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 closer examining Nero’s more major cultural and athletic pursuits and how they were perceived as controversial by members of the Roman Elite, by examining Nero's major pursuits such as his establishments of festivals and Athletic competitions I am hoping to gain a wider picture into all of the contributing factors behind Nero's desire to pursue the arts and look beyond surface level for all of the controversies that the Roman Elite might have held against Nero's pursuits. By engaging with both Primary and Secondary sources I aim to apply a balanced critique to the question.
Although the politics of Roman cultural engagement are complex in nature this did not prevent Nero from bringing about great cultural and athletic change with varying degrees of acceptance from the Roman Elite. First focusing on the beginnings of Nero’s cultural pursuits, author Jim Whiting proposes that it wasn’t until after the murder of his mother Agrippina that Nero’s desire to become an actor and musician truly came into fruition “Freed from her presence, Nero began following the burning passion that would consume him for the rest of his life. He wanted to become a great actor and musician” (Whiting, 2019), (consideration must be made for Whiting however as his work is Juvenile Nonfiction written for a younger audience which might lead to simplification of historical events or overdramatization). Indeed, we know that Agrippina “Could not tolerate anything of that kind. It has been said that one of the causes of Agrippina's quarrels with her son was her opposition to his artistic and athletic interest “ (Scullard, 2013). 
Clearly Agrippina’s discouragement of Nero applying himself to artistic pursuits failed and it could even be argued that this discouragement was one of the contributing factors to her demise. Nevertheless, Whiting is shown to be correct as her death allowed him to pursue his athletic and cultural interests to the fullest extent possible. The first major example we see of Nero’s pursuit of establishing himself in the arts could be the Juvenalia, Nero established scenic games in 59 AD, when he was 21 years old, to commemorate the first time he shaved his beard, signalling his transition from boyhood to adulthood. “It was celebrated in honour of his beard, which he now shaved for the first time; the hairs he placed in a small golden globe and offered to Jupiter Capitolinus” (Dio, 2014).
Although the Juvenalia could have been the first major cultural and athletic pursuit undertaken by Nero it could also be the start of the first major opposition from the Roman elite. The state's most prestigious citizens, young and old, male and female, were expected to attend. Not only that however as Roman citizens from all classes in society were also in attendance. According to Suetonius (Ner. 12.1) Nero imitated a custom from Olympia by allowing the Virgin Vestals to watch, The Vestal sat in a reserved box near the most important magistrates. This may have had a religious function. However, religious function turned into a privilege when the emperor Nero permitted the Vestals to attend other contests that were previously denied to them (Roberts, 2012) which was seen as highly controversial among the elite. Aside from extremely influential members of the Roman elite and the appearances of other important religious officials however most controversially Nero himself appeared in the Juvenalia according to Suetonius (Nero, 12), The Juvenalia was a private festival, but since Roman gardens elided the distinction between public and private space Nero could perform in public while respecting these customs. However, the public exposure of their emperor on the stage, as well as his involvement in chariot races and wrestling events in the arena, were difficult for many Roman conservatives to tolerate. This has been amply demonstrated by Tacitus.
“Hence debauchery and scandal throve; nor to our morals, corrupted long before, has anything contributed more of uncleanness than that herd of reprobates. Even in the decent walks of life, purity is hard to keep: far less could chastity or modesty or any vestige of integrity survive in that competition of the vices.” (Tacitus, 1939)
This quote from Tacitus’s Annals on Nero’s Juvenalia Games demonstrates one of the negative view points of Nero’s pursuits. Indeed, Nero’s Juvenalia Games were seen as extremely controversial to some members of the Roman elite, one of these reasons may have been that to the Roman aristocracy, preforming in public was a profession fit only for the lower classes of Roman society (Whiting, 2019). To further explore the politics of culture within the Roman Elite and the ties between class and acting the Romans made persistent connection between prostitutes and actors in law (Duncan, 2006). These links imply a relationship between sexuality, public life, and performance in the Roman cultural imagination. Both "faked it" for a living, and the attributes ascribed to them were used to justify treating them as suspects (Duncan, 2006). Continuing with the examination of the cultural attitudes held by some members of the Roman elite relating to this link between sexuality and performance some conservative Romans also held the idea that the institution of the gymnasium led to pederasty. The Romans had little interest in sport for sport’s sake, and the Greek practice of nude exercise was viewed with distaste, as leading to the vice of homosexuality. 
Moving on from Nero’s cultural and athletic pursuit being the Juvenalia games and how it was received by some members of the Roman elite, and moving to more closely examine Nero’s pursuit of music. Suetonius writes about Nero “Music formed part of his childhood curriculum, and he early developed a taste for it” (Tranquillus, 1914). Indeed, it is known that Nero loved to sing a passion that only grew after his mothers passing, and while Nero’s singing and stage performances were enjoyed by the Greeks the Romans found them to be distasteful. Nero’s first stage performance was at Neapolis in 64 AD. Naples was proud of its Greek heritage and culture. The Bay of Naples was something of a retreat for the Aristocratic families, and the lavish villas, often in Greek architecture, were places of leisure and relaxation. There was no denying that this action by Nero was a deviation from the norms of the Roman elite. This debut in Naples however appears to have been a successful one in Nero’s eyes as he went back to Rome to perform there after having perfected his performance in Naples “Not daring, however, to take the first step at Rome, he fixed upon Naples as a Greek city” (Tacitus, 1937). According to Tacitus, Nero chose Naples for his first public appearance on stage because it was a Greek city, and he felt it would be good preparation for his visit to Greece, where the most important rewards in men's eyes were to be won. If he returned with these, he might expect the Romans to give greater attention to and honour his performances only lending further insight into even Nero’s conscious consideration of the attitudes of the Roman elite. 
Nero’s pursuit does not end there however as a second Neronia held in 65AD would see Nero’s desire to pursue the arts put on full display. Nero’s quinquennale certamen also called the Neronia was first had in 60 AD and After the Greek model, it was divided into three sections: athletics, chariot racing, and music (which included singing and recitations in prose and verse).' This format would be that of the Pythian Games rather than the Olympic Games, as Nero drew influence from the Augustalia in Naples, which was a religious athletic and musical event (Bolton, 1948). There seems to be confusion among historians as to the dates around the festival as it was to happen around four-year intervals as author Bolton writes “I believe that Nero intended, when he instituted his festival, that it should next be held in 64, after that in 68, and so on at four-yearly intervals like any other quinquennale certamen” (Bolton, 1948). One of the major reasons for the year of delay could have been it would not have been able to be held in Rome after the Great Fire of Rome (64AD). Indeed, Suetonius says was postponed 'until the following year'-that is, from 64 – 65AD. So, during this second Neronia Nero appeared on stage in Rome singing and acting a range of inappropriate mythological creatures (Buckley & Dinter, 2013). This combination of both appearing on the public stage and diversion from more traditional re-enactments of texts would most likely have been highly controversial among members of the Roman elite, for reasons previously discussed acting saw seen as a lowly profession on par with prostitution therefore to see their emperor engaging in such activities not only in Rome but Naples to would not have been acceptable. Both Suetonius and Tacitus present Nero as disrupting the line between elite and infames by performing on stage, for example in Tacitus’s Annals he criticises Nero for encouraging members of the Roman elite to defile themselves with stage performances once again highlighting the general attitude held by members of the elite.
Nero’s musical and acting pursuits however were not the only ones, Nero’s athletic pursuits also took place centre stage both figuratively and literally, Nero’s love for chariot racing is one that is written about by Suetonius that even in his childhood he possessed an extremely enthusiastic love for the sport (Tranquillus, 1914). It would seem that this enthusiasm told to us by Suetonius only grew as we have minor details of Nero’s infamous appearance at the Olympia manning a ten-horse chariot despite this is something he had previously criticised a previous competitor doing. Shortly after the race began however, he lost control of his chariot while entering a turn, injuring himself so severely, it almost killed him.
“But after he had been thrown from the car and put back in it, he was unable to hold out and gave up before the end of the course; but he received the crown just the same” (Tranquillus, 1914).
This spectacle of Nero’s competition to win the chariot race at the Olympia was not received well by the members of the Roman elite despite his apparent “victory”. In fact, his advisors implored him to return to Rome, although in Greek culture chariot racing was a sport regarded for the upper class and royalty in Rome conservative opinion differed as there was a great deal of disapproval of various aspects on Greek culture. Chariot racing was viewed under a similar light as to lyre playing- not suitable for upper class gentlemen and unconscionable for an emperor. (G.Fagan, 2006).
To conclude on this discussion as to why so many of Nero’s cultural and athletic pursuits were so controversial for some members of the Roman elite, overall, it could be argued that Nero was doomed never to please the more conservative members of the Roman elite in the earlier years of his reign due to his inherent love and interest in Greek culture as well as Roman rhetoric. Agrippina’s earlier influence in this area only seems to have only pushed Nero further into carrying put these cultural and athletic pursuits. Moving on however past the earlier years there seems to have been a shift in Nero’s attempt to somewhat try and please some of the Roman Elite and there was little to no opposition from most of his advisors as Agrippina’s memory and demise stood as a example of those who held Nero back from his pursuits. This led to what could be considered by the Roman elite as a great decline in public morals, taking Nero’s personal life into account it is not surprising that there would be a overlap of Nero’s purists and his declining morals. Nero could be held in regard by historians as ahead of his time and that the demonisation of his “controversies” by the Roman elite could be regarded as no more than elderly Roman officials criticising a young emperor.  
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