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NOTES • KaRT BYDRAES

THE YOUNG TRIMALCHIO

Tam magnus ex Asia veni quam hie candelabrus est. ad summam,
quotidie me solebam ad ilium metiri, et ut celerius rostrum barbatum
haberem labIa de lucerna ungebam, tamen ad delicias ipsimi annos
quattuordecim fui; nee turpe est quod dominus iubet. ego tamen et
ipsimae satis faciebam. scitis quid dicam; taceo, quia non sum de
gloriosis (Sat. 75. 10-11).

The last few years have seen a flurry of papers on this passage, thanks to
the contention of M.D. Reeve' that, in defiance of the silence of co=enta
tors and the unanimity of published translations, the phrase 'annos quat
tuordecim' does not mean 'for fourteen years' but 'at the age of fourteen'.
In support of this syntactical novelty, Reeve dug out (it is his only parallel)
the verse 'annos ludere te decem decebit' from Anth. Lat. 28 (Riese), lean
ing heavily on the interpretation of Shackleton Bailey that this is equivalent
in sense to 'decem annos natus'.

To date, Reeve has found no tal'ers. T. Wade Richardson2 quickly pub
lished his objections, reasserting the traditional view. In this, he is followed
at much greater length by Arthur J. Pomeroy.3 John Bodel-l provided an
interim variant by conjuring up a missing 'ad' in front of 'annas' to yield
the sense lUp to age fourteen'.

Whatever one thinks of Reeve's notion, he deserves credit for raising
what is undeniably a real issue, one comporting larger social and moral
matters along with the point of grammar. On the evidence of Martin
Smith's Petronian bibliography,!' not a single discussion of this question
was published in the period 1945-1982; Smith himself offered no comment
III his own eclition (O,,:ford 1975) of tbe Cena. I am not parii pm on the
matter. No sensible person could be, given the passage's letbal combination
of linguistic ambiguity and assorted textual uncertainties" Hence, what I
here offer is amiable and disinterested supplement.

Reeve's grammatical proposition need not rest upon the uncertain prop
of a single line from the Anthologia Latina and a modern editor's expansion.
The construction is surely analogous to, and supported by, the standard
use of 'natus' with the accusative 'annas' and a numeral to designate a
precise age, albeit this is an idiom described by one leading authority7 as
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'illogical'. Woodcock adduces only Cicero, 7'usc. 5. 57. Examples could,
but need not, be multiplied. For easy instance, I refer to Augustus, RG l.
1, also (for greater Petronian relevance) to Suetonius, Tib. 6. 4 and Nero
8. 1, passages where the sense is absolutely clear.

If Petronius ' phrase means 'for fourteen years', I wonder about the tense
of 'fui'.s Despite Trimalchio's preceding (75. 8) 'nam ego quoque tam fui
quam vas estis', we might have expected the imperfect to cover such a
long period. However, given the temporal slackness of many Roman au
thors, and the vagaries of freedman Latin in Petronius, this point (recurred
to later) is not conclusive of anything. Indeed, it could be countered by
Seneca, Ep. 93. 4, 'octoginta annis (notice this ablative) vixit: i=o oc
toginta annis fuit'. Even so, the perfect tense does not here stick out,
alongside the concomitant verbs 'solebam/ungebam/faciebam'.

Richardson asks, 'What would be the point of Trimalchio giving his ex
act age and implying only one year of service?' A fair queston. There
are no other such precise dates in Trimalchio's autobiographical recitation,
except for the subsequent astrologer's prediction of just how long (thirty
years four months and two day,.,) he has left to live. Circumspect profes
sional seers are rarely foolish enough to commit themselves to this degree
of precision. The detail may parody the epigraphic habit, exclusive to the
Roman period," of providing the specific age of the deceased on tombstooes.
Lil,ewise, a statement that he was elevated to the rank of master's toy boy
at a particular moment would comically suit Trimalchio's frequent impe
rial pretensions: construction and precision paJ'ody such announcements
as the previously cited ones from Augustus and Suetonius of the age of an
emperor at accession or other significant advancement.

Why fourteen? Reeve brought up Macrobius' fixing of puberty at that
age, an argument scouted by Richardson as 'simply beside the point' but
defended by Bodel (73) who provides other such definitions on the matter.
Given the erotic nature of the passage, we should bring in the paederastic
chronology of Strato, AP 12. 4, who catalogues in ascending order of de
lights boys aged 12-17, on a year by year basis. Trimalchio's claim, then,
might be an intended erotic solecism on his creator's part. He was at a
good age when he entered his master's sexual service, but not the best. In
other such poems in the Musa Pue7'ilis collection of AP 12, particular ages
Singled out are sixteen (12. 22) and eighteen (12. 125); in 12. 205, also by
Strato, twelve is regarded as tempting but too young for true pleasure.

On the reckoning of the expert Strato, seventeen is the erotic apogee of
an 'eromenos\ a conclusion that coheres, though perhaps only just, with
the Roman epigraphic evidence. lo Apart from ignorance, another reason
why Trimalchio is not made to claim the golden age of seventeen may be
that this would be (for his creator) uncomfortably equivalent to that of
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Nero (Suetonius, Nero 8. I, 'septemdecim natus annos') at his accession to
the throne.

Richardson, backed by Pomeroy and, with somewhat different reasoning,
by Bodel, argues that a single year of service 'yields a very unimpressive
sense', suggesting as paradigm the period of age 7-21. But this latter limit
would be unusually old for such service, both on the Roman epigraphic
evidence adduced above by Bodel and Pomeroy, also in the eyes of pseudo
Lucian, Amores 26, whose author maintains that any man courting a youth
of twenty would be doing something very unnatural because the latter
would by then be far too hairy in all parts of his body. The familiar motif
of hispidity is very much to the Petronian point, given Trimalchio's previous
talk about how he sought to hasten the onset of his beard.

What is the force of 'tamen' here? Translators (e.g. Heseltine-Warming
ton in the revised Loeb, Sullivan's Penguin, and Ehlers in Miiller's edition)
usually render it by 'still' or its equivalent. Richardson insists (after Mar
morale) that it must be (in his words) strongly adversative, not weakly
resumptive. And this does seem the natural sense after the previous sen
tence, whatever force we attach to the fourteen years. However, we should
not overlook the 'tamen' in the next sentence, prefacing Trimalchio's boast
that he was also of sexual service to his mistress (again, note the imperfect
!satis faciebam' as opposed to the previous 'fui'). One wonders if there
is any particular point to the different placements of the word, first and
second in their respective (modernly punctuated) sentences? 11

As Pomeroy (53) observes, 'Trimalchio's depiction of his career in his
former master's household stresses his continuous advancement from an
early age through his intellectual talents, rather than by sexual advance
ment'. This brings us back to the matter of verb tenses. Trimalchio uses
the perfect throughout to describe his continuing rise in his master's es
teem and household. The sequence-'factus sum/cepi/coheredem fecit
suggests different stages and ages. On this reckoning (Trimalchio keeps
using the perfect tense in his account of his subsequent career), 'annos
quattuordecim' is perhaps better taken as a short and precise stage rather
than a long period.

Petronius makes it explicit that Trimalchio is not proud of being his mas
ter's 'deliciae',12 whereas he is boasting (the comic 'non sum de gloriosis '
nicely stresses this) of what he did for his mistress. Taken with everything
else, this further conduces to a preference for Reeve's interpretation over
the traditional one.

NOTES

1. 'A Change in Trimalchio's Life,' Phoenix 39 (1985) 378-379.
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2. 'Further on t.he Young Trimalchio,' Phoenix 40 (1986) 201.

3. 'Trimalchio as DELICIAE,' Phoenix 46 (1992) 45-53.

4. 'Trimalchio's Coming of Age,' Phoenix 43 (1989) 72-74.

5. ANRW 2. 32. 3, Berlin &. New York 1985, 1624-1665.

6. For details of these (individually small, but cumulatively disconcerting), see the
editions of (e.g.) Biicheler, Friedlaender, Muller, and Smith.

7. E.C. Woodcock, A New Latin Syntax, London 1959, 7.
8. Bodel's claim (74, n. 10) t.hat 'fui' is here ingressive seems to me an explanation

that does not explain, and his Petronian parallel ('molestus fuit' from 43. 1) quite
beside the point.

9. On the evidence of R. Lattimore, Themes in Greek and Latin Epitaphs, Urbana
1962, 266.

10. Marshalled by Bodel (72. n. 3), Pomeroy (46), and W.J. Slater, 'Pueri, turba min
uta,' BICS 21 (1974) 133-140, esp. 135.

11. It is impossible to be sure, but in the relatively few (six, including the present
passage) examples of 'tamen' at the beginning of a sentence registered by the Lexicon
Petronianum of Segebade/L6mmatzsch, the force seems weak rather than strong.

12. For the language and sentiment of Trimalchio's 'nee turpe est quod dominus iubet,'
d. Tacitus, Ann. 14. 14 (of Nero), 'merces ab eo qui iubere potest vim necessitatis
adfert' .

BARRY BALDWIN
University of Calgary

ZU EINER BUDE-UBERSETZUNG

"Je mehr das Lateinstudium auf der Schule zuriickgedrangt wird und je
zahlreicher die Forscher-auch in humanistischen Fachern-werden, die
kein Latein k6nnen, desto dringender wird das Bediirfnis nach Uberset
zungen aus dem Lateinischen in die modernen Sprachen." Mit diesen
Worten habe ich eine Besprechung einer-miserablen-von J. Murphy
gemachten englischen Ubersetzung einiger mittellateinischer artes dictami
nis angefangen (Gnomon 46 [1974] 513 if.). Heutzutage traut sich kaum
jemand in einem Aufsatz oder einer Monographie auch nur ein Satzchen auf
Latein zu zitieren, ohne seine Kollegen durch eine beigefiigte Ubersetzung
aufzukliiren, und viele Professoren beschaftigen sich hauptsachlich damit,
verschiedene mittelalterliche und auch humanistische Texte aus dem La
teinischen zu iibersetzen. M.E. ist es iiberhaupt 'zweifelhaft, ob der
Forschung durch derartige Ubersetzungen gedient ist: ernsthafte Forscher
miissen obnehin auf die Originalversion ihrer Quellen zuriickgreifen. Vol
lend~ zwecldos, ja vielleicht schadlich ist diese Ubersetzungstatigkeit, wenn
die Ubersetzer selbst die iibersetzte Sprache nicht beherrschen.
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