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Assignment 1 – Commentary on Petronius’ Satyricon 33-34

Almost all modern scholarship (Walsh, 1997, p. xiii) believes that the Petronius who authored the Satyricon is the Petronius who was consul suffectus in 62 CE and whose suicide in 65 CE Tacitus describes in his Annals[footnoteRef:1]. Many scholars believe that the Satyricon was written between 63 and 65 CE and Walsh argues that it was composed and completed in 65 CE itself (Walsh, 1997, p. xiv). Petronius’ full name is uncertain – Tacitus calls him Gaius Petronius[footnoteRef:2], whilst the name on the Satyricon manuscript and grammarians call him Petronius Arbiter; it is uncertain whether his position at Nero’s court as “elegantiae arbiter”[footnoteRef:3] was a pun on his name, or Arbiter becomes a nickname for him after this. Tacitus gives us the clearest picture of Petronius, writing that he had achieved the highest stations in his senatorial career, being a proconsul of Bithynia before he became a consul, and admires his political work ethic, calling him “vigentem… ac parem negotiis”[footnoteRef:4]. Tacitus is more scathing of his later choices under Nero, stating that “hunc ignavia ad famam protulerat”[footnoteRef:5]. Neither Tacitus nor Pliny the Elder, who refers to a Titus Petronius who died during Nero’s reign in Book 37 of his Natural History[footnoteRef:6], mention that Petronius was a writer, suggesting perhaps that his works were either not very well-known or perhaps that they were not viewed highly by the literary elite of the time, or perhaps that he had only begun writing just before he died and so did not have many works for the later Tacitus and Pliny to know about. The Satyricon itself only partially survives: one source states that the surviving portion is from Books XIV – XVI. If the Satyricon ended at Book XVI, then what survives is less than one-fifth of the work as a whole and even less if the Satyricon had more books than the sixteen there is evidence for. This makes it hard to categorise the Satyricon as belonging to any one genre and many different aspects of it have allusions to many varied genres, such as epic, satire, mime, satyr-plays, symposium literature[footnoteRef:7]. The Satyricon is a prose novel written in Latin and it is a recollection by the narrator, Encolpius, of prior events and details his adventures in a town in the Bay of Naples. Prior to these passages, Encolpius and his associates have been invited to dinner at the house of Trimalchio, an extremely wealthy local freedman. They have first seen him earlier at the baths and Encolpius has detailed very wealthy aspects of his house since he entered it. Immediately prior to section 33, Trimalchio has been carried in to the dining room late, when his guests had already started on the first course and Encolpius has given details about Trimalchio’s appearance.  [1:  Tac. Ann. 16.18-19]  [2:  Tac. Ann. 16.17]  [3:  Tac. Ann. 16.18]  [4:  Tac. Ann. 16.18]  [5:  Tac. Ann. 16.18]  [6:  Plin. HN. 37.8]  [7:  Parkes, R. (2024) Literary Allusion Vidcast [video]. Available at: https://uwtsd.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=817ae225-e94f-44e7-828c-b10d012903e7 (Accessed: 20 February 2024).] 


At the beginning of chapter 33, Petronius continues to highlight the abundance of precious metals in Trimalchio’s house by stating that Trimalchio picked at his teeth, “pinna argentea”. This echoes his description of other precious metals he has encountered thus far, such as Trimalchio’s gold bracelet[footnoteRef:8], the silver grill for sausages[footnoteRef:9], the gold box containing his hair at the Lararium[footnoteRef:10] and the silver dish that the doorkeeper was using whilst shelling peas[footnoteRef:11]. Not only does the use of a silver toothpick impress upon the audience the amount of wealth Trimalchio has, but it also creates an image of him as almost grotesquely rich that he uses it for even the most mundane objects. It also suggests to the reader that whilst Trimalchio may have the wealth to have the most luxurious goods, he does not have a solid grasp on social mores which would frown on using a precious metal for an object with a base bodily function. Whilst using precious metals for objects clearly occurred, as emperors such as Tiberius[footnoteRef:12] and Nero[footnoteRef:13] passed sumptuary laws, reports of the extravagances that prompted these are for ostentatiously serving food on gold plates, or the prize of Corinthian bronzes for example. Trimalchio’s use of a silver toothpick goes beyond these, suggesting that he has understood the desire to display wealth, but he misunderstands how and chooses to also display it with instruments for his bodily functions, as he did earlier in the narrative at the baths when using a silver pot to urinate in[footnoteRef:14]. Petronius also shows Trimalchio’s attempts to impress his guests in the language that he uses. Trimalchio says “suave erat” when discussing why he had not arrived earlier at the dining room. As Sedgwick notes (Sedgwick, 1950, p. 93), this is a grandiloquent phrase and suggests that Trimalchio wishes to appear eloquent and well-educated to his guests. However, this phrase is rather at odds with his prior action, picking his teeth, again suggesting that he is someone who tries hard to impress others whilst not fully understanding social customs. Petronius also highlights the duality of Trimalchio’s character by how he constructs Trimalchio’s sentences. Trimalchio wishes to portray himself as a benevolent host, stating that “omnem voluptatem mihi negavi” and wanting his guests to feel grateful for Trimalchio foregoing his activity on their behalf. Yet immediately after this, Trimalchio reveals that he has no such plans and will continue to play the game in the dining room, “permittitis tamen finiri lusum”. The contrast between “negavi” and “permittitis”, which are next to each other, highlight the contradiction between the image Trimalchio tries to project of himself and the near opposite thing he does next. Petronius also uses the narrator’s voice to guide his audience into viewing Trimalchio as someone keen to make an impression, by giving Encolpius’ view on different matters. Encolpius’ description of the replacement gold and silver coins for the game as a “rem omnium delicatissimam” suggests that it created a very favourable impression, enhanced by the superlative. At this point in the narrative, although Trimalchio has made some social faux pas, his use of wealth for decoration is impressive rather than repulsive. This is deepened by the chiastic structure of the following sentence describing the game, “pro calculis enim albis ac nigris aureos argenteosque habebat denarios”, focusing the audience’s attention on these counters to admire them. Nevertheless, Trimalchio then creates a more uncouth impression of himself, as he “omnium textorum dicta inter lusum consumit”. Whilst the exact colloquial meaning of this phrase is uncertain, the context suggests that Trimalchio is either swearing or using other foul language, which is a stark contrast to the refined and extravagant gameboard. Within this chapter there is an emerging pattern of Petronius using immediate contrasts between Trimalchio as an eloquent, rich and sophisticated member of society and the crassness of his actions or words.  [8:  Petron. Sat. 32]  [9:  Petron. Sat. 31]  [10:  Petron. Sat. 29]  [11:  Petron. Sat. 28]  [12:  Suet. Tib. 34]  [13:  Suet. Ner. 16]  [14:  Petron. Sat. 27] 


The next event is accompanied by music, “symphonia strepente”. There has already been music in the previous chapter as Trimalchio is carried into the dining room, but it appears now that the music is going to continue. However, Petronius’ use of language implies that the music was too loud and brash for the occasion; “strepeo” means to be loud, to rumble, or to resound (Simpson, 1968, p. 572). Whilst musical entertainment was often a feature at dinner parties, “strepente” suggests to Petronius’ audience that either the quality of the musicians was not particularly good, or that the music was rather overwhelming. This effect is highlighted by the sibilance, “servi et symphonia strepente scrutari”, suggesting that the music perhaps could sound like hissing. The later use of “scaenam” by Petronius to describe what Trimalchio turned to view gives the audience the impression of a play unfolding. Roman and Greek drama made use of music throughout their performances and by using “scaenam”, Petronius invites his audience to view Trimalchio’s dinner-party as a play or performance. This prepares his audience for Trimalchio’s stage-trick with the peahen eggs and sets the stage for the spectacle Trimalchio is about to orchestrate. It also encourages the audience’s interest, as they feel more knowledgeable than Encolpius, who misses this cue and gullibly believes Trimalchio’s fear that there are already half-formed chicks in the eggs. Petronius encourages the audience to feel superior with the use of “paene”, as this also forewarns that all is not as it appears to Encolpius and that there is about to be a twist. 

In chapter 34, the air of theatricality in the meal continues and once again, music is used to signal that something important is about to happen, “subito signum symphonia datur”. The sibilance is echoed here from the previous chapter to remind Petronius’ audience about the earlier musical sound. The next spectacle does not appear to be planned, however, at least to the narrator Encolpius, as he states that it is “forte” that the side-dish dropped to the floor. There are some suggestions that this may not have been as accidental as it appears to Encolpius and the audience is aware from the incident with the figpecker and the eggs[footnoteRef:15] and the painting of the dog on the wall as he entered[footnoteRef:16] that as a guest, Encolpius was very gullible. Firstly, the musicians gave a “signum”; although Encolpius believes that it is to the slaves to begin to clear away the dishes, it could also be a sign to begin the next piece of entertainment as in the prior chapter. Secondly, just as Trimalchio “convertit” in chapter 33 to the scene playing out, he also “animadvertit” here to the events. In both instances, the verb is promoted in the sentence and draws the audience’s attention; this similarity suggests that this ordering of the dish to be thrown to the floor again was yet another way that Trimalchio is aiming to impress his guests over his incredible amount of wealth. The fact that a “lecticarius” is also on hand straightaway to sweep the dish into the rubbish also suggests that this has been planned beforehand, so that Trimalchio’s guests can fully understand why he ordered it to be thrown to the floor again and how little value he supposedly puts on a valuable dish because it has touched the floor. The praise of the guests after this and their hands being washed with wine, “laudatus propter elegantias”, also gives the suggestion of Trimalchio as an actor or director and that each scene he enables should be praised by those experiencing it.  [15:  Petron. Sat. 33]  [16:  Petron. Sat. 29] 


Chapter 34 contains further elements of performance which continue to make the dinner party feel like an extended tour de force of all manner of entertainment. Firstly, the labelling of the wine jars as “Falernum Opimianum annorum centum” also create the feeling of a performance; although it is known from Horace’s poetry that Falernum is a celebrated vintage and would be an expensive wine to serve anyway, the fact that is labelled as from the consulship of Opimius, which was in 121 BCE, shows that this is a fake, as wine that old would not be drinkable. Another way of determining that this is fake is the fact that the label states how old the wine is, which could not have been written onto the label at the time of producing the wine. Trimalchio’s comments after serving the wine about how he had served a lesser vintage to the previous night’s diners, who he describes as “multo honestiores”, suggests that he knows that these guests are more gullible to accept the label at face value. It also confirms that he knows that this is not a true vintage, as if he believed it was, he would have chosen to use it to impress those of more social and political importance when he had the chance. 
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