Assignment 1 
Commentary – Petronius Satyricon 27-28 


Encolpius and Ascyltus, with Giton as their slave, have been invited to a dinner and here they have arrived at the baths, a common pre-dinner activity in Roman society[footnoteRef:1]. Chapters 27 and 28 describe events at the baths and their arrival at the home of their host, Trimalchio. Some interpret interim (27.1) as ‘meanwhile’, seeing in it an indication that the immediately preceding passage is missing[footnoteRef:2], though an alternative translation as ‘for a while’ can resolve that issue[footnoteRef:3].  [1:  Plin. Ep. 3.1.8 ]  [2:  See Smith, 1975, p.53 ]  [3:  Logeion suggests that as an available interpretation in post-Augustan texts.] 


At the baths the typical activities of strolling, socialising and exercising with balls appear (errare…circulis ludentium accedere, 27.1)[footnoteRef:4], before Encolpius and his companions go into the hot then cold baths (intravimus balneum…ad frigidam eximus, 28.1), a progression typical of the Roman bathing experience[footnoteRef:5]. The verb iocari (joke, 27.1) is doubted by some[footnoteRef:6] since it lacks the contrast with errare which magis seems to require. Which of the two verbs has been corrupted is, however, unknowable.  [4:  Sessa (2018, p.66) discusses the social aspect of Roman bathing; Plin. Ep. 3.1.8 notes both the strolling and exercising with a ball.]  [5:  Sessa, 2018, p. 65]  [6:  Smith, 1975, p.54] 


When he first sees Trimalchio (27.1), Encolpius does not realise who he is, describing him merely as a bald old man (senem calvum), a description contrasting with the pueros capillatos with whom he is playing. The reader will later (29.3, 63.3) learn that Trimalchio himself used to be a capillatus, one of the young attractive male slaves kept for the pleasure of their masters[footnoteRef:7]. It is a mark of his improved station that he now has capillati of his own, but he does not shy away from this aspect of his past, speaking of it freely (57.9) and having it illustrated on the wall of his home (29.3). It is one of the key contrasts in Trimalchio’s character that he both admits to and celebrates his past, while simultaneously aping the habits of those of a higher social status. [7:  See, e.g. Sen. Ep. 95.24] 


The capillati are the first of many slaves owned by Trimalchio. While Encolpius and Ascyltus are accompanied at the baths only by Giton (26.10), Trimalchio has capillati (27.1), a slave supplying the balls (27.2), at least two eunuchs (27.3 and 27.5), three masseurs (28.3), four couriers (28.4), slaves to carry two vehicles (28.4), his deliciae (28.4), and a musician (28.5). This abundance is demonstrative of Trimalchio’s excesses, a central theme of the Cena, and a common theme in Neronian literature beyond Petronius[footnoteRef:8].  [8:  See Dinter (2013, p.7-8) for a discussion.] 


The often wild behaviour of Trimalchio’s slaves[footnoteRef:9] is first demonstrated when three masseurs spill expensive Falernian wine while brawling (rixantes, 28.3). As will recur later[footnoteRef:10], Trimalchio does not punish his slaves for such behaviour; here he plays it down by suggesting they are drinking a toast to him[footnoteRef:11], perhaps putting a positive spin on matters to try to avoid looking foolish. The fact that his slaves are drinking expensive Falernian wine illustrates Trimalchio’s extravagance: while wine was drunk by all classes, it is presumably unusual for slaves to drink wine from one of the most prestigious of vineyards[footnoteRef:12]. Further, it was elegant practice to drink wine diluted[footnoteRef:13], but the masseurs’ rowdy behaviour may suggest they are drinking it undiluted, their uncouth behaviour reflecting on their master. [9:  e.g. 31.1, 64.9-12]  [10:  e.g. 64]  [11:  It was Roman tradition to pour a little wine on the ground during toasts as an offering to the gods (Morales, 2011, p.175).]  [12:  Paterson, 2012]  [13:  Paterson, 2012] 


Trimalchio’s appearance at the baths attracts the attention of Encolpius and his companions before they know who he is, his party being described as a spectacle (speculatum, 27.2), suggesting they were something out of the ordinary. Trimalchio wears a red tunic (tunica russea, 27.1) with slippers, and is playing with a green ball (27.2). The highlighting of the bright clashing colours suggests that these are unusual, and Steadman[footnoteRef:14] observes that the slippers were not generally worn out of doors. Bright colours continue to be associated with Trimalchio, such as the cloak he wears to leave the baths (coccina gausapa, 28.4), the cloak he wears to dinner (pallio coccineo, 32.2), and even the porter wearing bright green with a cherry-coloured belt (28.8). Accordingly, garish colours appear to be a feature the narrator wishes us to note, perhaps to indicate Trimalchio’s brash vulgarity.   [14:  2018, p.2] 


Another feature of Trimalchio’s character which makes an early appearance in this chapter is his improvidence, and his ostentatious wastefulness may indicate his nouveau riche tastelessness[footnoteRef:15]. When one of his balls[footnoteRef:16] touches the ground, rather than picking it up a slave provides a new ball (27.3). This idea of discarding as rubbish an item which has touched the ground will be repeated later with a silver dish (34.2-3).  [15:  Walsh (1970, p.119) agrees with that interpretation.]  [16:  Smith (1975, p.55) suggests that the game may be trigon, referred to by Martial (14.46), and that the scoring method being used may be usual, although that is not certain due to some difficulty with the text here.] 


Encolpius describes how a eunuch provided a silver pot for Trimalchio to urinate in while playing (27.5)[footnoteRef:17]. Trimalchio’s openness regarding bodily functions will be another recurring motif[footnoteRef:18], and again the drawing of our attention to it suggests it is worthy of comment, perhaps because Encolpius finds it uncouth. Trimalchio continues to demonstrate a fondness for luxury as he is doused with perfume (perfusus, 28.2, being suggestive of some quantity) and rubbed down with fabric of the softest wool (lana mollissima, 28.2). Encolpius comments that this is instead of linen cloths, which would presumably have been more normal. Again, Trimalchio chooses luxury over convention, the use of the superlative mollissima indicating the extreme nature of the luxury. Vout[footnoteRef:19] suggests that adjective is a common signpost in Latin literature for “unmanly and thus unRoman behaviour”, so its use may be a commentary on the freedman’s non-adherence to Roman (elite) conventions. Vout also notes the effeminate connection of the gausapa Trimalchio wears (28.4), a connection he bases on the fact that the only other character wearing such a garment in the Satyricon is the cineadus at 21.2. Given the fragmentary nature of the text, such a connection is perhaps not as strong as it appears: it is impossible to know whether the gausapa makes more frequent and varied appearances in lost portions, which might weaken the association.  [17:  matellam argenteam (27.3); Trimalchio’s use of silver for mundane functions will be returned to below.]  [18:  e.g. at 47.1-6 when he refers to his digestive problems and encourages his guests to relieve themselves, at which the amusement of Encolpius and others suggests this is inappropriate behaviour.]  [19:  2009, p103] 


Trimalchio’s journey home is attended with as much extravagance as his behaviour in the baths. He is involutus in his gausapa, and impositus in the litter (28.4), the repeated use of the passive suggesting Trimalchio’s passivity as his slaves manhandle him, in a scene echoing Seneca’s mocking of pampered men whose slaves do everything for them, even lifting them from a bath into their sedan chair (in sella positus esset[footnoteRef:20]). Indeed, Seneca’s whole description of such a man finds many echoes in Trimalchio, from luxurious banquets with silver plate, to pretty slave-boys and extravagant and ostentatious dishes with which they wish to appear elegantiae lautitiaeque[footnoteRef:21]. Seneca’s proposition is that such a man is not using the limited span of his life wisely, and he discusses at length man’s anxieties about time and death[footnoteRef:22]. Seneca’s work is believed to pre-date Nero’s reign and so likely pre-dates the Satyricon by a handful of years[footnoteRef:23]. It is thus evident that many of the Satyricon’s themes are reflected in contemporaneous literature, suggesting, like its preoccupation with excess, that it is in many ways a product of its time.   [20:  Sen. Brev. Vit. 12.7]  [21:  Sen. Brev. Vit. 12.5 – c.f. elegantias (34.5), lautitias (34.8)]  [22:  Concerns which are shared by Trimalchio (e.g. the clock and trumpeter referred to at 26.9-10)]  [23:  See, e.g. Vout (2009) for a discussion of dating of the Satyrica.] 


Despite the luxury which abounds in the Cena, there is strong thread running throughout that things are not quite as expected, such as in the juxtaposition of puer and vetulus in connection with Trimalchio’s deliciae (beloved, 28.4). Courtney[footnoteRef:24] suggests that ‘old’ is relative here: we should interpret it as the boy being “old for a puer delicatus”. While we would expect him to be a beautiful young man, Encolpius describes him as lippus (half-blind, or with inflamed eyes) and deformis (ugly, or even deformed). One effect of this is to somewhat undermine or qualify the luxury Encolpius is at pains to describe. It is an early indication that, despite this luxury, the banquet ahead will not be uniformly pleasant. [24:  2001, p.74] 


The pomp and luxury of Trimalchio’s journey may be considered excessive given the presumably short distance it represents; certainly, Encolpius and his companions appear to walk (or, at least, no method of transportation is described for them: they simply follow; sequimur, 28.6). The procession consists of two vehicles (Trimalchio’s lectica and his beloved’s chiramaxium), preceded by four cursores (couriers, 28.6)[footnoteRef:25]. We must presumably also picture the masseurs, eunuchs and capillati following, unless some act as litter-bearers. Smith[footnoteRef:26] provides two possible purposes for the cursores: either to clear the way for the group or to make it conspicuous. Given Trimalchio’s penchant for attention grabbing clothing, we might suspect the latter motivation. His gausapa is a garment often worn for travelling[footnoteRef:27] and we may wonder whether this too is rather overdoing things for a short journey: the same suspicion can be levelled at the musician playing a tiny flute (minimis tibiis, 28.5) for his master. The procession has been likened to a triumph, with Vout[footnoteRef:28] seeing in it echoes of Nero’s triumph following his ‘victories’ in the Greek games, distinctive for its particularly ‘Greek’ nature. This section of text certainly contains several words with Greek origin: Vout notes gausapa, phalerae, chiramaximum and symphoniacus. Nero’s triumph is described by both Suetonius and Dio Cassius, the former having Nero accompanied by a singing master[footnoteRef:29] and the latter a lyre player[footnoteRef:30], with which we might compare Trimalchio’s symphoniacus (28.5). Such misappropriation of the triumphal model is not uncommon[footnoteRef:31], but its application to such a short and commonplace journey may again indicate inappropriate excess.  [25:  c.f. the wall painting in Trimalchio’s home showing cursores training (29.7)]  [26:  1975, p.57]  [27:  Vout, 2009, p.105]  [28:  2009, p.105ff]  [29:  Nero 26.3]  [30:  62.20.4]  [31:  Vout, 2009, p.106] 


Three features of Trimalchio’s home appear in this chapter. The first is a sign threatening 100 lashes to slaves going outside without permission (28.7); having observed the licence Trimalchio allows his slaves (28.3) we may find this surprising, but the contrast illustrates the capriciousness which characterises Trimalchio’s treatment of his slaves[footnoteRef:32]. [32:  e.g. 52.4-7] 


The second feature noted is the porter shelling peas into a silver platter (lance argentea, 28.8). Two aspects of this activity are worthy of comment: we may wonder at the porter doing such a task in the entranceway as guests are arriving, and the use of expensive silver for such a prosaic task echoes the chamber-pot of 27.3-5.  Precious material also features in the third feature noted by Encolpius: a mottled magpie (pica varia, 28.9) in a golden cage. Picae as pets appear elsewhere in ancient literature[footnoteRef:33], but the golden cage again takes Trimalchio’s above the ordinary, and the repeated use of autem in 28.8-9 is suggestive of unusual sights being piled one after another. [33:  Mart. 7.87.6, 14.76.1] 


The language used by Encolpius throughout these chapters suggests wonder and amazement (miraremur lautitias, 27.4; admiratio saturi, 28.6), representing the feelings of the protagonist at the time. Beck[footnoteRef:34] persuasively argues the importance of distinguishing between Encolpius the protagonist and Encolpius the narrator. The protagonist’s feelings towards Trimalchio develop as the Cena progresses, from wonder to later disgust[footnoteRef:35]. Beck[footnoteRef:36] describes Encolpius on arrival at Trimalchio’s house as “a gaping tourist”, an impression strengthened in the following chapters[footnoteRef:37]. The narrator’s attitude towards his younger self can perhaps be understood as gentle mockery, with both Trimalchio and his own youthful admiration being the butt of the joke.  [34:  1973, 1975]  [35:  e.g. 73.2]  [36:  1975, p.279]  [37:  Compare his stupeo at 29.1 with spectaculum (27.2), notavimus (27.3), miraremur (27.4).] 
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