Homework 3

Petronius Satyricon 39

Trimalchio interrupted the sweet stories; for already the dish had been lifted and the cheerful guests had begun to give attention to general conversation and drink. Reclining on his elbow he said “You should enjoy this wine. Fish should swim. I ask you, do you think I am satisfied, with that which you saw on the cover of the tray? ‘Is Ulysses known thus?’ What therefore is it? It is proper to discuss learned subjects while dining. May the bones of my patron sleep peacefully, he who wanted me to be a man amongst men. For you can’t bring anything new to me, just as that dish proves. The sky here in which 12 gods live, changes into just as many shapes. Now it becomes the ram. And so whoever is born under that sign has a lot of herds, a lot of wool, a hard head besides, a shameless forehead, and a sharp horn. Most scholars are born under this sign, and pushers too.”

We praised the wit of the astrologer; and he threw out: “Then the whole sky becomes a little bull. And then those apt to kick are born, and herdsmen and those who feed themselves. Under the twins, however, two-horse teams and oxen and the ballsy and those who spread both sides. Under Cancer I was born.

Petronius Satyricon 42

Chapter 42 is a contribution to the conversation by Seleucus, a freedman whose name suggests Syrian origin, at a point when Trimalchio has left the table to visit the toilet (41.9). Seleucus is responding to a comment by fellow-guest Dama to the effect that he has been enjoying the cold weather thanks to his habit of taking hot baths and drinking alcohol (41.11-12). Seleucus comments that he doesn’t bathe every day (42.1). Seneca[footnoteRef:1] suggests that ancient Roman mores were to wash only the limbs daily, and to only fully bathe weekly; though he seems to expect a common response to that to be that they must have been inmundissimos (very filthy), suggesting that Seleucus’ habits may not be the norm for his contemporaries. Seleucus’s comments about bathing suggest that he is not fond of the activity (42.1), but he will form part of the party who go to Trimalchio’s baths after the dinner (72).  [1:  Sen. Ep. 86.12 ] 


In giving his preference for drinking to keep the cold out, Seleucus uses one of the few obscenities in the Satyricon (frigorie laecasin, 42.2), perhaps underlining his coarseness and the common tenor of his speech. Perhaps he feels able to speak more freely since Trimalchio has left the room (at 41.9  Encolpius suggests that the party relaxed after he left). Other elements of his speech also suggest something that is not quite eloquent Latin[footnoteRef:2], such as his use of colloquial vocabulary (bellus, 42.3; abstinax, 42.5), his use of proverbs (utres inflate ambulamus, 42.4) and his use of euphemisms (animam ebulliit, 42.3; abiit ad plures, 42.5).   [2:  Christesen and Torlone (2002, p.150) contrast the elevated and elaborate speech of Encolpius and Agamemnon with that of the freedmen, including the freedmen’s use of diminutives, illustrated by Seleucus ] 


Seleucus’ contribution to the conversation here ranges from his bathing habits, to his drinking, to a funeral he attended, the dead man’s character, philosophical musings on the nature of man, doctors, back to the funeral, and finally to the nature of women and love. This rather rambling speech recalls Trimalchio’s own conversation which jumps from topic to topic[footnoteRef:3], and Encolpius is quite frank with his readers that he found it uninteresting (molestus fuit, 43.1).  [3:  Christesen and Torlone (2002, p.150) see this as reflecting Petronius’ own juxtapositions of different genres.] 


Seleucus comments that his friend whose funeral he has just attended freed some slaves in his will (manu misit aliquot, 42.6), one of the two types of formal manumission discussed by Roth[footnoteRef:4]. The third type of manumission, an informal method inter amicos, is that performed in the Cena by Trimalchio (40.3-41.4, 41.6-7, 54.4-5), which does not confer the same status on the freed slave as formal methods and which will keep the ex-slave below Trimalchio in Roman hierarchy[footnoteRef:5]. Roth notes the identical phraseology used by Trimalchio to that prescribed in Gaius’ Institutes for testamentary manumission[footnoteRef:6], perhaps another element of the funereal imagery which permeates the Cena: though Trimalchio is still alive, he frees his slave as if in his will, and Seleucus’ conversation here is another reminder of that. [4:  2016]  [5:  p.633]  [6:  p.618] 


Seleucus’ comment that the lamentation was very good (planctus est optime, 42.6) suggests that the funeral contained an element, for Seleucus at least, of an entertaining spectacle, again reflecting the consistent theme of spectacle in the Cena. 
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