Petronius Satyricon 26.7-10 – translation 

The third day had come, and there was the expectation of a free dinner, but we had been stabbed by so many wounds, flight pleased more than rest. And when, full of gloom, we were considering in what way we might dodge the present storm, a slave of Agamemnon interrupted us in our agitation and said “What? Do you not know at whose house it’s happening today? Trimalchio, a most refined man, who has a clock in his dining room and an equipped trumpeter so that he continually knows how much of his life he has squandered.” Therefore, we dressed carefully and, having forgotten all our ills, we ordered Giton, up to this time most willingly observing his servile duties, to follow us to the baths.


Petronius Satyricon 29 – commentary  

This section of the Satyricon comes near the beginning of the Cena episode, immediately after the arrival of the narrator Encolpius with his companions Ascyltus and Giton at the home of Trimalchio, where they are invited to dine. The omnia at which Encolpius is gaping at 29.1 is the entrance to the house with its unusual porter and bird in a golden cage (28.8-9), which set the scene for the ostentatious luxury and unexpected sights which run throughout the episode. The verb stupeo is not necessarily critical, particularly as it follows the admiratio with which Encolpius regarded Trimalchio’s progress from the baths (28.6). This reflects Beck’s[footnoteRef:1] reading which traces a development in the protagonist’s feelings as the Cena progresses, and what starts as wonder transitions to condemnation. Here in chapter 29, Encolpius is observant and interested (totum parietem persequi, 29.2; notatvi, 29.7; vidi, 29.8; interrogare, 29.9) but not disgusted. [1:  1975, p.275-6] 


The realistic painting of the dog at 29.1 is the first example of a series of fakes and tricks that many scholars have noted abound in the Cena[footnoteRef:2]. Much has been made of the painted dog, both as an instance of fakery, and as an allusion to Virgil’s Cerberus guarding the underworld (Aen. 6.417-23)[footnoteRef:3] and therefore an example of funereal imagery which is observed to run through the Cena[footnoteRef:4]. A real dog appears towards the end of the Cena (72.7) which is only one of many repeated motifs between the beginning and end of the episode[footnoteRef:5]. However, images of dogs appear to have been common at the entrances to Roman homes, such as the floor mosaic in the House of the Tragic Poet at Pompeii[footnoteRef:6] which bears the same inscription: cave canem, and elsewhere in wall paintings or statues[footnoteRef:7]. While there are some echoes of Virgil in Petronius’ dogs[footnoteRef:8], there is therefore no real need to read into the painted dog any funereal or underworld imagery, at least on our first encounter with it. A painted guard dog is a perfectly ordinary thing to find upon entering a Roman home and so it is only with hindsight that we might find it a foreboding element. Encolpius’ dramatic reaction upon seeing it has been suggested as comic overreaction[footnoteRef:9], and it is perhaps indicative of Beck’s distinguishing of Encolpius-protagonist from Encolpius-narrator, the former Beck describes as “naïve and chaotic”, and the latter as “sophisticated and dispassionate”[footnoteRef:10]. As Beck points out, Encolpius-narrator repeatedly draws attention to Encolpius-protagonist’s foolishness[footnoteRef:11], such as here when he is frightened by the painted dog, or later when he is fooled by the apparently ungutted pig (49.1-4). The development of Encolpius’ emotions from wonder to boredom and disgust as the Cena progresses noted by Beck is perhaps illustrated by his very different reaction when confronted with the real guard dog at the end of the dinner: now it is Ascyltos who falls down in fright, while Encolpius comes to his aid, despite admitting that earlier pictum timueram canem (72.7). Numbed by the overwhelming time he has spent at the home of Trimalchio, his reactions are by now very different. [2:  e.g. Morales, 2011, p.xv; Courtney, 2001, p.227 ]  [3:  e.g. Andreau, 2009, p.161]  [4:  Courtney, 2001, p.228]  [5:  For example, baths also feature again.]  [6:  Hales, 2009, p.167]  [7:  Smith, 1975, p.59]  [8:  Both are described as ingens (Sat. 29.1; Aen. 6.417), and Petronius’ real dog is subdued with food, like Virgil’s (Sat. 72.9; Aen. 6.421-3).]  [9:  Smith, 1975, p.59]  [10:  1975, p.271]  [11:  p.277] 


Having realised his mistake with the painted dog, Encolpius describes the other paintings he sees along the wall of the colonnade. The images tell Trimalchio’s life story, as will become evident as he reveals his history during the dinner. The murals thus provide the reader with an introduction to Trimalchio at the outset of the episode. The first biographical image (29.3) is of a venalicium (slave market) complete with tituli (signs held by slaves to indicate their price, origin, skills and vices[footnoteRef:12]). Here can be seen Trimalchio, capillatus (long-haired). This image shows how far Trimalchio has come in life, as he is now a wealthy freedman with his own capillati (27.1, 34.4, 70.8), though he does not shy away from admitting his own past, whether here with the painting or in conversation (63.3). The realism of the image is undermined by the inclusion of his caduceum (linking him with Mercury, who will soon appear in another painting) and the fact that he is led by Minerva. Although Trimalchio is a slave at this time, he gives his depiction heroic grandeur with these divine links. Minerva is credited by Livy with the invention of numerus[footnoteRef:13], making her an appropriate guide for Trimalchio, as the next images demonstrate, showing as they do Trimalchio’s rise with him learning reckoning and becoming a dispensator, a slave or freedman in charge or accounts and even estate management[footnoteRef:14] (29.4). The next image again features divine figures (29.5-6). This time Mercury raises Trimalchio to the religious and social office of sevir augustalis which gave the freedman the sort of rank and status he would not otherwise have been able to obtain, not being a freeborn citizen[footnoteRef:15]. Like Minerva, the selection of Mercury for this image is fitting, as he is the god of commerce[footnoteRef:16], and was a common art subject during this period, which Bodel[footnoteRef:17] suggests may be due to successful ex-slaves celebrating their prosperity, just as Trimalchio does here.  The message of prosperity and abundance is driven home by the other divine elements in this image: Fortuna with her cornu abundanti copiosa and the three Fates with their aurea pensa. The golden thread echoes Seneca’s Fates who spin white thread into gold at the outset of Nero’s reign[footnoteRef:18], an allusion to which I will return shortly. [12:  Smith, 1975, p.59]  [13:  Livy 7.3.6]  [14:  Smith, 1975, p.171]  [15:  The Oxford Dictionary of the Classical World, 2007]  [16:  Smith, 1975, p.59]  [17:  1994, p.246]  [18:  Sen. Apoc. 4.5-9] 


Two further observations of Encolpius link to Nero. A final image is a group of runners training (29.7), reflecting the present life of Trimalchio where he is escorted from the baths by four cursores (couriers) (28.4). This again echoes Nero, who was attended by cursores when he travelled[footnoteRef:19]. Further, the household shrine Encolpius sees (29.8) has a pyxis aurea (a golden casket) which held Trimalchio’s beard trimmings. It is not clear from the text how Encolpius comes to learn what is in the casket: he says dicebant, and it is afterwards apparent that he is accompanied by a senior servant of the house (atriensem, 29.9), so perhaps we are to assume that he is being given something of a guided tour of the things they are passing. Again, this reflects what Nero is said to have done when he shaved his first beard, placed it in a golden box (auream pyxidem) and dedicated it in the Capitol[footnoteRef:20].  [19:  Suet. Nero 30.3]  [20:  Suet. Nero 12.4] 


These three apparent allusions to Nero occurring so close together seem unlikely to be coincidental. The similarities between Trimalchio and Nero have been much discussed by scholars, who have reached different views on Petronius’ aims. Morales[footnoteRef:21] notes the similarities, but sees Trimalchio as much than just a parody of Nero. Vout[footnoteRef:22] likewise notes similarities, but rather than seeing Trimalchio as a direct representation of Nero, he sees both the Nero that comes to us through literature (e.g. Suetonius) and Trimalchio as being painted with the same palette, and shaped by the same Neronian world. Courtney[footnoteRef:23], on the other hand, sees Trimalchio as being depicted as a man who is consciously trying to ape Nero in an effort to aggrandise himself. A closer analysis of the similarities with Nero that appear in chapter 29 of the Satyricon can illuminate this discussion. [21:  2011, p. xxiv]  [22:  2009, p.102]  [23:  2001, p.9-10] 


The ritual dedication of first beard clippings has been noted to have been common for Roman citizens[footnoteRef:24], but the valuable golden casket that Trimalchio places his in is what sets it apart from the norm[footnoteRef:25]. Smith[footnoteRef:26] suggests that the extravagance of the casket must not have been peculiar to Nero, otherwise Petronius’ inclusion of that feature would have been incredibly bold, given that he is believed to have been writing during Nero’s reign, and would therefore too clearly reveal that the boorish Trimalchio is intended as a parody of the emperor. However, if Courtney’s interpretation is correct, the danger in such an obvious allusion is averted: Trimalchio is not a literary parody of Nero, but rather is a freedman who is trying to ape his betters by copying what the emperor does. This certainly seems more likely, as it seems implausible that what is so obvious to scholars today would have escaped the notice of Petronius’ contemporaries. If we can clearly see elements of Nero in Trimalchio, how much more likely is it that Nero himself or those around him would have identified them. On any level then, an insulting parody of the emperor would have been a dangerous game to play. It is, however, the golden thread of the Fates at 29.6 which may offer the most support for Courtney’s interpretation. Rather than being something taken from the real behaviour of Nero (if in fact we accept the literary Nero we have access to as reflecting reality) and therefore suitable material to parody, the golden threads are taken from a literary source (Seneca’s Apocolocyntosis). Accordingly, the image is one that is less likely to appeal to an author who is creating a parodic character. Rather, it fits better with the idea of a man (Trimalchio) who has read Seneca’s work, or is aware of it, and has deliberately incorporated similar imagery into his own life story. [24:  Richlin, 2009, p.90]  [25:  Courtney, 2001, p.79]  [26:  1975, p.61] 


Biographical murals such as these were not unknown in Rome, with Sulla’s Tusculan villa being said to have been decorated with a scene of him being presented the grass crown by his army[footnoteRef:27]. Trimalchio may not have great military exploits in his past, but he has his own story of success and he displays it for his guests to see. [27:  Plin. HN 22.12] 


The final paintings mentioned in this section are not immediately identifiable to Encolpius, and so he has to ask a servant what they are (29.9). Different explanations for this have been given, with some suggesting that the paintings may be distortions of the myths[footnoteRef:28], just as Trimalchio later misidentifies the characters depicted on his silverware (52.1-2), and others suggesting that Encolpius may be less well educated than he would like to think[footnoteRef:29]. No definitive answer can be found in the text, but Beck’s[footnoteRef:30] reading that the older narrator Encolpius does not shy away from pointing out the foolishness of his younger self may be reflected here. Alternatively, perhaps the strange juxtaposition of images simply threw him off the scent[footnoteRef:31]. The images that are explained to him come from two classical texts, the Iliad and the Odyssey, and a gladiatorial show. Such strange pairings feature elsewhere in the Cena too, with Trimalchio’s silverware featuring two (misdescribed) scenes from myth plus one gladiatorial fight (52.1-3). With the silverware there is no suggestion that there is any problem with the artistry, rather Trimalchio doesn’t understand the images. Accordingly, there is no reason for us to think that the paintings at 29.9 are badly done, and it seems more likely that Encolpius simply doesn’t recognise them.  [28:  Courtney, 2001, p.79]  [29:  Whitmarsh, 2008, p.80]  [30:  1975]  [31:  Hales (2009, p.171) notes that strange juxtapositions also occur in wall paintings in Pompeii.] 
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