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Abstract
In this article, I  demonstrate that Octavia Minor, the sister of emperor Augustus, plays a role as Claudia Octavia’s literary model in the eponymous Pseudo-Senecan praetexta. The women’s overlapping names—Octavia Minor and Claudia Octavia—trigger an initial comparison between them and encourage a reading of the Octavia Minor figure as one of the play’s implicit subtexts based on the two Octavias’ literary representations. Octavia Minor functions as a model for her (partial) namesake and descendant in the Octavia. A glance at the ever so complicated Julio-Claudian family tree shows how the Augustan Octavia at the beginning of the dynasty and the Neronian Octavia at its end are connected. I will demonstrate various similarities between the two Octavias that make intertextual readings of their literary appearances possible. In doing so, the Octavia challenges the confines of centre and periphery as it negotiates its place within Latin drama.

Augustus’ emperorship (27 BCE-14 CE) can be a daunting act to follow, even generations later, when Nero (during his rule from 54-68 CE), at least initially, strove to follow in his ancestor’s footsteps. We see the first and the last of the Julio-Claudian emperors aligned in Pseudo-Senecan Octavia’s debate between Nero and Seneca or Suetonius’ representation of Nero as an initial imitator of the Augustan model[footnoteRef:2]. The historical Nero boasted an additional ancestor of note: as Plutarch writes in Ant. 87, he was, among other Roman emperors and Julio-Claudians of note, the fifth to descend from Mark Antony. The link between Augustus and Antony, Octavia Minor—as the former’s original soror Augusti and the latter’s coniunx until 32 BCE—equally deserves a spot among this cast of characters. Over the course of these pages, I will demonstrate that Octavia Minor plays a role as Claudia Octavia’s literary model in the eponymous Pseudo-Senecan praetexta. The women’s overlapping names—Octavia Minor and Claudia Octavia—trigger an initial comparison between them and encourage a reading of the Octavia Minor figure as one of the play’s implicit subtexts based on the two Octavias’ literary representations[footnoteRef:3]. Octavia Minor functions as a model for her (partial) namesake and descendant in the Octavia[footnoteRef:4]. A glance at the ever so complicated Julio-Claudian family tree shows how the Augustan Octavia at the beginning of the dynasty and the Neronian Octavia at its end are connected[footnoteRef:5]. I will demonstrate various similarities between the two Octavias that make intertextual readings of their literary appearances possible.  [2:  Within the pseudo-Senecan Octavia itself, see the agonistic debate between Nero and Seneca in Oct. 440-592. For Nero in Suetonius, examples range from Nero’s intentions to follow Augustus’ “imperial precepts” (Suet. Nero.10) to Nero’s use of a currus/chariot in which Augustus once celebrated a triumph (Suet. Nero.25). Scholarship has also considered the link between Augustus and Nero. For the Augustan model that Nero adopts, engages with and eventually departs from, see Williams 1994: 178–95 (especially Nero’s rejection of Seneca’s stoic ideals for a ruler in Augustus’ image) and Chapter 2 and 3 “Seneca’s Augustan Narrative” and “Remembering Octavian in Neronian Rome” in Ginsberg 2017. ]  [3:  Whilst I will focus on poetic intertexts in this piece, a quick glance at inscriptions and other literary genres shows that Octavia Minor was generally known as soror Augusti, a title that will be of importance throughout the Octavia. For Octavia Minor as soror Augusti, see texts ranging from Vitruvius (De arch. 1. Pr. 2) to the real Seneca’s Dial. 6.2.2 / Consolatio ad Marciam 2.2-3 to Scribonius Largus (Compositiones 59.1). See the following inscriptions listed by Fischer 1999: 18, 120 including Athens, Mytilene, and the Mausoleum Augusti (MARCELLVS C.F. / GENER [AVG]VSTI CAESARIS and OCTAVIA / C.F. SOROR AVG[VSTI CAESARIS]; CIL VI, 8881: (ILS I, 1877), and: C . OCTAVIVS . OCTAVIAE / AUGVSTI. SORORIS. L / AVCTVS . SCR . LIBR  / VICCIA . C . L . GNOME . VXOR; as well as in Greek at the Demeter cult at Kyrene: ΟΚΤΑΙΑΝ ΤΑΝ ΚΑΙΣΑΡΟΣ / ΤΩ ΣΕΒΑΣΤΩ ΑΔΕΛΦΑΝ ΚΥΡΑΝΑΙΟΙ (Lib. Ant. 9-10.1972/3, 185, und Taf. LXXIX, a) = SEG 26. 1976/77, Nr. 1824. ]  [4:  For clarity purposes, I refer to Augustus’ sister as Octavia Minor and to the Neronian Octavia as Claudia Octavia whenever it is unclear from the context. ]  [5:  See Appendix A for a Julian-Claudian family tree (Kragelund 2015).] 

A short plot summary of the Octavia elucidates how Claudia Octavia, once the imperial wife, moves from the centre to periphery. This praetexta dramatises historical intrigues at the imperial court in 62 CE, when Nero divorces, exiles, and puts to death Octavia. And so, his mistress Poppaea becomes the successor and replacement of his sister-wife Claudia Octavia, now his divorcée. Since Octavia enjoys the people’s support (throughout the play referred to as favor, see below), Nero provokes general disapproval and public riots. At the same time, Seneca—a character in his “own” play—attempts to reason with and restrain his tyrannical pupil in vain. In the end, even though the populus romanus disapproves of Octavia’s demotion, Poppaea becomes Nero’s new wife and empress regardless, and so she replaces Octavia in this so-called “bedroom drama.” Appendix B provides a more structured and detailed outline of the play, laid out by Boyle 2008. In short, Claudia Octavia the Character, originally at the centre of the play, is irrevocably banished to the imperial periphery and self-consciously announces her role as Nero’s eventual divorcée. The play thus enacts the gradual disintegration of their marriage itself and of Claudia Octavia’s status as imperial wife. Claudia Octavia herself plays a significant part in casting herself as Senecan heroines with similar fates. This heavy dose of Senecan self-identification relates to the Octavia’s marginal position within the Senecan canon.
Indeed, issues of centre and periphery seep not only through the dramatic plot of the Octavia, but also colours its liminal literary existence. While scholars generally agree that Seneca did not write the Octavia, uncertainty about its composition date (early in the Flavian era?) and authorship remains and thus places the Octavia in the periphery of Seneca studies[footnoteRef:6]. In spite of (or perhaps indeed because of) the tragedy’s dubious attribution to Seneca, its stylistic and thematic Senecanisms are explicit, so recent scholarship has attested to the use of characteristically Senecan tragic features at length[footnoteRef:7]. Scholars such as Ferri 2003, Boyle 2008,  Kragelund 2017, and Ginsberg 2017 and 2019 demonstrate how the peripheral Pseudo-Senecan Octavia is highly self-conscious, especially in relation to the original, central Senecan canon. In other words, Octavia exists meta-theatrically in a liminal position: on the surface, it looks and sounds like a Senecan play, but its extreme “Seneca-ness” betrays its spurious origins. The Octavia’s characters mimic the Senecan tendency as they repeatedly appear in conversation with mythological figures from the Senecan corpus. Additionally, as do the latter’s dramatic characters, the historical characters in the Octavia are often paired and compared in their overlapping experiences, which they vividly enhance by searching for mythological precedents to their own situations. These mythological counterparts show how the Senecan corpus recycles itself—Octavia’s playwright seems to have done the same by following Seneca’s tendency to repeat, replace, mirror, and respond to characters and their personal histories in a cyclical fashion[footnoteRef:8]. Furthermore, the play’s structure itself mimics its mirroring characters: the playwright designs Octavia’s (Oct. 1-272) and Poppaea’s mirroring scenes (Oct. 690-761)—their conversations with their nurses in their respective bed chambers—as a double frame around the agonistic discussion about ideal rulership between Nero and Seneca in the middle of the play (Oct. 377-645)[footnoteRef:9]. Here, I will make the case for a similar mirroring between both the pseudo-Senecan Claudia Octavia and her ancestor Octavia Minor. [6:  For scholarship on Octavia’s date and attribution, see Whitman 1978; Barbera 2000; Ferri 2003; Boyle 2008; Kragelund 2015; Ginsberg 2017. Burrow 2013: 169 (and notes 17 and 18) remarks that Erasmus and Lipsius already raised questions about the authorship of Seneca’s canon as a whole, while Lipsius believed that “only the Medea was the work of Lucius Annaeus Seneca the philosopher, while the historical play Octavia (in which Seneca himself appears) was written by an uncertain author.” Because of the Octavia’s uncertain authorship, multiple Seneca studies tend to exclude the play from their inquiries, see for instance Paré-Rey 2012, Slaney 2016, Colabrese 2017, Vandersmissen 2019, Klees und Kugelmeier 2020. ]  [7:  Boyle 2008 identifies the numerous overlaps and intertexts throughout the Senecan corpus, both in relation to the Octavia and among the Senecan canon itself. Phaedra is an especially influential intertext as Octavia’s entrance soliloquy suggests.]  [8:  Claudia Octavia re-invents herself as the new Electra and the new Juno, and her plight is a slightly modified, yet repeated version of her mother Messalina’s experiences. ]  [9:  See Appendix B for the parallelism and repetition of the structuring of these scenes, see Boyle 2008: 238-40 and Kragelund 2015: 176-8; 192; 196. ] 

Thus, the Octavia negotiates shifting centre and periphery on the three aforementioned levels: that is, issues of centre and periphery function on a) the level of the play’s marginal existence in the Senecan canon, b) the level of the play’s plot, and c) the level of the two Octavias. I shall now offer a reading of Claudia Octavia as another iteration of Octavia Minor, Augustus’ sister and Antony’s wife during the latter’s dalliance with Cleopatra. The literary representation of her ancestor Octavia Minor influences the way in which the playwright crafts the Neronian Octavia, a dynamic which itself explores the centre and periphery of the Julio-Claudian dynasty. Within recent scholarship on the Octavia, the Augustan Octavia lurks suggestively, as if ready at any moment to be assimilated to her Neronian namesake. Caruggi 2018: 65, in her study of domestic violence in antiquity, describes the true-to-life situation of the Neronian Octavia in a way that can be applied to the fictionalised plot: “Octavia was praised as an ideal wife due to her exemplary virtues: tolerance, obedience, modesty, and chastity. However, her admirable virtues did not protect her from an abusive husband who soon grew tired of living with her.” Without any additionally provided context, one might incorrectly assume that Antony, not his descendant Nero, is the neglectful husband in question. Whilst the neglect of Octavia Minor by Antony is another instance of a disenchanted, unsuccessful marriage pact, there is a difference. Antony’s behaviour, we must note, is of a calibre that starkly differs from Nero’s aggression and blood lust towards his estranged wife. For the pages that remain, I will make a case for the Augustan Octavia’s presence as a model for Claudia Octavia in the Octavia itself[footnoteRef:10].  [10:  The characters Seneca and Nero engage closely with the recent Augustan past and the triumviral civil wars. Ginsberg 2017: 25-43 points out parallels between the depictions of Octavia and Agrippina as “figures of loss” who are “recast as a shadow of Pompey the Great” from Lucan’s Bellum Civile and argues that “once this marked literary and historical allusion is recognized,” “additional thematic and contextual parallels” can be activated within the text.] 

At various points, the tragic characters replace one another in pre-existing roles. For one thing, the very first lines of the play cast Claudia Octavia as a ceaselessly lamenting daughter and sister. We find Octavia alone in her bedroom at dawn while she mourns the loss of her mother, father, and brother, and seeks mythological parallels to make sense of her situation (Oct. 1-9). Claudia Octavia is not the only victim of displacement and replacement: the Julio-Claudian domus has seen this story before when Claudius replaced Octavia’s mother Messalina with Agrippina. Octavia continues her lament when she alludes to her twisted family history as follows: 
[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs]Semper genetrix deflenda mihi,
prima meorum causa malorum,
tristes questus natae exaudi,
si quis remanet sensus in umbris.
utinam ante manu grandaeua sua
mea rupisset stamina Clotho,
ua quam maerens uulnera uidi
oraque foedo sparsa cruore.
(Oct. 10-17)

O mother ever mourned by me,
The prime cause of my own pain,
Hear a daughter's despairing cries,
If feeling abides in the dead.
I wish that Clotho's wrinkled hands
Had ripped apart my thread of life
Before my wailing saw your wounds
And spattered face blood-fouled[footnoteRef:11]. [11:  I use Boyle 2008’s elegant translations for the Octavia; translations of additional texts are my own unless specified. ] 


As soon as Octavia likens her fate to that of her mother, we can guess how the play is going to end. What happened to Octavia’s mother Messalina is eventually bound to happen to her—it is, after all, impossible to escape the family curse to which so many Senecan characters are subjected[footnoteRef:12]. When we activate these marriage and re-marriage dynamics, we see plots arise that evoke Octavia Minor’s situation: the love triangle Octavia-Poppaea-Nero (itself mimicking Messalina-Agrippina-Claudius) runs parallel with that of Octavia-Cleopatra-Antony[footnoteRef:13]. While none of the Octavia’s characters—not even the insightful nurse or the Augustus-obsessed Nero—compare the Neronian Octavia explicitly with the Augustan Octavia, the literary Octavia Minor leaves traces in the characterisation of Claudia Octavia.  [12:  See, e.g., Slaney 2016: 144: “Senecan tragedy is populated by characters trapped in a bloodline.”]  [13:  Plutarch’s Life of Antony especially tracks the gradual dissolution of Octavia and Antony’s marriage, see, for instance, Ant. 31, 35, 51, 54, 57, 86-7.] 

It is, in fact, the literary Cleopatra, who further activates and strengthens the link between the two love triangles. The way in which the play mirrors Claudia Octavia and Poppaea is reminiscent of the opposition between Octavia Minor and Cleopatra, whom Plutarch juxtaposes extensively. The Octavia has two intertextual moments that link Poppaea and Cleopatra and thus invite us to read further into both Cleopatra’s and Octavia’s presence. A first example occurs in Oct. 131-3: through pretium stupri (cf. Prop. 3.11.31: coniugii obsceni pretium), Poppaea appears as Cleopatra, whom Propertius hails as an illustration of the seductive power of women[footnoteRef:14]. The second reference to Cleopatra appears in Nero’s survey of Augustus’ violent past: incesta Romani ducis / Aegyptus iterum in Oct. 521-2, in which Cleopatra appears in the form of Ptolemaic brother-sister marriage—another type of soror et coniunx configuration—and Antony appears as the Roman dux[footnoteRef:15]. The playwright’s uses of paelex and coniunx, substituting their proper names, make these intertextual overtones even more tempting to consider. Since the Poppaea-Cleopatra intertexts are present, we can fill in the blanks left for Claudia Octavia and Octavia Minor. In short, the Octavia plotline of crumbling dynastic politics is reminiscent of Octavia Minor’s arranged marriage with Antony, and of his affair with a provocative mistress that led to a divorce and civil unrest. These similarities appear both on the level of the plot and of these two intertexts. [14:  Boyle 2008: 126 identifies a textual link with Cleopatra in Oct. 131-3: pretium stupri / “fee for fornication” recalls “Propertius' description of Cleopatra demanding the walls of Rome ‘as the fee for a vile marriage’, coniugii obsceni pretium (Prop. 3. 11. 31). The figuring of Poppaea as a kind of Cleopatra would add historical irony to Octavia's complaints.” We see another Cleopatra link through the Juno-Jupiter evocation that recalls Ptolemaian brother-sister marriages, see Boyle 2008: 139-40 on Oct. 201-21 (Whitman 1978; 66 calls the “man/brother sister/wife relationship as exemplified by Jupiter and Juno a familiar conceit” as in HF 1 and Apol. 8). Ferri 2003: 188-9 (on Oct. 220), 311-2 (Oct. 658) identifies soror Augusti coniunxque as a Hellenistic honorific trope, but also notes the confusion that the bare use of Augustus may cause and the fact that Octavia and Nero were siblings only by Nero’s adoption into the Claudian family.]  [15:  These allusions to Cleopatra are later reinforced by the mention of Antony, superatus acie, in Oct. 519 (Boyle 2008: 202) and incesta … Aegyptus in Oct. 521-2 (Boyle 2008: 203 connects this reference to relevant texts ranging from Horace’s Odes 1.37 to Elder Seneca’s Suas. 6.6). ] 

In Claudia Octavia’s speech, recurring family titles such as noverca, pater, and coniunx are favoured over the characters’ proper names. One pointed example of this technique occurs when she casts herself in the role of Electra when she narrates her father’s demise machinated by Agrippina’s schemes, which resembles those of Clytemnestra (coniugis … insidiis, Oct. 30)[footnoteRef:16]: [16:  Boyle 2008 identifies the various points at which the rhetoric about this Clytemnestra and the Senecan Clytemnestra overlap.] 

tulimus saeuae iussa nouercae,
hostilem animum uultusque truces.
illa, illa meis tristis Erinys
thalamis Stygios praetulit ignes
teque extinxit, miserande pater …
coniugis, heu me, pater, insidiis
oppresse iaces seruitque domus
cum prole tua capta tyranno.
(Oct. 22-32)
	
I served a vile stepmother's will,
Endured her hate and savage looks.
That—that dire Fury's Stygian
Torches lit my marriage chamber 
And quenched you, piteous father …
A wife's treachery, poor father,
Crushed you: now your house and child
Are captive slaves to a tyrant. 

These periphrastic identifications encourage the audience to read other historical and mythological figures into the family titles—titles that seem to function almost as placeholders, to be filled in, erased, and replaced at any given point[footnoteRef:17]. Indeed, the Octavia targets members of the Augustan household—another encouragement to draw the connections between the Octavias further. A first parallel is that between Claudia Octavia’s brother Britannicus and Marcellus, Octavia Minor’s son. At first, the fact that Britannicus was Octavia’s brother (and not her son) may be a problem, yet the tragedy’s actions themselves hinge on complex familial relations that become transformed and intertwined. The evolving sibling relationship between Claudia Octavia and Nero (from “sister and wife” to “exiled sister), however, is the play’s central problem[footnoteRef:18]. The latter need not diminish the significance of the Britannicus-Marcellus doublet. Let us flesh out Britannicus’ post-mortal presence and the mythological significance that he fulfils for his sister. She opts for Electra as one of her main mythological counterparts. In her self-mythologising, she works out the parallels and applies them to her other family members as well. And so, her late brother Britannicus soon becomes the Orestes to Octavia’s Electra—but with a twist[footnoteRef:19]. Whitman 1978 observes that “unlike Electra, [Octavia] lost her brother and that loss is her lament here[footnoteRef:20].” Though Octavia had already employed Electra as a mourning exemplar, she also fixates on the collaboration between Electra and brother Orestes to avenge their father Agamemnon (licuit … / scelus ulcisci vindice fratre, Oct. 61-2). Octavia, however, realises that such a revenge plot is no longer an option for her and the deceased Britannicus (fratrisque necem deflere vetat, Oct. 67). This language of failed opportunity is paired with the death of Octavia’s brother Britannicus from this point onwards[footnoteRef:21]. Nero, too, recalls the sister-brother pair and their pending reunion as he orders Octavia’s execution: invisa coniunx pereat et carum sibi / fratrem sequatur. Quidquid excelsum est cadat (Oct. 470-1). Despite the intense closeness of the Octavia-Britannicus/sister-brother pairing, the evolving sibling relationship between Octavia and Nero will become central to the progression of the plot[footnoteRef:22]. In these ways, Britannicus’ spirit looms not only in his sister’s mind but also that of the tyrant who strives to eradicate this line of the family tree, which started with Augustus, Octavia Minor, and their offspring. [17:  For this Senecan technique, see Guastella 2001: 149-51. For the creation of “relational identity” in Senecan tragedy, and specifically in the Troades, see Calabrese 2017. See also Kienast 1990: 27 for Augustus’ use of the pater patriae title and Milnor 2005 for the importance of family dynamics for the Augustan program. ]  [18:  Shifting from Electra, Octavia identifies herself more with Cassandra and Iphigenia towards the play's end, when Octavia is exiled and executed.]  [19:  For Britannicus’ first appearance, see Oct. 45-8:
mox illa nati, cuius extinctus iacet
frater uenenis. maeret infelix soror
eademque coniunx nec graues luctus ualet
ira coacta tegere crudelis uiri. 
As then she to a son's—from whose poisons
A brother lies dead. The poor sister-and-wife
Laments and cannot hide her heavy grief;
But a husband's cruel wrath compels her.
See Whitman 1978: 52 for the context of the death of Britannicus and his “delicate health.” On the topic of vendetta and “il modello dell’ira” in Senecan tragedy, see Guastella 2001: 14-8 and specifically 148-51 for the similarities with Medea as coniunx/mater.]  [20:  Instead, Octavia’s nurse acts as her closest confidante; a dynamic that is later mirrored by Poppaea in her respective bedchamber scene. Still, her yearning for her brother dominates her subconscious, e.g., through the vengeful shade of her germanus (Oct. 115; or—according to Barbera 2000: 137 “Il pensiero di Ottavia si volge ora completamente al fratello.”).]  [21:  Oct. 102: orbata fratre, Oct. 112: fata post fratris dolor / scelere interempti, Oct. 115: umbra germani, Oct. 141: fratris, Oct. 178: fratrem...restituat, Oct. 182: dira miseri fata germani, Oct.224: semper fratris extincti memor, in addition, there is a reference to Incesta Aegyptus (Oct. 521); Boyle 2008 links this phrase to the sister-brother marriages of the Egyptian royal house, including Cleopatra’s successive marriages to her brothers Ptolemy XIII and XIV. ]  [22:  Shifting from Electra, Octavia identifies herself more with Cassandra and Iphigenia towards the play's end, when Octavia is exiled and executed. ] 

But the Augustan household is also present in more subtle ways. In Octavia’s lament for Britannicus, we find both an explicit evocation of the Augustan household and an allusion to the Epicedion Marcelli in the Aeneid. Consider the two passages, first the Octavia and then the Aeneid, below: 
Tu quoque extinctus iaces,
deflende nobis semper, infelix puer[footnoteRef:23], [23:  Whitman 1978: 53 illustrates the links between Electra and Orestes and Octavia and Marcellus: “Like Electra she witnessed the murder of her father by her mother (= stepmother) Agrippina. Like Electra she had a brother to whom she looked for solace and ultimate revenge.” Also note the repetition of nati which connects Oct. 45-8 and Oct. 166-, which introduces this passage.] 

modo sidus orbis, columen augustae domus,
Britannice, heu me, nunc leuis tantum cinis
et tristis umbra.
(Oct. 166-70) 
You, too, lie dead, misfortunate
Boy, ever the fount of our fullest tears,
The world's late star, pillar of Augustus' house,
Ah! Britannicus, now only light ash
And a mournful shade.

Whereas Ferri 2003: 175-6 does not look beyond the allusion to the Augustan domus, both Barbera 2000: 147 and Boyle 2008: 132 note that Oct.166–73 evokes the presence of Marcellus (deflende … semper … puer (lit. ‘boy ever to be wept over’) at the end of Aeneid 6[footnoteRef:24]. At the epic’s mid-point, Aeneas descends to the Underworld in search of his father Anchises, who shows him how the Roman race will fare in its pursuit of glory. Notables such as the Alban kings, Romulus, and Julius Caesar pass by, but Octavia Minor’s son Marcellus is the one who appears at the climax of this so-called Parade of Heroes. We learn about this Marcellus explicitly when Aeneas questions the identity of a promising yet down-cast looking youth (una namque ire videbat / egregium forma iuvenem et fulgentibus armis, / sed frons laeta parum et deiecto lumina vultu, Aen. 6.860-2), whom Anchises, as Virgil’s mouth-piece, start to eulogise in response:  [24:  See Boyle 2008: 132: for the Nurse’s parallels of “the lament for the young Marcellus at the end of Virgil, Aeneid 6 (872–86) … [especially] in view of Britannicus' description as columen augustae domus.”] 

“... heu, miserande puer, si qua fata aspera rumpas,
tu Marcellus eris. manibus date lilia plenis
purpureos spargam flores animamque nepotis
his saltem accumulem donis, et fungar inani              
munere.” 
(Virg. Aen. 6.882-86)

Alas, boy who must be pitied, if you could only shatter adverse fates,
you shall be a Marcellus! Bring lilies with full hands,
so that I strew about bright-purple flowers and heap these offerings
upon my scion’s spirit at least; and let me perform that burial service in vain.”

Since scholars before me have pointed out the similarities between the two literary characters and their respective passages—the apostrophe which invokes a lamented youth who passed before his time, the funerary imagery and atmosphere—, I will not spend more time on these intertexts. Instead, I wish to point out how the Aeneid, a supremely central work to the Augustan domus, penetrates a peripheral work such as the Octavia. The Britannicus figure, then, evokes Octavia Minor’s presence through textual evocation and imagery; she appears between the lines as both mourner (for Marcellus) and loyal sister (for Augustus), two roles that the Senecan Octavia fulfils simultaneously.
But it is not only the spurious play that toils for its position in the Senecan corpus. Octavia the Character herself endeavours to remain at the centre of the Augustan domus, whilst foreshadowing her inevitable exile and demise. Again, since the playwright habitually avoids using specific names, the audience is invited to insert applicable characters beyond the actual protagonists of the play[footnoteRef:25]. Family titles appear regularly: these repetitions suggest that the characters are conscious of and sensitive to these intrafamilial bonds. We see this tension in particular when we consider the role of female bearers of the Augustan bloodline[footnoteRef:26] and of the nomen Augustum[footnoteRef:27]. Octavia emphasises her own importance in the dynasty and its continuation throughout the play, as does the chorus: [25:  Whitman 1976: 51 comments on the “highly elliptical passage” that “brings out artistically the complex interfamily relationship” in Oct. 45-7 (mox illa nati, cuius extinctus iacet / frater venenis, maeret infelix soror / eadem coniunx). Boyle 2008: 125; 128 identifies the juxtaposition of parentem natus in Oct. 125 as “a Senecan strategy [of] words expressing family relationships,” and links these relationships to the “the incestuous natures of Claudius’ marriage and its dissolution of family structures.” Ferri 2003: 138 dismisses the constructions as “overload with too many ideas, often not strictly relevant.”]  [26:  Octavia seems aware of her all-important role within the imperial house, whereas Nero depends on her since it was through their marriage that he was adopted into the Claudian gens and thus considered as a successor (Oct. 125: superbam paelicem, see Whitman 1976: 59-61 and Boyle 2008: 130 on Oct. 151-2).]  [27:  Octavia is said to fear for the dignity of nomen Augustum (Oct. 251; see Ferri 2003: 195-6 on the use of “title”; Boyle 2008: 147-8). The chorus, Octavia’s ally, picks up the same rhetoric (cf. “Augusta” as a title for empress Agrippina in Oct. 327 and nomen … Caesaris in Oct. 336-7). They resist the idea of a new emperor’s wife (utinam … / nec nova coniunx / nostri thalamos principis intret in Oct.  275-7) and apply the dual title soror Augusti sociata toris (Oct. 284-6; see Ferri 2003: 207-8 for another Octavia—Juno parallel) to Octavia. See also Buckley 2019 for a reading of Oct. 282-94, in which she links Octavia to Juno and investigates the juxtaposition of virtue and vice regarding the Octavia-Poppaea foils.] 

Oct. Nero insitiuus, Domitio genitus patre,
orbis tyrannus, quem premit turpi iugo            
morumque uitiis nomen Augustum inquinat! 
…
Chorvs Quae fama modo uenit ad aures?
utinam falso credita perdat
frustra totiens iactata fidem,                              
nec noua coniunx nostri thalamos	
principis intret, teneatque suos
nupta penates Claudia proles.
(Oct. 249-278)

Oct.: O, he must be made to pay for his crimes—
This grafted Nero, Domitius' son, 
Tyrant of a world abased by his yoke.
His vices befoul the name Augustus.
…
Chorus: What new rumour has reached
Our ears? O pray that it's false, 
But empty talk unfit to trust!
    No new wife
Must enter our prince's chamber;
House and marriage must remain
    With Claudius' child. 
	
This explicit use of Claudia proles (Oct. 278) is a telling designation[footnoteRef:28]. At various times, the audience is reminded that Nero is in fact insitiuus and adopted into the domus, while Octavia is the rightful Julio-Claudian on whom Nero’s position within the family depends. The focus on nomenclature and family ties is connected to the characters’ heavy reliance on the domus Claudii exemplum and the anxiety and precariousness that surround its survival. This anxiety is a major tragic theme that functions a potent foreshadowing device in the play. [28:  See Whitman 1978: 72 on the identification of Claudia and the “chiasmus for contrast” and Boyle 2008: 155 on Oct. 276-8 (Claudia proles): “the Chorus add a defining proper name to Octavia's earlier proles (33). It is—given Nero's ‘grafted’ status (Nero insitiuus; Boyle 2008: 147)—a phrase with political edge.” ] 

Claudia Octavia indeed occupies a central position within the Julio-Claudian dynasty. She fulfils two types of sister roles in this play in yet another way: she appears both as Britannicus’ (full) sister and as Nero’s (adopted) sister and wife—though at different points to differing extents. In a similar way to the situation of her Augustan counterpart and great-grandmother with Antony, the Neronian Octavia is replaced in her position as imperial wife and becomes Nero’s soror once again. The principal difference, however, is that Octavia Minor shifts from being both Antony’s wife and Octavian’s sister to becoming just Octavian’s sister, whereas the Neronian Octavia sheds her position as Nero’s wife and (adopted) sister to become Nero’s sister alone. We can track this transformation from wife to sister through the plot: Octavia starts as infelix soror / eademque coniunx (Oct. 46-7), she is then altera Iuno / soror Augusti coniunxque (Oct. 219-20)[footnoteRef:29] and Maxima Iuno / soror Augusti (Oct. 281-3), and she gradually becomes expulsa soror (Oct. 910). The direct allusion to Juno follows soon in Oct. 46–8, with soror … coniunx / sister-and-wife[footnoteRef:30]. In addition to being a sister, she thus becomes the sister-wife—but not for long: towards the end of the play, she loses her identity of wife and transforms into sister alone. The Nurse uses direct comparison when she lists the similes dolores of the queen of the gods[footnoteRef:31], who is repeatedly betrayed by her brother-husband. The Nurse then explicitly casts Octavia as another Juno: tu quoque, terris altera Iuno. soror Augusti / coniunxque, graves vince dolores (Oct. 219-21[footnoteRef:32]). This allusion to Juno fittingly unites the two Octavias, both of whom are all too familiar with the philandering ways of their respective husbands. The importance of the Augustan bloodline appears frequently: in Ant. 87.8, Plutarch mentions this same Nero as the last in the line of Octavia and Antony[footnoteRef:33]. Thus, the Augustan Octavia famously served a similar purpose as this Claudian Octavia; Octavia Minor again appears as a precedent and intertext for Claudia Octavia[footnoteRef:34].  [29:  Juno, Jupiter’s sister and wife, as noverca activates both the Juno and Hercules connections (e.g., Oct. 21: saeuae iussa nouercae; 151; 171; 645). Ginsberg 2019: 217-9 suggests that the second Juno reference activates a dichotomy of virtue and vice that has been crucial to the foil construction of Octavia and Poppaea.]  [30:  See Barbera 2000: 125 for the use of this dual formula.]  [31:  Oct. 202: regina deum; Oct. 217: maxima Juno; Oct. 535: sortita fratris more Iunonis toros.]  [32:  See Barbera 2000: 157 for this explicit connection between Juno and Octavia.]  [33:  See Lanzillotta 2017: 133-43 on the so-called “Nerogonia,” “a downward genealogy [that] would express deterioration” and foreshadowing in the Antony.]  [34:  The characters Seneca and Nero engage closely with the recent Augustan past and the triumviral civil wars. Ginsberg 2017: 25-43 points out parallels between the depictions of Octavia and Agrippina as “figures of loss” who are “recast as a shadow of Pompey the Great” from Lucan’s Bellum Civile and argues that “once this marked literary and historical allusion is recognized,” “additional thematic and contextual parallels” can be activated within the text.] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.30j0zll]Two recurring motifs in the Octavia invite us to think further about Claudia Octavia and Poppaea and Octavia Minor and Cleopatra as juxtaposed wives and lovers: the importance of marriage unions (evoked through marriage symbols, the lineages resulting from such unions, and their political implications) and the support of the populus for these marriages. Marriage symbols (such as the Stygian torches in Oct. 23-4 or the fax in Oct. 153-4) highlight both Poppaea’s new marriage to Nero as well as Octavia’s disintegrating marriage earlier in 53 CE[footnoteRef:35]. Nero’s preference for Poppaea coincides with the realization that Octavia merely functioned as a political pawn (Oct. 21-33; Ginsberg 2017: 143 calls her a “political allegory” in Oct. 373-88). This employment of an Octavia for a political purpose is not novel: Rome has encountered a different Octavia’s political potential before when Octavia Minor married Antony as part of the Pact of Brundisium. The marriage connections of both Octavias were designed to remedy diplomatic problems. Octavia Minor was meant to preserve the peace between her brother and husband, whereas Claudia Octavia was to provide Nero with a Julio-Claudian pedigree and an heir (Oct. 536; 591; see Boyle 2008: 206-7; 217). Neither Octavia succeeded in these designs, as both Antony and Nero left their legal wives for their mistresses. This allusion, then, invites us to incorporate Octavia Minor into the play so as to balance the Octavia-Nero-Poppaea triangulation with its Octavia-Antony-Cleopatra counterpart. [35:  See Boyle 2008: 130 (who identifies this use in Oct. 23-4, 161-3, 262-4, 594, 722-3—and esp. 594-5 and 595-7) on the significance of the bridal torch = funeral torch = (sometimes the torch of the Furies), or, in the words of Kragelund 2015: 204-5, “the motif of inauspicious weddings” in the recurrent thalamus setting.] 

The favor/furor of the populus is another recurring motif that distinguishes both Octavias[footnoteRef:36]. The Nurse introduces the importance of the people’s approval in Oct. 183 (Confirmet animum ciuium tantus fauor), but fauor also dominates the discussion between Nero and Seneca[footnoteRef:37]. Both Octavias have public opinion on their side. Plutarch claims that Octavia’s union with Antony was celebrated among the soldiers at Brundisium, and that she remained popular after her stay in Athens. When Antony kept favouring Cleopatra and neglecting Octavia Minor, the Roman populus was also said to have sided with Octavia. In the Octavia, this public support manifests itself even more intensely through the riots of 62 BCE, which were associated with Nero’s abandonment of Claudia Octavia and his preference for Poppaea. These motifs, significant in the representations of both Octavias, set up a further configuration that invites us to compare and align the two women. [36:  Here we may recall the Plutarchan account of Octavia at Brundisium and Tarentum. As for the drama, Whitman 1978: 64 already notes how favor is crucial to the plot. Ferri 2003: 180 notes that popular support recurs throughout the play and that it may bear a parallel with Sophocles’ Antigone. ]  [37:  Boyle 2008: 136; 214 reads “the people's support, fauor, as “dominat[ing] the final section of the exchange between Seneca and Nero in the second act (572-85)” and, furthermore, as “the motor for action, when the Chorus of Roman Citizens is spurred by its support for her to initiate armed insurrection.” For the importance and close interplay of the populus’ furor et favor, see Ginsberg 2017: 162-4. See also Kragelund 2015: 314-7 for the political implications of the riots of 62 BCE.] 

But why should the playwright of the Octavia, whoever they may have been, be interested in Octavia Minor in the first place, so much so that the Augustan Octavia becomes so persistent a subtext in this play?[footnoteRef:38] The domus and its destruction are central to the conflict in the imperial family as portrayed in the Octavia. These characters, at the periphery of the Julio-Claudian line, repeatedly glance backwards to Augustus, his central domus, and his trademark clementia as pater patriae. Both Nero and Seneca use the first emperor as the main exemplar for Nero as a neophyte ruler, yet with opposing purposes. The more Seneca tries to steer Nero to ruling in the manner of Augustan clementia (Oct. 442; 835), the more Nero persists in invoking Augustus’ violent past and the triumviral civil conflicts. With this subtext, then, we see Augustus’ inauguration and Nero’s termination of the Julio-Claudian dynasty side to side. Whereas the early Augustan household dynamics are evoked—a scenario in which Octavia Minor can leave her husband and return to her brother— the perversion of the Neronian soror Augusti coniunxque configuration makes this development impossible because Octavia and Nero inhabit both roles simultaneously. For this reason, the family curse dictates that both sister-wife and brother-husband must die to restore the tragically perverted household structure, a typical plot feature of Senecan drama, which this Pseudo-Senecan play mimics.  [38:  I wish to thank Katharina Volk and the anonymous reviewers for their helpful suggestions about the relationship and relevance between the Augustan and Neronian domus. ] 

Thus, the Octavia challenges the confines of centre and periphery as it negotiates its place within Latin drama. The Octavia brims with allusions to the Senecan corpus and deeply engages with it, while it is attributed to Seneca, only to be disproven to be canonically Senecan. The Octavia’s content, too, inhabits a liminal space: the protagonists are the most central figures at the Roman imperial court, but they themselves are not immune from being driven to the periphery. The Neronian Octavia exemplifies this precarious nature and the very essence of tragedy: even the imperial wife can be expelled because of the will of a savage tyrant’s debauched lusts. The last and principal layer of centre and periphery examined was the literary overlap between the two Octavias. Augustan references tint the Neronian present with multiple echoes between these two bookends to the Julio-Claudian dynasty. In this way, reading Octavia Minor as a literary model for Claudia Octavia becomes possible. Thus, operations centre and periphery are repeatedly turned upside down in the Octavia—in typical Senecan fashion. 


Appendix

A. The Julio-Claudian family tree (Kragelund 2015: 177, Table 10.2)[image: ]
B. Plot Structure (Boyle 2008, xxxix-lx)
Setting: the imperial court with a focus on Octavia and Poppaea’s bedchambers, accompanied by their nurses: A three-day period in the year 62 CE: wedding day of Nero and Poppaea. 
· Act I and IV: Octavia's suffering: Octavia as the New Electra
initially as part of the disasters which have befallen the Claudian house, finally as climax to the misfortune experienced by Julio-Claudian women. 
· The four intervening acts:
Seneca's attempts to restrain Nero; 
Agrippina’s ghost appears and prophesises Nero's death with meticulous detail 
Nero divorces Octavia and drives her from the palace into exile to Pandateria; Poppaea's description of the dream on her wedding night; 
The Messenger Speech: Octavia has the favor of the populus romanus: riots throughout the city
Nero orders Octavia’s execution
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