Changed Minds:  Andromache’s Vision of Hector in Seneca’s Troades

By examining several scenes in Seneca’s Troades in which the ghost of Hector appears, focusing particularly on the second choral ode, and by comparing appearances of ghosts in the pseudo-Senecan Octavia to the Troades’ ghosts, I intend to show that Hector’s existence in the tragedy is confined to Andromache’s dream world and is merely a product of the anxiety and wishful thinking of a young widow faced with the demands of the “real” ghost of Achilles.  Though the second choral ode of the Troades (ll. 371-408) does not actually name Achilles or Hector, it does add to the confusion concerning the reality of the ghosts in the tragedy and espouses a view of the afterlife that is the polar opposite of that put forth in the first ode, in which the Trojan women sing about the blessed, happy afterlife which Priam and Hector must be experiencing in the Underworld.  The women argue in the second ode, however, that the afterlife and the Underworld cannot exist, for death is akin to never having been born.  The difference between the viewpoints in these two odes has led to much speculation about the meaning of these choruses, especially the second one, often leading scholars to attempt to determine whose philosophy it reveals.  Some suggest that it covers the traditional Stoic views of the afterlife (e.g. Marti), some the Epicurean standpoint (e.g. Boyle), and some suggest that it shows Seneca’s own philosophy (e.g. Fantham), though others argue that it cannot possibly be this (e.g. Miller, Davis).  The bigger question, however, may be why the chorus changes their view of death in the second choral ode, rather than whose philosophy the ode reflects.  While many scholars have noted a relationship between the words of the second choral ode and the preceding appearance of the ghost of Achilles, and several have observed the ode’s proximity to Andromache’s report of her dream-vision of Hector, none has examined what the ode actually seems to say about the two ghosts.  In the first half of the ode, the chorus puts forth a series of questions which challenge their previously stated view of the afterlife.   The second half of the ode, divided into two sections of equal length revolving around the shared line 399, begins by answering the questions of the first half of the ode and addresses the problem of Achilles’ ghost, saying that spirits simply leave the body and dissipate, leaving nothing behind, especially not a ghost which can come back to affect the living.  The women’s statement at the end of the ode that many aspects of the afterlife are “a story equal to an anxious dream” (l. 406) is the first of many indications that Andromache’s vision of Hector is simply “an anxious dream,” for it comes only three lines before her appearance on stage for the scene in which she relates her dream-vision of Hector.  The three ghost-scenes in the Octavia have much to offer to the analysis of the Troades’ ghosts.  Poppaea’s nurse, after a particularly terrifying dream which contained several ghosts, makes light of the dream, telling the new empress that it is nothing to worry about.  While this dream-interpretation is notoriously false, it supports the doubtfulness of Hector’s ghostly existence in the Troades, for if an author trying to emulate Seneca suggests a particular interpretation of a vision which has only one Senecan precedent, it seems reasonable that the interpretation of the imitation can provide insight into the precedent as well.
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