
On the Use of Images as Paedagogical Tools in Seneca’s Epistulae Morales  

 

 Although Seneca’s teaching methods in the Epistulae Morales have been widely written 

on (Griffin 2007, Inwood 2007, Schafer 2011), his use of the book as a distinct compositional 

unit and its effect on his pedagogy has been neglected.  

 In this paper, using the narratological concepts of immersion, defamiliarization, epitome, 

and ekphrasis, I will address the usage of ‘guiding images’ in the composition of the first book of 

Seneca’s letters. Although epitome and ekphrasis are well established concepts in classical 

scholarship, I believe my usage of defamiliarization, which I derive from Shklovsky and the 

Russian Formalists, and immersion, which I derive from Allan and Ryan, will add a modern 

approach to the study of Seneca’s epistolography.  

I will argue that Seneca through the first book of the Epistulae engages stock imagery 

from the Roman consciousness, but uses distinct and vivid tableaux as ‘guiding images’ intended 

to stick in the reader’s mind as helpful and memorable encapsulations of the main points of the 

book. Furthermore, I will argue that Seneca arranged the letters in such a way that the ‘guiding 

images’ fall at relatively equal intervals, creating a rising and falling action which culminates in 

Letter 12, the final letter of the first book. Through this organization, Seneca holds the attention 

of his reader and through the distinctness of the ‘guiding images’ creates aides memoire for his 

reader.  

I will focus on Letters 4, 7, and 12 at length. I will argue that Letter 4 offers the first 

‘height’ and ‘guiding image’, as it is preceded by three letters which do not feature any imagery 

distinct from stock Roman usage. I will discuss the descriptions of reversals of social position 

from section 6 to 9, as well the description of a ship-wreck, utilizing the concept of 

defamiliarization.   



Letter 7 follows two letters similarly without ‘guiding images’. With this letter, I will 

discuss the gladiatorial scene, vividly and shockingly described by Seneca, utilizing the concepts 

of immersion and defamiliarization.  

Finally, I will argue Letter 12 encapsulates the book as a whole and features the most 

distinct and immersive imagery present in the entire book. In this letter, Seneca describes visiting 

a villa that he built in his youth and the feelings he has upon seeing it, in his old age, crumbling 

and in decline. Using the concept of immersion, I will argue that Letter 12, the only letter in the 

book featuring a first person narrative, functions as a strong capstone to the book as a whole, 

summarizing the arguments of the book and epitomizing them in a single memorable scene.  
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