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Critically discuss the important role that banquets played with regard to status and social relationships in the Roman world.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Banqueting and feasting in Ancient Rome are depicted in mosaics and wall paintings, and feature in the writings and literature of the period (Fig. 1)[footnoteRef:1]. Much is known about the lavish foods eaten and styles of entertaining from archaeological evidence of Roman food refuse, and the architecture of Roman villas[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  Roman Banquet Fresco]  [2:  Murphy, Thompson, Fuller 2012] 


As such, we know banqueting may have been a way for the individuals or households to show their wealth, and to establish their place in the highly structured hierarchy of Roman society. There were a number of ways in which the Romans would get together to eat and drink, and each had a particular form and purpose. The banquet was known as the convivium, but there are names for the different meals as well. A public feast was the epulum, with dinner being the cena, and a drinking party being called the comissatio. A private banquet would take place in a person’s house, and the guests would consist of family friends and work clients and/or associates. In comparison to this the public banquets would feed the people of a city, meaning there would be a significant difference in the number of guests[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  Raff, MET Museum] 


Clearly banquets were a regular part of Roman society, and as they were a large social occasion they are likely to have played an important role in demonstrating and reinforcing social positions, particularly amongst the elite. In order to understand how banquets were part of the political and social world of the Romans and how this affected status, it is important to establish as clearly as possible what happened at banquets and how they were enacted. This can be achieved through examining iconography and textual evidence relating to banquets for clues about the role they played in status and social relationships. Roman banquets were key events through which members of the elite demonstrated their wealth, influence, and connections, and reaffirmed or promoted their position in the social hierarchy. The banquet was essentially a performance involving extravagant menus and entertainment, and the skilful manipulation of social networks and connections.

In order to show how social status and relationships are affected by attending and holding Roman banquets and feasts, one must look at ancient sources, such as Plutarch and Paulinus, who talk about these events and what took place and what was eaten quite often. Apicius is another ancient source, as he wrote a Roman cookbook which gives plenty of detail into the diet of the Romans and the ways in which food was cooked. Modern sources would be used as well, writings by people who have used the ancient sources to come to a conclusion about certain parts of the banquets. Paoli gives great insight into the food eaten as a modern source, whereas Roberts talks about the meaning of banqueting in the Late Roman period, for both private and public banquets. As well as these, there are a few images, such as wall mosaics, which depict a Roman banquet and what happened at them. 

Roman cuisine made use of exotic ingredients drawn from across the empire and these were used to make a statement of wealth and to impress the guests. Paoli comments on the food eaten, with flamingo tongue considered ‘highly esteemed’, and peacock ‘was an object of great gastronomical enthusiasm among the Romans’[footnoteRef:4]. Apicius presents a number of exotic recipes in his De Re Coquinaria. Roberts suggests that writers from the period, including Paulinus, did not mention particular dishes, but rather emphasised that food came from the whole world[footnoteRef:5]: ‘the fruits of the air and forest, land and sea’[footnoteRef:6]. Roberts explains that this way of talking about the food was commonly used by Roman writers and the effect was to emphasise the worldly-wise persona of the host. From this, it would seem that a host could show his mastery of the world and his ability to command produce from the edges of the empire; a host could show his generosity by being able to cater for all his guests’ needs. [4:  Paoli 2004: 89]  [5:  Roberts 1995: 100]  [6:  Paulinus 3.108] 


Public and private feasts took different forms and had different purposes. They allowed Romans to reinforce and establish their social position in different contexts. Donahue identifies several types of Roman feast, including the ‘formal dinner (cena) and the public banquet (epulum, convivium publicum)’, and suggests they have a deeper social function[footnoteRef:7]. Within a banquet, a Roman would socialise with those who had the same wealth as them, as well as those who were lower or higher. It was a chance for people to climb the ranks and enter a new social circle, making themselves more known amongst the higher elite. It was also a chance for the host to show their wealth off and establish their social position amongst the guests, therefore having a deeper function than just having a meal with people. [7:  Donahue 2003: 423] 


The seating arrangement at the public feasts were crucial in demonstrating and performing status. Donahue demonstrates how the social practice of feasting in Rome serves ‘both to unite and to separate diners by social rank’[footnoteRef:8]. While all the guests had the invite to one’s banquet, they were separated while eating in a social ranking order. Roberts discusses the meaning of banquets in the Late Roman period, and explains how public banquets particularly helped emphasise the social distinctions of the participants. He writes that ‘Such occasions were spectacular demonstrations of the social order and of the majesty of the emperor on whom that order depended. Architectural setting served to emphasize the person of the emperor’[footnoteRef:9]. This is further demonstrating that where one sat compared to everyone else was important in showing your social rank and your level of wealth compared to those also there. [8:  Donahue 2003: 423]  [9:  Roberts 1995: 92] 


In private feasts seating arrangements can be seen to be significant in demonstrating status. Seating arrangements at a Roman banquet reflected a person’s social status. Dunbabin explains that those seated at ‘the central couch will inevitably have greater prestige… whereas those at the far ends are very remote from the centre’[footnoteRef:10]. From this, it is clear that one’s position at a banquet or feast reflected your social position. Roberts suggests the host could treat his guests differently in a way that would enhance or degrade their status; one way of achieving this could be seating arrangements[footnoteRef:11]. By placing all the richest with each other on one couch, and the slaves or followers on another, it is a form of segregation so people knew who they were talking to and who would benefit them socially. [10:  Dunbabin 2003: 43]  [11:  Roberts 1995: 92] 


Private feasts and banquets could become the arena for strategic and social manoeuvrings and networking. Plutarch shows this when Philippus arrived at a dinner ‘with so many guests of his own that the host was placed in an embarrassing situation’[footnoteRef:12]. Here Philippus is putting the host at a disadvantage, and perhaps could be seen as a strategy to enhance one’s own status. Roberts also argues that hosts could be criticised for excessive displays of wealth and ambitious entertainment[footnoteRef:13]. This would be least desirable, as a reputation will be created and their social standing may fall amongst everybody else by trying to be too lavish and exotic with their menu and entertainment. [12:  Plutarch 707]  [13:  Roberts 1995: 92] 


Overall, it can be seen that Roman banqueting was key in developing and emphasising social status and relationships. There were different types of banquets, both public and private, which allowed Romans to display and reinforce their wealth and social status as they pleased. At a public feast, seating arrangements played a large role in displaying one’s status, as it did in private feasts. The host’s choice of food would also play a large role, as meals with exotic ingredients from across the empire were used to make a statement for their guests. But with all this, the banquets, both private and public, were an opportunity for people to strategically move in the social hierarchy, therefore enforcing their status and wealth, whether it be the host or the guests themselves. 
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Fig. 1. 	Roman Banquet Fresco, Archeologici di Napoli e Pompei 
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