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Critical Commentary – Petronius’ Satyrica. 27-8.

Chapters 27-8 forms part of the Satyrica of Petronius, specifically near the beginning of ‘Cena Trimalchionis’ which is viewed as complete section (despite some minor lacunae) and within itself, sequential.   Whilst Chapter 26 may open the Cena, and Chapter 78 closes it, little more is known of what originally appended either side of it, beyond those boundaries.  Today, the extant work is fragmentary.    Indeed, Smith’s version of the Cena is a stand-alone publication.  Others, such as Walsh’s translation, precede the Cena with our protagonists going to bed (as part of the closing verses of ‘Enter Quartilla, the Priapic Priestess’ (Walsh, 19) and follow it by ‘Eumolpus In the Art Gallery’ (Walsh, 71).    

Nevertheless, the Cena is viewed as an integral part of a ‘grotesque panorama of society unmasked and unrobed’ (Perry, 31).    That ‘panoramic’ view, however, is not ‘comprehensive in scope or range of coverage’ (https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/panoramic) as dictionaries define the term.   The Cena tells us of one strata of society whose lives are presented through a myopic lens by another indeed.  It is the lives of the former, ‘the freedmen which stand out’ (Andreau, 14) as we read of a fictional dinner party here, whom, by modern consensus suggests was authored by a patrician, ‘elegentiae arbiter’ referenced in Tacitus’ Annals 16, speaking through his unreliable larynx, Encolpius.   Frequently, as here, the account is explicitly edited to relay only the most exceptional facts, ‘longum erat singular excipere’ (28:1) for maximum impact upon the reader from an ‘exclusive and elitist perspective’ (Sandahl and Auslander, 80).   Paradoxically, those who feature most in the text, are, in effect, speaking least. The incumbent elite speaking for the arrivistes deprived of giving us their own unfiltered testimony who lack a ‘self-determined presence in literature’ (Ramsby, 66).

A group know to us as the nouveau riche and the arriviste was familiar to Roman society at this particular time.  Indeed, ‘although we are dealing with a fictional individual [in Trimlachio], he is seen as the most illuminating example of the wealth of those freedmen in the first century who “made it” – but whose actual number is, however, impossible to quantify’ ( Andreau, 115).  If we accept that Petronius is the Tacitean one aforementioned, and that therefore the last act of Petronius was to send Nero a list of sexual deviants, our author’s social and cultural is dated to the 1st century AD, and ‘it is generally agreed that...the economic background and the language of the novel’ (Smith, xii), are thus consistent with the Satyrica.  For some scholars, Petronius is primarily ‘putting up a witty resistance to Nero’ (Haynes, 72) through the Satyrica and the character of Trimlachio particularly, whilst for others, its main purpose was experimental, ‘he was writing the parody of a novel ‘(Courtney,86).  Of the latter, sections 27-28 are indeed, like the rest of the Satyrica, infused with ridicule, ‘omnia mimco risu exsonuerant’ (Sat 19.1). We do not fail to pick up on the Cena’s humour, however cruel at times - schadenfreude is a fixture of humanity, heightened at times of social upheaval. We can only speculate, ‘what did he [Petronius] regard himself as doing?’ (Courtney, 86).  
The text makes us highly conscious of power dynamics – each of us, it seems to suggest, has a defined place in society.  If we accept our author as being the Tacitean Petronius, we may infer certain truths about society of first century Rome.   Here, Chapters 27-28 frequently refer to all those in various capacities whom Trimalchio commands, including ‘servus’ (27:3), ‘duo spadones’ (27:3), pueri (27:2, 27:6) and Involutus cocina’ (28:4) for example, which differentiate them from the powerful, ‘domino Trimalchione’ (28:5).  Explicitly, social structure is referenced, ‘quisquis servus sine dominico iussu’ (28:7).  Establishing hierarchy, as we see later in the telling of stories over dinner is an ‘‘affectation of Trimalchio’s despotic and autocratic control’ (Marchesi, 325)   Regardless, Trimalchio makes miscellaneous errors of style and protocol.    Clearly exhibited in Chapters 27-28, as throughout the Satyrica, there are various illuminating revelations which operate as barometers of class, beauty and wealth, which are now each presented in detail.

Firstly, let us consider class distinctions.  Trimalchio is clearly an outsider to the class who normally host dinner parties, for when Encolpuis is asked at the beginning, ‘Quid…nescitis, hodie apud quem fiet?’ (26:9) it suggests a contemporaneous elite Roman reader would imagine not knowing him either, for he would be beyond their normal milieu. Indeed, ‘Trimalchio, lauitssimus homo’ (Sat 26:9).   Here, as throughout the Satyrica, Petronius unfailing flags the absurd, and the ‘humour of an incident is not left to make its own appeal to the reader’ (Preston, 261).    Slightly further on, again, Trimalchio does traditional things differently, ‘notavimus etiam res novas’ (27:3), marking him as an arriviste, perhaps uncultured. Thus, Trimlachio’s behaviour is calibrated against an existing protocol, suggesting a pre-existing elite social code.   Indeed, one’s manner of speaking too is a subject of derision, and the former slaves are subtly mocked for how they speak.  It is a polyphonic text, whose character’s diction (as presented) belies their class, for example, here the use of ‘coepimus’ (Sat. 27:1), which is, in Petronius’s works, ’common…in the language of freedmen’ (Smith, 54).     

Secondly, there is the clear calibration of beauty throughout the text. From the offset, physicality is a pervasive theme. Male bodies are depicted throughout the Satyrica wherein ‘there is no separating text and bodies’ (Rimmel, 15).  Verbs such as ‘deformior’ (28:5) imply distortion, and non-conformity, whilst, at the other end of the scale there are beautiful boys, ‘quamquam erat operae pretium (27:2) . In contrast to ‘senem calvum’ (27:1), we view young men, ‘pueros capillatos’ (27:1).  Youth is distinct from age – it is a social value, repeated ‘pueri’ (27:1), embedded within the narration, and later ‘pueri’ (27:6) and ‘puer vetulus’ (28:4).  Indeed, whilst Preston comments on the extensive use of the phallic as ‘not sensual, but comic’ (Preston, 265), as in mime and in line with the period’s ‘coarsened stage’ (Preston, 264).  Whilst Preston observes ‘pronounced’ use of the phallic in sections ’129.1, 92. 9-11, 108.10, 132, 140’ (Preston, 265), he omits how phallic allusion is presented here, in section 27.   Arrowsmith comments on the depiction of the ‘amor fati’ (Arrowsmith, 330) to the extent that characters are  ‘being rapt away by need’ (Arrowsmith, 330). He concludes that in the Satyrica it is evident, as here, that every desire of  the body is good’ (Arrowsmith, 330), in stark contrast to emergent Christian thought of that time.   Thus, Preston has overlooked the realism of the phallic representations.  For me, section 27 conveys and is conveying the homosexual gaze - a gaze that is to attune to male youth and physicality.  It is, arguably, a gaze captured by various details consistent with raw homosexual sexual allusion  -  ‘inter manus’ (27:3), ‘digitos concrepuit (27:5), then ‘ad manus’ (27:6) again, and ‘digitosque’ (27:6), later a rub-down towels most ‘mollissima’ (28:3) a superlative conveying heightened sensuous pleasure, along with later ‘phaleratis’ (28:4).  Perhaps a desire for younger boys is written into the sport that Trimalchio plays.  As the balls drop, they are left to the wayside – younger lovers replace them.  The imperfect ‘decidebant’ (27:3) implies habit – the behaviour is routine not a mere one-off.  Indeed, any rules of protocol involving the body are changed by Trimalchio, tailored to his own taste.  For example, the way he plays sport is ‘res novas’ 27:3), and when he enters the baths, he does it in his own grandiose style.   Furthermore, when Trimalchio urinates, it is described starkly and graphically, ‘in lance argentea pisum’ (28:9).   Thus, Trimalchio uses an object of wealth in which to pee.  Such is his wealth, perhaps convention no longer matters, even if he knew better.   Throughout the Satyrica, bodies are not statuesque nor idealised.   

Thirdly, calibrations of wealth are constantly referenced, as if to emphasise how we are witnessing the nouveau riche.  Here, there are frequent references to objects of value, ‘aurem’ (28:5), ‘argentea’ (28:9), ‘aurea’ (28:9).    Bright colours dominate Trimalchio’s clothing – here, he wears ‘tunica vestitum russea’ (27:2), and later gets wrapped up in ‘coccina gausapa’ (28:4) whose brightness illuminates him against an urbane backgroup, for it is an ‘opulent, scarlet hue’ (Olson, 112).  However, it is not quite imperial purple, although still ‘a symbol of status’ (Olson, 111).  Trimalchio’s luxurious existence is further communicated by the fact that he is rubbed down not only with oil but ‘palliis ex lana mollissima factis’ (Sat. 28:3), a particular affectation of the host, who, in the closing part of the Cena, ‘iussitque nos temptare an bonis lanis essent confecta’ (Sat 78:1).      Such symmetry of detail between the opening to a text with its close, helps create the impression that it is ‘novelistic’ (Rimmell, 6) and has some consistency of character (that is, without necessarily being a fully-fledged novel).  Trimlachio believes his slaves, ‘hoc suum propin esse dicebat’ (Sat 28:3) after they drink Falernian wine, which is ‘valuable’ (Smith, 57).  Thus, the contents of Section 27-28 are only prima facie quotidian.  Trimalchio’s love of excess is often presented as a character flaw, frequently blundering across elite Roman etiquette.  To those who know better, each mistake ‘undermines once and for all any pretension of being what he is not’ (Marchesi, 325).  He is, then, ill-educated, a topic covered (many believe earlier) in the Satyrica entitled, ‘At the School of Rhetoric’ (Walsh: 1-4).  Indeed, ‘the purpose of satire, as conceived by the Romans, was to correct or chastise social, aesthetic and moral anomalies’ (Highet, 177).   Within such a context, Trimalchio is vehicle through which Petronius can show, rather than just tell, how a Roman bereft of social mores, might behave even before the dinner party, which, is ‘a monumental expose of the revolting and ludicrous parts of bad manners’ (Highet: 178).

Petronius has yet further means of illuminating his protagonist’s faults.  We are readers, and not an audience, yet Petronius shows ‘constant insistence upon laughter and applause’ (Preston, 261).  The Satyrica, written at time of a growing passion for theatre in society, perhaps points too towards ‘Nero's theatrical performances off-stage, such as his dressing up as a slave and enjoying the low life of Rome (Tacitus, Annals 13.25) (Buckley and Dinter, 23).  Theatricality here is also used for hyperbolic effect, and to heighten the comic, which involves ‘surprise, misadventure and personal humiliation’ (Preston, 264).  Indeed, as the Cena moves on a pace, so do the theatrical and mimic references.  We note, how, in line with mimic tradition, a small group of companies, ‘nos interim vestiti errare coepimus’ (27:1), as if in costume for a theatrical event whilst here engaging in ‘out and out buffoonery’ (Preston, 262). Events build up to a conventional mimic climax in a ‘fracas’ (Preston, 262) at the end of the Chapter 82.  The dinner, itself first described as ‘liberae cenae’ (26:7), later becomes the more theatrical ‘spectaculum’ (27:2), then  ‘principium cenae’ (27:4), and later ‘cum mimis symphoniacus’ (28:5).   Surprise, a mechanism through which ‘the author accelerates action’ (Preston, 262)  is also part of this section’s diction, for it is ‘cum subito’ (27:1) when the wanderers spy Trimalchio at a distance.  A ‘phallic element’ (Preston, 264) previously suggested in my analysis of male beauty is also synonymous with comic theatre.  All the action of Chapters 27-28 are spied through the key-hole (26:4) which is ‘a favourite stage device’ (Preston, 264) of the Romans.  Petronius through his use of performative mores and dictions, steers the  knowing reader towards much hilarity.  Indeed, ‘nowhere else in Latin literature is such a premium put upon laughter’ (Preston, 261).  

To me, the characters are seemingly rather atomistic, living without any deep ties of affection binding them to one another.  Likewise, just as the borders between society are breaking down, so is genre.  The Satyrica’s hybridity takes many forms.  Whilst Perry views the Satyrica as ‘a Menippean satire expanded into a romance’ (Perry, 32), there is frequently only evidence of physical admiration as demonstrated in Chapters 27-28, and little in terms of long-lasting love.  It is a genre, society and a physical world demonstrably in a state of transition, with characters metaphorically moving from the ‘outside’ to the ‘inside’ of social circles for example.  Chapters 27-28 are ‘external’ in location (and silent, without express vocalisation by the leading characters) rather than ‘internal’ and conversational.   There is, however, an ornate doorway which leads them into a new social setting, ’super limen autem cavea pendebat aurea, in qua pica varia intrantes salutabat’ (28:9).  Thus, such partitions resemble a gateway between cliques of Romans ‘highly divided both in social and political terms’ (Rose, 99).  It is a clearly marked and protected entrance, and thus, admission could not have been made unwittingly.  Similarly, death is a transitional phase which is never too far from our thoughts as we read the Satyrica.

Images of death and acute awareness of time passing are on either side of Chapters 27-28.   There is the water clock and trumpeter that Trimalchio owns, ‘ut subinde sciat quantum de vita perdiderit’ (26:9).  Then, just before entering his host’s home, there is a magpie, whom ‘ if the difficulty of a word beats them this causes their death’ (Smith, 58). It is as even moments of curiosity and excitement only act as interruptions to  moribundity, ‘which dominate Trimalchio’s thoughts’ (Walsh,xxxii), and our unrelenting journey towards the certainity of death.   The drinking of Falernian wine might, in 28:3, be ‘a premature funeral libation’ (Smith, 57).   Allusions to death thus profilerate.  It is interesting death reoccurs throughout the Satyrica in relation to Trimalchio, to the extent that Arrowsmith sees it as a text, ‘obsessed with…death’ (Arrowsmith, 304), pervading the Cena filled with ‘mortality and money, surfeit and sickness, impotence and plenty’ (Arrowsmith, 304). Perhaps Petronius himself feared death, like Trimalchio, given this work he is publishing.  It is the degree of laughter at the ‘anti-hero’ Trimlachio, which might become the source of the greatest discomfort to Nero, if he had recognised himself in such a depiction.  Fact and fiction sit side-by-side here and throughout the Satyrica in so many ways, for  ‘the real and the spectacle seamlessly merge’ (Haynes, 73).  There are parallels between Nero and Trimalchio, which contemporaneous Romans may have quickly recognised; ‘hinc involutus coccina gausapa lecticae impositus est’ (28:4), ‘deformior’ (28:5), ‘super limen autem cavea pendebat aurea, in qua pica varia intrantes salutabat’ (28:9), ‘senem calvum’ (27:1) ‘tunica vestitum russea’ (27:1), traits synonymous with the emperor, as well as his passion for excess, as previously explored.  Ultimately, Petronius was ‘alienated from the emperor, at the cost of his life’ (Walsh, xiv).  Perhaps his work was not subtle enough, maybe (who knows) even intentionally so, for ‘the  age of Nero was a period in which satire by innuendo had replaced open rebuke’ (Crum, 161).     Likewise, Beard identifies, by using the case of suppressed giggle by Cassius Dio against emperor Commodus that ‘laughter can be a weapon of the ruling power, as well as against it’ (Beard, 6).  Thus, some scholars separate the ‘explicit laughter’ (Plaza, 26) of the Cena to more stifled laughter, that repressed by fear.    Indeed, the Cena, as illustrated above was a literary work with theatrical qualities which could never be performed, only read.  The Satyrica was not subject to mass circulation at the time, but, one infers, available to a more limited group.    Thus, it is perhaps a criticism however veiled, thus whispered only intentionally in certain ears.

Whilst there is much debate as to the rightful genre into which the Satyrica should comfortably fit, perhaps the blending of genre is a theatrical masque that Petronius put lightly in place in order to veil his true authorial intention.   Reading the work as that whose ‘purpose was literary parody and broad comic satire of Neronian Italy’ (Arrowsmith, 306) may distract those who take the view, that it is merely ‘low farce with a simple plot’ (Smith, xvii), or combines with perhaps , ‘a parody of romance’ (Smith, xvii), or, ‘a parody of epic’ (Smith, xvi) amongst many other suggestions.  He also portrays ‘stark realism’ (Arrowsmith, 330), admirably so.

In conclusion, one must ask where our sympathies should lie?  For readers today, the Satyrica ‘provides a unique opportunity to piece together ancient perceptions about the methods of and motives for self-representation among freed slaves, even if it comes through the filter of the elite perspective’ (Ramsby, 66).  Chapters 27-28 depict Trimalchio as Petronius’s ‘anti-hero’ (Panayotakis, 372), and Encolpius as as ‘the overemotional actor’ (Panayotakis, 372).  But, it is difficult not to feel that it is we, the reader today, as then, are driven to laugh out of fear that in fact these characters are ourselves, getting it wrong.   There is an Everyman quality to them, which allows our own fear to masquerade behind them.    Perhaps Petronius is, indeed, presenting the tragedy of society, and not its comedy – that we laugh most when there is nothing else than our own self-protectionism at stake.
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