Like Mother, Like Son: Mourning and Commemoration on the Death of Drusus

Livia’s grief over the death of her son Drusus is a public, shared experience. The anonymous Consolatio ad Liviam and Seneca’s Consolatio ad Marciam utilize this rare moment of a woman’s acceptable public display in order to portray Livia as an exemplum for all mourning mothers. Each text also establishes a direct correlation between a mother’s grieving and the commemoration of her son. I examine these portrayals of Livia’s grief from a variety of perspectives and propose that the positive post-mortem portrayal of Drusus is predicated upon Livia’s exemplary response to his death.


Scholarship on the Consolatio ad Liviam remains sparse, and the connections between the two texts have yet to be fully analyzed. Fraschetti juxtaposes specific points of linguistic and plot confluence in the two consolations (Fraschetti 1996); however, the relative dating of the two works remains problematic. The broadest dating parameters for the Consolatio ad Liviam range from 9 B.C. to A.D. 54 (Schrijvers 1988, Schoonhoven 1992: 22f.); the Senecan Consolatio is dated to around A.D. 40 (Ker 2009: 92). Among the issues consequent on the dating are the order of composition and the implications of the anonymous work for Tiberius, Livia’s surviving son, as potential (or actual) imperial successor.

Livia’s attention to the temporal limit on her grief earns approval from both internal and external audiences of her mourning. In Seneca’s Consolatio ad Marciam, Livia’s accompaniment of the funeral train forces her to relive her grief in every town, but also allows her to bury her grief along with Drusus, and mourn no more than is respectful to Augustus and Tiberius (ad Marc. 3.2). In the inset speech of Areus, the philosopher intimates that Livia has never acted so as to harm her own image, and must continue to do so (ad Marc. 4.4). Likewise, the author of the Consolatio ad Liviam looks towards the future, and emphasizes that Livia must be careful to remain an exemplum for her husband and living son, and for the Roman people as well (Cons. Liv. 423-6, 355-6). In addition, Livia’s virtues in the private, domestic sphere parallel Drusus’ in the political and military spheres throughout the Consolatio ad Liviam. Livia anticipates the day when she will lie with Drusus in the family Mausoleum (Cons. Liv. 161f.); until then, as Seneca notes, Livia lived through her memories of her son (cum memoria illius vixit, ad Marc. 3.2). 

Both the Consolatio ad Liviam and Seneca’s Consolatio ad Marciam establish Livia as an exemplum whose continued exemplarity is dependent on her actions after the death of Drusus. Seneca’s consolation implies that Livia also proved instrumental in the memory and commemoration of Drusus (ad Marc. 3.2). Both consolations present a symbiotic relationship between mother and son; through the grieving process, the mother ensures the positive commemoration of her son, extends her influence from the domestic to public sphere, and achieves a personal virtus parallel to that of the deceased as a result. 
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