Cassandra, Seneca’s falsa vates

The pre-Senecan Cassandra is a disbelieved, yes, but nevertheless unfailing prophet: her prophecies always come true. In the Aeschylean locus classicus she foretells the deaths of the royal Argives and of herself before being summarily executed, and in subsequent literary presentations she is similarly unerring. Seneca’s Cassandra, however, tells a different story. This paper argues that Seneca presents Cassandra as a flawed prophet, but as a more successful poetological figure. Prior to Seneca, Propertius (3.13) had employed Cassandra as an analogue for himself as elegiac poet who was never believed about important matters – with disastrous consequences. Seneca both inverts and extends Propertius’ poet-as-Cassandra motif, capitalizing on the double meaning inherent in vates. Cassandra’s rich literary heritage provides ample opportunity for Seneca to engage with, and innovate on, poetic models. Through the malleable figure of Cassandra, Seneca comments on issues of fate and foreknowledge as well as on poetic creation and reception. 


The Agamemnon’s dramatic structure underscores Cassandra’s association with the above-mentioned themes. Her role is sizeable: she has more lines than any other character, leads her own second chorus of Trojan women, and not only survives to the end of the play but delivers the final words (Tarrant 1976; Calder 1976). Yet her limitations are also significant. In contradistinction to her usual frenzied accuracy, this Cassandra exudes self-conscious doubt. Her initial utterances are far from prophetic; instead, she questions where she is (ubi sum?) and claims to belong to Apollo no longer  (quid me furoris incitam stimulis novi/…rapitis? recede, Phoebe, iam non sum tua, 720-2). Further, her words resonate metapoetically when she questions her utility this time: cui nunc vagor vesana?/...iam Troia cecidit – falsa quid vates ago?’ (724-5). The Senecan figure who wonders why she must ‘play’ (ago) falsa vates this time around provides an interesting counterpoint to Ovid’s Cassandra as nimium vera vates (Her. 5.123). Has she outlived her old role, she wonders, and if so, what will her role in this ‘belated’ play entail? Cassandra’s references to previous versions of herself, along with focalizing words such as nunc and iam, reinforce an engagement with the literary tradition. 


Issues of poetic and prophetic authority coalesce when Cassandra presents the play’s climax – Agamemnon’s death – twice. In act 4 her cryptic language and frequent doubt-laden questions suggest problems surrounding this compelled prophecy (726-40). In act 5 she presents the death again, describing the scene simultaneously unfolding inside the palace in an elaborate ‘running commentary’ (Tietze Larson 1994). The second time, as poet-vates, she is autonomous and effective, having traded prophetic inspiration for poetic creation. Cassandra’s self-reflexive commentary reinforces the change: tam clara numquam providae mentis furor/ostendit oculis; video et intersum et fruor/imago visus dubia non fallit meos (872-4). This confident assertion is a far cry from her initial doubts about where she is and who compels her speech. What is more, her former prophetic mind (provida mens) was weak in contrast with her new capacity for vivid description and canny deployment of mytho-poetic exempla. As poetological figure she is creator, deliverer, and interpreter of her lines, thus achieving ‘super-role’ status in the play.

One of the most significant deviations from Cassandra’s usual portrayal is that she does not foresee her own death in Seneca’s text (Tarrant 1976). Though commentators often observe this anomaly, its larger resonance has not been explored. But the apparent Senecan innovation further reveals Cassandra’s prophetic shortcomings and recasting as poet-vates. Seneca’s Cassandra is unable to foresee her own death – instead, she scripts it. She relays how she intends to die and what stories she will subsequently tell the Trojans in the underworld (1004-1011) – in other words, she plans her poetry’s reperformance. This scene activates various literary strands. Her intention to precede her executioners eagerly (ne trahite, vestros ipsa praecedam gradus, 1004) parallels, on the one hand, the end of Seneca’s Troades, where Polyxena and Astyanax defiantly take control over their deaths. Here she also seems to be in dialogue with Seneca’s statement on attitudes toward fate: ducunt volentem fata, nolentem trahunt (Ep. 107.10). Cassandra’s scripting of her anticipated death and afterlife in a poetic, rather than prophetic, mode reveals her triumph as vates-poet. 


Though Seneca’s Cassandra is ultimately more effective as poet than prophet figure, her limitations are telling. Highly attuned to the patterns of literary exempla, she scripts her reaction toward death and alludes to the reception she hopes to achieve through her poetry’s continued force. In this way she dramatizes issues which also face the imperial Roman poet. But even she cannot foresee how she will be remembered in subsequent literary treatments, just as the poet cannot ultimately predict his work’s Nachleben. 
Works Cited

Calder, W., III (1976), ‘Seneca’s Agamemnon,’ CP 70.1:27-36. 

Tarrant, R.J., ed. (1976), Agamemnon. Cambridge.

Tietze Larson, V. (1994), The Role of Description in Senecan Tragedy. Frankfurt.

