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HPLA7018 – Neronian Prose (Further Advanced)
Assignment 2 – Commentary on Petronius’ Satyricon 49-50

The Satyricon is believed by many scholars to have been written between 63 and 65 CE; Walsh believes that it was composed and completed in 65 CE (Walsh, 1997, p. xiv). Despite the earlier questions over who the author was, the majority of modern scholarship (Walsh, 1997, p. xiii) believes that it was Petronius, the consul suffectus of 62 CE who was forced to commit suicide by Nero in 65 CE. Petronius was clearly well-known by the Neronian court and Tacitus states that he was Nero’s “elegantiae arbiter”[footnoteRef:2]; it is less clear whether this was a pun on his name or if he was then bestowed with the nickname Arbiter, as the author’s name on the Satyricon manuscript calls him Petronius Arbiter. He was clearly a capable politician, as he was proconsul of Bithynia before his appointment as consul suffectus; Tacitus grudgingly admits that he was “vigentem… ac parem negotiis.”[footnoteRef:3] Neither Pliny the Elder nor Tacitus refer to Petronius as a writer, perhaps suggesting that either his works were not well-known or regarded highly, or that he may not have composed many works. The Satyricon itself is difficult to grasp due to its fragmentary state, with the episode at Trimalchio’s house being the only episode to mostly survive. One source states that this portion is from Books XIV – XVI, highlighting how much of the work has not survived and the subsequent difficulty in placing the Cena Trimalchionis episode within the full work. This section of the text occurs during the dinner at Trimalchio’s house. Just prior to section 49, there has been some gossip between the guests whilst Trimalchio had absented himself from the dining room to relieve himself. Trimalchio returned to the dining room, lecturing on the importance of bodily functions to the assembled guests, before three living pigs were brought into the dining room, in theory for the guests to choose which to have for dinner. When the pigs are led out, Trimalchio enquires about Agamemnon’s rhetorical teaching that day and then asks whether he knows about different myths, of which he gets the details wrong.  [2:   Tac. Ann. 16.18]  [3:  Tac. Ann. 16.18] 


This section begins with Encolpius’ pithy observation about the quality and refinement of Trimalchio’s dinner conversation so far, “nondum efflaverat omnia”. The placement of “nomdum” at the beginning of the clause succinctly gives the impression of Trimalchio droning on and dominating discussions; this echoes his earlier use of “nos libertatem sine tyranno nacti”[footnoteRef:4] when Trimalchio left the dining room previously.  “nondum” here emphasises to Encolpius’ (and Petronius’) audience that he at least is rather bored with Trimalchio’s ongoing dinner conversations and suggests that they are lengthy. This is further enhanced by his use of “efflaverat omnia” afterwards. Petronius’ use of “efflaverat” highlights this idea that Trimalchio is huffing out hot air when talking; the most common definition of ‘efflare’ is to blow out or to breathe out[footnoteRef:5]. However, as Smith notes, it is not a verb that is found elsewhere in Latin with the sense of puffing out air whilst talking (Smith, 1975, p. 132). As he states, it is presumably a colloquial use and also deftly offers the audience the impression that Trimalchio was continuing to talk nonsense. The addition of “omnia” at the end of the clause serves to reinforce the impression of Trimalchio discussing everything, but not necessarily accurately or in depth. Petronius begins the next sentence with “mirari”; by promoting this to the beginning of the sentence he quickly indicates to his audience that Trimalchio is about to show another witticism to impress his guests, as every time that Encolpius marvels at something, there is another indication of Trimalchio’s wealth, either through decoration or through an event. Petronius highlights to his audience Encolpius’ gullibility by continually emphasising the speed at which the pig must have cooked, using “celeritatem”, “tam cito” and “percoqui” in the next line. The fact that Encolpius immediately believes that this is the same pig that the guests had picked out minutes earlier also highlights his lack of critical thinking and naivete, especially in light of the traps he has already fallen into at Trimalchio’s dinner. As this section of Petronius’ narration continues, it becomes more apparent to the audience that they should judge Encolpius’ intelligence in a similar manner to how Encolpius judges Trimalchio’s. Cameron notes that “role-playing, disguise and metamorphosis are among its [Satyricon] chief preoccupations.” (Cameron, 1969, p. 369) and Petronius continues this metamorphosis of gullibility into ignorance, making Encolpius become similar to Trimalchio. This becomes even more apparent as the sentence continues, with Encolpius explaining that the pig “longe maior nobis porcus videbatur esse”. This observation further demonstrates that he is slow to pick up on indications that something is not quite as it seems.  [4:  Petr. Sat. 41]  [5:  Lewis, C.T. and Short, C. (1879) A Latin Dictionary. Oxford: Clarendon Press] 


Petronius begins a pattern of repetition to ensure that his audience is focused on Trimalchio’s next spectacle, shown by the repetition of “magis magisque”, “quid? quid?” and “voca, voca”. It is not only limited to repetition; Petronius also uses polyptoton in “exinteratus… exinterare”, “oblatum… oblitus” and “despolia… despoliatur” in a similar fashion to draw his audience’s attention to these events and create a sense of anticipation to discover what the next trick is. At the same time, Trimalchio shows himself to be closer to the “tyranno” that he was called earlier[footnoteRef:6], with his use of “despolia”. This is normally used in the context of wars and as Gloyn notes, “the language that Trimalchio uses has strong military overtones” (Gloyn, 2012, p. 268), which makes Trimalchio more like a Roman military commander, echoing how he divides his slaves up into different groups and companies as if they were in the Roman army[footnoteRef:7].  This is further heightened by Encolpius’ description of two slaves as “tortores”. As Smith notes, torturers are normally employed by the government (Smith, 1975, p. 133); this suggests that Trimalchio is as powerful as a ruler within his own household and is behaving as the tyrant he was earlier likened to.  [6:  Petr. Sat. 41]  [7:  Petr. Sat. 47] 


Petronius them moves the narrative to focus on Encolpius’ reaction to events. Encolpius describes himself as a man of “crudelissimae severitatis”; the use of the superlative alongside the choice of words suggest that Encolpius is similar to the tyrant Trimalchio, especially after Trimalchio has ordered for the cook to stand between the two torturers. From this, Petronius echoes his earlier suggestion of the similarities between Trimalchio and Encolpius, by again highlighting Encolpius’ gullibility as similar to Trimalchio’s ignorance when he complains to Agamemnon that the cook should be punished. Encolpius’ aside to Agamemnon ironically begins with “plane”; it has been made evident that this is yet another trick of Trimalchio’s that he is waiting to spring, yet Encolpius has not understood this. Petronius displays to the audience that Encolpius is not a cunning character, despite the allusion to him as Odysseus that Cameron notes (Cameron, 1969, p. 369) and moreover, he does not learn from his experiences, despite his attitude of superiority to Trimalchio that Smith observes (Smith, 1975, p.133). Indeed, Encolpius is as ignorant as Trimalchio has shown himself to be earlier and is about to show himself again in the next section, for Encolpius has not recognised this rather common dish used at dinner parties. Smith points out that there is a dish called the ‘porcus Troianus’ that has been in use since the mid-second century BCE, therefore it is extremely surprising that Encolpius would not recognised it (Smith, 1975, p. 134). Section 50 begins with “plausum” and the promotion of the object of the sentence highlights the immediacy of the reaction of the household to the trick, which Encolpius failed to recognise. 

Within section 50, Trimalchio again shows his fondness for his amusements to involve a play on names and words by stating, “quid est autem Corintheum, nisi quis Corinthum habet?”. This echoes his play on “Carpe” and “carpe”[footnoteRef:8], as well as “Dionyse, Liber esto”[footnoteRef:9], as Smith observes (Smith, 1975, p. 135). Petronius introduces the importance of the Corinthian bronze in this scene by leaving it to the last word in the sentence, placing it in an emphatic position, “poculumque in lance accepit Corinthia”. He goes on to use the word a further eight times in this section, “Corinthea… Corintho… Corinthea… Corinthus… Corintheum… Corinthum… Corinthea… Corinthea”. The polyptoton highlights the importance of this substance and therefore again displays Trimalchio’s wealth to the audience, as it was very expensive and highly desired amongst the noble classes; Smith states that the “craze for Corinthian bronze is mocked by various writers, including Martial and Seneca” (Smith, 1975, p. 134). Petronius sets up the audience to be amused at Trimalchio’s mixing up of history and literature by making Encolpius sneer at Trimalchio’s pretensions, “pro reliqua insolentia” and then introducing Trimalchio’s explanation with the comparative “melius". The audience are immediately ready for an amusing tale from Trimalchio due to this, and despite “melius” normally indicating a positive, here it is used negatively towards Trimalchio, intonating that he was even more ignorant and boastful than he has already appeared to be. Trimalchio appears to be aware that others look down on him, saying “ne me putetis nesapium esse” before he embarks on telling his dinner guests the origin of Corinthian bronze. Petronius highlights this with the contrast between “nesapium” and “bene scio”, setting the scene for Trimalchio’s erroneous explanation of how Corinthian bronze was discovered. Petronius has Trimalchio mix up events from myth and history by linking Hannibal with the Trojan War, “Ilium captum est, Hannibal”. His description of Hannibal as a “homo vafer” calls to mind the description of Odysseus in Homer as “πολύμητις”[footnoteRef:10], further mixing up the different tales. Trimalchio may be trying to repeat a misconception about the discovery of Corinthian bronze, as Pliny the Elder records it being discovered in 146 BCE after Lucius Mummius sacked Corinth and in the subsequent fire, as Smith notes, (Smith, 1975, p. 135). However, Sedgwick also notes that this cannot be true due to some Corinthian bronzes being made well before the sack of Corinth (Sedgwick, 1950, p. 110). Despite his best efforts to impress his dinner guests with his knowledge, Trimalchio does not impress either Encolpius or the audience of the Satyricon with his mixing up of very well-known myths and history.  [8:  Petr. Sat. 36]  [9:  Petr. Sat. 41]  [10:  Hom. Od. 9.1] 
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