Assignment 2
Commentary – Petronius Satyricon 49-50

Encolpius and his companions Ascyltus and Giton are attending the dinner party of a wealthy freedman, Trimalchio, in the longest extant section of the Satyricon. They have eaten several courses and most recently have listened to the other guests’ conversation after Trimalchio left the table to use the toilet (41.9), before returning (47.1) and again dominating the conversation. In chapters 49 and 50, he continues this domination. These chapters, near the middle of the Cena episode, feature many important themes. 

The sense of haste permeating the Cena[footnoteRef:1] continues with nondum (49.1), celeritatem (49.2), non fit mora (49.6), nec mora (49.10); contributing to a feeling of anxiety as we are hurried through unpredictable events. Then, nondum efflaverat omnia, a tray bearing a massive pig occupavit the table (49.1), the verb occupare bringing a potential sense of violence and surprise to the pig’s sudden appearance in a way unfitted to a congenial dinner party.  [1:  e.g. subinde, statim, 34] 


The verb efflare at 49.1 is not used in this sense elsewhere[footnoteRef:2]. It is an exhale, with a quality of loss or a last breath[footnoteRef:3], reminding us of the theme of death which pervades the Cena. Likewise, at 50.5 Trimalchio’s (mis)telling of a myth describes a rogus (funeral pyre) of statues: the term bringing death into the story[footnoteRef:4]. The pig also reminds us of the potential for sudden death, since it had (apparently) been seen alive a short while before[footnoteRef:5], its death during the dinner party contributing to the underlying sense of “lurking menace”[footnoteRef:6].  [2:  Smith, 1975, p.132]  [3:  c.f. Lucr. 5.652; Suet. Domit. 2.2, Aug. 99.1]  [4:  Other stories told by guests also feature death: e.g. 42, 62, 63.]  [5:  Three live pigs were brought in and Trimalchio asked his guests to choose one to eat, though he then chose himself (47.3).]  [6:  Morales, 2011, p.xxii] 


Encolpius soon hints that all is not as it appears, saying they wondered at how quickly the pig was cooked, and that it appeared larger than the one they had seen alive (49.2). apparuerat (from appareo: to appear) is a conjecture by Heisinius, which Smith[footnoteRef:7] suggests makes better sense than aper fuerat which would compare it with the boar served at 40.3. This assessment is justified, it allows a second layer of suspicion to enter Encolpius’ thoughts: both the quick cooking and the size difference. The theme of deception is one of the most prominent throughout the Cena[footnoteRef:8], and here it develops with the suggestion that the pig has not been gutted (49.4), that the cook will be flogged (49.5), and the sausages looking like internal organs (49.10). Despite the suspicion hinted at in 49.2, Encolpius is fooled again, his words at 49.7 making it clear he believes the cook is at fault. Doubting that anyone could have been fooled by the pig, Beck[footnoteRef:9] suggests that in this instance “realism has been sacrificed for comic effect”. His assessment is a fair one, though this is not the first time that Encolpius has demonstrated a far-fetched level of gullibility, having been frightened by the painted dog at 29.1[footnoteRef:10]. When Encolpius later comments that he is prudentissimus (69.9) and therefore expecting tricks, this is either an ironic note from the older narrator, or he has finally learned the lesson.  [7:  1975, p.132]  [8:  e.g. Courtney, 2001, p.227]  [9:  1975, p.283]  [10:  Beck (1975, p.277) notes 13 occasions where Encolpius makes mistakes or looks foolish, and the narrating Encolpius deliberately draws attention to these, becoming the butt of his own joke. One effect of this is that the narrator’s evident disdain for other characters, such as Trimalchio, seems less harsh.] 


The cook brought before the guests for punishment recalls an earlier incident in which a slave was to be punished by the steward for losing clothing at the baths. Trimalchio orders that the cook be stripped (despoila, 49.5, despoliatur, 49.6; c.f. servus despoliatus, 30.7), and the guests plead for him (deprecari, 49.6; c.f. deprecati, 30.9). Encolpius’ attitude is, however, different on the two occasions. In the earlier incident, he joins in seeking pardon for the slave (deprecati sumus, 30.9), but here he says simply that omnes began to plead (49.6). We might draw the inference that Encolpius is not included in this number, given his comment to Agamemnon that he wouldn’t forgive the cook for forgetting to clean a fish (49.7), even though neither offence seems more serious than the other. The double superlative (crudelissimae, nequissimus, 49.7) is emphatic, underscoring both the slave’s incompetence and Encolpius’ severity, and the sense of indignation contained in the rhetorical question posed by the subjunctive oblivisceretur[footnoteRef:11] reinforces these still further. The tone of crudelissimae severitatis is wryly self-mocking; an example of what Courtney[footnoteRef:12] sees as the older narrator’s detachment from his younger self, which invites readers to share his fond sympathy for his younger self, offering support for Beck’s[footnoteRef:13] reading of the relationship between narrator and protagonist. Support of Beck’s clear distinction between the two is found at 50.3, where the narrator describes what is clearly the protagonist’s expectation, which is ultimately not met. It is difficult to explain Encolpius’ differing attitudes to the punishments, particularly since in a similar incident at 52.6 he includes himself in the nobis for whom the slave is forgiven: he appears guilty of the capriciousness which is often ascribed to Trimalchio[footnoteRef:14]. [11:  Smith, 1975, p.34]  [12:  2001, p.37]  [13:  1973; 1975]  [14:  Compare, e.g. Trimalchio’s behaviour at 34.5 and 70.11] 


Courtney[footnoteRef:15] notes the recurrence elsewhere of slaves seeking support from their owners’ guests, suggesting that these scenes in the Satyricon may mirror reality. Courtney observes that these interactions had the double effect of painting the master’s public image through his treatment of his slaves, and enacting the custom of deference to guests which was part of Roman hospitality. The two scenes in the Cena discussed above occur in very different circumstances: the first a situation where a slave was truly in danger of punishment, and the second staged by Trimalchio. Courtney[footnoteRef:16] assumes that this piece of theatre is designed to showcase Trimalchio’s magnanimity but, if so, it does not do so to any significant degree since, once the trick is revealed, his guests will understand that the cook had not been in any danger. The idea of flogging a cook for a mistake with a meal also appears in Martial[footnoteRef:17], again suggesting a realistic element to this episode. [15:  2001, p.98]  [16:  2001, p.98]  [17:  3.94: esse negas coctum leporem pocisque flagella] 


The trick reveals a different aspect of Trimalchio’s character, through its introduction of the tortores (49.6). Some[footnoteRef:18] suggest that relations between Trimalchio and his slaves are good, but Trimalchio’s possession of tortores suggests he is not always a kind master. These torturers or executioners were normally only owned by the state[footnoteRef:19], so their presence is unusual. They demonstrate his extravagance and aping of imperial manners[footnoteRef:20], but also of his potential for harshness[footnoteRef:21]. Their presence is another hint of the threat of violence which is a recurring element of the Cena[footnoteRef:22]. The generally accepted dating of the Satyricon as late-Neronian[footnoteRef:23] invites comparison to the unpredictable violence credited to the emperor[footnoteRef:24], suggesting that whether or not Trimalchio is intended as a caricature of Nero[footnoteRef:25] he is certainly “painted using a similar palette”[footnoteRef:26]: a palette of capriciousness, extravagance and lurking danger. [18:  Andreau (2009, p.121) supports this assertion by pointing to the fact that Trimalchio “includes them in his jokes and entertainments”, such as here with the cook.]  [19:  Smith, 1975, p.133]  [20:  c.f. 28.4, 29.8; see Vout (2009) for a discussion]  [21:  c.f. 28.7, 52.4, 54.4]  [22:  A theme discussed by Morales, 2011, p.xxii]  [23:  e.g. Vout, 2009, p.101; Morales, 2011, p.xiv]  [24:  e.g. Suet. Nero 26]  [25: See Morales (2011, p.xxiv) and Courtney (2001, p.9-10) for contrasting views.]  [26:  Vout, 2009, p.102] 


Another aspect of Neronian Rome represented in the Cena is a preoccupation with spectacle[footnoteRef:27]. Here, Trimalchio has engineered a scene featuring impossible feats of cookery (49.2), public punishment (49.5-6), spectator engagement (49.6), artistically presented food (49.10) and expensive prizes (50.1). The term automatum[footnoteRef:28] (50.1) is rare, but appears again at 140.10 in reference to public sexual acrobatics, and in Suetonius[footnoteRef:29] in relation to a public show, suggesting a connection to spectacle. The dish itself is likely to have been familiar to Romans[footnoteRef:30], but the element of spectacle is enhanced through the theatricality of its introduction to the table.  [27:  Dinter, 2013, p.9]  [28:  Smith (1975, p.134) notes that some take automatum as an adjective agreeing with plausum, giving ‘spontaneous applause’, but both Smith and Courtney (2001, p.98) apply it to the pig. The latter is supported by its repetition at 54.4 when Encolpius is looking for some trick or device to come out of the wall, immediately after recalling the pig.]  [29:  Claud. 34.2]  [30:  A dish called porcus Troianus was a pig stuffed with other meats (Smith, 1975, p.134).] 


The way the sausages pour out of the pig’s belly with the evocative language of pressure and stretching (ponderis, inclinatione, crescentibus, 49.10) followed by disgorging (effuse sunt) echoes the theme of bodily functions from elsewhere in the Cena[footnoteRef:31]. Like the recurring theme of death, this motif is sometimes overt but sometimes, as here, only alluded to[footnoteRef:32]. [31:  e.g. 47.2-6]  [32:  c.f. the spurting (effundere) cakes at 60.6 ] 


Following this trick, Trimalchio speaks again, and his first topic is Corinthian bronze, a luxurious alloy of bronze and precious metal[footnoteRef:33]. Corinthian’s popularity was disparaged by Pliny the Elder[footnoteRef:34] on the basis that most collectors only pretended admiration of it for the cache it gave, and by Seneca[footnoteRef:35] as a mark of excess. The value of a Corinthium signum, modicum quidem purchased by Pliny the Younger[footnoteRef:36] is indicated by Pliny’s intention to place it in a temple since it is worthy of the gods. This suggests the extravagance of Trimalchio’s possession of Corinthian bronze, and particularly his gifting it to a slave (50.1). His claimed preference for glass because it does not smell (50.7) implies that Trimalchio is able to identify Corinthian by smell, recalling Martial’s ostentatious Mamurra[footnoteRef:37] who consuluit nares an olerent aera Corinthon. Trimalchio’s claim to prefer glass could be seen as another mark of his vulgarity: he owns Corinthian bronze only because it is expensive, not because he admires it. Like his two libraries (48.4) from which he appears not to have learned much, it is just another prop in his luxurious life.  [33:  Plin. HN 34.8; Corinthian has already made an appearance on the table (31.9).]  [34:  HN 34.6]  [35:  Brev. Vit. 12.2]  [36:  Ep. 3.6]  [37:  9.59.11] 


Trimalchio repeatedly muddles myth[footnoteRef:38], and here (50.5-6) he confuses the story of the discovery of Corinthian bronze by Mummius in the burning of Corinth in 146 BC[footnoteRef:39] with two others: Hannibal’s sack of Saguntum during the Punic Wars, and the sacking of Troy in the mythical Trojan War. Trimalchio’s effort at elevated conversation is another way he attempts to impress his guests, and is perhaps aimed at those like Encolpius and Ascyltus, who were invited to dinner as scholasti to offer “a superficial aura of refinement”[footnoteRef:40]. If this is the basis on which they were invited, they are just one more prop for Trimalchio and therefore form part of the spectacle as well as being an audience to it. The inclusion of such mistakes invite us to mock Trimalchio, which Whitmarsh[footnoteRef:41] finds problematic since Encolpius himself does not seem well versed in mythology, but his failure to identify myths depicted in paintings (29.1) could be explained by the poor quality of the paintings[footnoteRef:42], or perhaps the older narrator is equally willing to mock both his younger foolish self and Trimalchio. [38:  e.g. 48.7, 52.1, 59.3-5]  [39:  Plin. HN 34.6; Pliny story’s that Antony proscribed Verres to get his hands on Verres’ Corinthian, underlines its value.]  [40:  Murgatroyd, 2013, p.248 ]  [41:  e.g. 2008, p.80]  [42:  Courtney, 2001, p.79] 


Discussing Roman satirists’ frequent depictions of boorish hosts, Walsh[footnoteRef:43] suggests that Trimalchio “is a new phenomenon of Italian bourgeois society from which the traditionalist Roman recoils”, noting that Seneca frequently refers to Trimalchio-like characters[footnoteRef:44]. Seneca writes of a dives who patrimonium habebat libertini et ingenium[footnoteRef:45]: though he mixed up heroes’ names, he wished to appear eruditus at table. Distinguishing himself and his addressee from this man, Seneca notes that they know the heroes’ names as well as their own attendants, demonstrating the same sort of intellectual superiority the Satyricon’s narrator claims over Trimalchio. [43:  1970, p.113]  [44:  1970, p.136]  [45:  Ep. 27.5] 
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