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INTRODUCTION



I

SOURCES OF EBENECAN INFLUENCE ON ENGLISH
DRAMA

THE interest of English students in the dramas
of Seneca lies in the powerful influence exerted by
them upon the evolution of the English drama,
and these translations have been undertaken in
the hope that they may be found useful to Eng-
lish students of English drama.

Though all the ies ascribed to Seneca are
not by the same hand, yet they are so far homo-

neous that in considering them as a literary in-

uence, one is not inclined to quarrel with the
classification that unites them undera aingle name.
For the present ose, therefore, no time need
be spent in the ssion of their authorship or
exact date, but we may turn at once to look for
their ap nce as agents in the development of
the modern, serious drama. In this relation it is
hardly possible to overestimate their determining
influence throughout Europe. Perhaps it may
have been owing to the closer racial bond between
the Romans and the French that while the Sene-
can influence upon the drama in France was so
overmastering and tyranniczl, in England the
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native spirit was stronger to resist i, and the
English drama at its best remained distinctively
English, the influence exercised over it by the
Senecan tragedies being rather formative than
dominant.
Before the time of Marlowe and Shakespeare
the forces that determined the development of
the serious drama in England were practically
twofold : one native, emanating from the morali-
 ties and miracle plays ; the other classic, and found
tin the tragedies long ascribed to Seneca. These
remnants of the Roman drama were known to the
| English at a very early date, were valued by the
learned as the embadiment of what was best in
ancient art and thought, and were studied in the
Latin originals by pupils in the schools even
while the schools were still wholly monastic.
During the latter half of the sixteenth century,
s«:ﬂamte plays of Seneca were translated into Eng-
lish by various authors, and in 1581 Thomas
Newton collected these translations into one
volume, under the title of * Seneca his Ten
Tragedies, Translated into English,” After an
examination of these translations one can readily
understand why Elizabeth felt the need of an
English translation of the Latin favorite, and her-
ae?{:smayed to turn them into English verse. In
1702 Sir Edward Sherburne published transla-
tions of three of the plays, but the edition of 1581
. still remains the -:mr;r complete English transla-
tion. From the edition of 1581 I quote a part
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of the translation of the bezutiful lines on the
future life, Troades, Act I1., Scene iv.: —

4 May this be true, or doth the Fakle itrn.e.
'hf"hen corps is deade the Sprite to live an yet?
When Death our eies with heavy hand doth,strain,
And fatall day our [eames of light hath shet,
And in the Tombe our ashes once be sat,
Hath oot the soule i kis funerall,
But stil (alas) do wretches live in thrall?

“Or els doth all at once togeather die ?
And may no part his fatal howre delay,
But with the breath the Sounle from hence doth flie?
And eke the Cloudes to vanish guite awaye,
As danky shade feeth from the poale by day ?
And may no iote escape from desteny,
‘When once the brand hath burned thr.{vody?"

In Sherburne’s translation of 1702 the same
lines are rendered zs follows : —

#]s it a Trath ? or Fiction blinds

Owur fearful Minds?

That when to Earth we Bodies give,
Sonls vet do live ?

That when the Wife hath clos'd with Cries
The Husband's E

When the last fatal Day of Light,
Hath speil’d our Sight

And when to Diust and es tarn'd
Our Bones are wrn'd ;

Souls sg?%yct in nead at all

Bat that a longer Life with Pain
‘They still retain ?

Or dye we quite? Nor ought we have
Survives the Grave

When like to Smoake immixed with skies,
The Spirit flies,

And Funeral s are apply'd
To th’ naked Sid

Whatere Sol rising does Eisclou
Or setting shows,” ete.
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It is also interesting to compare Sherburne’s
version with the earlier one in the famous
which closes the chorus at the end of the second
act of the Medea; Newton's edition gives the
lines as follows: —

% Now seas controulde doe snffer S{uu.agc free,
The proude erected e hand
Of Pallas first, doth not complayoe that shee,
Conveyde hath back, the es unto theyr land.
Eche w boate now scuddes about the deepe
All styots and warres are taken cleane away,
The Cities frame new walles themselves to kee
The open worlde lettes nought rest where it Jay;
The Hoyes of Ind Arexiz lukewarme leake,
The Persians stout in Khene and Albis streame
Doth bath their Barkes, time shall in fine outbreake
When Ocean wave s oHn every Realme,
The Wandering World at Will shall open lye,
And his will some newe founde Land sarvay
Same travelers shall the Countreys farre escrye,
Beyonde smali Thule, knowen furthest at this day.”

As given by Sherburne these lines are : —

“‘The passive Main
Now yields, and does all Laws sustain,
Naor the fam'd Argo, by the hand
Of FPallas built, by Herces mann'd,
Does now alone complain she 's forc'd
Ta Sea ; each pettyiBoat s now cours'd
About tﬁe Deep ; no Boundure stands,
New Walls E owns in foreign Lands
Are rais'd ; the pervions World in "ts old
Place, leaves nothing. Indians the cold
Araxis drink, Albis, and Rhine the Persians.
Th' Age shall come, in fine
Of many years, wherein the Main
M? unloose the oniversal Chain;
And mighty Teacts of Land be shown,
To Search of Elder Days unkmown,
New Worlds by some new Typhys found,
Nor Thule be Earth's farthest Hound.”



