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

Banqueting played an essential role in the Roman world in regards to displaying status and the forming of social relationships and were inextricably interwoven into every day domestic life. They provided an opportunity in which Roman citizens were able to demonstrate any wealth or power they had in a number of ways by creating what could only be described as a spectacle, one that could not fail to show that they had both of these elements of elite life.

“The festive consumption of food and drink was an important social ritual in the Roman world.”[footnoteRef:1] Banquets were used as a form of social competition in the ancient world, used to display a person’s social status by showcasing a plethora of extravagance including the wearing of finery, the showing off of money and fancy furniture. Furniture was not the standard items at a Roman banquet, many ancient sources such as Juvenile, Pliny and Seneca’s ‘Epistles’ describe such items as “jewelled furniture”[footnoteRef:2], consisting of tortoiseshell veneer, citrus and ivory tables and no doubt many more extravagantly elegant pieces of furniture that would assist in portraying social status to the many guests. Social competition was seemingly a vital part of Roman life, banquets being one of the ways in which the Romans were able to compete with each other to come out on top in a display of status and wealth, as Plutarch claims “Wealth loses all its radiance without an audience”[footnoteRef:3]. This most definitely applies to that of a Roman context and specifically to Roman banquets. An audience is exactly what they wanted to show off their wealth and to ensure that those around them were completely aware of the amount of wealth and status that they held to their name. The dining room was possibly of most significance when it came to furniture as men and respectable women would recline here and so it was decorated with paintings and mosaics to demonstrate status. [1:  https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/banq/hd_banq.htm]  [2:  Seneca, Epistles]  [3:  Plutarch Moravia 528 A] 


Whereas the Greeks has symposiums, the Romans had a convivium. A banquet may be considered to be a convivial gathering- a lively, enjoyable and social event at which the host was given the opportunity to show their status. Unlike the Greeks who did not allow women at their symposiums, the Romans allowed women to attend the convivium. At such events, it seems the elite would eat and drink to excess- they would “eat to vomit and vomit to eat”[footnoteRef:4] meaning that they could continue to enjoy the banquet and try all the food they wished. “Convivial eating and drinking formed one of the most significant social rituals in the Roman world”[footnoteRef:5] which demonstrates the social importance of throwing a successfully extravagant banquet in order to form a number of important social relationships alongside making a very public social display of wealth and status- two factors that contribute greatly to the lives of the elite in Ancient Rome. [4:  Seneca the Younger Ad Helviam Matrem de Consolatione 10]  [5:  Dunbabin, K. The Roman Banquet, Images of Coviviality] 


A wide variety of complex dishes would be served at a Roman Banquet which were designed specifically to impress guests, dishes that would be certain to illustrate the wealth and social status the host held in order to be able to serve up such extravagant food. Despite a number of ingredients not being available at the time, such as tomatoes or potatoes, Roman citizens were able to present a complex array of food that could portray them in the way they so wished. As in modern day, the food was often presented in three courses, gustatio, mensa prima and mensa secunda. The entertainment would then take place once the guests were seated with their food and drink.

A largely important part of the spectacle that was the Roman banquet was the entertainment put on by the host, again to demonstrate their wealth and status. There were a variety of forms of entertainment which might include music- the playing of the flute and or lyre and dancing which may have been performed by less respectable people. Nothing about Roman banquet entertainment was simple and was often nothing less than a spectacle. Even gladiators would be used to entertain the guests, “once they were seated … in case the gladiator. And their masters applauded enthusiastically as the cut each other’s throats.”[footnoteRef:6]. The extravagant entertainment demonstrates the lengths the Roman elite would go to in order to present status and form social relationships, to make themselves appear wealthy and important. Entertainment might also include party games, rhyming and reciting works such as Virgil’s Aeneid, acrobatics, knife throwing and so much more than could be imagined. A Roman banquet was not just food and drink, it was a feast of the senses and a delight for not only the eyes, but the ears too. [6:  Faas, P. Around The Roman Table] 



Clothing and the way in which a person dressed played a largely significant part in defining the social status of a person, especially when attending a banquet. Generally, respectable men wore toga cenatoris to a banquet whereas in Ancient Rome there was no specific restrictions on what a woman could or should wear. However, this does not mean that women would not wear clothing that expresses their wealth or status as can be seen in ancient sources, “I once saw Lollia Paulina … covered with emeralds [which] amounted to forty million. [She was] at once prepared the prove the fact”[footnoteRef:7]. Pliny here demonstrates the extent to which women may dress in a situation such as a banquet in order to display the height of their social status to everyone else. Public display of status seems to have been a predominant aspect of having any type of status and banquets would present ample opportunity to showcase this- “Much of Roman clothing was designed to reveal the social status of its wearer.”[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Perseus.tufts.edu. (n.d.). Pliny the Elder, The Natural History]  [8:  http://www.vroma.org/~bmcmanus/clothing.html] 



The guests attending a Roman banquet were arguably the most important aspect of displaying status and forming social relationships. Without the guests, the host cannot boastfully display their status and cannot form any relationships with other members of the elite. Roman banquets were evidently something to be in awe of, an event that the lower class might wish to attend too; an example of this being the parasiti, people who were angling for an invite. “When I see a rich fool, I pounce upon him.”[footnoteRef:9] demonstrates that many people wished for an invite to the spectacle that was a Roman banquet, likely due to the event being an event for the elite. Impressing other members of the elite at a banquet would provide the perfect opportunity for the host to create social bonds between himself and others of high standing which in turn would benefit them greatly in every day life. Showing off status seemingly became an everyday necessity in Rome and banquets allowed for the elite to do this. [9:  Athenaeus Deip. 6.236e.] 


The service at the banquet would also have been demonstrative of high standing and would cater to the vast amount of guests that would be attending. The banquet would be served in the style of a buffet, individual dishes being presented to the guests, in front of which the roast would be carved- a feast for the eyes. Individual tables would also be a component. In terms of cutlery, there is a distinct difference from how we would eat in today’s modern society; plates were made of silver and gold, and forks were not used as the guests would instead eat with only their fingers. Other basic cutlery and utensils such as a mixing bowl and ladle and spoons for dishes like soup would be used if it were not possible to eat the food using fingers. Although they might eat to excess, eating too quickly and too excessively was considered to be greedy, a mannerism that was frowned upon due to the dishes being communal and the vast number of attending guests. The service and cutlery may also have been a contributing factor to the presentation of social status at banquets as it could not be afforded by those who were not of elite standing and therefore once again largely presented the wealthy nature and high social standing of the host.

Overall, the information that modern historians possess greatly suggests that Roman banquets were something of extreme extravagance and spectacle and were the perfect opportunity for a person to present their social status and form social relationships with others of higher standing. Their use of furniture, entertainment, complex dishes, dress and more combine together into one outrageous visually striking exhibition which catered to each and every one of the senses and became an outstanding extravaganza of wealth and status.
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