Petronius, Satyricon 32 Gobbet



This gobbet will discuss Petronius’ Satyricon 32. The different literary devices such as imagery, structure, satire will be assessed, as well as the purpose of the work. This extract of Satyricon is predominately descriptive. The work shines the truth on this apparently wealthy freedman with its descriptions. Satyricon is a satire dated from the 1st century AD, specifically during the rule of Nero. 

The character was often secondary to the plot in Ancient literature. Petronius moved away from this by his development of his characters such as Trimalchio. Trimalchio is a freedman who has gained apparent great wealth after being freed from slavery and wished to flaunt it as a result of his former status. There is no apparent plot in Satyricon 32 as it is mostly describing his appearance, however it does take place during an event held by Trimalchio with other characters from Satyricon in attendance but not mentioned directly in this part[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Kenney, E. J.,  ‘Gaius Petronius Arbiter’. Encyclopædia Britannica, Encyclopædia Britannica, inc. (May 26, 2015) [online] https://www.britannica.com/biography/Gaius-Petronius-Arbiter] 


The extract takes place when Trimalchio, a freedman, hosts a dinner party to flaunt his apparent wealth. It describes in detain the clothing that Trimalchio wears as well as his adornments of rings and bangles. These adornments try further his display of wealth as they’re described as appearing to be made of precious metals like gold and other valuable materials such as ivory[footnoteRef:2]. All is an affectation of a rich, powerful person, however he only “appeared” rich as the gold is really fake “gilt”. He _ with “this display of wealth”. Though he thinks it is a grand parade to show himself off, in reality his company or audience is trying not to laugh at the sight of him – “a laugh escaped the unwary”. This style is appealing as the imagery clearly shows Trimalchio’s appearance, both how he wishes to be seen as well as the reality that he looks ridiculous as he unsuccessfully poses to be a rich, nobleman. This ridiculousness is shown by the description of his clothing – a “scarlet cloak”, “heavy clothes” and “a napkin with a broad stripe and fringes” over his clothes. The colour used furthers the imagery style as the scarlet cloak shows how Trimalchio looks garish and very much like the plebeian he is as he strives to appear rich.  [2:  Petr. 32.] 


The style of writing in Satyricon 32 is especially descriptive with four long sentences solely describing Trimalchio at the event he is hosting. The second sentence is the only short one, consisting of only five words. This sentence is also the only sentence that mentions the guests at the event. The line “a laugh escaped the unwary” is the only clue we have in Satyricon 32 of how Trimalchio was perceived by others, surrounded by long descriptions of his appearance. 

The purpose of his work seems to be to entertain rather than to focus on morals which was typical in literature at the time. This work attempts to entertain with descriptions of an overeager former slave trying to appear wealthy. This was likely aimed at the nobles in the court where Petronius was in attendance as it seems to denigrate up-starter lower classes who aspire to wealth an status of the patricians.   

Satyricon 32 shows accurately how Rome was at the time as Petronius strives to maintain accuracy in his writing. The work is believed to written in the same period it was set. This period is thought to be during the reign of the emperor Nero in the 1st century AD[footnoteRef:3]. The Roman Empire and the republic before it was divided between the rich patricians and the poor plebeians.  [3:  Browning, R (May 1949). "The Date of Petronius". Classical Quarterly. 63 (1): 12–14. [online] https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009840X00094270Published 
Rowell, Henry T. “The Gladiator Petraites and the Date of the Satyricon.” Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association, vol. 89, 1958, pp. 14–24. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/283660. ] 


The work is a Menippean satire, as the title Satyricon implies. This extract that is satirical as it describes Trimalchio in ridiculous attire which caused the secondary characters in the work to laugh at him. The satire seems to be directed at the plebeians who were climbing the social ranks with their gained wealth. This work alludes to said plebeians like Trimalchio appearing foolish as they try to fit in with the noblemen. 

To conclude, in Satyricon 32 Petronius uses several literary devices. Imagery is an important device used as it describes the appearance of the only character in this section of the work. Another literary device used is the sentence structure. Long descriptive sentences are used to describe the main character in the extract, while a very short sentence mentions the background characters of the work and their view of the main character. The work was written contemporary to the author in the 1st century AD and shows the social climate in the period. A further literary device is that of satire, making the main character of the extract appear ridiculous to both his audience in the work and the audience reading the work. 
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