Seneca, Nero and the Fire(s) of 64: Epistulae Morales 91

The unique afterlife of the Great Fire of Rome in 64 CE owes much to the hostile post-Neronian historiographic tradition; later writers thoroughly conflated Nero’s entire reign with the cataclysm, suggesting or even flatly asserting his personal responsibility for the event (cf. Champlin 2005; Barton 1994). Emphasis on the Flavian assassination of Nero’s character, however, can obscure an already pronounced tendency to read the fire as a condemnation of his rule detectable even in Nero’s own time. In my paper, I argue that Seneca’s Epistulae Morales ad Lucilium Letter 91 strongly invites a reading as a veiled comment on the destruction of Nero’s capital. Ostensibly dealing with a fire in Lyons, which occurred scarcely a month after Rome’s conflagration, the major subtexts are the responsibility of leaders to rebuild after disaster and the inevitable challenge that unforeseen calamity presents to even the most confident ruler (cf. Ker 2009, 108). The targeting of Nero and the Great Fire of Rome are more subtle, but strongly implicit in the letter’s multiple allusions to Nero’s city-building model, Augustus, and to Rome’s position in the world. 

Slippage between the misfortune of Lyons and the situation at Rome begins early in the letter. Specific references to Lyons quickly fade, as Seneca instead creates an extended meditation on the public disaster befalling an unnamed urbs. The city at 92.2 is a megalopolis of fabulous proportions, its devastation rivaling the razing of Troy or Carthage: tot pulcherrima opera, quae singula inlustrare urbes singulas possent, una nox strauit. He continues to suggest the massive civic magnitude of the event, commenting that no “great state” (res magna) had ever before been denied some warning period before its ruin, yet “this one night” had made the difference between urbem maximam, “a city at its greatest/ the greatest city” and [urbem] nullam, “no city at all.” Seneca’s rhetoric seems markedly more appropriate to the situation of Rome, which surely had faced losses dwarfing those of Lyons. 

Seneca seems to acknowledge his implicit equivalency between the two cities at several points. For instance, at 92.10 he concedes that rich and exceptional as the settlement of Lyons was, “nevertheless it was set upon a single hill, and not a very broad one” (uni tamen inposita et huic non latissimo monti), an aside has little relevance other than its power to evoke Rome’s seven hills. Seneca moves closer to his real target at 92.6: quidquid longa series multis laboribus, multa deum indulgentia struxit, id unus dies spargit ac dissipat, “Whatever a long succession has built with much struggle and much of the gods’ bounty, this one day scatters and wastes it.” The language, Vergilian in its connotations, again evokes the rhetoric of Roman identity formation, and moves the discussion further into Rome.

The gnomic statement that follows, incrementa lente exeunt, festinatur in damnum, echoes the oxymoron Augustus is alleged to have lived by: “speude bradeos,” (Suet. Aug. 25) i.e. festina lente. Here, however, the implication is that the gains of Aeneas and his successors, accomplished slowly are now rushing into a ruin like that of Troy. Thus Seneca’s quotation of a noted dissident of the Augustan era at 91.13 becomes undeniably pointed: “Timagenes, no friend to the City’s prosperity, used to say that conflagrations at Rome upset him for one reason alone: that he knew better things would rise up than what had burned.” This reference to Rome is exceptional: the exiled Seneca generally keeps silent about Rome altogether in his letters. The image of Phoenix-like re-emergence he attributes to the more outspoken dissident Timagenes is poignant, and can be productively compared to earlier representations of Rome after calamities from the Gallic Sack to the Civil War.

Reading Letter 91 as a veiled comment on Neronian Rome provides perhaps the earliest surviving literary reflection of the Great Fire. Its strong political and ideological overtones are pervasive. Further discussion of material from the Epistulae and a brief examination of figurations of Phaethon at de Providentia 5.10 suggests how much of Seneca’s work, if not originally designed to target Nero, were certainly amenable to such readings in the wake of the fire. The readings chosen illuminate the affinity between Nero and the 64 fire as part of a wider discourse concerning leadership and disaster which authors even in his own time found irresistible, as the title of Lucan’ lost epic, de Incendio Urbis, so tantalizingly suggests. These influences invite new readings of Nero and “his” fire in works ranging from the Octavia to Suetonius.
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