The Contagio of Self-Construction in Seneca’s Thyestes
The ghost of Tantalus flees from the underworld, driven by a pursuing Fury: the spectacular beginning to Lucius Annaeus Seneca’s Thyestes, a grotesquely imaginative tragedy of deception, sacrilege, and cannibalism. The ghost contaminates Atreus with furor and impels his crimes. Given the recent scholarship and controversies pertaining to ancient conceptions of selfhood (Gill 2006), and particularly to Stoic and Senecan perspectives of agency and self-construction (Inwood 2005; Bartsch and Wray 2009), the role that Tantalus’s ghost plays in self-formation calls for close analysis. This paper contends that the ghost initiates the impressions, or pre-emotions, that lead to furor and violence, and that Atreus’s violent actions in turn constitute his identity. Thus, in Thyestes, external agents are formative of the self. The inter-subjective quality of self-formation for which I argue challenges psychoanalytic interpretations that read Senecan drama in terms of self-constructed identity and internal conflict (Shelton 1977; Segal 1986, 10—17, 34, 223—5; Fitch and McElduf 2002; Schiesaro 2003).   

My paper concentrates primarily on the text of Thyestes, which offers a developed model of ghostly influence on the protagonist’s agency. When the Fury commands, “concute insane ferum pectus tumultu” (84—5), Tantalus unwillingly infects the protagonist with furor, such that the ghost’s tumultus shakes Atreus: “tumultus pectora attonitus quatit / penitusque volvit” (260—1). Atreus’s echo of the Fury’s words draws attention to Tantalus’s ethical contagio, or infection, of Atreus. Seneca, like his Hellenistic predecessors, believed that external actions could impose mental impressions on an agent (Graver 2007). In Thyestes, the rage of the ghost invades Atreus’s agency, and Atreus assents to its impetus: “fiat hoc, fiat nefas” (265), he proclaims. For Atreus, crime (nefas) will determine his identity, as he makes explicit during his dialogue with the Assistant (176—335). After he has sacrificed his nephews in a sacrilegious ritual and had them served to Thyestes—the boys’ father—Atreus boasts that his crime has firmly established his identity as King of Argos (887). He also believes that his revenge blots out the adultery Thyestes committed with Atreus’s wife (1098—9). Atreus’s identity is deeply vested in the legitimacy of his offspring (326—9), and thus through his crime he also reconstitutes himself in his role as pater. 

The contagio of one subject’s agency with the agency of an ‘other’ ironicizes autarchic self-construction and dramatizes that what is at stake in acceding to the impetus of another’s emotions is one’s very self. Although this paper focuses on Thyestes, I briefly suggest the applicability of my arguments to Agamemnon, Troades, and Oedipus Rex, in which ghosts initiate the impressions that define the identities of Aegisthus, Neoptolemus, and Oedipus, respectively. In conclusion, my reading of intersubjective self-formation in Thyestes offers both a fresh perspective on Senecan drama and a contribution to dialogues about the Senecan self.  
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