AD 

62. Any other works included statistically in the post AD 62 category will only accentuate the 

disparity. Looking at it another way, if we accept the corpus as spanning 28 years (AD 37 - 

65), at least 57.57% was composed in the final 7.14% of the entire possible chronological 

span. This is wholly consistent with what Tacitus tells us of Seneca’s political career, in 

particular his gradual withdrawal from public office, a process that commenced in AD 62 

(Ann. 14.56.6) and became virtually complete by AD 64 (Ann. 15.45.5),  thereby affording 

Seneca the otium he craved to immerse himself in his philosophical pursuits. 

In the only 3 works that can pretty much be definitively dated prior to Seneca’s recall 

from exile in AD 49, the consolationes Ad Marciam, Ad Polybium, and Ad Helviam,49 the 

                                                      
46 Although it would have been facilitated to a small extent by the Roman practice of setting up the bust of an 
author above the scrolls containing his works - see Boyd (1915) 29; Fantham (1996) 202. 
47 The exact percentage cannot be precisely determined due to the works of indeterminate chronology. 
48 These figures are extrapolated by the methodology of using the number of standard Loeb Classic Library 
pages to determine amount, and the assumption that the amount of words on each will average out across the 
entire corpus (which it does – to within 0.5%)..  
49 The Ad Marciam because it alludes to events in the principate of Tiberius who died in AD 37 (1.2-4) and the 
Ad Polybium and Ad Marciam because their subject matter is driven by the imperative of Seneca’s exile in 
Corsica.  
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citation data set is very thin.50 Although in the Ad Helviam (1.2) Seneca remarks cum omnia 

clarissimorum ingeniorum monimenta ad compescendos moderandosque luctus composita 

evolverem it is interesting that he only directly cites what are, in effect, one-liners from two 

of Rome’s most illustrious poets. The comparative lack of any direct philosophical quotation 

could be due in part to the consolatio genre itself, or to the possibility that Seneca, in exile, 

was cut off from extensive research literature. 

 

There is an agreement in relative consistency of citation density (MCD) across the so-

called dialogi, some of which can be dated relatively accurately, with that of the 

encyclopaedic scope of the works known to date post AD 62 51 when Seneca had more otium 

to write. However, given the huge leap in numbers of different cited authors between the two 

groups it is tempting to assign the dialogi  to the period prior to Seneca’s withdrawal from 

public life. The leisure to access more research material during the post AD 62 period appears 

to be confirmed by figures LA3 and LA4: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
50 Ad Marciam 9.5 (Publilius Syrus) ; 17.2 (Aen. 3.418) ; 21.5 (Aen. 10.472) ;  Ad Polybium 11.2 (Ennius –
Telamon) ; 11.3 (Ennius –Telamon). The remaining references are paraphrases or general allusions. 
51 Naturales Quaestiones and Epistulae Morales. 



37 
 

Figure LA3 – Citation figures across Senecan prose corpus  

 

 Philosophy History Poetry Drama Other 
Ad Marciam 3 1 2 1 0 
Ad Polybium 0 0 1 2 0 
Ad Helviam 3 0 0 0 1 
De Ira 18 1 5 2 0 
De Const. 6 0 0 0 0 
De Tranq. 14 1 3 1 1 
De Otio 4 0 1 0 0 
De Brev. Vit. 3 0 2 0 3 
Apoc. 0 0 13 1 1 
De Clem. 0 0 1 2 1 
De Vit. Beat. 8 0 4 1 0 
De Ben. 25 4 21 0 2 
De Prov. 2 0 2 0 0 
Nat. Quae. 69 8 53 4 13 
Ep. Morales 146 11 103 14 12 
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Figure LA4 – Number of different authors cited across Senecan Prose Corpus52 

 

 
Different Authors 

Ad Marciam 6 
Ad Polybium 2 
Ad Helviam 2 
De Ira 17 
De Const. 4 
De Tranq. 16 
De Otio 4 
De Brev. Vit. 7 
Apoc. 9 
De Clem. 2 
De Ben. 18 
De Vit. Beat. 4 
De Prov. 2 
Nat. Quae. 55 
Ep. Morales 69 

 

Seneca cites from at least 124 individual authors53 across at least 156 works. 54  A subset 

of the figures extrapolated from the database informs us that of the minimum of 124 authors, 

                                                      
52 Where citations of unknown provenance appear, they have been counted as one author per work irrespective 
of their number in that work. 
53 Some quotations are unattributable. 
54 This figure is difficult to quantify as not only are there unattributable quotations in the corpus but in many 
cases where the author is known, the work is not. The methodology adopted here is to include every known 
cited work and to allow one work for every author whose work is unidentified irrespective of the amount of 
times the author is cited. Therefore, Virgil’s Aeneid, Eclogues, and Georgics account for 3 separate works 
whereas Asclepiodotus who is cited on 4 separate occasions in the Naturales Quaestiones from unidentifiable 
works, is counted only once.  Obviously, Seneca could be citing from four separate works of Asclepiodotus or 
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48 named sources are cited in works other than the Naturales Quaestiones and the Epistulae 

Morales. This statistic is, in itself, not surprising given that the two post AD 62 works are far 

more adventurous and comprehensive in the subject matter they cover than the consolationes 

or the dialogi (each of which tends to concentrate on a more narrowly defined theme). It is 

also pretty much consistent with the ratio of Seneca’s volume output mentioned above and 

could be construed as statistical evidence that the dialogi belong in the pre AD 62 bracket. 

 

Of the 48 named authors who are referenced in works other than the Naturales 

Quaestiones and the Epistulae Morales, only 25 are cited in more than one work and, of 

these, only 7 are used in more than 2 works: Epicurus (4), Zeno (3), Chrysippus (4), Homer 

(4), Plato (4), Ovid (5), Virgil (8).55  This can be expressed in tabular form (see figure LA5): 

 
Figure LA5 – Most commonly cited authors in prose works excluding Naturales 
Quaestiones and Epistulae Morales in order of frequency 
Author Seneca’s Works Author’s Works Genre 
Virgil Consolatio ad Marciam 

De Ira 
De Brevitate Vitae 
De Otio 
Apocolocyntosis 
De Clementia 
De Vita Beata 
De Beneficiis 

Aeneid 
Aeneid 
Georgics 
Aeneid 
Aeneid/Georgics 
Georgics 
Aeneid/Georgics 
Aeneid/Georgics/Eclogues 

Poetry 
(Epic, 
Pastoral, 
Didactic) 

Ovid De Ira 
Apocolocyntosis 
De Vita Beata 
De Beneficiis 
De Providentia 

Metamorphoses 
Metamorphoses 
Metamorphoses 
Amores/Metamorphoses. 
Metamorphoses 

Poetry 
(Epic and 
Elegy) 

Chrysippus De Constantia Sapientis 
De Tranquillitate Animi 
De Otio 
De Beneficiis 

Unknown 
Unknown 
Unknown 
Unknown 

Philosophy 
(Stoic) 

Epicurus De Constantia Sapientis 
De Otio 
De Vita Beata 
De Beneficiis 

Unknown 
Unknown 
Unknown 

Philosophy 
(Epicurean) 

Homer De Ira 
De Tranquillitate Animi 
Apocolocyntosis 

Iliad 
Iliad 
Iliad/Odyssey 

Poetry 
(Epic) 
 

                                                                                                                                                                     
all 4 citations could derive from one single work. Because of the methodology employed to obtain this figure, 
156 should be considered the absolute minimum number of individual works from which Seneca was able to 
draw. 
55 All 7 authors also appear in the Epistulae Morales, and Epicurus, Zeno, Ovid, and Virgil are also cited in the 
Naturales Quaestiones. 
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De Beneficiis Iliad 
Plato Consolatio ad Marciam 

De Ira 
De Tranquillitate Animi 
De Beneficiis 

Unknown 
Laws/Republic 
Phaedra 
Unknown 

Philosophy 
(Platonic) 

Zeno De Ira 
De Tranquillitate Animi 
De Otio 

Unknown 
Unknown 
Unknown 

Philosophy 
(Stoic) 

 

 
The statistics, in the form of the massively increased output in volume and dramatic 

increase in the number of referenced authors,  confirm the ancient commentators’ assertions 

that Seneca gained the otium he craved to research and publish his magna opera (the 

Naturales Quaestiones and Epistulae Morales) after he began his withdrawal from public life 

in AD 62.56 The table in figure LA5 above spans a putative period from AD 37 – 62 (possibly 

AD 65), and shows the authors who appear over and over again. They are obviously part of 

the ‘furniture’ of Seneca’s mind, a source of reference material that he had at his mental 

fingertips, representing, in effect, an internalised extension of his personal library.  The 

names on the list come as no surprise. They are absolutely representative of what we would 

expect given Seneca’s background and education. What Seneca stored in his memory banks 

and how he stored it is the subject of the next section. 

 

Education 

 The scanty biographical milestones that brought Seneca to Rome are well documented 

elsewhere: born in Cordoba into an equestrian family,57 taken to Rome by his aunt,58 witness 

to the daily routine of Asinius Pollio,59 and mentored by his father, under whose influence he 

developed.60 Seneca would probably have learned to read from an educated slave and, as 

bilingualism was expected from a member of his class, he would have been exposed to both 

Latin and Greek texts (especially Homer) from an early age.61 Roman education was geared 

                                                      
56 Tacitus (Ann. 14.53-6) relates that, despite his request for retirement being refused by Nero in AD 62, Seneca 
withdrew regardless, citing the pretext of ill health - a ruse he repeated in AD 64 (15.45) – and was absent from 
the Senate (14.49).   
57 Griffin (1976) 34 examines the evidence and comes up with 3 possible birthdates of 8, 4, and 1 BC. She also 
uses Seneca’s statement in NQ. 1.1.3 when discussing fires in the sky – vidimus circa divi Augusti excessum 
simile prodigium – as evidence to establish Seneca’s birthdate but as Augustus died in AD 14 and Seneca was 
probably talking in general terms, it cannot be taken as evidence he was in Rome that year.  
58 Helv. 19.2. Although Seneca calls this ‘aunt’ his mother’s soror (Helv. 19.1) she is subsequently identified as 
the wife of his maternal uncle  (Helv. 19.4) and so is, in fact, Helvia’s sister-in-law.   
59 Tranq. 17.7: so before AD 5, the year of Pollio’s death. 
60 Griffin (1976) 32. 
61 Fantham (1996) 24. 
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from the outset towards a life in public office and the standard progression dictated that 

Seneca be sent first to a grammaticus.  Here, he would have been subjected to the praelectio 

or enarratio in which the teacher would provide a commentary on a text comprising 

‘grammatical analysis, explanation of rare or poetical vocabulary, mythological or factual 

information and moral interpretation of the text for discussion.’62 This was a period Seneca 

later used to his didactic advantage by humorously63 decrying it at as waste in Ep. 58.5: ut 

ostendam, quantum tempus apud grammaticum perdiderim. Importantly, discussing the text 

(‘mostly Homer’)64 involved not only reading aloud but committing large sections of the 

work to memory. Because the discussions revolved around morality, pupils would have 

become adept at applying examples from memorised canonical texts to moral situations from 

a relatively early age. In addition, Seneca’s own father (Contr. 7.38) tells us that ‘wise saws 

and favourite maxims were viewed as excellent educative material’65 This practice permeates 

Seneca’s prose corpus66 and is especially evident in his (often unorthodox) application of 

quotations from Virgil, Homer and other canonical authors to support his moral discourse in 

the Epistulae Morales.67 

  

  After the grammaticus, Seneca would have been sent to ‘one or more teachers of 

rhetoric’,68 a period of the educational process that commenced for most at 12 years of age69 

and lasted usually between 3 and 4 years.70  Although training with the Rhetor would 

previously have involved spoken oratory and written composition with a strong Greek bias, 

by Seneca’s era, learning material would likely have been in Latin.71 At these schools, 

                                                      
62 Fantham (1996) 28; See also Boyd (1915) 61 for a brief discussion on schools and the education of boys in 
the early empire citing Cicero De Oratore 1.42 as evidence. 
63 In this instance Seneca is merely using an experience that is immediately recognisable to his audience (every 
educated Roman would identify with ‘suffering’ at the hands of a grammaticus) to springboard onto the main 
philosophical point of the epistle – a common Senecan ploy.   
64 Fantham (1996) 28. 
65 Boyd (1915) 61. 
66 See also Veyne (2003) 59 ‘... Seneca brings in schoolboy proverbs as witnesses with the utmost seriousness.’ 
67 Fantham (1996) 142, singles out Seneca’s citing (Ep. 56.12-14) of Aeneas fleeing Troy at Aen. 2.726 ff. and 
(Ep. 95.68) the likening of Cato to a thoroughbred horse at Georg. 3.75-81 as ‘illustrations of human struggle 
and inspiration’ although, as is usual with Seneca, the underlying connection between citation and Seneca’s own 
text is rather more complex. However she does point out (93), citing the elder Seneca’s Suasoriae 3.7 as 
evidence, that declaimers (Gallio, Montanus) and poets (Ovid) alike would ‘borrow poetic description or 
striking phrases from Virgil for their own work. Virgil’s fame meant that the borrower could gain both depth of 
meaning and personal credit by open allusion to the well-known texts.’    
68 Griffin (1976) 36. 
69 Fantham (1996) 27. 
70 Fantham (1996) 30. 
71 Fantham (1996) 30 cites as evidence of this the survival of Cicero’s De Inventione Rhetorica and the work by 
the Auctor ad Herrenium from around 80-90 BC, both of which were written in Latin. She suggests that the 
‘next generation probably had Latin ‘textbooks’’.  
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teenaged boys ‘were trained to evolve arguments from probability and use paradox and 

striking aphorisms and dramatic characterisation’.72 In the last stage of rhetorical education, 

that of declamation, pupils were instructed in the arts of the suasoria, in which the pupil 

would have to ‘advise’ a famous historical figure, and the controversia, in which the pupil 

would have to deliver a courtroom speech involving two unlikely scenarios.73 The skills 

required to master the suasoria read like a checklist of the rhetorical techniques employed by 

Seneca throughout his prose corpus: colourful anecdote; use of great Romans of the past as 

examples; vivid metaphor; sustained imagery; imaginary interlocutors; heated exchanges; 

psychogogic techniques designed to produce a particular response on the part of the reader.  

 

How assiduously the Roman pupil of a rhetor’s school applied himself to his studies, 

or how far he took them beyond the initial 3-4 years of training were directly commensurate 

with his ambitions towards public office.74 Although there is no record of Seneca’s ever 

having travelled to Greece (as many Romans did) to further his education under philosophers 

or rhetors, he certainly did seek them out in Rome. By the time Seneca was attending the 

rhetors’ lecture halls his memory would have been already well honed.  

 

Mnemotechnics75 

 Like other Romans of his time, and like his father before him,76 Seneca was trained in 

memory technique,77 an established part of his rhetorical training,78 which aided him in 

mentally navigating a corpus of documented knowledge which, by his day, had become 

considerable.79 A trained memory was a resource Seneca could call upon whenever he 

needed it. In antiquity ‘memory was not a passive receptacle but intimately involved with 

                                                      
72 Fantham (1996) 91. 
73 Davie (2007) intro. xxiv. 
74 Fantham (1996) 30-31. 
75 For a full discussion on this subject see Blum (1969) and esp. 188 for its relevance even today.  
76 The Elder Seneca (ca. 55 BC – AD 39). For his own youthful prodigious feats of memory see Contr. Praef. 
1.2; for those of his acquaintance Porcis Latro see Contr. Praef. 2.17-18. 
77 When quoting Virgil, for example, Seneca does not precede the poet’s words with ‘as our Virgil says in book  
six of the Aeneid ...’. He does not even say something like ‘as Virgil writes when depicting Aeneas fleeing the 
sack of Troy ...’. This is due not only to the way that Seneca uses Virgil to prop up his own exposition but, more 
fundamentally, to the fact that Seneca has a full expectation that his reader will, like he himself does, know 
exactly from which book of the Aeneid the quotation comes and, crucially, its surrounding context. 
78 Small (1997) 71 – ‘Greeks and Romans coped with the consequences of literacy by using memory. Memory 
became the tool in antiquity, “the classical means of cognitively organising and, most significantly, retrieving 
words”.’ the secondary quotation is from Coleman. (1992). Ancient and Medieval Memories.   
79 Seneca (Tranq. 9.5) puts the number of works burned at the library of Alexandria when Julius Caesar stormed 
the city in 47 BC at 40,000. As Seneca’s estimate of the number of books that perished at this event is the lowest 
of any authority in antiquity, it is quite credible. 
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thinking’80 and so it is inconceivable that mnemotechnics did not constitute one of the key 

tools with which Seneca constructed the furniture of his mind. 

 

Cultural Considerations    

 The data subset in figure LA5 above lists the seven authors who reappear more than 

twice in Seneca’s prose works other than the Naturales Quaestiones or the Epistulae 

Morales. It is likely that the works and maxims of the philosophers – Epicurus (Epicurean), 

Zeno and Chrysippus (Stoics) and Plato - became part of Seneca’s ‘furniture of the mind’ 

both during his standard rhetorical training and afterwards when he came first under the 

tutelage of Papirius Fabianus and Sotion (pupils of Quintus Sextius, founder of Rome’s only 

native philosophical school) and then of Attalus the Stoic.81 

 

 Homer would have figured hugely in Seneca’s education from a very early age, both 

as part of his Greek language training and his tutelage under a grammaticus. The moral 

aspects of the great epics, both Greek and Roman, would have been drummed into 

schoolboys from the outset and this obviously furnished Seneca with a wealth of material, 

reinforced by his training in mnemotechnics, that he could recall and apply to any appropriate 

situation. 

 

 The contemporary popularity of Ovid’s corpus would also have figured high on the 

list of works that Seneca would have been exposed to and known well in his early years. The  

Metamorphoses completed in AD 8, just 3 years after the first date at which we can confirm 

Seneca in Rome,82 provided a wealth of material that Seneca would later cite.83 But the 

prominence of the works of Rome’s greatest poet, Virgil, in Seneca’s mental furniture is 

reflected in the huge number of times Seneca puts him to use throughout his prose corpus. 

The sheer profusion of Virgilian quotations is astounding. Seneca cites Virgil 116 times, 

almost exactly twice as often as his next most recurrent source, the philosopher Epicurus (59 

citations).84 Even by the late 1st Century BC, Virgil’s Eclogues and Georgics were classroom 

                                                      
80 Small (1997) 238. 
81 Davie (2007) intro. vii-viii. 
82 AD 5. See Tranq. 17.7 where Seneca claims to have witnessed the daily routine of Asinius Pollio, who died in 
that year.  
83 For a discussion on Seneca’s use of Ovid in the prose corpus see chapter 13 (pp. 181-198). 
84 Motto (1993) 125 remarks on ‘the rapidity and thoroughness of transmission’  of Virgil’s works given the 
relatively short timescale involved. If the Aeneid was published after Virgil’s death in 19 BC and Seneca’s life 
spanned the period 4 BC – AD 65, she writes that ‘Seneca demonstrates a breathtakingly complete absorption of 
the distinguished poet’s writings in a span of some forty to seventy years’. 
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staples,85 but it was the Aeneid that cemented him as a canonical Latin author and guaranteed 

the ‘pervasive quality of his influence, which is visible both at the level of popular culture 

and of official ideology’ which was discernible the length and breadth of the empire.86  

 

Summary of Chapter 

Lucius Annaeus Seneca referenced at least 124 different authors from at least 156 

individual works a grand total of 599 times across a prose corpus spanning a period of 

approximately 28 years. During this period he was exiled (AD 41-49) rose to the highest 

office (AD 49 – 62) and then gradually withdrew from public life before his death (AD 62 - 

65). This last period saw a huge increase (over 50%) in volume of output and in number of 

different authors cited.87 Given that the mean density of citations (MCD) per work is fairly 

consistent across the entire prose corpus this could be construed as statistical evidence that 

the only prose projects undertaken by Seneca after AD 62 were the Naturales Quaestiones 

and the Epistulae Morales.88 

 

Seneca had access to considerable resource material from which to glean his citations: 

(1) At least four public libraries are known to have existed in Rome during Seneca’s lifetime, 

the collective contents of which covered all genres from which Seneca drew his sources. 

Seneca would have had full access to these book depositories for most of his life; (2) Literary 

circles of acquaintances existed, many of whom owned private libraries. It is highly likely 

that Seneca himself owned at least one, well stocked, private library. The lending and 

borrowing (and then copying) of works within the circles was the main source of literary 

distribution in Seneca’s Rome; (3) A book trade existed in Rome from which it was possible 

to purchase both new and old literature; (4) Libraries could be inherited from family or 

acquaintances. 

 

In addition to the physical resources available, Seneca was trained in the science of 

mnemotechnics, a memory enhancement discipline taught as one of the aspects of rhetoric 

                                                      
85 Tarrant (1997) 56. 
86 Horsfall (1995) 252-255. 
87 In the extant prose corpus. 
88 Seneca’s assertion that he was planning to compose a fully comprehensive treatment of moral philosophy – 
moralis philosophia (Ep. 106.2) and was in the process of arranging and sending the works to Lucilius 
(Ep.108.1) presents problems. The composition of such a massive undertaking is highly unlikely to have been 
accomplished within the timeframe of two ‘letters’. When we add the late composition date of these epistles and 
the questions raised about the genuineness of the actual exchange - see, for example, Wilson (1987) 103-4 and 
Griffin (1976) 417-9 – it is quite possible that Seneca never actually realised his intention.  
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and which was fully entrenched in the educational system of Seneca’s time. This reinforced 

Seneca’s earlier education under a grammaticus, part of which was to apply rote-learned 

sections of canonical works from authors such as Homer and Virgil to moral situations. These 

and the philosophical works and texts to which Seneca was exposed during his instruction 

under rhetors and philosophers became part of his ‘furniture of the mind’, resources on which 

he was able to draw at will. The ubiquity of Virgil in Roman culture gave him a pre-eminent 

place in this ‘furniture’. 

 

 The statistics indicate that Seneca’s increased post AD 62 output is the direct result of 

his having more time to devote to his literary pursuits. The dramatic increase in authors cited 

further indicates that Seneca had the leisure to both access and assimilate a wider range of 

research material in this period. Seneca’s personal situation and public office commitments 

meant that pre AD 62 both time and resources for research were relatively limited and that 

there was, therefore, a greater reliance on mental recall and the sources stored in his memory 

banks. 

 

 The following chapters (5–7) will look at some of the major difficulties facing 

scholars when dealing with the Senecan prose works, and attempt to establish a framework, 

within which citation analysis can help establish a way of viewing the corpus as a whole that 

is not complicated by problematic considerations. I shall begin by looking at the issues 

surrounding compositional chronology (chapter 5), and then discuss the problematic issue of 

genre categorisation and the misconceptions to which it can lead (chapter 6). To round off 

Part II of this thesis, I shall challenge the position that the majority of Seneca’s prose works 

are fully philosophical by using citations to demonstrate that Seneca often used Stoicism as a 

means to achieve a political end, which was independent of any Stoic didactic intent (chapter 

7).  
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Chapter 5 – Issues with Chronology 

Scholarly approaches to the Senecan corpus tend to be insular. The historian, the 

political commentator, the philosopher – each reads into and takes from Seneca’s prose works 

what he or she needs from it. Rarely is there a collaborative approach and Seneca is portrayed 

as either a dramatist, a Stoic philosopher, a Machiavellian statesman, a hypocrite, or a 

sycophant, when, in all likelihood, he was a combination of some or even all of these 

elements. In order to build a picture of an insular Seneca, scholars have, of necessity, 

manipulated what is an extremely hotly debated chronology to suit their own theories. So 

problematic is this issue that Miriam Griffin felt compelled to emphasise it on the very first 

page of her seminal biography on the life of Seneca.1 On the dating of the works, scholars 

always say that the evidence is inadequate for a precise chronology or precise dating for many 

of the writings. But then they go on, nevertheless, to try to order them precisely and attach 

dates. It is better to accept the uncertainty. We can see certain groupings  (exile, while in 

power with Nero, after retirement), however over-precision beyond that is not necessarily a 

sign of good scholarship but of falling into the typical historian’s trap (for antiquity) of 

turning every little hint from an extremely limited set of surviving sources into a proof of 

something.2     

 Any discussion on elements within the works that constitute Seneca's prose corpus 

must therefore, to some extent, take into account the problematical issue of compositional 

chronology. Figure CH1 below sets out the works along with their respective addressees and 

the maximum date ranges postulated for the composition of each with the rationale behind it. 

The data in the table is based upon Griffin’s generally accepted chronological guidelines,3 

supplemented by considerations from the more recent Brill Companion.4  

  

                                                      
1 Griffin (1976) 1. 
2 Emily Wilson (2015) is a good example of an academic shoe-horning chronology to fit the event-flow of their 
work. In her book Seneca: A Life (Timeline xi) she categorically states, on the basis of a single ambiguous 
comment at Helv. 19.4: “c. 20 AD or a little later – ‘Seneca, suffering from bad health, went to Egypt for a long 
visit with his maternal aunt and uncle . . . 31[AD] – Seneca returned to Rome. His uncle died in a shipwreck en 
route back to Egypt’. Similarly (Timeline xii) she states ‘c. 37-41 [AD] – Seneca wrote On Providence’, a claim 
for which there is absolutely no evidence whatsoever either within or outside De Providentia itself. If anything, 
the work’s addressee, Lucilius, and the almost resigned tone of the book would make it more likely to have been 
written close to the end of Seneca’s life in AD 65; in fact, the work would  not even have looked out of place 
amongst Seneca’s later Epistulae Morales. 
3 Griffin (1976) 395-411. 
4 Damschen & Heil (2014). 
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Figure CH1 – Seneca Prose Corpus Chronology. 
WORK ADDRESSEE DATE 

RANGE 

RATIONALE 

Consolatio Ad Marciam Marcia Pre AD 41 Mention of the republication of works of Cremutius Cordus (reign of 
Gaius). No mention of exile. 

Consolatio Ad Polybium Polybius AD 43/44  Around time of Claudius’ British expedition but before the triumph 
in AD 44 (Polyb. 13.2) 

Consolatio Ad Helviam Helvia AD 41 – 49 Seneca writes of his exile on Corsica. 
De Ira Novatus AD 41 – 52 Critical references to Gaius indicate written after his death – Latest 

possible year of death of Iunius Gallio, adoptive father of Novatus 
whereafter his name changed to Lucius Iunius Gallio Annaeanus. 
‘Gallio Inscription’ at Delphi confirming Gallio pro-consul of Achaia 
in AD 52  

De Brevitate Vitae Paulinus AD 48 – 55 C. Turranius still praefectus annonae in mid  AD 48  – Faenius Rufus 
received the position in AD 55 (Paulinus held the post between the 
two) 

De Constantia Sapientis Serenus AD 47 – 65 Valerius Asiaticus (died AD 47) unlikely to be still alive given 
content of Const. 18.2 – Death of Seneca. If the dedicatee is Annaeus 
Serenus whose death is lamented by Seneca at Ep. 63.14 and who 
may have been succeeded by Tigellinus as praefectus vigilum in early 
AD 62 the terminus ante quem can be brought forward to this time. 

De Tranquillitate Animi Serenus AD 47 – 65 After De Constantia Sapientis in which devotee is depicted as 
Epicurean (in De Tranquillitate he is depicted as a Stoic) – Death of 
Seneca. If the dedicatee is Annaeus Serenus whose death is lamented 
by Seneca at Ep. 63.14 and who may have been succeeded by 
Tigellinus as praefectus vigilum in early AD 62 the terminus ante 
quem can be brought forward to this time. 

De Otio Serenus AD 47 – 65 After De Constantia Sapientis in which devotee is depicted as 
Epicurean (in De Otio he is depicted as a Stoic) – Death of Seneca. If 
the dedicatee is Annaeus Serenus whose death is lamented by Seneca 
at Ep. 63.14 and who may have been succeeded by Tigellinus as 
praefectus vigilum in early AD 62 the terminus ante quem can be 
brought forward to this time. 

De Clementia Nero 15 December AD 
55 – 14 December 
AD 56   

Beginning of Nero’s ‘19th year’ (Clem. 1.9.1) – End of Nero’s ‘19th 
year’ 

Apocolocyntosis N/A AD 54 Definitely after death of Narcissus (by October AD 54) and probably 
written for the Saturnalia of that year beginning 17th December. 

De Vita Beata Gallio AD 41 – 65 After De Ira due devotee (Seneca’s brother, Novatus) now bearing 
adoptive name of L. Junius Gallio Annaeus  as attested by so-called 
‘Gallio Inscription’ found at Delphi  dated to first half AD 52 – Death 
of Seneca. Seneca’s justification of his own great wealth in this book 
may attest to composition pre AD 62 

De Beneficiis Liberalis AD 56 – 64 After death of Caninius Rebilus (Ben.2.21.6) – Composition of 
Ep.81.3  in AD 63/64 which mentions De Beneficiis 

De Providentia Lucilius AD 37 – 65 After death of Tiberius (Prov. 4.4) – Death of Seneca 
Epistulae Morales Lucilius AD 62 – 65 After withdrawal from most active political duty. Chronological 

markers such as fire at Lugdunum in Ep.91 – before death 
Naturales Quaestiones Lucilius AD 62 – 65 Composition completed by death. Chronological markers such as 

Campanian earthquake in NQ.6. 

 

The Date-Range column in the above table illustrates the problematical issues of reading any 

interpretation into many of the works based on a strict chronological basis. With the 

exceptions of  the Ad Polybium,5 De Clementia,6 the Apocolocyntosis,7 and the Epistulae 

Morales, for which the compositional window can be narrowed to between 1 -2 years, there is 

simply not enough solid contextual evidence in any other individual work to categorically 

                                                      
5 See Sauer (2014b) 167 for a recent précis of the scholarship surrounding the dating of the Ad Polybium. 
6 A direct age comparison between Augustus and Nero narrows the compositional timeframe to within a single 
year : Cum hoc aetatis esset, quod tu nunc es, duodevicensimum egressus annum . . . (Clem.1.9.1). See 
Malaspina (2014) 175 for a recent précis of the scholarship surrounding the dating of De Clementia. 
7 See Roncali (2014) 682-3 for a recent discussion on the dating options for the Apocolocyntosis. 
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locate it with any greater accuracy than that shown above. The range shown for the Naturales 

Quaestiones can be questioned as it is likely Seneca was composing all or parts of certain 

books throughout his entire literary career.8  

 Even the comparatively ‘limited’ windows for composition of De Ira and De 

Beneficiis cannot be taken for granted. The former’s terminus ante quem is based solely on 

the assumption that AD 52 is the latest possible year in which Seneca’s brother, Novatus,9 

could have assumed his adoptive name of Gallio,10  and the latter’s terminus post quem on a 

disparaging comment about a senator who died in AD 56 conforming to the ‘observation’ by 

commentators that Seneca rarely discussed the living in such terms.11 

The dating problem is compounded by Seneca’s seeming predilection for basing 

addressees on literary considerations: ‘On Tranquillity’ is dedicated to ‘Mr. Serene’ 

(Serenus),12 ‘On Generous Giving’ to ‘Mr. Liberality’ (Liberalis), works probably written in 

old age to ‘Young Lucius’ (Lucilius, Lucius  Annaeus Seneca’s younger or less-developed 

self) so the dating of works on the basis of addressee alone  has to be treated with scepticism13 

as the practice potentially pushes the terminus ante quem for De Ira out beyond AD 52 or, 

conversely, makes the  terminus post quem for De Beneficiis simply a starting point for a 

sliding window that, in theory, could be restricted to a mere couple of years. 

                                                      
8 See Marshall (2014) 33-49 for a concise and up-to-date discussion covering all Senecan works on the issues 
faced by scholars in this regard, and his expression of frustration that ‘the interpretation and understanding of his 
immense and wide-ranging output would benefit from a precise chronological sequence’ (33).   
9  Although not as obvious as the correlation between the addressees and content of De Tranquillitate, and De 
Beneficiis, the name Novatus, addressee of De Ira, does carry the connotation of a ‘renewing’ or ‘breaking up of 
fallow ground ready for sewing’  which is consistent with Seneca’s intent in that work to ‘break’ the hold of 
anger and replace it with something fruitful. Similarly, the dedication of De Vita Beata to Gallio may have 
stemmed from some other literary consideration, such as the tie up between the subject matter and Gallio’s rise 
to great wealth as a result of adoption.  A further consideration is that the Elder Seneca addressed his books on 
Controversiae and Suasoriae to his three sons, Novatus, Seneca, and Mela, maintaining the pretence right to the 
bitter end that he was informing young boys when in reality, by the time the books were completed, all three 
would have been well into their thirties if not early forties. 
10 See Griffin (1976) 398 and 48 n2.  
11 See Monteleone (2014) 127 for a recent discussion on the dating of De Ira – (‘The only pinpoint for dating the 
work is a terminus post quem corresponding to Caligula’s death on January 24, AD 41’), and Lentano (2014) 
201 for a similarly recent précis of the scholarship surrounding the dating of De Beneficiis (‘It is undoubtedly a 
work belonging to Seneca’s full maturity: the terminus post quem is AD 56, whereas the first six books were 
already composed before the spring or summer of AD 64’). 
12 For an up-to-date discussion on the dating of De Tranquillitate Animi see Mutschler (2014a) 153. 
13 The suspiciously ‘neat’ correlation between addressee and subject matter in many of Seneca’s works has been 
remarked upon by several commentators, most recently by Emily Wilson (2015) 90. Certainly, these addressees 
were not artificial – Annaeus Serenus and Aebutius Liberalis (and, most likely, Lucilius Iunior) did exist – but 
could have been chosen as addressees by Seneca for the suitability of their names rather than any other 
overriding consideration. See also Emily Gowers (2011) esp. 171-4, who reads into Seneca’s Lucilius Iunior, a 
‘reincarnation’ of his namesake, the 2nd Century BC satirist, Lucilius: ‘Does Lucilius the satirist underpin the 
hapless, faulty but self-aware side of Seneca, improbus Seneca we might call him? Does he have something to 
teach Seneca, new ways of shaking him up?’ (174).   
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 Attempts have been made to apply a more accurate chronology to some works based 

on very circumstantial evidence. For instance, Nussbaum,14  following Fillion-Lahille,15  

insists on a very narrow window for the composition of De Ira (‘. . . after Gaius’ death and 

just before Seneca’s exile . . .’),16  limiting it to the ‘honeymoon’ period at the beginning of 

the reign of Claudius in AD 41.17   The ‘evidence’ is that (1) vindictive criticism of Gaius 

stems from the personal animosity of recent memory;18  (2) De Ira was inspired by, or a 

response to, a semi-philosophical treatise/edict on anger by Claudius alluded to by Suetonius 

(Claud. 38.1) which could only have been promulgated during the first months of his reign;19  

(3) De Ira exhibits differences in vocabulary and conceptual exposition to the later (and more 

accurately datable) De Clementia that can only be explained by a considerable temporal 

gap;20  (4) De Ira contains criticism on largesse that is demonstrably developed further in the 

later De Vita Beata21 (dedicated to the same brother but now under his adoptive name of 

Gallio);22  (5) Seneca’s selection in AD 49 by Agrippina to become her son, the future 

emperor Nero’s, tutor as reported by Tacitus (Ann. 12.8) implies his fame was due to at least 

‘une partie importante de l’oeuvre de Sénèque’ having been published before his return from 

exile;23  (6) The meagre outside context that the work affords - in this case a comment about a 

ruined villa (Ira. 3.21.5) - points to a timeframe immediately after the death of Gaius.24  

Fillion-Lahille is quite adamant: ‘. . . nous sommes convaincus que les trois livres du De Ira 

sont d’une seule coulée et ont été écrits au cours de la première moitié de l’année 41, époque 

particulièrement heureuse pour Sénèque.’  Unfortunately, not one of these points raised in 

support of a compositional date of AD 41 stands up to close scrutiny. 

 Caustic criticism of Gaius is not limited to De Ira. He is equally vilified in other 

works across the entire corpus25 which would indicate that Gaius, just like Hitler for late 20th 

century literature, had passed into the list of standard Roman literary exempla.26  Claudius’ 

                                                      
14 Nussbaum (1994) 405.  
15 Fillion-Lahille (1984) 273-278. 
16 Griffin (1976) 398. 
17 This is also the date favoured by Abel (1967) 159  as cited in the chronology set out by Griffin (1976) 398. 
18 Fillion-Lahille (1984) 274. 
19 Ibid. 273. 
20 Ibid. 274. 
21 For a recent discussion on the chronology of De Vita Beata see Mutschler (2014b)  141-2.   
22 Ibid. 275. 
23 Ibid. 275-6. 
24 Fillion-Lahille (1984) 274. 
25 Apoc. 11.2; Polyb. 17.3-6; Brev. Vit. 18.5-6; Const. 18.1-4; Tranq. 14.6; Ep.4.7; NQ. 4A. Pref. 17 
26 For a detailed discussion on this see Wilcox 2008, Nature’s Monster – Caligula as exemplum in Seneca’s 
Dialogues. 
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edict differentiating ira from iracundia27  could have been proclaimed at any time during his 

reign, is not referred to by Seneca, and is only a minor consideration given the scope of De 

Ira. The thematic differences between De Ira and De Clementia/De Vita Beata are based 

purely on subjective interpretation. Agrippina’s selection of Seneca in AD 49 to become 

Nero’s tutor based on his popularity ob claritudinem studiorum eius (Tac. Ann. 12.8) may 

have been due to his consolationes (definitely published by AD 49),28 tragedies (some or even 

all of which may have been published by AD 49),29 or part of his prose corpus that is not 

extant. As for the ruined villa near Herculaneum that Gaius had destroyed because his mother 

had once been imprisoned there and the remains of which were still visible (Ira. 3.21.5), we 

may as well point to the example of a man getting angry at the carelessness of his slave when 

mixing water with wine (Ira. 2.25.4) as evidence it was written before the reign of Nero who, 

according to the Elder Pliny, ‘invented’ the process of cooling liquid by placing a glass vessel 

in a bed of snow to eliminate potential illness from impure qualities in the snow itself (NH. 

31.23.40).  It is all simply too circumstantial to accept as evidence. De Ira is representative of 

the issues surrounding the timing of the majority of Seneca’s prose corpus. It is therefore 

better to divert energy away from seeking to impose an over-precise chronology on the prose 

corpus and focus instead on more tangible elements such as the citation evidence, and what it 

can tell us. 

 

 

 

                                                      
27 Suet. Claudius. 38 - irae atque iracundiae conscius sibi, utramque excusavit edicto distinxitque, pollicitus 
alteram quidem brevem et innoxiam, alteram non iniustam fore 
28 For a summary of scholarship on the dating of the consolationes see Marshall (2014) 34-5. 
29 For a summary of scholarship on the dating of all the Tragedies see Marshall (2014) 34-41. For a summary of 
the scholarship on the dating of individual tragedies (whose authorship is not in dispute) see: Hercules Furens – 
Billerbeck (2014) 425; Troas – Stroh (2014) 435; Phoenissae - Frank (2014) 449;  Medea – Liebermann (2014) 
459; Phaedra – Mayer (2014) 475; Oedipus – Töchterle (2014) 483; Agamemnon – Kugelmeier (2014) 493; 
Torre (2014) 501-2.  
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Chapter 6 – Issues with Genre 

Modern scholars tend to date the Senecan prose corpus as if the chronology is genre 

dependent.1 Thus we are generally encouraged to think of the consolationes as Seneca’s 

earlier work, the dialogi as spanning the years of high political office, and the Epistulae 

Morales and Naturales Quaestiones as products of his ‘retirement’ from active politics. This 

modern scholarly interpretation is erroneous and can lead to misleading analyses. 

 Whereas the sequence of the works as categorised by modern publications (the Loeb 

Classical Library, Oxford Classical Texts, and Teubner) can operate as a reasonably 

functional chronological yardstick,2 the whole issue of genre classification needs to be called 

into question. It is too facile to suggest that Seneca, like an artist moving through 

developmental or experimental ‘periods’, forsook writing in consolatio mode as he 

concentrated on dialogi format, which he, in turn, discarded for the epistolary and natural 

science genres. It would certainly be convenient, but it is simply not the case.3 

 Seneca’s so-called consolationes: the Ad Marciam, Ad Polybium, and Ad Helviam, 

although often considered amongst the dialogi4  have tended to be seen as separate from the 

rest of the prose corpus from both a chronological and generic perspective. Certainly the last 

two were composed during exile (AD 41- 48/9) and the Ad Marciam probably even before 

that; however, quite apart from taking the works that have not survived into consideration, it 

is evident that Seneca did not stop writing consolationes after his recall from exile in AD 49. 

Ep. 63 is a consolatio to Lucilius on the death of his friend, Flaccus, and, from section 14 

onwards, a consolatio to Seneca himself on the death of his friend, Annaeus Serenus.5 Ep.93 

is a form of consolatio to Lucilius on the death of the philosopher Metronax. Even more 

remarkably, Ep. 99 is, all bar the very first section, the copy of a letter of consolation written 

                                                      
1 Emily Wilson (2015) is a good example of this. The problem is, no doubt, exacerbated by publications such as 
the Loeb Classic Library and Teubner volume groupings.  
2 There is little doubt that, for instance, the Ad Polybium was written in AD 43/44,the Ad Helviam before AD 49, 
De Clementia  in AD 55, or that the Epistulae Morales and Naturales Quaestiones were mostly composed post 
AD 62. 
3 Ker (2006) is a notable exception to the lobby that segregates Seneca’s works into genres as he takes an holistic 
approach to the corpus, insisting that the thematic connections between Seneca’s works in different genres are 
deliberate. In other words, he views the Senecan corpus as an interconnected whole.   
4 They were traditionally assigned a number in the dialogi sequence. 
5 It is likely that this Serenus was the praefectus vigilum who perished, according to the Elder Pliny, from 
consuming a dish of poisoned mushrooms somewhere around AD 62/3 (NH. 22.96). The timing is appropriate to 
the composition of the Epistulae Morales. His name implies he may have been a relative of Seneca. It is also 
possible he was the (serendipitously named) addressee of De Tranquillitate Animi, De Constantia Sapientis, and, 
possibly, De Otio.   
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by Seneca to one Marullus6 on the death of his son – a letter within a letter as it were. 

Passages on consolation can be found in other genres also, notably at the beginning and end 

of book 6 of the Naturales Quaestiones.7 Here Seneca consoles the inhabitants of Campania 

on a recent, devastating earthquake (NQ. 6.1.1-6.3.4)8 before discussing the causes of the 

phenomenon in general and then returning in earnest to the consolatory theme to round off the 

book  (6.32.1- 12).  

 As regards citations, the database informs us that Seneca kept to the same strategy in 

the later consolatory passages as he had in the earlier. The Ad Marciam, Ad Polybium, and Ad 

Helviam are remarkable for the very lack of citations in a genre that traditionally relied on 

precedent. Although these three works constitute 6.6 % of the entire extant prose corpus 

volume, they contain a disproportionately low 2.1% of the citation total. The consolatory 

passages in the later works are similarly devoid of  references: Ep. 63 is limited to a very 

general reference to Homer’s Iliad  - lines 19.229 and 24.602 (63.2) - and an oft-used saying 

from Seneca’s old teacher Attalus (63.5); Ep. 93 contains only an extremely derogatory 

remark about the Annales of Tanusius Geminus (93.11); Ep. 99, the most overtly consolatio-

styled passage of all outside the exile and pre-exile works, is restricted to a single citation 

from a letter of Metrodorus that forms the foil to Seneca’s own letter of consolation;9 in the 

consolatory passages of the Naturales Quaestiones there are no citations whatsoever. Clearly, 

Seneca’s modus operandi where it concerned consolatory literature did not change over the 

years and yet many modern scholars insist on focusing solely on the exile and pre-exile works 

as the beginning and end of Seneca’s consolatio corpus. The consideration of ‘genre’ as it is 

delimited by modern publications must be demoted to secondary, or even tertiary, importance 

if we are to obtain a comprehensive overview of how, and even why, Seneca wrote. 

 It is not only consolatory passages that can be found in other ‘genres’. The stylistic 

ingredients and many of the themes that comprise the so-called dialogi can be found 

throughout the Epistulae Morales (especially in the longer letters) as well as in the more 

morally oriented passages that pepper the Naturales Quaestiones. Perhaps all of Seneca’s 

prose corpus can be seen, to an extent, to have been influenced by his earlier consolatory 

writings in the sense that ‘therapeutic’ elements, be they to assuage grief, anger, and the like, 
                                                      
6 Possibly the consul designatus in AD 62 (Tac. Ann. 14.48) so, again, the dating is appropriate. 
7 As such it can be broadly compared to Ep. 91, in which Seneca explains to Lucilius how their acquaintance, 
Liberalis, should mentally and spiritually cope with the destruction by fire of Lugdunum (Lyons).  
8 Again, this can be more-or-less accurately dated to AD 62 or 63 and so contemporaneous with the composition 
of the Naturales Quaestiones. See also Ker (2009)106-8 on NQ. 6.1-3. 
9 Of course, almost the entirety of Ep. 99 is one long citation by Seneca of his own letter to Marullus. 
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or mechanisms to cope with life’s lottery of material fortune, appear to be the primary drivers 

behind most of it. It would also not be stretching a concept too far by arguing that Seneca’s 

physical exile on Corsica itself informed all his writings in that, forced to communicate with 

Rome and elsewhere in missives, he developed the epistolary technique into all his individual 

treatises, including the consolationes. All of them contain, to greater and lesser extents, forms 

of verbal ‘exchange’ be they, as in the case of Serenus in De Tranquillitate Animi, an almost 

doctor/patient-like dialogue, or, as is found throughout the entire corpus, exchanges with 

interlocutors who may be totally imaginary or, in certain striking cases, prosopopoeia, where 

emperors, amongst other elevated personages, are made to communicate with either Seneca as 

narrator, or with others of his characters, in their own voices.10  

The longer epistulae, notably Eps. 88, 90, 94, 95, and 108 are differentiated from 

‘dialogi’ only by the presence of epistolary end salutation markers.11 Their appearance as part 

of an epistolary ‘exchange’ is due to Seneca’s circumstances. Post AD 62, Nero wanted him 

dead. A quasi-correspondence was an ideal literary insurance policy or Sicherungslaufwerk, a 

series of discreetly-packaged information envelopes, in which to deliver his message to the 

future.12 It was Seneca’s last gift to his fellow members of the human commonwealth. Letters 

of a technical nature, amongst which Seneca’s Epistulae Morales must be counted, are 

designed to relay the critically salient points of a case in a concise and accurate manner.13 As 

the correspondence on the case builds up, so the overall depth of detail increases yet each new 

letter in the series can stand alone in its informational discretion. This is the pattern we 

discern in Seneca’s Epistulae Morales. Fearing for his life, Seneca’s earlier epistles are 

relatively brief and pitched to convey broader philosophical concepts simply and 

economically – a functional and systematically ‘tidy’ way to time-encapsulate his ‘message’ 
                                                      
10 Excellent examples of this are the address by the philosopher Areus to Livia on the death of her son Drusus at 
Marc. 4.3 – 5.6; the address by the deified Augustus condemning Claudius during the heavenly ‘senate’ at Apoc. 
10-11; the ‘self-communing’ on the subject of tolerant clemency attributed to Nero as an attempt at creating a 
self-fulfilling prophecy at Clem. 1. 2-4. Several authors, such as Traina (1987), have interpreted this type of 
technique as Seneca writing in a  ‘dramatic’ style. 
11 Each of the ‘dialogi’ has an addressee, who, although not hailed with a customary Roman epistolary greeting, 
is frequently directly addressed. The only real exception to this is De Tranquillitate Animi, in which the 
addressee, Serenus, is allowed the opening passages as if directly soliciting advice from Seneca, whose reply 
then constitutes the remainder of the work.  
12 In my opinion, the redundancy that is a natural by-product of using thematically discrete epistles to convey a 
larger body of information was an important factor in Seneca’s choosing the epistolary genre for a magnum 
opus, compiled at such a precarious period in his personal fortunes. It explains, to an extent, the thematic 
repetition across the work as a whole. In a way, Seneca was predicting the routing operation of the Internet, 
where information packages have multiple options to their destination as a safeguard against one avenue being 
compromised.  
13 See Langslow (2007) 228 ‘Function (of a Technical Letter)’: ‘In sum, the epistolary form becomes a regular 
means of scientific communication, especially when the intention is to teach with brevity and efficiency rules 
and principles regarded as fundamental.’ 
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in whatever time was left him. Any letter could have been Seneca’s last but that would not 

have detracted from the ‘correspondence’ being ‘complete’ wherever it stopped. It did not 

look forward and rarely promised enlargement in future missives. In a way, each letter was a 

potential suicide note. As time went on and Seneca still lived, perhaps believing the danger to 

have passed or, at least, to not be so urgent, so the technical detail and corresponding length 

of the letters increased, culminating in the so-called dialectics14 (Eps. 82; 83; 85; 87) and the 

even longer epistles in books 14-15 (Eps. 90; 92; 94; 95) which demand a far greater level of 

audience immersion in, and concentration on, the concepts being discussed than did the earlier 

epistles. Almost as if he has got everything essential off his chest by the end of book 15, the 

mood and style become once again more accessible starting from Ep. 96, a shift that continues 

right up until the end of book 20. The epistolary genre is being used for what it can offer in 

terms of expositional expediency, a reflection of its flexibility as a vehicle of communication. 

Of course, the inter-personal tone that is expected of the epistolary genre is useful for pulling 

out all the rhetorical stops which, in the hands of a virtuoso like Seneca, camouflage the 

dryness of philosophy and make a subject which, strictly speaking, belongs in the realm of 

τέχνη, far more approachable, especially in the earlier epistles. The pretence, though, is 

dropped somewhat in the later, more involved epistles mentioned above, where little remains 

of Seneca the correspondent and it becomes extremely difficult to reconcile the content as 

belonging to a personal exchange. 

Even specific topics are repeated across the corpus. The question of the Roman 

beneficia system, is commented upon at great length in the longest of the ‘dialogi’, De 

Beneficiis, and then revisited in greatly abridged form in Ep. 81.15 The topic of retirement 

from public office discussed in the incomplete De Otio reappears again and again in the later 

works, most notably at Eps. 14, 19, 21, 22, 36, 56, 73, and 74. On the subject of otium we find 

more scattered across the Epistulae Morales than we do in De Otio itself. This may seem to 

be the case, in part, due to the incomplete nature of the earlier work, but it does serve to 

highlight quite dramatically that Seneca’s ‘themes’ were not tied to the ‘genre’ in which he 

was writing in a discreet relationship, thus it is a mistake for modern scholarship to put any 

kind of analytical emphasis on ‘genre’ as a categorising element. 

 Even within so-called genres, concepts and strategies are repeated in varying formats 

and complexities. The protreptic De Constantia Sapientis and its supposed ‘sequel’ De 
                                                      
1414 The term was coined for this group by Cancik (1967) 50. 
15 Indeed Seneca even refers to his earlier work: Sed de isto satis multa in iis libris locuti sumus, qui de beneficiis 
inscribuntur (Ep. 81.3). 
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Tranquillitate Animi, that is, the conversion of the reluctant aspirant to  the Stoic school and 

his eventual arrival at the mind-fortress of ἀπάθεια, is reproduced in quick-time in the first 

half of De Vita Beata (Vit. Beat. 1-16),16 and even outside the so-called dialogi the 

importance and advantages of achieving this state are summarised in passages pregnant with 

high rhetoric (such as NQ. 3. Praef. 13-18). Why should Seneca need to double- and triple-up 

like this? Part of the answer is that his message, although essentially the same in each work, 

served a different purpose and was likely directed at a different audience. This is fundamental 

to understanding how Seneca wrote. His message remained, at core, surprisingly consistent 

across the extant prose corpus. It was his audience that was fluid. This concept will be 

discussed in greater detail later but it implies that we cannot continue to assign Senecan works 

to this or that genre based simply on stylistic markers (or lack of them). The importance of the 

genre per se (even if Seneca himself would have classified several of his own works as 

dialogi – which is highly unlikely)17 plays second fiddle to the purpose behind the intended 

effect and is often, in the case of the so-called dialogi anyway, totally irrelevant to how 

Seneca’s works should be read and the literary-intent context in which they should be 

considered. There are more important elements to take into account. Seneca did not allow 

‘genre’ to dictate the core essence of his message and even, especially in the case of the 

consolatio, stretched the limits dictated by the genre to better accommodate it. Sometimes 

conciseness was required above immersion in technical detail, sometimes a more personal 

tone over an overtly didactic one. It is why Seneca chose which method for his exposition that 

we should be cataloguing. This will tell us far more about his raison d’écrire than simple 

genre pigeon-holing. 

We can conclude from this that ‘genre’, to Seneca, was not a literary absolute as it 

seems to be in the mind of some modern scholarship. Certainly, some genres are immediately 

identifiable as such; the epistolary, or natural science genres for instance, but others, like the 

so-called dialogi, are nowhere near as clear cut. Different genres afforded different vehicles 

for the same message and allowed for its exposition under different circumstances. Each 

individual genre offered a different set of options for the conveyance of Seneca’s message. In 

short, Seneca’s exposition was not dictated or limited by his choice of genre, but each genre 

was deliberately chosen for the benefits it could provide for Seneca’s purpose.  
                                                      
16 See De Pietro (2014) who sees the repetition here as Seneca needing to reinforce his credentials as a Stoic 
philosopher in the wake of criticism on his lifestyle by others.  
17 In the only instance we possess of Seneca mentioning one of his own works by name, he refers to the De 
Beneficiis as libri (Ep. 81.3). See also Williams (2003) 3 who also questions whether Seneca ‘used the term 
dialogi of his writings.’ 
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Chapter 7 - Stoicism as a Language 

 

 We have already noted that it is a handicap for modern studies that Seneca, as an 

author, wore so many hats. The historian reading Seneca usually takes only an historical 

perspective away with him- or herself, the political commentator only a political perspective, 

and so on. A major issue in the genre categorisation question in the Senecan prose corpus, 

discussed in the last chapter, is the insistence of many scholars in seeing Seneca as first and 

foremost a Stoic philosopher. As long as this preconception conditions the way scholars 

interpret how and what Seneca wrote, the genre issue cannot be fully addressed. A more 

fertile approach to truly appreciating Seneca’s use of Stoicism might be to consider that, to 

him, the intersection of its doctrines and precepts with his prose works were as integral a part 

of his arsenal of persuasion as the other tools of the rhetor’s art. In addition to being a 

philosophy in the sense of providing a moral code of behavioural best practice in an abstract 

sense and couched in protreptic terms, (for instance as in De Constantia Sapientis and De 

Tranquillitate Animi), Seneca seems to have treated Stoicism as a device with which he could 

perform a very practical and very specific literary function. He was quite capable of suborning 

philosophical doctrine (specifically its behavioural expectations) to a literary intent aimed at 

(mostly) political ends. Thus, in De Clementia, he could put words into Nero’s mouth in 

which the newly acceded   emperor would predict for himself a reign of political tolerance 

(Clem. 1. 2-4) or, in De Vita Beata, use the fact that Seneca himself did not adhere to Stoic 

best-practice, which he describes in ringing terms, to brilliantly extricate himself from 

accusations of hypocrisy (Vit. Beat. 17-28). In short, Seneca often employed Stoicism as a 

language.1 

 

 Seneca was aided in this exercise by his ability to use Stoicism to appeal to a set of 

values that were virtually embedded in the Roman DNA: the mores maiorum. Although not 

running one hundred percent parallel, the two codes (certain basic doctrinal values which 

defined the Stoic sapiens, and what Romans perceived their ideal exponent of virtus to be) 

intersected at enough crucial points for Seneca to be able to use the former to appeal to an 

audience well-versed in the latter without having to get bogged down in Greek technical 

philosophical terminology. Seneca knew his audience! 
                                                           
1 Schafer (2009) 79 (esp. n.2) sees this another way: ‘The [Stoic] school was widely considered, in antiquity . . .  
unattractively dogmatic, narrow, and harsh; in Seneca’s hands, care is always taken to promote it as generous 
and flexible.’ Staley (2010) 27 takes the opposite view: ‘In general, Seneca seems to have little sympathy for the 
idea that philosophy needs a sugercoating.’ 
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 It is important to state at the outset of this discussion, that when we talk about 

Stoicism as a ‘language’, we are not talking about an ideology, however that may be defined. 

The ‘ideas’ that constitute the syntax of the Stoic ‘language’ are, of themselves, inert. They do 

not seek to coerce of their own accord and with their own power. They are, instead, a 

starting/reference point, from which, because of their familiarity to educated Romans of 

Seneca’s time, discussion could develop. It is like using one of the Ten Commandments when 

addressing a modern Western audience as a starting point, for instance: ‘OK, let’s think about 

the idea that we shouldn’t take somebody else’s life,’ and then proceeding from that opening. 

This often seems to be how Seneca was putting Stoicism into play in works such as De 

Clementia and De Vita Beata, works in which he was not wearing his didactic mask as in De 

Constantia Sapientis and De Tranquillitate Animi. The practice worked for Seneca because so 

many basic Stoic tenets had a close, or even direct, correspondence in the mores maiorum.   

 

The Stoics held that human-kind has a duty to discern the truth of things, a duty to 

decide on appropriate action, and a duty to commit to that action (or inaction). The 

expectation that a man must perform his duty as dictated by an entrenched moral code was a 

concept well understood by the Romans, at least on an instinctive and intellectual level. The 

Romans knew all about taking personal responsibility. There was even a well-worn phrase for 

it: the mores maiorum.2 The Elder Cato (234 – 149 BC) had championed a return to this value 

set as early as the late third-early second centuries BC as a reaction to ‘degenerate’ foreign, 

particularly Hellenistic, influences to which Rome was becoming increasingly exposed by an 

ever burgeoning empire. 

 

 Most of the major elements that made up the mores maiorum and thus the ideal 

Roman as he was conceptually visualised had a reflection in Stoic doctrinal concepts and vice 

versa.3 His fides (trustworthiness, reliability), disciplina (discipline, self-control), constantia 

(steadiness, perseverance) could be readily found in Stoic application to self-betterment and 

the constancy of mind and consistent behavioural reliability that were its fruits. His religio 
                                                           
2 Mores maiorum can be a slippery term. Whether the elements that constitute the mores maiorum existed as 
a predefined collective ideal of the Roman race that could be applied to their historical exempla or came into 
being as a compilation of the ‘best of’ of those exempla is a question for further research. It could even be 
suggested that the mores maiorum only found articulation within the framework of philosophical school 
terminology amongst which the Stoic ‘vocabulary’ was a particularly close fit. 
3 This is an effect of a set of philosophical beliefs impacting in a particular cultural location. Possibly one of the 
reasons Stoicism took such a hold in Rome was its resonance with the mores maiorum. The philosophical 
school found a far more readily positive reception in the Roman psyche than it would have, for instance, in that 
of the contemporary Gauls or Parthians.   
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(relationship between gods and men) could find outlet in Stoicism’s pantheistic determinism, 

and his pietas (duty to gods, homeland, and parents) was encapsulated in the Stoic doctrine of 

οἰκείωσις or understanding one’s natural and right place in the universe vis-a-vis its other 

occupants and one’s correct relationship and sense of duty towards them. The virtus (ideal 

behavioural display of the Roman male) and the gravitas (dignified self-control), auctoritas 

(prestige, respect), and dignitas (reputation, worth) that were its results were reflected in the 

sapiens or supreme Stoic wise man with his unshakeable credibility, principled steadfastness, 

and scorn in the face of Fortune’s blows. Stoicism fitted what Romans perceived their 

idealised Romanitas to be almost as well as a hand fits a glove.4 

 

 But although many major elements of the Stoic school of thought overlapped with 

their counterparts in the mores maiorum there were some major differences. One such was the 

Stoic system of ἀδιάφορα, a set of conditions or circumstances that existed external to the 

polarised binary absolutes of Virtue and Evil, and which had no intrinsic moral value of their 

own. Amongst these ἀδιάφορα were health, wealth, even death itself. It was not what level of 

these one possessed (good health or illness, poverty or prosperity) but how one faced up to 

them or reacted to them that counted. Wealth, for instance, if possessed in abundance, could 

be employed to the advantage of one’s fellow man. Alternatively, if one were poor, then one 

might test one’s moral fibre in the face of material hardship. 

 

 There was also a scalability built into the ἀδιάφορα system. Although, ultimately, all 

elements were deemed external to a state of supreme Virtue or its opposite Evil, some of these 

‘irrelevancies’ were considered ‘preferable’ to others.5 In De Vita Beata, for instance, Seneca 

explains: [Sapiens] non amat divitias, sed mavult (21.4); Non contemnet se sapiens, etiam si 

fuerit minimae staturae, esse tamen se procerum volet. Et exilis corpore aut amisso oculo 

valebit, malet tamen sibi esse corporis robur . . . Malam valetudinem tolerabit, bonam optabit 

(22.2). Some states of being did seem preferable to others (and understandably so), and the 

very flexibility built into this system, whose aim must have been to teach that any 
                                                           
4 Brunt (1975) 12 goes even further and suggests, citing the Roman example of Horatius on the bridge, who was 
brave but certainly no sapiens, that Stoics ‘extrapolated the concept of perfect virtue from the conduct of 
ordinary men which commanded universal approval . . . Thus Stoic practical morality was founded in commonly 
received opinions.’ This consideration comes very close to my own argument. 
5 Seneca frequently delves into the concept of ἀδιάφορα/indifferents in the Epistulae Morales, most explicitly 
in Ep. 66.5 ff. where he differentiates them from the Supreme Good (Virtue), and in Ep. 82.10-14 where he 
introduces the term, initially in its Greek original, and then in its Latinised form indifferentia. In this passage he 
lists amongst their number riches, strength, beauty, titles, and kingship along with their ‘opposites’: death, 
exile, ill-health, and pain.   
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circumstance was latent with morally advantageous potential, made it very attractive to other, 

more rigid and unforgiving codes, such as the mores maiorum, a system whose relative 

inflexibility made it less adaptable to shifting cultural and political scenarios. Seneca’s prose 

corpus is absolutely rife with exempla from Roman history, the maiores, the absolutist 

reaction of each of whom to their individual predicament, set a behavioural precedent and 

established an expectational blueprint (or so Seneca would like his readership to believe).6   

 

 The mores maiorum seem to have been relatively absolute in their behavioural 

demands. Virtus, by its criteria, appears to have been a composite sum of many non-

negotiable qualities,7 one of which was a scorn of wealth and a return to plain living. Far 

more so than the Stoic principle that it was perfectly OK to feast on the finest food from the 

most expensive plate as long as one’s wealth was in some fashion or degree being channelled 

to the common good, to fully meet the demands of the mores maiorum a Roman would need 

to be seen eating simple fare from his ancestral wooden or unmarked vessels and turning 

down, or not pursuing, sums of money that were surplus to his modest requirements. 

Certainly Stoicism had a similar doctrine: that of living within the dictates of Nature, but the 

important difference was that Stoicism offered an ‘extra toolkit’ in the form of the ἀδιάφορα 

system, which actually allowed for the possession of vast wealth at a morally acceptable level. 

It was in these differences that we can discern the dynamic interplay between the two systems 

as each intersected with, and refined, the other. 

 

The relationship between Stoicism and the mores maiorum can be envisaged as laid 

out in figure SL1 below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 It was in Seneca’s interests to present it so. By establishing the absolutes (which always made for good 
rhetoric), Seneca set the framework, within which his own practical and less extreme brand of philosophy could 
operate. 
7 For example,  Mucius Scaevola, whose scorn of pain made him thrust his hand into Porsena’s fire (Ben. 4.27.2; 
7.15.2 : Prov. 3.4-5 ; Ep. 66.51-3). 



60 
 

Figure SL1 – Relationship between Stoicism and the mores maiorum. 

 
  

In his influential article Stoicism and the Principate, Brunt implies (on the authority of 

the teachings of the Stoic Panaetius) that it is the behavioural conduct-set that becomes 

admired (admired being the operative word) in a given society, which dictates its unwritten 

coda of custom and civic best-practice, and hence founds its moral precepts. Thus, he writes, 

‘This teaching justified Romans in treating their own traditions as equivalent to moral laws.’8 

Whether or not it was the Stoic reasoning which sparked the justificatory process in the 

Roman mind-set, or whether, as I believe, the Romans already believed their venerated mores 

maiorum to be unwritten moral laws, and greeted the advent of Stoicism in Rome as the 

serendipitous arrival of an ethically compatible first aid kit, the consequences, to the outside 

observer, at least, were the same. Brunt concluded that, in the eyes of the historian: 

 

 ‘what the Stoics supposed to be right, what they could 

 conscientiously devote or sacrifice their lives to doing, 

 was largely settled by the ideas and practices current in 

 their society . . . [The Stoic] was inspired by his beliefs 

 not to revalue or reform the established order, but to fulfil 

 his place within that order, in conformity with notions that 

 men of their time and class usually accepted, at least in name, 

                                                           
8 Brunt (1975) 14-15. Although Brunt does go on to concede (16) that Panaetius’ doctrine, in particular, did 
correspond ‘closely with the thought and behaviour natural to traditional Romans.’ 
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 but with unusual resolution, zeal and fortitude.’9 

 

This is as close as Brunt comes to acknowledging that Stoicism played a subsidiary role in its 

relationship with the mores maiorum. In this respect, I believe him to be correct, but he has 

not taken the final step. Certainly, Stoicism did perform the function of inspiration when its 

moral precepts were expressed as a language through the medium of rhetoric, in that it 

resonated so closely to the harmonics of the mores maiorum. However, certain facets, such as 

its system of ἀδιάφορα also provided a standby, just like a substitutes’ bench in a sports game, 

which could be brought into play when the existing opposition got a bit too tough to handle.    

 

 The Romans (or at least the higher echelons of Roman society) of Seneca’s time may 

no longer have been assiduous practitioners of the mores maiorum but they were still 

vulnerable to its emotional siren call even if it were camouflaged in Stoic terminology.10 

Realisation of the similarities between the philosophical system and the Roman cultural ideal 

may have been cemented by public lectures given during the famous Athenian delegation of 

three philosophers to Rome in 155 BC one of whom (Diogenes) represented the Stoic 

school.11 The founding in the mid-1st century BC by Quintus Sextius of what is thought to be 

the first truly Roman philosophical school in the capital is evidence of the growing interest in 

the discipline.12 Although run on an eclectic philosophical basis (a co-mingling of 

Pythagorean and Stoic doctrinal teachings) it produced apparently committed Stoics such as 

Sotion (who may have taught Seneca between ca. AD 14-19) and Fabianus Papirius whose 

writings had a strong influence on Seneca.13  

 

 To the Roman ear, many tenets of Stoicism, when stripped of much of their technical 

jargon and expressed in Roman terms of behavioural expectation, would have sounded 

virtually cognate with those of the mores maiorum, so much so, in fact, that in the late 

Republic and right up until the discouragement of active philosophical involvement in politics 

                                                           
9 Brunt (1975) 32. 
10 Brunt (1975) 23 comes close to this idea when writing of Marcus Aurelius: ‘His philosophy inspired him to do 
what he thought to be right, but what he thought to be right was fixed by tradition.’  
11 The other two were Carneades (Academic) and Critelaus (Peripatetic). 
12 Seneca himself describes the peculiarly Roman vigour with which the school was founded and laments its 
inability to survive in the contemporary, philosophically inert environment in which he was composing in the 
post AD 62 era: Sextiorum nova et Romani roboris secta inter initia sua, cum magno impetu coepisset, extincta 
est (NQ. 7. 32. 2). 
13 Seneca cites Fabianus Papirius on six separate occasions in his prose corpus: Marc.23.5; Brev. Vit. 10.1 and 
13.9; Eps. 58.6 and 100.1; NQ. 3.27.3. 
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under Nero starting in AD 62 and driven, according to Tacitus (Ann. 14. 53-6), by the newly 

appointed Praetorian Prefect, Tigellinus, virtually every senator could call himself a Stoic. 

The language of Stoicism and the language of Roman moral rhetoric as an expression of the 

mores maiorum had become, to the outside ear, essentially one and the same. 

 

 Nevertheless, I would like to suggest that the relationship between Stoicism and the 

mores maiorum was more ‘edgy’; that is, rather than being simply a set of more-or-less 

parallel value-sets, they were able to intersect more dynamically, each to critique and refine 

the other. Certainly, if some aspects of the mores maiorum became permanently obsolete or 

even temporarily dangerous to publically champion, elements could be pulled from the Stoic 

store to shore-up, or permanently replace them. Absolutes could be replaced with 

compromises that contained enough ethical integrity to be accepted without any loss of 

Roman face or slight to the esteemed maiores. The insistence by the mores maiorum, for 

instance, that extravagant opulence was a bad thing had, by the early empire, become an 

embarrassment14 to many rich Romans of the senatorial class, for whom the massive wealth 

that an expanding empire had brought with it, was the norm. But Stoicism was able to offer a 

compromise in the form of wealth as one of the ἀδιάφορα, an ‘indifferent’ that existed outside 

the binary moral mandate of Virtue/Evil. It was not how much or how little wealth one 

possessed but what one did with it that mattered. The ἀδιάφορα system actually allowed for 

huge wealth but, crucially, under a moral umbrella. Wealth could be used to perform good.15 

What wealthy Romans actually did with their über-prosperity was another matter. The point 

was that Stoicism had allowed a compromise on an intellectual and ethical level. Seneca 

himself, as I shall demonstrate later in this thesis, took full advantage of this in the second 

half of De Vita Beata. 

 

 And it worked in reverse, too. The very Romanitas of dealing in a manly and practical 

way with otherwise emasculating passions could, in Seneca’s virtuosic hands, inform and 

enhance the literature of his philosophical forebears, Stoic or otherwise.  The appellation of 

                                                           
14 If not openly, then at least, if Seneca’s repeated diatribes against it are anything to go by, a moral dilemma 
on an intellectual level. 
15 Brennan (2003) argues in his ‘Indifferents Only model’ that the ἀδιάφορα system was the sole driving force 
behind the virtuous initiatives of the Stoic sapiens; that is, it was the very flexibility of the scale itself that gave 
the sage the leeway to make the right (=virtuous) choice and take appropriate action.  Schafer (2009) 51-54 
follows Brennan’s gradual shift away from this model to a more general ‘virtue is just the sage’s inerrant 
disposition to act rightly’. Both authors are Stoic-centric and neither author takes into account the possibility that 
Stoicism is interacting dynamically with a pre-existing value set. 
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De + ‘main theme’ to many of the so-called dialogi is likely a habit formed by the copyists 

and cannot be confirmed as the practice followed by Seneca himself.16  The primary purpose 

of De Ira, for example, is to provide tools for the reader to alleviate anger. Its purpose is 

practical, not theoretical. The exempla and language employed are designed to abet this end 

and not to bog the reader down in an analytical or logical enquiry into the nature of the 

passion itself. To this extent authors like Nussbaum are right to designate it ‘therapeutic’.17 

De Ira is no Latin version of one or more Greek treatises peri orges, and cannot be explained 

in terms of Greek or even Stoic philosophical antecedents. Seneca offers practical advice: 

avoid aggravating situations; delay your initial angry impulse, and so on, practices which, 

through his insistence on the necessity of their application, imply his limited confidence in the 

efficacy of philosophical doctrines, rational argument, or even reason itself. The reader has to 

be persuaded, and the appropriate vehicle for that is a rhetoric that appeals to the control of 

emotions by means of the innate Roman sense of virtus with all its manly connotations in 

terms he can understand. In the case of De Ira, as with many of his other prose works18 

Seneca is working as an onwards transmitter (geographically through his insistence on the 

Latin language and chronologically as a recorder for future generations) of philosophical 

information. But he is also a refiner.19 By writing a treatise like De Ira with its application of 

virtus as embodied in the mores maiorum, is Seneca not also redefining what he considers the 

aims of philosophical doctrine to be, to a practical end?20  

 

 In its function as a language to convey the moral expectations of the mores maiorum, 

Stoicism could find expression in a variety of ways. That the Stoic chain of events leads from 
                                                           
16 Copyists were possibly applying the single instance, a letter to Lucilius,  in which Seneca mentions a work 
name (De Beneficiis), across the dialogi in general:  Sed de isto satis multa in iis libris locuti sumus, qui de 
beneficiis inscribuntur (Ep. 81.3).  
17 See Nussbaum (1994) for a full treatment of the therapeutic elements in Seneca. 
18 The same ‘therapeutic’ process (counteracting grief) is evident in the three exile and pre-exile consolationes. 
In this respect, Seneca is demonstrating a methodological continuity in that the same method of pragmatic 
persuasion to overcome a strong emotion is shifted from one emotion, grief in the consolationes, to another, 
anger, in De Ira.   
19 This is to disagree with Shaw (1985) 30, who does not appear to acknowledge the pivotal and active literary 
role Seneca plays in applying Stoic doctrine through the medium of rhetoric to practical ends that are fully 
comprehensible and acceptable to a Roman audience. To Shaw, Seneca is an ‘adherent’ and not a ‘propagator’ 
of Stoicism. My argument is that the very act of refining and reporting Stoicism through his literary output 
would place Seneca nearer the latter than the former.  
20 We can analogise the relationship in terms of a substitutes bench during a sports contest. Stoicism, especially 
with its ‘flexible’ adiaphora, provides options for when certain values that constitute the mores maiorum 
become exhausted or ‘get injured’ by contemporary events and situations. The original elements can always 
make a reappearance – just like players in the next  game. The greater flexibility of the Stoic system also allows 
for different combinations of ‘players’/elements to be amalgamated into the original value-set as 
‘opponents’/political situations change.  
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impression/impulse to assent to action should alert us to the possibility that Stoicism can 

express itself just as eloquently in action as it can in the written or spoken word. Similarly, it 

can express itself through inaction (for in deliberate inaction lurks, paradoxically, action).21 

Purposeful silence may also be construed as action. Stoicism can communicate just as loudly 

by its silence as by its loquacity, and action based on Stoicism just as effectively by its 

absence as when it is present.  

 

As noted above, Seneca’s prose corpus seldom concerns itself with an in-depth and 

technical investigation into epistemological theory. The doctrinal technicalities are, instead, 

often stripped of their ‘jargon’ and become elements in his wider language of persuasion.  

Seneca’s immediately practical, end-point application in readily comprehensible Roman 

terms, of the core Stoic doctrine that the individual gives rational assent (συγκατάθεσις) to a 

constant stream of incoming impressions (φαντασία), is typical of his treatment of such 

specialist concepts. Seneca generally feels no need to explain that these phantasia are passive 

and, in themselves, potentially inert, that is they are simply ‘fuel’ for the human mind which, 

a bit like a quantum referee, converts it into positive or negative energy in the form of mental 

and/or physical action (or deliberate inaction). He rarely broaches the issue that how the mind 

processes phantasia depends on its ability to determine what images represent in their 

essential nakedness, their ‘trueness’. Seneca does not state that when the mind is highly 

trained it is able to readily discern the kernel of ‘truth’, no matter how elusive, latent within an 

impression and formulate an appropriate response and that this process, when carried out 

effectively, results in the acquisition of what the Stoics called the ‘cognitive impression’ 

(φαντασία καταληπτικη).22 

                                                           
21 The philosophical paradox of ‘action through inaction’ is well known and hardly limited to Stoicism. The 
theme runs throughout the Hindu Bhagavad Gita, philosophical core of the Mahabharata. That ‘correct’ 
inaction must be an intelligently motivated attitude (that is, not the kind of inaction that results from, for 
example, physical and mental paralysis engendered by the ‘passion’ of fear) is made clear in verses such as that 
at Chapter 4 Verse 18:   
 

 
 
 ‘One who sees inaction in action, and action in inaction, is intelligent among men, and he is in the 
transcendental position, although engaged in all sorts of activities.’ 
22 This is, of course, no more than an articulation of certain aspects of behavioural best practice as embodied in 
aphoristic admonitory proverbs such as ‘think before you act’ and ‘look before you leap’ however the Stoics 
were working on the premise that the more one understands the mechanics of a process, the better placed 
one is to identify the steps in the process as they unfold and one is thus better equipped to nip any potentially 
negative eventualities in the bud. 
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But what Seneca did often illustrate was how the end-point of all that epistemological 

nicety intersected with real life and he exposited that in peculiarly Roman terms both in 

language and in the exempla he employed. Seneca understood (intellectually at least) that the 

concept of responsibility is closely associated with action taken as a result of cognitive 

impression.23 If, according to the Stoics, correct action follows correct assent, then the very 

act of assent, the applied judgement of a personal value set  that results in action (or inaction) 

has to imply responsibility, if not to one-self, then to others. Will, in the sense of what one 

may prefer, is a subordinate consideration under these circumstances as the act of judgement 

must seek as arbiter what is ‘right’ according to a morality that may have been personally 

developed, a result of cultural transmission, installed as a whole by a philosophical system, or 

is a fusion of one or more of the above. In any case, the aim is that the morality set is 

entrenched and inviolable thus assuring that action, if taken at all, is consistent and justifiable 

when measured against the tenets that underpin the reasons for taking it (or deliberately 

abstaining from it).  

 

  Seneca touches on this theme in various places however in typically Senecan vogue 

by refusing to immerse himself in the purely hypothetical and bringing in the practical 

consideration of  relating the concept to involvement in public affairs. In De Otio 7.1-4 we 

find a discussion on the three types of life: dedication to voluptas, contemplatio, or actio. 

Seneca’s argument is that all are interdependent. More graphically, at Tranq. 1.10, Seneca, 

using the voice of his addressee, Serenus, cites the example of the Old Stoa and first three 

scholarchs, Zeno, Cleanthes, and Chrysippus, none of whom entered upon public life yet 

urged others to do so. Again at Otio.3.2, once more citing Zeno: Accedet ad rem publicam, 

nisi si quid impedierit. Admittedly, Seneca’s depiction of conscious inaction is tantamount to 

his concept of positively employed otium although his means of employing inaction in other 

manifestations such as a form of protest may have been limited by his proximity to the centre 

of political power, although that did not stop other contemporary Stoics such as Thrasea 

Paetus from doing so (Tac. Ann. 14.12).24   

 

 Because of its symbiotic existence with the mores maiorum, then, Stoicism, when 

employed as a language in the arsenal of persuasion (that is, stripped of much technical 
                                                           
23 Schafer (2009) 47 coins the terms ‘nominal’ and ‘adverbial’ to distinguish between Seneca’s exposition on, 
respectively, ‘what we are to do and how we are to do it’.  
24 Wilson (2015) 146-151 highlights the dichotomy faced by Seneca and other Stoics during the Neronian 
principate: ‘To express certain thoughts in Nero’s Rome was perilous, possibly a capital crime’ (146). 
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jargon),25 had the ability to function as a powerful catalyst to awaken in the Roman psyche 

what it already felt to be right and true. Its direct relevance to, and resonance with, the 

quintessentially Roman ideals of fides, pietas, religio, disciplina, constantia, virtus, gravitas, 

dignitas, and auctoritas allowed it to by-pass the normal mental processing channels and 

appeal directly to Roman gut instinct. 

 

 By Seneca’s time, most senatorial class Romans may not have practised the code 

inherent in the mores maiorum but they certainly still understood it on an instinctive and 

emotional level and it was something Seneca realised he could directly appeal to via the 

‘cognate’ terminology and doctrines of Stoicism. It was not only Seneca who understood this. 

The ‘language’ of Stoicism was not limited to words on parchment or impassioned oratory. It 

could be expressed just as eloquently by physical action (or deliberate inaction).26 We need 

only look at the stance taken by Thrasea Paetus during the reign of Nero. On one occasion the 

recalcitrant stoic senator stalked from the senate in open disgust at the sycophancy and 

hypocrisy  on display as other senators vied with each other to offer thanks for the ‘safe 

delivery’ of Nero from the ‘plot’ orchestrated by Agrippina, during which the emperor had 

had his mother murdered (Tac. Ann. 14.12). On another, his intervention on the side of 

judicial due process to have the Praetor, Antistius’, sentence mitigated from execution to 

exile, spoke to the power and clemency of the Roman people (Tac. Ann.14.48). This had been 

the first attempt to re-enact the hated and feared maiestas charge under the new emperor and 

the senate had been cowed into submission but Thrasea’s intervention and appeal to clementia 

served to break the hold of terror. Libertas Thraseae servitium aliorum rupit et postquam 

discessionem consul permiserat, pedibus in sententiam eius iere, paucis exceptis . . . continues 

Tacitus (14.49) a sure sign that a sheepish and chastised senate had had its cultural moral 

conscience pricked even though it had required Thrasea’s goad.27 

                                                           
25 This had the additional advantage of being able to ‘de-Greek’ it thus making it more immediately applicable, 
in practical terms, to the Roman ear. 
26 It is not enough to suggest (as Shaw (1985) 37-40 does) that part of the Stoic mind-set was to accept one’s 
lot in a power-relationship, top or bottom, because every human had his or her place and that is what he or 
she must come to terms with. Seneca’s writings, especially the later ones, are full of tone and attitude that 
imply he was not at all happy with his personal lot (see esp. Ep. 79. 17-18). In addition, his many vitriolic 
outbursts against the emperor Gaius in particular (e.g. Apoc. 11.2; Polyb. 17.3-6; Brev. Vit. 18.5-6; Const. 18.1-
4; Tranq. 14.6; Ep. 4.7; NQ. 4. Praef. 17) clearly demonstrate that Seneca did not passively accept, at least not 
intellectually, the ruler-ruled relationship as a universal given. 
27 According to Shaw (1985) 45-48 Paetus’ actions should not be seen as primarily driven by his Stoic adherence 
but by his sense of romanitas: ‘He acted primarily as an upright and courageous senator who held stoic views, 
not as a Stoic philosopher who happened to be a senator at Rome.’ On the other hand, Brunt (1973) 8 is 
emphatic that ‘Thrasea Paetus . . . was the centre of a circle, including Helvidius Priscus and Arulenus Rusticus, 
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 Like the majority of the senate’s, Seneca’s hands were also tied. His proximity to the 

nexus of imperial power precluded his openness of expression in many media; however the 

avenue of literature and the use of the language of Stoicism and its resonance with the mores 

maiorum to highlight the failings of contemporary society lay open to him. Under the 

auspices of Stoic philosophy, by employing terminology that everybody was already 

intimately familiar with, Seneca could, without mentioning names, criticise his peers, his city, 

even his emperor, from behind a literary screen. By highlighting the ever increasing distance 

that Roman society was putting between itself and the ideals of its revered ancestors, Seneca 

was criticising that society from its very top to its very bottom and because he was effecting 

this using a ‘language’ that was perfectly acceptable to every member of his readership, he 

could get away with it. Those being targeted might ‘sense’ they were being impugned yet be 

unable to evidence why. With his writing Seneca was able to achieve on a more lasting basis 

what Thrasea Paetus could only achieve in isolated, albeit spectacular, episodes. Stoicism was 

the ideal and safe (at least until the rise of Tigellinus in AD 62) ‘language’ in which to pass 

social comment and, thereby, score political points.28 

 

 In other words, Stoicism allowed for progress in a rapidly changing social scenario in 

ways that the less flexible mores maiorum could not. It provided a virtually indistinguishable 

though, crucially, more flexible substitute for the cherished Roman moral value system of the 

ancestors whilst permitting the illusion it was that system to which Romans were adhering. 

This is not to suggest the Romans were living a lie. As an eminently practical people it was, to 

their mind-set, a perfectly acceptable compromise.29 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
which offered the most intractable opposition to certain emperors, opposition which was certainly ascribed to 
Stoic teaching.’  
28 See also Shaw (1985) 49: ‘Stoicism was useful to everyone. It formed a common point of reference shared by  
very different sectors of the Roman elite. . . . Stoicism offered a common ideological field, a common language 
of political thought and behaviour.’ In other words, Shaw sees Stoicism as a medium through which opposing 
political factions could communicate their differences. Without the strife between opposing parties, argues 
Shaw, this function of Stoicism as a lingua franca would not have been required. Shaw’s opinion wholly ignores 
any interplay between certain Stoic tenets and aspects of the mores maiorum, the traditional moral buttons 
that could be pushed to obtain political leverage, and which required occasional updating. 
29 Shaw (1985) 33 believes that the success of Stoicism in Rome in particular rested in its earlier ’educative and 
pragmatic’ elements. This strain, he writes, ‘became, in the period of the Roman empire, almost its sole raison 
d’être and the sole practical content of the philosophy which stripped itself of most vestiges of earlier 
‘philosophical’ aspects to become the educative instrument of the rulers, merging its ideas with the pragmatic 
pursuits of grammar and rhetoric.’ Shaw’s argument does not take into account the dovetailing aspects of 
Stoicism and the mores maiorum.   
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 It was inevitable that the Stoic/mores maiorum value system would intersect with 

Latin literature in genres other than the philosophical.30 If the establishment and early success 

of the school founded by Quintus Sextius is any guide, there was a peculiarly ‘Roman’ energy 

– robur romanum - at work during this period (NQ. 7.32.2). Seneca’s use of the word robur, 

deriving as it does from the resilience and sturdiness of old, hard wood is itself evocative of 

the type of trait the Romans believed their national character to be based on.  

 

 An excellent example of the language of Stoicism at work is the opening sections of  

Seneca’s De Clementia. Star writes that Seneca used ‘language attractive, familiar, and 

persuasive to the aristocratic Roman reader’31 which, of course, included at times the 

emperor, Nero. From a citation perspective alone, we can deduce that De Clementia is a 

primarily political message couched in Stoic terminology.  Although it has transmitted 

incomplete the work is still longer than other complete extant dialogi (amongst which 

classification it is generally included) such as De Constantia Sapientis, De Tranquillitate 

Animi, and De Brevitate Vitae, and yet it has the lowest citation density of any work in any 

genre of Seneca’s extant prose corpus. De Clementia contains only three citations, all non-

philosophical and all from Roman authors. Moreover, two of these citations (Clem. 1.12.4 and 

2.2.2) are the same line from Accius’ Atreus, the famous oderint dum metuant32 which, we are 

informed by Suetonius, was beloved of the monster Gaius (Calig. 30) and thus carries 

undertones of the political terror of that reign. The third citation is Virgil’s warning about the 

dire consequences to the hive should the ‘king’ bee be lost, from Georgics 4.212: rege 

incolumi mens omnibus una; amisso rupere fidem (Clem.1.4.1). When lifted from its original 

context and transposed into a work whose combined intent is to provide a blueprint for the 

ideal prince and, at the same time, function as a veiled threat should that prince not meet his 

moral obligations as head of state, Virgil’s line becomes loaded with political innuendo.33 

                                                           
30 That discussion is beyond the scope of this particular thesis, although it should be noted that Batinski (1983) 
99-159 dedicates an entire chapter of her PhD thesis to Stoic elements in Virgil’s Georgics and Aeneid. See also: 
Brunt (1975) 7, who sees Stoicism permeating the writings of authors such as Virgil and Horace, even though 
they had no known allegiance to the school; Braund (2004) Intro. 14-15 who sees Stoic ‘idiom’ in Seneca’s 
contemporary, the satirist Persius; Star (2012), and Sullivan (1968b) for comparisons between Seneca and 
Petronius; and for recent scholarship on postulated Stoic elements within Seneca’s tragedies: Mayer (2014) 
478-80; Tὄchterle (2014)  483-8 and 495; Liebermann (2004), Torres (2014) 505.   
31 Star (2012) 27. 
32 As preserved in Atreus, Trag. Rom. Frag. 203-4 von Ribbeck p. 187. 
33 This is assuming that Virgil, who may also have been writing with the ‘language’ of Stoicism in mind, had not 
already analogised the Roman people and growing ‘family’ of races in the empire and their connection with its 
leader in his apiaristic commentary in book four of  the Georgics. If this were the case then Virgil’s message, 
writing under Augustus, was most likely a genuinely flattering concern for the fledgling empire should anything 
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 Seneca starts De Clementia with a direct address to Nero suggesting the emperor look 

into its contents as if into a mirror (Clem. 1.1). The psychology behind this opening gambit is, 

of course, to instil a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy into Nero’s mind – if you paint a 

complimentary picture of somebody’s attributes it encourages them to fulfil the expectation 

they believe others have of them.34  In suggesting this, however, Seneca was also getting Nero 

to read and follow Seneca’s own rhetoric of persuasion as if it were his own. Seneca was 

exposing Nero to the ‘language’ of Stoicism by making him read along with it. All of the 

Stoic elements (along with their implied mores maiorum counterparts for cultural 

acceptability) are in evidence. By putting the first person question into Nero’s own mouth: 

Egone ex omnibus mortalibus placui electusque sum, qui in terris deorum vice fungerer?  

followed by the statement (as if Nero’s very own epiphany): Ego vitae necisque gentibus 

arbiter; qualem quisque sortem statumque habeat, in mea manu positum est (1.1.2) Seneca 

forces him to accept the relationship between man and god and the mutual respect and duties 

that entails as determined by the dictates of religio and pietas. In a Stoic sense, this is an 

expression of one’s responsibility to others in the wider human commonwealth. 

 

 The continued use of the past tense creates the illusion that this behavioural paradigm 

is already engrained in Nero. He is made to enunciate the theme of wise and meet judgement 

beyond his tender years administered from a mental state free from passion, the Stoic 

ἀπάθεια: . . . non ira me ad iniqua supplicia compulit, non iuvenilis impetus, non temeritas 

hominum et contumacia, quae saepe tranquillissimis quoque pectoribus patientiam extorsit, 

non ipsa ostentandae per terrores potentiae dira, sed frequens magnis imperiis gloria 

(Clem.1.1.3).  He is made to express his constantia where it concerns clementia by using 

terminology that would not be out of place coming from a Stoic sapiens and to depict himself 

as an exponent of the self-policing Stoic practice of meditatio or keeping an account of, and 

analytically reviewing, one’s actions on a daily basis: sic me custodio, tamquam legibus, quas 

ex situ ac tenebris in lucem evocavi, rationem redditurus sim (1.1.4).35   

                                                                                                                                                                                     
untoward befall its leader. In the hands of Seneca, however, writing at a time when the performance of each 
Julio-Claudian emperor after Augustus had left much to be desired, the breaking of loyalty should the ‘king’ be 
‘lost’ could well threaten not only the dissolution of ties to the Julio-Claudian dynasty but even to the concept 
of the princeps as an office and hint at a return to the Republic.    
34 Or, as Star (2012) 30 puts it, speaking of both Cicero and Seneca  ‘ . . . when addressing an autocrat, telling 
him how he already acted was the best way to get him to follow their advice.’ 
35 The practice of daily meditatio is mentioned by Seneca on several occasions in his prose corpus, most notably 
at Ira. 3.36.1-4 when describing the procedure as executed by firstly Quintus Sextius and then himself. In this 
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There is more. Seneca even bends and reapplies the rules of the Stoic doctrine of 

living within the dictates of Nature because progress must be seen to be beneficial. Facit 

quidem avidos nimia felicitas, nec tam temperatae cupiditates sunt umquam, ut in eo, quod 

contigit, desinant  warns Seneca but adds omnibus tamen nunc civibus tuis et haec confessio 

exprimitur esse felices et illa nihil iam his accedere bonis posse, nisi ut perpetua sint (1.1.7). 

The warning about excessive greed comes straight from the Stoic/mores maiorum textbook so 

what Seneca does is effectively replace Nature with Nero within the bounds of whose 

beneficent rule life will be idyllic.36 The concept of the body being the servant of a healthy 

mind and not the mind a slave to the body’s base desires is transposed to Nero as the mind 

controlling and directing the body of the empire. Again the terminology is straight out of the 

Stoic textbook: sic haec immensa multitudo unius animae circumdata illius spiritu regitur, 

illius ratione flectitur pressura se ac fractura viribus suis, nisi consilio sustineretur (1.3.5).  

 

There is not much in De Clementia in which Stoicism is not used to convey Seneca’s 

message and yet he leaves it until well towards the end of the extant section of book 2 (2. 5.2) 

to come clean and even then under the cloak of an excuse and justification. It is the first time 

in the work the word ‘Stoic’ is mentioned. He is aware, he says, of the Stoic school’s 

unpopularity on the basis its absolutist and, therefore, inhumane doctrinal approach ill equips 

it to counsel princes and kings, but nothing could be further from the truth. Stoicism, he goes 

on, is full of love for mankind and concern for the common good – nulla [secta] amantior 

hominum et communis boni attentior – it’s avowed purpose, he states, is to be of service and 

assistance – usui esse et auxilio – in the interests not only of itself but of all (2.5.3). This is a 

masterstroke. Seneca has set Nero up to preach Stoic doctrine from the new emperor’s very 

own mouth simply by couching political best practice in the terminology of the accepted 

Stoic/mores maiorum lingua franca. To have brought in Stoicism by name at the beginning of 

such a politically charged work would have been to invite accusations of philosophical 

interference at such a fragile power nexus as the transition between emperors. To have the 

new emperor espouse and be read as having accepted and adopted Stoic doctrine disguised as 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
passage of De Ira Seneca employs the exact same terminology for Sextius and himself as he does for Nero by  
employing the noun/verb phrase rationem reddere ‘to render back what is due, to give an account’. The 
process of filtering is the same for both Seneca and Nero and both end up with similarly clear consciences: nihil 
mihi ipse abscondo, nihil transeo (Seneca at Ira. 3.36.3); Hodie dis inmortalibus, si a me rationem repetant, 
adnumerare genus humanum paratus sum (Nero at Clem. 1.1.4). 
36 This is an astute move on Seneca’s part as, although strict doctrinal adherence might dictate modesty within 
Nature, living according to the dictate of ‘Nero’ allows for endless growth and largess.  
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political best practice as if through his own mouth before Seneca’s ‘timidly’ introducing the 

school by name as if in apology, is pure genius. Unless the ‘idea notice-board’ of Stoic 

doctrine had been freely visible and comprehensible to all members of the Roman elite and 

had become, in many key areas, indistinguishable from the ‘language’ of the mores maiorum, 

this would not have been possible. Seneca had let the ‘language of Stoicism’ as it had passed 

into standard political speech with an energy that permitted the illusion of being separated 

from connotations evoked by naming the school itself, do his work for him. 

 

 To summarise, the language of Stoicism is a versatile literary device. Educated (and, 

possibly, many other) Romans of Seneca’s time were very familiar with the canon of ideas 

that came under the Stoic umbrella. Just as Tchaikovsky’s 1812 overture can be used on one 

level to sell bottles of champagne in modern adverts through its associations of celebration 

and victory and, on another level, teach music students the intricacies of his compositional 

style and yet is still recognisably Tchaikovsky, so the language of Stoicism can be used to 

both corral the behaviour of an emperor, as in De Clementia, and teach a philosophical system 

in a work like De Tranqilllitate Animi  yet is still recognisably Stoicism. Just because 

elements of Stoic language appear to one degree or another in all of Seneca’s works does not 

imply he is on a constant recruitment drive.  

 

Stoicism, when employed as language, found a strong resonance in the Roman psyche 

because Stoic terminology touched and found echoes in a society geared, through long-term 

exposure to the mores maiorum, towards taking personal responsibility. Stoicism as a 

language was, in effect, a shortcut to the very core of the Roman behavioural expectation 

system. 
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This chapter concludes Part II of this thesis. Thus far, I have examined two major 

problem areas of Senecan scholarship – chronology and genre – and demonstrated by general 

discussion and the specific example of De Clementia, the pit falls of conceptualising Seneca’s 

entire prose corpus as Stoic didacticism with a view to recruit. Before that, I summarised the 

various citation sources available to Seneca, both tangible and intellectual, and promoted the 

digital approach using a database populated with metadata as a new and ultra-efficient 

technique for interrogating the citation data sets and organising them into meaningful patterns 

for analysis. The next section (Part III) will clearly demonstrate the full power of the digital 

approach by offering several individual data sets with discussion.  
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Chapter 8 - Philosophical Citations: Statistical Overview 

 Of all the possible categories of citation analysis in the Senecan prose corpus, a 

comprehensive investigation into the spread of the philosophical sources is perhaps the most 

neglected. The difficulty lies in the wide and uneven distribution across such a large corpus, 

and is exacerbated by Seneca’s doxographic methodology when incorporating his many 

philosophical forebears (and far fewer philosophical contemporaries) into his own exposition. 

Certain, very obvious concentrations aside, such as the preponderance of sententia-like 

axioms from Epicurus in books 1-3 (Eps. 1-29) of the Epistulae Morales, wider patterns are 

invisible to the general reader, and would involve months of painstaking work by the 

dedicated researcher to discern. In this very under-studied, yet vital facet of Seneca’s third-

party use, my database has proven invaluable. 

 In this and the following chapters (8-11), I shall draw together some previously 

discussed threads by showing, through a statistical analysis of the spread of philosophical 

schools, how Seneca varied his treatment of those schools and individuals within those 

schools, in various works, and groups of works, across the prose corpus. The results will 

strengthen my position that it is time for a reassessment of Seneca’s prose corpus. The 

prevailing distinction based on ‘genre’: consolationes/dialogi/Epistulae Morales/Naturales 

Quaestiones needs to be revaluated. 

 In this chapter, I shall offer the overall philosophical citation statistics, initially by 

school and then as a collective. Each will be followed by a brief analysis (figures PG1-PG6 

below). More detailed analyses of selected philosophical data sets comprise the contents of 

chapters 9-11. 

Given the comparative volumes of Greek versus Roman philosophical literature 

available to Seneca it is no surprise that Greek sources predominate over Roman in both 

author numbers and overall number of citations. Similarly, because Seneca is trafficking in 

‘ideas’, it is in his interests to go to the unalloyed ‘source’ because durability imbues both 

pedigree and authority and it is against these benchmarks that Seneca needs his own 

exposition to be measured and found either superior or innovative. To introduce a ‘chain’ of 

authority by following the progression of a concept between the time of an idea’s conception 

and Seneca’s own, would be to both dilute the authority of the original source and the power 

of the idea itself, which, in turn, would have the effect of diluting not only Seneca’s own 

voice but the intended innovative impact of his personal ‘spin’ on the concept. 
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Figure PG1 – Spread of Stoic Philosophers across the Senecan Prose Corpus (Breakdown by Works/Books) 
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Of note in figure PG1 are the books in which citations from Stoic philosophers are wholly 

absent: Ad Polybium, Ad Helviam, De Clementia, De Vita Beata, books 4 and 7 of De 

Beneficiis, books 2 (Eps. 13-21) and 5 (Eps. 42-52) of the Epistulae Morales, De Providentia, 

and the Apocolocyntosis. By contrast the ‘Serenus Trilogy’: De Constantia Sapientis, De 

Tranquillitate Animi, and De Otio, together contain a comparatively high number of Stoic 

citations. The densest numbers of Stoic citations appear in books 1 (Eps. 1-12), and 10-20 

(Eps. 81-124) of the Epistulae Morales, with the peak occurring at books 14-15 (Eps. 89-95). 

Every book of the Naturales Quaestiones contains at least one Stoic citation with peaks at 

either end of the work (NQ. 1-2 have seven citations then there is a dramatic drop-off to one 

in each of NQ. 3,4,5 before a return to the peak level of seven in total for NQ. 6-7). For a 

philosopher who is widely held to have been an avowed Stoic, writing what are considered to 

be primarily philosophical works, Seneca’s seemingly inconsistent citation of philosophers 

from the school across his prose corpus is a strange anomaly that, I believe, can only be 

explained if we step back from philosophical didacticism as a primary intent and revaluate 

the works by taking other elements into consideration.
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 Figure PG2 – Spread of Peripatetic Philosophers across the Senecan Prose Corpus (Breakdown by Works/Books) 

 

Peripatetic citations (all but two of which derive from Aristotle and Theophrastus) are remarkable for those areas in which they are concentrated: 

Books 1 and, to a lesser extent, 3 of De Ira, and books 1-3 and 6-7 of the Naturales Quaestiones. They are rare or entirely absent from all other 

works, including, notably, the Epistulae Morales. Book 1 of De Ira and book 6 of the Naturales Quaestiones contain a mixture of Peripatetic 

philosophers while in all other works/books, in which they appear, Seneca employs citations exclusively from either Aristotle or Theophrastus. 

Seneca frequently portrays the Peripatetics as expositors of inaccurate or, at best, misguided philosophy. An analysis of the data set will help us 

understand why he targets this school in general, and its founder, Aristotle, in particular.    
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Figure PG3 – Spread of Epicurean Philosophers across the Senecan Prose Corpus (Breakdown by Works/Books) 

 

Epicurean citations which derive overwhelmingly from Epicurus himself are, like the Peripatetic citations, remarkable for those works in which 

they are concentrated.  The high density in De Vita Beata (in which they are the exclusively cited philosophical school) demands explanation, as 

does the high concentration in books 1-3 and then again in 7, of the Epistulae Morales. Elsewhere, other than a representative presence in the 

‘Serenus’ books, De Constantia Sapientis and De Otio, Epicurean citations are rare or entirely absent. 
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Figure PG4 – Spread of Other Philosophy Schools across the Senecan Prose Corpus (Breakdown by Works/Books) 

 
 

Only the more frequently cited individuals or schools are shown in isolation in this graphic. Of special note is the frequent use of Plato across 

much of the corpus and the heavy concentrations of the Cynic philosopher Demetrius in De Beneficiis book 7, and in De Providentia.  
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Figure PG5 – Spread of All Major Philosophy Schools across the Senecan Prose Corpus (Breakdown by Works/Book)
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The overall philosophical citation data set offers several interesting patterns, not least of 

which are the complete works, in which no philosophical citations whatsoever appear: Ad 

Polybium, De Clementia, Apococlocyntosis; the complete works that contain only citations 

from one school: De Vita Beata, De Providentia; and the groups of works or sections within 

works that are more eclectic than others: De Ira, the ‘Serenus Trilogy’ De Constantia 

Sapientis/De Tranquilllitate Animi/De Otio, books 1 (Eps. 1-12) and 14-15 (Eps. 89-95) of 

the Epistulae Morales and the Naturales Quaestiones as a whole. Of similar interest are the 

philosophical school ‘pairing’ patterns that emerge from this data set: Stoic/Peripatetic in De 

Ira/De Tranquillitate Animi/books 1-4 and 7 of the Naturales Quaestiones; Stoic/Epicurean 

in De Constantia Sapientis/De Otio/books 1 (Eps. 1-12), 3-4 (Eps. 22-41), 9-17 (Eps.75-109) 

of the Epistulae Morales. The only places that all three schools: Stoic/Peripatetic/Epicurean 

are cited together are in books 1 (Eps. 1-12) and 7 (Eps. 63-19) of the Epistulae Morales and 

book 6 of the Naturales Quaestiones. Nowhere in the extant prose corpus does Seneca cite a 

‘pairing’ of exclusively Epicurean and Peripatetic philosophers. In every work, indeed in 

every book or even letter, that this combination appears, it is accompanied by at least one 

citation from a Stoic philosopher. Figure PG6 demonstrates the spread of Seneca’s three most 

widely cited schools more clearly: 
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Figure PG6 – Spread of Stoic/Peripatetic/Epicurean Schools across the Senecan Prose Corpus (Breakdown by Works/Book) 
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The citation statistics imply a definite pattern of usage over the various works (and 

even sub-sets of works) within the prose corpus. Figure PG7 summarises the major 

philosophical school breakdown. 

Figure PG7 – Summary Breakdown of Philosophical Schools per Work/Book 
Ad Marciam Primarily Stoic with Platonic representation 
Ad Polybium No school represented 
Ad Helviam Marcus Brutus 
De Constantia Sapientis: Primarily Stoic vs. Epicurean  -  Megarian representation 
De Tranquillitate Animi: 
 

Primarily Stoic with eclectic range (Platonic, Democritean, Peripatetic, Cyrenaic,   
Cynic) 

De Otio: Exclusively Stoic vs. Epicurean 
De Brevitate Vitae: Stoic vs. Peripatetic 
Apocolocyntosis No school represented 
De Clementia: No school represented 
De Vita Beata: Exclusively Epicurean 
De Beneficiis: Primarily Stoic with Platonic and Cynic representation 
De Providentia: Exclusively Cynic 
Epistulae Morales 1 Primarily Stoic vs. Epicurean with Peripatetic, Cynic, Democritean, Other 

representation 
Epistulae Morales 2 Primarily Epicurean with Cynic, Other representation 
Epistulae Morales 3 Primarily Epicurean with Roman Stoic, Other representation  
Epistulae Morales 4 Exclusively Stoic vs. Epicurean 
Epistulae Morales 5 Eclectic Range (Epicurean, Platonic, Other) 
Epistulae Morales 6 Eclectic Range (Roman Stoic, Peripatetic, Other)  
Epistulae Morales 7 Primarily Epicurean with Roman Stoic, Peripatetic, Other representation 
Epistulae Morales 8 Primarily Roman Stoic vs. Other 
Epistulae Morales 9 Exclusively Stoic vs. Epicurean 
Epistulae Morales 10 Primarily Stoic with Epicurean representation 
Epistulae Morales 11-13 Primarily Stoic with Democritean, Epicurean, Other representation 
Epistulae Morales 14-15 Primarily Stoic with Cynic, Cyrenaic, Epicurean, Pythagorean, Platonic, Other 

representation 
Epistulae Morales 16 Primarily Epicurean with Roman Stoic, Other representation 
Epistulae Morales 17-18 Primarily Stoic with Other representation 
Epistulae Morales 19 Primarily Stoic with Other representation 
Epistulae Morales 20 Exclusively Stoic 
Naturales Quaestiones 1 Stoic vs. Peripatetic with Other representation  
Naturales Quaestiones 2 Stoic vs. Peripatetic with Other representation 
Naturales Quaestiones 3 Primarily Peripatetic with Roman Stoic, Other representation 
Naturales Quaestiones 4 Eclectic Range (Cynic, Democritean, Peripatetic, Stoic, Other)  
Naturales Quaestiones 5 Eclectic Range (Democritean, Stoic, Other) 
Naturales Quaestiones 6 Large Eclectic Range (Stoic, Peripatetic, Epicurean, Democritean, Other) 
Naturales Quaestiones 7 Primarily Stoic vs. Peripatetic with Democritean, Other representation 

 

 



 

83 
 

 The following chapters will isolate selected data sets for fuller analysis. Chapter 9 will 

examine Seneca’s handling of the Epicureans with a special emphasis on Epicurus himself, 

chapter 10 will analyse Seneca’s use of the Peripatetics with a focus on Aristotle, and chapter 

11 will look at Seneca’s employment of the Cynics, in particular the remarkable relationship 

with his contemporary and friend, Demetrius. As these data sets span multiple works and 

genres, the patterns that become discernible are next to invisible without the aid of a 

database. 

 



84 
 

Chapter 9 - Seneca and Epicurus  

Seneca’s reception of The Epicurean school1 receives different treatment over 

different works. Across his extant prose corpus, Seneca treats Epicurus and Epicureanism as 

a philosophical starting point and this enables him to turn to his advantage both the major 

exponents and doctrines of what was likely Stoicism’s greatest contemporary rival 

philosophy at Rome.2 

 In the two eclectic ‘Serenus Trilogy’ works, De Constantia Sapientis and De Otio, in 

which Epicurean citations appear, Seneca is able to liken the basic Epicurean message with 

its Stoic counterpart, which allows him to then trump it and thus entice over to his own 

philosophical allegiance not only adherents of the rival school but anybody else he can 

convince in the process.3 In De Vita Beata Seneca can point to how the unadulterated 

message of Epicureanism has become shanghaied and polluted from its pure beginnings by 

contemporary decadence and then use this as a weapon against his political detractors. In 

books 1-3 (Eps. 1-29) of the Epistulae Morales Seneca can employ sententia-like one-liners 

from Epicurus in letter after letter, mostly (probably)4 divorced from their original doctrinal 

context, to demonstrate that he is no Stoic hard-liner. This policy serves to soften the 

induction (and, therefore, not put off potential converts) into what is, in my opinion, a 

stepped programme of putting primarily Stoic thought into practice.5 It has even been 

convincingly argued by Marcus Wilson that such a preponderance of Epicurus citations at 

such an early stage of the work, the sententia-like nature of which require that Seneca need 

not invoke any anti-Epicurean rhetoric, is an attempt by Seneca to by-pass the imperial 
                                                           
1 Seneca’s treatment of Lucretius was more as Epic poet than philosopher therefore his citations are not 
included in the Epicurean count (see chapter 12 pp. 142-5 for a full discussion on the Lucretius citations).  . 
2 For more discussion on Seneca and Epicurus see Schiesaro (2015) 239-252. 
3 De Constantia Sapientis is strongly protreptic in the sense that it seeks to lure Epicureans across to the Stoic 
school. One of its major points of difference to De Tranquillitate Animi, which is also addressed to Serenus, is 
that the latter is paraenetic; that is, it is geared toward encouraging the convert to stay on the path. 
4 Very few fragments of Epicurus’ original works or letters are extant. The vast majority relies on later 
commentary. 
5 Griffin (1976) 417-9 and Wilson (1987) 103-4 & 119 point out the artificiality of the epistolary exchange itself. 
For a detailed discussion on the scholarly lobby that reads an intentional compositional system into the 
Epistulae Morales see especially Maurach (1970) 178 who believed it was the job of the reader to put Seneca’s 
deliberate textual markers together to find the logical sequences; Cancik (1967) 4 and 139 who saw a pan-
work unity constructed of ‘fixed types of letters’; Hachmann (1995) 9 who, as well as supporting Cancik’s 
findings, also included M. Lausberg (1995) in the pro-compositional unity lobby. In his work, Cicero – Seneca – 
Plinius, Lausberg (1995) 86 comes to the conclusion that: ‘In der Tat sind die Epistulae Morales so etwas wie 
ein einführender Lehrgang in die Ethik der Stoa’ (‘In fact, the Epistulae Morales are something like an 
introductory course of instruction into the ethical system of the Stoa’). More recently, see Wildberger (2014) 
450 – 461 for a take on the development of Stoic thought in the Epistulae Morales in the context of the 
‘Epicurus trope’. 
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censorship regime in an era in which too vociferous an allegiance to Stoicism was becoming 

perilous.6 The spread of Epicurean citations by type forms a very distinctive pattern (see 

figure SE1 below). 

 

                                                           
6 Wilson (2015) 146-151. 
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Figure SE1 – Comprehensive Breakdown of Epicurean School Citations across the Senecan Prose Corpus 
Figure SE1 – Comprehensive Breakdown of Epicurean School Citations across the Senecan Prose Corpus 

Seneca Ref. Author Type Text in Reference 
Ben. 3.4.1 Epicurus Doctrinal Hoc loco reddendum est Epicuro testimonium, qui adsidue queritur, quod adversus praeterita simus ingrati, quod, quaecumque percipimus bona, 

non reducamus nec inter voluptates numeremus, cum certior nulla sit voluptas, quam quae iam eripi non potest. 
Const. 15.4 Epicurus Doctrinal  Ne putes istam Stoicam esse duritiam, Epicurus, quem vos patronum inertiae vestrae assumitis putatisque mollia ac desidiosa praecipere et ad 

voluptates ducentia, 'Raro,' inquit, 'sapienti fortuna intervenit.' 
Const. 16.1 Epicurus Doctrinal Quodsi Epicurus quoque, qui corpori plurimum indulsit, adversus iniurias exsurgit, qui id apud nos incredibile videri potest aut supra humanae 

naturae mensuram? Ille ait iniurias tolerabiles esse sapienti, nos iniurias non esse. 
Otio. 3.2 Epicurus Doctrinal Epicurus ait: 'non accedet ad rem publicam sapiens, nisi si quid intervenerit.' 
Otio. 7.3 Epicurus Doctrinal Quidni in actu sit, cum ipse dicat Epicurus aliquando se recessurum a voluptate, dolorem etiam adpetiturum, si aut voluptati imminebit paenitentia 

aut dolor minor pro graviore sumetur? 
Vit. Beat. 7.1 Epicurus Doctrinal Vident et in iliis qui summum bonum dixerunt, quam turpi illud loco posuerint. Itaque negant posse voluptatem a virtute diduci et aiunt nec honeste 

quemquam vivere, ut non iucunde vivat, nec iucunde, ut non honeste quoque. Non video quomodo ista tam diversa in eandem copulam coiciantur. 
Vit. Beat. 9.1 Epicurus Doctrinal 'Sed tu quoque' inquit 'virtutem non ob aliud colis quam quia aliquam ex illa speras voluptatem.' 
Vit. Beat. 9.4 Epicurus Doctrinal Quid mihi voluptatem nominas? Hominis bonum quaero, non ventris, qui pecudibus ac beluis laxior est! 
Vit. Beat. 12.3 Epicurus Doctrinal (audit enim voluptatem separari a virtute non posse) 
Vit. Beat. 12.4 Epicurus Doctrinal Itaque non ab Epicuro impulsi luxuriantur, sed vitiis dediti luxuriam suam in philosophiae sinu abscondunt et eo concurrunt, ubi audiant laudari 

voluptatem. Nec aestimant voluptas illa Epicuri . ita enim mehercules sentio - quam sobria ac sicca sit, sed ad nomen ipsum advolant quaerentes 
libidinibus suis patrocinium aliquod ac velamentum. 

Vit. Beat. 13.1 Epicurus Doctrinal In ea quidem ipse sententia sum - invitis hoc nostris popularibus dicam - sancta Epicurum et recta praecipere et, si propius accesseris tristia; 
voluptas enim illa ad parvum et exile revocatur et quam nos virtuti legem dicimus, eam ille dicit voluptati. Iubet illam parere naturae; 

Vit. Beat. 13.4 Epicurus Doctrinal Quisquis ad virtutem accessit, dedit generosae indolis specimen; qui voluptatem sequitur, videtur enervis, fractus, degenerans viro, perventurus in 
turpia nisi aliquis distinxerit illi voluptates, ut sciat quae ex eis intra naturale desiderium desistant, quae praeceps ferantur infinitaeque sint et quo 
magis implentur eo magis inexplebiles. 

Vit. Beat. 13.5 Epicurus Doctrinal Virtutem quidem, excelsissimam dominam, voluptati tradere ancillam nihil magnum animo capientis est. 
Ep. 2.6 Epicurus Sententia Honesta res est laeta paupertas 
Ep. 4.10 Epicurus Sententia Magnae divitiae sunt lege naturae composita paupertas 
Ep. 7.11 Epicurus Sententia Haec ego non multis, sed tibi; satis enim magnum alter alteri theatrum sumus 
Ep. 8.7 Epicurus Sententia Philosophiae servias oportet, ut tibi contingat vera libertas 
Ep. 9.1 Epicurus Doctrinal An merito reprehendat in quadam epistula Epicurus eos, qui dicunt sapientem se ipso esse contentum et propter hoc amico non indigere, desideras 

scire. 
Ep. 9.8 Epicurus Sententia ut habeat, qui sibi aegro adsideat, succurat in vincula coniecto vel inopi 
Ep. 9.20 Epicurus Sententia Si cui sua non videntur amplissima, licet totius mundi dominus sit, tamen miser est 
Ep. 11.8 Epicurus Doctrinal Aliquis vir bonus nobis diligendus est ac semper ante oculos habendus, ut sic tamquam illo spectante vivamus et omnia tamquam illo vidente 

faciamus 
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Figure SE1 – Comprehensive Breakdown of Epicurean School Citations across the Senecan Prose Corpus 
Seneca Ref. Author Type Text in Reference 

Ep. 12.10 Epicurus Sententia Malum est in necessitate vivere, sed in necessitate vivere necessitas nulla est 
Ep. 13.16 Epicurus Sententia Inter cetera mala hoc quoque habet stultitia: semper incipit vivere 
Ep. 14.17 Epicurus Sententia Is maxime divitiis fruitur, qui minime divitiis indiget 
Ep. 15.9 Epicurus Sententia Stulta vita ingrata est et trepida; tota in futurum fertur 
Ep. 16.7 Epicurus Sententia Si ad naturam vives, numquam eris pauper; si ad opiniones, numquam eris dives 
Ep. 17.11 Epicurus Sententia Multis parasse divitias non finis miseriarum fuit, sed mutatio 
Ep. 18.9 Epicurus Doctrinal Hoc certe in his Epistulis ait, quas scripsit Charino magistratu ad Polynaeum. Et quidem gloriatur non toto asse se pasci, Metrodorum, qui 

nondum tantum profecerit toto 
Ep. 18.14 Epicurus Sententia Inmodica ira gignit insaniam 
Ep. 19.10 Epicurus Sententia Ante circumspiciendum est, cum quibus edas et bibas, quam quid edas et bibas. Nam sine amico visceratio leonis ac lupi vita est 
Ep. 20.9 Epicurus Doctrinal Magnificentior, mihi crede,sermo tuus in grabato videbitur et in panno. Non enim dicentur tantum illa, sed probabuntur 
Ep. 21.3 Epicurus Anecdotal Si gloria tangeris, notiorem te epistulae meae facient quam omnia ista, quae colis et propter quae coleris 
Ep. 21.7 Epicurus Sententia Si vis, Pythoclea divitem facere, non pecuniae adiciendum, sed cupiditati detrahendum est 
Ep. 22.5-6 Epicurus Doctrinal Epicuri Epistulam ad hanc rem pertinentem lege, Idomeneo quae inscribitur, quem rogat, ut quantum potest fugiat et properet, antequam aliqua 

vis maior interveniat et auferat libertatem recedendi. Idem tamen subicit nihil esse temptandum, nisi cum apte poterit tempestiveque temptari. Sed 
cum illud tempus captatum diu venerit, exiliendum sit. Dormitare de fuga cogitantem vetat et sperat salutarem etiam ex difficillimis exitum, si nec 
properemus ante tempus nec cessumus in tempore 

Ep. 22.14 Epicurus Sententia Nemo non ita exit e vita, tamquam modo intraverit 
Ep. 23.9 Epicurus Sententia Molestum est semper vitam incohare (Male vivunt, qui semper vivere incipiunt) 
Ep. 24.22 Epicurus Sententia Ridiculum est currere ad mortem taedio vitae, cum genere vitae, ut currendum ad mortem esset, effeceris 
Ep. 24.23 Epicurus Sententia tantam hominum inprudentiam esse, immo dementiam, ut quidam timore mortis cogantur ad mortem 
Ep. 24.23 Epicurus Sententia Quid tam ridiculum quam adpetere mortem, cum vitam inquietam tibi feceris metu mortis? 
Ep. 25.5 Epicurus Anecdotal Sic fac omnia, tamquam spectet Epicurus 
Ep. 25.6 Epicurus Sententia Tunc praecipue in te ipse secede, cum esse cogeris in turba 
Ep. 26.8 Epicurus Sententia Meditare mortem (vel si commodius sit, 'transire ad deos') 
Ep. 27.9 Epicurus Sententia Divitiae sunt ad legem naturae conposita paupertas 
Ep. 28.9 Epicurus Sententia Initium est salutis notitia peccati 
Ep. 29.10 Epicurus Sententia Numquam volui populo placere. Nam quae ego scio, non probat populus; quae probat populus, ego nescio 
Ep. 30.14 Epicurus Doctrinal Dicebat quidem ille (Aufidius Bassus) Epicuri praeceptis obsequens, primum sperare se nullum dolorem esse in illo extremo anhelitu; si tamen 

esset, habere aliquantum in ipsa brevitate solacii. Nullum enim dolorem longum esse, qui magnus est. Ceterum succursurum sibi etiam in ipsa 
distractione animi corporisque, si cum cruciatu id fieret, post illum dolorem se dolere non posse. Non dubitare autem se, quin senilis anima in 
primis labris esset nec magna vi distraheretur a corpore. 'Ignis qui alentem materiam occupavit, aqua et interdum ruina extinguendus est; ille qui 
alimentis deficitur, sua  sponte subsidit 
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Figure SE1 – Comprehensive Breakdown of Epicurean School Citations across the Senecan Prose Corpus 
Seneca Ref. Author Type Text in Reference 

Ep. 52.3 Epicurus Doctrinal Quosdam ait Epicurus ad veritatem sine ullius adiutorio exisse, fecisse sibi ipsos viam. Hos maxime laudat, quibus ex se impetus fuit, qui se ipsi 
protulerunt. Quosdam indigere ope aliena, non ituros, si nemo praecesserit, sed bene secuturos. Ex his Metrodorum ait esse; egregium hoc 
quoque, sed secundae sortis ingenium. 

Ep. 66.18 Epicurus Anecdotal Epicurus quoque ait sapientem, si in Phalaridis tauro peruratur exclamaturum: 'dulce est et ad me nihil pertinet' 
Ep. 66.45 Epicurus Doctrinal apud Epicurum duo bona sunt, ex quibus summum illud beatumque conponitur, ut corpus sine dolore sit, animus sine perturbatione 
Ep. 66.47 Epicurus Anecdotal Ait enim se vesicae et exulcerati ventris tormenta tolerare ulteriorem doloris accessionem non recipientia, esse nihilominus sibi illum beatum diem 
Ep. 66.47 Epicurus Doctrinal Dabo apud Epicurum tibi etiamnunc simillimam huic nostrae divisionem bonorum 
Ep. 67.15 Epicurus Anecdotal Audi Epicurum, dicet et 'dulce est' 
Ep. 68.10 Epicurus Anecdotal Ad Epicureas voces delaberis 
Ep. 79.15 Epicurus Doctrinal (hoc novissime adiecit:) nihil sibi et Metrodoro inter bona tanta nocuisse, quod ipsos illa nobilis Graecia non ignotos solum habuisset, sed paene 

inauditos 
Ep. 79.16 Metrodorus Anecdotal Hoc Metrodorus quoque in quadam Epistula confitetur, se et Epicurum non satis enotuisse; sed post se et Epicurum magnum paratumque nomen 

habituros, qui voluissent per eadem ire vestigia 
Ep. 81.11 Metrodorus Anecdotal Metrodorus certe ait solum sapientem referre gratiam scire 
Ep. 85.18 Epicurus Doctrinal Epicurus quoque iudicat, eum qui virtutem habeat, beatum esse, sed ipsam virtutem non satis esse ad beatam vitam, quia beatum efficiat voluptas 

quae ex virtute est, non ipsa virtus 
Ep. 89.11 Epicurean 

School 
Doctrinal Epicurei duas partes philosophiae putaverunt esse, naturalem atque moralem 

Ep. 92.25 Epicurus Anecdotal Atqui haec vox in ipsa officina voluptatis audita est. 'Beatissimum,' inquit, 'hunc et hunc diem ago.' 
Ep. 97.13 Epicurus Sententia potest nocenti contingere, ut lateat, latendi fides non potest 
Ep. 97.15 Epicurus Doctrinal Illic dissentiamus cum Epicuro, ubi dicit nihil iustum esse natura et crimina vitenda esse, quia vitari metus non posse; hic consentiamus mala 

facinora conscientia flagellari et plurimum illi tormentorum esse eo, quod perpetua illam sollicitudo urget ac verberat, quod sponsoribus 
securitatis suae non potest credere 

Ep. 98.9 Metrodorus Sententia mortale est omne mortalium bonum 
Ep. 99.25 Metrodorus Doctrinal Μητροδώρου ἐπιστολῶν πρὸς τὴν ἀδελφήν.  Ἔστιν γάρ τις ἡδονὴ λύπῃ συγγενής, ἣν χρὴ θηρεύειν κατὰ τοῦτον τὸν καιρόν. 
NQ. 6.19.1-2 Metrodorus Natural 

Philosophy 
Metrodorum Chium, quia necesse est, audiamus quod vult sententiae loco dicentem .... Quid ergo dicit? Quomodo, cum in dolio cantatur vox 
vibrat, illa per totum cum quadam discussione percurrit ac resonat et tam leviter mota tamen circumit non sine iactu eius tumultuque quo inclusa 
est etc. 

NQ. 6.20.5 Epicurus Natural 
Philosophy 

Omnes istas esse posse causas Epicurus ait pluresque alias temptat et illos qui aliquid unum ex istis esse affirmaverunt corripit, cum sit arduum de 
his quae coniectura assequenda sunt aliquid certi promittere. Ergo, ut ait, potest terram movere aqua, si partes aliquas eluit et adrosit, quibus 
desiit posse extenuatis sustineri quod integris ferebatur. 
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The ‘wave’ effect in figure SE1 is very clear.7 Seneca uses doxographic précis of doctrine to 

bring in Epicurean citations from the school’s founder in certain of the so-called dialogi. This 

usage changes to a ‘stamp duty’ style system of Epicurean sententiae employed to round off 

many of the early Epistulae Morales (Books 1-3 = Eps. 1-29) which, in turn, yields to a 

primarily doxographic/anecdotal methodology in the third quarter of the work (Eps.66-99), 

before Epicurean citations are abandoned altogether  for the remainder (Eps. 100-124). Of 

note also in the Epistulae Morales is the sporadic introduction of Metrodorus alongside 

Epicurus commencing at Ep.79. There is very little Epicurean citation in the Naturales 

Quaestiones with the eponymous school’s founder and Metrodorus sharing one quotation 

each in the otherwise extremely eclectic book 6. This wave effect across Seneca’s prose 

corpus, as revealed by the database, rewards deeper analysis, however it is also important to 

note where Epicurus is either rarely cited, or not cited at all. 

Epicurus – Conspicuous by his absence  

 The three works De Ira, De Brevitate Vitae, and De Beneficiis are notable for their 

total or near total lack of any citation by Epicurus.8 Epicurus’ Peri dōrōn kai charitos is not 

referred to in De Beneficiis (however neither are any of the works on charis by Theophrastus 

even for the purposes of negative comparison against the Stoic position as, for instance, 

Aristotle and the Peripatetics’ works are on anger). The very Roman application of the 

beneficia system as  espoused in De Beneficiis goes some way to explaining the phenomenon: 

Stoicism as espoused by its predominant contemporary adherent, Seneca himself, was the 

philosophical lingua franca of that work with Stoics comprising 52% (13 of 25) of the total 

philosophical citation content; however, the citation pattern across the entire prose corpus 

would indicate that Epicurus himself was reserved for very specific functions by Seneca.  

Epicurus in the ‘Serenus Trilogy’ 

 The ‘Serenus Trilogy’ comprises De Constantia Sapientis, De Tranquillitate Animi, 

and De Otio. The common denominators in this group are the addressee, Serenus,  and the 

thematically linked progress to the ἀπάθεια of the Stoic sapiens and its achievement through 

                                                           
7 This is so even if the chronology of the pre-retirement works is questioned. The ‘wave’ is pre to post AD 62. 
 8 Whereas it is true that Book 4 of De Beneficiis does contain strong anti-Epicurean sentiment, it is generally 
expressed at a doctrinal level and does not involve individual citation – book 4 is a curious case of divorce 
between citation and presence; Epicureanism is prominent but citation/quote absent. There is only one 
Epicurus citation in the work that meets the criteria for inclusion in this thesis, and that is at Ben. 3.4.1, in 
which Epicurus is brought in as a starting point for Seneca to explain that beneficia based in the present and 
future are vulnerable to Fortuna. Only the man mindful of secure past beneficia is truly grateful.  
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the balance of private life and public office.9 The discussion on this section comes with the 

caveat that the authenticity of Serenus as addressee of De Otio has not been firmly established 

and that De Otio itself has not survived complete.10 

There are 24 philosophical citations across these three works all, if we allow for three 

possible exceptions of unknown provenance, from 250 BC or earlier and all from Greek 

sources. The Stoics, with 10 citations tend to dominate but do not overwhelm, constituting 

33% (2/6) of philosophical citations in De Constantia Sapientis, 43% in De Tranquillitate 

Animi (6/14), and 50% in De Otio (2/4).  The strong presence of the first three scholarchs - 

Zeno (Tranq. 1.10, 14.3; Otio. 3.2), Cleanthes (Tranq. 1.10), and Chrysippus (Const. 17.1; 

Tranq. 1.10 (x2); Otio. 8.1) support the prevailing scholarly consensus that these three books 

do constitute a deliberately didactic attempt at induction into the doctrinal tenets fundamental 

to the aims of the Stoic school. In De Constantia Sapientis, excepting two philosophical 

citations from unknown sources, Seneca employs only Epicurus and Stoic philosophical 

sources. In De Otio he uses exclusively Epicurus and Stoic philosophers. Epicurus is not 

employed in De Tranquillitate Animi.  

Seneca’s treatment of the rival school’s founder in the two works in which he is cited 

is comparatively gentle as befits the intention of gently prising away an adherent to a 

competitor’s system with the soft sell. Seneca’s aim is not to get his target’s back up by 

insulting any previous intellectual or moral allegiance but by demonstrating the doctrinal 

similarities between Epicureanism and their ‘more correct’ Stoic counterparts at a 

fundamental and unalloyed level.11 Thus the Epicurus citations in the ‘Serenus Trilogy’ are 

always paired up with either a trumping Stoic doctrinal alternative or a trumping Stoic 

philosophical citation. 

Although this ‘better alternative’ approach is demonstrable in all three Serenus books 

(Seneca employs it with other schools as well), the technique is especially noticeable in the 

two in which Epicurus appears. De Constantia Sapientis constitutes the starting point for 

advocacy of Stoicism as the preferable philosophical approach and the Epicurean citations are 
                                                           
9 The concept of ‘The Philosopher on Political Participation’ is covered comprehensively by Griffin (1976) 315-
366. 
10 For an excellent analysis of the complications faced by scholars when studying De Otio, see Williams (2003) 
10-18. For a condensed version of the dating and addressee issues surrounding all three works in the ‘Serenus 
Trilogy’, see Griffin (1976) 316-7.  
11 In other works, notably De Vita Beata and book 4 of De Beneficiis, Seneca attacks the way that the purity of 
Epicurus’ fundamental tenets, on pleasure especially, have become misinterpreted and perverted by those 
looking to justify a life of slothful vice in his contemporary Rome.   
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an integral protreptic tool in this purpose. Addressing Serenus (who at this stage is 

representative of any potential convert to Stoicism) directly, Seneca continues a 

Gedankeneinheit12 which began at Const. 15.1, in which he trumpets the absolutism of the 

sapiens’ indifference to the blows of Fortuna irrespective of the setback’s size or severity: Ne 

putes istam Stoicam esse duritiam, Epicurus, quem vos patronum inertiae vestrae assumitis 

putatisque mollia ac desidiosa praecipere et ad voluptates ducentia, ‘Raro,’ inquit, ‘sapienti 

fortuna intervenit. The sententia- like citation, coming as it does after an accusation of sensual 

indulgence, is, as Seneca is about to demonstrate, only a partial compromise to the Epicurean 

point of view. The deliberate separation of the adverb raro from the rest of the direct citation 

by the verb of communication allows Seneca to attack it in isolation whilst permitting the 

remainder to stand.  Quam paene emisit viri vocem, Seneca begins his response, the near miss 

– paene –suggesting the effeminacy of the Epicurean stance and, into the bargain, sneakily 

insinuating by his wording and separation of the raro that, although this instance was a close 

call, Epicurus’ sayings rarely approached anywhere near virile. Seneca then continues by 

offering to Serenus the far better and, in its staunch absolutism, far more manly (Stoic) 

alternative: Vis tu fortius loqui et illam [Fortunam] ex toto summovere! (15.4). 

The exact same mechanism is in operation as the thread is subtly developed from the 

question of the gulf that exists between the Stoic sapiens and the normal man in terms of how 

he reacts to adversity, and how the Stoic sapiens scorns adversity within his own space. At 

Const. 15.5 Seneca introduces an analogy immediately recognisable to a Roman audience by 

its association with the Roman patronage system: Fortuna (as a client) dare not cross the 

threshold of the sapiens’ simple house even if it is not, as Seneca implies was the 

contemporary norm, guarded by venal doorkeepers. The language becomes martial as the 

rival schools are once again compared. 

Quodsi Epicurus quoque, qui corpori plurimum indulsit, adversus 

iniurias exsurgit, qui id apud nos incredibile videri potest aut supra 

humanae naturae mensuram? Ille ait iniurias tolerabiles esse 

sapienti, nos iniurias non esse. Nec enim est, quod dicas hoc 

naturae repugnare (Const. 16.1). 

 
                                                           
12 Gedankeneinheit or ‘thought unit’ is a term coined by Gregor Maurach in his 1970 work Der Bau von Senecas 
Epistulae Morales. As Seneca’s works are rarely monothematic and his ‘thought shifts’ are not always 
accurately reflected in section or chapter changes, this term will be used from here onwards to indicate a section 
within any Senecan  text throughout which he pursues one aspect of  a topic.    
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If the effeminately indulgent Epicurus can paradoxically surge up – exsurgit – against injury 

(philosophically speaking) by stating that the sapiens can tolerate adversity, then surely it is 

not beyond human remit for the more manly Stoic to assert that, for him, adversity does not 

even exist! The ploy is identical to the previous example. Epicurus has been allowed to 

demonstrate a modicum of what Seneca has gone to pains to demonstrate is out-of-character 

virility but in neither case does it go far enough. 

 In the two examples discussed above, the only two Epicurus citations in De 

Constantia Sapientis, it is the whole weight of Stoic doctrine that Seneca deploys as his trump 

card. The technique changes in De Otio to accommodate the more pragmatic application of 

Stoic philosophy. Here Epicurus is paired with an individual trumping Stoic philosopher, the 

doctrinal contest between whom, Seneca predicts with the gladiatorial-martial analogy found 

towards the end of De Constantia Sapientis: 

Quaeris quid inter duos [Stoicos et Epicurum] intersit? Quod 

inter gladiatores fortissimos, quorum alter premit vulnus et stat 

in gradu, alter respiciens ad clamantem populum significat 

nihil esse et intercedi non patitur (16.2). 

 

The Gedankeneinheit which operates starting at Otio. 3.1 deepens the discussion on the proper 

balance in life between philosophical interface with public affairs and solitary withdrawal for 

the purposes of self-betterment.13 Taking his position amongst the ranks of his Stoic forebears 

– non quia mihi legem dixerim nihil contra dictum Zenonis Chrysippive committere, sed quia 

res ipsa patitur me ire in illorum sententiam – Seneca informs us that unfortunately ultimate 

truths are still elusive – utinam quidem iam tenerentur omnia – however he is on the case in 

the company of the very men who teach the truth – Nunc veritatem cum eis ipsis qui docent 

quaerimus (3.1). Seneca then takes pains to point out that although both Epicureanism and 

Stoicism direct their adherents to otium (and we are meant to assume this is a good thing), 

they do so through different paths.14 Here, again, we see Seneca’s almost gentle yet 

nevertheless highly manipulative ‘better option’ strategy in operation. As usual the Epicurean 

position is put first before the Stoic alternative: Epicurus ait: ‘Non accedet ad rem publicam 

sapiens, nisi si quid intervenerit’; Zenon ait: ‘Accedet ad rem publicam, nisi si quid 

                                                           
13 For an in depth analysis of this Gedankeneinheit see Williams (2003) 74-9.   
14 Williams (2003) 75 notes the grammatical parallelisms in this section that ‘highlight the trivial distances 
which can underlie such apparently irreconcilable positions.’ See also Griffin (1976) 329. 
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impedierit.’ Alter otium ex proposito petit, alter ex causa (3.2-3). Seneca may not openly 

disparage the Epicurean view that only when circumstances coerce him will the sapiens 

become active in public affairs, yet he deliberately twists the doctrinal stance by making the 

implication on behalf of his readership that Epicurus advocated seeking otium by design, that 

is, as an intentional priority. Whether accurate or not in overall terms, Seneca’s audience has 

only his current context to work with so it is a deliberately misleading conclusion to infer 

purely from the content of the citation alone;15 however, what Seneca’s leap of self-supplied 

logic does allow for is the application of an identical refocusing from seeking involvement in 

public affairs to seeking otium, onto the Zeno citation; that is, that the Stoics seek otium when 

forced to abandon public affairs for a specific reason. This is the starting point for a passage 

dealing solely with Stoic doctrinal advice on what constitutes the causes that might justify 

non-involvement in public affairs. The Epicurean stance of non-involvement has been given 

without being denigrated but is then manipulated and finally abandoned to the detail of the 

‘preferable’ Stoic doctrine of involvement in public affairs where possible. This methodology 

is totally consistent with didactic induction into a new philosophical school as a form of 

protrepsis. 

 The second ‘pairing’ of Epicurus with a Stoic philosopher in De Otio occurs towards 

the end of the extant portion of the work. The Gedankeneinheit that commences at 7.1 

discusses which of three types of life is best: devotion to pleasure, contemplation, or action?16 

Seneca’s argument is that, despite arguments of rival philosophical schools to the contrary, 

none of these life-style aims can exist without some intersection, at least in part, with the 

others. He suggests, then, that all amount to pretty much the same thing.  At this point, Seneca 

plays upon what is obviously the prevailing general perception that Epicurus sanctioned a life 

devoted solely to pleasure17 (this public perception is, as I shall discuss later, exploited far 

more fully in De Vita Beata). In keeping with his practice thus far in De Otio, Seneca elevates 

the rival school’s reputation by pointing out, in line with his own argument, that Epicurus 

advocates only pleasure that is made stable through the application of Reason (7.2). This is 

obvious, says Seneca, because ipse dicat Epicurus aliquando se recessurum a voluptate, 

dolorem etiam adpetiturum, si aut voluptati imminebit paenitentia aut dolor minor pro 

graviore sumetur (7.3). Epicurus has been suborned to support Seneca’s own argument but 

                                                           
15 This view is endorsed by Williams (2003) 75 who notes that the Epicurus/Zeno citations are ‘not direct 
quotations but summarative antitheses contrived by S.’ 
16 For an in depth analysis of this Gedankeneinheit see Williams (2003) 107-112.  
17 See also Williams (2003) 107 ; Griffin (1976) 330. 
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the ‘better’ doctrine must have the last word. Quo pertinet haec dicere? Ut appareat 

contemplationem placere omnibus; alii petunt illam, nobis haec statio, non portus est (7.4). 

 As at Otio. 3.2, the Epicurus citation is used to highlight doctrinal similarities with the 

Stoic school to establish a common-ground platform from which to launch the benefits of the 

latter’s position. The Epicurean stance is stated but not explained. Seneca now builds his case 

by employing a Stoic philosopher, Chrysippus, in legal terms that brook no dissent, to lend his 

authority to Seneca to expand on the far more ‘weighty’ Stoic path: Adice nunc, quod e lege 

Chrysippi vivere otioso licet (8.1). Where Epicurus’ view was limited to the physical and 

personal (pain and pleasure), Seneca explains that Stoics see the bigger picture: Negant nostri 

sapientem ad quamlibet rem publicam accessurum (8.1) and launches into far greater detail, 

complete with national exempla, to enlarge on Zeno’s doctrinal stipulation of Otio. 3.2 that 

the sapiens will engage in public affairs unless something prevents him, but with the crucial 

added proviso that he not permit himself to become attached to the point that he cannot 

extricate himself should matters go awry. There is a ‘chain’ of command going on in De Otio 

that would have been fascinating to see evolve over the whole work had it survived: Zeno 

contradicts Epicurus (3.2) whose doctrine is portrayed as limited and selfish (7.3) because the 

Stoics can justify both a life dedicated to otium (Chrysippus 8.1) and, under the right 

circumstances, the res publica (8.1-3). Again, this is totally consistent with a treatise that is 

attempting to win adherents from a rival school.18 

Epicurus in De Vita Beata 

 De Vita Beata is a masterpiece. It is Seneca at his sublime, virtuosic best. From a 

citation perspective the work is anomalous. It is generally held to consist of two very distinct 

halves, the first of which contains eight references from Epicurus (the only philosopher cited 

in the entire work), and the second, no philosophical citations whatsoever. The first half 

(sections 1–16) appears to be a conceptually typical Senecan treatment of the path to Virtue, 

the arrival at which ideal state is the single prerequisite for the Happy Life. The steps to the 

goal are systematically laid out for the reader starting with the need to find a guide who will 

point him in the direction of (preferably Stoic) philosophy (1.2) and culminating in the 

studied, fortress-of-the-mind-like ἀπάθεια of the sapiens (16. 1-3). 

                                                           
18 As an open incitement to become involved in political affairs if the situation is not detrimental to the 
individual, it is unlikely that De Otio was published when the public promotion of philosophical interference in 
government became perilous post AD 62 with the rise of Tigellinus.  
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 The second half of the work commences at section 17 with a jarring shift in both tone 

and vocabulary. It begins with what sounds remarkably similar to the catalogue of accusations 

of hypocrisy levied by Suillius against Seneca in AD 58 as reported by Tacitus (Ann. 13.42) 

but, in the Senecan text, uttered by an interlocutor and to counter which Seneca shifts abruptly 

into self-justificatory mode delivered at the second person: Adiuvabo postmodo convicia et 

plura mihi quam putas obiciam, nunc hoc respondeo tibi: ‘Non sum sapiens et, ut 

malevolentiam tuam pascam, nec ero.’ (17.3). The remainder of the work is a systematic 

assassination of his detractors’ characters19 and  a covert but brilliant appeal by Seneca to his 

audience to understand that Seneca the politician, Seneca the philosopher, and Seneca the 

writer were not mutually exclusive entities.20 The two halves of De Vita Beata work in perfect 

concert to this end effect. By actually demonstrating it before their very eyes, Seneca proves 

to his audience that it is possible to expound philosophy and offer psychotherapeutic guidance 

in the first half of the book irrespective of the personal shortcomings that he lays bare for all 

to see in the second half. The first half of De Vita Beata proves what Seneca is claiming in the 

second half. It is a brilliant literary stratagem and has the additional advantage of quashing 

once and for all any potential future accusations made against Seneca in the same vein.  It is, 

in effect, the perfect pre-emptive strike.21 

In the works addressed to Serenus, Seneca, in keeping with his intention to gently 

prise adherents to a rival school away from their original affiliation and steer them towards 

Stoicism, was not overly-hostile towards Epicurean doctrines. In De Vita Beata, however, he 

focuses upon the prevailing perception that followers of Epicurus have tainted and adulterated 

the unalloyed purity of their founder’s message by deliberately perverting it as an excuse to 

indulge in licentious extravagance. In effect, Seneca, like Cicero and others before him, was 

manoeuvring Epicureanism as it was practised in his contemporary Rome into a position 

where it directly contrasted with the Roman expectation of virtus. De Vita Beata is not a work 

                                                           
19 Even though Seneca does not name his detractors, his readership would surely have been able to identify 
them. The scandalous nature of the accusations levelled against Seneca suggest De Vita Beata is evidence of a 
very public feud. 
20 Jones (2014) 403 touches on this: ‘The philosopher can write an impersonal tract whose truth is not the least 
affected by the character of its writer.’ 
21 See Ker (2006) 40-41 for an alternative take on this:  A 'language of economics' governs all Seneca’s writings, 
thus, as primarily a politician who happens to also write philosophy, he is not guilty of hypocrisy where it 
concerns the of possession of immense wealth. Cf. Jones (2014) who sees Seneca’s Epistulae Morales as a 
genre in which Seneca can express both his philosophical beliefs and portray his own continuous efforts to live 
up to them. In other words, his hypocrisy is an unavoidable aspect of his life as a politician in his contemporary 
Rome.     
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in which Epicurus is employed as a Stoic recruitment foil, it is a work in which Epicurus is 

used as a political weapon. 

Seneca serves notice in the first half of the book of the storm he is about to unleash on 

his victims in the second half. Omnem operam dedi, ut me multitudini educerem et aliqua 

dote notabilem facerem. Quid aliud quam telis me opposui et malevolentiae quod morderet 

ostendi? Vides istos, qui eloquentiam laudant, qui opes sequuntur, qui gratiae adulantur, qui 

potentiam extollunt? Omnes aut sunt hostes aut, quod in aequo est, esse possunt (2. 3-4).22 He 

even broadcasts in sections 7 through 13 what form the philosophical basis of his political 

counter-attack will take. Within the space of these 7 sections, Seneca cites Epicurus 8 times, 

each instance a masterclass in proving how contemporary society can fail to grasp (and even 

pervert) the basic tenets of philosophy thus predicting the accusations he will levy against his 

detractors in the second half of the work. If wallowers in pleasure, Seneca is intimating, 

cannot even get a handle on the basics of Epicureanism, what chance do they stand with the 

altogether more sophisticated doctrines of Stoicism?23  Seneca even predicts the language he 

will later use, lacing the lines that follow with imagery and concepts that he will turn from 

general doctrinal exposition to personal condemnation directed at his denigrators as the tone 

of the book jarringly changes at Vit. Beat. 17.1:  

Vident et in iliis qui summum bonum dixerunt, quam turpi illud loco posuerint (7.1) – cf. 20.5. 

Sed tu quoque . . . virtutem non ob aliud colis, quam quia aliquam ex illa speras voluptatem 

(9.1) – cf. 19.2; 20.6; 26.5-8. 

                                                           
22 The use of a ‘generic’ animus to deliver this passage is a distancing mechanism despite Seneca making it 
absolutely clear that he is delivering a self-soliloquy. The narrative immediately preceding that cited above is 
full of first person confirmation that Seneca himself can ‘see’ with the soul’s eyes: oculis de homine non credo; 
habeo melius et certius lumen, quo a falsis vera diiudicem. The iussive subjunctive exhortation that follows: 
animi bonum animus inveniat is an invitation to Seneca’s own soul to speak (Vit. Beat. 2.2). The sentiment that 
opens the following ‘speech’: Quicquid feci adhuc infectum esse mallem (2.3) could be construed as confession 
or even (given Seneca’s exalted political office) ingratitude; either way, it was much safer to put the words in 
the ‘mouth’ of an ‘anonymous’ animus.      
23 Interestingly, De Pietro (2014) reads Vit. Beat. 1.1 – 6.2 as a justificatory exercise for Seneca to practise 
philosophy by proving his credentials as a Stoic. De Pietro acknowledges the reactionary nature of the work but 
sees it as a sophisticated Senecan response to clarify the misunderstandings concerning his lifestyle by proving 
his deep knowledge of Stoic doctrine, something a simple explanation that he was not hypocritical was 
incapable of achieving (343-9). De Pietro touches on the strong anti-Epicurean flavour of the sections of the 
work that his chapter discusses (363-4) but does not connect it with the second half of the book.  
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Quid mihi voluptatem nominas? Hominis bonum quaero, non ventris, qui pecudibus ac beluis 

laxior est (9.4) - cf. 20.5.24  

Ille effusus in voluptates, ructabundus semper atque ebrius, quia scit se cum voluptate vivere, 

credit et cum virtute; audit enim voluptatem separari a virtute non posse, deinde vitiis suis 

sapientiam inscribit et abscondenda profitetur (12.3) – cf. 19.2; 20.6; 26.5-8. 

Itaque non ab Epicuro impulsi luxuriantur, sed vitiis dediti luxuriam suam in philosophiae 

sinu abscondunt et eo concurrunt, ubi audiant laudari voluptatem. Nec aestimant, voluptas 

illa Epicuri – ita enim me hercules sentio – quam sobria ac sicca sit, sed ad nomen ipsum 

advolant quaerentes libidinibus suis patrocinium aliquod ac velamentum (12.4) – cf. 18.2; 

19.2-3; 22.5; 24.4; 26.7. 

Itaque quod unum habebant in malis bonum perdunt, peccandi verecundiam. Laudant enim 

ea, quibus erubescebant, et vitio gloriantur . . . Hoc est cur ista voluptatis laudatio perniciosa 

sit, quia honesta praecepta intra latent, quod corrumpit apparet (12.5) - cf. 18.2; 19.2-3; 

22.5; 24.4; 26.7. 

In ea quidem ipse sententia sum – invitis hoc nostris popularibus dicam – sancta Epicurum et 

recta praecipere et, si proprius accesseris, tristia (13.1) - cf. 19.2; 20.6; 26.5-8. 

Quisquis ad virtutem accessit, dedit generosae indolis specimen; qui voluptatem sequitur, 

videtur enervis, fractus, degenerans viro, perventurus in turpia, nisi aliquis distinxerit illi 

voluptates, ut sciat, quae ex eis intra naturale desiderium desistant, quae praeceps ferantur 

infinitaeque sint et, quo magis implentur, eo magis inexplebiles (13.4) - cf. 18.2; 19.2-3; 22.5; 

24.4; 26.7. 

Virtutem quidem, excelsissimam dominam, voluptati tradere ancillam nihil magnum animo 

capientis est (13.5) – cf. 26.7-8. 

De Vita Beata is the perfect combination of philosophical treatise and political 

comment juxtaposed for maximum effect. The Epicurean citations found exclusively in the 

first half of the work fit Seneca’s modus operandi of both deploying his mental library to 

provide a literary framework, within which he can plant his own philosophical exposition, and 

of creating a backdrop against which the second half can be compared. The absence of any 
                                                           
24 It is not just the gluttonous comparison to animals that Seneca uses here. The demotion of his detractors to a 
bestial level commences even at Vit. Beat. 17.1 with the employment of the unusual compound conlatro – a 
collective yapping or barking – to describe their accusations.  
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philosophical citations in the second half of the work is also in keeping with Seneca’s 

approach of limiting any philosophical opinion to his own where the main topic concerns 

contemporary Roman politics.25 

Epicurus and the Epistulae Morales 

The very heavy concentration of Epicurean citations in the first half of De Vita Beata 

(Epicurus is the only philosopher referenced in the entire work) and the first three books of 

the Epistulae Morales (Eps. 1-29 in which Epicurus is referenced 32 times constituting 55.2% 

of all references in those letters), both of which can be strongly argued to have been 

composed during political watersheds in Seneca’s life, argues strongly for ends that run 

deeper than the actual message inherent in Epicurean philosophy (and, thus, their candidacy 

for comparison with Stoic counterparts as part of a protreptic approach) and into the arena of 

political manoeuvring.26 The pithy one-liner sententiae from the Epicurean stable that are so 

effusive in the first quarter of the Epistulae Morales, which were almost definitely composed 

after De Vita Beata, could equally have derived from the stock of the Stoic triumvirate of 

Zeno, Cleanthes, and Chrysippus as Seneca had amply demonstrated in works of a similarly 

introductory didactic level during the even earlier dialogi. Epicurus has, by no means 

whatsoever, the monopoly on these useful, off-the-shelf axioms; in fact, there is evidence that 

handy, almanac-like compendia of useful one-liners were available before, during, and after 

Seneca’s time.27  So why specifically Epicurus? Books 1-3 (Eps. 1-29) of the Epistulae 

Morales see an extension of the same general principles that underlay the Epicurean citations 

in De Vita Beata: they serve a simultaneously didactic/protreptic and political purpose. 

                                                           
25 This revealing statistic from the database will be discussed more fully in chapter 15 (pp. 217-237). 
26 The unique structure of De Vita Beata suggests retaliation against politically levied accusations which, it 
stands to reason, Seneca would only have needed to defend himself against so forcefully,  if his public career 
were fading. The first three books of the Epistulae Morales were almost certainly written in a period that 
started between late AD 62 and late AD 63, one of great personal and political peril for Seneca as he sought to 
distance himself from the centre of the imperial court. The preponderance of Epicurean citations in the first 29 
Epistles has been convincingly argued by Marcus Wilson (2015) 14 to be a virtuoso performance of ‘sensational 
philosophical gymnastics’; that is, it is an attempt to get under the philosophical radar of the imperial 
censorship regime.  
27 See Wildberger (2014) 433 for a discussion of this relevant to the Epistulae Morales including (n. 8) a 
summary of scholarship on the topic and citing Usener (1887) liv-lvii, who believed that Seneca worked only 
from a collection of sayings. See also Dinter (2014) 319-341 for the related subject of sententiae use in Seneca, 
albeit with a bias towards the tragedies. 
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Books 1-3 exhibit a fairly eclectic range of philosophical schools with no focus on 

Stoics but a heavy28 emphasis on Epicurus (see figure SE2): 

Figure SE2 – Philosophical citations across books 1-3 of the Epistulae Morales  

 

The thematic flow and content of these books is not avowedly Stoic (Stoics are not even cited 

in book 2, and in book 3 are limited to the Roman, Cato the Younger) but neither is it 

Epicurean as the sheer concentration of citations may initially suggest to the casual reader. 

Epicurus is not used here as a foil to a didactic end by contrasting him to Stoic doctrine and 

philosophers as he is in the ‘Serenus Trilogy’, and neither is he openly criticised as he is in 

the first half of De Vita Beata.29 In this first part of the Epistulae Morales, Epicurus and his 

philosophical message are effectively neutralised by the policy of bringing in sententia-like 

one-liners from the Epicurean stable, almost all of which are introduced at the end of each 

letter and are divorced from any preceding Senecan context. The only structural value they 

appear to possess is to provoke an often jarring transition to Seneca’s ‘parting shot’ as he 

leaves his reader with something to ruminate on.30 The point of introduction of these 

Epicurean epistolary ‘postage stamps’ as Seneca likes to promote them to his addressee, 

Lucilius, is shown in figure SE3 below and clearly demonstrates, by their almost uniformly 

late insertion, their thematic isolation and contextual disengagement from each epistle’s main 

                                                           
28 Richardson-Hay (2006) 11 prefers the term ‘blatant’. 
29 Or in book 4 of De Beneficiis where the anti-Epicureanism is practised at a doctrinal as opposed to citation 
level. 
30 A consideration supported by Richardson-Hay (2006) 43. 
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body.31 Although few epistles are strictly monothematic, Seneca employs Epicurus in exactly 

the same way regardless of thematic cohesion.     

Figure SE3 – Insertion point of Epicurean Citations in Books 1-3 (Eps. 1-29) of the Epistulae 
Morales 
Ep. Total 

Sections 
Epicurus 
Citation 
Section 

Reason for citing Epicurus (if given) 

Ep. 2 6 6 Soleo enim et in aliena castra transire, non tamquam transfuga, sed tamquam explorator 
Ep. 4 11 10 Et hoc quoque ex alienis hortulis sumptum est 
Ep. 7 12 11 Egregie hoc tertium Epicurus, cum uni ex consortibus studiorum suorum scriberet 
Ep. 8 10 7 Id non de meo fiet; adhuc Epicurum complicamus 
Ep. 9 22 1 An merito reprehendat in quadam epistula Epicurus eos, qui dicunt sapientem se ipso esse 

contentum et propter hoc amico non indigere, desideras scire 
Ep. 9 22 8 Non ad hoc, quod dicebat Epicurus in hac ipsa epistula 
Ep. 9 22 20 Et ipse Stilbonis obiurgator Epicurus similem illi vocem emisit 
Ep. 11 10 8 Iam clausulam epistula poscit. Accipe, et quidem utilem ac salutarem, quam te affigere animo 

volo 
Ep. 12 11 10 Sed iam debeo epistulam includere . . Quid enim hac voce praeclarius? 
Ep. 13 17 16 Sed iam finem epistulae faciam, si illi signum suum inpressero, id est aliquam magnificam 

vocem perferendam ad te mandavero 
Ep. 14 18 17 Ut scias quam benigni simus, propositum est aliena laudare 
Ep. 15 11 9 Una mercedula et unum Graecum ad haec beneficia accedet . . . 
Ep. 16 9 7 Iam ab initio, si te bene novi, circumspicies, quid haec epistula munusculi attulerit. Execute 

illam, et invenies. Non est quod mireris animum meum; adhuc de alieno liberalis sum. Quare 
autem alienum dixi? Quicquid bene dictum est ab ullo, meum est 

Ep. 17 12 11 Poteram hoc loco epistulam claudere, nisi te male instituissem. . .  tibi valedicere non licet 
gratis. Quid istic?Ab Epicuro mutuum sumam 

Ep. 18 15 9 Certos habebat dies ille magister voluptatis Epicurus 
Ep. 18 15 14 Sed iam incipiamus epistulam conplicare . .  Delegabo te ad Epicurum; ab illo fiet numeratio 
Ep. 19 12 10 Ab Epicuro versura facienda est 
Ep. 20 13 9 Invideas licet, etiam nunc libenter pro me dependet Epicurus 
Ep. 21 11 3 Exemplum Epicuri referam 
Ep. 21 11 7 Ad hunc Epicurus illam nobilem sententiam scripsit 
Ep. 22 17 6 Dormitare de fuga cogitantem vetat 
Ep. 22 17 14 Iam impremebam epistulae signum; resolvenda est, ut cum sollemni ad te munusculo veniat et 

aliquam magnificam vocem ferat secum, et occurrit mihi ecce nescio utrum verior an 
eloquentior . . Epicuri, adhuc enim alienas sarcinas adsero 

Ep. 23 11 9 Hic est locus solvendi aeris alieni. Possum enim tibi vocem Epicuri tui reddere et hanc 
epistulam liberare 

Ep. 24 26 22 Video quo spectes; quaeris, quid huic epistulae infulserim, quod dictum alicuius animosum, 
quod praeceptum utile. Ex hac ipsa materia, quae in manibus fuit, mittetur aliquid. Obiurgat 
Epicurus non minus eos, qui mortem concupiscunt, quam eos, qui timent  

Ep. 24 26 23 Item alio loco dicit 
Ep. 24 26 23 His adicias et illud eiusdem notae licet 
Ep. 25 7 5 Ut ait Epicurus, cuius aliquam vocem huic epistulae involvam 
Ep. 25 7 6 Incipiam tibi permittere, quod idem suadet Epicurus 
Ep. 26 10 8 Desinere iam volebam et manus spectabat ad clausulam; sed conficienda sunt sacra et huic 

                                                           
31 For a contrasting discussion postulating a more involved engagement between selected Epicurean citations 
and the Senecan theme in the early  Epistulae Morales see Wildberger (2014): e.g. Ep. 18 (pp.437-8); Ep. 4 (pp. 
439-40); Ep. 12 (p. 441) Ep. 9 (p.443). Wildberger’s compelling argument is that Epicurus was  a trope 
introduced (often quite cynically) by ‘L. Annaeus’ to aid in the construction of his ‘Letter Writer’, ‘Seneca’, as  a 
developing Stoic.  
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epistulae viaticum dandum est. Puta me non dicere, unde sumpturus sum mutuum; scis cuius 
arca utar.Expecta me pusillum, et de domo fiet numeratio; interim commodabit Epicurus, qui 
ait 

Ep. 27 9 9 Sed accipe iam quod debeo et vale . . . Hoc saepe dicit Epicurus aliter atque aliter 
Ep. 28 10 9 Tempus est desinere sed si prius portorium solvero . . .Egregie mihi hoc dixisse videtur 

Epicurus 
Ep. 29 12 10 Si pudorem haberes, ultimam mihi pensionem remisisses. Sed ne ego quidem me sordide geram 

in finem aeris alieni et tibi quod debeo, inpingam . . . ‘Quis hoc?’ inquis tamquam nescias, cui 
imperem. Epicurus . . .  

 

A close reading of the Epicurus citations from the data set in figure SE3 reveals a very 

‘artificial’ use of the Greek philosopher by Seneca in these epistles. The obvious feature is the 

sheer ubiquity of Epicurus citations. If we take De Constantia Sapientis as a work on a 

similarly introductory didactic level to Eps. 1-29 and extrapolate out the former to 

compensate for its comparative shortness (it is 27% the length of Eps. 1-29), it would still 

contain less than half the number of Epicurus citations. Their presence en masse, especially 

when they are rarely integral to the thematic content of the epistles in which they are found, is 

designed to accentuate the name of Epicurus. Indeed, in no less than six instances, Seneca has 

Lucilius actually challenge him about whence the citations derive. Twice he makes his 

addressee point out in disbelief that Seneca is drawing from Epicurus (Eps. 12.10; 20.9) and 

four times makes him ask who the author is, to which Seneca’s reply is always ‘Epicurus’ 

(14.17; 15.9; 22.14; 29.10).32   

 The next feature of this group is their almost uniform acceptance by Seneca as 

citations that contain intrinsic worth. They are variously described as egregie (Eps. 7.11; 

28.9), generosus (9.20), utilis et salutaris (11.8), praeclarus (12.10), magnificus (13.16), 

aureus (14.17), insigne (15.9), nobilis (21.7), verus an eloquens (22.13-14), utile (24.22-23), 

and even one quod numquam satis dicitur (27.9). Moreover, they are assigned a value as 

literary currency, ‘citation coins’, used almost like a stamp would be on a modern letter.33 The 

commercial language is especially strong at Eps. 8.7; 9.20; 12.10; 14.17; 15.9; 16.7; 18.14; 

19.10; 20.9; 21.7; 23.9; 26.8; 27.9; 28.9; 29.10.34 

Another aspect of this data set is its lack of hostility towards Epicurus. Seneca 

frequently points out that the citations derive alieno (2.6; 4.10; 12.10; 14.17; 16.7; 22.14) but 

                                                           
32 Richardson-Hay (2006) 28 also notes this phenomenon. 
33 At Ep. 26.8 Seneca actually refers to the function of the Epicurus citation in that passage as epistulae 
viaticum. 
34 See also Richardson-hay (2006) 43-4 for the idea that the financial imagery is an aid to the function of the 
Epicurus citations as a unifying theme for epistle endings.  
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is careful never to designate that extra-Stoic provenance as competition.35 Even in the very 

first Epicurus citation in the Epistulae Morales where Seneca employs the military term 

castra to designate the non-Stoic quarry he is mining, he specifically explains that he is 

crossing into that camp as a scout and not a deserter – non tamquam transfuga, sed tamquam 

explorator (2.6). Only twice in this data set of 32 citations does Seneca display any real 

disagreement with (9.8), or become openly derogatory towards (18.9 - ille magister 

voluptatis), Epicurus.  

 Seneca may justify his prolific use of Epicurus’ sayings by stating that they are not the 

property of one man or school but belong to all – publicas – and then go on to claim the 

corresponding usefulness to philosophy of similarly appropriate material from poetry and 

drama (Ep. 8.8).36 He may even openly state: perseverabo Epicurum tibi ingerere, ut isti, qui 

in verba iurant, nec quid dicatur aestimant, sed a quo, sciant, quae optima sunt, esse 

communia (12.11), but Seneca persists throughout this data set in stating that his policy of 

quarrying Epicurus in particular (as opposed to, we would assume from their near absence in 

the data set, Stoic sources) is absolutely deliberate: adhuc de alieno liberalis sum (16.7); 

adhuc enim alienas sarcinas adsero (22.14); Expecta me pusillum, et de domo fiet numerato; 

interim commodabit Epicurus . . . (26.8).37 The sheer value that Seneca places upon the 

Epicurus citations above any other cited source in this data set in terms of quantity over any 

other cited source or school, the high praise, and the literary ‘coinage’, is too deliberate and 

therefore, artificial, and thus may be camouflaging another, politically driven agenda.38 

  Although Seneca’s addressees, Lucilius in the epistulae morales and Serenus in De 

Constantia Sapientis, are comparable in that they are both portrayed as beginners on the Stoic 

path who must be persuaded away from Epicurean reading,39 the methodology vis-a-vis the 

                                                           
35 Richardson-Hay (2006) 288 suggests that it was from the perspective of the doctrinal common ground 
between the Stoic and Epicurean schools, their shared seeking after the same truths, that ‘Seneca views his use 
of Epicurus in the EM’.  
36 See Dinter (2014) for a discussion on Seneca’s use of sententia style lines. Interestingly, he does not mention 
the Epicurus proliferation in the early epistles as belonging to this type.    
37 The commercial language employed by Seneca in this data set is also noteworthy. Epicurus’ sayings are 
frequently portrayed as ‘paying off a debt’. 
38 Another way of looking at the Epicurean citations is structural. It can be suggested that their primary function 
is to provide, through their self-contained pithiness, thematic links either forwards or backwards to themes 
from their own, or other epistles in the book group. For a detailed discussion on the interlocking structure of 
the book group 1-3 see Cancik (1967) 138 – 146 (esp. 142-146 for the Epicurean citations), Maurach (1970) 25 – 
129 (for an abridged version see 199 – 202), and Hachmann’s analysis of Cancik and Maurach (1995) 21 – 211. 
39 For instance Seneca opens Ep.9 by ‘replying’ to Lucilius’ question whether Epicurus was correct when he 
wrote on the subject of the sapiens and friendship (9.1). This opens up the way for Seneca to highlight the 
similarities and differences between the Stoics and Epicureans on this point (1-7) before pointing out the flaw 
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use to which Epicurean citations is put, differs. To Serenus, Epicurean doctrine is depicted as 

‘a good start’ but the ‘better’ path of Stoicism should be preferred. To Lucilius, Epicurus is 

depicted as a philosopher capable of conveying ‘the truth’ (as evidenced by his ‘excellent’ 

precepts) but whose pragmatic implementation of those precepts (in this data set) is rarely 

explored or argued against. Seneca, therefore, deliberately presents an incomplete, one could 

almost say, two-dimensional, Epicurus to Lucilius. There is very little of the Epicurean 

doctrinal fleshing out that we find in De Constantia Sapientis or De Otio. This attitude 

changes abruptly in the later epistles. 

  After announcing the end – ultimam pensionem - of the system of Epicurean ‘stamp 

duty’ the practice terminates abruptly at the end of Book 3 (Ep. 29) with only a further 13 

citations from Epicurus himself (plus another four from Metrodorus) scattered throughout the 

remaining 95 letters. By Ep. 33, ostensibly in reply to a request from Lucilius to reintroduce 

the letter-closing citations, Seneca is encouraging his correspondent to move on from these 

maxims, saying: nec dubito, quin multum conferant rudibus adhuc et extrinsecus 

auscultantibus (Ep. 33. 6). The prima facie implication is that Lucilius (= Seneca’s reader) is 

now at that stage of the ‘course’ where those maxims are no longer required as a didactic aid, 

although the change in treatment with a corresponding shift in attitude by Seneca towards 

Epicurus in the later letters is more difficult to explain. 

 Generally speaking, the insertion point of the Epicurean citations in the later letters is 

far more varied, rarely appearing within the last two sections of an individual epistle. 

Moreover, there is not a single further instance of laudatory adjective or adverb in the 

remaining Epicurus citations.40. Epicurus is either openly criticised: cum quod incredibilius 

est dicat Epicurus (66.18); Audi Epicurum, dicet et ‘dulce est’. Ego tam honestae rei ac 

severae numquam molle nomen inponam (67.15); Ad Epicureas voces delaberis (68.10); 

Epicurus quoque iudicat . . . inepta distinctio (85.18); haec vox in ipsa officina voluptatis 

audita est (92.25); illic dissentiamus cum Epicuro (97.15),41 or his doctrine is neutrally 

exposited. Unlike the axiomatic one-liners of the earlier epistles, the Epicurean doctrine is 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
in Epicurus’ reasoning (8-9). This is the same gentle prising away strategy that Seneca adopts for Serenus in De 
Tranquillitate Animi. By Ep. 23.9, Seneca feels comfortable enough to gently joke with Lucilius about his 
addressee’s ‘friend’ Epicurus, to whose sententia-like citations, Lucilius has been repeatedly exposed.  
40 Seneca does use the adverb egregie Ep. 98.9 for a citation attributed to Metrodorus in a letter of consolation 
to the Epicurean’s sister although this seems to be a deliberate lead in for Seneca to play on in Ep. 99, in which 
Metrodorus’ consolatio is cited in more detail (99.25). This tie-up will be discussed in Appendix II. 
41 Admittedly this last is part of a parallelism, the second part of which agrees with a different Epicurean 
teaching and commences hic consentiamus . . .  
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fleshed out in doxographic style thus exposing it as a starting point for Seneca to ratify, and 

enlarge on, its Stoic counterparts. The practice is especially noticeable in the six Epicurean 

citations concentrated between Eps. 66-68 which fall in book 7 after a noticeable gap in 

Epicurean use after the end of book 3.42  Eps. 66-7 deal in doctrinal fundamentals: The nature 

of the Supreme Good/Virtue and its relationship to the scale of ‘indifferents’. Each Epicurean 

citation is invoked to demonstrate the validity of the Stoic approach and establish a platform, 

from which Seneca can promote the Stoic position. Epicurus’ claim that the sapiens will find 

pleasure even if being roasted alive inside the brazen bull of Phalaris is employed as 

hyperbolic illustration that obstacles be not deemed evil, and permits Seneca to transition 

onwards to a discussion on the preference issue of indifferents (66.18-20). The dualistic 

Epicurean Supreme Good of a pain-free body and disturbance-free mind is used to both 

illustrate and validate the Stoic claim that Virtue is an immutable absolute (66.44-5). The 

existence of an Epicurean graded set of indifferents and a single example taken from it (the 

forbearance of ill-health) at once endorses Seneca’s own exposition that the Supreme 

Good/Virtue is a perfected state that can be neither augmented nor diluted by how one deals 

with indifferents but merely ‘spiced’ – condiunt – by it, and springboards him onto a full-

blown rhetorical peroratio replete with historical exempla and martial analogies to illustrate 

how the sliding value scale of indifferents really works (66.46-53). Epicurus’ evaluation of 

the Supreme Good may, according to Seneca, be par maximis bonum, nevertheless Seneca has 

to go one better: Permitte mihi, Lucili virorum optime, aliquid audacius dicere (66.49-50). 

 At Ep. 67.15 Seneca refers his reader back to the citations at Ep. 66.18 and 66.47 and 

the subject of pleasure being found in the pain of a ‘good’ death: Audi Epicurum, dicet et 

‘dulce est’. Here, Seneca  finds Epicurus’ terminology wanting: Ego tam honestae rei ac 

severae numquam molle nomen inponam, before stepping up the rhetoric for his own mini 

peroratio on the same topic but couched in far more manly and martial terms: Uror, sed 

invictus. Quidni hoc optabile putem – non quod urit me ignis, sed quod non vincit? (67.16). 

The practice in Eps. 66-67 of employing Epicurean doctrinal stance as a starting point on 

which Seneca can improve, or with which he can disagree, is identical to that used in the 

‘Serenus’ works, especially De Constantia Sapientis. Their function here in the Epistulae 

Morales, then, must be construed as contributing purely to the philosophical didactic intent of 

this epistle group and thus differentiates them from the concentration in books 1-3, in which 

they serve to mask a political agenda.  

                                                           
42 The only two insertions being at Eps. 30.14 and 52.3. 
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 The last Epicurean citation in this group is directly related to the Stoic/Epicurean 

comparisons in De Otio mentioned above, and put to work in an absolutely identical manner. 

Lucilius is made to accuse Seneca (rather naïvely as it turns out) of promoting otium under 

Epicurean terms (68.10),43 a literary strategy that allows Seneca to then emphasise the 

importance and advantage of self-betterment in retirement through philosophy over the 

tawdry existence of life in public office. It is a strong echo of the passage at Otio. 7.1-4, in 

which Seneca asks the question about which type of life is best and concludes, ‘once the 

hatred and strife we have implacably and publicly declared against those pursuing contrary 

aims [i.e. the Epicureans] has been put aside’, that a life of contemplation is favoured, in some 

measure, by all schools. He then goes on to emphasise the difference that, while that goal is a 

harbour – portus – for other schools, for the Stoics it is merely a waystation – statio (7.4). The 

similarity in the use to which Epicurean citations are put in both Ep. 68 and De Otio thus also 

supports their purely didactic function in the epistle group of book 7.    

 The Epicurean cluster in books 1-3 of the Epistulae Morales, then, differs from that in 

book 7 in three key areas: (1) The insertion point is more varied in the latter with a far closer 

thematic tie-up with the wider epistle; (2) The reference itself is doxographic and thus longer 

in book 7 which, again, allows for a more involved Senecan engagement with the original; (3) 

unlike books 1-3 in which the Epicurean reception is almost uniformly positive and even 

laudatory, the reception in book 7 is neutral at best (allowing for ratification of a counterpart 

Stoic doctrine, or a starting point for exposition of a preferable Stoic doctrine), or openly 

disparaging and even, at times, hostile. As a source, Epicurus is abandoned completely after 

Ep. 97. 

Epiciurus and the Naturales Quaestiones 

Epicurus is referenced only once in the encyclopaedic Naturales Quaestiones (NQ. 

6.20.5) which were, if not all composed, then at least compiled, post AD 62. The citation 

comes purely in the context of a discussion on earthquakes, in which Seneca, having given a 

catalogue of the various causes of the phenomenon according to Epicurus, concludes by 

bringing him into line with Seneca’s favoured explanation (6.20.5-7): Nullam tamen 

[Epicuro] placet causam motus esse maiorem quam spiritum. The Naturales Quaestiones are, 

first and foremost, books on natural science (as far as that can be said to be distinguishable 

from philosophy to the ancients) and Seneca’s treatment of Epicurus here fits neatly into the 

                                                           
43 Probably a reference to the Epicurean maxim λαθὲ βιώσας. 
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category of source used to facilitate Seneca’s role as refiner and onwards transmitter of 

natural scientific knowledge (literary author) and thus satisfy his moral mandate to 

disseminate knowledge for the betterment of his fellow man.   

Conclusion   

 It is highly likely that the Senecan prose works in which the three highest 

concentrations of Epicurean citations are found – the ‘Serenus’ works, De Vita Beata, and two 

groupings within the Epistulae Morales - were each composed at a stage in Seneca’s life and 

political career, during each of which he faced very different challenges. These different 

phases, and Seneca’s literary reaction to them, are reflected in the use to which the Epicurean 

citations were put. 

 De Constantia Sapientis  and De Otio are works designed to demonstrate the practical 

advantages of following basic Stoic doctrine. They are didactic in function and seek to 

convert any potential candidate to the path. As Stoicism’s most popular rival in his 

contemporary Rome, it was understandable that Seneca employ the words of the eponymous 

founder of the Epicurean school as a starting position from which he could gently leverage the 

thought processes of his readers and shepherd them into his own intellectual corral. A 

rhetorical virtuoso on the advantages offered by preferable Stoic doctrine in general, and the 

words of the Stoic school’s own founding masters in particular,44 were key tools in the 

initiative to highlight Stoicism as the preferred of two alternatives. 

 De Vita Beata is a singular, highly reactionary work, written when Seneca’s political 

prominence was under attack. The Epicurean citations fulfil a two-fold function: (1) as a 

backdrop to prove demonstrably that Seneca’s credentials as a philosophical author/maestro 

were distinct from, and unable to be compromised by, any character flaws exposed by his 

public profile, and (2) as a political weapon, the intent of which was to demonstrate the same 

level of taint and corruption in his political detractors as was evident in the contemporary 

adulteration of Epicurus’ original core values. 

 The Epistulae Morales demonstrate a more complex engagement with Epicurus and 

one that seems to have evolved during the longer period over which this far lengthier work 

was composed. Books 1-3 (Eps. 1-29) contain an almost uniformly positive, albeit, two-

dimensional, and thematically/doctrinally distanced interface with Epicurus. The sheer 

                                                           
44 It should be noted that Seneca is sometimes critical of his school’s Stoic ‘masters’, especially Chrysippus. 



 

107 
 

enthusiasm of Seneca’s reception of Epicurus, the effusive nature of which is limited to these 

three books of the Epistulae Morales, is suspicious, and marks the relationship as artificial, 

especially in light of Seneca’s treatment of the same source in previous works as, at best, a 

rival and, at worst, corrupted philosophy, and the manner in which Seneca’s complimentary 

handling of Epicurean citations ceases abruptly at the end of this book group. Although a 

comparison between the addressees, Serenus (in De Constantia Sapientis) and Lucilius (in 

books 1-3 of the Epistulae Morales), can be drawn in terms of their both requiring ‘start-up’ 

encouragement and advice illustrated by bringing in a starting point doctrinal demonstration 

between Stoicism and Epicureanism, the type and number of Epicurean citations is radically 

different for each and cannot be explained by genre as Seneca reverts back to a Serenus-style 

explication (that is, a protreptic approach, using Epicurean doctrine as a comparison or 

baseline, against which to promote the ‘preferred’ Stoic path) using Epicurean examples later 

in the Epistulae Morales, notably in book 7. Seneca’s own excuse for the inclusion of so 

much Epicurus in books 1-3 is to put the philosopher’s lines on the same level as useful 

material from the poets, tragedians, and mime artists (Ep. 8.8) and to prove a point that 

‘truisms’ are not any individual school’s exclusive property. The citation statistics however 

are not representative of this generality as Epicurus alone constitutes over 50% (32) of the 

total citations, philosophical and non-philosophical, in this book group, a factor that would 

tend, if nothing else, to promote the Greek Epicurus’ excellence in this regard above all other 

contenders – a strange policy, one would think, for a school generally derided by Seneca as 

effeminate, in a work aimed at a primarily Roman audience.  

 In light of the citation statistics, then, I am forced to conclude that Seneca was actively 

promoting Epicurus in these three books if not, by his complimentary attitude, actively 

aligning himself with the Greek. Epicurus was a philosophical rival and yet here, alone in the 

extant prose corpus, he is promoted as at least an equal. Given the compositional chronology 

of the Epistulae Morales, especially the first three books, when Seneca was actively 

attempting to disengage himself from public office at a time of a rapidly strengthening 

antipathy towards philosophical (especially Stoic) involvement in political affairs, any attempt 

to publish in overtly pro-Stoic terms would have met with a hostile reception. Epicureanism, 

at least the morally stained Epicureanism many of its contemporary adherents had come to 

interpret it as (if Seneca’s portrayal of that school in other works is to be believed), was 

hardly likely to excite a backlash from an imperial regime which was, itself, given over to 

pleasurable excess. Epicureanism was a ‘safe’ philosophy, its essential benefit being that it 
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was not Stoic and, therefore, not associated with the political opposition. By citing Epicurus 

often and in glowing terms in the early epistles, Seneca could allay suspicion and even give 

the impression of alignment with the rival school’s doctrines, even though his structurally 

thematically detached and deliberately neutrally axiomatic choice of citation meant that he did 

not have to compromise his Stoic tenets by actively endorsing anything that ran counter to the 

Stoic mandate. It was a clever and practical strategy. Marcus Wilson,45 in my opinion, has 

interpreted the evidence accurately when he reads into this artificial use of Epicurus, an 

attempt to by-pass the imperial censorship programme. 

 Seneca had already proven himself more than capable in his earlier output of operating 

at multiple levels within one work and using citations as a key tool to this end.46 In their own 

way, books 1-3 of the Epistulae Morales are as clever and virtuosic as De Vita Beata. 

Ultimately, they bought Seneca breathing space. By citing Epicurus consistently and often, in 

a favourable light, he was broadcasting that this was no hard-line Stoic recruitment drive. The 

Epistulae Morales were, amongst other things, Seneca’s time-capsule, a way of gathering 

many of his thoughts in one place for posterity, and so on one, basic level, they served as the 

‘first steps’ into his own practical brand of Roman Stoicism, preserved in an easy-to-read 

genre that came in instalments: the epistolary. On this level, Seneca’s explanation for so many 

Epicurus citations in books 1-3 can be taken at face value: they are easily memorable precepts 

that have a direct resonance with the introductory level philosophy being exposited at this 

early stage of the work. But the composition of the  Epistulae Morales was a magnum opus 

and for that, Seneca needed time. On that level, the Epicurean citations were an insurance 

against suggestions of political interference through the promotion of Stoic thought. Perhaps 

Seneca’s analogy of his Epicurean references as ‘paying a debt’ was more apt than he 

intended? 

 

  

 

                                                           
45 Wilson (2015) 146-151. 
46 Wildberger (2014) 432 acknowledges that ‘references to Epicurus in the Epistulae Morales should not be 
read as mere scholarly source citations . . . it is at least sometimes possible to distinguish two layers of 
reception.’  
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Chapter 10 - Seneca, the Peripatetics, (and Plato)  

An excellent facility that the database provides is the ability to extract the citation data 

sets for individual authors or philosophical schools for analysis. This allows us to isolate 

Seneca’s overall reaction to a given author or school and establish whether it remains constant 

across the prose corpus or varies, dependent on individual work or group of works and/or 

chronology as far as that can be established. This chapter will examine Seneca’s handling of 

the Peripatetic school, with a particular focus on its founder, Aristotle, and his immediate 

successor, Theophrastus. I will also briefly examine the Plato data set to provide a 

comparison. The results from the database are as surprising (in the case of the Peripatetics 

anyway) as they are emphatic. 

 

A comprehensive breakdown of Peripatetic citations across the extant prose corpus is 

given below (figure SP1): 

 

Figure SP1 – Peripatetic Citation Data Set across Senecan Prose Corpus 

 
Total: 34 citations – Aristotle (19), Theophrastus (13), Hieronymus (1), Straton (1) 

Figure SP1 – Peripatetic Data Set across Senecan Prose Corpus 
UniqueID Author AuthorRef 

Ira. 1.3.3 Aristotle De An. 403a 30 
Ira. 1.9.2 Aristotle Uncertain 
Ira. 1.12.3 Theophrastus Unknown 
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Figure SP1 – Peripatetic Data Set across Senecan Prose Corpus 
UniqueID Author AuthorRef 

Ira. 1.14.1 Theophrastus Unknown 
Ira. 1.17.1 Aristotle Uncertain 
Ira. 1.19.3 Hieronymus Unknown 
Ira. 3.3.1 Aristotle Unknown 
Ira. 3.3.5 Aristotle De An. 403 a 30 
Tranq. 17.10 Aristotle Pr. 30. 1 
Brev. Vit. 1.2 Theophrastus Unknown 
Ep. 3.2 Theophrastus Frag. 74 Wimmer 
Ep. 58.9 Aristotle Cat. 2. b 11 (and elsewhere often) 
Ep. 65.4 Aristotle Unknown 
NQ. 1.1.2 Aristotle Mete. 1.4.34lb 3-4 
NQ. 1.1.7 Aristotle Mete. 1.4.34lb 
NQ. 1.3.7 Aristotle Mete. 3.4.373b 1-35 
NQ. 1.8.6 Aristotle Mete. 3.5.377a 11-28 
NQ. 2.12.4 Aristotle Mete. 2.9.369a 14-369b 5 
NQ. 2.12.6 Aristotle Mete. 2.9.369b 1-3 
NQ. 2.13.4 Aristotle Mete. 2.9.369b 20-37a 10 
NQ. 3.11.2 Theophrastus Unknown 
NQ. 3.11.4 Theophrastus Unknown 
NQ. 3.11.5 Theophrastus Unknown 
NQ. 3.16.5 Theophrastus Unknown 
NQ. 3.25.4 Theophrastus Unknown 
NQ. 3.25.7 Theophrastus Unknown 
NQ. 3.26.1 Theophrastus Unknown 
NQ. 4.2.16 Theophrastus Unknown 
NQ. 6.13.1 Theophrastus Unknown 
NQ. 6.13.1 Aristotle Mete. 2.8.365b 21-29 
NQ. 6.13.2 Straton Unknown 
NQ. 7.5.4 Aristotle Unknown 
NQ. 7.28.1 Aristotle Mete. 1.7.344b 20-345a 5. 
NQ. 7.30.1 Aristotle Unknown 
 

The data set from SP1 shows a very distinct use of the Peripatetics across the prose corpus. 

There is a strong presence in De Ira books 1 and 3, primarily Aristotle (5 citations) but also 

Theophrastus (2) and Hieronymus1 (1). There is very little representation in the other 

‘dialogi’: Theophrastus in De Brevitate Vitae (1), and Aristotle in De Tranquillitate Animi 

                                                           
1 Probably Hieronymous of Rhodes (ca. 290 – 230 BC). If so, his allegiance to the Peripatetic school is 
questioned by Cicero (Orat. 56). 
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(1). For a major school, the Peripatetics are very under-represented in the Epistulae Morales: 

Aristotle (2), and Theophrastus (1).2 The highest concentration is found in the Naturales 

Quaestiones: Aristotle (11), Theophrastus (9), and Straton (1). Peripatetic citations are 

completely absent from the exile and pre-exile consolationes, De Constantia Sapientis, De 

Otio, De Clementia, De Vita Beata, and De Beneficiis. This last is remarkable as both 

Aristotle and Theophrastus had written extensively on the subject of Χάρις.3 

 

 With 19 and 13 citations respectively across the extant prose corpus, Aristotle and 

Theophrastus are the third and fourth most highly cited philosophers of any school after 

Epicurus (59), and Posidonius (29). The two Peripatetics are cited more often than the first 

three scholarchs of the Stoic school, Zeno (8), Cleanthes (8), and Chrysippus (10), and even 

more often than Plato (12), or Socrates (4). This is a strange statistic because Seneca makes it 

clear from his reaction to them that, where it concerns the philosophical field of Ethics, he 

generally discounts the Peripatetics and their doctrines as at best, misguided and, at worst, 

totally inaccurate. It would even appear from their near absence in works such as the 

Epistulae Morales, which are full of passages on ethical philosophy, that Seneca considered 

the Peripatetics a precedential irrelevance.   

 

 It is also noteworthy that Seneca focuses on the school’s first two scholarchs, 

Aristotle and Theophrastus. Philosophical citations are concepts that in varying measure from 

school to school evolve over time in the hands of successive exponents, a trail that can be 

fraught with technicalities that demand explication.4 I have already noted (p.73) that it was to 

Seneca’s advantage to cite the originator of a philosophical concept in order to tap both 

pedigree and authority, benchmarks against which Seneca could prove his own exposition to 

be either superior or innovative. Explicating ‘chains’ of authority; that is, detailing the 

development of ideas down to Seneca’s own time, would have been a time-consuming 

exercise and one which would have served to dilute Seneca’s own rhetoric. It is in this light 

that we can examine Seneca’s remarkable attitude to Aristotle in particular, and the 
                                                           
2 Cf. the high concentration of Epicureans in certain books of the Epistulae Morales: Epicurus 30 citations in 
books 1-3, 15 citations across the other books, and Metrodorus 4 citations across all books. 
3 Aristotle probably most notably in what is now known as book 4 of the Nicomachean Ethics on the subject of 
liberality – eleutheriotēs – and Theophrastus’ περι χαριτος (Although, to be fair, Seneca also ignored major 
works on the subject by other schools in De Beneficiis such as Epicurus’ peri dōrōn kai charitos). Griffin (2013) 
17-19 catalogues the Aristotelian precedent of the doctrine and its similarities to that espoused by Seneca in 
De Beneficiis however she concedes that its importance in providing an ‘important theoretical background for 
Seneca’s treatment of the subject’ (17) is due mainly to the loss of the Stoic treatises on the subject.   
4 See, for instance, Long (1975) 9 on Theophrastus challenging Aristotle’s metaphysics.  
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Peripatetics in general.  The data set informs us that the Peripatetics are concentrated in books 

1 and 3 of De Ira and across the Naturales Quaestiones as a whole. They are also found in 

much smaller numbers in De Tranquillitate Animi, De Brevitate Vitae, and the Epistulae 

Morales. It is worthwhile examining each for differences or similarities in treatment. 

 

De Ira – A Systematic Demolition of Peripatetic Thought on Anger 

 

 De Ira is a work on the causes, effects, and treatment of anger. The majority of the 

philosophical citations derive from Greek sources composing prior to ca. 250 BC. Of this 

group only one is a Stoic (Zeno Ira. 1.16.7).5 It is not only rival schools, but the Stoic school 

itself that are not permitted to dominate Seneca’s own exposition in De Ira. Of the 18 

philosophical citations, the Peripatetics provide by far the most 44.44% (8), followed by the 

Stoics and Plato with 22.22% (4) each, while Democritus and Socrates are equal on 5.56% (1) 

each. Different schools are employed to achieve different effects but the Peripatetics are 

singled out as foils,6 by revealing the incompleteness and inaccuracy of whose doctrines, 

Seneca elevates himself to philosophical authority. 

 

It should also be noted at this point that Seneca is quite capable of succinctly summing 

up his and the Stoic school’s differences with the Peripatetics as a whole where it concerns 

the usefulness of the passions, as he proves in the opening to Epistle 116 written close to the 

end of his life and which comes, as do many of the examples to be analysed in this chapter, 

                                                           
5 Three other Stoics are cited in De Ira that do not fit the Greek and pre 250 BC statistic: (1) Posidonius (ca. 135 
– 51 BC) at Ira. 1.2.3. Although the author is not mentioned here, the Latin : Irascimur . . . saepe non illis qui 
laeserunt, sed iis qui laesuri sunt is considered by the Loeb editor, Jeffrey Henderson, and translator, John 
Basore, to be close enough to the Posidonius fragment as preserved in Lactantius (50.100): ira est cupiditas 
ulciscendae iniuriae to warrant a footnote (p.112 n.a) and has, therefore been included in this thesis. However, 
as it is not Seneca’s general policy to leave philosophical citations unaccredited, it is conceded that inclusion of 
this item is border-line. (2) Quintus Sextius (fl. ca. 50 BC) at Ira. 2.36.1, in which Seneca latches onto a remark 
by the Stoic, which describes mirrors as chastising visual aids to those whose features are contorted by anger, 
as well as being a verbal play on the inner ‘reflection’ this may engender that the ugliness inside is even more 
intense. Coming as it does, immediately after an extraordinary hybrid quote adapted from Virgil Aen. 702 ff. (to 
be discussed later): Sanguinem quatiens dextra bellona flagellum / aut scissa gaudens vadit Discordia palla 
which is designed to sow a suitably bellicose and grotesque image for the reader to use in Quintus’ mirror, this 
citation’s use is far more complex than the doxographic treatment of the older, Greek philosophers and will be 
treated separately. (3) Diogenes (ca. 230 – 140 BC) at Ira. 3.38.1, in which Seneca relates an incident in which 
Diogenes was spat upon by a youth. The anecdote is immediately trumped in the very next passage – Quanto 
Cato noster melius! (Ira. 3.38.2)  by a similar tale about the Younger Cato in a specifically Roman urban/political 
context. All three exceptions have very strong links with Rome: Posidonius had strong links to the Roman ruling 
class, Sextius was the first to set up a truly Roman philosophical school, and Diogenes was one of three 
philosophers sent to Rome as part of a delegation in 155 BC. 
6 For a fuller discussion of ancient debates on passion see Nussbaum (1994).  
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complete with a medical analogy : Utrum satius sit modicos habere adfectus an nullos, saepe 

quaesitum est. Nostri illos expellunt, Peripatetici temperant. Ego non video, quomodo 

salubris esse aut utilis possit ulla mediocritas morbi (Ep. 116.1). The singling out of the 

school’s founder and his immediate successor for doctrinal demolition in De Ira is a case of 

severing the head to kill the body or killing the enemy chief to obtain the glory.7 By 

discrediting the school’s founder, the fundamental doctrines of the school are likewise 

devalued.  

   

The assault begins slowly. At De Ira (1.3.3), Seneca involves Aristotle’s De Anima 

(403a 30):8 Aristotelis finitio non multum a nostra abest: ait enim iram esse cupiditatem 

doloris reponendi.  Quid inter nostram et hanc finitionem intersit, exsequi longum est. By 

isolating Aristotle’s definition of anger from its original context and presenting it in Latin as 

dogma, Seneca infers that he himself is well aware where the difference lies between the two 

schools and spells it out:9 Sed dicendum est feras ira carere et omnia animalia praeter 

hominem; nam cum sit inimica rationi, nusquam tamen nascitur, nisi ubi rationi locus est 

(1.3.4). On the surface, Seneca’s abrupt switch to an illustration involving animals has 

nothing to do with Aristotle’s ‘definition’ of anger as presented in isolation; however, in 

offering something concrete to a ‘difference’ in opinion that has hitherto been presented as 

both too complex to explain - exsequi longum est – and open to criticism on both sides – 

contra utramque dicitur . . . -   by establishing his authority over Aristotle, Seneca is 

establishing his authority over the school and its doctrines in general.10 This is but the 

                                                           
7 Spolia opima - The hand-to-hand slaying of an enemy chief in battle and usurpation of his armour accrued 
great kudos in the eyes of the Romans, especially when accomplished by a Roman general. Seneca achieves the 
same effect through a one-on-one literary duel. 
8 καὶ διὰ ταῦτα ἤδη φυσικοῦ τὸ θεωρῆσαι περὶ ψυχῆς, ἢ πάσης ἢ τῆς τοιαύτης. διαφερόντως δ᾿ ἂν ὁρίσαιντο 
φυσικός τε καὶ διαλεκτικὸς ἕκαστον αὐτῶν, οἷον ὀργὴ τί ἐστίν· ὁ μὲν γὰρ ὄρεξιν ἀντιλυπήσεως ἤ τι τοιοῦτον, ὁ 
δὲ ζέσιν τοῦ περὶ καρδίαν αἵματος καὶ θερμοῦ. It is to be noted that Aristotle’s ‘statement’ in the original 
context is but the definition of the logician to the question ‘what is anger’ as part of a discussion on 
interpretational differences between the ‘logician’ and the ‘natural philosopher’. This is one of the relatively 
few doxographic philosophical citations by Seneca in which the source text can be pretty readily identified. In 
this instance, Seneca has attributed to Aristotle a specific stance that does not exist in the original as Aristotle is 
reporting a debate.   
9 Aristotle’s definition of anger (according to Seneca): cupiditatem doloris reponendi (Ira. 1.3.3) is actually a 
direct refutation of the more specific one expressed by the interlocutor: ut scias . . . non esse iram poenae 
cupiditatem, infirmissimi saepe potentissimus irascuntur nec poenam concupiscunt quam non sperant (Ira. 
1.3.2) which Seneca has already rebutted. The introduction of the name of Aristotle even after Seneca has 
effectively won his case and then a rebuttal of the Peripatetic sets the precedent for the negative treatment 
Seneca will mete out in the following sections. 
10 Although this data set is extracted on the sort code of philosophical affiliation with sub-criterion of author it 
does not follow that there is over-emphasis on the person rather than the political idea. Further development 



114 
 

opening salvo in a game of one-upmanship in which citations are used as a key weapon 

against Aristotle and the Peripatetics in De Ira. The following table illustrates the tactic 

Seneca employs in each instance (figure SP2): 

 

Figure SP2 – Seneca’s Reaction to the Peripatetics in De Ira 

Seneca 
Ref. 

Target Citation Text Seneca Reaction 

Ira. 1.3.3 Aristotle iram esse cupiditatem 
doloris reponendi 

Seneca suggests opinion little different 
to own, but then offers analogical 
refutation of Peripatetic stance 

Ira. 1.9.2 Aristotle Ira, necessaria est, nec 
quicquam sine illa 
expugnari potest, nisi illa 
implet animum et spiritum 
accendit; utendum autem 
illa est non ut duce sed ut 
milite 

Emphatic negation. Quod est falsum! 
Only Reason, not anger, is capable of 
leading 

Ira. 
1.12.3 

Theophrastus Irascuntur boni viri pro 
suorum iniuriis 

Sarcastic negation. Cum hoc dicis, 
Theophraste, quaeris invidiam 
praeceptis fortioribus et relicto iudice 
ad coronam venis. The wise man reacts 
to all things through a sense of duty led 
by Reason 

Ira. 
1.14.1 

Theophrastus Non potest fieri ut non vir 
bonus irascatur malis 

Logical negation. Isto modo quo melior 
quisque, hoc iracundior erit; vide ne 
contra placidior solutusque affectibus et 
cui nemo odio sit. Theophrastus must be 
wrong, else with so much to anger one, 
the good man will be angriest of all 

Ira. 
1.17.1 

Aristotle affectus quosdam, si quis 
illis bene utatur, pro armis 
esse (see also above 1.9.2) 

Logical negation. Quod verum foret, si 
velut bellica instrumenta sumi 
deponique possent induentis arbitrio. 
Haec arma . . . ipsa per se pugnant, non 
expectant manum et habent, non 
habentur. The opposite is true of what 
Aristotle claims 

Ira. 
1.19.3 

Hieronymus Quid opus est cum velis 
caedere aliquem, tua prius 
labra mordere? 

Use of sententia style non-doctrinal 
related citation which Seneca can apply 
to his own point. Quid, si ille vidisset 
desilientem de tribunali proconsulem et 
fasces lictori auferentem et suamet 
vestimenta scindentem, quia tardius 
scindebantur aliena? This is the nearest 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
on the database is planned to include metadata containing doctrinal ideas within a Senecan prose section for 
use as a future primary sort field.   
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Seneca comes to endorsement of a 
Peripatetic philosopher in De Ira 

Ira. 3.3.1 Aristotle Stat Aristoteles defensor 
irae et vetat illam nobis 
exsecari; calcar ait esse 
virtutis, hac erepta 
inermem animum et ad 
conatus magnos pigrum 
inertemque fieri.  

Sarcastic and counter-case negation. The 
term defensor irae is openly 
contemptuous. Necessarium est itaque 
foeditatem eius ac feritatem coarguere 
et ante oculos ponere quantum monstri 
sit homo in hominem furens quantoque 
impetu ruat non sine pernicie sua 
perniciosus et ea deprimens, quae mergi 
nisi cum mergente non possunt. Anger is 
a destructive passion and not, as 
Aristotle claims, a spur to Virtue    

Ira. 3.3.5 Aristotle Sit aliquis et quidem de 
illustribus philosophis, qui 
illi indicat operas et 
tamquam utilem ac spiritus 
subministrantem in 
proelia, in actus rerum, ad 
omne, quodcumque calore 
aliquo gerendum est, vocet  

Sarcastic and emphatic negation. Ne 
quem fallat tamquam aliquo tempore, 
aliquo loco profutura, ostendenda est 
rabies eius effrenata . . . Counting 
Aristotle amongst the ‘illustrious 
philosophers’ is sarcasm here, especially 
as Seneca goes on to systematically 
dismantle his argument  

 

With the tangential citation from Hieronymus (1.19.3) excepted, Seneca is scathing of the 

Peripatetic doctrinal stance on ira. Aristotle is negated not once, but four times (1.9.2; 1.17.1; 

3.3.1; 3.3.5) for suggesting that anger can be beneficial and even conducive to achieving 

Virtue. Interestingly he is employed in those sections of De Ira that concern the causes and 

remedies of the passion (books 1 and 3) and not in that section which describes the effect, or 

manifestation of anger (book 2).11 Theophrastus is roundly dismissed for failing to grasp the 

concept that the wise, or good man, is incapable of expressing anger because his response to 

any situation, no matter how personally it impacts him, will always be filtered through 

Reason. Seneca’s tone is, at times, openly sarcastic,12 and the belittling of his philosophical 

opponents does not stop at De Ira. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
11 The citation data set in De Ira book 2 has a strong Roman presence. This peculiarity is discussed in chapter 17 
(pp. 252-6). 
12 It is true that Seneca is, at times, critical of members of even his own Stoic school, such as Chrysippus and 
Hecaton but this tends to be because he considers them ‘wrong-headed’ about a specific doctrine that Seneca  
himself differs on (see esp. Ben. 1-3). Against the Peripatetics, Seneca stands in outright opposition. 
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De Tranquillitate Animi and De Brevitate Vitae – Who would believe a Peripatetic?  

 

 Seneca also gives the Peripatetic references in these two works a negative reception. 

At Tranq. 17.10, Aristotle is co-opted along with Plato and the ‘Greek Poet’ to provide 

sententia-style axioms preaching, essentially, that passion is a prerequisite for genius, at all 

three of which Seneca shrugs his literary shoulders, and then, in his own version, replaces 

‘passion’ with ‘divine inspiration’. 

 

 The citation at Brev. Vit. 1.2 appears to be wrongly attributed. Seneca tells us that 

Aristotle believed animals’ life spans exceed that of man, whereas Cicero reports it as 

originating with Theophrastus (Tusc. Disp. 3.69). Incorrectly attributed or not, Seneca’s 

attitude towards Aristotle at this prominent spot at the very beginning of De Brevitate Vitae is 

on a sarcastic par with the remark at Ira. 3.3.5. There Aristotle was vaunted as an ‘illustrious 

philosopher’ before being proven totally inaccurate. Here, Aristotle’s mistake is termed ‘most 

unbecoming of a wise man’ – minime conveniens sapienti viro. Seneca uses Aristotle’s 

(Theophrastus’) inaccuracy to transition onto his discussion that it is the time we waste in life 

and not the length of it that matters (Brev. 1 1.3 ff.). This makes it obvious that the Peripatetic 

view is being used as a foil, but the ironic mockery seems out of place unless it exposes a 

genuine contempt by Seneca for the Peripatetics in general, and Aristotle in particular. 

 

The Epistulae Morales – Endorsement at last but not for Aristotle 

 

 As noted above, the Peripatetics are very under-represented in the Epistulae Morales, 

comprising a mere 2.05% of the total philosophical citations across that work.13 Finally, 

however, we do find a full endorsement of a Peripatetic philosopher albeit of an oblique 

citation and one which the Senecan terminology clearly keeps at an arm’s length. In an epistle 

thematically geared to the doctrine of friendship, Seneca advises Lucilius that mutual trust 

must be established before friendship can be cemented (Ep. 3.2). Those who do the reverse, 

do so ‘against the precepts of Theophrastus’ and ‘confuse their duties’ – officia permiscent. 

The wording is designed to avoid having to actually endorse the Peripatetic openly, with 

                                                           
13 The scholarly debate on whether the Peripatetic school was in decline during the first Centuries BC and AD 
and that authors like Seneca may have had limited access to the works of Aristotle in particular, is discussed at 
the end of this chapter.  
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Theophrastus’ actual precepts not stated or even conveyed in indirect speech or a doxographic 

précis, but implied by the actions of those who go against them. 

  

 In the two Aristotle citations of the Epistulae Morales, Seneca’s dismissal of over-

immersion in technical philosophical detail as having no appreciable worth as far as practical 

results are concerned comes to the fore. Epistle 58 deals with a philosophical fundamental: the 

concept of being, which Seneca translates from the Greek τὸ ὄν into Latin as quod est (Ep. 

58.7). Aristotle’s categorisation of man as a species (Cat. 2 b 11 / Ep. 58.9) is extremely 

fleeting: Homo species est, ut ait Aristoteles, and it is left at that. Aristotle’s simple statement 

is the starting point for Seneca’s ever more complex classification structure. The Peripatetics 

placed great emphasis on the branch of philosophy called analytics (which includes 

classification) and yet Aristotle hardly gets a mention. This is in stark contrast to Plato’s six 

classes which are allocated far greater attention (Ep. 58.16-25). Aristotle is being deliberately 

ignored and, to reinforce this, Seneca goes on to dismiss the entire exercise as an indulgence 

in intellectual amusements – oblectamenta (Ep. 58.25-26) – because the study of such overly-

technical intricacies can never serve a practical end. 

 

 The same combination of Aristotelian and Platonic abstract and theoretical technical 

discussion can be found in epistle 65, along with the same Senecan conclusion. Aristotle is 

allowed to present his three ‘causes’ (the stepped process by which Reason galvanises the 

potentiality latent in inert matter into concrete results) which then turn into four (Seneca 

having fun at Aristotle’s expense), before Plato contributes a fifth (Ep. 65.4-10). But 

according to Seneca, neither has hit the mark, and he proceeds to promote the Stoic view of 

the primary ‘cause’ as god – deus – in the sense of creative reason (65. 11-14). Just as in 

epistle 58, Seneca relegates the whole technical discussion to a waste of time, although he 

does concede that the very act of studying such useless refinement – subtilitas inutilis - even 

though it has no practical worth in and of itself, can trigger the incidental side-effect of 

elevating the soul (65.15-16). 

 

 In the Epistulae Morales, then, Theophrastus is grudgingly endorsed in a discussion 

on the doctrine of friendship, albeit in a peripheral way. Aristotle, on the other hand, is 

portrayed as an overly analytical theorist, whose focus on minutiae has limited practical value. 
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The Naturales Quaestiones   

  

 The stand out feature of this data subset is the clear demarcation of Peripatetic 

philosophers in the individual books of the Naturales Quaestiones (see figure SP1 above). 

Aristotle is used exclusively in books 1 and 2, all of whose citations are drawn from the 

Metereologica.14 In fact, Aristotle is the most cited philosopher in these two books, both as a 

collective and individually, accounting for 31.82% (7 from 22) of the total philosophical 

citations. Theophrastus is used exclusively in books 3 and 4, appearing only once in the latter 

but totally dominating the former in terms of total philosophical citations. Theophrastus 

accounts for a full 70% (7 from 10) of philosophical citations in book 3, and 42.1% (8 from 

19) across both books. There is no Peripatetic citation in book 5. The very eclectic Book 6 

contains a single citation each from Aristotle, Theophrastus, and Straton, and book 7 reverts 

to an exclusively Aristotelean Peripatetic presence, who is, once again, the most frequently 

cited philosophical source in the book with 25% (3 from 12).  

 

 The primary theme of the Naturales Quaestiones (natural science) obviously demands 

a different category of citation from the Peripatetics to those employed in the more ethically 

oriented dialogi and Epistulae Morales yet here also there is a discernible reluctance by 

Seneca to actively endorse this school which championed empirical investigation into the 

physical world of nature. 

 

 In the very first book, Seneca mocks Aristotle’s childlike terms for celestial 

phenomena (Meteorologica 1.4.341b 3-4 / NQ. 1.1.2), deliberately, but inaccurately, singling 

him out as the originator of the labels ‘torches’ (δαλοὶ) and ‘goats’ (αἶγες). Coming from a 

Roman who goes out of his way to de-jargonise the majority of his prose corpus to make his 

exposition more accessible, we may imagine Seneca writing this tongue-in-cheek, especially 

when at NQ. 1.8.6, he completely ignores the complex mathematical formulae that underwrite 

Aristotle’s explication of rainbows (Mete. 3.5.377a. 14-15).15 Elsewhere, Aristotle is used as a 

simple springboard: 72 lines of the Meteorologica (341b – 342a) are compressed into a mere 

4 lines of Seneca’s own (NQ. 1.1.7); Aristotle gets a token mention at NQ. 1.3.7, even though 

Seneca has been following the Metereologica for several sections (3.2.371 b – 3.4.374 a). In 

                                                           
14 See also Williams (2012) 5-10 for the place of the Naturales Quaestiones in the meteorological tradition. For 
reference to Aristotle’s Meteorologica see p. 6.   
15 This is discussed in greater detail in Appendix II ‘Seneca and Greek/Script Language’. 
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book 2, Seneca oversimplifies and thus misrepresents Aristotle’s theory on the creation of 

lightning and thunder (Mete. 2.9.369b 1-3 / NQ. 2.12.4; 2.12.6). When Aristotle reappears 

again in book 6, he does so alongside Theophrastus and Straton, thus permitting Seneca to 

patronise the whole Peripatetic school by first offering their various theories on the cause of 

earthquakes before stating his own, ‘true’ version: hoc quod dico verum esse . . . (NQ. 6.13.1-

2). In book 7, Aristotle is a reporter of a celestial event along with Callisthenes and the 

otherwise unknown Charmander (NQ. 7. 5.4). At NQ. 7.28.1, Aristotle’s comment on the 

meteorological predictive qualities of comets (Meteor. 1.7.344b.21) is either misunderstood or 

misquoted.16 Seneca’s final citation of Aristotle in the Naturales Quaestiones (NQ. 7.30.1) is, 

considering his general treatment of the Peripatetic school’s founder, anomalous: Egregie 

Aristoteles ait numquam nos verecundiores esse debere quam cum de diis agitur. The 

sentiment matches Seneca’s Nature/God/Universe context with its burgeoning  

wonder/mystery rhetoric well enough, but an analysis of the Aristotle citations across the 

entire prose corpus invites me to read a little sarcasm into the adverb egregie. Finally, Seneca 

has found something on which he and Aristotle are in complete agreement, even if it is a nice 

neutral platitude. 

 

 From a citation perspective, Theophrastus totally dominates Naturales Quaestiones 

book 3, a section of the work which concerns itself with the earth’s waters.  To Seneca, 

Theophrastus is the reporter of real natural history events, with which Seneca can buttress his 

own exposition by either employing them as supporting evidence or disagreeing with them. 

Thus, Theophrastus’ report of an earthquake on Mt. Corycus which caused the appearance of 

a new spring (3.11.2) supports Seneca’s own evidence that water courses find new channels 

when the original is blocked, but the Peripatetic’s example of moisture welling up from the 

ground around Magnesia when the vegetation that normally absorbed it was uprooted, is 

respectfully – pace – disputed because shady areas could not be humid if the trees had 

absorbed all the moisture (3.11.4). A similar, but not so respectful, disagreement occurs with 

Theophrastus’ theories on the relationship between the availability of water and cultivated 

ground (3.11.5). Natural history events reported by Theophrastus are enlisted to back up 

Seneca’s own research (3.25.4; 3.26.1; 4.2.16), or even Seneca’s own eye-witness account 

(3.25.7). Only two of Theophrastus’ total nine citations in the Naturales Quaestiones do not 

fit this simple pattern of ‘actual natural event / agree-disagree’ use. His report of fish dug up 
                                                           
16 See also Williams (2012) 273-8 and 337 for an in-depth discussion on the differences between the Senecan 
and Aristotelian theories on comets. 
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from within the earth (3.16.5) has Seneca make his interlocutor challenge such unbelievable 

yarns – fabulae! – before using their credibility as a yardstick against which to measure the 

even more fabulous (but real!) extravagance on display at the contemporary Roman 

banqueting table.17 This foray into doctrinal territory (a strange but natural condition 

employed to spotlight a, to a Roman, normal, but to a Stoic, doctrinally unnatural one) is 

different again to Theophrastus’ last appearance in the Naturales Quaestiones alongside 

Aristotle and Straton. Here, where his style is singled out as that of a man non, ut Graecis 

visum est, divini, tamen et dulcis eloquii . . . et nitidi sine labore (6.13.1),18 Seneca states 

Theophrastus’ stance on the cause of earthquakes and then appropriates the whole Peripatetic 

school’s take on the topic. 19   

 

 Across the prose corpus as a whole, the citation evidence clearly demonstrates that 

Seneca’s treatment of Aristotle can be interpreted as at best a foil, and at worst a doctrinal 

opponent worthy of hostility. Theophrastus, although often ‘wrong’ does not come in for such 

negative, often sarcastic, handling. Aristotle’s status as the Peripatetic school’s founder no 

doubt goes some way to explain his singling out for the most vociferous antipathy, although 

Seneca’s, at times, openly mocking tone, does convey a more personal judgement. Seneca’s 

differences with the Peripatetics were not, as they were with the Epicureans, concerned with 

the perversion of a philosophy that was, in its pure form, reasonably compatible with 

Stoicism. Seneca’s position, made clear from the citation analysis, was that Aristotle and his 

followers had got many things completely wrong.   

 

Certainly, the Stoics and Peripatetics differed on some fundamental doctrinal issues, 

perhaps most noticeably the role of passion in obtaining Virtue, a concept, on which they 

were diametrically opposed.20 The doctrinal line pushed by Aristotle that passions, and anger 

in particular, could be in any way helpful, which was a problem for the Stoic approach, was 

clearly uppermost in Seneca’s mind when attacking him, especially in De Ira, but it is worth 

considering that the negative treatment, and especially the sarcasm, was amplified by 
                                                           
17 See also Williams (2012) 76. 
18 This is a play on Theophrastus’ name ‘Divinely Eloquent’ in Greek – Hine (2010b) 204 n.18. 
19 See Williams (2012) 240 n.101 citing Hall (1977) 412 ‘(with n.2: insufficient evidence “to show how accurately 
Seneca is reporting Theophrastus”). The subject of Seneca’s use of Geek script/language is discussed in detail in 
Appendix II of this thesis. 
20 There are some obvious other doctrines on which Seneca's view is very opposed to Aristotle's, although he 
does not mention Aristotle specifically in relation to them. The obvious one is slavery, where Aristotle 
espoused the idea that some people are naturally slaves, whereas Seneca implicitly denies that theory (see esp. 
Ep. 47). 
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Aristotle’s relationship with Alexander, the contempt for whom is palpable throughout 

Seneca’s prose corpus.21 In De Ira, Seneca cited Aristotle’s insistence that anger is beneficial 

in a martial context if it can be controlled no less than four times (1.9.2; 1.17.1; 3.3.1; 3.3.5). 

Seneca’s ubiquitous Alexander exempla make it crystal clear that is patently not the case. 

Alexander, in Seneca’s opinion, was, along with Gaius, the ultimate proof of the Stoic stance 

that anger, by definition, was not only uncontrollable, but was, in fact, the controller. It can 

certainly be argued that at least part of Seneca’s mind held Aristotle complicit in Alexander’s 

excesses. That aside, De Ira is a book in which exposition of the dominance of the Stoic 

stance on passions (that they have no place in the acquisition or state of Virtue) relies strongly 

on its implied positive mirror to illustrations of its opposite, which is expressed in the form of 

citations and exempla. From the perspective of pure expedience for Seneca, the 

Aristotle/Alexander combination would have been a hard one to beat. 

 

There are other considerations for Seneca’s offhand treatment of the school. The 

Peripatetics are clustered in books where they can provide ready ratification for effective 

Stoic doctrinal exposition through the process of argumentation against a rival theory (the 

‘passions’ debate in De Ira and the empirical natural theories of the Naturales Quaestiones). 

We are coloured in our regard for the prestige for Plato and Aristotle by our modern 

perspective,22 but it seems that the Peripatetics generally were not very congenial to Roman 

thought. Their research, as I have pointed out above, was considered finickety, and their style 

uninspired.23 The school may have declined in prestige and importance from its inception,24 

but it is wrong to assume that there was a corresponding drop-off in circulation of the works 

of its leading proponents.25 This can only mean that Seneca had fairly good access to 

Peripatetic treatises, was familiar with them, but that they were ultimately peripheral to him, 

just arguments and theories against which he could promote his own exposition, and this may 

reflect their general status in philosophy during his era. 

                                                           
21 Alexander is vilified by Seneca even more frequently than the despised Gaius. Exempla of the Macedonian’s 
predilection for violence, mass-murder, and mindless conquest pepper the prose corpus: Ira. 2.23.3; 3.17.1; 
3.23.1 : Clem. 1.25.1 ; Ben. 1.13.1; 2.16.1; 5.4.4; 5.6.1; 7.2.5; 7.3.1 : Eps. 53.10; 83.19; 91.17; 94.62; 113.29; 
119.7 : NQ. 3.0.5; 5.18.10; 6.23.2. Only at Const. 6.8, Ira. 2.23.2, and Ep. 59.12 is Alexander’s name mentioned 
without rancour. 
22 Long (1974) 10. 
23 See Williams (2012) 148 who describes Aristotle’s Meteorologica as dry and ‘insistently methodical’. 
24 Morford (2002) 164. 
25 See Long (1974) 8-10 for a discussion on the ‘Neleus’ question, in which a man from Skepsis in Asia Minor 
was said to have died leaving the sole copy of Aristotle’s technical treatises hidden in his cellar until the early 
first century BC. See also Barnes (1997) 64-66, who has disproved the hitherto held opinion that Aristotle’s 
work only appeared in Rome after 86 BC after the sack of Athens by Sulla; for which see also Dix (2013) 215.  
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Seneca and Plato 

 

 Seneca’s negative reaction to Aristotle and the Peripatetics is in marked contrast to his 

generally positive treatment of Plato, especially in De Ira. Plato is cited 12 times in the extant 

prose corpus (see figure SP3): 

Figure SP3 – Plato Citation Data Set across Senecan Prose Corpus 

 
Total: 12 citations  

Figure SP3 – Plato Citations across the Senecan Prose Corpus 
Seneca Ref. Author Author Ref. 

Marc. 23.2 Plato Unknown 
Ira. 1.6.5 Plato Republic 1. 335 D 
Ira. 1.19.7 Plato Laws 11. 934 A 
Ira. 2.20.2 Plato Laws 2. 666A 
Ira.3.12.5 Plato Unknown 
Tranq. 17.10 Plato Phaedra 245A 
Ben. 4.33.1 Plato Unknown 
Ep. 44.4 Plato Theaetetus 174e-175a 
Ep. 58.8 Plato Unknown 
Ep. 65.7 Plato Unknown 
Ep. 94.41 Plato Phaedo  
NQ. 5.18.16 Plato Unknown 
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In the Ad Marciam, Plato is given the voice that calls out – clamat – for the sapiens to strive 

for spiritual nobility in life in anticipation of the glories that lie beyond death (23.2). In the 

first book of De Ira, the Platonic axiom vir bonus non laedit is approvingly appropriated by 

Seneca (1.6.5),26 and Plato’s nemo prudens punit, quia peccatum est, sed ne peccetur supports 

Seneca’s position that punishment must be exacted through the filter of Reason (1.19.7).27 

The endorsement of Plato on these two thematically linked subjects stands in stark contrast to 

the negative reaction to Theophrastus on identical topics within the same book (1.12.3; 

1.14.1). 

 

 In De Ira book 2, Plato’s advice not to give children wine is co-opted to provide 

support for Seneca’s argument that some temperaments are naturally more prone to passion 

than others (2.20.2),28 and in book 3 Seneca allows his readership to visualise what it means 

to check the impulse for angry retaliation with the intervention of Reason when he depicts 

Plato in a self-imposed frozen tableau when the Greek philosopher caught himself in the act 

of striking a slave (3.12.5). In De Ira, Plato plays the citation role of hero to 

Aristotle/Alexander’s villain, successfully advising against and, crucially, putting into 

practice (through the power of Seneca’s evocative rhetoric), the repression of passion through 

Reason, which is the Stoic line as advocated by Seneca. It is important to note, though, that 

Plato is employed in a supportive capacity, there to provide ratification but never to dominate. 

To pursue our martial analogy, if Seneca’s attack on Aristotle is his seeking the spolia opima, 

then his employment of Plato is as foederatus to the Dux Romanus, an ally in name but 

ultimately subordinate to the Roman general’s command. Where the Peripatetics and their 

                                                           
26 Seneca presents this as his own logic whereas what he has, in fact, done, is summed up the syllogistic thread 
of Plato in Republic. 1.335. C-E, a mere one line of which Seneca now calls upon, in translation, to back himself 
up: Et Platonis argumentum adferam – quid enim nocet alienis uti ex parte qua nostra sunt? – ‘Vir bonus,’ 
inquit, ‘non laedit.’ (Ira. 1.6.5). Plato Republic. 1. 335D: Οὐδὲ δὴ τοῦ ἀγαθοῦ βλάπτειν ἀλλὰ τοῦ ἐναντίου. 
Plato’s deliberately truncated contribution functions like a concluding sententia in a passage from a suasoria, 
there to pithily sum up Seneca’s own argument. The effect is to introduce Plato as a peer albeit one whose 
backup is not entirely crucial to concluding the point. 
27 Although presented as such by Seneca, this is not a verbatim translation of the Greek but a close enough 
paraphrase, which allows Seneca to utilise elements from Plato’s surrounding context that have not been cited 
and blend them into his own exposition for development as if they are his own: Plato Laws. 934A - βαρυτέραν, 
οὐχ ἕνεκα τοῦ κακουργῆσαι διδοὺς τὴν δίκην—οὐ γὰρ τὸ γεγονὸς ἀγένητον ἔσται ποτέ—τοῦ δ᾽ εἰς τὸν αὖθις 
ἕνεκα  χρόνον ἢ τὸ παράπαν μισῆσαι τὴν ἀδικίαν αὐτόν τε καὶ τοὺς ἰδόντας αὐτὸν δικαιούμενον, ἢ λωφῆσαι 
μέρη πολλὰ τῆς τοιαύτης συμφορᾶς.   
28 The relationship between Seneca’s exposition in De Ira and Plato’s exposition in the relevant section of his 
Laws is far more involved than the single citational ‘point of contact’ belies. Sections 2.18 – 2.21 of De Ira are 
pregnant with the Platonic intertext from Laws. 2.664E – 2.667A. Many scholars have declared that Posidonius’ 
is the main influence behind De Ira but it would seem that a detailed analysis of parallels between Plato’s Laws 
and Seneca’s De Ira would be well rewarded. 
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‘doctrines’ are abruptly inserted into Seneca’s flow, Plato is given a personal introduction. 

Where the Peripatetics are trumped and subordinated, Plato is given peer privilege. There is, 

however, still a degree of manipulation involved but as we know the provenance of three from 

the four Plato citations in De Ira, it is easier to track Seneca’s modus operandi.29 

 

 Seneca’s use of Plato in other works is, at times, more neutral. He is used alongside 

Aristotle and the unspecified ‘Greek Poet’ to supply possible passion driven ‘fuels’ for 

genius, which Seneca dismisses in favour of ‘divine inspiration’ (Tranq. 17.10). Elsewhere, 

on the subject of whether delaying the bestowing of a beneficium can ever be justified,  

Seneca embeds Plato’s words as cited by an interlocutor in the form of a summarising 

sententia - nam difficilis humani animi coniectura est – then rewords them - quoniam in 

arduo est veri exploratio before recommending that one act on available evidence (Ben. 

4.33.1-2). 

 Seneca’s reception of Plato in the Epistulae Morales is mixed but never derisive as it 

often is with Aristotle across the prose corpus. Plato is enlisted to back Seneca’s view that, in 

their potential to achieve Virtue, all men are born equal (Ep. 44.4), a view emphasised by 

Seneca more strongly where it touched on slaves, a few epistles later (47). Both Seneca’s and 

his ally, Plato’s, views on this were opposed to that of the Peripatetics who held that some 

humans were ‘natural’ slaves. Conversely, Seneca’s disapproval of overly-technical 

philosophical hair-splitting has him bracket Plato with Aristotle in perhaps his most negative 

reaction to the pupil of Socrates in the data set (Eps. 58.8; 65.7).30 Fittingly, the last entry in 

the data set (NQ. 5.18.16) has Seneca find Plato’s sententia style encapsulation of man’s 

misuse of the beneficia bestowed by Nature – minima esse quae homines emant vita – 

excellent – egregie. 

  The data sets in this chapter may not have revealed any earth-shattering revelations; 

however, the database serves many purposes, one of which is corroboration. The Peripatetics 

were irreconcilably opposed to the Stoics on some fundamental doctrinal issues and, as such, 

presented themselves as obvious targets to Seneca. An analysis of the data set clearly 

demonstrates this to be the case. What is a little unexpected is the vehemence of Seneca’s 

personal hostility towards Aristotle as underscored by contrasting it with his almost universal 

                                                           
29 Seneca’s preference for doxographic précis over direct citation or even translation when it came to his Greek 
sources is discussed in detail in Appendix II, ‘Seneca and Greek Script/Language’. 
30 As discussed above on pages 96-7. 
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endorsement of Plato.  Certainly, the post-Tiberian Julio-Claudian dynasty and its attendant 

socio-political atmosphere offered the ideal backdrop against which to point out the 

advantages of keeping passion under control but Seneca’s treatment of Aristotle borders on 

antipathetic.    
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Chapter 11 - Seneca and Demetrius the Cynic 

Amongst the more enigmatic philosophers cited by Seneca in his extant prose corpus 

is his immediate contemporary Demetrius the Cynic. Again, the database is invaluable in 

picking up important patterns in Seneca’s employment of this quite remarkable character, who 

appears to have survived the reigns of Gaius, Claudius, Nero, Galba, and Otho intact, before 

finally being ejected from Rome by Vespasian in AD 71 during a general purge of 

philosophers (Dio. 65. 13).1 

 Seneca’s Demetrius is likely the same Cynic philosopher described as a companion of 

the condemned Thrasea Paetus during his last hours and execution in AD 66 (Tac. Ann. 

16.34),2 and the defender of the odious Publius Egnatius Celer against Musonius Rufus 

around AD 70 (Tac. Hist. 4.40). Seneca himself relates that Demetrius had, much earlier, 

attracted the attention of the emperor Gaius who, much in the manner of a habitual smoker 

attempting to break the resolve of somebody who has just quit by offering them a cigarette, 

offered Demetrius 200,000 sesterces to test the Cynic’s dedication to avowed poverty (Ben. 

7.11.1). The epithet employed by Tacitus to describe Demetrius: Cynicae institutionis doctor 

(Ann. 16.34) is in keeping with Seneca’s own effusive praise of the Cynic which remained a 

constant throughout the prose corpus. At various times, Seneca describes him as Demetrius 

Cynicus, vir meo iudicio magnus, etiam si maximis comparetur  (Ben. 7.1.3), and a fortissimus 

(Prov. 5.5) or egregius vir (NQ. 4. Praef .7). Elsewhere Demetrius’ expression is lauded as  

eleganter (Ep. 91.19) and his utterances as magnifica (Prov. 3.3). He seems, writes Seneca 

   rerum natura nostris tulisse temporibus, ut ostenderet 

   nec illum a nobis corrumpi nec nos ab illo corripi posse, virum 

   exactae, licet neget ipse, sapientiae firmaeque in iis, quae proposuit, 

                                                           
1 What is fascinating about this passage from Dio (65.13) is that not only is Demetrius singled out and named 
from amongst all philosophers active in Rome at the time, but there is the insinuation that his hard-line 
Cynicism had been tempered by Stoic principles - ἐκ τῶν στωικῶν καλουμένων λύϒων προαχθέντες - thus 
rendering him vulnerable to the charge of subtly corrupting some Romans by publically preaching doctrines 
‘inappropriate to the times.’ This fits neatly into Marcus Wilson’s (2015) speculation that Seneca may have 
been ‘hiding’ behind the sayings of philosophers from other schools to by-pass the imperial censorship radar 
and casts doubt on Emily Wilson’s (2015) 2 assertion that Seneca’s demise was inevitable irrespective of his 
philosophical leanings. 
2 Having a philosopher at hand when one was facing execution seems to have been a privilege of high-ranking 
Romans condemned to death, much in the manner of convicts in latter days finding comfort from an attendant 
priest. Seneca himself relates the example of Iulius Canus whose own philosophus accompanied him to his 
execution and whose function seems to have been to calm the condemned man’s state of mind (Tranq. 14.9). 
Just like the modern day priest, no stigma seems to have transferred itself from the condemned to the 
comforter so we must be wary about reading too much into the relationship between Demetrius and Paetus.   
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 constantiae, eloquentiae vero eius, quae res fortissimas deceat, 

 non concinnatae nec in verba sollicitae, sed ingenti animo, prout  

impetus tulit, res suas prosequentis. (Ben. 7.8.2) 

 

High praise indeed!3 Clearly this was no obscure, ragged, barking madman, ranting away on 

street corners. Demetrius obviously had a following amongst the movers and shakers of 

Roman society.4 

 Gaius may have exhibited a typically captious and puerile attitude when offering 

Demetrius vast sums of money but generally the Cynic seems to have been held in high 

esteem. He even appears to have got away with a cheeky retort about the famously volatile 

emperor’s offer:  Si temptare me constituerat, toto illi fui experiendus imperio. (Ben. 7.11.2).5 

This, coupled with Demetrius’ apparent ability to weather shifting political and imperial 

scenarios unmolested for so long tells us that, unlike Stoicism with its advocacy of active 

involvement in political affairs (as exemplified by the Younger Cato), Cynicism excited no 

political antipathy. The school was too fringe, too extreme in its demands that its adherents 

abandon all claim to materialism and political ambition. Its very absolutism stripped it of any 

potential to destabilise the regime. Cynicism possessed no negotiable ‘indifferents’ scale with 

which to interface with the mores maiorum and yet, paradoxically, it was that very extremism 

that made it not only tolerable to the Roman mind-set, but also respected if not admired. Here 

was a doctrinal set whose very discipline appealed strongly to the Roman call for getting back 

to basics as championed by the Elder Cato as much as 200 years before Seneca’s time. If the 

Romans wanted a visual reminder of what that facet of the mores maiorum would look like if 

given ultimate expression then they needed look no further than Demetrius. The Cynics may 

have been regarded as ‘Stoics without shirts’ but, in the eyes of the imperial regime, it at least 

meant that they concealed no subversive ideological weapons.   

                                                           
3 See also Morford (2002) 163. 
4 A cameo appearance in De Vita Beata even suggests that Demetrius was ‘talking the talk’ but not fully 
‘walking the walk’. Seneca accuses his detractors in this work of not ‘getting it’ when they accuse the Cynic of 
not being poor enough: negant [eum] satis egere! (18.3). In that work, Seneca intellectualises Demetrius’ 
message albeit in the interests of aligning Demetrius with himself as an example of how his detractors were 
incapable of discerning the difference between the Virtue of actively practising philosophy and the equally as 
Virtuous activity of promoting it for the benefit of one’s fellow man.  
5 In as much as Seneca’s reporting can be trusted. By the time of the composition of De Beneficiis, Gaius had 
certainly passed into the roll-call of Roman negative exempla and yet it is reasonable to expect that many 
amongst Seneca’s readership would have been alive and witnessed what Gaius must have made sure was quite 
a public spectacle between emperor and Cynic.  
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For all Seneca’s admiration of Demetrius, though, the citation record throws up the 

surprising statistic that he only began citing him towards the end of his compositional career. 

It is worth examining the entire data set for the Cynic school (figure SD1): 

Figure SD1 – Citation data set for Cynic school in Senecan Prose Corpus 
Figure SD1 – Citation data set for Cynic school in Senecan Prose Corpus 

Seneca Ref. Author Reference Text 
Tranq.8.3 Bion Bion eleganter ait non minus molestum esse calvis quam comatis pilos velli. 
Tranq. 15.4 Bion Singula propter quae laeti ac tristes sumus sibi quisque proponat et sciet verum esse 

quod Bion dixit: omnia hominum negotia simillima initiis esse nec vitam illorum 
magis sanctam aut severam esse quam conceptum, in nihilum recidere de nihilo 
natos. 

Ben. 7.1.3 Demetrius Egregie enim hoc dicere Demetrius Cynicus, vir meo iudicio magnus, etiam si 
maximis comparetur, solet plus prodesse, si pauca praecepta sapientiae teneas, sed 
illa in promptu tibi et in usu sint, quam si multa quidem didiceris, sed illa non 
habeas ad manum. 
7.1.4 - " Quemadmodum," inquit, " magnus luctator est, non qui omnes numeros 
nexusque perdidicit, quorum usus sub adversario rarus est, sed qui in uno se aut 
altero bene ac diligenter exercuit et eorum occasiones intentus expectat (neque enim 
refert, quam multa sciat, si scit, quantum victoriae satis est), sic in hoc studio multa 
delectant, pauca vincunt. 
7.1.5 - Licet nescias, quae ratio oceanum effundat ac revocet, quare septimus 
quisque annus aetati signum imprimat, quare latitudo porticus ex remoto sperantibus 
non servet portionem suam, sed ultima in angustiis coeant et columnarum novissime 
intervalla iungantur, quid sit, quod geminorum conceptum separet, partum iungat, 
utrum unus concubitus spargatur in duos an totiens concepti sint, cur pariter natis 
fata diversa sint maximisque rerum spatiis distent, quorum inter ortus minimum 
interest : non multum tibi nocebit transisse, quae nec licet scire nec prodest. Involuta 
veritas in alto latet. 
7.1.6 - Nec de malignitate naturae queri possumus, quia nullius rei difficilis inventio 
est, nisi cuius hic unus inventae fructus est invenisse ; quidquid nos meliores 
beatosque facturum est, aut in aperto aut in proximo posuit. 
7.1.7 - Si animus fortuita contempsit, si se supra metus sustulit nec avida spe infinita 
complectitur, sed didicit a se petere divitias ; si deorum hominumque formidinem 
eiecit et scit non multum esse ab homine timendum, a deo nihil; si contemptor 
omnium, quibus torquetur vita, dum ornatur, eo perductus est, ut illi liqueat mortem 
nullius mali materiam esse, multorum finem ; si animum virtuti consecravit et, 
quacumque vocat illa, planum putat ; si sociale animal et in commune genitus 
mundum ut unam omnium domum spectat et conscientiam suam dis aperuit 
semperque tamquam in publico vivit se magis veritus quam alios : subductus ille 
tempestatibus in solido ac sereno stetit consummavitque scientiam utilem ac 
necessariam. Reliqua oblectamenta otii sunt ; licet enim iam in tutum retracto animo 
ad haec quoque excurrere cultum, non robur, ingeniis adferentia." 
7.2.1 - Haec Demetrius noster utraque manu tenere pro fidentem iubet, haec 
nusquam dimittere, immo adfigere et partem sui facere eoque cotidiana meditatione 
perduci, ut sua sponte occurrant salutaria et ubique ac statim desiderata praesto sint 
et sine ulla mora veniat illa turpis honestique distinctio. 

Ben.7.2.1 Demetrius Haec Demetrius noster utraque manu tenere proficientem iubet, haec nusquam 
dimittere, immo adfigere et partem sui facere eoque cotidiana meditatione perduci, 
ut sua sponte occurrant salutaria et ubique ac statim desiderata praesto sint et sine 
ulla mora veniat illa turpis honestique distinctio. 

Ben. 7.7.1 Bion Bion modo omnes sacrilegos esse argumentis colligit, modo neminem. Cum omnes de 
saxo deiecturus est, dicit, 'Quisquis id, quod deorum est, sustulit et consumpsit atque 
in usum suum vertit, sacrilegus est; omnia autem deorum sunt; quod quisque ergo 
tollit, deorum tollit, quorum omnia sunt; ergo, quisquis tollit aliquid, sacrilegus est.' 

Ben. 7.11.1 Demetrius Itaque cum C. Caesar illi ducenta donaret, ridens reiecit ne dignam quidem summam 
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Figure SD1 – Citation data set for Cynic school in Senecan Prose Corpus 
Seneca Ref. Author Reference Text 

iudicans, qua non accepta gloriaretur. Di deaeque, quam pusillo animo illum aut 
honorare voluit aut corrumpere !  

Ben. 7.11.2 Demetrius Reddendum egregio viro testimonium est ; ingentem rem ab illo diei audivi, cum 
miraretur Gai dementiam, quod se putasset tanti posse mutari. " Si temptare," inquit, 
" me constituerat, toto illi fui experiendus imperio." 

Ep. 10.1 Crates Crates, ut aiunt, huius ipsius Stilbonis auditor, cuius mentionem priore epistula feci, 
cum vidisset adulescentulum secreto ambulantem, interrogavit, quid illic solus 
faceret? 'Mecum,' inquit, 'loquor.' Cui Crates 'Cave', inquit, 'rogo, et diligenter 
adtende; cum homine malo loqueris.’ 

Ep. 20.10 Demetrius Quid ergo? Non licet divitias in sinu positas contemnere? 
Ep. 67.14 Demetrius Hoc loco mihi Demetrius noster occurrit, qui vitam securam et sine ullis fortunae 

incursionibus mare mortuum vocat 
Ep. 91.19 Demetrius Eleganter Demetrius noster solet dicere eodem loco sibi esse voces inperitorum, quo 

ventre redditos crepitus. 'Quid enim,' inquit, 'mea, sursum isti an deosum sonent?' 
Prov. 3.3 Demetrius Inter multa magnifica Demetri nostri et haec vox est, a qua recens sum; sonat adhuc 

et vibrat in auribus meis: 'nihil,' inquit, 'mihi videtur infelicius eo, cui nihil umquam 
evenit adversi.' 

Prov. 5.5 Demetrius hanc quoque animosam Demetri fortissimi viri vocem audisse me memini: 'Hoc 
unum,' inquit, 'de vobis, di immortales, queri possum, quod non ante mihi notam 
voluntatem vestram fecistis; prior enim ad ista venissem, ad quae nunc vocatus 
adsum. Vultis liberos sumere? Vobis illos sustuli. Vultis aliquam partem corporis? 
Sumite; non magnam rem promitto, cito totum relinquam. Vultis spiritum" Quidni? 
Nullam moram faciam, quo minus recipiatis quod dedistis. A volente feretis quicquid 
petieritis. Quid ergo est? Maluissem offerre quam tradere. Quid opus fuit auferre? 
Accipere potuistis; sed ne nunc quidem auferetis, quia nihil eripitur nisi retinenti.' 

NQ. 4. Pr .7 Demetrius Demetrium egregium virum memini dicere cuidam libertino potenti facilem sibi esse 
ad divitias viam, quo die paenituisset bonae mentis. "Nec invidebo, inquit, vobis hac 
arte, sed docebo eos, quibus quaesito opus est, quemadmodum non dubiam fortunam 
maris, non emendi vendendique litem subeant, non incertam fidem ruris, incertiorem 
fori temptent, quemadmodum non solum facili sed etiam hilari via pecuniam faciant 
gaudentesque despolient. "Te, inquit, longiorem Fido Annaeo iurabo et Apollonio 
pycte, quamvis staturam habeas pitheci cum Thraece compositi. Hominem quidem 
non esse ullum liberaliorem non mentiar, cum possis videri omnibus donasse 
quicquid dereliquisti. 

 

The two Bion citations from De Tranquillitate Animi are part of the very philosophically 

eclectic (from a citation perspective) ‘Serenus Trilogy’, the function of which group of works 

will be discussed in chapter 16 (pp. 238-246). At this stage it is to be noted that Seneca 

actively endorses Bion’s utterances, even praising his eloquence at Tranq. 8.3 with the same 

adverb – eleganter – with which he praises Demetrius at Ep. 91.19.6 Seneca is similarly 

gentle with Bion’s words at Ben. 7.7.1, settling for unravelling in his own words the Cynic’s 

paradox that all men are simultaneously sacrilegious and not-sacrilegious. Crates, too, is 

treated as a philosophical ally at Ep. 10.1 where he is introduced to endorse Seneca’s own 

                                                           
6 Epicurus (Ep. 97.13) and Panaetius (Ep. 116.5) are the only other two sources whom Seneca describes as 
writing eleganter. 
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point that until one’s mental state is hale and stable, communing with one’s own mind is as 

dangerous as mixing with the crowd. 

 Seneca’s reception of the Cynics, then, is uniformly approving; however, Demetrius 

must be treated separately as not only was he Seneca’s immediate contemporary but Seneca 

goes out of his way to portray him as a personal acquaintance. The extremely detailed moral 

character sketch that Seneca offers at Ben. 7.1.3 – 7.2.1 is as remarkable for its lavish praise 

couched in superlative terms as it is for its length (see figure SD1 above). No other Senecan 

cited source receives this level of introduction. It is on a scale rivalled only by negative 

exempla such as Gaius (e.g. Brev. Vit. 18.5-6; Const. 18.1-4) and Hostius Quadra (NQ. 

1.16.1-9),7 or positive exempla such as Julius Canus (Tranq. 14.4-10). Perhaps even more 

tellingly, Seneca applies the epithet noster to Demetrius, an honour accorded elsewhere 

amongst his sources to only the Romans Attalus, Fabianus (both of whom Seneca also knew 

personally), Cicero, and, of course, Virgil, and the Greek founder of the Stoic school, Zeno. 

Demetrius is in exalted company.8 

 Demetrius is much lauded but he is a latecomer in the prose corpus where citations are 

concerned. Seneca tells us that book 7 of De Beneficiis is a ‘mop up’: Reliqua hic liber cogit 

(7.1.1) which could place it towards the later end of Griffin’s chronological window of AD 56 

– 64.9 The detailed introduction to Demetrius and his philosophy in this particular book 

indicates it is his first appearance in the prose corpus.10 It reads like a summary of Seneca’s 

own practical exposition of doctrine: avoid unnecessary technical detail (7.1.3-5); look to 

Nature for guidance (7.1.6); scorn Fortuna’s gifts, spurn wealth, do not fear death, seek 

Virtue, benefit the larger human commonwealth, live openly and with a clear conscience, 

achieve a state of ἀπάθεια (7.1.7). This goes beyond the mutual endorsement of Bion found in 

De Tranquillitate Animi and into the realm of doctrinal alignment. Indeed, as the next section 
                                                           
7 For a view of Hostius Quadra as the anti-sapiens see Williams (2012) 55-60. 
8 Seneca’s use of noster alongside a source’s name seems to have been used very inclusively. Virgil was part of 
the furniture of the contemporary Roman mind and so probably considered common mental ‘property’. Both 
Attalus and Fabianus (both Stoics) are linked with Seneca’s own education but they were also very well-known 
and recent  orators in their own right. The use of noster with Zeno of Citium, as founder of the Stoic movement, 
is as good an indication as any that Seneca considered himself first and foremost an adherent of that school. 
Noster Demetrius must be taken as an appellation signalling personal familiarity (whether genuine or 
deliberately implied) as it was when used with Attalus and Fabianus Papirius.  
9 Griffin (2013) 91-2. 
10 It should also be noted here that Demetrius makes a cameo appearance in De Vita Beata (18.3), in which he 
is, as usual, lauded in unreserved language: virum acerrimum et contra omnia naturae desideria pugnantem, 
hoc pauperiorem quam ceteros Cynicos, quod, cum sibi interdixerint habere, interdixit et poscere, negant satis 
egere! The less detailed character sketch at this point implies that Seneca’s readership has already been 
introduced to Demetrius, in which case, it can be used as evidence that De Vita Beata post-dates De Beneficiis.  
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commences (see figure SD1 above), Seneca seems to fuse his own exposition with that of 

Demetrius to the effect that it is impossible from the escalating Latin rhetoric to distinguish 

which of the two is calling the aspiring philosopher to arms. A whole string of exhortations – 

iubet + infinitives with result clauses (7.2.1) and iussive subjunctives: sciat, distribuat, agat, 

exigat, iudicet, dicat sibi (7.2.2) seem to come from the mouths of Seneca and Demetrius in 

concert. 

 The ‘fusion’ continues later in the same book. After more superlative and lengthy 

praise of Demetrius’ incorruptibility (7.8.2-3) Seneca asserts that he can actually predict 

Demetrius’ reply should mankind’s collective wealth be entrusted to him. The ensuing anti-

luxuria diatribe (Demetrius in prosopopeia) goes on for 11 sections (7.9.1-7.10.6) and is 

capped off by the reply of the Cynic when offered 200,000 sesterces by the emperor Gaius 

(7.11.1-2). The anecdotal reference serves as both an effectively illustrative summing up of 

the preceding sections as well as a tacit confirmation that Seneca could accurately predict 

Demetrius’ moral habits.  

 Demetrius appears four times in the Epistulae Morales.11 He is used again to back up 

Seneca’s anti-wealth rhetoric but Seneca takes pains to convey his respect for the cloak-less – 

nudus - Demetrius’ commitment to practise what he preaches; he is non praeceptor veri, sed 

testis (Ep. 20.10). Later in the epistulae Demetrius is half-naked – seminudus – and Seneca 

makes a point of stating that he prefers the Cynic’s company to that of the retainers at Nero’s 

court in their contrasting purple finery – conchyliati (Ep. 62.3). In this same letter, Seneca 

puts Demetrius on a pedestal with other ‘great men’ whom he carries around with him 

mentally and into whose company Seneca may always escape when surrounded by the 

mundanity of office. A few epistles later Demetrius noster springs to Seneca’s mind in 

connection with the Cynic’s Dead Sea – mare mortuum – analogy for a life untouched by 

Fortuna’s blows (Ep. 67.14). Here, too, Demetrius is put in the ‘company’ of great men, 

surrounded as he is by an exemplum of the great Marcus Cato ripping apart his own wounds 

and a citation by Seneca’s esteemed teacher Attalus. The remaining two citations from 

Demetrius almost complement each other despite being from disparate works. On the 

encompassing theme of the emptiness of words, Demetrius’ clever quip about needless fear of 

slander (Ep. 91.19) is balanced by his tongue-in-cheek advice on how to get rich quick by 

flattering the wealthy and powerful (NQ. 4. Praef. 7). 
                                                           
11 Only three of these appearances (Eps. 20.10; 67.14; 91.19) can be considered citations under the criteria 
demanded by this thesis. The fourth is a typically appreciative character assessment at Ep. 62.3. 
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 The two Demetrius citations from De Providentia are entirely unlike any others 

mentioned. He is the only philosopher cited in that work. We have seen that Seneca adopts 

language and rhetorical ploys where Demetrius is concerned that serve to link the two 

philosophers together in an almost physical way in the mind of his reader. This is deliberate 

as Cynicism has a very visual expression. Doctrinal adherence to non-materialism is put on 

public display – there is no need to sift through syllogisms and technical jargon as 

commitment to the ideal is patently evident. Seneca plays on this. His literary relationship 

with Demetrius is more in line with those he takes with his exempla, based on the description 

of physicality and action rather than engagement on an intellectual level. Thus in De 

Beneficiis Seneca speaks through the mouth of Demetrius and ends with a real world 

engagement between Demetrius and Gaius. In the Epistulae Morales Demetrius is cloak-less 

or half-naked and Seneca actively seeks out his company and ‘carries’ the Cynic around with 

him. In the Naturales Quaestiones Demetrius jokingly advises young, ambitious men to get 

out in public and flatter would-be patrons. The physical theme continues in De Providentia 

but scales whole new heights. 

 In keeping with the rhetoric of having one philosopher operate through, or affect, the 

other’s physical senses (remember, Seneca has already spoken through Demetrius’ mouth), 

Seneca talks of a saying of Demetrius that is even now resonating around his own aural 

cavities – sonat adhuc et vibrat in auribus meis. Demetrius had said: Nihil mihi videtur 

infelicius eo, cui nihil umquam evenit adversi (Prov. 3.3). Seneca’s language becomes strident 

and martial as he has Fortuna cast around for an opponent whose moral fortitude makes him a 

worthy combatant. He runs through exemplum after exemplum of Roman virtus: a gladiator, 

Mucius, Fabricius, Rutilius, Regulus, Socrates (a single Greek interloper), before culminating 

in Cato (Prov. 3. 4-14). The theme of being morally tested in adversity continues in strong, 

martial language through the ensuing section until another citation from Demetrius is inserted. 

There are no intervening citations either philosophical or non-philosophical; Seneca leaves his 

reader in no doubt that Demetrius is still very much at the forefront of his mind: Hanc quoque 

animosam Demetri fortissimi viri vocem audisse me memini (Prov. 5.5). The martial theme 

reaches a crescendo as that fortissimus vir Demetrius takes on the immortal gods themselves! 

He berates them for not making their intentions known to him earlier and challenges them to 

take his children, his limbs, even his life itself. He will withhold nothing, it was all given by 

them in the first place, but he’d rather they’d given him the option to voluntarily offer it up 

first. 
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 So what was Demetrius to Seneca? Certainly not a proxy mouthpiece for sentiments 

he dared not espouse in his own voice.12 Anti-luxuria diatribes are a standard feature of the 

prose corpus as are passages on the dangers of flattery, and submission to divine providentia. 

Seneca is unfailingly endorsing of Demetrius and his philosophy and more effusive in his 

praise towards him than to any other cited source in the entire corpus, philosophical or non-

philosophical, but the late stage in Seneca’s compositional timeline at which such an 

outstanding paragon of moral rectitude and powerful eloquence was introduced, does beg 

some questions. 

 A strong contender for the reason behind Seneca’s sudden ‘adoption’ of Demetrius is 

the latter’s total and very public commitment to his philosophical beliefs at a time when 

Seneca would very much have liked to do the same himself but was hamstrung by his 

proximity to the imperial court. De Beneficiis book 7, the Epistulae Morales, the Naturales 

Quaestiones, and (most likely) De Providentia are all later Senecan prose works, none 

probably earlier than AD 58 and possibly all post AD 62. This period saw Seneca’s political 

star in the descendant, a refused appeal to retire from public duties, the death of Burrus, and, 

with the rise of Tigellinus, the beginnings of an imperial backlash against philosophical 

involvement in governmental affairs.13 Seneca’s admiration for Demetrius comes through 

clearly in his high praise for the latter’s absolutist commitment to his beliefs. Demetrius was a 

living example of what Seneca had been unable to achieve himself when he offered to return 

the greater part of his wealth to Nero but was turned down (Tac. Ann. 14.53-6). To Seneca, 

Demetrius must have seemed the near sapiens that he himself so wished to be14 – a man 

divested of all materialism and thus immune to Fortuna’s blows, free to speak his mind from a 

state of true apatheia.15 

 But its very absolutism also made Cynicism a ‘safe’ philosophy and Seneca had taken 

pains in his writings to align himself very closely with Demetrius’ beliefs, even to the extent 

                                                           
12 Although Demetrius is a vehicle for strong sentiments Seneca can place in another’s mouth, the actual 
content does not contain themes that Seneca elsewhere shies away from. 
13 See Williams (2003) 9. 
14 See also Morford (2002) 164. 
15 This consideration is in alignment with Jones (2014) 393-429 who suggests that Seneca’s self-consciousness 
about a need to morally reform himself, found expression in the Epistulae Morales as a constant and evolving 
battle to improve. Because his idea of philosophy could not be expressed in his own voice, Seneca conveyed it 
through the moral evolution of his correspondent, Lucilius. While a strong argument, Jones’ coining of the 
phrase ‘hypocrisy as a way of life’ to describe what Seneca is up to here, is not entirely accurate, as a literary 
stratagem which, although carefully premeditated and crafted, is nevertheless tantamount to an open 
confession and can, therefore, no longer be construed as hypocrisy.    
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of inferring they were of one-mind by putting words into Demetrius’ mouth and having 

Demetrius’ words ringing continuously in his own ears. The tenets of the Stoic and Cynic 

schools were distinguishable only by the latter’s absolute commitment to the abandonment of  

materialism and, by extension, ambition. In terms of the End, the achievement of apatheia 

and the constancy of judgement from a sound mind immune to the harpy-song of passion, the 

two schools were writing on the same page. As such, at a time when vaunting oneself as an 

avowed Stoic was becoming an increasingly perilous proposition, promoting oneself as not 

only an avid admirer of a school that actively discouraged ambition but also as a personal 

friend of its most visible exponent, must be seen as a sensible contingency under the 

circumstances. 

 There seems little doubt that Seneca genuinely respected Demetrius and what he stood 

for, and likely envied him for having the freedom to indulge his beliefs in a way that Seneca 

was not free to. Nevertheless, the citation evidence does point to something beyond mere 

admiration. The late and emphatic nature of Demetrius’ introduction into the prose corpus,16 

the effusive and persistent praise lavished upon him, Seneca’s deliberate alignment with, and 

dovetailing of, doctrinal common ground to give the impression both men were speaking with 

one accord, all add up to Seneca diluting his literary reputation as a promoter of Stoicism. 

This aligns me with Marcus Wilson’s suggestion that the Epicurean citation concentration in 

the early Epistulae Morales was designed to achieve the same effect, that is they functioned 

as a camouflage to get under the imperial censorship radar in an era when promoting Stoicism 

could have fatal consequences.17 By citing Epicurus in a non-judgemental fashion (unlike as 

in, for example, De Vita Beata) Seneca could convey the impression he was not a Stoic hard-

liner. How much more effective, then, to actively endorse and befriend (at least as conveyed 

in literature) Demetrius the Cynic, a philosopher from a school which was not only much 

more closely aligned to Stoicism from a doctrinal perspective but one which also offered the 

crucial and potentially life-saving benefit of actively discouraging political ambition? 

       

 

                                                           
16 The prominence given Demetrius in book 7 of De Beneficiis allows him to dominate that section of the work, 
to the extent that Aebutius Liberalis, the work’s addressee, fades completely into the background. 
17 Wilson, Marcus (2015) 146-151. 
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Chapter 12 - The Accreditation of Authors in the Senecan Prose Corpus : Evidence for a 

Changing Audience Focus 

 This chapter (12) and the next (13) will shift focus from Seneca’s philosophical to 

non-philosophical citations. In this chapter I shall examine the data sets on author 

accreditation, and in the next I shall examine the Ovid data set.  

Whether, or how often, an author, or group of authors, or individual work (or 

subsection) within an individual author’s oeuvre, is accredited by Seneca in his extant prose 

corpus is next to impossible to pick up without the advantage that a database affords. 

The data sets that are thrown up are very telling in that they allow us to gauge 

Seneca’s level of audience expectation to identify and, therefore, resonate with, the citations 

he employed. As possibly the most prolific author of his day (certainly his is by far the largest 

and most complete extant corpus we possess from the Tiberian to Neronian principates), it is 

reasonable to assume that Seneca had his pulse on what he anticipated his readership could, 

and could not, recognise as far as citations were concerned, thus allowing us to speculate on 

not only which authors were the most widely disseminated, but even which of their works, or 

individual sections within works, were  perhaps the most popular. Moreover, the accreditation 

data sets are a realistic gauge to ascertain whether Seneca’s target audience changed over 

time. If a major statistical shift occurs within the accreditation data set of a major cited author 

in the Senecan prose corpus (such as Virgil or Ovid) then it needs to be examined, especially 

if that shift can be reliably set against what little chronological evidence we possess to 

sequentialise the works. For instance, several scholars have made the comment that Seneca 

was obsessed with his post mortem reputation, or that he was specifically targeting an 

audience in posterity.1 By analysing the accreditation data sets of, particularly, Virgil and 

Ovid,2 and measuring the results against what Seneca himself said about writing for future 

generations in works whose chronology can be verified within acceptable margins, we can 

assess whether Seneca was deliberately altering his policy on accreditation to accommodate 

an audience (possibly geographically or chronologically distanced) who could not as readily 

                                                           
1 Emily Wilson (2015) 3 for instance, calls Seneca ‘obsessed with his own post mortem reputation.’ Davies 
(2010) 4 points out that Seneca ‘explicitly and repeatedly’ states he is writing for posterity. Richardson-Hay 
(2006) 12 citing Seneca himself, writes says that ‘his writing is universal and for all ages.’  
2 Virgil (116) and Ovid (33) are the first and third largest individual author citation data sets in the extant prose 
corpus. They are ideal for this analysis as they are both canonical Roman authors and non-philosophical. 
Philosophical authors are not as useful for this type of assessment as Seneca’s doxographic style of citing them 
necessitated accreditation.   
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identify the provenance of citation from, for example, the Aeneid or Metamorphoses, as could 

a contemporary Roman one. 

Across the extant prose corpus, there are a total of 599 citations, of which 427 

(71.29%) are accredited, and 172 (28.71%) are not. This needs to be broken down further into 

authors and, where applicable, their individual works: 

Figure AM1 – Overall Accreditation Statistics in the Senecan Prose Corpus

 

The above bar chart informs us clearly that Seneca was far more likely to accredit a source if 

they satisfied three major criteria: they were Greek, philosophical, and composed pre-50 BC. 

Conversely, he was most likely to omit naming his source if he were Roman, non-

philosophical, and composing post-50 BC. The ‘likely to accredit’ statistics are not, in 

themselves, surprising. The overwhelming majority of Seneca’s philosophical sources fit the 

Greek/philosophical/pre-50 BC bracket and, as philosophical exposition trades in concepts; 

that is, the complex and sober nature of the material itself makes it difficult to extract 

memorable and striking one-liners,  it would have been necessary to identify the originator for 

the purposes of endorsement/non-endorsement, to demonstrate the evolution and/or 

modernisation of doctrinal theory, or even to use the source author as a literary foil. Naming a 

philosophical author, especially one of the ‘greats’, Plato, Socrates, and so on, not only 

provided an ideal entry point into Seneca’s discussion, but also  supplied a ready-made 

pedigree and authority alongside which Seneca was able to align himself, either by endorsing 

the philosophical concept  or improving on its foundation. In short, where it concerns 
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philosophical citations, mentioning the author’s name was just as, if not more, important than 

paraphrasing his idea.   

 More surprising is the ‘likely-to-omit’ statistic, and this rewards a more detailed 

analysis. The first important point is that Seneca always accredits his post-50 BC sources if 

they are Greek. The post-50 BC unaccredited sub-set consists of exclusively Roman authors 

(see figure AM2): 

Figure AM2 – Unaccredited Authors Composing Post-50 BC

 

The unaccredited citations are overwhelmingly poetical. Of the total 104, Virgil accounts for 

80, Ovid for 23, and Varro Atacinus for the remaining one. Seneca obviously had a massive 

expectation that his audience would be able to identify citations from what must have been the 

two most popular poets in the Roman literary canon. 

Of the 120 individual authors whose citations can, within the parameters allowed in 

this thesis, be identified, the overwhelming majority, 102 (85%), are always accredited 

irrespective of how often they are cited. 

The database highlights only 7 authors (5.83%) whose citations are never accredited 

by Seneca, although of these, only 2, Catullus (carm. 3.12 at Apoc. 11.6) and Terence (Heaut. 

77 at Ep. 95.53)  can be considered absolutely legitimate instances where Seneca has thrown 
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in a citation with no nod whatsoever to its original author.3  As these two authors are each 

only cited the once each in the entire extant prose corpus, it would appear that Seneca was 

extremely particular about naming his sources, possibly an ethical practice drummed into him 

by his father.4 The statistics also tell us that, by naming so many of his sources, Seneca was 

broadcasting his extensive reading, and may even imply that his audience was not as well-

read as some scholars like to imagine.  All are factors to be taken into account but we must 

also consider the possibility that Seneca wanted to name his sources because the pedigree that 

came preloaded in their names, in concert with, or even independent of, the material of theirs 

he was citing, could be used in a variety of ways, both positively and negatively, to further 

Seneca’s own exposition. 

The remaining 11 authors (9.17%) are those whom the database informs us are cited 

more than once but not always accredited. This group can be narrowed down to 8 legitimate 

members5 – the numbers in brackets after each author indicate (unaccredited citations / all 

citations): the Romans Ennius (3/6), Lucretius (2/6), Ovid (23/33), Publilius Syrus (8/10), 

Virgil (80/116); and the Greeks Epicurus (6/58), Hesiod (2/3), Homer (5/16).  

At this stage, the situation becomes clearer if we eliminate from further investigation 

citations that appear in Seneca’s Menippean satire, the Apocolocyntosis, on the grounds that 

the dictates of the genre allowed the inclusion of citations as part of the natural (or unnatural) 

speech of  both characters and narrative voice. This immediately rules out Catullus from the 

‘never-accredited’ group and permits us to narrow down the ‘sometimes accredited’ group. 

Hesiod is unaccredited only twice in the corpus, once in the Apocolocyntosis (Meg. Epigr. Fr. 
                                                           
3 The remaining 5 authors cannot be construed as genuine contenders for this category for the following 
reasons: Naevius (Trag. 15 at Ep. 102.16) is given the appellation tragicus ille; Telesphorus of Rhodes (unknown 
work at Ep. 70.6) is given the appellation ille Rhodius; Calpurnius (unknown reference at Ep. 82.22) is given the 
appellation ille dux Romanus; Tibullus (1.7.26 at NQ.4.2.2) is wrongly attributed to Ovid (this item is included 
here for the sake of completeness); and Accius (Atreus, Trag. Rom. Frag.. 203-4 von Ribbeck p. 187 at Clem. 
1.12.4 & 2.2.2 and Ira. 1.20.4) is a saying – oderint dum metuant – that had passed into common usage (see 
especially Clem. 2.2.2 where Seneca describes it as amongst multas voces magnas, sed detestabiles that had 
come in vitam humanam). 
4 The Elder Seneca had stated in his controversiae (1. Pref. 11) that one of the results of his work would be to 
create a bulwark against plagiarism by finally committing to writing each individual declaimer’s output.  
5 The remaining 3 authors cannot be construed as genuine contenders for this category for the following 
reasons: Sallust (Jug. 10.6 at Ep.94.46) is introduced , and referenced immediately afterwards, as a sententia, 
so it is likely the phrase nam concordia parvae res crescunt, discordia maximae dilabuntur had passed into the 
proverbial vernacular and Seneca was either unaware of, or not thinking about, its provenance (this is assuming 
Sallust himself was not merely citing a proverbial commonplace). The fact that Sallust is elsewhere always 
accredited lends weight to this supposition;  Euripides (Phoen.469 at Ep. 49.12) is given the appellation ille 
tragicus In this, his only ‘unaccredited’ citation; and Theophrastus (unknown work at Brev. Vit. 1.2) is wrongly 
attributed to Aristotle (this item is included here for the sake of completeness). Despite the unknown 
provenance of the actual work, the same citation is attributed to Theophrastus by Cicero at Tusc. Disp. 3.69. 
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286 M-W at Apoc. 14.2) and the other in a very borderline attribution of a Senecan use of a 

proverb in the Epistulae Morales (Works and Days. 369 at Ep. 1.5) and we can thus rule him 

out too. Of Homer’s 5 unaccredited citations, 4 are from the Apocolocyntosis (Il. 3.109 at 

Apoc. 9.2; Il. 6.142 at Apoc. 9.3; Il. 1.591 at Apoc. 11.1; Il. 9.385 at Apoc. 14.1) and the fifth 

is a very general allusion to the probably very well-known tale of Ulixes and the Sirens (Od. 

7.182 at Ep. 56.15).6 Therefore, surprisingly for such a seminal Greek author whose works are 

known to have formed a substantial portion of the Roman education curriculum, it is also safe 

to exclude Homer from further investigation in this section. Epicurus has 6 unaccredited 

citations. One of these is introduced as coming ex alienis hortulis (Fragg. 477 and 200 Usener 

at Ep. 4.10), an unmistakable reference to the Garden of Epicurus. The remaining 5 are all 

from De Vita Beata (7.1; 9.1; 9.4; 13.4; 13.5) in which they are all general but unmistakable 

allusions to Epicurean doctrinal statements.7 For the purposes of non-accreditation, therefore, 

Epicurus may also be removed from this discussion. 

We are left with a mere 6 authors about whom it can be categorically stated that 

Seneca introduced at least one, or often more, of their citations with no reference whatsoever 

to the original author. They are all Roman, although not all recent, and not all canonical. 

Surprisingly, they are not all from one genre - Ennius, Lucretius, Ovid, Publilius Syrus, 

Terence, and Virgil – although they are all non-philosophical.8 It is worth examining each in 

turn as well as remarking upon some striking absentees from this group. 

Terence – Genre: Drama – Comedy 

 Terence is cited only once in the corpus and is not accredited (Heaut. 77 at Ep. 95.53). 

The sententia-like Homo sum, humani nihil a me alienum puto spoken by Terence’s character 

Chremes from the Heauton Timorumenos, as he seeks to give advice to his aged, farmer 

neighbour, Menedemus, whom he considers to be overworking himself, is directly relevant to 

Seneca’s theme that introduces the Gedankeneinheit (commencing at Ep. 95.51) in which we 

find the citation. Seneca’s questions are: quomodo hominibus sit utendum? . . . Quid agimus? 

. . . Quae damus praecepta? He goes onto advocate mutual affection and respect (much as 

Terence’s Chremes advocates) which is the way Nature intended. The carried over context 

                                                           
6 In the case of Homer, I have made an allowance for the epithetical allusion at Ep. 63.2: poetarum Graecorum 
maximus as an accredited citation on the basis that a few letters previously, Seneca himself had stated that 
apud Graecos . . . Homerum intellegas, cum audieris poetam (Ep. 58.17). 
7 This is discussed in greater detail in chapter 9 (pp. 94-7). 
8 Seneca seems to have treated Lucretius as an epic poet rather than an Epicurean philosopher. This will be 
discussed in more detail later (pp. 142-5). 
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and the fact that Seneca introduces the citation as ille versus (95.53) implies he is not using 

Terence’s words as some kind of sententia but fully expects his audience to be aware of its 

provenance.9   

Ennius – (Genre: Drama - Tragedy) 

 Ennius is cited 6 times by Seneca if we include the allusion to the Epistulae Morales 

from Aulus Gellius (NA. 7.2): 3 times in the Epistulae Morales (Frag. Var. 19-20 Vahlen at 

Ep. 108.33; Frag. Var. 23-24 Vahlen at Ep. 108.34; and the Aulus Gellius allusion), twice in 

the Ad Polybium (Telamon at Polyb.11.2 and 11.3), and once in the Apocolocyntosis (Sc. 

Frag. 244 V3 at Apoc. 8.3). In the context of Ep.108 in which it is cited (Seneca is deep in 

discussion on text interpretation being dependent on different scholarly approaches), it would 

be difficult not to accredit Ennius, and the Aulus Gellius allusion is geared more to Seneca’s 

opinion of Ennius’ lines so the same applies; however, what is noteworthy, and it is a pattern 

we discern in the more canonical Roman authors, is that Seneca only starts to accredit Ennius 

in the later works of the prose corpus (post AD 62). As regards the unaccredited citations, the 

Apocolocyntosis example, which is a natural ‘slot-in’ common to the genre, aside, the 

citations from Ennius’ Telamon in the Ad Polybium (composed AD 43-44) are, remarkably, 

introduced from the perspective of Ennius’ character, Telamon himself: Quanto ille iustior, 

qui nuntiata filii morte dignam magno viro vocem emisit: (Polyb. 11.2) . . .  Deinde adiecit 

rem maioris et prudentiae et animi: . . . (11.3). There is no mention of the author at all here 

yet the reader is fully expected to understand the surrounding context of Ennius’ tragedy. 

 

Publilius Syrus – Genre: Drama – Mime 

 Seneca cites 9 times from the dramatist Publilius Syrus (1st Century BC) whose 

collected maxims were known to Aulus Gellius10 in the 2nd Century AD. Gellius states that, 

even in his own time, that is, at least 100 years after Seneca, Huius Publili sententiae feruntur 

which is testament to the resilience of the pithy axioms from the mimes of the Syrian ex-slave 

                                                           
9 Terence’s words can, undoubtedly, be used in a stand-alone manner. At time of writing I have received an e-
mail from Amalfi, Italy with a photographic attachment showing Terence’s citation written above the entrance 
to a restaurant. However, Seneca’s context makes it clear that the concern for his neighbour displayed by the 
almost sage-like Chremes is to be taken over, extended, and re-applied to Seneca’s own context advocating 
universal fellowship.  
10 NA. 17.14. 
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who may still have been writing into the early years of the reign of Augustus.11  Only two 

citations are accredited and both help us understand Seneca’s treatment of the unaccredited 

seven. 

At Tranq. 11.8 Seneca says of his source: Publilius tragicis comicisque vehementior 

ingeniis, quotiens mimicas ineptias et verba ad summam caveam spectantia reliquit . . . before 

giving the example Cuivis potest accidere quod cuiquam potest (Frag C 34 Meyer) and, at 

Ep. 8.9, after exclaiming Quantum disertissimorum versuum inter mimos iacet,  Seneca 

quotes the Publilius line Alienum est omne, quicquid optando evenit (Frag. A1 Meyer), 

which, he says, ad philosophiam pertinet. To Seneca, Publilius Syrus is obviously a one-liner 

sententia/praeceptum quarry. There can be no question of context carry-over. Although 

Seneca may give Publilius a slight nod in this particular epistula, he is obviously far more 

interested in the punchiness of the language than any philosophical undertones Publilius 

himself may have intended and he ‘recasts’ the line to fit his own context (and actually states 

as much: unum versum eius, qui ad philosophiam pertinet et ad hanc partem, quae modo fuit 

in manibus). 

The only unaccredited Publilius line from outside the Epistulae Morales (Frag. C 34 

Meyer at Marc. 9.5) is probably the earliest citation of that author by Seneca. It is, 

interestingly, the exact same one-liner that appears accredited at Tranq. 11.8, and predicts 

exactly how Seneca will use the source in his future works: Egregium versum et dignum qui 

non e pulpito exiret: Cuivis potest accidere quod cuiquam potest! The unaccredited instances 

of the Publilius citations in the Epistulae Morales which, interestingly, appear in two separate 

clusters, all fit the same pattern – they are praecepta whose strength and appeal for Seneca lie 

in their ability (totally independently of the context in which they originate) to by-pass any 

mental analytical filters and resonate directly with the soul’s innate sense of moral right and 

wrong: 

Numquid rationem exiges, cum tibi aliquis hos dixerit versus? (Ep. 94.28) 

Iniuriarum remedium est oblivio (Publilius - Frag. 250 Ribbeck or 1.21 Meyer) 

 

Quis autem negabit feriri quibusdam praeceptis efficaciter etiam inperitissimos? Velut his 

brevissimis vocibus, sed multum habentibus ponderis: (Ep. 94.43) 

Nil nimis 

                                                           
11 Lyman (1856) 10.  
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 Avarus animus nullo satiatur lucro 

Ab alio exspectes, alteri quod feceris (Publilius - A 55 Meyer; com. Pall. inc 81 p. 148 

Ribbeck & A2 Meyer; com. Pall. Inc.  82 p.149 Ribbeck) 

 

Non vides, quemadmodum theatra consonent, quotiens aliqua dicta sunt, quae publice 

adgnoscimus et consensu vera esse testamur (Ep. 108.8-9) 

Desunt inopiae multa, avaritiae omnia (Publilius - Frag. 236 Ribbeck/Frag. 1 7 Meyer) 

In nullum avarus bonus est, in se pessimus (Publilius - Frag. 234 Ribbeck/Frag. 1 5 Meyer; 

p.148 Ribbeck) 

 

Magis tamen feriuntur animi, cum carmina eiusmodi dicta sunt (Ep. 108.11) 

Is minimo eget mortalis, qui minimum cupit (Publilius - Frag. 1 56 Meyer/inc. 78.p.147 

Ribbeck) 

Quod vult habet, qui velle quod satis est potest (Publilius - Frag. Q 74 Meyer; com. Pall.inc. 

79.p.148 Ribbeck) 

 

The Publilius Syrus data set is an extremely good example of how the database can be used to 

identify, and even predict, how Seneca is going to react to an individual author across his 

entire corpus. 

 

Lucretius – Genre: Poetry – Epic 

 

 Seneca’s treatment of Lucretius is very unusual. From the citation statistics and their 

analysis, it appears to have been a difficult relationship for Seneca, and one in which his 

instinct as a writer, rather than as a philosopher, seems to have won out more often than not; 

that is, he uses Lucretius more for the imagery in his poetry than for his philosophical content. 

There is, too, as I shall demonstrate, a discernible reluctance on Seneca’s part to promote 

Lucretius as too high an authority. Perhaps Seneca felt Lucretius was too recent a Roman 

author to be allowed the kudos that Seneca himself, as the most recent word in philosophical 

development was seeking. 

 

Lucretius is accredited in all citations except for his one and only appearance in the 

Naturales Quaestiones (Lucr. 1.313 at NQ.4.3.4), a work for whose subject matter we may 

have thought Seneca would find Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura a suitable and more rewarding 
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quarry.12  The citation in question is an image of the natural world: stillicidi casus lapidem 

cavat but it is used as the bottom layer of a ‘citation-sandwich’ with Ovid (also unaccredited, 

Ars Am. 1.475-6) forming the upper layer, with both designed to achieve a verbal ‘camera 

inter-cut’ image in the reader’s mind.13 The use is unmistakably a poetical word-picture 

backdrop to aid Seneca’s natural-science expositional point about water drops being globular, 

with none of Lucretius’ philosophical/natural science context about invisible erosion carried 

over. 

 

 This is in contrast to most other accredited Lucretius examples in other Senecan prose 

works where the original context is carried over, often having been followed very closely, but 

for differing Senecan purposes. The database tells us that Seneca’s first accredited use of 

Lucretius is at Tranq. 2.14, where, having followed Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura 3.1053-1069 

very closely thematically, Seneca cites only line Lucr. 1068: Hoc se quisque modo semper 

fugit. The contexts of man being restless and never knowing what he really wants and 

resorting to toil and travel but never being able to leave himself; that is, the inner self that 

carries the issues from which he is attempting to flee, behind, are common to both works, so 

close in fact that it is difficult to establish whether Lucretius’ one-line suggested itself to 

Seneca as he approached that point in his own original narrative, or whether he was taking the 

entire section of De Rerum Natura as his paradigm. 

 

 The accredited use of Lucretius at Ep. 95.11 (Lucr. 1.54-7) is different again. Here, in 

a  passage in which Seneca explains that philosophy, being both theoretical and practical in 

nature and therefore requiring guiding doctrines, uses Lucretius’ second-person promise to his 

patron, Memmius, to address Seneca’s own readership, just as if it is Seneca himself 

promising his own audience he will unfurl all the secrets of  gods and nature. There is no real 

contextual tie-up here – Seneca would definitely put a different interpretation on the word 

primordia (‘atoms’ in Lucretius’ meaning) – so the lines appear to have been chosen more for 

their grandiloquence in the mouth of Seneca’s personified Philosophia than for any contextual 

resonance. The lines chosen are amongst the first after Lucretius’ proem in book 1, the 

                                                           
12 I have deliberately omitted the unaccredited citation attributed to Lucretius at Ep. 86.5 (Lucr. 3.1034) from 
this discussion as, being only two words – Carthaginis horror – describing Scipio, it is an epithet common in 
Latin literature and Seneca may not have had Lucretius in mind at all. There certainly does not appear to be any 
background contextual tie-up between the two passages.  
13 I refer to this citation in greater detail in the Ovid discussion in chapter 13 (pp. 195-6).  
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famous invocation to Venus, so we would expect them, were Lucretius’ work well-known, to 

be immediately recognisable and yet Seneca unequivocally accredits the lines to their author. 

 

 Yet another use for an accredited citation of Lucretius is for Seneca to ostensibly use 

his name as an authority by re-applying an Epicurean ‘scientific’ context to a Stoic moralistic 

one. At Ep. 106.8, Seneca is busy addressing Lucilius’ question about whether The Good is 

corporeal - a question, says Seneca, which scire magis iuvat quam prodest (Ep. 106.3). After 

much syllogising about The Good being able to effect positive physical change in the body 

and so, being of the soul, corporeal itself, Seneca brings in one of Lucretius’ example-

summarising sententiae from the ‘proofs’ in De Rerum Natura that atoms must exist because 

seemingly invisible things – in the example in question: smells, heat, cold, voices – have a 

discernible physical effect: Tangere enim et tangi nisi corpus nulla potest res (Lucr. 1.304). It 

is only after this that we realise Seneca is being totally sarcastic: latrunculis ludimus. In 

supervacuis subtilitas teritur (Ep. 106.11). Far from using Lucretius as an authority, Seneca 

has used him as a foil. 

 

 A slight variation on Lucretius as a foil is discernible in Ep.110.6 where Seneca is 

attempting to persuade his addressee Lucilius that the things behind our fears are harmless to 

us. Starting from Ep. 110.4, Seneca’s train of thought begins to parallel that of Lucretius in 

the proem to book 2 of De Rerum Natura (Lucr. 2.1-61). Seneca advises Lucilius that the 

wise man measures all things against the human condition; Lucretius tells us to gain 

perspective by looking down from ‘serene plateaus, fortressed by the wise’ at the petty affairs 

of man. Seneca tells Lucilius that everything we fear is mere show; Lucretius calls it a 

‘mockery’. Seneca dares Lucilius to confront whatever has caused fear in order to better 

understand and disarm it; Lucretius tells us that the veneers that prevent us from seeing the 

things we fear for the mockery they are, are caused by, and can be overcome by, ‘the power of 

thinking’. Seneca then ‘admits’ that talis est animorum nostrorum confusio, qualis Lucretio 

visa est and cites nam veluti pueri trepidant atque omnia caecis / in tenebris metuunt, ita nos 

in luce timemus (Lucr.. 2.55-6) but then, in a jarring volte-face, turns against his source. 

Remarkably, despite having run parallel to the Lucretian source text for several lines, Seneca 

attacks Lucretius’ citation in isolation. He ‘takes offence’ – Quid ergo? - that Lucretius has 

only equated – veluti – adults feeling fear in the light of day, with children feeling it in the 

dark. Of children, he implies, it is expected. Adults are actually more stupid – stultiores (Ep. 

110.6) - because they should know better. Seneca then ‘confronts’ Lucretius, and corrects him 
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in a direct apostrophe: Sed falsum est, Lucreti, non timemus in luce; omnia nobis fecimus 

tenebras before going on to enlarge on how we blunder on in darkness (110.7).  And yet, at 

Lucr. 2.54, immediately before the excerpted lines, Lucretius had explicitly stated: quid 

dubitas quin omnis sit haec rationis potestas, / omnis cum in tenebris praesertim vita laboret? 

(Lucr. 2.53-4). It is, of course, possible that Seneca’s narrative train reminded him of the 

Lucretian citation in isolation; however the closeness of parallel contexts approaching the 

linking lines implies Seneca was well acquainted with Lucretius’ work. The fact that he could 

attack it in contextual isolation for its ‘lack of insight’ and go onto claim after the cited lines 

what Lucretius had before, could imply he was relying on the fact that his readership would 

not. It is an uncomfortable thought. 

 

 That Seneca, in all citations where there is a contextual tie-up with Lucretius, chose to 

accredit the Epicurean poet, implies either Lucretius’ work was too ‘specialised’ to be widely 

recognisable, or, alternatively, that its very recognisability suggested that Seneca had to credit 

his predecessor for fear of being considered unoriginal; that is, by attributing the few lines he 

does to Lucretius, Seneca is asserting the originality of the context as his own. 

 

Horace as Accredited Author 

  

A surprising omission from the group of authors whose citations are not accredited at 

least once is Horace, implying that the Augustan age author’s work was either not widely 

recognised or even greatly appreciated before Seneca’s time. There is no record of Horace 

being cited by any author before probably late AD 54 when he is quoted by Seneca in the 

Apocolocyntosis (13.3 / Carm. 2.13.34) where a two-word phrase to physically describe 

Cerberus (belua centiceps) is attributed to him (ut ait Horatius). Although throwing in 

unaccredited lines or words of poetry was a common feature of Menippean satire, it should be 

noted that Seneca treats Horace in exactly the same way as he does the Roman author Varro 

in the same work (Apoc. 8.1 / Men. 583B) where Varro’s phrase sine capite, sine praeputio is 

introduced in an identical fashion (ut ait Varro) and used as a physical description to deride 

Claudius. 

 

 Probably more telling is that in the remaining three of the total four Horace citations to 

be found in the Senecan prose corpus, Seneca has to insert additional explanatory material to 

guide his audience on how to interpret the insertion: 
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  Descripturus infamem et nimiis notabilem deliciis Horatius Flaccus 

quid ait ?  

Pastillos Buccillus olet. 

Dares nunc Buccillum; proinde esset ac si hircum oleret, Gargonii 

 loco esset, quem idem Horatius Buccillo opposuit. Parum est sumere 

 unguentum, nisi bis die terque renovatur, ne evanescat in corpore. 

 Quid, quod hoc odore tamquam suo gloriantur ?   

(Ep. 86.13 / Sat. 1.2.27 and 4.92) 

 

Nihil praeter cibum natura desiderat.  

num tibi, cum fauces urit sitis, aurea quaeris 

pocula ? Num esuriens fastidis omnia praeter 

pavonem rhombumque ?  

. . .  Egregie itaque Horatius negat ad sitim pertinere, quo poculo aqua 

aut quam eleganti manu ministretur. Nam si pertinere ad te iudicas,  

quam crinitus puer et quam perlucidum tibi poculum porrigat, non sitis. 

(Ep. 119.13-14 / Sat. 1.2. 114-116) 

 

  Maximum indicium est malae mentis fluctuatio et inter simulationem 

   virtutum amoremque vitiorum adsidua iactatio. Aliquis  

habebat saepe ducentos, 

saepe decem servos; modo reges atque tetrarchas, 

omnia magna loquens, modo " sit mihi mensa tripes et 

concha salis puri, toga quae defendere frigus 

quamvis crassa queat "; decies centena dedisses 

huic parco, paucis contento; quinque diebus 

nil erat. 

  Homines isti tales sunt, qualem hunc describit Horatius Flaccus, 

   numquam eundem, ne similem quidem sibi; adeo in diversum aberrat. 

  (Ep. 120.20-21 / Sat. 1. 3.11-17) 

 

The explanatory Senecan text, coupled with the fact that he has twice given Horace’s fuller 

name Horatius Flaccus, as if to differentiate this Horace from others of a similar name, 

implies Horace was not yet a widely cited author. That situation had changed dramatically a 
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generation later, when Tacitus, in his Dialogus de Oratoribus which had a dramatic date of 

AD 77, a mere 12 years after Seneca’s death, has Marcus Aper describe the works of Horace, 

Virgil, and Lucan as a literary shrine or sacred treasure house - sacrarium (20). Even by the 

Neronian age, the new canon of Roman literature – successful poets especially – Virgil, Ovid, 

Horace – was being studied in Roman schools (Petronius Sat. 118), a situation Seneca’s 

inclusion of Horace may have reflected.14 This is evidence, then, that Seneca himself was, at 

least partially, instrumental in cementing Horace’s place in the Latin literary canon. 

 

Seneca and Ovid/Virgil Accreditation 

  

Seneca is remarkably consistent in his accreditation/non-accreditation treatment of his 

two most frequently cited non-philosophical authors: Ovid is accredited in 30.3% (10 from 

33) of his total citations in the Senecan prose corpus, Virgil 31% (36 from 116). Both, then, 

are named as sources in less than one in every three citations implying an extremely strong 

dependence from Seneca on his audience to be able to recognise the provenance of the quoted 

lines without being prompted. The statistical consistency, however, does not extend across the 

entire corpus. It is apparent that Seneca’s reliance on his audience’s ability to connect cited 

line with author lessened over time. Even given the uncertainty surrounding the chronology of 

much of the corpus, the database informs us that the trend is very obvious (especially in the 

case of Virgil) and that a major statistical shift took place between the composition of the 

consolationes and so-called dialogi, and that of the post AD 62 works the Epistulae Morales 

and the Naturales Quaestiones. It is not enough to attribute this to a changing demographic in 

Rome and its empire as the example of Virgil, in particular, informs us that his works were 

known throughout the length and breadth of the Roman world. 

 

Seneca and Virgil Accreditation 

 The Virgilian accreditation/non-accreditation data set is very clean. Seneca cited 

prolifically from Virgil throughout the entire corpus, far more often than from any other 

author, Greek or Roman, philosophical or non-philosophical.15 Of the total 11516  citations, 

                                                           
14 Walsh (1996) 158 referring to Marrou, H. I. (1956). A History of Education in Antiquity. London. P. 277.  
They certainly were by the time of Juvenal (late 1st – early 2nd century AD) as evidenced in Sat. 7.225-230. 
15 Seneca cited 116 times in total from Virgilian works, double the total of the next most cited author, Epicurus 
(58), and almost 4 times as frequently as the next most cited poet, Ovid (33). 
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over half (76) are from the Aeneid, followed by the Georgics (32), and then the Eclogues (7). 

That Seneca only felt the need to accredit Virgil a mere 31% of the time tells us much about 

how, even in the one generation that had elapsed since Virgil’s death and Seneca’s 

compositional hey-day, the Augustan-age poet’s corpus had saturated the very fabric of 

Roman literary essence. 

 

The establishment of Virgil as the centrepiece in the furniture of the mind of literate 

(and probably illiterate) Romans had begun even while he was composing. Propertius, writing 

ca. mid 20s BC, was sufficiently in awe of the Aeneid as a work-in-progress to trumpet cedite 

Romani scriptores, cedite Grai! / nescio quid maius nascitur Iliade  (Prop. 2.34. 61-66).17 

The Aeneid was certainly seminal enough to dissuade Propertius from attempting to compete 

in epic himself, despite assertions that he would do so (e.g. Prop. 3.1).18 Virgil, the epic-

virtuoso began to be widely quoted, philologically examined, parodied, taken out of context, 

even hostilely criticised,19 but it was only when a generation arrived for whom the principate 

was an established reality of life, and Virgil’s corpus regarded as an entrenched whole, that 

poets once again attempted to challenge Virgil. The first of these was Ovid (43 BC – AD 

17/18)20 but even he obviously very strongly felt the ghost of Virgil standing at his shoulder. 

Speaking specifically about Ovid in his book Allusion and Intertext – Dynamics of 

Appropriation in Roman poetry, Hinds writes: ‘Already at the time of the publication of the 

Metamorphoses, the Aeneid is such a culturally strong and authoritative text that any imitation 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
16 As in the Ennius section above, the reference to Virgil from Aulus Gellius (NA. 7.2) will be omitted from the 
statistics in this section as the comments amount more to Seneca’s treatment of Virgil’s corpus as a whole than 
to any one specific work. 
17 That Propertius chose to herald the birth of Virgil’s masterpiece the Aeneid and then follow it with a raft of 
allusions to the Eclogues which serve as a foil to the poet’s own elegiac theme in this poem, indicates that 
Virgil’s entire corpus was widely disseminated and becoming increasingly entrenched in the Roman literary 
canon - See also Tarrant (1997) 56 on how, as early as the mid-20s BC, Virgil’s previously published works, the 
bucolic Eclogues (before 37 BC) and the didactic Georgics (before 29 BC) were being lectured on by Q. Caecilius 
Epirota, a freedman schoolmaster friend of Cicero’s correspondent, Atticus. Tarrant writes of the ‘pervasive 
quality of [Virgil’s] influence, which is visible both at the level of popular culture and of official ideology.’ 
18 Horace, perhaps Virgil’s other strongest poetic contemporary also desisted from attempting epic, a sure sign 
the market had been well and truly cornered. 
19 Tarrant (1997) 58-9. 
20 Barnes (1995) 257 – 267 writes that ‘Virgil is everywhere in Ovid’. He traces Virgil’s influence through genre 
(Ovid aligning himself with Virgil by comparing his own ‘ascent’ through the genres from elegy to epic with 
Virgil’s as he went from the Eclogues to the Georgics and, finally, to epic in the Aeneid), style (Ovid reducing or 
‘profaning’ the language and ideas of Virgil through his adaptation of words, phrases and ideas), humour 
(Ovid’s application of humour to the Virgilian form), and history (the influence of Virgilian terms on Ovid’s 
interpretation of history). 
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runs the risk of being overwhelmed by it, of having its own textual integrity fragmented … by 

the pressure of the Aeneid’s textuality’.21 

For post-Augustan Latin writers, the relationship with Virgil shifted again. Although 

‘Our Virgil’ was still honoured as the greatest of the Latin poets, the confidence of a culture 

in which imperial superiority was now firmly entrenched was manifesting in its literary output 

and broader tastes in genre and style made for a  more intense and confrontational relationship 

with the Eclogues, Georgics, and Aeneid. Poets like Lucan and writers like Seneca were able 

to use the perspective from their own time to harness the power of the background canonical 

text and from it generate new and, sometimes, contrasting meanings. 

The response of Lucan (AD 39 – 65) in his Bellum Civile to this pressure was a 

reaction that can, at times, be construed as anti-Virgilian.22 However, rather than ‘reacting’ to 

Virgil, Seneca put him to work. As another of the post-Augustan authors who was ‘… not 

content to be acted upon passively by tradition, [but to] seek to shape and define it to their 

own specifications’,23 it was on the very cultural strength and textual authority of the Aeneid 

that Seneca was to rely in his oeuvre. Seneca had a thorough understanding that his audience 

would not only immediately recognise his Virgilian quotations but be aware of the 

surrounding context in the original text. This opened up the way for him to use both quote and 

surrounding context to suit his own expositional style. 

Motto remarks upon ‘the rapidity and thoroughness of transmission’24 of Virgil’s 

works given the relatively short timescale involved. If the Aeneid was published after Virgil’s 

death in 19 BC and Seneca’s life spanned the period 4 BC – AD 65, she writes that ‘Seneca 

demonstrates a breathtakingly complete absorption of the distinguished poet’s writings in a 

span of some forty to seventy years’.25 There is no reason to suspect that Seneca’s thorough 

absorption of the Virgilian corpus, nor his estimation of the great bard as vir disertissimus26 

and maximus vates,27  was in any way unique. Virgil appears to have been everywhere. He 

                                                           
21 Hinds (1998) 121. 
22 For instance, when describing the same devastation in BC. 1. 24-33, Lucan selected only the imagery of the 
disastrous consequences for Italy after the death of Caesar at the end of Georg. 1. By ignoring the progression 
to imperial triumph by the end of Georg. 4, Lucan could be said to be contradicting Virgil’s interpretation of 
events; i.e. far from being a necessary precursor to Rome’s imperial glory, the civil war was, in fact, a disaster, 
signalling the demise of the Republic.  
23 Hinds (1998) Preface xi. 
24 Motto (1993) 125. 
25 Motto (1993) 125. 
26 De Otio1.4. 
27 De Brev. Vit. 9.2.  
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had become a, if not the, canonical Latin author, which guaranteed the ‘pervasive quality of 

his influence, which is visible both at the level of popular culture and of official ideology.’28  

This all-pervasiveness is evidenced in reported conversation, graffiti, inscriptions, wall-

paintings, mosaics, sarcophagi, instrumentum domesticum, coinage, gems, and papyri found 

the length and breadth of the empire.29 It is also evidenced by the obvious expectation on 

Seneca’s part that his readership would be able to recognise, and resonate with, over two-

thirds of his employed Virgilian citations without his having to identify the author. The 

following graphic (figure AM3) demonstrates the spread of accredited vs. unaccredited 

Virgilian citations across the Senecan prose corpus. For the purposes of a general 

 chronological division, the genres are grouped together.

                                                           
28 Tarrant (1997) 56. 
29 Horsfall, (1995) 252-255. 



 

 
 

15
1 

 

This data set is remarkable in its cleanliness. Seneca did not choose to accredit Virgil in any of his extant consolationes or dialogi.30 He 

appears to name Virgil as his source only in the epistolary and natural science genres that are known to have been composed post AD 62. Even if 

some, or part of some, of the dialogi were composed post AD 62, the statistic still stands that Seneca did not link Virgil’s name with his citations 

for his readership for at least 19, and possibly as much as 25 years of his compositional life. The following graphics reveal a further breakdown 

by Virgil’s individual works (figures AM4-AM6): 

 

                                                           
30 Even though Seneca does not accredit Virgil in the Apocolocyntosis, the unique character of the Menippean satire genre in the corpus and its allowance for naturally 
inserted citation, means it can be excluded from this discussion.  
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Figure AM3 - Virgilian Citations in Senecan Prose Corpus - All Works
Accredited Unaccredited



 

 
 

15
2 

Figure AM4 – Virgilian Citations in the Senecan Prose Corpus – The Eclogues 

 

The Eclogues data set is rarely commented upon in modern scholarship, being generally considered too small to be of any statistical 

relevance, however the above graphic reveals some interesting points: With the exception of the sole citation in De Beneficiis, the Eclogues are 

cited only in the post AD 62 works; Seneca cites from only 3 of the poems of the Eclogues:, 1, 2, and 10, and of these the majority (5 from a total 

of 7) are from poem 1; Seneca cites exclusively from Eclogues 1 in the Epistulae Morales and from Eclogues 1, 2, and 10 in the Naturales 
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Quaestiones. He accredits Virgil in only one instance in NQ. 3 from Eclogues 10. This may imply that the Eclogues, at least poem 1 and possibly 

poem 2, were widely known and recognised. 

Figure AM5 - Virgilian Citations in the Senecan Prose Corpus – The Georgics
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The Georgics data set is more widely spread than the Eclogues. Seneca draws from all 4 

books of the Georgics a total of 32 times, primarily from book 1 (18 citations), followed  by 

book 3 (6 citations), then books 2 and 4 (4 citations each).31 No citations are accredited 

outside  the Epistulae Morales and the Naturales Quaestiones. Book 4 is never accredited in 

4 instances, Book 1 is accredited only 4 from 18 instances, book 2 has 2 accredited and the 

same number of unaccredited instances, and book 3 is accredited in 5 from 6 instances, 

perhaps reflecting the difficulty of its material.  The most noticeable concentrations of 

Georgic citations are those from book 3 in Epistulae Morales books 17-18, and the heavy use 

of Georgics 1 in NQ. 7.

                                                           
31 An interesting statistic is that, of the three Virgilian works: Eclogues, Georgics, and Aeneid, it is the Georgics 
that are cited by Seneca most on a  pro-rata basis.  
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Figure AM6 – Virgilian Citations in the Senecan Prose Corpus – The Aeneid

 
Of interest in this graphic is the statistic that in only nine of the 44 individual ‘books’ in the corpus32 does Seneca vary his practice of naming 

Virgil as author. By drilling down to individual elements both within the Senecan works themselves and the individual books of the Aeneid, 

Eclogues, and Georgics, an even clearer picture emerges (Figure AM7).

                                                           
32 All works that contain individual ‘books’ have been split into their component parts in the interests of visual clarity. There is some debate as to where certain books begin 
and end especially in the Epistulae Morales so the divisions given are those most commonly accepted. 
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 A

 

A2 A3 A4 A5 A6 A7 A8 A9 A1

 

A1

 

A1

 

G1 G2 G3 G4 E1 E2 E10 
MARC.                    
IRA. 2                    
OTIO                    
BREV.                    
CLEM.                    
VIT. B.                    
BEN. 1                    
BEN. 4                    
BEN. 5                    
BEN. 6                    
BEN. 7    X2                
EP. 12                    
EP. 18                    
EP. 21                    
EP. 28                    
EP. 31                    
EP. 37                    
EP. 41                    
EP. 48                    
EP. 49                    
EP. 53                    
EP. 56                    
EP. 58                    
EP. 59      X2              
EP. 64                    
EP. 66                    
EP. 67                    
EP. 70                    
EP. 73                 X2 X2  
EP. 76                    
EP. 77                    
EP. 78                    
EP. 79                    
EP. 82      X3              
EP. 84                    
EP. 85                    
EP. 86                    
EP. 87                    
EP. 88             X2       
EP. 89                    
EP. 90             X3       
EP. 92                    
EP. 94                    
EP. 95                    
EP. 98                    
EP. 101                    
EP. 102                    
EP. 104                    
EP. 107                    
EP. 108               X3     
EP. 113                    
EP. 114                    
EP. 115                    
EP. 122                    
EP. 124                    
NQ. 1                    
NQ. 3                    
NQ. 4                    
NQ. 5                    
NQ. 6 2                   
NQ. 7             X4       
APOC.                    

Figure AM7 – Accredited vs. Non-Accredited Virgilian Citations in the Senecan Prose Corpus – The 
Aeneid, Georgics, and Eclogues 
KEY:  A=Aeneid     G=Georgics     E=Eclogues   

ACCREDITED NON-ACCREDITED BOTH 
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There are several striking patterns in figure AM7, the most obvious being that, as already 

noted, Seneca did not mention Virgil’s name alongside his citations in any works outside the 

Epistulae Morales and the Naturales Quaestiones. I shall speculate on this striking 

phenomenon later in this chapter in the section headed ‘Was Seneca Writing for Future 

Generations?’ (pp. 169-180). 

 Amongst other noteworthy, more general statistics is that the only individual ‘book’ 

in Seneca’s entire extant prose corpus to contain quotations from all three of Virgil’s works is 

book 1 of the Naturales Quaestiones.33  Interestingly, despite a smattering of Georgics and 

Eclogues citations in De Brevitate Vitae, De Clementia, De Vita Beata, and books 1 ,4, 6 and 

7 of De Beneficiis, Seneca does not introduce the Georgics into the Epistulae Morales until 

Ep.58 and the Eclogues until Ep.73. Even the Aeneid does not get cited until Ep.12. There is 

an obvious tie-up between Virgilian work cited and the thematic thread of the Epistulae 

Morales which will, again, be discussed later in this chapter. It is also noteworthy that 

Virgilian citations of any sort are wholly absent from the Ad Polybium, the Ad Helviam, De 

Ira books 1 and 3, De Constantia Sapientis, De Tranquillitate Animi, De Beneficiis books 2 

and 3, De Providentia, and Naturales Quaestiones book 2. 

 Where it concerns accreditation and non-accreditation, Seneca remains remarkably 

consistent within individual works and books or letters within works. Obviously, where only 

one Virgilian citation appears in an individual book or letter we can only discern patterns if 

Seneca is consistent over a contiguous range. Again, these sequences are all but invisible 

without the aid of a database. The following breakdown (figure AM8) and its subset (figure 

AM9) reveal the patterns: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
33 Books 17-18 of the Epistulae Morales also contain citations from all three Virgilian works but as the citations 
are spread across five individual letters and it is not generally agreed where one book ends and the other 
starts, it cannot be considered a cohesive whole in the same way as NQ. 1. 
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Figure AM8 – Breakdown of Accreditation per Virgilian Work/Book/Poem 
VIRGILIAN WORK/BOOK ACCREDITATIONS NON-ACCREDITATIONS 
Aeneid. 1 3 8 
Aeneid. 2 1 5 
Aeneid. 3 6 3 
Aeneid. 4 1 8 
Aeneid. 5 0 4 
Aeneid. 6 7 8 
Aeneid. 7 0 2 
Aeneid. 8 1 8 
Aeneid. 9 1 5 
Aeneid. 10 0 2 
Aeneid. 11 1 0 
Aeneid. 12 2 2 
Georgics. 1 4 14 
Georgics. 2 2 2 
Georgics. 3 5 1 
Georgics. 4 0 4 
Eclogues. 1 0 4 
Eclogues. 2 0 2 
Eclogues. 10 1 0 
Figure AM8 identifies six individual Virgilian books or poems (highlighted in brown) that 

Seneca never accredits: Aeneid. 5, 7, and 10; Georgics. 4; Eclogues. 1 and 2; and only two 

(highlighted in blue) that he always accredits:  Aeneid. 11 and Eclogues. 10, although the data 

sets for these last two are too small (one citation apiece) to have any statistical meaning. Of 

the remainder, Seneca was more likely to accredit Aeneid. 3, and far more likely to accredit 

Georgics. 3 than not; as likely to accredit Aeneid. 6 and 12, and Georgics. 2 as not; more 

likely to not accredit Aeneid. 1, and far more likely to not accredit Aeneid. 2, 4, 8, and 9, and 

Georgics. 1 than to accredit them. Overall, Seneca relies heavily on his audience’s ability to 

recognise material from just about every individual Virgilian book with the marked exception 

of Georgics. 3 and, to a lesser extent, Aeneid. 3. However, as figure AM9 will demonstrate, 

he is very consistent within  individual elements of his works:  
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Figure AM9 – Patterns of Accreditation/Non-Accreditation of Virgilian Citations across 

the Senecan Prose Corpus  

SENECA WORK RANGE VIRGIL  ACCREDITED  VIRGIL WORK RANGE 

Ad Marciam, De Ira.2, De 

Otio, De Brevitate Vitae, De 

Clementia, De Vita Beata, 

De Beneficiis.1,4,5,6,7   

NO Aeneid.2,3,4(x4),5,6,9,10,12(x2) 

Georgics. 1(x2),2(x2),3,4(x2) 

Eclogues. 1 

Eps. 12, 18 NO Aeneid. 4,8 

Ep. 21 YES Aeneid. 9 

Ep. 28 YES Aeneid. 3,6 

Eps. 31, 37, 41, 48, 49 NO Aeneid. 2,8,9 

Ep. 53 YES Aeneid. 3,6 

Ep. 56 YES Aeneid. 2 

Ep. 58 YES Aeneid. 11,12 

Georgics. 3 

Ep. 59 YES Aeneid. 6 (x2) 

Eps. 64, 66, 67 NO Aeneid. 1, 4, 5 

Ep. 70 YES Aeneid. 3 

Ep. 73 NO Aeneid. 9 

Eclogues. 1 (x2) 

Eps. 76, 77, 78 NO Aeneid. 1,6(x2) 

Ep. 79 YES Aeneid. 3 

Ep. 82 NO Aeneid. 6 (x3), 8 

Ep. 84 YES Aeneid. 1 

Ep. 85 NO Aeneid. 7 

Ep. 86 YES Georgics. 1,2 

Ep. 87 NO Aeneid. 7 

Georgics. 1 

Ep. 88 NO Georgics. 1 (x2) 

Ep. 89 NO Aeneid. 1 

Ep. 90 NO Georgics. 1 (x3) 

Ep. 92 YES / NO Aeneid. 3 / Aeneid. 5, 9 
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Ep. 94 NO Aeneid. 10 

Ep. 95 NO / YES Aeneid. 6, 8 / Georgics. 3 

Ep. 98 NO Aeneid. 2 

Ep. 101 YES / NO Aeneid. 12 / Eclogues. 1 

Ep. 102 NO Aeneid. 4 

Ep. 104 NO / YES Aeneid. 1, 3 / Aeneid. 6 

Ep. 107 NO Aeneid. 6 

Ep. 108 YES Aeneid. 6 

Georgics. 3 (x3) 

Eps. 113, 114 NO Aeneid. 1 

Georgics. 4 

Eps. 115, 122 YES Aeneid. 1 

Georgics. 1 

Ep. 124 NO Georgics. 1 

NQ. 1 NO / YES Aeneid. 4, 5 

Georgics. 1, 2 

Eclogues. 2 / Georgics. 2 

NQ. 3 YES Aeneid. 1 

Eclogues. 10 

NQ. 4 YES Aeneid. 4 

Georgics. 1 

NQ. 5 NO Aeneid. 1 

Eclogues. 2 

NQ. 6 NO / YES Aeneid. 1(x2), 2, 3 / Aeneid. 3, 6  

NQ. 7 NO Aeneid. 9 

Georgics. 1(x4) 

Apocolocyntosis NO Aeneid. 2 

Georgics. 4 

 

As figure AM9 clearly shows, Seneca only alternates between accrediting and not accrediting 

Virgilian citations within six individual books or letters across the entire extant prose corpus 

(highlighted in green) and these all occur either late in the Epistulae Morales or in the 

Naturales Quaestiones. Across the overwhelming majority, he maintains a strict policy 
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within each book or letter of either always accrediting, or not accrediting Virgil. Even when 

we remove those books/letters that contain only one Virgilian citation, the statistical 

consistency is remarkable. Those books/letters containing more than one citation, all of which 

are accredited (highlighted in blue in AM9), and those containing more than one citation, all 

of which are unaccredited (highlighted in brown in AM9) remain consistent whether the 

Virgilian citations are from one, or more than one, Virgilian work. 

 It is also noteworthy that, when the single citation elements are re-included into the 

overall Epistulae Morales picture, no distinct wave-pattern is discernible; that is, there is no 

consistent correlation between Seneca’s accreditation or non-accreditation of Virgil and the 

book groups into which the work is generally divided, and neither does there appear to be any 

consistent thematic catalyst to dictate whether or not Seneca will accredit Virgil. This makes 

the non-accreditation of every known Virgil citation outside the Epistulae Morales and the 

Naturales Quaestiones the standout statistic as, within the two post-AD 62 works, the only 

real consistency for accreditation or non-accreditation lies within the individual element 

(book/letter), and not work, or group of works, level.34 

I have already suggested that the major statistical shift from non-accreditation to 

accreditation over time was due in part to Seneca’s growing realisation that he was 

increasingly writing for a different audience, one which was not immediately contemporary 

nor necessarily Roman. Before I discuss this further by examining what Seneca himself wrote 

about his target audience in the prose corpus, I will demonstrate that the shift in audience 

awareness expectation on Seneca’s part was more widespread by analysing the use of his 

second most cited poet, Ovid. 

Seneca and Ovid Accreditation 

The data set in figure AM10 displays the spread of accredited vs. non-accredited Ovidian 

citations across the Senecan prose corpus along with the works from which they are taken: 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
34 Although not explored further in this particular thesis, an investigation of any correlation between the 
dating (where known) of individual books within the Naturales Quaestiones and the Epistulae Morales may 
prove informative. 
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Figure AM10 - Ovidian citations across the Senecan prose corpus 

 
These Ovidian statistics are particularly interesting as they, like the Virgilian data set, appear 

to point to a growing trend over time of Seneca’s changing audience third-party source 

awareness expectation. The data set is not quite as clean as the Virgilian one in that it is 

apparent that Seneca did not feel the need to accredit Ovid as a source in any of the non pre-

AD 62 works except for one extremely sarcastic remark directed at Claudius in the 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Nat. Quaest. 7 (1 x Met.2)

Nat. Quaest. 5 (2 x Met. 1)

Nat. Quaest. 4 (1 x Met. 1, 1 x Ars. Am.)

Nat. Quaest. 3 (4xM.1,1xM.2,1xM.3,4xM.15)

Nat. Quaest. 2 (1 x Met.1, 1 x Met.3)

Nat. Quaest. 1 (1 x Met.6)

Ep. Morales. 19 (1 x Met.1, 2 x Met.2)

Ep. Morales. 14 (1 x Met.6)

Ep. Morales. 9 (1 x Met.15)

Ep. Morales. 4 (1 x Met.13)

De Providentia (2 x Met.2)

De Beneficiis. 7 (1 x Met.13)

De Beneficiis. 5 (1 x Met.1)

De Beneficiis. 4 (1 x Amor.3)

De Vita Beata (1 x Met.2)

Apocolocyntosis 1 x (Met. All)

De Ira.2 (1 x Met.1)

De Ira. 1 (1 x Met.7) Non-Accredited Accredited
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Apocolocyntosis,35 and the singular citation from the Amores (3.4.4) at Ben. 4.14.1.36 All 

actual lines cited from Ovid’s canonical and, importantly, epic-genre work, the 

Metamorphoses, that do not appear in either Seneca’s Epistulae Morales or Naturales 

Quaestiones are unaccredited. In both the later works, in almost identical proportions 

(Epistulae Morales: 2 accredited from 6, and the Naturales Quaestiones: 6 accredited from 

17) Seneca identifies the author of the Metamorphoses as Ovid. The trend to accreditation is 

most noticeable in book 15 (one of 3 books of the Metamorphoses that are used exclusively 

in the later works)37 in which accredited citations (3) outnumber unaccredited (2). This, then, 

closely follows the Virgilian shift, as it suggests that, as time passed, Seneca became less 

certain that his audience would be able to identify every citation from the Metamorphoses 

when he applied it. This parallel handling of Virgil and Ovid also extends to other facets of 

the use to which Seneca put them. 

 

Overall Virgilian and Ovidian Citation Patterns  

An interesting trend revealed by the database is that Seneca is remarkably consistent 

with accreditation when re-using the same Virgilian or Ovidian line(s) in different parts of the 

corpus. The following graphics (figures AM11 – AM14) demonstrate this: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
35 The relevant passage (Apoc. 9.4-5) is extremely derogatory towards the deceased emperor Claudius, whose 
death and subsequent attempt at apotheosis the work lampoons. The movement in the heavenly senate 
proposed by Diespiter (who had been put up to it by Hercules) that Claudius’ transformation from man to god 
ad Metamorphosis Ovidi adiciendam (9.5) could hardly have been effective without the poet’s work and name 
appearing, bringing with it, as it does, the total contrast between those who had been deified optimo iure 
(either because they were victims or had performed massively heroic deeds) in Ovid’s work, with the rather 
less ‘epic’ circumstances surrounding Claudius’ demise and his pushy attempt at elbowing his way into the 
pantheon.  
36 This particular citation is discussed in greater detail in chapter 13 (p. 196). 
37 The other 2 are books 3 (1 accredited vs. 1 unaccredited) and 6 (2 unaccredited). 
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Figure AM11 – Seneca Prose Corpus: Virgil Citation Re-Use from the Aeneid 

Seneca Prose Corpus – Virgil Citation Re-Use from Aeneid 

Virgil Ref. 
Accre

dited 
Seneca Ref. Reference Text 

Aen. 3.72 Yes Ep. 28.1 Terraeque urbesque recedant 

Aen. 3.72 Yes Ep. 70.2 Terraeque urbesque recedunt 

Aen. 4.373-4 No Ben. 7.25.2 eiectum litore, egentem 

excepi et regni demens in parte locavi 

Aen. 4. 373 Yes NQ. 4.0.19 nusquam tuta fides 

Aen. 4. 653 No Ep. 12.9 Vixi et quem dederat cursum fortuna, peregi 

Aen. 4. 653 No Vit. Beat. 19.1 Vixi et quem dederat cursum fortuna peregi 

Aen. 4. 653 No Ben. 5.17.5 Vixi et quem dederat cursum fortuna peregi 

Aen. 6. 274-5 No Ep. 107.3 Luctus et ultrices posuere cubilia curae 

pallantesque habitant morbi tristisque senectus 

Aen. 6. 275 Yes Ep. 108.29 pallantesque habitant morbi tristisque senectus 

Aen. 8.364-5 No Ep. 18.12  Aude, hospes, contemnere opes et te quoque 

dignum 

Finge deo 

Aen. 8.364-5 No Ep. 31.11 et te quoque dignum 

Finge deo 

Aen. 9.641 No Ep. 48.11 Sic itur ad astra? 

Aen. 9.641 No Ep. 73.15 itur ad astra 

 

In the six instances from the Aeneid where a line or lines are cited more than once by Seneca, 

only twice does he change his accreditation policy. The two relevant instances (highlighted in 

blue above) differ in that the section of Aen. 373 quoted at NQ. 4. Praef. 19 is not part of the 

longer two line quotation (Aen. 4.373-4) cited at Ben. 7.25.2 whereas Aen. 6.275 quoted at 

Ep. 108.29 is part of the longer two line quotation (Aen.6.274-5) cited at Ep. 107.3. However, 

the two instances are similar in that Seneca felt he had to accredit Virgil in the shorter (and, 

therefore, less recognisable) instance of each. 
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The practice of only accrediting the shorter quotations, however, is not a discernible 

trend across the wider Virgilian Aeneid citation data set. Seneca is as likely to accredit a 

Virgilian half-line as he is to not accredit it, for instance obvertunt pelago proras (Ep. 53.3 / 

Aen.6.3) is accredited to Virgil whereas itur ad astra (Ep. 73.15 / Aen. 9.641) is not. The 

same arbitrariness is discernible for longer citations, where we see that four Virgilian lines 

can be accredited (for example Ep. 21.4 / Aen. 9.946-9) whereas six lines (for example NQ. 

6.30.1 / Aen. 3.414-9) are not. 

This having been said, it is an interesting statistic that, although Seneca is quite 

arbitrary on whether he accredits or not when citing three words or upwards from the Aeneid, 

he is a lot more careful when citing from the Eclogues and Georgics. All citations from the 

Eclogues are at least 5 words long, with only two of the total seven coming from a single line 

and the remainder from between two and five lines. The same trend can be seen in the larger 

Georgics data set. Of the total 32 citations, 19 contain more than one line, and of the 

remainder, any citation containing four words or less is accredited (Ep. 108.24 / Georg. 

3.284; NQ. 1.8.8 / Georg. 1.380; Ep. 4.4.2 / Georg. 1.313).38 These statistics support the 

thorough transmission of, and familiarity with, the Aeneid by Seneca’s time (not just to 

himself but to his readership), far more so than the Eclogues or Georgics. The fact that 

Seneca only began to accredit Virgil for the Aeneid in particular in the post-AD 62 corpus 

(even for multi-line citations), supports my supposition that he was no longer entirely writing 

for the same audience as he had been prior to these works.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
38 The only exception to this is a four word citation regum aequavit opes animo which appears at Ben. 1.71.1. 
The actual Virgilian line reads: regum aequabat opes animis and is part of Virgil's description of the old man of 
Corycus who lived on his few acres with the contentment of a king. As this is an obvious Senecan adaptation, it 
does not affect the cleanliness of this particular Georgics data set. 
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Figure AM12 – Seneca Prose Corpus: Virgil Citation Re-Use from the Eclogues 

Seneca Prose Corpus – Virgil Citation Re-Use from Eclogues 

Virgil Ref. Accred
ited Seneca Ref. Reference Text 

Ecl. 1.6-7 No Ep. 73.10 O Meliboee, deus nobis haec otia fecit: 
Namque erit ille mihi semper deus 

Ecl. 1. 6-10 No Ben. 4.6.4 Deus nobis haec  otia fecit. 
Namque erit ille mihi semper deus, illius aram 
saepe tener nostris ab ovilibus imbuet agnus. 
Ille meas errare boves, ut cernis, et ipsum 
ludere quae vellem calamo permisit agresti. 

Ecl. 1.9-10 No Ep. 73.11 Ille meas errare boves, ut cernis, et ipsum 
ludere quae vellem calamo permisit agresti 

Ecl. 2. 26 No NQ. 5.1.1 cum placidum ventis staret mare 
Ecl. 2.25-6 No NQ. 1.17.5 nuper me in litore vidi 

cum placidum ventis staret mare 
 

The Eclogues sub-set of repeated quotations is very clean. Virgil is never accredited by 

Seneca irrespective of how much of the original text is repeated in each instance. 
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Figure AM13 – Seneca Prose Corpus: Virgil Citation Re-Use from the Georgics 

Seneca Prose Corpus – Virgil Citation Re-Use from Georgics 

Virgil Ref. Accred
ited Seneca Ref. Reference Text 

Georg. 1. 139-40 No Vit. Beat. 14.3 laqueo captare feras 
latos canibus circumdare saltus 

Georg. 1.139-
140 

No Ep.90.11 tunc laqueis captare feras et fallere visco 
inventum et magnos canibus circumdare saltus 

Georg. 1. 367 No NQ. 7.20.1 longos a tergo flammarum albescere tractus 
Georg. 1.367 No NQ. 1.14.2 stellarum longos a tergo albescere tractus 
Georg. 3. 66-7 No Brev. Vit. 9.2 optima quaeque dies miseris mortalibus aevi 

prima fugit 
Georg. 3.66-68 Yes Ep.108.24 optima quaeque dies miseris mortalibus aevi 

prima fugit; subeunt morbi tristisque senectus 
et labor, et durae rapit inclementia mortis 

Georg. 4. 212-13 No Ep. 114.23 Rege incolumi mens omnibus una est; 
Amisso rupere fidem 

Georg. 4. 212-13 No Clem. 1.4.1 rege incolumi mens omnibus una; 
amisso rupere fidem 

 

In only one of four instances in the Georgics does Seneca change his accreditation policy, 

however, unlike in the Aeneid repetitions, it is the longer, and presumably more recognisable, 

citation that is accredited. 
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Figure AM14 – Seneca Prose Corpus: Ovid Citation Re-Use from the Metamorphoses 

Seneca Prose Corpus – Ovid Citation Re-Use 

Ovid Ref. Accre
dited Seneca Ref. Ovid Reference 

Met. 1. 144-
146 

No Ben. 5.15.3 non hospes ab hospite tutus 
non socer a genero, fratrum quoque gratia rara est; 
imminet exitio vir coniugis, illa mariti 

Met. 1. 144-8 No Ira. 2.9.2 non hospes ab hospite tutus, 
non socer a genero; fratrum quoque gratia rara est. 
Imminet exitio vir coniugis, illa mariti; 
lurida terribiles miscent aconita novercae; 
filius ante diem patrios inquirit in annos. 

 

The Ovidian sub-set is very small but also very clean. Seneca does not change his 

accreditation policy when re-using different lengths of the same passage in the instance 

shown above. 

 

 Interestingly, the exact same pattern as with Virgil emerges when we investigate the 

correlation between citation length and accreditation/non-accreditation in Ovid. Seneca is 

arbitrary when accrediting passages from Ovid’s Meisterwerk, the Metamorphoses. He is just 

as likely to accredit a four word citation, for example, in facinus iurasse putes (NQ. 4.0.19 / 

Met. 1.241) as he is to not, for instance magnis tamen excidit ausis (Vit. Beat. 20.5 / Met. 

2.328), or to accredit a multi-line citation (e.g. Met.15.313-4 / NQ. 3.20.3) as to not (e.g. Ep. 

90.20 / Met. 6.55-8). However, in the only other two Ovidian works cited in the corpus, 

Seneca will either accredit when the citation is small and without innate context: Quae, quia 

non licuit, non dedit, illa dedit (Amores. 3.4.4), or, when he does not accredit, give more than 

one line: Quid magis est saxo durum? Quid mollius unda?\ Dura tamen molli saxa cavantur 

aqua (NQ. 4.3.4 / Ars. Am. 1. 475-6). This pattern is in keeping with the idea of an 

entrenched Latin canon (specifically the epic-genre Aeneid  and Metamorphoses) being 

familiar to Seneca’s readership, with the ‘lesser’ genres enjoying a smaller circulation. 

 

Considerations of Genre and/or Addressee 

 The charts displayed thus far in this chapter (AM3-6 and 10) are organised, for clarity, 

according to the generally accepted chronology sequence,39 however the Ovid and Virgil 

accreditation data sets show a similar cleanness when mapped onto criteria other than the 

pre/post AD 62 divide, such as genre or addressee (see figures AM15 - AM18): 
                                                           
39 Refer chapter 5 (p. 47). 
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Figure AM15 -    Virgil Citations across the Senecan Prose Corpus by Genre 

 
Figure AM16 -    Ovid Citations across the Senecan Prose Corpus by Genre 

 
Figures AM15 and AM16 show accreditation concentrated overwhelmingly in the epistolary 

and natural science genres. As I have already demonstrated that Seneca’s ‘genres’ cannot be 

as cleanly demarcated as they are grouped in publications such as the Loeb, OCT, and 

Teubner (elements of consolatio and the so-called dialogi are present in both the Epistulae 

Morales and the Naturales Quaestiones), the definition of ‘genre’ as shown here serves only 

to reinforce that accreditation of Virgil and Ovid increased in the works known to have been 

composed/published post AD 62. 
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Figure AM17 -    Virgil Citations across the Senecan Prose Corpus by Addressee 

 
 Figure AM18 -    Ovid Citations across the Senecan Prose Corpus by Addressee 

 
Figures AM17 and AM18 show an overwhelming concentration of accreditation in the three 

works dedicated to Lucilius: Epistulae Morales, Naturales Quaestiones, De Providentia, the 

first two of which are known to have been composed post AD 62. Were Lucilius a genuine 

correspondent, not only a proficiens but the publishing poet Seneca portrays him to be (Ep. 

8.10; 24.21 and NQ. 3.1.1 where Seneca actually cites lines from Lucilius along with Virgil 

and Ovid, both of whom are accredited in this instance) surely this would hardly have been 

necessary? The Virgil/Ovid accreditation data set, when organised under addressee, 

strengthens the post AD 62 change of audience hypothesis whilst at the same time 

contributing to the discussion on the authenticity of the Seneca/Lucilius correspondence in 

the Epistulae Morales. 
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The fact that Seneca felt impelled to increasingly accredit Ovid’s Metamorphoses 

along with Virgil’s Aeneid in the post-AD 62 works strengthens the argument that Seneca 

was, in his Epistulae Morales and Naturales Quaestiones, beginning to understand that he 

was writing for a different audience. The next section will examine whom Seneca felt this 

changing audience to be. 

 

 

Was Seneca Writing for Future Generations? 

  

What might be the explanation for the shift towards accreditation in the use of Virgil 

and Ovid in the writings from AD 62 onwards? The most convincing explanation is a shift in 

anticipated readership. Although several scholars note that Seneca was writing for future 

generations, the database reveals the startling statistic that he never once makes that claim for 

himself and his own writings in any work other than the Epistulae Morales and the Naturales 

Quaestiones. This detail corroborates the statistical shift to accreditation of canonical authors 

in the same two works, demonstrated in the data sets above. The two factors, taken in 

combination, strongly indicate a shift in authorial intent as far as the widening of potential 

readership (possibly geographical, but certainly temporal) is concerned. The water-shed year 

of AD 62 is an indicator of why this shift took place. It can certainly be suggested that the 

statistical shift, as flagged by the database, points to Seneca’s prose writings being influenced 

by his growing political jeopardy. 

 

The evidence is very ‘clean’. There is no assertion whatsoever by Seneca that his 

prose is intended for future generations anywhere in the consolationes or dialogi. Although 

much of Seneca’s prose corpus has been lost, what survives covers multiple genres and is the 

largest extant oeuvre of his era and yet we find nothing specific (and Seneca, as we shall see, 

was capable of being quite specific on the subject when he chose to be) until the works 

known to have been composed towards the end of his writing career and, indeed, his life. 

 

In the pre AD 62 works, Seneca often commented on the durability of ideas. This is 

distinct from the explicit claim to be writing for future generations (with its attendant literary 

immortality) found in the Epistulae Morales and Naturales Quaestiones. The concept of the 

durability and temporal transmission of ideas, especially philosophical ideas, was fully 
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consistent with Seneca’s self-appointed role as a refiner/moderniser and onwards transmitter 

of knowledge, something he frequently demonstrates across the prose corpus.  

 

 In the Ad Marciam, Seneca’s addressee saves her father, Cremutius Cordius’, 

books from oblivion - a vera . . . morte - thus performing the greatest service for future 

generations - optime de posteris – and guaranteeing her father’s literary immortality – viget 

vigebitque memoria (1.3); vetustatem nullam timet (1.4). Seneca is writing objectively here, 

with no suggestion that Cordus himself wrote with that intent. Seneca is simply well aware 

that words have permanence beyond an author’s lifetime. He does not even appear to be 

lauding the historiographer’s works for their quality per se, being more concerned with the 

books’ continued existence as a tangible legacy of the writer’s moral character than with their 

actual content.40 The same idea of literature providing a vehicle for immortality is found in 

the (probably) later Ad Polybium (2.6; 8.2) with the development that literature is the only 

medium immune to nature and time:  hoc enim unum est in rebus humanis opus, cui nulla 

tempestas noceat, quod nulla consumat vetustas. The legacy of genius, says Seneca, is 

immortal: immortalis est ingeni memoria (18.2). Here, again, Seneca is expressing the 

objective concept of literary immortality, but not claiming his own work to be a contender for 

such. 

 

The same objectivity is discernible in the dialogi, in which Seneca approaches more 

closely the subject of applying one’s own intellect for the benefit of all – prodesse velit 

singulis universisque ingenio, voce, consilio (Tranq. 3.3), and names his Stoic forebears, 

Zeno and Chrysippus, as men who framed laws toti humano generi that were of benefit to 

both Good Men of the day and those who would regulate futura saecula. They address men 

of all nations, not just in Seneca’s time but in times to come – quique sunt quique erunt (Otio. 

6.4). The theme of De Brevitate Vitae (complementary to that of De Otio) allows Seneca to 

                                                           
40 Seneca’s chief appreciation of the preservation of Cordus’ books seems to be that they can be read in their 
uncensored state – incorrupta (1.3) – and that their existence was proof of Cordus’ ‘martyrdom’ in standing up 
to Sejanus for the sake of eloquence and freedom – ob eloquentiam et libertatem (Marc. 1.4). The overall 
statistics demonstrate that Seneca was no great promoter of  historiographical authors (they constitute just 
4.2% of all citations), a negative attitude he maintained to the very end of his writing career: see NQ. 4.3.1; 
NQ. 3.0.5; NQ. 3. Praef. 5-7 and esp. NQ. 7. 16.1-2 where an initial personal attack on Ephorus is widened out 
to include all historians: Contra argumenta dictum est, contra testes dicendum est. Nec magna molitione 
detrahenda est auctoritas Ephoro: historicus est. Quidam incredibilium relatu commendationem parant et 
lectorem, aliud acturum si per cotidiana ducetur, miraculo excitant; quidam creduli, quidam neglegentes sunt; 
quibusdam mendacium obrepit, quibusdam placet; illi non evitant, hi appetunt. Haec in commune de tota 
natione, quae approbari opus suum et fieri populare non putat posse, nisi illud mendacio aspersit. 
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unite what he writes elsewhere. Seneca himself is a beneficiary of the knowledge his 

philosophical predecessors have made openly available by committing it to writing -  omne 

aevum suo adiciunt; quidquid annorum ante illos actum est, illis adquisitum est . . . Nullo 

nobis saeculo interdictum est, in omnia admittimur . . .  (14.1) and echoes a previous analogy 

(Polyb. 18.2) that time will destroy every record of  mundane life driven by ambition whether 

carved into stone or not, but iis, quae consecravit sapientia, nocere non potest; nulla abolebit 

aetas, nulla deminuet (Brev. 15.4). Nowhere in these works does Seneca infer he is writing 

with posterity in mind.  

 

In all the above examples, Seneca either extols the works of others as timeless or 

depicts himself as the recipient and beneficiary of the knowledge transmitted by the 

durability of those works. The very act of reporting these things makes Seneca a link in the 

chain of philosophical onwards transmission by default, but why should he begin to openly 

state that was his intention only in the post AD 62 work, works in which the data sets in 

figures AM3-AM18 clearly inform us there is a very marked statistical shift in the practice of 

accrediting hitherto unaccredited, canonical Roman authors? The obvious answer is that he 

was no longer writing solely for his default, contemporary, Roman audience. 

 

The very first, explicit statement that Seneca, himself, is writing for future generations 

appears in the pivotal Ep. 8, which, according to Griffin’s chronology, may have been written 

as late as Winter AD 63,41 that is, crucially, after the death of Burrus (Tac. Ann. 14.51), the 

subsequent rise of the vehemently anti-philosophical Tigellinus, and, importantly, after 

Seneca’s initial attempt to withdraw from the centre of public affairs was turned down by 

Nero (Tac. Ann. 14.53-6; Dio. 62.13). Seneca, falling back on the pretext of ill-health, seems 

to have avoided the Senate (Tac. Ann. 15.22). Whether or not the reasons behind Seneca’s 

retreat to privacy and writing as reported by the ancient commentators can be taken at face 

value, the evidence appears overwhelming that a massive negative sea-change in Seneca’s 

political fortunes and personal influence over the emperor, Nero, a shift that had started with 

the death of Agrippina in AD 59, was now well past the point of no return, and, as a 

consequence, his literary output was no longer geared primarily to being employed as a 

                                                           
41 Griffin (1976) 400 gives little explanatory reasoning for this time-frame. The first real indication of time 
passing in the Epistulae Morales is the opening of Ep. 18: December est mensis which then goes on to discuss 
the Saturnalia. By Griffin’s reckoning this would be December AD 63. By the opening of Ep. 23, Seneca is 
remarking upon the following Spring (AD 64 by Griffin’s reckoning). A report of the fire at Lugdunum/Lyons 
towards the other end of the epistles (Ep. 91) is best dated around July-August AD 64. 
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reactionary tool to his immediate political situation (as, for instance, De Clementia and De 

Vita Beata had been). The Roman canonical author accreditation statistics, with their very 

clean data sets either side of the AD 62 divide, are an extremely strong indication of this shift 

in Seneca’s reliance on his audience being able to identify the provenance of his citations. 

The evidence suggests that accrediting canonical authors more often was symptomatic of 

Seneca making the later works more accessible to an audience from a society potentially 

separated, either geographically or chronologically (or both), from his own, Roman one, in 

which deep intimacy with the works of Virgil and Ovid was a given.42 To make this 

allowance was fully compatible with his duty as a Stoic to transmit knowledge for the 

betterment of his fellow man. 

 

In the Epistulae Morales, Seneca makes it clear not just that he is writing for future 

generations, but what and how. The proclamation of intent at Ep. 8.2 is emphatic:   Secessi 

non tantum ab hominibus, sed a rebus, et inprimis a meis rebus; posterorum negotium ago; 

illis aliqua, quae possint prodesse, conscribo. The present tense verbs ago and conscribo 

emphasise Seneca is not only conducting business with future generations in real time, but 

that the process has already begun. The statement, made near the outset of an epistolary 

‘exchange’ (this is only letter 8 of 124) heralds a new literary direction. Seneca has given up 

on his own peers and especially – inprimis – his own dealings with them and now wants to 

‘do business’ with future generations. Yet, importantly, at this stage, Seneca is promoting 

himself not as an originator, but as a relayer of ‘wholesome counsels’ – salutares 

admonitiones -, ones which he hopes, much like ‘prescribed drugs’, will help others as they 

have helped himself.43 Despite Seneca’s consistent proselytising on, and critiquing of, the 

decline in Roman mores throughout the prose corpus, this is the first true indication he has 

given up on his contemporaries and is looking for a more fertile reception in the future. 

 

 How will Seneca achieve this? There are options. His own letters, like Epicurus’ to 

Idomeneus, and Cicero’s to Atticus before him, can grant their recipient everlasting fame 

(Ep.21.3-6): Quod Epicurus amico suo potuit promittere, hoc tibi promitto Lucili. Habebo 
                                                           
42 The choice, itself, of the less ‘dense’, and more personal epistolary genre can also be construed as a gesture 
of accessibility (an invitation even) to a wider audience and thus also symptomatic of Seneca’s shift in 
audience focus. 
43 It is difficult to avoid reading into this passage a sense of relief that Seneca, now withdrawn from the 
poisonous environment of Nero’s court, can finally manage to use philosophical precepts and concepts to, as 
he says, ‘if not cure, than at least prevent’ the contagious moral rot of the imperial power nexus, from 
spreading further throughout his own fibre.    
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apud posteros gratiam, possum mecum duratura nomina educere (21.5 – emphasis mine). 

The claim is given immediate authority with a citation from Virgil’s Aeneid (9.446-9) in 

which the author promises lasting fame to the names of Euryalus and Nisus. Seneca omits the 

names of Virgil’s protagonists but does accredit the author – Vergilius noster . . .  promisit 

(Ep. 21.5). Clearly, the context of the Aeneid’s action - the night raid itself - is not relevant to 

Seneca’s exposition, but the direct apostrophe by the poet (Virgil) to his two characters that 

he will immortalise their names – Fortunati ambo! Siquid mea carmina possunt, / Nulla dies 

umquam memori vos eximet aevo . . . is. Seneca has bracketed himself with the great bard as 

well as Epicurus and Cicero where it concerns the contagion of fame his writings, 

specifically, epistolary writings,44 are able to pass on, but he has also ensured that future 

generations will be able to recognise the citation’s source. 

 

 What is Seneca relaying? According to Seneca himself, it is ‘useful advice’. Universal 

strategies for ‘life-coaching’ are formulated on the basis of careful observation and then  

committed to writing. The instruction is thus indelibly committed to record and readily 

available to both interested parties absent at the time of compilation and interested future 

generations: Quid fieri soleat, quid oporteat, in universum et mandari potest et scribi; tale 

consilium non tantum absentibus, etiam posteris datur (Ep. 22.2). 

 

 In the Epistulae Morales, Seneca finally confirms himself as a link in the long chain 

of philosophical transmission. The quarry of ‘truth’ is not yet mined out and Seneca’s own 

writings have something to offer even though they are the latest in a long sequence of 

philosophical precedent. He understands that his may not be the last word on any given 

subject: Patet omnibus veritas . . . Multum ex illa etiam futuris relictum est (33.11).45 This 

passage is the most indicative yet that Seneca saw his primary literary purpose as a preserver 

                                                           
44 This appears, in Seneca’s estimation, to be a different type of ‘immortality’ to that which pithy axioms enjoy 
(see esp. Ep.94.27 ff. and Ep. 95.1 ff. and Ep. 108.9 ff.). There seems to be a gulf between the fame that 
accrues to a ‘name’ and the durability of precepts and sententiae that, in Seneca’s own words, are the 
property of everyone; see e.g. Ep.33: Literary immortality, in Seneca’s estimation, can be summed up as the 
ingenia maximorum virorum which, he advises, tota tibi inspicienda sunt, tota tractanda (Ep.33.5). In other 
words, the complete, meticulously engineered work is greater than the sum of its parts. The same sentiment 
can be found in Ep. 52.7-11. 
45 The same thought can be found at Ep. 64. 7-10. Speaking of the dissemination of inherited knowledge to 
future generations, Seneca writes: Sed agamus bonum patrem familiae; faciamus ampliora, quae accepimus. 
Maior ista hereditas a me ad posteros transeat. Multum adhuc restat operis multumque restabit . . . (64.7). See 
also the discussion on Aetna inspiring poetry through the ages: Ep. 79.4-10, especially the sententia-like:. . .  
inventuris inventa non obstant (79.6). Also Ep. 84.1 on discoveries yet to be made: . . . de inventis iudicem et 
cogitem de inveniendis. 
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and modifier of useful knowledge, something he obviously deemed important given the 

contemporary socio-political situation. 

 

 Unsurprisingly, given Seneca’s precarious personal situation in the years AD 62 – 65, 

he is never absolutely explicit about why he feels the need to preserve his thoughts in the 

literary Sicherungslaufwerk of the epistolary genre and provide for posterity a record of what 

he saw as the imago vitae suae in his own viva vox, free from the distorting lens of third-party 

commentators of his time. We may speculate all we like about the exculpatory nature of the 

later works46 or even his fear of the very real prospect of a damnatio memoriae, but Seneca 

was never going to fall into the trap of openly declaring his disgust at Nero’s regime by 

asserting the only generations who might give him a fair hearing were those safely distanced 

from the contemporary decadence by time. It is, therefore, futile to expect a snow-balling 

litany of such statements as the Epistulae Morales (and therefore, time) progress, and, indeed, 

the comments do dry up; however, not before Seneca comes, perhaps, closest to revealing 

himself and his reasons for creating a literary insurance policy by committing his thoughts 

and feelings on philosophy to a time-resistant genre (the epistolary) for the benefit of those of 

us to come. But history proves Seneca did manage it and, in so doing, fulfilled both a 

personal desire for literary immortality and his obligations as a Stoic philosopher to be of use 

to all mankind irrespective of the age in which we live, and not necessarily in that order. 

 

  Nulla virtus latet, et latuisse non ipsius est damnum. Veniet qui 

  conditam et saeculi sui malignitate conpressam dies publicet. 

  Paucis natus est, qui populum aetatis suae cogitat. Multa annorum 

  milia, multa populorum supervenient; ad illa respice. Etiam si 

  omnibus tecum viventibus silentium livor indixerit, venient qui 

  sine offensa, sine gratia iudicent. Si quod est pretium virtutis ex 

  fama, nec hoc interit. Ad nos quidem nihil pertinebit posterorum 

  sermo; tamen etiam non sentientes colet ac frequentabit. Nulli 

  non virtus et vivo et mortuo rettulit gratiam, si modo illam bona 

                                                           
46 The cynical scholar may interpret Seneca’s gambit of writing for future generations as a calculated 
stratagem, through the exercise of which he hoped that intervening history might occlude his own very real 
involvement in the rapidly rotting Neronian regime. A more charitable interpretation would be that, in an era 
where it was impossible to separate Seneca the statesman from Seneca the author, he saw it as the only real 
avenue open to him, one in which the author’s voice could be heard untainted by physical and reputational 
proximity to the imperial court. 
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  secutus est fide, si ne non exornavit et pinxit, sed idem fuit, sive ex 

denuntiato videbatur, sive inparatus et subito. Nihil simulatio 

proficit. Paucis inponit leviter extrinsecus inducta facies;veritas in 

omnem partem sui eadem est. Quae decipiunt, nihil habent solidi. 

Tenue est mendacium; perlucet, si diligenter inspexeris. VALE. 

(Ep. 79.17-18). 

 

By comparing, on one side, the passages from Eps. 8 and 21 alongside these two sections of 

Ep. 79 with, on the other, passages from the Naturales Quaestiones, the difference in 

Seneca’s mind of preserving for the future what he, personally, had to impart about the moral 

circumstances of his own time (an opinion he obviously considered of no small worth and 

one whose durability he considered his personal situation post AD 62 would jeopardise), and 

the practical task of preserving the accumulated knowledge of the discipline of Natural 

Science, is thrown into sharp relief. 

 

 In the Naturales Quaestiones Seneca presents himself as a refiner of scientific 

knowledge. The angst about misinterpretation and distortion that permeates Ep. 79.17-18 is 

wholly absent. The difference in tone is not simply a matter of the distinction between two 

branches of philosophy, ethics vs. natural science. In Ep. 79 Seneca expresses a very real fear 

that his own role in contemporary events will be misinterpreted or deliberately 

misrepresented not only by his peers but by following generations, until the ‘truth’ is finally 

discerned. This fear is, in itself, testament to an insecurity born, perhaps in no small measure, 

from his involvement in some of the less savoury excesses of the Neronian regime.47 

Seneca’s concern about preserving knowledge in the Naturales Quaestiones comes from an 

altogether less personal angle. 

 

 All investigation into natural phenomena stems from philosophy (NQ. 2.53.3) thus 

discussions on the subject ought to include some moral dimension: omnibus enim rebus 

omnibusque sermonibus aliquid salutare miscendum est  (2.59.2).  With this qualification, 

that is, that his reader may at any time expect the moral undercurrent to surface, Seneca states 

his purpose: . . . mundum circuire constitui et causas secretaque eius eruere atqui aliis 
                                                           
47 Seneca’s fears were fully justified. Tacitus, for instance, writing just a single generation after the events 
concerned makes Seneca if not complicit, then certainly implicit in the murder of Agrippina (Ann. 14.1-8; 11), 
and Seneca’s contemporary, the Elder Pliny writes of Seneca’s ‘excessive power’ coming crashing down around 
his ears (NH. 14.5.51).  
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noscenda prodere (NQ. 3. Praef. 1).48 This is an altogether different sentiment and intent to 

that expressed in Ep.79.17-18. 

 

 Seneca does not just catalogue in the Naturales Quaestiones, he also modernises and 

revises what he envisages as a long chain of refinement stretching from the past and on into 

the future. His description of this process of non-stop knowledge evolution where it concerns 

earthquakes is applicable to all investigations: mihi dicendum est opiniones veteres parum 

exactes esse et rudes. Circa verum adhuc errabatur . . . postea eadem illa  [nova] limata sunt 

. . . Nulla res consummata est, dum incipit; nec in hac tantum re omnium maxima atque 

involutissima, in qua, etiam cum multum actum erit, omnis tamen aetas quod agat inveniet, 

sed et in omni alio negotio longe semper a perfecto fuere principia (NQ. 6.5.2-3). We must 

take from this that Seneca saw himself as much a refiner and transmitter of moral 

philosophical concepts as of natural science theories,49 a key consideration when analysing 

his use of citations, especially those from philosophical sources.50 

 

 The natural science knowledge corpus was still being augmented as Seneca was 

completing the Naturales Quaestiones. Writing of the morning and evening rising of 

planets,51 he writes that only recently – modo – has a greater understanding of their 

movements been reached (7.25.5). He fully appreciates that human knowledge is a 

continually evolving entity:  . . .per successiones ista longas explicabuntur (7.25.4) and that 

what he has to report is by no means the last word: Veniet tempus quo posteri nostri tam 

aperta nos nescisse mirentur (7.25.5). Seneca must be satisfied with the knowledge horizon 

of his own time and leave future discoveries for those to come: Contenti simus inventis; 

aliquid veritati et posteri conferant (7.25.7). 

 

                                                           
48 Seneca is not without humour when asserting what he is preserving for posterity, even when cataloguing 
what is probably from the Stoic stable, see for example, NQ. 4.6.1: Non tempero mihi quominus omnes 
nostrorum ineptias proferam. It should be noted that, although Seneca’s use of the first person plural when 
referring to philosophical doctrine may not always necessarily be taken to refer to the Stoic school, in the vast 
majority of instances, it does. 
49 The practical aspects of recording for posterity are also not lost on Seneca. At NQ. 7.3.1 he mentions the 
importance of noting the times and dates of the rising of comets in order to establish patterns and sequences. 
He would certainly have acknowledged the value of committing his citations to a database for the same 
purposes. This is a form of recording for posterity that contains no element whatsoever of author prestige – it 
is a purely ‘scientific’ consideration. 
50 See Williams (2012) 231 for an insightful analysis of Seneca’s ‘indulgent attitude to past investigators.’  
51 At the time of composition only 5 planets were acknowledged. 
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 So Seneca portrays himself in the Naturales Quaestiones as a refiner and relayer of 

natural science theory and investigation, and acknowledges the practical scientific benefits of 

continually updating records for the benefit of empiric analysis. However, he warned that, 

ultimately, all scientific investigation has a moral foundation and it is to this undercurrent that 

he returns at the end of the Naturales Quaestiones. Seneca may acknowledge that future 

generations have their own contribution to make towards the perfection of knowledge but, 

according to him, there exists a very good reason why his own generation have not finished 

the job: contemporary vice. Depravity, like knowledge, is an evolving entity. The study of 

philosophy (the foundation of all knowledge and wisdom) is neglected in favour of the games 

and other superficial distractions. All schools of philosophy are dying, even the ‘new’ school 

of the Sextii which was born of a peculiarly Roman vigour – robur (7.32.1-4).52 This is the 

reason, writes Seneca, that the partial discoveries of the ancients are being forgotten. The 

concluding sentences of the Naturales Quaestiones are a call to philosophical arms: At 

mehercule, si hoc totis membris premeremus, si in hoc iuventus sobria incumberet, hoc 

maiores docerent, hoc minores addiscerent, vix ad fundum veniretur in quo veritas posita est, 

quam nunc in summa terra et levi manu quaerimus (NQ. 7.32.4). 

 

 These concluding exhortations betray the additional reason for writing this work for 

future generations. As much as it may be a call to arms for Seneca’s contemporaries and 

peers, it is a warning for future generations not to waste their own energy on unproductive 

vice. Just as in the Epistulae Morales, it is not enough to point to Seneca having, as Emily 

Wilson puts it, an obsession with his ‘post-mortem reputation’.53 As with all things Senecan 

that is too simplistic an attitude to take, not least because there is no overwhelming first-

person evidence in the prose corpus (as identified by the database) to support it. Just as 

Seneca’s writings in the epistles revealed a two-fold raison d’écrire – a real personal fear that 

what he had written would be seen through the distorted lens of corrupting history (however 

justified that may have been in reality) and a truly Stoic intent to pass on something of benefit 

to all mankind – so the Naturales Quaestiones exhibit a two-fold foresight. On the one hand 

Seneca was dutifully refining and then relaying information on natural phenomena as part of 

what he saw as his practical duty towards those to come, and on the other, he was relaying 

and promoting the correct moral undercurrent in which he believed all scientific investigation 

to have its source as part of his moral duty to mankind. Even what seems on the surface to be 
                                                           
52 See also Williams (2012) 263; 291. 
53 Wilson (2015) 3. 
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a purely selfish fear of a literary damnatio memoriae, when shed of its personal motivation, 

may be equally interpreted as a very real, and very selfless concern that, should his works be 

destroyed, Seneca would be failing in his duty as a disseminator of knowledge, both moral 

and scientific, to his fellow members of the wider human commonwealth irrespective of the 

era in which they might happen to live. 

  

The database statistics show that outside of the Epistulae Morales and  Naturales 

Quaestiones Seneca not only left citations from his two most cited poets, Virgil and Ovid (the 

first and third most frequently cited authors of any genre in the prose corpus respectively), 

unaccredited, but, outside those two works, he never once categorically stated that he, 

personally, was writing for anything other than a contemporary audience. We can take this as 

evidence that those works were designed for a more immediate and contemporary effect. In 

the post-AD 62 works, Seneca began to accredit even the canonical Aeneid and 

Metamorphoses and affirmed that he was writing for audiences other than the immediate. 

Seneca was well aware all things are transient and the best chance one had of preserving 

knowledge (and even the names and works of others) was through a literary medium. His 

change in accreditation policy to his two authors of most contemporary popular appeal as 

marked by the statistics brought up by the database are very strong indicators of this. 
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Chapter 13 - Seneca and Ovid 

In the previous chapter (12), I examined the Ovid statistics from the perspective of 

author accreditation (a metadata field built into the Citation level of my database hierarchy). 

In this chapter I will utilise the same data set but employ a different metadata field (Senecan 

reaction) as my primary sort, thus demonstrating the flexibility and huge potential of 

employing metadata tables against ancient corpora.   

I have already noted that the issue of whether Seneca endorses his citation source or 

not is a thorny one, made complicated by the fact that just about every reference is 

manipulated to some degree, whether in terms of conceptual development, de-

contextualisation, or even inaccuracy.1 Seneca’s habit of doxographic referencing of 

philosophical sources makes the transfer process from source to Senecan work easier to track 

as they often form a starting point, from which Seneca exposits his own ideas; however, it is 

a far more involved question where it concerns non-philosophical citations. How does one 

‘endorse’ (or not) an excerpt of poetry or a line from a play, especially when it may be de-

contextualised? Ultimately, everything Seneca writes is aimed at persuasion, so the question 

we should be asking is not whether Seneca endorses his source, but rather, how does Seneca 

employ his source to endorse him. There are various techniques, yet in every one there is 

clear evidence that Seneca uses his source, sometimes positively, sometimes negatively, at 

times simply neutrally, but always with the aim of buttressing his own exposition. With this 

in mind, the Ovidian data set as extracted from my database is of sufficient size to offer a 

realistic case study for a non-philosophical author in the extant Senecan prose corpus.2  

Ovid – The Statistics and Scholarship so far3 

 After Virgil, Ovid is the second most widely cited non-philosophical author in the 

extant Senecan prose corpus, appearing 33 times across 7 separate works.4 He is cited only 

28.45% the amount of Virgil across the whole corpus yet still 51.5% more than the next most 

                                                           
1 See Chapter 4 ‘Seneca’s “Library”’ p.27. 
2 I have chosen the Ovid data set over Virgil’s for two reasons. Firstly its size; the Virgil data set would demand 
room for a thesis of its own, attempts on which have already been made by, for instance, Batinski (1983): 
Secondly, virtually no scholarship exists on the Ovidian citations as a whole in the Senecan prose corpus.  
3 For a broader perspective on Ovidian scholarship, see Knox (2009); Boyd (2012); Hardie (2002). 
4 There is also what appears to be an Ovid citation from Ars Amatoria 2.300 in the Senecan carmina fragments 
(4); however, as stated at the outset, fragmentary citations are not included in the statistics for this thesis. 
Williams (2012) 101 also notes the Virgil/Ovid ratio. 
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used poet, the Greek Homer (16 instances), and 81.82% more than the next most recurring 

Roman poet, Lucretius (6 instances).  

Gambla devotes only 17 pages of his doctoral thesis to a discussion of the Ovidian 

citations in the Senecan prose corpus and, of these, only two are dedicated to the Naturales 

Quaestiones.5 Similarly, despite speculating that during the composition of the Naturales 

Quaestiones it was ‘probable that the Metamorphoses were at Seneca’s side, or fresh in his 

mind’,6 Maguinness comments specifically on only one Ovidian citation in that work.7  

Maguinness and Gambla typify the modern scholarly approach to citations in that 

Maguinness treats references in isolation making no attempt at linkage patterns, and Gambla 

addresses only what might fit his pre-conceived thesis, careful to concentrate upon only the 

best fit and completely eliding massive chunks (such as the majority Ovidian presence in the 

Naturales Quaestiones) with only the most rudimentary discussion.8 Nobody seems to have 

comprehensively addressed the Ovidian presence in Seneca’s prose works as a whole and yet 

Ovid is clearly a very significant source for Seneca across the entire extant corpus. Modern 

scholarship seems to have grossly underestimated the importance of Ovid, in particular his 

Metamorphoses, to Seneca. It would appear, on closer examination, that Ovid is not merely a 

poet capable of ‘arresting images’ but a very real reporter of ‘ideas’ that Seneca tapped into 

to complement his own exposition in a variety of very identifiable ways.   

Less so than the ubiquitous Virgil, the wider dispersal of the Ovidian citations makes 

it almost impossible to get an idea of any overreaching patterns without the benefit of the 

digital approach. The greater concentration in the Naturales Quaestiones may leap out at the 
                                                           
5 Gambla (1981) 45-62. The statistics given by Gambla at page 45 are incorrect. If we exclude the two he claims 
for the Tragedies, which are outside the scope of this thesis, Gambla claims 23 in all (vs. my 33); 5 in the dialogi 
(vs. my 9 including the Apocolocyntosis); 4 in the Epistulae Morales (vs. my 6); and 14 in the Naturales 
Quaestiones (vs. my 18). The advantage of a digital over a manual system is obvious. Gambla reserves most of 
his chapter (46-59) on Ovid for citations within the Epistulae Morales in an attempt to gauge Seneca’s general 
reaction to, and use of, Ovid, paying special attention to Ep. 110 /Met. 1.595 (46-54) and finally concluding 
that ‘the four Ovidian quotations used in the EM do not fully demonstrate Seneca’s attitude towards Ovid.’ 
(59). In this, Gambla is correct, but he fails to go on and enlarge.  
6 So Maguinness (1956) 87; however, it must also be remembered that Ovid is discussed by the Elder Seneca  
in his work addressed to his sons (see, for example contr. 2.2.8-12; 9.5.17) which implies they were all very 
familiar with Ovid’s works.  
7 Maguinness (1956) offers no statistics apart from the observation that ‘nearly all the Ovidian quotations are 
from the Metamorphoses, and more of these appear in the Naturales Quaestiones than elsewhere’ (92). As 
regards the Naturales Quaestiones, he calls NQ.5.16.1-2/Met. 1.61-66 a quotation with ‘ornamental value’ 
(94). The only other specifically discussed Naturales Quaestiones citation is NQ. 6.18 / Virgil Aen. 1.53-4 (87). 
8 Gambla (1981) summarises the small section allowed the Naturales Quaestiones (59-61) : ‘Most are used 
there solely in explanations of natural phenomena and their use implies no criticism of Ovid whether 
favourable or not’. He does, however, allow that the Ovidian citations at NQ. 3.27.13-15 suggest some literary 
criticism of the poet (59). My analysis demonstrates that literary criticism is just the tip of the ice-berg. 
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reader yet even there the spread of individual Ovidian books becomes submerged in the 

overall impression. The digital approach greatly facilitates a pan-prose corpus analysis. The 

distribution is clearly indicated below (figure SO1).  
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Figure SO1 –Ovid Citations across the Senecan Prose Corpus 
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 Of note here is the way in which Seneca’s citation of Ovid rises dramatically in the 

two works known to have been written post AD 62, the Epistulae Morales and the Naturales 

Quaestiones, most noticeably in the latter work, which, although it constitutes only 17.41% 

of the extant prose corpus, contains 54.55% of the total Ovid citations. It is noteworthy that 

the use of Ovid as compared to that of Virgil has risen from its pro-Virgil ratio of  91.9% : 

8.1% in the Epistulae Morales to 58.14% : 41.86% in the Naturales Quaestiones; a 

substantial statistical shift. 

It has been suggested that Seneca’s fondness for employing Ovid’s works more 

prolifically at this late stage in his own literary career is probably due, in part, to an empathy 

he felt, through his own separation from the imperial court post AD 62, with his 

predecessor’s ostracism in exile at Tomis on the Black Sea coast, far from the centre of 

political power9 although this seems like fanciful conjecture: Seneca’s withdrawal was self-

imposed, Ovid’s exile enforced; Seneca was, if we can trust the ancient commentators, 

reacting against Nero’s worsening behaviour and increasing sacrilege (Tacitus Ann. 15.45),10 

Ovid was evicted from Rome for, in his own words, carmen et error.11 There is little in 

Seneca’s circumstances to mirror Ovid’s. Moreover, when Seneca was composing the two 

works known to have been written during his own enforced exile on Corsica between AD 41-

48/9 (the consolations Ad Polybium and Ad Helviam Matrem) and  his personal 

circumstances did more closely emulate Ovid’s,  neither mention of, nor citation from, his 

predecessor suggested themselves to him.12       

 Despite Ovid’s considerable and diverse oeuvre, Seneca opts to cite from only three 

works: the Metamorphoses (31 instances), the Amores (1 instance), and the Ars Amatoria (1 

instance) which makes the latter two remarkable in their singularity. 

 Seneca draws from only 7 of the 15 books of the Metamorphoses (1;2;3;6;7;13;15).13 

Of these, book 1 is the most frequently cited (11 instances), followed by book 2 (7 instances), 

                                                           
9 Wilkinson (1958) 179 and Gambla (1981) 46-6. 
10 The final withdrawal and seclusion did not occur until AD 64, by which time much of the Epistulae Morales 
and Naturales Quaestiones had already been composed so the time-frame does not fit Wilkinson’s and 
Gambla’s supposition. Moreover, the precedent that Ovid died in exile, still an outcast from Rome, would not 
have been one, we would imagine, that Seneca might wish to emulate.  
11 Ovid Tristia 2.207. 
12 Neither the name Ovid nor citations from any of his works appear in any of Seneca’s three consolationes 
although, admittedly, the citation data set from that genre is very sparse. 
13 There is also a reference to the entire work (all 15 books) at Apoc. 9.5. This is one of the very rare instances 
in his entire prose corpus where Seneca actually names the work to which he is referring along with its author. 
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and then book 15 (5 instances). Book 2 is the most evenly spread across Seneca’s corpus (3 

instances in the dialogi, 2 in the Epistulae Morales and 2 in the Naturales Quaestiones) 

whereas books 1 and 15 are concentrated in the Naturales Quaestiones (8 and 4 instances 

respectively). Of note is the heavy and exclusive use of Met. 15 in NQ.4. 

Ovid in the Naturales Quaestiones14 

 Another frequent assumption about Seneca’s fondness for repeatedly citing from 

Ovid’s Metamorphoses in the Naturales Quaestiones is a result of the former work’s lavishly 

descriptive natural-world content and its aptness for enlivening Seneca’s exposition of natural 

science.15 Whereas this is certainly true in some cases (yet in these, too, we must be wary of 

an overly facile categorisation), there exists a substantial pool of citations (overwhelmingly 

from Metamorphoses book 1) which appears in those sections of the Naturales Quaestiones 

in which Seneca digresses from the subject of Natural Science and approaches contemporary 

socio-political comment.16 By analysing these, and comparing them against the Ovidian 

citations that the database shows us from the rest of the corpus, we can demonstrate that 

Seneca is reacting to Ovid on multiple levels and for different purposes. 

Seneca’s Use of Ovid – Endorsement by Negative Example 

 The first method to be discussed is Seneca’s endorsement of his own point by holding 

up a poetic image that depicts the opposite of what he himself is expositing. Seneca cites 

Ovid just twice in De Ira. The first, at Ira. 1.3.5, appears at first sight to be a criticism – non 

est quod credas illi qui dicit - of Ovid’s  poetic license  in describing the enervating effects of 

the plague at Aegina on animals (Met. 7.545-6). However, Ovid is not mentioned by name 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Here he effects it through the mouthpiece of the deified Augustus: ‘censeo uti divus Claudius ex hac die deus 
sit, ita uti ante eum quis optimo iure factus sit, eamque rem ad Metamorphosis Ovidi adiciendam.’  
14 See Williams’ (2012) excellent and comprehensive analysis of the Naturales Quaestiones for discussion on 
individual Ovid citations within that work (esp. pp. 25, 78, 100-101, 129-30, 193-4, 229).  
15 See, for example, Maguinness (1956) 87 or, explicitly, Gambla (1981) 59: ‘Most [Ovidian quotations in the 
Naturales Quaestiones] are used there solely in explanation of natural phenomena.’ Gambla does not feel the 
need to enlarge on this.  
16 These sections are confined mainly to the praefationes of books 1, 3, and 4; however, they also spice up 
several other passages, perhaps most remarkably the extraordinary critique of Hostius Quadra’s inventive use 
of mirrors as aids to sexual arousal at NQ. 1.16.1-9. Other passages include anti-luxuria diatribes at NQ. 3.17.1-
3.18.7; 4.13.1-4.13.11 which culminate in a ringing indictment of the depravity and rapacious avarice of 
contemporary Rome at the end of the work (NQ. 7.28.1-7.32.4). More digressionary themes can be found at 
NQ. 2.59.1-2.59.13 (death comes to all); NQ.3.27.1-3.30.8 (the end of the world in flood – καταστροφή); NQ. 
5.18.4-5.18.16 (the madness of man and his proclivity for destructive war); NQ. 6.1.1-6.4.5 & 6.32.1-6.32.12 (a 
quasi-consolatio to the inhabitants of Campania after an earthquake); NQ. 6.32.1-6.32.12 (a criticism of 
Alexander the Great); NQ. 7.16.1-7.16.3 (a criticism of the literary practices of historiographers). This catalogue 
is by no means exhaustive. 
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here, and the point of bringing in the lines is to provide enforcement by negative example of 

Seneca’s point that only man – not ‘dumb’ animals - is capable of true anger. It may also be 

conjectured that Seneca is implying here that poets (and poetry) cannot be trusted not to 

pervert their depictions of nature and the natural-world but that, as Seneca explains much 

later in his corpus, is, as it were, the nature of the beast. At De Beneficiis 7.23.1, again 

mentioning no names, he states quite clearly that In hoc omnis hyperbole extenditur, ut ad 

verum mendacio veniat before citing examples from both Virgil (Aen. 12.84) and Ovid (Met. 

13.801) to illustrate that the poet intentionally employs hyperbole incredibilia adfirmat, ut ad 

credibilia perveniat. That Seneca then goes on immediately afterwards to explain the 

expected effect of hyperbole when applied to the return of beneficia (Ben. 7.23.1), 

demonstrates the same mechanism in progress as at Ira. 1.3.5 – enforcement by negative 

poetic example of Seneca’s main expositional point.17 As we progress through the corpus, the 

same technique is in evidence again and again: At Ep. 115.13, once again with no mention of 

Ovid, it is the carmina poetarum that are held accountable for stoking the fires of human 

greed by praising excessive wealth as the crowning glory of even the gods. The examples 

given are descriptions of the Sun-god’s palace (Met. 2.1-2) and chariot (Met. 2.107-8) from 

the tale of Phaëthon, and arrive, with other citations from Euripides, in a passage decrying the 

contemporary obsession with wealth, again Seneca reinforcing his exposition by negative 

example. Moving on to the Naturales Quaestiones, Seneca spells out exactly what he is 

doing. At NQ. 2.44.1, once more with no mention of Ovid’s name, and as part of an 

explanation that Jupiter, as controller – rector – and guardian – custos (2.45.1) – of the 

cosmos, is just another name for Fate or Providentia, Seneca makes it clear that the god’s 

supposed employment of different potencies of lightning bolts is simply an allegory for 

different crimes deserving different levels of punishment. He achieves this by consigning the 

conceit that Jupiter had a graded assortment of cosmic weaponry to choose from, to poetic 

license: Poeticam istud licentiam decet (2.44.1), and by quoting from Ovid’s story of Jupiter 

destroying Semele by exposing her to the ‘lesser’ lightning (Met. 3.305-7), once again, 

                                                           
17 There is also an underlying contextual level in the tie-up between Ben. 7.23.1-3 and that surrounding the 
Ovidian line (Met.789-809). Before Polyphemus gets onto bragging about what he can materially offer Galatea 
(Met. 810-839) he laments those qualities that he believes keep her from accepting him, amongst them 
stubbornness (crucially, the line Seneca chooses to cite) and pride. Essentially, it is all about Polyphemus 
managing his own expectation about what he has to offer Galatea, and what he expects from her in return. 
Seneca’s immediate context vis-a-vis beneficia covers the same theme: management of expectation – demand 
more than you need of somebody in order that what you actually receive may meet what you really require. 
So the citation operates to one end on two different levels: Poetic hyperbolic exaggeration to arrive at the 
truth, and management of expectation brought through from the mythical context, both illustrating Seneca’s 
point that in demanding more than you actually want may result in you actually acquiring what you need.      
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endorsement of Seneca’s exposition by negative example. All the above examples follow the 

exact same pattern: Ovid’s name is not mentioned, and the negative poetic examples serve to 

reinforce Seneca’s exposition. This is not, as Gambla18 and Maguinness19 have supposed, a 

criticism of Ovid’s poetic ability per se. It is a mechanism that Seneca consciously employs 

and is consistent with throughout his prose corpus. It should also be reiterated at this point 

that the omission of Ovid’s name in these examples is evidence of the very strong 

contemporary public assimilation of that poet’s magnum opus, the Metamorphoses.  

Seneca’s Use of Ovid – Endorsement through Technical Backup 

 The second method Seneca employs is to use Ovid as a source of technical, or 

mechanical backup for Seneca’s exposition. Again, in the instances in which Seneca uses 

Ovid for this purpose, the poet’s name is never mentioned. Descriptive passages of a more 

technical nature do exist in the Metamorphoses and the fact that Seneca felt comfortable 

employing them with no accreditation is, again, testament to the transmission of Ovid’s epic-

genre masterpiece. At Ep. 90.20, Seneca is busy disproving Posidonius’ assertion that 

philosophers are responsible for civilisation’s technical advancements, developments that 

Seneca ultimately attributes to the artisan, not the sapiens.20 Employing Ovid’s technical 

account of the mechanics of the loom and its working parts from the story of Arachne (Met. 

6.55-8), Seneca contends that the art of weaving, at least as described by Posidonius, was a 

latter day invention. Ovid’s description is remarkably detailed for its context,21 yet no more 

so than that of Posidonius which Seneca sets out immediately beforehand. At first glance, 

Seneca appears to be using Ovid as a foil to disprove Posidonius, and yet the context of the 

former – a weaving contest from the age of Greek mythology - is just as ancient as that which 

Posidonius describes, which would make its modern-day (from Seneca’s perspective) 

‘technology’ equally as anachronistic. This is an unusual use of Ovid by Seneca as, either he 

is asking his readership to totally de-contextualise the weaving technology from the story of 

                                                           
18 Gambla (1981) 58, without the benefit of a database, is talking in these terms of Ep. 115.13 / Met. 2.1.2 & 
2.107-8. 
19 Maguinness (1956) 89. 
20 Seneca’s argument is that the philosopher has his mind on higher matters than invention for practical day-
to-day living. Gambla (1981) 56-58 correctly identifies this passage as part of a formulaic, tricolonic sequence 
in which Seneca uses Posidonius as a foil to prove his own point, but his comment on the Ovidian quote is 
extremely limited: ‘It adds little force to the argument, but has value as a concise and attractive turn of phrase. 
Its usefulness lies primarily in its poetic appeal’ (58). 
21 The details are possibly an appeal to any potential female audiences, much in the way that certain modern 
male authors go out of their way to elaborate on the fashion being worn by their female protagonists to signal 
their ‘awareness’ of the opposite sex’s interests.   



 

189 
 

Minerva and Arachne (hardly likely, as the citation is long and singular enough, and the story 

probably popular enough to make provenance obvious), or Seneca is bracketing Ovid with 

Posidonius when he states quam facile etiam magnos viros dulcedo orationis abducat vero 

(Ep. 90.20). The seemingly superfluous addition of the Ovid description may simply be 

Seneca’s way of ‘presenting’ an alternative version of a dry technical process in more 

appealing language; however, it may also be a signal that there is a contextual load involved. 

By alluding unmistakably to the hubris of Arachne and her belief that self-taught human skill 

needed no ‘higher’ inspiration or guidance, Seneca is reinforcing his own assertion that 

Posidonius is mistaken when he believes that philosophers invented the crafts.  Seneca’s 

concluding remark at this point about the revealing clothes made by weavers of his own day 

seems almost an add-on to this passage.    

There are more straightforward examples of Ovid performing technical backup. At 

NQ. 1.3.4 Seneca’s discussion around the conflicting theories on the brightness and formation 

of rainbows is brought to sharp order with an emphatic nunc followed by Ovid’s analogy of a 

rainbow to describe the iridescent garments woven by the protagonists in the Arachne story 

(Met. 6.65-7). Ovid’s description is explicitly scientific and, as Seneca acknowledges: Ut ait 

poeta, an dissimiles colores sint, scire non possis, nisi cum primis extrema contuleris.22 

 The Senecan passage at NQ. 2.1.2 similarly relies on an Ovidian citation for 

technical/scientific backup although in this case it is the context that is carried over. At the 

start of the book in which he will discuss lightning and thunder, Seneca must demarcate for 

his audience the three areas into which the study of natural phenomena is divided: caelestia, 

sublimia, terrena. In introducing what phenomena constitute the middle of these, those that 

occur inter caelum terramque, Seneca lists nubila, imbres, nives, venti, terrae motus, fulgura 

and then brings in Ovid’s description of thunder from the cosmogony at Met. 1.55: et 

humanas motura tonitrua mentes. There is a direct correspondence here between Ovid’s 

wider context of mists, clouds, thunder, and winds, all of which ‘hang over the lands’ (Met. 

52-56) with Seneca’s description of sublimia (NQ. 2.1.2). The placing of these phenomena by 

the command of ‘the god’ in Ovid’s version, lends tacit confirmation to Seneca’s description. 

 Exactly the same mechanism is employed by Seneca at NQ. 7.10.1 where Apollo’s 

description to Phaëthon of the inexorable pull and whirl of the heavens (from Met. 2.69-73 – 

                                                           
22 See also Williams (2012) 65-66 for the Ovid citation’s role in reinforcing Seneca’s portrayal of the 
‘seamlessness’ of the cosmic whole.    
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the actual citation consists only of line 2.71) gives Seneca tacit (divine) authority to ‘prove’ 

that a whirlwind cannot reach the higher levels of the atmosphere else it be dragged away 

(NQ. 7.9.2-7.10.3). All of these examples have in common that Ovid’s name is nowhere 

mentioned and all are technical or scientific in nature, either explicitly in the citation itself or 

from the surrounding context, and all allow Seneca to win his expositional scientific or 

technical case. 

Seneca’s Use of Ovid – Endorsement through Direct Contextual Assimilation 

 The next category is one which confirms Ovid’s Metamorphoses alongside Virgil’s 

Aeneid as an established item of furniture in the Roman mind. Just like Virgil’s Aeneid, a 

thorough knowledge of the context surrounding the lines cited from Ovid’s Metamorphoses 

was a given by Seneca. At many places in the Naturales Quaestiones, but most markedly in 

book 3, Seneca appeals directly to the Ovidian context surrounding the quoted lines. This is 

best demonstrated in tabular form (figure SO2): 

Figure SO2 – Ovidian Contextual Endorsement in the Senecan Prose Corpus 

Senecan Context Cited lines Ovidian Context 
NQ. 3.20.3 – 3.20.6 
Seneca gives reasons for variety of 
taste in water and their effects. 
 

 
 
 
 

Met. 15. 308-335 
Pythagoras catalogues the change 
that water itself undergoes and its 
effects. 

 
NQ. 3.20.3 
Seneca gives a scientific reason for 
Ovid’s lines: the water is 
adulterated by mud that adheres to 
whatever it touches. 

 
NQ. 3.20.3 – Met. 15.313-14 
Flumen habent Cicones quod 
potum saxea reddit / Viscera, quod 
tactis inducit marmora rebus 
 
 

 
Met. 15.313-14 
Pythagoras says the river by which 
the Cicones live (the Hebrus) 
hardens entrails to stone and layers 
everything it touches with marble. 
 

NQ. 3.20.5 
Seneca says the lakes at Alba in 
Italy, if swallowed, will cause 
madness or coma. The sulphur in 
the water causes an effect like the 
madness of drunkenness from wine 
taken neat. 
 

NQ. 3.20.5 – Met. 15.320-1 
Quos quisquis faucibus hausit / Aut 
furit aut patitur mirum gravitate 
soporem 
 
 
 
 

Met. 15.320-4 
Pythagoras says that water from a 
particular Ethiopian lake, if 
swallowed, will cause madness or 
coma. Quenching thirst at a spring 
in Arcadian Clitor will cause 
abstention from wine. 
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NQ. 3.20.6 
Seneca does not enlarge on the 
Ovidian citation. It is reported as 
fact and scientific evidence. The 
effect is described as harmful. 23 

NQ. 3.20.6 – Met. 15.329-31 
Lyncestius amnis / Quem 
quicumque parum moderato 
guttere traxit / Haud aliter titubat 
quam si mera vina bibisset 

Met. 15.329-31 
The river of Lyncestis, even if 
swallowed in small quantity will 
cause inebriation as if wine had 
been taken neat. 

NQ. 3.27.11-13 
The scant survivors of  Seneca’s 
katastrophic vision cling to 
mountain tops. In a natural reversal 
of Ovid’s context in which a 
shrinking sea adds to the number of 
the Cyclades by revealing 
previously submerged mountain 
tops, Seneca’s Cyclades are added 
to by mountain tops previously on 
land becoming islands due to the 
rising water. This mirrors the 
contrasting katastrophic vision of 
Seneca vs. the ekpyrotic vision of 
Ovid’s context.24 

NQ. 3.27.13 – Met. 2.264 
[Ergo insularum modo eminent] 
montes, et sparsas Cycladas augent 

Met 2. 236-266 
Phaëthon’s loss of control of 
Apollo’s chariot has ekpyrotic 
consequences as the world dries up 
and bursts into flame. 

NQ. 3.27.10-13 
Second phase of a katastrophic 
world-ending aimed at replacing 
the current crop of  humans. The 
rivers, swollen by rain, have now 
filled the sea to such an extent it is 
back-washing inland, inundating 
everything. The remnants of 
humanity cling to the remaining 
mountain tops. 

NQ. 3.27.11-13 – Met. 1.292 
Omnia pontus erat, deerant quoque 
litora ponto 
 

Met. 1.275-1.312 
Second phase of Jupiter’s 
destruction of a corrupt mankind 
with Neptune’s inundation of the 
land by rivers bursting their banks 
and an insurgence of the ocean. 
The passage of scattered remnants 
of humanity (293-8) also finds an 
echo in Seneca’s previous passage 
at NQ. 3.27.11-12.  

NQ. 3.27.13-14 
Seneca chides Ovid for his childish 
absurdities – pueriles ineptias 
(27.13) – by suggesting that 
nothing could swim in such utter 
destruction.25 

NQ. 3.27.13 – Met. 1.304 
Nat lupus inter oves, fulvos vehit 
unda leones 

Met. 299- 308 
Nature’s natural habitats are 
overturned, forcing natural enemies 
to swim together. Some 
commentators see black humour in 
this passage.  

NQ. 3.27.14-15 
Seneca continues to praise Ovid’s 
poetry but belittle his concept of 
anything able to survive the flood-
tide and swim. Perfer! Seneca says 
of Ovid’s poetic vision as if 

NQ. 3.27.14 – Met.1.285 & 290 
Expatiata ruunt per apertos 
flumina campos / pressaeque 
labant sub gurgite turres  

Met. 1.279-292 
Neptune unleashes the rivers to 
backwash the sea and completely 
inundate the land sweeping all 
civilisation to destruction. The 
description of rivers engulfing 

                                                           
23 In the grouping of NQ. 3.20.5-6 / Met. 15.320-4; 329-31, Seneca has transposed Ovid’s faraway Ethiopian 
lake for the near-to-Rome Albulae springs near Tibur (Tivoli) and introduced the philosophical aspect of 
drunkenness as a form of madness into his natural-science exposition. He has managed this by employing the 
uncited example of the Arcadian Clitor and its sobering effect with the harmful but cited example of Lyncestis 
to which Seneca has added nothing but a simple: hoc habet mali (NQ. 3.20.6). In effect, he has made the 
dangers of drunkenness applicable to Romans by bringing it geographically closer to Rome. For a broader 
discussion on Met. 15 see Hardy (1997). 
24 There are many more ‘reversal’ correlations between Seneca’s deluge and Phaëthon’s fiery escapade in the 
passages leading up to this citation, most noticeably Seneca’s naming of the rivers Rhone, Rhine, and Danube 
as they burst their banks (NQ. 3.27.8-9) against Ovid’s Rhine, Rhone, Padus, and Tiber running dry (Met. 259). 
It may prove worthwhile considering the political connotations of Seneca’s singling out these rivers and 
ignoring Ovid’s more faraway and exotic topological references.  
25 It is more likely that Seneca is using the Ovidian lines as a technique to wrest back control of both the 
imagery and the discussion. He has been following Ovid very closely thematically and this, by belittling Ovid, 
sounds like a ploy to demonstrate to his audience that Seneca and not Ovid is the authority here. 
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encouraging a good attempt at what 
is rightly in the domain of 
philosophy. Seneca is wrestling 
back the initiative. 

plains and valleys is echoed in 
Seneca’s description of the Rhine, 
Rhone, and Danube wreaking 
similar destruction (NQ. 3.27.8-9). 

NQ. 3.28.1 – NQ. 3.28.2 see note26 
First phase of a katastrophic world-
ending when human kind needs 
changing, with continuous rains 
causing floods and the cessation of 
the drying winds. This causes 
damage only, not wholesale 
extinction. (After this the sea will 
finish the job - NQ. 3.28.3-7). 

NQ. 3.28.2 - Met. 1.272-3 
Sternuntur segetes et deplorata 
colonis / Vota iacent longique perit 
labor irritus anni 

Met. 1.260-274 
First phase of Jupiter’s destruction 
of a corrupt mankind with 
katastrophic continuous rainfall 
after first imprisoning the drying 
winds. This causes damage but not 
extinction (After this, Jupiter has to 
appeal to Neptune to finish the job 
– Met. 1.275-312). 
 

 

Seneca’s Use of Ovid – Endorsement through Political Innuendo 

 Some Senecan contexts carry unmistakable political innuendo. Certain Ovidian 

contexts are ideal for carrying endorsement for Seneca’s exposition through from the 

original.27 

 At Ben. 5.15.1-3, Seneca, unusually for him, deals in the absolute that all men are, to 

some extent, vice-ridden ingrates.28 Ovid is brought in at Ben. 5.15.3. His name is not given 

but he is representative of an opinion about man’s innate baseness that does not stem from 

philosophical thought but is a voice ex medio conventu – in other words, it is so obvious, no 

trained sage is needed to point it out. The citation is Ovid’s representation of social decline 

with the advent of the Iron Age, bottom-most in the descent of man, when ties of kinship 

were worth nothing : non hospes ab hospite tutus, / non socer a genero ; fratrum quoque 

gratia rara est; / imminet exitio vir coniugis, illa mariti (Met. 1.144-6). For once, Seneca 

                                                           
26 It is interesting that Seneca abandons the standard Stoic Ekpyrotic universal cataclysm in favour of a 
katastrophic one. He is obviously following the corresponding passage of the Metamorphoses very closely in 
which Jupiter abandons the idea of destruction by fire in favour of destruction by water (Met. 1.253-261). Of 
course, Seneca’s whole theme in book 3 of the Naturales Quaestiones is one of terrestrial waters but, given 
the closeness and consistency of the contextual tie-up between the two, it is tempting to think that in his 
lengthy and graphic katastrophic description which spans all of NQ. 3.27.1 – 3.30.8, the end of the book, it is 
the Metamorphoses that has inspired the entire quasi-digression rather than Seneca being reminded of the 
relevant passage of Ovid’s work by his own words. It can be speculated that, at this late stage of his literary 
career, Seneca may have opted for a localised flooding and extinction event over a fiery universal all-
encompassing cataclysm as a projection of wishful thinking (in an allegorical fashion) that the Julio-Claudian 
dynasty be swept away and replaced. See also Williams (2014) 34, 37,42, 77, 101, 110-16, 124-32, 225, 231, 
255 for an in-depth discussion on the Cataclysmic sequence in the Naturales Quaestiones.  
27 See Feldherr (2010) for a discussion on political elements within the Metamorphoses. Also Segal (1969) for 
Ovid’s ‘Augustanism’. 
28 This is a logical conclusion drawn from the absolutism of the Stoic stance that supreme Virtue cannot 
comingle with vice, so if a man has one vice he cannot be Virtuous and is held to be the only other possibility, 
Virtue’s negative opposite, meaning he carries all vices. 
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actually tells his audience what the connection between the Ovid scenario and his own is: 

beneficia in scelus versa sunt (Ben. 5.15.4). Seneca, remarkably, with the onset of overtly 

martial terminology and language, then goes on to turn his entire argument into an indictment 

of Roman history, listing a whole string of Roman ‘ingrates’ culminating in Antony and 

Julius Caesar who had foisted war (particularly, civil war) and ruin upon the Roman people, 

before running out of rhetorical breath: Deficiet dies enumerantem ingratos usque in ultima 

patriae exitia (Ben. 5.17.1). 

 The exact same passage from the Metamorphoses but with additional lines (lurida 

terribiles miscent aconita novercae ; filius ante diem patrios inquirit in annos – Met. 147-8)                         

is employed at Ira. 2.9.2. Here, the whole power of Seneca’s rhetoric is bent, before and after 

the citation, to criticism of the laxness of contemporary mores and the wickedness that 

ensues. What commences as exposition that Virtue and anger/passion cannot co-exist in one 

soul (Ira. 2.6.3-4), passes to the suggestion that were the sapiens to be angered by the sinning 

of those around him he would be in a constant state of ire (2.7.1-3), and then spirals swiftly to 

the ‘evidence’ of the ubiquity of sin in the populace.  Topographically, we are unmistakably 

in Rome: the forum multitudine refertum; the saepta concursu omnis frequentiae plena; and 

that circum, in quo maximam sui partem populus ostendit.  Vice is everywhere, says Seneca, 

everyone is embittered and corrupt (2.8.1-3), the sapiens would have no end of people to 

raise his ire were he susceptible to it (2.9.1-2), and at this point the Ovid citation (Met. 1.144-

8) is brought in to mark, along with the onset of the overtly martial language exactly as it 

does at Ben. 5.15.3, the transition to sins of a political nature: the opposing military camps of, 

and families split by, civil war; the citizen putting his own Fatherland to the torch; arrays of 

hostile cavalry flying about seeking the lairs of the proscribed; springs profaned by poison; 

plague brought about by man; trenches dug to besiege parents; prisons overflowing with 

inmates . . . the list goes on and becomes specific to control of the Roman state: pernicious 

tyranny; secret plots for regal power to the detriment of the state (2.9.3). Seneca does not stop 

there. Add to all this, he says: perjury between nations, broken treaties, spoils carried off by 

the stronger, deceit, theft, fraud, disownment of debt. There is not enough room even in three 

fora to try this lot! (2.9.4). Having followed Ovid’s limited sub-set of sin with this exhaustive 

catalogue of political and social impiety, it is hardly surprising, that immediately after 

quoting it, Seneca had felt compelled to add: Et quota ista pars scelerum est!  (2.9.3).  
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 In both the above cases, Seneca has used a citation from Ovid’s description of the 

descent of morality into the Iron Age to endorse his own socio-political criticism of 

contemporary Rome. In neither instance is Ovid’s name mentioned.  

 Another, more personally political use of Ovid, again without accrediting the source, 

comes at Vit. Beat. 20.5. As has been shown, citation evidence from the database 

demonstrates that De Vita Beata is a highly politically charged work.29 In the relevant 

Gedankeneinheit commencing at Vit. Beat. 20.1, Seneca is in the midst of a storm of 

exculpatory rhetoric. Having charged himself through the voice of an interlocutor with a 

catalogue of hypocrisy (17.1-4), Seneca pulls out all the stops to ‘prove’ that his actions, 

inadequate and insincere as they may appear to others, have indeed fallen (at least from the 

perspective of his intent, as he portrays it) within the bounds of acceptable practice as far as 

the concept of indifferents - ἀδιάφορα – is concerned (20.1-5).30 If intention alone were a 

rewardable quality, Seneca would indeed be a rich man! He infers, by tone alone, that he 

himself is amongst the number who have set their goals to achieve a balance of indifferents, 

to live according to nature’s dictates, to act according to the dictate of conscience populo 

spectante (20.4), to treat friends agreeably and enemies mildly, to infringe on the liberty of no 

man, least of all himself.31 Seneca caps off the whole passage of intense rhetoric at Vit Beat. 

20.5 with a line from the epitaph of the ill-fated Phaëthon: Magnis tamen excidit ausis (Met. 

2.328), a masterpiece of citation that links the context of all that has gone before in both 

works, Seneca’s and Ovid’s, philosophically (both Phaëthon and Seneca had ‘dared great 

things’)32 with the context of the following passage in De Vita Beata, in which Seneca brings 

in the imagery of the scorched earth and merciless sunlight that Phaëthon’s plunge had 

occasioned and uses it, in what is an explicit challenge, to metaphorically seek out and sear 

the ‘creatures’ who are his political detractors: 

  Vos quidem, quod virtutem cultoremque eius odistis, nihil 

                                                           
29 Refer chapter 9 (pp.94-97). 
30 Seneca concentrates on the ‘indifferents’ of death, physical hardship (20.3), and, especially, wealth and 
Fortuna’s gifts where he takes pains to emphasise it is not wealth per se, but what one chooses to do with it 
for the benefit of all that should be of concern (20.3-4). This is a canny move on his part as he appears to have 
been known as a generous distributor of beneficia especially to less fortunate friends: see Martial nemo petit 
modicis quae mittebantur amicis / a Seneca, quae Piso bonus, quae Cotta solebat / largiri (Sat. 5. 108-110). 
31 And this is despite stating quite categorically a few sections earlier: ego enim in alto vitiorum omnium sum 
(17.4). Admittedly, Seneca does not specifically include himself amongst those who can say they aspire to all 
the good points catalogued between 20.1-5, and yet it is impossible to avoid the impression when reading the 
work that he does. De Vita Beata is indeed a masterpiece. 
32 The excidit is also very relevant here. It implies that Seneca has also ‘fallen’ from the path. 
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  novi facitis. Nam et solem lumina aegra formidant et aversantur 

  diem splendidum nocturna animalia, quae ad primum eius ortum 

  stupent et latibula sua passim petunt, abduntur in aliquas rimas 

  timida lucis. Gemite et infelicem linguam bonorum exercete 

  convicio, hiate, commordete; citius multo frangetis dentes quam 

  imprimetis (Vit. Beat. 20.6). 

 

Seneca and Ovid’s Ars Amatoria 

 This discussion on Ovid would be incomplete without mentioning the use to which 

Seneca puts his other works. Seneca cites from Ovid’s Ars Amatoria only once in the extant 

prose corpus that is dealt with in this thesis.33 On the surface, Seneca’s technique is 

deceptively simple. Ovid is not accredited. His words at NQ. 4.3.4 from Ars Am. 1.475-6: 

Quid magis est saxo durum? Quid mollius unda? / Dura tamen molli saxa cavantur aqua are 

cited to ‘prove’ Seneca’s assertion that hail must be round because every kind of drop 

becomes globular. Examples are, he says, breath-moisture collected on a mirror or drops on 

any flat surface, even on leaves (NQ.4.3.3). At this point Ovid is brought in, but in a very 

strange way. The Ovidian context – that a woman’s resistance to amorous advances can be 

worn down by persistence, analogised by the physical image of soft but continuous drips 

hollowing out a hard stone – is irrelevant to Seneca. He has to de-contextualise it to bring it 

back into the original natural-world environment from which Ovid took it for his own 

purposes. Seneca is borrowing another poet’s analogy for a love-technique as ‘proof’ of his 

natural-science point. It becomes stranger still as Seneca immediately, again without 

accrediting the author (aut, ut alius poeta ait),34 uses a line from Lucretius to actually state 

(stillicidi casus lapidem cavat – Lucr. 1.314) what Ovid’s words (Dura tamen molli taxa 

cavantur aqua – Ars Am. 1.476) infer. The emphasis of the result conveyed by the passive 

dura saxa cavantur is superseded by the emphasis on the cause, the fall of the drips – 

stillicidi casus – and its active verb cavat.35 The result is to ‘prove’ that the hollow in the 

                                                           
33 There is also what appears to be a citation of Ars Amatoria 2.300 in the fragments of Seneca’s carmen 4; 
however, as stated at the outset, citations from fragmentary works have been omitted from this thesis. 
34 Astoundingly, this is the only place in the Naturales Quaestiones in which Lucretius is cited and not only is he 
unaccredited, but he is referred to as a ‘another poet’ alius poeta (NQ. 4.3.4). Seneca’s deployment of 
Lucretius has already been discussed in chapter 12 (pp. 142-5).   
35 Were it not for the sobriety of Seneca’s theme here, it could almost be conjectured that, in citing specifically 
from the Ars Amatoria within its context of wearing down female resistance, by emphasising firstly the 
softening and secondly the ‘penetration’ of the rock by the repeated motion of an object with a globular head 
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stone takes its shape from the object that has repeatedly impacted it – the double aspect 

afforded by the contrasting passive and active verbs in the dual citation allowing us to 

witness the process in our minds’ eye from above and below. It is a very effective technique, 

almost as if Seneca is directing a camera ‘intercut’. This singular (in the Ovidian data set of 

the Senecan prose corpus) citation from the Ars Amatoria seems to have been selected purely 

for its de-contextualised appropriateness to the Senecan exposition and its ‘pairability’ with 

the Lucretius citation.36    

 

Seneca and Ovid’s Amores 

 The single citation in the Senecan prose corpus from Ovid’s Amores differs 

completely in application technique from that taken from the Ars Amatoria. It is not ‘double-

teamed’ with another citation, the original context is carried over completely (although 

redeployed in analogical form by Seneca), and Ovid is given full credit: ut ait Ovidius. The 

relevant Gedankeneinheit, which began at Ben. 4.12.1, seeks to convince that a beneficium 

differs from a ‘loan’ in that the expected ‘return’ on the part of the giver transcends a 

material quid pro quo because true giving carries an additional value that can only be 

calculated in terms of Virtue (4.12.1-5). A true beneficium can only be bestowed with the 

interest of the recipient in mind. The trader, physician, slave-monger cannot bestow 

beneficia because they expect payment, personal gain, in return and thus they must be 

considered mere services, the transaction mere barter – auctio (4.13.3). It is here that Seneca 

analogises by stating that one cannot call a woman chaste – pudica (one of the examples of 

the ‘currency’ of Virtue he had introduced along with iustitia, innocentia, magnitudo animi, 

and temperantia back at 4.12.4)37 – who rejects a lover’s advances either to inflame him, or 

because she fears repercussions from her husband or the law. Either of these two purposes, 

Seneca is saying, results in personal gain for the woman, therefore the Virtue of pudicitia 

does not come into the exchange (4.14.1). At this point Seneca, giving full credit, cites the 

line from Ovid’s Amores 3.4.4: Quae, quia non licuit, non dedit, illa dedit. He explains that 

such a woman is technically a sinner and then, in terms of his own exposition about beneficia 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
(and especially given the lubricated nature of the penetration), Seneca is making a tacit, ‘sexy’ little joke. He 
even goes on to say locum enim sibi ad formam et habitum sui exculpit (NQ. 4.3.4) a possible allusion to the 
passing on of physical characteristics to the progeny engineered through sexual intercourse.    
36 See also Williams (2012) 154-5 on this citation, and who also points out, citing Mazzoli (1970) 208,  the 
proverbial quality these lines of Ovid’s had achieved by Seneca’s time.  
37 At Ben. 4.12.4, Seneca had actually used the noun form, pudicitia. 
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explains, emulating Ovid’s snappy, condensed Latin, complete with double third-person 

singular perfect verb in exact same grammatical position  : Eodem modo, qui beneficium ut 

reciperet dedit, non dedit. Like that from the Ars Amatoria this singular citation seems to be 

a one-off, selected by Seneca not only for its analogous connection to his main point but for 

the opportunity it provides for Seneca to supply a memorable sententia for his wider point 

and prove that he can match Ovid for a punchy one-liner.38 

 The Ovid Amores and Ars Amatoria citations are anomalous in the extant Senecan 

prose corpus, appearing only once each. In both instances the Ovidian line had something 

‘extra’ to offer Seneca’s exposition that was detached from the overall theme of the original 

work. Both Ovidian works traded in Love, which was, to Seneca, an irrational passion that 

fell into the category of illness. Seneca allots very little time to these types of works. Catullus 

is cited once in the Apocolocyntosis (3.12), and Tibullus once (NQ. 4.2.2). In the case of the 

latter, Seneca actually mistakenly attributes the citation - nec Pluvio supplicat herba Iovi? 

(Tibullus. 1.7.26) – to Ovid. All other love elegists and their prototypes are wholly ignored by 

Seneca as potential citation quarries, which is probably a statement of the esteem in which 

Seneca held such works.39    

Conclusion 

 The prevailing consensus of Seneca’s use of Ovid as simply a mine for striking 

imagery needs to be revaluated. The engagement is far more involved. Seneca’s deployment 

of Ovid emphasises the seminal status of the Metamorphoses in early imperial Roman 

literature. For Seneca, Ovid’s (just like Virgil’s) canonical status was a direct conduit into the 

minds and emotions of his readership, a shortcut though which a single line or passage could 

activate an entire mental environment whether the words had been memorised verbatim in the 

active mind or buried as a concept in the subconscious. For Seneca’s purposes, Ovid was 

                                                           
38 It must also be pointed out that Seneca takes pains to promote his own admiration for pudicitia and aversion 
to its opposite, impudicitia, throughout his entire prose corpus: see esp. Helv. 16.3-4; 19.6;  Ira. 2.28.7; Clem. 
1.19.8; Ben. 1.10.2; 1.11.4; 3.16.3; 4.12.4; 4.14.1; 6.32.1; Eps. 94.26; 95.21;  NQ. 7.31.1; Prov. 5.3. One way of 
looking at this is an exculpatory exercise; that is, an assertion and maintenance of innocence to the charge of 
adultery with Julia Livilla that had seen him exiled to Corsica in AD 41 and which was persistent enough for 
Suillius to regurgitate it as late as AD 58 as part of his litany of accusations against Seneca as reported by 
Tacitus (Ann. 13.42-3).    
39 The citation evidence suggests that Seneca observed a hierarchy of literary genre, at the pinnacle of which 
was epic and at the bottom end history, followed by what he obviously considered frivolous love elegy. From a 
content perspective, it is imagined love-elegy would have promised a rewarding mine for out-of-control 
passion comparisons, so Seneca’s almost total neglect of the genre in the citation statistics is a good indication 
of his general low regard for it.    
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elevated beyond the purely poetical. His canonical status gave him an authority that Seneca 

could use for purposes that went well beyond being a source of ‘arresting images’. In 

Seneca’s hands, as well as providing sometimes absurd word pictures off of which Seneca 

could bounce his own ‘correct’ philosophical message, Ovid became at times, an ‘expert’ in 

matters mechanical whose technical descriptions could be used to compare and contrast 

Seneca’s own opinions, a ‘critic’ of moral decline that Seneca could apply to his 

contemporary Rome, and even an ‘authority’ on specific philosophical doctrinal concepts 

such as cyclic renewal of the cosmos, with whose detailed descriptions Seneca could run 

parallel. Had Seneca’s readership been even slightly less familiar with the Metamorphoses, 

none of these approaches would have been as effective as they were. 

 Maguinness may have been correct when he surmised that Seneca had Ovid’s 

magnum opus before him when he composed the Naturales Quaestiones (or, in any event, at 

least books 1-2, and 13) - the long-running contextual parallels (as exemplified in figure SO2 

above) are difficult to ignore - but neither he nor Gambla seemed to want to explore anything 

other than the ‘ornamental value’ of the Ovidian citations. Every Ovid reference in the prose 

corpus is an element of Seneca’s rhetoric and thus geared towards persuasion. Far more than 

using it as a quarry of arresting poetical word pictures, Seneca’s development of the Ovidian 

citations and passages from the Metamorphoses indicate to me that he was using it for 

thematic inspiration, although in an ironic parody, it is Seneca who has the last word by 

converting that inspiration and refocusing it into his own exposition. It is a process of 

filtration. Seneca’s audience is inspired by Seneca who was, in turn, inspired by Ovid – it is 

an almost tangible process and one whose effectiveness is only possible because the audience 

(even if subconsciously) can somehow discern and, in a way, share Seneca’s inspiration by 

Ovid, through their own familiarity with the cited material and its surrounding context. 
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Chapter 14 – The so-called ‘Dialogi’: A Case Study – Citation Statistics Overview  
 

I have demonstrated in chapter 6 that categorising Senecan works by genre can be 

misleading. I have also, in the chapters immediately preceding this, shown that Seneca 

employed certain of his more widely cited philosophical sources (most notably Epicurus)1 for 

different purposes in different works. Moreover, I have illustrated that Seneca’s more widely 

used non-philosophical sources, in particular the canonical Roman poets Virgil and Ovid, are 

used by Seneca for purposes over and above that of providing a readily available and widely 

recognisable stock of word imagery, and that their advantage to Seneca’s own exposition 

rested on his expectation that his audience was familiar enough with the context surrounding 

the source citation that they could identify its treatment by Seneca when reapplying the 

original context to his own.2  

 

What I have not yet demonstrated is how an analysis of the patterns of philosophical 

and non-philosophical citations (or lack of them), taken as a collective across individual 

works, can contribute to our understanding of the circumstances surrounding that work’s 

composition, whether personal or socio-political. That is the purpose of this and the following 

chapters (14-19), in which I shall use the works that comprise the so-called dialogi as a case 

study.3 By comparing the citation patterns between works and using what few concrete 

chronological markers we have from the historical record as supporting evidence, I shall 

suggest that categorising Seneca’s works by the political imperative that drove them not only 

transcends genre and even chronology in explanatory power, but delivers a more accurate and 

realistic overview of the prose corpus as a whole.  It goes without saying that this type of 

analysis is next to impossible without the aid of a database.    

 

Just as every work in Seneca’s extant prose corpus can be argued to be reactionary to 

some degree (consolationes are ‘reactions’ to the grief of another, each epistula in an 

exchange is a ‘reaction’ to previous correspondence, and so on), so each work can be argued 

to have been politically motivated to some extent. The Consolatio Ad Polybium, for instance, 

                                                           
1 See chapter 9. 
2 See chapters 12 and 13. 
3 For the purposes of this chapter, the term dialogi refers to the following works: De Ira, De Constantia 
Sapientis, De Tranquillitate Animi, De Otio, De Brevitate Vitae, De Clementia, De Vita Beata, De Beneficiis. 
Although the three consolationes: Ad Marciam, Ad Polybium, Ad Helviam Matrem are often categorised as 
dialogi, I am excluding them from this discussion on the grounds that they distinctively belong to a recognisable 
genre(consolations) and are (probably) separated from the others by a chronological divide of some years.  
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contained, as part of its objective, a request to end Seneca’s exile. The early Epistulae 

Morales have been argued by Wilson4 to have been, amongst other things, an attempt to get 

under the imperial censorship-on-Stoicism radar. Even the Apocolocyntosis has been argued 

by Green5 to be operating in a kind of binary-star relationship with De Clementia to put a spin 

on the legitimacy of Nero’s early behaviour as emperor.  At times the political motivation is 

obvious (De Clementia), at others it is difficult to discern, yet even the works in which 

political motivation appears low can inform about Seneca’s political environment, even if it is 

to imply that it was non-threatening. It is however obvious that the political imperative to 

write, whether proactively or reactively, was more urgent in certain works than in others. 

What follows will test the hypothesis that there is a detectable correlation between whom and 

what Seneca cited (or did not cite) and the degree of political imperative that drove the 

composition of each work in the dialogi. I shall commence by presenting and analysing the 

data sets for the dialogi with the aid of graphics (figures CS1 – CS10) and then test what the 

statistics have to tell us against my hypothesis. 

.  

For the sake of consistency and visual clarity, the Senecan prose works on the x-axis 

(horizontal axis) of the graphics in this chapter are plotted against the baseline of the 

chronology of Seneca’s prose corpus as suggested by Griffin and generally accepted by other 

scholars.6 The establishable date of AD 55/56 for De Clementia is here given as AD 55 to 

provide a rough chronological reference point in a total range that potentially spans AD 37 – 

65.  It is to be noted that some works may have been composed on the opposite chronological 

side of De Clementia to that shown although that has little effect on general trends and none 

whatsoever on specific statistics within individual works.  

 

The ‘Dialogi’ of Lucius Annaeus Seneca – A Case Study 

 

In this case study the term dialogi will be used to refer to the following works of 

Lucius Annaeus Seneca: De Ira (Ira.), De Constantia Sapientis (Const.), De Tranquillitate 

Animi (Tranq.), De Otio (Otio), De Brevitate Vitae (Brev. Vit.), De Clementia (Clem.), De 

Vita Beata (Vit. Beat.), De Beneficiis (Ben.), and De Providentia (Prov.). All except De Otio 

                                                           
4 Wilson (2015) 146-151. 
5 Green (2014) – Dr. Steven Green (UCL/Yale): ‘Seneca’s Augustus: Fashioning a Protean model for a Young 
Prince.’ Seminar delivered at the ‘Commemorating Augustus : A Bi-Millennial Re-Evaluation’ conference at 
Leeds University, U.K., 18 – 20 August 2014. 
6 For an analysis of this see chapter 5 ‘Issues with Chronology.’ (pp. 46-50). 
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and De Clementia have survived more or less intact. There is also debate over whether the 

abrupt ending of De Vita Beata is intentional or indicates missing sections.7 

 

 Across the nine dialogi, which together constitute 35.5% of the entire extant prose 

corpus, Seneca cites at least 41 third-party authors8 a total of 137 times, that is, exactly 

33.33% of the individual author total and 22.87% of the citation total across the extant prose 

corpus. The dialogi data set has been chosen for a case study as it is both more extensive than 

that of the similarly multi-work consolationes (thus meaningful patterns can be better 

discerned and corroborated), and it comprises works that cover a wider potential 

chronological compositional timeframe than the discreet Epistulae Morales or Naturales 

Quaestiones.9    

 

 Whereas it can be stated with a fairly high degree of certainty that the consolationes 

were written after the accession of Gaius in AD 37 and before Seneca’s recall from exile in 

AD 49,10 the chronological framework that surrounds the nine works which constitute the 

dialogi is less easy to establish. Although the lack of any obvious exile-driven imperative 

suggests a composition date of post AD 49 it cannot be taken to preclude at least some of the 

books’ having been compiled on Corsica or even before.11 The discussion that follows will 

use the following basic time-line of Seneca’s political career as its only chronological 

reference points against which the works (if known) can be plotted:12 exile (AD 41 – AD 49), 

tutor to Nero (AD 49 – AD 55), active imperial counsellor (AD 55 – AD 58), political decline 

(AD 58 – 62), retiring imperial counsellor (AD 62 – 65).13  

                                                           
7 I will work under the assumption that De Vita Beata is complete as the veiled threat with which the dialogus 
concludes seems to me perfectly in keeping with the flow of what I have already demonstrated is a very clever 
and balanced work. The topic will be discussed further later in this chapter. 
8 Citations from unknown sources have been counted as one. If each unattributable citation stems from a 
different author the potential maximum author count in this data set is 53. 
9 Complete data sets for these other works can be found in appendix III of this thesis. 
10 AD 37 – AD 49: The terminus post quem of the Ad Marciam and terminus ante quem of the Ad Helviam 
respectively. 
11 De Ira is the most obvious (although still highly debatable) candidate for pre AD 49 composition, the other 
eight less so. See figure CH1 (p. 52) for specific dating windows of all dialogi.  
12 See Braund (2015) 15-28 for an unusual ‘reverse’ application of these time slots. 
13 The graphs demand a consistent pattern of display for ease of comparison with each other. Griffin’s (1976) 
396  chronology with additions and amendments inserted by myself from Marshall’s recent collation of the 
subject in the Brill Companion to Seneca edited by Damschen and Heil (2014) pp. 33-44 as outlined in figure 
CH1 (p. 52 of this thesis) is, from its general scholarly acceptance, the logical sequence to employ. I have placed 
De Providentia at the end of the sequence as, although it is undatable, its addressee Lucilius, and other 
considerations to be discussed in this chapter, indicate it is a late work. 
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The dialogi, it seems, were composed in a window that spanned anywhere between 13 

and 28 years. In the presence of so much chronological uncertainty, an analysis of Seneca's 

use of third party allusions and direct citations can play a pivotal role in suggesting how 

Seneca was writing in response to his shifting personal and/or political situation. 

 

Dialogi  - The Citation Statistics 

 

Figure CS1 – Dialogi: Mean Citation Density (MCD) against chronological baseline 

 

Figure CS1 – Analysis (Figures in brackets: Individual Work MCD. Lower = Denser) 

The Mean Citational Density (MCD = total number of Latin Loeb pages divided by total 

number of citations) statistics  must be read guardedly as they may create a false impression 

of applied regularity which is misleading due to factors such as incomplete works, for 

example De Clementia and De Otio. In addition, citations can and do appear in clusters within 

certain works such as De Vita Beata in which all but three of the total 13 appear in the first 

half of the work. Nevertheless, the MCD is a useful tool for ascertaining the general average 

frequency with which Seneca appealed to third-party sources across individual dialogi when 

compared against the others. It is especially useful as a measure to gain a pan-work 

perspective as it compensates for length and degree of completeness by extrapolating out what 

data exists to calculate an arithmetic mean.     

 

Of particular note here is the huge peak at De Clementia indicating that Seneca used 

citations far less frequently here than in any in other work in the dialogi. The incomplete state 

of De Clementia is, in itself, insufficient to explain its dearth of third-party reference as even 

the extant portion (MCD 15) is roughly commensurate in length to De Tranquillitate Animi 
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(MCD 2.05) and more than 33% longer than De Constantia Sapientis (MCD 4.67). De 

Tranquillitate Animi (MCD 2.05) and De Otio (MCD 2) are the most densely packed with 

citations, although the incomplete nature of the latter work advises caution when taking this 

statistic into account. 

 

Within the dialogi that together constitute 35.19% of the total size of the extant prose 

corpus, Seneca employs third party sources 137 times. Of these, 39 (28.47%) are clearly from 

poetic genres, 6 (4.38%) are from drama, 6 (4.38%) are from historiographers, 2 (1.46%) are 

from epistolary works, 4 (2.92%) are from other or unknown prose genres, and the remaining 

80 (58.39%) derive from philosophical works (see Figure CS2). 

 

Figure CS2 – Dialogi: Citation Genre Spread14 

 
 

For the dialogi, works that are generally labelled by scholars with some variation on 

'Philosophical Discourses', the seemingly incongruous presence of so much (42%) non-

philosophical third party citation material will have to be explained but, for now, it should be 

                                                           
14 Interestingly, there is remarkable consistency between these statistics and those from across the extant 
Epistulae Morales. For two sections of Seneca’s extant prose corpus that are of roughly comparable size 
(dialogi 35.19% of total, Epistulae Morales 39.78% of total) the genre breakdown is very similar. Respectively: 
Poetry 28.47% vs. 36.23% ; Drama 4.38% vs. 5.07% ; History 4.38% vs. 3.99% ; Epistolary 1.46% vs. 1.45% ; 
Philosophical 58.39% vs. 50.36%. Although the Epistulae Morales are almost twice as densely packed with third 
party citations as the dialogi 286 vs. 137 total citations respectively, the consistency in source genre ratio 
indicates these preferences did not change over time  
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noted that, in contrast to the (probably) earlier consolationes, the dialogi evidence a far 

greater and more adventurous spread of third-party sources.15 

 Figure CS3 – Detailed breakdown of citations within Seneca’s dialogi showing reference 
in Senecan work and original source or modern fragmentary corpus allocation (if 
known). 

 DIALOGI TOTALS 
Authors: 41 – 53 

Citations: 137 (see footnote16) 
GREEK Totals 
Authors: 24 
Citations: 78 

ROMAN Totals 
Authors: 16 
Citations: 46 

GREEK Philosophy 
Authors: 19 
Citations: 70 

GREEK Non-Philosophy 
Authors: 5 
Citations: 8 

ROMAN Philosophy 
Authors: 2 
Citations: 3 

ROMAN Non-Philosophy 
Authors: 14 
Citations: 43 

STOIC – TOTAL 26 CITATIONS 
Athenodorus: 74BC – 7 AD x 2 
Tranq. 3.1; 7.2 
Cleanthes: 330 – 230 BC x 4 
Tranq. 1.10 – SVF 1.588 
Ben. 5.14.1; 6.11.1; 6.12.2 
Chrysippus: 280 – 207 BC x 8 
Const. 17.1 – SVF 2.11 
Tranq. 1.10 – SVF 3.695 
Otio. 8.1 – SVF 3.695 
Ben. 1.3.8; 1.4.4; 2.17.3; 2.25.3; 
3.22.1 
Diogenes: 230 – 140 BC x 1 
Ira. 3.38.1 – Frag. 50 SVF 3 
Hecaton: 1st Century BC x 5 
Ben. 1.3.9; 2.18.2; 2.21.4; 3.18.1; 
6.37.1 
Posidonius: 135 – 51 BC x 1 
Ira. 1.2.3 - Frag. 155 Edelstein-Kidd 
(Stilbo): 4th Century BC x 1 
Const. 5.6 
Zeno:  334 – 262 BC x 4 
Ira. 1.16.7 – SVF 1.215 
Tranq. 1.10 – SVF 1.28 
Tranq. 14.3 
Otio. 3.2 – SVF 1.271 
 
PERIPATETIC – TOTAL 10 CITATIONS 
Aristotle:  384 – 322 BC x 6 
Ira. 1.3.3 - De Anima 403a 30 
Ira. 1.9.2; 1.17.1; 3.3.1 
Ira. 3.5.5 – De Anima 403 a 30 
Tranq. 17.10 – Problemata 30.1 
Hieronymous: 290 – 230 BC x 1 
Ira. 1.19.3 
Theophrastus: 371 – 287 BC x 3 
Ira. 1.12.3; 1.14.1 

POETRY – TOTAL 6 CITATIONS 
Hesiod: 750 - 650BC (?) x 1 
Ben. 1.3.10 
Homer: Pre 8th Century BC (?) x 4 
Ira. 1.20.8 – Iliad 23.724 
Tranq. 2.12 – Iliad  24.10-11 
Ben. 1.3.10 
Ben. 5.25.4 – Iliad 1.39.42 
 ‘The Greek Poet’: (?) x 1 
Tranq. 17.10 
 
DRAMA – 1 CITATION 
Aristophanes: 446 – 386 BC x 1 
Vit. Beat. 27.2 
 
PROSE – OTHER – 1 CITATION 
Hippocrates: 460 – 370 BC x 1 
Aph. 1.1 

STOIC – TOTAL 3 CITATIONS 
Fabian. Papirius: 1st Century AD x 2 
Brev. Vit. 10.1 
Brev. Vit. 13.9 
(Quintus Sextius): 1st Century BC x 1 
Ira. 2.36.1 
See note 18 
 

POETRY – TOTAL 29 CITATIONS 
Lucretius: 99 – 55 BC x 1 
Tranq. 2.14 – DRN. 3.1068 
Ovid: 43 BC – 18 AD x 8 
Ira. 1.3.5 – Met. 7.545-6 
Ira. 2.9.2 – Met. 1.144-8 
Vit. Beat. 20.5 – Met. 2.328 
Ben. 4.14.1 – Amores 3.4.4 
Ben. 5.15.3 – Met. 1.144-146 
Ben. 7.23.1 – Met. 13.801 
Prov. 5.10 – Met. 2. 63-69 
 Prov. 5.11 – Met. 2. 79-81 
Rabirius: 1st Century BC (?) x 1 
Ben. 6.3.1 
Virgil: 70 – 19 BC x 19 
Ira. 2.35.6 – Aen. 8.702 
Otio. 1.4 – Aen. 9.612 
Brev. Vit. 9.2 – Georg. 3.66-7 
Clem. 1.4.1 – Georg. 4.212 
Vit. Beat. 8.3 – Aen. 2.61 
Vit. Beat. 14.3 – Georg. 1.139-40 
Vit. Beat. 19.1 – Aen. 4.653 
Ben. 1.7.1 – Georg. 4.132 
Ben. 4.5.3 – Georg. 2.159-60 
Ben. 4.6.4 – Ecl. 1.6-10 
Ben. 5.17.5 – Aen. 4.653 
Ben. 6.7.1 – Aen. 5.162-3 
Ben. 6.41.2 – Aen. 12.11 
Ben. 7.1.1 – Georg. 2.45-6 
Ben. 7.5.2 – Georg. 1.158 
Ben. 7.14.5 – Aen. 6.85 
Ben. 7.23.1 – Aen. 12.84 
Ben. 7.25.2 – Aen. 4.317-8 
Ben. 7.25.2 – Aen. 4.373-4 
 
DRAMA – TOTAL 5 CITATIONS 
Accius: 170 – 86 BC x 3 

                                                           
15 The 3 consolationes utilise 10 different sources across a total of 14 citations (a mean citational density of 8 
that is, one citation per 8 standard Loeb pages) as compared to at least 41 different sources (53 if the 
unattributable citations all belong  to different sources) across a total of 137 citations in the dialogi (a mean 
citational density of 4.42 which falls to 4.19 if the De Clementia, Seneca's blue-print for the perfect prince in 
which his own voice was paramount and the very few citations contained in which artificially raise the mean 
citational density, is excluded). 
16 This range includes the 13 citations that are unattributable (Ira. 2.15.5; Const. 18.5 (x2); Tranq. 5.5; Brev. Vit. 
2.2; Ben. 1.2.1; 1.8.1; 2.5.2; 2.10.1; 4.39.1; 5.24.1; 5.25.2; 6.37.2 ) but which are excluded from the further 
breakdown into Greek and Roman statistics. The citation attributed to ‘The Greek Poet’ at Tranq. 17.10 has 
been included in the Greek statistics. 
18 Although Quintus Sextius is thought to have composed in Greek, I have included him in the Roman statistics 
as the citation concerned does not specify a Greek passage and, at NQ. 7.32.2, Seneca’s language strongly 
infers his school had a specifically Roman flavour – the eclecticism of the teachings is evidence of this.  
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Brev. Vit. 1.2 
 
ACADEMIC – 7 CITATIONS 
Plato:  428 – 348 BC x 6 
Ira. 1.6.5 – Republic 1.335 D 
Ira. 1.19.7 – Laws 11.934 A 
Ira. 2.20.2 – Laws 2.666A 
Ira. 3.12.5 
Tranq. 17.10 – Phaedra 245 A 
Ben. 4.33.1 
(Socrates):  469 – 399 BC x 1 
Ira. 1.15.3 
 
CYNIC – 9 CITATIONS 
Bion: 325 – 250 BC x 3 
Tranq. 8.3; 15.4 
Ben. 7.7.1 
Demetrius:  1st Century AD x 6 
Prov. 3.3; 5.5 
Ben. 6.11.1; 7.1.3; 7.2.1; 7.11.1 
See note 17 
 
CYRENAIC – 2 CITATIONS 
Aristippus: 435 – 356 BC x 1 
Ben. 7.25.1 
Theodorus: 340 – 250 BC x 1 
Tranq. 14.3 
 
DEMOCRITEAN – 3 CITATIONS 
Democritus:  5th Century BC x 3 
Ira. 3.6.3 – Frag. 3 Diels-Kranz 
Tranq. 2.3 
Tranq. 13.1 - Frag. 3 Diels-Kranz 
 
EPICUREAN – 13 CITATIONS 
Epicurus:  342 – 279 BC x 13 
Const.15.4– Epicurea p74 16 Usener 
Const. 16.1 – Frag. 585 Usener 
Otio. 3.2 – Frag. 9 Usener 
Otio. 7.3 – Frag. 442 Usener 
Vit. Beat. 7.1 – Frag. 506 Usener 
Vit. Beat. 9.1 – Frag. 504 Usener 
Vit. Beat. 9.4 – Frag. 506 Usener 
Vit. Beat. 12.3 – Frag. 506 Usener 
Vit. Beat. 12.4 – Frag. 460 Usener 
Vit. Beat. 13.1 – Frag. 460 Usener 
Vit. Beat. 13.4 – Frag. 455 Usener 
Vit. Beat. 13.5 – Frag. 514 Usener 
Ben. 3.4,1 

Ira. 1.20.4 - Atreus, Frag. 203-4 von 
Ribbeck p. 187 
Clem. 1.12.4 - Atreus, Frag. 203-4 
von Ribbeck p. 187 
Clem. 2.2.2 - Atreus, Frag. 203-4 von 
Ribbeck p. 187 
Laberius: 105 – 43 BC x 1 
Ira. 2.11.3 - Laberius mim. 126 
Ribbeck p.361 
Publilius Syrus: 46 – 49 BC (?) x 1 
Tranq. 11.8 – Frag. C 34 Meyer 
 
HISTORIOGRAPHY – TOTAL 4 CITAT. 
C. Quadrigarius: 1st Century BC x 1 
Ben. 3.23.2 – Annals 18 
Livy: 59 BC – 17 AD x 2 
Ira. 1.20.6 - Frag. 54 hertz / Frag. 66 
Weissenborn-Mueller 
Tranq. 9.5 - Frag. 52 Weissenborn-
Mueller 
Sallust: 86 – 35 BC x 1 
Ben. 4.1.1 
 
PROSE OTHER – TOTAL 5 CITATIONS 
Augustus: 63 BC – 14 AD x1 
Brev. Vita. 4.3 - Epist. Frag. 79 
Malcovati 
Cato – Elder: 234 – 149 BC x 1 
Ben. 5.7.5 
Cicero: 107 – 44 BC x 2 
Tranq. 11.4 – Pro Milone 92 
Brev. Vit. 5.2 - Epist. Frag. 10. 6 
Watt 
Maecenas: 68 – 8 BC x 1 
Ben. 4.36.2 
 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
17 I have included Demetrius amongst the Greek statistics as, although he practised in Rome from 
approximately AD 37 – 71, he was originally from Corinth and his name and philosophical roots are undeniably 
Greek.  
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Figure CS4 – Dialogi: Philosophical vs. Non-philosophical against Chronological 
Baseline 

 

Figure CS4 – Analysis (Figures in brackets = Philosophical Citations / Non-philosophical 
Citations) 
 
 There is a relatively even split of philosophical vs. non-philosophical citations across the nine 

dialogi (21 individual philosophical authors accounting for 73 citations vs. 19 individual non-

philosophical authors accounting for 51 citations). In works that are generally agreed to fit the 

category of philosophical discourses, the non-philosophical citation content (almost 50% of 

the total) is remarkable.  

The higher number of citations in De Ira and De Beneficiis can be explained by their 

greater length comparative to the other dialogi. Philosophical citations outnumber non-

philosophical citations in De Ira, De Constantia Sapientis, De Tranquillitate Animi, De Otio, 

and De Vita Beata. The reverse is true of De Brevitate Vitae, De Clementia, and De 

Beneficiis. De Providentia has equal numbers of both. As far as the chronology can be relied 

upon, there appears to be a gradual general trend towards an increased ratio of non-

philosophical sources as time passes. Of particular note in this sequence is the total absence of 

non-philosophical sources in De Constantia Sapientis and the total lack of philosophical 

sources in De Clementia.  
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Figure CS5 – Dialogi: Greek vs. Roman against Chronological Baseline 

 
Figure CS5 – Analysis (Figures in brackets = Greek Authors-Greek Citations / Roman 
Authors-Roman Citations) 
 

As is to be expected, the Greek vs. Roman sequence closely parallels the Philosophical vs. 

Non-Philosophical sequence in figure CS4 above. Philosophical citations derive 

overwhelmingly from Greek sources, the vast majority of whom were composing pre-200 

BC,19 whereas non-philosophical citations derive overwhelmingly from Roman sources who 

were exclusively composing within 100 years of Seneca’s compositional life and some of 

whom (notably Livy and Ovid) were still publishing when Seneca was probably in his late 

teens or early twenties.20 The Greek prevalence in philosophical sources is attributable to the 

massive bias in available volume of Greek philosophical texts over the comparatively 

fledgling Roman philosophical corpus. The Roman prevalence in non-philosophical sources 

is, no doubt, attributable to a great extent to consideration for a Latin speaking audience and 

the resonance Seneca could expect in them through citations from a well-known, recent, and, 

by his time, firmly entrenched Roman literary canon in genres other than the philosophical.  

 

  The numbers of Greek authors/citations noticeably outnumber Roman 

authors/citations in De Ira, De Constantia Sapientis, De Tranquillitate Animi, De Otio, and 

De Vita Beata. The reverse is true of De Clementia and De Brevitate Vitae. De Beneficiis and 

De Providentia have comparable numbers of both. Interestingly, with the exception of the 
                                                           
19 The only exceptions to this are the Stoics Athenodrus, Posidonius, and Hecaton, and the Cynic, Demetrius 
who, between them, account for only 14 of the total 70 Greek philosophical citations. Understandably, 
Seneca’s only two Roman philosophical citations in the dialogi, Quintus Sextius and Fabianus Papirius are, from 
Seneca’s perspective, recent. 
20 The only possible exception is the multi-talented Accius who is thought to have died around 86 BC.  
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exclusively Greek De Constantia Sapientis, the ratio between Roman authors and Roman 

citations in the ‘pre-AD 55’ dialogi remains pretty constant at around 50:50 whereas the 

‘post- AD 55’ works exhibit an increasing tendency to repeat individual Roman authors 

within individual dialogi; for example, De Beneficiis where Virgil is cited in 12 separate 

instances and Ovid in three. Individual Greek authors, on the other hand, tend to be cited more 

than once in a given work on both sides of the AD 55 divide, only achieving absolute 50:50 

parity in De Brevitate Vitae. Of particular note in this sequence is the total absence of Roman 

and/or non-philosophical sources in De Constantia Sapientis and the total lack of Greek 

and/or philosophical sources in De Clementia. 

Figure CS6 – Dialogi: Individual Roman Sources against Chronological Baseline 

 

(Figures in brackets: Works = Total Roman Citations in work : Authors = Total 
Citations across all dialogi) 
 
Figure CS6 – Detail Table 
De Ira De Const. De Tranq. De Otio De Brev. De Clem. De Vit B. De Ben. De Prov. 

Virgil x 1   Virgil x 1 Virgil x 1 Virgil x 1 Virgil x 3 Virgil x 12  
Ovid x 2      Ovid x 1 Ovid x 3 Ovid x 2 
Accius x 1     Accius x 2    
  Cicero x 1  Cicero x 1     
  Lucretius x1       
Livy x 1  Livy x 1       
Q. Sextius x1 
Laberius x 1 

 Pub. Syrus x 1  Augustus x 1 
F. Papirius x 2 

  Cato-Elder x 1 
C.Quadrig. x 1 
Maecenas x 1 
Rabirius x 1 
Sallust x 1 

 

 
Figure CS6 – Analysis 
Citations from Roman authors who, with the exception of one instance from Quintus Sextius 

(eclectic-Stoic) and two from Fabianus Papirius (Stoic), derive exclusively from non-

philosophical sources, are found consistently throughout the dialogi. The glaring exception is 

De Constantia Sapientis. Virgil is by far the most frequently cited (19), followed by Ovid (8). 

0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14

De Ira
(7)

De
Const.

(0)

De
Tranq.

(4)

De Otio
(1)

De Brev.
Vit (4)

De
Clem.
(3) AD

55

De Vit.
Beat. (4)

De Ben.
(20)

De Prov.
(2/2)

Accius (3)

Cicero (2)

Livy (2)

Lucretius (1)

Ovid (8)

Virgil (19)

Other (10)



209 
 

The use of both these high-profile Roman authors peaks in De Beneficiis.21 As mentioned 

above, there is a growing tendency to multi-cite canonical Roman non-philosophical authors 

as the chronology progresses, a trend that is not solely linked to the size of individual works. 

 
Figure CS7 – Dialogi: Individual Greek sources against chronological baseline 

 

(Figures in brackets: Works = Total Greek Citations in work : Authors = Total 
Citations across all dialogi) 
 
Figure CS7 – Detail Table 
De Ira De Const. De Tranq. De Otio De Brev. De Clem. De Vit B. De Ben. De Prov. 

Aristotle x 5  Aristotle x 1       
  Cleanthes x1     Cleanthes x3  
 Chrysippus x1 Chrysippus x1 Chrysippus x1    Chrysippus x5  
 Epicurus x2  Epicurus x2   Epicurus x 8 Epicurus x 1  
       Hecaton x 5  
Homer x1  Homer x1     Homer x 2  
Plato x 4  Plato x1     Plato x1  
Theophras. x2    Theophras. x1     
Zeno x1  Zeno x2 Zeno x1      
Democritusx1 
Diogenes x1 
Hieronym. x1 
Posidonius x1 
Socrates x1 

Stilbo x1 Athenodo. X2 
Bion x2 
Democrit. x 2 
Greek Poet x1 
Theodorus x1 

 Hippocrat.  x1  Aristoph. x1 Aristippus x 1 
Bion x1 
Demetrius x 4 
Hesiod x1 

Demetrius x2 
 

 

Figure CS7 – Analysis 

There is a visible trend for both the number of Greek sources used and the total number of 

citations from those sources to fall off as the dialogi progress according to the chronological 

baseline shown here. Whereas the relatively few non-philosophical Greek citations (Homer, 

‘The Greek Poet’, Hippocrates, Aristophanes, and Hesiod) are fairly evenly spread across the 

dialogi, there is a tendency for philosophical citations to clump together by school in 

                                                           
21 Although De Beneficiis is by far the longest of the dialogi, the proliferation of Virgil is still noteworthy. De Ira, 
for instance, which is approximately half the length of De Beneficiis, contains only one Virgilian citation.  
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individual works, for example the Peripatetics (Aristotle, Theophrastus, and Hieronymous) in 

De Ira, Epicurus in De Vita Beata, and the Stoics (Cleanthes, Chrysippus, and Hecaton) in De 

Beneficiis. Also of interest is the greater spread of Greek sources in the ‘pre-AD 55’ works 

(19 individual authors) compared with the ‘post-AD 55’ works (11 individual authors); that is, 

the number drops off by almost 50%. In addition, it must be noted that, in the philosophical 

citations within the dialogi, Seneca almost invariably references founders of rival 

philosophical schools (i.e. non-Stoics) and their immediate successors whilst largely ignoring 

commenting on doctrinal development in the intervening period up to his own time.22 

 

Figure CS8 – Dialogi: Philosophical Schools against work chronological baseline 

 

(Figures in brackets: Number of individual authors / Total number of citations)23 

 

Figure CS8 – Analysis 

This sequence shows a clear preference for individual schools, or sets of competing schools, 

in individual works, which can be summarised as follows: 

 

De Ira:    Primarily Stoic vs. Peripatetic – Platonic, Academic, Democritean representation 
De Constantia Sapientis:  Primarily Stoic vs. Epicurean  -  Megarian representation 

                                                           
22 In a way, this can be analogised in martial terms to Seneca seeking the spolia opima. His rhetorical training 
would have honed in him the instinct to belittle and ultimately destroy his opponent in debate. By invalidating 
the arguments of founders of rival schools Seneca not only obviates the need to attack their successors’ 
doctrines but, like the Roman general donning the armour of the enemy commander he has felled in single 
combat, assumes the philosophically authoritative higher ground. As Seneca’s prose works abound in martial 
analogy, I am sure he would approve this comparison. 
23 ‘Other’ philosophical schools comprise: Platonic, Democritean, Megarian, Cynic, Cyrenaic. ‘Unknown’ authors 
are counted as one in the total author statistic per work but all unattributable citations are included in the total 
work citation count.  
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De Tranquillitate Animi:  Primarily Stoic with eclectic range (Platonic, Democritean, Peripatetic, Cyrenaic,   
Cynic) 

De Otio: Exclusively Stoic vs. Epicurean 
De Brevitate Vitae: Exclusively Stoic vs. Peripatetic 
De Clementia: No school represented 
De Vita Beata: Exclusively Epicurean 
De Beneficiis: Primarily Stoic with medium Cynic and small Platonic and Epicurean representation  
De Providentia: Exclusively Cynic 
 

Of note is the Stoic citational presence, high in De Ira, De Tranquillitate Animi, and De 

Beneficiis, low to medium in De Constantia Sapientis, De Otio, and Brevitate Vitae, and 

totally absent from De Clementia, De Vita Beata, and De Providentia. Also interesting is the 

exclusive Epicurean philosophical citation content of De Vita Beata. 

 

 

 



 

 
 

21
2 

Figure CS9 – Summary of citation content of individual works across the dialogi 
 De Ira De Const. De Tranq. De Otio De Brev. De Clem.  De Vit. B. De Ben. De Prov. 
Average Overall 
Citation Instance 

Medium Relatively low High High Medium Extremely low Relatively high  Relatively low  Medium  

Philosophical 
Citation Instance 

Medium Medium High High Low No philosophical 
citations 

Medium Medium Relatively low 

Non-Philosophical 
Citation Instance 

Low No non-
philosophical 
citations 

High Medium High Low High Medium Medium 

Philosophical or 
Non-Philosophical 
predominate 

Philosophical Philosophical Philosophical Philosophical Non-Philosophical Non-Philosophical Philosophical Non-Philosophical Philosophical / Non-
Philosophical 

Roman or Greek 
authors 
predominate 

Greek Greek Greek Greek Roman Roman Roman/Greek Roman/Greek Roman/Greek 

Roman authors 
used (nr. authors) 

Yes (6) No Yes (4) Yes (1) Yes (4) Yes (2) Yes (2) Yes (7) Yes (1) 

Roman non-
philosophical 
authors used 
(nr. citations) 

Yes (6) 
Accius Atreus 
Laberius 
Livy 
Ovid  Met. 144-8 
Ovid Met. 7.545-6 
Virgil 

No Yes (4) 
Cicero Pro Mil. 92 
Livy 
Lucretius.3.1068 
Publilius Syrus 
 

Yes (1) 
Virgil Aen. 9.612 

Yes (3) 
Augustus 
Cicero 
Virgil Georg. 3.66-7 

Yes (2) 
Accius Atreus 
Virgil Georg. 4.212 

Yes (4) 
Ovid Met. 2.328 
Virgil Aen. 2.61 
Virgil Aen. 4.653 
Virgil Geor. 1.139-40 

Yes (20) 
Cato-Elder 
C. Quadrigarius 
Maecenas 
Ovid Amor. 3.4.4 
Ovid Met. 1.144-6 
Ovid. Met. 13.801 
Rabirius 
Sallust 
Virgil Aen. 4.317-8 
Virgil Aen. 4.373-4 
Virgil Aen. 4.653 
Virgil Aen. 5.162-3 
Virgil Aen. 6.85 
Virgil Aen. 12.11 
Virgil Aen. 12.84 
Virgil Ecl.  1.6-10 
Virgil Georg.1.158 
Virgil Georg.2.45-6 
Virgil Geor.2.159-60 
Virgil Georg.4.132 

Yes (2) 
Ovid Met. 2.63-69 
Ovid Met. 2.79-81 

Roman authors 
used more than 
once 

Ovid x 2     Accius x 2 Virgil x 3 Ovid x 3 
Virgil x 12 

Ovid x 2 

Greek authors used Yes (10) Yes (3) Yes (11) Yes (3) Yes (2) No  Yes (2) Yes (10) Yes (1) 
Greek authors used 
more than once 

Aristotle x 5 
Plato x 4 
Theophrastus x 2 

Epicurus x 2 Athenodorus x 2 
Bion x 2 
Democritus x 2 
Zeno x 2 

Epicurus x 2   Epicurus x8 Chrysippus x 5 
Cleanthes x 3 
Demetrius x 4 
Hecaton x 5 
Homer x 2 

Demetrius x 2 

Greek non-
philosophical 
authors used 

Yes (1) 
Homer Il. 23.724 

No Yes (2) 
The Greek Poet 
Homer II. 24.10-11 

No Yes (1) 
Hippocrates Aph.1.1 

No Yes (1) 
Aristophanes 

Yes (3) 
Hesiod 
Homer Il. 1.39-42 
Homer  

No 
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Conclusions from Dialogi statistical analysis 

 It would appear that each work has its own singular and identifiable set of citation 

characteristics. Figure CS10 demonstrates this clearly: 

Figure CS10 
De Ira Medium incidence. Greek philosophical authors (Peripatetic, Academic) predominate. Roman non-philosophical authors 

predominate 
De Const. Low-Medium incidence. Greek philosophers predominate (Epicurean). No non-philosophical authors 
De Tranq. High incidence. Greek philosophers predominate (All major schools). Roman non-philosophical authors predominate 
De Otio Medium-High incidence. Greek philosophers (Stoic, Epicurean) predominate. Roman non-philosophical authors 

predominate 
De Brev. Medium incidence. Roman non-philosophical authors predominate 
De Clem. Low incidence. Roman non-philosophical authors predominate. No philosophical authors 
De Vit. B. Medium-High incidence. Greek philosophical (Epicurean) authors and Roman non-philosophical authors balance out 
De Ben. Low-Medium incidence. Roman non-philosophical authors predominate. Greek philosophical (Stoic) authors present 
De Prov. Medium incidence. Greek philosophical (Cynic) and Roman non-philosophical authors balance out 

 

The citation breakdown, if taken against the dialogi chronological baseline, appears to 

indicate Seneca’s use of Greek philosophers decreased in intensity from the ‘earlier’ to the 

‘later’ works both in terms of number of authors and frequency of citations. On the other 

hand, his use of Roman non-philosophical sources, although present more-or-less throughout, 

seems to have remained fairly constant in terms of numbers of authors; however, citation 

frequency increased considerably in the ‘later’ dialogi (this is especially true of the canonical 

Roman authors Ovid and Virgil in De Vita Beata, De Beneficiis, and De Providentia, all of 

which, as far as the basic chronology can be relied upon, can be argued to have been written 

post AD 55). In itself, this would appear to indicate a gradual shift of emphasis over time 

from doctrinal evaluation with didactic intent aimed at a relatively limited and specialised 

audience to more general exposition aimed at a wider, but primarily Roman audience, 

possibly with increasing political intent, where Stoicism is explicated more as a language of 

moral best practice than an attempt to promote the school at the expense of its rivals (as it is 

in the ‘Serenus Trilogy’: De Constantia Sapientis, De Tranqillitate Animi, and De Otio). 

 

 The obvious deployment pattern of philosophical schools also demands investigation. 

The heavy concentration of Peripatetic (along with Platonic) citations in De Ira implies an 

intended Senecan agenda either for or against these schools/authors.24 The few but 

exclusively Epicurean citations in De Constantia Sapientis along with a complete lack of 

non-philosophical citations suggest Seneca employing ‘entry’ level philosophy aimed at 

seeking converts from a rival school to Stoicism. The eclectic range and relatively frequent 

use of philosophical citations in De Tranquillitate Animi imply a much wider and more 
                                                           
24 The subject of De Ira (a ‘passion’) may be a factor here as it was a doctrinal fundamental on which the Stoics 
and Perpatetics were deeply divided (see chapter 9 pp. 89-104). 
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involved doctrinal examination, while the few surviving citations in De Otio, when 

extrapolated out to account for such a truncated work, may hint at the same thing. 

 

 De Brevitate Vitae begins the trend away from a majority reliance on Greek 

philosophical citation thus suggesting a lessening of philosophical purism in the intent behind 

the work, which itself suggests at least part of Seneca’s mind, the part geared to ‘react’ 

through literature, was refocusing on a more specific and narrower audience. 

 

 De Clementia is singular. Although incomplete, the surviving sections still make it the 

third longest of the dialogi after De Beneficiis and De Ira yet it contains no philosophical or 

Greek citations whatsoever. The only three surviving references are from Roman authors and 

all are pregnant with political connotations. It is without doubt Seneca’s most politically 

driven work and this is clearly reflected in the citation pattern. 

 

 De Vita Beata also appears to be a primarily politically driven book. The heavy 

concentration of Epicurean citations, all of which appear in the first ‘half’ of the book, set the 

scene for the moral invective against what were probably politically motivated agitators, 

along with its exclusively non-philosophical citations that comprise the second ‘half’. 

 

 Although not ostensibly politically driven, De Beneficiis is, for the majority of its 7 

constituent books, Seneca’s most ‘Roman’ work. It is by far the longest of the dialogi and 

consists of an in-depth commentary on the hierarchical and strictly regulated system of 

Roman beneficia. The heavy preponderance of Stoic philosophical authors,25 coupled with 

the high numbers of non-philosophical citations (primarily Virgil and Ovid, from the 

statistics, the highest-profile Roman authors) that actually outnumber their philosophical 

counterparts, argue strongly for De Beneficiis, more than any other work in the dialogi, to be 

a commentary on Roman society using stoicism as a vehicle for social best practice, rather 

than a work of doctrinal exposition.26 

                                                           
25 The Stoics account for 13 out of 25 total philosophical citations with no other school coming close. 
26 This is not to say that De Beneficiis is without strong philosophical elements. Just as in the Naturales 
Quaestiones, a book whose primary focus is to report the ‘latest word’ on natural science, there are passages 
in De Beneficiis which veer towards inter-school doctrinal discussion, notably the strong anti-Epicurean 
attitude discernible in book 4.     
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  Finally, De Providentia can also be argued to be politically motivated if only from its 

proposed date as probably the last of Seneca’s dialogi27 and therefore composed at a time of 

personal peril for Seneca. Although the only two philosophical citations, both by Seneca’s 

‘friend’ Demetrius the Cynic, are balanced out by the only two non-philosophical citations in 

the work, both by Ovid, Demetrius’ words are reported as hearsay by Seneca and become 

somehow merged into Seneca’s own tone of self-persuasion to accept his lot.      

 

 As far as the basic chronological outlines as used in this chapter can be relied upon in 

general, the growing trend, reference-wise, away from Greek philosophical dependence to 

Roman non-philosophical dominance may indicate a growing literary maturity and 

confidence in which the ‘theory’ of the earlier works is implemented in practice in terms of 

its relevance to Roman social and political affairs; that is, Stoicism, in Seneca’s hands, 

mutates from a medium of philosophical exposition into a medium, via its terminological 

aptness, for interpreting and elucidating Roman social and political practice. It can be argued 

that this trend is directly commensurate with Seneca’s growing immersion in the politics of 

Rome. 

 

In terms of what we know of Seneca’s post-exile career this division, as suggested by 

the citation statistics, indicates De Ira, De Constantia Sapientis, De Tranquillitate Animi, and 

De Otio, because of their more philosophically eclectic and theoretical content, were 

composed when Seneca was Nero’s tutor, a man growing in importance but not yet a political 

mover and shaker. The accession of Nero in AD 54 changed everything and catapulted 

Seneca overnight, as the new emperor’s closest advisor, to a whole new level of auctoritas 

and dignitas. The shift in citation emphasis to Roman canonical authors reflects a growing 

trend towards an increasingly practical application of theory to peculiarly Roman institutions 

such as the beneficia system, in which Seneca found himself increasingly immersed as his 

socio-political status grew. The citation record informs us that Seneca’s political elevation 

and growing security post AD 54 had a direct impact on his literary output. 

 

                                                           
27 Although considered undatable, several factors imply a late composition date for De Providentia: The 
addressee Lucilius is the same for the two post AD 62 works the Epistulae Morales and the Naturales 
Quaestiones; the relatively monothematic theme of providentia and the emphasis on resignation to one’s lot 
fit Seneca’s post AD 62 circumstances; I have suggested in chapter 11 (p.134) that the lengthy character sketch 
of Demetrius at Ben. 7.1.3-7.2.1 reads like his first introduction into the corpus, implying that his subsequent 
appearances in De Providentia are later than that.   
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This consideration highlights the complete inappropriateness of grouping Seneca’s so-

called dialogi under one generic umbrella. Style alone is an inadequate hallmark, yet it is one 

that has sufficed for many scholars to draw conclusions from these pieces as a collective. The 

works differ, either individually or in groups from the others, in terms not only of their 

theoretical content and its direct relevance to contemporary Roman culture but also, critically, 

in the effect it appears Seneca was looking to achieve. The citation record alone suggests they 

demand reclassification.  

 

 The following chapters (15-19) will seek to use the data sets laid out above to apply a 

more logical and rewarding grouping and classification of Seneca’s so-called dialogi. 
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Chapter 15 - Revaluating the Categorisation of the Senecan Prose Corpus – Political 
Imperative - De Clementia, De Vita Beata, De Providentia  
 

This chapter will test the trends outlined in the previous chapter (14) in greater detail 

to ascertain whether citation-use patterns can make a valid contribution to the debates 

surrounding both the overall chronology and the intent behind individual works within the 

Senecan dialogi corpus. The citations in individual works and groups of works will be 

analysed against philosophical, historical, and above all, political considerations and I shall 

seek to establish the role citation analysis can play in the various approaches to Senecan 

scholarship that, until now, have tended to produce insular, if not conflicting results about 

how the corpus and, indeed, Seneca himself is to be interpreted. 

  

 The major hypothesis I would like to propose is that the more urgent the political 

imperative Seneca was literarily reacting against, the less he relied upon philosophical 

precedent and the more he relied upon recent (from Seneca’s perspective), Roman, non-

philosophical sources. If correct, this will overturn the majority consensus that Seneca’s 

dialogi are essentially philosophically – specifically, Stoically - didactic in intent, and 

uniform in genre and purpose. My argument is that when the occasion dictated, Seneca 

composed works to achieve an immediately political goal, for the purposes of which he was 

able, on the vehicle of his rhetorical virtuosity, to employ Stoicism as part of his language of 

persuasion and not as an end in itself. By extension, the hypothesis demands that we should 

observe the trend reverse as the political necessity to compose recedes; that is, we should 

expect to see more philosophical precedent to appear and the contemporary or recent Roman 

non-philosophical sources decrease. 

 

 Although Seneca’s prose works paint a literary landscape for the most part devoid of 

chronological markers or outside reference, in the few cases where the content can be 

corroborated against the historical record, the established chronology can inform any 

hypothesis made on the basis of the citation record. These works will be used as yardsticks 

against which the citation statistics of works that touch upon the outside world less definably 

can be measured and analysed. 
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De Clementia – Seneca’s Most Political Work 

 

 The hypothesis demands that a work written in reaction to a political event directly 

impacting Seneca’s life will contain less philosophical citations than non-philosophical, and 

that those which fall into the latter category will derive from recent (from Seneca’s temporal 

perspective), Roman authors. De Clementia fulfils these criteria in absolute terms. It contains 

no philosophical citations whatsoever and the only non-philosophical citations are sourced 

from Accius1 (two) and the canonical Virgil (one), all of which are pregnant with political 

innuendo. 

 

The book’s addressee, the emperor Nero, and its content, an appeal to develop 

clementia, a prime virtue expected in the philosophical ‘holy grail’ of a Philosopher King, 

place it firmly at the beginning of that emperor’s reign. The comparison with a young 

Augustus at the same age (Clem. 1.9.1) cements composition firmly between 15 December2 

AD 55 and 14 December AD 56. As Nero had ascended the throne in late AD 54, 

composition of De Clementia probably occurred nearer the beginning of that window, 

especially if, as Green suggests,3 part of its purpose was to excuse, or even put a positive spin 

on, the death of Britannicus early in AD 55, in which the young emperor was, in the public 

mind, implicit (Tac. Ann. 13.15-16; Dio. 61.7). Seneca was the new princeps’ ghost-writer 

from the outset, compiling for him the oration delivered at Claudius’ funeral (Tac. Ann. 13.2-

3) and, afterwards, a series of public addresses (Tac. Ann. 13-11).4 The ancient commentators 

                                                           
1 It is acknowledged that Accius (d. 86 BC) is less ‘recent’ than Virgil from Seneca’s perspective, however the 
cited line from his Atreus – oderint dum metuant - was a favourite precept of the definitely recent emperor 
Gaius. 
2 Nero’s birthday. 
3 Green (2014) - Dr. Steven Green (UCL/Yale): ‘Seneca’s Augustus: Fashioning a Protean model for a Young 
Prince.’ Seminar delivered at the Commemorating Augustus : A Bi-Millennial Re-Evaluation’ conference at 
Leeds University, U.K., 18 – 20 August 2014 -  argues that Seneca used the model of Augustus as a malleable 
asset in his attempts to mould Nero into his perfect prince by putting a spin on Nero’s worsening behaviour. 
He suggests that the murder of Britannicus forced Seneca to change tack in his depiction of Augustus as role 
model for Nero  from the morally uncomplicated but fully respected character of the Apocolocyntosis to the 
young Augustus of the De Clementia whose extreme behaviour was justified as a harbinger of political stability. 
To the wider audience Seneca is absolving Nero of blame for any bloodshed; to the more cynical reader, 
Seneca is using the precedent of the early Augustus to normalise the murder as a step on the path to 
greatness. Green’s argument, while convincing, relies exclusively on the death of Britannicus occurring 
between the publications of the two works. 
4 This passage in Tacitus could even be a reference to De Clementia itself as it specifies that Seneca prepared 
speeches for Nero which pledged clementia. The prosopopeia at Clem. 1.2-4 could easily be one example and 
the entire work is full of Gedankeneinheiten that Nero, as Seneca’s ‘pupil’, could have extracted as the basis for 
public addresses. Suetonius (Nero. 10) also describes the early reign of Nero as typified by precepts of 
clementia. 
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also state that Nero’s estrangement from his mother, Seneca’s patroness Agrippina, 

commenced as soon as he became emperor (Tac. Ann. 13.13-14; Dio. 61.6-9).5 This split the 

cosy Seneca-Agrippina-Nero power nexus and increased Seneca’s imperative to ensure the 

side he had chosen to support (Nero’s) would not follow the pattern of previous reigns and 

thus prove his, and his peers’, undoing. In AD 55/56, then, Britannicus, Nero’s only serious 

rival to the throne, had died in suspicious circumstances,6 Seneca’s long-time patroness and 

political ally was being abandoned, and Nero was beginning to test the boundaries of absolute 

power. It was a volatile environment and Seneca was fully aware of not only his increasingly 

tenuous influence over Nero, but that his erstwhile charge could quite easily fall into the 

power-abuse traps that had made his immediate predecessors so reviled. In such a politically 

charged atmosphere, Seneca’s response was to publish what he was probably writing in 

excerpted form in private for Nero. Seneca had often commented that what was committed to 

writing accrued a permanence and legitimacy that transcended mere acts themselves,7 so his 

public, third-party, literary depiction of an empire blessed by a clementia-dispensing Nero 

was an attempt to create a self-fulfilling prophecy by casting a behavioural net over the 

impulsive young emperor which would set the moral boundaries within which he was 

expected to operate. Seneca’s literary skill also allowed that this document, which established 

a behavioural blueprint, also contained a veiled warning about consequences should the 

emperor overstep the limits dictated in the work. 

 

Seneca’s aim in De Clementia is clearly political rather than philosophical in primary 

intent. The citation statistics support this claim. Not only are there no philosophical citations 

whatsoever in the portion of the work that has survived,8 but the three non-philosophical 

                                                           
5 There is even a suggestion in the Tacitus passage (and also Dio. 61.4) that Seneca himself instigated the bad 
blood between Nero and his mother, a consideration that, if correct, would further pressurise Seneca to 
ensure he had chosen the right side. 
6 In itself, this was unlikely to have been frowned upon too deeply. Julio-Claudian history was rich with the 
precedent of the ‘heir, pair, and a spare’ succession-insurance policy of previous emperors shaking itself out in 
‘convenient’ deaths when a clear candidate emerged from the options. In the case of Britannicus, Claudius’ son 
by Messalina, a more plausible explanation for the excitement of public sympathy and support would be 
Agrippina (daughter of the still-venerated Germanicus) aligning herself with her step-son after Nero had begun 
to manoeuvre her out of the power game. Agrippina’s transposed support from Nero to Britannicus is attested 
by Tacitus (Ann. 13.13-14). 
7 Although examples exist throughout the extant prose corpus (see chapter 12 esp. pp. 171-5) the concept of 
the ‘permanency’ of literature can be found at Marc. 1.4 and Polyb. 18.2, two works definitely composed 
before the De Clementia.  
8 The whole of book 1 appears to have survived intact. As this book contains the strong, initial, personal appeal 
to Nero himself (the second book, from what survives, seems to deal in increasingly abstract terminology), we 
would expect any philosophical didacticism in the form of citations to appear here if that were Seneca’s intent. 
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citations come with a tangible political load. By examining each, it becomes plain that the 

political function is paramount and any surrounding ‘philosophical’ context is there purely as 

a vehicle to convey that function.   

     

The hierarchy and structural organisation of an apiary have prompted analogistic 

comparison to human society throughout history. The Virgilian reference from Georg. 4.212-

3: Rege incolumi mens omnibus una; / amisso rupere fidem (Clem. 1.4.1) is an obvious 

political metaphor that is also pursued at length in a later passage (1.19.2-4)9 as picked up on 

by Star.10  However it is also an extension into the world of nature from Seneca’s 

immediately preceding analogy of Nero as the ‘mind’ controlling the ‘body’ of his subjects. 

The exact same Virgilian citation (Georg. 4.212) and Senecan application of analogy is used 

elsewhere in the corpus. In a letter to Lucilius, just as in De Clementia, the discussion depicts 

the function of the soul as the director of thoughts, words, character, and even the way we 

walk. In this passage, Seneca emphasises that when the soul, which he calls ‘our king’ – Rex 

noster est animus - is safe and in control, everything that is subordinate to it (and here Seneca 

uses a triple tautology – manent in officio, parent, obtemperant  - to specifically imply the 

political engine of state) remains in order. When it is not, when the soul as director is 

unrestrained, covetous, and prone to pleasure – inpotens, cupidus, delicatus – it ceases to be a 

king and acquires instead ‘that detestable and dread appelation’: tyrannus   (Ep. 114.22-4). 

Although the Epistulae Morales were composed a good 7-9 years after De Clementia the use 

of the same citation in the same context is telling.  

 

What is important to note in both passages in which the king bee analogy from 

Virgil’s Georgics is employed is that although Seneca is using Stoic terminology to get his 

point across, his aim is political. In the case of De Clementia the serene mind (ἀπάθεια) 

which controls the body, reinforced by the analogy of the hierarchy of a healthy apiary as an 

example of living harmoniously within the rule of Nature, both advises Nero how to behave 

and delivers a veiled warning of the turmoil that will ensue should the emperor be ‘lost’. In 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
Seneca’s philosophical predecessors wrote many works on the subject of mercy so apposite citations would 
not have been difficult to come by.    
9 The later passage at Clem. 1.19.2-4 describes the king bee (the Romans believed the ruling bee to be male) as 
centrally/safely located in the hive, not a worker but a superintendent thereof, bigger and more beautiful than 
the other bees, and, crucially for the subject of De Clementia, born without a sting! The implication is that 
Nature does not intend the ‘king’ for cruelty or revenge. Buried in this obvious analogy is a veiled threat 
because Seneca also informs in the same passage that the inhabitants of the hive never tolerate more than 
one ‘king’ at a time, scatter if the king is lost, but, importantly, discover the ‘best’ king by means of a fight.  
10 See Star (2012) 120-1. 
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the case of Ep. 114, the message is likely still directed at Nero but camouflaged (due to the 

personal jeopardy Seneca’s changed relationship with Nero post AD 62 had engendered) to 

cover all whose minds lose control of their dependent functions.  Here the Stoic terminology 

is employed to describe firstly the desired result (ἀπάθεια), under the ‘kingship’ of which all 

will be well, and secondly, a most un-Stoic outcome: negative political extremism under a 

tyrant.  Stoic terminology in both these cases is patently a vehicle for a socio-political 

message and not just an expression of doctrine and the citation record clearly supports this. 

 

We can add to the Virgilian quotation the remaining two references in De Clementia 

which are both the same line from Accius’ Atreus: oderint dum metuant (Clem. 1.12.4 and 

2.2.2).  The first Senecan deployment use of this adage which, to the Roman ear, was 

pregnant with negative Julio-Claudian associations, comes directly after an allusion to 

atrocities committed by the dictator Sulla as part of Seneca’s ongoing mission, for Nero’s 

benefit, to differentiate between a rex and a tyrannus (Clem. 1.12.2-3). Seneca used the same 

Accius line at Ira. 1.20.4 in a Gedankeneinheit designed to highlight peculiarly Roman 

abuses of extreme power with exempla starting with Sulla (1.20.4) and culminating in Gaius 

(1.20.9). The presence of the Accius line and Nero’s predecessor in the same thought unit is 

deliberate as we are informed by Suetonius that the line was beloved of the monster Gaius 

(Gaius. 30), and thus Seneca employs it to carry undertones of the political terror of that 

reign. We must remember that De Clementia was at once a public and private work so 

Seneca re-uses the citation in De Clementia not once, but twice, both as a reminder to his 

general readership (his peers) of how badly things can go wrong when an emperor abuses his 

position, and a private reminder to Nero, as addressee, of what happens (Gaius was 

assassinated) to emperors who choose the absolutist approach to imperial government.  

  

The second use of the same quote comes in a passage where Seneca, still addressing 

Nero directly, revisits the analogical context of the previous Virgil reference (1.4.1) by 

reminding the new emperor he is the ‘head’ from which comes the health of the whole ‘body’ 

of the empire (2.2.1) and then (letting the Gaius association with the Accius line hang unsaid) 

repeats the words as if they are an off-the-cuff example of voces magnas, sed detestabiles, in 

vitam humanam pervenisse, celebresque vulgo ferri, ut illam: ‘Oderint dum metuant.’ (2.2.2). 

The Accius line as an odious everyday saying, as it is introduced here, is pointed. What 

tripped glibly off Gaius’ tongue is designed to contrast with the words Nero is supposed to 

have uttered when given an order of execution for authorisation: Vellem litteras nescirem! 
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(2.1.2). This, in turn, allows Seneca to embark upon yet another attempt to marshal Nero’s 

future behaviour by outlining the correct way to go about ordering people’s executions: cum 

magna cunctatione, cum multis dilationibus (2.2.3).  

 

The primary focus of De Clementia is to create a behavioural self-fulfilling prophecy 

for the new emperor, Nero. Philosophical terminology and allusions to philosophical doctrine 

are simply a vehicle for the main political aim. It could be argued that, like Machiavelli’s The 

Prince which it probably influenced, De Clementia was published to establish a blue-print for 

not only Nero but also emperors to come, or even for rulers under Rome’s hegemony 

elsewhere (and maybe even beyond the empire’s borders). The overly-personalised focus on 

Nero, however, coupled with the recent disastrous reign of the previous ‘boy-emperor’ Gaius, 

would make this unlikely. The total lack of philosophical citations and the function of the 

exclusively Roman non-philosophical citations to direct and police Nero’s behaviour as 

princeps where it intersected with ‘healthy’ management of his subjects (Virgil’s bees), and 

exercising restraint in administering capital punishment (the Accius lines), both of which 

were major criticisms of the two previous Julio-Claudian incumbents, argues strongly for De 

Clementia being a specifically politically motivated literary reaction to a very singular 

historical event.11 As a consequence, De Clementia would appear to have a far more involved 

relationship with the equally overtly political, and closely contemporaneous, 

Apocolocyntosis12 than with its traditional bed mates, the other so-called dialogi. 

 

The Special Case of De Vita Beata: A Book of Two Halves 

  

De Vita Beata must be taken as a book comprising two halves that work in concert to 

achieve a very deliberate effect. Its anomalous citation statistics indicate a high political 

imperative as a motivation for composition. The citation data set helps emphasise the change 

in tone from section 17 onwards, which announces the start of the work’s second half. The 

first half (sections 1-16) contains eight references from Epicurus (discussed in a previous 

                                                           
11 In this way it is similar to certain passages of the earlier consolationes with their attempt to excite a mood of 
forgiveness and tolerance in Claudius (e.g. Polyb. 6.5; 12.3-13.4; esp. 13.2: quorum me quoque spectatorem 
futurum, quae ex virtutibus eius primum optinet locum, promittit clementia) by publishing a work, which, 
through its wider dissemination, would build a popular expectation to observe those artificially foisted 
character traits in their emperor thus prompting Claudius to behave accordingly. It is a form of remote psycho-
engineering.  
12 Green (2014) – refer p.218 n.3.  
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chapter)13 along with two citations from Virgil. The second half contains no philosophical 

citations whatsoever but does include a citation each from the canonical Romans Virgil and 

Ovid and a general reference to the Greek comic writer Aristophanes. The conditions for the 

hypothesis are, therefore, met in the second half of De Vita Beata. 

 

 The composition of De Vita Beata can be no more accurately judged from a 

chronological perspective than after early AD 52 on the basis that its addressee, Seneca’s 

brother (formerly known as Novatus, the addressee of De Ira), is given his adoptive name of 

Gallio (L. Junius Gallio Annaeus).14 There is no terminus ante quem other than the death of 

Seneca in AD 65. Nevertheless, the second half of the work is palpably self-justificatory, and 

suggests strongly that Seneca was under political attack.15 

    

 I have already mentioned Seneca’s systematic treatment in the first half of the book, 

of the path to Virtue, the arrival at which ideal state is the single prerequisite for the Happy 

Life.16  In 16 sections within a single work, Seneca lays out for the reader the path to the 

same goal it took him three separate works to achieve with the ‘Serenus Trilogy’ of De 

Constantia Sapientis, De Tranquillitate Animi, and De Otio. The quick-time exposition is 

deliberate as a necessary element in the overall structure of the work as a complete and 

cohesive entity. Portraying the completed Stoic path to a philosophical End was crucial as a 

backdrop against which to demonstrate just how perverted and off-the-track, contemporary 

Epicurean doctrinal practice had become. The comparison added weight to Seneca’s attack in 

the second half of the book. The complete steps are outlined so systematically and completely 

in De Vita Beata 1-16, starting with the need to find a philosophical mentor (1.2) and 

culminating in the ἀπάθεια of the sapiens (16. 1-3) as they compare to Epicureanism ‘gone 

wrong’, that is, when the mistake is made (intentionally or not) of considering any type of 

pleasure as Virtue, that they can be easily graphically reproduced (figure CS11): 

                                                           
13 See chapter 9 (pp. 96-7). 
14 The terminus post quem is attested by the so-called ‘Gallio Inscription’ found at Delphi and dated to the first 
half of AD 52.    
15 This is what has led Griffin (1976) 309 & 399 to entertain the possibility that Seneca was reacting to political 
agitators. However, given the general lack of outside reference in De Vita Beata it could equally apply to other 
times in Seneca’s career in which he was politically targeted. De Vita Beata as an initial literary reaction to the 
rise of Tigellinus in AD 62, and his antipathy to philosophical, specifically Stoic, involvement in political affairs, 
is a strong alternative to Griffin’s Suillius proposal. See also Marshall (2014) 36, and Mutschler (2014b) 141-2 
for the latest summary of scholarship surrounding the chronology behind De Vita Beata.   
16 Chapter 9 (p.94). 
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The second half of the work commences at section 17 with a jarring shift in both tone 

and vocabulary. I have suggested already in chapter 9 of this thesis (pp. 94-7) that the 

catalogue of accusations of hypocrisy levied by Seneca against himself through the voice of 

an imagined antagonist, and Seneca’s subsequent, brilliant literary reversal of the position so 

that his accusers became, themselves, the accused, was a response to a specific political 

situation – possibly the Suillius episode of AD 58 reported by Tacitus (Ann. 13.42), possibly 

even a reaction to the rise of the Tigellinus faction in AD 62. I have demonstrated that the two 

halves of the book complement each other to complete a beautifully crafted whole, in which 

each half is evidence of, and supports the other: the strongly anti-Epicurean flavour of the first 

half throws the cowardly, effeminate, and perverted nature of Seneca’s detractors into sharp 

relief in the second half; and the assertion by Seneca that his less-than-exemplary public 

profile is distinct from his striving towards a noble nature in the second half, is clearly 

exemplified by an extremely succinct psychotherapeutic portrayal of how to achieve the Stoic 

apatheia in the first half. It is a marvellous feat of literary dexterity!    

 

 The evidence for intentional contrast between the two halves of De Vita Beata, and 

thus its primarily political function, are everywhere as Seneca goes out of his way to turn 

previously employed philosophical analogies into real-world vitriol. The strongly derogatory  

preposition + verb compound  collatro (con + latrare, Vit. Beat. 17.1) is found in this form 

nowhere else in Latin literature17 and is coined here to reduce the accusations of hypocrisy 

that follow to the mere yapping of dogs and, by extension, the accusers themselves to the 

level of unthinking beasts.18 Immediately afterwards (17.1-2), Seneca places into the mouths 

of his detractors a spectacular anaphora of 13 interrogatives demanding Seneca explain 

himself: quare . .  quare . . . quare . . . cur . . .cur . . .cur . . . cur . . . cur . . . quare . . . quare . 

. . quare . . . cur . . . cur . . ., capped off with an outright accusation: Turpiter aut tam 

neglegens es, ut non noveris pauculos servos, aut tam luxuriosus, ut plures habeas quam 

quorum notitiae memoria sufficiat! Seneca deliberately at first widens out the target of this 

diatribe to philosophia itself (17.1) but shifts abruptly into a very strong first person voice as 

17.3 begins: Adiuvabo postmodo convicia et plura mihi quam putas obiciam, nunc hoc 

respondeo tibi. Then comes the extraordinarily direct admission: non sum sapiens et, ut 

                                                           
17 TLL, vol. III, p. 1580, lin. 53 - p. 1580, lin. 54. 
18 The image of the aloof, noble beast (analogous to the ἀπάθεια or ἀταραξία of the wise man/sapiens) 
oblivious to the ineffective snarling and yapping of dog packs is used elsewhere by Seneca, notably in De Ira: 
Ille magnus et nobilis, qui more magnae ferae latratus minutorum canum securus exaudit (2.32.3);  Sic immanis 
fera ad latratum canum lenta respexit (3.25.3).  
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malivolentiam tuam pascam, nec ero. It is true that Seneca elsewhere in his works denies 

himself to be a sapiens19 but nowhere as emphatically as here and certainly never 

accompanied by an admission that he is wallowing in vices. Dramatic alternations of self-

justification and counter-accusation leapfrog each other for the next eleven sections. So what 

is going on here?20 

 

 It is obvious from Tacitus (Ann. 13. 42-43) and Dio (61.10) that by AD 58 Seneca’s 

exalted position was inviting criticism. Tacitus puts the character assassination against Seneca 

in the mouth of Publilius Suillius whereas Dio makes it part of his own historiographical 

narrative.21 Tacitus makes it clear that Suillius was the mouthpiece of a larger faction: nec 

deerant qui haec isdem verbis aut versa in deterius Senecae deferrent (Ann. 13.43) and Dio 

confirms the incident was more than a personal grudge match when he remarks that Seneca 

survived this episode without being formally accused whilst, at the same time, getting Burrus 

and Pallas off what must have been similar charges (61.10.6). There was obviously some 

                                                           
19 It is interesting to note the difference in tone when Seneca speaks of such a man (sapiens) in works that are 
thought to come before and after De Vita Beata. So, for instance, in De Beneficiis, a work widely held to have 
been composed anytime between AD 54 – 64, a date for post AD 58 can be argued on the basis that Seneca 
feels it necessary to remind his readership: Totiens admoneam necesse est non loqui me de sapientibus . . . sed 
de imperfectis hominibus honestam viam sequi volentibus, quorum adfectus saepe contumaciter parent 
(2.18.4), a direct effect of his ‘outing’ by the anti-Seneca faction given voice through Suillius and as reported by 
Tacitus and Dio. This qualified touching on the subject of sapienship is in stark contrast to the authoritative 
assertions made about the wise-man in e.g. De Brevitate Vitae 1.2, 5.3, 11.2, throughout De Constantia 
Sapientis (both of which are held to have been composed before De Vita Beata) or De Clementia 2.5.4, 2.6.1-4 
(whose date we can narrow down to between December AD 55 and December AD 56). In the works that 
supposedly pre-date De Vita Beata, although Seneca does not explicitly state so, the lecturing tone of his 
descriptions of what the sapiens represents invites his readership to consider him amongst the number of 
sapientes by the sheer authority conveyed in how he presents them. Post AD 58  literary depictions of the 
sapiens are more carefully crafted to distance Seneca from this elite band of men. Even in the Ad Helviam (5.2), 
definitely datable to pre-AD  49, Seneca’s frank admission: Quid ergo? Sapientem esse me dico? Minime is not 
followed up with a confession of depravity but used rather to align himself as a protégée of such wise men. 
However, the use here can be compared with that in De Vita Beata in that both could be argued to be 
contrived confessions to achieve a further end.  
20 Costa (1994) 4 allows for the possibility that De Vita Beata contains some sort of personal apologia ‘lurking 
behind the general arguments’ but stops short of identifying it with the Suillius episode of AD 58. Griffin (1976) 
306-314 notes the ‘structural oddity of the dialogue’ and refers to Giancotti’s summary of the connections 
between De Vita Beata and Suillius in Cronologia, 326 ff.. She concludes that ‘Study of the literary antecedents 
of Seneca’s dialogues supports the idea that Seneca has not simply described what Suillius said, omitting his 
name: he has generalized, using Suillius’ criticisms and probably others he suffered at different times as a core’. 
To support this, Griffin gives Tacitus (Ann.13.8, 14.52 and 14.11,3) as examples although the latter two are 
dated AD 62 and AD 59 respectively. Griffin refuses to tie the work to the period immediately after the Suillius 
attack seeing the jarring change commencing with section 17 as ‘maintaining the theme of the dangers of 
public opinion’ (308) that typifies the earlier part of the work. However, she does not convincingly address the 
change to personally affronted, urgent first person debate from Seneca’s standard use of impersonal 
interlocutors. See Mutschler (2014b) 141-6 for a recent evaluation of De Vita Beata. 
21 See Mayer (2010) 285ff. for a fuller discussion on the narrative implications of Tacitus’ treatment of the 
Suillius episode. 
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jockeying for power and influence over Nero going on between the pro- and anti-Agrippina 

factions at a time when her own influence over Nero was waning.22 This makes the 

accusations against Seneca all the more important as to have voiced them, Suillius must have 

felt secure enough that he was putting into words what was broadly out there in the public 

domain. He was attempting to drive a wedge in both Nero’s and the public’s perception 

between Seneca the Writer and Seneca the Statesman, a gaping and obvious disparity,23 under 

which both Seneca’s personae had hitherto been allowed to function with impunity. It was 

always going to be an Achilles heel, though, and, at what was considered to be the right time, 

the faction that Suillius is depicted as representing in the ancient commentaries made its move 

to exploit the presumed weakness and shatter the pretence. 

 

What Suillius or his faction did not bank on was Seneca’s skill and ability to turn the 

tables by using the very charge brought against him – hypocrisy24 – as the primary weapon in 

his counter-attack. All Seneca had to do was tell his readership why he could never practise 

what he preached, thereby cementing in their mind why the discrepancy between writer and 

statesman had to exist; however this involved eating a little humble pie. But humble pie in the 

hands of a master orator like Seneca can easily be turned into a weapon. 

 

Seneca spells it out for his readership in no uncertain terms: Haec non pro me loquor – 

ego enim in alto vitiorum omnium sum – sed pro illo, cui aliquid acti est (17.4) and even calls 

upon the authority of the philosophical greats of different schools as backup to illustrate and 

cement the difference between writer and public man:  

 

  ‘Aliter,’ inquis, ‘loqueris, aliter vivis.’ Hoc . . . Platoni 

 obiectum est, obiectum Epicuro, obiectum Zenoni; 
                                                           
22 Barrett (1996) 179-180 argues that the dearth of accurately dateable literary references to Agrippina from 
the death of Britannicus in AD 55 to her own murder in AD 59 (with the sole exception of the accusations in the 
Suillius episode of AD 58) points to her having ‘assumed a much lower profile, trying to work more behind the 
scenes, still exercising power and influence, but doing so in a much more subtle, less easily defined way, 
avoiding provocation and confrontation.’ (179). Passages in Suetonius (Nero. 34) coming as they do between 
the death of Britannicus and Nero’s last, successful attempt on his mother’s life, point to an increasingly 
widening rift between the two during this period – et honore omni et potestate privavit abductaque militum et 
Germanorum statione contubernio quoque ac Palatio expulit (34.1). If Suetonius’ account is reliable the 
dismissal of Agrippina’s military guard is crucial as it was widely held that the Praetorian Guard’s traditional 
loyalty to the daughter of Germanicus was a major factor in deterring Nero from an earlier attempt at 
matricide. 
23 See also Griffin (1976) 310:  ‘one obvious fact demands recognition: the literary potential of attack was 
enormous, and attack was easy, for the declamators had been refining the rhetorical tool for years.’ 
24 See Jones (2014) for the angle that Seneca saw Hypocrisy as an unavoidable ‘Way of Life’. 
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Omnes enim isti dicebant non quemadmodum ipsi 

viverent, sed quemadmodum esset ipsis vivendum. 

De virtute, non de me loquor, et cum vitiis convicium 

facio, in primis meis facio. Cum potuero, vivam 

quomodo oportet (18.1) 

 

Seneca’s tactics are remarkable in their unique combination of bare-faced cheek, subtle 

audience manipulation, and political counter-attack.25 Nobody but a virtuoso could pull it off. 

It must be remembered that no comparable combination of statesman/author (outside of 

individual members of the Julio-Claudian clan such as Claudius) had come along since 

Cicero. It is inconceivable that a modern day politician in a developed country could carry off 

what Seneca managed with De Vita Beata. That Suillius and his faction’s gambit in attacking 

Seneca the Writer was unsuccessful underscores the success of Seneca’s literary defence – the 

work may even have played a part in his escape from being formally accused – and explains 

why that particular potential for personal attack does not appear to have been exploited by any 

of Seneca’s future antagonists (at least as reported by Tacitus or Dio). The self-confession 

(feigned or otherwise) in Seneca’s successful defence in De Vita Beata served to cement in 

his readership’s mind the distinction between Writer and Statesman, effectively inoculating 

him against any future, similar charges.26 

 

 Seneca’s use of third party citations matches the mood shift in De Vita Beata. Up to 

the end of section 16, Seneca uses the thoughts or words of other writers 10 times: 8 from 

Epicurus and 2 from Virgil (Aen. 2.61 ;27 Georg. 1.139-4028), a mean citational density across 

                                                           
25 Seneca may have considered his bald-faced admission to being ‘sunk deep in vices of every kind’ a fairly safe 
concession given the contemporary antics of Nero and the imperial court. If the detail of the Octavia Praetexta, 
probably written not too long after the events they describe, are anything to go by, outrageous behaviour was 
the norm in the highest circles of the principate and there certainly seems to have been no attempt to conceal 
the immoral excess from the people at large. In this respect, Seneca in the De Vita Beata can be seen as both 
excusing his own very conspicuous shortcomings as unavoidable given his circumstances whilst, at the same 
time, safely communicating a veiled criticism of the behaviour of those around him by including himself 
amongst the perpetrators – criticism through identification. Cf. Jones (2014) who  identifies this same literary 
behaviour in the Epistulae Morales. Unable to promote himself as an assiduous seeker after moral perfection 
by dint of the discrepancies obvious in his highly visible public profile, Seneca vicariously foisted them on to his 
addressee, the constantly striving proficiens, Lucilius. Hypocrisy for Seneca, suggests Jones, was an unavoidable 
reality. 
 
27 The original text from Aen. 2.61 is: fidens animi atque in utrumque paratus differing from Seneca’s 
adaptation in Vit. Beat. 8.3 in only one letter animo. As Seneca uses this phrase nowhere else in his prose 
corpus and it seems to appear nowhere else in Latin literature, it is safe to assume he at least had it in mind 
when writing this passage. The Virgilian context of a Greek intentionally giving himself up to the Trojans in the 
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21 Loeb pages of 2.1. Sections 17 to 28 feature just 3 outside references: Virgil (Aen. 4.653), 

Ovid (Met. 2.328), and Aristophanes (unknown), a mean citational density across 18 Loeb 

pages of 6. Given the relatively comparative amount of Latin either side of the abrupt tone 

change at section 17, the disparity in third party voices is very telling. Seneca abandons his 

doxographic dissecting of Epicurean doctrine, which he has hitherto been using to construct a 

mind-map for his readers on how the basic tenets of that philosophy have been abused (but if  

correctly understood, they can serve as a basis for a better (Stoic) path).29 The philosophical 

mind-map, completed by the end of section 16 yields to a far more personal and Roman 

approach. Not only does the drying up of the ‘Greek’ element (Epicurus) mean Seneca wants 

his own voice to be heard, but the whole context becomes real-time, reactionary and, 

therefore, very Roman, thus re-enforcing the hypothesis that the latter part of De Vita Beata is 

a response if not to the Suillius faction specifically then at the very least to the baying of the 

pack that were beginning to scent Seneca’s fading political star in general. 

 

 There is also a difference between the non-philosophical citations either side of the 

tone shift from section 16 to 17. The first point to note about the two Roman citations that 

occur after the tone change is that, unlike the two prior to it, they are unaltered from the 

original. In addition, although, like the slightly altered Roman citations from Aen. 2.61 and 

Georg. 1.139-40 that come in sections 8 and 14 respectively, they are unattributed, Seneca has 

placed them far more obviously for impact. The pre-tone change citations appear quite 

naturally, grafted into the middle of sentences to add a little extra flavour in support of 

Seneca’s main point. In contrast, the post tone-shift citations appear not only at the end of 

sentences but at the end of sections and actually encapsulate the main point. In this regard 

they function as sententiae, the condensed, attention grabbing, point-making synopsis to 

which the Roman listening ear and reading eye was finely attuned through long exposure to 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
hope of aiding the Wooden Horse episode and resigning himself to certain death in the event of failure, fits the 
call to courageous commitment to decisions taken, advocated by Seneca in the rest of the De Vita Beata 
passage. 
28 Virgil’s text in Georg. 1.139-40 is similarly slightly altered: tum laqueis captare feras et fallere visco /  
inventum et magnos canibus circumdare saltus becomes in Seneca’s hands: laqueo captare feras 
latos canibus circumdare saltus. Seneca does quote the Virgilian lines verbatim in Ep. 90.11 and as these are 
the only two places in his corpus that particular word combinations such as canibus circumdare saltus come up, 
again it is safe to assume that he had the Georgics passage in mind when composing this part of De Vita Beata. 
The Virgilian context is a lament of the passing of Saturn’s Golden Age for Jupiter’s Age of Iron and, again, 
dove-tails contextually with Seneca’s theme at this stage of De Vita Beata which describes the dwindling of true 
pleasure directly commensurate with that of increasing covetousness and pursuits that are not advantageous 
to the performance of true duty. 
29 As demonstrated in chapter 9 (pp. 94-7). 
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declamation. Seneca was appealing to the Roman people’s sense of self by slamming home 

his points with easily recognisable, highly emotive and eminently quotable Latin. 

 

 As if this were not enough, shortly before the seminal Roman quotations, one of the 

highest profile philosophers active in Rome at the time, the Cynic, Demetrius,30 is given a 

cameo appearance to support Seneca’s political intent (18.3). Seneca’s assertion that his 

detractors’ failure to discern Demetrius’ philosophical integrity because he seemed to them 

‘not poor enough’ is designed more to highlight their general ignorance of, and inability to 

comprehend, the explication of philosophy as a Virtue separate to putting its doctrines into 

practice, which is exactly the political message Seneca is attempting to convey where it 

concerned himself.    

 

 The citation record has more to offer in distinguishing the two halves of the work. The 

two pre-tone shift Roman citations are separated by several sections and are thematically 

unrelated. The post-tone shift citations are closely connected thematically. Dido’s tragic 

lament that: Vixi et quem dederat cursum fortuna peregi (Aen. 4.653) as she commits suicide 

in the flames is closely echoed by Magnis tamen excidit ausis (Met. 2.328) the epitaph of 

Phaëthon after his spectacularly disastrous fiery traverse of the heavens that ended with an 

equally fiery plunge to earth. Seneca employs the two quotations, Virgil’s and Ovid’s, only a 

few sections apart (Brev. Vit. 19.1 and 20.5 respectively) but they could almost run together. 

The Virgilian words are placed in the mouth of one Diodorus, an otherwise unknown 

Epicurean philosopher who had, according to Seneca, committed suicide intra paucos dies 

(19.1), and whose act of taking his own life forges the link between the two citations. Like 

Demetrius before him, Diodorus is introduced as part of Seneca’s personal political defence to 

underline Seneca’s detractors’ total failure to comprehend philosophical basics, in this case 

Epicurean: Their interpretation of Diodorus slashing his own throat was as a mad or reckless 

act, whereas Seneca points out the tranquillity born of rationality, in which the deed was 

carried out.31 

 
                                                           
30 See chapter 11 (p. 134 n.9). 
31 This is, of course, the συγκατάθεσις, or rational assent given by a sane mind. The elucidation of the 
philosophical technicality with a practical example is typically Senecan; however, the immediately recent  
suicide of an Epicurean philosopher and emphasis on the naïve incompetence of his detractors’ interpretation 
of the event as running contrary to Epicurus’ teachings, serve to link up with Seneca’s message in the first half 
of the book that those teachings were being perverted in contemporary Roman society. Philosophy is a tool 
here, employed purely to aid in belittling Seneca’s political opponents.      
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Adroitly, Seneca then turns defence to attack. Immediately before the quoted line, 

Seneca directly addresses his detractors, telling them that the coming sentiment was one they 

never liked to hear because:  vos inviti audistis, quasi vobis quoque faciendum sit (19.1). In 

purely philosophical terms this is a reminder that death comes to us all but in the hands of a 

politically agitated Seneca it becomes a threat, an invitation to commit suicide before the 

option to do so is taken out of his detractors’ hands. The Ovidian quotation brings to a head a 

section of high rhetoric equating the man who lives according to Nature’s rules (tolerant, 

merciful, generous, pious, a citizen of the greater commonwealth) with one striving for 

godhood. With these noble aims, even if a man should fail, says Seneca, he would fail daring 

great things. Seneca is priming his audience to bracket himself with this category of 

individual. Ovid’s words are immediately followed by another direct attack against the 

detractors. Both citations, then, Virgil’s and Ovid’s, are deliberately evoking the flavour of 

Roman epic and, with their context, the accompanying Roman attributes of virtus and pietas. 

By aligning, in both cases, the sentiments behind the quotations with, in one case, the staunch 

philosopher Diodorus and, in the other, the man striving for the gods (even if he ultimately 

fails – a category in which Seneca is including himself at this point in the dialogue) and, in 

both cases, drawing an immediate contrast with the detractors by employing emphatic second-

person vitriol, Seneca is using these citations to directly shepherd his audience into viewing 

his enemies as something distinctly un-Roman and, therefore, not to be trusted.32 

 

 The final reference in De Vita Beata is not a direct citation but an allusion to Seneca’s 

knowledge of the works of Aristophanes (27.2). It comes shortly before the end of the work as 

it has come down to us and is put into the mouth of Socrates who uses being the butt of the 

comic writer’s wit33 as an example of attention that, rather than causing damage, should be 

seen as an opportunity to perfect one’s equanimity. Seneca’s section closing sententia: 

Duritia silicis nullis magis quam ferientibus nota est analogises, through the mouthpiece of 

Socrates, his portrayal of himself here towards the end of the work as impervious to mocking 

attack, a theme he develops in the next section, likening Socrates to an unmoveable sea rock. 

Although this reference does not fit the demands of the hypothesis that it be Roman and 

recent, it is included here for the sake of completeness as it is non-philosophical and it does, 

                                                           
32 The infusion of obviously identifiable Augustan Roman authors at this stage further serves to subtly ‘align’ 
Seneca the writer with a form of Romanitas more in line with the stricter moral code of that emperor’s rule 
than the licentiousness of the principate under which Seneca himself was writing. 
33 For example in the Clouds.  
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through its surrounding context of steadfastness in the face of slander, add to the purpose of 

the work as primarily political. 

 

  I have demonstrated that De Vita Beata is the perfect combination of philosophical 

treatise and political comment juxtaposed for maximum effect. The Epicurean citations found 

exclusively in the first half of the work serve the dual purpose of accelerating Seneca’s 

exposition of the Stoic path to the Vita Beata in that half, and priming his readership for the 

attack he will launch against his detractors in the second. The absence of any philosophical 

citations in the second half of the work (a feature of Seneca’s style when appealing to an 

immediately Roman political context) signal to the reader that the two halves of De Vita 

Beata are complementary elements of a single message. 

 

De Providentia – Political or not? 

 

 The third work that fits the citation profile of a highly politically motivated work is De 

Providentia. Unfortunately, this work, more than any other, is impossible to date.34 With the 

sole exception of a passage which places it after the reign of Tiberius, who died in AD 37 

(Prov. 4.4), it is completely lacking in outside reference, however other factors may be taken 

into consideration. 

 

The work’s addressee, Lucilius (either as real historical personage or the less 

developed aspect of Seneca’s internal, philosophical sapiens/proficiens dialogue), is a strong 

indication that it was composed around the time of the post AD 62 works, the Epistulae 

Morales and the Naturales Quaestiones, which were similarly dedicated. For a man whom 

Seneca depicts as a long-term acquaintance, the name of Lucilius appears nowhere else in the 

extant prose corpus apart from in the three works dedicated to him. The same is true of the 

Serenus, to whom De Constantia Sapientis, De Tranquillitate, and (possibly) De Otio are 

addressed. Except for a report of the death of one Annaeus Serenus (Ep. 63.14)35 the name 

Serenus is nowhere else mentioned. The only addressee to whom more than one work is 

dedicated and who is mentioned elsewhere in the corpus (e.g. NQ. 4. Praef. 10; 5.11.1) is 

Seneca’s brother whose name change from Novatus in De Ira to his adoptive Gallio in De 
                                                           
34 See Griffin (1976) 396 & 400; Marshall (2014) 37; Scott Smith (2014a) 115-6. 
35 This Serenus, Nero’s praefectus vigilum who died (or was murdered) after eating a dish of mushrooms (Pliny 
NH. 22.47.96), and who aided Seneca in keeping Nero’s relationship with the freedwoman Acte from Agrippina 
(Tac. Ann. 13.13), may or may not be the same person as the addressee of Seneca’s books.  
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Vita Beata could indicate an interval of some years. He, though, seems to be the exception 

rather than the rule.36 

 

The personal peril in which Seneca found himself post AD 62 is well attested by the 

ancient commentators (see esp. Tac. Ann. 14.5; 14.65; 15.45: Suet. Nero. 34; Dio. 62.25) and 

I will suggest that this influences the whole tone of  De Providentia as one of resignation to 

the inevitability of the Universe’s lot. Underlying Seneca’s prima facie acceptance of his 

expressed philosophical stance in this regard there is a very strong sense that the very 

commitment in writing to this surrender to his ineluctable fate is, in itself, an act of self-

persuasion. To this evidence can be added the citation data set. Although not as clean as that 

of De Clementia, or the second half of De Vita Beata, it is nevertheless informative.  

 

De Providentia contains only two philosophical citations, both from Seneca’s 

immediate contemporary and friend, the Cynic Demetrius, and both ‘heard’ by Seneca 

himself in the immediate context of his narrative: Inter multa magnifica Demetri nostri et 

haec vox est, a qua recens sum; sonat adhuc et vibrat in auribus meis . . . (Prov. 3.3) ; Hanc 

quoque animosam Demetri fortissimi viri vocem audisse me memini . . . (Prov. 5.5). I have 

already argued37 that Demetrius, as a ‘latecomer’ source to the Senecan prose corpus, 

provided Seneca with a form of philosophical camouflage, in that Cynicism was a 

paradoxically ‘safe’ value set with which to identify because it offered a similar moral 

baseline to Stoicism while, at the same time, being devoid of pretensions to political ambition. 

I have also highlighted the rhetorical lengths Seneca went to when citing Demetrius of 

creating the impression of an almost physical bond between the two to the extent that they 

were, at times, seeing and hearing, and even speaking, with each other’s voices. This is as 

close as Seneca gets to identifying with a source in the entire prose corpus. 

 

The two Demetrius references sandwich the only other two references in De 

Providentia, both of which are, for citations, lengthy extracts from the Phaëthon story in 

Ovid’s Metamorphoses. The myth of Apollo’s son who drives his father’s Sun Chariot with 

ekpyrotic consequences for the earth and fatal consequences for himself, resonated strongly 

                                                           
36 It should be noted that Gallio is also the addressee of the fragmentary De Remediis Fortuitorum.  
37 See chapter 11 (pp. 134-8). 
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with Seneca as he cites from it a total of seven times across the extant prose corpus.38 It is the 

only storyline Seneca draws from in Metamorphoses book 2, ignoring the tales of Callisto, 

Coronis, Ocyroe, Battus, Aglauros, and Europa.39 

 

The entire Gedankeneinheit, in which the Phaëthon citations appear, is redolent with 

high rhetoric encouraging the acceptance of one’s universal lot, and to willingly offer oneself 

to Fate: praebere se fato (Prov.5.8). But the path to willing, and therefore equanimitous 

acceptance, is through Virtue; however, that path, says Seneca is steep and, crucially, unsafe 

(5.10). To illustrate this, the immediately recognisable opening words of Apollo’s description 

of the Sun Chariot’s route (Ardua prima via est . . .) herald a seven line citation (Met. 2.63-9), 

followed by Seneca’s words stating that Phaëthon was not deterred by the danger involved 

(and actually even welcomed it). Just to bring home how extreme the perilous climb to Virtue 

can be, Seneca cites a further three lines from the same passage rife with word pictures of 

potentially lethal hazards: the Bull’s horns, the Centaur’s bow, the jaws of the raging Lion. 

But there is something not quite right here. 

 

This is the exact same imagery and tactic Seneca employed in a similar 

Gedankeneinheit in De Vita Beata (20.1-6), in which Seneca adroitly identifies himself with 

the seeker after lofty ideals without explicitly stating so (he cannot do so openly because, at 

17.4, he had already confessed to being immersed in every kind of vice and, at 18.2, 

suggested his present circumstances forbade it: cum potuero, vivam quomodo oportet). 

Nevertheless, Seneca’s rhetorical skill permits him to identify himself with the aspiring 

sapiens who dares to seek the heights, by equating himself with Phaëthon through the boy’s 

epitaph (Met. 2.238) cited at Brev. Vit. 20.5. The vicious, scathing attack on his detractors that 

immediately follows the Ovidian words, accusing them of hating seekers after Virtue, forces 

                                                           
38 Vit. Beat. 20.5 (Met. 2. 328); Ep. 115.13 (Met. 2. 1-2 and 2. 107-8); NQ. 3.27.13 (Met. 2.264); NQ. 7.10.1 (Met. 
2.71); Prov. 5.10 (Met. 2. 63-9); Prov. 5.11 (Met. 2. 79-81).  Phaëthon is also a recurrent theme in Seneca’s 
tragedies, for instance Phaedra 1090 ff. and Medea 599 ff. 
39 It is interesting that the Phaëthon story revolves around the relationship between the semi-divine boy and 
his father, Apollo, who reluctantly hands over the reins of his world-regulating Sun Chariot only after 
dispensing very detailed instructions on how to control it and how to keep to the middle path, that is, the path 
which will not unbalance nature and, therefore, society. The boy, of course, ignores the advice with disastrous 
consequences and has to be destroyed. As it can be argued that the Phaëthon references all occur in works 
either reacting to, or at least composed during, times of political uncertainty and personal jeopardy for Seneca, 
they could also be interpreted as a veiled analogy to Nero’s regime running out of control and a warning of the 
dire consequences to the Roman world in general and to Nero in person. In the advice-dispensing, father figure 
Apollo of De Providentia, it is tempting to see either Seneca himself or the early, ‘stable’ Nero, whom Seneca 
likened to Apollo so vividly in the Apocolocyntosis (4.17-32). 
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his readership to associate Seneca with those noble humans by dint of the fact that those same 

detractors had attempted a character assassination on Seneca himself because of his own 

philosophical aspirations. It is very skilful audience manipulation. 

  

The Ovid citations in De Providentia achieve the same effect. Seneca builds up to 

them by describing the man who would scale Virtue’s peaks in the third person and then, after 

the first set of Ovidian lines but before the second, switches abruptly to Phaëthon speaking in 

the first person with words that are not only absent from the original between the two excerpts 

that Seneca cites, but exist nowhere else at all in the Metamorphoses. The words, the 

imagined glory should the attempt fail, the value of the journey in and of itself – all are 

Seneca’s, and his readership would be familiar enough with the original to recognise that, thus 

forcing an association in their minds between Seneca and Phaëthon and, by extension, the 

questors after Virtue. 

 

There is also the problem of the steepness and danger of the path to Virtue as it is 

portrayed here (Prov. 5.10). In those books in which the citation evidence informs us the 

political imperative is not strong (to be discussed later in this chapter), Seneca takes pains to 

emphasise that the road to Virtue (the life as a journey analogy is common throughout the 

corpus) is not an arduous one and neither is it ever depicted as unsafe (non . . . secura) as it is 

in De Providentia (5.10). In De Constantia Sapientis, for instance, the heights are not tam 

abrupta . . . quam quidem putant, in fact, quae praecipitia ex intervallo apparebant redit lene 

fastigium (1.2). However, when the same ascent is described in the politically charged De Vita 

Beata, the language begins to imply a degree of difficulty: escendere autem illo sola virtus 

potest. Illius gradu clivus iste frangendus est. The accompanying martial language and 

analogy of the scars and missiles that must be endured on the path do nothing to allay the 

impression being given to the reader that aspiring to philosophy, at least at the time of 

composition, was a practice fraught with personal danger and hardship (15.5).  

 

I have shown, then, that although the lack of outside reference makes reading any 

political content into De Providentia next to impossible, there are indications from the 

addressee, the pattern of citations, the authors cited, and the context surrounding the Ovidian 

citations, both original and Senecan, that this work was, to a fairly high degree, politically 

motivated. Taking all factors into consideration, what available evidence there is, points to 

composition in the post AD 62/rise of Tigellinus period. 
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The three Senecan works I have addressed so far – De Clementia, De Vita Beata, and 

De Providentia, in that order - are those which the statistics suggest, through their citation 

distribution, are the most politically charged. In these three books, there is not a single citation 

from a Stoic philosopher This is remarkable. In the three most politically urgent contexts 

within the dialogi in which one might expect the Stoic Seneca to send in the philosophical 

cavalry, there is not a Stoic philosopher in sight! Other than himself of course.  Furthermore, 

if we exclude the deliberately engineered ‘philosophy’ that constitutes the first 16 sections of 

De Vita Beata we are left with only two, immediately contemporaneous aural recollections 

from a friend, Demetrius the Cynic, in 86 pages of Loeb Latin. 

 

For anybody looking for a paradox here, there simply is not one. The statistics 

demonstrate quite clearly that when the political imperative for Seneca to write became urgent 

it was not on philosophical sources, especially not on Stoic philosophical sources, that he 

relied for either support or to use as a foil. In De Clementia, De Vita Beata, and De 

Providentia (seen by many scholars as purely ‘philosophical discourses’) Seneca was simply 

using Stoicism as a medium or lingua franca, a contemporary stand-in for the mores 

maiorum, the basic code of moral conduct which everybody in his audience understood from 

their shared education to be a baseline from which any political discussion could start, and a 

benchmark against which it could be measured. Seneca did not need to deploy his mental 

philosophical ‘library’ in these works because there was no call for it. The subtext was about 

contemporary Roman politics. This was no place for ancient Greek philosophers. There was 

room for only one philosophical authority and voice in these debates and that authority was 

modern and Roman and it was Seneca himself. 

 

It cannot be argued against that De Clementia was a direct response to the change of 

principate and as much a reflection of the anxieties felt by the Roman elite at a time of 

political transition as it was an attempt to establish a behavioural blueprint for the young 

emperor Nero. If De Clementia was an expression of guarded and provisional political 

optimism by Seneca as mouthpiece of his peers, then De Vita Beata was an expression of 

personal political survival when that initial optimism had begun to sour and Seneca began to 

find himself in a more vulnerable political position. The scathing personal tone of the vitriol 

employed by Seneca against his detractors in the second half of the book can be nothing other 

than a weapon of political self-defence. De Providentia reads like one of the later Epistulae 

Morales without the epistolary valedictory marker. It is harder to identify as a politically 
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charged book than the other two, but some elements do bear comparison to  De Vita Beata, in 

particular the use to which Demetrius and Ovid are put. 
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Chapter 16 - Revaluating the Categorisation of the Senecan Prose Corpus - The 
‘Serenus Trilogy’ - De Constantia Sapientis, De Tranquillitate Animi, De Otio 
  

The hypothesis demands that works composed under reduced political pressure will 

exhibit more philosophical citations than recent, Roman, non-philosophical citations. The 

three books that are generally considered to have been addressed to Serenus are the strongest 

contenders for this category.  

The common denominators in this group are the addressee, Serenus,1 and the 

thematically linked progress to the ἀπάθεια of the Stoic sapiens and its achievement through 

balance of private life and public office.2 As a kind of stepped introduction into finding and 

staying on the path to the Stoic holy grail of the mind as morally incorruptible fortress, this 

trilogy, all probably written during the late reign of Claudius after Seneca’s recall from 

Corsica, a period of great political stability and personal prestige for Seneca, owe very little to 

political urgency. The very fact that Seneca was allowed to so vehemently advocate 

disentanglement from public affairs in the event of an irreversibly corrupt state (most notably 

at Otio. 3.3-4 and 8.1) is a strong indication that he felt politically secure.3 

 There are 19 philosophical citations across these three works all, if we allow for two 

possible exceptions,4 from 250 BC or earlier and all from Greek sources. The Stoics, with 8 

citations, tend to dominate but do not overwhelm, constituting 25% (1/4) of philosophical 

citations in De Constantia Sapientis, 50% in De Tranquillitate Animi (5/5), and 50% in De 

Otio (2/4). Chrysippus (Const. 17.1; Tranq. 1.10; Otio. 8.1) and Zeno (Tranq. 1.10, 14.3; 

Otio. 3.2) appear most often, with one citation each from Cleanthes (Tranq. 1.10) and 

Athenodorus (Tranq. 3.1). The strong presence of the first three scholarchs would support the 

                                                           
1 It must be remembered that the dedication of De Otio to Serenus cannot be categorically affirmed from the 
manuscript transmission.  
2 For a detailed discussion on ‘The Philosopher on Political Participation’ see Griffin (1976) 315-366. 
3 See Williams (2003) 2-3 for the approach that biographical considerations compromise or obscure the 
philosophical importance of De Otio.   
4 The two exceptions are (1) Lucretius (Tranq. 2.14) who, can be considered either Epicurean philosopher or 
epic poet. In the example in which he is cited here (Lucr. 3.1068), I have opted for Seneca’s treatment of the 
source to be more non-philosophical and have treated it accordingly in the relevant section (see chapter 12 pp. 
142-5), and (2) Athenodorus whose exact identity is not known, but is possibly the Stoic philosopher 
Athenodorus (Cananites) of Tarsus (79 BC – AD 7), a friend of the Younger Cato, and is thus included in the 
Stoic statistics. Seneca’s overall positive reaction to Athenodorus would indicate he belongs amongst the stoa.  
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prevailing consensus that these three books do constitute a deliberately protreptic5 attempt at 

induction into the doctrinal tenets fundamental to the aims of the Stoic school.  

The didactic, non-politically urgent nature of these books is further evidenced by the 

ratio of philosophical vs. non-philosophical citations. The statistics in this group strongly 

support the hypothesis.  De Constantia Sapientis, considered to be Serenus’ ‘coaxing’ from 

the Epicurean to the Stoic track of self-development contains only philosophical citations. As 

a more-or-less gentle coercion to usher potential candidates onto the morally superior path of 

Stoicism, it is the citational polar opposite of the undeniably politically urgent De Clementia, 

in which Seneca pulls out every stop to expound his blue-print for the perfect prince 

functioning under a Stoic moral umbrella (at least those are the terms in which the expected 

behavioural pattern is expressed), and in which the exposition of any philosophical content is 

far more sophisticated yet nevertheless contains only non-philosophical citations, a strong 

indicator, as I have shown, of Stoicism being employed as a language and not an end. 

Furthermore, the domination of philosophical over non-philosophical citations in the ‘Serenus 

Trilogy’ (De Constantia Sapientis 6:0; De Tranquillitate Animi 14:6; and De Otio 4:1) can 

also be found in books 1-3 of the Epistulae Morales (50:11) which cover pretty much the 

same ground (at least on the level at which the multi-layered purpose of those letters is to 

philosophically induct) at the same protreptic/didactic level as the ‘Serenus Trilogy’.6 This 

statistic also differentiates the Serenus works from two of the remaining three dialogi, De 

Brevitate Vitae (3:5) and De Beneficiis (25:27), in which  non-philosophical citations are in 

the majority but do not overwhelm. 

Seneca’s treatment of the rival school’s founder in the ‘Serenus’ books is unlike the 

axiomatic, generally thematically disassociated Epicurus clustering in books 1-3 of the 

Epistulae Morales and comes nearer to the treatment found in book 7 of that work.7  In the 

‘Serenus’ works, Epicurus is handled comparatively gently as befits the intention of gently 

prising away an adherent to a competitor’s system with the soft sell. Seneca’s aim is not to get 

his target’s back up by insulting any previous intellectual or moral allegiance but by 

demonstrating the doctrinal similarities between Epicureanism and their ‘more correct’ Stoic 

                                                           
5 As the addressee, Serenus, is already a Stoic convert in De Tranquillitate Animi, that work may better fit the 
category of paranaesis. 
6 See, for instance, Eps. 8, 14, and 19 for reasons to withdraw into otium  and Ep. 16 on the importance of 
following the path of philosophy.  
7 See chapter 10 (pp. 118-126). 
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counterparts. Thus the Epicurus citations in the ‘Serenus Trilogy’ are always paired up with 

either a trumping Stoic doctrinal alternative or a trumping Stoic philosophical citation.8 

 

De Constantia Sapientis – Seneca’s Least Political Work 

 

The standout statistic of this work is its exclusively philosophical citation set. The 

Epicurean references, and how that school is portrayed as an acceptable (but not ideal) place 

to start as long as one eventually acknowledges the ‘correct’ Stoic path, have already been 

dealt with.9 

  

The remaining philosophical citations in the work that are of known provenance are of 

a similarly coaxing quality. Stilbo10 is a philosopher, whose verbal defiance in the wake of his 

city’s (Megara) sacking by Demetrius ‘Poliorcetes’, is an illustration by exemplum of 

ἀταραξία / ἀπάθεια in practice, the ultimate expression of emotional imperturbability when 

one’s personal world has crumbled (Stilbo’s estate had been sacked and his daughters 

violated). Stilbo’s reply to his conqueror when questioned whether he had lost anything in all 

the destruction was simply: Nihil: Omnia mea mecum sunt (Const. 5.6), a sentiment worthy of 

a Stoic sapiens. The status of this citation as a ‘lure’ to attract would-be Stoics is brought 

home by Seneca as he enlarges on the drama at length in easily comprehensible terminology 

for the next several sections (5.6 – 6.8), even going into the first person to flesh out Stilbo’s 

reply to Demetrius in Seneca’s own, imagined words which paint a graphic picture of 

steadfastness in the midst of destruction expressed in the language of high rhetoric. This is in 

contrast to the same citation re-used much later in the corpus, where Seneca allots the episode 

of Stilbo’s constantia at the sack of Megara much less space (Ep. 9.18-19), and in which only 

the bare bones of the incident are reported.11 

 

Even more indicative of rhetorically charged, soft-sell philosophy, the Chrysippus 

citation at Const. 17.1 is completely devoid of any philosophical relevance to the source 

himself. Why the third scholarch of the Stoic school’s name is even introduced here is 

                                                           
8 The Epicurus citations in De Constantia Sapientis and De Otio are discussed in chapter 10 (pp. 110-115). 
9 See chapter 9 (pp. 89-94). 
10 Stilbo/Stilpo (360 – 280 BC) was, strictly speaking, a philosopher of the Megarian school. I have opted to 
include him in the Stoic statistics as, not only did he influence Stoicism’s founder, Zeno of Citium, but the 
contexts within which Seneca cites him (as in De Constantia) are illustrative of Stoic fundamentals. 
11 The difference in expansion is likely due to the time and space restraints of the epistolary genre.  
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difficult to ascertain. He is simply included as reporting an exemplum of a man who grew 

indignant at being called a vervecem marinum – a sea wether.12 The Greek example is 

mentioned alongside a Roman one, Fidus Cornelius (who, Seneca has to explain, is the son of 

Ovidius Naso) who became upset when likened to a struthocamelum depilatum – a plucked 

ostrich. Both exempla are designed to illustrate how easily we allow surface level jibes the 

power to upset us. This, like the Stilbo citation, is a kind of sales technique, the spelling out of 

concepts in very obvious, exempla-loaded language that nevertheless carry a rhetorical punch. 

Subtlety or flexibility of thought is not required to comprehend what is going on. The Stoic 

citation elements in De Constantia Sapientis demonstrate by their simplistic deployment the 

invitational didacticism of the work. Stoicism is not employed as a language to achieve any 

kind of political goal and Roman, non-philosophical citations, which we have seen in the 

politically charged works intersect with the political aims of each, are wholly absent.      

 

De Tranquillitate Animi – An Eclectic Work 

 

 This work is, from a philosophical citation perspective, one of the most eclectic in the 

extant prose corpus along with books 1 (Eps. 1-12) and 14-15 (Eps. 89-95) of the Epistulae 

Morales, and books 4 and 6 of the Naturales Quaestiones. Philosophical citations strongly 

dominate De Tranquillitate Animi but, unlike De Constantia Sapientis, the work to which it is 

considered some kind of sequel,13 they are no longer exclusive. Nevertheless, the percentage 

of 70% vs. 30% (14 vs. 6) in favour of philosophical citations, and the presence of only four  

recent, Roman, non-philosophical authors (20% of the work citation total), still, according to 

the stipulations of the hypothesis, place it firmly in the low political content category.  

  

 De Tranquillitate Animi is considered the ‘sequel’ to De Constantia Sapientis, based 

solely on the surmise that its addressee (presumably the same Serenus as the previous work) 

is now depicted as a convert to, and well down the path of, Stoicism.14 It is difficult to argue 

with this (although there may well be other lost books in the Serenus series describing 

intermediate steps) especially as the absence of Epicurus citations in De Tranquillitate Animi 

supports my reasoning that their presence in the ‘prequel’ were designed purely to provide a 

                                                           
12 A strange term. A wether is a male sheep castrated before maturity or a castrated male goat, so qualifying it 
with the adjective marinus is quite inventive imagery.  
13 So Griffin (1976) 316-7 and 398, based on ‘the philosophical attitudes ascribed to Serenus’ : ‘avowed 
Epicurean’ in De Constantia Sapientis and ‘a follower of the Stoics’ in De Tranquillitate Animi.  
14 See figure CH1 in chapter 5 (p. 52). 
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comparable doctrinal palette, from which Serenus (or anybody else) could be prised and 

recruited instead onto the preferable Stoic path. In short, Epicurus was no longer needed in De 

Tranquillitate Animi. Instead, what we find is a strong representation from the Stoic school in 

the form of its first three scholarchs: Zeno, Cleanthes, Chrysippus, along with the more recent 

Athenodorus, and an eclectic assortment of other schools: Cynic, Cyrenaic, Democritean, 

Peripatetic, Platonic. 

 

 The use of the philosophical citations is, like De Constantia Sapientis, non-technical, 

and the engagement with the rival schools neither hostile nor confrontational. Zeno, 

Cleanthes, and Chrysippus are used as exempla by Serenus15 as models who advocated 

morally correct involvement in public affairs (although, paradoxically, not one of them 

actually held office himself) but does not enlarge (Tranq. 1.10). Elsewhere, Zeno is again 

found in a catalogue of exempla which illustrate the achievement of the tranquillitas of the 

work’s title. Zeno remains unmoved upon hearing that a shipwreck has left him penniless: 

Iubet . . . me fortuna expeditius philosophari (14.3). The founder of the Stoic school is paired 

in the same section with the Cyrenaic Theodorus whose comeback to being threatened with 

death and lack of burial by a tyrant is memorable: nam quod ad sepulturam pertinet, o te 

ineptum, si putas mea interesse, supra terram an infra putrescam. In keeping with the advice 

given by his Stoic forebears above (1.10), Athenodorus is used to introduce Seneca’s 

explanation to Serenus that immersion in public affairs conducted along the correct moral 

guidelines is the best cure for a restless mind that flits between superficialities (3.1). He is 

also employed to illustrate the paradox that the host of a dinner should feel a mutual debt of 

obligation to his invitees for attending, as part of Seneca’s discussion that we must be careful 

in our choice of those to whom we devote our time and energy (7.2). 

 

 Other schools, like Theodorus the Cyrenaic mentioned above, are cited but not 

challenged. Seneca mentions that Democritus wrote an excellent – egregie – volume on 

euthymia (2.3), but only so that he can give the equivalent Latin term tranquillitas.16 Probably 

                                                           
15 De Tranqillitate Animi is structured to simulate a doctor/patient consultation between Seneca and Serenus, 
with Serenus explaining his ‘symptoms’ in terms of where he feels he is erring in his commitment to Stoic 
teachings (Tranq. 1.1-17), and Seneca offering psycho-therapeutic advice for the remainder of the work (2.1-
22.12). As with its ‘prequel’ where Serenus represents any potential convert to Stoicism, in De Tranquillitate 
Animi he represents any proficiens.   
16 This is a very good example of Seneca avoiding Greek technical jargon in preference of more recognisable 
Latin equivalents to facilitate exposition. Here, he not only informs us that tranquillitas is what he personally 
terms the quality of being of stable and sane mind, but goes on to explain why it is an appropriate alternative 
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excerpting from that very volume (possibly the opening lines from the way Seneca introduces 

his source: Hoc secutum puto Democritum ita coepisse) Seneca cites Democritus again as 

advising against becoming embroiled in too many affairs, public or private. Rather than 

criticise Democritus for not being specific enough, Seneca gently ‘corrects’ him by supplying 

the ‘missing’ subtext for his readership: ad supervacua scilicet referentem (13.1). 

 

 Bion the Cynic, as I have noted before,17 is treated kindly, used once to furnish a 

straightforward analogy for Seneca’s warning about attachment to materialism (8.3) and again 

for a summarising proof that Seneca is right in advising his readership not to become too 

affected by the roller-coaster ride of the human condition (15.4). Plato is employed for a 

simple quote in which he suggests that passion is a prerequisite for poetry alongside ‘The 

Greek Poet’ who advocates taking occasional pleasure from raving. Seneca does not even take 

umbrage at Aristotle (normally a favourite target) when the Peripatetic reinforces Plato by 

making madness a prerequisite for genius in general (17.10). Instead Seneca settles for a 

personal refinement of his three sources by substituting their fuels to achieve greatness: 

passion, raving, and madness, with his own: divine inspiration – instinctu sacro (17.11).18 

 

 It is not only the lack of a discernible pattern in the majority philosophical sources, 

either by quantity, school, use, or introduction point, that hallmark De Tranquillitate Animi as 

low in political content. The minority non-philosophical sources are equally eclectic, 

comprising two Greeks (Homer and ‘The Greek Poet’) with one citation each, and four 

Romans (Cicero, Lucretius, Livy, and Publilius Syrus) with one citation apiece and covering 

four different genres: oratory, epic, historiography, and mime respectively. An individual 

analysis of the non-philosophical sources reveals no political innuendo thus strengthening the 

hypothesis that Seneca was under no immediate personal pressure when composing this work. 

 

 Homer’s depiction of a restless Achilles grieving for his friend Patroclus (Il. 24. 10-11 

at Tranq. 2.12) is directly analogous to Seneca’s Gedankeneinheit describing the agitated 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
to the Greek: Nec enim imitari et transferre verba ad illorum formam necesse est; res ipsa, de qua agitur, aliquo 
signanda nomine est, quod appellationis Graecae vim debet habere, non faciem (Tranq. 2.3). For a fuller 
discussion on Seneca’s use of Greek language and script see Appendix II of this thesis.  
17 See chapter 11 (p. 129).  
18 This peroratio-style Gedankeneinheit also contains a passage which predicts  Seneca’s later use of the 
Phaëthon myth. Referring here specifically to elevating the nobility of self-expression he writes: desciscat 
oportet a solito et efferatur et mordeat frenos et rectorem rapiat suum eoque ferat, quo per se timuisset 
escendere (Tranq. 17.11).    
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human mind that flits between superficialities. Lucretius (Lucr. 3.1068 at Tranq. 2.14), whose 

warning that every man flees from his inner self, complements Seneca’s own traveller-in-life 

scenario, never satisfied with any one place but demanding ever new experiences and vistas 

(Tranq. 2.13-14). Both the Homer and Lucretius citations are tied in with the Athenodorus 

reference mentioned above (3.1) and both sit squarely within the didactic framework of the 

work’s controlling theme, the quest for tranquillitas. 

 

 Livy’s effusive praise of the library at Alexandria (9.5) is used as a foil, and is the 

point from which Seneca can narrow down his general anti-luxuria harangue (8.1-9.7) to 

deliver a more personal invective against those who stockpile books in private libraries just 

for show. Cicero (Mil. 92 at Tranq. 11.4), with his comment that Romans despised gladiators 

who seemed too eager to save their own lives in the arena, serves to herald the thematic shift 

in intensity from a discussion on how the sapiens scorns the ‘standard’ blows of Fortuna – the 

loss of material goods, office, body parts (11.1-3) – to the specific subject of scorning death 

(11.4-7). A sententia- style citation from the mime artist, Publilius Syrus, signals the end of 

that Gedankeneinheit and the start of another warning that absolutely everybody is at risk 

from life’s lottery: cuivis potest accidere quod cuiquam potest (11.8). The final non-

philosophical citation in De Tranquillitate Animi, that by ‘The Greek Poet’ (17.10) has 

already been discussed.  

 

 Not one of the citations in De Tranquillitate Animi carries an obvious political load. 

The non-philosophical citations all serve a purpose in supporting the philosophical points that 

are recommended as part of Seneca’s psycho-therapeutic ministrations to his ‘patient’, 

Serenus. The prevalence of philosophical citations over non-philosophical, and the eclectic 

nature of both, are, as predicted by the database, strong indications that De Tranquillitate 

Animi carries little or no political content. All indications are that this work is one of 

philosophical purism.           

 

De Otio – Serenus or not Serenus?  

 

 The chronology of De Otio is based on identical grounds to that of De Tranquillitate 

Animi (that it must post-date De Constantia Sapientis as Serenus is depicted as a practising 

Stoic and not an Epicurean). This surmise is complicated in the case of De Otio as Serenus 
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cannot be definitively identified as addressee.19 An additional problem is that the book has 

come down to us in what may be severely truncated form.20 This implies that any statistics 

read into De Otio must be analysed exercising extreme caution. 

 

 Although it is a small and incomplete data set, the database statistics also place De 

Otio in the bracket of a work with little or no political content. Philosophical sources 

outnumber non-philosophical by a ratio of 4:1. The philosophical sources are split equally 

between the Stoic philosophers (Zeno and Chrysippus with one apiece) and Epicurus himself 

with two citations. The relationship between the two schools in this work has already been 

discussed.21 Although Epicurus is present, he is ‘trumped’ by one of the Stoic scholarchs on 

each occasion. The whole work is geared to Stoic-Epicurean rivalry. Seneca even states 

explicitly: Duae maxime et in hac re dissident sectae, Epicureorum et Stoicorum, sed 

utraque ad otium diversa via mittit (Otio. 3.2 emphasis mine). This is a development of the 

treatment of Epicurus from De Constantia Sapientis where Epicurean doctrinal tenets were 

partially approved only for a preferred Stoic alternative to be offered. It is a completely 

different technique to that applied to citations from different philosophical schools in De 

Tranquillitate Animi, in which work there are no Epicurean citations and in which non-Stoic 

schools are not depicted as rivals. 

 

 The single non-philosophical citation in this work is a simple three word extraction 

from Virgil: canitiem galea premimus (Aen. 9.612 at Otio. 1.4). It is used to cap off the 

martial language of Seneca’s interlocutor (possibly Serenus), who is using the Stoic 

recommendation that one stay active in politics for as long as possible to achieve the greatest 

common good, to accuse Seneca of adopting Epicurean practice because he advocates a life of 

retirement (something he has obviously been suggesting in the missing beginning section of 

the work). The indignant (and, by his terminology, Stoic)  interlocutor finishes off: Quid 

nobis Epicuri praecepta in ipsis Zenonis principiis loqueris? Quin tu bene graviter, si partium 

piget, transfugis potius quam prodis? The entire exchange is a set up for Seneca to enlarge at 

length about the correct circumstances under which retirement to a life of otium and 

philosophical self-betterment is acceptable, and what the correct balance between public 

commitment and private otium should be. 
                                                           
19 See Griffin (1976) 316-7 & 319; Marshall (2014) 36-7; Scott Smith (2014b) 147-8; Williams (2003) 12-13. 
20 What we have makes it by far the shortest of the dialogi, roughly one third the length of the shortest 
complete work, De Constantia Sapientis, and around one twenty-sixth the length of the longest, De Beneficiis.  
21 See chapter 9 (pp. 89-94). 
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De Otio conveys a wholly different tone and uses an entirely different technique to 

either of the two books verifiably dedicated to Serenus. It differs from De Constantia 

Sapientis in its attitude towards Epicureanism, in that in De Otio it is portrayed as very much 

a rival doctrine. De Otio differs from De Tranquillitate Animi in its lack of eclecticism and 

hostility towards a rival school. It is therefore difficult to conceive of it as a natural sequel to 

either of the other two and cannot really be categorised alongside them.  The data set is too 

sparse and the work too incomplete to make any definitive statement but the citation statistics 

as demonstrated by the database, both in isolation and in comparison to other works, can aid 

in further research. 

 

 The remaining three dialogi (De Ira, De Brevitate Vitae, and De Beneficiis) cannot be 

clearly profiled at either end of the scale of statistics the hypothesis demands. In terms of 

content they differ in terms of addressee, length, and theme. As far as the scant evidence will 

allow, they were also each composed during different periods of Seneca’s political career, De 

Ira being more chronologically isolated than the other two. The glaring disparities between 

the works underline the futility of attempting to analyse them together under the umbrella of 

dialogi. I shall examine each on the merits of its own data set and then seek to determine 

whether any unifying citation statistics can help categorise them in a meaningful way that is 

not genre dependent. 
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Chapter 17 - Revaluating the Categorisation of the Senecan Prose Corpus: De Ira (or 
‘Don’t Let Anger Ruin Your Life In The Rome Of Today – A Practical Guide’) 
 

 I have discussed the slippery issue of De Ira’s chronology at length in a previous 

chapter.1 All that can be said for certain is that it’s addressee’s name, Novatus (Seneca’s 

brother), and vicious attacks on the character of the emperor Gaius, place composition firmly 

before the earliest attestation of the former’s adoption in AD 52,2 and after the latter’s death 

in AD 41 -  a window of 11 years, for the first 8 of which, Seneca was in exile on Corsica, 

although that does not preclude part, or even all of the work, having been composed before 

Seneca’s banishment was pronounced. Similarly, the lack of any overtly exile-driven passages 

(as in, for instance, the Ad Polybium and the Ad Helviam) does not obviate composition 

during that period. The length of the work (three books that increase in length as the series 

progresses until book 3 is almost twice as long as book 1)3 may indicate Seneca was under no 

time constraint to publish; however, even this consideration cannot rule out pre-exile 

composition as Seneca himself implies that his fall from grace at that time was so swift he 

hardly had time to inform his own mother (Helv. 2.5). 

 

 By the terms dictated by the hypothesis, the citation data set, when taken across the 

work as a whole, indicates that De Ira is not a highly politically driven work as philosophical 

citations outnumber non-philosophical citations by 69.23% to 30.77% (18 vs. 8); however, of 

the non-philosophical citations, recent Roman authors (Livy, Ovid, Virgil, and the borderline 

Accius and Laberius) are a strong presence. The almost identical overall philosophical vs. 

non-philosophical citation ratio, the absence of any Epicurean citations, and the presence of 

recent, Roman, non-philosophical authors, make De Ira comparable to De Tranquillitate 

Animi (even though the latter is more densely packed with citations: MCD 4.77 vs. 2.05 

respectively). The point of difference, however, between the two works, is that De Ira is less 

obviously eclectic. Moreover, as I have already  demonstrated,4 the doctrines of rival schools 

clash in a far more deliberate and confrontational fashion in De Ira than in De Tranquillitate 

Animi where the involvement of non-Stoic schools is relatively philosophically inert. 

                                                           
1 Chapter 5 (pp. 54-5). 
2 See Griffin (1976) 48 n.2; Marshall (2014) 35. The so-called ‘Gallio Inscription’ found at Delphi confirms 
Novatus bore his adoptive name of Gallio by early AD 52, at which time he was proconsul of Achaia, which 
makes that date the most reliable terminus ante quem for De Ira.  
3 De Ira is the second longest of the dialogi by quite some way, being over twice as long as the third longest, De 
Clementia although De Ira is, itself, less than half the length of the longest of the dialogi, De Beneficiis. 
4 See chapter 10 (pp. 112-115).  



248 
 

 It has been suggested that political undercurrents run through parts of De Ira although 

these are based purely upon speculative interpretation of a few passages and an assumed 

chronology.5 The citation data set offers more concrete evidence. The marked 

Stoic/Peripatetic doctrinal differences in the work, with Plato almost playing the role of 

referee (and making all the decisions in favour of the Stoics of course) give De Ira a strong 

Hellenistic philosophical flavour, but this is offset by the inclusion of the Roman citations 

(and also exempla) which function to convert all the fancy, theoretical framework (in which, 

on its own merit, Seneca does not appear to place much faith as an effective catalyst for 

establishing personal control over the passions) into solid and practical advice for managing 

anger in Seneca’s contemporary Rome. In this respect, the citation data set reveals more about 

De Ira if the work is broken down into its constituent books (figures CS12 - CS15). 

 

Figure CS12 – Citation Data Set De Ira Book 1 

 
Total Citations: 15 (Philosophical: 11 Non-Philosophical: 4) – MCD = 1.93 

Figure CS12 – De Ira Book 1 Data Set – Ordered By Author Name 
Seneca Ref. Author Author Ref. Genre 
Ira.1.20.4 Accius Atreus, Trag. Rom. Frag.. 203-4 von Ribbeck p. 187 Drama 
Ira.1.17.1 Aristotle Unknown Philosophy 

                                                           
5 For instance, Nussbaum (1994) 405 following Fillion-Lahille (1984) 273-278 who suggests that vindictive 
criticism of Gaius stems from the personal animosity of recent memory (274) and that De Ira was inspired by, 
or a response to, a semi-philosophical treatise/edict on anger by the emperor Claudius, a work alluded to by 
Suetonius (Claudius. 38.1) (273). For a fuller discussion on the putative political agenda behind De Ira (including 
its possible thematic links to Seneca’s tragedies) see Monteleone (2014) 129-130. 

Stoic, 2
Peripatetic, 6

Plato, 2
Socrates, 1

3

12

Hom
er, 1

O
vid, 1

Accius, 1

Livy, 1

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

Philosophical
School

Roman Greek Poetry Drama History



249 
 

Figure CS12 – De Ira Book 1 Data Set – Ordered By Author Name 
Seneca Ref. Author Author Ref. Genre 
Ira.1.9.2 Aristotle Unknown Philosophy 
Ira.1.3.3 Aristotle De Anima 403a 30 Philosophy 
Ira.1.19.3 Hieronymous Unknown Philosophy 
Ira.1.20.8 Homer Ili. 23. 724 Poetry 
Ira.1.20.6 Livy Frag. 54 hertz / Frag. 66 Weissenborn-Mueller History 
Ira.1.3.5 Ovid Met. 7. 545-6 Poetry 
Ira.1.19.7 Plato Laws 11. 934 A Philosophy 
Ira.1.6.5 Plato Republic 1. 335 D Philosophy 
Ira.1.2.3 Posidonius Frag. 155 Edelstein-Kidd Philosophy 
Ira.1.15.3 Socrates Unknown Philosophy 
Ira.1.14.1 Theophrastus Unknown Philosophy 
Ira.1.12.3 Theophrastus Unknown Philosophy 
Ira.1.16.7 Zeno Zeno SVF 1. 215 Philosophy 
 

  The citation data set for De Ira book 1 is, statistically, almost an exact microcosm of 

the whole work. With its individual MCD of 1.93, it has a high incidence of citation. The 

book is dominated by Peripatetic philosophers whose doctrines on anger Seneca 

systematically demolishes.6 The whole of book 1 is geared to this end, even the Stoics 

Posidonius (1.2.3)7 and Zeno (1.16.7) are not allowed to join in Seneca’s single handed attack 

on the rival school. Ovid (Met. 7. 545-6) is co-opted to provide a striking example of one of 

many uses to which Seneca puts the canonical Roman poet.8 Quarrying Ovid to provide a 

negative example, that is, a line which contains imagery which Seneca can demonstrate as 

palpably incorrect, allows Seneca to score points against Aristotle’s argument by inference 

(Ira. 1 3.5). 

 

 The lengthy discussion (Ira. 14.1-19.8) on the inappropriateness of anger’s presence in 

the dissemination of justice (especially in the judicial process) contains citations from 

exclusively Greek philosophers composing pre-250 BC. This section simultaneously predicts 

and contradicts the far more immediately politically pointed appeal for authoritative fair play 

found in De Clementia.9 The use of ancient Greek  philosophers in De Ira book 1 - the 

                                                           
6 See chapter 10 (pp. 112-115). 
7 I have attributed the citation at Ira. 1.2.3 (which appears as a lacuna in some volumes) as it is preserved by 
Lactantius (l. c) and referred back to by the interlocutor at Ira. 1.3.1). 
8 See chapter 13 (pp. 186-8). 
9 Predicts, because it emphasises the importance of Reason and absence of irrational passion in the dispensing 
of justice – preventing a knee-jerk reaction judgement can, after all, be construed as a form of ‘instant’ 
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Peripatetics as foils: Theophrastus (1.14.1), Aristotle (1.17.1), and, to a lesser extent, 

Hieronymous (1.19.3) vs. Socrates (1.15.3), Zeno (1.16.7), and Plato (1.19.7) to lend 

supportive authority - imparts an abstract and theoretical air to the exposition. By contrast, the 

absence of philosophical citation in De Clementia focuses audience concentration on Seneca’s 

voice and the immediate applicability of his exposition to the issue of Nero’s behaviour. In De 

Clementia, as we have seen, the contexts of the non-philosophical Roman citations dovetail 

with Seneca’s political purpose. Nevertheless, some peculiarly Roman context and exempla 

do appear in sections 14-19 of De Ira book 1 but, crucially, they are not citations. The passage 

at Ira.1.16.4-5 is peculiarly ‘Roman’. Employing the much-used metaphor of himself as 

physician, Seneca extends his patient base to the body politic, to which he can ministrate in 

his capacity as magistrate to dispense justice.10 The vivid visual and aural invocation of the 

trial involving a capital charge – Itaque etsi perversa induenda magstratui vestis et 

convocanda classico contio est . . . – is very detailed, as is his catalogue of appropriate 

punishments: et cum cervicem noxio imperabo praecidi et cum parricidas insuam culleo et 

cum mittam in supplicium militare et cum Tarpeio proditorem hostemve publicum imponam 

(1.16.5). The Roman flavour of this passage is unmistakable, but this is temporary as Seneca 

then becomes, once more, theoretical (1.17.1 – 1.18.2 – in which we find a citation from 

Aristotle), before circling back to Rome for the military exemplum of Gnaeus Piso, whose 

incensed intractability in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary, induced him to 

execute not only a legionary accused of murdering a colleague on leave, but the colleague 

himself when he returned safe and sound, and even the centurion who brought him the news 

(1.18.3-6). The narrative then cycles back into theoretical discussion (1.19.1-8) with citations 

from Hieronymous and Plato, before switching subjects abruptly for the remaining two 

sections of book 1 (1.20-21). This is typical of the ‘wave’ pattern we find throughout 

Seneca’s prose corpus where the narrative ebbs and flows into and from Seneca’s 

contemporary, or near contemporary, Rome. The Roman passages are always accompanied by 

high rhetoric and frequent use of martial language, and, in books such as De Ira, function as 

real-world, recognisable paradigms, both positive and negative, against which the doctrinal 

theory can be gauged. They are, effectively, an invitation to Seneca’s readership to witness 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
clementia ; contradicts, because the brutality of the punishments catalogued by Seneca fly in the face of the 
virtue of clementia.   
10 To those looking for a chronological clue to composition, this is not one. Seneca was well on the cursus 
before his exile (see Helv. 19.2). 
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the application or non-application of the theory as it intersects with their very real, very 

recognisable world. In this respect they fulfil a very practical function. 11  

 

   The penultimate section of De Ira book 1 (section 20) contains only non-philosophical 

citations thereby fulfilling the demands of the hypothesis that it involves some political 

content. The citation pattern suggests this to be the case. The section is thematically discreet, 

involving an abrupt shift in focus from the previous, lengthy Gedankeneinheit to a far shorter 

section (1.20.1-1.21.4), replete with exclusively Roman exempla and citations,12 emphasising 

that ‘great’ words are not always the product of a great soul. 

 

The citations arrive in quick succession, creating the impression they are geared 

towards, and culminate in, the last: the words of Homer, placed jarringly in the mouth of 

Gaius. The famous line from Accius’ Atreus: oderint dum metuant, the composition of which, 

Seneca infers, was inspired by the prevailing negative and brutal political extremism of Sulla 

(20.4), starts the snowballing rhetoric to create a literary atmosphere crackling with menace. 

Somehow, Seneca’s generic ‘angry man’ from the beginning of the Gedankeneinheit, whose 

seemingly noble words are nothing but the empty bluster of a shallow soul, has become Sulla. 

He is shortly to morph again into Gaius. Moving the action into his own lifetime, Seneca tells 

us not to believe the otherwise extremely eloquent – dissertissimus vir - Livy’s character 

sketch of a man who is at once great but not good (20.6), as greatness and evil cannot co-exist 

in a single soul.13 Which takes Seneca neatly onto Gaius and the emperor’s angry outburst at 

Jupiter using the Homeric line ἤ μ᾽ ἀνάειρ᾽ ἐγὼ σέ (Il. 23. 724). This must have been an event 

(possibly very recent) that many amongst Seneca’s readership would remember, thus 

intensifying its impact. The words are a challenge, both in Gaius’ mouth (whose delusion had 

forced him into interpreting a thunderstorm, which spoilt his enjoyment of a pantomime, as a 

divine challenge), and in the original context (Ajax dares Odysseus to end a protracted 

                                                           
11 As this type of passage, which is found recurring frequently throughout the dialogi (and elsewhere) closely 
involves the use of exempla (an area that demands a separate thesis of its own), I am limiting my discussion to 
only those passages that also contain citations. 
12 For this particular discussion, I will include the Homer citation at Ira. 1.20.8 (also discussed as part of 
Seneca’s treatment of Greek script and language in Appendix II of this thesis) as Roman as it is placed in the 
mouth of the emperor Gaius, who is the main target of this passage. 
13 I have noted before that Seneca rarely has anything encouraging to say about historians. Even Livy’s 
eloquence does not save him from the inaccuracy of his sentiment being highlighted. Seneca often accuses 
historians of twisting facts to their own ends see e.g NQ. 4.3.1; NQ. 3.0.5; NQ. 3. Praef. 5-7 and esp. NQ. 7. 
16.1-2. 
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wrestling match with a decisive throw) but in Seneca’s exegesis, Gaius has profaned the noble 

and sportsmanlike sentiment behind the original into impietas (Ira. 20.8-9).  

 

The chronological uncertainty that underscores the composition of De Ira renders 

aligning this passage (1.20-21) with any outside reference points mere speculation; however, 

the sub-thematic isolation, the increasing amplification of the Rome/theory wave form in the 

immediately preceding Gedankeneinheit, and the concentration of Roman citations in a 

charged and recent Roman thematic context, are grounds for further research in this direction, 

especially as these elements herald a further Roman-dominated citation concentration in book 

2. 

 

Figure CS13 – Citation Data Set De Ira Book 2 

 
Total Citations: 6 (Philosophical: 2 Non-Philosophical: 4) – MCD = 7 

Figure CS13 – De Ira Book 2 Data Set – Ordered By Author Name 
Seneca Ref. Author Author Ref. Genre 

Ira. 2.11.3 Laberius Laberius mim. 126 Ribbeck p.361 Drama 
Ira. 2.9.2 Ovid Met. 1. 144-8 Poetry 
Ira. 2.20.2 Plato Laws 2. 666A Philosophy 
Ira. 2.36.1 Q. Sextius Unknown Philosophy 
Ira. 2.15.5 Unattributed Fra. Poet. Rom. P.359. 25 Baehrens Poetry 
Ira. 2.35.6 Virgil Aen. 8. 702 Poetry 
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De Ira book 2 is approximately 30% longer than book 1 yet is far less dense with citations. 

Moreover, the ratio has shifted heavily in favour of non-philosophical citations (4 vs. 2). Of 

this majority, three are from recent Roman authors (Laberius, Ovid, and Virgil) and the fourth 

is from an unknown poet.14 The small philosophical representation comprises Plato and the 

Roman eclectic-Stoic, Quintus Sextius. Neither citation is fundamentally doctrinal. Plato 

warns that children should be kept from drinking wine (Laws. 2.666A at Ira. 2.20.2) in 

tangential support of Seneca’s argument that as some temperaments are, by nature, more 

prone to anger than others, they should be deterred from stimulants. Sextius (2.36.1) 

contributes to the discussion on the ugliness (both inner and outer) that anger engenders in 

people. Both philosophical citations in book 2, then, deal with the intersection of anger in 

real-world scenarios. This is in keeping with the content of book 2. Whereas book 1 explored 

the ‘theory’ behind anger, book 2 examines how and why it manifests, and looks at its  

destructive impact. We have already seen in De Clementia and the second half of De Vita 

Beata, that where philosophical citations are either sparse or lacking, non-philosophical 

citations perform functions that are not tied to doctrinal support, but have a more practically 

applicable function. In De Clementia and De Vita Beata that function was political. In De Ira 

book 2 the function is to invoke Roman national trauma in the shape of the civil wars of the 

1st century BC. It is an extreme, but eminently practical and effective method of waking 

Seneca’s readership to the dangers inherent in unbridled anger, and far more potent and 

meaningful to the Roman psyche than any abstract doctrinal theorising. 

 

 At the beginning of book 2, the staccato Rome/theory wave form is carried over from 

book 1. Roman passages intersect doctrinal exposition at frequent intervals (Ira. 2.2.3-5:  

Clodius/Cicero/Antony, Marius/Sulla, Ptolemy/Pompeius exempla; Hannibal besieging Rome 

after Cannae; Ira. 2.5.4-5: invocation of Hannibal and Trasumenus/Cannae; the insane rage of 

Volesus, a Governor under Augustus; Ira. 2.7.3-8.3: rampant venality in the Roman Forum, 

hearing vile and base cases, ubiquitous vice, corruption at the polls, excess at the arena). 

 

Seneca proceeds to point out where all this corruption and anger has led before. First 

he ramps up the rhetoric and then co-opts Ovid to supply an excuse to segue into the civil 

wars (Ira. 2.9.2): non hospes ab hospite tutus / non socer a genero; fratrum quoque gratia 

rara est / inminet exitio vir coniugis, illa mariti; / lurida terribiles miscent aconita novercae; / 
                                                           
14 As this reference is assigned to a Roman fragmentary catalogue I have included the source in the Roman 
statistics. 
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filius ante diem patrios inquirit in annos. (Met. 144-8). Add to these crimes, says, Seneca, the 

civil wars. His graphic, high-rhetoric catalogue of the crimes and consequences of that period 

is comprehensive: military destruction, contaminated springs, plagues, conflagrations, sieges, 

crowded prisons, plots for regal power and subversion of the state, rape, lechery, lust, 

kinslaying in battle, parents and children forced apart by the taking of the military oath, Rome 

set ablaze by Romans, proscription (2.9.2-3). To this list directly playing on the fears of the 

Roman individual, he adds the crimes committed at the national level: false oaths taken 

between nations, broken treaties, booty plundered by the more powerful party, cheating, theft, 

frauds, disownment of debts (2.9.4). Rome, you have been warned!  

 

 The focus shifts out from Rome again for a section (2.10) before returning with a 

reference to the Roman dramatist Laberius (105 – 43 BC) and another citation (this time from 

the stage) with a civil war context. The audience was well aware it was directed at Julius 

Caesar: necesse est multos timeat quem multi timent (2.11.3). It could almost be the prototype 

of Gaius’ oft-quoted Accius line oderint dum metuant before it was stripped of its cautionary 

aspects.15 

 

 The final non-philosophical citation from a known source in De Ira book 2 is, 

arguably, the most extraordinary and interesting in Seneca’s entire extant prose corpus. It is 

positioned near the end of book 2 for maximum impact. This section (2. 32-36) is structurally 

remarkably similar to the end of book 1. The Gedankeneinheit is concerned with whether 

retaliation can ever be justified. Seneca zooms in on Rome: Cato turns the other cheek when 

struck at the baths (2.32.2); a man who thanked successive kings for insulting him lived to a 

ripe old age (2.33.2); Gaius, having executed Pastor’s son, forces the father to attend a 

banquet rather than the funeral (2.33.3). After a short intermission, in which Seneca explains 

retaliation is never appropriate - cum pare contendere anceps est, cum superiore furiosum, 

cum inferiore sordidum (2.34.1) – he revisits Sulla and widens out the exempla from atrocities 

committed against individuals to Sulla’s practice of exterminating entire families (2.34.3). 

Then there is a semi-transition to the subject of how anger disfigures not only one’s visible 

aspect but one’s inner soul (2.35.4) before the insertion of an extraordinary, adapted quotation 

from Virgil. 

                                                           
15 Accius predated Laberius so if anything Laberius’ line could have been influenced by Accius’ Atreus but it is 
interesting that Seneca connects these dramatic lines depicting tyrants who inspire public fear with Julio-
Claudian power-figures such as Caesar and Gaius.   
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 The rhetoric rises to fever pitch. Martial language and analogy abound. Seneca now 

takes the next step and goes beyond the individual and family to depict entire nations as 

victims to anger. Seneca’s language predicts his adapted Virgil citation: 

 Quales sunt hostium vel ferarum caede madentium aut ad caedem euntium aspectus, 
 qualia poetae inferna monstra finxerunt succincta serpentibus et igneo flatu, quales 
 ad bella excitanda discordiamque in populos dividendam pacemque lacerandam 
teterrimae inferum exeunt: talem nobis iram figuremus, flamma lumina ardentia, 
 sibilo mugituque et gemitu et stridore et si qua his invisior vox est perstrepentem, 
 tela manu utraque quatientem (neque enim illi se tegere curae est), torvam 
 cruentamque et cicatricosam et verberibus suis lividam, incessus vaesani, offusam  
multa caligine, incursitantem, vastantem fugantemque et omnium odio laborantem, 
 sui maxime, si aliter nocere non possit, terras, maria, caelum ruere cupientem 
 infestam pariter invisamque. (Ira. 2.35.5) 

 

The savagery of the martial language and monstrous vividness of Seneca’s depiction of a 

gruesome, personified anger stalking the battlefield are mirrored in the two adapted lines from 

Virgil, with which Seneca encapsulates his own gory word play. The Virgilian lines seem 

superfluous after Seneca’s comprehensive treatment of the subject, but he does have a reason. 

Virgil, the Augustan age poet, who lived through the civil wars, is summoned to bear eye-

witness to his times. It should also be noted that both Seneca’s adaptation, and Virgil’s 

original structure are strongly echoed in a passage from Seneca’s nephew Lucan’s Bellum 

Civile (7.567-8). It is worthwhile comparing all three (figure CS14): 

 

Figure CS14: Comparison: Seneca Ira. 2.35.6, Virgil Aen. 8.702-3, Lucan BC. 7.567-70  

Seneca Ira. 2.35.6 Sanguinem quatiens dextra Bellona flagellum / 
Aut scissa gaudens vadit Discordia palla 

Virgil Aen. 8.702-3 et scissa gaudens vadit Discordia palla / quam cum sanguineo 
sequitur Bellona flagello 

Lucan BC. 7.567-70 quaecumque vagatur / 
Sanguinem veluti quatiens Bellona flagellum / 
Bistonas aut Mavors agitans, si verbere saevo /  
Palladia stimulet turbatos aegide currus 
 

   

 The original Virgilian passage is redolent with imagery of the Roman civil wars. It is part of 

the description of the shield that Venus presents to her son, Aeneas, and which contains 

images of the battle of Actium. The lines that Seneca amends come from the passage where 

the shield depicts the Roman gods battling the Egyptian gods. The exact same theme is picked 

up again by Lucan, where it is applied to Julius Caesar stalking the lines at the battle of 

Pharsalus. Chronologically, De Ira almost certainly predates Lucan’s Bellum Civile so it is 
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tempting to see the influence of the former on the latter thus illustrating that Intertextuality is 

not just a poetic phenomenon. It would be easy to speculate that Lucan is here using not only 

the original ‘flavour’ of Virgil but it can also be strongly argued that he is carrying over some 

emotional, even political overtones from Seneca’s revamp (especially as he was Seneca’s 

nephew). If nothing else, the flow from Virgil to Seneca to Lucan shows the progression of 

the imagery’s use from battling gods, to battling people in general, to one, particular, violently 

aggressive individual, Julius Caesar. To underscore the Romanitas of this passage, when 

Seneca does call on a philosophical authority, it is to Quintus Sextius he turns (2.36.1) whose 

advice to angry people to look in a mirror reflection at the disfigurement anger has wrought 

(mentioned above), functions to support Seneca’s rhetoric and Virgil’s lines rather than the 

other way around, a consideration strengthened by the fact that Sextius, too, lived through the 

civil wars. 

 Figure CS15 – Citation Data Set De Ira Book 3 

 
Total Citations: 5 (Philosophical: 5 Non-Philosophical: 0) – MCD = 12.75 

Figure CS15 – De Ira Book 3 Data Set – Ordered By Author Name 
Seneca Ref. Author Author Ref. Genre 

Ira. 3.3.1 Aristotle Unknown Philosophy 
Ira. 3.3.5 Aristotle De Anima 403 a 30 Philosophy 
Ira. 3.6.3 Democritus Frag. 3 Diels-Kranz Philosophy 
Ira. 3.12.5 Plato Unknown Philosophy 
Ira. 3.38.1 Diogenes of 

Babylon 
Frag. 50 SVF III Philosophy 
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De Ira book 3 is the longest in the work, being just over 21% longer than book 2. With an 

MCD of 12.75 it is also the least dense with citations. In this book, Seneca’s citation usage 

pattern reverts back to employing exclusively Greek philosophical sources, an indication that 

the political imperative to write has become less urgent. Nevertheless, the philosophical 

citations in book 3 are not deeply doctrinal. The repeated refuting of Aristotle (3.3.1 and 

3.3.5) is a reference back to the discussion in book 1 and serves as both a refresher for that 

book and a reminder that Seneca holds the doctrinal higher ground. The insertion of 

Democritus is sound practical advice to avoid anger by not taking on tasks, either publicly or 

privately, that are beyond our capabilities (3.6.3).16 Plato himself provides a real-world  

exemplum of how to check anger by catching himself in the act of striking  a slave (3.12.1), as 

does Diogenes who kept calm when spat upon by a youth (3.38.1).  

 

In many ways, book 3 is  a direct sequel to book 1 – causes and cures without the 

intervening illness-made-manifest of book 2 – which explains the reversion back to 

philosophical citations, although the wider picture is rather more complex. If De Ira book 1 

was the theory of the illness of anger, and book 2 described that illness made manifest, book 3 

investigates the cures. This division of content matches the citation statistics perfectly. In 

book 1, Seneca had to establish his authoritative credentials. This he achieved by demolishing 

the Peripatetics, a process that involved theoretical discussion hence the preponderance of 

philosophical citations. The last two sections of book 1 function as a prelude to book 2, in 

which Roman non-philosophical citations are dominant and conspicuous by their punch. 

Describing manifestation of a passion (book 2) involves, by definition, a far greater 

intersection with real-world scenarios than a discussion on how a passion arises (book 1), or 

how it may be cured (book 3), in both of the last two of which the passion itself exists only in 

potentia. It is the difference between a modern TV three-part series covering a war, the first 

and third of which involve endless interviews with ‘experts’ who analyse its causes and 

discuss how it may be ended using historical precedent and modern theory, while the middle 

programme is filled with footage of the real-time carnage involving real-world people. In a 

sense, even though it involves a paradox, the content of De Ira book 3 makes it inevitable that 

it be the most theoretical of the three. Book 1 is a discussion on what the very tangible and 

visible passion of ira actually is. In book 2,  the causes are made manifest in gorily graphic 
                                                           
16 This is the exact same advice from Democritus that Seneca uses at Tranq. 13.1. Seneca’s treatment of it, 
though, is slightly different in each case. In De Tranquillitate Animi Seneca states that Democritus is referring  
only to useless – supervacua – activities, whereas in De Ira the inference is that it applies to all undertakings, 
useless or not. This is a good example of Seneca’s inconsistency when handling a Greek philosophical source.  
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detail. However, whereas books 1 and 2 form a chain of cause and effect, book 3 offers only 

the possibility of cure, and it is notable that Seneca chooses to illustrate this, not by 

introducing citations, but by bringing in whole series of exempla, mostly Greek but also some 

Roman.17 ‘Cure’ or blocking of ira must occur at the level of the individual thus the 

philosophical citations often double as exempla. 

 

The ubiquitous exempla of book 3 offer techniques for blocking ira ranging from 

simple to complicated, and which often involve complex moral dilemmas. At one end of the 

scale, it was recommended to agree with everything said over dinner by the hot-tempered 

Roman orator Caelius (3.8.6). Pythagoras played the lyre to calm himself (3.9.1) while 

Socrates laughed off being assaulted (3.11.2). Pisistratus, the Athenian despot, could excuse 

insults hurled by the drunk (3.11.4), and both Plato (3.12.5-7) and Socrates (3.13.3) managed 

to catch themselves before their anger took hold. On a more complex level (that involving 

anger in the powerful), the Persian king Cambyses murdered the son of his friend Praexespes 

after being advised by the latter to watch his drinking. Praexespes complimented his king on 

his steadiness of hand whilst he committed the act (3.14.1-6). When Harpagus’ advice to a 

Persian king was taken amiss, and it was revealed to him he was consuming his own children 

at a revenge dinner, he bit back his anger and offered a compliment to save having to eat more 

(3.15.1-2). The exempla illustrating the dangers of provoking those holding supreme power 

go on and on: Darius and Oebazus (3.16.3), Xerxes and Pythius (3.16.4), Alexander and 

Clitus/Lysimachus (3.17.1), Lysimachus and Telesphorus (3.17.2), circling in from the 

‘barbaric’ Persians through the cultivated Greeks to Rome itself: Sulla/Catiline and Marius 

(3.18.1), until it culminates in the recent – modo – and extended exemplum of Gaius and his 

murderous excesses which abused the power invested in him (3.18.3-3.19.5), and whose 

anger was directed at an entire people. The action then pans out again, into the past and away 

from Rome: The Persian king (Cambyses) who disfigured the entire Syrian population, and 

reduced an army to cannibalism on a forced march to Ethiopia (3.20.1-4); Cyrus and his 

                                                           
17 The same wave form is as discernible in De Ira book 3 as it is in the previous two with the exempla coming in 
sequences that circle into and away from Rome both geographically and chronologically, mostly in strict 
sequence. There is also an identifiable pattern involved with the exempla/recent-Roman-citation tie-up not 
only in in De Ira but across the dialogi as a whole, which indicates that three factors had to be present for 
Seneca to involve a recent Roman source: (1) the wave form was in a ‘Roman’ phase, (2) the exempla were 
Roman and ‘positive’, (3) the exempla supported Seneca’s exposition. This relationship is, at times, very 
complex and, although I have devoted much research to it, any further detailed discussion on exempla would 
have to involve a separate thesis.    
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insane rage against a river (3.21.1-4), before zooming back, swiftly this time, to Gaius and his 

irrational (or so Seneca depicts it) demolition of a villa near Herculaneum.18 

 

 The negative exempla are followed by a catalogue of positive ones, those 

whose behaviour under provocation is to be recommended. The forbearance of the 

Macedonian general Antigonus (3.22.1-5), and king, Philip (3.23.1-3), presage the amused 

tolerance of the Roman emperor Augustus towards his temperamental historiographer, 

Timagenes (3.23.4-8). The whole work is capped off with Marcus Cato’s famous quip to 

Lentulus after being spat upon: adfirmabo omnibus, Lentule, falli eos qui te negant os habere 

(3.38.2), and Augustus’ humanity in pardoning a slave-boy thus saving him from an horrific 

end in a giant lamprey pool, thereby forestalling the angry retaliation of Vedius Pollio, whose 

crystal goblet the boy had accidentally smashed (3.40.2-5). 

 

Before summarising what the citation data sets can tell us about De Ira it is worth 

reminding ourselves of the asymmetric interdependence of the books. Books 1, 2, and 3 are a 

logical sequence of cause, effect, and remedy. Books 1 and 2 (cause and effect) could stand 

alone as a pair, as could books 1 and 3 (cause and remedy). However, books 2 and 3 (effect 

and remedy) do not logically stand alone or operate in thematic sequence as the remedies of 

book 3 are totally dependent on the causes of book 1 being explained. This may seem an 

overly-simplistic way of viewing the cohesion of De Ira, but it is soundly backed up by the 

citation data sets of each book. 

 

In summary, then, Seneca, in those passages where the data sets from De Ira books 

one and two have indicated there may be some political undertones going on, has invoked 

vivid imagery of the Roman civil wars by focusing on two major players, Sulla (who violated 

the constitution by marching his armies into Rome itself) and Julius Caesar (who crossed the 

Rubicon under arms thereby violating the whole of Italia), and, in those same passages, 

                                                           
18 It is interesting to note that the Gaius exemplum is not only the most personally invective (from the 
perspective of Seneca’s narrative) of this catalogue but also functions as the apex of the exempla structure. 
Seneca has gradually increased the atrocity and impact of his anger-demented figures as he approaches Rome 
both geographically and chronologically, where he widens out those affected by the carnage from individuals 
to the whole Roman people. Whereas the exempla leading up to Gaius’ first, lengthy appearance in the 
catalogue (Ira. 3.18.3-19.5) are focused on anger in the powerful being provoked by specific individuals and 
often involve ‘extenuating’ circumstances such as alcohol, the Gaius passage paints an increasingly irrational 
expression of anger, which is carried over to the following non-Roman exempla who became angry at entire 
nations and even geographical features before the focus zooms back to Gaius himself. It is quite pointed that 
Seneca uses Gaius as his last in the list of negative exempla.  
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bracketing those two law breakers with the (assumedly) recently deceased emperor Gaius. In 

book 3, although Gaius is equally as vilified, the citation data set reverts back to being 

philosophically demonstrated. 

  

 So can we infer anything from the patterns revealed by the data sets for the individual 

works of De Ira? Firstly, it should be noted that De Ira functions very much like a less 

specific De Clementia in that it offers very real-world Roman advice on how not to let anger 

in the form of retaliation provoke one. Not reacting to provocation is a form of instant 

clementia. However, De Ira is the other side of the coin to De Clementia in that it 

recommends how not to fall foul of your superiors; that is, it offers practical recommendations 

on how to make the whole hierarchy work in terms of biting one’s tongue – in effect meeting 

the emperor half way. Obviously, if we can make this behaviour a habit, we will have accrued 

philosophical kudos, but that is just doctrinal nicety and Seneca offers it as a reward for 

practising non-retaliation rather than putting any faith in the theories themselves as 

intellectual catalysts or goads. Philosophy in De Ira is the carrot and not the stick. 

 

 As for whether Seneca is giving Novatus (or himself, or the whole Roman race) advice 

on how to react to a particular political moment in time (as he was in De Clementia),19 there 

are multiple possibilities. Any one in the catalogue of Claudius’ crimes against the Roman 

upper classes as catalogued by the deified Augustus in Seneca’s Apocolocyntosis (10-11)20 

would suffice. De Ira could even be a reaction to Claudius’ reign in general in that it offered 

practical advice on how to get through it. Perhaps the most likely political situation, against 

which Seneca was reacting in these passages of De Ira, it seems to me, is, as in De Clementia, 

a change of principate. Seneca conveys strongly that it is disastrous to allow the passion of 

anger to inform political personalities. In this respect, the catastrophic reign of Gaius, whose 

recent reign was the prime example of anger out of control, is over-emphasised; how to turn 

one’s other cheek under provocation is over-emphasised; and immediately recognisable 

Roman sources are employed to vividly invoke the spectre of civil war as a warning that 

unless the passions that were running high at the time of an imperial power change (with all 
                                                           
19 It is important to note that Novatus had a reputation as good tempered and so would appear to have had no 
personal need to get advice on anger (see, for instance, NQ. 4. Praef. 10-12). 
20 Seneca certainly acknowledged the disparity in quality between the reign of Augustus and those of Gaius and 
Claudius in terms of the latters’ disregard for the extreme human cost, with which the Julio-Claudian dynasty 
had been purchased: et non possum amplius dissimulare et dolorem, quem graviorem pudor facit, continere. In 
hoc terra marique pacem peperi? Ideo civilia bella compescui? (Augustus addressing the heavenly senate at 
Apoc. 10.1-2). 
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the opportunistic possibilities that fragile situation sparked in the minds of interested 

individuals and factions) were kept in check, there was a very real chance that Rome could 

slide back into all the horror and bloodshed of the previous century. 

 

 Finally, it is worth considering the consolatio-like function of De Ira. Giving advice to 

somebody on freeing themselves from anger is analogous to giving advice on how to free 

themselves from grief. The consolatio seeks to release the reader from the passion of grief; De 

Ira seeks to release the reader from the passion of anger. As a literary therapeutic device, it 

can certainly be argued that De Ira has more in common with Seneca’s consolatio works and 

passages, than with the highly politically motivated, or doctrinally inductional Stoic 

‘recruitment’ dialogi, with neither of which it can be compared thematically or, indeed, 

citationally.  
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Chapter 18 - Revaluating the Categorisation of the Senecan Prose Corpus – De Brevitate 
Vitae - More a Consolatio than a Dialogus   
 

 There are a few possible chronological markers in De Brevitate Vitae. The addressee, 

Paulinus, is generally identified with the praefectus annonae who held the post between Gaius 

Turranius, who was still in office mid AD 48, and Faenius Rufus, who took it up in AD 55. 

The content of Brev. Vit. 18.1-19.2 makes it clear that Paulinus was in charge of the corn 

supply. Any attempt at establishing a more accurate date of composition within this 

chronological window meets with contradictory evidence. In one place Seneca refers to the 

‘very recent’ – modo modo – death of Gaius (Brev. Vit. 18.5), which occurred in January AD 

41.1 In support of a later date, Seneca states that Sulla was the last Roman to extend the 

pomerium and that the Aventine hill lay outside it (Brev. Vit. 13.8) when we know from 

Tacitus (Ann. 12.24) supported by Aulus Gellius (NA. 13.14.7) that Claudius extended the city 

limit in AD 49.2 Finally, Paulinus, who may have been related to Seneca’s wife, Pompeia 

Paulina,3 is obviously at the end of his tenure as praefectus annonae as De Brevitate Vitae 

encourages him to retire by emphasising the advantages of it. This has led some eminent 

scholars, such as Griffin,4 to identify a political agenda behind the book (Seneca softening the 

blow for the replacement of possibly one of his own relations/recommendees in favour of one 

of Agrippina’s as she began to flex her political muscle after the change of principate) and 

would point to a compositional date for De Brevitate Vitae of nearer AD 55. 

 

 What can be said is that the period AD 49 – 55 was one of great political stability and 

growing influence for Seneca. Recall from exile in AD 49 and the patronage of Agrippina, 

wife of one emperor and mother of the next, had made him temporarily politically bullet-

proof as he rose through the cursus honorum.5 

                                                           
1 Although the repetition of the adverb may emphasise a proximate point in past time, Seneca elsewhere uses 
it in the singular to depict varying intervals.  
2 See Griffin (1976) 401-2 who rejects this as evidence on the grounds that it is being deliberately overlooked 
by Seneca’s introduced  ‘intellectual pedant’ on the grounds of its illegality. See also Scott Smith (2014c) 161-2.  
3 See Williams (2003) 19-20.  
4 Griffin (1976) 401-7 suggests that De Brevitate Vitae is a public face-saver to allow Seneca’s addressee (and 
possible father-in-law), Paulinus, to ‘retire’ from his post as praefectus annonae in favour of Faenius Rufus in 
AD 55. See also Smith (2014c) 161-2. This would only make sense if the work were composed around that year 
as the political appointment of new favourites made possible by the change in principate in late AD 54 may 
have necessitated Seneca offering Paulinus, as a close relative, a dignified exit from a high profile office. If so, it 
would have been as much a face-saver for Seneca, whose influence may have been called into question by a 
father-in-law’s dismissal from high office, as for Paulinus.    
5 Seneca was awarded a praetorship after recall from exile (so probably for AD 50), made tutor to the future 
emperor Nero, and rose to become suffect-consul most likely for the year AD 56 – for a discussion on the 
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The citation data set of De Brevitate Vitae contains some interesting characteristics  

(see figure CS16).  

Figure CS16 – Citation Data Set De Brevitate Vitae 

 
Total Citations: 8 (Philosophical: 3 Non-Philosophical: 5) – MCD = 5.5 

Figure CS16 – De Brevitate Vitae Data Set – Ordered By Author Name 
Seneca Ref. Author Author Ref. Genre 

Brev. Vit. 4.3 Augustus Epist. Frag. 79 Malcovati Epistolary 
Brev. Vit. 5.2 Cicero Epist. Frag. 10. 6 Watt Epistolary 
Brev. Vit. 10.1 Fabianus Papirius Unknown Philosophy 
Brev. Vit. 13.9 Fabianus Papirius Unknown Philosophy 
Brev. Vit. 1.1 Hippocrates Aph. 1.1 Science 
Brev. Vit. 1.2 Theophrastus Unknown Philosophy 
Brev. Vit. 2.2 Unattributable Unknown Poetry 
Brev. Vit. 9.2 Virgil Georg. 3. 66-7 Poetry 
 

 The MCD of 5.5 places De Brevitate Vitae in the average bracket of citation density. When 

compared to works of a similar length, it is more densely packed than the highly politically 

charged De Clementia (MCD=15) and less densely packed than the paraenetic De 

Tranquillitate Animi (MCD=2.05). Nevertheless, the Roman ‘flavour’ of the work is very 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
dating of the suffect-consulship see Griffin (1976) 73-4. As amicus principis and closest counsellor to the newly 
elected emperor Nero from AD 54, Seneca’s power and influence must have been immense.  
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strong, both in terms of Roman citations outnumbering Greek by five to two,6 and in the 

spread of source genres (poetry, epistolary, and philosophical). All Seneca’s known Roman 

sources are recent and high-profile, which complement the immediately Roman context of the 

work. 

 

 The Greek presence in De Brevitate Vitae is very weak, and limited to the first two 

sections. The famous aphorism of Hippocrates, the ‘greatest of physicians’, is a very apposite 

one, with which to introduce Seneca’s theme: vitam brevem esse, longam artem (1.1),7 and 

the Theophrastus claim, which is wrongly attributed to Aristotle,8 that animals enjoy lengthier 

life-spans than humans, is introduced purely for Seneca, as usual, to prove that school wrong.9 

 

The identity of the addressee is very important in De Brevitate Vitae. Unlike Serenus 

or Lucilius, Paulinus is a one-off.10 Although Paulinus could have been chosen as addressee 

because of the etymological connection with paulus, and hence Seneca’s theme of life being a 

small matter (length wise), the detail in sections 18-19 suggests that this is a very directed 

work. Where Serenus was representative of any potential convert to Stoicism, Paulinus is a 

very specific historical personage. Seneca had probably already written a book about 

retirement from public office, De Otio, which may have been addressed to his ‘generic’ 

Serenus, a consideration that makes De Brevitate Vitae a very pointed work. It is a pity that 

De Otio is so truncated, as a comparison between the two complete works might have taught 

us much. What can be said is that the citation data sets serve to differentiate the two works. 

The far heavier Greek flavour and preponderance of philosophical citations in De Otio11 lend 

it a more theoretical air, whereas the recent Roman presence in De Brevitate Vitae serve an 

immediate (and, it must be said, personal) Roman context. 

 

In a very real sense, De Brevitate Vitae is more in alignment with the concept of a 

consolatio than with any of the other so-called dialogi, in that Seneca, through the use of 

exempla, scenario, and citation is actually selling the concept of positively directed otium as 
                                                           
6 Seneca introduces the citation at Brev. Vit. 2.2 as apud maximum poetarum. Given his habit of translating 
even Homer into Latin, it has been impossible to assign this source to either Greek or Roman provenance in the 
graph. 
7 Seneca’s reluctance to use the original Greek for even this famous axiom is discussed in Appendix II. It is 
further evidence in De Brevitate Vitae of the strong Roman atmosphere Seneca was invoking in the work.  
8 See Cicero Tusc. Disp. 3.69 for its correct  attribution to Theophrastus. 
9 Seneca’s systematic put down of the Peripatetics is discussed at length in chapter 10 (pp. 109-125). 
10 At least in the extant prose corpus. 
11 See chapter 16 (pp. 244-6). 
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preferable to a very stressful, high-profile public job. It does not explore the question, as does 

De Otio, about when and to what extent, involvement in public affairs is justifiable. De 

Brevitate Vitae simply justifies extrication from public office.  Nevertheless, like a consolatio 

it is focused on one particular, named, individual at a time of great change in that person’s 

life. Like a consolatio, in which Seneca has to persuade his addressee that it is morally 

advantageous to put their grief into perspective and abandon the negativity of deep mourning, 

in De Brevitate Vitae Seneca has to persuade Paulinus that it will be to his soul’s benefit to 

step down from what must have been one of the most sought after jobs in Rome. The 

praefectus annonae had control of Rome’s corn supply. It was a job which commanded great 

auctoritas and dignitas – not a position to be stepped away from lightly. 

 

All the Roman citations are geared to the persuasive end of convincing Paulinus that 

positive otium is the preferred alternative to a thankless job. The sources and their situations 

are all immediately recognisable to a Roman audience. Augustus’ letter to the senate voicing 

his longing for respite from his stressful office (Brev. Vit. 4.3) is followed by Seneca’s 

lengthy précis of every obstacle the emperor had faced during his time in power: from the 

civil wars, through foiled assassination plots, to having to deal publically with the adultery of 

his daughter, Julia (4.4-5). Cicero’s complaint to Atticus that he is a virtual prisoner – 

semiliber – in his Tusculan villa (5.2) is preceded by a catalogue of his enemies during the 

consulship which proved ultimately futile in preventing the demise of the republic. The voice 

of Virgil (Georg. 3.66-7) urges Paulinus to seize the day and abandon the life of busy 

engrossment (9.1-5). Fabianus Papirius, known to Seneca, adds to the chorus, advising that 

there must be no half-heartedness in the commitment to crushing passion (10.1), and not to 

get bogged down in inconsequentialities (13.9). This is the prelude to a period of high-flown 

rhetoric in which Seneca alternates between extolling the wonder that is immersion in 

philosophy and proving that becoming engrossed in one’s job is detrimental to one’s inner 

good (14.1- 17.6). Finally Seneca addresses a direct appeal to Paulinus in language designed 

to exaggerate the benefits of retirement. He begins by reminding Paulinus how exhausted he 

must feel by likening his life to a storm tossed sea journey in which personal crises have been 

(neutrally) sustained – sustinueris – but, pointedly, career crises have been brought about by 

himself – in te converteris (18.1). Paulinus is assured that he will find greater tasks to occupy 

him in retirement than he ever did in office, that a knowledge of oneself is better than a 

knowledge of the corn market, that Paulinus has already proven from previous exposure to 

liberal studies that he will achieve great things in that field (18.2-4). This passage bears all the 
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hallmarks of consolation. It contains every sentiment that would be expressed to somebody 

who was glum because they were being forced to relinquish something unwillingly. Seneca 

even goes as far as to infer that the office of praefectus annonae was actually beneath 

Paulinus, and that his successor would be one of the plodding beasts of burden – tarda 

iumenta – more suited to the post than one of the thoroughbred steeds – nobiles equi – to 

which he analogises Paulinus (18.4). Seneca rounds it all off by reminding Paulinus of 

probably the greatest recent crisis faced by previous incumbents, the diversion of financial 

resources from the corn supply to the vanity of Gaius’ bridge of boats spectacle at Puteoli, 

with all the stress and potential for disaster it meant for the office of the praefectus annonae 

(18.5-6). In other words, Seneca was telling Paulinus he was well out of it and should be 

happy, but in that overly-justificatory manner which  suggests that Paulinus was anything but. 

Seneca sells philosophically immersed otium to Paulinus as quieter, safer, greater – 

tranquillior, tutior, maior (19.1) – and tells him not to envy those whose names are famous in 

the Forum, because their very ambition is an inconsequentiality (20.1-2). Seneca even derides 

the man who may well have been Paulinus’ predecessor as praefectus annonae (20.3)12 in an 

attempt to coax him away. He relates that, with Gaius having retired this man, Turranius (then 

90 years old) staged daily fake funerals until the emperor relented and reappointed him. The 

combination of buffoonery and associating the incident with the name of the reviled  Gaius is 

a deliberate attempt by Seneca to demote the station of praefectus annonae and dilute its 

prestige.  It is all a bit too much over the top! 

  

Like one of his earlier consolationes, Seneca, in De Brevitate Vitae, intersperses the 

direct appeal to his addressee with periods of philosophical exposition, the presence of which 

may tend to generalise the audience, but should not blind us to the consideration that, just like 

the earlier works, it is directed at one individual in direct response to a, for them, life-

changing situation. For Paulinus, this was losing a job that came with high status. The periods 

of philosophy serve to ‘include’ a wider audience in what would otherwise be a very personal 

exchange between author and addressee and, to an extent, justify the publication of the work. 

Seneca obviously felt that what advice he could offer to Paulinus could also be helpful to 

others. The citation data set, however, suggests that De Brevitate Vitae was not overtly 

didactic in the same way that, say, De Constantia Sapientis or De Tranquillitate Animi were. 

As in De Ira, another consolatio like work, the philosophical rewards are the prize and not the 
                                                           
12 Even though the anecdote relayed by Seneca is about one Sextus Turannius, he is probably the same man as 
the praefectus annonae Gaius Turranius, mentioned by Tacitus (Ann. 1.7).  
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stick. In the case of Paulinus, Seneca was reacting to a political situation but one with less 

consequences for himself personally. 
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Chapter 19 - Revaluating the Categorisation of the Senecan Prose Corpus – De 
Beneficiis – Seneca’s Most Roman Work? 
 

 De Beneficiis is by far the longest of Seneca’s so-called dialogi. Its length alone 

implies Seneca was under no immediate political pressure; nevertheless some scholars have 

attempted to identify political content within the work. The less determinable composition 

dates (unlike De Clementia), however, and looser overall structure make any conjecture very 

general and more subjective than viable.1 Despite Griffin citing the derogatory remark aimed 

at the consular Rebilus (Ben. 2.21.6) who died in AD 56 as a terminus post quem,2 the only 

concrete chronological boundary markers, as far as I can determine, are the death of Gaius in 

AD 41, against whom Seneca directs some particularly vicious slander, with which he would 

not have been able to get away were that emperor still alive (Ben. 2.12.1; 2.21.5; 4.31.2; 5.16; 

6.34.2; 6.36.2), and the mention of De Beneficiis in Ep. 81.3, which is datable to AD 63/64 

(although this may not necessarily be referring to all seven books of the work). The words of 

Crispus Passienus which placed a moral value judgement on the largesse of Augustus 

compared with that of Claudius (Ben. 1.15.5) is, I would say, not sufficiently derogatory to 

preclude book 1, at least, of having been composed during the latter emperor’s reign.3 Despite 

the chronological uncertainty, it can be said that De Benificiis is a mature work, implying that 

Seneca’s writings here were designed more to show-case his mastery of the practical 

application of studia liberalia to the often complex world of Roman social-interaction than as 

a reaction to outside influences.  

 

 The overall citation data set for De Beneficiis is given below (figure CS17):  

 

 

 

                                                           
1 The scholarship on this is catalogued by Lentano (2014) 201. He sums up the dating of the work as depending 
‘on interpreting the allusions to Nero either as an attempt to go on guiding the princeps’ policy, or as a 
recognition of the final tyrannical drift of his power’ (201). Citing the ‘masterly’ monograph by Chaumartin 
(1985) as a major turning point in the hitherto relatively neglected scholarship on De Beneficiis, Lentano (203) 
points out that the work has both moral and political aims; morally as a call for a reassessment of the 
relationship between superior and inferior, and politically as ‘a warning to the princeps not to transform an 
autocratic regime into the worst tyranny.’ See also Griffin (2013) 54-74 for a discussion on the possible political 
flavouring of De Beneficiis.  
2 Griffin (1976) 399 surmises that Seneca rarely attacked the living in his oeuvre. 
3 The epithet divus, employed for Augustus but not Claudius might strengthen this hypothesis however, if we 
accept a Neronian principate composition date for this work, we must remember that Seneca had already (or 
was about to) ridicule the apotheosis of Claudius in his Apocolocyntosis so the omission of the epithet in the 
case of Claudius is, perhaps, understandable. 
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Figure CS17 – Citation Data Set for De Beneficiis Books 1-7 

 
Total Citations: 52 (Philosophical: 25 Non-Philosophical: 27) – MCD = 5.02 

The seven books of De Beneficiis, when taken as a whole, place it in the medium citation 

density bracket (MCD=5.02) along with De Ira (MCD=4.77), De Constantia Sapientis 

(MCD=4.67), De Brevitate Vitae (MCD=5.5), and De Providentia (MCD=5.5). Philosophical 

and non-philosophical citations are evenly distributed as are Roman and Greek authors. At 

this expanded out level, the statistics to note are the overall domination of Stoic philosophical 

citations (13) and poetic non-philosophical citations (21). The former comprises exclusively 

the second scholarch of the school, Cleanthes (3 citations), the third scholarch, Chrysippus (5 

citations), and the middle-Stoic, Hecaton (5 citations - the only work in the dialogi in which 

he appears). The school’s founder, Zeno, is absent.4 The non-philosophical citations are 

totally dominated by Virgil (12 citations) with the next highest, his fellow canonical Roman 

poet, Ovid (3 citations). 

 

Despite claims that De Beneficiis is loosely structured (a generally held scholarly 

opinion that has hindered in-depth research into this work until very recently) it can be broken 

down into quite clearly defined thematic book groups.  Various attempts have been made to 

impose an overall structure on the work. According to Lentano the seven books of De 

Beneficiis can be sub-divided into three categories: 5 

                                                           
4 This is not altogether surprising as Zeno does not appear to have written on the subject of charity. 
5 Lentano (2014) 201. 
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• Books 1-4  The doctrine of benefits 

• Books 5-6 A wide and detailed case record 

• Book 7  A development of books 5-6 possibly added later 

The citation pattern, however, supports Seneca’s own sub-division of his books. At Ben. 5.1.1 

Seneca succinctly states that books 1-4 deal with quemadmodum dandum esset beneficium, 

quemadmodum accipiendum. Guiding declarations within the individual books allow for a 

more detailed breakdown.6 Book 1 covers the topic of giving: Sequitur, ut dicamus, quae 

beneficia danda sint et quemadmodum (1.11.1). Book 2 covers the topic of receiving: Iam 

enim transeamus ad alteram partem tractaturi, quomodo se gerere homines in accipiendis 

beneficiis debeant (2.18.1). Book 3 covers the topic of returning benefits: Non referre 

beneficiis gratiam et est turpe et apud omnes habetur . . . (3.1.1). This structure, in the correct 

order, is predicted by Seneca very early on in the work: docendi sunt libenter dare, libenter 

accipere, libenter reddere (1.4.3). Book 4 covers a question of which Seneca says that 

nothing seems tam necessarium aut magis . . . cum cura dicendum: an beneficium dare et in 

vicem gratiam referre per se res expetendae sint (4.1.1). Books 5-7 are, according to Seneca, 

a mop up: Verum, quia ita vis, perseveremus peractis, quae rem continebant, scrutari etiam 

ea, quae, si vis verum, conexa sunt, non conhaerentia (5.1.2); quaedam . . . exercendi tantum 

ingenii causa quaerentur et semper extra vitam iacent; quaedam et, dum quaeruntur, 

oblectamento sunt et quaesita usui (6.1.1); Reliqua hic liber cogit, et exhausta materia 

circumspicio, non quid dicam, sed quid non dixerim (7.1.1).7 Thus, like De Ira, the citation 

data set of De Beneficiis reveals a more intelligible pattern if broken down into the books as 

categorised by Seneca himself (CS18-20). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 Griffin (2013) 114-5 catalogues this breakdown by book and disagrees that Book 7 is a later addendum to the 
first six books. 
7 See also Griffin (2013) 114 n.16 & 17. 
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Figure CS18 – Citation Data Set De Beneficiis Books 1-3 

 
Total Citations: 18 (Philosophical: 12 Non-Philosophical: 6) – MCD = 5.56 

Figure CS18 – De Beneficiis Books 1-3 Data Set – Ordered By Appearance 
Seneca Ref. Author Author Ref. Genre 
Ben. 1.2.1 Unknown Unattributable Poetry 
Ben. 1.3.8 Chrysippus Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 1.3.9 Hecaton Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 1.3.10 Hesiod Unknown Poetry 
Ben. 1.3.10 Homer Unknown Poetry 
Ben. 1.4.4 Chrysippus Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 1.7.1 Virgil Georg. 4. 132 Poetry 
Ben. 1.8.1 Unknown Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 2.5.2 Unknown Unattributable Poetry 
Ben. 2.10.1 Unknown Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 2.17.3 Chrysippus Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 2.18.2 Hecaton Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 2.21.4 Hecaton Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 2.25.3 Chrysippus Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 3.4.1 Epicurus Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 3.18.1 Hecaton Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 3.22.1 Chrysippus Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 3.23.2 Claudius 

Quadrigarius 
Annals. 18 History 
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As mentioned above, Seneca concentrates in book 1 on giving, book 2 on receiving, and book 

3 on returning, or repaying, beneficia. The citation pattern follows these subdivisions closely. 

In book 1, citations from Chrysippus (1.3.8; 1.4.4) and Hecaton (1.3.9) cluster exactly around 

the area where Seneca has set out his structure and are part of an elaborately discussed 

allegory of the Three Graces between sections 1.3.2 – 1.4.6. In book 2, philosophical 

citations, again only from Chrysippus (2.17.3; 2.25.3) and Hecaton (2.18.2; 2.21.4), cluster 

around and immediately after the change of topic. In book 3, a single citation from Epicurus8 

joins the exclusive Hecaton (3.18.1) and Chrysippus (3.22.1) pairing. Seneca has drawn 

almost exclusively from two Stoic philosophers to illustrate the core components of giving, 

receiving, and returning benefits that are crucial to maintaining social balance in the higher 

echelons of his contemporary society and yet, as will be shown, neither is treated positively. 

The concepts are largely theoretical, Seneca sharing his library rather than deploying it as a 

literary weapon and the philosophically dominated citation data set supports this. The poetic 

citations are limited to an unknown source, who provides lines for Seneca to criticise (1.2.1), 

brief mentions of Homer and Hesiod to aid in belittling their fellow Greeks, Chrysippus and 

Hecaton (1.3.10), an adaptation of Virgil’s Georg. 4.132 in direct contextual support of a 

Senecan argument (1.7.1), and a second unattributable citation directly supporting the 

Senecan stance on delayed beneficia engendering ingratitude (2.5.2). Seneca’s treatment of 

the philosophical data set is, however, surprising in that he is not in agreement with, nor even 

complimentary to, his two Stoic forebears in these first three books of De Beneficiis. In fact, 

Chrysippus disappears completely after book 3, and Hecaton is relegated to the role of 

reporter of an incident in his sole appearance elsewhere in the work (6.37.1). 

 

 Chrysippus (c. 279 – c. 206 BC), the third scholarch of the Stoa, and Hecaton (fl. c. 

100 BC), representative of the middle stoa, are given no respect in De Beneficiis. In a 

supposedly digressionary Gedankeneinheit – quae ad rem non pertinent (1.3.2) – into the 

allegorical significance of the Graces vis-a-vis the giving, receiving, and return of beneficia 

(so hardly a digression after all), Seneca accuses Chrysippus (presumably in his book on 

charis) of indulging in similar absurdities – ineptiis – to other Greeks by filling his work with 

fanciful speculation, to the extent, says Seneca, that de ipso officio dandi, accipiendi, 

reddendi beneficii pauca admodum dicat (1.3.8). Hecaton, writing at least 100 years later, is 

similarly targeted because he copied from Chrysippus (1.3.9). Seneca’s further and more 

                                                           
8 The Epicurus citation at Ben. 3.4.1 is discussed in the section on De Beneficiis book 4 below (pp. 277-8). 
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detailed criticism of what he finally dismisses as omnia ista, quae ita extra rem sunt, ut ne 

circa rem quidem sint (1.4.1) sets the tone for his continued treatment of Chrysippus and 

Hecaton in the remainder of De Beneficiis books 1-3. This treatment has to be deliberate as 

data sets from other works paint a different picture. 

 

 Hecaton appears outside De Beneficiis only in the Epistulae Morales and only in book 

1 (Eps. 1-12). Like Epicurus in the same data set, he is employed solely to provide sententia-

style one-liners that are thematically separate from the body of the letter. They all encapsulate 

wider, generic doctrines: ambition is detrimental (Ep. 5.7); learn to be a friend to yourself (Ep. 

6.7); love in order to be loved (Ep. 9.6). All of these sentiments are approved by Seneca.9 

Chrysippus’ use elsewhere is more varied: he is a supplier of anecdotes about insults (Const. 

17.1) or opinions on ‘walking’ (Ep. 113.23), in both cases used by Seneca in his argument but 

handled neutrally; an authority on the intersection between otium and public affairs (Tranq.1 

.10; Otio. 8.1) or the self-sufficiency of the sapiens (Ep. 9.14). Again, none of these is openly 

dismissive, some quite the opposite. But the difference is that not one of the citations from 

Hecaton and Chrysippus outside De Beneficiis touch on charis or beneficia. There is no real 

reason they should, but it does underscore Seneca’s attitude to Hecaton and Chrysippus in De 

Beneficiis as, at best, that they were wrong-headed where it concerned the subject on which he 

was writing. 

 

 Seneca is depicting himself as the last, and most evolved link in the Stoic chain when 

it comes to a discussion on beneficia. Griffin suggests that ‘Seneca . . . indicates that the 

social phenomenon he describes as De Beneficiis is actually the mechanism by which 

oikeiōsis extends beyond the family.’10 This would make De Beneficiis an extremely 

important, if not ground-breaking work as far as the Stoic canon was concerned. Seneca, by 

reducing the efforts of his Stoic forebears, both ancient and more recent, to dalliances in 

ineptiae was proclaiming that contemporary society had elevated the system to hitherto 

unscaled heights and his work was the last word on the subject. The ancient works were pretty 

much obsolete, doctrinal dynamism now resided at Rome and Seneca makes this crystal clear 

as he makes his way back to the main discussion: Tu modo nos tuere, si quis mihi obiciet, 

quod Chrysippum in ordinem coegerim, magnum mehercules virum, sed tamen Graecum, 

                                                           
9 Although the use of Hecaton in such simplistic fashion in the opening epistles and his rather dismissive 
treatment by Seneca in De Beneficiis do suggest Seneca did not see Hecaton as an authoritative source. 
10 Griffin (2013) 120 referring to remarks made by Seneca specifically at De Beneficiis 4.18. 
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cuius acumen nimis tenue retunditur et in se saepe replicatur; etiam cum agere aliquid 

videtur, pungit, non perforat (1.4.1). Having now established the Stoic pecking order, Seneca 

cements it by poking fun one more time at Chrysippus’ use of the Graces to illustrate the 

connection between lack of gratitude and sacrilege. Istae vero ineptiae poetis relinquantur, 

quibus aures oblectare propositum est et dulcem fabulam nectere (1.4.5). 

 

 After the opening citations, Chrysippus and Hecaton are relegated to support roles. 

Having earlier criticised Chrysippus’ dalliance in allegorical analogy, Seneca shows him how 

to do it properly. Seneca approves of Chrysippus’ analogy that the skill level of the respective 

players dictating the success of the ball’s interchange in a game of catch is applicable to the 

passing of beneficia but makes it clear that it is an adaption into Seneca’s own words (2.17.3). 

Hecaton is sandwiched into the question of the mutual obligation demanded by beneficia but 

the boundaries around his contribution are deliberately fudged in the flow and the impression 

is that Seneca’s own voice starts up again immediately afterwards (2.18.2).11 Hecaton is 

allowed to contribute more obviously to the question on whether or not to accept a beneficium 

from a man if that man will be harmed by the bestowing but his cited example of Arcesilaus 

refusing to accept money from a son who had not yet inherited for fear of offending that son’s 

father is belittled as ineptum et frivolum (2.21.4), adjectives that again suggest Seneca’s 

depiction of his Stoic predecessors’ work on beneficia as naive and immature. Chrysippus is 

allowed the image of the racer tensed in the traps as an analogy for the man eager to show 

immediate gratitude on the receipt of a benefit but Seneca feels the need to complement the 

imagery by adding that such a man will need to demonstrate great energy and speed if he is to 

outdo the benefactor (2.25.3). This is the third time in De Beneficiis that Chrysippus’ 

contributions have involved word images. This, in itself, could be construed as Seneca 

highlighting an almost childish or, at least, less developed exposition (when compared to his 

own) especially when the image has to be explained by an addendum. 

 Hecaton is amongst those who raise the question whether it is actually possible for a 

slave to give a beneficium to his master (3.18.1) but he is not allowed to answer it. The 

passive present tense of the verb quaeritur serves to concertina time and put Hecaton amongst 

the throng of those posing the question to Seneca himself, one Seneca is only too pleased to 

demonstrate that he is able to answer at length (3.18.3-3.28.6). Chrysippus’ involvement in 

                                                           
11 Ben. 2.18.2 - . . . et parem desiderant regulam, quae, ut ait Hecaton, difficilis est; omne enim honestum in 
arduo est, etiam quod vicinum honesto est; non enim tantum fieri debet, sed ratione fieri. 
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this discussion highly topical to Seneca’s contemporary Rome is merely to provide a 

definition: Servus, ut placet Chrysippo, perpetuus mercennarius est (3.22.1) which is simply a 

springboard for Seneca to widen the comparison out and declare that the beneficium which 

results when an employee exceeds his contractual expectations is the same as when a slave’s 

goodwill exceeds the limits of his station. 

 Miriam Griffin rather misses a major functional factor played by citations in the short 

passage she dedicates to whether or not Seneca actually endorses either Chrysippus or 

Hecaton in De Beneficiis in her book Seneca on Society.12  Whereas she acknowledges that he 

is ‘by no means uncritical of them’ at Ben. 1.3.8.9, she identifies Seneca’s ‘appreciation’ of 

Chrysippus’ ball game (2.17.3) and racer (2.25.3) analogies. She notes Seneca’s ‘approval’ at 

both Chrysippus’ definition of a slave as a hireling-for-life (3.22.1) and Hecaton’s discussion 

on reciprocal duties (2.18.2). She also suggests that Seneca ‘appropriates’ Hecaton’s 

‘exemplum’ of Callistratus going into exile later in De Beneficiis (6.37.1). However, what 

Griffin does not appear to appreciate is that, given the scale and sheer Romanitas of De 

Beneficiis, not one of the citations from Chrysippus or Hecaton adds any appreciable doctrinal 

weight to the work. The two Greek authors are not present as acknowledged influential 

sources but rather, given the sometimes negative and always lightweight contributions they 

are permitted to make, as stooges designed to spotlight Seneca’s pedigree at the apex of Stoic 

doctrinal evolution and thus, implicitly, his authoritative ‘right’ to apply his learning and 

acumen to ‘practical’ Roman affairs such as the beneficia system. Actually, having 

established that his philosophical predecessors were, at best, bit-players in the science of 

beneficia, Seneca does away with Stoic citations completely in Book 4 and relies instead on a 

direct head-to-head Stoic vs. Epicurean doctrinal argument in his own voice.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
12 Griffin (2013) 24. 
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Figure CS19 – Citation Data Set De Beneficiis Book 4 

 
Total Citations: 7 (Philosophical: 12 Non-Philosophical: 6) – MCD = 6 

Figure CS19 – De Beneficiis Book 4 Data Set – Ordered By Appearance 
Seneca Ref. Author Author Ref. Genre 
Ben. 4.1.1 Sallust Unknown History 
Ben. 4.5.3 Virgil Georg. 2 .159-160 Poetry 
Ben. 4.6.4 Virgil Ecl. 1. 6-10 Poetry 
Ben. 4.14.1 Ovid Amores 3. 4.4 Poetry 
Ben. 4.33.1 Plato Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 4.36.2 Maecenas Unknown Oratory 
Ben. 4.39.1 Unknown Unknown Philosophy 
 

Book 4 is not a natural sequel to books 1-3, and this is clear from the citation statistics. The 

data set is strikingly dissimilar to that in figure CS18 above. Roman, non-philosophical 

citations are dominant, gone are the Stoics, and philosophical citations are restricted to Plato 

(4.33.1) and an unknown source relating an act of Zeno (4.39.1). Both philosophical citations 

are remarkable in that they are put into the mouth of Seneca’s generic interlocutor 

(supposedly Aebutius Liberalis, who, incidentally, is not a strong presence in any of the 
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books, and vanishes completely after introducing book 7) as part of his argument to catch 

Seneca out. The first is Plato supplying an absolute that human character is too unpredictable 

for instant decisions (such as the granting of beneficia) to be based on first impressions. 

Seneca simply offers the practical advice to base one’s decision on probabilities. The second 

is a scenario, in which Zeno insisted on going through with a financial loan to an unsuitable 

party because he had given his word on the deal. Seneca’s advice is to simply treat the 

transaction as a loan rather than a beneficium. Both philosophical citations, then, permit 

Seneca to offer sound, practical advice. 

 A conspicuous feature of Book 4, however, is its very strong anti-Epicurean stance. 

This occurs not at a citational, but at a doctrinal level, although citations from the canonical 

authors, Virgil and Ovid, do support Seneca’s invective against the rival school.13 The anti-

Epicureanism is introduced in jarring fashion early on (4.2.1) and is not predicted by the 

grudging endorsement Seneca gives Epicurus in the previous book when bringing in his 

testimony about past blessings – bona -  being the surest type as they can no longer be 

snatched away (3.4.1). The attack in book 4 is on the fundamental issue of pleasure being a 

mere by-product of Virtue, not its equal, and certainly not something on which it is 

dependent. As a verbal assault it is sudden and seemingly unprovoked. The terminology is 

martial and provocative. It is ‘fighting talk’. There is a close-quarters battle going on – pugna 

est – (note the present tense) between the Stoics and the Epicureans, a sheltered mob, given 

over to pleasure – delicata et umbratica turba14 – which philosophises over its cups – in 

convivio (4.2.1). This is a far cry from the Epicurean teachings of De Constantia Sapientis 

and De Otio which were acceptable as beginning alternatives, or the generally ‘excellent’ 

sententiae of books 1-3 of the Epistulae Morales. Seneca is targeting the immediately 

contemporary adherents of that school. The invective is on a par with that of De Vita Beata in 

that Seneca is targeting the prevailing corrupted and perverted state of Epicurean doctrine in 

his contemporary Rome.15  

 Similar derisive asides at Epicureans pepper the book: the Epicurean concept of gods 

immune to human entreaty, quae maxima Epicuro felicitas videtur (4.4.1) is appealed against 
                                                           
13 These sections are general references to the school’s doctrines and are too wide to be incorporated into the 
database as individual entries. 
14 The derogatory turba is a big step down from the secta of Otio. 3.2 and 7.3 and even Vit. Beat. 13.2. It is also 
far more pejorative than the business-like ‘workshop’ – officina – used to describe the Epicurean school at Ep. 
14.17 although it has already been noted in chapter 9 (pp. 98-103) that Seneca goes out of his way in books 1-3 
(Eps. 1-29) of the Epistulae Morales to compliment, or at least be non-judgmental of, Epicurus. 
15 See chapter 9 (pp. 94-7). 
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by Seneca who invokes the evidence of benefits from god in the manifestation of Nature. 

Virgil is enlisted to back this one up with quotes from the Georgics (2.159-60 / Ben. 4.5.3) 

and the Eclogues (1.6.10 / Ben. 4.6.4) capping off a catalogue of Nature’s bounty and 

usefulness (4.4.1-4.6.6). The Epicurean ‘definition’ of pleasure as self-indulgent luxury is 

contrasted with the Stoic belief in obtaining pleasure by bestowing beneficia for the benefit of 

others even if it means hardship or danger for oneself (4. 13.1-3). This time Ovid is co-opted 

to enforce the point that true beneficia must involve no personal motive (Amores. 3.4.4 / Ben. 

4.14.1). The Epicurean concept of reciprocating gratitude for the sake of expediency rather 

than as a moral obligation is easily dismissed (Ben. 4.16.1); in a direct apostrophe to 

Epicurus, Seneca points out the paradox involved in the Epicurean concept of the divine, of 

neutralising the concept of god to a concentration of uncaring atoms agglomerated by chance, 

yet at the same time worshipping him (4.19.1-4). The Epicurean Maecenas is cited as an 

example of one who has been rash in bestowing a beneficium and paid the heavy price 

(4.36.2), thus contrasting negatively with Seneca’s advice to learn from previous mistakes and 

make  a careful judgement call about fulfilling one’s promise to confer a benefit on one who 

is discovered to be unworthy to receive it. 

 The strongly Roman, non-philosophical data set of De Beneficiis book 4 - the historian 

Sallust is introduced in the very first sentence to warn that what follows demands cautious 

expression – cum cura dicendum (4.1.1), its diversion in content from the practical mechanics 

of the science of beneficia in books 1-3, Seneca’s deliberate and often malicious attacks on 

Epicureans, even the anti-Gaius diatribe towards the end of the book (4.31.1-5), all suggest 

some political motivation. The outside events to which Seneca was reacting with this book are 

not as identifiable as they are in De Clementia or, to a lesser extent, De Vita Beata, and the 

chronological record offers no obvious candidates, but the citation data set does provide some 

evidence that further research in this direction may be rewarded.     
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Figure CS20 – Citation Data Set De Beneficiis Books 5-6 

 
Total Citations: 14 (Philosophical: 5 Non-Philosophical: 9) – MCD = 5.79 

Figure CS20 – De Beneficiis Books 5-6 Data Set – Ordered By Appearance 
UniqueID Author AuthorRef Genre 
Ben. 5.7.5 Cato-Elder Unknown Oratory 
Ben. 5.14.1 Cleanthes Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 5.15.3 Ovid Met. 1. 144-146 Poetry 
Ben. 5.17.5 Virgil Aen. 4.653 Poetry 
Ben. 5.24.1 Unknown Unknown History 
Ben. 5.25.2 Unknown Unknown History 
Ben. 5.25.4 Homer Il. 1.39-42 Poetry 
Ben. 6.3.1 Rabirius Unknown Poetry 
Ben. 6.7.1 Virgil Aen. 5. 162-3 Poetry 
Ben. 6.11.1 Cleanthes Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 6.12.2 Cleanthes Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 6.37.1 Hecaton Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 6.37.2 Unknown Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 6.41.2 Virgil Aen. 12.11 Poetry 
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As noted above, books 5-7 are, according to Seneca, a mop up (5.1.2; 6.1.1; 7.1.1).16 

Books 5-6 traffic in issues that are connected, but not integral, to the main topic of how to 

give and receive benefits whereas in book 7, Seneca admits to ‘filling in the gaps’. There is a 

marked difference between the data sets of books 5-6 and that of book 7 (see figure CS21). 

 

Books 5-6 contain only citations from Stoic philosophers: Cleanthes (5.14.1; 6.11.1; 

6.12.2), and Hecaton (6.37.1),17 along with the Elder Cato (5.7.5).  The second Scholarch of 

the Stoic school, Cleanthes, dominates books 5-6 of De Beneficiis from the perspective of 

philosophical citation, supplying three of the total of four (the fourth being Hecaton (6.37.1) 

discussed above). The citations of Cleanthes are accorded more respect than those of either 

Chrysippus or Hecaton performing a function much like Plato, that is, as a type of foederatus 

to Seneca’s Roman lead role. Cleanthes is, in turn, an endorsing straight-talking support to 

Seneca’s (at times) very convoluted analogies (5.14.1), a point-illuminating exemplum-

anecdote provider to Seneca’s surrounding point (6.11.1),18 and a summing up sententia one-

liner aide-de-camp to Seneca’s already established argument (6.12.2). 

 As plain talker designed to balance out one of Seneca’s more elusive analogies, 

Cleanthes is brought in to elucidate the point that even when a social exchange involves 

something that may not, in reality, be a beneficium (a quasi benefit) but is similar enough to 

one that both giver and receiver perceive it to be a real one, then gratitude is still due because 

the semblance is enough to invoke the spirit of gift-giving in the minds of the parties 

concerned. Seneca’s explanatory analogy is rather difficult to reconcile to this concept: Ita, 

qui veri beneficii speciem fefellit, tam ingratus est quam veneficus, qui soporem, cum 

venenum esse crederet, miscuit (5.13.4) so Cleanthes is summoned to spell it out: Cleanthes 

vehementius agit. ‘Licet,’ inquit, ‘beneficium non sit, quod accepit, ipse tamen ingratus est, 

quia non fuit redditurus, etiam si accepisset’. The plain language permits Seneca to pursue his 

analogical bent thus promoting himself as the more ‘mercurial’ thinker of the two: Sic latro 

est etiam antequam manus inquinet, quia ad occidendum iam armaturus est et habet spoliandi 

atque interficiendi voluntatem (5.14.1). Seneca’s point is that action, or rather, deliberate non-

                                                           
16 See also Griffin (2013) 114 n.16 & 17. 
17 Hecaton is the only philosopher to be cited in both ‘halves’ of De Beneficiis so his ubiquity may have gone 
some way to persuading commentators like Chaumartin (1985) that Hecaton was the principle influence 
behind Seneca’s book.   
18 Tellingly recounted in detailed and extended direct speech to indicate full harmony with Seneca’s own 
doctrinal direction. Compare the Hecaton exemplum-anecdote recounted in indirect speech with the author 
given a bare nod (6.37.1).  
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action as it here refers to the expression of gratitude, begins with the abstract and intangible 

concept of intent. Cleanthes’ citation has served the purpose of taking Seneca’s original 

analogy of the poisoner who only managed to concoct a sleeping potion, putting it into its 

correct context vis-a-vis the discussion on beneficia, and introducing the negative or anti-

intent of the ingrate who would have refused to return thanks even had he received a real 

beneficium, and thus allow Seneca to pursue his analogical vein by equating the ingrate to the 

more extreme social wickedness of the brigand who intends to kill. After all this convoluted 

imagery, Seneca’s simple summing sententia comes as a bit of a relief: Sacrilegi dant poenas, 

quamvis nemo usque ad deos manus porrigat (5.14.2). The ingrate is evil indeed. He is both 

an evil to society and a scorner of the very gods!  

 Cleanthes is re-employed to clarify another intangible cog in the mechanics of the 

beneficia system in the next book of De Beneficiis. Here, rather than intent, it is desire. 

Cleanthes exemplo eiusmodi utitur (6.11.1) writes Seneca, and the anecdote that follows 

elucidates the difference in personal driver motivation between two students tasked with 

locating Plato, the first of whom searched exhaustively but in vain while the second idled 

away his time watching street theatre when Plato just happened to wander by.  Cleanthes, of 

course, praised the first student but flogged the (paradoxically) fortunate waster (6.11.2). 

Switching to his own voice and directing the narrative now to the second person, Seneca puts 

the idea into plain Latin and then applies it to the book in hand: Voluntas est, quae apud nos 

ponit officium; cuius vide quae condicio sit, ut me debito obstringat  . . . Puta enim aliquem 

donare voluisse nec donasse; animum quidem eius habeo, sed beneficium non habeo, quod 

consummat et res et animus (6.11.3). Cleanthes is acknowledged as the ‘founding’ authority 

of this concept but is not permitted the soap box itself. The second scholarch’s parable19 

although clearly malleable in spirit to Seneca’s specific topic in this section of De Beneficiis 

contains nothing of surrounding context that will permit it to interfere with Seneca’s 

expositional authority. The apud nos aligns Seneca’s voice with his forebear’s doctrine but 

Cleanthes’ supposedly clarifying word picture is sandwiched between Seneca’s plain 

language explanations. Seneca seems to be inverting the normal sequence by making it appear 

as if it is he enlarging upon and explaining Cleanthes’ analogy rather than the other way 

around. 

                                                           
19 Original source unknown. 
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 In the very next Gedankeneinheit beginning at Ben. 6.12 the roles are reversed. It is 

now Seneca who provides the analogy and Cleanthes who is allowed the last word. However, 

crucially, unlike the previous example where Seneca’s detailed enlargement on Cleanthes’ 

illustrative tale allowed him to reassume the lecturer’s role, in this instance Cleanthes is 

allowed only the pithiest of summing up simile-like sententiae, in other words, a simple 

endorsement of Seneca’s clever word play. The question is one of whether the rules of 

exchange demand obligation in return if a benefactor bestows a beneficium for his own, 

purely self-serving ends (6.12.1). In answer, Seneca likens such a man to one who 

deliberately fattens and cultivates either animal stock or human captives with only the 

potential profit margin in mind. If you prefer a more martial analogy immediately pertinent to 

contemporary Rome, Seneca provides this too in the form of the gladiator master who, 

thinking only of his own fame and profit, provides his troop with the very best training and 

gear. Cleanthes is allowed the closing sententia but only insofar as, like dusting a cake with 

icing sugar, he does not detract from the feeling that the main work is already done: Multum, 

ut ait Cleanthes, a beneficio distat negotatio (6.12.2). 

 It is important to note that in contrast to Chrysippus and Hecaton, Seneca never passes 

judgemental comment on his involvement of the voice of Cleanthes. The three introductory 

phrases: Cleanthes vehementius agit (5.14.1), Cleanthes exemplo eiusmodi utitur (6.11.1), and 

ut ait Cleanthes (6.12.2) are designedly neutral and are never taken up again after the citation. 

This is very similar to Seneca’s treatment of the Plato voice in the dialogi and indicates that 

the source has been brought in to shore up Seneca’s own voice but never at the expense of 

eclipsing Seneca’s authority. 
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Figure CS21 – Citation Data Set De Beneficiis Book 7 

 
Total Citations: 13 (Philosophical: 6 Non-Philosophical: 7) – MCD = 2.69 

Figure CS21 – De Beneficiis Book 7 Data Set – Ordered By Appearance 
UniqueID Author AuthorRef Genre 
Ben. 7.1.1 Virgil Georg. 2.45-46 Poetry 
Ben. 7.1.3 Demetrius Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 7.2.1 Demetrius Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 7.5.2 Virgil Georg. 1. 158 Poetry 
Ben. 7.7.1 Bion Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 7.11.1 Demetrius Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 7.11.2 Demetrius Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 7.14.5 Virgil Aen. 6. 85 Poetry 
Ben. 7.23.1 Virgil Aen. 12. 84 Poetry 
Ben. 7.23.1 Ovid Met. 13. 801 Poetry 
Ben. 7.25.1 Aristippus Unknown Philosophy 
Ben. 7.25.2 Virgil Aen. 4.373.4 Poetry 
Ben. 7.25.2 Virgil Aen. 4. 317.8 Poetry 
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De Beneficiis book 7 is remarkable for a variety of statistical reasons. Philosophically, The 

Stoics, used to back up practical examples in books 5-6, once again disappear. The 

prominence of Demetrius (the addressee, Aebutius Liberalis, vanishes completely after an 

address – mi Liberali – in the first sentence) has already been discussed,20 but will be enlarged 

upon here. Seneca’s depicted relationship with his Cynic ‘friend’ – noster Demetrius – is, as I 

have noted, peculiarly mutually-sensual, in that, for example, Seneca will put a speech into 

the Cynic’s mouth or hear the Cynic’s words bouncing around in his own head. This unusual 

treatment, coupled with the huge involvement of the canonical Romans, Virgil and Ovid, 

suggest ingredients for a book that is politically motivated.  

 The Cynic representation in book 7 of De Beneficiis is very strong – they (Demetrius 

and Bion) along with a single citation from Aristippus the Cyrenaic are the only philosophers 

represented. The Demetrius citations are noteworthy for their length. Virgil is employed in the 

very first section to set the ‘Roman’ tone of the piece with a citation from Georg. 2.45-6 

appropriate to Seneca heralding the end of the entire work (Ben. 7.1.1). This is followed by an 

extraordinary introduction to Demetrius. The Cynic is brought in to illustrate at great length 

(7.1.3-7.2.1) what seems a very peripheral point (to the wider issue of beneficia) by Seneca, 

which is, that having exhausted the essential questions on beneficia in previous books in the 

work, he no longer deems it worthwhile to pursue what remains, as to do so would be more to 

furnish exercise for the intellect rather than psychotherapy for the mind (7.1.2). The long 

speech attributed directly to Demetrius – inquit (7.1.4) – is a massively elaborate evidential 

overkill to back Seneca up. As I have pointed out in a previous chapter21 the expansively 

laudatory introduction to Demetrius and the speech in which he catalogues philosophical 

doctrines that dovetail with Stoic fundamentals seem more in line with Seneca publically 

aligning himself with Demetrius than for anything the Cynic can contribute to the discussion 

on beneficia. A second ‘speech’ by Demetrius, which cannot be included in the database as 

Seneca explicitly states he is imagining it (7.8.3), is introduced by similarly excessive praise 

of the Cynic’s character (7.8.2) and also continues for a length (7.8.2-7.10.6) far in excess of 

that which Seneca’s expositional point actually demands. Again, Demetrius lists doctrines on 

which the Stoics and Cynics agree, suggesting that Demetrius has been inserted in such detail 

to serve a purpose over and above that of providing a voice of endorsement to Seneca. I have, 

in chapter 11 (pp. 133-4), suggested this secondary purpose to be a form of philosophical 

                                                           
20 See chapter 11 (pp. 130-1). 
21 Chapter 11 (p.130). 
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camouflage, in which, by implying publically (through literature), that he was aligned with a 

very publically visible, but, paradoxically,  politically ‘safe’ Cynic, Seneca was signalling he 

was not to be included in the Stoic political opposition of the post AD 62 Tigellinus era.22 The 

citation record of De Beneficiis may hold further evidence for this and hence contribute more 

to the discussion on book 7’s chronology. 

 

 In AD 62, Seneca, in an attempt to retire from his public duties, offered to return to 

Nero a large portion of the wealth bestowed upon him by that emperor. His offer was turned 

down (Tac. Ann. 14.53-6).23 Book 7 of De Beneficiis could be an allusion to this episode. The 

Gedankeneinheit in operation at Ben. 7.5.2 concerns the concept of ownership – specifically, 

whether it is possible for the sapiens, who (like the Stilbo citation-exempla of Const. 5.6 and 

Ep. 9.18) requires only himself and a healthy mind, to be given anything. But there is also a 

subtext. Up to this point, Seneca has explicitly emphasised the civil law definition of the 

division of property between king and subject, under which the sapiens may possess – 

possidet – something although the right of ownership remains with the king. When 

‘possessors’ wish to return what they have been assigned, they are simply returning the thing 

but not its right of ownership, because that was never theirs (7.4.2). The concept of this type 

of division between authority and individual is broached over and over again using different 

scenarios: Athenians and Campanians (7.4.3); slave and master (7.4.4); father and son (7.4.5); 

gods and men (7.4.6); before returning specifically to the example of king and subject (7.5.1). 

At this very point the Virgil citation from Georg. 1.158 is employed: Heu! Frustra magnum 

alterius spectabis acervum (Ben. 7.5.2), another example of authority and individual, this time 

land owner and tenant farmer, but here it is to demonstrate explicitly that it can be 

advantageous to take back a gift - Vides ergo posse fieri, ut aliquis accipiendo, quod suum est, 

munus accipiat (7.5.3). 

 

 The Virgil citation is the signal that the narrative will cycle closer into Rome. The 

exemplum of the bookseller Dorus is given, who owns the books he sells (such as Cicero’s 

and Livy’s) just as much as the authors who wrote them, but in a different way (7.6.1), and 

then Seneca returns for the third time to the topic of the king owning everything but this time 

it is explicitly Roman: Caesar omnia habet (7.6.3). Immediately after this again, the Cynic 
                                                           
22 See also Wilson (2015) 146-151 for a discussion on a similar use of Epicurus in books 1-3 of the Epistulae 
Morales. 
23 While there is no way Tacitus could have known all the details of the ‘private’ conversation he reports 
between Nero and Seneca, there is no reason to disbelieve this particular aspect of it.  
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connection re-emerges strongly. Bion is endorsed in a passage that uses the Tarpeian Rock 

(with all its connotations) and, in contrast, the temples of the Capitol as metaphors (7.7.1-2), 

and, very pointedly, the parable of a Roman general – Romanus imperator - is introduced to 

demonstrate an exemplum of a high-ranking public servant who was allowed to turn down a 

gift from the state (7.7.5). The second, long, imagined speech put in the mouth of the Cynic 

Demetrius follows (7.8.2 - 7.10.6) and culminates in the citation-exemplum of Gaius Caesar 

offering the Cynic a huge sum of money in an attempt to make him compromise his 

philosophical beliefs. Again, like the Romanus imperator before him, Demetrius was 

permitted to decline the offer, this time even getting away with a cheeky retort (7.11.1-2). It 

may be objected that in the Seneca and Nero scenario, it was Seneca offering the money, but 

the exposition in this part of De Beneficiis is all about the right  to control the transaction 

lying with the higher authority, as Seneca has taken pains to frequently emphasise in the 

passages leading up to this one.  

 

 There is only one further philosophical citation in De Beneficiis book 7 (Aristippus the 

Cyrenaic at 7.25.1). The remaining references are from the high-profile works, Virgil’s 

Aeneid and Ovid’s Metamorphoses. The Aeneid citations are from the pivotal books 4 and 6, 

and the climactic book 12. The Ovid citation is from Metamorphoses book 13 and the tale of 

Polyphemus and Galatea. They are less reconcilable to Seneca responding to an immediate 

political issue, but they are all embedded into passages concerning the return of beneficia and 

they originate in contexts where non-reciprocation has, at least some, negative connotations. 

At Ben. 7.14.5, Seneca uses the Sibyl’s phrase to Aeneas – Mitte hanc de pectore curam (Aen. 

6.85) – who is fretting about fulfilling his quest, as an example of the words from an equally 

comforting benefactor to his fretting debtor, who goes on to say: iniuriam mihi facis, si me 

quicquam desiderare amplius iudicas. There is a clash in context here as, in the Aeneid, the 

Sibyl goes on to warn Aeneas that his destiny will only be won at a terrible cost in blood and 

battle.24 

 

 Elsewhere, the paired Virgil/Ovid citations (Aen. 12.84 and Met. 13.801) are designed 

to elucidate expectation management through the illustration of poetical hyperbole (Ben. 

7.23.1); that is, just as you understand that poetic exaggeration describes an unrealistic ideal, 

                                                           
24 The continuation of the Senecan passage could be a bitter reproach on Seneca’s part that he had not been 
allowed to demonstrate his gratitude to Nero: at hic se diebus noctibusque lassavit et omnibus aliis renuntiavit 
officiis huic uni imminens et operatus, ne qua se fugeret occasio (7.14.6).   
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demand of your debtor more than you actually expect in return. But Turnus’ horses that were 

once a gift to his grandfather (Aen. 12.82-5) would carry him to his death, and Polyphemus’ 

love was unrequited. Aristippus’ comment that effeminate dandies had brought discredit (i.e. 

moral disapproval) on such a nice thing as perfume (7.25.1) ushers in a final Virgilian citation 

pairing in a passage of high rhetoric redolent with negative imagery of what happens when a 

gift is not reciprocated, a beneficium not returned. The citations are from the highly emotive 

Aeneid 4 (373-4 and 317-8), in which Dido’s gifts are not returned by Aeneas, with disastrous 

consequences for the bestower. 

 

 The citation evidence suggests that Seneca, in De Beneficiis book 7, was reacting to 

some form of political agitation, although it does not seem to have been as urgent as that of 

either De Clementia or De Vita Beata. The strong Cynic, especially Demetrius, presence in 

the first third of the book demonstrates an alignment with that school as 

philosophical/political camouflage that may have proven effective enough to be developed 

further in De Providentia. In that sense, sections 1-11 of De Beneficiis book 7 can be seen as a 

prototype for the use of Demetrius as a literary political tool. As far as Seneca reacting to his 

initial attempt at political withdrawal and the refusal by Nero to accept Seneca’s ‘gift’ is 

concerned, the evidence is less compelling; however the close tie-up of the canonical citations 

both with the Demetrius passages in sections 1-11, and with the theme of beneficia return and 

source context negative repercussion, when the philosophical citations dry up, may be worthy 

of further research.      
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Conclusion 

This thesis set out to explore the possible answers to three distinct questions: 

1. Do the massive advantages in accuracy, consistency, and vastly enhanced data 

retrieval and analysis speed that this database offers, herald a change in direction for research 

into ancient corpora? 

This thesis would not have been possible without the aid of a database, as the limited 

and insular results from previous manual attempts to catalogue Seneca’s citation sources has 

proven. Pan-genre interrogation employing metadata fields to augment what is already in the 

corpus have made it possible to identify and analyse patterns that range from general traits, 

such as author accreditation, to Seneca’s specific use of individual authors in different works, 

for example Epicurus in the works addressed to Serenus, De Vita Beata, and books 1-3, and 7 

of the Epistulae Morales. The potential for further research is limitless. Metadata tables that 

contain neutral information such as author lifespan dates, nationality, philosophical 

association (if any), are easily transportable across corpora, especially when built in 

exportable cross-table compatible software such as MS Access or MySQL. A concerted, if 

currently fragmented, global initiative is currently underway to encode ancient corpora using 

standards such as EPIDOC. This is a huge, many-stepped undertaking, geared initially to 

release the interface potential of the ancient text itself, hence it is unsurprising that few 

developers have explored the additional power that metadata fields offer. The entire digital 

humanities field is slowly but surely finding its feet and its overlap with classicism is finding 

an increasing number of adherents. This thesis demonstrates what is possible when the two 

intersect. However, it is just a beginning; the potential is unbounded. The next step is to 

reconceptualise the application of other existing technologies, such as GIS software, to 

classical texts, and put the existing presentation-level technologies they already contain, to 

new and exciting uses. These are very exciting times! 

2. Are there grounds for casting doubt on the importance placed by modern scholarship 

on the assignment of individual Senecan works to specific genres? Is there a case for re-

categorisation? 

 Focusing on Seneca’s prose corpus as a set of discreet genres is to blinker one to 

overreaching patterns. Consolatory passages exist in epistles and natural science treatises, 

protreptic, paraenetic, and practical didactic passages can be found across all genres. No 
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single Senecan prose work, with the sole exception of the Apocolocyntosis, is composed of 

elements that would allow it to be termed mono-generic. The boundaries between ‘genres’ 

crumble under close scrutiny: De Ira is a form of consolatio as it attempts to rid its reader of 

the passion of anger, just as the Ad Marciam attempts to rid its reader of the passion of grief; 

De Brevitate Vitae is a form of consolatio as it attempts to offer its addressee the comfort of 

philosophy upon retirement from a high-ranking public post; Epistula 99 is one long letter of 

consolation; themes from the ‘dialogus’ De Beneficiis are précised in Epistula 81; the 

protreptic and paraenetic elements of the philosophically purist De Constantia Sapientis, De 

Tranquillitate Animi, and De Otio are systematically reproduced within the first 16 sections of 

the palpably politically driven De Vita Beata. The list goes on; generic classification of the 

prose corpus is unreliable. 

 Citation analysis has allowed me to suggest another way of looking at the corpus: 

degree of political motivation behind each work. The statistics are quite clear. When Seneca 

reacts to immediate political concerns, philosophical citations are discarded in favour of 

Roman, non-philosophical citations; De Clementia and the second half of De Vita Beata are 

excellent examples of this practice. In these cases, Stoicism is a vehicle to convey a political 

aim, a language rather than an end in itself. The citation pattern of De Providentia also 

suggests it was politically driven, but not by such an immediate context as the first two. The 

same is true of De Brevitate Vitae. By contrast, when political drivers for composition are low 

or absent, philosophical citations prevail over non-philosophical. The protreptic De 

Constantia Sapientis is the clearest example of this, a work in which enticing potential 

followers to Stoicism is the aim. The same citation pattern is true for the paraenetic De 

Tranquillitate Animi, and, to a lesser extent, the protreptic De Otio. In between the 

philosophically purist and the politically charged works are De Ira and De Beneficiis, which 

exhibit ‘wave’ patterns of citation between individual books within each work, thus indicating 

a more political subtext in certain passages. Viewing the prose corpus in this light as pointed 

to by the citation evidence allows for a far more cohesive overview than that of genre.  

 3. What do the data sets tell us about Seneca’s handling of specific groups of authors or 

individual authors where his citation of their material is concerned? 

 This is the database at its strongest. Pan-corpus citation statistics for individual authors 

or philosophical schools are all but invisible to the general reader. The resultant data sets and 

the patterns discernible in them reveal how Seneca applied his library vis-a-vis individual 
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authors or schools. The strength of many of these patterns as corroborative evidence can make 

considerable contributions to scholarly debates surrounding some of the more thorny issues in 

Senecan scholarship. It is clear, for instance, that to Seneca, Epicureanism was a malleable 

resource: at times a valid, doctrinal opposition from which to prise converts (De Constantia 

Sapientis, De Otio); at times an effeminate, polluted and tainted philosophy to which the 

behaviour of political opponents could be compared (De Vita Beata); at times a philosophical 

shield behind which he could hide to divert accusations of being a Stoic hardliner (books 1-3 

of the Epistulae Morales). An analysis of the statistics also forces us to consider that Seneca 

used the Cynics in the same, strongly politically motivated manner. By aligning himself in a 

very graphic way to his friend Demetrius, Seneca could prove that he was no political threat.  

Unsurprisingly, Seneca’s reception of the Peripatetics is relatively negative. The depth of his 

personal antipathy towards Aristotle, however, is more unexpected. 

 In the non-philosophical data sets, the pan-corpus statistics permit us to categorise the 

use of Ovid across works that are often widely chronologically separated, and identify citation 

deployment techniques that go well beyond the limited investigations of previous scholarship 

and its work-specific interpretations. Similarly, the use of the author accreditation field opens 

up whole new insights into when and why Seneca chose to accredit canonical authors such as 

Virgil and Ovid, and permits us to evaluate not only Seneca’s application of his library on 

multiple levels - as reactive statesman and/or Stoic altruist working for the benefit of his 

fellow man - but also to realise just how deeply Seneca’s readership had assimilated those 

canonical works. 

 To summarise, I have demonstrated that the digital approach is incredibly powerful on 

multiple levels. As a simple reference device, my database is fully comprehensive. As a tool 

capable of identifying citations patterns across one of antiquity’s larger corpora, it is both 

unique and massively time-efficient. The techniques employed in the construction of the 

database are fully transportable to other corpora. Through the compilation of this thesis and 

the online publication of my database (an ongoing ‘live’ project), I feel that I have contributed 

a valuable resource to Senecan scholarship in particular, and digital classicism in general. I 

am convinced that many will benefit from the fruits of my labour.  
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Appendix I – Database Structure and Online Location 

 

 The Senecan prose corpus database can be found online at the following URL: 

http://www.senecadb.com 

Instructions for access: 

1. Click on the SENECA DATABASE link 

2. Follow on-screen instructions to obtain a username/password 

The menus are self-explanatory. Please note that this database is a work in progress and is 

designed for functionality over and above that for which it has been used during this thesis. A 

table-level data module is presented overleaf (figure AI1) with the comprehensive table field-

sets on the following pages:



 

 
 

29
2 

Figure AI1 - Senecan Prose Corpus Citation Database – Data Module – Table Level 
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Individual Table Field-Sets – In Alphabetical Order of Function 

Authors 

 

Author metadata table – Includes philosophical affiliation, lifespan dates, nationality, 

compositional period. 

 

 

 

Bibliography Records 

 

For individual section related modern scholarship. 
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Citations 

 

Individual citation records. Additional metadata fields include source context, Senecan 

context, position in Senecan work, Gedankeneinheit, quote accuracy, author accreditation, 

Senecan reaction, degree of endorsement. 
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Sections 

 

Individual section records include metadata fields for English summary, Senecan mood, 

thematic content to three levels, Greek script, analogies, and exempla fields. 

Works 

 

Metadata table of Senecan works with adjustable chronological order,1 genre, and addressee. 

                                                           
1 This is useful to change the presentation order in the output. It can be used for many purposes, not least of 
which is to get a brief overview of any thematic flow patterns. 
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Appendix II - Seneca’s Use of Greek Script/Language 

The advantages of incorporating metadata fields into databases populated by ancient 

corpora are limitless; the potential for speedy analysis is limited only by the imagination of 

the individual researcher.  It is therefore surprising that the technique remains unexplored.  

The inclusion of metadata search criteria into the database which drives this thesis has 

permitted research into, and produced results in, areas which would, hitherto, have remained 

totally overlooked. Seneca’s treatment of Greek script and language is one such data set. 

There are a huge number of Greek citations in the database, but the actual number of 

instances where Greek is used as a language or script is very small. Of the 299 instances 

across the extant prose corpus, Seneca cites his source in Greek a mere 9 times. Of these only 

two (Metrodorus Frag. 34 Koerte at Ep. 99.25 and Homer Il. 2.724 at Ira. 1.20.8) appear 

outside the Apocolocyntosis. In this data set, the database has highlighted a distinct absence 

(in the form of Greek script and language) of a feature that, given the Greek component of 

almost 50% of the total, we would expect to be better represented. In fact, even outside the 

citation data sets,  a search of the extant prose corpus as a whole (the ‘section’ level of the 

database) reveals that Seneca employed Greek script and language a mere 42 times. Given 

that the concepts behind the vast majority of Seneca’s philosophical writings derive from 

Greek-language sources (nearly 60% of his cited sources wrote in that language), I have 

chosen to explore the phenomenon in this appendix.  Figure GL1 below shows the spread and 

figures involved as extracted from the database: 
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Figure GL1 – Spread of Greek script across the Senecan prose corpus 

 

One of many striking features of this data set is that outside De Ira and the understandable 

exception of the Apocolocyntosis, which is explained in the next section, there is no other use 

of Greek script/language outside the post AD 62 works, the Epistulae Morales and the 

Naturales Quaestiones. At first glance this may appear that the use is genre driven, and yet, as 

will be demonstrated, both non-philosophical and philosophical Greek sources that have been 

translated into Latin either through indirect speech or doxography, are amply in evidence 

across all genres.1    

The dearth of Greek becomes even more interesting when we take into consideration 

that only ten of the total 42 instances of Greek script are citations, and, of these, only one 

(Metrodorus at Ep. 99.25) can in any way, shape, or form, be considered to belong in the 

‘philosophical’ bracket.2 This is an unusual statistic for a corpus that is generally considered 

to be philosophical in nature and which relies so heavily on doctrinal precedent (whether as 

authority or foil). 

 

 

                                                           
1 For the possible influence of Aristotle’s so-called endoxa on Seneca’s approach see Williams (2012) 18 n.6. 
2 That is, a philosophical author being quoted as part of Seneca’s philosophical exposition. The Metrodorus 
citation seems to be part of a consolatio to his own sister, cited within a consolatio of Seneca’s which is being 
reproduced within a letter to Lucilius, and so can only be considered ‘philosophical’ in the sense that 
‘philosophical’ elements were expected within the consolatio genre.   
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The Apocolocyntosis as an Exception 

 The Greek script in the Apocolocyntosis (figure GL2) can be excluded from any 

meaningful discussion on what the database statistics tell us about Seneca’s use of Greek, on 

the grounds that it can be anticipated by the dictates of the genre.3  

Figure GL2 – Employment of Greek Script in the Apocolocyntosis 
Unique ID Greek Text Use 

Apoc. 4.2 χαίροντας, εὐφημοῦντας ἐκπέμπειν δόμων Direct Quotation – Euripides 
Voiced by Apollo and Lachesis 

Apoc. 5.4 τίς πόθεν ειέ ἀνδρῶν, πόθι τοι πόλις ἠδὲ τοκῆες ; 
᾿ιλιόθεν με φέρων ἄνεμος κικόνεσσι πέλασσεν ; ἔνθα δ̓ 
ἐγὼ πόλιν ἔπραθον, ὤλεσα δ̓ αὐτούς 

Direct Quotation – Homer 
Voiced by Hercules and Claudius 

Apoc. 7.3 μωροῦ πληγήν Greek phrase used in narrative 
Apoc. 8.1 ᾿επικούρειος θεὸς non potest esse: οὔτε αὐτὸς πρᾶγμα 

ἔχει τι οὔτε ἄλλοις παρέχει 
Greek phrases 
Voiced by unspecified god or goddess (post 
lacuna) 

Apoc. 8.3 μωροῦ εὐιλάτου τυχεῖν Greek phrase 
Voiced by unspecified god or goddess (post 
lacuna) 

Apoc. 9.2 ἅμα πρόσσω καὶ ὀπίσσω Greek phrase used in narrative to describe 
the god Janus 

Apoc. 9.3 ἀρούρης καρπὸν ἔδουσιν ζείδωρος ἄρουρα Direct Quotation – Homer 
Voiced by Janus 

Apoc. 10.3 σφυρὸν ; ἔγγιον γόνυ κνήμης Greek phrase 
Voiced by Augustus 

Apoc. 11.1 ῥῖψε ποδὸς τεταγὼν ἀπὸ βηλοῦ θεσπεσίοιο Direct Quotation – Homer 
Voiced by Augustus 

Apoc. 12.3 μεγάλῳ χορικῷ nenia Greek phrase used in narrative 
Apoc. 13.4 εὑρήκαμεν, συγχαίρωμεν Greek phrase 

Voiced by Claudius’ victims in Dis 
Apoc. 13.6 πάντα φίλων πγήρη Greek phrase 

Voiced by Claudius 
Apoc. 14.1 ὅσα ψάμαθός τε κόνις τε Direct Quotation – Homer 

Voiced by Aeacus 
Apoc. 14.2 αἴκε πάθοι τά τ᾽ ἔρεξε, δίκη κ᾽ ἰθεῖα γένοιτο Direct Quotation – Hesiod 

Voiced by Aeacus 

 

Quoting authors either as a natural part of the narrative or to create an effect in the mouths of 

other characters was a common and expected feature of Menippean satire.4 Von Albrecht 

notes how ‘Lines from Homer marvellously suit the mock-heroic mode of the 

                                                           
3 See Eden (1984) 13-17 for a brief history of Menippean Satire and its major exponents as they may relate to 
being influences on Seneca himself. Eden notes that in the Menippean fragments of the Roman Varro (116 – 27 
BC) ‘Greek words, in the original or in transliteration, are frequent’ (14). 
4 Seneca also quotes Roman sources in the Apocolocyntosis. Virgil (1.2;3.2), Varro (8.1), Ennius (8.3), Ovid (9.5), 
Catullus (11.6), and Horace (13.3). 
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Apocolocyntosis . . . unlike the philosophical writings, the Menippea quite easily allows 

insertion of Greek words and sentences into Latin text’.5  

 Another point of interest in figure GL2 above is that every direct quotation in Greek is 

placed into the mouth of some kind of divine being (Claudius, being apotheosised, included). 

Seneca’s practice of including citations in a form of prosopopoeia is carried over into the 

single direct, non-philosophical Greek script citation in the wider prose corpus (Ira. 1.20.8). 

Even the single philosophical direct Greek citation (Metrodorus at Ep. 99.25) is Seneca  

putting Metrodorus into his own mouth by repeating an already written letter. Across the 

entire prose corpus, then, not once does Seneca directly cite a Greek source in its original 

tongue.6 

Greek Script in the Wider Prose Corpus - Statistics 

 With the Apocolocyntosis set aside, the statistics become even scantier – a mere 28 

uses, two of which are direct citations, one non-philosophical, and one philosophical.7 

 The only Greek philosopher Seneca quotes in Greek is Metrodorus, and even then on 

one single occasion and through Seneca’s mouth (Ep. 99.25). Seneca’s restraint in using 

Greek may be considered strange for a prose corpus whose aim is generally held to be 

avowedly philosophical, and the majority of whose doctrinal foundations and cited sources 

Seneca would have read in the original. So what advantages did citing his Greek sources in 

Latin afford to Seneca?   

Figure GL3 shows Seneca’s Greek use data set outside the Apocolocyntosis (the 

remainder constitutes 99.1% of the whole corpus volume). We must set the table against the 

context that of Seneca’s 124 named sources, 73 are Greek, accounting for 299 of the grand 

total of 599 citations (58.87% of Seneca’s individual sources who together constitute 49.91% 

of his citation total).  

Figure GL3 - Instances of Greek Script in the Senecan Prose Corpus 
Instances of Greek Script in the Senecan Prose Corpus 

Unique ID Greek Text Use 
Ira. 1.20.8 ἤ μ᾽ ἀνάειρ᾽ ἐγὼ σέ Direct Citation –Homer Iliad 23.724 in 

mouth of emperor Gaius threatening 
Jupiter. 

                                                           
5 Von Albrecht (2014) 707. 
 
7 The ‘direct’ citation at NQ. 6.23.4 cannot really be counted as it is Seneca commenting on Homer’s literary 
habit of referring to Neptune as Ένοσίχθονα (‘Earthshaker’). 
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Instances of Greek Script in the Senecan Prose Corpus 
Unique ID Greek Text Use 

Ira. 3.23.8 θηριοτροφεῖς Anecdotal – Single Greek word meaning 
‘You’re keeping a wild beast/menagerie’ in 
mouth of Augustus to Asinius Pollio for 
harbouring Timagenes. 

Ep. 9.2 ἀπάθειαν Translation - Single Greek word meaning 
‘lack of feeling’ rendered into Latin 
impatientia. Discussion on effectiveness of 
translation ensues. 

Ep. 12.8 βεβίωται, βεβίωται Anecdotal – Repeated single Greek word 
meaning ‘He has saved his life’ put in 
mouth of the household of Pacuvius, 
eccentric Governor of Syria, whilst 
conducting his own fake funeral rites. 

Ep. 51.13 Φιλητάς Translation – Single Greek (Egyptian) 
word meaning ‘lovers’, a specialist term for 
bandits who embrace only to garrotte. 

Ep. 58.6 οὐσία Translation – Single Greek word meaning 
‘something indispensable’ rendered into 
Latin essentia. Discussion on correlation of 
Greek and Latin philosophical terms. 

Ep. 58.7 (τὸ) ὄν Translation – Single Greek word meaning 
‘Being’ rendered into Latin quod est. 
Discussion on correlation of Greek and 
Latin philosophical terms 

Ep. 81.11 παράδοξα Information – Single Greek word meaning 
‘paradox’ used to inform what the Greeks 
called such rhetorical devices. 

Ep. 82.10 ἀδιάφορα Translation – Single Greek word meaning 
‘Indifferents’ rendered into Latin 
indifferentia. Discussion on correlation of 
Greek and Latin philosophical terms 

Ep. 87.39 κατὰ στέρησιν Information – Greek phrase meaning ‘by 
deprivation’ used to inform the origins of 
the word paupertas denoting not what a 
man has but what he does not.8 

Ep. 87.40 ἀνυπαρξία Information – Single Greek word meaning 
‘not-possessing’ used to inform what the 
Greeks called poverty. 

Ep. 88.23 ἐγκυκλίους Information – Single Greek word meaning 
‘cycle of studies’ used to compare with 
Latin term liberales (artes). 

Ep. 89.17 Hanc διαλεκτικήν, illam ῥητορικὴν placuit vocari. 
Ῥητορικὴ verba curat et sensus et ordinem; διαλεκτικὴ 
in duas partes dividitur 

Information – Single Greek words used to 
designate the parts of rational philosophy. 

Ep. 95.45 περὶ καθήκοντος Information – Title of book by M. Brutus 
‘Concerning Duty’ 

Ep. 99.25 Μητροδώρου ἐπιστολῶν πρὸς τὴν ἀδελφήν. Ἔστιν γάρ 
τις ἡδονὴ λύπῃ συγγενής, ἣν χρὴ θηρεύειν κατὰ τοῦτον 
τὸν καιρόν. 

Direct Citation – Entire remark from letter 
of Metrodorus to his sister. Seneca first 
translates this literally into Latin before 
giving the verbatim Greek script/language 
version. 

NQ. 1.15.1 σέλα Information – Single Greek word for a 
certain type of celestial manifestation. No 
translation offered, only an explanation of 
their causes. 

NQ. 1.15.3 ἀστερόπληχτα Translation – Single Greek word meaning 

                                                           
8 This citation has not been included amongst the Greek script/language citations as the Greek term κατὰ 
στέρησιν is but a two-word term in a far larger Latin paraphrase of Antipater (Frag. 54 von Arnim). 
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Instances of Greek Script in the Senecan Prose Corpus 
Unique ID Greek Text Use 

‘starstruck’ offered as Greek version of 
Latin siderata. 

NQ. 2.7.2 ἀντιπερίστασιν Information – Single Greek word meaning 
‘replacement’ compared to Latin word 
circumstantia to describe movement of 
water away from bodies that displace it. 

NQ. 3.25.12 χρύσταλλον Information – Single Greek word meaning 
‘crystal’ used to demonstrate word Greeks 
gave to quartz and the ice they believed it 
originated as. Illustrates Latin word 
crystallus. 

NQ. 5.8.1 ἐγκολπίαν Information– Single Greek word meaning 
‘Gulf Breeze’. No translation offered, only 
explanation of mechanics. 

NQ. 5.12.1 ἐκνεφίας Information – Single Greek word meaning 
‘cloudbursts’ used to describe winds that 
rent clouds asunder. No translation offered, 
only explanation of mechanics. 

NQ. 5.13.3 πρηστὴρα Information – Single Greek word used to 
describe an intensified, fiery version of the 
Latin (igneus) turbo. 

NQ. 5.16.4 ἀφηλιώτην ; καικίαν Translation – Single Greek words to denote 
Greek equivalents of the Latin East wind 
subsolanus and East-North-East wind (no 
Latin equivalent), respectively. 

NQ. 5.16.5 λίψ Translation – Single Greek word to denote 
Greek equivalent of the Latin Southwest 
wind Africus. 

NQ. 5.16.6 θρασκίας ; εủρόνοτος ; νότος ; λευκόνοτος Translation – Single Greek words to denote 
Greek equivalent of the Latin North-North-
West wind (no Latin equivalent), South-
South-East wind (no Latin equivalent 
given), South wind Auster, and South-
South-West wind (no Latin equivalent). 

NQ. 5.17.3 ὁρίζοντα Translation – Single Greek word to denote 
Greek equivalent of the Latin finitor or 
finiens (horizon line). 

NQ. 5.17.4 ὁρίζων ; ὁρίζοντα Translation – Single Greek word to denote 
Greek equivalent of the Latin finiens 
circulus. 

NQ. 6.23.4 Ένοσίχθονα Quotation/Information – Single Greek 
word meaning ‘Earthshaker’ an epithet for 
Neptune in relation to the power of the sea. 
No translation offered. Seneca insists 
anybody with  rudimentary literary learning 
will recognise this Homeric epithet. 

 

Seneca uses Greek twice for citations, twice as single words that are parts of anecdotes, once 

for a book title of M. Brutus, once for a habitually used Homeric epithet, once to describe a 

type of Egyptian bandit, but overwhelmingly (the remaining 21 times) to explain, either by 
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supplying a direct Latin translation or explaining in Latin terms, a Greek technical 

philosophical or natural science term of one or two words.9 

 Apart from the Metrodorus and Homer Greek citations put into the mouths of others, 

some Greek uses perform an anecdotal function such as Augustus’ quip to Asinius Pollio 

about accommodating the historian Timagenes after the emperor had evicted him (Ira. 

3.23.8), or the cry raised during the bizarre fake funerals of the Syrian Governor, Pacuvius 

(Ep. 12.8).10 The majority of the remainder are one or two word technical terms from 

philosophy or  natural science. None of these can be found outside the post AD 62 works, the 

Epistulae Morales and the Naturales Quaestiones, which is in keeping with Seneca’s policy 

of keeping technicalities from his work. When Seneca employs a technical Greek term, he 

offers a Latin equivalent or explanation. The breakdown into individual works is also telling:  

  In the Naturales Quaestiones Greek terms are limited to one or two word descriptions 

of natural phenomena,11 with no Greek language citations. This is consistent with Seneca 

promoting Roman thinking (in Roman language) as the latest word on the discipline.  

 Non-citation use of Greek in the Epistulae Morales is more wide-ranging as befits its 

more variegated subject matter; however, it is still strictly limited by Seneca to single words 

or, rarely, two word phrases. One is purely anecdotal (12.8), another purely figurative (51.13), 

another compares Greek and Roman educational terminology (88.23), three are translations of 

Greek philosophical terms (9.2; 58.6; 58.7), and the remainder are starting points for 

discussion on philosophical terms and language, and sometimes the cross-over between the 

two (81.11; 87.39; 87.40; 89.17). Outside of these two works the sole example of non-citation 

Greek is in De Ira where it is also restricted to a single word (3.23.8). 

Greek Source Citations Translated into Latin 

The data sets for Greek language account for only 2.68% (8 of 299) of Seneca’s total 

cited Greek sources. Outside of the Apocolocyntosis and the single Homeric line put into the 

mouth of Gaius at Ira. 1.20.8, only four of the remaining Greek source citations that appear in 
                                                           
9 NB: These statistics are offered on a section-by-section basis so, for instance, when at NQ. 5.16.6 Seneca 
supplies some Latin equivalents for Greek wind names but not others, no breakdown has been provided and 
the section has been categorised as a ‘Translation’. The minor discrepancies this throws up do not alter the 
thrust of this section of the thesis. 
10 Although this latter example does serve a more complex function of off-setting the far more tragic death-bed 
citation of Virgil’s Dido which immediately follows it. 
11 Even the Homeric epithet for Neptune, Ένοσίχθονα at NQ6.23.4 is explained as having arisen as a kind of 
metonymy and is used in connection with the inundation of Helice and Buris described in the same section. 
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Latin seem to be direct word-for-word translations: Euripides (Ep. 49.12/Ph. 469; Ep. 

115.14/Danae Frag.324 Nauck), Hippocrates (Brev. Vit. 1.1/Aph. 1.1), and the anonymous 

‘Greek Poet’ (Tranq. 17.10). The rest are either indirect speech or doxographic summaries.  

Surprisingly, despite the high probability that Seneca had direct access to most, if not all, the 

Greek philosophical texts he quotes, not one is cited verbatim, either in its original Greek, or 

in a direct Latin translation. 

Seneca: Helleno-phobe or Dutiful Philosophical Author?   

Was Seneca’s restraint in using Greek script and language a result of the peculiar 

literary time-bubble in which he was composing, an anti-Hellenic reaction to contemporary 

socio-political circumstances, or was he simply performing his Stoic duty as a refiner and 

onwards transmitter of philosophical knowledge? All things considered, the last factor is 

probably the most influential. 

Seneca was composing in a watershed literary era. The emerging Roman literary 

canon of the Late Republic and Early Empire had, by Seneca’s time, become firmly 

entrenched. This was a period when Latin had begun to forge its own canon of seminal 

literature. Tacitus, in his Dialogus de Oratoribus set around AD 77, a mere 12 years after 

Seneca’s death, has Marcus Aper describe the works of Horace, Virgil, and Lucan as a literary 

shrine or sacred treasure house - sacrarium (20). By the Neronian age, the new canon of 

Roman literature – especially successful poets such as Virgil, Ovid, and Horace – were being 

studied in Roman schools.12  

Although Greek may still have been the dominant language of intellectual life in 

Seneca’s era, his times also saw the coming of age of philosophical expression in Latin.13 

Lucretius lauded Ennius as the first Roman to apply the Greek hexameter in Latin epic  (Lucr. 

1.188-121) but philosophical Latin had to wait for Lucretius and Cicero who, as the first 

Roman to document the major doctrines of the most popular Hellenistic schools, is credited 

with ‘laying the foundations for a comprehensive Latin philosophical vocabulary’.14  The first 

(and only) truly Roman philosophical school, founded by Quintus Sextius in the mid-1st 

                                                           
12 They certainly were by the time of Juvenal (late 1st – early 2nd century AD) as evidenced in Sat. 7.225-230. 
Walsh (1996) 158 referring to Marrou, H. I. (1956). A History of Education in Antiquity. London. P. 277.  
13 Sellars (2014) 97-99 sums up the ‘dispersal and decentralization’ (97) of philosophy from its traditional 
Hellenistic strongholds in the period leading up to the 1st century BC. 
14 Sellars (2014) 98 points out that pre-Ciceronian philosophical exposition in Latin had been limited to 
Epicureanism (Lucretius and Amalfinius) whereas Cicero himself, in addition to reporting on Stoicism, 
Epicureanism, and Academic doctrines, also composed a Latin language version of Plato’s Timaeus.  
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Century BC, did not last.15 In a way, Seneca completed the process that began with Lucretius 

and his Epicurean-driven hexameters and continued with Cicero and his pan-school ‘reports’. 

He took the original Greek concepts and, through his web of rhetoric, explained how they 

could work in practical Roman terms. Greek doctrinal theory found its practical expression in 

Seneca’s prose. 

Seneca studied and wrote about philosophy in Latin in a ‘decentralized and bilingual 

climate’16 just like Lucretius, Cicero, and Amalfinius (see Cic. Tusc. 4.6f), but that alone does 

not explain, given the size of the Senecan corpus, his restraint in using Greek. Sellars writes 

that ‘Seneca’s own philosophical education took place in the aftermath of . . . dramatic 

[philosophical] changes’.17 Seneca’s ‘natural medium of thought’ was not Greek18 and he 

may, as Inwood puts it be ‘. . . much more than Cicero . . . thinking creatively and 

philosophically in Latin’;19 however, Seneca’s treatment of his Greek sources in the extant 

prose corpus strongly underscores his self-appointed role of refiner and transmitter of 

knowledge. To ‘complete’ the transmission of Greek philosophical writing into the Latin 

medium demanded an extra step: its theory needed to be made practical and, in the hands of 

Seneca, this was achieved by paring the technicalities and theory down to a level where it 

could be readily applied to contemporary Roman life in practical terms. Greek language and 

script were obvious and inevitable casualties of this process.   

Cicero, writing in the late Republic, appeared to dip in and out of Greek as and when it 

suited him,20 whereas Seneca relied on doxography, direct (sometimes very loose) translation 

into Latin, and occasional one-word transliteration with Latin explanation. Greek language 

                                                           
15 Seneca himself describes the peculiarly Roman vigour with which the school was founded and laments its 
inability to survive in the contemporary, philosophically inert environment in which he is composing in the post 
AD 62 era: Sextiorum nova et Romani roboris secta inter initia sua, cum magno impetu coepisset, extincta est 
(NQ. 7. 32. 2). 
16 Sellars (2014) 97. 
17 Sellars (2014) 99. 
18 Sellars (2014) 99 n.12. 
19 Inwood (2005) 20. 
20 E.g. Paraphrase into Latin: Div. 1.72 (Il. 2.301-329); Laws 1.2 (Hom. Od. 6.162-3) – Direct translation into 
Latin: Div. 2.63 (Hom. Il. 2.299 Ulysses wrongly attributed by Cicero to Agamemnon) - Direct in Greek language 
and script:  Att. 171.3 (Hom. Il. 18.86); Att. 1.75.2 (Hom. Od. 3.22); Att. 320.3 (es. Works and Days 1.350); Att. 
199.7 (Thucyd. 1.138.3). The strong prevalence of citations in Greek language and script in Cicero’s letters can 
be argued to be a result of a private correspondence with two friends trading in sources with which they were 
both (possibly through education) intimately familiar. However, Seneca’s Epistulae Morales ad Lucilium purport 
to be the same type of epistolary exchange yet citations in Greek are, bar one exception, non-existent. This 
statistic may be considered as much as evidence that the work is not a genuine epistolary exchange between 
two actively participating parties as it can for a shift in preference to demonstrating the parity with Greek 
achieved by the Latin language in the same genre two generations after Cicero’s death.  
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and script can be found relatively freely in the Ciceronian genres with which we may compare 

him against Seneca - epistolary and philosophical - but it is extremely rare in Seneca. 

Certainly, Sallust, Livy, Caesar, Cato, and many other Roman authors also avoided Greek, 

but, genre-wise, Cicero is the only real comparison we can make with Seneca and it is the 

difference between the two that informs us of their differing approach to Greek language. The 

relevant works of the former were relatively neutral recordings of doctrine; the works of the 

latter were designed for practical implementation. It is not that Seneca was incapable of 

writing in, and citing, Greek, it was that he was demonstrating unequivocally that Romans no 

longer had to. Seneca used Greek at his own convenience and on his own terms and not at the 

convenience of philosophical tradition or precedence.  (This is exactly what Cato had done for 

history in the 2nd Century BC). 

My contention is that the database statistics are evidence of a primarily 

personal/philosophical desire on Seneca’s part as author/philanthropist to exposit the practical 

application of ‘leading-edge’ philosophy (in effect, to report the ‘State of the Union’ as far as 

philosophical development was concerned) rather than a reaction to any contemporary anti-

Greek sentiment; however, that does not preclude the prevailing socio-political situation from 

being a background factor. 

 Seneca was operating (philosophically speaking) in a period that had begun with the 

Athenian embassy of three philosophers to Rome in 155 BC and which would end during 

Seneca’s own lifetime when the pendulum of philosophical expression by Romans would 

swing back to Greek with Cornutius and Musonius Rufus, and afterwards with Marcus 

Aurelius.21 The database evidence reveals that Seneca’s philosophical writings occupy a far 

more singular place in Latin literature than many scholars allow for. By making it his primary 

aim to disseminate easily comprehensible, practical advice on how to apply philosophical 

concepts to life, to a Latin speaking audience, Seneca managed what few philosophical 

authors before or after him achieved.  

 There is no strong evidence to suggest that the emergence of a Latin canon and the 

groundswell that accompanied it in terms of etymological and philological justification was 

any kind of anti-Greek backlash born of Greek encroachment into Roman political affairs. 

                                                           
21 Even as soon as Juvenal’s time, Greek and all things Greek - Omnia Graece (Sat. 6.187)  - were fashionable 
and trendy again albeit amongst Rome’s elite women. The use of the language and the fad for Greek attire, 
however, are demoted to the superficiality of female fashion and pillow talk, both heavily disparaged by the 
satirist (Sat. 6. 184-199). 
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Successive Julio-Claudian emperors were strongly phil-Hellenic, Claudius and Nero in 

particular. Seneca’s scant use of Greek, therefore, must have been a result of his wishing to 

make his work accessible in non-technical terms. 

Of the 299 Greek citations across the extant prose corpus, 253 are from philosophical 

and 46 from non-philosophical sources. Of the Greek authors, 69 are named, and of these  49 

can be considered philosophical and 20 non-philosophical. As far as Seneca’s wider 

employment of Greek script is concerned, it appears in one or more words in a mere 42 of 

5,574 individual sections across the entire prose corpus. Fourteen of the 42 sections that 

contain Greek script are found within the Apocolocyntosis making the remaining 28 extremely 

thinly spread.22   Whereas it is true that Roman concepts don’t fit neatly into Greek 

terminology, the point remains that Seneca overwhelmingly preferred to translate or 

paraphrase his Greek predecessors rather than quote them, even when reporting fairly basic 

ideas. Any argument that these statistics are skewed on the basis of inaccurate manuscript 

transmission can be readily discounted on several accounts. Citations in the original Greek 

have survived intact in the Apocolocyntosis, in two citations in the prose corpus from different 

manuscript traditions (one in the dialogi and one in the Epistulae Morales),23  and in several 

passages from the dialogi, Epistulae Morales, and Naturales Quaestiones where they are used 

for anecdotal purposes, or to explicate individual philosophical or natural words and terms.24 

                                                           
22 Two are found in De Ira (1.20.8; 3.23.8), thirteen in the Epistulae Morales (9.2; 12.8; 51.13; 58.6; 58.7; 81.11; 
82.10; 87.39; 87.40; 88.23; 89.17; 95.45; 99.25), and 13 in the Naturales Quaestiones (1.15.1; 1.15.3; 2.7.2; 
3.25.12; 5.8.1; 5.12.1; 5.13.3; 5.16.4; 5.16.5; 5.16.6; 5.17.3; 5.17.4; 6.23.4). Interestingly, if the Apocolocyntosis 
is excluded on the grounds of genre, Seneca appears to have used no Greek script whatsoever from what is 
generally held to be the earliest of the dialogi (De Ira) and the post AD 62 works (Epistulae Morales and 
Naturales Quaestiones) a potential hiatus of 13 or more years. 
23 This was verified by myself on a research trip to various archives in Europe in August and September 2014, 
the aim of which was to ascertain that certain citations that did not appear to wholly reflect the originals in the 
Loeb and OCT publications were faithful reproductions from the manuscript transmission. An interesting by-
product of this research was that I was able to verify that an attempt at Greek script had been made (albeit 
badly) at Ira.1.20.8 of Iliad. 23.724 by the copyists of both the Codex Ambrosianus C.90 Inf (Folio 20 verso), the 
11th century ‘source’ codex for Seneca’s dialogi held at the Biblioteca Ambrosiana in Milan, and the later 14th 
century  M. Codex Mertonensis 300  (Folio 40 recto Col. R) held at Merton College, Oxford. The trip threw up 
some anomalies in the text transmission that I feel would reward further investigation; for instance in the Loeb 
and OCT versions of Ira. 3.23.8 the Greek word θηριοτροΦεις – ‘You keep a menagerie’ is rendered in Greek 
script whereas the Codex Ambrosianus C.90 Inf (Folio 36 recto), the oldest in the transmission, appears to have 
it transliterated into Latin characters. The odd discrepancy in transmission, however, does not detract from the 
Latin-flow evidence that Seneca preferred overwhelmingly to paraphrase rather than directly report his Greek 
sources in original language and script in both philosophical and non-philosophical citations.   
24 E.g.: Anecdotal: Hoc dumtaxat Pollioni Asinio dixit [Augustus] : θηριοτροφεῖς (Ira. 3.23.8). Philosophical 
explication: Nam et ipse interrogationem contrariam opposuit ex eo natam, quod mortem inter indifferentia 
ponimus, quae ἀδιάφορα Graeci vocant. (Ep. 82.10). Natural terminology: 'Fulgores', inquis, 'quomodo fiunt, 
quos Graeci σέλα appellant?' (NQ.1.15.1).  
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In addition, where the citation source can be identified, Seneca’s Latin ‘take’ on it fits 

seamlessly into his surrounding grammatical flow.25  

The citation evidence suggests that Seneca’s deliberate choice to translate Greek 

philosophical concepts into Latin had more to do with what he considered his literary role to 

be and (probably to a lesser extent) his wish to disseminate his work to a wider audience both 

geographically - in an empire (especially the West) which was not Greek speaking or 

influenced - and chronologically, that is, to future generations. 

With no compelling evidence to convince us that Seneca was avoiding using Greek as 

a linguistic or socio-political backlash, I will suggest that what Seneca can be seen to have 

done is ‘modernise’ his sources, both in terms of linguistic accessibility and practical 

application to a non-Greek audience. In this respect, Seneca was using translation as a 

culturally creative force. Not only that, but he was satisfying the Stoic moral dictate of aiding, 

through his literature, his fellow citizens of the collective human commonwealth. By setting 

himself up as the conduit between his audience and his sources, however, Seneca was also 

investing himself with immense authoritative and editorial power. 

  We must remember that it was far harder in Seneca’s time to acquire book scrolls and 

Seneca certainly did not supply exact references to his readership. Unlike the citations from 

canonical Roman authors like Virgil and Ovid whose names Seneca often did not even need 

to mention alongside their words, he invariably accredits a philosophical source by name but 

almost never mentions a work.26  

The history of, and advice for, using citations27 in rhetoric is well laid out in the Ad 

Herennium (Ca. 70 – 80 BC, 4.1.1-4.4.7) but it is advice that Seneca ignores, as he cites 

prolifically from a range of authors both ancient and modern.28 By not using Greek, Seneca 

was attempting to ‘modernise’ his sources by putting the most contemporary ‘spin’ on the 

concept under discussion before passing it on to his readership. Translation to increase 

                                                           
25 For instance, outside the Apocolocyntosis Homeric allusions are only ever paraphrased into Latin indirect 
speech. This rules out any tinkering by over-zealous copyists eager to show off their bi-lingual skills. 
26 It is worth reading the work of Dinter (2014) on the compendia of doxographies. 
27 The Auctor ad Herennium uses the term exempla however as he is clearly referring to excerpts from third-
party sources these may equally be citations.  
28 According to the Ad Herrenium, if citation is to be done at all, it is argued it should be from a single, 
authoritative source, something that the author concedes is, in reality, not really feasible (4.5.7-8). Better is not 
to cite at all as having to resort to third-party sources is an indication that the borrower is not master of the 
subject he claims to be explicating (4.6.9). 
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accessibility can be a positive cultural force if we are willing to accept that the translated 

material may not be accurate.  

 Despite the occasional lament about the paucity of his own language,29 Seneca does 

his best to promote Latin philosophical terms as perfectly acceptable alternatives to Greek 

(Ira. 1.4.2; Ep.54.1; Tranq. 2.3). Seneca was unwilling to concede that Latin could not do the 

job required, and in Ep. 40, he makes this quite clear when he states Quaedam tamen et 

nationibus puto magis aut minus convenire; in Graecis hanc licentiam tuleris; nos etiam cum 

scribimus, interpungere adsuevimus. Seneca goes on to single out noster Cicero as the man a 

quo Romana eloquentia exiluit and the Latin language as something that magis se 

circumspicit, et aestimat, praebetque aestimandum  (40.11).30 

 Seneca was happy to appropriate useful source material as long as it met his standards. 

Quicquid bene dictum est ab ullo, meum est (Ep. 16.7). Von Albrecht observed ‘His use of 

quotations from Epicurus, Virgil, or whomever, is not merely a question of literary imitation 

or ‘intertextuality’; striking sententiae from poetry or prose are a first-rate instrument of 

philosophical education. But how does one make a quoted sentence or maxim really ‘one’s 

own?’31 His answer is to cite Seneca himself:  faciant quae dixerint (Ep. 108.38). Yet 

Seneca’s methodology when citing doctrinal concepts (as opposed to von Albrecht’s ‘striking 

sententiae’) from his Greek predecessors is an altogether different type of source 

transmission, and one which, through his practice of reporting in Latin, has far-reaching and 

worrying implications for modern scholarship. Given that Seneca is updating and transmitting 

his predecessors as his personal belief system, teachings, and agenda informed him, can he be 

relied upon to be impartially accurate? The answer is: ‘Of course not. Seneca had his own 

take on things and, possibly, his own agenda to expedite,’ and yet, much of what modern 

scholarship believes it understands of Greek philosophy derives from the doxographic efforts 

of Roman authors like Lucius Annaeus Seneca. On this point, what the database can tell us 

becomes extremely important. 

 

                                                           
29 Quanta verborum nobis paupertatis, immo egestas sit (Ep. 58.1 referred back to at 58.7); Facilius, quod volo, 
exprimerem, si Latinum verbum esset, quo ἀνυπαξία significatur (Ep. 87.40).     
30 The whole of Ep. 40 is a key text in understanding Seneca’s attitude where it concerned his expositional 
preferences. He clearly saw the Latin system of discoursing on tangible practical matters ‘superior’ to the 
unrestrained Greek style – the substantive gerundive aestimandum to describe what Latin oratory expressed in 
contrast to the Greek language’s licentia underlines this.    
31 Von Albrecht (2014) 743. 
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Seneca’s Greek Philosophical Citations 

 Of the 253 Greek philosophical citations across Seneca’s prose corpus, the source 

work of a mere 18 can be identified with any reasonable degree of accuracy. These provide 

the yardstick against which we can analyse Seneca’s transmissionable reliability. 

 
Figure GL4 

Greek Philosophical Sources - Known 
UniqueID Author Author Source Reference 

Ira. 1.3.3 Aristotle De An. 403a 30 
Tranq. 17.10 Aristotle Prob. 30. 1 
NQ. 1.1.2 Aristotle Mete. 1.4.341b 3-4 
NQ.1.1.7 Aristotle Mete. 1.4.341b 
NQ.1.3.7 Aristotle Mete. 3.4.373b 1-35 
NQ.1.8.6 Aristotle Mete. 3.5.377a 11-28 
NQ.2.12.4 Aristotle Mete. 2.9.369a 14-369b 5 
NQ.2.12.6 Aristotle Mete. 2.9.369b 1-3 
NQ.2.13.4 Aristotle Mete. 2.9.369b 20-37a 10 
NQ.6.13.1 Aristotle Mete. 2.8.365b 21-29 
NQ.6.19.1 Metrodorus On Nature ? 
NQ.7.28.1 Aristotle Mete. 1.7.344b 20-345a 5 
Ep.44.4 Plato Thaetetus  174e-175a 
Ep.94.41 Plato Phaedo 
Ira.2.20.2 Plato Leg. 2. 666A 
Ira.1.6.5 Plato Rep. 1. 335 D 
Ira.1.19.7 Plato Leg. 11. 934 A 
Tranq.17.10 Plato Phdr. 245A 

 

The citations in the Naturales Quaestiones are primarily Latin paraphrases of Greek theories 

relating to natural science. A detailed examination of surrounding context, however, makes it 

evident that Seneca is deliberately misrepresenting his sources in order to promote his own (in 

his opinion) improved argument. His modus operandi is evident everywhere we look. 

Aristotle’s Meteorologica 4. 341b opens with the following: 

 Τούτων δὲ διωρισμένων, λέγωμεν διὰ τίν’ αἰτίαν, αἵ τε φλόγες αἱ καιόμεναι 

 φαίνονται  περὶ τὸν οὐρανὸν καὶ οἱ διαθέοντες ἀστέρες  καὶ οἱ καλούμενοι 

ὑπό τινων δαλοὶ καὶ αἶγες  (1-4) 

The terms ‘torches’ (δαλοὶ) and ‘goats’ (αἶγες) which describe certain types of fiery celestial 

phenomena, the usage of which Aristotle is careful to attribute to indeterminate people, crop 

up in equally self-distancing language later in the same passage:  οἱ καλούμενοι δαλοὶ καὶ 
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αἶγες (28) and αἲξ καλεῑται . . . δαλός (32-3) yet Seneca isolates Aristotle himself as the 

originator of the terms: Ignium multae variaeque facies sunt. Aristoteles quoddam genus 

horum capram vocat (NQ. 1.1.2). Seneca’s sarcasm manifests at this point: Si me 

interrogaveris quare [he calls them goats] prior mihi rationem reddas oportet quare haedi 

vocantur . . . satius erit de re ipsa quaerere quam mirari quid ita Aristoteles globum ignis 

appellaverit capram. The misleadingly playful tone enables Seneca to précis 72 lines of 

Aristotle’s theorising (Meteor. 341b – 342a) into a mere 4 lines of his own (NQ. 1.1.7) and 

sandwich them within much larger tracts of Seneca’s own thinking on what causes fiery 

globes in the sky. The effect presents Seneca as a much more comprehensive authority on the 

subject whilst the semi-jocular derision of the Greek terms casts doubt on the accuracy of 

‘Aristotle’s’ reasoning. Seneca’s reaction here may well come under the heading of satire or 

parody yet the uncomfortable truth remains that he has misrepresented and brutally 

foreshortened Aristotle’s argument. It is doubtful, after belittling his source and drowning out 

Aristotle’s with his own voice, that any one of Seneca’s readers would have felt compelled to 

compare Seneca’s explanations to the original. This is an example, in which we can see both 

Seneca’s manipulation of his source and directing of his own audience.32 More examples will 

be demonstrated below but scholarly alarm bells should be starting to ring even now. Analysis 

of the original texts as identified by the database may show us how Seneca ‘tinkered’ with his 

Greek sources when the provenance is known but that still leaves 280 Senecan citations 

against which we have no comparable original and which may be the only record we have of 

their kind. The same, extreme paraphrasing of Aristotle occurs at NQ. 1.3.7 where it is 

obvious that Seneca has been been following Aristotle’s Meteorologica for some time.  

 Although much of Seneca’s theorising in the  Naturales Quaestiones, commencing at 

NQ.1.2.1 until Aristotle’s name is brought in, demonstrably exhibits influence from the 

Meteorologica sections 3.2.371 b – 3.4.374 a, some passages are particularly obvious 

adaptations. Seneca’s description of how breaks in the circle of a halo are effective weather 

indicators (NQ. 1.2.5;8-9) reflects Aristotle’s handling of the same subject complete with its 

reasoning that the side on which a halo breaks is that from which a wind will spring (Meteor. 

3.3.372b. 16-35). Seneca’s statement that a rainbow hardly ever (admodum raro) occurs at 

night (NQ.1.3.1) strongly echoes Aristotle’s assertion that nocturnal rainbows have only been 

noted twice in a 50 year period (Meteor. 3.2.372a. 21-29). After finally bringing in Aristotle’s 

                                                           
32 See chapter 10 for a discussion on how Seneca, a rhetorical writer, uses (and even misuses) the testimony of 
his ‘opponent’, Aristotle, just as his legal training would have educated him to do. 
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name (NQ.1.3.7), Seneca blurs the line in what follows between what should be attributed to 

the Greek, and what to himself. He achieves this by using indirect speech and introducing 

‘filler’ words like autem, ergo, and vero to present what follows as his own although the 

example of his ‘proof’ that the human gaze is reflected back from dense air (that humans – 

indeterminate and plural in Seneca’s version - with weak vision will see their own reflection 

before their very eyes) is lifted directly from Aristotle’s example of a single individual with 

an identical impediment (Meteor. 3.4.373b. 1-9). There are many other obvious parallels 

besides.  

 Although this practice may veer dangerously towards what we would nowadays term 

plagiarism, the dovetailing of Aristotle’s exposition to be presented as primarily Seneca’s 

own is understandable if Seneca like the elder Pliny (who was almost definitely composing, if 

not publishing, some of his earlier Natural Histories contemporaneously with Seneca) wanted 

to indicate that Roman thinking on natural philosophy had evolved from its Greek origins. 

The translation of original Greek terms into ‘modern’ Latin adds to the impression (e.g. 

NQ.1.2.1; NQ.1.2.3). This modernisation of sometimes even incredibly complex original 

concepts into comprehensible Latin is, at times, breathtakingly cavalier. Seneca’s exegesis of 

Aristotle’s mathematically sophisticated and dense passages on the geometrics behind a 

rainbow (Meteor. 3.3.372b – 3.5.377a) is comparatively facile.33 Picking up on only the very 

last (yet still formulaically dependent on previous argument) section of Aristotle’s explication 

on rainbows, Seneca writes: Aristoteles ait post autumnale aequinoctium qualibet hora diei 

arcum fieri; aestate non fieri, nisi aut incipiente aut inclinato die  (NQ. 1.8.6). Seneca 

completely ignores the massively complicated mathematical formulae Aristotle has invoked 

to prove that the reason behind the frequency of rainbows at certain times of the day or year 

can be attributed to the sun’s inclination, and states blithely cuius rei causa manifesta est 

before proceeding to his own, alternative theory involving ‘solid’ Roman terminology about 

the sun’s heat and the presence of clouds. The ‘dumbing down’ of Aristotle’s original treatise 

which was couched in complex trigonometric language portrays Seneca, through his very 

ability to make the knowledge accessible, as learned facilitator and interpreter. The reader is 

deterred from seeking out the original for several simple reasons: (1) Seneca does not give the 

original reference – the reader would have to trawl through much of Aristotle to find the 

relevant section and this assuming he/she had the requisite linguistic skills; (2) Seneca has 

                                                           
33 Seneca is fully aware his readership would not wish to be subjected to Aristotle’s user-unfriendly account 
and it is not his aim to reproduce the Peripatetics technical minutiae. 



312 
 

already ‘given’ Aristotle’s stance – albeit in a very selective manner; (3) Seneca has presented 

his own theory as the more modern and, by building on Aristotle’s ‘obvious’ deductions, 

presented himself as the more informed thinker.    

 Seneca’s discussion on the nature of lightning is another example of Aristotle being 

brutally paraphrased. Seneca tells us there are conflicting theories, amongst which is that 

lightning exists in clouds whereas Anaxagoras says that fire emanates from the upper 

atmosphere (NQ. 2.12.3). The rival theories are too close to those expounded in 

Meteorologica 2.9.369b. 13.16 (in which the former is attributed to Empedocles) not to have 

come from that source however Seneca only accredits Aristotle beginning at NQ.2.12.4 with 

an introductory Aristoteles multo ante ignem colligi non putat, sed eodem momento exilire 

quo fiat. This is a misleading simplification of what Aristotle actually says in the original, 

which is that lightning and thunder are caused by clouds emitting their ‘dry’ component when 

they contract and condense into water (Meteor. 2.9.26-34). That Seneca then goes on to 

elaborate by beginning [Aristoteles] cuius sententia talis est (NQ.2.12.4) in what appears to be 

a mish-mash of the views of Aristotle and other theories cited in the Meteorologica is again 

an indication that he wished to portray himself as a refiner of theory.  

 Sometimes Seneca will elect himself as spokesperson for the theories of more than 

just one of his Greek sources. This strategy elevates Seneca to an authority on an entire school 

(in this case his favourite target, the Peripatetics) whilst tacitly implying by demonstration 

that Latin is a more than adequate language in which to articulate original Greek concepts of 

natural philosophy.  Speaking of Aristotle and his pupil Theophrastus’ theories on what 

causes earthquakes, Seneca summarises both: Quid utrique placeat exponam (NQ. 6.13.1). 

Again, Seneca’s explanation, although seeming to follow Aristotle - in particular (Meteor. 

2.8.365b. 21-29) -, is a fairly accurate, but not exact, match to the original. Here Seneca has, 

by his précis of the Peripatetics, set himself up as an authority on their natural science34 by 

making himself, through his use of Latin to paraphrase and manipulate the Greek originals, 

the sole reference authority on the point in question. Again, the reader is deterred from 

referring to the Greek originals by the very act of translation and lack of specific reference. 

Seneca’s very phrasing that he will set forth the theories of his referents – exponam – and 

does so in Latin, implies he has already effected the tedious research work for his readership. 

What need have they to check up on him?  
                                                           
34 Seneca even brings in the third Scholarch of the Peripatetics, Straton (who succeeded Theophrastus in 287 
BC), in his next section and his slightly different take on the topic. 
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 Of special concern to scholars should be the fact that Seneca’s restraint in using the 

original Greek, even for what could be simple citation, can result in a distortion of 

transmission. An obvious example is Seneca’s categorical statement: Aristoteles ait cometas 

significare tempestatem et ventorum intemperentiam atque imbrium (NQ. 7.28.1). Seneca has 

simply got it wrong! What Aristotle actually says is that comets are harbingers of wind and 

drought – πνεύματα καὶ αὐχμούς (Meteor. 1.7.344b.21) – and their appearance coincides with 

strong gales (Meteor. 1.7.344b.27 – 1.7.345a.10). In this instance, the mistake may have been 

down to incorrect retrieval from Seneca’s own memory banks and it certainly has no effect on 

the point Seneca goes on to make that we are foolish to believe that the appearance of celestial 

bodies can predict the future with any accuracy, but it does serve as a good example of the 

fact that Seneca is capable of misrepresenting the original scientific exposition by not leaving 

it in the original whether intentionally or not.  

Seneca’s tactic of allowing a single Latin point of contact between his library’s 

sources and his own published compositions whilst readily quarrying the context surrounding 

the citation in the source work is not limited to the Naturales Quaestiones. Amongst many 

other examples from the Epistulae Morales and so-called dialogi  is a citation from Plato in 

De Ira :  in hoc nosse profuit, ut calentibus ingeniis subtrahas vinum, quod pueris Plato 

negandum putat et ignem vetat igne incitari (2.20.2). This comes from Laws. 2. 666a which, 

when consulted, reveals a far greater intertextual tie-up between the wider passages Ira.2.18-

21 and Laws. 2.664e – 2.667a.  

 It is obvious, then, that Seneca’s deliberate aversion to including original Greek text, 

while posing a dilemma for modern scholarship dedicated to accurate transmission of the 

original works,35 was not without its advantages to Seneca personally. Using the Latin 

language to reveal the most up-to-date philosophical thinking allowed Seneca to portray Latin 

itself as an adequate successor to Greek as a medium in which to express philosophical 

concepts and promote himself as a knowledgeable authority on the topics being discussed. 

Primarily, though, it allowed Seneca to modernise the philosophy and science of his Greek 

forebears and transmit it onwards. We must remember that Seneca was a hugely prolific and 

much read author. If Quintilian is to be believed: tum autem solus hic [Seneca] fere in 

manibus adulescentium fuit  (Inst. Orat. 10.1.126). Certainly Seneca’s corpus is the largest 

                                                           
35 This is a point glanced on by Schafer (2009) 111. Writing specifically of scholarly attempts to recreate ‘this 
fascinating period of intellectual history’ from the Cleanthes/Aristo debate in Ep. 94, he calls their efforts ‘a 
failed attempt to prospect for Hellenistic gold in muddy imperial waters.’ 
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and most diverse (genre-wise) that we possess since the time of Cicero, so we may reasonably 

assume that his literary reputation and political standing would have ensured his output was 

eagerly received. Certainly, men of letters may have wished to cross-reference Seneca’s 

output against his cited originals but it is a safe bet that the vast majority would not, choosing 

instead to assume Seneca had done the work for them. For this majority, the use of Latin 

constituted a paradox. On the one hand it removed the obstacle to the source knowledge, but 

on the other, it erected a barricade between Seneca’s readership and the source material 

leaving Seneca as the sole disseminator of the science being explicated. For huge portions of 

his readership, Seneca had, in effect, become a knowledge monopoly.  

 If wishing to portray himself as a fully-fledged natural scientist by demonstrating that 

he could read, understand, modernise, and then re-disseminate his Greek forebears in easily 

comprehensible Latin was both a statement that the language of the Romans was the new 

scientific medium as well as an understandable practice in literary self-promotion (as well as 

satisfying his duty to the betterment of the wider human commonwealth), the reasoning 

behind Seneca’s ‘Latinisation’ of Greek non-philosophical sources, especially the widely 

known epics of Homer, must be analysed differently. 

Seneca’s Greek Non-Philosophical Citations 

With the exception of the Apocolocyntosis and the single other example in De Ira 

(1.20.8) nowhere else in the extant prose corpus is the original Greek used for non-

philosophical citations. There is no reason for Seneca not to have used Homer’s words. His 

audience was more than capable of understanding them.36  

 Seneca seems to deliberately circumvent having to use direct Homeric citations and 

therefore, Greek script, in his works of philosophical exposition.37 All Homeric references are 

introduced in purely general terms: Qualis ille Homericus Achilles est . . . (Tranq. 2.12 – Iliad 

                                                           
36 It must be noted that translations of Homer into Latin go back to the very first works of Latin verse and 
became, in themselves, a literary form. Seneca himself writes of Polybius’ translations of Homer into Latin 
prose (Polyb. 8.2). In addition the Latin  Iliad of Baebius Italicus was probably written and published in Nero’s 
reign.   
37 The recitation of Homer in Greek and its direct translation into Latin was not avoided elsewhere. In his 
Satyricon, Petronius, most probably a contemporary of Seneca, has Trimalchio, a man who possesses both a 
Greek and Latin library (48) recite a Latin version of Greek verses banded between Homeric players at his 
banquet (59). Of course, Trimalchio, as a member of the Roman nouveau riche is caricatured as overwhelmingly 
gauche. This may suggest that the Neronian era (possibly as a ‘reaction’ to Claudius’ predilection for the 
language exaggerated in the public eye by the emperor’s elevation of Greek freedmen to positions of great 
power and wealth) saw the deliberate quoting of Greek verses as a manifestation of posturing by those who 
did not truly belong in the traditional Roman elite circles. 
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24.10-11); Thalia, de qua cum maxime agitur apud Hesiodum Charis est, apud Homerum 

Musa (Ben. 1.3.10 – unknown Homeric source); Dis quoque, inquam, Homericus ille 

sacerdos adligat officia et aras religiose cultas (Ben. 5.25.4 – Il. 1.39-42); Itaque oratio illa 

apud Homerum concitata et sine intermissione in morem nivis superveniens iuveniori oratori 

data est, lenis et melle dulcior seni profluit (Ep. 40.2 – Il. 1.249; 3.222); Quid necesse est 

diutius torqueri, cum tam facile remedium Ulixes sociis etiam adversus Sirenas invenerit 

(Ep.56.15 – Od. 12.182); Duram tibi legem videor ponere, cum poetarum Graecorum 

maximus ius flendi dederit in unum dumtaxat diem, cum dixerit etiam Niobam de cibo 

cogitasse? (Il. 19.229; 24.602); Deinde quia apud Homerum invenitur figuli rota . . . (Ep. 

90.31 – Il. 18.600-1).38  

Seneca’s indirect handling of Homer contrasts sharply with that of the Roman/Latin 

inheritor of Homer’s canonical status and epic pedigree, Virgil, whose citations pepper the 

prose corpus (117 vs Homer’s total of 16) and which are invariably quoted directly and 

verbatim.39 The avoidance of direct citation is evident also in other genres.  Greek historians 

were treated the same: Thucydides is cited twice (NQ. 6.24.6 – Thucyd. 3.89.3; NQ. 6.26.2 – 

Unknown source) both times in indirect Latin speech. Whole works by Callisthenes in libris 

quibus describit quemadmodum Helice Burisque mersae sint are relegated to id quod in 

priore dictum est [a Seneca] (NQ. 6.23.4).40 Only after this is Callisthenes permitted a direct 

citation from his work and, even then, only once it has been translated into Latin (NQ. 6.26.3).  

 Even direct Greek citations were translated into Latin:  Euripides is cited twice (Ep. 

49.12 – Phoen. 469 and Ep. 115.14 – Danae, Frag. 324), both times directly. Even a famous 

Greek aphorism from Hippocrates (who is quoted only once in the entire prose corpus) is 

translated into Latin (Brev. Vit. 1.1 – Hipp. Aph. 1.1).41 

                                                           
38 Seneca’s paraphrasing of certain Homeric allusions in the dialogs are mentioned by Abel (2014) 707 n.31 
although no further explanation is offered. 
39 Before Virgil, Cicero quoted Ennius extensively in his philosophical works, in which he also quoted Greek 
poetry e.g. De Fin 5.49 (Homer); De Nat. Deorum 2.65 (Euripides); Tusc. Disp. 2.20-1 (Sophocles); 3.65 (Homer). 
See also Cicero’s comments at De Fin. 1.4-10.  
40 Seneca is here referring to his treatment of the same subject in NQ. 6.4. 
41 The famous and immediately recognisable aphorism ὀ βίος βραχύς. ἡ δὲ τέχνη μακρή would have been a 
prime candidate to be left in its original Greek form. That Seneca chose to translate even this one-liner into 
Latin is strong evidence of the literary power shift from Greek to the language of the Romans. The treatment 
was not limited to aphorisms from identifiable authors. The famous inscription from the Temple of Apollo at 
Delphi, γνῶθι σεαυτόν, is similarly translated into Latin by Seneca at both chronological ends of his prose 
corpus   - nosce te – at Marc. 11.3 and the variation – te nosce - at Ep. 94.28. Other Latin authors had no issue 
with representing this famous inscription in its original Greek form, see e.g. Juvenal (Sat. 11.27).  
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The database informs us that, where it concerns Greek author citations outside the 

Apocolocyntosis, translation or paraphrasing them into Latin was more than just standard 

Senecan practice (289 out of 291 instances), it was systematic. In the remainder of the prose 

corpus a mere two are left intact in their original form and, on this basis alone, they warrant 

closer examination.  

 The first, at Ira.1.20.8, is a line from Homer (Il. 23.724), uttered by the emperor Gaius 

during a fit of pique induced by a thunder-clap which interrupted his enjoyment of a group of 

pantomimists. The interesting point about this Homeric citation is that it is, Apocolocyntosis 

excepted, the sole example in the entire extant prose corpus in which Homer is directly cited. 

It differs from the other non-Apocolocyntosis Homeric citations because it is the only one that 

Seneca puts in the mouth of another person,42 thus it resembles the direct Homeric citations in 

the Apocolocyntosis which are also put in the mouths of others – most noticeably Claudius, 

another Roman emperor low in Seneca’s esteem, and against whom the intended effect is 

equally demeaning.43 The words of Homer juxtapose inappropriately (or so is Seneca’s intent) 

with the base behaviour of both Gaius and Claudius as portrayed by Seneca. The effect is both 

comic and belittling in the case of both emperors – Homer’s high epic in the mouths of 

Rome’s buffoons. Although amusing, in the case of Gaius the Homeric line is also intended to 

be shocking. Claudius may, in the Apocolocyntosis,  have been quoting Homer to a god, 

Hercules,  bandying citations with somebody he considered, post-deification, an equal, but 

that was in the acceptably satirical framework of a genre designed for such a literarily fanciful 

encounter. Gaius, however, was citing Homer as a challenge to the father of the gods, Jupiter, 

and Seneca was reporting a real incident that many of his audience were probably able to 

personally recollect, a consideration that may have necessitated, for the purposes of historical 

validity, this rare foray into Greek script and language.  

 The second example of Greek script/language comes in the singular Epistula 99, a 

reproduction of a letter of consolation Seneca himself had written. As such, it is the longest 

single citation, albeit of himself, in the extant prose corpus, comprising all but the first of the 

letter’s 32 sections. It is a remarkable literary technique. Given the high probability that 

                                                           
42 This is a fascinating statistic. It is almost as if Seneca was adhering to an unwritten code that to use a Homeric 
citation himself as an aid to clarify his own philosophical voice would be to somehow undermine his preferred 
Roman models (most notably Virgil) and yield ground to Greek literary parity. 
43 Apoc. 5.4.  
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Seneca intended his Epistulae Morales for publication44 during a period in which the 

Marullus in question was still alive, we must assume the original correspondence was 

genuine, and not a literary device.45 

 

 Thematically, Epistula 99 dovetails with the didactic flow of the letter immediately 

preceding it. The discussion in Ep. 98 on steadfastness in the face of fickle Fortuna is focused 

in Ep.99 on personal bereavement, a specific sub-category of the topic. The thematic drill-

down is predicted at Ep. 98.9 with a citation by Seneca from Metrodorus translated into Latin 

which he tells us derives from ea epistula, qua sororem amisso optimae indolis filio 

adloquitur. The citation itself – mortale est omne mortalium bonum (Frag. 35 Körte) - is a 

sententia style summing up of Seneca’s own exposition up to this point in the letter and one 

which Seneca, as is usual with this type of borrowed one-liner approbation of his own ideas, 

finds egregie. 

 

 However, Ep. 99 holds up what can be considered a ‘negative’ reflection to its 

predecessor. After bringing Ep. 98 to a close with a catalogue of exemplary Roman virtus – 

Mucius, Regulus, Rutilius, Cato, Fabricius, Tubero, Sextius (12-13)46 – followed by an 

exhortation to aspire to the heights of these men – simus inter exempla (14) - Seneca finishes 

with the ideal attitude to death of the sapiens who follows this advice - nec mors illum contra 

dolorem facit fortiorem nec dolor contra mortem (18) - and whom he composes into existence 

as if a genuine acquaintance of both himself and Lucilius in the concluding sections (15-18). 

The optimistic high on which Ep. 98 ends does not last.      

 

 In Ep. 99, Seneca immediately reverses the fine exempla of Roman indifference to 

Fortuna’s lottery. Marullus was said to be handling the grief at his young son’s loss in a very 

unmanly way – molliter  –  something Seneca deemed cum obiurgatione esset quam solacio 

dignior (1). In many ways, Ep.99 is a practical ‘how to’ follow up from Ep. 98 using 

Marullus’ handling of the death of his son as a working example and baseline from which to 

                                                           
44 See Griffin (1976) 417-419 and Wilson (1987) 103-4 and 119 both of whom identify incongruous aspects of 
the Seneca/Lucilius epistolary exchange that suggest the intent to publish. 
45 The alternative is that Marullus, a not uncommon name, was a name of convenience employed by Seneca to 
compose an artificial consolation for inclusion in his Epistulae Morales. The rest of the letter is sufficiently 
devoid of personal details and full of enough of the standard trappings of the consolatio genre for us not to 
discount this possibility out of hand. 
46 Seneca even allows for a single Greek interloper, Socrates, in his otherwise exclusively Roman roll-call of 
staunch virility (Ep. 98. 12). 
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start. To achieve this effect, however, Seneca has to reverse anything in the previous letter 

that works against his aim. Therefore, although Metrodorus’ sister’s son held great promise – 

optimae indolis (Ep. 98.9) - Marullus’ son was of unknown potential – filius incertae spei 

parvulus (Ep. 99.2). Whereas Seneca found Metrodorus’ sentiment egregie at Ep. 98.9, he 

wholeheartedly disagrees – illud nullo modo probo – with a longer excerpt from what is 

almost certainly the same consolatio at Ep.99.25. The sentiment in question to which Seneca 

objects in the later letter concerns the ‘pleasure’ that can be derived from grief. In a unique 

example within the prose corpus Seneca gives Metrodorus’ opinion in Latin, before repeating 

it verbatim in Greek: 

  

  Ait Metrodorus: esse aliquam cognatam tristitiae voluptatem,  
hanc esse captandam in eiusmodi tempore. 
 
 Ipsa Metrodori verba subscripsi: Μητροδώρου ἐπιστολῶν πρὸς 
 τὴν ἀδελφήν.  Ἔστιν γάρ τις ἡδονὴ λύπῃ συγγενής, ἣν χρὴ θηρεύειν 
 κατὰ τοῦτον τὸν καιρόν.  
(Ep. 99.25). 

 
What follows is a dismantling of Metrodorus and his Epicurean school’s criticism of Stoic 

precepts as inhumane.  Quid enim est turpius quam captare in ipso luctu voluptatem? (26). 

Nos [Stoici] quod praecipimus, honestum est (27). We are left in no doubt that Epicurean 

doctrine (often portrayed in Seneca’s works as effeminate) is to be equated with Marullus and 

his molliter reaction to his son’s death. Seneca’s structural order reinforces this. The strong 

negation of Metrodorus’ advice in its translated, Latin version is in Seneca’s first person – 

Illud nullo modo probo – with four, emphatic, two-syllable words, the double ll alliteration in 

the first two, and final o assonance in the final three. The progression onto the baseness of the 

Epicurean stance follows the Greek version, the original language in which it was espoused, 

thereby abetting, by implication, its effeminate undertones. 

 

 The Metrodorus Greek script/language citation at Ep.99.25 and the Homeric line put 

into the mouth of Gaius at Ira. 1.20.8 possess common features. They are both instances in 

which very un-Roman reactions are espoused in Greek script. Gaius’ impiety and Metrodorus’ 

implied effeminacy are polar opposites of the Roman virtues of pietas and virtus. Seneca 

allows these anti-Roman values to be expressed in Greek language. Furthermore, neither 

citation is permitted to come through Seneca’s ‘live’, narrative voice. Homer is channelled 

through Gaius and Metrodorus through Seneca’s voice within a voice, his letter to Marullus. 
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Thus the illusion is created that Seneca himself is not choosing to ‘officially’ cite in Greek as 

part of his philosophical exposition – it is presented as a by-product in the mouths of others; 

from one of Seneca’s ‘characters’ to another, and not a direct communication between 

Seneca, the author, and his readership.47 Given the total absence of any Greek script/language 

citations other than these two in the entire extant prose corpus, and given Seneca’s handling in 

these two of Greek as a negative medium for Roman values, it is difficult to avoid the 

conclusion that Seneca was deliberately avoiding presenting anything of philosophical, 

literary, or intellectual value in the Greek script and language whatsoever.48 

 

Summary and Conclusion 

 

 Outside of the Menippean satire, the Apocolocyntosis, in which genre considerations 

dictate otherwise, Seneca quotes his Greek sources in their original language and script a 

scant two times.49 This is a huge departure from the practice of Cicero writing a generation 

previously who quoted freely in the Greek language. 

 

 To attribute the shift in practice to less sophisticated expositional methodology as per 

Mommsen’s Decline Narrative is both facile and demonstrably incorrect. Similarly, the 

modern scholarly industry of concentration on The Self as spawned by Michel Foucault in the 

1980s is unlikely to provide an answer. Socio-political factors combining to engender an 

antipathy towards Hellenism may indeed have provoked a Roman reaction although it is 

unlikely to explain the adjustment in handling Greek citations between the Late Republic and 

Early Imperial eras. Commentators such as Valerius Maximus inform us (probably 

exaggeratedly) that the Greek language was increasingly encroaching on hitherto strictly 

Roman preserves such as Senate transactions. Although unlikely to be a cause for a literary 

backlash of its own accord, it was of sufficient concern for people like Maximus to publically 

record it.  

 

                                                           
47 The Metrodorus quote is not presented as part of Seneca’s philosophical exposition but as a part of a 
‘permitted’ insight into what is portrayed as a private and personal correspondence. This is wholly different to 
the method employed by Cicero who, for instance, in his Letters to Atticus will address and use Greek 
script/language in the first person e.g. respondebo tibi ὕστερον πρότερον, Ὁμηρικῶς  (16.1). 
48 Even Cleanthes’ famous Hymn to Zeus is rendered into Latin (Ep. 107.11). In this instance, Seneca actually 
excuses himself for not citing the original by hiding behind the assertion that, in presenting the original in Latin, 
he is merely following the lead of Cicero (107.10). 
49 Citations from Greek authors appear in original script and language 8 times in the Apocolocyntosis. 
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 Other influences are far more likely to explain Seneca’s practice of using so little 

Greek; namely the establishment of a strong Latin literary canon and Seneca’s own sense of 

duty in contributing to that canon by being essentially the first Latin author to offer a 

workable guide to implementing philosophical concepts practically by stripping them of much 

of their doctrinal technicalities.    

 

The entrenchment of a strong Roman canon with the advent and output of authors like 

Horace, Virgil, and Ovid offered a quarry for images and moral precepts that, being ‘modern’, 

were both more easily identifiable by, and more applicable to, a Roman audience.  This 

accounts for Seneca’s preference in non-philosophical citations of Roman over Greek authors 

(for example Virgil’s 117 vs Homer’s 16) but does not explain why the non-philosophical 

Greek citations (Apocolocyntosis excepted) are invariably paraphrased or translated into 

Latin. Neither does it explain why Greek philosophical citations (for which, with the 

exception of Cicero and Lucretius there were far fewer ‘modern’ Roman alternatives) never 

appear in Greek script or language. The last point can only be satisfactorily explained by 

taking into account Seneca’s desire to produce works with practical worth. 

 

  Seneca’s restraint in using Greek language is manifest in his treatment of his Greek 

sources. There is a degree of audience manipulation (or, from another perspective, 

facilitation) in just about every example. In every citation, whether through paraphrase, loose 

translation, or deliberate misapplication of the original to his own exposition, Seneca distorts 

his source. Occasionally, he simply gets the Greek wrong. It is not a ‘clean’ transmission. 

Seneca’s positioning of himself between his source and his readership by translating Greek 

into Latin effectively withholds any invitation to the majority of his audience to interact with 

the primary material. Analysis of the original Greek texts (where known) reveals that Seneca 

had much to gain from making himself the disseminator of knowledge that was probably not 

widely accessible. Whether as a means of reverse-engineering the technicalities of doctrine, 

an expression of the supremacy of Latin, an anti-Hellenistic backlash, a tacit expression of 

imperial disapproval, a strategy for literary self-advancement, or a combination of some or all 

of these factors, the statistics demonstrate clearly that Seneca translated Greek when he could 

and expressed his sources in Latin.  

 

 The database gives us statistics which, upon analysis prove that Seneca is not an 

accurate reporter of Greek sources in a modern scholarly sense; however, given that his 
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intention was primarily to modernise and then relay what his sources had to say, this would 

not have mattered to either himself or his readership. In contrast, the implications of this are 

far reaching for modern scholarship. If, as has been demonstrated, Seneca cannot be relied 

upon to faithfully capture the tone, content, and argument of most of his Greek sources and 

relay it without philosophical bias or literary self-interest (or even translation mistakes) then 

his doxographic treatment of those citations whose source texts cannot be reliably identified 

(the vast majority) cannot be relied upon as accurately transmitting the original content. Even 

allowing for disparities in the source versions referred to (or even possessed) by Seneca to 

those that have come down to us today, the manipulation, whether of the text or its context, is 

far too prolific to be chance.  Seneca demonstrates again and again that he is not above 

twisting original ideas out of context and subsuming them to his own purpose. 

 Heidigger may postulate that philosophy lost its way in translation from Greek to 

Latin50 but that is a purely Helleno-centric stance to take. From the perspective of Seneca’s 

methodology in updating his readership by reverse-engineering the philosophy so that it could 

be practically implemented through being made comprehensible on a vehicle of Latin 

rhetoric, inevitably the ‘purity’ of the source would suffer. But wasn’t making the whole thing 

accessible and implementable the whole point of the exercise? Seneca was a virtuosic 

rhetorician. Why faithfully reproduce the words of his predecessors, especially when they 

were often couched in dense jargon for which his readership would have little or no 

appreciation or even understanding, when Seneca knew he could do a much better job himself 

in Latin? As a rhetor, Seneca was trained to belittle or destroy his opposition and promote his 

own eloquence and reputation so it was inevitable that was how he would approach his 

sources, especially those whose views he was modernising for his Latin-speaking audience. 

And if it helped in establishing Seneca as a natural-scientific and philosophical authority, 

well, why ever not? Without establishing his credentials by translating and modernising his 

sources for his audience, it is unlikely Seneca’s credibility would have been enhanced. 

 

                                                           
50 See, for instance, Heidigger (1968). 
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Appendix III – Additional Citation Statistics – The Consolationes1 

Across the 3 Consolationes that together constitute 6.6% of the extant prose corpus, 

Seneca employs third party sources 14 times. Of these, 3 (21.43%) are clearly from poetic 

genres, 3 (21.43%) are from drama, 1 (7.14%) is from historiography, 1 (7.14%) is from other 

or unknown prose genres, and the remaining 6 (42.86%) derive from philosophical works (see 

Figure A3-1).2 

Figure A3-1 

 
 

 

 

 
                                                           
1 Please note that the statistics in this chapter are correct at time of publication. Any citations added after 
publication can be found in the online database at www.senecadb.com 
2 Interestingly, although the Consolationes constitute only 6.6% of the extant prose corpus (cf. dialogi 35.5%,  
Epistulae Morales 40%, Naturales Quaestiones 17%) the genre percentage ratio in certain areas is not beyond 
comparison, especially that of poetry vs. philosophy: Poetry 50% of Philosophy (cf. dialogi 60%,  Epistulae 
Morales 71.94%, Naturales Quaestiones 55.48% if ‘science’ genre included in ‘philosophy’ numbers). In 
addition, the statistics for the percentage of ‘Historiographical’ citations are fairly close to the ‘norm’: 7.14% 
(cf. dialogi 3.39%,  Epistulae Morales 3.99%, Naturales Quaestiones 5.48%). Although the other genres are 
more densely packed with citations – Consolationes MCD =8.07 (cf. Dialogi MCD=5.18,  Epistulae Morales 
MCD=2.47, Naturales Quaestiones MCD=2.03) it is very interesting to note that Seneca appears to have 
appealed to third-party sources in close or comparable ratios between most (but not all) genres, across the 
entire chronological spread of his prose corpus. This is especially true of the ratio between poetry and 
philosophy and the ratio of historiography to the work whole. Wilson (2013) 117 n24 points out the general 
overall paucity of quotations and citations in the consolationes in contrast to far higher densities in comparably 
sized passages of the Epistulae Morales.    

A3-1 Distribution of citation genres across the 
Consolationes

Poetry

Drama

Historiography

Prose (Other)

Philosophy
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Figure A3-2 – Detailed breakdown of citations within Seneca’s consolationes showing 
reference in Senecan work and original source or modern fragmentary corpus allocation 
(if known). 

CONSOLATIONES TOTALS 
Authors: 10 

Citations: 14 (see footnote3) 
GREEK Totals 

Authors: 3 (see footnote4) 
Citations: 3 

ROMAN Totals 
Authors: 7 

Citations: 10 
GREEK Philosophy 
Authors: 2 
Citations: 2 

GREEK Non-Philosophy 
Authors: 1 
Citations: 1 

ROMAN Philosophy 
Authors: 2 
Citations: 3 

ROMAN Non-Philos. 
Authors: 5 
Citations: 7 

STOIC – TOTAL 1 CITATION 
Arius Didymus: fl. 1st Century 
BC x 1 
Marc.4.3 
 
ACADEMIC – 1 CITATION 
Plato:  428 – 348 BC x 1 
Marc.23.2 
 
 

POETRY – TOTAL 1 
CITATION 
Polybius: fl. 1st Century AD x 1 
Polyb. 11.5 
 

STOIC – TOTAL 1 CITATION 
Fabian. Papirius: 1st Century 
AD x 1 
Marc. 23.5 
 
OTHER – TOTAL 2 
CITATIONS 
Marcus Brutus: 85 – 42 BC x 
2 
Helv. 8.1 – De Virtute? 
Helv. 9.4  - De Virtute (see 
footnote5) 
 
 

POETRY – TOTAL 2 
CITATIONS 
Virgil: 70 – 19 BC x 2 
Marc.  17.2 – Aen. 3.418 
Marc.  21.5 – Aen. 10.472 
 
DRAMA – TOTAL 3 
CITATIONS 
Ennius: 239 – 169 BC x 2 
Polyb. 11.2 – Telamon 
Polyb. 11.3 - Telamon 
 
Publilius Syrus: 46 – 49 BC 
(?) x 1 
Marc. 9.5 – Frag. C 34 Meyer 
 
HISTORIOGRAPHY – 
TOTAL 1 CITAT. 
C. Cordus: 21 BC – 25 AD x 1 
Marc. 1.3 
 
PROSE OTHER – TOTAL 1 
CITATION 
Varro: 116 – 27 BC x1 
Helv. 8.1  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
3 These statistics include a reference by Seneca in which Seneca states: Praeterea cum omnia clarissimorum 
ingeniorum monimenta ad compescendos moderandosque luctus composita evolverem . . . (Helv. 1.2). As what 
Seneca found (or, he says, did not find) in these works influenced how he approached the Ad Helviam (or so he 
says), I have chosen to include it as a single item in the list of total citations but exclude it from the count of 
individual authors as the amount of authors it implies is open-ended. Similarly it is excluded from the further 
breakdown into Greek and Roman statistics.  
4 I have opted to include the reference to Claudius’ ‘Greek’ freedman secretary Polybius (Polyb. 11.5) in the 
Greek numbers. Little is known about the man himself but the name, Polybius, and his freedman status 
coupled with his ability to translate Homer into Latin and Virgil into Greek suggest to me that he was of Greek 
origin. 
5 The citations from Marcus Brutus - an opinion that one’s virtues accompany one into exile (Helv. 8.1) and a 
reference to Brutus’ book on Virtue (Helv. 9.4) appear to come under the umbrella of philosophy and so have 
been included in that genre. 
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Figure A3-3 – Consolationes citations: philosophical vs. non-philosophical  

 
Figure A3-4 – Consolationes citations: Greek vs. Roman 
Figures in brackets = (Greek Authors-Greek Citations / Roman Authors-Roman 
Citations) 

 
Figure A3-5 – Consolationes citations: Individual Roman sources 
(Figures in brackets: Works = Total Roman Citations in work : Authors = Total 
Citations across all consolationes) 
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Figure A3-6 – Consolationes citations: Individual Greek sources 
(Figures in brackets: Works = Total Greek Citations in work : Authors = Total 
Citations across all consolationes)  

 
Figure A3-7 – Consolationes citations: Philosophical Schools 
(Figures in brackets: Number of individual authors / Total number of citations) 
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Appendix IV – Additional Citation Statistics – Epistulae Morales1 

The 124 extant letters of the Epistulae Morales are grouped into 20 books although 

where later books end and others begin is disputed. The generally accepted groupings are: 

Book 1 (Eps. 1-12), Book 2 (Eps. 13-21), Book 3 (Eps. 22-29), Book 4 (Eps. 30-41), Book 5 

(Eps. 42-52), Book 6 (Eps. 53-62), Book 7 (Eps. 63-69), Book 8 (Eps. 70-74), Book 9 (Eps. 

75-80), Book 10 (Eps. 81-83), Books 11-13 (Eps. 84-88), Books 14-15 (Eps. 89-95), Book 16 

(Eps. 96-100), Books 17-18 (Eps. 101-109), Book 19 (Eps. 110-117), Book 20 (Eps. 118-

124). For the purposes of the following chart sequences (E3-E7), the data will be grouped 

according to these books to facilitate the visualisation of overall trends. It should be noted that 

the Epistulae Morales as they have come down to us are incomplete as Aulus Gellius refers to 

a book 22 in his Noctes Atticae (12.2.3). 

  

Across the 124 Epistulae Morales that together constitute 40% of the extant prose 

corpus, Seneca employs third party sources 286 times. Of these, 103 (36.01%) are clearly 

from poetic genres, 14 (4.89%) are from drama, 11 (3.85%) are from historiographers, 4 

(1.4%) are from epistolary works, 8 (2.8%) are from other or unknown prose genres, and the 

remaining 146 (51.05%) derive from philosophical works (see Figure A4-1).2 

                                                           
1 Please note that the statistics in this chapter are correct at time of publication. Any citations added after 
publication can be found in the online database at www.senecadb.com 
2 Interestingly, there is remarkable consistency between these statistics and those from across the extant 
dialogi. For two sections of Seneca’s extant prose corpus that are of roughly comparable size (dialogi 35.5% of 
total, Epistulae Morales 40% of total) the genre breakdown is almost identical: Poetry 32.2% vs. 36.23% ; 
Drama 5.08% vs. 5.07% ; History 3.39% vs. 3.99% ; Epistolary 1.7% vs. 1.45% ; Philosophical 53.39% vs. 50.36%. 
Although the Epistulae Morales are almost twice as densely packed with third party citations than the dialogi 
276 vs. 118 total citations respectively, the consistency in genre ratio indicates these preferences did not 
change over time  
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Figure A4-1

 
   

Figure A4-2 – Detailed breakdown of citations within Seneca’s Epistulae Morales showing 
reference in Senecan work and original source or modern fragmentary corpus allocation (if 
known). 

EPISTULAE MORALES TOTALS 
Authors: 61 – 69  

Citations: 286 (see footnote3) 
GREEK Totals 
Authors: 32 

Citations: 123 

ROMAN Totals 
Authors: 31 

Citations: 151 
GREEK Philosophy 
Authors: 28 
Citations: 115 

GREEK Non-Philosophy 
Authors: 4 
Citations: 8 

ROMAN Philosophy 
Authors: 8 
Citations: 28 

ROMAN Non-Philosophy 
Authors: 26 (see note4) 
Citations: 123 

STOIC – TOTAL 42 CITATIONS 
Antipater: 2nd Century BC x 2 
Ep. 87.39 – Frag. 53 von Arnim 
Ep. 92.5 – Frag. 54 von Arnim 
Archidemus: 2nd Century BC x 1 

POETRY – TOTAL 5 CITATIONS 
Hesiod: 750 - 650BC (?) x 1 
Ep. 1.5 – Works and Days 369 
Homer: Pre 8th Century BC (?) x 4 
Ep. 40.2 – Iliad 3.222 & 1.249 

STOIC – TOTAL 17 CITATIONS 
Attalus: 1st Century AD x 7 
Ep. 9.7; 63.5; 67.15; 72.8; 81.22; 
108.3; 110.14 
Cato: 95 – 46 BC x 4 

POETRY – TOTAL 94 CITATIONS 
Caelius: 1st Century BC x 1 
Ep. 113.26 
Cornelis Severus: 1st Century BC x 1 
Ep. 79.5 

                                                           
3 These ranges are the most difficult in the entire prose corpus to get exact as there exist some variables that 
defy absolute classification however their number is not large enough to affect overall analysis. The author 
total includes both Xenocrates and Speusippus from the ‘double’ attribution at Ep. 85.18 but excludes the very 
specific attribution to the Epicurean School at Ep. 89.11 and Cyrenaic School at Ep. 89.12 as the numbers of 
authors could be open ended. The nine citations whose original authors are unknown (Ep. 7.11;9.21;77.2; 80.7; 
80.8; 89.7; 102.16; 115.14 x2) are counted as a single element in the lower limit but all are included in the 
upper limit. The citation at Ep. 95.1 that Seneca writes is a common saying – verbum publicum – but which 
Ribbeck insists is a fragment (com. Rom. Frag. p. 149) is also excluded from the author total. All citations are 
included in the citations total figure. The 2 x school citations, the Ribbeck Fragment, and the nine citations of 
unattributable provenance are excluded from the further breakdowns into Greek and Roman.  
4 The discrepancy in Roman author totals (Roman philosophical authors + Roman non-philosophical authors > 
Total Roman authors) is accounted for by Cicero, Lucilius Iunior, and Seneca himself being included in both 
category totals.  
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Ep. 121.1 – Frag. 17 von Arnim 
Aristo of Chios: 3rd Century BC x 5 
Ep. 36.3 – Frag. 388 von Arnim 
Ep. 89.13 – Frag. 357 von Arnim 
Ep. 94.2 – Frag. 358 von Arnim 
Ep. 94.5 – Frag. 359 von Arnim 
Ep. 115.8 – Frag. 372 von Arnim 
Athenodorus: 74BC – 7 AD x 1 
Ep. 10.5 – De Superstitione 36 H 
according to Rossbach 
Chrysippus: 280 – 207 BC x 2 
Ep. 9.14 – Frag. 674 von Arnim 
Ep. 113.23 – Frag. 836 von Arnim 
Cleanthes: 330 – 230 BC x 4 
Ep. 94.4 – Frag. 582 von Arnim 
Ep. 107.11 – Frag. 527 von Arnim 
Ep. 108.10 – Frag. 487 von Arnim 
Ep. 113.23 – Frag. 525 von Arnim 
Hecaton: 1st Century BC x 3 
Ep. 5.7 – Frag. 25 Fowler 
Ep. 6.7 – Frag. 26 Fowler 
Ep. 9.6 – Frag. 27 Fowler 
Panaetius: 185-109 BC x 1 
Ep. 116.5 – Frag. 56 Fowler 
Posidonius: 135 – 51 BC x 19 
Ep. 78.28; 83.10; 87.35; 87.31; 
87.38; 88.21;90.5; 90.7; 90.10; 
90.20; 90.25; 90.30; 90.31; 90.32; 
92.10; 94.38; 95.65; 113.28; 121.1 
 (Stilbo): 4th Century BC x 1 (Note5) 
Ep. 9.18 – Gnom. Vat. 515a 
Sternberg 
Zeno: 334 – 262 BC x 3 
Ep. 82.9 – Frag. 195 von Arnim 
Ep. 13.9 – Frag. 229 von Arnim 
Ep. 88.44 
 
PERIPATETIC – TOTAL 3 CITATIONS 
Aristotle:  384 – 322 BC x 2 
Ep. 58.9; 65.4 
Theophrastus: 371 – 287 BC x 1 
Ep. 3.2 – Frag. 74 Wimmer 
 
CYNIC – 4  CITATIONS 
Crates: 365 – 285 BC x 1 
Ep. 10.1 
Demetrius:  1st Century AD x 3 
Ep.  20.10; 67.14;  91.19 
 
DEMOCRITEAN – 2 CITATIONS 
Democritus:  5th Century BC x 1 
Ep. 7.10 – Frag. 302a Diehls 
Nausiphanes:  4th Century BC x 1 
Ep. 88.43 
 
EPICUREAN – 49 CITATIONS 
Epicurus:  342 – 279 BC x 45 
Ep. 2.6 – Frag. 475 Usener 
Ep. 4.10 – Frag. 477,200 Usener 
Ep. 7.11 – Frag. 208 Usener 
Ep. 8.7 – Frag. 199 Usener 
Ep. 9.1 – Frag. 174 Usener 
Ep. 9.8 – Frag. 175 Usener 
Ep. 9.20 – Frag. 474 Usener 
Ep. 11.8 – Frag. 210 Usener 
Ep. 12.10 – Frag. 497 Usener 
Ep. 13.16 – Frag. 494 Usener 
Ep. 14.17 – Frag.p.63.19 Usener 
Ep. 15.9 – Frag. 491 Usener 
Ep. 16.7 – Frag. 210 Usener 
Ep. 17.11 – Frag. 479 Usener 
Ep. 18.9 – Frag. 158 Usener 
Ep. 18.14 – Frag. 484 Usener 
Ep. 19.10 – Frag. 542 Usener 
Ep. 20.9 – Frag. 206 Usener 

Ep. 56.15 – Odyssey 7.182 
Ep. 63.2 – Iliad 19.229 & 24.602 
Ep. 90.31 – Iliad 18.600-1 
 
DRAMA – 2 CITATIONS 
Euripides: 480 – 406 BC x 2 
Ep.49.12 – Ph. 469 
Ep. 115.14 - Danae Frag. 324 Nauck 
 
HISTORIOGRAPHY – 1 CITATION 
Timagenes 1st Century BC x 1 
Ep. 91.13 
 

Ep. 24.7 
Ep. 94.27 - Ad fil. Frag. 10 Jordan 
Ep. 119.2 - Ad. Fil. Frag. 13 Jordan 
Ep. 122.2 - Dict. 76 Jordan 
Fabian. Papirius: 1st Century AD x 2 
Ep. 58.6 - Unknown 
Ep. 100.1 - Civilium 
(Quintus Sextius): 1st Century BC x 2 
Ep. 59.7; 73.15 
Seneca: ca. 4 BC – 65 AD x 2 
Ep. 81.3 – De Beneficiis 
Ep. 109.17 – Moralis Philosophia 
 
OHER – TOTAL 11 CITATIONS 
Cicero – 107 – 44 BC x 8 
Ep. 17.2 – Hort. Frag 98 p143 Müller 
Ep. 49.5  –Hort.Frag. 21 Grilli 
Ep. 97.4 –Frag. Inc.K 10 p142 Müller 
Ep. 100.7 –All Works 
Ep. 108.30 –De Re Publica 
Ep. 108.32 – Rep.Frag.7 p379 Müller 
Ep. 111.1 –Frag. Inc.K19p413 Müller 
Book 22 Ep(?).– Rep. Frag. From 
Aulus Gellius NA. 7.2 
Lucilius Iunior: 1st Century AD x 2 
Ep. 8.10 (x2) 
M.Brutus – 85 – 42 BC x 1 
Ep. 95.45 - On Duty - περὶ 
καθήκοντος 

Ennius: 239 - 169 BC x 3 
Ep. 108.33 – Frag. Var. 19-20 Vahlen 
Ep. 108.34 – Frag. Var. 23-24 Vahlen 
Book 22 Ep(?).–Frag. From Aulus 
Gellius NA. 7.2 
Horace: 65 – 8 BC x 3 
Ep. 86.13 – Sat. 1.2.27 & 4.9.2 
Ep. 119.13 – Sat. 1.2.114-116 
Ep. 120.20 – Sat. 1.3.11-17 
Julius Montanus: 1st Century BC x 2 
Ep. 122.12 – Frag. 1 Morel 
Ep. 122.13 – Frag. 2 Morel 
Lucilius Iunior: 1st Century AD x 1 
Ep. 24.21 - Unknown 
Lucretius: 99 – 55 BC x 4 
Ep. 86.5 – DRN. 3.1034 
Ep. 95.11 – DRN. 1.54-7 
Ep. 106.8 – DRN. 1.304 
Ep. 110.6 – DRN. 2.55-6 
Messala Corvinus: 59 BC–AD 13 x 1 
Ep. 51.1 
Naevius: 270 – 201 BC x 1 
Ep. 102.16 – Trag. 15 
Ovid: 43 BC – 18 AD x 6 
Ep. 33.4 – Met. 13.824 
Ep. 79.5 – Met. 15.340ff 
Ep. 90.20 – Met. 6.55-8 
Ep. 110.1 – Met. 1.595 
Ep. 115.3 – Met. 2.1-2 
Ep. 115.3 – Met. 2.107-8 
Pomp. Secundus: 1st Century AD x 1 
Ep. 3.6 
Valgius Rufus: 81-12 BC x1 
Ep. 51.1 
Varro Atacinus: 82 – 35 BC x 1 
Ep. 56.6 – Carm. Frag. 8 Morel (Arg.) 
Virgil: 70 – 19 BC x 68 
Ep. 12.9 – Aen. 4.653 
Ep. 18.12 – Aen. 8.364-5 
Ep. 21.5 – Aen. 9.446-9 
Ep. 28.1 – Aen. 3.72 
Ep. 28.3 – Aen. 6.78-9 
Ep. 31.11 – Aen. 8.364-5 
Ep. 37.3 – Aen. 2.494 
Ep. 41.2 – Aen. 8.352 
Ep. 48.11 – Aen. 9.641 
Ep. 49.7 – Aen. 8.385-6 
Ep. 53.3 – Aen. 6.3 
Ep. 53.3 – Aen. 3.277 
Ep. 56.12 – Aen. 2.726-9 
Ep. 58.2 – Georg. 3.146-50 
Ep. 58.3 – Aen. 12.708-9 
Ep. 58.4 – Aen. 11.467 
Ep. 59.3 – Aen. 6.278-9 
Ep. 59.17 – Aen. 6.513-4 
Ep. 64.4 – Aen. 4.158-9 
Ep. 66.2 – Aen. 5.344 
Ep. 67.8 – Aen. 1.94-6 
Ep. 70.2 – Aen. 3.72 
Ep. 73.10 – Ecl. 1.6-7 
Ep. 73.11 – Ecl. 1.9-10 
Ep. 73.15 – Aen. 9.641 
Ep. 76.33 – Aen. 6.103-5 
Ep. 77.12 – Aen. 6.376 
Ep. 78.15 – Aen. 1.203 
Ep. 79.5 – Aen. 3.570 ff. 
Ep. 82.7 – Aen. 6.261 
Ep. 82.16 – Aen. 6.400-1 & 8.296-7 
Ep. 82.18 – Aen. 6.95-6 
Ep. 84.3 – Aen. 1.432-3 
Ep. 85.4 – Aen. 7.808-11 
Ep. 86.15 – Georg. 2.58 
Ep. 86.16 – Georg. 1.215-6 
Ep. 87.8 – Aen. 7.277-9 
Ep. 87.20 – Georg. 1.53-8 

                                                           
5 Stilbo of Megara had leanings that were close to both what would later be called Stoicism and Cynicism; 
however, his direct influence on his pupil Zeno of Citium led to the founding of the Stoic school hence Stibo’s 
inclusion in this category.   
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Ep. 21.3 – Frag. 132 Usener 
Ep. 21.7 – Frag. 135 Usener 
Ep. 22.6 – Frag. 133 Usener 
Ep. 22.14 – Frag. 495 Usener 
Ep. 23.9 – Frag. 493 Usener 
Ep. 24.22 – Frag. 496 Usener 
Ep. 24.23 – Frag. 497 Usener 
Ep. 24.23 – Frag. 498 Usener 
Ep. 25.5 – Frag. 211 Usener 
Ep. 25.6 – Frag. 209 Usener 
Ep. 26.8 – Frag. 205 Usener 
Ep. 27.9 – Frag. 477 Usener 
Ep. 28.9 – Frag. 522 Usener 
Ep. 29.10 – Frag. 187 Usener 
Ep. 30.14 – Frag. 503 Usener 
Ep. 52.3 – Frag. 192 Usener 
Ep. 66.18 – Frag. 601 Usener 
Ep. 66.45 – Frag. 434 Usener 
Ep. 66.47 – Frag. 138 Usener 
Ep. 66.47 – Frag. 449 Usener 
Ep. 67.15 – Frag. 601 Usener 
Ep. 68.10 – Frag. 426 Usener 
Ep. 79.15 – Frag. 188 Usener 
Ep. 85.18 – Frag. 508 Usener 
Ep. 92.25 – Frag. 138 Usener 
Ep. 97.13 – Frag. 532 Usener 
Ep. 97.15 – Frag. 531 Usener 
Metrodorus: 331-278 BC x 4 
Ep. 79.16 – Frag. 43 Koerte 
Ep. 81.11 – Frag. 54 Koerte 
Ep. 98.9 – Frag. 35 Koerte 
Ep. 99.25 – Frag. 34 Koerte 
 
OTHER – 15 CITATIONS 
Apion: 1st Century AD x 1 
Ep. 88.40 
Heraclitus: 535 – 475 BC x 2 
Ep. 12.7 – Frag. 106 Diels 
Ep. 58.23 – Frag. 49a Diels-Kranz 
Parmenides: 5th Century BC x 1 
Ep. 88.44 
Plato: 428-348 BC x 4 
Ep. 44.4 – Thaettus 174e-175a 
Ep. 58.8 
Ep. 65.7 
Ep. 94.91 – Phaedo 
Protagoras: 490-420 BC x 1 
Ep. 88.43 
Pythagoras: 570-495 BC x 1 
Ep. 94.42 
Socrates: 469 – 399 BC x 3 
Ep. 28.2 
Ep. 71.7 
Ep. 104.7 
Telesphorus-Rhodes: ca. 300 BC x 1 
Ep. 70.6 
Xenocrates/Speusippus: 396-314BC 
x1 
Ep. 85.18 – Frag. 91 Heinze 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ep. 88.14 – Georg. 1.336-7 
Ep. 88.16 – Georg. 1.424-6 
Ep. 89.17 – Aen. 1.342 
Ep. 90.9 – Georg. 1.144 
Ep. 90.11 – Georg. 1.139-40 
Ep. 90.37 – Georg. 1.125-8 
Ep. 92.9 – Aen. 3.426-8 
Ep. 92.29 – Aen. 5.363 
Ep. 92.34 – Aen. 9.485 
Ep. 94.28 – Aen. 10.284 
Ep. 95.33 – Aen. 8.442+6 & 6.261 
Ep. 95.68 – Georg. 3.75-81+83-5 
Ep. 98.4 – Aen. 2.428 
Ep. 101.4 – Ecl. 1.73 
Ep. 101.13 – Aen. 12.646 
Ep. 102.30 – Aen. 4.3-4 
Ep. 104.10 – Aen. 4.3.282-3 
Ep. 104.24 – Aen. 6.277 
Ep. 104.31 – Aen. 1.458 
Ep. 107.3 – Aen. 6.274-5 
Ep. 108.24 – Georg. 3.66-8 
Ep. 108.24 – Georg. 3.284 
Ep. 108.29 – Aen. 6.275 
Ep. 108.34 – Georg. 3.260-1 
Ep. 113.25 – Aen. 1.1 
Ep. 114.23 – Georg. 4.212-3 
Ep. 115.5 – Aen. 1.327-8+330 
Ep. 122.2 – Georg. 1.250-1 
Ep. 124.1 – Georg. 1.176-7 
Book 22 Ep(?).–Frag. From Aulus 
Gellius NA. 7.2 
 
DRAMA – TOTAL 9 CITATIONS 
Publilius Syrus: 46 – 49 BC (?) x 8 
Ep. 8.9 – Frag. A 1 Meyer 
Ep. 94.28 – Frag. 1.21 Meyer 
Ep. 94.43 – Frag. A 55 Meyer 
Ep. 94.43 – Frag. A 2 Meyer 
Ep. 108.9 – Frag. 1 5 Meyer 
Ep. 108.9 – Frag. 1 7 Meyer 
Ep. 108.11 – Frag. Q 74 Meyer 
Ep. 108.11 – Frag. 1 50 Meyer 
Terence: 195 – 159 BC x 1 
Ep. 95.53 – Heaut. 77 
 
HISTORIOGRAPHY – TOTAL 10 CITA. 
Arruntius: – 1st Century AD x 2 
Ep. 114.17 – Hist. Frag. 1-7 Peter 
Ep. 114.19 – Hist. Frag. 1-7 Peter 
Calpurnius: – 3rd Century BC x 1 
Ep. 82.22 
Fenestella: – 52 BC – 19 AD x 1 
Ep. 108.31 – Ann. Frag. 6 Peter 
Sallust: 86 – 34 BC x 5 
Ep. 60.4 – Catil. 1.1 
Ep. 94.46 – Iug. 10.6 
Ep. 114.17 – Hist. Frag. 1.27 Peter 
Ep. 114.19 – Hist. Frag. 1.27 Peter 
Ep. 114.19 – Hist. Frag. 1.90 
Maurenbecher 
Tanusius Geminus – 1st Cent. BC x 1 
Ep. 93.11 
 
EPISTOLARY – TOTAL 4  CITATIONS 
Cicero: 107 – 44 BC x 3 
Ep. 58.6 –Att. 1.16.5 
Ep. 118.1 – Att. 1.12.4 
Ep. 118.2 – Att. 1.12.1 
Seneca: ca. 4 BC – 65 AD x 1 
Ep. 99.1 – Letter to Marullus 
 
PROSE OTHER – TOTAL 6 CITATIONS 
Asinius Pollio: 76 BC – 4 AD x 1 
Ep. 100.7 – All philosophical works 
Livy: 59 BC – 17 AD x 1 
Ep. 100.9 – All philosophical works 
Maecenas: 68 – 8 BC x 4 
Ep. 19.9 – Frag. 10 Lunderstedt 
Ep. 92.35 – Frag. 6 Lunderstedt 
Ep. 101.11 – Frag. 1p35 Lunderstedt 
Ep. 114.5 – Frag. 11 Lunderstedt 
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Figure A4-3 – Epistulae Morales citations: philosophical vs. non-philosophical  
(Figures in brackets = Philosophical Citations / Non-philosophical Citations)  

 
 

Figure A4-4 – Citation Density across the books of the Epistulae Morales based on MCD 
(Figures in brackets = Total Citations / Total Latin Loeb Pages) 
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Figure A4-5 – Epistulae Morales citations: Greek vs. Roman 
(Figures in brackets = Greek Citations-Greek Authors / Roman Citations -Roman Authors) 

 
 

Figure A4-6 – Epistulae Morales citations: Individual Roman sources 

(Figures in brackets: Works = Total Roman Citations in work : Authors = Total Citations across all 

Epistulae). NB. ‘Book 20 +’ indicates it contains the citations attributed to authors by Seneca from 

Aulus Gellius (NA. 7.2) 
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Figure A4-7 – Epistulae Morales citations: Individual Greek sources  
(Figures in brackets: Works = Total Greek Citations in work : Authors = Total Citations across all 
Epistulae) 
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Figure A4-8 – Epistulae Morales citations: Philosophical Schools6 
(Figures in brackets: Number of individual authors / Total number of citations across all Epistulae) 

 
 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 This sequence includes both Greek and Roman philosophical sources but excludes the very specific attribution 
to the Epicurean School at Ep. 89.11 and Cyrenaic School at Ep. 89.12 as the numbers of authors could be open 
ended and one philosophical citation of unknown provenance at Ep. 7.11. 
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Epicurean (2/49) 9 11 12 1 1 0 6 0 2 1 1 1 4 0 0 0
Peripatet. (2/3) 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Democrit (2/2) 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
Cynic (2/4) 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
Other (10/26) 4 1 1 0 2 3 1 2 0 0 4 3 1 3 1 0
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Appendix V – Additional Citation Statistics – Naturales Quaestiones1 

Across the 7 books of the Naturales Quaestiones that together constitute 17% of the extant 

prose corpus, Seneca employs third party sources 147 times. Of these, 53 (36.06%) are clearly from 

poetic genres, 4 (2.72%) are from drama, 8 (5.44%) are from historiographers, 13 (8.84%) are from 

writers of ‘science’,2 and the remaining 69 (46.94%) derive from philosophical works (see Figure N1).3 

Figure A5-1 

 

 

 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 Please note that the statistics in this chapter are correct at time of publication. Any citations added after 
publication can be found in the online database at www.senecadb.com 
2 The presence of a ‘science’ genre in this set of statistics is to account for authors such as Aulus Caecina (NQ. 
2.39.1; 2.49.1; 2.56.1) the son of Cicero’s A. Caecina and a great Roman authority on divination and lightning as 
well as being the author of the Etrusca Disciplina. Also included in this category are authors such as Berosus 
(NQ.3.29.1) who, according to Seneca, translated one Belus, known as the founder of astronomy, and 
Charmander (NQ. 7.5.3) who is otherwise unknown but whom Seneca credits with having written a book about 
comets. As there was little or no dividing line between natural science and philosophy in ancient times, it 
would be equally acceptable to bracket the ‘science’ genre with that of philosophy which would increase the 
percentage of philosophical citations across the Naturales Quaestiones to 55.48%.  
3 The consistency of ratio genres found in the Dialogi taken as a whole and the Epistulae Morales also extends 
in key areas to the Naturales Quaestiones. Although under half the length of the other two (dialogi 35.5% of 
total, Epistulae Morales 40% of total, Naturales Quaestiones 17% of total) the breakdown is very similar in the 
following genres: Poetry  (Di.) 32.2% (Ep.) 36.23%  (NQ) 36.3% - History (Di.) 3.39% (Ep.) 3.99%  (NQ) 5.48% - 
Philosophy (Di.) 53.39% (Ep.) 50.36%  (NQ) 46.58% or 55.48% including ‘science’ authors. The Naturales 
Quaestiones are the most citation dense work in the Senecan prose corpus.    

Poetry, 36.06

Drama, 2.72
Historiography, 

5.44Science, 8.84

Philosophy, 46.94

A5-1 Distribution of citation genres across the Naturales 
Quaestiones - shown as percentage
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Figure A5-2 – Detailed breakdown of citations within Seneca’s Naturales Quaestiones showing 
reference in Senecan work and original source or modern fragmentary corpus allocation (if 
known).4 

NATURALES QUAESTIONES TOTALS 
Authors: 56 

Citations: 147 (see footnote5) 
GREEK Totals 
Authors: 43 
Citations: 88 

ROMAN Totals 
Authors: 14 
Citations: 58 

GREEK Philosophy 
Authors: 24 
Citations: 65 

GREEK Non-Philosophy 
Authors: 19 
Citations: 23 

ROMAN Philosophy 
Authors: 2 
Citations: 2 

ROMAN Non-Philosophy 
Authors: 12 
Citations: 56 

OTHERS – TOTAL 24 CITATIONS 
Anaxagoras: 500 – 428 BC x 5 
NQ. 2.13.3 
NQ. 2.19.1 
NQ. 4.2.17 
NQ. 4.3.5 
NQ. 6.9.1 
Anaximander: 610 – 546 BC x 1 
NQ. 2.18.1 
Anaximenes: 585 – 528 BC x 2 
NQ. 2.17.1 
NQ. 6.10.1 
Apollonius-Myndos: 4th Cent. BC x 2 
NQ. 7.4.1 
NQ. 7.17.1 
Archaelaus: 5th Century BC x 1 
NQ. 6.12.1 
Artemidorus-Par: 2nd Cent. BC x 1 
NQ. 1.4.3 
Charmander: Dates Unknown x 1 
NQ. 7.5.3 
Clidemus:  4th Cent. BC x 1 
NQ. 2.55.4 
Demetrius: 1st Cent. AD x 1 
NQ. 4.0.7 
Diogenes-Appoll: 5th Cent. BC x 3 
NQ. 2.20.1 
NQ. 4.2.28 
NQ. 4.2.30 
Empedocles: 490 – 430 BC x 1 
NQ. 3.24.1 
Heraclitus: 490 – 430 BC x 1 
NQ. 2.56.1 
Plato: 428 – 348 BC x 1 
NQ. 5.18.16 
Thales: 624 – 546 BC x 3 
NQ. 3.14.1 
NQ. 4.2.22 
NQ. 6.6.1 
 
STOIC – TOTAL 15 CITATIONS 
Asclepiodotus: 1st Century BC x 4 
NQ. 2.26.6 
NQ. 2.30.1 
NQ. 5.15.1 
NQ. 6.17.3 
Panaetius: 185 – 109 BC x 1 
NQ. 7.30.2 
Posidonius: 135 – 51 BC  x 9 
NQ. 1.5.10 
NQ. 1.5.13 
NQ. 2.26.4 
NQ. 2.54.1 
NQ. 4.3.2 

POETRY – TOTAL 4 CITATION 
Aratus 310 – 240 BC x 1 
NQ. 1.13.3 
Homer: 9th Century BC x 2 
NQ. 6.23.4 
NQ. 6.26.1 – Odyssey 4.354 
Pindar: 522 – 443 BC x 1 
NQ. 6.26.2 
 
DRAMA – 4 CITATIONS 
Aeschylus: 525 – 455 BC x 1 
NQ. 4.2.17 – Fr.300N (Aethiopis) 
and Suppliants 497, 561  
Euripides: 480 – 406 BC x 1 
NQ. 4.2.17 – Helen 1 ff. 
Menander: 342 – 291 BC x 1 
NQ. 4.0.19 
Sophocles: 497 – 405 BC x 1 
NQ. 4.2.17 – Fr. 797 
 
 
HISTORIOGRAPHY – 6 CITATIONS 
Callisthenes: 360 – 328 BC x 3 
NQ. 6.23.4 
NQ. 6.26.3 
NQ. 7.5.3 
Ephorus: 400 – 330 BC x 1 
NQ. 7.16.1 
Thucydides: 460 – 395 BC x 2 
NQ. 6.24.6 – Thucyd. 3.89.3 
NQ. 6.26.2 
 
SCIENCE – 9 CITATIONS 
Artemidorus: 2nd Century BC x 1 
NQ. 7.13.1 
Artemidorus: 3-79 AD x 1 
NQ. 4.2.13 
Berosus: 4th Century BC x 1 
NQ. 3.29.1 
Callimachus: 305 – 240  BC x 1 
NQ. 4.2.16 
Conon: 280 – 220 BC BC x 1 
NQ. 7.3.3 
Epigenes: 2nd Century BC (?) x 1 
NQ. 7.4.1 
Eudoxus: 410 – 335 BC x 1 
NQ. 7.3.2 
Euthymenes: 6th Century BC x 1 
NQ. 4.2.22 
Oenopides: 5th Century BC x 1 
NQ. 4.2.26 
 
 
 

STOIC – TOTAL 2 CITATIONS 
Attalus: 1st Century AD x 1 
NQ. 2.48.2 
Fabian. Papirius: 1st Century AD x 1 
NQ. 3.27.3 - Nautalium Causarum 
Libri ? 
 

POETRY – TOTAL 48 CITATIONS 
Lucilius Iunior: ist Century AD x 1 
NQ. 3.1.1 
Lucretius: 99 – 55 BC x 1 
NQ. 4.3.4 – DRN. 1.313 
Nero Caesar: 37 – 68 AD x 1 
NQ. 1.5.6 
Ovid: 43 BC – 18 AD x 18 
NQ. 1.3.4 – Met. 6.65-7 
NQ. 2.1.2 – Met. 1.55 
NQ. 2.44.1 – Met.3.305-7 
NQ. 3.1.1 – Met. 3.407 
NQ. 3.20.3 – Met. 15.313-4 
NQ. 3.20.5 – Met. 15.320-1 
NQ. 3.20.6 – Met. 15.329-31 
NQ. 3.26.4 – Met. 15.273-6 
NQ. 3.27.13 – Met. 1.292 
NQ. 3.27.13 – Met. 1.304 
NQ. 3.27.13 – Met. 2.264 
NQ. 3.27.14 – Met. 1.285 & 1.290 
NQ. 3.28.2 – Met. 1.272-3 
NQ. 4.0.19 – Met. 1.241 
NQ. 4.3.4 – Ars Am. 1.475-6 
NQ. 5.14.1 – Met. 1.388 
NQ. 5.16.1 – Met. 1.61-6 
NQ. 7.10.1 – Met. 2.71 
Tibullus: 55 - 19 BC x 1 
NQ. 4.2.2 – Tib. 1.7.26 
Vagellius: 1st Century AD x 1 
NQ. 6.2.9 
Virgil: 70 – 19 BC x 25 
NQ. 1.0.10 – Aen. 4.404 
NQ. 1.1.5 – Aen. 5.528 
NQ. 1.8.8 – Georg. 1.380 
NQ. 1.11.2 – Georg.2.95-6 
NQ. 1.14.2 – Georg.1.367 
NQ. 117.5 – Ecl. 2.25-6 
NQ. 3.1.1 – Aen. 1.245-6 
NQ. 3.26.6 – Ecl. 10.4-5 
NQ. 4.0.19 – Aen. 4.373 
NQ. 4.4.2 – Georg. 1.312 
NQ. 5.1.1 – Ecl. 2.26 
NQ. 5.16.2 – Aen. 1.85-6 
NQ. 6.2.2 – Aen. 2.354 
NQ. 6.13.5 – Aen. 6.256 
NQ. 6.17.1 – Aen. 8.728 
NQ. 6.18.2 – Aen. 1.55-6 
NQ. 6.18.4 – Aen. 1.53-4 
NQ. 6.22.4 – Aen. 8.525 
NQ. 6.26.2 – Aen. 3.77 
NQ. 6.30.1 – Aen. 3.414-19 
NQ. 7.20.1 – Georg. 1.367 
NQ. 7.20.3 – Aen. 9.20 
NQ. 7.25.3 – Georg. 1.137 

                                                           
4 NB. Abbreviated Naturales Quaestiones citations are shown in the format NQ. X.Y.Z where X=Book, 
Y=Chapter, Z=Section. In instances where the chapter is shown as 0 (zero) it indicates ‘Preface’ e.g. NQ. 4.0.19 = 
NQ Book 4, Preface, Section 19. 
5 The author and citation totals include 1 citation that is unattributable (NQ. 3.0.3) and which is excluded from 
the further breakdown into Greek and Roman statistics as the nationality is unknown. 
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NQ. 6.21.2 
NQ. 6.24.2 
NQ. 7.20.2 
NQ. 7.20.4 
Zeno: 334 – 262 BC x 1 
NQ. 7.19.1 
PERIPATETIC – TOTAL 21 CITATIONS 
Aristotle: 384 – 322 BC x 11 
NQ. 1.1.2 – Meteor. 1.4.341B 3-4 
NQ. 1.1.7 – Meteor. 1.4.341B 
NQ. 1.3.7 – Meteor. 3.4.373B 1-35 
NQ. 1.8.6 – Meteor. 3.5.377A 11-28 
NQ. 2.12.4 – Meteor 2.9.369A 14-36 
NQ. 2.12.6 – Meteor. 2.9.369B 1-3 
NQ. 2.13.4 – Meteor 2.9.369B 20-37 
NQ. 6.13.1 – Meteor. 2.8.365B 21-9 
NQ. 7.5.4 
NQ. 7.28.1 – Meteor 1.7.344B 20-34 
NQ. 7.30.1 
Straton: 335 – 269 BC x 1 
NQ. 6.13.2 
Theophrastus: 371 – 287 BC x 9 
NQ. 3.11.2 
NQ. 3.11.4 
NQ. 3.11.5 
NQ. 3.16.5 
NQ. 3.25.4 
NQ. 3.25.7 
NQ. 3.26.1 
NQ. 4.2.16 
NQ. 6.13.1 
 
DEMOCRITEAN – 4 CITATIONS 
Democritus:  5th Century BC x 4 
NQ. 4.9.1 
NQ. 5.2.1 
NQ. 6.20.1 
NQ. 7.3.2 
 
EPICUREAN – 2 CITATIONS 
Epicurus:  342 – 279 BC x 1 
NQ. 6.20.5 
Metrodorus: 331 – 278 BC x 1 
NQ. 6.19.1 – On Nature (?) 
 

 
 
 
 
 

NQ. 7.28.1 – Georg. 1.362 
NQ. 7.28.1 – Georg. 1.392 
 
HISTORIOGRAPHY – TOTAL 2 CITAT. 
Livy: 59 BC – 17 AD x 2 
NQ. 5.16.4 – Livy. 22.43.10 
NQ. 5.18.4 
 
SCIENCE – 6 CITATIONS 
Aulus Caecina: 1st Century BC x 3 
NQ. 2.39.1 
NQ. 2.49.1 
NQ. 2.56.1 
Balbillus: AD 3 – AD 79 x 1 
NQ.4.2.13 
Sallust: 86 – 34 BC x 1 
NQ. 7.8.2 
Varro: 116 – 27 BC x 1 
NQ. 5.16.3 – De Ora Maritima (?) 
 
 

 

Figure A5-3 – Naturales Quaestiones citations: philosophical vs. non-philosophical  
 (Figures in brackets = Philosophical Citations / Non-philosophical Citations) 
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Figure A5-4 – Naturales Quaestiones citations: Greek vs. Roman 
(Figures in brackets = Greek Authors-Greek Citations / Roman Authors-Roman Citations) 

 
Figure A5-5 – Naturales Quaestiones citations: Individual Roman sources 
(Figures in brackets: Works = Total Roman Citations in work : Authors = Total Citations across all 
books) 

 
Figure A5-5 – Detail Table 

Book 1 Book 2 Book 3 Book 4 Book 5 Book 6 Book 7 

 Attalus x 1      
 Aulus Caecina x 3     Varro x 1 
  Fabian. Papirius x 1      
   Balbillus x 1    
    Livy x 2   
  Lucilius Iunior x 1     
   Lucretius x 1    
Nero Caesar x 1       
Ovid x 1 Ovid x 2 Ovid x 10 Ovid x 2 Ovid x 2  Ovid x 1 
   Tibullus x 1    
    Varro x 1   
     Vagellius x 1  
Virgil x 6  Virgil x 2 Virgil x 2 Virgil x 2 Virgil x 8 Virgil x 5 
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Figure A5-6 – Naturales Quaestiones citations: Individual Greek sources  
(Figures in brackets: Works = Total Greek Citations in work : Authors = Total Citations across all 7 
books) 

 
Figure A5-6 – Detail Table 

Book 1 Book 2 Book 3 Book 4 Book 5 Book 6 Book 7 

   Aeschylus x 1    
 Anaxagoras x 2  Anaxagoras x 2  Anaxagoras x1  
 Anaximander x 1      
 Anaximenes x 1    Anaximenes x 1  
      Apollon. Mynd. X2 
Aratus x1       
     Archelaus x 1  
Aristotle x 4 Aristotle x 3    Aristotle x 1 Aristotle x 3 
      Artemidorus  x 1 
Artemidorus P. x 1       
 Ascepiodotus x 2   Asclepiodotus x 1 Asclepiodotus x 1  
  Berosus x 1     
   Callimachus x 1    
     Callisthenes x 2 Callisthenes x 1 
      Charmander x 1 
 Clidemus x 1      
      Conon x 1 
   Demetrius x 1    
   Democritus x 1 Democritus x 1 Democritus x 1 Democritus x 1 
 Diogenes App. X 1  Diogenes App. X 2    
      Ephorus x 1 
  Empedocles x 1     
     Epicurus x 1  
      Epigenes x 1 
      Eudoxus x 1 
   Euripides x 1    
   Euthymenes x 1    
 Heraclitus x 1      
     Homer x 2  
   Menander x 1    
     Metrodorus x 1  
   Oenopides x 1    
      Panaetius x 1 
     Pindar x1  
    Plato x 1   
Posidonius x 2 Posidonius x 2  Posidonius x 1  Posidonius x 2 Posidonius x 2 
   Sophocles x 1    
     Straton x 1  
  Thales x 1 Thales x 1  Thales x 1  
  Theophrastus x 7 Theophrastus x 1  Theophrastus x 1  
     Thucydides x 2  
      Zeno x 1 
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Figure A5-7 – Naturales Quaestiones citations: Philosophical Schools6 
(Figures in brackets: Number of individual authors / Total number of citations across all 7 books) 

 

                                                           
6 This sequence includes both Greek and Roman, philosophical and science sources. 
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