Critically discuss the important role that banquets played with regard to status and social relationships in the Roman World

There are many aspects and arguments presented to us by both ancient and modern sources that would give us different viewpoints on the importance of banquets. Banquets were large social events and seen as an opportunity to show off status and uphold or make social relationships.[footnoteRef:1] The more wealth that a Roman possessed, the greater the expense that they could spend on the banquet, to look good in front of different people within the Roman social hierarchy.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Petronius. Satyricon 5. 83-93]  [2:  Grimm. V. The Oxford Encyclopedia Of Ancient Greece And Rome. ] 

One argument that Pliny the Younger presents in one of his letters to Junius Avitus, is that at his banquets, he treats his freedmen fairly.[footnoteRef:3] Pliny makes statements like, “I have brought them as equals to the same table” and, “Of course, for then they are my fellow-diners, not freedmen”.[footnoteRef:4] This shows how his opinion on the status of freedmen differs from the man he is dining with, this ‘man’ treats his freedmen with a lower status and yet Pliny treats them as potential equals.[footnoteRef:5] Pliny was writing at the end of the first century AD and did not agree with the usual status based discrimination at banquets, like the quality of refreshments being equal to the wealth of those drinking it.[footnoteRef:6]  Despite this, Pliny could be bias and just using this as an attempt to sound like a better person. Through the medium of banquets, this helps show how generally the status of freedmen was usually seen as much lower than that of a citizen that is Roman by birth. To support this outside of a banquet context, in one of Pliny’s letters to Sabinianus, in reference to a freedman he states that, “has been to me, flung himself at my feet” and, “He begged my help with many tears” and continues Pliny’s attitude with, “mercy wins most praise when there was just cause for anger.”[footnoteRef:7] These statements back up  both the general treatment of freedmen as lower or less important people and that Pliny generally tended to treat them better than others did. This also shows that freedmen, though now free of their slave status, were always going to be regarded as ex-slaves by others and never escape the status of their former serving status.[footnoteRef:8] [3:  Pliny the Younger. Letters Book 2. 6]  [4:  Pliny the Younger. Letters Book 2. 6]  [5:  Pliny the Younger. Letters Book 2. 6]  [6:  Hope. V. Status And Identity In The Roman World. 125]  [7:  Pliny the Younger. Letters Book 9. 21]  [8:  Hope. V. Status And Identity In The Roman World. 144] 

This point leads directly onto the next example of Trimalchio and his banquet. He was a freedman that made his own fortune after surviving the bonds of slavery and he could afford to throw a massive banquet.[footnoteRef:9] He wanted to be proud and show off what he had achieved with pride in his rags to riches story.[footnoteRef:10] He put all of his wealth on display, an idea that was common among Roman citizens with power and influence to reflect status, shown by Lollia Paulina.[footnoteRef:11] Pliny the Elder talks about how he once witnessed the wife of Emperor Caius, Lollia Paulina was present at the ordinary event of wedding entertainment and was covered in emeralds and pearls.[footnoteRef:12] This shows how important status was to those in high up positions and how much these people would want to outwardly show off that status of being better than those around them, like Lollia. Trimalchio attempted to pull this feat off at his banquet and tried to show that he was better than the rest by outwardly displaying his wealth to his guests, who were not of freedman status.[footnoteRef:13] This idea backfires on him however, as his guests find him to be crass, egotistical and crude and is mocked by them because he is so over the top and seeming to over compensate for his slave past, of which they cannot overlook.[footnoteRef:14] Within Plutarch’s ‘The Banquet Of The Seven Wise Men’ it is mentioned that they go over the top with their feast, but none of the members were ex-slaves or freedmen, and this is expected in their cases.[footnoteRef:15] This shows the comparison and prejudice between those who were a Roman citizen by birth and those who become a Roman citizen through the status of being a freedman. Trimalchio kept attempting to emphasise his success and achievements in his own home to his guests, with paintings on the walls of himself and his name inscribed into a bronze ship, he was trying to push how important he was and how far he had come.[footnoteRef:16] In his own house hold he was like a king, respected and treated as the ultimate authority by all those around him, however, outside of the comfort of his own home, he was socially and legally bellow his peers as he could not escape his past as a slave.[footnoteRef:17] The reaction that Trimalchio would get for his success, wealth and achievements, would be entirely dependant on the status of those reacting to him.[footnoteRef:18] If someone with a low status met him, they might treat him as their superior, however, if they had a respectable status, they would always look down on Trimalchio. He would always be defined, like many others, by the context of his birth, rather than what he did with his life. [9:  Petronius. Satyricon 5. 83-93]  [10:  Hope. V. Status And Identity In The Roman World. 144]  [11:  Pliny the Elder. The Natural History. Book 9. 58]  [12:  Pliny the Elder. The Natural History. Book 9. 58]  [13:  Petronius. Satyricon 5. 83-93]  [14:  Hope. V. Status And Identity In The Roman World. 144]  [15:  Plutarch. The Banquet Of The Seven Wise Men. 11]  [16:  Petronius. Satyricon 5. 83-93]  [17:  Hope. V. Status And Identity In The Roman World. 146]  [18:  Hope. V. Status And Identity In The Roman World. 146] 

In conclusion, banquets were an excellent way of portraying status and social relationships in the Roman world. There are examples like the ‘man’ Pliny the Younger is referring to, that show off their wealth and power by separating themselves from those they deemed to be below them, and there are examples like Trimalchio that would try to exert their status, but would ultimately fall flat because of their status before the banquet even happened.
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