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Translation of Petronius, Satyricon 30

It was not allowed to regard carefully the furthest pictures. We had now arrived at the dining room, in the first section of which a manager was receiving accounts. What I also marvelled at especially, were the bundles of sticks with axes fixed to the doorposts of the dining room and something like the bronze prow of a ship ended the area below them, on which was written, “To Gaius Pompeius Trimalchio, a sevir Augustalis, from his steward, Cinnamus.” Below the same inscription, a lamp with two flames was also hanging from the vaulted roof, and there were two boards fixed on one doorpost, one of which had this inscription (if I remember rightly), “Our Gaius dines out on the 30th and 31st December.” The other had painted images of the seven stars and the path of the moon. Both the days that were good and those which were unfortunate, were marked by distinguishing studs. 
Filled with these delights, when we tried to enter the dining room, one of the boys (who was previously given this duty) shouted, “On the right foot!” We were anxious for a short time without a doubt, that one of us would cross the threshold against the rule. But when we equally moved our right steps, a slave stripped of his clothes fell down at our feet and began to ask that we snatch him from punishment. He said that his crime, on account of which he was in danger, was not a large one; for the steward’s clothes has been stolen from him at the baths, which were scarcely worth ten sesterces. Therefore we brought back our right feet and we begged the steward, who was counting gold coins in the atrium, to remit the slave’s punishment. He raised his face proudly and said, “No loss will move me so much as the negligence of a most worthless slave. He lost my dinner clothes, which a client has given to me for my birthday, Tyrian of course, but already washed once. What does it matter? I forgive him for you.” 













Commentary on Petronius, Satyricon 32

Although there has been some debate throughout history over the authorship of the Satyricon, almost all modern scholarship (Walsh, 1997, p. xiii) believes that its author Petronius can be identified as the same Petronius who was consul suffectus in 62 CE and whose death Tacitus describes in Book 16 of his Annals[footnoteRef:1]. As Tacitus recounts, Nero selected Petronius to be his “elegentiae arbiter”[footnoteRef:2] and Petronius had a wide literary circle and was very much aware of the works, either completed or ongoing, of other authors of that time, such as Seneca and Lucan. Knowing that the author is this Petronius also allows for a closer dating of the work, with many arguing for its composition between 63 and 65 CE and Walsh arguing for it to be written and completed in 65 CE itself (Walsh, 1997, p. xiv). Only a small section of the Satyricon survives and this is from Books XIV-XVI of the original work; it is unknown how many books there originally were. The section that survives is narrated by Encolpius, who tells the tale of what happened to him. In this section, he is in a town on the Bay of Naples and is accompanied by Giton, who is acting as his slave and his lover, as well as Ascyltus, who is also interested in Giton and there is continually rivalry between Encolpius and Ascyltus to win Giton’s love. Immediately prior to this section, Encolpius has been at the baths and discovered that Trimalchio, a local rich freedman, will be his host tonight and had observed him playing ball games at the baths. Encolpius, Ascyltus and Giton have arrived at Trimalchio’s house, wondered at some of the decorations, have begged for a slave’s punishment to be forgiven and have just settled themselves on the dining couches in the dining room when this section of the section begins.  [1:  Tac. Ann. 16.18-19]  [2:  Tac. Ann. 16. 18] 


Petronius’ use of the word “lautitiis” at the beginning of this section reminds his audience that Trimalchio is aiming to impress all of his guests. It recalls the initial description of Trimalchio at the beginning of this tale of the dinner as a “lautissimus homo”[footnoteRef:3] and Petronius has continued to use different variations of this throughout Encolpius’ recollection of events. Whilst “lautitiis” means ‘splendours’ here, it must also be read in the satirical tone that it has been used previously to describe Trimalchio and his house. Whenever it is used, it describes something which has clearly been thought of to impress people, but unfortunately often has the opposite effect, for example, our first view of Trimalchio is him playing ball games at the baths in green slippers, urinating during the game in a chamber pot and drying his hands on a slave’s hair; whilst this does suggest that he is rich and important, he also clearly lacks manners and is more effeminate in his appearance. Petronius’ role as “elegentiae arbiter”  also lends authority to Encolpius’ view on the other characters, house and proceedings, encouraging the audience to revel in their own level of refinement in comparison to that demonstrated by Trimalchio. The fact that the audience should be sniggering at Trimalchio is explicitly stated later in the sentence. “expressit imprudentibus risum”. He has just been carried into the dining room accompanied by music, “ad symphoniam”. Once again, Trimalchio has opted to highlight his money by having not just one musician playing to highlight his entrance, but to have several of them, since ‘symphonia’ (adopted from the Greek συμφωνία) suggests a harmony of sounds[footnoteRef:4]. This extravagance of his is further enhanced by the chiastic use of the passive in “allatus est positusque”, which suggests that he was carried into the dining room on a litter by his slaves, despite this not being explicitly stated in the text. Again this highlights his riches that he has so many slaves that some carry him in to dine.  [3:  Petron. Sat. 26]  [4:  Lewis, C. T and Short, C. (1879). A Latin Dictionary. Oxford: Clarendon Press] 


Petronius then gives a detailed description of how Trimalchio is dressed. He introduces this with “enim”; the causal aspect of this conjunction tells his audience that the following description is the reason why they should be laughing at Trimalchio, further creating the image of him as one to mock and sneer at afterwards. The use of “pallio” to describe his cloak suggests that Trimalchio is trying to demonstrate how cultured he is, as ‘pallium’ is the word for a Greek cloak[footnoteRef:5], worn especially by Greek philosophers. Whilst this word could just be used as the normal word for a cloak in the Bay of Naples, an area which commonly used a lot of Greek words within Latin and was within Magna Graecia, the fact that it is used just before the “enim” suggests that this was another reason to laugh at Trimalchio and that he saw himself as a philosopher.  Petronius further emphasises Trimalchio’s grand aspirations by describing his napkin as “laticlaviam”. The hyperbaton here not only aids the audience in picturing the napkin encircling his neck (“laticlaviam immiserat mappam”), but also the word “laticlaviam” itself. This is used to describe the broad purple stripe which was reserved for the use of senatorial families and Trimalchio, a freedman, would not be entitled to wear it on his tunic or toga. By using it on his napkin, he is skirting around these rules whilst trying to appear more important and significant than he is; this attempt to claim a higher rank than he is allowed to is a significant social faux pas and laughable. This is further highlighted by Petronius’ description of the rings that he is wearing as “subauratum” and “totum aureum”. Only senators and equestrians were allowed to wear gold rings, so once again Trimalchio is  attempting to suggest that he is of a higher social rank than he is. Petronius’ use of “ut mihi videbatur” to qualify the ring made of gold further suggests that Trimalchio is again attempting to follow the letter of the law legally and that the ring is not actually made from gold, but similarly to the napkin, he is attempting to make it look to the uninformed or those of lower social status that he is either a senator or equestrian. Petronius completes his description of Trimalchio’s dress by discussing the other jewellery that he is wearing, an “armilla aurea” and an “eboreo circulo”. Once again, these two items are made out of extremely valuable materials, gold and ivory, which are clearly there to show off his wealth. This is made even more evident by Petronius’ use of “nudavit” to describe how the dinner guests could easily see Trimalchio’s right arm. It means ‘to make naked’ or ‘to bare’[footnoteRef:6], and its transitive nature suggests that Trimalchio has intentionally ensured that there is no clothing to impede his guests’ view of his bracelets. Petronius’ emphasis on these bracelets also suggests that Trimalchio is slightly effeminate; although an “armilla” could be worn by either men or women, the description of it as gold, especially when accompanied with the ivory bracelet, would suggest that it was more likely to be worn by a female.  [5:  Lewis, C. T and Short, C. (1879). A Latin Dictionary. Oxford: Clarendon Press]  [6:  Lewis, C. T and Short, C. (1879). A Latin Dictionary. Oxford: Clarendon Press] 
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