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MIMUS VITAE

The question posed by Augustus to his friends shortly before he
died—ecquid  iis  videretur mimum vitae commode iransegisse')—has
repeatedly drawn the attention of scholars, especially at the end of the past
century?). However, for all the scholarly effort expended on elucidating
this statement of farewell, what precisely Augustus intended at that
moment by the phrase mimum vitae has never been persuasively explained.
Some suppose that he viewed the whole of his preceding life as a mime
and himself as an actor in it. The negative response to this hypothesis is
that Augustus would not have so debased the value of his life’s course up
to that point, so as to place it on the level of a farce. According to the other
view, since the mime constituted the formal close of theatrical perfor-
mances, Augustus chose to characterize his own life’s epilogue as a
mime?). Still, it would not seem logical (nor does such a conclusion arise
from the context) that Augustus while dying was referring exclusively to
the final days of his life. In what follows I shall attempt to provide
evidence to support the view that Augustus meant, by the phrase mimum
vitae, his life in its entirety, comparing it to a mime performance, though
not pejoratively.

It is my opinion that, in the concrete setting of the Suetonian passage,
Augustus’ likening of his life to a mimus receives its proper coloration on
the basis of a literal and realistic interpretation of the word’s meaning. In
this passage mimus (@ipog) refers to the theatrical genre so named. To sup-
port this view, I shall undertake a detailed comparison of Augustus’ dying
words with the definition of the mime (mimos) given by the grammarian
Diomedes, 1, 491, 15 Keil: pipog datév piunog Blov té te suyxexwpnuéva xal
douyydpnta meptéywv. As can be seen, neither in this definition nor in the
Augustan phrase is a denigration of the term mime intended. Of course,
since the source from which the definition derives is unknown, we cannot
determine if there was a likelihood that Augustus would have been
familiar with the definition which survives in Diomedes*).

Nevertheless there do exist some shared semantic characteristics
between the words of Augustus and this definition. The definition
expresses the idea that the mime as a theatrical jeu consists exclusively of
an imitation of real life, so that life can in consequence be viewed as a kind
of mime as well. It is quite certain that the idea of life as a mime is here
expressed in Suetonius for the first time in these dying words of Augustus,
although much has been said about the possibility of the idea’s being of
stoic-cynic derivation®). Secondly, we have the notion expressed that the
mime of life consists of a synthesis of two antithetical components
(ouyxwenté—aouyydpnta). In this the justness of the mime/mimesis-of-life
equivalence is explained. The mime is imitative of life to the degree that
both are types of play—not of any sort of play whatever but consisting of
two dynamically counterpoised components (suyywpntd—aovyydpnta).
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386 MISCELLANEA

An analogous comparison of life with two contravalent theatrical genres,
with comedy as a source of pleasure and tragedy as a source of pain, is
already found in Plato®).

It would appear likely then that Augustus was making figurative use of
the term mimus, viewing it as a synthesis of two antithetical components
(ouyywpntd—a&auyywpnta), which would serve to define his attitude
toward the nature of his life. Evidence supportive of this view is found in
Quintilian 6,3,65: ‘‘finitione usus est Augustus de pantomimis duobus
qui alternis gestibus contendebant cum eorum alterum saltorem dixit
alterum interpellatorem.”’ In Quintilian the antagonists are the saltor and
the interpellator. 1 shall now attempt to elucidate the opposing qualities of
these competing performers and Augustus’ intention in employing this
definition.

Careful choice of words was an Augustan characteristic’). In this
instance, for purposes of definition, Augustus made use of the rarer form
saltor®), meaning ‘dancer’, and not the more common saltater which had
a pejorative connotation. This was because he wished to indicate a par-
ticular type of mimic dance. And we may suppose that the special ‘‘play’’
Augustus had in mind was life itself. The likening of a life to a dance and
men to dancers is a trope found already in Plato and continued in use into
the post-Augustan period?). Here we have to deal with the figure in terms
of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ dancers, which is why Augustus used the rarer saltor:
a word which indicated an exceptional dancer who performed alone, as
in the Roman pantomime. The image of the talented ‘star’ who has
earned a place apart from the mass of dancers is found in Epictetus, Diatr.
I11,14,1-2: &vBpwne, &b tig el, xai pévog mepindmoov xal cavtd AdAnsov xai
uh &v 1@ xopd xpimtov!'?),

It is I believe reasonable to suppose that Augustus thought of himself,
and other public figures as well, as skilled dancers engaged in the perfor-
mance of a mime. But as a realist he could not ignore the existance of
negative factors in public life. It was these, I believe, he was alluding to
by use of the word interpellator (interpellatorem). If this opinion is correct,
then we have in the above passage of Quintilian confirmatory witness that
Augustus in his dying use of mimum uvitae was referring to his life in its
entirety, including its public aspect. But by thus characterizing his life,
Augustus did not intend to devalue it, because, for him, the mime was
a synthesis formed of two opposing elements: one, the saltor, broadly
speaking creative and containing forgiveable elements (ouyywpnzd); the
other, the interpellator, countercreative and with unforgiveable elements
(dovyydpnrta weptéywy). It was with a purpose, then, that Augustus likened
his life to a mime, a theatrical form for which he had elsewhere expressed
admiration'?).

There still exists the problem of the origin of the image of the two com-
peting pantomimists. We cannot naturally exclude the possibility that it
originated with Augustus. If we accept the possibility of this, the
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likelihood arises that Augustus employed an image which had its origin
in a ‘live’ performance he had actually witnessed, the famous pantomimic
ducl between two renowned dancers of that epoch, Bathyllus and
Pylades'?). We know that Augustus exhibited intense interest in this per-
formance and in all probability was personally involved in its staging at
Rome, and that the two actors were members of the imperial entourage.
Naturally it has been supposed that Bathyllus and Pylades are referred to
in the passage of Quintilian above'?), but, almost as naturally, confirma-
tion of this view from ancient sources does not exist. I would here like to
mention, however, that these two famed mimic dancers were specialists
in contrasting sorts of mimes which were quite antagonistic in character.
Bathyllus, it would appear made use in his mimes of themes from tragedy,
so that the positive description of saltor would more aptly apply to him,
while his opponent Pylades was a master of comedy!*) and of the ‘‘Pyla-
dean figure’’ of dance—which was characteristically ‘‘dyx387n xal
mofnTiedv...”’1%) and it is he whom the designation of interpellator would
best suit. All this is of course a tempting but unfortunately unproveable
hypothesis.

However, it is instructive to compare the testimony of Quintilian with
that of Xenophon Anabasis 6,1,9: peta 8¢ totto Muadg elofilbev v éxatépy
) xepl Exwv méATY, xal TotE piv og dvo dvtttatTopéviov wiLobiLeves WpXETTo,
o1t B¢ ¢ mpdg Evar Expiito Tl méhtaug, Tote & €dwelto xal dEexufiota Exwv
a4 méhtag, Hote SQv xaAdv padvesbar. In this passage we have to do as well
with a performance involving ‘two’ mimes in combat (impersonated here
however by a single skilful actor who shares the same solo virtuosity pos-
sessed by the Augustan mimes).

Finally I would like to touch upon the question of the derivation of the
Greek verses which, according to Suetonis, op. cif., Augustus pro-
nounced immediately following the delivery of his Latin sentiments: the
well-known clausula:

el 8¢ mhvu xadddg, 6 maLyYViw
Bbte xphrov xal mdvreg N petd Yapds mpomépdate.

These verses provide basic confirmation of the view that Augustus looked
on the life which he had lived as a game (rovyviw / 86te xpbtov), a
characterization which can be explained here, only if, in the Latin
immediately preceding, he meant with the word mimum the mime as a
theatrical genre, a type of play. Aside from the question of the meaning
Augustus intended, the form as well as the possible derivation of the
Greek clausula has provoked discussion. G. Monaco (1970)'¢) has com-
pared a number of similar passages in an attempt to ascertain, on the basis
of shared characteristics, the poet by whom these verses, deemed worthy
of Augustus dying recitation, were composed. His judgment, based on the
nature of the evidence, could not be definitive. It is quite probable that
Augustus, who was talented enough to fashion poems in Greek!7?), was
here spontaneously declaiming verses of his own invention. Furthermore,
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a mime’s finale (the clausula), as Cicero tells us, was customarily a hastily
invented conclusion delivered extemporaneously, Cic. Pro Cael. 65: mimi
ergo est iam exttus, non fabulae; in quo cum clausula non tnvenitur, fugit aliquise
mantbus, deinde scabilla concrepant, aulaeum tollitur. Cicero’s reference to the
clattering close of the mime is worth noting (scabilla concrepant).

Thus Augustus, shortly before he died, inquired of his friends whether
a) the mime of his life had enjoyed a successful performance and if b} it
would be found equally fortunate in the quality of its close (clausula). And,
we discover, a like sentiment was expressed by Seneca to Lucilius, epist.
77,20: Quomodo fabula, sic vita non quam diu, sed quam bene acta sit refert ...
Quocumque voles desine: tantum bonam clausulam impone.
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1) CfH. Malcovati, Imperatoris Caesaris Augusti Operum Fragmenta *1962, 167, frg.
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8) The word, which derives from salio (saltum), is found in Probus IV, 212, 30
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9) See for example Plato Euthydemus 279c, Phaedrus 252d; further, M.
Kokolakis, Lucian and the Tragic Performances in his Time, Platon 12, 1960, 71,

10) Also see M. Kokolakis, ‘Eppnvevtixa el¢ ’Enixtnrov, Athena 65, 1961, 22-24.

11) See especially Suet. Aug. 53, 1.
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54,17,5.
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(1981), 592, nr 11.

14) See the ancient testimony cited in the study above (note 13), 665.

15) Athen. 1, 20 e.
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1970), 254-273.

17) See the edition noted above (note 1) I, 1, 6 p. 4 (Versus Graeci).
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