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Translation. Sat. 39
So Trimalchio interrupted the sweet stories; for by now the course was gone and the joyful 
guests had begun to give their attention to the wine and public conversation. Then, reclining 
on his elbow he said, “It is proper that you show gratitude for this wine. It is necessary that 
fish swim. I ask you, ‘Did you think that I would be satisfied with that dinner which you had 
seen on the cover of the repository? Is this thus known by Ulysses? Then what is it?’ For it is 
necessary amongst dinner to learn knowledge. May the bones of my patron be at peace, 
who wanted me to be a man amongst men. For nothing new can be brought to me, just as 
this dish has proven. This is the sky in which the twelve gods live, and it changes itself into 
the same number of figures, and hence becomes Aries. Therefore, whoever is born under 
this sign has many sheep, much wool and moreover, a hard head, a shameful forehead, and 
a pointed horn. Very many teachers of rhetoric and rams are born under this sign.” We 
praised the erudite astrologer and he added, “Then all of the sky changes into a little bull, 
Taurus, and at that time those who resist and ploughmen are born and those who feed 
themselves. Under the twins, Gemini, however, are born pairs of horses and bulls and 
religious men and those who lick(?) both sides of the wall. I was born under Cancer.”    

Commentary Sat.42
One of the dominant themes through Petronius’ Satyricon is ‘Death’. Trimalchio shows 
himself thoughout the text to be obsessed with the fragility of life from the water clock in his 
dining room, ‘horologium in triclinio’, (Petr. Sat. 26) a clear reference to the passing of time; 
to the wall painting of the large dog, ‘canis ingens’ (Petr. Sat. 29) reminiscent of the dog 
mosaics found on the floors of Pompeian houses that could be linked to Cerberus guarding 
the entrance to Hades. The mural scene also invites comparison with funerary monuments 
and practices. The whole could be seen as a tomb with the life of Trimalchio being clearly 
depicted from being bought as a slave ‘venalicium’, entering Rome with Minerva. Dunbabin's 
analysis underscores the meticulous attention to detail in Petronius' description of 
Trimalchio's banquet, revealing the author's keen awareness of contemporary artistic 
practices. The Cena itself is interpreted by Bodel in his work ‘Trimalchio’s Underworld’ as a 
funeral feast with Trimalchio’s house as the underworld. This idea of a funeral feast is 
expanded with the freedmen guests also showing particular interest in death through their 
speeches and conversation: ‘fui…in funus’, I went to a funeral, ‘animam ebullit’, he has 
breathed his last, and ‘ abiit ad plures’, he has gone to join the great majority. These last two 
being examples of colloquial euphemisms for death and all found in Petronius Satyricon 42. 

There is also a focus on medicine and doctors in Petronius Satyricon 42, shown through the 
reference to ‘muscae’, flies in medicinal remedies. Pliny researched in great detail the use of 
flies in medicinal cures including evidence from Varro’s writings on the use of flies to cure 
baldness to Diodorus’ remedy for jaundice being to eat four flies with rosin and honey. 
(Weiss. H. ‘Entomological Medicaments of the Past.) During this time there was no 
professional class of physicians and many relied on primitive remedies, superstitious beliefs 
and offerings to the gods. The growth of formal medicine began with the arrival of Greek 
physicians, who were initially derided by the Romans. (Potter, D. ‘A Companion To The 
Roman Empire.) Pliny the Elder describes approximately one thousand plants with medicinal 
properties, such as ‘avens’ advised by herbalists as an astringent for digestive troubles (Pliny 
Naturae Historicae XXIV. 37.)  Section 42 also contains reference to fasting, 
‘abstinax…quinque dies’. Celsus in his third book of ‘On Medicine’ stated that when feverish 
one should fast in the hope of cleansing body and mind. (Potter, D. A Companion To The 
Roman Empire).

Section 42 begins with Seleucus deriding bathing, ‘non cotidie lavor…liquescit’, I do not 
bathe daily, a bath is like getting dry-cleaned, the water has teeth and my insides melt away’. 
The use of public bathes was integral to Roman society, having an important social function. 
It was common practice for Romans to bathe in the afternoon, as we saw in Petronius 
Satyricon 28. (Berry, J. ‘The Complete Pompeii) However Seleucus may not have been 
wrong. According to Mary Beard’s writing in ‘SPQR A History of Ancient Rome’, ‘Anyone who 
went to the public baths…risked becoming a victim of those breeding grounds of infection.’ 
This, therefore goes some way to legitimising Seleucus’ attitude towards bathing. The 
reference to dry-cleaning, implies an unpleasant experience which due to the use of 
ammonia in the process, it would have been.

Therefore this section continues with the theme of death and introduces ideas about 
medicine and the practice of bathing. It also allows us as readers, to hear the opinions of the 
guests, rather than the soliloquys delivered by Trimalchio, as was seen in the previous 
sections.       
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