
Reading Antiquity: Petronius' Satyricon

A) Background: 

• same Petronius who was “arbiter of elegance” to the emperor Nero, consul suffectus 62 AD, d. 66 
AD (forced suicide)? (see Tac. Annals 16)

• ancient novel Satyricon (wanderings and debauched adventures of narrator Encolpius): NB 
incomplete state of text: originally 24 books? Extant portions from books 14 to 16?

B) characters
• narrator Encolpius and companions attends lavish dinner party of ex-slave Trimalchio along with
freedmen friends of Trimalchio

• house and dinner party characterized by excess and extravagance (e.g. four triclinia, Sat. 77); can
seem vulgar buffoon, getting things wrong (e.g. Trimalchio has best place, 31.8 “new style”; at least
fourteen guests; slaves crowding onto couches, 70; mural at 29 showing personal accomplishments)

1) “It had a picture of a slave-market on it, with the persons’ names. Trimalchio was there with long
hair, holding a Mercury’s staff. Minerva had him by the hand and was leading him into Rome. ..”
(Petr. Sat. 29, tr. loeb)

• Trimalchio = obsessed with death: see eg. 34 and 71 for will; tomb (do we make connections with
tomb  of  Eurysaces,  outside  the  Porta  maggiore  at  Rome?):  OTT  (>  enjoyment  of  life,  in
materialistic way)

2) “a slave brought in a silver skeleton... He threw it down once or twice on the table … and 
Trimalchio said appropriately: “Alas for us poor mortals, all that poor man is is nothing. So we shall
all be, after the world below takes us away. Let us live then while it can go well with us.’"  (Petr. 
Sat. 34)

•  materialistic and big spender (linked to fear of death and social insecurity). OTT dinner party
(apeing imperial practice?)

3) “The entertainment took place on a raft constructed on Marcus Agrippa’s lake. It was towed
about  by  other  vessels,  with  gold  and  ivory  fittings.  Their  rowers  were  degenerates,  assorted
according to age and vice. Tigellinus [adviser of Nero] had also collected birds and animals from
remote countries, and even products of the ocean. On the quays were brothels stocked with high-
ranking ladies. Opposite them could be seen naked prostitutes, indecently posturing and gesturing.”
(Tacitus Annals 15.37; tr. M. Grant)

•  Trimalchio’s social  and cultural  pretensions undermined: he confuses Homeric myths,  fails  to
distinguish between canonical and popular writers

4) “how would you compare Cicero and Publilius [mime writer]? In my opinion the first has more
eloquence, the second more beauty.” (Trimalchio, Petr. Sat. 55)

•  trying to compete with elite: e.g. rings mimicking gold rings free-born equestrians could wear;
purple-striped napkin (32) 

5) “On the little finger of his left hand he [Trimalchio] had an enormous gilt ring, and on the top
joint of the next finger a smaller ring which appeared to me to be entirely gold, but was really set all
round with iron cut out in little stars.” (Petr. Sat. 32)



6) “me sitting in official robes [I.e. the toga with a purple stripe] on my official seat, wearing five
gold rings” (Petr. Sat. 71; of picture Trimalchio wants on his tomb)

C) Encolpius the narrator: critical of his host

i) through Encolpius' eyes, Trimalchio = figure of fun (e.g. carried in, with shaven head, scarlet
dressing gown; his boy favourite Croesus= ugly and playing with fat puppy Pearl which then gets
into fight with Trimalchio's dog; physical frankness: discusses bowel movements, urges guests to
relieve themselves)

7) “A laugh escaped the unwary” (Petr. Sat. 32; Encolpius of sight of Trimalchio)

8) “The creature had blear eyes and very bad teeth,” (Petr. Sat. 64; Encolpius of Croesus)

9)  “was  tying  up  an  unnaturally  obese  black  puppy  in  a  green  handkerchief,”  (Petr.  Sat.  64;
Encolpius of Croesus)

10) “An enormous dog on a chain was at once led in” (Petr.  Sat. 64; Trimalchio's dog Scylax i.e.
“puppy”)

11) “And the uproar did not end with a dogfight, for a lamp upset over the table, and broke all the
crystal to pieces, and sprinkled some of the guests with hot oil.” (Petr. Sat. 64)

12) “We thanked him for his generosity and kindness, and then tried to suppress  our laughter by
drinking hard and fast” (Encolpius, Petr. Sat. 47; after toilet advice)

ii) implicit criticism that Trimalchio is low social class with high aspirations. Encolpius and friends
(e.g. Ascyltus and Agamemnon) looking down at freedmen

13) “But do not look down on the other freedmen who are his friends.” (Petr.  Sat. 38: freedman
Hermeros warns Encolpius)

14) “Now, Agamemnon, you look as if you were saying, ‘What is this bore chattering for?’ Only
because you have the gift of tongues and do not speak. You are not of our cloth, and so you make
fun of the way we poor men talk.” (Petr. Sat. 46; clothes-dealer Echion)

15) “But Ascyltos let himself go completely, threw up his hands and made fun of everything and
laughed till he cried.” (Petr. Sat. 57)

iii) Trimalchio's boastfulness and lying: Trimalchio tweaks details for self-construction; Encolpius
suspicious (e.g. wine)

16) “I thought he would declare with his usual effrontery (insolentia [arrogance]) that he had cups
imported direct from Corinth.” (Petr. Sat. 50; Encolpius of Trimalchio)

17) “At that moment glass winejars, carefully sealed with gypsum were brought in. On their necks
were fastened labels, with the inscription: ‘Falernian wine of Opimian vintage. One hundred years
old.’ As we scrutinized the labels, Trimalchio clapped his hands...” (Petr. Sat. 34)

iv) Encolpius' disgust at Trimalchio's drunken sentimentality

18) “The thing was becoming perfectly sickening, when Trimalchio, now deep in the most vile



drunkenness, had a new set of performers, some trumpeters, brought into the dining-room….” (Petr.
Sat. 78)

• BUT Encolpius undermined: character flaws. Not so different to Trimalchio

i) figure of fun (e.g. sexually preyed on by Quartilla's party)

19) “he slobbered over me with the filthiest of kisses. He then mounted the couch as well, and
stripped me with all his strength in spite of my resistance. He laboured long and hard over my parts
as he sweated away, and so much chalk appeared in the wrinkles of his cheeks that you would have
thought that a wall was flaking after being damaged by rain.” (Petr. Sat. 23; Encolpius)

• Encolpius obsessed with boy lover Giton (e.g. gifts for him, Sat. 60); impotent (with  Circe and
her maid, the priestess of Priapus, Giton)

• Socially foolish: gets drunk and becomes sickened

20) “By this time, I own, the lamps were multiplying before my eyes, and the whole dining-room
was altering” (Petr. Sat. 64, drunken Encolpius)

21) “After this display of kindness, some savouries were brought in, the memory of which, as sure
as I tell you this story, still makes me shudder.” (Petr. Sat. 65)

ii) Encolpius a low life figure (e.g. pretends to be a declamation enthusiast to get a free meal);
dodgy past (seems violent)

22) “By God, you are far worse than I am, flattering a poet to get asked out to dinner.” (Petr. Sat.
10, Ascyltus to Encolpius)

23) “Hold your tongue, you filthy prizefighter. You were kicked out of the ring in disgrace. Be
quiet, Jack Stab-in-the-dark.” (Ascyltus' words to Encolpius, Sat. 9; hints at some past violence) 

24) “I fled from justice, I cheated the ring, I killed my host, and with all these badges of courage I
am left forsaken in lodgings in a Greek town, a beggar and an exile!” (Encolpius, Petr. Sat. 81)

iii) Encolpius' self-construction: falling into heroic roles (e.g. Aeneas or Achilles)

25)  “The  narrative  strategy  set  in  motion  by  our  author  (Petronius)  ensures  that  the  narrator
(Encolpius) finds himself in a situation that can be interpreted according to an epic-heroic model.
The young man  responds by adapting himself to this model and claiming it as his own, that is,
transforming himself into a “rhetorically” defined role. Having received the stimulus.. Encolpius
continues to live through the episodic sequence according to the restrictions imposed by the literary
model. Once activated, the grand narrative model drives Encolpius to identify himself with a great
literary role ... to the point of losing his sense of reality and of the differences between them.”
(Conte, The Hidden Author, p.4)

iv) Encolpius' drunken sentimentality: falls drunk into pool

26) “After saying this, Trimalchio began to weep floods of tears…. I had even begun to lift up my
voice myself [in lamentation]” (Petr. Sat. 72)

27) “Giton led us through the gallery to the door, where the dog on the chain welcomed us with



such a noise that Ascyltos fell straight into the fish-pond. As I [who had been terrified even of a
painted dog] was drunk too, I fell into the same abyss while I was helping him in his struggles to
swim.” (Encolpius, Petr. Sat. 72; cf. 29)

v) Encolpius' hypocrisy: sponges off Trimalchio whilst criticizing

28) “We took up the jokes, especially Agamemnon, who knew how to earn a second invitation to
dinner.” (Petr. Sat. 52)

29) “We were not given long to admire these elegant tours de force” (Petr. Sat. 60; ironic comment,
of Homeric performance)

30) “A dish with some cakes on it had now been put there, a Priapus made by the confectioner
standing  in  the  middle,  holding  up  every  kind  of  fruit  and  grapes  in  his  wide  apron  in  the
conventional style. We reached greedily after his treasures” (Petr. Sat. 60)

•  Encolpius  undermined:  narratorial  credibility  shaken.  How  reliable  an  observer?  Often
misinterprets (e.g. fails to get Trimalchio's culinary tricks)

31) “ I was on the point of throwing away my portion. I thought a peachick had already formed. But
hearing a practised diner say, “What treasure have we here?” I poked through the shell with my
finger, and found a very fat fig-eater, rolled up in spiced yolk of egg.” (Petr. Sat. 33)

32) “I thought this word over and over again must be part of a joke, and I made bold to ask the man
who sat next to me this very question. He had seen performances of this kind quite often. “You see
the fellow who is  carving his way through the meat? Well,  his  name is  Carver [(Carpus)].  So
whenever Trimalchio says the word [(Carpe)], he uses it both as a vocative and as an imperative.’”
(Petr. Sat. 36)

• Encolpius undermined: change in his perception as dinner progresses. Initially awestruck, later in
discomfort because of over-eating. Affects his assessment.

33) “lost in wonder” (Petr. Sat. 28, Encolpius at sight of Trimalchio’s litter and personal musician)

34) “Fed full of these delights” (Petr. Sat. 30, of murals)

35) “While we were engaged with these delicacies,” (Petr. Sat. 32)

36) “There would have been no end to our troubles if a last course had not been brought in” (Petr.
Sat. 69)

37) “We could have borne this, if a far more fantastic dish had not driven us even to prefer death by
starvation.” (Petr. Sat. 69: goose made of pork dish)
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