Critically discuss why many of Nero’s cultural and athletic pursuits were so controversial for some members of the Roman elite.


In this essay I will be discussing how Nero’s interest in cultural and athletic pursuits created controversy amongst the elites of Rome. I will start by analysing Nero’s early forays into the arts and culture, and evaluate ancient and modern reception of these early interests. I will then look at how Nero’s public appearances and works compared to the Emperors that came before him then use these observations to determine which of Nero’s actions added to his surrounding controversy and alienation from the elite classes. I will also look at how Nero’s cultural and athletic public performances at Naples and the Neronia affected his reputation amongst the elite, and how his athletic pursuits could have been seen as self-aggrandising. Finally, I will look at the elite’s contemporary reaction to their participation in the athletic games, as well as how later historical sources evaluate elite participation as well as modern understanding of this.

In our ancient sources we can evaluate that Nero’s early interest the arts were commonly well received and positively commented on by both contemporary audiences and ancient historians[footnoteRef:1], bar Tacitus[footnoteRef:2]. Ancient historian Cassius Dio states that the reason why Nero’s’ pursuits were not criticised so heavily was due to the moralising influence of Nero’s two main advisors, Seneca and Burrus[footnoteRef:3], who moderated the young princes’ interests for the first five years of his life. This interpretation is, for the most part, agreed upon by modern historians, who describe Nero’s actions as “appropriately princely”[footnoteRef:4]. The criticisms of Nero’s cultural and artistic pursuits often stem from the later years of Nero’s reign, where after Burus’ death and Seneca’s diminished influence[footnoteRef:5] we can start to see an overindulgence in poetry and the appearance of more artists in Nero’s court, individuals who were typically considered fairly low in roman society[footnoteRef:6] and therefor were often received badly by the elite at this time. Modrdine argues that with the removal of Seneca and Burrus Nero was left under the influence of a group who only sought to encourage his disgraceful behaviour and would fail to correct his public and private transgressions, with the most prominent of these individuals being Tigelinus[footnoteRef:7]. However, the Account we have from Suetonius seems to heavily contrast the conclusions many modern scholars have draws. He instead criticises Seneca specifically for overindulging Nero in poetry during his youth, and not pushing him towards for acceptable avenues of  literature such as speechwriting[footnoteRef:8] and whilst this initially has some merit as Seneca did act as Nero’s speech writer for many years, this account is now dismissed as overly biased in light of more recent evidence[footnoteRef:9]  [1:  Suet. Nero. 9. Dio. Hist. LX. 33]  [2:  Tac. Ann. 14. 14-16.]  [3:  Dio. 61. 3]  [4:  Fantham (dinter) 19.]  [5:  Doody. 2013. 288]  [6:  Fantham. 2013. 23]  [7:  Mordine. 2013. 113]  [8:  Suet. Nero. 52]  [9:  Positive inscription of Nero - Morford. 1973. 212.] 


The Main areas where Nero is criticised is his personal public performances. This was highly uncommon for the elite and considered improper for an emperor to engage in public performances. Modern scholars often argue that it was due to previous emperors having very little direct involvement in these spheres[footnoteRef:10]. Modern scholars, such as Griffin, note that the popular view amongst historians is that Nero had “dishonoured Augustus”[footnoteRef:11] and all other Julio-Claudian emperors that came before him by perusing his personal interests. We should also note that the interest that Nero shows for art, poetry and athletics can be seen in previous emperors’ reigns, with much less criticism. Augustus, often praised as one of the most clement of all emperors[footnoteRef:12] started his own games called the Actiaca, which received very little in the way of criticism and was regarded as a great public event[footnoteRef:13]. This wildly contrasts with Tacitus’ account of Nero’s own games which are described as “indecent” and “an environment for debauchery”[footnoteRef:14]. [10:  Morford .1973. 211]  [11:  Griffin. 1984. 15.]  [12:  Suet. Aug. 51]  [13:  Schullard. 1959: 353]  [14:  Tac. Ann. 14.14-15] 


When criticising Nero’s public performances of art and poetry both modern and ancient historians seem to focus on the origin point of his first ever Performance in Naples in 64AD[footnoteRef:15]. Drinkwater describes that this performance would have been incredibly shocking to the incredibly conservative and traditional aristocrats that made up the Senate at this point in time[footnoteRef:16], no doubt making him popular amongst the common people but severely alienating himself from the upper elite. Modern scholars argue that although Nero’s performance in Naples may have been unsettling and offensive to Roman sensibilities[footnoteRef:17] it was not as controversial as Nero’s following performance at his second Neronia in 65AD[footnoteRef:18]. Nero’s reputation before the second Neronia was already damaged due to the great fire in Rome that happened in the previous year[footnoteRef:19] and some accusations from the ancient world that Nero himself had started it to gain inspiration for his poetry[footnoteRef:20], although we cannot be certain if this was a rumour was Flavian creation as a part of the hostile tradition. After his performance in the second Neronia, Nero starts to pick roles that become increasingly inappropriate and shocking to the elite[footnoteRef:21], often choosing roles form dramatic tragedies such as Oresteces, Oedipus and women in labour[footnoteRef:22]. These are often criticized by the ancient authors, as degenerate, but modern scholars such as Cowan argue that these may have been ways for Nero to express parts of his personality and life that he couldn’t address publicly as he seems to “play roles which reflected some aspect of his immoral nature” [footnoteRef:23]. However, this argument is far from original, having been expressed much earlier in scholarship by Frazer [footnoteRef:24] and its focus relies too much on the psychology of the performances, rather than their reflection and violation of Roman societal standards. [15:  Bolten 1948. 87., Suet. Nero. 20]  [16:  Drinkwater. 2019. 205]  [17:  Frazer. 1996. 17]  [18:  Tacitus Ann 16. 4-5]  [19:  Bolten. 1948. 84.]  [20:  Dio. 62.29.1]  [21:  Frazer. 1966: 17]  [22:  Suet. Nero. 21.3]  [23:  Cowan. 2009. 78.]  [24:  Frazer 1966. 18.] 


Another aspect  of the Neronian games that was frequently criticised was the athletic performances that were put on by the emperor. Nero was had an incredibly keen interest in athletics, and is often recorded as being involved in chariot races from a very young age, even performing in the traditional Troy games whilst still in Claudius reign[footnoteRef:25]. Despite the more military based attributes being acceptable to the contemporary audiences of the time[footnoteRef:26], the ancient sources we have often negatively report them. Suetonius goes to great lengths to describe the Ahenobarbi, Nero’s true paternal family, as vicious and violent, describing how they would use chariots to run over children and rig gambling on athletic games[footnoteRef:27]. This was most likely an attempt to associate Nero’s own forays into this sphere with the sins of his father and grandfather and is most likely part of the hostile tradition [footnoteRef:28] that was common in Flavian-era historians. However, we cannot dismiss that the Elite of this time would have been acutely aware of this family history and could have been wary of Nero’s interest in this sphere. These concerns would seem rightly placed as Nero began to pour enormous amounts of time and state funds into his Charioteering alone, building the New circus built and enclosed inside of the Vatican where he would race and have the people cheer for him[footnoteRef:29]. [25:  Suet. Nero: 7]  [26:  Tac. Ann.: 14]  [27:  Griffin. 1984. 21.]  [28:  Drinkwater. 2019. 316]  [29:  Tac. Ann. 14.14.4] 


Although it was not Just the concept of Nero performing for all of Rome that would have created such controversy amongst the elite, but also the fact that the elite were being  forced or coerced into participating in these games[footnoteRef:30].  Despite Champlin commenting on how the forced performances would have created animosity amongst the elites Drinkwater suggests that only the truly conservative elites would have taken offense at having to participate in the arena[footnoteRef:31]. He argues that a majority of both equites and Senators willingly joined in the performances, as it actually complimented many of their own interests in chariot racing, displaying their fighting skills and it merely seemed like an extension of their normal performances they did as  elites in the public eye[footnoteRef:32]. We even find evidence for this in the ancient source, with Dio claiming that whilst some senators and equestrians were forced to compete in the Juvenalia, others were happy to do so[footnoteRef:33]. However, despite this apparent willingness from certain individuals in the elite ranks we find that a lot of later sources often criticise these demands of the emperor, criticisms which often revolved around the huge sums of money that Senators would be given for their participation and concerning whether Roman elites should actually encouraged  to perform in public[footnoteRef:34]. Nero was keen to re-write the societal rules by which he was to follow, or indeed wished to purposefully ignore them. His famous triumphal march after returning from Greece 67 AD was the way for Nero to use his morally dubious actions to enhance his position as a performer[footnoteRef:35]. He re-wrote history so he could perform in all the games and he created new traditions where he was at the centre, however the Roman elite and traditionalists would have only seen it as “New and artificial”[footnoteRef:36], and would never attempt to replicate it [30:  Champlin. 2003: 76.]  [31:  Drinkwater. 2019. 300]  [32:  Drinkwater. 2019. 300]  [33:  Dio. 61.17.3]  [34:  Champlin. 2005. 76]  [35:  Champlin. 2005. 234]  [36:  Champlin. 2005. 234] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]The source of contention for the elite when joining these performances was that they were often being pitted against the emperor himself, a situation that had seen many prominent members in Nero’s court exiled or executed, such as Lucan, a poet who had managed to garner more popularity than the Emperor[footnoteRef:37]. Many scholars agree that Nero’s reign became increasingly “repressive” and tyrannical[footnoteRef:38] as his demands of the Senate grew. Under Nero the imperial court was became highly contentions and dangerous for many of the Elite within it. Champlin argues that the elite often struggled navigating the “stifling” social complexities of competing with a man who had “twenty-eight legions at his command”[footnoteRef:39]. Many of the elite in the Neronian court would have felt compelled to follow the emperors demands, but there was no chance of ever coming out victor due to Nero’s oppressive need for constant gratification and to be seen as “first among equals”[footnoteRef:40] creating an environment of discontent and dissention. This discontent would become all the more apparent as the first conspiracy against Nero was made and lead by individuals who had either been slighted by Nero’s competitive court or who had been victims of his juvenile sadism[footnoteRef:41].  [37:  Tac. Ann. 15.45-8, Suetonius, Life of Lucan ]  [38:  Taiwo. 2016. 23.]  [39:  Champlin 2005. 81]  [40:  Griffin .1984. 160]  [41:  Tac. Ann. 15.45-65, Nachwort. 2013. 477] 


In conclusion I have found that although Nero’s early exploration of Culture and Athletics  had very little impact on the contemporary elites view of him, however ancient sources, such as Tacitus and Suetonius often use it to foreshadow their later criticisms of Nero, therefore creating an incredibly biased source tradition. I have also found that when comparing Nero’s public appearances with those of the previous emperors, specifically Augustus there are a surprising number of parallels, and that Nero was often vilified for doing many of the same things as previous emperors. However, it should be noted that elites of the time may have had a negative view as Nero had a negative family reputation when it came to cultural and athletic pursuits and often explored them for his own personal interest or gain. Overall Nero’s explorations into public performances after 64AD seemed d to have garnered him the most controversy amongst the elite. This was likely due to his violation of traditional societally expectations and cultivation an atmosphere of vice, opulence and self-indulgence that many of the elite would have felt made a mockery of Roman traditions. Overall Nero actions became increasingly controversial to the elite the more obsessive he became about his pursuits. As his reign continued Nero’s obsessive nature was never kept I check and only fed the growing distaste for him amongst the elite of Rome.
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