Homework 2

Petronius Satyricon 30.1-3 – translation

Time didn’t permit us to view…

We now arrived at the dining room, at the front of which an administrator was taking a register. I was particularly amazed at the rods and axes which had been fixed on the doorposts, the bottom part of which ended as though the bronze beak of a ship, on which had been written:
“To C. Pompeius Trimalchio, Priest of the College of Augustus, from his steward Cinnamus.”
Under this label a lamp with two lights was hanging from the vaulted ceiling, and two notices had been fixed on each of the doorposts, on one of which, if I remember rightly, this had been written: 
“Our C. is dining out on 30th and 31st December.”


Petronius Satyricon 34 – commentary 

By this point in the Cena, the guests are seated and have started eating, and Trimalchio has joined them. The host had arrived late and playing a board game (33.2). Now Trimalchio has finished with his game and joined his guests in eating. It was reported that the emperor Augustus often arrived late at his own dinner parties[footnoteRef:1], so perhaps Trimalchio is aping imperial behaviour, as he appears to do elsewhere (most commonly being compared to Nero), but Augustus’ behaviour was ascribed to his moderation: his late arrival (and early departure) allowed his guests to eat more than he did. In contrast, here Trimalchio demands all the same things his guests have just eaten (34.1). His late arrival, and behaviour in continuing to play his game, therefore comes across as nothing more than arrogance. The music that is a feature throughout the Cena occurs here at 34.1 when the musicians sound a signal at which singing slaves carry off the dishes. Like many of the aspects of the Cena appear to have their parallels in Roman life. As well as the host’s late arrival, Augustus’ dinners are said to have featured strolling musicians, storytellers and even players from the circus[footnoteRef:2]. It seems to be less the generality of the Cena that renders it obnoxious, as the way it is carried out and the extremes to which Trimalchio takes what may be commonplace things. [1:  Suet. Aug. 74]  [2:  Suet. Aug. 74] 


Luxurious tableware was surely also a common feature of the best dinners in Roman society, and Trimalchio has an abundance of silver and other extravagant dishes. However, the way he regards these items and his lack of regard for their worth has been suggested to mark him as vulgar[footnoteRef:3]. Silver dishes are not just kept for the table but are used in Trimalchio’s home for the most mundane tasks (see, for example, 28.8 where a slave is shelling peas into a silver dish, and the silver chamber pot at  27.3), and here he shows a complete disregard for its worth when it falls onto the floor and he has it swept up with the rubbish (34.3). A similar attitude was demonstrated earlier by Trimalchio when he discarded any balls that touched the ground when he was exercising in the baths (27.2).  [3:  Walsh, 1970, p.119] 


The slave that picks the dish up is punished with a cuff on the ear (34.2), and Trimalchio instructs that he should be scolded, but no more dire punishment is suggested for the boy (it’s not clear if it was his fault that the dish fell in the first place or not). Trimalchio’s attitude towards his slaves is inconsistent and capricious, with him referring to them in this chapter as putidissimi (34.5) but appearing fond of them elsewhere, and of course he is a former slave himself. Perhaps, as a freedman conscious of his own history, he struggles with comradery vs distance. 

The slave who sweeps up the dish is said to be a lecticarius, or litter-bearer. Smith[footnoteRef:4] suggests that this term is doubted in the text since Trimalchio seems to have so many slaves that it seems doubtful that one would be doubling up his duties in this way, although he acknowledges that elsewhere it appears that some did, including perhaps in the households of Atticus and Piso (at least according to Cicero). Smith comments that some have pointed out the impossibility of Encolpius knowing that the slave was a litter-bearer, but counters that elsewhere Encolpius identified a fellow-guest as an ‘old hand’ (veteram conviviam, 33.8) so perhaps this is an example of the “confusing omniscience”[footnoteRef:5] that some have found in the Satyricon. However, it does not seem likely that Encolpius has arrived at the dinner, been seated with his fellow guests and has already consumed some course, all in complete silence, so presumably there has been some discussion between the guests. He might easily have been informed, by the veteram conviviam himself or by another, that he had attended meals at Trimalchio’s home before, or he may have simply picked it up through observation. His identification of the litter-bearer, however, seems more doubtful, supporting the contention that the term is a corruption in the text. [4:  1975, p.72]  [5:  Bartsch, 2008, p.248] 


During all this confusion (the term tumultum is actually used by Encolpius at 34.2), terms such as subinde (34.4) and statim (34.6) add to the sense of rushing which pervades the Cena, producing feelings more of anxiety than of relaxation. The two long-haired Ethiopian slaves who arrive subinde are suggested by Courtney[footnoteRef:6] to be another one of the fakes which appear throughout the Cena. While Ethiopian slaves were a popular luxury, Courtney sees Aethiopes capillati as a contradiction in terms, those slaves typically having short curly hair. We are reminded of Encolpius himself later planning to blacken his face to masquerade as a dark skinned slave and thus hide his identity (102.13). However, there are references to straight-haired Ethiopians in Herodotus[footnoteRef:7], so perhaps it is at least possible that these are the real thing. In conjunction with all the other fakes throughout the Cena, however, the question of whether these are real long-haired Ethiopian boys, or capillati who have artificially darkened their skin, or indeed Ethiopian slaves wearing wigs, merely adds to the sense of uncertainty where nothing can be trusted. [6:  2001, p.84]  [7:  Smith, 1975, p.73] 


The wineskins the slaves carry are likened by Encolpius to those used to sprinkle the sand in the amphitheatre[footnoteRef:8]: a reference to a different type of spectacle, but another example of the language of spectacle such as that at 33.5 when Trimalchio arrives ad scaenam. Their use of wine to pour over the guests’ hands instead of water (34.4) is another example of Trimalchio’s prioritisation of luxury over everything else, even practicality. Encolpius notes that aquam nemo porrexit, suggesting that he would have (understandably) preferred water to wine. This is another feature of the Cena which may be more realistic than it appears to the modern reader, with Plutarch referring to a host whose guests’ feet were washed with water mixed with wine and spices[footnoteRef:9]. [8:  Smith notes that this was to cut down on the dust in the air by dampening the sand (1975, p.73)]  [9:  Smith, 1975, p.73] 


The guests praise Trimalchio’s taste (laudatus proper elegantias, 34.5), and Beck[footnoteRef:10] sees this as an example of Encolpius displaying an insincere sycophancy. However, there is no conclusive evidence to this point that the young Encolpius finds his host distasteful. Perhaps any praise he offers at this point is genuine, but in fact Encolpius doesn’t state that he himself praises Trimalchio; rather, Trimalchio laudatus. For either reason, or both, we therefore need not see this as an example of Encolpius’ insincerity. At 34.8 Encolpius notes that the guests conscientiously wondered (accuratissime mirantibus) the magnificence, but again there is no firm footing for convicting him of insincerity.  [10:  1975, p.277] 


Trimalchio’s dismissive language towards his slaves (putidissimi servi, 34.5) is echoed by his steward (nequissimi servi, 30.10), but contrasts with his actions later at 70.11 when he invites his slaves to join his guests and Encolpius comments that they were almost thrown from their places by the crowd, another example of Trimalchio’s capriciousness when it comes to dealing with his slaves.

The Falernian wine which is served at this point has received much scholarly attention. While wine of this age may have been available, it was apparently only good for adding sparingly to younger wine to enhance its flavour[footnoteRef:11] and was not to be drunk neat. As Courtney[footnoteRef:12] points out, the fact that the guests were apparently able to drink the wine suggests that it was not the genuine article. The way it is served, in glass vessels which would not have been used commercially[footnoteRef:13] at the time it is purported to have been bottled (21 BC, when it was already 100 years old, 100 years after the consulship of Opimus), and further, in 21 BC the local designation of Falernian would not have been applied[footnoteRef:14]. All the indications are, then, that the wine is not what it purports to be. Encolpius’ careful reading (perlegimus, 34.7) of the labels suggests he may suspect as much. The question then becomes whether Trimalchio himself is aware of the deception and is unconvincingly pretending to greater extravagance than he already displays, or whether he has been fooled by a wine merchant. There is no way to be sure, but perhaps Petronius intended the question to remain unanswered.  [11:  Plin. NH 14.55]  [12:  2001, p.84]  [13:  Morales, 2011, p.177]  [14:  Courtney, 2001, p.84] 


Trimalchio at this point makes a comment that the day before, he had had more illustrious guests (multo honestiores, 34.7) at his table, but had served worse wine. Such a tactless comment insults both his present guests and his previous guests, and is an example of him trumpeting his generosity towards those at the dinner. They should feel themselves blessed to be treated with such condescension. Trimalchio’s bragging about the honestiores guests he had illustrates another feature of his character. Encolpius and Ascyltus were invited as scholasti[footnoteRef:15]: by adding a veneer of learning to the dinner, they become both part of the spectacle themselves (allowing Trimalchio to parade them to his other guests[footnoteRef:16]), and perhaps fodder for future comments of such supposedly learned men having attended a dinner at Trimalchio’s table.  [15:  Murgatroyd, 2013, p.248]  [16:  And Hermeros’ outburst later (58) suggests the other guests did feel the difference in their status.] 


The silver skeleton that arrives at the table next (34.8) is noted by many as continuing the funerary and death imagery prevalent in the Cena[footnoteRef:17], and the poem Trimalchio reads to accompany it echoes the theme[footnoteRef:18], however once again this may not be an unusual feature of Roman dinner parties. Smith[footnoteRef:19] notes a Pompeiian cup painted with skeletons and an inscription reminding drinkers that “tomorrow is uncertain”. What is notable here is the way Trimalchio appears more preoccupied by the clever and expensive trinket (repeatedly throwing it down to demonstrate how its joints move) than the message it represents.  [17:  e.g. Morales, 2011, p.177; Courtney, 2001, p.228]  [18:  Courtney (2001, p.85) notes a similar tomb inscription.]  [19:  1975, p.74] 
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