Petronius Satyrica 29

Petronius was a Roman writer active notably during the Neronian era. He was a prolific writer of satire. His most notable work was the Satyricon which is about a freedman named Trimalchio hosting a dinner party. The opening shows Trimalchio’s humorous style with the entrance corridor walls having “a great dog on a chain was painted on the wall, and over him was written in block capitals “beware of the dog””. This has a surprisingly modernist feeling as similar signs can be easily found and purchased today. This is almost an unsubtle hint that Trimalchio is an atypical character that does not follow the typical “Roman” traits or social conventions of the time.

The same wall also showed “It had a picture of a slave market on it, with the persons names” this could be being used by Trimalchio to show how high he has climbed in his life. It is also possible that combined with the “beware of the dog” section he may be trying to show the personality and image that he wants to portray in that he is usually friendly and cheerful but does have a serious side and will not be played for a fool. It could also be showing that he prefers his guests to believe that he prefers a happy, cheerful banquet over a stern and serious one.

Also, on the wall was “Trimalchio was there with long hair, holding a Mercury’s staff” this could be there to show that Trimalchio’s rise was due to commerce and financial gain as well as using a divine entity as a way to flaunt his wealth to his guests. It also appears that many of Trimalchio’s characteristics line up with Mercury’s such as luck (being freed), financial gain, commerce (how he made his money) and trickery (it’s unlikely that he got so rich without at least a little cunning). He could also be using this to try and “romanise” himself by comparing himself to one of the original twelve gods of the Roman Pantheon.

“Minerva had him by the hand and was leading him into Rome” this could be an attempt to show how he used his intelligence to rise so high as Minerva is the Goddess of Wisdom and Strategic Warfare. He may be trying to show that Minerva supported his rise as it would have required extensive and well thought out plans that had contingencies in place in case one failed and the wise make careful strategic plans whilst foolish do not. This could also be showing that although he is a cheerful and easy-going guy he is not to be trifled with under any circumstances. The showing of Minerva leading him into Rome could show that his rise was part of the God’s plan or that he rose as high as he has due to a God like level of planning. It could also be an attempt to show that he is a wise man behind the jolly, outgoing character that most people see him as.

It also appears that everything on this wall is there deliberately and to show a specific trait as it is stated that “Then the painstaking artist had given a faithful picture of his whole career” this all but confirms that Trimalchio had the wall designed especially as a status symbol and not just as a regular entry hall piece. It is to show his humorous character with a serious side whose rise was either ordained or at least supported by the Gods. Another way in which this theory is supported is when it is stated that the wall comes “with explanations”. This effectively confirms that the wall is deliberately designed to show who Trimalchio is. It shows “how he had learned to keep accounts” which is likely a showoff to his vast wealth and “how at last he had been made steward” shows his humble origins.  

Further along it shows a scene of when “Mercury had taken him by the chin, and was whirling him up to his high official throne” this could show a belief that his life epitomises Mercury or it could be a desperate attempt at “Romanising” him, which was common among freedmen. “Fortune stood by flowing with her horn of plenty” this represents the huge amount of wealth that he has accumulated. Since the majority of his guests are fellow freedmen, he is probably trying to show how he is better than everyone else.

Further, images show “a company of runners practicing in a gallery under a trainer” this could show Trimalchio’s potential interest in sport. He also possessed “a large cupboard containing a tiny shrine, wherein were silver house-gods, and a marble image of Venus, and a large golden box, where they told me Trimalchio’s first beard was laid up” this just shows his personality as he posses some fairly normal things that are on display. It should not be surprising that Trimalchio is a socially relevant character as it’s possible that he may have serves as Emperor Nero’s fashion adviser. 

According to Branham (1996), it is the earliest gem of Western literature that is in Latin[footnoteRef:1]. He also states that Petronius mixes the genres of menippean satire and Greek romance[footnoteRef:2]. These are two very different genres of writing. [1:  Branham. R. B., Satyrica (Reprint Edition), University of California Press, (1996)]  [2:  Branham. R. B., Satyrica (Reprint Edition), University of California Press, (1996)] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Personally, I find this extract to be very flamboyant and essentially just one giant boast of Trimalchio’s greatness. It has a surprisingly modern feel to parts of it but is overexaggerated in over areas. It does give you an in look in Trimalchio’s personality before you even meet him and does provide a fairly humorous introduction to Trimalchio’s part of the Satyrica. 
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