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

The emperor Nero reigned from the AD 54 to 68 and during this time he was involved in many controversies both political and social. In the opinion of the Roman elite, some of the most significant of these was the emperor’s athletic and theatrical pursuits. Analysing some of Nero’s actions pertaining to athletics and theatre will be used to argue possible reasons why they were viewed as controversial and how opinions changed towards Nero because of this.
To start with what was probably viewed as the least controversial pursuit, chariot racing. Particularly during his younger years, Nero had a clear interest in the sport and desired to be a champion charioteer. This was not viewed as necessarily controversial to begin with, because of the clear link between charioteering and war and charioteers were not legally disqualified like actors and singers[footnoteRef:1]. This alone shows that chariot racing was not controversial in general rather than it being debatable for the emperor to be a charioteer. However, it could be argued that it wasn’t the chariot racing it self that the elite romans disliked, but the way in which Nero went about it. It is known that Nero took part in official racing in Greece and tried to self-represent himself as the “sun charioteer”[footnoteRef:2].  This would have been somewhat unacceptable because Nero being emperor meant that he had more important duties to attend to rather than taking part in charioteering. Also, the term ‘sun charioteer’ means that Nero was trying to present himself as a god-like figure by linking himself to both Apollo and Augustus in this way. This may have been viewed negatively because it was a sign that Nero was putting himself in a position of power that would make the senate unnecessary. This fear was, in many ways, founded because of past events like the dictatorship of Julius Caesar and it is understandable that the Roman elite and even the plebeians would have been afraid of what this could mean.  As well as this, Nero’s chariot racing was later used against him when his actions began to spiral and public opinion deteriorated. Tacitus stated in his accounts that the soldier Subrius Flavus said “I began to hate you when you turned into the murderer of your mother and wife- a chariot- driver, an actor, a fire raiser.”[footnoteRef:3] The inclusion of charioteering shows that though it may not have been viewed as a bad thing on the whole to begin with, it was still controversial enough to be included as some of his ‘terrible acts’ as emperor when Nero was being written about negatively in historical accounts. [1:  Fantham 2013:19]  [2:  Fantham 2013:22]  [3:  Tac. Ann. XV. LXVI] 

In the case of Nero’s great love of acting and singing, this was viewed as controversial both in general and in Nero’s case specifically. The arts like acting and singing were viewed as unimportant or even hated by Julio-Claudian emperors that came before Nero. It is known that Tiberius expelled pantomime dancers and that Nero later recalled them.[footnoteRef:4] This action would have been viewed as controversial by the elite because the roman identity was primarily made up of military and political prowess. This would have meant that Nero being interested enough in the arts to bring back public performances would have gone against the Roman ideals. However, the recalling of pantomime dancers was not the extent of Nero’s interests in the arts. It is clear in all ancient sources that Nero was a performer and competitor within the arts himself and took the activities seriously.[footnoteRef:5] It is noted by Suetonius that Nero “for many successive days until late at night, he little by little began to practice himself, neglecting none of the exercises which artists of that kind are in the habit of following”[footnoteRef:6] these exercises would have included using a lead weight to press down on his chest and avoiding foods that may choke him.[footnoteRef:7] These exercises would have taken up quite a lot of time in the emperors day which would have meant that he was not doing what others viewed an emperor should be doing. Along with the training, Nero took part in multiple competitions in music and acting, “being announced under his own name” [footnoteRef:8]. While also taking up a lot of time, it also put pressure on the Roman elite to keep Nero happy and keeping his image positive towards the Roman empire and the countries outside of the empire. It is recorded multiple times by ancient authors that “contests in music had adopted the rule of sending all of the lyric prizes to him”[footnoteRef:9], this means that a considerable effort was made to keep in the emperor’s favour and show that he is successful in what he does, whether the senate and the other Roman elite viewed it negatively or not. There was an incident at the quinquennial contest where “the senate attempted to avert scandal by offering the emperor the victory in song, adding a ‘crown of eloquence’ to cover the stigma inseparable from the stage.”[footnoteRef:10] This clearly shows the senate attempting to use Nero’s interests in their own manner. This means that the senate were getting involved in the arts to keep some measure of control. Despite the involvement of the senate, the opinions are obvious, if the ancient accounts are accurate. For example, in Tacitus’ account of Nero’s performances getting applause, it is said that, “you might have supposed them to be rejoicing; and possibly they were, without a care for the national dishonour”[footnoteRef:11] .  this means that it is likely that many of the Roman elite would have felt a similar way, the reasoning behind this may have been because of the general dislike of actors and singers or the force in which Nero was bringing forward his cultural changes. This is shown in that “while he was singing, no one was allowed to leave the theatre even for the most urgent reasons”[footnoteRef:12] which meant that not only was Nero focusing on the arts but was also forcing the other Romans to do so as well. [4:  Fantham 2015.]  [5:  Manning 1975.]  [6:  Suet. Nero. XX]  [7:  Fantham 2013.]  [8:  Cass Dio. Roman history. LXII]  [9:  Suet. Nero. XXII]  [10:  Tac. Ann. XIV. IV]  [11:  Tac. Ann. XIV. IV]  [12:  Suet. Nero. XXIII] 

Nero’s focus on the arts would also have been viewed as controversial because Nero’s seeming obsession with them meant that the Roman empire would have suffered because of his unwavering focus on his own performance. For example, it is recorded that during the fire of Rome where the emperor would have been expected to focus on stopping and reducing the damage, Nero is said to have “ascended to the roof of the palace, from which there was the best general view of the greater part of the conflagration, and assuming the lyre player’s garb, he sang the ‘capture of Troy’”[footnoteRef:13]. If this is to be taken as accurate then it would mean that both the elite Romans and the plebeians would have viewed Nero negatively because of the level suffering that could have been prevented if Nero had acted as he was supposed to as a ruler. Along with Nero’s actions during the fire of Rome, the apparent use of theatrical masks also would have been viewed badly.  These masks were said to have been modelled on either Nero’s current love interest or even on his deceased wife, though it is debated in ancient accounts.[footnoteRef:14] According to Cassius Dio, it is Nero’s wife Poppea that is depicted in masks and they are used to ‘reanimate’ her in the performances.[footnoteRef:15] It would be seen controversial in the modern day for a person in a position of power to act in such a way but in a ancient society like Rome, where religion would have meant that people viewed death with more fear, people would have viewed this action as a direct insult to the deities and dead family members. The use of the emperors deceased wife as would have also bothered the elite Romans because it was dangerous for people to mock the emperor and his family. The theatrical masks also have a link to a funerary tradition of the parading of images of dead family members, sometimes masks.[footnoteRef:16] This would have made the reaction towards the mask of Poppea even more extreme, especially it being Nero on stage at the same time. Despite this, the validity of the sources, because the existence of the masks is only mentioned briefly in Cassius Dio and Suetonius.[footnoteRef:17] Which is not enough evidence to show for certain if theatrical masks were used and even if they were, it is also possible that the masks of Poppea and Nero were used to further prove Nero was a bad ruler and person. [13:  Cass, Dio. Roman History. LXII]  [14:  Slater 1996.]  [15:  Slater 1996. and Cass. Dio. Roman history.]  [16:  Slater 1996.]  [17:  Slater 1996.] 

There is a theory that Nero pushed forward the development of performance and music as the “cultivation of the plebs”[footnoteRef:18] which would have meant that Nero was involving himself in singing and acting to bring himself closer to the public as a ruler and therefore increase his popularity.[footnoteRef:19] This would have made sense because the Julio-Claudian emperors did vary massively in popularity and Nero getting the support of more than just the elite may have made him more secure in his position as emperor. Nero being involved in performances being applauded by the lower classes[footnoteRef:20] would have made the elite classes even less likely to support Nero in his pursuits in theatre because they didn’t want to be linked to the lower classes in their interests. This would have meant that if the lower classes enjoyed the emperor being involved in the arts, the upper classes would have disliked it on principle as well as any political reasoning. [18:  Manning. 1975.]  [19:  McAlindon 1956.]  [20:  Manning 1975.] 

In conclusion, the Roman elite would have seen Nero’s pursuits in theatre and sports as a neglect towards his more important duties as emperor. For example, military conquests, which Nero was never talented in the practices and Nero was only taught the theory of military practices. this would likely to have been part of the reason Nero and the army did not have a strong alliance.[footnoteRef:21] However, it also must be said that the senate did desire more power and the emperor focusing on the arts like Nero did would have meant the senate had more control. As well as this, it would have been thought by the Roman elite that Nero was ‘degrading’ himself by being involved in previously banned practices.[footnoteRef:22] Another reason the elite disliked Nero’s pursuits is because some of the ways in which Nero performed, like the use of theatrical masks and performing in public. Which may have meant that Nero was exposed to not only the upper classes in the society but the plebeians as well. This would mean that the emperor would be close to the regular public than the senate would have liked. Also, the general dislike of the arts and athletics like chariot racing would have meant that an emperor attempting to bring back into focus would have taken some time to be accepted, even without Nero’s other scandals like killing his mother and wives. So, his involvement in the arts would have been used by ancient authors and elite members of the empire to further evidence Nero being a bad and mad emperor, although the validity and accuracy of the authors should be questioned. The negative opinions towards Nero and his acting and singing may also have been because they were against Nero himself because negative opinions were often passed on in families.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Fantham 2013.]  [22:  Manning 1975.]  [23:  McAlindon 1956.] 
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