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Critical Commentary Petronius Satyrica - The Dinner of Trimalchio

The Satyricon has been attributed to Gaius Petronius Arbiter who was received by Nero as his “director of elegance” (Britannica, 2020). It is thought to have been written around 63 – 65 AD. The novel provides an insightful look into the Romans views on luxury and death. The book follows the exploits of Encolpius and his slave and sexual partner Giton, the setting of this story revolves around a dinner of a freedman (Trimalchio) who possesses a great deal of wealth. 
The main points start with Encolpius observing the paintings displayed in Trimalchio house showing Mercury placing him at the highest seat at a tribunal, Mercury is commonly associated with financial gain and luck so for Trimalchio to place him in such a way on the walls of his house is a bold statement to the elite guests invited to the house. Writer Ben Greenley explains that “The placement of the paintings is an obvious attempt by Trimalchio to place himself with the great heroes of the Trojan War” (Greenley, 2017) . Then we move to another pivotal point which is the dinner, this lavish display of wealth is described as “Positively disgusting” (Arbiter, 1923), it includes 12 exotic courses which are extremely excessive since writer Katharine Raff explains that “A proper Roman dinner included three courses: the hors d’oeuvres (gustatio), the main course (mensae primae), and the dessert (mensae secundae)” (Raff, 2011). This is just another exaggerated expression of luxury; such notable courses involve the zodiacal arrangement of hors d’oeuvres as well as A boiled calf wearing a helmet, sliced up by a slave dressed as the hero Ajax. 
The courses, however, are not the only mentionable aspect of the dinner as Trimalchio chooses an array of interesting topics to discuss at the dinner table, the first being that he gives an account of his toilet habits explaining he “been constipated for days but used pomegranate rind and resin to move his bowels” (Arbiter, 1923). This demonstrates Trimalchio’s continued vulgar behaviour towards his guests, and that he clearly has no gage of what is considered appropriate conversation in an elite dinner party he is so desperately trying to copy. This is proven by another conversation topic that arises in which Trimalchio boasts that he is well self-taught in law but then goes on to confuse mythology claiming Homer wrote of the 12 labours of Hercules. Another unusual topic he discusses in detail is his funeral arrangement reading his will out loud to his guests and giving instructions, for example, he desires grave to be 100 x 200 feet in length and a statue of himself, which causes the guests to descend into tears again demonstrating his inability to hold an appropriate conversation as this is perhaps the first genuine reaction he has managed to get from his guests as it is said that the laughter he received from the guests previously were to humour him.
Nonetheless, this morbid topic not only demonstrates his inability to hold an appropriate conversation with his guests but show his ineptness to grasp elite customs as he asks to be portrayed wearing 5 gold rings despite the fact that this honour was reserved for knights, in addition, these demands also again tie into his education or lack thereof as “He never heard a philosopher!” (Arbiter, 1923) is also supposed to be inscribed on his tomb once again showing an empty boast. Trimalchio’s obsession with the macabre furthermore is shown by the themes of superstition and the supernatural as throughout the dinner Trimalchio shows his concern for bad omens, for example, a cock crows when he is speaking causing him to demand that wine be poured under the table to appease evil spirits. These superstitions, however, were not uncommon as author Tony Allen explains “To ward off evil spirits family members would make offerings typically wine or incense” (Allen, 2011) still this does show his wealth as he can afford to pour wine under the table to subdue such beliefs for his benefit or for the benefit of boasting to the guests of his expendable wealth.
In addition to such beliefs the stories told at the table also demonstrate such beliefs as Trimalchio asks to be told the tale of the werewolf, other stories tell of witches which Trimalchio explains to his guests is why they should believe in witches. This shows Trimalchio’s gullible nature as he believes his friends' own story about meeting one of the characters.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, the dinner of Trimalchio shows Roman attitudes toward luxury and death. The story provides a useful insight into class and the expectations of class as well as attitudes towards social mobility and acceptance, this is shown by the genuine attempt by Trimalchio to desperately be seen as a member of the Elite and the reaction it by characters like Ascyltus (A former gladiator) who find Trimalchio’s attempt comical however compared to the reaction of Hermeros (A wealthy freedman) who threatens the former gladiator for his superiority. It is clear from this interaction between the guests of different status how social mobility was hard for freedmen which Hermeros obviously empathises with Trimalchio with.
The story shows the ties of decadence and death as shown by the contrast between the lavish dinner and morbid conversation topics this balance of food and death could demonstrate that balance is something that was highly valued in Roman society and further Trimalchio’s wealthy displays to impress the elite are exactly what is preventing him from the social mobility and acceptance that he so desperately desires in addition to being a freedman.  
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