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Banquets in Roman society were used as a form of displaying wealth and status among the elite, a competition to show off how much you have, to other wealthy elitists.  The general Latin term for these banquets being Convivium (banquet)[footnoteRef:1], which was open to invited guests with entertainment at eh venue as well. However, the Romans had the Cena (dinner) as their main meal, and therefore it would be a private affair instead of being public, it would be up to the host to decide to make it public or private. The Cena was usually held around midafternoon, after the baths. The dinner arrangement for seating was in a triclinium (dining room, formal)[footnoteRef:2]. Three couches and the middle of the couches being a table in which food was placed and taken, servers would bring food to the table and off the table.  [1:  http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/banq/hd_banq.htm (October 2011)
]  [2:  http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/banq/hd_banq.htm (October 2011)
] 

These feasts were important to Roman society as this was not only a daily ritual, but this was a way for the elite to not only show their wealth and power to other people, but to also use to gain the allegiance of other people of the same wealth and power or more. Extravagance would play a vital role in the banquets as these were a means to gather as much popularity as possible as well as to show off not only in the venue but also in clothing. In Plutarch’s Dinner of The Seven Wise Men, there is a comment, “In Sybaris, as it appears, have their invitations to women presented a year in advance to afford them plenty of time to provide themselves with clothes and jewelry to wear when they come to dinner” (Plut., Moralia, 357). Not only did the host of these dinners want to show off, but the guests would also use this as an opportunity to show off their wealth as well, seemly as if the event was more of a competition to see who could out be the most over the top and who could wear the most exotic fabrics, jewelry. This is also exemplified the décor that is believed to have been used in the dining room, which in this case is the most important room of the residence, as this is where both public and private dinners would be held. 
In terms of social importance to the Romans, these dinners were also a place for entertainment and over all fun, “Although it is an ungracious and unseasonable companion to be introduced  at a merry-making, yet has a certain timeliness, even if it does not incline the guests to drinking and enjoyment, but rather to a mutual friendliness and affection, and if it urges upon them that life, which is short in point of time, should not be made long by evil conduct” (Plut., Moralia, 359). Entertainment and having fun plays a big part at these parties, as stated t is more important to attend these parties and socialize and have and all around fun time, no alcohol consumption required, indicating that the operation of these events would feel fun, but have business aspects to them. There is more emphasis in these gatherings on socializing and looking the part as well. Which leads back in to wealth and extravagance, the social status of the host would be personified in their clothes and home décor as well as food.  However, the emphasis on greed in these events is discussed as well in Plutarch’s Dinner of The Seven Wise Men, “Indeed, it is possible to enumerate more pains than pleasures derived from food; or rather may it be said that pleasure affects but a very limited area in the body, and lasts for no long time; but as for the ugly and painful experiences crowded upon us by the bother and discomfort which waits upon digestion, what need tell their number?” (Plut., Morialia, 425). Plutarch seems to believe that greed and these gatherings are a pair that go together, and he is not entirely wrong. Banquets are events held exclusively by the elite and only the elite attend these events usually and hold these for boasting how much they have compared to the other elites.  

The food at these events was an important section of these events as well and would be a way to show off how much they own, and how wealthy they are. As well as their social status. In Patrick Faas’ book, Around the Roman Table, there is a recipe for Ostrich Ragout[footnoteRef:3]. Now in the modern era, eating and cooking exotic animals such as Ostrich seems rather taboo, and some would even consider this to be an act that should not allowed anywhere. This recipe indicates that food and social status especially within the context of banquets, plays an important role in the expression and portrayal of wealth. Ostrich is very exotic animal and during the Roman Empire would have most likely cost quite a bit of money to hunt and then have imported from Africa, to Italy, and the same can also be said about the ingredients used in the dish as well.  The recipe also requires Cumin seeds, which were used by the Egyptians in both cooking and for religious ritual[footnoteRef:4], Romans however used it as more of a version of pepper found on tables in the modern world. Celery seeds are also present in this recipe and were initially produced in parts of Europe and Asia. Lastly, dates, which are part of the ingredient list are grown in Iraq. Ingredients like these would have been most likely in the pantries and on the tables of the elite, as they would have the money to spare, unlike the general populous who would not be.   Having such a bird featured in a dish would have been a great way to show their social status as only the wealthy would have been able to bring something like an Ostrich to the table for others to enjoy. This dish is also another great example extravagance in these gatherings exotic dishes would have been a great way to impress and show off to the other guests at the banquet in terms of social competition between other wealthy elitists in the city and in the senate.   [3:  Eight recipes from: Around the Roman Table, Food and Feasting in Ancient Rome http://www.press.uchicago.edu/Misc/Chicago/233472.html]  [4:  http://www.bespokespices.com/history-of-cumin.html] 

Paying so much money on food, drink, and entertainment would have cost a lot, however the trade of with the success of a feast would be that everyone would be talking about it, especially if it featured over the top dishes that were created to impress, rather than to normally eat on a consistent basis. If the host was in politics, the feast would have been used as way to get to know people who would be possible political allies, and to as always, impress the public, it gives the people something to talk about and helps gain the favor and popularity of the common people as well and because of these things, in order for the elite to feel better than everyone else, have to show off their wealth so that they appear better than others, in Dinner of The Seven Wise Men, Plutarch writes, “ We now content ourselves with the life conditioned on necessities” (Plut., Moralia, 427).  Extravagance in these gatherings that exemplified through food, clothing and home decoration all seem to pander towards necessities for these feasts to succeed, which even in the modern era is still to some varying degree a part of the dinner party. The need to be flamboyant and fancy to impress others is strewn across the Roman banquet and overlaps too heavily with the social standings of Roman society, meaning that to gain more popularity one must be willing to spend most of their wealth on events such as dinner parties. This not just in the elite Roman house hold, but also in the senate. Any Politian who becomes an aedile will almost always spend their wealth on entertainment for the people of Rome to enjoy gaining massive amounts of public favor.  This will always include very flamboyant games, naval battles, and hunts as well as other forms of blood sport. The wealthy elite were willing to risk losing the money they earned to try and throw over the top dinner parties just compete with one another and sometimes to gain favor with other elites when searching for more power.   
In conclusion, Roman banquets and feasts played a very powerful role in the elitist game of the quest for power and popularity, whether it be from other elites and rulers or from the public by use of elite public image. Extravagance is what drives these parties to a popular appeal as the elite hosts would often use their wealth to import very exotic ingredients to use in their food, another way for social competition to take place amongst peers. These would also help relationships and allegiances to come to fruition and help Politian’s climb the latter of popularity and power. 
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