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Roland Mayer, Seneca: Phaedra. London: Duckworth, 2002. Pp. 142. ISBN 
0 7156 3165 9 (pb). £9.99. 
 
This monograph is one of the series of �Duckworth Companions to Greek 
and Roman Tragedy�. The aim of the series is that each volume should intro-
duce a specific drama to the non-specialist reader. Mayer knows Seneca�s 
Phaedra well. Together with Michael Coffey he edited the 1990 Cambridge 
Latin text with an introduction and commentary. The concerns of the present 
volume are wider and less specialized. Mayer has also made use of the 
opportunity to react to a number of scholarly works on Senecan drama and 
on his Phaedra that have appeared in the interval. 

In accordance with the aims of the series, Mayer�s point of departure is 
general information. Each of the nine short chapters deals with a specific 
topic clearly and thoroughly without becoming involved in arguments on 
abstruse points. That does not imply that the author avoids the areas of 
controversy in Senecan scholarship, such as, for instance, the dating and 
chronology of the plays, whether they were written for performance or 
recitation, and whether they are exemplars of Stoic philosophy. He gives brief 
factual accounts of available evidence and in the endnotes refers the reader to 
further specialized scholarship on the relevant question. 

In the first chapter, �Seneca and Roman Tragedy�, Mayer gives a succinct 
overview of Seneca�s life, philosophy and literary career. He contends that as 
speech-writer for the emperor Nero after 54 AD Seneca had to adopt the 
�persona� of the emperor and that this was consonant with his talent as a 
dramatist � to take on the character of another. Mayer accepts the dating of 
the Phaedra as a product of the final years of Claudius� reign and thus pre-
cludes any interpretation of the text as alluding to Nero and Agrippina. 

Mayer outlines the tradition of Roman tragedy and declares his belief that 
Seneca intended his tragedies for recitation and not full performance. This 
view is supported throughout the book by specific references to aspects of 
the text that would impede conventional staging. 

Chapter 2, �The Action of the Play�, assumes that the reader has a copy of 
the play, or a translation, at hand as there is frequent reference to lines but 
little quotation. Mayer discusses the structure of the Phaedra and notes that he 
follows the distribution of the speeches as set out in his edition. This allo-
cation of words to characters is of course intimately connected to the inter-
pretation of the drama. Mayer�s delineation of Seneca�s innovation in having 
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Phaedra herself declare her love to Hippolytus is well argued and his 
discussion of the function of the Chorus is useful. He makes clear how 
Seneca�s use of the Chorus differs from the general approach of the Athe-
nian dramatists. 

�The Major Themes of the Play� discussed in Chapter 3 are nature, family 
values, and �furor� vs �ratio�. Mayer highlights the views of Hippolytus, the 
Nurse, Phaedra and the Chorus on the theme of nature and shows that there 
can be no resolution between the different models of what they regard as 
natural behaviour. As part of the theme of family values, Mayer contends that 
events in Rome, such as the �incestuous� marriage of Agrippina and Claudius, 
may have prompted Seneca to deal with a myth that had hitherto been 
avoided by Roman dramatists. He shows how Seneca develops the notion of 
family guilt in the background of both Phaedra and Theseus and how the 
theme of tragic misfortune in this household is underscored by Seneca�s 
regular employment of terms referring to family relationships. Mayer 
discusses the omnipresence of �furor� in Senecan tragedy and analyses its 
operation in this play. He also points to the moral void in the Phaedra. The 
famously �god-free� world of Senecan drama is brought into sharp focus here 
by contrasting it with Euripides� Hippolytos and the role of Aphrodite and 
Artemis there. 

Chapter 4 has the title �Characterisation�. It starts from the premise that 
the individuals portrayed by Seneca should be judged in terms of Seneca�s 
own aims and his tragic sensibility which differed considerably from that of 
the Greeks. Mayer cautions against seeking too much subtlety in Seneca�s 
characters. He argues that their development is determined by the plot and by 
Seneca�s handling of the mythic material that he manipulates to reflect 
contemporary issues in Rome. He judges Seneca�s Phaedra as a realistic 
portrayal of the psychology of a woman in the thrall of an erotic attraction. 
His analysis of the other characters, Hippolytus, the Nurse and Theseus, is 
also perceptive. 

Senecan style is discussed in Chapter 5, �Literary Texture�. Mayer empha-
sizes that, although the Phaedra has the form of a drama, it should be read 
primarily as a poetic text. He then outlines the influence of the Roman rheto-
rical training on Seneca�s style and points to some of the intertextual echoes 
from other poets. Mayer is at pains to explain to the modern reader how the 
fine points of allusion, debate and epigram in the text would have been 
appreciated by Roman readers and audiences. 

The last four chapters all deal with what could be called the afterlife of this 
play: �Reception and Later Influence� (6), �Interpretation� (7), �Performance 
History� (8) and �Translations� (9). 
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Mayer mentions several poets and dramatists who drew on Seneca�s 
Phaedra, but devotes most space to Prudentius, who made use of it in Hymn 
11 of the Peristaphanon, and, understandably, to Racine, whose Phèdre of 1677 
is generally regarded as the masterpiece of French Classical drama. In a short 
overview (pp. 80-83) the various aspects of Racine�s debt to Seneca are high-
lighted, especially the characterization of the heroine. The two contemporary 
authors who based plays on Seneca which are briefly discussed are Hugo 
Claus and Sarah Kane. 

Mayer sets out the attempts at a Stoic interpretation of Senecan drama, but 
makes clear that he finds them problematic. He also evaluates the contri-
bution of scholars such as Regenbogen to an understanding of the Roman 
tragedian. His brief review of Charles Segal�s study of the play, Language and 
Desire in Seneca�s Phaedra, is critical on the whole, but he does acknowledge the 
value of Segal�s analysis of the imagery of the play. 

The chapter on the performance history of the play is also rather sketchy, 
but does contain a useful explanation of what recitation, as opposed to theatre 
performance, would imply. The interest of the few modern examples of 
performance cited lies in the adjustments made to accommodate several 
difficulties offered by the Senecan text in this regard. 

Fewer than six pages are devoted to the topic of the translation of this 
tragedy (into English), but within this concise compass Mayer has com-
pressed some general remarks on the difficulties of rendering Seneca�s highly 
poetic text in modern English. His quotation from and judgement of the 
versions of Miller, Boyle, Watling, Ahl and Slavitt will guide readers in their 
choice. Fitch�s new edition and translation in the Loeb series is acknow-
ledged in an addendum, but was clearly too late to be considered in the 
chapter. 

In general this book is a useful companion to Seneca�s Phaedra and to 
Senecan drama. There is sufficient guidance in the endnotes for further 
scholarly investigation and the brief bibliography contains the most im-
portant works. 
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