
Cena   28-29: notes

28  
1: Encolpius et al have rushed bath as late arrivals following words of Agamemnon's slave. Whole
scene rushed: unclear if there is a lacuna here (Smith compares 6 where Agamemnon appears in the
scene without warning). Bath opening usually 8th-9th hour. Dinner seems to begin around the 9th-10th

hour.
longum … excipere “It would have taken too long to pick out all the details” (Smith); Rimell 2002:
184 sees as one instance of E's atrocious memory.
sudore calfacti “baked in sweat”.  calfacti (regular by now) = calefacti. From balneum (hot bath) >
laconicum (sweat room, dry) > frigidarium (cold bath) (unusual not to go to tepidarium before).
eximus: contracted form of the perfect
2 “not with linen towels but with blankets of softest wool” (Smith): ostentatious display of wealth by
using large woollen blanket-like towels. Nothing wrong with lintea.
3  iatraliptae:  physiotherapists. What do we think of their behaviour? Falernian not cheap plonk..
Quarrelling cf. 74.8-17.
suum propin esse: “they were drinking a toast in his memory” Smith.  Nb propin esse = conjecture.
Smith  argues  T sees  as  mark  of  respect  to  himself  in  the  form of  a  premature  funeral  libation.
Schmeling ad loc: “What is simply spilled wine is called by T. his apéretif... The meaning of a toast to
T's health is also implied”
4-5  cf  end  78.5  (ring-composition);  procession  =  quasi-funeral  cortege  (see  e.g.  Bodel  1994
‘Trimalchio’s Underworld’, in The Search for the Ancient Novel ed. J. Tatum: p243)
coccina: for male to wear scarlet was a sign of effeminacy.
gausapa: shaggy wooollen cloth; Smith suggests may suggest a rather effeminate luxury (also worn
by cinaedus 21.2).
phalerae = metal adornments; cursores here = slaves who ran ahead of master. “Since T. had held the
office of  sevir, these  cursores function also as  viatores, and the roles performed by these two are
somewhat confused” (Schmeling ad loc). Trimalchio = member of sevirate of imperial cult (30.1-2,
71.12).
chiramaxio: small, four-wheeled hand-drawn carriage.
deliciae …. puer vetulus: named Croesus at 74. Fashion for rich to have pueri delicati (T. was himself
one: 75.11). Cf. 23 for ageing pathics (nb Trimalchio was his master's deliciae for a long time). What
do we think  of  description?  lippus  “watery-eyed”.  On this  section,  see   Lowe,  Dunstan  2012.
Trimalcho’s Wizened Boy ("Satyrica" 28.4) CQ 62.2: 883-885 (argues Encolpius sees a little boy who
looks like an old man, not appreciating Roman elite taste for deformed slaves: suggest the boy has an
ageing disorder).
5: quasi-triumphal procession? Funeral procession? Rich may have musicians: interesting that here
just playing for T, as elsewhere in the  Cena. Cf. 53.12-13. Music introducing dishes e.g. 32.1 and
34.1.
6 sequimur: first word: conveys rapidity.
saturi: guests to be filled with show and food. Cf. 30.5 repleti. See Ramsby 2012: 72.
Agamemnon was already at baths.
7 T. treats slaves sometimes too indulgently, sometimes too cruelly (harsh threat here). Schmeling
argues that threats v slaves turn out in all cases to be statements made for show and not cruelty (eg
chef  47.13,  49.2-10;  slave who falls  54.1-5).  Cf.  70.10-11 (invites  slaves  to  join);  71.1  et  servi
homines sunt.
Theme of difficulty of leaving (labyrinthine) house... Cf. 73.10. Courtney 2001: 75 sees as marker of
T's self-contained world: compare his aspiration to travel to Africa without leaving his property 48.3.
domenico: Smith suggests helps give formal, official ring to announcement.
8 ostiarius prasinatus: 29.1, 37.8, 64.7, 77.4. Slave guarding door (not uncommon), with dog. Attends
T's dog 64.7. “To judge from the literary sources, even a comparatively modest household might boast
a doorkeeper, since the job was not onerous and could be entrusted to an old man or woman,” (Bodel



2011,  ‘Slave labour and Roman society.’ in  Keith Bradley, Paul Cartledge (ed.),  The Cambridge
World History of Slavery, Volume 1: 325).
Smith  contrasts  unduly  colourful  garb  with  menial  position.  Colour  contrast  with  prasinatus.
Red/green.
cerasino: “cherry-coloured”.
in lance argentea pisum purgabat: “With the staged scene T. intends to impress guests immediately
upon their entering his house by making a showpiece even of the ostiarius …, who uses silver pots to
prepare food” (Schmeling ad loc). cf. 37.8 (silver in doorkeeper's room).
“Trimalchio's  imperious  ostiarius shelling  peas  onto  a  silver  platter  may have  been intended  to
illustrate a crass combination of stinginess and extravagance, but the productive exploitation of the
idle hours of slaves assigned to simple task was undoubtedly common” (Bodel 2011  ‘Slave labour
and Roman society.’ in Keith Bradley, Paul Cartledge (ed.), The Cambridge World History of Slavery,
Volume 1: 326)
pisum: collective singular for plural.
9  pica:  talking  magpies  to  greet  guests  was  an  occurrence  found in  Roman  houses;  pica  varia
(mottled)= novelty (Plin. NH 10.78).
super limen … cavea pendebat aurea, in qua pica varia intrantes salutabat: an echo of Ovid Am. 2.6

29  
1 ceterum: “Well, to go on” (Schmeling).
stupeo: pluc acc (poetic); Encolpius' amazement found elsewhere. How much should a wall-painted
dog (paralleled in real life) be amazing? Smith suggests in having E alarmed at something not very
surprising, Petronius is making him a somewhat simple character). Questions raised about how we
perceive Encolpius and his narration and the narrative. “Encolpius repeatedly tells us stories in which
we are made to share his limited perspective at the moment of the event he describes: for example, he
falls over in a fright when he sees a fierce dog, but then realises it was a painted trompe-l’oeil creature
(29.1)” (Bartsch,  Shadi,  “Narrative:  2.  The Roman Novel,”,   in  Whitmarsh,  Tim, ed.  2008.  The
Cambridge  companion  to  the  Greek  and  Roman  novel.  Cambridge  Companions  to  Literature.
(Cambridge),  245–250,  at  247).  Ramsby  2012 (‘  'Reading'  the  Freed  Slave  in  the  Cena
Trimalchionis’ in Freed at Last! The impact of Freed Slaves on the Roman Empire  (London: Bristol
Classical Press, 6-87) 72 argues it shows Trimalchio ill-equipped to deal with the situation into which
he has entered.
paene …: “I almost fell flat on my back and broke my legs” (Smith, who detects comic exaggeration
of his own reactions to rouse readerly interest).
quadrata littera: “in capital letters” (Schmeling).
Nb fitting idea of house as underworld (Bodel 1994), we may see the dog as Cerberus. Cf. chained
dog at 72.7 (ring composition); 64.7 (Scylax, “puppy”). 
“The dinner  becomes a  funeral  feast,  a deadly labyrinth (plus  hungry Minotaur),  an underworld
guarded by a Cerberus and exited via the gate of dreams,” n14 “Petronius’ Cerberus is painted on the
dining room wall, but it is just as scary as the real thing: and like the real thing, it is encountered both
on entering and leaving this hell (see Sat. 29.1 and Sat. 72.8–9, where Giton, like Aeneas, throws the
dog food as a distraction):  does Encolpius  hallucinate  again at  72? Also like Aeneas in  Aen. 6,
Encolpius and Giton are forbidden to leave the house by the door through which they entered: alia
intrant, alia exeunt / ‘Enter by one door, leave by another’ (72.10)” (Rimell 2002: 186)
Fitting  idea  of  entering  underworld,  evokes  Aen.  6.20-36  (Aeneas  admiring  work  of  Daedalus,
including picture of labyrinth in temple compound of Apollo of Cumae before his katabasis; nb T's
house as labyrinthine). See Bodel 1994 238ff.; “..the scenes painted on Trimalchio's wall, which trace
his rise from slavery to social prominence as a wealthy freedman, suggest that Encolpius is entering a
house of the dead.” (Bodel 1994: 240); Bodel maps against biographical art e.g. (rare) scenes of
venalicia (tombs of freedmen)
“It is, however, typical of Trimalchio's failure to distinguish between the artistic conventions of life
and death that he not only decorates his tomb like a house but decorates his house like a tomb. 40



(Bodel 1994: 243)
n40. “Not surprisingly, the structures exhibit many of the same decorative features: a clock (26.9, 71. I
I); Trimalchio on a tribunal (29.5, 72.9); gladiatorial games (29.9, 72.6); emblems ofTrimalchio's
maritime ventures (30.2, 71.9).” (Bodel 1994)
“The decoration of T's house would have encouraged the reader to remember the new funerary 
decoration on Eastern ex-slaves' monuments, just as T.'s name, friends, Latin diction, and 
curriculum vitae would have warned them of his freedman's status” (Schmeling ad 29.3-5)
painter has explanations (suggestive of poor visuals?)
Murals (showing rise of T from small boy from Asia. Took fancy of master> became joint heir; built
up empire): 5  (chronological) scenes (probably 3 panels) “(I) his sale as a boy on the slave auction
block;  (2)  Trimalchio  as  a  pampered youth  (capillatus:  cf.  63.3)  in  the  guise  of  Mercury  (with
caduceus) entering Rome in the company of Minerva; (3) Trimalchio learning to do accounts, and (4)
Trimalchio  being  promoted  to  the  chief  position  of  administrative  responsibility  in  his  master's
household; and finally, set off from the other scenes, (5) Trimalchio transported by Mercury onto a
tribunal, where he is attended by symbols of prosperity” (Bodel 1994). Career rise (scene 5 shows as
freedman). NB Trimalchio cannot display his ancestors like an aristocrat...
Bodel: as slave and quasi-divine (nb cf. 2 and 5 as god/accompanied by a deity); also magnifies by 2
(where like general/emperor/hero/saviour entering city?).  “the disconcerting mixture of realism and
fantasy here serves at least two purposes. On one level, it foreshadows the deceptions to come and
alerts  us  to  a presentation ofTrimalchio's  banquet  that  is  to  be both literal  and metaphorical;  on
another it enables Petronius to sketch in deftly the social background against which Trimalchio is to
be viewed.” (Bodel 1994).
T at slave-market: important moment as brought him into his master's household?
“The image of the pampered slave boy entering Rome (or possibly his "colony") in stately procession
with Minerva has about it the air of an emperor's triumphal aduentus and was no doubt intended in
part  to  suggest  Trimalchio's  preposterously  inflated  opinion of  his  own accomplishments.  45  At
another level, the picture of an unprepossessing young man escorted by a divine female protector into
a city evokes a narrative motif  familiar  from the fabled accounts of legendary heroes...  elevates
Trimalchio's biography to the same heroic status:46 in place of the mythological and epic cycles
favored by many of his contemporaries as subjects for their wall paintings, Trimalchio presents the
story of his own life as a kind of epic saga.” (Bodel 1994: 245) 
“Trimalchio's appearance with an attribute of Mercury (the caduceus), on the other hand, places the
scene squarely in the center of a nascent but already distinctive tradition of self-representation in
Roman popular art.... Throughout this period the most frequently represented god is Mercury, whose
prominence is plausibly explained by the desire of many ex-slaves to commemorate their successful
careers in commerce.... the form of funerary expression that Trimalchio translates onto his house walls
seems to have been the invention of well-to-do freedmen from the Greek East who had come to the
Italian peninsula as slaves. 50 This is precisely the social category to which Trimalchio belongs.
Trimalchio's  identification  with  Mercury  thus  would  have  reminded  Petronius's  contemporaries
unmistakably  of  the  type  of  sculpted  relief  that  had  recently  begun  to  appear  on  the  funerary
monuments of slaves and freedmen with backgrounds very similar to that of Trimalchio. 51 Like his
counterparts in the real world, Trimalchio borrowed his iconographic symbolism from the pictorial
language of the imperial  regime, adapting images such as that  found on a sculpted altar  of late
Augustan date  showing a Mercury Augustus figure being led by Roma or  Minerva (fig.  2)  and
transforming their official public messages into more personal statements of individual success. 52 In
this respect, Trimalchio's self-representation as Mercury is fully in step with a popular artistic fashion
of  his  day;  his  eccentricity  lies  in  projecting  a  motif  normally  associated  with  posthumous
commemoration  onto  the  walls  of  his  house.”  (Bodel  1994  246).  Schmeling  ad  loc  suggests
Trimalchio associates himsefl with Mercury

3-5
titulis: “tags”/ “sale tickets” (Schmeling). slaves for sale would bear placards with information 



about them.
caduceum: wand of Mercury (god of commerce: appropriate deity for Trimalchio. Cf 67.7; 77.4. 
Mercury transfers him to the high tribunal – office of sevir Augstalis)
Minerva: presides over T's triumphal entry (parallels for appearing in triumphal processions; 
goddess of skilled craftsmen (Livy 7.3.6 says she was the inventor of arithmetic): appropriate 
patron).
Romam: reading of H adopted by Smith; Smith notes Trimalchio linked with Rome at 70.3 and 
71.12
4 dispensator: the one in charge of accounts. T's career rise.
Bodel 1994 notes parallel depictions of accounting on monuments of freedmen/slaves.
5 levatum mento: “lifted up by the chin” (Smith); does this suggest claim to immortality? 
Apotheosis? Homoerotic (Bodel 1994)?  perception of mauumission as deliverance from hostile sea
(Bodel 1994)? Mercury evoked as god of commerce and guide of shades, psychopompos  (cf. 
underworld motif). See Ramsby 2012: 74 on sphere of operations more limited than his dreams.
rapiebat: Bodel 1994: 248 notes presence of word in funerary inscriptions.
“the presence of the Fates and Fortuna points to an entirely different realm-the heavenly abode of 
the immortals. 55 Trimalchio represents his elevation from slavery to freedom as an apotheosis, a 
transition from life to a blessed afterlife. From the perspective of the reader, however, who has been
shown a house that is like a tomb, the same scene conveys quite a different impression. One man's 
heaven may be another man's hell, and Mercury's ambivalent role as vehicle of apotheosis and 
escort to Hades neatly signals the ambiguity of the presentation.”  (Bodel 1994: 248)
6 [copiosa]: assumed to be scribal addition by Smith. Fortune with a cornucopia. Image of a sevir 
distributing funds to the people?
aurea pensa: golden threads of Fates, suggestive of T's success. Cf. Sen. Apoc. 4.1.9 (a work surely 
known to Petronius) where Fates spin golden threads at start of Nero's reign. “this should not be 
taken to mean that we are to see a caricature of Nero in Trimalchio. It is better to understand it in a 
metatextual way, as if Trimalchio had read Seneca's flattery of Nero and was assimilating himself to
the imperial destiny; thus there is a side-swipe in Seneca too.” (Courtney 2001: 76)
7 gregem cursorum: “a company of runners” (Schmeling).
8: mini temple on chest/cupboard (where Lares and marble Venus would stand). Venus due to fact 
of his relationship with his master? (Courtney 2001: 78)
“The representation of Fortunata as Venus on Trimalchio's tomb (71. I I: cf. Grondona, La religione,
49 and n. 146) recalls the marble statuette of Venus (representing Fortunata: P. Veyne, "La Venus de 
Trimalcion," Latomus 23 [1964]: 802-6) housed with Trimalchio's lares (29.8).” (Bodel 1994, n40)
8 pyxis: as common ritual, first beard hairs  (and hairs on head) preserved in box. cf. Nero (Suet. 
Nero 12.4 pyxidem): significant? Courtney sees Trimalchio as apeing imperial practice. 
Ostentatious move to use gold box?
9: lacuna? (shift back to paintings and moving to middle part).
interrogare: raising issue of interpretation (and E's interpretative capacity).
in medio: “available” or “on show” or “at hand”.
atriensem: steward supervising household or freedman/slave in charge of atrium.
Laenas: someone who had organized gladiatorial games (possibly belonging to same family as 
Trimalchio's master, Pompeius). Gladiators in art e.g. public porticos mentioned at Plin. NH 35.32 
and Homeric scenes common. High/low culture clash (cf. 52.1-3) > humour.

 


