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ABSTRACT 

 This dissertation examines Roman history during the first centuries BCE and CE through 

the lens of food. Starting at the end with an exegesis of Juvenal’s Satires, I focus on his main 

gastronomic stereotypes, foods that distinguish people by class. First, I evaluate the bread, the 

boar, and the turbot as part of Roman culture in order to determine their veracity as stereotypes. 

Then, by tracing the changing role of these foods from the late Republic through the early 

Empire, I consider Juvenal’s underlying message in their use. This method has produced some 

rather compelling conclusions. The successes of the plebs in acquiring and protecting the 

frumentatio (free grain distribution) define the history of republican politics and imperial 

administration. Rather than reading panem et circenses (bread and circuses) as a derogatory 

statement about the lack of political will among the people, I argue that Juvenal is sarcastically 

acknowledging the people’s victories and their prudence in avoiding frivolous aspirations. Also, 

the boar was the quintessential meat of Rome, largely thanks to the market subsidy of the 

frumentatio. Men like Juvenal’s Virro who wish to emulate the extravagant dinners of Roman 

cuisine but lack the will or ability to treat their guests equally find the monetization of client 

services a convenient excuse to practice disparity at the cena recta (formal dinner), a trend which 

reflects the mounting inadequacies of the institution of patronage and the increasing reliance 

upon currency and markets. Finally, fish metaphors in literature almost always represent excess, 

and Juvenal’s specific use of the turbot exemplifies the importance of size to Domitian’s, and his 

court’s, concept of empire. Likewise, the cenatio (dining-hall) at the Domus Flavia reflects the 

emperor’s appropriation of absolute authority and jurisdiction. This exploration of gastronomic 

stereotypes in Juvenal validates and encourages the use of food as a historical lens for detecting 

fundamental changes in politics, economy, society, and empire. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 In the early part of the second century CE, a man named Decimus Iunius Iuvenalis, whom 

we know as Juvenal, felt a compulsion to write satire. In recent decades, Juvenal has enjoyed a 

reemergence in scholarship as we look for new ways to examine social history. Satire provides 

invaluable information about relationships between people, about appropriate and inappropriate 

behavior, and about class structure and change. Presenting a persona who is outraged that 

Romans were marginalized at Rome and that immigrants were bastardizing the traditional 

symbols of Roman identity, Juvenal embarks upon a scathing critique of what Rome has 

become.1 It had been 140 years since Octavian had become the first Augustus, and that amount 

of time again since Rome’s expansion enveloped both Carthage and Greece, the catalyst to the 

rapid population increase that would come to define life in the capital city. Juvenal’s premise is 

not unfounded; things had changed, indeed. One of the clearest developments over this time is in 

the Roman community’s relationship with food. Using the “food as historical lens” model offers 

endless potential for new insight, and scholars have only just begun to unravel the available 

evidence. Virtually every aspect of our understanding of Roman society can benefit from looking 

more closely at the production, distribution, and consumption of food. This dissertation 

approaches social history from the perspective of Juvenal’s gastronomic stereotypes, classes of 

people based upon the foods they eat.  

 In Roman society, the plebs are that multitude of individuals who are dependent upon a 

combination of wages and handouts to eat, and so it is the most ubiquitous of foods and the 

                                                         

1 For the indignatio of Juvenal, cf. Courtney (2013) esp. 9-28, Rimell (2005) 81-82, Gowers (1993) 211-19, et al. 
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staple of the Roman diet, grain, that tells the story of their political influence. The elites are those 

who are wealthy enough to host dinner parties of their own, and as the premier food at a fancy 

meal, the boar symbolizes culinary advancement, extravagance, and ultimately – because of its 

status and the potential it brings for differentiation – the decline in conviviality. The emperor is 

at the very apex of social hierarchy, and thus, only the turbot, the most prodigal specimen from 

the most expensive category of foods, is fit to represent his unprecedented majesty. The bread, 

the boar, and the turbot are symbols of the central message in Juvenal’s Satires: society has 

changed for everyone. My exploration of the culinary world of Juvenal is organized around these 

symbols. 

 The first chapter is an exegesis of the famous panem et circenses of Juvenal’s Satire 10. 

Since the poem as a whole is a criticism of individuals who wish for inappropriately ambitious 

things, I read Juvenal’s tone in reference to the easy satisfaction of the people as sarcasm rather 

than disdain. Free grain was in fact a victory for the urban citizenry, even though it did 

contribute to a widening disparity between the rich and the poor. In part one of this chapter, I 

examine the emergence of bread as the staple food of the Roman diet and I associate quality 

variations in bread with different classes among the Roman people.2 The ultimate irony is that 

while the wealth of Rome is responsible for the successful fulfillment of basic dietary needs for 

its citizens, increases in wealth among individual Romans actually proved a detriment to their 

own nutrition, stereotypically speaking. The second part of this chapter traces the influence of 

bread on the politics of the late Republic and early Empire. Politicians leveraged the food supply 

                                                         

2 This builds upon the scholarship of Rickman (1980), Foxhall and Forbes (1982, 1995), Tchernia (1986), Nicolet 
(1994), Bakker (1999), Potter and Mattingly (1999), and Thurmond (2006). 
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to garner popular support, eventually resulting in the empire’s guarantee against starvation. Main 

topics of this political history include grain’s role in Roman expansion,3 the ideological struggles 

between the populares and the optimates,4 the ramifications of food shortages,5 and 

administrative developments in overseeing the food supply.6 While scholarship has certainly 

informed my understanding of the Roman political history of this period, nowhere have I seen 

such a comprehensive discussion of this history through the lens of food as I here attempt. The 

Roman government was always heavily invested in ensuring the stability of the annona, and as 

the number of people in the city swelled, that investment grew to become a free entitlement to a 

substantial segment of the urban population. This was a tremendous success for the plebs of 

Rome, and Juvenal’s ostensibly derogatory panem et circenses, therefore, must be a sarcastic 

expression of an elite worldview. The central point of his Satire 10 is that many people aspire to 

frivolous and even disastrous things when they should seek satisfaction instead with mens sana 

in corpore sano (a healthy mind in a healthy body). The people had achieved the very peace of 

mind for which Juvenal advocates.   

 In the second chapter, my investigation starts with the glutton who dines alone on totos 

apros (whole boars) in Juvenal’s Satire 1. The emergence of pork as the quintessential Roman 

meat makes it possible for Juvenal to use the boar to represent the shifting priorities of elite fine-

                                                         

3 E.g., Braudel (1972) and Whittaker (1996).  

4 Lintott (1994), Seager (1994), and Wiseman (2006). 

5 Garnsey and Saller (1987), Garnsey (1988), Sirks (1991), Talbert (1996), Aldrete and Mattingly (1999), Erdcamp 
(2015). 

6 Van Berchem (1939), Balsdon (1957), Rowland (1976), Rickman (1980), Rawson (1994), Bowman (1996), 
Rathbone (1996), Eck (2000), and Levick (2015). 
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dining culture. The first part of this study verifies the market chronology found in the primary 

texts with trends unearthed in bone assemblages from across the empire,7 then traces the literary 

context of the boar in order to explain quality variations among types of swine8 and the boar’s 

role as the premier symbol of a proper dinner.9 Rome was unique in its appreciation for pork 

because the frumentatio acted as a market subsidy, making pigs more affordable and thus 

accessible to more people than anywhere else in the empire. The boar so permeated the private 

dining scene that it came to symbolize the relationships fostered by the dinner party. The second 

part of this chapter examines the history of the cena (dinner) at Rome, from seating 

arrangements, course structure, and appropriate foods,10 to culinary ideals and the tension 

between extravagance and disparity.11 So long as hosts could afford to treat everyone at their 

table to the same dishes, occasional extravagance was considered relatively harmless, and even 

comical. The monetization of client services combined with the increased participation in the 

marketplace led to a disintegration of customary social networks, and a growing number of 

individuals trying to emulate the ostentation of the elites began serving inferior foods to their 

clients as a way to lower the cost of the meal. There was no going back to the days of the late 

Republic, Roman society needed to adapt to the changing modes of dependence. I argue that 

                                                         

7 Frayn (1979), King (1999), and Cool (2006). 

8 With support from a modern study from Latvia: Strazdina, et al. (2014). 

9 This includes an analysis of sacrifice as an institution, drawing upon Durkheim (1912), Scheid (1985), Veyne 
(1990), and Symons (2000), and a discussion of equality as a feature of the meal, for which D’Arms (1990) and 
Bradley (1998). 

10 Dentzer (1982), Braund (1989), Rathje (1990), Solomon (1995), Wilkins (1995), Donahue (1996), and Grainger 
and Dalby (1996). 

11 Friedlaender (1913), Gilula (1995), Horden and Purcell (2000), Dalby (2000), Dunbabin (2003), and Bang (2006). 
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Juvenal recognizes this, which is why he directs his indignation more toward egregious disparity 

than extravagance, although his message to be prudent in spending certainly applies to both.  

 In the third chapter, I discuss the prodigious turbot presented to Domitian in Juvenal’s 

Satire 4. The sheer size of the turbot reflects the unprecedented majesty of the emperor by 

enhancing the long-standing practice of using fish as a literary metaphor for excess, and there is 

a corresponding enhancement of imperial dining architecture under Domitian. The first part of 

this study analyzes the characteristics of the real fish behind the metaphors in order to determine 

their specific meanings in literature.12 The mullet had been the popular fish of choice to represent 

the foolish spending of the wealthy, but Juvenal replaces the mullet with the turbot in order to 

emphasize size over beauty or taste.13 I also offer a brief discussion of Roman law to show that 

the turbot metaphor is a direct parallel to the bloating of imperial jurisdiction.14 The second part 

of this chapter takes a close look at trends in dining arrangements, from the basic three-couch 

structure of the triclinium to the imperial cenatio (dining hall) at the Domus Flavia.15 From the 

perspective of the meal, the new features of palace architecture mirror the majesty expressed in 

the metaphor of the turbot. Domitian had taken the identity of emperor to new levels of divine 

association, rendering his power and hegemony absolute and without restriction. This trend is 

also true for the Roman Empire more broadly. 

                                                         

12 Gowers (1993), Gilula (1995), Wilkins (1995), and Connors (2005). 

13 Sweet (1979). 

14 Ørsted (1998) and Courtney (2013). 

15 Dunbabin (1991), Barton (1996), and Nielsen (1998). 
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 Satire offers a unique contribution to our understanding of Roman social history. 

Literature tells us what Romans thought about their own identity, but there are precious few 

authors willing to describe their community, much less comment on the health of their culture. 

Of course, satirists share the warning label of literary authorship in antiquity. They are all 

relatively wealthy, male citizens, a fact which has undeniable implications for the bias of their 

interpretations, and we must be sure to consume their words with caution. Still, they are far from 

a homogenous group. They each have a unique perspective on the world, and differing opinions 

about how things are and how they should be. Their perspectives are valuable particularly 

because of their willingness to diagnose social injustice with, as Juvenal says, sword drawn (ense 

stricto).16 We must also be careful in using literature to discern what kernels of reality are 

wrapped in satirical hyperbole.17 Juvenal, especially, uses hyperbole in order to convey his 

indignation against a decline in culture, and I will argue that for all his exaggeration, history 

shows his concerns to be valid, even if his prejudice is not. 

 My study is rooted in the primary texts, although I do incorporate archaeological 

evidence to support my reading of central themes found in those texts. My goal is to tell the story 

of food and identity among the Romans in their own words; to this end, I often quote words and 

phrases in Latin and Greek (with my own translations), and I always maintain the original 

spelling, making no attempt to adapt, say, Latin case endings to the grammar of my English 

sentence. While I do include the occasional statistic from scholarship about production capacity, 

population size, and dietary requirements, my argument does not hinge on numerical precision, 
                                                         

16 Juv. 1.165. For the value of satire to express social illness: Braund (1989), Habinek (2005), Connors (2005). 

17 Literary hyperbole: Gowers (1993), Jones (2007), Courtney (2013). 
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and I offer such information only to illustrate the general parameters of change. Finally, as this 

dissertation is an attempt to characterize three broad categories of people – the plebs, the elites, 

and the emperor – based on patterns of consumption, I have either omitted or have given only 

cursory attention to extraneous fields of study that are nevertheless valuable to a more 

comprehensive examination of food. These include, but are not limited to, religious festivals, 

public banquets, collegial dinners, nutrition, law, colonialism, and authors who live during and 

write about the centuries under review but do not talk about food. As any chef knows, too many 

ingredients will confuse the focus of the dish.  

 Food is the most basic of human necessities, but few authors outside of satire take the 

time to acknowledge, much less deliberate over, its role in social identity. Juvenal not only 

provides convenient gastronomic stereotypes with which we can study the changing structure of 

the Roman community, but his chronological position allows us to trace these changes across 

one of the most dynamic spans of two centuries in classical antiquity. Using food as a historical 

lens, this work shows how the power of the plebs, the extravagance of the elites, and the majesty 

of the emperor are fundamental to our understanding of Roman politics, economy, and empire. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE POWER OF THE PLEBS 

[populus]… iam pridem, ex quo suffragia nulli 
uendimus, effudit curas; nam qui dabat olim 
imperium, fasces, legiones, omnia, nunc se 
continet atque duas tantum res anxius optat, 
panem et circenses.  
Juvenal 10.77-81 
 
The public stopped caring a long time ago, since 
we no longer sell our votes to anyone. Back in 
the day, the public used to grant authority, titles, 
legions, everything, now they content 
themselves anxiously awaiting just two things: 
bread and games. 
 

 Abundance matters. The luxuria (luxury) of the elites separates them from the plebs, and 

the magnitude of Domitian’s maiestas (majesty) separates him from the elites; by definition, 

these identities rely on an increasing sense of rarity as one moves up the pyramidal structure of 

social hierarchy. At the base of this pyramid, the plebs are the multitudo, a sheer mass of people 

who are defined by the ubiquity of their needs, most especially food. The pyramid analogy 

continues in basic nutritional terms, as the most essential and ubiquitous of all foods are the 

cereals, usually consumed in the form of panis (bread). Part 1 of this chapter traces the history of 

bread in Latin literature. Bread had always represented sustenance, and when food appears in 

text as a basic necessity for survival, it appears in the form of bread. Bread-making thus has a 

long history at Rome, and a considerable number of jobs were available at every stage of its 

production. Varieties among breads contribute to representations of social status, as depicted in 

the dinner of Virro and Trebius in Juvenal’s Satire 5. Those who were able to distinguish 

themselves by their palate gravitated toward soft, white breads, eschewing the more common, 
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and incidentally more nutritious, coarse breads that could be made from the rations of Rome’s 

frumentatio (the distribution of free grain to Roman citizens). Part 2 traces the politics of this 

frumentatio through the late Republic and early Empire. Elite individuals were able to achieve 

unprecedented levels of power and influence by protecting the annona (Rome’s food supply) and 

developing the frumentatio, a program which became a fully integrated, and still evolving, part 

of the imperial bureaucracy. By the end of the first century CE (more than two centuries after its 

first appearance), the people had become so accustomed to the distribution of free grain that it 

was now an integral part of the market economy. Juvenal uses his famous phrase panem et 

circenses to describe the masses as being expressive of their political voice only as an act of self-

preservation. Ostensibly, he laments their apathy. However, the people had already achieved 

something politically remarkable: minimum dietary needs (and entertainment) furnished by the 

state, all free of charge.1  

Part 1: The Bread 

 In this tenth satire, Juvenal pokes fun at the turba Remi (the plebs) for holding their 

allegiances loosely. When Tiberius turned on Sejanus and had him apprehended, the people were 

careful to show their support for the emperor, but if the outcome had been in Sejanus’ favor, they 

would have supported the freedman in just the same way. The reason: both leaders appeased the 

people with panem et circenses, and that is all that matters. But this is not a simple criticism of 

complacency. Taken as a whole, this satire is a cautionary tale about the tragedy of undue 

aspiration. People pray for supervacua aut perniciosa (inappropriate or detrimental) things that 

                                                         

1 As this dissertation is focused specifically on food, this chapter will discuss panem in depth, and circenses 
(circuses, games, entertainment) only incidentally. 
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often bring about their own ruin.2 Rather than fall victim to one’s own wishes, people should 

learn to be satisfied with less; namely, mens sana in corpore sano (a sound mind in a sound 

body).3 To this end, one need little more than panem et circenses. Perhaps we should read 

Juvenal’s comment as a sarcastic remark intended to expose the absurdity of an elitist worldview 

that ties happiness to fortune. As for the people, they had found contentment in their bread.  

Panem et Circenses 

 “The combination panem et circenses was proverbial,” says Mayor in his 1888 

commentary on Juvenal’s Satires.4 By the end of the first century CE, it was a well-known 

stereotype that the people were easily satisfied with bread and games. In describing the events 

immediately following the death of Caligula, Josephus explains why some were distraught by the 

news: ݘ įὲ αމ ȖυȞαȚțωȞῖĲȚȢ țαὶ Ĳὸ ȞİȫĲİȡȠȞ, ݼπİȡ ݻχȜȠȢ φȚȜİῖ, șİωȡȓαȚȢ Ĳİ țαὶ ȝȠȞȠȝαχȚῶȞ 

įȩıİıȚȞ țαȓ ĲȚȞωȞ țȡİαȞȠȝȚῶȞ ݘįȠȞαῖȢ ἀȞİȚȜȘȝȝȑȞȠȚ, ܾ ݋πȡȐııİĲȠ ȜȩȖῳ ȝὲȞ ݋πὶ șİȡαπİȓᾳ ĲῆȢ 

πȜȘșȪȠȢ, Ĳὸ į᾽ ἀȜȘșὲȢ ݋țπȚȝπȜȐȞĲα ĲῆȢ ȝαȞȓαȢ ΓαǸȠυ ĲὴȞ ޏȝȩĲȘĲα (and the women and children, 

like the masses, love this very thing, they were won over by spectacles and gifts of gladiatorial 

shows, and by the pleasures of meat distributions, things which were being done on the premise 

of serving the many, but in truth they were satisfying the cruelty of Gaius’ madness).5 The phrase 

 χȜȠȢ φȚȜİῖ is telling, for it reveals the description to be a stereotype, and one that existedݻ πİȡݼ

                                                         

2 Juv. 10.54, 107: the inevitable consequence of great fortune is inpulsae praeceps inmane ruinae (the disastrous 
culmination of headlong ruin).   

3 Juv. 10.356. Rudd (1986: 35-36) in discussing Juvenal’s religious, or rather anti-religious, leaning, notes that 
individuals are capable of fulfilling this prayer on their own, without need of the gods’ help. 

4 Mayor (1888) 98 ad loc. 

5 Jos. Ant. 19.1.16 (130). That is, the people cared little for palace intrigue, so long as their basic needs were met. 
The cruelty, presumably, was satisfied by watching the slaughter of so many animals.  
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just prior to Juvenal’s famous phrase.6 An example in Dio Chrysostom dates to about the same 

time and includes a similar reference to a stereotype. In addressing the Alexandrians, the author 

shares with them a rumor about them: țαὶ πȡȩĲİȡȩȞ ĲȚȞα İݧȡȘțȑȞαȚ φαıȓ· Ĳὸ įὲ ἈȜİȟαȞįȡȑωȞ 

πȜῆșȠȢ Ĳȓ ܽȞ İݫπȠȚ ĲȚȢ, ȠݮȢ ȝȩȞȠȞ įİῖ παȡαȕȐȜȜİȚȞ ĲὸȞ πȠȜὺȞ ܿȡĲȠȞ· ȠވĲω Ȗὰȡ İݧȡῆıșαȚ πȠȜὺ 

ȕȑȜĲȚȠȞ· țαὶ șȑαȞ ݬππωȞ· ސȢ ĲῶȞ Ȗİ ܿȜȜωȞ ȠὐįİȞὸȢ αὐĲȠῖȢ ȝȑȜİȚ (it is already reported to have 

been said, “but what can one say about the majority of the Alexandrians, at whom it is only 

necessary to throw an abundance of bread and the sight of horses; it is rather convenient to 

represent them in this way since they themselves care for nothing else”).7 It is clear that Juvenal 

did not invent the stereotype of minimalist complacency; after all, bread is a well-established 

symbol of basic nourishment. Next, we shall see how this came to be. 

Puls to Panis 

 That Juvenal’s word panem literally means a loaf of bread is in no way disputed, and its 

history informs its ubiquity. Cato and Plautus both use the word in contexts obviously supporting 

the image of a loaf.8 As for the eating of bread, Pliny the Elder refers to a time when Romans ate 

puls (porridge) rather than panis, citing as evidence his contemporary word pulmentaria – 

meaning food served alongside bread in Pliny’s day, whereas the etymology suggests food 

                                                         

6 Josephus completed his Antiquities of the Jews in 94 CE. Juvenal’s fourth book (containing Sat. 10) is undatable, 
but likely falls within the range of his other books: 100-130 CE. 

7 D.Chr. 32.31. After Juvenal, Fronto (Princ. hist., ad fin., p. 210 Naber) would use the similar phrase annona et 
spectaculis to refer to the food supply more broadly, as in populum Romanum duabus praecipue rebus, annona et 
spectaculis, teneri (the Roman people are obsessed with mainly two things: food and entertainment). 

8 Cato RR 74.1.1: panem depsticium sic facito (make kneaded bread like this…), followed by the actual instructions. 
Plaut. Bacch. 4.1.8-9: comesse panem tris pedes latum potes, fores pultare nescis (you can gobble up a loaf three 
feet wide, [but] you don’t know how to knock on a door).  
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served alongside puls.9 When this shift might have taken place is harder to determine. Livy’s one 

surviving example of the term panis is in the context of the Gallic siege of Rome (390 BCE), 

during which time, he tells us, the Romans tried to trick the Gauls into thinking they were quite 

well off by throwing bread over the city walls at their enemy.10 Thus, even if Livy’s tale is 

anachronistic, this symbol of panis as that which distinguishes sufficiency from starvation is 

already the stuff of legend by the first century BCE. It is certainly true that grain is a major 

nutritional requirement. At current estimates of the ancient diet, an adult individual needed to 

consume at least 825g (29oz) of food per day to survive, two-thirds of which would have been 

grain, with the remaining third in olive oil and wine, plus vegetables, fruits, and meats.11 Indeed, 

one may achieve sustenance with little more than grain, and such a modest lifestyle is proverbial 

in literature. Horace defends the stereotypical poet as being prudent, honest, and most 

importantly, frugal in his meals, living on just beans and coarse bread.12 Petronius’ Echion 

praises his own son’s education in law for its practical use, saying habet haec res panem (lit. 

“this endeavor has bread”, a phrase normally taken to mean that being a lawyer pays the bills.13 

                                                         

9 Pliny NH 18.19(83-84): pulte autem, non pane, vixisse longo tempore Romanos manifestum, quoniam et 
pulmentaria hodieque dicuntur et Ennius, antiquissimus vates, obsidionis famem exprimens offam eripuisse 
plorantibus liberis patres commemorat (It is clear that Romans lived for a long time on puls, not bread, because of 
the word pulmentaria that is used even today, and because Ennius, the oldest of the poets, in describing the famine 
during a siege, records that fathers snatched the offam from their crying children). Cf. also id. 18.107-8, Plaut. Asin. 
200; Nicolet (1994) 613. 

10 Livy 5.48.4: dicitur auertendae eius opinionis causa multis locis panis de Capitolio iactatus esse in hostium 
stationes (it is said that, in order to change their minds [about there being a food shortage], bread was thrown down 
from many places on the Capitoline onto the enemy posts). This trick failed, of course, and the Gauls eventually 
took the city.  

11 Potter and Mattingly (1999) 172, 196; cf. Foxhall and Forbes (1982) 48-49. This is a general estimate for a large 
population, thus minimizing the many variables of food consumption. More precise estimates specifically for men, 
women, children, etc. are unnecessary for the purpose of this dissertation. Cf. Thurmond (2006: 74), who claims 
olive oil could have provided up to one-third of an adult’s caloric requirement on its own. 

12 Hor. Ep. 2.1.123: [poeta] vivit siliquis et pane secundo. 

13 Courtney (2001) 93. Cf. the English phrase “to make/earn dough”. 
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Juvenal’s choice to distill the needs of the people into the word panem is, therefore, rich in 

precedent and justifiably reductive.    

The Rise of Commercial Bakeries at Rome 

 The process of making large quantities of bread on a daily basis requires the use of 

bakeries. Pliny dates the beginning of commercial bakeries at Rome to the Third Macedonian 

War (171-168 BCE), saying that women had formerly performed the task of making bread at 

home.14 (The Moretum describes the process on a rustic farm of milling grain just before making 

the bread, although here it is a man who performs the duty.15) The old festival Fornicalia was in 

honor of the fornax, a special oven invented to parch grains, thereby forcing them to germinate.16 

These ovens were expensive to build and to fuel, not to mention dangerous to operate, and so 

communal ovens became common; Pliny dates this development to the reign of Tarquinius 

Superbus, the last king of Rome.17 Pliny is implying that the business of professional baking 

takes over for these communal ovens and expands to cover the whole process of converting raw 

grain to bread. He claims the development came with the soldiers back to Rome from Greece in 

the 140s BCE, where they had been operating since the introduction of hopper-mills in the 5th – 

4th centuries.18 Plautus (d. 184) refers to these bakers already in Rome, pushing the arrival of 

                                                         

14 Pliny NH 18.28(107-08); cf. Tchernia (1986) 58-60. 

15 Moretum 16-118: The man (named Simulus) grinds the grain, mixes it with water, and sets it cook; he then tops 
the finished bread with garlic and herbs from his garden. On the Moretum, cf. Symons (2000) 56: “Long ascribed to 
Virgil, but written by an unknown successor probably between 8 and 25 AD, the 123 lines describe the preparation 
of a basic meal in order to convey the hand-to-mouth grind of peasant life (Kenney 1984; Davidson 1988: 20-2).”  

16 Cf. Ov. Fast. 2.512ff. 

17 Thurmond (2006) 21; cf. also p.56, where he traces the bread oven back to 4,000 BCE in Babylonia. Pliny NH 
18.11; cf. 18.107. 

18 Runnels and Murray (1983). 
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bakeries back further,19 and he also uses the Greek word artoptam (ἀȡĲȩπĲȘȢ, baking-pan; later 

used to refer to the baker himself), suggesting the audience was already familiar with the Greek 

precedent.20 It is likely that Roman soldiers brought professional bakers from Greece, but this 

probably happened during the First Macedonian War (214-205 BCE), or even earlier. It seems 

reasonable, then, to surmise that bread-making as a commercial venture came to Rome from 

Greece and had established itself at least by the early- to mid-2nd century BCE. This confirms the 

presence of bakeries in the city well before Rome’s rapid expansion during the late second 

century BCE. 

Fulfilling Demand 

  It is an unfortunate phenomenon of history that we have no surviving bakeries at Rome. 

The closest records we have are the late regional catalogues of the fourth century CE, which 

report about 250-275 bakeries at that time. It is possible, however, to look at the nearby cities of 

Ostia and Pompeii, both of which have surviving bakeries that can inform our understanding of 

the earlier role that this industry played in the Roman community. Bakker’s survey of Ostian 

bakeries found 21 establishments, six of which have no shop on the premises, bringing into 

question how much of a bakery’s product would have been sold on site.21 It is likely, of course, 

that most bakeries sold at least some of their bread themselves, but it must also be true that they 

would deliver a portion to other businesses, and perhaps to private residences as well. Bread 

                                                         

19 Plaut. Asin. 200-1: quom a pistore panem petimus, vinum ex oenopolio, si aes habent, dant mercem: eadem nos 
discipulina utimur (when we ask for bread from the baker or wine from the wineshop, if they get the money, they 
give the merchandise: I follow this same policy). 

20 Plaut. Aul. 400. Pliny (NH 18.28(107)) alludes to a controversy over the authenticity of this line due to the 
presence of this term. 

21 Bakker (1999) 11. 



15 
 

would have been a welcome addition to the wares of any food shop, so it is likely that eateries in 

general, even those with cooking facilities themselves, would have had need to purchase baked 

loaves for sale in their own establishments. Every eating experience – whether in the home, in 

restaurants, or at public or collegial feasts – had need of bread, and very few of these would have 

had the capacity to bake for themselves.  

In addition to regular commerce, bakeries also had to meet the demand of those eligible 

for the frumentatio (the state’s free distribution of grain). Dio reports in 2 BCE, ݸ įὲ ǹއȖȠυıĲȠȢ 

Ĳὸ ĲȠῦ ıȚĲȠįȠĲȠυȝȑȞȠυ πȜῆșȠȢ ἀȩȡȚıĲȠȞ ݹȞ ݋Ȣ İݫțȠıȚ ȝυȡȚȐįαȢ țαĲȑțȜİȚıİ (Augustus capped the 

number of people receiving the grain dole, a number not previously fixed, to two hundred 

thousand).22 Based on the output of the Ostian bakeries, Bakker figures that the 200,000 

recipients of Augustus’ grain dole alone would have required about one hundred bakeries.23  If, 

as is likely the case, a single ration of the frumentatio was intended to provide enough grain for 

both the recipient and his spouse, the program may have fed some 40% of the million people 

living in Rome.24 This would put the total number of required bakeries at around 250, which is 

precisely what we see listed in Rome during the fourth century.  

 Additionally, the workforce required along the supply chain up to this point would have 

been immense, to include farmers, shippers, stevedores, warehouse managers, accountants and 

record keepers, market salesmen, the millers and bakers themselves, not to mention the 

                                                         

22 Dio 55.10.1. 

23 Bakker (1999) 127. The assumption that everyone converted all of their grain into bread is to determine a 
maximum demand on bakeries.  

24 Rickman (1980) 4; Potter and Mattingly (1999) 178: the ration was 5 modii per month, or about 400 kg per person 
per year, which they calculate to be about enough to feed two people at the subsistence level; Morley (1996) 182: 
Rome reached one million people in the first century CE.  
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subsidiary functions of construction workers, ship-builders, custodial staff, security, lumber-

haulers (for the ovens), stablemen (for the mill animals), and others. A not-insignificant portion, 

perhaps even a majority, of the community could have found work contributing to this one 

industry. 

Bread Quality  

 From the rich man’s white bread to the beggar’s crust, everyone in the ancient world 

consumed bread. The quality of bread had always been representative of a person’s status. 

Suetonius reports that Caesar, in a gesture of solidarity, once punished his baker for serving 

different breads to himself and to his guests while on campaign during the mid-first century 

BCE.25 One hundred years later, Persius tries to discredit the value of the frumentatio, insisting 

that libertate (liberty) means more than scabiosum tesserula far (mangy grain from a ration 

ticket) which anyone can obtain.26 Pliny the Elder, from whom Juvenal derives much of his 

knowledge of the culinary world, observes alio pane procerum, alio volgi, tot generibus usque 

ad infimam plebem descendente annona (one type of bread for the wealthy, another for the poor, 

with the whole food supply dwindling through many distinctions all the way down to the lowest 

pleb).27 It is a pity for scholarship that Pliny does not continue to discuss these gradations while 

identifying the varieties of grain and their characteristics.28 Such a theme surely existed earlier, 

but did not become prevalent as a literary metaphor until the Flavian period, when the disparity 

                                                         

25 Suet. Jul. 48. 

26 Persius 5.74-75. 

27 Pliny NH 19.53. 

28 Pliny NH book 18 covers the grains. 
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among foods described at a meal grew both more egregious and more widespread. Horace and 

Petronius both depict their rather famous dinners as meals of equality in which the same foods 

are served to both the master and the lowest guest.29 Martial first describes a full meal in which 

the guest is served foods that are similar, yet inferior, to those of the host, a theme which Juvenal 

elaborates here again with Trebius and Virro.30 Before this, dinners were described in terms of 

food equality. The next chapter on elite dining habits will elaborate on this general theme; suffice 

it to say here that discrepancies in food at the table had not always been so egregious a feature of 

Roman dining, at least if literature is any indication.   

Virro Invites Trebius to Dinner 

 In his Satire 5, Juvenal differentiates guest Trebius from host Virro by placing their 

breads at opposite ends of a spectrum of desirability that was based mainly on texture and 

color.31 The most desirable bread was soft and white, less desirable were coarser breads that 

were more brown. This variation is largely contingent upon the type of grain used: free-threshing 

varieties of grain yield the softer, white flours, while hulled varieties lead to coarser, brown 

flours. Mold, which obviously makes any kind of bread unpalatable, turns the bread blue to 

black.  

ecce alius quanto porrexit murmure panem  
vix fractum, solidae iam mucida frusta farinae,  
quae genuinum agitent, non admittentia morsum;  
sed tener et niveus mollique siligine fictus  
servatur domino, dextram cohibere memento,  

                                                         

29 Hor. Sat. 2.8: Nasidienus’ dinner; Petr. 36ff: Trimalchio’s dinner. 

30 Mart. 3.60. His basic plea is cur mihi non eadem quae tibi cena datur?... edamus idem (why are we not given the 
same meals?... let’s eat the same thing).  

31 Other foods, too, but those are covered in another chapter. 
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salva sit artoptae reverentia, finge tamen te  
inprobulum, superest illic qui ponere cogat:  
‘vis tu consuetis, audax conviva, canistris  
impleri panisque tui novisse colorem?’32 
 
See how begrudgingly another [slave] has offered bread that can scarcely be 
broken, already moldy bits of tough dough that work your molars, incapable of 
being bitten into. But a tender and snow-white [bread] is served to the host, made 
from soft winter-wheat [siligo]33, hands off!, have a healthy respect for the baker, 
and yet realize that you yourself are small and inferior. The guy there standing 
over you will force you to put it back, saying ‘Take your fill from your 
accustomed bread-basket, bold guest, and know the color of your own bread, 
won’t you?’. 

 

There is a clear expectation that men should know their status and abide by the appropriate 

divisions of entitlement. That this expectation is here cast in such basic terms as the bread basket 

is indicative of how pervasive disparity had become. 

Trebius’ Moldy Bread 

 Juvenal refers to Trebius’ bread as solidae iam mucida frusta farinae (already moldy bits 

of tough dough). This hyperbole is characteristically Juvenalian, in that it combines all of the 

least desirable traits of bread: coarse, stale, and moldy. The latter two traits are undesirable in 

any bread, and had always been literary tropes used to indicate a low standard of living. Seneca’s 

austere stoicism recommends the regular consumption of panis durus ac sordidus (bread that is 

hard and stale) as an ascetic appreciation of Fortuna, and complaints about sordidus panis (stale 

bread) date back to Plautus.34 Juvenal repeats his own phrase mucida frusta (moldy bits) to 

                                                         

32 Juv. 5.67-75. 

33 Siligo is defined as Triticum hibernum, a white winter-wheat. At 6.472, Juvenal complains of a woman’s penchant 
for applying coctaeque siliginis offas accipit et madidae (she takes lumps of warm, moist white bread) as a sort of 
facial mask. For bread poultices, cf. Galen 13.731 K.  

34 Sen. Ep. 18.7: sit… et panis durus ac sordidus… et intelleges ad securitatem non opus esse fortuna; hoc enim, 
quod necessitati sat est, dat et irata (let your bread be hard and stale… and you will understand that security does 
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describe the miser’s bread in Satire 14, which is mucida caerulei panis frusta (moldy bits of dark 

bread).35 The color represented by the word caeruleus is infamously difficult to infer, but the 

possibilities range from blue to black.36 Today, Rhizopus stolonifer (commonly called ‘black 

bread mold’, although the bloom often appears blue) is the most common and the least noxious 

type of bread mold, and so a good candidate to be the cause of the miser’s mucida frusta, if not 

also Trebius’.37 Looking back toward the beginning of Satire 5, we see that Trebius’ bread is 

only slightly better than dog-bread: Juvenal asks whether it might be more dignified to avoid the 

coming dinner and instead sordes farris mordere canini (to nibble on coarse bits of dog-bread), 

which is to borrow the food of the lowest beggars from Martial.38 Perhaps even a Virro would 

find it distasteful to serve dog food at his table, but the mold sufficiently drives home the point 

that the host is unconcerned about the show of disrespect to his guests.    

                                                                                                                                                             

not require Fortuna, who gives the bare necessities even when she is angry). Plut. As. 1.2.16; sordidus (dirty) could 
literally mean covered with dirt, or it could mean (more likely) flour that contains bran, which is brown and coarse. 

35 Juv. 14.128. Courtney (2013) 507 ad locum, who supposes the word caeruli to be in reference to bluemould (of 
the genus Penicillium).  

36 Terence (Eun. 5.4.17) refers to bread that is ater (black), but this is likely bread that has been burnt. 

37 There are several options: caeruleus mold could be black (any number of species in the genus Rhizopus, such as 
stolonifer or nigricans), or green (Aspergillus), or blue/blue-green (Penicillium). 

38 Juv. 5.10-11: tam ieiuna fames, cum possit honestius illic et tremere et sordes farris mordere canini? (Is your 
hunger so starvatious [that you would endure the indignity of a dinner invitation], when you could, with more 
dignity, shiver there [on the street] and nibble filthy bits of dog’s bread?); cf. Courtney (2013) 199, ad loc. Mart. 
10.5.5: caninas panis improbi buccas (vile mouthfuls of dog-bread, by hypallage); also 4.53, where he pokes fun at 
the word-play between “Cynic” (derived from țȪων, “dog”) and those begging for latratos cibos (food that has been 
barked-for). Additionally, Lucilius refers to canicas ac pultem (possibly, bits of dog-bread and puls). Varro (RR 
2.9.10) explains that dogs should eat panem hordeacium (barley-bread) soaked in milk, barley being rather easy to 
grow and very nutritious, but unappealing to the human palate and therefore most suitable for animal fodder. 
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Coarse Bread 

 Moldy bread may be an instance of literary hyperbole, but variations in texture were due 

rather naturally to the type of grain used to make the bread. Trebius’ bread is coarse because it is 

solidae farinae, made with dense far. Broadly, the term far (farro) encompasses the three forms 

of hulled wheat: spelt (Triticum spelta), emmer (Triticum dicoccum), and einkorn (Triticum 

monococcum). In modern taxonomy, all wheats are classified individually under the genus 

Triticum, while the hulled varieties are informally classified as “ancient” grains. Columella (in 

the first century CE) applies the term triticum only to the naked (free-threshing) wheats, and 

adoreum to the hulled wheats.39 Both of these types require a threshing, but the hulled grains 

must also receive a rough milling to separate the kernel from the husk, resulting in a greater 

amount of particulate and a coarser flour. Roasting the hulled grains first makes them easier to 

mill (and improves flavor), but this also destroys the glutens, which are stretchable proteins that 

form bubbles around the carbon dioxide released by yeast fermentation. Without glutens, these 

bubbles do not form and bread does not rise, making the already coarse bread dense as well.40 On 

the other hand, the hulled grains were longer-lasting in storage, so farmers had to trade off 

desirability with durability.41 So long as the Romans consumed most of their grain as puls, far 

was the most common type, but as bread gained in popularity, so did the naked wheats, such as 

                                                         

39 Col. RR 2.6. Columella’s text makes clear that, due to their varying durabilities of the husk, and since most lands 
include both dry and swampy areas, both types of grain are recommended – the triticum better for dry spots, the 
adoreum better for wet spots. 

40 Thurmond (2006) 17-20. 

41 Forbes and Foxhall (1995) 76. Cf. Thurmond (2006: 64), who uses a recipe from Cato to conclude that 
unleavened breads (i.e. breads likely made from roasted hulled-grains) were the norm in the countryside, which 
would suggest that farmers commonly preferred durability over desirability. 
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Virro’s siligo.42 Even when left unroasted, hulled wheats do not achieve the same softness as is 

prized among the naked wheats. It was for this reason that the coarser breads such as farina were 

considered inferior products. 

White Bread 

 Virro’s bread is the best bread possible. It is tener et niveus because it is made with molli 

siligine. Siligo is a white winter-wheat (Triticum hibernum) of the naked variety, the hull of 

which separates easily from the grain without needing a mill. Pliny says of this wheat siliginem 

proprie dixerim tritici delicias candore si<v>e virtute si<v>e pondere (siligo especially, and 

this goes broadly for the choicest varieties of triticum [naked wheats only], is white and without 

substance or weight).43 Martial complains of the stark contrast between serving siligineis cunnis 

(obscenely shaped loaves of white bread) to a mistress and to another guest nigra farina (a 

coarse far bread, possibly burnt).44 Seneca describes good bread (the opposite of malum) as 

being tenerum et siligineum (soft and white),45 but an even more illuminating contrast is his 

explicit reference to the opposite of siligineus (white bread) as being plebeius (plebian),46 which 

supports the view that the grain distributions were of coarse grains, and not of siligo. Clearly, 

                                                         

42 Pliny NH 18.7(2). Thurmond (2006: 35) claims, more specifically, that emmer was the grain of choice for puls. 

43 Pliny NH 18.85. The meaning of the phrase sive virtute is much disputed. I take it to mean ‘without substance’, as 
in very soft on the tongue, as fresh white bread is still today. Cf. Columella RR, where siligo is pondere deficitur 
(2.6.2) and pondere tamen uincitur (2.9.3), making it less desirable to farmers, quamuis candore praestet (even 
though superior in whiteness). Thurmond (2006: 20) claims that Triticum vulgare (=siligo) was the only wheat 
variety known to the Romans that can, with their technology, make really good bread. 

44 Mart. 9.2.3-4. 

45 Sen. Ep. 123.2. 

46 Sen. Ep. 119.3: Esurio; edendum est. Utrum hic panis sit plebeius an siligineus, ad naturam nihil pertinet. (If I am 
hungry, I must eat. Nature does not care whether my bread is coarse or made from siligo). 
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then, the texture and color of a bread are its most important characteristics, which is to ignore 

and even contradict its nutritional value. 

Nutrition 

 The irony of ranking breads based on appearance is that nutritional value is inversely 

represented. Bread is sustenance, but the more prized the bread, the less sustenance it provides. 

The milling of kernels of grain, a requirement for making bread, first separates the kernel into its 

three parts: germ (embryo), bran (sheathing), and endosperm (bulk). Refined white flours then 

have the germ and bran removed before further milling of the endosperm, which is rich in 

carbohydrates and protein.47 This degree of processing produces a fine and uniform powder 

devoid of particulate, which was (and still is, by many) the preferred flour from which to make 

bread. But white bread lacks the dietary benefits of the germ and bran, which offer many more 

nutrients (e.g. calcium, iron, fiber) than the endosperm alone. Whole-grain flour, also called 

brown flour, retains all three components of the kernel, resulting in coarser, yet more nutritious 

foundation for bread. Nonetheless, it was considered a reflection of sophistication to eat white 

bread, which has had much of its nutrition removed for the sake of aesthetic appeal. Some 

vendors would even try to increase the weight of white flour by adding flour made from 

legumes; customers knew this and used it as a haggling tool to negotiate a lower price, even 

though the adulterated flour was actually the more nutritious.48 It could be that the Romans were 

ignorant about the specifics of nutrition, but they did perceive a difference. For example, Pliny 

                                                         

47 The germ and the bran store most of the seed’s oil, so they are often reduced or removed entirely in order to 
postpone rancidity, thereby extending shelf-life. The bran also causes the brown color of whole-grain flour. 

48 Pliny (NH 18.30) mentions the use of fava bean flour. Cf. Thurmond (2006) 56. 
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credits Numa for endorsing the toasting of far in order to make it salubrius (more nutritious).49 

And in Petronius’ Cena Trimalchionis, Habinnas declares that he prefers wheat bread to white 

bread because it is better for his digestion.50 Nonetheless, it is a common phenomenon of history 

that more nutritious foods are replaced with more easily processed foods that allow a greater 

flexibility in terms of texture and taste, and eventually perishability. Virro’s white bread 

certainly does rouse the envy of his guests, but Trebius’, while denser in texture, would have 

been the healthier choice for regular consumption, if not for the mold.  

Concluding Remarks about Bread’s Role in Roman Society 

 Juvenal’s panem et circenses is often interpreted as criticism of a plebian class without a 

political voice or ambition. Lacking taste and refinement, they are defined by the coarse bread 

they eat. Bread is a symbol of sustenance, but it does not transcend all barriers of wealth and 

status since not all breads are considered equal. The hulled grains (far) that had been ubiquitous 

since time immemorial as both puls and panis were still the staple food of the lower classes and 

had been given to them free of charge by the state since the last decades of the late Republic, but 

they were now outclassed by naked grains (siligo, especially) that produced a soft white bread 

that was more expensive, and less nutritious. By the end of the Flavian period, exhibitionist hosts 

were flaunting their fabulous fare, spending their wealth to procure frivolities that would 

distinguish them from the masses. In giving free grain to the Roman people, the state did 

                                                         

49 Pliny NH 18.7(2): Numa instituit… far torrere, quoniam tostum cibo salubrius esset (Numa instituted the toasting 
of far, since it would be more nutritious as a food when toasted). And to encourage the adoption of this method, 
Numa created a statute that grains offered to the gods must be toasted in order to be pure.  

50 Petr. 66: habuimus… panem autopyrum… quem ego malo quam candidum; et vires facit, et cum mea re causa 
facio, non ploro (we had coarse bread, which I prefer to white, both because it is fortifying and when I do my 
business I don’t howl [in pain]). 
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contribute to class distinctions based on food and to a dependency among the people for their 

basic necessities. But to read Juvenal’s words as a simple criticism of the people is to miss the 

point. Thanks to their unrelenting influence over politics, the people had harnessed the power of 

empire for their own needs. Fortune need not be tested further. Those who aspire to further gains 

risk adverse consequences and, in extreme cases, ultimate ruin. 

Part 2: Rome’s Frumentatio 

 The spread of Roman hegemony, imperialism itself, was due in part to the need to 

increase the annona to feed the citizens of the capital city.51 The demand was immense, and 

especially for grain. Everyone everywhere consumed grain, so there was a great potential for 

political exploitation for those willing to offset its cost to the people. The free market of buyers 

and sellers almost always comprised the largest share of the annona,52 but political power came 

from a very specific aspect of the food supply that targeted the plebs: the availability of free 

food, namely grain, distributed under the aegis of euergetism (good deeds as part of one’s civic 

responsibility). Locally, clients could expect from their patrons a sportula, a daily subsidy of 

goods (later, money) that depended on the means and generosity of the patron and perhaps even 

the need of the client. Elites, and especially those elected officials looking to move up to the 

more competitive and coveted positions, celebrated holidays by hosting public entertainments 

and distributions of food, and could add other handouts (called a donatio, largitio, or divisio) at 

times of their own discretion.53 And in times of general scarcity, the aediles could sell from the 

                                                         

51 Whittaker (1996) 617; cf. 603: “colonies, communities and corn were the informing principles of Roman 
imperialism in Africa.” Braudel (1972) 224-25 discusses “instinctive forms of imperialism,” to include grain. 

52 The second-third century CE may be an exception, cf. Carrié (1975), Sirks (1991a) 19-20. 

53 Smith (1875) 448, ad ‘frumentariae leges’.  
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state’s own stores to keep prices low. These are all traditional aspects of Roman culture that are 

rooted in the need to feed the people, but there had never been a program in place to supply the 

market with state owned grain on a routine basis. During the late 2nd – early 1st centuries BCE, as 

new monies from conquest met dramatic population increases at Rome, the state introduced the 

regular public distribution of grain, initially at discount prices, then free. The emperor would 

assume both responsibility and credit for this beneficence, and in less than two centuries, the 

frumentatio evolved into a full-scale industrial process, complete with an official listing of 

recipients qualified for the dole (plebs frumentaria) and a centralized distribution center (Portus 

Minucia). The emperor also gradually monopolized public euergetism, state finance, and 

elections, limiting the opportunities of the elite class to garner support from among the people 

through the offer of large-scale games and feasts. As a result, the people no longer needed the 

expansive political voice that Juvenal criticizes them for giving up since their most basic needs 

were being met by the emperor, and he knew, they all knew, the danger in failing to fulfill this 

obligation. This story of state involvement in Rome’s food supply is thus critical to 

understanding the role of the people in Rome’s political history. 

Background 

 Rome’s annona became increasingly intricate as her hegemony spread and her population 

grew.54 Until the beginning of the frumentatio in 123 BCE, the state seems to have been content 

to leave the annona to the whims of private enterprise, aside from one important safeguard.55 

                                                         

54 The term annona means, simply, yearly produce (from annus: year), and early authors equated the word with 
produce from agriculture, even the general availability of food. Both Plautus and Terence use the term annona cara 
(Plaut. Capt. 3.1.35, Stich. 1.3.25; Ter. And. 4.4.7) or annona gravis (Plaut. Stich. 4.2.53) to refer to times when 
food is scarce. 

55 Cf., inter alia, Casson (1980), esp. p.23. 
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From what we can tell, the early tribuni plebis could enact a safety net, releasing stores of state-

owned grain to stabilize volatile prices in times of shortage. To facilitate this role, the tribuni 

plebis enlisted the help of the aediles, who originally oversaw the plebian temple (aedes) and 

cult at the Temple of Ceres on the Aventine Hill. Over time, the aediles’ official role expanded 

to cover the general welfare of the city, rooted in the cura annonae (care of the food supply).56 

The first instance we have of an aedile taking on the cura annonae in a formal sense is in 299 

BCE, when a patrician, the curule aedile Q. Fabius Maximus, an experienced statesman and 

general, saved the city from inopia (scarcity).57 The aediles continued their supporting role 

during the occasional food crises until the momentous popular revolution under the brothers 

Gracchi, after which they were tasked to administer the regularly occurring frumentatio. With 

few modifications, they would remain caretakers of both the annona and the frumentatio until 

Augustus supplanted them with the praefectus annonae, an equestrian office, late in his reign. 

The growing responsibilities of the aediles and their subsequent replacement represent an 

evolution of state involvement in the market through the late Republic and into the Empire. What 

follows is an explanation of this evolution.  

The Gracchi  

 Having destroyed both Carthage and Corinth in the year 146 BCE, the Romans suddenly 

found themselves in command of a territorial empire bringing an enormous amount of wealth, 

                                                         

56 Rickman (1980) 34-35, cf. n34. 

57 Livy 10.11.9: This Fabius showed the same cura… in annonae dispensatione praeparando ac conuehendo 
frumento (care… in administering the annona and in sourcing and gathering provisions) as he had shown in his 
military service. Cf. 10.13.9: Partly in recognition of this success, Fabius reluctantly accepted a fourth consulship in 
297, for which the tribuni plebis passed an exception in the assembly. This groundswell of popular support as thanks 
for honorable service in the cura annona anticipates Pompey’s later popularity after defeating the pirates in 67. 
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goods, and people to the capital city, and the people’s tribunes struggled to claim for the 

citizenry a larger share in the dispersal of resources. The reforms of the brothers Tiberius (133 

BCE) and Gaius (123 BCE) Gracchus, both tribuni plebis, made radical changes in favor of the 

people and in direct opposition to the fiscally conservative Senate, creating a rift between 

populares and optimates. This political dichotomy is at the center of the debate among scholars 

over what caused the very fall of the Republic,58 and the issue of food had become (in a sense, 

had always been) an important part of a rudimentary and ideological platform around which 

these two political ‘parties’ competed.59 Fluctuations in the food supply necessarily exerted real 

pressure on political maneuverings, and it was only a matter of time before the swelling city was 

forced to accommodate new demands.  

 A regularly occurring, state-funded distribution of food had never existed in Rome before 

the time of the Gracchi. While tribune in 123, Gaius Sempronius Gracchus issued the lex 

Sempronia frumentaria, which provided a recurring distribution of grain to Roman citizens at 

discount prices.60 This was no welfare law, for it was not limited to the poor.61 Rather, it was an 

                                                         

58 Lintott (1994a) 6-15: This debate has covered a wide spectrum of interpretation, from there being a self-serving 
aristocratic monopoly on both sides (Mommsen, Meyer), to a real ideological struggle (as early as Machiavelli’s 
discussion of ‘i grande’ versus ‘la plebe’) with meaningful representation of the people among the populares 
(Meier, Brunt, de Martino). The current consensus is to see this as an ideological divide over the priorities of state, 
while remaining skeptical of any large-scale “plebian self-consciousness”. 

59 Wiseman (2006), et al. 

60 Livy 60.7: C. Gracchus, Tiberi frater, trib. plebis, eloquentior quam frater, perniciosas aliquot leges tulit, inter 
quas frumentariam, ut senis et triente frumentum plebi daretur. (C. Gracchus, Tiberius’ brother, tribune of the 
plebs, more eloquent than his brother, passed several pernicious laws, among them a grain law which gave grain to 
[each] pleb for 6 1/3 [asses].) Vell. Pat. 2.6 also uses the word frumentum, and Appian (BC 1.3.21) calls the 
distribution a ıȚĲȘȡȑıȚȠȞ ݏȝȝȘȞȠȞ (monthly grain allowance). The evidence for grain prices around this time is 
meager, but this does appear to be a discount; cf. Lintott (1994b) 58, Rickman (1980) 151. Perhaps more 
importantly, the price would be consistent. This legislation also included provisions for expanding storage for 
grains; Plut. C.Gracchus 6.2, Rickman (1980) 47, (1971) 150, 173.  

61 Case in point, L. Calpurnius Piso Frugi, an ex-consul (133), attended the distribution for his share even after 
arguing against its instatement. Cic. Tusc. Disp. 3.48(20): animum advertit Gracchus in contione Pisonem stantem; 
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attempt to disperse Rome’s growing wealth among the citizens, somewhat regardless of need. 

While there is some debate over the particulars of these early distributions, such as whether they 

extended to freedmen or only covered the free born, a precedent had been set: the state now 

subsidized a part of the market, guaranteeing low and stable prices for grain for at least some of 

the Roman people.  

Post-Sullan Rebound 

 In 75 BCE, says Sallust, a hungry mob chased the consuls and a candidate for praetor 

along the Sacred Way and into hiding.62 This was a forceful reemergence of political interest in 

the food supply following Sulla, who had used his dictatorship to abolish the frumentatio along 

with all tribunician powers.63 The frumentatio was soon reinstated in 73 by the lex Terentia-

Cassia, and there had been unsuccessful attempts to do this even before.64 Additionally, this law 

also increased the annual supply of grain by making permanent a second tithe of grain from 

Sicily, first required by Rome in 191 BCE. The consuls of 70, Pompey and Crassus, then 

                                                                                                                                                             

quaerit audiente p. R., qui sibi constet, cum ea lege frumentum petat, quam dissuaserit. “nolim” inquit “mea bona, 
Gracche, tibi viritim dividere libeat, sed, si facias, partem petam.” (Gracchus recognizes Piso standing among those 
gathered [for the grain distribution] and asks, so that everyone could hear, how he does not contradict himself when 
he wants to collect grain made available by a law that he has opposed. Piso said “I don’t want you to be able to 
divvy up my property for every single person, but if you’re going to do so, I’m going to collect my share.”). Cf. 
Rickman (1980) 159.  

62 Sall. Hist. 2.45(42); 2.47.6-7. Cf. Rickman (1980) 166n40.  

63 Seager (1994a) 203: “Like any good Roman conservative Sulla saw the distribution of cheap corn to the people as 
a demoralizing drain on the treasury, and so distributions were abolished.” Cf. 170: “One of [Sulla’s] basic 
constitutional convictions was that tribunician legislation in defiance of the Senate and the consuls should not be 
permitted.” 

64 The lex Terentia-Cassia was passed by the consuls M. Terentius Varro and C. Cassius Longinus. Gran. Licin. 33 
F: The popularist M. Aemilius Lepidus, father of the triumvir, attempted to reinstate the distributions as early as 78.  
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restored tribunician powers, effectively nullifying the last of Sulla’s policies.65 Now with 

consular support, the frumentatio met with new criticism from among the tribunes. The tribune 

C. Licinius Macer claimed that the allowance was for little more than alimentis carceris (prison 

rations), sic neque absoluit cura familiari tam parua res, et ignaui cuiusque tenuissumas spes 

frustratur (in that such a small amount does not provide for your family and disappoints even the 

slightest hope of some idleness).66 As the frumentatio continues to develop, it becomes more and 

more related to the personal finance of individuals. Even though we have no evidence to show 

that need was a requirement for enrollment at this time, it does appear that the frumentatio was 

intended to alleviate the burden of feeding one’s family. 

Pompey and the Pirates 

 Rome’s distraction with civil war during the 90s and 80s BCE left the seas unsupervised, 

fostering the pirates who exploited the lax supervision of the annona and other goods coming 

across the Mediterranean.67 The shift in Italian land use from cereals to vines was well 

underway, making the security of Rome’s food supply dependent upon the security of shipping 

imports from the provinces.68 The pirate threat came to the fore when Ostia was plundered in 67, 

adding to a grain shortage and driving up prices. Rome needed someone to strengthen its control 

over the seas, and quickly. Pompey had proven his leadership abilities in the military under Sulla 

and later gained the support of the people as consul, making him the popular choice. The tribune 
                                                         

65 Pompey now shows a disapproval of Sulla’s policies, but he had been one of Sulla’s most successful generals. 
Valerius Maximus (6.2.8) dubs Pompey an adulescentulus carnifex (the teenage butcher) for his role in eliminating 
opponents of Sulla, to include a consul.  

66 Sall. Hist. 3.34.19-20(3.48M), Oratio Macri trib. pleb. ad plebem. Seager (1994b) 214. 

67 Plut. Pomp. 24.2. 

68 Whittaker (1996) 586. 
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A. Gabinius passed a law assigning enormous and unprecedented powers to Pompey, and prices 

plummeted.69 In just over three short months, he swept the Mediterranean clean of pirates and 

restored security to Rome’s imports. Pompey’s next command carried a similarly expansive 

jurisdiction in the East, further validating his abilities and contributions to the Roman people.70 

Riding a wave of popularity, Pompey celebrated his eastern victories with a two-day triumph in 

61. On one of the banners carried in the procession, says Plutarch, Pompey boasted that he had 

increased the annual public revenues of the Roman people from 50 million denarii to 135 million 

denarii.71 In light of these contributions, Pompey’s popularity among the plebs seems supremely 

justified.  

In the Wake of Catiline 

 Old tensions resurfaced in light of this new money. Cicero’s consulship of 63 BCE was 

mired in the conspiracy of the enigmatic Catiline, a populist reformer whose extreme measures 

made him a threat to national security (if we are to believe the Ciceronian hyperbole).72 Cicero 

famously thwarted the conspiracy, but made no move to address the grievances of Catiline’s 

sympathizers. Cato, in the very next year, sought to quiet the unrest by persuading the Senate to 

extend the distributions to the ĲὸȞ ܿπȠȡȠȞ țαὶ ἀȞȑȝȘĲȠȞ ݻχȜȠȞ (the poor and landless plebs).73 

Cato was a leading voice among the optimates, albeit no fan of Sullan extremes, and yet he, like 

                                                         

69 This was the lex Gabinia. Cf. Rickman (1980) 51-52, 169, Wiseman (1994) 334-5. 

70 Appian Mith. 97: ıĲȡαĲȚᾶȢ Ĳİ πȐıȘȢ, ݼıȘ πȑȡαȞ ݋ıĲὶ ĲῆȢ ݯĲαȜȓαȢ, ܿȡχİȚȞ ݏįωțαȞ. ݀πİȡ ȠὐįİȞȓ πω παȞĲȐπαıȚ πȡὸ 
ĲȠῦįİ ݸȝȠῦ πȐȞĲα ݋įȩșȘ (they gave him command of all the army that is outside of Italy; all these things had never 
been given together to any one before). 

71 Plut. Pomp. 45.3; Wiseman (1994) 364-65. 

72 Catiline’s actions do indict him as a terrorist, cf. Wiseman (1994) 355. 

73 Plut. Cat. Min. 26.1. Cf. Rickman (1980, 168).  
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Pompey, recognized that keeping the people fed was a political necessity.74 This measure was no 

slight adjustment, either; it doubled the size of the distributions, both in the number of recipients 

and the cost to the state.75 Originally, the frumentatio had been an attempt to disperse Rome’s 

growing wealth among the citizens, somewhat regardless of need.76 Cato’s expansion grew quite 

overtly from an economic consideration of popular discomfort, meaning it had become a 

program aimed at helping the poor, at least in part. 

Clodius Pulcher  

 Still, the most monumental step in this long evolution of the frumentatio came at the 

beginning of 58 BCE, when the tribune Clodius Pulcher, famed scoundrel and nemesis of Cicero, 

passed four major laws that included the lex Clodia frumentaria, intended to help τοῖȢ ἀπȩȡοȚȢ 

(the needy) by removing the price of grain altogether.77 For all the populist intentions behind the 

laws regarding the state’s distribution of grain prior to Clodius, those had still been discount 

sales, not free handouts. Discounted grain certainly had broadened market access, allowing for 

more stability and diversification in the diet of many, but reduced prices still would have been 

too high to help the very poor.78 Clodius’ reform therefore provided a guarantee against 

starvation for even the poorest citizens. From this point on, the Roman dole, as it can now be 

called, ceased to be a contentious political issue dividing the optimates and the populares. Even 

                                                         

74 Wiseman (1994) 359. 

75 Recipients: Rickman (1980) 169-71. Cost to the state: Wiseman (1994) 359. 

76 Cf. Van Berchem (1939) 22. 

77 Dio 38.13; cf. Balsdon (1957) 16-17. 

78 Cf. Rowland (1976, 69-72), who reckons that it would take somewhere between 30 and 50 days of labor per year 
at slave wages to pay for the full allotment of discounted grain. Those who had trouble working at all were still 
under threat of starvation.  
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Cicero, while attacking Clodius’ other three laws, conspicuously omits his lex frumentaria, 

which is a testament to its popularity.79 Thanks to both senators and tribunes, it was now a 

fixture of Roman privilege, an entitlement, to receive free grain from Rome’s empire. 

Pompey’s Potestas Rei Frumentariae 

 Only a year after the lex Clodia frumentaria, in September of 57 BCE, rising food prices 

reached a boiling point. According to Dio, ĲȠῦ ݸȝȓȜȠυ παȞĲὸȢ (the whole crowd of people) 

swarmed the Capitol and threatened destruction to both the senators and the temples.80 Cicero 

writes to Atticus that he had only just returned from exile when Clodius started blaming him for 

the shortage, and crowds rushed to the senate-house (somewhat less dramatically than in Dio’s 

account), where the senate was discussing the very same issue already. It was obvious to 

everyone that Pompey, given his experience with the pirates, was the most qualified person to 

resolve the crisis, and the multitudo called upon Cicero to make the decree advising for Pompey 

omnis postestas rei frumentariae toto orbe terrarum (full and global power over the grain 

supply).81  

 This potestas rei frumentariae lasted only five years, but it afforded Pompey the time to 

oversee the logistics of the Roman food supply more fully than he had in 67, taking account of 

the needs of the city, communicating with legates assigned to key areas, and creating consistent 

expectations among the supply chain, some of whom must have been connections he had made 

                                                         

79 Cic. Pis. 4 (9). Cicero does attack Clodius’ grain law elsewhere (Dom. 25 (10)), directing his comments at the 
law’s being extreme and poorly run. 

80 Dio 39.9. 

81 Cic. Att. 4.1.6-7. Two laws were passed in consequence of this decree: one consular and one tribunician. Cicero 
blames the tribunician law for giving Pompey unreasonably unrestricted license. Cf. Livy 104. 
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ten years earlier.82 Pompey may have been the first to implement what would become key 

features of the imperial system: multi-year contracts with merchants and the offer of citizenship 

to both merchants and shippers who contributed to the annona.83 For the frumentatio, Pompey’s 

key contribution was to start making an official list of newly added recipients, allowing him to 

estimate demand and cut down on fraud.84  These first steps toward a central administration of 

the annona were largely successful,85 but they still seem to have been, more or less, informal 

relationships built over an extraordinary command. Caesar would attempt permanence. 

Julius Caesar 

 In 46 BCE, depleted by an exodus during the Civil War, the Senate voted Caesar annual 

dictatorships for ten years. Among the most important consequences of his unprecedented 

auctoritas were the measures pertaining to the frumentatio. Caesar’s aspirations appear to have 

been the establishment of a permanent administrative structure, not dependent upon any single 

                                                         

82 Cicero (Verr. 2.5.167) shows the value of having contacts in foreign cities to vouch for your credibility; cf. Bang 
(2006) 83. 

83 Rickman (1980) 55-58. For contracts: Cicero (Fam. 13.75) encourages the extension of a multi-year arrangement, 
and while it does not read like a formal contract, it does reflect a long-term agreement between two parties with a 
reasonable expectation of continuation. Rome had been using multi-year contracts in other business for some time; 
for example (Rickman (1980) 42), as part of his legislation to create the discounted distributions in 123, C. Gracchus 
took bids on 5-year contracts for tax collection in “the new province of Asia, formed some six years earlier from the 
lands of the old Kingdom of Pergamum.” For offers of citizenship: Cicero (Scaur. 43) mentions men “who have 
received the citizenship from Cn. Pompeius”, which may have been in return for their contributions to the annona. 

84 Rickman (1980, 174-75) accepts inclusion of newly manumitted slaves, while Van Berchem (1939, 20) goes 
further to credit Pompey for the first listing of all recipients to the dole. The confusion is over a line from Dio 
(39.24.1): “Pompey, too, encountered some delay in the distribution of the grain. For since many slaves had been 
freed in anticipation of the event, ἀπȠȖȡαφȒȞ σφων… ݗșȑȜȘıİ πȠȚȒıαıșαȚ (he wished to take a census of them) in 
order that the grain might be supplied to them with some order and system.” Either way, this is the first (known) 
attempt at collecting a list of recipients.  

85 Plut. Pomp. 50.2: ݋ȞȑπȜȘıİ ıȓĲȠυ Ĳὰ ݋ȝπȩȡȚα țαὶ πȜȠȓωȞ ĲὴȞ șȐȜαııαȞ, ὥıĲİ țαὶ ĲȠῖȢ ݋țĲὸȢ ἀȞșȡȫπȠȚȢ ݋παȡțȑıαȚ 
ĲὴȞ πİȡȚȠυıȓαȞ ݋țİȓȞȘȢ ĲῆȢ παȡαıțİυῆȢ, țαὶ ȖİȞȑıșαȚ țαșȐπİȡ ݋ț πȘȖῆȢ ܿφșȠȞȠȞ ἀπȠȡȡȠὴȞ İݧȢ πȐȞĲαȢ (he filled the 
markets with grain and the sea with ships, so that even to foreign peoples he supplied more than enough in that 
administration, and there was, just as from a spring, a plentiful outpouring to everyone).  
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individual.86 First, he ordered a recensum populi to make an official list of all those eligible for 

state grain. This was much more comprehensive than Pompey’s attempt, and Suetonius claims 

that he significantly reduced the number of people receiving the distributions from 320,000 to 

150,000, which would still cover more than a quarter of the city, counting each ration as feeding 

two people.87 Recalling one of Pompey’s motives in creating the first list of recipients, Dio 

claims that Caesar struck the names of those receiving grain Ƞὐ țαĲὰ įȓțȘȞ (illegitimately).88 

Also, opponents to the frumentatio had been critical of the abuses allowed by the old system, 

followed by Clodius, of making the distributions according to lists maintained by the collegia, so 

Caesar instituted the new practice of using landlords to count those living among the insulae of 

the city.89 A number of other factors likely attended the reduction, among them Caesar’s efforts 

at depopulating the city through colonization and veteran settlement, attempts to stem abuses 

related to manumission, and even lowering unemployment by undertaking building projects 

(presumably, jobs made the cuts more amiable).90 Finally, to oversee these changes going 

forward, he reorganized the office of aedile, creating two new managerial positions, the aediles 

                                                         

86 It must be stressed that this was merely the beginning of a process that continued to evolve for centuries to come.  

87 Suet. Jul. 41.3. Potter and Mattingly (1999) 178: the ration was sufficient to feed two people at the subsistence 
level. That Julius Caesar reduced the number of the people on the dole is attested elsewhere also, but there is reason 
to doubt Suetonius’ exact numbers. Dio (43.21.3) says half of those enrolled were cut, but the RG (15) claims there 
were, still or again, paullo plura quam (a little more than) 200,000 people on the dole in 2 BCE. 

88 Dio 43.21.4: the numbers had swelled Ƞὐ țαĲὰ įȓțȘȞ ἀȜȜ' ὥȢ πȠυ ݋Ȟ ĲαῖȢ ıĲȐıİıȚȞ İݫωșİ (illegitimately, as is usual 
anywhere in factious times). It is unclear what Dio means exactly, but the implication seems to be that competing 
candidates commonly offer admission to the dole as a political favor rather than based on a qualification such as 
need.  

89 Suet. Jul. 41.3. Cf. Van Berchem (1939) 22-23. 

90 Rawson (1994) 455-56. 
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Ceriales.91 Caesar’s organizational techniques for administering government were not radical or 

unprecedented,92 but he did codify their permanence by means of bureaucracy.  

Civil War 

 This nascent bureaucracy managed to survive the assassination of Caesar, but the civil 

wars of the following years drained funds and familiar threats to the food supply resurfaced. In 

addition to the threat of exploitation by pirates, Sextus Pompeius enforced a full blockade of 

grain from Sicily.93 Soaring food prices late in 40 BCE pressured Octavian to make peace with 

Sextus, giving the latter control of Corsica, Sicily, and Sardinia in return for guaranteeing the 

grain supply to Rome and keeping the pirates at bay.94 Sextus proved unwilling (or unable) to 

remedy the shortages and war soon resumed, continuing until his execution four years later. Only 

then would the grain flow freely again from the west and ease the crisis at Rome, although the 

prolonged decreases in demand, income, and population (due to Sextus’ troop levies) had 

reduced the potential outputs of Sicilian agriculture.95 In the east, Egypt’s potential to become a 

hugely beneficial source of grain remained unrealized until after Octavian defeated Antony at 

Actium. In the meantime, there were lean years, indeed. According to Dio, the Senate not only 

tried to stay neutral in these contests, but in order to discourage the use of Rome’s food supply as 

                                                         

91 Dio 43.51.3.  

92 Many of Caesar’s methods can be traced to Pompey, although their shared military background no doubt made 
their logistical abilities and approaches very similar. 

93 Pelling (1996) 14. 

94 Pelling (1996) 20. Famously, this agreement was celebrated aboard Sextus’ personal galley; cf. Plut . Ant. 32, App. 
BC 5.73.310, Dio 48.38. Cf. Wilson (1996) 443. 

95 Wilson (1996) 435; cf. 440: from 3 BC, Sicilian agriculture once again increased to commercial levels and stayed 
there well into the empire.  
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political leverage, they forbade any individual from ruling longer than one year, or being the 

ıȓĲȠυ ݋πȚȝİȜȘĲὴv (manager of the frumentatio) or the ĲȡȠφῶȞ ݋πȚıĲȐĲȘȞ (administrator of the 

annona).96 Equipped with the lessons of past events, there was a conscious effort to minimize the 

threats to Rome’s food supply.  

The Emperor’s Monopoly of Euergetism 

 The financial woes left in the wake of the administration’s collapse were soon to be a 

distant memory. By all accounts, Egypt was such a lucrative province in both cash and grain that 

its assimilation into the empire was by itself sufficient to revive the Roman marketplace. So 

important to political control was the new province that Octavian, perhaps mindful of the 

Senate’s recent possessive attitude regarding the food supply, classified it as a distinct entity 

under his own purview, to be governed by an equestrian praefectus.97 Looking at the usual 

benchmarks for evaluating the food supply – rioting and feasting – things began to improve soon 

after the doors to Janus closed (11 January 29 BCE).98 In August of that year, Octavian 

celebrated the only three triumphs of his career, including gifts, games, and feasts for citizens 

and soldiers alike.99 He would be so impressed by the effect that this grand public distinction had 

on the people that, greedily, he all but eliminated the triumph for anyone outside of the imperial 
                                                         

96 Dio 46.39.3.1: ĲȠῦĲȠ ȝὲȞ Ȗὰȡ ἀπİῖπȠȞ ȝȘįȑȞα ݋πὶ πȜİȓω χȡȩȞȠȞ ݋ȞȚαυĲȠῦ ܿȡχİȚȞ, ĲȠῦĲȠ įὲ ἀπȘȖȩȡİυıαȞ ȝȒĲİ ĲȚȞὰ 
ıȓĲȠυ ݋πȚȝİȜȘĲὴȞ ȝȒĲİ ĲȡȠφῶȞ ݋πȚıĲȐĲȘȞ ݐȞα αݨȡİῖıșαȚ (and they forbade that any one man should be chosen as 
curator of the grain supply or as administrator of the annona). 

97 For the protective motivations of this move: Dio 51.17.1, Tac. Ann. 11.59.3. All other provinces were 
distinguished by their governing officer, either an ex-consul or ex-praetor (i.e. senior senators); cf. Bowman (1996) 
367-70, 681ff.. Octavian even forbade senators from visiting Egypt without his permission. Egypt’s political 
importance was to prove true, of course, when in 69 CE Vespasian, who had the support of the prefect of Egypt, out-
leveraged Vitellius to acquire the throne. 

98 Dio 51.20.5. 

99 Crook (1996) 75. The three triumphs were for Dalmatia, Actium, and Egypt. Triumphs likely always included 
feasts, even when not specifically mentioned. 



37 
 

family.100 Instead, individuals could receive the ornamenta triumphalia, which remained a 

prestigious award even being stripped of the usual feasts and entertainments surrounding a full 

triumph. In the absence of these social transactions offered by triumphs, Octavian began 

instituting national holidays, annual celebrations of his own brand, beginning with the Actian 

Games first held in September of 29. Further, he also eliminated opportunities for individual 

citizens to make large-scale contributions to the city, such as buildings or even festivals.101 

Considering also his growing authority over the food supply, the emperor was building a virtual 

monopoly on euergetism. In other words, as Octavian became Augustus, he also began to control 

public access to panem et circenses. 

Restructuring the Bureaucracy 

 Within a decade, plagues and food shortages across Italy resulted in an increased reliance 

upon Augustus’ new auctoritas as emperor.102 In addition to the tribunicia postestas and 

imperium maius, tremendous powers in their own right, he received the cura annonae. These 

expansive jurisdictions allowed Augustus the prerogative to address the city’s needs as he saw 

fit, and he chose to entrust the particular problem of food shortages to a senatorial council. The 

dole, which had been under the aegis of the aediles since time immemorial, he now subjected to 

the advice of the praefecti frumenti dandi (prefects of the giving of grain), “a new annual 

                                                         

100 Crook (1996) 91: L. Cornelius Balbus, in 19 BCE, would be the last person outside of the imperial family to 
receive a triumph. 

101 Rathbone (1996) 311, 322: Senators could still give games. Donahue (2004, 90) adds that certain magistrates 
were allowed by the emperor to host and privately fund certain festivals, so long as they remained modest and equal. 
Cf. Eck (1984). 

102 Garnsey (1988, 218-27) records crises in the years 28 (?), 23, 22, and 18 BCE. 
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committee of senior senators”.103 This reconfiguring of how the food supply would be 

administered was a momentous recognition of its importance, as it shifts responsibility from 

junior to senior magistrates. What was once a training station for young senators was now 

important enough to deserve the attentions of the more experienced statesmen. Just as Pompey 

had done, the praefecti frumenti dandi likely collected information about the various sources of 

grain throughout the empire and advised the Senate, the emperor, and the aediles on projected 

harvests, allowing them more flexibility in imports to maintain a stable supply. There had been 

numerous measures regarding the annona and the frumentatio up to this point that show an 

increasing organizational bureaucracy going back (at least) to Pompey’s networks in 67 BCE. In 

the study of architecture, the notion that Augustus took a big-picture view of the city seems 

beyond doubt,104 even if his vision was still unfulfilled when he died.105 It looks very much like 

he did the same in terms of administering Rome’s food supply. 

The Rise of Equestrian Prefects 

A great fire hit Rome in 6 CE, exacerbating another growing string of food shortages.106 

Augustus responded by sending out of the city all gladiators and unsold slaves, and allowing 

senators to disperse as they pleased, alleviating some of the stress on grain stores.107 He then 

appointed an equestrian praefectus vigilum to oversee a fire-fighting brigade of 7,000 freedmen. 

                                                         

103 Crook (1996) 88. Cf. Talbert (1996) 338-39: there were only two praefecti frumenti dandi from 22 BCE, but two 
more were added in 18 BCE; cf. Pflaum (1963) 234-37. 

104 Suetonius’ (Aug. 28.3) famous phrase echoes the same: urbem… marmoream se relinquere, quam latericiam 
accepisset (that he passed on in marble a city which he received in brick); cf. Dio 56.30. 

105 Wallace-Hadrill (1996) 287. 

106 Garnsey (1988, 218-27) records crises in the years 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9 CE. 

107 Dio 55.26.1. 
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Likewise, he appointed a new chief officer to oversee the food supply, the equestrian praefectus 

annonae.108 Both of these offices were organized and prepared to calculate and address the needs 

of an ongoing system, which further represents the advancement in the means by which Rome 

managed the provision of services. The office of the praefectus annonae, perhaps created at the 

behest of the praefecti frumenti dandi, would have been capable of collecting and processing 

information regarding harvests and shipments from across the empire, to include a record of 

grain both due to Rome (as taxes in kind) and available to Rome in case of need. Other records 

could include the status of ships, ports, warehouses, and even mills.109 The praefecti frumenti 

dandi probably still served an advisory role, but the actual administration of Rome’s grain supply 

was now in the hands of a dedicated office, just as with the many other equestrian offices that 

began to emerge at this time. The praefectus annonae itself was a high level position, so its 

occupant could expect to stay in office several years before moving on to the next post. This 

being a situation conducive to the accumulation of knowledge and experience unique to this 

department,110 the escalating efficiency should have resulted in fewer food crises at Rome. 

Indeed, from what we can tell, there are fewer mentions of food shortages and riots during the 

first two centuries of the empire than before, which does suggest that Rome was getting better at 

keeping starvation to a minimum.111 As far as the people were concerned, the most important 

                                                         

108 Talbert (1996) 341: the praefectus annonae was created sometime between 7 CE and Augustus’ death in 14.  For 
the fire brigade, cf. Dio (55.26.4), who says the posts were intended to be temporary, but Augustus decided to make 
them permanent upon seeing their effectiveness. 

109 Sirks (1991) 14: the office of the praefectus annonae “had a fairly large staff”, including procuratores in Ostia, 
Portus, and Alexandria, and adiutores and centuriones in Ostia. 

110 Rickman (1980) 63-64. Cf. Garnsey and Saller (1987) Ch. 2: This is true only for the city of Rome, as 
municipalities were still left to local management. 

111 Cf. Aldrete and Mattingly (1999) 174: thirty-seven reports of food shortages between 201-31 BCE (averaging 
one every 4.6 years), 23 reports between 31 BCE-193 CE (averaging one every 7 years). 
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consequence of the fall of the Republic was the growing role of the state, a bureaucracy which 

was proving to be a more stable and efficient version of republican patronage.112 

Tiberius and Caligula 

 Augustus passed on to his successors a healthy respect for the needs of the people. 

Tiberius had the experience of being the quaestor Ostiensis, in charge of the processing point for 

the annona at Ostia.113 Having seen first-hand the logistics of feeding Rome, Tiberius always 

considered the annona a high priority. Upon Augustus’ death, the praefectus annonae was 

among the first to take an oath in support of Tiberius’ succession, endorsing the new emperor’s 

abilities.114 Tacitus’ Tiberius, in a letter to the senate, declares the importance of the annona 

above all else: hanc, patres conscripti, curam sustinet princeps; haec omissa funditus rem 

publicam trahet (this, conscript fathers, is the cura held by the princeps; neglecting this would 

drive the republic into ruin).115 He may have understood this cura to include public spectacles 

also, if we allow that he recognized that there would be a diminished need for political 

candidates to cater the support of the people through the traditional means of public games and 

feasts once he had restricted the nominations of praetorian candidates to himself and the 

Senate.116 Caligula restored these nominations back to the comitia centuriata and, predictably, 

                                                         

112 Eck (2000) 238-51: it is clear that the great increase in equestrian posts do not all represent separate branches of 
administration, but also hierarchies within branches; i.e. bureaucracy. This is not to say, of course, that patronage 
and bureaucracy were mutually exclusive; cf. Wiedemann (1996) 200-1. 

113 Rickman (1980) 48. 

114 Wiedemann (1996) 203. 

115 Tac. Ann. 3.54.9(23-24). The letter is in response to solicitation of his opinion on curtailing extravagance. 
Tiberius chides the request as trivial and beyond the scope of government, reminding them that the food supply is 
his primary concern. 

116 Wiedemann (1996) 206-7; cf. Levick (1967). 
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the city saw a reemergence of public events.117 But Caligula did not use this as an excuse to scale 

back his own euergetism. Suetonius famously criticized his leadership for squandering 

(absumpsit) the 2.7 billion sesterces reported to have been left by Tiberius,118 indicating that his 

spending on building programs and public disbursements of cash and food were much more 

generous than Tiberius’ had been. Regardless of the vastly different personalities of the first 

three emperors, they all enjoyed the support of the people because they prioritized their needs. 

Juvenal’s remark about panem et circenses is critical of the public’s apathy with political 

intrigue, specifically Sejanus’ execution under Tiberius. But, considering political history 

through the lens of food, it appears that the people were merely safe-guarding their not-so-quiet 

victory over scarcity, away from the drama of the aristocrats. 

Claudius 

 Claudius took it upon himself to reassess the entire Roman food system from supply to 

transport to distribution, embarking upon three main building projects aimed at improving each 

phase and a shift in fiscal responsibility. First, he began construction of the new Portus, a harbor 

north of Ostia intended to increase the efficiency of shipping; he also provided several incentives 

to shippers, to include insurance for those willing to operate during the winter months in order to 

add some consistency to imports throughout the year.119 Second, Claudius created the Porticus 

Minucia Frumentaria, a centralized warehouse where citizens eligible to receive free grain could 

                                                         

117 Wiedemann (1996) 222. 

118 Suet. Cal. 37.3: immensas opes totumque illud T<i>. Caesaris uicies ac septies milies sestertium non toto 
uertente anno absumpsit (he wasted the huge sums, the whole inheritance of Tiberius Caesar, 2.7 billion sesterces, 
in less than a year). The number follows Rolfe (1914) and Graves (1957), both of whom read vicies ac septies milies 
[centena milia] sestertium, or twenty-seven thousand hundred-thousands (=2,700,000,000). 

119 Levick (2015) 126-27. 
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redeem their ticket on a given day of the month rather than everyone getting their monthly ration 

at the same time, easing what had been a congested and chaotic event.120 The equestrian 

praefectus annonae was still in charge of the annona, to include the procurement of grain for the 

frumentatio, and the praefecti frumenti dandi possibly still continued in its advisory role, but the 

administrative power over the distribution of free grain was now split off and entrusted to the 

procurator de Minucia.121 Third, Claudius attempted to drain much of the Fucine Lake, partly in 

order to improve agricultural production near the capital.122 Finally, he transferred the fiscal 

responsibility for the frumentatio from the aerarium to the fiscus; in other words, from the state’s 

bank account to his own.123 Claudius proved to be very capable in dealing with large-scale 

organizational efforts, and his contributions to both the annona and the frumentatio are rivaled 

only by Augustus and Trajan. 

Uncertain Times 

 Nero, like Caligula, was generous to the people and frequently provided public games 

and distributions of food, but he was unable to sustain the heavy spending. The treasuries had yet 

to recover from the excesses of previous emperors, and Rome’s Great Fire in 64 CE required the 

additional expense of rebuilding much of the city’s center, not to mention the wastefulness of the 

                                                         

120 Levick (2015) 128. 

121 Wiedemann (1996) 238. 

122 Pliny NH 36.124, Suet. Cl. 20.2; cf. Wiedemann (1996) 235, Levick (2015) 128. Ultimately unsuccessful, and 
marred by controversy and catastrophe, the draining of the Fucine Lake does represent the broad extent of Claudius’ 
attempts to augment Rome’s food supply. Pliny the Elder (NH 36.124.3) criticizes Nero for allowing the canal 
draining the Fucine Lake to go unserviced, negating Claudius’ attempts . 

123 This last move was largely symbolic since there had been some growing overlap since the beginning of 
Augustus’ reign, part of a much larger, gradual trend that is more fully explained by Rathbone (1996) 320. 
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Domus Aurea project.124 As a result, the frumentatio was temporarily suspended for the first time 

since Clodius Pulcher had made it free in 58 BCE.125 To replenish the imperial fiscus, Nero 

raised taxes in the provinces and raided temple treasures. Still not satisfied, he then confiscated 

half the province of Africa, executing six senators in the process.126 By 66 CE, says Josephus, 

Africa was providing enough grain to feed Rome for eight months of the year, the income from 

which would now go to the emperor rather than private individuals.127 After the empire’s first 

hundred years, the emperor’s possessions, political influence, and control over benefactions to 

the people were all greater than ever, but the Flavians still inherited a fragile economy, a tenuous 

annona, and an uncertain future for the frumentatio. The imperial administration’s fatal flaw was 

that its bureaucracy of equestrian prefects functioned as collaborators rather than managers. 

What staff they did have proved much too small to handle appropriately the logistics of feeding 

Rome. 

The Proliferation of Imperial Freedmen 

 Vespasian was a different kind of emperor. From a rather modest equestrian background, 

he lacked the ostentation of a Caligula or a Nero.128 He did have a reputation among some for 

being greedy,129 but Suetonius defends this, citing his prudence in spending as evidence that the 

                                                         

124 Wiedemann (1996) 251. 

125 Dio 62.18.5. 

126 Erdcamp (2015) 227, using Pliny NH 18.35. 

127 Joseph. BJ 2.383-85. Cf. Erdcamp (2015) 227, Whittaker (1996) 617. 

128 Even Claudius had treated access to himself as a special privilege; cf. Griffin (2000) 24. 

129 Tacitus (Hist. 2.5), for example, gives the backhanded compliment: si avaritia abesset, antiquis ducibus par (he 
would be equal to the generals of old, if not for his greed).  
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emperor was only doing what was required to refill the imperial purse.130 Dio, also, credits him 

for spending money on the needs of the people rather than his own indulgences.131 Vespasian’s 

vast military experience is reminiscent of a Pompey or a Caesar, which might explain their 

similar interests in logistics. Starting in the second half of the first century CE, imperial 

freedmen began accompanying equestrian procurators into the provinces as staff.132 The 

equestrian office-holders would stay in a position for an average of 2-3 years and move on to 

another position, but very few of the imperial freedmen appear to have held more than one 

post.133 As such, these people were allowed the time to collect knowledge and experience unique 

to their given department, rather than prioritizing a development of character and reputation as 

happened among the senators and equites.134 Also, these imperial agents acted as sponges, 

soaking up information from all over the empire about all manner of things and funneling it 

back, ultimately, to the ear of the emperor.135 The inevitable consequence of this gradual build-

                                                         

130 Suet. Vesp. 16. Griffin (2000, 20) supports this view, arguing that Vespasian preferred to spend money on 
projects useful to the people, rather than those intended for private comfort, as Nero had done. It is worth 
mentioning that the most famous example of Vespasian’s thrift also comes to us from Suetonius (Vesp. 23.3), which 
is the story of his tax on urine and whether the money derived from that tax smelled foul. In light of Suetonius’ 
overall opinion of Vespasian, perhaps this story is intended to reflect a virtue (acumen) rather than a vice (avarice). 

131 Dio (66.10.3) calls Vespasian İὐĲİȜȑıĲαĲα (very thrifty), saying Ĳὰ ȝȐȜȚıĲα įȚȑįİȚȟİȞ ݼĲȚ ĲὰȢ ıυȜȜȠȖὰȢ ĲῶȞ 
χȡȘȝȐĲωȞ Ƞὐț ݋Ȣ ĲὰȢ ݌αυĲȠῦ ݘįȠȞὰȢ ἀȜȜ' ݋Ȣ ĲὰȢ ĲȠῦ įȒȝȠυ χȡİȓαȢ ݋πȠȚİῖĲȠ (he made it abundantly clear that he was 
accumulating money not for his own pleasure but for the needs of the people). 

132 The beginning of this trend corresponds roughly to the lex de imperii Vespasiani (clause VI), which gave to 
Vespasian the authority to do “whatever he deems to be in the interests of the commonwealth or in accordance with 
the dignity of Roman affairs, both secular and religious, public and private”; cf. Griffin (2000: 10-12), who says 
there may have been a precedent for this in 37 CE, when Caligula “became the first emperor to acquire imperial 
powers en bloc rather than piecemeal over time, as Augustus and Tiberius had done”.   

133 Eck (2000) 263. 

134 Eck (2000) 255-56: “the freedman procurator, who… provided an element of continuity, was in charge of the 
central offices of each cura”; cf. Haensch (1995). Eck (264-65) further adds the point that these imperial freedmen 
do not have heirs, and therefore there are no “freedmen dynasties” bequeathing offices or accumulating prestige. 

135 The fisherman responsible for catching the turbot in Juvenal’s Satire 4 (lines 45-56) feels he must rush the fish to 
the emperor, fearing what would happen if an informer, knowing what he has caught, gets there first. Cf. Ch. 3 of 
this dissertation. 
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up of bureaucracy was that the emperor himself, through the imperium bestowed upon his 

freedmen, would come to hold jurisdiction over all things.  

Good Fortune 

 Titus is generally regarded as having been more generous than his father, but this may be 

a mere accident of circumstance. Emperor only a few months, Titus was in Campania surveying 

the destruction wrought by Mount Vesuvius when a large fire broke out in Rome that consumed 

much of the Campus Martius and the Capitoline. To the victims of both disasters, Titus gave 

money and redistributed the property of those killed without heirs, and as the reconstruction 

process began, he offered cuncta praetoriorum suorum ornamenta operibus ac templis (all the 

ornaments of his own lavish residences for the public buildings and temples).136 The Flavians 

were then in the position of having resurrected the Roman economy, having expanded their own 

supervision in the name of efficiency, and having met the tragedies of disaster with charitable 

generosity. Then came Domitian. 

Majesty  

 Domitian did not come to embody the same thrift or humility made famous by the first 

two Flavians. He was a heavy spender, especially on the military, but also on lavish games and 

monuments.137 Even so, his refusal to respond to popular complaints at the games made him 

unpopular.138 He emphasized the traditional social order and hierarchy, but his behavior made it 

clear that he saw himself unequaled, the culmination of a century’s worth of imperial imagery at 
                                                         

136 Suet. Tit. 8.3-4, Dio 66.24. There was also a plague during this time. 

137 Griffin (2000) 69-76. 

138 Dio 69.6.1; cf. Griffin (2000) 82. 
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the top of a pyramidal network of patronage. For example, he was escorted by twenty-four lictors 

like a dictator rather than the consular twelve.139 He took the title censor perpetuus, allowing him 

to control the membership of the senate.140 He even assumed the title dominus et deus.141 Perhaps 

the successes of his immediate predecessors made this a natural presumption, but the identity of 

Domitian toward the end of his reign was a projection of pure and unprecedented majesty. This 

very real hyperbole was an easy target for authors like Juvenal who were looking to attack 

obscene disparity. But this disparity appears to have been more due to the rising levels of 

ostentatious wealth than to sinking average incomes. With rare exception, the one thing that all 

emperors had in common was their preservation of the frumentatio, the people’s guarantee 

against starvation. The grain was always a top priority, regardless of how the man sitting on the 

throne otherwise behaved. 

Speculations 

 It has already been noted that the 200,000 recipients of grain under Augustus may have 

required as many as one hundred bakeries to turn this grain into bread. That is, it was the 

responsibility of the emperor to provide the grain at no charge to the people, but the recipients 

were still responsible for having it processed. For those who wanted to consume their grain as 

bread, bakeries would have provided a convenient option, for a fee. Those who could not afford 

to pay this fee could simply eat the grain as puls, or they may have been able to exchange the 

grain at the bakery for a less than equivalent amount of bread to offset the cost. The 

                                                         

139 Griffin (2000) 80-1. 

140 Eck (2000) 215-16. 

141 Dio dates this to 86/7, and it was well established by 93 (also referenced by Suetonius and Martial); cf. Griffin 
(2000) 81. 
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transportation, also, appears to be a major inefficiency, since recipients were forced to carry their 

4-5 pounds of grain from the point of distribution (these locations prior to Claudius are 

unknown) to a bakery, through the traffic of the streets and exposed to the elements. Claudius 

centralized the distributions at the Porticus Minucia Frumentaria (PMF), requiring all citizens to 

visit the same location to receive their ration at times staggered throughout the month. Bakker 

argues that people would still need to haul their grain to a bakery in order for the bakers to get 

paid, since there is no evidence that state contracts with bakers began until the reign of Trajan. 

But for all the work and attention given to centralization, asking citizens to continue to schlep 

their grain to bakeries seems unnecessary. Another possibility is that citizens received a second 

tessera at the PMF (in addition to the tessera frumentaria which they would have at all times and 

show at the PMF) that would qualify them for their ration to be picked up at a bakery; but surely 

Claudius did not need to build a central distribution center just to hand out a second ticket to 

those who already possessed a first ticket.142 A third option is that the distributions had already 

been converted to bread during (or before) Claudius’ reign.143 Bakers, under contract to the state, 

could produce a set amount of bread each day for the frumentatio, which they would transport to 

the PMF for distribution to those who could show a tessera frumentaria. It must be stressed that 

there is no evidence to support this feature this early, so this theory is mere speculation. 

Nevertheless, considering the prevalence of bread in the Roman diet even long before the reign 

of Claudius, it does seem possible, even plausible, that the PMF’s logistical advancements 

                                                         

142 Bakker (1999) 2. 

143 This development of the frumentatio from grain to bread is commonly attributed to the reign of either Severus or 
Aurelian (sometime between the late second century and the late third century). At this time, the distributions were 
also moved to the gradus [steps] located in different parts of the city. Bakeries would deliver their bread to clerks of 
the annona who were stationed at these locations, and citizens would visit their assigned location on their assigned 
day. Severus also added olive oil to the dole; cf. Thurmond (2006) 75. 
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included the shift in the distribution of the frumentatio from grain to bread. Barring new 

evidence, however, the official credit for this belongs to Trajan, who formerly organized the 

bakers into a single collegium, the corpus pistorum, for the explicit purpose of contracting with 

the state.144 Prior emperors would have needed to contract individual bakers, or perhaps small 

groups of bakers, if at all, and since there was no provision for societates (corporations) apart 

from the individuals that comprised them, if any one member of a societas withdrew or died, the 

societas at risk of being dissolved.145 It was to remedy difficulties such as these that the myriad 

components of Rome’s food supply had seen gradual integration with an ever-expanding 

imperial agency. It may be unreasonable to expect tidy explanations for when major innovations 

took place. 

Concluding Remarks about Rome’s Frumentatio 

 Feelings of entitlement are rooted in the merits of compensation. Roman politicians had 

little choice but to continue the distributions once they had begun, and they justified the apparent 

altruism of the frumentatio by considering it an investment in future citizens.146 No class of 

people considers its entitlements to be unjustified. Soldiers who risked their lives fighting on 

behalf of their country demand a grant of land upon retirement. Magistrates who serve the needs 

of the city demand recognition, promotion, and power. Emperors, as divinely ordained rulers 

who ensure the dominance and longevity of their country demand reverence and, eventually, 

                                                         

144 Bakker (1999) 118. Sirks (1991a: 5) agrees: “the emperors took the initiative in founding the collegia”. 

145 Frier and Kehoe (2007) 127-28: tax farming societates were an exception, especially during the late Republic. 

146 Hands (1968) esp. 112-15, arguing that schemes to feed the poor were not purely altruistic, but an investment in 
the future military strength of empire. Cf. Lintott (1994b) 66: As Tiberius had said about his redistributions, “the 
public land [ager publicus] of the Roman people should belong to the Roman people and not a fraction of it.”; Cic. 
Off. 11.78-81, Plut. TG 9.3, App. BC 1.10-11.  
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worship. The people, by their very virtue of being numerous, are the foundation, the builders and 

the consumers, the secret behind and, it was argued, the rightful heirs to Rome’s success. The 

end of the Roman Republic saw the plebs stake their claim, gradually confiscating their slice of 

the new empire’s wealth. The imperial patronage of Rome’s food supply then became a tradition, 

and the recipients of the emperor’s largess largely contented themselves with their most 

immediate concerns having been addressed, summed up in the phrase panem et circenses. When 

interpreted through the lens of food, history reveals a Roman populace that successfully 

appropriated enough political power to ensure a regular supply of free food and free 

entertainment. To wish for more than this, as Juvenal himself would say, is pure folly. 



50 
 

CHAPTER TWO 

EXTRAVAGANCE AMONG THE ELITES 

nullus iam parasitus erit. sed quis ferat istas 
luxuriae sordes? quanta est gula quae sibi totos 
ponit apros, animal propter conuiuia natum! 
Juvenal 1.132-141 
 
There is no longer any parasite present, but who 
could endure such filthy displays of luxury 
anyway? How great is the gluttony that serves 
itself whole boars, an animal born for the 
purpose of convivia? 
 

 Details also matter. Like panem and turbot, aper is a word loaded with meaning on 

several levels. At its most literal, aper is the boar, an animal that provides meat to be consumed 

as food. The provinces never quite took to the pig in the same way as those living in and around 

the city of Rome, likely because pork was just too expensive to be a viable market item outside 

of the immediate vicinity of the capital, where the subsidies offered through the frumentatio put 

pork within the reach of more consumers. Romans living in the city loved pork. In fact, pork is 

the most quintessentially Roman of all the meats, and boar is the choicest variety of pork. By the 

end of the first century CE, pork had become such an important part of Roman cuisine that whole 

dinner menus were built around it. Allusions to epic reinforce the social aspect of the meal, and 

the importance of maintaining amicitia. From its very etymology, swine were thought to have no 

other purpose than to provide an opportunity for people to come together in a celebration of 

community. How one shared the experience of eating with others was a reflection of character, 

of understanding, and of affiliation. Thus, the aper is also a symbol of Roman identity, used by 

Juvenal to emphasize the corruption of extravagance into disparity at the dinner table. The 
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standard three-course format of the cena recta had developed well before the end of the 

Republic, but levels of extravagance grow as the frumentatio settles in and markets expand. 

Early imperial authors take pride in describing the details of a proper meal, and especially the 

foods. The wealthy enjoyed their extravagance, but emulation of their behavior by men of lesser 

means proved dangerous. When the value of client services becomes monetized in the mid-to-

late first century CE, the old view that relationships should be based upon respect and goodwill 

is displaced by the notion of quid pro quo. By the late Flavian period, hosts have reckoned that 

their clients are no longer worth the expense of a full meal, and fair treatment at the literary 

dinner table disappears. Before, everyone ate the same thing. Now, there is disparity, often 

extreme, among the foods served to each guest. By the time of Juvenal, the presumption of 

equality at a cena had been so abandoned, and guests could instead expect such hunger and 

humility, that a sensible, locavore austerity returns in order to reaffirm for both host and guest 

the prudence of living within one’s means. The boar, once the symbol of community and culture, 

had come to represent greed and decay. This is the story of that transformation. 

Part 1: The Boar 

 Juvenal begins his five books of Satires by explaining his motivation for writing satire. 

Anyone can write epic, he says, and besides, epic is not relevant, there is neither risk nor reward. 

Satire, on the other hand, is meaningful because it exposes the realities of vitium and avaritia, 

which have never been so bad as now. Given the abundance of improprieties around him, 

difficile est saturam non scribere (it is difficult not to write satire). The cause of society’s ills is 

the divitiarum maiestas, the majesty of riches, now worshipped at Rome without need of temple 

or altar. This blight of morality has infected the most ubiquitous of Roman activities, the 
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salutatio, the morning greeting between patron and client. Juvenal has chosen not to refer to the 

occasion by name, focusing instead on the sportula, the baskets of goods or money that a patron 

would distribute to his dependents. Here, the poor and the old are passed over in favor of those 

who are already wealthy, and the poor are left to buy cabbage and fuel for themselves, deprived 

of their already meager salary. Meanwhile, the patron spends an entire fortune to lie in the lap of 

luxury and consume, alone, totos apros, animal propter convivia natum (whole boars, an animal 

born for the sake of convivia), food that at one time stood as a symbol for community. It is an 

inevitable tragedy that these men will eat themselves to death without heirs to inherit their 

fortunes, only crowds of iratis amicis (irate friends) who cheer the passing of their loathsome 

patron.  

The Golden Age of Pork 

 The Romans recognized the Greek precedent in pig-breeding, but saw themselves as the 

diligent heirs to the practice, and the subsidized marketplace of the late Republic and early 

Empire fostered an appreciation for pork. Varro’s Res Rusticae has a gathering of knowledgeable 

men to discuss matters of agriculture, and Gnaeus Tremelius Scrofa, qui de agri cultura 

Romanus peritissimus existimatur (who is considered the Roman most skilled in agriculture), is 

called upon to describe the nature of swine.1 He responds by saying that he is not descended 

from Eumaeus, Odysseus’ loyal swineherd, but he knows about pigs because his upbringing 

included a healthy regard for agriculture, and pigs are commonplace on Italian farms.2 King’s 

analysis of animal bone assemblages from across the empire supports this picture with evidence 
                                                         

1 Varro RR 1.2.9. Scrofa means “breeding-sow”, and is also the modern species name for the pig (Sus scrofa). 

2 Varro RR 2.4.3; cf. Wilkins (1995) 102. Hom. Ody 14.22: Eumaeus is the first to welcome home Odysseus. 
Scrofa’s point is that he is not himself a swine-herd, but he does still know about swine because of their prevalence. 
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showing meat preferences over time. Pigs, says King, came to dominate the culinary scene of 

central Italy during the late Republic and remained strong until a slow decline beginning in the 

4th century CE. During this same time, those areas under earlier influence of Greece and the Near 

East favor sheep and goats, while the northwestern provinces tend to consume more beef.3 This 

supports Pliny the Elder’s claim that Italian pork production began around the early part of the 

first century BCE in the area of Tarquinium, when Fulvius Lippinus became the first Roman to 

form vivaria (live animal parks) for wild boar.4 Q. Hortensius followed suit, creating a 

therotrophium (game preserve for rearing wild animals) for boar and other animals near 

Laurentum, a description of which is provided by Varro.5 Pliny parallels this with an evolution in 

consumption, citing P. Servilius Rullus as the first Roman who served up a whole boar at a 

banquet (in epulis), a practice which later grew into two or three boar for just one course of a 

larger meal (non tota quidem cena, sed in principio), illustrating a healthy demand for pork in the 

marketplace.6 The evidence is strong that the production and trade of pork began during the early 

part of the first century BCE. 

Provincial Reluctance 

 Pork was also consumed in other parts of Italy and in the provinces, but mostly by the 

upper echelons of the community, both Romans and locals. King and MacKinnon cite evidence 

                                                         

3 King (1999) 189; cf. Cool (2006) 82. According to Pliny (NH 8.83(58)), wild boar did not exist in Africa, or on the 
island of Crete except for an area around Cydon. 

4 Pliny NH 8.86(52/211). Pliny is likely getting his information from Varro (RR 3.12.1), who credits the same man. 

5 Varro RR 3.13.2. Pliny (NH 8.86(52/211)) names both Q. Hortensius and L. Lucullus as imitatores of Fulvius 
Lippinus. The difference in nomenclature for the parks is not made clear in the text, but it may have been 
Hortensius’ preference to use the Greek.  

6 Pliny NH 8.78(51end)/85/210. 
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from a broad collection of sites that show greater pig consumption among urban sites than rural, 

and among higher-status areas of both.7 Cool’s work on food in Roman Britain also presents 

evidence that sheep and goats were the primary meat of native peoples there, but beef and pork 

increase at and from areas of Roman occupation;8 the consumption of pork, especially, appears 

to be indicative of a high-social status, again based on where in the site the animals were 

consumed.9 At rural sites, a rather rapid shift occurred in the increase in beef at the expense of 

sheep, but the increase in pork consumption was much slower.10 Theories as to why pork did not 

become more popular in the provinces range from the lack of woodlands for their forage to 

religious restrictions on diet.11 The more obvious explanation is that pigs were expensive to raise. 

Pigs produce nothing but meat, they have no other means (such as milk or wool) to offset their 

cost. And meat is far less important to a rural diet than sustainable animal products like milk and 

cheese.12 Pork was not a part of native cuisines, and the demand for pigs never grew enough to 

give provincials an incentive to adopt pig-breeding on a commercial scale. Even their manure 

was thought inferior to other domestic animals: Varro suggests that those who have meadows on 

their property ut potius oves quam sues habeant curant… propter stercus (should see to it that 

                                                         

7 King (1999) 3. MacKinnon (2004) 139-40. 

8 Cool (2006) 80; cf. King (1978) 178-80. 

9 Cool (2006) 82. 

10 Cool (2006) 83. 

11 Cool (2006) 84.; cf. Maltby (1994) 9, and in Davies et al. (2002) 169. Pens are easy enough to employ, so a lack 
of foraging space does not adequately explain the lack of domestic pigs; for this reason to be true, we must also 
accept either that a general scarcity of food could not justify pigs, or that British pig-breeders were so proud as to 
refuse to raise a subpar product.   

12 Braund (1989) 74; cf. Frayn (1979) 39. 
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they have sheep rather than pigs on account of the dung) to use as fertilizer.13 In short, pork was 

a luxury item, and provincial economies that tended to be based upon subsistence agriculture 

could not support the price.  

Pig City, ITA 

 Pork became a huge hit at Rome, where it was both desirable and affordable. Pliny the 

Elder claims that sues (pigs) have nearly fifty flavors, while the other animals each have their 

own singular flavor (quinquaginta prope sapores, cum ceteris singuli); and feri sues (wild boars) 

are especially pleasing due to the quality of their meat.14 Plato considered swineherds to be 

among the many professions signifying a luxurious city because frivolous spending encourages 

the demand for pork, and since pigs have no secondary use, the flavor of their meat is the only 

reason why pigs would be a desirable commodity.15 At Rome, prior to the last decades of the 

Republic, the cost of raising pigs had put their meat beyond the reach of most people. Thanks to 

the size and subsidy of Rome’s annona, more people gained the means to afford pork here than 

elsewhere in the empire. As discussed in the last chapter, Rome began the frumentatio (a grain 

subsidy) in 123 BCE and made it free to select citizens in 58 BCE. The effect of this was broader 

market access for those citizens receiving the subsidy, meaning more consumers had the 

opportunity to purchase a bigger variety of foods. This increase in demand then encourages more 

investment in production, and as with all economies of scale, individual pigs become cheaper to 

                                                         

13 Varro RR 1.19.3. 1.38.1-3 gives the hierarchy of animal dung for manure: birds have the stercus optimum, 
followed by that of a human, goat, sheep, ass, and that of a horse is minime bonum. Pigs do not even make the list. 
Cf. MacKinnon (2004) 150. 

14 Pliny NH 8.77-78(51). 

15 Plato Rep. 2.373c. Cf. MacKinnon (2004) 141, 150. 
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raise, lowering their cost at the market. By the end of the first century CE, Rome had proven 

Plato correct. Thanks to a vastly expanded marketplace, pigs became the symbol of Rome’s 

culinary identity.   

The Boar is the Best Kind of Pig 

 The Romans recognized a qualitative distinction between the aper (wild boar) and the sus 

(domestic pig). In modern taxonomy, both animals belong to the genus Sus and the species 

scrofa, but the domestic pig is distinguished by the subspecies domesticus.16 (Thus, the wild boar 

is Sus scrofa and the domestic pig is Sus scrofa domesticus.) As this nomenclature represents, the 

domestic pig is merely a variation of the wild boar, but this is a rather important difference. 

Domestication of swine (a broad term encompassing all members of the genus Sus) results in 

considerable changes to their appearance. Not only do they lose much of their hair and come to 

resemble what we normally associate with barnyard pigs (nearly bald, pink skin, short snout, 

curly tail), but the energy conservation afforded by captivity allows them to grow considerably 

bigger. Bigger, but not more nutritious. Modern studies in Latvia have concluded that wild boar 

provide healthier meat than their domestic cousins, and the Romans sensed this as well.17 In 

Pliny’s book on medicines derived from animals, he says the best kind of fat comes from swine, 

but only those animals that feed on roots (i.e. not kept in pens); fat from females is preferable, 

especially from gilts (females that have not produced a litter), but it is even better if from the 

                                                         

16 NCBI Database (2016) at Sus scrofa (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/taxonomy). 

17 Strazdina, et al. (2014). Galen (alim. fac. iii 19 vi p.700 K) calls pork the most nutritious of meats; cf. Mayor 
(1888) 1.152. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/taxonomy
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wild boar.18 Martial’s host knows that a boar is more enticing than a pig, luring him to dinner 

with the promise of aprum but giving him porcum instead.19 The best type of pork, according to 

Martial, is a porcellus lactans (suckling pig), a delicacy which he prefers even to the boar; but 

small young animals are ill-suited for the sizable needs of satirical hyperbole.20 The only 

distinction that remains is in which type of boar is best, and there is some disagreement. 

Horace’s Catius has learned to avoid carnem inertem (lit. lazy meat: pen-raised and tasteless) by 

choosing an Umbrian boar allowed to roam free to feed on holm-oak acorns, the same diet that 

makes the famed (and very expensive) jamón ibérico de bellota today.21 Statius, on the other 

hand, shows contempt for anyone who delights in knowing why the Tuscan boar is superior to 

                                                         

18 Pliny NH 28.34(37/136): Proxima in communibus adipi laus est, sed maxime suillo. … neque est occulta virium 
causa, quoniam id animal herbarum radicibus vescitur; itaque etiam fimo innumeri usus. quam ob rem non de alia 
loquemur [sue]. multo efficacior e femina et quae non peper<er>it, multo vero praestantior in apris es<se 
d>i<c>itur usus axungiae (the next highest praise among common remedies goes to fat, but especially fat from 
swine. … nor is the cause of its powers a secret since that animal feeds on the roots of plants, and so its dung has 
countless uses also. For this reason, we will not speak of any other type of pig [than root-fed]. It is said that the use 
of fat is better by far if from the female, and especially one which has not yet given birth, but actually [the fat] on 
the boar is even more excellent.) 

19 Mart. 8.22: Invitas ad aprum, ponis mihi, Gallice, porcum. Hybrida sum, si das, Gallice, verba mihi. (You invite 
me to aprum and you serve me porcum, Gallicus. I am a hybrid, Gallicus, if you deceive me.) The analysis is tricky: 
Shackleton-Bailey’s (Loeb for Martial Epigrams 2, Books 6-10, p.173n37) interpretation is that Martial can tell the 
difference. Pliny (NH 8.79(53)) describes hybrida as the ancient term to refer to the offspring of a boar and a pig, 
which seems to be part of the joke here, but Pliny also acknowledges that the term can apply to a human with two 
parent nationalities as well. Martial (10.65) refers to himself as ex Hibernis et Celtis genitus Tagique civis (born 
from Iberians and Celts, and a citizen of the Tagus), which makes him a hybrid according to Pliny, and much like 
Horace’s Persius (in Sat. 7), who is called a hybrida for being half-Roman and half-Greek (cf. Pomponius 
Porphyrio, Commentum in Horati Sermones 1.7.pr.1-5). Also, the conditional statement is a simple fact present, 
suggesting that the condition is true: if you deceive me (which you do), then I am a hybrid (which I am). So, 
Shakleton-Bailey’s interpretation that Martial can tell the difference between boar and pig by taste is correct only if 
we assume the more specific definition of hybrida as part boar, part pig. If we allow for a looser application to a 
man of two different nationalities, then Martial must mean that he cannot tell the difference. Either way, the 
invitation assumes that aprum is the more enticing. 

20 Mart. 13.41: Lacte mero pastum pigrae mihi matris alumnum ponat, et Aetolo de sue dives edat (would that a rich 
man serve me a piglet fed on its mother’s pure milk, let him eat from the Aetolian pig).  

21 Hor. Sat. 2.4.40-1: Umber et iligna nutritus glande rotundas curvat aper lances carnem vitantis inertem (the 
Umbrian boar fed on holm-oak acorns bends the round platter of one avoiding tasteless meat). He goes on to say that 
the Laurens malus est, ulvis et harundine pinguis (the boar from Laurentium is bad because it grows fat on sludge 
and reeds). 



58 
 

the Umbrian.22 It is possible that this is merely a difference of opinion, or it may be that the 

intervening century had seen a change in the market. Our problem with these qualitative 

distinctions is there were no archaeological methods to derive this information from bone 

assemblages until the 1970s. Data collection of this type is only now beginning to be widespread, 

so we are unable to determine the extent to which central Italy was consuming pigs apart from 

boars, much less boars from different regions.23 We can conclude that Juvenal’s choice to use 

aper is characteristically hyperbolic. While pork is the quintessential Roman meat, boar is the 

best type of pork, and connoisseurs will even favor boar from specific areas. 

90s Menus 

 Thanks to the benefit of lower prices, Romans took to the flavor of pork and had made it 

a core item on their dinner menus by the end of the first century CE. It may be that each of the 

following lists represents an actual meal, but this is an unnecessary proof to attempt; it is enough 

for our purposes here simply to view the individual items as popular foods one might see at a 

cena.24 Martial jokes that Papylus knows but is unable to appreciate the finer foods because he 

eats scrap fish and oiled beans, while he sends sumen, aprum, leporem, boletos, ostrea, mullos 

(sow’s udder, boar, hare, mushrooms, oysters, and mullet) as gifts to others.25 Martial also 

                                                         

22 Statius (Silv. 4.6.8-10) a miseri, quos nosse iuvat… cur Tuscus aper generosior Vmbro (woe to the wretched who 
see a benefit in knowing [various culinary distinctions, to include] why the Tuscan boar is superior to the Umbrian 
boar). Coleman’s commentary (1988: 179) on this line recognizes Horace’s claim but gives no further explanation of 
Statius’.  

23 Cf. MacKinnon (2007). This is but one area of dietary consumption to benefit from osteoarchaeology, and such 
questions are worth revisiting as more information becomes available.  

24 Note the absence of beef and mutton, which supersede pork everywhere else in the empire. 

25 Mart. 7.78: Saxetani coda lacerti et conchis inuncta (the tail of a Saxetanian lizard fish – for which cf. Pliny NH 
32.146 – and oiled beans).  
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cautions against excessive generosity in saying that a host who serves aprum et mullos et sumen 

et ostrea attracts dinner-guests who may be chasing meals and not friendship (amicitia),26 not 

unlike when a persistent fever is reluctant to give up such a bene vivendum feeding on boletos, 

ostrea, sumen, aprum, washed down with Setine, Falernian, and Caecuban (the very best) 

wines.27 There are hosts like Ligurinus who will serve rhombos (turbot), mullum, boletos, ostrea 

just to have someone to listen to their awful poetry.28 As a reciprocal host, Martial rejects an 

invitation to a lauta cena (a fine meal) of boletos, aprum, Lucrina [ostrea], mullorum, leporum 

et suminis because he would be unable to return the favor, preferring instead subitas ofellas 

(hastily thrown together bits of food, probably to include leftovers); his reasoning is that even 

lautissima (the finest) foods end up as a pile of shit, and what is worse, these foods ultimately 

lead to poor nutrition and gout.29 Even for a boar taken by the hunt, the cost of the oven, much 

less the other ingredients required to cook it properly, is enough to prevent one from eating it.30 

And he claims to prefer that porcellus lactans anyway, let the rich man eat Aetolo de sue (from 

Meleager’s boar).31 There are also two examples in Martial of guests who swipe extra food to 

take home. Caecilianus takes teats of a sow’s udder (suminis) and a rib of pork (porci) and a 

meadow-bird (attagenam) fit sufficient for two, half a mullet (mullum) and a whole pike (lupum) 

                                                         

26 Mart. 9.14. 

27 Mart. 12.17. 

28 Mart. 3.45. This poem ends with an exasperated, and rather humorous, tace.  

29 Mart. 12.48. 

30 Mart. 7.27. Martial is being sarcastic, of course. His son(?) Dexter kills a boar and it sits laying on his hearth. 
Proper boasts are made about the triumph, but when he realizes he will need a professional cook, pepper, Falernian 
wine, and homemade garum to cook it, he says: Ad dominum redeas, noster te non capit ignis, Conturbator aper: 
vilius esurio (you should return to your master, our fire cannot contain you, you expensive boar: hunger is cheaper). 

31 Mart. 13.41. 
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and a side of eel (muraenae) and a leg of chicken (pulli) and a pigeon (palumbum) dripping in its 

own juices.32 And again, Santra pilfers bits of aper, lepus, ostrea, excavatae vulvae (sow’s 

womb), and a boletus, although debilis (shriveled), and more.33  

 Juvenal echoes Martial in his own lists, often adding his ever-present hyperbole. The 

master butcher Trypherus knows how to carve sumen, lepus, aper, pygargus (antelopes), 

Scythicae volucres (pheasants), phoenicopterus ingens (tall flamingoes), and Gaetulus oryx 

(gazelles).34 Virro’s elaborately lop-sided meal includes mullus, dignus ferro Meleagri aper (a 

boar worthy of Meleager’s blade), boletus, and lepores (or gallina) among the high-end foods 

served to host, contrasting the inferior foods, if any, served to guest Trebius.35 And finally, the 

boar of Satire 1, consumed single-gulletedly by an individual destined to die intestata (without 

an heir) in the bath, a crudum pauonem (undigested peacock) still in his belly.36 These depictions 

of fine dining support the evidence from the bone assemblages to show that the boar had become 

one of the centerpieces of a proper Roman meal. In consideration of the normally high cost of 

pork (and other foods) outside of the subsidized marketplace at Rome, it may be that not only 

boar but to a certain degree all Roman cuisine was at a level uncommon, if not impossible, 

anywhere but in the capital itself. 

                                                         

32 Mart. 2.37.2-6: mammas suminis imbricemque porci communemque duobus attagenam, mullum dimidium 
lupumque totum muraenaeque latus femurque pulli stillantemque alica sua palumbum. 

33 Mart. 7.20: others include a thrush, cake, grapes, pomegranate seeds, fig, headless pigeon, assorted wine all mixed 
together, and even random scraps from floor. 

34 Juv. 11.136ff. 

35 Juv. 5.92ff.  

36 Juv. 1.140-145:  
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The Epic Pig 

 References to Meleager’s boar hunt are common in literature. The satirists often make 

explicit connections to the grand stories of epic in order to inflate a scene with an allusion to 

heroic virtue. Juvenal can be derisive toward epic based on that genre’s archaic irrelevance to 

contemporary life, but he often still uses epic to show how usurpers of the Roman identity have 

misappropriated the symbols of culture. Of the most epic animals – the boar, the lion, and the 

bull – the boar is the only one also prized for its meat. Several individual boars appear in 

mythology as threats to human life: the Calydonian (or Aetolian, killed by Meleager),37 the 

Clazomenean (which had wings),38 the Crommyonian (killed by Theseus),39 the Erymanthian (or 

Tegeaean, or Arcadian, captured alive by Hercules),40 and also the boar that killed Adonis.41 In 

culinary contexts, however, the Calydonian boar eclipses all others, which could be because this 

is the only boar hunted by a party of heroes, five of whom die in the hunt by Ovid’s account.42 It 

is to this boar that Horace refers when he advises Lollius that he should join his rich friend (dives 

amicus) when he heads to the country with Aetolian hunting nets (Aetolis plagis), adding that it 

is the customary feat requiring Roman virtue, and useful for glory (Romanis sollemne viris opus, 

                                                         

37 Hom. Il. 9.543 ff; Hes. Catalogues of Women fr. 98; Apollod. 1.8.2; Ov. Met. 8.269 ff.; Ov. Her. 20.99ff; Hygin. 
Fab. 174; Paus. 8.45.4; Stat. Theb. 2.469ff; et al.. 

38 Ael. NA 12.38. 

39 Bacchyl. fr.18; Plut. Thes. 9; Plat. Lach. 196e.; Eurip. Suppl. 316; Apollod. E1.1; Strab. Geo. 8.6.22; Paus. 2.1.3; 
Ov. Met. 7.433; et al.. 

40 Apollod. 2.83; Soph. Trach. 1097; Ov. Met. 9.191; Ov. Her. 9.87ff; Sen. Her. F. 228ff; Stat. Theb. 4.297ff; Stat. 
Theb. 8.746ff; et al.. 

41 Ov. Met. 10.708-716. 

42 Ov. Met. 8.262-444: the boar kills Eupalamon, Pelagon, the son of Hippocoon, Hippasus, and Ancaeus of Arcadia. 
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utile famae).43 In his list of Xenia (gifts for guests), here is Martial’s key description for the aper: 

Qui Diomedeis metuendus saetiger agris Aetola cecidit cuspide, talis erat (such was the bristle-

bearer feared by the fields of Diomedes and killed by the Aetolian spear).44 And when Martial 

describes the cuirass of Domitian, which was made from innumeri lubricus unguis apri (the 

slippery-smooth hooves of countless boar), it is again the Aetolae cuspidis that draws the animal, 

and thus the emperor, back to epic.45 Juvenal’s Virro also consumes flavi dignus ferro Meleagri 

aper (a boar worthy of the blond Meleager’s steel) while his guest Trebius looks on in silence, 

mindful not to presume liberties beyond his status among the vilibus amicis.46 Epic symbology 

can elevate a subject when in accordance with Roman tradition and virtue, just as Horace’s 

Aetolian nets are to encourage behavior that will result in a justly shared meal. It can also 

disparage aberrant behavior, just as Juvenal’s Meleagrean steel reveals an abandonment of such 

hope, the result being an unjustly unshared meal. The difference between Horace’s use of epic to 

elevate and Juvenal’s to disparage can be explained by the diminishing value of amicitia. Epic 

allusion makes the consumption of a boar socially relevant. 

The Sacrificial Pig 

 Etymology supports the pig’s association with community. Varro’s Scrofa gives the 

following etymological claim: the sus, called ὗȢ in Greek, was at one time pronounced șῦȢ from 

                                                         

43 Hor. Ep. 1.18.46-50. Horace says that Lollius should do this cenes ut pariter pulmenta laboribus empta (so that 
you may dine alongside your patron on pulmenta (food eaten with bread) earned with your labors); cf. Chase (1892) 
398-99. Cf. also Juv. 5.111-12: solum poscimus ut cenes ciuiliter (we beg only that you dine with us as equals). 

44 Mart. 13.93. 

45 Mart. 7.2.3-4: Quam vel ad Aetolae securam cuspidis ictus / Texuit innumeri lubricus unguis apri ([lorica] which 
the slippery-smooth hoof of countless boar wove to be secure even from the blows of the Aetolian spear). 

46 Juv. 5.115-16. Boar is part of Virro’s second course, for which Trebius receives nothing at all.  
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their word șȪİȚȞ meaning ‘to sacrifice’; Varro uses this to claim that the very first sacrificial 

victim taken from the herds was from the swine family. He goes on to list the various occasions 

that call for a sacrifice of a pig, which include the sowing of the fields (Cato the Elder calls this 

the porca praecidanea), peace treaties such as the one between Romulus and Porsenna depicted 

on the shield of Aeneas, and weddings.47 It is reasonable, therefore, to interpret the pig as being 

associated with nourishment, fecundity, and fortune. Sacrifice is an important opportunity for the 

community to celebrate these gifts while sharing a meal. Of course, the issue of sacrifice has 

long been a favorite among Classical scholars of the modern era. Émile Durkheim thought of 

sacrifice not as an “act of renouncement”, but as an “alimentary communion”, a way for humans 

to share food with their gods and with each other.48 Paul Veyne carried this into the study of the 

ancient Mediterranean, asserting such a close connection between a sacrifice and a feast that the 

one always implies the other.49 Michael Symons (the classical scholar, not Michael Symon the 

celebrity chef) summarizes sacrifice as “a way of publicly dispersing scarce flesh”.50 This feature 

of sharing carries over into the meal itself. Seneca, drawing upon the words of Epicurus, had 

argued that it is more important to consider the people with whom you eat and drink than what 

you eat and drink, nam sine amico visceratio leonis ac lupi vita est (for to eat meat without a 

friend is the life of a lion or a wolf).51 In respect to the animal, to eat meat is to have company, 

                                                         

47 Varro RR 2.4.9.1-4: Sus graece dicitur ὗȢ, olim șῦȢ dictus ab illo verbo quod dicunt șȪİȚȞ, quod est immolare. ab 
suillo enim genere pecore immolandi initium primum sumptum videtur. Cato RR  134. Verg. Aen. 8.641. 

48 Durkheim (1912) 340. 

49 Veyne (1990) 93-94, 318.  

50 Symons (2000) 145. 

51 Sen. Ep. 19.10.4ff: Ante inquit circumspiciendum est cum quibus edas et bibas quam quid edas et bibas; nam sine 
amico visceratio leonis ac lupi vita est. Cf. Kajava (1998) 121, D’Arms (1990) 313. 
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and the company you keep is important to your identity. The sheer quantity of meat from a 

sacrificial animal promotes human togetherness around a meal, and it may be that the pig, which 

gives us meat and nothing else, initiated the very institution of sacrifice. 

Finding Purpose 

 In the ancient world, the purpose of the pig is to be eaten. Varro’s etymology is built 

upon the philosophy of Chryssipus, repeated by Porphyry: ἡ įὲ ὗȢ, … Ƞὐ įȚ' ἄȜȜȠ ĲȚ πȜὴȞ șύεσșαȚ 

 ,γİγȩȞİȚ (as for the pig, it was born for no other purpose than to be sacrificed).52 Varro continues݋

addressing the resultant feast: suillum pecus donatum ab natura dicunt [iis] ad epulandum (they 

say that nature has given us the race of swine for the purpose of feasting).53 Cicero adds Sus vero 

quid habet praeter escam? (What benefit does the pig really provide beyond food?), recognizing 

the lack of other uses such as milk or wool possessed by other animals, and quod erat ad 

vescendum hominibus apta, nihil genuit natura fecundius (due to its having been furnished to 

humans for the purpose of feeding ourselves, nature produces nothing more fecund).54 Juvenal 

then takes the claim beyond both the sacrifice and the feast, to the social occasion made possible 

by the pig, aper… animal propter convivia natum (an animal born for the sake of convivia).55 

The purpose of the pig is to be eaten, but this makes the pig more than a potential source of food. 

It is a symbol of the universal necessity to eat, of relationships, and of community. For Juvenal, 

                                                         

52 Porph. de Abst. 3.20.6-7. 

53 Varro RR 2.4.10.5-6. 

54 Cic. ND 2.64(160). Varro (2.4.19) and Columella (7.9.13) recommend that a sow be allowed to rear no more than 
eight piglets from a litter, but they can have two litters per year, making them far more reproductive than cows, 
sheep, or goats, all of which are limited to one or two offspring a year. Cf. MacKinnon (2004) 143, 150-51. 

55 Juv. 1.141. 
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especially, the pig is a symbol of what it means to be Roman. The selfishness that greed and 

disparity represent is therefore a threat to Roman society.  

Convivial Conversation 

 Up to this point, we have been focused on the pig. Now, we will move on to examine 

Juvenal’s use of the word convivia. The nescio quis who serves a whole boar for himself in 

Satire 1 is misusing a cultural icon, a symbol for the shared experience of the meal. Traditionally 

speaking, the meal represented a way to participate in society and in life itself, and to enjoy the 

company of friends.56 Cicero writes several letters to an old friend named L. Papirius Paetus, 

with whom Cicero often discusses his own personal food renaissance (mea nova lautitia).57 

Jokingly, Cicero brings up his newly found refinement as an act of self-deprecation, a humorous 

way to break the tension after Paetus has grown old and has lost a bit of money, but Cicero’s 

tone becomes more serious and earnest when he discusses the social aspect of the meal rather 

than the food. In the last year of Cicero’s life, he writes to affirm his willingness to accept a 

certain Rufus as his amicus based in part on Paetus’ referral, and he seizes upon the opportunity 

to share some of his thoughts on friendship. He tries to convince Paetus not to abandon his habit 

of hosting dinner parties by saying that nothing contributes more to living happily (ad beate 

vivendum) than time spent with friends, both to celebrate life together (communitatem vitae) and 

to relax the mind with familiar conversation (sermone familiari) that is most pleasant at dinner 

                                                         

56 Bradley (1998: esp. 48-50) argues that meals were not, as today, opportunities to share food and conversation, but 
strictly defined institutions meant to reinforce familial and social structures. While the latter part of Bradley’s 
argument is undoubtedly true, the following examples contradict the former part of his argument, at least in theory, 
if not in practice. Cf. Paul (1998): while Plutarch’s ideal meals are about companionship and conversation, his 
example meals from real-life show that these ideals are abandoned more often than not, and meals typically involve 
envy, animosity, and violence. 

57 Cic. Fam. 9.16(190).8. 
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parties (in conviviis dulcissimus). Cato, in Cicero’s De Senectute, notes that his long-standing 

affinity for conviviorum is due more to the gathering of friends and to conversations (coetu 

amicorum et sermonibus) than to corporeal pleasures, and his old age has only increased his 

eagerness for conversation (sermonis), while diminishing that for drinking and food (potionis et 

cibi). In both texts, Cicero praises the maiores for using the word convivium because it 

acknowledges the most important aspect of the meal, the conjoining of life (vitae 

coniunctionem); the Greeks, on the other hand, referred to their gatherings as ıυȝπȩıȚα and 

ıȪȞįİȚπȞα (as he tells Paetus) or as compotationem and concenationem (in the words of Cato), 

wrongly placing their emphasis on the food or drink, aspects of little importance.58 When 

Juvenal’s nescio quis eats his boar on vacuis toris (empty couches), or when Trebius clutches his 

bread in silence, waiting in vain for Virro to give him aliquid de clunibus apri (something from 

the haunches of the boar), not only is there no sharing of the food, but there are no sermones, and 

thus no true convivium.59 The injustice is in mistaking the boar for a symbol of wealth and 

refinement when its real contribution is the fostering of amicitia.  

Amicitia (Relationship) 

 Just as aper means more than food, amicitia means more than friendship. Relationships 

between people, even between people of different status, rest on an acknowledgment and 

acceptance of mutual dependence. In the familiar, if vaguely understood, model of the late 

Republic, a patron relied on the services of his client just as the client would rely on the 

                                                         

58 Cic. Fam. 9.24(362).2-3, Sen. 13.45-14.46; cf. Dunbabin (2003) 13. 

59 Juv. 1.136, 5.167. 
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influence and goodwill of his patron.60 By the time of Juvenal, however, such language had gone 

out of fashion. The word patronus never appears in Juvenal, he prefers magnus amicus, rex, or 

simply ille.61  He does use the term cliens several times, but always in the context of pity, 

contempt, and underappreciation to reflect abused forms of dependency. Mutual respect, true 

amicitia, between superior and inferior persons had been lost. Cicero’s view was that friendship 

can only exist among bonis (good men), requires benevolentia (goodwill), and maximum est in 

amicitia superiorem parem esse inferiori (it is of the utmost importance in friendship that the 

superior is made equal to the inferior).62 Moreover, he says the meal is a crucial part of amicitia, 

citing the old adage: multos modios salis simul edendos esse, ut amicitiae munus expletum sit 

(many measures of salt must be eaten together before the requirements of friendship are met).63 

And lest we isolate Cicero’s comment to the privileged elites of literature, a Pompeiian graffito 

expresses the same sentiment: Luci Istacidi, at quem non ceno barbarus ille mihi est (Lucius 

Istacidus, a man at whose house I do not dine is a barbarian to me).64 Pliny the Younger 

advocates for equality specifically at the meal when, upon seeing his dinner host serving opima 

(the best things) to some and uilia et minuta (cheap and paltry things) to others, he says eadem 

omnibus pono (I serve everyone the same things).65 When the host and guest are of disparate 

                                                         

60 Cf. Saller (1982); Mayer (1989) 6; Fowler (1908) 269: “of the client in the last age of the Republic we know only 
that he existed, and could be useful to his patronus in many ways”. 

61 Juv. 1.33: magni amici; 1.97: ille; 1.136: rex horum. Ramsay (1950) translates each of these as “patron”, which 
illustrates the persistence of familiar terminology even through the reluctance of the primary sources. 

62 Cic. Am. 5.18 (and 18.65), 5.19-20, 19.69. 

63 Cic. Am. 19.67; cf. Aristot. Eth. Eudem. 7.2, Eth. Nic. 8.3.8. 

64 Wallace (2005) 87: 1880; VIII.i.2; Basilica, Via Marina; translation follows Wallace. The person responsible for 
making this inscription is issuing a gentle reminder to a Lucius Istacidus that amicitia requires invitations to dinner. 

65 Pliny Ep. 2.6; cf. Pliny NH 14.91, who shares his nephew’s solution of diminishing his own fare to meet the level 
of his inferiors.  
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status, the host should lower himself to the level of the guest in order to maintain a sense of 

equality. Not only does this avoid the expense of raising everyone to the level of the host, but the 

inferiors do not possess the capacity to appreciate the quality distinctions anyway.66 This is the 

context behind Virro’s meal described by Juvenal in Satire 5. For all his criticism of host Virro, 

Juvenal suggests that guest Trebius has no business hankering for Virro’s foods even if he did 

think he had earned them through his services as a cliens, and Virro is prudent in withholding 

them, knowing that Trebius does not have the wherewithal to appreciate them. Juvenal’s 

complaint is that Virro callously flaunts the disparity. At the end of his letter, Pliny describes this 

type of behavior as istam luxuriae et sordium nouam societatem (that new amalgamation of 

luxury and stinginess). This is precisely the cultural shift that has raised the ire of Juvenal. 

Concluding Remarks about the Boar’s Role in Roman Society 

 In using the boar to illustrate how relationships have devolved, Juvenal employs a 

stereotype that was less than two centuries old. Pork is a luxury food not amply available 

anywhere before the first century BCE, but thanks to the market subsidy offered by the 

frumentatio, enough Romans could afford to serve pork at their dinners that it became a standard 

feature on menus, at least in literature. While the traditional view of amicitia persisted, the boar 

remained a symbol of togetherness and sharing, and of mutual dependence and respect. By the 

end of the first century CE, the boar would come to represent greed and the decline of social 

mores. Juvenal’s Rome is a changed community that no longer heeds antiquated displays of 

                                                         

66 Cf. Persius 6.23-24: nec rhombos ideo libertis ponere lautus nec tenuis sollers turdarum nosse saliuas (I am not 
so rich that I serve turbots to my freedmen, nor am I such an expert as to have learned the subtle flavors of thrushes).  
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equality, and just like the patron who dies after eating whole animals in silence and alone, a 

Roman society devoid of integrity also faces certain destruction.  

Part 2: Disparity at the Cena Recta 

 In the fine dining culture that had developed since the days of Pompey, the boar was 

synonymous with a proper meal, a common luxury consumed among amici. Juvenal is critical of 

a Roman cuisine that prizes expensive and exotic items over those locally grown and 

wholesome, but the real problem was that hosts had become so insistent on maintaining the 

highest possible standard of dining that the food had become more important than the 

relationships fostered by the meal. The monetization of client services, coupled with the 

increasingly exorbitant costs of hosting a cena recta, tempted some hosts to save money by 

serving their guests inferior food. It is this disparity at the table that betrayed the traditional 

practice of amicitia at the convivium. Even as we accept the notion that ancient meals were 

always organized around the need to emphasize distinctions of group identity among the diners, 

this disparity was not always reflected in the foods served to each person. That is, extravagance 

did not always mean disparity. For example, Horace and Petronius both depict ostentatious 

meals, but neither show any sign of segregation among the foods. The culinary symbols of status 

and luxury represented a level of wealth that many Romans of Juvenal’s day were unwilling or 

unable to share with their guests. Juvenal’s message is one repeated many times throughout his 

Satires: living beyond one’s means has negative consequences for oneself, one’s relationships, 

and society at large. One clear symptom of this decay is the behavior of a host at dinner. 
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Luxury 

 The rising problem of disparity among foods served at private meals is a symptom of a 

changing culture. When Rome subsidized the marketplace with discounted grain starting in 123 

BCE, it encouraged the expansion of the marketplace into new lands, and more Romans were 

gaining access to more of the market. Most of those we see eating in literature are enjoying 

gourmet dining in the lap of luxury.67 Foods from all over the Mediterranean are brought to 

Rome by naval merchants looking to increase their profits while transporting commodities such 

as grain, olive oil, wine, and garum.68 Once a demand is established for a particular foreign 

ingredient, Italian landowners in the hinterland of Rome commonly transplant and grow it closer 

to the city.69 Horace describes Italy’s farmlands as giving way to ornamental gardens and luxury 

productions, such as when land around Rome is repurposed to grow fruits that are to be served 

fresh.70 The elder Pliny remarks that at Rome, hortus ager pauperis erat (the garden was the 

poor man’s field), since it was from here that the lower classes procured their daily food until 

even their gardens were stripped from them; the rich then created such discrimen (levels of 

distinction) among foods that the poor could afford only the most inferior products.71 Gellius’ 

summary review of sumptuary laws reveals the rising standards of luxury by way of the 

changing limitations on how much one could spend on a meal. The lex Fannia (and the s.c. that 
                                                         

67 Dunbabin (2003) 13. 

68 Bang (2006) 82, Horden and Purcell (2000) 150, cf. Heers (1958). 

69 Morley (1996) 102-03. This is how the Roman marketplace helped revitalize the central-Italian countryside’s 
struggling agronomy following the Hannibalic era.  

70 Hor. Odes 2.15.1-12; cf. Dalby (2000) 22, 30. Cf. Rutilius 112 (p.237), Varro RR 3.4.2, Cato RR 150 (with Dalby 
ad loc), Frayn (1984) 3. 

71 Pliny NH 19.52-54. Cf. Dalby (2000) 30: “we know of scarcely any fresh food produced within the walls of Rome 
in its great days, the exception being aviaries that farmed small birds.” 
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immediately preceded it) placed as an upper limit on meals for festival days at 120 asses, other 

special days 30 asses, and all others 10 asses. Sulla revised this to 300 HS on special days and 30 

(HS?) on all others. Julius Caesar (or Augustus) then revised it again to a limit of 2,000 HS on 

special days.72 The first century BCE had seen the frumentatio become a permanent institution at 

Rome, opening the markets to many and saving many others from starvation, but at the same 

time the standards of luxury rose exponentially, further widening the very perceptible divisions 

between rich and poor.  

The Seating Arrangement 

 When the subject of food appears in ancient literature, the focus is often on the behavior 

of the people in attendance. It is now pretty well accepted that meals in the ancient world were 

never truly equal: they were opportunities to reinforce social order and exhibit power via 

wealth.73 But it is also clear that not everyone possessed the will to enforce these distinctions. In 

the Homeric world of the Odyssey, seating arrangements have high ranking people sitting on 

couches near the host, while others sit on hides on the floor,74 and this might be what Odysseus 

has in mind when he says to Alcinous that there is no greater fulfillment in life than įαȚĲυȝȩȞİȢ… 

ἥȝİȞȠȚ ݌ȟİίȘȢ (banqueters sitting in order) at tables full of bread and meat, listening to minstrels 

while the wine flows.75 Eight centuries later, one of Plutarch’s Quaestiones Convivales directly 

confronts the issue of seating guests at a dinner. Plutarch’s father shares the sentiment of 

                                                         

72 Gel. NA 2.24. [1 sestertius = 2.5 asses] 

73 D’Arms (1984, 1990) deals specifically with the problem of whether Roman meals were ever ‘equal’. Cf. Gowers 
(1993) 212. 

74 Hom. Ody. 7.169, Il. 9.199, 215-21, 24.475. Cf. Rathje (1990) 83, Dentzer (1982) 33, 50.  

75 Hom. Ody. 9.4-10. Cf. Rathje (1990) 82-83. 
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Odysseus, arguing that the seating chart at a good dinner should reflect the same İὐĲαȟία (good 

order) as generals organizing their troops, or the gods organizing the universe, or cooks and 

waiters organizing the preparation and service of the meal.76 Plutarch’s brother Timon, on the 

other hand, insists that dinner is a democratic affair (įȘȝȠțȡαĲȚțȩȞ ݋ıĲȚ Ĳὸ įİῖπȞȠȞ) where 

judgment is not only unnecessary and inappropriate, but a source of hostility among the guests.77 

Plutarch is the arbitrator and chooses a middle ground, arguing that the level of organization 

regarding the seating arrangement depends on the formality of the event, but in any case one’s 

seat should reflect their status in the group as a matter of respect.78 Lamprias then adds another 

solution in opposition to Plutarch: organization of the guests at a dinner should be ȠὔĲİ γὰȡ πȡὸȢ 

Ĳὸ ἔȞįȠȟȠȞ ἀȜȜὰ πȡὸȢ Ĳὸ ἡįὺ (not according to prestige, but to pleasure), and the meal will be 

most pleasant when guests are seated next to each other based on their affinities. This range of 

opinions reveals an underlying spectrum of perspective regarding the meal, from a utilitarian 

need to reinforce social status, to a utopian desire to foster harmony and good-will. This rather 

specific issue related to the dinner party no doubt represents differing behaviors among real hosts 

at Rome. 

Equality among Foods 

 The literature presents a very different image of equality among foods at a dinner. 

D’Arms, who argues that inequality at the table is unavoidable, places the foundation of his 

claim as much on the nature of sacrifice as the logistics of the seating arrangement: “in sacrificial 

                                                         

76 Plut. Mor. 616B; cf. D’Arms (1990) 315. 

77 Plut. Mor. 616C-F. 

78 Plut. Mor. 617A-E. 
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language the rank of participants is always clearly signaled by the size of the portions or the 

order in which they were distributed”.79 Religious rules of distribution are therefore 

superimposed onto practical limitations. Not unlike the distinctions between foods appropriate 

for gods and mortals, qualitative differences in the various parts of an animal require a 

distributive practice based in privilege.80 Crucially, however, that disparity does not make its 

way into the literary representations of the cena recta. That is, not until the poems of Martial and 

Juvenal.   

 Prior to the appearance of this disparity, the common view among dinner parties is that 

the generosity of a host is an investment.81 Cicero asserts that it is of the utmost importance in 

friendship that superiors and inferiors should stand on an equality; and besides, a favor is a better 

investment when the guest is a poor friend, for such a man will be more gracious than if he were 

rich.82 Athenaeus sees equality at the etymological root of the meal: ἡ ĲȡȠφὴ įαὶȢ ݋πὶ Ĳῳ įαίİıșαȚ 

ȜέγİĲαȚ, ݋ ݼıĲȚ įȚαȝȠȚȡᾶıșαȚ ݋π' ἴıȘȢ (the meal is called įαίȢ from įαίİıșαȚ, which means to 

divide up into equal portions), and he cites Zenodotus as believing įαῖĲα ݋ίıȘȞ ĲὴȞ ἀγαșὴȞ 

ȜέγİıșαȚ (an equal feast is a good feast), for equality at the meal is a sign of civilization.83 Pliny 

the Younger writes to Avitus that he has just dined with a certain man who served opima (the 

very best foods) to himself and his peers (of which Pliny was one) and vilia et minuta (inferior 

and paltry foods) to others, behavior ut sibi uidebatur, lautum et diligentem, ut mihi, sordidum 

                                                         

79 D’Arms (1990) 318; cf. Scheid (1985). 

80 E.g., when Odysseus dines with Calypso (Hom. Ody. 5.196-99), they each have their own foods.  

81 Cf. Hes. Op. 722-24. 

82 Cic. Am. 19.69. 

83 Ath. 1.12e (Kaibel 1.21.5-24). 
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simul et sumptuosum (that seemed to the host to be extravagant and economical, but seemed to 

me to be at once disrespectful and wasteful).84 Pliny then seizes the opportunity to describe his 

own practice as a host, for which he says Eadem omnibus pono; ad cenam enim, non ad notam 

inuito cunctisque rebus exaequo, quos mensa et toro aequaui (I serve the same things to 

everyone, for I invite my guests to a dinner, not a social review [notam], and I treat as equals in 

every respect those whom I have made my equals by way of invitation to my table and couch).85 

As one exception to my argument that disparity was a growing problem in literature, the wine 

(and bread) accompanying the meal appears to have been segregated fairly consistently at all 

times, but even here there are attempts to encourage fairness. The elder Pliny makes reference to 

Cato’s practice, on his voyage to Spain, of drinking the same wine that was served out among the 

rowers, noting how very different this is from those who either serve different wines to 

themselves and their guests or sneak in inferior wine over the course of the meal.86 Equality at a 

meal is conspicuous for receiving much more attention in literature from the later decades of the 

first century CE onward. I argue that the authors who thought to comment upon the iniquities of 

disparity did so because such disparity was more egregious than ever. Moreover, the impetus 

behind such behavior was the money sportula’s monetization of clients’ services.  

                                                         

84 Pliny Ep. 2.6.1. 

85 Pliny Ep. 2.6.3. He goes on to explain (2.6.5) that he maintains this practice even among his freedmen, and he is 
able to keep costs down Quia scilicet liberti mei non idem quod ego bibunt, sed idem ego quod liberti (because my 
freedmen do not drink my wine, but I drink theirs).  

86 Pliny NH 14.13(91). 
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The Monetization of Client Services: the Sportula and the Cena Recta 

 It was the custom at Rome for patrons occasionally to invite their clients to dinner. The 

nature of this meal would depend on the demeanor of the patron, but by all accounts it was 

expected to be of a regular type, a cena recta of three courses.87 Sometime after Claudius and 

before Domitian, the emperor abolished the practice of patrons treating their clients to a cena 

recta, instituting the more impersonal sportula, which was a payment either in goods or in 

money.88 It had scarcely been a century since the frumentatio had become free, increasing the 

market access of Roman citizens who could now spend more money on things other than grain; 

thus, it is due in part to the frumentatio that the availability of foods and the extravagance of 

meals was on the rise. With a money sportula, clients had more cash to spend, and even if they 

still only bought food to feed themselves and their families, they would have to participate in the 

marketplace to do so. There is no specific evidence to prove that Nero was responsible for 

instituting the money sportula, but he is a likely candidate since he was a known advocate of the 

markets; he also instituted, for special occasions, the distribution of wooden balls etched with 

specific items to be exchanged at the appropriate shops.89 Writing in about 87 CE, Martial is 

critical of losing the sportula on which many now depend for income, and he reveals that the 

cena recta had returned with a sinister new side-effect: disparity.90 Scarcely a year later, by the 

                                                         

87 For example, Cicero (Fam. 9.16(190)) jokes with Paetus that he wants to skip the first course in fear of filling up, 
acknowledging the standard expectation of three courses.  

88 For a general summary of this shift, cf. Friedländer (1913) 77-81. Fowler (1908) 269: there is no sign of a 
salutatio or the sportula during the late Republic. 

89 Cassius Dio 62.18. Cf. Pers. 3.73: everyone wants money, but do not begrudge those who have been paid in kind, 
such as jars of things from the Umbrians, hams from the Marsians, etc. 

90 Mart. 3.60.9-10: Cur sine te ceno, cum tecum, Pontice, cenem? Sportula quod non est, prosit: edamus idem. (Why 
do I dine without you although I am dining with you, Ponticus? Let the absence of the sportula account for 
something: let us eat the same thing.) 
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time of Martial’s fourth book, Domitian had reinstated the money sportula, for which Juvenal 

claims a standard centum quadrantes, or 25 asses.91 While clients likely would have benefited 

from receiving a salary once again, the disparity at the meal was now made worse by the 

justification, however unfair, that the sportula was compensation enough for one’s services, and 

so clients who also sought to enjoy a patron’s cena recta were being greedy and did not deserve 

fair treatment in terms of the foods being served. The catalyst in the rise of disparity at the cena 

recta appears to have been the standard monetization of a client’s services that occurred when 

the money sportula replaced the cena recta. Equality at the meal never recovered. 

Culinary Ideals  

 There are many versions of the proper Roman meal in literature, ranging from the austere 

to the extravagant.92 The austere meal is simple and to the point, is heavily focused on utility and 

is averse to frivolity. This version often treats hunger as an annoyance, and as something quite 

easily satisfied with meager foods.93 More common is the bucolic ideal that we find throughout 

literature, which is rooted in the ability to live off the land, without fancy presentations or 

professional staff.94 Indulgence becomes popular when Romans of the late Republic include 

culinary connoisseurship in their diversification of luxury. The product of this indulgence is 

                                                         

91 Martial (4.26) complains that he has not been receiving his payments from Postumus. Juv. 1.120-21: densissima 
centum quadrantes lectica petit (the crowded litter comes looking for the one hundred quadrantes). 

92 Armstrong (2014: esp. 126) argues that the meals in Horace, which exhibit a full range from rustic (Sat. 2.2) to 
extravagant (Sat. 2.8), are all various forms of Epicureanism.  

93 Cf. Horace’s Ofellus (Sat. 2.2); Juv. 5.6: ventre nihil novi frugalius (I know nothing more frugal than the belly). 

94 Cf. Ovid’s Baucis and Philemon (Met. 8.612ff).  
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extravagance, enhanced by a delight in knowledge of the intricate.95 The spectrum between these 

two perceptions of food is an integral part of culture and society, so fluctuations that appear in 

literature offer a significant contribution to our understanding of how the Roman community 

changes over time.  

In the last decades of the Republic, the cena recta (the Roman haute cuisine) was gaining 

popularity, fueled by the new foods and food paraphernalia brought in by the rapidly expanding 

marketplace. Cicero sees fancy meals as a trendy new preoccupation of the younger generation, 

fatuous but no threat to civilization.96 From his correspondence with Paetus, we see a concern to 

maintain the goal of amicitia at dinner parties as the youth begin to focus increasingly on 

gastronomy. A generation later, Horace enjoys writing about food and does so with the appetite 

of a pedant, all the while harboring a patronizing superiority over those he considers weak to 

vice because of their excessively extravagant tastes. It is in Horace that we first see an obsession 

with food, and while the obsession is not cast as Horace’s own (it belongs to characters who have 

succumbed too deeply to the temptations of the urban marketplace), his detailed descriptions 

evince the author’s pleasure.97 Extravagance then shakes free of moderation, and men of means 

justify expensive meals as a worthwhile celebration of and investment in friendship. Neronian 

Petronius’ description of the cena Trimalchionis evinces the same glee as that of Trimalchio 

himself; any pejorative aims in his hyperbole are overshadowed by his obvious gratification in 

                                                         

95 Cf. Horace’s Nasidienus (Sat. 2.8); Petronius’ Cena Trimalchionis. 

96 Cicero mentions dining in nine out of his twelve letters to Paetus, revealing a playful yet dismissive attitude 
toward food culture: Fam. 9.25(114), 16(190), 18(191), 20(193), 19(194), 15(196), 26(197), 23(198), 24(362). 

97 Cf. Sellar (1965) 64-70: Horace’s unique mixture of philosophy positions him as “the man of sense who could 
enjoy the amenities and pleasures of social life without being a slave to them, as he could hold to as serious purpose 
in life without becoming an ascetic or recluse”.  
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the unselfish lavishing of wealth on one’s guests. Trimalchio is an extreme case, to be sure, but 

he represents an important climax in the evolution of gastronomy: to this point in time, foods at 

private meals have been equally distributed even while extravagance has increased. Martial and 

Juvenal expose a fundamental change in dining behavior toward the end of the Flavian period. 

Horace’s admonishments against excessive vice had become prophetic, and the pursuit of 

extravagance beyond one’s means now poses a threat to society. Men of lesser means have 

broader access to the markets than ever before, but in order to maintain the high standards of fine 

dining, some hosts are reducing their meals to humiliating levels of disparity, where the host 

continues to dine on the fanciest foods while the poorer guests receive cheap scraps, if anything 

at all. Reckless indulgence has corrupted any sense of equality, and the disdain for frivolity 

returns as a remedy for social injustice. After more than a century of rapid culinary 

diversification, we see in Juvenal’s Satires a return to a more abstemious and explicitly local 

version of Roman cuisine in order to solve inequality with prudence.98 

Identifying the Proper Meal 

 Fine dining at Rome followed a standard format known as the cena recta. Suetonius uses 

the concept to describe Augustus’ feasts: Conuiuabatur assidue nec umquam nisi recta… cenam 

ternis ferculis aut cum abundantissime senis praebebat, ut non nimio sumptu, ita summa 

comitate (he constantly hosted convivia, and always recta (in the proper way)… he would offer a 

cena with three courses, or six when he was feeling especially opulent, with such extreme 

                                                         

98 Juvenal’s culinary ideal returns to the φȡȩȞȘıȚȢ (prudence) of Epicurus (Men. 132.7); Long and Sedley (1987) 
114. 
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generosity that the lavishness did not seem excessive).99 He then uses the words cena and recta 

together as a phrase when describing how Domitian sportulas publicas sustulit reuocata 

rectarum cenarum consuetudine (abandoned the public distributions of food after renewing the 

custom of formal dinners).100 In praising a feast given by Domitian, Martial says: Promissa est 

nobis sportula, recta data est (we were promissed a sportula, but we were given a recta).101 

Martial also says of the rascal Santra, rectam vocatus cum cucurrit ad cenam... (when he has 

gotten an invitation and has rushed to a rectam cenam).102 And Plautus had used a similar 

expression nearly three centuries earlier, when the character Lysimachus tells his wife iubeas, si 

sapias, haec intro auferrier: eadem licebit mox cenare rectius (you’d order these things brought 

inside if you know what’s good for you, we’ll soon be able to dine more properly on these), 

referring to the provisions acquired by the cook.103 A cena recta is therefore a ‘proper meal’, a 

formalized version of the cena, and the term has a long-standing tradition of fairly standard use.  

The Single-Course Meal of Epic and the Two-Course Meal of Early Rome 

 In literature, the number of courses in a meal was not always a standard three, but grew 

from one to two, then three (and multiples of three). Servius uses the single courses that Vergil 

describes in the Aeneid as an opportunity to inform us of a later custom of two-courses. In the 

first book of the Aeneid, when Aeneas and crew find a place to rest on the shores of Carthage 
                                                         

99 Suet. Aug. 74. 

100 Suet. Dom. 7.1.2. OLD, s.v. rectus, 8a-b. 

101 Mart. 8.49(50).10. Martial does not use the word cena, but this is undoubtedly what he meant; at line 7, he says 
vescitur omnis eques tecum populusque patresque (all the knights and the people and the fathers eat with you), 
implying a cenae publicae, a public dinner. 

102 Mart. 7.20. This is followed by a long list of scraps that Santra hides and sells the next day. 

103 Plaut. Merc. 802 (last line of act 4 scene 4). 
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after a deadly storm instigated by Juno, they feast on cervos (stags/deer). After this single, meat-

heavy course, Servius comments: [apud maiores] duas enim habebant mensas: unam carnis, 

alteram pomorum (indeed, [our ancestors] used to have two courses: one of meat, the other of 

fruits).104 Aeneas and his men do not get the fruits. There is again only one course at the end of 

book 1 when Aeneas dines with Dido,105 but here also Servius mentions two courses, pointing to 

Cato: nam ut ait Cato et in atrio et duobus ferculis epulabantur antiqui (as Cato says, the 

ancients used to feast both in the atrium and with two courses).106 It is odd that Servius would 

choose to describe the old custom of two-courses while commenting upon single-course meals, 

unless we consider the option that the single-course, meat-centric meal never actually existed in 

reality, at least in any widespread, recognizable way. Epic feasts dating back to Homer are 

defined by their heavy reliance on meat, but this is not supported by archaeology.107 Servius may 

be attempting to square the literature with common practice.  

The Greek Contribution 

 It is unclear when Romans first began to dine on three-course meals. The first course 

appears to have been added last, and it may be that the flood of Greek culture during and after 

Roman conquest in the second century BCE brought the predilection for an appetizer course to 

                                                         

104 Verg. Aen.1.216: postquam exempta fames epulis mensaeque remotae (after hunger was banished by the feast 
and the tables were removed… [the rest of the evening is spent mourning the loss of their comrades]); Serv., ad loc.. 

105 Verg. Aen.1.723: postquam prima quies epulis mensaeque remotae (after the first break in the meal and the tables 
are removed), but the feast does not resume with a second course. When Vergil says prima, then, we may need to 
understand something like: ‘at the first sign that the feast was dying down’. 

106 Serv. ad Aen.1.726; cf. 1.637. Gowers (1993) 16-17. 

107 Wilkins (1995) 105. 
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the capital city.108 Three courses had existed in the Greek world at least since the late fifth 

century BCE, and we have one example, a description of Caranus’ wedding feast in Macedon 

around 300 BCE, that describes what looks like six courses.109 In Greek, ݻψα are the dips and 

sauces that accompany the bread before the main meal, and so, when Cicero uses the word 

ὀψȚȝαșİῖȢ (opsimaths) to mean gourmands, he may be citing the Greek precedent for the cena 

recta.110 The Roman meal then stays at a fairly consistent three courses, or multiples of three, at 

least into the second century CE. We see the same pattern even today, where dinners are 

commonly divided into appetizer, entrée, and dessert. 

Juvenal’s Seven Courses 

 One of the more puzzling references to a specific number of courses comes from 

Juvenal’s first Satire. The author chastises the opulence he sees everywhere around him in 

Rome, asking rhetorically quis fercula septem secreto cenauit avus? (Who among our 

grandfathers dined alone on seven courses?).111 There is no reference to a seven-course meal in 

Latin literature either before or after Juvenal, which diminishes the likelihood that this is meant 

to represent a real practice.112 This may be, however, a numerical allusion, perhaps to that same 

passage commented upon by Servius earlier. When Aeneas and his remaining men finally find 

refuge on the shores of Carthage, having lost three ships in the storm, he climbs to the top of the 
                                                         

108 Cf. Grainger and Dalby (1996) 84. 

109 Grainger and Dalby (1996) 70-74. 

110 Cic. Fam. 9.20(193). 

111 Juv. 1.94-95. 

112 One possible seven-course meal is not from literature, but a third-century CE  mosaic from the House of the 
Buffet Supper, Antioch. Dunbabin (2003: 159) argues that the seven (or eight) dishes depicted on the mosaic might 
represent sequential courses. 
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highest cliff to scan his surroundings for survivors. He spies a herd of deer and takes seven with 

his bow, starting with the leaders. With this prize, Aeneas feeds a whole animal to each of his 

seven starving ships.113 Thus, we might read Juvenal’s avus not as a random grandfather of 

anyone, but Aeneas, the ancestor of Rome, and the number septem as an ironic reference to 

heroic behavior. The emphatic word in Juvenal’s sentence, then, is secreto. In stark opposition to 

Aeneas’ heroic meal of seven deer, Juvenal’s avus eats seven courses secreto, all on his own.114 

When an author departs from the standard model, he is more likely trying to emphasize a point 

through philological allusion than representing an anomaly of real behavior. 

Martial’s Ligurinus – Identifying the Main Three Courses 

 Scholarship has adopted the terms gustatio, prima mensa, and secunda mensa to mean 

the three courses of a Roman meal.115 Latin authors are less forthcoming with definite course 

labels, and there is no single reference that contains these three terms or any three terms together. 

Only Petronius indicates the first course with the word gustatio, but that he does this for two 

different meals puts us on firm ground for accepting it.116 As for the other two courses, it is quite 

common to see prima to mean a meat-centric entrée and secunda for the final course of fruits, 

nuts, and sweets. The word mensa (table) often appears with either term, but not both in the same 

text, and fercula (plate) is usually the preferred variation. The clearest example of course labels, 

Martial 3.50, also fairly represents the variable language. 
                                                         

113 Verg. Aen.1.180-93. 

114 Seven is a popular number, of course. Other instances include the seven hills of Rome, seven Roman kings, seven 
Roman emperors prior to Domitian (counting only the dynasties), Seven Against Thebes, etc., each of which can 
represent an ironic comparison. 

115 Gowers (1993) 17.  

116 Petr. 21, 31. 
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Haec tibi, non alia, est ad cenam causa vocandi, 
 Versiculos recites ut, Ligurine, tuos. 
Deposui soleas, adfertur protinus ingens 
 Inter lactucas oxygarumque liber:  3.50.5 
Alter perlegitur, dum fercula prima morantur: 
 Tertius est, nec adhuc mensa secunda venit:   
Et quartum recitas et quintum denique librum. 
 Putidus est, totiens si mihi ponis aprum. 
Quod si non scombris scelerata poemata donas, 3.50.10 
 Cenabis solus iam, Ligurine, domi. 
 
This is the only reason for your inviting me to dinner, so that you might recite (to 
me) your little verses, Ligurinus. I take off my shoes, immediately a huge book is 
brought out alongside the appetizers (lettuce and sauce). Another is read through 
while we wait on the entrée. A third, and the dessert has yet to come. You even 
recite a fourth, and finally a fifth book. [Even] a boar is disgusting if you serve it 
so often. So if you don’t confine your wretched poems to the mackerel, you will 
dine alone at home, Ligurinus. 

 

The lack of definition in Latin literature is a sign that such information was probably common 

knowledge, since authors would want to avoid the redundancy of repetition. It is clear that a 

structure did exist, and the terms gustatio, prima mensa, and secunda mensa are suitable enough 

to be convenient labels so long as we acknowledge the liberties we take in using them. 

Course Interludes 

 Determining course distinctions can be an extremely difficult enterprise. Easiest is when 

an author intends to describe a template for a proper meal. Ovid’s Baucis and Philemon prepare 

an idyllic, rustic version, Horace’s Catius gives an indulgent version, and both have three well-

defined courses.117 More commonly, there is a pause in the description of food, and the narrative 

often shifts to other subjects. Horace’s Catius finishes the foods of the first course by explaining 

                                                         

117 Hor. Sat. 2.4, Ovid Met. 8.612ff. 
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the skills required to be a good cook,118 and Juvenal ends Virro’s first course by complaining 

about the inequality of the meal thus far.119 Nor is it always the case that a description of a meal 

follows a course structure at all. Horace’s Fundanius focuses mainly on two particular dishes, 

with a litany of unfamiliar foods in between.120 That the cena recta consists of courses at all is an 

important indicator of a highly developed etiquette for dinners, and when possible, we will 

examine the course-structure alongside the food in order to gauge the level of expectation and 

extravagance at a meal.  

Ovid’s Baucis and Philemon – Simplicity 

 Ovid’s story of Baucis and Philemon is not only the idealized form of a rustic meal, but 

also the will of the gods transposed onto food.121 Thanks to that meal, Jupiter decides to spare the 

lives of Baucis and Philemon, who show hospitality after mille domos (a thousand homes) had 

locked their doors; Jupiter then destroys all of those other homes with a flood. In the first of three 

courses, Baucis serves green and black olives (bicolor sincerae baca Minervae), cherries 

preserved in that last little bit of wine left with the dregs (conditaque in liquida corna autumnalia 

faece), endives and radish and mozzarella (intibaque et radix et lactis massa coacti), and of 

course eggs, just slightly cooked under warm ashes (ovaque non acri leviter versata favilla). 

Ovid defines the end of this course by saying that Baucis brings out a mixing bowl post haec 

                                                         

118 Hor. Sat. 2.4.35ff. 

119 Juv. 5.107-13.  

120 Hor. Sat. 2.8. 

121 Ovid follows this story of Baucis and Philemon, whose piety engendered their careful simplicity, with that of 
Erysichthon (Met. 8.738-878), whose impiety led to him being cursed with an insatiable appetite that eventually 
caused the infelix to feed upon his own limbs.   
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(after these things). Then, parva mora est (after a short delay) the second course begins, which 

they had set to cook as soon as the guests arrived. This is a soup made with riguo horto holus 

(well-watered garden vegetables) and sordida terga suis nigro pendentia tigno (a ragged 

backstrap of pork hanging from a black beam), served with nec longae vina senectae (wine of no 

great age).122 These things are pushed back (rursus referuntur) to make room for the last course 

(secundis mensis) of nuts (nux), dried figs and dates (rugosis Carica palmis),123 plums and 

fragrant apples (pruna et redolentia mala), fresh grapes (conlectae uvae), and a clear-white 

honeycomb (candidus favus). Nothing is extravagant. Everything is grown nearby and frugally 

stored away for minimum waste. Without advance notice, Baucis and Philemon are able to 

produce a three-course meal that will save their life.  

Horace’s Catius – Cuisine 

 Horace’s satire on Catius (2.4) is about the best foods, not necessarily those that are 

locally grown or frugally stored away. This is both a sardonic representation of excess and a 

serious exposition of culinary teachings.124 Catius is on his way home from a philosophical 

lecture on novis praeceptis (new precepts) given by a man whose name Catius refuses to divulge. 

It is unclear whether Horace knows the subject matter of the lecture before he asks for Catius’ 

exposition, but there is no sign of this in the text. Pressed by Horace, Catius recites from memory 

the res tenuis, tenui sermone peractas (subtle matters explained in subtle speech), which turn out 

                                                         

122 Ovid Met. 8.649. 

123 Carica = Caria, as in figs from Caria, in Asia Minor. It is likely the case in literature that such references to food 
represent the planting of a foreign species of fruit tree near one’s own home rather than an import of the fruit itself.   

124 Classen (1978) overplays Horace’s criticism and misses the value of the embedded teachings. Jones (2007: 80-
81) takes the more positive view of Catius. 
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to be rules for eating well.125 There is humor in the contrast between lofty, philosophical terms 

and the ensuing list of foods fit for a cena recta, and while the character Horace conceals a slight 

hint of condescension under his over-enthusiastic tone, he never interrupts Catius’ description. 

The poet Horace clearly enjoys writing about food and the cenarum artem (the art of fine 

dining).126 Divided into three courses, this treatise is an expanded form of the ab ovo usque ad 

mala model Horace had mentioned in his Satire 1.3.127  

 For the first course (lines 12-34), Catius describes how to choose the best eggs (ovis), 

garden vegetables (caule), mushrooms (fungis), and black mulberries (nigis moris), how to make 

a tough hen (dura gallina) tender (teneram), and why one should drink only mild mead (leni 

mulso) on an empty or upset stomach. He finishes the course with an Archestratean list of the 

best shellfish, all of which grow fatter under a waxing moon (nascentes lunae): the giant mussel 

from Lake Lucrinus (Lucrina peloris) is better than a mollusk from Baiae (murice Baiano), 

oysters (ostrea) come from Circeii, sea-urchins (echini) from Misenum, and broad scallops 

(pectinibus patulis) from Tarentum. The interlude after the first course gives Catius the 

opportunity to explain the difficulties of the cenarum artem, which requires a broad knowledge 

of flavors (saporum) and the preparations best suited for each specific food.  

 For the second course (lines 40-69), Catius comments on the best boar (Umber aper), the 

worst roes (capreas raised in a vineyard), and the effects of age on the quality of a hare (leporis), 

fish (piscibus), and birds (avibus). During the next inter-course pause, Catius explains that it is 

                                                         

125 Hor. Sat. 2.4.9.  

126 Hor. Sat. 2.4.35. 

127 Hor. Sat. 1.3.6-7; cf. Donahue (1996) 19-20.  
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not enough to focus on just one thing (in re una); rather, it is important to consider every 

component of the meal. He has pointers on how to make Massic wine (Massica vina) less coarse 

(tenuabitur) and how it is ruined (vitiata). He says that a clever man (vafer) will replenish the 

dregs of Falernian (faece Falerna) with Surrentine wine (Surrentina vina), and that a pigeon’s 

egg (columbino ovo) will act as a fining agent for wine, drawing impurities to itself as it sinks to 

the bottom.128 An exhausted drinker (marcentem potorem) is roused by fried lobster (tostis 

squillis) and African snails (Afra coclea), should avoid lettuce (lactuca), and will crave ham and 

sausages (perna et hillis), or anything whatsoever bought hot from those nasty cook-shops 

(omnia quaecumque immundis fervent allata popinis). Before moving on to the last course, 

Catius assumes a philosophical tone with sauce-making, saying est operae pretium duplicis 

pernoscere iuris naturam (it is worth the effort to learn the nature of [i.e. how to make] a 

secondary sauce). A simplex (simple sauce) of sweet olive oil (dulci olivo), thick wine (pingui 

mero), and fish brine (muria Byzantia) becomes a ius duplex (compound sauce) by cooking it 

down with chopped herbs (sectis herbis) and Corycian saffron (Corycio croco), then finishing it 

with Venafran olive oil (pressa Venafranae baca olivae).129  

 And for foods of the last course, Catius explains that one should choose Picenian apples 

(Picenis pomis) for flavor but Tiburtine apples (Tiburtia) for appearance. Venuculan grapes are 

well-suited for preserving (Venucula convenit ollis), while the Alban grape is more properly 

                                                         

128 It is true that eggs work well as fining agents, but not exactly in the way described by Catius/Horace. The 
albumen in egg whites carries a positive electrical charge that attracts negatively charged particles such as tannins. 
This works best when the whites are whipped until smooth before mixing into the wine, whereupon they will rise to 
the surface of the wine for easy skimming. Dropping a whole egg (of any type) into wine will still work, just not 
nearly as well, and the yolk is hardly desirable since it will dissolve into the wine if broken. 

129 Cf. Solomon (1995) for sauces. 
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dried with smoke (rectius Albanam fumo duraveris uvam).130 Finally, Catius mentions that his 

teacher has invented several new condiments, for he is the first to have passed around (primus 

circumposuisse) the Alban raisins with apples (hanc cum malis, taking hanc with the preceeding 

uvam), wine lees with fish-paste (faecem et allec), and white pepper and black salt spooned onto 

fancy little dishes (piper album cum sale nigro incretum puris catillis).131 He then cautions his 

culinary students not to overlook possible problems among the accessories to the meal, such as 

plate-ware that is too small, slaves with greasy hands, moldy serving bowls, dirty brooms, 

missing napkins or sawdust, and unwashed valances for the couches. In other words, details 

matter, and the same effort that goes into the menu should be applied to the aesthetics of the 

room. Horace’s tone before and after Catius’ monologue aside, Catius does represent an interest 

in Roman cuisine, and the methodical way in which he describes these foods follows the 

expectation of a three-course meal. Furthermore, the anxiety of such a meal belongs to the host, 

for he must be detail-oriented and have a comprehensive knowledge of ingredients. There is no 

mention of how a host should treat his guests, but neither is there any hint that a host would 

consider serving these foods to some guests and inferior foods to others. There is a tacit 

understanding that proper etiquette requires equality among foods.   

                                                         

130 Horace’s use of rectius to mean ‘better’ or ‘more/rather correctly’ supports my reading of cena recta as a ‘proper 
meal’. Pace Donahue (1996) 20: “the sources offer no clue as to how or when recta came to mean ‘formal’ or 
‘complete’ in the modern sense attached to it.” The adverb rectius explains the “how”, and its presence in Plautus 
(Merc. 802) suggests that the “when” is quite old indeed. 

131 Pliny (NH 31.44.95 and 9.30.66) gives several quality variations for allec: 1) a low-quality by-product, the 
sediment, of making garum, 2) an intentional paste made from the apua (anchovy), and 3) a delicacy made from 
mullets’ liver. Anchovy paste is available today and adds a nice backbone of umami to long-simmering sauces like 
marinara.  
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Horace’s Nasidienus – Extravagance is Worrisome 

 Horace’s downside to extravagance is not that elaborate expense may lead a host to serve 

unequal foods among his guests. Rather, the ambitious host must endure the cura that hosting 

such a fancy dinner requires.132 His culinary charm gets an encore performance in Satire 2.8, 

wherein he describes the spectacular foods at a meal hosted by Nasidienus. Maecenas is the guest 

of honor, but he is almost absent from the poem; Horace uses his name for no other reason than 

to set a high standard of expectation. In Satire 2.4, Catius had described the best ingredients for 

each course of a cena recta, but here, Fundanius chooses to mention only two individual dishes, 

described in full, with a passing reference to unfamiliar foods in no particular order. It is my 

view that there is no attempt to describe the meal from start to finish by course, and Fundanius 

makes this clear when he begins his tale with in primis (for the entrée), skipping the appetizer 

altogether.133 The dinner is cut short when the decorations hanging overhead fall down upon the 

table, leaving us to question whether such effort is worthwhile if an unforeseen catastrophe can 

render all the attention toward elaborate food preparations as meaningless. The enthusiastic 

descriptions of dishes still reveal such a serious interest in cuisine that Horace’s answer would 

have to be a passionate yes, cuisine is intrinsically rewarding and well-worth the effort regardless 

of the possibilities of disaster. Characteristically, Horace himself did not attend the dinner, but he 

                                                         

132 This is also the central theme of Horace’s Satire 2.6, which is the fabled story of country mouse and city mouse. 

133 Hudson (1989: 83-84), on the grounds that this poem describes a meal in progression, argues that Nasidienus 
does not know any better than to serve a boar first. I find this to be unlikely, given the guest list and the attention to 
detail reflected in the dishes and preparations. 
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presses Fundanius for information, and Fundanius repeats the detailed accounts that sapiens 

Nomentanus had shared throughout the meal.134  

 Fundanius begins by saying that Nasidienus has served in primis Lucanus aper (as an 

entrée, a Lucanian boar) while the cenae pater (father of the feast, who must be Nomentanus) 

explains that the animal was caught while a gentle southern breeze was blowing.135 The 

ingenious dish (acria) includes rapula (little turnips), lactucae (lettuce), radices (radishes), siser 

(skirret), allec (fish-paste), and faecula Coa (Coan lees), a rare instance of a comprehensive dish 

in literature. A slave comes in to tidy up after this first course, wiping down the table and 

sweeping the floor, followed by stewards with a selection of fine wines.136 Horace recognizes the 

break between courses and seizes the opportunity to ask about the other guests. Fundanius 

quickly summarizes the seating arrangement before focusing his attention on Nomentanus, the 

man who displays a (too) thorough knowledge of a cuisine that was altogether unfamiliar to the 

cetera turba (the other guests who are relatively uninformed). The lesson is part of the 

experience, and the cenae pater happily fulfills his role as educator. Fundanius describes the new 

flavors in broad strokes, referring to avis (birds), conchylia (shell-fish), piscis (fish), and a dish 
                                                         

134 Might Horace have excluded himself (both here and in 2.4) in order to avoid a perceived endorsement of high 
cuisine? 

135 Cf. Cicero’s (Fam. 9.16(190)) cenandi magistros, referring to his pupils of rhetoric who had become his teachers 
of cuisine. No one else uses the title cenae pater, but his (Nomentanus’) job is clear: to convey to the guests the 
thoughtfulness that goes into the meal. Delicious food is even more enjoyable when paired with a good story, but 
whatever the perceived qualitative value in such details, Horace surely intends a note of absurdity, not unlike Colin 
the chicken in Portlandia (“Farm”, 2011). A similar perception of absurdity is attributed to ignorance later in this 
poem (lines 32-33), when he says that the color of apples is affected by the moon: quid hoc intersit, ab ipso audieris 
melius (you should ask the man himself why this makes a difference). It may be that the breeze does affect a kill and 
the moon does affect apples, but when one does not know the reasons why either of these things would be true, he 
may think the claims are absurd. 

136 It may be that Maecenas alone gets to choose between the Alban and Falernian, which would mark a disparity 
among the guests (and I concede that disparity does often appear among wines), or the host might be acknowledging 
the rich man’s more refined palate without necessarily excluding the other guests. The other choices explicitly made 
available to the guests were Caecuban and Chian wines, fine wines in their own right.  
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of passeris atque ilia rhombi (the belly of an ostrich and a turbot) ingustata mihi (heretofore 

untasted by me). He adds that after this (post hoc), Nomentanus explains the red color of the 

melimela (honey-apples).137 The drinking continues, in earnest for some, before the second dish 

arrives. 

 The second dish is a murena (lamprey) caught before spawning, spread on a plate and 

surrounded by squillas (langostinos) swimming in a sauce. Horace takes the time to explain this 

sauce as well, saying his mixtum ius est (the sauce is made with the following). Begin by heating 

together the best Venafran olive oil (oleo Venafri) and Spanish garum (garo de sucis piscis 

Hiberi). While it cooks, add Italian wine that is five years old (vino quinquenni, verum citra 

mare nato), white pepper (pipere albo), and the sort of vinegar that saved the grapes of Lesbos 

(aceto quod Methymnaeam vitio mutaverit uvam).138 Fundanius proudly states that one could 

cook into this sauce green arugulas (erucas viridis) and bitter elecampanes (inulas amaras), 

prompting Curtillus to add his own suggestion of sea-urchins (illutos echinos), left unwashed to 

preserve their briny taste.139 No other author outside of Apicius’ cookbook, not even Petronius, 

explains individual dishes in such great detail.  

 It is while the guests are discussing the flavor variations of the sauce that the canopy 

(aulaea) falls, ruining the meal. Nomentanus tries to save the mood with a lamentation on the 

cruelties of Fortune, but it is another guest, Balatro, who delivers the appropriate message: tene, 

                                                         

137 The word order might suggest that only the belly of the turbot was ingustata mihi. The apples are certainly out of 
place with the other foods, but the post hoc could refer to any time after, either during this part of the meal or later.  

138 Fundanius adds that Italian wine is best if added during cooking, but Chian wine (from Greece) if added after 
cooking.  

139 Elecampane is in the same family as the dandelion, which has received recent attention in modern cuisine thanks 
to the renaissance of foraging. 
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ut ego accipiar laute, torquerier omni sollicitudine (just think, so that I might experience an 

extravagant dinner, you are tormented by every anxiety). He means that Nasidienus is worried 

about the details of the meal, from making sure the bread is not burned and the sauce is properly 

seasoned to obsessing over the appearance of the slaves, only to have such a random accident as 

this ruin his plans. Nasidienus thanks the men for being good sports, and he hurries off to try to 

save the evening by impressing his guests with more food (arte emendaturus fortunam). All at 

once, servants bring out all sorts of dishes, most of which appear to be leftovers from another 

meal. These include the limbs torn from a crane that had been sprinkled with a lot of salt and 

flour (discerpta membra gruis sparsi sale multo non sine farre), a white goose’s liver fattened on 

plump figs (pinguibus et ficis pastum iecur anseris albae), the front legs torn from rabbits, since 

this is more preferable than eating them with the hind legs (et leporum avolsos, ut multo suavius, 

armos, quam si cum lumbis quis edit), black-birds with burnt breast (pectore adusto merulas), 

and doves missing their haunch (sine clune palumbis).140 The host’s efforts are wasted, however, 

since the guests flee from the dinner without tasting any of these (nihil omnino gustaremus).  

 The confusion that ends this dinner has not affected Fundanius’ delight over the dishes, 

proving that the effort of hosting the meal was worthwhile regardless of the accident. 

Nevertheless, a host strives to offer his guests the best experience possible, and this is the cause 

of his concern. With all the extravagance of the cuisine, the only preferential treatment that 

occurs among Nasidienus’ guests is the wine, and even this is a minor technicality, given the 

choices. Nowhere is there any disparity among foods, and while etiquette is not at issue in this 

poem, it would be utterly unthinkable for a man of Nasidienus’ means to denigrate any of his 

                                                         

140 The description of the rabbits’ legs is sarcastic, as the hind legs have the most meat. Like most of the other dishes 
listed here, the rabbits have been partially eaten. 
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guests with inferior fare. For the cena recta, as with all else, wealth has precipitated 

extravagance, and so long as the wealth remains sufficient, the extravagance is shared equally.  

Petronius’ Cena Trimalchionis – Extravagance, but not Disparity 

 The Cena Trimalchionis (Trimalchio’s Dinner) is the most famous meal in Roman 

literature, largely panned for its opulent extravagance.141 While certainly true that Trimalchio 

finds great pleasure in ostentatious luxury, there is no indication that his behavior has a negative 

impact on any of his guests. Indeed, Trimalchio wants to delight those around him, and it seems 

natural that everyone would receive the same treatment. Since he can afford the expense, the 

long-term consequences for his health, probably unknown to him, are the only obvious negative 

consequences to his behavior. All of the dishes are thoughtfully executed and either served to 

everyone equally or distributed by lot.142 Each guest gets his own table, so as not to be crowded 

by the smelly slaves.143 Trimalchio even offers his own bathroom to those in need, encouraging 

everyone not to be embarrassed about having to go.144 The atmosphere is relaxed and convivial, 

and while the luxury does often feel stuffy and pretentious, it is always meant to impress rather 

than to denigrate. Trimalchio is not simply a ridiculously rich, poorly educated freedman who 

may be closer to a gourmand than a gourmet, although these characteristics certainly apply. 

Petronius devotes a great deal of attention on the affable character of a generous host and the 

                                                         

141 E.g. Grainger and Dalby (1996) 98: Trimalchio’s dinner is “a mockery of the wealth and pretension of imperial 
Italy”. 

142 The fifth course (Petr. 56) is a lottery-style distribution of various foods, where each guest pulls a random ticket 
from a cup and a boy reads out the food to match each ticket.  

143 Petr. 34. 

144 Petr. 47. 
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respectful treatment of his guests. The nine-course structure of the Cena Trimalchionis is 

impressive, and Petronius employs many tricks in order to distinguish each one, but I have no 

further claim to make that would warrant obscuring the central theme with such a long list of 

foods.145 So far as Trimalchio is concerned, Petronius portrays a man not unlike Suetonius’ 

Augustus.146 Neither the guests nor the author reveal any moral shortcomings in Trimalchio’s 

actions, because for all of his flamboyant excesses, he shares his excesses equally among his 

guests. 

 The single point of disparity in this dinner is the wine. As the main characters are on their 

way through the house to the dining room before the meal, a slave implores them to save him 

from a flogging, which they kindly do by asking the house steward for mercy on his behalf. 

When they finally arrive at the dining room, they discover that this slave is a wine-server, and he 

tells them vinum dominicum ministratoris gratia est (the master’s wine is the waiter’s gift), 

implying they would have received different wine otherwise. Over the course of the meal this 

distinction appears to matter very little. After the first course, bottles of wine are brought in with 

labels that read: 'Falernum Opimianum annorum centum.' (Opimian Falernian, One Hundred 

Years). Sullivan argues that this label is problematic, given that “no vintner puts a label like this 

on a bottle unless he is trying to cheat a customer… [Trimalchio] is either lying or has been 

cheated”.147 For our purposes, the contents of the bottles are beside the point. Trimalchio’s aim is 

                                                         

145 Petronius lists more than seventy ingredients in nine courses. The meal is so over the top that when Habinnas 
crashes the party during the seventh course, he describes the three-course meal he has just finished at another house. 

146 Suet. Aug. 74: Conuiuabatur assidue nec umquam nisi recta… ut non nimio sumptu, ita summa comitate (he 
constantly feasted with others, and always in the proper way… with such extreme generosity that the lavishness did 
not seem excessive).  

147 Petr. 34.6, Sullivan (1986) 190n13. 
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to treat his guests to the experience of a lavish meal, and he has gone through the trouble of 

presenting wine that appears to be of the very best quality. Midway through the meal, he says 

'vinum si non placet, mutabo; vos illud oportet bonum faciatis’ (‘If you don’t like the wine, I’ll 

change it. It is important that you think it is good’).148 Trimalchio wants his guests to enjoy 

themselves, and he recognizes that their pleasure depends on their own tastes and their own 

perceived quality of the wine and the food. Trimalchio is no Virro. 

 There are still more examples of Trimalchio’s hospitality. His first address to the guests 

is to say that he has interrupted his game to avoid delaying the dinner: ne diutius absentivus 

morae vobis essem, omnem voluptatem mihi negavi (so that my absence would not delay you 

further, I have denied myself all pleasure).149 There is a mild irritation in his tone, but that the 

concern for his guests has trumped his personal inconvenience belies any attempt to call him 

selfish. He treats his guests to pedicures before the meal, and foot-rubs after.150 He distributes 

apophoreta (gifts to take home) at least twice. The first is in the midst of the third course, when 

the guests each receive porcelli ex coptoplacentis facti (Egyptian cakes shaped like little pigs). 

And again, toward the end of course six, a hoop descends from the ceiling from which hang jars 

of perfume (alabastris unguenti).151 The most tense moment in the dinner occurs just before 

course six, when Hermeros launches a verbal assault upon Ascyltus and Giton for allowing 

themselves to laugh uncontrollably, but Trimalchio steps in to restore levity (suaviter sit 

                                                         

148 Petr. 48. 

149 Petr. 33.1 

150 Petr. 31, 70. 

151 Petr. 40.4, 60.3-4. Martial’s Apophoreta (book 14) is an extensive list of  possible items that a guest might expect 
to take home. 
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potius).152 Strictly speaking, the gluttonous host pushes the boundaries of gastronomy into a self-

indulgent hedonism, but there is no other individual in Latin literature with such a love of 

conviviality, a desire to please others, and a passion for life than Trimalchio. I suspect that 

scholarship has villainized him more because of the negative consequences of trying to emulate 

his behavior than a proper evaluation of the man himself. Trimalchio is the embodiment of a 

hospitable host, and everyone around him benefits. The literary hosts who follow him are forced 

to cut costs, and the need for extravagance will overwhelm the desire to treat guests equally.   

Martial’s Ponticus - Disparity 

 Martial takes an entirely different tone with regard to the cena recta. He complains to 

Ponticus that he is invited to dinner but served different foods: Cur mihi non eadem, quae tibi, 

cena datur? (Why do I not get the same meal as you?). Rather than a formal layout of courses, 

we see just four dishes served to Ponticus, each contrasted with a similar yet inferior dish served 

to Martial. You (Ponticus) eat ostrea stagno saturata Lucrino (the oysters bred in Lake 

Lucrinus), as opposed to my (Martial’s) mitulus (mussel, in a broken shell). You get boleti (the 

good mushrooms), and I get fungos suillos (hog mushrooms). You are fed with a rhombo 

(turbot), while I eat a sparulo (bream). And you are filled up by an aureus immodicis turtur 

clunibus (golden turtle-dove with sumptuous thighs), yet in cavea mortua pica (a magpie that 

died in its cage) is served to me. The difference among the foods is in their quality, with 

increasing disparity as the list goes on. Martial finishes with the question Cur sine te ceno, cum 

tecum, Pontice, cenem? Sportula quod non est, prosit: edamus idem. (Why do I dine without 

you, Ponticus, when I am dining with you? Let the absence of the sportula be worth something: 

                                                         

152 Petr. 59.1. 
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let’s eat the same thing.) This last line indicates that a patron’s morning sportula, the traditional 

basket of consumables that had evolved into cash payment, had been suspended, so the patron no 

longer has any excuse not to spend money on his clients at the cena. 

Juvenal’s Virro – the Iniuria Cenae 

 Juvenal’s fifth Satire expands on Martial’s criticism that there has been a departure from 

the hospitality of previous generations. Virro (a generic host) is hosting a convivium and has 

invited Trebius (a generic client). The poem opens with an insult. If you are still not ashamed, 

Juvenal says, to live on aliena quadra (another man’s bread), and if you can endure iniquas 

mensas (unequal tables), then I would be afraid to trust you even under oath. He goes on to insist 

that it would be better to beg for sordes farris canini (dirty bits of dogs’ bread), since a amicitiae 

magnae (relationship with a man of status) is not worth the iniuria cenae (indignities of the 

meal). The insult is directed at Trebius, but the antagonist of the story is Virro, who unfairly 

treats his clients with quiet derision. A place at the rich man’s table is rare payment to the client 

for his morning attendance at his host’s salutatio, at which clients receive their daily instructions 

(officia) on serving the needs of the patron. The meal itself provides the very picture of disparity, 

with Virro and his peers (reliquis Virronibus: the other Virros) dining on extravagant fare while 

the lowly clients (vilibus amicis) receive meager scraps.153 The breaks between each course 

provide a commentary on the iniquities represented among the foods. Lest we make conclusions 

too early about villain and victim, Juvenal’s introductory lines to this satire inform us that both 

                                                         

153 Gowers (1993) 213: “The food itself spans the extremes of Roman culture: for the host, the affluence of Rome, 
for the client its effluence.” 
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the host and the guest are to blame: the host for his treatment of his clients, and his clients for 

putting up with such treatment from their host.  

 Lines 24-79 provide the basic complements to the meal: wine, cups, water, servers, and 

bread. It was not uncommon for disparity to exist among these accompaniments, but the degree 

of disparity here establishes both meal and client as pathetic. From the very beginning, this cena 

is an uncivilized affair. Virro has a perverse taste in entertainment – he derives pleasure from 

watching a fight break out among his guests – but to be fair, his guests are far from decorous. As 

the wine is passed around, disputes (iurgia) lead to a battle (pugna) among the group of 

freedmen (libertorum cohortem) described as frenzied Corybantes, the rowdy priests of Cybele. 

Virro’s guests are getting drunk on wine not worthy of freshly-clipped wool (vinum quod sucida 

nolit lana pati), which is worse than vinegar. This is old wine that has been left uncovered for 

some time, possibly the remains from previous cenae that have been collected in an open bowl 

for future use.154 Virro himself drinks wine thought (wrongly, Pliny tells us) to be of the best 

quality based on its extreme old age.155 Knowing that Juvenal had read Pliny, this presents Virro 

as an ignorant spendthrift rather than a connoisseur, buying up once prestigious items that no 

longer possess their former quality. Such ostentation is repeated in Virro’s large, jewel-encrusted 

cups (capaces crustas phialas), water that is colder than Thracian snow (frigidior Geticis 

                                                         

154 Pliny (NH 29.30) explains that sucida lana can be soaked in oil and wine or vinegar and applied as a compress in 
order to treat stings, sprains, or bruises, and we know this to be true. Acetic acid, which is the byproduct of the 
bacteria acetobacter’s consumption of ethanol (the alcohol in wine) and the source of vinegar’s smell and taste, can 
provide slight relief for mild inflammation of the skin. But if a wine is left exposed to the air for too long, the 
ethanol will oxidize into acetaldehyde before acetobacter can convert it into acetic acid, creating a product closer to 
nail polish remover than vinegar and rather useless for treating inflammation. Cf. Courtney (2013) 200-1, Braund 
(1996) 281, McGovern (2003) 55. 

155 After two centuries, says Pliny (NH 14.55), wine becomes the consistency of honey and is bitter, and must 
therefore be diluted either with water or with other wine. 
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pruinis), and an attendant who is the flower of Asia (flos Asiae), more valuable than all the 

miscellaneous possessions of the Roman kings (quam Romanorum omnia regum frivola). The 

miserable guest, on the other hand, will empty a broken cup (calicem iam quassatum), drink 

different water (aliam aquam), and will be ignored by an African Ganymede (Gaetulum 

Ganymedem) who feels contempt in having to serve poor men (pauperibus). And, as discussed in 

the previous chapter, Virro’s bread is tener et niveus (soft and white), while Trebius’ is solidae 

iam mucida frusta farinae (already moldy bits of stale far). If there is any violation of the bread-

basket (artoptae), a servant is quick to remind a bold guest (audax conviva) to know the color of 

his own bread (panis tui novisse colorem).156 That Juvenal has chosen the Greek word for a 

bread basket suggests that Virro might employ a professional baker, perhaps even a Greek baker, 

something that Trebius probably considers beyond his own means. It is for this that Trebius has 

weathered storms to join the crowd (iam turba) of people attending the early morning needs of 

his patron.  

 Line 80 begins the first course, signaled by the term aspice (behold!). This is meant to 

catch our attention, as if we too are in the room as the carefully plated dishes enter. The 

centerpiece is Virro’s squilla (langostino) with asparagis (asparagus) on a lancem (platter), 

drizzled with Venafrano (the prized Venafran olive oil from Samnium). Trebius, in contrast, 

receives a cammarus (crayfish) and half an egg (dimidio ovo) on a patella (small plate), 

                                                         

156 The Greek word for artoptae is ἀȡĲȩπĲȘȢ, which is a compound from ἄȡĲȠȢ (bread) and ὀπĲᾶȞ (to bake), and 
usually refers to a tin in which bread is baked, but can also mean, says Pliny (NH 18.27(105)), the bread baked in 
that vessel or the basket then used to serve it. Plautus (Aul. 400-1 2.9.4) uses the word to refer to the vessel in the 
early 2nd century BCE: ego hinc artoptam ex proximo utendam peto a Congrione (I will go and ask to borrow a 
baking-pan from the neighbor Congrio). Julius Pollux (Onomasticon 10.112) does the same in the 2nd century CE: 
Ĳὸ ıțİῦȠȢ ݋Ȟ ᾧ ĲȠὺȢ ἄȡĲȠυȢ ݋ȞȠπĲῲıȚȞ… ݺȞ ȞῦȞ ἀȡĲȩπĲȘȞ țαȜȠῦıȚ (they bake bread in that vessel which they now 
call ἀȡĲȩπĲȘȞ). Its long-standing use is a testament to the persistence of technical vocabulary in the baking 
profession. 
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accompanied by a pallidus caulis (pale cabbage-stalk) and Numidian olive oil that has been 

taken from a lamp (olebit lanternam).157 Virro also gets two fish, a mullus (mullet) and a 

muraena (lamprey), both from the outskirts of the over-fished Tyrrhenian sea. Trebius’ anguilla 

(eel) is from the banks of the Tiber, fattened up on the torrents of sewage from the Subura 

(torrente cloaca Suburae).158 After the food has arrived, Juvenal imagines complaining to the 

host about the inequality among the foods being served. This pause after the lengthy description 

of food mirrors the break in the food service itself, and is an opportunity for the narrator to 

explain the situation at hand. No one is asking for the lavish gifts (largiri) of olden days, he says, 

we request merely that you obey the customs of etiquette and treat us as equals (poscimus ut 

cenes civiliter). Trebius feels that he is justified in his expectation of a fair dinner, but Virro 

treats him as if he is just trying to mooch a free meal.  

 Line 114 begins the second course, signaled by the appearance of food before Virro. The 

entrée includes anseris iecur (a goose’s liver), anseribus par altilis (a fattened bird, likely a 

chicken, as big as a goose), flavi dignus ferro Meleagri aper (the boar worthy of blond 

Meleager’s steel), and if spring-time, tubera (truffles, which were thought to be fattened by 

thunder), all complimented by the choreographed gesticulations of a structorem (carver).159 Poor 

Trebius does not receive any food at all during this course. The astonishment expressed after the 

first course is met with an explanation here after the second. We now see that the atmosphere of 

the dinner is not one of open conversation, but of silent humility and mutual contempt. The lowly 

guest is expected to know better than to open his mouth (hiscere) on the threat of being thrown 
                                                         

157 Cf. Hor. Sat 1.6.123: Natta steals his olive oil from lamps.  

158 Following Courtney’s (2013: 209-10) interpretation.  

159 For the carptor, cf. Sen. Ep. 47.6. 
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out. The only way to gain respect with the host, says the author, is to acquire the quadringenta 

(the four hundred thousand sesterces required to become an eques). Then all that Virro has 

would be open to Trebius as a magnus amicus, or better yet, if his wife were barren, a carus 

amicus, a dear friend from whose estate Virro might have the potential to inherit. But this 

scenario is far from being true, and there are many things which the poor men do not dare to say 

(plurima sunt quae non audent dicere). 

 Line 146 begins the third and final course, also not signaled at all save for dishes of food 

appearing. The vilibus amicis (poor guests) receive ancipites fungi (dangerous-looking 

mushrooms) while Virro enjoys a boletus (the best kind of mushroom). He and his rich friends 

are also served sweet-smelling fruits like those stolen from the sororibus Afris (African sisters, 

the Hesperides) by Hercules, whereas Trebius frueris (enjoys, a sarcastic word choice) scabie 

mali (a dried-up apple) that equates him to a monkey trained to throw a javelin from the back of 

a shaggy goat (metuensque flagelli discit ab hirsuta iaculum torquere capella). It is now revealed 

that Virro takes pleasure in humiliating his inferiors, for he finds humor in seeing a poor guest 

suffering with a grumbling belly (plorante gula). Then, in line with the complaint after the first 

course and the response after the second, the last segment turns the focus back onto Trebius’ own 

culpability for this experience. Virro is cruel and selfish, but Trebius is naïve and seduced by 

Virro’s kitchen. Beguiled by the promise of a good dinner (spes bene cenandi), the silent guests 

wait in vain for mere scraps of food from Virro. If you can endure all of this, then you deserve it 

(omnia ferre si potes, et debes), worthy of these dinners and such a friend (his epulis et tali 

dignus amico). Trebius should not be surprised that he is treated poorly, and he should be 

ashamed that he continues to endure it.  



102 
 

 Other than serving his perverse sense of humor, it is unclear why Virro practices 

inequality. The story is told from the perspective of the client, so it is not surprising that we have 

no insight into the resources of the host. Regardless of Virro’s means, he does not consider his 

client to be worth the value of an elaborate meal. Just decades before, the money sportula had 

replaced the cena recta as the official method of compensation for a client’s services, and even 

though Domitian reinstated the cena recta, the money sportula was only eliminated for a short 

time.160 By Juvenal’s time, patrons could use those 25 asses as an excuse to spend less money on 

their dependents at the meal. Whatever legitimacy hosts felt in underserving their guests was 

hidden in accounting books, and while the evolving economy enabled citizens to enjoy broader 

market access, actual relationships between people of differing status suffered. 

Juvenal’s Invitation to Persicus – the Ideal Meal 

 As an antithesis to the iniuria cenae at Virro’s table, Juvenal gives us his own version of 

the ideal meal in Satire 11. It is not extravagant, but not because eating extravagant food is 

necessarily a bad thing. Neither is it austere, a Trebius would find it as unobtainable as Virro’s 

feast.161 It is simple food, sourced locally from his own land, and the host’s prudence is visible in 

every aspect.162 To begin the poem, he says that if Atticus (a rich man) dines eximie 

(extravagantly), he is thought to be refined (lautus habetur), but if Rutilus (a poor man) does the 

                                                         

160 Cf. Mart. 3.60, discussed above at ‘The Monetization of Client Services: the Sportula and the Cena Recta’.  

161 Cf. Pers. (5.18), who advocates for plebia prandia (plebian meals). Juvenal’s cena is certainly not plebia. 

162 Juvenal closely follows Horace’s (Sat. 2.2) Ofellus in defining the proper meal. Cf. Braund (1989: 73), who 
claims, because of Horace’s philosophical tone and lack of comparanda, that he describes “no real countryman (and 
no real country meal)”. There is little doubt but that Juvenal and Horace both are employing the same literary 
metaphor, the message being to avoid status foods and stick to the simpler fare. Horace (2.2.42) even mentions aper 
rhombusque (the boar and the turbot) to describe how monetary stress ruins the pleasure of eating luxury foods, pre-
dating these same symbols of culinary identity in Juvenal. 



103 
 

same, he is senseless (demens). The point is that too many people are eating beyond their means, 

which is deleterious to themselves, their families, and even society at large. Rutilus is described 

as a pauper Apicius (a poor Apicius, the famous gastr’auteur), whose sole reason for living is in 

his palate (in solo vivendi causa palato est). Like Virro, Rutilus is also a spendthrift who equates 

value with expense rather than quality: the things that cost more are more pleasing (magis illa 

iuvant quae pluris emuntur).163 The message is that one should behave prudently. Ergo, what 

matters is who is hosting the dinner. That which is luxuria (imprudent extravagance) for a 

Rutilus is laudabile for a Ventidius (another rich man), and the distinction depends on how much 

money one has (a censu).164 In case the point still eludes us, Juvenal says illum ego iure 

despiciam (rightly do I despise a man) who does not know the value of his money. He invokes 

the Delphic maxim γȞῲșȚ ıİαυĲȩȞ (know thyself), encouraging his readership to apply the rule 

rebus in summis minimisque (in things great and small), etiam cum piscis emetur (even when one 

buys a fish). Otherwise, you will sink all that you have in ventrem (into the belly) and become a 

beggar, or worse, a fraud who shamelessly defaults on loans and flees the city to avoid 

creditors.165 Juvenal does not present himself as a foodie, he has little interest in the art of a meal 

or trying new things, and perhaps his reluctance can be explained as much by his prudence in 

spending as his preference of palate. He serves a meal he claims is traditional, sourced locally, 

prepared without pretense, and devoid of frivolous expense. 

 At line 56, Juvenal begins describing the meal he will serve to Persicus. You will 

experience today (experiere hodie), he says, whether I who extol the virtues of prudence practice 
                                                         

163 Juv. 11.16. 

164 Juv. 11.21-23.  

165 Juv. 11.23-55. 
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such at my own convivium,166 or if I am really occultus ganeo (a secret glutton), telling my boy 

pultes (porridge) for all to hear, but whispering placentas (cakes) in his ear. Juvenal compares 

his own hospitality to that of Evander, whose home was rustic, yet comfortable.167 Persicus will 

be the Hercules, or the Aeneas whom Vergil’s Evander welcomes with the plea: aude 

contemnere opes (do not expect riches), rebusque veni non asper egenis (and judge not harshly 

the meager furnishings).168 He then counters the aspice (look!) of Virro’s first course with audi 

(listen!), emphasizing the importance he places on describing the traditional pathways of food 

over fancy and pretentious plating arrangements. His menu is not sourced from the markets 

(nullis macellis), but from his own Tiburtino agro (Tiburtine farm).  

First is pinguissimus haedulus (the plumpest young goat, a kid not yet weaned) and 

montani asparagi (mountain asparagus) gathered by the vilica (the bailiff’s wife), presumably 

from a garden. Then comes grandia ova torto calentia faeno ipsis cum matribus (great big eggs, 

with the chickens that laid them, kept warm in a broth with a twisted bunch of fenugreek 

leaves),169 servatae uvae (preserved grapes), Signinum Syriumque pirum (Signian and Syrian 

                                                         

166 Juvenal refers to this meal twice (150, 179) with the plural form convivia. 

167 Verg. Aen. 8.367-68: Evander has Aeneas sleep on a bed of strewn leaves covered with the skin of a Libyan bear.  

168 Verg. Aen 8.359-68. 

169 It is my own interpretation of this dish that faeno means fenugreek and not simply hay. Ramsay’s (1950) 
translation is “some lordly eggs, warm in their wisps of hay, together with the hens that laid them”, and Courtney 
(2013: 440) thinks the reference is to the hay in which the eggs are transported, as does Mayor (1888: 2.193), citing 
Mart. 3.47.14 (a porter carries tuta faeno ova, eggs safe in faeno). However, Juvenal uses this word only two other 
times (3.14 and 6.542), and both are in conjunction with the word cophinus (basket) to describe the meager 
possessions of a Jew. So, I think faenum, like cophinus, is meant to reference an item unique to the Jewish culture. 
Fenugreek is the main ingredient of hilbeh, a traditional New Year’s dish that happens to go very well with eggs. 
One of the Jewish New Years is Nissan 1, which falls in March-April, depending on the moon, and Juvenal’s meal 
for Persicus is in celebration of the Megalesia, which is in the first week of April. Cf. Apicius 5.7: Faenum Graecum 
ex liquamine, oleo et vino (fenugreek, [prepared] in broth, oil and wine). 
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pears),170 and ripe mala (apples). There is nothing from the sea, no wild beasts, and even no 

mushrooms, which are not grown on a farm but harvested from the wild. The meal represents the 

type of banquet one might supply from a modest property outside of the city, even if this were 

not a special occasion. Toward the end of this satire, Juvenal informs us that the Ludi 

Megalenses (April 4-10) are currently underway, which places Juvenal’s meal in stark contrast to 

the lavish patrician banquets that were traditional to the games.171 Cicero’s Cato, who describes 

the old Romans’ choice to use the word convivium for their dinners rather than borrowing from 

the Greek, prefaces that passage by saying that the worship of Cybele, and thus the Ludi 

Megalenses and the patrician dinners associated with them, began during his quaestorship (in 

204 BCE). And while Cicero has him claim to have dined omnino modice (moderately in all 

respects) at those banquets, he credits such prudence to his age, leading us to believe that there 

did exist opportunities to dine lavishly.172 

 The meal for Persicus, Juvenal continues, is modeled on that of the senate in the olden 

days (olim), which was iam luxuriosa cena (already a rather extravagant dinner) even though 

Curius would still gather his herbs from his own garden.173 It was once the custom (moris erat) 

to save a thin back-strap of dried pork hanging from a rack (sicci terga suis rara pendentia crate) 

                                                         

170 These are probably types of pears grown on his farm and not fruits imported from Signia or Syria. See my 
discussion of Baucis and Philemon, above. 

171 Gellius (NA 2.24) explains a senatus consultum of 161 BCE that limited the expense of these dinners to ‘120 
asses in addition to vegetables, bread and wine’ and ‘the weight of silverware to 100 pounds’, and required that only 
native wines be served. Gellius follows this with a brief description of the history of sumptuary laws, beginning with 
the Lex Fannia. 

172 Cic. Sen. 13.45-46.  

173 Juv. 11.77-119. His naming of Curius puts the olim into the early third century BCE, well before the Ludi 
Megalenses began in 204 BCE. Cf. Courtney (2013) 441: “M’. Curius Dentatus, censor in 272 B.C. and famous for 
his part in the wars against the Samnites and Pyrrhus, was an exemplum of old Roman simplicity and frugality”. 
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for festis diebus, and to serve some birthday bacon (natalicium lardum) for relatives, adding 

fresh meat (nova carne) if there had been a recent sacrifice.174 Juvenal’s own pinguissimus 

haedulus is a sign that his grievance is not with the act of feasting, but the rampant consumerism 

brought about by the marketplace. The virtue of old was to make use of all that you had, which 

meant storing foods away for later consumption, and this holds true for Juvenal’s ideal as well. 

However, there is no mistaking that Juvenal was not encouraging a total return to antiquated 

practice. He exhibits prudence by avoiding the markets, but his own affluence is still on display 

in that he has land outside of the city, and he has enough servants to cultivate that land and to 

serve the dinner in his home near the Subura.175  

 The common interpretation of this satire is that Juvenal has a problem with extravagance, 

but this misses an important nuance of Juvenal’s view.176 When he makes fun of ostentatious 

luxury, his targets are the furnishings (supellex), not the food. The only time he makes a direct 

attack on food is when a squalidus fossor (dirty ditcher) scoffs (fastidit) at Curius’ herbs in favor 

of calidae sapiat quid vulva popinae (the flavor of a uterus cooked in a hot cook-shop). Perhaps 

buying cooked food from a vendor is even worse than buying ingredients from the market.177 

Rich men (divitibus) now eat rhombus (turbot) and damma (venison), but the food is not 

                                                         

174 Juv. 11.77-85. Hudson (1989: 74) argues that these food traditions are taken straight from the Lex Fannia (161 
BCE), a sumptuary law used as “the familiar moral shorthand”. Also, sicci terga suis rara pendentia crate is a clear 
reference to Ovid’s (Met. 8.649) sordida terga suis nigro pendentia tigno, which lends the authority of divine 
approval.  

175 Pliny NH 19.51: it was a mark of affluence if a Roman ate and entertained in his town house from the produce of 
his own land. Cf. Dalby (2000) 27. 

176 For instance, Courtney (2013) 431: “This poem combines an attack on luxury and extravagance with praise of 
simplicity in the form of a disquisition about an invitation to dinner. … It is quite clear that Juvenal disapproves of 
luxury and extravagance in the rich.” A redeeming note from Courtney (p.433): “Such recognition that standards are 
relative and the clock of history cannot be simply turned back is quite exceptional in Juvenal.”  

177 Juv. 11.80-81. 
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condemned; the issue is that it is thought to have no flavor unless the latos orbes (broad trays or 

tables) are supported by ivory legs (grande ebur) carved into the shape of a tall panther (sublimis 

pardus).178 As for Juvenal, even his knife-handles are modest, made of bone (ossea) and not 

ivory, but non his ulla umquam obsonia fiunt rancidula (no vittles have ever been made rancid 

by using them), and the chicken is no less carved (non peior gallina secatur).179 Juvenal does not 

employ a structor (carver) taught by Trypheri doctoris (Professor Trypherus) to carve lepus, 

aper, pygargus (antelope), Scythicae volucres (pheasants), phoenicopterus ingens (the tall 

flamingo), and Gaetulus oryx (the Gaetulian gazelle), and while true that these animals represent 

the extremes of extravagance among foods (lautissima cena), his real grievance is that the art of 

carving, unnecessary in his view, has become such a feature of Roman cuisine that a school 

(pergula) now teaches it.180 Juvenal is also against searching the seas for a tortoise shell (testudo) 

to use as a headrest, using sexually provocative dancers as dinner entertainment, and 

Lacedaemonian marble as flooring.181 It is not altogether incorrect to say that Juvenal loathes 

extravagance, but such a blanket statement needs qualification. There is nothing wrong with 

spending money on food so long as one can afford it, though his final words in this satire 

indicate that it should be an infrequent occurrence: voluptates commendat rarior usus (the rarity 

of an experience intensifies its pleasure). His argument is that expensive paraphernalia like fancy 

tables, plate-ware, and knives are frivolously silly and add nothing to the food.  

                                                         

178 Juv. 11.120-29.  

179 Juv. 11.133-35. 

180 Juv. 11.136-41. The phrase hebeti lautissima ferro caeditur… cena is better translated as ‘[each animal] is cut up 
with a knife made dull by, i.e. used on, the finest of meals’ rather than (Ramsay (1950)) ‘a magnificent feast is cut 
up with blunt knives’. A knife is made dull by repeated cutting regardless of what it cuts; the point here is that the 
carver uses his knife often, but only on the best foods.   

181 Juv. 11.93-95, 162-75. 
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Concluding Remarks about Disparity at the Meal 

 The inherently mutual dependency of an urban population had defined Roman society 

until the massive population increases of the late Republican era. The emperor, the markets, and 

the presence of non-Romans made these relationships increasingly complicated. Juvenal’s 

criticisms reveal a deterioration of respect and fairness, and he blames anyone without a sense of 

social responsibility, not just the wealthy. Patrons and clients no longer needed each other in the 

same way as before, meaning the old expectations and entitlements were losing legitimacy. The 

cena recta had developed as a way to exploit the ubiquitous necessity of eating for the purpose 

of sharing time together, and the common occurrence of this shared meal resulted in a natural 

standardization of format that is already visible by the mid-first century BCE. Thanks to a few 

ancient authors who clearly enjoyed writing about varying aspects the meal, we are able to watch 

the extravagance expand over time. However luxurious the private meal became, there was never 

any sign of inequality among foods at those meals until the poetry of Martial and then Juvenal. 

Disparity is a symptom of a corrupted system, a sign that something has changed. This study, by 

looking at Roman society through the lens of the cena recta, has determined not only that the 

reason for the change in relationships was the rise of the marketplace and the monetization of 

clients’ services, but that it likely happened over a period of twenty years or so, between the 

reigns of Nero and Domitian. To combat this disparity, Juvenal encourages his readers to 

practice prudence in all things. 

 

 Elites in the ancient world distinguished themselves from their inferiors in the same way 

that Romans distinguished themselves from non-Romans: through social behavior and activity. 
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There is no other aspect of society more prevalent and pervasive than food. What and with whom 

people eat is part of social identity, and therefore it should be unsurprising to find that both a 

specific food and a specific meal-structure are intrinsic to the Roman concept of status. Pork was 

the quintessential Roman meat, made affordable enough by the market subsidy of the 

frumentatio that it had become the symbol of Roman cuisine. Wealthier Romans found ways to 

ascertain variations in the quality of an animal such as diet or provenance, which fostered their 

ability to use value to differentiate themselves from the ignorant and the poor. The etiquette of 

the meal evolved alongside the expansion of the markets, and extravagance and ostentation were 

indicative of a refined palate. For a long time, the aim of the upper class was to use their 

resources to flaunt an intricate knowledge of food, but to do it fairly, as a means to impress rather 

than to denigrate. The tone in the poetry of Horace and Petronius suggests that poets still 

respected the opportunity to develop relationships that the experience of sharing a meal provided. 

There is a different tone in the poetry of Martial and Juvenal, and this change requires 

explanation. A growing participation in the marketplace meant more informal relationships as 

money became the preferred method of compensation for both patron and client. This was good 

for the markets, but bad for the cena recta. Hosts who reckoned that the salary was fair 

compensation for their client’s service no longer saw equal treatment at a meal as justified. Also, 

the expectations of Roman cuisine were so lofty and well-defined that many of those who wished 

to represent themselves as elites had to maintain a standard of living that was beyond their 

means; serving inferior foods to undeserving clients was a way to cut costs and maintain their 

own appearances. The tradition of the shared meal continued, but under these adverse conditions, 

which I would like to believe were still the exceptions to standard behavior and not the rule, the 

dinner was an ugly, perverse, humiliating experience for everyone involved. This story sounds 
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regretfully dreary, and from the perspective of equality at the meal, it is a shame to see such a 

corruption of social mores. On the bright side, the marketplace offered more opportunity for 

work, and salaries both from those jobs and from services to patrons meant that individuals relied 

less on the temperament of their supposed superiors and more on merit. The cena recta was no 

longer a rational institution for compensation, and it was better that it continue as it had been 

intended in the past, as a way to celebrate amicitia. It says a lot, how you treat a pig. 

 

“Pork is probably the most delicious – and the most misunderstood – of all meats. … If I had to 

narrow my choice of meats down to one for the rest of my life, I am quite certain that meat 

would be pork.” – James Beard, James Beard’s Theory & Practice of Good Cooking, 1977  
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE EMPEROR’S MAJESTY 

'quidnam igitur censes? conciditur?' 'absit ab illo 
dedecus hoc' Montanus ait, 'testa alta paretur 
quae tenui muro spatiosum colligat orbem. 
Juvenal 4.130-32 
  
(Domitian:) ‘So, what do you think? Should it 
be cut up?’ ‘It should be spared the indecency!’, 
Montanus said, ‘a large round dish should be 
made, with a thin wall to reign in its vast 
circumference.’ 
 

 
 Finally, size matters. For all the attentions given to purple robes and golden thrones, 

nothing is so majestic as immensity itself. Domitian knew this, and so did Juvenal. The turbot 

delivered to Domitian in Juvenal’s fourth satire is a symbol of raw imperial magnitude. The fish 

is not particularly flashy or colorful, it is simply huge. What is more, it is bigger than the other 

culinary metaphors for excess, setting a new precedent all its own. As a representation of 

jurisdiction, the turbot marks the subjugation of natural law and the complete dominance of the 

emperor. Domitian’s dining hall on the Palatine is likewise majestic, a fitting showcase for the 

newly expanded identity of empire. Imperial restraint abandoned, the physical space, the open 

columns, stage, apse, and the emperor’s couch, all focused attention on the emperor, a god 

among men. The previous chapter showed the rise in ostentatious disparity among the upper 

classes, now let us turn to the upper extreme of Roman social hierarchy, Domitian himself.  

 We must acknowledge at the outset that the emperor does not rule all on his own. While 

he does have virtually-absolute authority, he also utilizes advisors, sometimes deemed 

sycophants (adulatores) by texts saying they exploit the graces of flattery to gain the ear of the 
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man in charge. 1 Sycophancy does not require strong motivation. Let us have no doubt but that 

some people gravitate toward those who exert any form of power or influence over others. These 

advisors also have their own networks, the upper echelons of a complicated structure of 

dependencies still rooted in the long-standing custom of patronage.2 Information is one of the 

foremost exchanges within these networks and is a valuable currency flowing in many directions. 

This can be trivial (e.g. making sure the emperor gets his due when prodigious things occur) or 

dire (e.g. preventing an assassination plot), and distinctions are forever blurred by paranoia and 

curiosity. Information trickles upward along the chain, condensed into fewer and fewer 

individuals who begin to call themselves experts. Indeed, relatively speaking, these individuals 

are experts, although their field of expertise is not strictly defined, and their knowledge makes 

them valuable to those whose favor they desire. The behavior of these men influences the 

decisions of the emperor, whether through genuine consideration of the matter at hand or simple 

flattery, and while doing so they are continuously pushing the boundaries of imperial identity. 

What it means to be emperor thus expands as well. In a political environment, we must hope that 

those at the center of power will have an eye toward managing the challenging functions of 

empire. This was probably true, even for Domitian, despite his vilification as a “bad” emperor. 

Under the last of the Flavians, the emperor’s power was unlimited and absolute. But this may be 

due as much to the advisors as Domitian himself. This chapter examines the image of the 

centralization of power through two separate pieces of evidence related to food: Juvenal’s tale of 

                                                         

1 Juvenal (4.116) calls Lucius Catullus Messalinus a caecus adulator. Suetonius (Vit. 1) opines that Vitellius’ noble 
lineage may have been crafted by adulatores. There are a great many descriptions of men of this sort that are beyond 
defining keywords; e.g. Juv. 4.110: saevior illo Pompeius tenui iugulos aperire susurro (more savage still was 
Pompeius, who could slit someone’s throat with a soft whisper).  

2 Cf. Saller (1982), who offers a broad review of the role of patronage in Roman imperial society to include those 
closest to the emperor. 
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the turbot (a selection of which is quoted above), and the dining hall at Domitian’s residence on 

the Palatine Hill. Since the necessity to eat is common to all people, it is important for the 

emperor to emphasize distinction in all respects of the meal; studying those distinctions will 

inform our understanding of imperial majesty.    

Part 1: The Turbot 

 In Juvenal’s fourth satire, a cumbae linique magister (master of the fishing boat and line) 

catches in his net admirabile rhombi (a prodigious turbot).3 Given its size, the fisherman has no 

choice but to give this fish as a gift to the emperor, and speeds thence to the emperor’s villa at 

Alba Longa.4 There was no dish large enough for the fish, 5 so a council of advisors is summoned 

to determine what to do. One by one, ten advisors enter, each of whom Juvenal describes in brief 

biographical detail.6 The one who will carry the decision, however, is the gourmand Montanus. 

After the seemingly obligatory sycophantic outburst by Veiento, Domitian himself suggests that 

the fish be cut up, presumably to allow it to be cooked in crockery that was immediately 

available.7 Montanus dismisses this notion as irreverent, insisting that a vessel be custom-made 

to a proportion capable of containing the huge beast, and moreover, that a potter attend the camp 

of the emperor wherever he goes for just such a purpose. With that, the advisors are dismissed. 

                                                         

3 Juv. 4.39-45. 

4 Juv. 4.60-61. 

5 Juv. 4.72: derat pisci patinae mensura. 

6 Plotius Pegasus, Quintus Crispus, Acilius Aviola, Rubrius Gallus, Montanus, Crispinus, Pompeius, Fuscus, 
Veiiento, Lucius Catullus Messalinus. 

7 Juv. 4.123-30. At 4.113, Veiento is prudens, which foreshadows his knowing how to behave as expected. What an 
emperor expects, however, does not necessarily correspond to good advice. 
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Juvenal laments only that all imperial decisions were not so benign as to avoid the bloodshed of 

good men.8 

 This scene with the turbot is loaded with meaning on several levels. The most obvious 

level is to treat the fish literally – large fish like the turbot are an expensive delicacy and the 

larger the fish the higher the price, even though larger specimens are generally inferior in quality. 

But, in keeping with a main interpretative stance of this thesis, food is never just food.9 This 

turbot is representative of Domitian’s (real or perceived) jurisdiction of power. Epic undertones 

make fun of the trivial matter, such as the ten advisors forming a mock council of the kind 

reserved for official imperial business or for matters of debate among the gods.10 Domitian’s 

hasty suggestion to cut up the fish is a flippant response to the options immediately available 

without regard to the benefits of keeping the whole intact, which portrays the emperor as being 

impetuous and motivated by an unimaginative pragmatism. And this may have more permeating 

implications: while leadership demands that choices be made, decisions are subject to the errors 

of haste, hence the need for a council at all. The overall message gleaned from this scene is that 

Domitian considered, or is perceived to consider, nothing beyond the purview of his office, no 

matter how large or small. Everything everywhere belonged to the emperor, should he choose to 

make a claim. But the immensity of the fish overshadows the triviality of the situation, making a 

                                                         

8 Juv. 4.144-54. 

9 Gowers (1993) esp. 5-8. 

10 Homer (Il. 2.1ff.) describes a council of the Achaean generals and (4.1ff.) a council of the gods. Vergil (Aen. 
10.1ff.) also describes a council of the gods, which Servius suggests is modelled after republican politics. Similarly, 
Ovid (Met. 1.163ff.) has a council of the gods modelled after imperial politics, and Seneca (Apoc. 8ff.) treats the trial 
for Claudius’ deification as a mock senate. Juvenal brings the council to earth, making the fish a representation of 
the empire as a whole. Connors (2005) 140-44; cf. Rimell (2005) 87. 
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mockery of the imperial attentions. His advisors and vast network of informers ensure that 

Domitian chooses the very best of everything, even if he did not himself know why.  

The Turbot as a Real Fish 

 First, sometimes a fish is just a fish. Juvenal refers to this fish as a rhombus, which is 

most likely the Rhombus maximus, now known as Scopthalmus maximus, Psetta maxima, or 

turbot. Today, the turbot is a fairly common flatfish that lives in the shallow waters around 

Europe.11 This is in perfect accord with Juvenal’s descriptions. He says the fish was caught near 

Ancona in the Adriatic Sea, but was as large as fish from Lake Maeotis, both areas being 

relatively shallow and sandy. 12 Like all flatfishes, the turbot swims on its side close to the sea-

floor, requiring its two eyes on the same upward side. The most astonishing feature of the turbot 

is its symmetry. There is a certain head, dorsal fin, and anal fin, but these “sides” form a near 

circle, plus a tail fin. Montanus refers to the fish’s shape as a spatiosum orbem.13 As a seafood 

expert, Montanus is doubtless alluding also to the specific fish, listed by Pliny, with the name 

orbis (Mola mola, or sunfish), which can exceed 300 centimeters (10 feet) in length.14 Modern 

                                                         

11 Fishbase (2016) at Scopthalmus maximus (fishbase.org). 

12 Juv. 4.39-44. Ancona is about 100 miles south along the coast from Ravenna, and 120 miles east across the 
Apennines from Arezzo, prized for its glazed Arretine ware. The Adriatic is in fact shallowest around the western 
coasts of the northern part. And we know Lake Maeotis today as the Sea of Azov, the shallowest sea in the world 
with a maximum depth of seven meters. These are ideal habitats for flatfishes, known as demersal fish, or bottom 
feeders. 

13 Juv. 4.132. 

14 Juv. 4.139-40: nulli maior fuit usus edendi tempestate mea (in my day, nobody had more experience in eating 
[than Montanus]). Pliny NH 32.14: durissimum esse piscium constat qui orbis vocetur: rotundus est, sine squamis 
totusque capite constat (it is well-known that the hardest fish is the one called the sunfish: it is round, without scales, 
and all head). At the beginning of this chapter (NH 32), Pliny cites Ovid’s Halieuticon, from which he likely gained 
much of his information about fish. Fishbase (2016) at Mola mola (fishbase.org). 

http://fishbase.org/
http://fishbase.org/


116 
 

reports list the turbot as reaching lengths of only 100 centimeters (39.4 inches),15 but even this 

was larger than the imperial kitchen was equipped to prepare.16 Montanus’ hyperbole is therefore 

appropriate. The turbot is already so big that its confinement is impossible, it might as well be as 

big as a sunfish.  

Turbot Trumps Mullet 

 Nevertheless, the turbot was not the standard fish to symbolize excess in literature. This 

allusion had been reserved for the mullet. Before he launches into the turbot scene in Satire 4, 

Juvenal gives a scathing judgment of Crispinus: monstrum nulla virtute redemptum a vitiis (a 

monster redeemed from his vices by not a single virtue), who bought a mullus for six thousand 

sesterces, aequantem sane paribus sestertia libris (matching, in fact, the number of thousands of 

sesterces to the number of pounds).17 This is the same Crispinus whom Juvenal describes in 

Satire 1 as verna Canopis (an Egyptian home-born slave), and who had become princeps 

equitum and even, as we see here in Satire 4, an advisor to Domitian.18 It is in witness of this 

appalling achievement of status that Juvenal delivers one of his most famous lines: difficile est 

                                                         

15 Fishbase (2016) at Scopthalmus maximus (fishbase.org). Florida’s most popular flatfish is the Gulf flounder, 
which is much smaller and more elongated than the turbot. 

16 The closest thing we have today to the shape required is a paella pan, and at three feet in diameter, that is one BIG 
paella pan! Cf. Mart. 13.81: Quamvis lata gerat patella rhombum, Rhombus latior est tamen patella (Even though a 
wide pan holds the turbot, the turbot is nevertheless wider than the pan). 

17 Juv. 4.2-3, 15-16; Anthon (1869) 161: “Equaling, you must know, the sestertia to a like number of pounds.” 
Anthon explains that one sestertium (the accounting sum) was equivalent to one thousand sestertii (the coin). Thus, 
six thousand sestertii (=six sestertia) bought Crispinus six pounds of fish. 

18 Juv. 1.26. 

http://fishbase.org/
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saturam non scriber (it is difficult not to write satire).19 Men like Crispinus, and their eating 

habits, are why Juvenal feels compelled to write satire at all.  

 Crispinus’ mullus, or Mullus barbatus, commonly known today as the red mullet, had 

been the quintessential fish of luxury in Rome at least since Cicero wrote to Atticus in 60 BCE. 

In his letter, Cicero decried the misplaced priorities of the Roman elite, saying digito se caelum 

putent attingere si mulli barbati in piscinis sint qui ad manum accedant (they imagine 

themselves touching finger to sky if there are bearded mullets in their fish-ponds that come up to 

their hand).20 Being able to hand-feed mullets in your own fish pond was the height of 

achievement. This was all the more impressive, and expensive, due to the mullet’s delicate 

nature, says Columella: neque enim si uelimus, ut in mari nonnumquam conspeximus, in uiuario 

multitudinem mullorum pascere queamus, cum sit mollissimum genus et seruitutis 

indignantissimum. raro itaque unus aut alter de multis milibus claustra patitur (Even if we 

wanted to, we couldn’t raise so large a number of mullets in a fishpond as we’ve seen together in 

the sea since theirs is a very delicate race and most ill-fit for domestication, and it’s so rare for 

one or two out of many thousands to survive confinement).21 Horace mocks the man (insane) as 

an ignorant spendthrift who prefers a costly three pound mullet over the more common lupus 

(here, the wolf-fish) just because the mullet is prettier, saying ieiunus raro stomachus volgaria 

temnit (a hungry stomach rarely scoffs at ordinary things).22 Also in Horace, mullet is on the 

                                                         

19 Juv. 1.30. 

20 Cic. Att. 21 (2.1.7). 

21 Col. RR 8.17.7-8 

22 Hor. Sat. 2.2.33-38. The absurdity of the man’s choice is heightened by the comment that the man will have to cut 
up the large fish for his guests anyway, making it more reasonable to buy several smaller mullets or a single wolf-
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menu when Fundanius dines with his rich friend Nasidienus.23 Suetonius reports that Tiberius 

wanted to regulate the market after learning, among other egregiously expensive items, that three 

mullets had been sold for thirty thousand sesterces.24 He also says that Tiberius had a man’s face 

scrubbed with a mullet when a fisherman scaled the steep slopes of Capri to present his prized 

fish to the emperor.25 And the elder Pliny tells us about Asinius Celer, a consul during the reign 

of Caligula who paid eight thousand sesterces for a mullet.26 The mullet was the luxury food par 

excellence in the literature, and thus made a convenient stereotype for Juvenal to trump with his 

majestic turbot. 

 The mullet is also a wholly different fish from the turbot. The mullet is a long fish 

reaching two-to-five pounds (Crispinus’ six pound mullet was extraordinary). What made them 

expensive, and therefore worth the trouble of raising them,27 was their appearance and taste. 

Colorful and shiny, one presentation calls for them to be brought out in glass jars before being 

                                                                                                                                                             

fish, either of which would be cheaper than the rare three pound mullet. Here again, piscine excess is metonymous 
for all other kinds of excess. 

23 Hor. Sat. 2.8. Juvenal (5.92-98) borrows this dish for his own meal for a wealthy patron, Virro, only his guest 
Trebius’ fare is consistently and vastly inferior. 

24 Suet. Tib. 34.1.5. Suetonius goes on to describe how Tiberius wanted to regulate the amount of food sold at 
popinas ganeasque, including a ban on pastries. Tiberius was not enamored of the food scene in Rome, so he took 
measures to reign it in. Again, that food plays such a pivotal role in the daily behavior of human beings makes it 
ideal for gauging the character of those who consume, or in this case, those who seek to control consumption. 

25 Suet. Tib. 60.1.1-7. Either the fisherman did not know about Tiberius’ disapproval of the high market prices and 
only wanted to offer a valuable gift to the emperor, or he did know and thought he could change the emperor’s mind 
by showing up with a specimen to argue that the fish was worth the price. Tiberius lashes out at the Thersitean 
fisherman, but his anger is really toward the fish as a symbol of unruly spending. 

26 Pliny NH 9.67. Pliny goes on to describe inflation in terms of a horse, a cook, a triumph, and a fish. People 
grumbled when a cook cost more than a horse, but a cook now costs as much as a triumph, and a fish costs now as 
much as a cook did before (i.e. more than a horse). 

27 Cf. Col. RR 8.17.9: nam uile ne captare quidem, nedum alere conducit (it is not conducive even to capture 
something cheap, much less to raise it). 
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cooked so the guests could admire their appearance.28 The mullet undergoes a spectacular color 

change as it dies, which Seneca describes most vividly, saying nihil est formosius (nothing is 

more beautiful).29 The eternal city found a disturbing pleasure in witnessing death, as if such 

cruelty added to the very flavor of the food. Galen says of the mullet (ĲȡίγȜȘ in Greek): ĲİĲίȝȘĲαȚ 

į' ὑπὸ ĲῶȞ ἀȞșȡȫπωȞ ὡȢ ĲῶȞ ἄȜȜωȞ ὑπİȡȑχȠυıα Ĳῇ țαĲὰ ĲὴȞ ݋įωįὴȞ ἡįȠȞῇ (it is honored among 

men as surpassing all else in the pleasure of eating it), although their taste deteriorates as they get 

bigger.30 Athenaeus, too, praises the mullet’s taste, though without detail. He quotes Nausicrates, 

the comic poet, who calls the mullet from Aexona παıῶȞ ἀȡίıĲαȢ.31 Nausicrates pre-dates 

Cicero’s letter to Atticus by some two hundred years, extending the long history of the mullet’s 

popularity. The reputation of the mullet is thus not only well-documented, but reasoned upon 

aesthetic appeal and flavor. 

The Tale of the Turbot 

 The turbot, on the other hand, is a round flatfish, roughly camouflaged to match the sea-

floor. Its larger size (a turbot can be ten times bigger than a mullet) makes the turbot seem like a 

sea monster compared to Crispinus’ fish, a mere fish-pond spectacle. Juvenal’s Veiento even 

calls Domitian’s new turbot peregrina belua (a foreign beast) echoing Pliny’s category of large 

fish (belua) that includes whales, dolphins, etc.32 To further enlarge the perception of the 

emperor’s possessions, informers would claim it was fugitivum piscem depastumque diu vivaria 
                                                         

28 Mart. 13.79. 

29 Sen. Nat. 3.18.1,4. 

30 Gal. Alim. Fac. 6.715-16. 

31 Ath. 7.127 (Keibel; 7.325 Loeb). 

32 Pliny NH 32.14. 
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Caesaris (a fishy-fugitive, long-nourished in the preserves of Caesar),33 implying either that the 

ocean’s belua are made bigger by the emperor’s fish-ponds, or that those fish-ponds had 

expanded to include the sea itself. If further hyperbole were possible, Juvenal would have 

employed it. Domitian’s covetous behavior was unprecedented, even in the morally suspect 

climate among the Roman elites. That the emperor may lay claim to anything and everything he 

wants is no more a myth than a giant turbot. Importantly, though, Domitian himself did not seek 

out the fish; rather, the fisherman who made the catch felt obligated to deliver it to the emperor, 

and to do so as quickly as possible lest Domitian’s informers get to him first. That is, Juvenal’s 

fisherman thinks his own life is on the line if he fails to hand over his aquatic prodigy. The 

emperor’s jurisdiction is now conceived of as limitless, a point which is couched also in legal 

terminology to be discussed later.  

Fish as Literary Trope 

 Juvenal’s choice to use a fish to allude to Domitian’s majesty also follows a more general 

literary trope about autocratic rule. In Plutarch, Sulla is presented with ĲȚȞİȢ ἰχșῦȢ παγțȐȜȠυȢ 

(some very beautiful fish) by men who are from a city Sulla had destroyed.34 In Herodotus, a 

fisherman gives ἰχșὺȞ ȝȑγαȞ Ĳİ țαὶ țαȜὸȞ (a large and beautiful fish) to Polycrates, the tyrant of 

Samos.35 Fish are normally eaten whole by single individuals, and so they are the symbolic 

opposite of a boar: fish represent private, rather than convivial, behavior, making them a threat to 
                                                         

33 Juv. 4.50-51. 

34 Plut. Sull. 26.3. Sulla is in a good mood and sends the men on their way without further incident; encouraged by 
this sign, the men return to Halae, their destroyed city. 

35 Hdt. 3.42. While carving the cooked fish, Polycrates’ servants find the signet ring of their master inside the belly 
of the fish, an event which Polycrates interprets as good luck. But when King Amasis of Egypt hears this story, he 
ends his alliance with Polycrates, believing that such good luck is only a sign of bad things to come. Polycrates was 
eventually (Hdt. 3.125) assassinated by Oroetus, governor of Sardis. 
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a healthy community.36 Juvenal is but one author in a long tradition of piscine parody, and 

moralists in general had a negative view of those who ate fish.37 An early example worthy of 

mention is Archippus’ Fishes, an Athenian comedy as early as 402 BCE.38 Although 

fragmentary, it is thought that Archippus’ play is similar in message to Aristophanes’ Birds. The 

Athenians have waged culinary war on the fishes through their predilection for eating them. A 

treaty is ultimately signed, which includes the surrender of the most culpable Athenians.39 The 

social commentary in this play was doubtless multi-faceted, but one interpretation is that war is 

waged by the covetous, and the rest of society would be better off surrendering them to those 

against whom they have given offense. Another is that the offenders had crossed a line by 

ingesting a fish-heavy diet; in return, the rabble-rousers are sacrificed for the sake of tradition 

and normalcy. Either way, the use of fish to express social malfeasance did not originate with 

Juvenal. But Juvenal did take the fish qua symbol to a new level of grotesque proportions.  

 Even the use of a turbot as an excessive culinary dish was not a Juvenalian invention, he 

merely narrowed the hyperbole. Horace mentions the rhombus several times in his own Satires. 

Part of a rhetorical admonition to men whose libidinous desires drive them to adultery, the turbot 

serves alongside peacocks as the food-equivalent to drinking gold instead of water.40 This plays 

up a well-known trope of comedy, from which much of satire drew inspiration, that fish is so 

                                                         

36 Cf. Connors (2005: 124), who compares the private nature of eating fish to satire, arguing that the vitriol and 
criticism of the latter make it similarly inappropriate for public consumption.  

37 Wilkins (1995) 106: moralists were opposed to both fish and sauces.  

38 This terminus post quem is due to a reference to Euclides, archon in 403 BCE; OCD bib: fr. 27 KA (Kassel-
Austin, PCG 2.538ff. (CAF 1.679ff.)). 

39 Cf. Gilula (1995) 391ff, OCD ad Archippus. 

40 Hor. Sat. 1.2.114-16. Juvenal (1.142-43) also uses the peacock as a symbol of how gluttonous expense is the more 
egregious by eschewing conviviality, just like eating a whole boar by oneself.  
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expensive as to ruin a man.41 Horace’s rich Nasidienus enjoys the livers of a turbot, which his 

poorer guest Fundianus says he had never tasted before.42 The turbot also appears in Horace’s 

Epodes as a contrast to the (ideal) frugal meal.43 Although not the first to use the turbot as a 

symbol of gluttony, Juvenal does restructure its identity to be more extreme than even the mullet. 

Ignoring any other of the variously nuanced attributes of the mullet, the turbot is simply bigger, 

and so automatically better. Juvenal’s Domitian is cast as a character who cares for nothing other 

than the majesty of immensity, and it is safest to hand over anything that might be construed as 

prodigious. 

Epic Allusions to the Turbot 

 Juvenal makes no attempt to hide the epic undertones of this satire. After all, he begins 

the turbot scene with an epic invocation, incipe, Calliope!, (begin, muse of epic!).44 Accepting 

the invitation to draw these parallels, we will now set our sights on the parody itself. In keeping 

with the notion of a boundless jurisdiction, Montanus’ phrase spatiosum orbem is a comment on 

both the fish and the empire.45 His knowledge of ostrea and echini likens him to the connoisseur 

Archestratus, but where Archestratus probably travelled to the places he mentions, Montanus 

need only sit and wait for the centripetal force of empire to draw in such delicacies.46 An 

                                                         

41 Gilula (1995) 391. Attempting humor, Juvenal (4.113-22) has Domitian’s advisor Catullus comment on the fish, 
but as he is caecus adulator (the blind flatterer), he obviously does so without looking at it. 

42 Hor. Sat. 2.8.30: ingustata mihi (untasted by me). 

43 Hor. Epod. 2.50. 

44 Juv. 4.34. 

45 Sweet (1979) draws the same parallel between fish and regime. 

46 Juv. 4.140-43. Connors (2005) 143. 



123 
 

epigram of Martial uses the turbot as a similar metaphor: Quamvis lata gerat patella rhombum, 

rhombus latior est tamen patella (however broad the plate that holds the turbot, the turbot is still 

broader than the plate).47 Not only is there no dish to hold the turbot’s great size, but there cannot 

be any such dish. The concept of empire knows no physical bounds. Orbs is used to refer to the 

world even at the beginning of this very scene, which Juvenal introduces with the line: cum iam 

semianimum laceraret Flauius orbem ultimus (when the last Flavian was carving up the half-

dead world).48 Domitian was happy to mutilate the world, just as he was the turbot, barring any 

better ideas. If not for his advisors, he might have succeeded with both, destroying the integrity-

based value of whole specimens. As nauseating as the sycophants could seem to outsiders, their 

role was to provide the emperor with information to decide a course of action for any given 

scenario, and the empire was lucky to have them if they sometimes managed to curb the 

emperor’s hasty decisions. 

 The advisors themselves instantiate their own epic allusions. Courtney offers four lines 

from a lost poem by Statius, called De Bello Germanico, that list three attendees of Domitian’s 

war council: Crispus, Veiento, and Acilius.49 These three individuals are present also at 

Domitian’s turbot council, along with the seven others. To further clarify the reference, Juvenal 

says at the end of Satire 4 that the council was summoned tamquam de Chattis aliquid toruisque 

Sygambris dicturus (as if about to say something about the Chatti or the wild Sycambri), the 

                                                         

47 Mart. 13.81.  

48 Juv. 4.37. Cf. Ovid Fast. 1.85: Juppiter arce sua totum cum spectet in orbem (when from his own citadel Juppiter 
looks upon the whole world); Stat. Ach. 1.394-95: dumque arma parantur Dorica et alternum Mavors interfurit 
orbem (while the Doric arms are made ready and ancient Mars rages between each world). Statius’ is a useful 
reference showing that an orbs may be either one’s own world or the whole world. 

49 These four lines survive as quoted by Probus; cf. Courtney (2013) 166. 
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Chatti being prime targets of Domitian’s Germanic campaign.50 It is not clear how three military 

advisors are to contribute to a deliberation on fish, and this is Juvenal’s point. No matter how 

trivial the cause for convening his council, everybody was to attend. This is a sound way to run a 

council, just as the Homeric councils of gods and men were run, but the turbot makes this 

instance absurd.51 That Domitian requires the advice of his council on how to handle a fish 

shows how seriously he considers his hegemony as an emperor, as well as his impotence as an 

individual.52 The imperial advisors possess incredible power through their influence, and the 

very image of the emperor (and empire) was due in part to their machinations.  

Imported Luxury 

 The inclination to condemn behavior that is deemed contrary to the mos maiorum is a 

defining characteristic of the satiric genre, prevalent in all of the satirists before Juvenal.53 

Egregious display of wealth is a common concern among these authors, lending endorsement, 

instead, to a more modest path of sensible compassion for those who have less. Importantly, the 

Romans themselves blamed vice and luxury on the expansion of Roman hegemony, which 

brought with it unprecedented levels of wealth. Nearly two centuries earlier, Sallust had blamed 

                                                         

50 Juv. 4.147-48. Courtney (2013: 167) notes that the Sygambri were another Germanic tribe who “had been 
completely subdued since the time of Augustus”. It is impossible to know Juvenal’s reason for mentioning the 
Sygambri, but perhaps he is alluding to Domitian’s ignorance or paranoia, or his taking credit for conquering 
fictitious enemies. 

51 Lucilius is possibly the first to parody a council of this sort. In his first Satire, he has the gods convene to discuss 
the death of L. Cornelius Lentulus Lupus, parodying Ennius’ divine council to discuss the death of Romulus; cf. 
Courtney (2013) 167-68, Gowers (1993) 202-03, Connors (2005) 140-44. 

52 Rimell (1995) 87: Domitian’s council is “a trivial event which suggests the full magnitude of Domitian’s 
tyranny”. 

53 E.g. Courtney (2013); Braund (1989; esp. Hudson’s ch.4); Freudenburg (2005; esp. Rimell’s ch.4), to name but a 
few. 
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the propensity for luxury among Sulla’s veterans to the spoils of war from the east during the 

mid-80s BCE: plerique Sullani milites, largius suo usi, rapinarum et victoriae veteris memores 

civile bellum exoptabant (the veterans of Sulla, having spent their own money too liberally, and 

remembering their former victory and spoils, were longing for a civil war).54 Livy also blames 

the conquest of Asia – luxuriae enim peregrinae origo ab exercitu Asiatico inuecta in urbem est 

(for the beginning of foreign luxury was brought into the city by the army serving in Asia)55 – 

but traces it to an earlier date, namely, after Cn. Manlius Vulso defeated the Galatians in 187 

BCE. Tacitus traces the origin of extravagance to the start of the imperial era, the Battle of 

Actium in 31 BCE: luxusque mensae a fine Actiaci belli (and there was an extravagance of 

dining since the end of the Battle of Actium).56 The Romans themselves, then, did not perceive 

luxury as a Roman invention, or even as a long-standing Roman trait at all. Rather, luxury was 

foreign, adopted by Rome as an unfortunate and debilitating consequence of its expansive 

military campaigns. These are convenient attempts to sidestep Roman culpability, but as the 

previous two chapters of this dissertation have shown, luxury had truly become Roman, even if 

some aspects of luxurious behavior had originated elsewhere. 

 By the end of the first century BCE, Roman hegemony was nearly at its geographical 

limits. Roman soldiers had returned from all parts of the Mediterranean world, bringing with 

them the people, goods, and customs from every locale. Rome then experienced a perpetual 

flood of imports. Some of these were derided: the same winds that brought Rome its pruna et 

cottana (plums and figs), Juvenal would later say, unfortunately brought also the foreign cultures 
                                                         

54 Sal. Cat. 16. 

55 Livy 39.6. 

56 Tac. Ann. 3.55.2. 
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from which those goods came.57 Others were more positive, as when Ovid says Tot tibi tamque 

dabit formosas Roma puellas, 'Haec habet' ut dicas 'quicquid in orbe fuit’ (Rome will give you 

so many and such beautiful girls that you will say ‘the whole world is now in this very city’).58 

The impact of this influx was twofold: first, those living in the capital city became exposed to the 

full extent of empire, as represented by immigrant exempla; second, newness became a fad, 

meaning those with the means to do so sought out ever-more exotic, and expensive, symbols of 

Roman dominance. Contrary to the wishes of the satirists, identity among the Roman elites 

became intertwined with the display of wealth. The necessary and repetitive nature of culinary 

consumption made it an ideal stage for ostentation.   

Shield of Minerva 

 The emperor was the elite Roman par excellence, and the identity of the emperor grew 

increasingly dependent on the perception of his wealth. That is, the emperor himself became a 

symbol of the vast possessions of the empire. The best literary representation of this is in 

Suetonius’ Life of Vitellius. Among Vitellius’ vices was gluttony. And this was no ordinary case 

of gluttony. Vitellius dined three to four times a day, often at the expense others, nec cuiquam 

minus singuli apparatus quadringenis milibus nummum constiterunt (and the preparation for any 

one of his meals never cost less than four hundred thousand sesterces). But what truly set 

Vitellius apart from all other Roman gourmands was the feast he gave in honor of the dedication 

of a special patinae, quam ob immensam magnitudinem clipeum Mineruae πȠȜȚȠȪχȠυ dictitabat 

(a plate which, on account of its immense size, he called the ‘Shield of Minerva, Defender of the 

                                                         

57 Juv. 3.83: Juvenal is referring to Syria in this case, but the comment is intended more generally. 

58 Ovid Ars. 1.54-55. 
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City’), which the elder Pliny reports as having cost a million sesterces.59 This so-called ‘Shield 

of Minerva’ is in fact the same type of dish, patina, that Juvenal’s Montanus suggests Domitian’s 

council have made for the turbot.60 The extreme foods that this dish contains are meant to 

surpass all expectation, to test the limits of imagination, and to portray Vitellius as the most 

gluttonous of all the gluttons to have come before him.61 When Juvenal has Montanus suggest 

that they have a whole new patina crafted for Domitian’s turbot, he may be making a direct 

reference to Vitellius’ Shield of Minerva in order to surpass the current record-holder in culinary 

hyperbole. But again, with all the practical simplicity of Domitianic reasoning, since size has the 

biggest impact on one’s perception of majesty, size is what matters above all else. There is no 

need for Domitian to waste time and money acquiring a wide variety of superfluous delicacies so 

long as he is able to show off something huge. 

 Vitellius’ dish contained many high-priced foods.62 First were scarorum iocinera (the 

livers of a parrot-fish). Pliny explains that Claudius’ fleet commander had brought this fish from 

the Carpathian Sea and successfully established it into the waters outside Ostia.63 Next come 

phasianarum et pauonum cerebella (the brains of pheasants and peacocks). I have already 

                                                         

59 Suet. Vit. 13.1. Pliny NH 35.163.4: Vitellius in principatu suo X [centena milia] HS condidit patina (while 
emperor, Vitellius put together a dish worth one million sesterces (=ten hundred-thousands).  

60 That is, in the shape of a paella pan. 

61 Gowers (1993) 36: Vitellius’ “Shield of Minerva” was representative of the imperial conquest of the world in 
miniature. 

62 Suet. Vit. 13.2: in hac scarorum iocinera, phasianarum et pauonum cerebella, linguas phoenicopterum, 
murenarum lactes a Parthia usque fretoque Hispanico per nauarchos ac triremes petitarum commiscuit. 

63 Pliny NH 9.29. The scarus is surely the Scarus cretensis, whose jaw-bones resemble the beak of a parrot, hence 
the common name parrot-fish. 
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mentioned the high-reputation of the peacock, valued for its mythology and appearance.64 The 

pheasant, says Pliny, comes from the regions around the river Phasis in Colchis, and are made 

pretiosiores (more valuable) by the fables that protect that land.65 Next are the infamous linguas 

phoenicopterum (flamingo tongues). This particular delicacy has long been a symbol of Roman 

eccentricity. The elder Pliny cites Apicius as praising the flavor of these tongues, but sadly, we 

no longer have Apicius’ own words on this.66 Lastly, there are murenarum lactes (the chitterlings 

of moray eels).67 Juvenal’s Satire 5 describes cruel patronus Virro’s muraena as coming from 

the Straits of Sicily, while poor cliens Trebius’ is from the Tiber itself, fattened on the city’s 

sewage. Any one of these animals would be an exquisite delicacy on its own. It adds to the 

dramatic effect of Vitellius’ dish that it is comprised of specific parts from choice animals (certa 

membra ex singulis eligentis) that are each extravagant dishes in their own right when served as 

whole specimens.68 Juvenal’s further hyperbole, therefore, is all the more grandiose. 

                                                         

64 Namely, referencing Horace (Sat. 1.2) and Juvenal (1.142-43) in the section titled ‘Fish as literary trope’, above. 
Cf. Pliny NH 10.22(43-44), and 10.23(45): the luxurious orator Hortensius was the first Roman to kill a peacock for 
food. 

65 Pliny NH 10.67(132), 19.19(52); referring, of course, to the story of Jason and Medea. 

66 Pliny NH 10.68(133): phoenicopteri linguam praecipui saporis esse Apicius docuit (Apicius teaches us that the 
tongue of the flamingo is especially tasty). We do have Apician recipes (6.4,6) for cooking a flamingo, but not their 
tongues, specifically. Cf. Mart. 13.71: Dat mihi pinna rubens nomen, sed lingua gulosis Nostra sapit. Quid si 
garrula lingua foret? (My red-wing gives me my name, but the epicure has a taste for my tongue. What if my 
tongue could talk?). 

67 The Muraena helena, or Mediterranean moray. 

68 Sen. Ep. (3.)110.12: Non magnam rem facis quod vivere sine regio apparatu potes, quod non desideras milliarios 
apros nec linguas phoenicopterorum et alia portenta luxuriae iam tota animalia fastidientis et certa membra ex 
singulis eligentis (You can’t brag just because you can live without a formal dining-set, or because you don’t long 
for countless boars or flamingoes’ tongues, symbols of a luxury already tired of whole animals and specific parts 
from choice animals). 
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Res Nullius 

 That Domitian is perceived to have gone further than Vitellius’ culinary hyperbole is 

important to the representation of a new precedent for jurisdiction in the ancient world. Roman 

law recognized three categories of property: bona singulorum (privatus), bona civitatis 

(publicus), and res nullius (cetera).69 The first two of these categories represent the well-known 

division between private and public property. The last refers to that which belongs to no one, and 

thus is available for use by anyone. The sixth-century CE Digest, a collection of all Roman laws 

up to that time, describes how privatae and publicae are divisions of property under humani ius 

(human law): things (res) that are privatae belong to individuals, while publicae belong to 

everyone in common, although “everyone” includes only cives Romani (Roman citizens). There 

is also the naturali ius (natural law), which dictates that some things are res nullius, such as air, 

water, and the creatures of the sea and shores; these belong to no one, meaning they are 

universitatis, available to anyone regardless of citizenship. Courtney, too, has recognized the 

underlying concept at work here: “it was a well-known principle (Ulpian Dig. 47.10.13 

saepissime rescriptum) that no one could be prevented from fishing and that the sea was 

commune”.70 These are the things bestowed freely by nature, belonging to whomever should first 

acquire them.71  

 Juvenal depicts Domitian as having usurped the category of res nullius, which is another 

reason for Juvenal’s choice to use the metaphor of a fish. A fish, especially a fish the size of a 

                                                         

69 Ørsted (1998). 

70 Courtney (2013) 180. 

71 Ørsted (1998) 14-17; Digest 1.8.1-2, 41.1.1-3, including quoted excerpts from Gaius and Marcianus, jurists of the 
mid-2nd and early 3rd centuries, respectively.  
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belua, can only live in the sea. As per the distinctions made above, anyone could fish the sea 

without concern for trespassing on someone else’s property or stealing someone else’s 

possessions. This was no longer true under Domitian. Juvenal’s fisherman is concerned that the 

inquisitores algae (seaweed inspectors) will report him to the emperor on the grounds that the 

fish had escaped from the imperial vivaria, implying either that the ocean’s belua are made 

bigger by the emperor’s fish-ponds, or that those fish-ponds had expanded to include the sea 

itself.72 To avoid interrogation, the fisherman rushes to return to Domitian that which may be 

construed as being his due. There was no longer any part of the world, naturali ius be damned, 

that was not of Domitian’s dominion. Empire demanded that the expanse of nature be tamed. As 

in Melville, “Is it that by its indefiniteness it shadows forth the heartless voids and immensities 

of the universe, and thus stabs us from behind with the thought of annihilation, when beholding 

the white depths of the milky way?”73 There is a certain security in comprehensive dominance, 

but this extent of hegemony was (and is) unprecedented among mortal men. Only the gods, and 

only collectively, could lay claim to such territory. In this respect, Domitian had likened himself 

not to one god, but to the whole pantheon of gods.  

Part 2: The Cenatio at the Domus Flavia 

 From the fifteen years that Domitian held the throne, we have evidence of many 

buildings that were built or rebuilt, including temples, basilicas, baths, and markets, but nowhere 

is Domitian’s expansion of identity so apparent as in the cenatio, or dining room, of the new 

Domus Flavia on the Palatine Hill in Rome. It was here, under the management of the architect 

                                                         

72 Juv. 4.48-52. 

73 Melville (1851) Moby Dick. 
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Rabirius, that the relationship between food and the status of the emperor was most visually 

obvious. This cenatio is commonly referred to by modern scholars as a triclinium, but the 

standard Roman triclinium is a horseshoe arrangement of three couches, at each of which sit 

three people – nine diners total. The dining hall of the Domus Flavia could hold a great many 

couches,74 and Domitian’s own couch was probably a stibadium, or crescent-shaped couch, that 

sat on a dais at the far end of the room, separate from the others. Domitian’s dining hall also was 

open on three sides rather than one, allowing panoramic views of the surrounding fountains and 

gardens through the columns lining the perimeter of the room. Whatever suggestions of equality 

and democracy at a meal had existed over the last two centuries now had fully disappeared, 

replaced by the ostentatiously obvious display of autocracy. Statius accepted an invitation to dine 

here with Domitian and wrote a panegyric of thanks, saying of the emperor: mediis videor 

discumbere in astris cum Iove (I seem to recline in mid-heaven with Jove).75 Domitian had 

established himself as a god, a Jupiter among men, a reflection of his limitless jurisdiction over 

all the earth. The image of a recumbent Domitian in the guise of a god, although meant as praise 

by Statius, nonetheless coincides with Juvenal’s perception of the emperor as an acquisitive 

autocrat. 

The Term Triclinium 

 The term triclinium, used by virtually all scholarship to refer to this dining hall of 

Domitian, is not applicable here in any but the broadest of definitions; that is, as a general term 

for a dining room. In fact, no ancient text uses the term triclinium for this particular room in the 

                                                         

74 Stat. Silv. 4.2.33: mille mensis (a thousand tables), which is only a slight exaggeration.  

75 Stat. Silv. 4.2.10-11. 
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Domus Flavia. The literature either avoids any specific reference to the room itself at all, such as 

Statius, or uses the term cenatio, such as when the Historia Augusta calls it the cenatio Iovis.76 

Nielsen acknowledges the appropriate distinction in terms in general use: “Thus in Silver Latin it 

seems that while triclinium was used for all kinds of dining rooms, cenatio was mostly used for 

large halls, often with columns and gables, fastigia.”77 Cenatio is therefore a much more 

appropriate term here. Furthermore, Vitruvius instructs that a true triclinium should have a length 

equal to twice its width.78 Each of the three couches would normally measure 2-4 meters by 1.5 

meters.79 If each couch was against a wall, as they usually are in Pompeii,80 the room would need 

to be no larger than about 10 meters by 5 meters, leaving space at the feet of the two side 

couches and in between them for the table.81 Domitian’s dining hall is 31.64 meters by 29.05 

meters, which is both very much larger than necessary for a three-couch arrangement and more 

square in shape. If used, couches likely avoided putting anyone’s back to the emperor and 

provided space for entertainment.82 Leaving the side with the dais free, there may have been as 

many as 70-75 standard triclinia. Including the emperor’s couch, this dining hall could seat 600-

                                                         

76 Scriptores Historiae Augustae, Pertinax 11.6. 

77 Nielsen (1998) 107. 

78 Vitr. 6: Tricliniorum quanta latitudo fuerit, bis tanta longitudo fieri debebit. 

79 Nielsen (1998) 107. 

80 The term triclinium may also refer to a large room with several couch arrangements in the horseshoe-shape of a 
standard triclinium, which may be what Cicero means when he says villa ita completa a militibus est ut vix 
triclinium ubi cenaturus ipse Caesar esset vacaret (the villa was so full of soldiers that there was scarcely a 
triclinium free where Caesar himself could dine). But these triclinia could also be in separate rooms, just as the 
eastern palaces at Vergina and Pergamon have for androns. Cf. Nielsen (1998) 116. 

81 Dunbabin (1991) 123-24: “Such clearly identifiable dining rooms at Pompeii and the other Campanian towns are 
normal fairly small, about 6 m x 4 m maximum… the largest, in the Casa del Menandro (I.10.4), measures 11.50 m 
x 7.60 m.”. Cf. Maiuri, A. (1933) 168-75. 

82 Nielsen (1998) 125. 
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700 people, a far cry from a triclinium’s normal capacity of nine.83 As with everything else, the 

immense size of Domitian’s cenatio surpasses common conventions in order to reflect his 

majesty over all things. 

The Divine Domitian 

 There was no ambiguity regarding inequality here. Domitian was decidedly not on an 

equal footing with any other person, nor any god save one.84 Statius compares him to a 

recumbent Mars, Pollux, Bacchus, and Hercules, before saying parva loquor necdum aequo tuos, 

Germanice, vultus (these things are small compared to your presence). Domitian was much 

greater than even these gods. A much closer comparison, says Statius, is Jove himself, dux 

superum.85  According to Suetonius, Domitian even started referring to himself early on in his 

reign as dominus et deus.86 Not since Caligula had a Roman Emperor made such a bold assertion 

of divinity.87 More than Caligula, Domitian sought out new ways to represent himself as a god. 

In his cenatio, Domitian’s couch was raised up in order for him to be seen by all.88  

                                                         

83 Barton (1996) 104: about 600 guests. Donahue (1996) 42-3: the dining hall was 10,000 square feet, seating 700 
people. 

84 Although his council of advisors shared the responsibilities of ruling, Domitian was, nevertheless, the symbol of 
imperial authority.  

85 Stat. Silv. 4.2.46-55. 

86 Suet. Dom. 13. 

87 Philo of Alexandria, Legatio ad Gaium 11(78): ἤȡχİĲȠ γὰȡ ݋ȟȠȝȠȚȠῦȞ Ĳὸ πȡῶĲȠȞ ĲȠῖȢ ȜİγȠȝȑȞȠȚȢ ἡȝȚșȑȠȚȢ ݌αυĲȩȞ, 
ΔȚȠȞȪıῳ țαὶ ἩȡαțȜİῖ țαὶ ΔȚȠıțȠȪȡȠȚȢ ([Caligula] began likening himself first to those beings called demi-gods, 
Dionysus and Heracles and the Dioscuri). Note that Statius repeats this list of three gods in his description of 
Domitian, adding only Mars. Domitian, however, is greater than any of these. 

88 Stat. Silv. 1.6.28-30. 
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The Term Stibadium 

 On the middle of the far wall, raised on a platform and back-dropped by an apse, 

Domitian was the central focus of his guests, adding a ceremonial tone to the event.89 He was 

unapologetically conspicuous, which was the point. Even Nero’s Domus Aurea, famed for the 

revolving cenatio rotunda,90 did not approach such imagery, but it was to be an influence on 

Rabirius’ plans. That round dining room likely contained the first indoor example of a stibadium, 

as Dunbabin suggests.91 A stibadium is different from a triclinium in that the former is a 

crescent-shaped couch, the latter being horseshoe-shaped. Another way to describe the two is by 

their resemblance to Greek letters: sigma (ς) for the stibadium and pi (π) for the triclinium.92 

Pliny describes the stibadium at his Tuscan villa in a letter to Apollinaris,93 meaning it was used 

at least as early as the first century. But Dunbabin says “to the best of my knowledge no rooms 

are marked out specifically for a sigma couch before the late second or beginning of the third 

century”, clarifying that “apses are found earlier in rooms probably or certainly used for dining, 

but without evidence that they were intended for a stibadium”.94 While it is true that there is no 

evidence of a stibadium in Domitian’s dining hall, the apsidal dais makes it a convenient fit, 

                                                         

89 For the apse, Nielsen (1998) 126; cf. 129: “As was the case at the courts of the personal Hellenistic kings, it soon 
became the Roman emperor, not conversation, that was in focus at the banquets of the Roman court, and the 
convivium of the Roman elite became ceremonialized to a royal banquet with sacred undertones. The placement of 
the emperor in an apse, raising him above his guests, is a clear sign that “democracy” and convivium was not in the 
centre of the proceedings…”. 

90 Suet. Nero 31.2.5. 

91 Dunbabin (1991) 135. 

92 Dunbabin (1991) refers to the stibadium as a sigma-couch. 

93 Pliny Ep. 5.6.36. 

94 Dunbabin (1991) 131-32 and 144n72. 



135 
 

much more so than a triclinium-type arrangement. A stibadium would also allow others to share 

the dais, and thus the view, with Domitian. These would be seats of high honor, and yet another 

reason to cater to the favor of the emperor. Whoever occupied this space would be physically 

and visibly near to Domitian himself, thus raising their own social status by way of association. 

The View from the Meal 

 The view from the emperor is as important as the view of the emperor, and vistas as a 

feature harken back through Republican villas to the Hellenistic royal dining halls.95 The very 

first depiction of recumbent dining on couches is on an Assyrian relief from Nineveh showing 

the Garden Feast of Assurbanipal, ca. 646-636 BCE, so-named because of the over-hanging 

grape-vines and surrounding trees. 96 The aesthetic impact of dining outdoors, or with a view of 

the outdoors, was apparently crucial for taking maximum pleasure from a meal. In Domitian’s 

cenatio, the only solid wall is behind the stibadium. The far wall is open but for a single row of 

columns, and the two side walls have large windows open to identical gardens flanking the hall, 

each with a nymphaeum. The symmetry adds to the aesthetic appeal of the view. Beyond the 

columns of the far wall, there is a large peristyle garden in front, at the center of which was 

another large fountain. The opposite wall of this garden was shared by the audience hall. On just 

the other side of this wall, the throne faced out and across the hall and down into the Forum 

Romanum. It is difficult not to see these two views as complimentary symbols of power: the 

vastness of empire reflected in the architecture of a meal. On his throne, Domitian could see the 

                                                         

95 Nielsen (1998) 116-26. 

96 Dunbabin (2003) 14; cf. n17 for a possible earlier example, from the late 8th-mid 7th century, on a Phoenician bowl 
from Crete (Cesnola 4555). This example also shows a king reclining on a couch, while guests recline on cushions 
around him. The king’s elevation remains singular, even if the reclining position is shared. Cf. Nielsen (1998) 118, 
Culican (1982), and Matthaus (1999). 
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city (and thus the empire) over which he ruled. On his stibadium, surrounded by the bloated 

exaggeration of a dinner party, elevated above everyone else save the honored few who shared 

his couch, Domitian could see both the symbols of civilization in his cenatio and the symbols of 

nature beyond. Everything here was meant to reinforce the majesty of empire. 

(In)Equality at the Meal 

 Roman dining behavior had probably always reinforced the distinctions among social 

status, contrary to how egalitarian the traditional three-couch arrangement of the triclinium may 

appear at first sight. The triclinium allowed diners to sit close to one another to facilitate 

conversation, but not all seating positions have the same accessibility. Communication would be 

easier between certain guests than others, given the design of the couches. It is no accident, then, 

that the seat most accessible to the other guests (first counter-clockwise position on the middle 

couch) was reserved for the guest of honor.97 Still, this distinction is only a possible function of 

the seating arrangement of the triclinium; as we saw in the previous chapter, hosts could choose 

to use the same space to different effect. The size of the cenatio Iovis at the Domus Flavia 

demands that the term triclinium be abandoned. There is no longer any attempt at facilitating 

conversation among all guests, there are just too many people. Their focus, moreover, has been 

newly focused on the emperor seated on his raised dais. In stark contrast to Domitian’s 

ostentation, Suetonius talks of Augustus’ modest furnishings: instrumenti eius et supellectilis 

parsimonia apparet etiam nunc residuis lectis atque mensis, quorum pleraque uix priuatae 

elegantiae sint (the frugal nature of his furniture and household goods is apparent even now in 

the couches and tables that still exist, of which most are scarcely worthy of even a private sense 

                                                         

97 D’Arms (1990). 
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of refinement).98 Domitian was no Augustus. The emperor’s new identity required a show of 

disparity for validation.  

 

 The Roman meal had once been an opportunity to share both food and conversation, a 

true convivium. Under Domitian, a meal with the emperor had become much more ceremonial – 

an opportunity to witness the reverent majesty of a god on earth.99 The cenatio at the Domus 

Flavia did more than serve as an elaborate backdrop for the imperial ego. It represented how 

Domitian perceived his jurisdiction, now at a climax in Roman history. Juvenal’s metaphor of 

the turbot depicts Domitian as an acquisitive despot who believes he is entitled to anything he 

wants. To complicate the issue, it may be that the imperial ego is due to the machinations of his 

advisors as much as (or even more than) the emperor’s own ambitions. It is the work of 

informers, after all, and not Domitian himself, that reinterprets the laws governing the possession 

of property. The turbot is a symbol of the sea, and what had once been res nullius according to 

naturali ius now should belong to the emperor, regardless of whether he himself thinks to claim 

it. In architecture, too, the immodesty of Domitian is obvious. The cenatio at the Domus Flavia 

on the Palatine in Rome elevates, both literally and figuratively, the person of the emperor above 

his subjects. The majesty and spectacle of this imperial dining hall reflects the identity of the 

emperor and, by extension, of the whole Roman Empire. 

 

                                                         

98 Suet. Aug. 73. 

99 Nielsen (1998) 128-29. 
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CONCLUSION 

 Without a doubt, we can learn more about the Roman world by looking through the lens 

of food. The three broad categories of production, distribution, and consumption of food are 

integral to the organization of any society of any time, without exception. This dissertation looks 

at patterns of consumption from the perspective of an early second century CE satirist. Juvenal’s 

stereotypical associations of food and status provide us the opportunity to trace changes in 

politics, economy, and imperial majesty over two and a half centuries, with the collective benefit 

of new insight into a culture that is adapting to the consequences of empire. Food is one of the 

most powerful tools we have for interpreting history, and I hope to have made a small 

contribution to scholarship of Roman social history by examining class identity by means of 

what people eat. 

 My work has produced some important conclusions, but it has also led to many more 

questions that need to be addressed. What follows is a summary of my arguments from each 

chapter and questions for future study.  

Chapter 1 begins with Juvenal’s famous phrase panem et circenses in Satire 10, which 

leads to an examination of the vital role of bread in the Roman community and the process by 

which free grain for the people shaped the administration of empire. Juvenal’s comment could be 

read as a criticism of the people’s political apathy, but I argue that Juvenal is masking praise with 

sarcasm, for the behavior of the people is precisely in line with the message of the poem. The 

appropriate object of prayer, says Juvenal, turns out to be something we can achieve for 

ourselves: mens sana in corpore sano (a sound mind in a sound body). This is the success story 

of Rome. Borrowing from Greece, bread-making as a commercial venture becomes 
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commonplace at Rome by the early- to mid-2nd century BCE, and this single industry would 

come to employ an increasingly significant portion of the population under the empire. The 

subsidy of free grain brings a diversity among goods sold at the market. While bread symbolizes 

basic sustenance, quality variations among different types of bread are associated with class 

distinctions among the people of Rome. I use Virro’s dinner in Juvenal’s Satire 5 as a case study 

of this disparity. There is a stark contrast between Virro’s white bread and Trebius’ moldy bread, 

and while the hyperbole of mold makes Trebius’ share obviously unpalatable, it nevertheless 

leads to a discussion about how color represents perceptions of value. Further investigation 

reveals that the prized white bread of the elites is actually less nutritious than the sturdy brown 

bread more commonly consumed by the plebs. The cost of food is not based on its nutritional 

value, but its aesthetic appeal. 

Chapter 1 continues with a review of the frumentatio (free grain distribution) in Rome’s 

political history, which ultimately becomes a guarantee against starvation. A regularly occurring, 

state-funded distribution of food had never existed in Rome before the time of the Gracchi, and 

even then it merely ensured the sale of grain at discount prices. After weathering decades of 

partisan politics and being abolished altogether during the draconic reign of Sulla, the 

frumentatio returns with the support of key figures who shaped the history of the late Republic. 

Pompey deserves much of the credit for establishing control over maritime commerce and 

developing trade networks around a centralized administration, and his successes not only make 

him extremely popular with the people, but they also confirm the importance of broad logistical 

organization for managing Rome’s food supply. Cicero thwarts Catiline’s attempted revolt, but 

he fails to address the grievances behind the unrest; Cato does by expanding the frumentatio into 

a formal dole to help the poor, and Clodius Pulcher takes the monumental step of making that 



140 
 

dole free for select citizens. Pompey returns with further administrative advancements, and Julius 

Caesar tries to codify these changes in the permanence of bureaucracy. Under the Roman 

Empire, Augustus develops this bureaucracy into a vast network of equestrian prefects, and Nero 

and the Flavians expand it further through the use of imperial freedmen. I also speculate that 

certain features of the production and distribution of grain – such as contracts with bakers, and 

the role of the Portus Minucia in distributing bread – appear well before the time of Trajan when 

current evidence first supports, plausibly during the reign of Claudius. This span of two and a 

half centuries reveals that the frumentatio was not an act of generosity by the state, but an 

entitlement that Roman citizens fought for and protected. Bread shaped the history of Rome, and 

the people should be proud of their accomplishment. Juvenal’s panem et circenses is an 

acknowledgment of their victory. 

The study of bread in the Roman community is far from over. It remains for future 

studies to determine the extent to which bakeries are directly subsidized or even controlled by 

the government, the number of jobs created by all aspects of the food industry, how demand for 

certain kinds of grain and bread influence a farmer’s selection of seeds, his attention to soil 

efficiency, and the pressures that food acquisition may have on the spread of imperialism. 

Furthermore, the study of zooarchaeology will contribute to a better understanding of dietary 

nutrition and the effects of wealth on health. Bread is a remarkably complicated topic. 

 Chapter 2 begins with Juvenal’s condemnation of a man who dines alone on totos apros 

(whole boars) in his Satire 1, which is built upon the symbolism of boar as the quintessential 

Roman meat and, further, proper dining etiquette. The popularity of the boar at Rome is made 

possible by the market subsidy that is the frumentatio, but the further consequence of that 

subsidy is the monetization of client services and the changing structure of Roman patronage. 
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The cost of raising pigs prevents a market for pork in the provinces, although pigs are consumed 

by wealthy people throughout the empire. At Rome, the widespread consumption of pork leads 

to the same sort of diversity in the marketplace as we see with bread, and connoisseurs pride 

themselves in perceiving variations in quality, from free-range boars of a specific region to the 

relatively tasteless meat of a farm-raised, grain-fed pig. Literary menus from the 90s CE show 

the boar to be a primary item on the standard list of high-value meats served at dinner-parties, 

and it is for this reason that the boar comes to signify the meal itself, and the attendant benefit of 

the meal, which is a celebration of amicitia. From its epic allusions to its ties to the communion 

of sacrifice, the boar is a symbol of community, mutual-dependence and respect. The 

misappropriation of the boar by the selfish glutton of Satire 1 represents Juvenal’s diagnosis of 

what he sees as a failing society. A study of Roman cuisine thus reveals a deterioration in the 

value of relationships, which suggests that dependence is shifting from persons to institutions.  

Chapter 2 continues with a review of proper dining etiquette and the evolution of the 

cena recta, and a contrast between different culinary ideals serves to highlight Juvenal’s message 

that prudence is the proper way to address the problem of rising disparity among how guests are 

treated at the dinner table. Luxury is a product of the marketplace, visible even in the agricultural 

terrain of Rome’s hinterland. Variations in quality of goods lead to an ongoing discussion in both 

primary and secondary dining literature about equality and hierarchy, from seating to service. 

Depictions of dining in literature changes over time. The single course of epic and the two-

course structure of early Rome expands into the three-course cena recta at least by the 2nd 

century BCE, the same time that we see the rise of commercial bread-making at Rome. Cicero 

comments upon gastronomy as an emergent interest of the youth, and we see the established 

rules of formal cuisine in Horace. Petronius’ Cena Trimalchionis is a pleasurable exposition of 
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extravagant dining, with no hint of unfairness or ill-treatment for any of the guests, but Martial 

and Juvenal expose the consequence of trying to emulate extravagance. In order for men of lesser 

means to maintain the high standards of fine dining set by the previous generations, they find 

themselves unable or unwilling to serve the same foods to everyone at their table, and the 

resultant disparity becomes egregious enough that meals are no longer described as pleasant 

curiosities, but as exploitations of inferior men. I contrast the unjust meal that Juvenal’s Virro 

serves to Trebius in Satire 5 with Juvenal’s ideal meal for Persicus in Satire 11. Locally sourced, 

and modelled after the gods’ meal prepared by Ovid’s Baucis and Philemon, Juvenal’s meal is an 

endorsement of Epicurus’ message of prudence. By living within our means, we avoid the 

pressures of ostentation and instead celebrate the true value of the boar – convivial 

companionship at a shared meal. 

Roman cuisine has enormous potential for future study. It remains to be seen how cooks 

and caterers found work, how they influenced the evolution of cuisine, and the full impact that 

restaurants may have had on the gastronomic landscape, from formal banquets to home 

deliveries, to include their role as meeting-places for the dissemination of information. And 

while it is clear that Rome enjoyed discount luxuries due to market subsidy, we still do not know 

the specific mechanics of how prices were set on anything, much less luxury food items. From a 

culinary standpoint, it would also be interesting to trace the development of particular flavors, 

sauces, and dishes, cooking techniques and equipment, management of staff and meal service, 

delivery schedules, connoisseurship, and hygiene. The boar is just one example of how a single 

ingredient can inform our understanding of social history, there is still much more to be done. 

 Chapter 3 begins with the story of the turbot in Juvenal’s Satire 4, which is a symbolic 

hyperbole meant to represent the unprecedented expansion of imperial jurisdiction. The turbot is, 
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of course, a real fish, as is the previous piscine favorite for literary metaphor, the red mullet. The 

turbot is a rather ugly fish, but its prodigious size and round shape make it a convenient symbol 

for the bloating of imperial hegemony. The mullet, on the other hand, is beautiful and 

notoriously expensive, and it was commonly used in literature to represent wasteful and frivolous 

spending. Thus, Juvenal here casts his theme of disparity in the language of magnitude rather 

than cost. Furthermore, in comparison with Vitellius’ “Shield of Minerva”, a platter of delicacies 

drawn from the most sought-after dishes in Roman cuisine, the turbot both trumps Vitellius’ 

meal in sheer size and rejects the intricacies of connoisseurship. In Juvenal’s portrayal, majesty 

is all that matters to Domitian. It is likely the case that Domitian’s advisors are themselves 

responsible for shaping the image of the emperor through their obsessive sycophancy, but the 

epic allusions of this council in Juvenal makes the concerns of the ruler seem absurdly 

misplaced. Using the language of legal jurisdiction, I argue that such flattery has led to the 

removal of all limitations on the power of the emperor by the end of the Flavian dynasty, and 

even the sea and its creatures belong to Domitian, should he choose to claim them.  

 Chapter 3 continues with a description of the cenatio (dining-hall) of the Domus Flavia 

on the Palatine Hill in Rome. Dining rooms had long been built on the pattern of the triclinium, a 

three-couch structure that could accommodate nine guests comfortably. The emergent divinity of 

Domitian makes the triclinium obsolete for imperial purposes, and the palace adopts the 

crescent-shaped stibadium for its cenatio in order to make the emperor the center of attention for 

hundreds of people during official banquets. The architecture of the palace allows Domitian from 

his seat at the meal to look out upon his subjects and the garden vistas beyond, while his subjects 

looked up at him as the ruler of the world. This is a sharp departure from the more modest 
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furnishings of Augustus. To repeat the theme, Domitian relies upon disparity from both the 

people and from previous emperors to validate his position and his power.   

The question of imperial image covers many different fields of study, and I have made no 

attempt to include them all here, choosing instead to limit my discussion to the realm of food. 

Even within this narrow scope, I do not pretend to have exhausted every inquiry. For example, 

we still need to determine what affect political ideology, philosophy, and nepotism had on 

imperial rule, and how those in power justified an increasingly pervasive command over all 

aspects of the Roman world. The long literary tradition of using fish as a metaphor for excess 

still offers a great deal of information as we seek to understand public perceptions of power, 

dominance, and nationalism.  

 

 It is impossible to determine the personal motivations of individual behavior from so long 

ago, but we can examine patterns of behavior as a means to understanding social classifications 

of identity. As the most fundamental necessity of human beings, food forces its way into our 

daily activities, the organization of our communities, and our plans for the future. Our 

relationships with food are genuine representations of our affinities and aversions, our bonds 

with some people and distinctions from others, and even the ethics of our morality. Indeed, we 

may begin the story of civilization itself by asking what, where, when, why, how, and with 

whom we eat. This dissertation has explored gastronomic stereotypes in Juvenal in order to 

validate and encourage the use of food as a historical lens for detecting fundamental changes in 

politics, economy, society, and empire. As important as these contributions are, the study of food 

is still capable of revealing so much more. 
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