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CHAPTER I 

THE SYMPOSIUM IN GRECO-ROMAN LITERATURE 

We will now talk about the Homeric symposia.  In these, namely, the poet 

distinguishes times, persons, and occasions.  This feature Xenophon and Plato 

rightly copied… (Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae,  v.186) 

 

 Masurius, a character in Athenaeus of Naucratis' third-century C.E. work, the 

Deipnosophistae ("the Dinner-table Philosophers") develops a full-blown literary critical 

theory in which the "symposia" in Homer's epics are held up as the standard of literary 

and moral excellence.  They are even better than the philosophical Symposia  of Plato and 

Xenophon!  Now of course, Homer (or the Homeric tradition) had no intention of 

composing literary or philosophical symposia.   Rather Athenaeus, via his character, the 

jurist, poet, and musician Masurius, has read Homer through a set of much later 

Hellenistic cultural conventions.  Indeed, in a rather "remarkable literary sleight-of-

hand," Athenaeus implicitly acknowledges Plato as the founder of the symposium genre, 

but anachronistically makes Homer the standard-setter and authority for a new, improved 

version of the genre - one that emphasizes literary variety (poikilia) as well as witty 

dialogue as a major aesthetic value.1   Through this lens of new second century Greco-

Roman cultural conventions, Homer's string of comparable and contrasting meal episodes 

are transformed into the paradigmatic expression of literary symposia. Something 

happened between the composition of Homeric epic and Athenaeus' literary banquet at 

the end of the second century that made the character Masurius see philosophical 

symposia in the Iliad and the Odyssey. 
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What happened there seems strikingly analogous to what happened when the 

author of Luke's Gospel and the rabbinic composers of the Mishnah interpreted their 

older inherited literary traditions about Jesus' Last Supper and the Passover celebration as 

symposia.  How did Jesus' Last Supper come to be recast as one in a string of Christian 

"symposia?"  How did the Biblical feast of Passover get re-made as the Passover seder, a 

rabbinic Jewish symposium?2  

The process that transformed Homer's, Jesus', and Biblical Passover meals into 

philosophical/literary symposia was a process of literary idealization. It is not surprising 

that this process targeted meals.  Meals occurred around the pre-Hellenistic focus of 

localized religious piety, the hearth (focus in Latin literally means hearth, hestia, in 

Greek).  According to Luther Martin, the hearth symbolized the home, the home the 

village, city, or state, and "through Hestia, … the hearth of the gods, the cosmic center."3  

Just as families would cook their food, warm themselves, and place food and wine 

offerings before their meals at home, so the village, polis, and state extended these rites 

analogously to the warming and nourishing "hearth," that is, the altar of the local shrine." 

But eating a meal by the hearth or as part of a civic rite is a very different thing from 

talking, reading, hearing, or writing about it.  When actual meals were first "textualized" 

in the Homeric epics, the earliest Christian Gospels, and in the Hebrew Bible, the process 

of idealization had begun. Stories, descriptions, and prescriptions of meals transformed 

them into a different medium: thought, ideas that you could reflect upon. Moreover, they 

loosened the ideal of the protective, nourishing, and sacred home from its local, 

geographically-based roots, at least potentially.  You do not have to be at home and 
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hearth in Athens or Jerusalem to talk, read, hear, and write about it - to remember it.  

Inscribing these memories in "scripture" put home and hearth in a portable form. 

Thus, we see a shift in which archaic and contemporary eating rituals are 

enshrined and re-interpreted in a new, written medium.  Conventions of actual meal 

practices in effect are translated into a system of literary conventions, a repertoire of 

stylistic options in a tradition of symposium literature. The different commonplaces and 

genres of symposium literature are not simply reflections of actual meal practices, but 

intentional, ideologically motivated interpretations of them.  The artfully crafted Last 

Supper and other meal scene dialogues in Luke's Gospel and the "sympotic laws" of the 

rabbinic Passover seder in m. Pesahim 10 are no less the product of their composers' 

manipulation and selection of literary conventions of symposia than Athenaeus' depiction 

of the speeches and actions of his "dinner-table philosophers," deipnosophistai.  Via these 

literary conventions, Jesus, the Pharisees, the disciples and other followers, and the 

rabbis, too are recast in Luke's Gospel and the Mishnah as "dinner table philosophers," as 

well as other stock characters (hosts, late guests, party crashers, argumentative rivals, 

etc.), in conventional sympotic situations from the literary tradition.  In this literary 

medium, the authors could select, isolate, and emphasize specific types and behaviors, 

compare and contrast them, script their dialogue, match or mismatch characters and 

behaviors to their meal contexts.  In short, they could manipulate the literary pieces to 

make a point, to critique, to advocate, or to otherwise persuade their audience to believe 

or to act on the ethos represented in their literary meals. 

A dramatic shift in worldview is behind the literary transformation of earlier 

religious traditions during the Hellenistic period. But before we attempt to characterize 
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these new Hellenistic worldviews per se, we will describe the conventional features and 

generic forms that distinguished the symposium literature that conveyed them.   There are 

two main ways scholars identify something as symposium literature. One way is to 

recognize certain motifs, topoi, that appear regularly in the entire corpus of symposium 

literature. Certain characters, situations, and themes are typical.  The second way is to 

sub-classify "symposium literature" into separate genres or forms.  In this chapter I will 

review the symposium topoi first, and then analyze the separate genres of symposium 

literature. 

 

Symposium Topoi 

 

 By the time Luke and the authors of the rabbinic seder composed their works, the 

realia of Greco-Roman symposia had been transformed into a long-standing, fully 

developed set of literary conventions for specifying symposium settings, typical 

characters, and typical events.  Though there are numerous literary topoi of literary 

symposia, I will restrict my discussion to only ten.  I chose these ten because nearly all 

literary symposia use most of them, including Luke and the Mishnah’s representations of 

meals.4  They are: 

1.  the posture of reclining in a triclinium; 

 2. the division of the meal into at least two characteristic courses: the eating 

part [to deipnon] and the drinking-and-talking part [ho potos]). 

 3. the correspondence of framework and theme; 
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 4. typical persons such as the host and householder, the uninvited guest, the 

guests invited later, and representatives of opposing philosophical schools; 

 5. the pair of lovers; 

 6. the fundamentally religious character of the symposium (marked often by 

a libation and paean to the god before the drinking); 

 7. the confusion of temporal perspectives;5 

 8. events giving pretext for a dialogue; 

 9. the gathering of teachers and disciples; 

10. quarrels, especially quarrels over rank. 

 

Reclining in a Triclinium 

 The posture of reclining in a triclinium, a dining room in which three couches 

were arranged around a table, stamped a Greco-Roman meal specifically as a symposium.  

Just as the pictorial depiction of the posture and furniture of reclining at a banquet was 

shorthand for the aristocratic life and ideal in the iconography of Classical Greek pottery 

and reliefs, so the literary depiction of reclining in a triclinium represented a similar 

ideal.6   Whether they used just the verbs for reclining, or more detailed depictions of the 

physical posture of reclining and the places where the participants sat in the triclinium, 

Greco-Roman authors had a literary shorthand for representing symposia.    Thus, in 

Petronius' Satyricon, the simple occurrence of the verb discubuere, "to recline," lets us 

know that the narrator Encolpius is describing a symposium in Trimalchio's home.7  The 

substantive participle periclitantium  (cognate with the Greek word, klinein, "to recline") 

indicates similarly that the banquet on the ship with Lichas and Tryphaena is a 
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symposium (Sat. 110.6).8  Likewise, in the Greek texts, cognates of the verb klinein 

indicate that the guests at Lucian's banquet in the home of Aristaenetus, and at Achilles 

Tatius' meal scene when Cleitophon first meets his beloved Leucippe, were reclining for 

a symposium. Thus, the narrators mark the symposium setting when they say, 

respectively, "It was already necessary to recline [kataklinesthai], since nearly everyone 

was there" (Lucian, Symp. 8) or "I reclined myself [engklinas emauton] . . . "(Ach. Tat. 

1.5.3).  

  Sometimes the mention of the guests' reclining posture is expanded upon by more 

extensive descriptions of the physical posture of reclining and the particular seating 

arrangements around the triclinium, such as in some examples from Achilles Tatius and 

Lucian's Symposium.  Achilles Tatius uses more than the verb engklinas to describe 

Cleitophon's posture.  His character adds, “I reclined myself [engklinas] firmly with my 

elbow down on the couch . . . “(Ach. Tat. 1.5.3).  Furthermore, Cleitophon also described 

the positions on the couches, 

 

When the hour for it came, we sat down two on each couch [klinas] (so my father 

arranged it).  He and I sat on the middle [couch], the two mothers on the one on 

the left, and the maidens were on the right hand one . . . (Ach. Tat. 1.5.1) 

 

Indeed, the description of the seating arrangements around the triclinium in the banquet at 

Cleitophon's father's home is so specific that the translator in the Loeb Classical Library 

edition of Achilles Tatius has drawn a diagram of the seating.9 
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 In his Symposium, Lucian too describes both the general seating positions and the 

posture of one of the participants in particular, Alcidamas the Cynic.  Thus, Lucian has 

his narrator detail the seating arrangement around a triclinium at Aristaenetus' banquet: 

 

On the right, as one entered, the women occupied that whole couch [klintera] 

(there being not just a few, among whom the bride very carefully veiled, 

surrounded by the women).  Toward the back door was the rest of the crowd, 

according to the esteem each held. Opposite the women [on the left hand couch], 

first was Eucritus, then Aristaenetus [the host], etc.10 

 

Later, he singles out Alcidamas' posture for special comment. Alcidamas sprawls himself 

on the floor (rather than on a couch), his genitals exposed obscenely (cf. Symp. 16) in an 

exaggerated parody of the conventional reclining posture: 

 

On taking [the bowl of wine], Alcidamas kept quiet for a little while, throwing 

himself on the floor and lying there half-naked as he had threatened, with his 

elbow squared under him and his bowl in his right hand, just as Heracles in the 

cave of Pholus is represented by the painters.11 

 

Lucian's allusion to an artistic convention for portraying a reclining Hercules indicates 

that he is parodying a convention for representing a convention.  He is one step beyond 

representing a social convention of behavior at actual meals. On the other hand, at 
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Petronius' banquet of Trimalchio, the conventional seating arrangements in the triclinium 

are merely alluded to, or identified by their Latin technical terms only in passing.12  

 Perhaps the reason for the extensive description of the seating arrangements in 

Lucian's banquet and the one at Cleitophon's father's house is that the seating 

arrangements themselves become the provocation for further developments in the action. 

In Lucian, the behavior of the participants is opposed to that demanded by the setting.  

Hence, the seating arrangements are the provocation for a quarrel between the Stoic 

Zenothemis and the Epicurean Hermon over who should get the more honored place.  

Conversely, in Achilles Tatius, Cleitophon's behavior at this banquet is consistent with 

the "friend-making" ethic of the symposium.  Thus, the narrator Cleitophon remarks how 

fortunate the seating arrangements were to allowed him to gaze longingly at Leucippe 

through the whole meal. 

 

Division Into Symposium Courses 

Greco-Roman formal banquets were divided into an eating part (deipnon) and a 

drinking part (potos).  Literary symposium settings represent this characteristic division 

of courses primarily in two ways.  Sometimes, (1) the account explicitly calls the meal a 

symposion, which by definition consists of the two courses of deipnon and potos.  More 

often, (2) it marks the division with a ritual drawn from life which serves to distinguish 

the former course from the next.   The ancient novels often use the first way to mark the 

conventional order of courses in Greco-Roman banquets, that is, they use the term 

symposion or its derivatives.  Achilles Tatius calls the meal of Melitte and Cleitophon 

which is interrupted by  Leucippe's letter a symposion (Ach. Tat., 5.21.1) and likewise the 
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banquet at the priest of Ephesus' home (Ach. Tat., 8.4.2). Similarly Longus has Dionyso-

phanes dream that he is to invite the nobles of Mytilene to be his sympotas at his banquet 

for Daphnis and Chloe (Longus, 4.34).    

In some cases in the literary genre of sympotic questions and in the novels, the 

end of the eating course and the transition to the drinking course is often marked by the 

narration of a ritual drawn from actual symposium practice.   Conventional course-transi-

tion rituals in the literature include the mixing of a common bowl of wine, the pouring of 

a libation to a god, the bringing in of torches, the clearing away of tables, or the entrance 

of after dinner-entertainers. 

  Examples of these course transition conventions are easy to find.  The pouring of 

a cup of wine provoked by the disruptive late entrance of the Cynic Alcidamas (modelled 

after the late entrance of Alcibiades in Plato's Symposium) and the lighting of lamps 

marks a transition from the eating to the drinking and talking courses of the meal in 

Lucian's Symposium: 

So Aristaenetus quieted him [Alcidamas] down by nodding to his servant to pour 

him a big cup ofwine . . . Already the cup was going around continuously to the 

others, and there were toasts and conversations, and the lights had been brought 

in.13  

 

Libations in memory of the robbers' fallen comrades and hymns to Mars, the god 

of war mark the end of the robbers' banquet of Apuleius' Metamorphoses.14 Toasts to the 

guests of honor mark the shift from the eating to the talking part of the banquet scene at 

Melitte and Cleitophon's "wedding breakfast" in Achilles' Tatius novel Leucippe and 
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Cleitophon.15 In the banquet at Cleitophon's father's home, Achilles Tatius marks the 

transition from the eating course to the entertainment "course" (epikomion) with the 

entrance of after-dinner entertainer:  “And as we were done with the meal [apo tou 

deipnou], a slave boy, one of my father's servants, came in with a lute already tuned.“16  

And at the wedding banquet which Dionysophanes hosts for Daphnis and Chloe in 

Longus' novel Daphnis and Chloe, the pouring of the last bowl of wine, includinga 

libation to Hermes, marks the shift from the meal proper to the after dinner table talk.17  

At the banquet hosted by Byrrhaena in Apuleius' Metamorphoses, the narrator Lucius 

describes the bringing in of candles and torches to mark the shift from the eating part of 

the meal to the talking part: 

Then, after the lamps were brought in, the table talk began to increase, then the 

laughter began to flow, and from that point on there was urbane joking and jesting  

(Iam illatis luminibus epularis sermo percrebruit, iam risus affluens et ioci 

liberales et cavillus hinc inde.18 

 The shift of courses is marked by the removal of the tables in one meal scene from 

Plutarch's Quaestiones Conviviales: 

said Glaucias, 'for we ourselves shall undertake the search for it when we finish 

dining.'  After the tables were taken away, then Glaucias and Xenocles both at-

tributed the cause to the autumn's fruit, but each for a different reason.19  

There are several shifts from eating courses to drinking/table-talk courses because 

Trimalchio's extravagant banquet is so long.  Sometimes the shift is marked by clearing 

the tables 
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. . . for now the serving dish (ferculum) had been removed, and the cheerful 

banqueters (convivae) began to turn their attention to the wine and general 

conversations.20  

On another occasion, the combination of table-clearing and the host's departure to relieve 

himself, marks another formal transition from eating to talking "courses:" 

After this serving dish [had been removed] (ab hoc ferculo), Trimalchio got up to 

go to the bathroom.  With the tyrant away, we had our freedom and we began to 

draw the conversation of our neighbors (sermones convivarum).21  

In each example, the ritual marks the shift not only from an eating to a drinking course, 

but also a shift from an eating to a "talking course."   

The shift in table courses assumes the purely literary function of marking the shift 

from the description of a meal setting to the recounting of the dialogue that took place in 

it. All of these actions were performed in real life banquets to mark the shift from the 

deipnon to the potos.  Characteristically, in nearly all of the examples from the texts 

cited, the rituals mark a shift from an eating to a talking part of the symposium.  Though 

in real life, the drinking course of a meal would naturally include friendly conversation, 

we shall show below that the virtual identification of the drinking course with a "talking 

course" was a literary convention.  It is precisely this course shift from eating to talking 

that marks a shift from the descriptive narrative to a reflective, interpretative level. 

 

 Correspondence of Framework and Theme   

 That wine prompts good conversation is a commonplace in the theory of 

symposia and is also reflected in various statements expressed in the literary symposia 
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themselves.  Thus, for example, at the Ephesian priest's symposium in Achilles Tatius' 

novel, the narrator Cleitophon expresses this topos when he remarks, "However, as we 

began to drink more deep and Dionysus little by little began to dissolve our shyness 

(rightly is he called the father of freedom)." Moreover the priest himself invites the 

traveller's tale by saying, "tales of this sort are most suitable when the wine is going 

round."22 

As we just mentioned, Petronius has Encolpius associates "general conversations" with a 

new course of wine at Trimalchio's banquet, when he says, "for now the serving dish  

(ferculum)  had  been removed, and the cheerful banqueters (convivae) began to turn their 

attention to the wine and general conversations."23  Thus, what would be a shift from 

eating to drinking courses in real symposia is often represented in texts as a shift from 

eating to talking courses.  In other words, the "natural" conversations that might follow 

any common meal at any time have become stereotyped in the Satyricon, for example, 

into a conventional literary sequence: meal, then table-talk.24  Lucian's representation of 

the transition-ritual of the pouring of the common cup of wine at Alcidamas' boisterous 

late entrance in his parody, the Symposium or Lapithae, is a purely literary allusion to 

Plato's Symposium.25  This suggests that by Lucian's day (the second century C.E.), the 

course-transition rituals themselves have become literary conventions for shifting from 

one part of a literary dialogue to another.  Another hint that the equation of a drinking 

course with a talking course becomes a literary convention is suggested by an example 

from Plutarch.  Table-talk belongs to the time of the drinking course, that is, after the 

eating course, even if the drinking course is not mentioned.  Thus, the character Glaucias 

says, 
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'for we ourselves shall undertake the search for it when we finish dining.'  After 

the tables were taken away, then Glaucias and Xenocles both attributed the cause 

to the autumn's fruit, but each for a different reason [i.e., they began to talk about 

it again]."26 

The table talk course is normally the "course" that follows the eating course.  The 

correspondence of framework and theme has an ideological significance that I will 

examine in the next chapter. 

 

 Typical Persons  

 By the time Luke and the composers of the Mishnah were describing meals, many 

of the characters portrayed in symposium literature had already developed into 

recognizable literary types.  The symposium literary tradition thus generalizes the class 

and gender of participants in symposia, as well as their different social roles.  Josef 

Martin suggests that it is conventional to represent the class of symposium characters 

usually as that of socially prominent people.27  Following the precedent of Plato and 

Xenophon of portraying the social or intellectual elite of their day in their symposia, it 

becomes a literary convention among later authors of symposia.  Thus, Martin says that 

Lucian's character Philo praises his host for inviting such learned men to his symposium 

(Symp. 1O).  Plutarch has the seven wisest people of the Greek past attend his Banquet of 

the Seven Sages.  Larensius, the host of Athenaeus' Deipnosophistae, has the people 

"most experienced in every form of learning" at his banquet (Ath. 1A).   Macrobius' 

Saturnalia has the "peers of the Roman nobility and other learned men" (Macrob., 1.1.1).  

Julian's parody of a banquet has gods and Caesars.  Horace represents the great and 
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wealthy Roman literary patron Maecenas and his circle at his satirical banquet (Hor., Sat. 

2.6).   And Methodius has Arete host ten highly educated and pious virgins in his 

Christian symposium.28  

To Martin's list we can add examples from the meal frameworks in Luke's Gospel 

and the ancient novels, and the meal rules of the Mishnah’s Passover seder.  Thus, in the 

Palestinian milieu of Luke's Gospel, the Pharisaic social and intellectual elite are the 

hosts and guests, while from Christian hindsight the apostles and Jesus at the Last Supper 

appear as an early Christian social and intellectual elite.  In the ancient novels, 

Cleitophon's wealthy and prominent father hosts a banquet for his peers; the wealthy 

widow Melitte hosts the noble and rhetorically adept Cleitophon; the priest at Ephesus 

hosts the visiting dignitaries.  Apuleius has Byrrhaena, "one of the principal women of 

the city" of Thessaly and "the very flower of the citizenry" at the banquet with Lucius, 

the travelling intellectual.  In Longus' Daphnis and Chloe, Dionysophanes invites the 

"whole nobility of Mytiline" for the wedding banquet of his newly found son.  

Even apparent exceptions like the thief banquet, (Apul, Met. 4.6-22) and the rustic 

symposia in the humble home of Chloe's foster parents and at the final wedding feast 

(Longus, 3.7-9; 4:38) prove the rule.  In the first, Apuleius has his characters extol the 

nobility of the robber captains for an ironic parody of the literary convention of elite ban-

queters.  In the second pair of "exceptions," the simplicity of the rustic banquets of 

Daphnis and Chloe is explicitly contrasted to the conventions of city banquets precisely 

by representing the latter in a "countrified" form. Namely, in the words of Longus' 

narrator,  "among those sort of drinking-party revellers [toioisde sympotais], everything 

was farm-style and rustic." (Longus, 4.38). 
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Likewise, the main interlocutors in the Mishnah’s list of Passover sympotic meal 

rules are rabbis, members of Pharisaic “havurot” (table fellowship associations), and 

householders, the elite of rabbinic culture. The named speakers in the rabbinic seder are 

“Rabbi Elazar bar Zadok  (m. Pesah 10:3);” “Rabban Gamaliel (10:5);” ”Rabbi Tarphon” 

and  “Rabbi Akiva (10:6);”: “Rabbi Ishmael” and  “Rabbi Akiva” (10:9 ;” and see also m.  

Pesah 9:9: “a havurah that lost the Passover offering;” 9:10: “two havurot that combined 

their Passover offerings” to eat together.” Thus, the incidental references to the 

participants’ titles or social status in the seder reflect this symposium literary convention, 

regardless of the fact that rabbis are the main interlocutors throughout the Mishnah.  The 

seder’s exception too proves the rule.  If  “even a poor person in Israel should not eat 

until he reclines, and should not [be given] less than four cups of wine.” (m. Pesah 10:1), 

the presumption is that apart from the rabbinic seder, it was the wealthier segments of 

Jewish society who were usually expected to attend sympotic banquets. 

 The gender of conventional participants depends on whether they were 

represented at Greek or Roman symposia.  Greek symposia--with certain important 

exceptions--typically included men but excluded women.  Roman symposia typically 

included both men and women.  Both reflect the different meal customs of their different 

cultures.29  The Greek literary symposia that did include both men and women were 

generally family banquets or the banquets of the Spartans.  Women at banquets where 

philosophical discussions took place is Plutarch's innovation.30  Yet most of the banquet 

scenes in the literature of the first and second century portray women reclining at table 

with men, partly because so many of them represent family banquets, and partly under 

the influence of Roman customs.  In rabbinic literature, the evidence for women’s 
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participation in the table fellowship groups of the first century Pharisaic haverim is not 

unequivocal.  In the earliest version of the rabbinic seder in the Mishnah, none of the 

participants are specifically characterized as women.  In the Tosefta’s slightly later 

version of the Passover meal rules (but clearly dependent on m. Pesahim 10), women are 

specifically mentioned as participants in the sympotic festivities, i.e., in t.Pesah 10:4. 

A man is commanded to make his children and his wife happy on the holiday. 

With what does he make them happy?  With wine, as it is written, ‘and wine 

gladdens the human heart.’ [Ps 104:15]  Rabbi Yehudah says,  ‘women with what 

is appropriate for them, and children with what is appropriate for them. 

The Tosefta’s inclusion of women probably reflects the influence of Roman conventions 

for portraying symposia as family gatherings.   The Mishnah’s apparently all male seder  

in contrast seems to betray its origins in the circles of the voluntary associations of the 

Pharisees or haverim  of the first century before the destruction of the Temple.  The 

Pharisees modelled themselves after Greco-Roman philosophical schools, and thus were 

more likely to follow the “men only” convention.  Accordingly, Luke represents no 

women at the havurah-like gathering of Jesus and his disciples for their Passover 

symposium: the Last Supper (Lk  22:1-39).31 

 The significance of the conventions for portraying the social class and genders of 

guests is twofold.  By representing social and intellectual aristocrats at table (or in 

parody, their opposite), they express a social ideal of behavior to be imitated (or 

avoided).  At the same time, they more or less reflect reality.  Greek symposia represent 

the Greek reality that women were not so welcome at formal banquets.  Roman symposia 

represent the reality that they were present, if silent.  The conventional presence of 
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women in the literary symposia of the first-second century, regardless of whether they 

were written in Greek or Latin, suggests a shift in social customs in the Hellenistic world 

under the pervasive influence of the Roman imperial cultural milieu. 

 The same tension between the reality of the social customs underlying literary 

symposia and their exemplary (or counter-exemplary) dimension of meaning occurs in 

the representation of the different social roles played by their stock cast of characters.  

Martin has enumerated the predominant types of roles represented in the symposia: the 

host, the merry-maker, the uninvited guest, the doctor, the late guest, the weeper, the 

guest who goes home sick, the big drinker, and the pair of lovers.32  At a banquet where 

sumptuous food is served and wine flows freely, the conventional roles of the guest who 

goes home sick or the great drinker also have their origins in reality.  Finally, at a 

wedding banquet--frequently the occasion for symposia--the pair of lovers who are 

naturally honored in such affairs enter into the literary tradition as conventional charac-

ters.   

 In the development of the literary tradition, some new conventional characters 

were introduced, and others were omitted or transformed to suit the particular mode of 

the literary symposia: erudite, comic, or Socratic/philosophic. Thus, the character of the 

doctor as a symposium guest is introduced into the literary symposium in order to 

function as a mouthpiece for learned questions or answers about the nature and effect of 

the food and wine on participants.33  In the philosophical symposia, the character of "the 

weeper" has been introduced to contrast his or her lack of emotional self-control to the 

dignified self-control (sophrosune) of the philosophers at the banquet.34  Flute girls are 

omitted intentionally from the idealized philosophical symposium because they detract 
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from the dignified pleasures of conversation of the philosophers at play.35  Thus when 

Lucian re-introduces the flute girls to his parody of the philosophical symposia, he 

demonstrates the unphilosophical hypocrisy of the philosophers at play.36 

 The sympotic literary tradition also idealizes or parodies the characters one would 

naturally find at real symposia.  The treatment of the conventional character of the host 

exemplifies how the positive idealization or parody of the social order gives the social 

role of the host a literary life of its own.  On the one hand, the character of the host 

emerges naturally from the actual setting of meals, since in practice, without a host, there 

is no banquet.37  On the other hand, the tendency for many symposium hosts to be 

represented in the literature as flawed and the butt of subtle or open ridicule originates 

from the literary precedents of Plato's and Xenophon's Symposia.  In Plato's Symposium, 

Socrates and Aristophanes playfully make fun of their host Agathon for the clever 

rhetorical tricks that enabled him to win the drama contest, but also in order to undermine 

the Sophistic philosophical premises and commitments upon which Agathon's style was 

based and to which Plato was opposed.38  In Xenophon's Symposium, the wealthy 

aristocrat Callias is bluntly ridiculed for his presumption in thinking he can buy wisdom 

from Socrates and the Cynic Antisthenes, as he did from the other Athenian Sophists.39  

The ambivalent or negative portrayals of wealthy hosts in contrast to their wise guests is 

probably grounded also in the social tensions between the learned composers of symposia 

and their patrons, as I shall show in the following chapter. 

 Late or uninvited guests are another example of conventional symposium 

characters whom one might find naturally at a real symposium. However, in literary 

symposia, they usually have the specific literary function of turning the decorous social 
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order of the symposium framework into an object of reflection.   While in certain cases 

the uninvited guests are not invited because they do not need to be invited, usually they, 

along with the late guests, play a disruptive role in the literary symposia.40  By coming 

late or by crashing the party, they violate the social order represented by the symposium 

already taking place.  They disrupt the decorum of the proceedings.  The characters of 

Alcibiades at Plato's Symposium, Habinnas at Trimalchio's banquet in Petronius' 

Satyricon, and Alcidamas the Cynic at Lucian's Symposium come to mind, as well as the 

sinful woman (late and apparently uninvited) and the man sick with dropsy (apparently 

uninvited) in Luke's Pharisaic symposium settings in his Gospel.41   

 Alcibiades overturns the philosophically temperate social order idealized in the 

table talk already underway when he enters late, drunk, crowned with a wreath, accom-

panied by flute girls, and ordering the next round of wine to be mixed at its strongest.  He 

then proceeds to praise Socrates' temperance by telling the story of how he tried and 

failed to seduce him, in marked contrast to the lofty philosophical encomia of Love 

previously offered by the other participants.  Alcibiades, an opportunistic Athenian 

political leader, on one level represents the "might makes right" ideology of a political 

elite, which is opposed to the philosophical ideals of the sympotic gathering.  On another 

level, he becomes the ironic mouthpiece for the failure of political power to subdue the 

philosopher.  Socrates resists his seductive advances.  Plato's art turns the late guest 

Alcibiades into a figure who demonstrates the Platonic conviction that the philosophers' 

seeming subjection to the state is the opposite of what is really the case. Plato stresses 

this point repeatedly in order to interpret how his teacher Socrates could have been put to 

death by the state.42  The late guests Habinnas and Alcidamas are almost certainly 
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intentional literary parodies of Plato's Alcibiades.43  Therefore, they do not represent a 

direct critique of the social order presumed by the symposia they crash.  On the contrary, 

as parodies of character types at symposia, which themselves are parodies, they behave 

quite consistently with the carnivalesque proceedings.  Habinnas' loquacious pseudo-

pedantry fits the norm already established by the host Trimalchio in Petronius' banquet of 

boorish nouveaux riches.  Similarly, Alcidamas the Cynic's unphilosophical drunkenness 

and rude exposure of his private parts is unexceptional compared with the behavior of the 

other representatives of the Stoics, Aristotelians, Epicureans, and Platonists who flirt with 

the servants, steal food, and break out into hand-to-hand-combat.  But, as part of a 

comprehensive parody, their ridicule offers the reader a point of vantage from which to 

reflect self-consciously upon the literary conventions themselves and the social order 

they represent.44 

 

 The Pair of Lovers 

 A pair of lovers might show up at real symposia but they take on a life of their 

own in the literary symposia.  The tradition develops this conventional pair of lovers in 

two directions.  First, in the philosophic symposia, the pair of lovers becomes an 

idealization of the teacher/disciple relationship.  Hence, Plato represents Agathon and 

Alcibiades' vying for Socrates' affection as an expression of their love for the wisdom 

embodied in him as their teacher.45  Similarly, in the symposium setting of the Last 

Supper in John's Gospel, Jesus and the "beloved disciple" who reclines on his lap (Jn 

13:23) are the pair of lovers who idealize the teacher/disciple relationship.46  In some 

cases, the pair of lovers idealizes the social order of the teacher/disciple relationship in 
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order to advocate it over others.  Indeed, under the Platonic influence upon the philosoph-

ic symposia, the male teacher/disciple relationship is privileged over the heterosexual 

relationship of husbands and wives.47   

 In other cases, the pair of lovers is a figure parodying a social order in which 

heterosexual, homosexual, and philosophical teacher/disciple relationships are all quite 

acceptable in theory, if obnoxious in practice.  Thus, in comic symposia and in some of 

the novels, the pair of lovers who are overly affectionate is parodied, usually on the 

grounds that it is a departure from the ideal of philosophical moderation.  Thus, in 

Xenophon's Symposium, Callias' solicitous behavior toward his beloved protege 

Autolycus is a running joke.  Achilles Tatius makes fun of the fact that his lovers are so 

enamored with one another that they cannot eat; they would rather feast on their 

beloved's beauty.  In the banquet at Simon the Pharisee's home in Luke's Gospel, the 

sinful woman's affectionate behavior toward Jesus is excessive from Simon's point of 

view, but Simon's "philosophical" restraint itself is held up to ridicule. Jesus catches him 

in the self-incriminating net of his "Socratic" parable of the two debtors (Lk 7:36-50). 

 

 

 The Ceremonial Character 

 

Modern interpreters have also pointed out the conventionally  "religious” or 

“ceremonial” character of literary symposium settings.  What they seem to mean is that 

symposia are not ordinary meals, but are special meals occasioned by seasonal religious 

observances or by other ceremonies and rituals marking some sort of exceptional 
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occurrence.  I prefer to label this convention the "ceremonial character" of symposia to 

prevent confusion with our use of the terms "religion" and "ritual" to refer to a systemic 

worldview and its behavioral components.48  Symposia are often represented as dedicated 

to a god (i.e., Eros, the god of love, in Plato's Symposium) or in honor of a religious 

holiday.  Conversely, the mention of a holiday or of preliminary preparations such as 

washing or a bath indirectly represented a literary meal as a symposium. Greco-Roman 

audiences would recognize private or public local holidays as occasions naturally cele-

brated by a symposium.  The settings for dialogues in Plutarch's Quaestiones Conviviales 

are typical of this trend. Settings are described as banquets in honor of Sarapion's chorus' 

victory (1.10, 628f), the Eleusinian mysteries (2.2, 635a), the poet Sosicles' victory in the 

Pythian games (2.4, 638b), the Muses at Erato the musician's home (3.1, 645d), the 

Athenian festival consecrating the new wine (3.7, 655e), and many others.   Similarly, 

Luke represents some of his symposia as Sabbath or Passover meals.49   Preliminary 

washing or bathing rituals also marked the meal to follow as a special formal occasion, 

that is, a symposium, rather than an ordinary meal.  For example, Cleitophon washes his 

face before attending the symposium in Ephesus (Ach. Tat., 8.4.1); each group of robbers 

bathes before their robbers' banquet (Apul., Meta. 4); Encolpius and company see 

Trimalchio at the baths before the banquet (Petron., Sat. 27-28).   Luke recognizes this 

convention, too, when his Pharisaic host notes Jesus omission of washing before the meal 

in Lk 11:37.50  The point of the literary convention for setting symposia during civic or 

private ceremonies, or for describing ritual gestures of traditional piety at them, is to 

mark them as exceptional and memorable. 
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The Confusion of Temporal Perspectives 

 Literary symposia tend to deliberately blur the time-frame of a symposium setting 

with the time-frame of the narrative around it, the time-frame of the narrative(s) within it, 

and/or the time-frame of the audience hearing the text. Since literary symposia are often 

frameworks for telling stories within a story, they exploit the ambiguities of this complex 

"Chinese box" structure.  Sometimes the literary framework fades completely into the 

background, and the characters in the story seem to address the audience directly.  In 

Plato's Symposium, the "Chinese box" framework conveys a Platonic ideological point 

that reality is several levels removed from our attempts to describe it.  In any case, this 

feature tends to turn the symposium setting and the events recounted in it into objects of 

reflection, much as the next symposium commonplace does. 

 

 Events Giving Pretext for a Dialogue: “Faits divers”  

 Features such as reclining in triclinia, rituals marking a change in courses, and 

other particulars that make the meal recognizable as a symposium, also become the 

literary provocations for the table talk. Critics have adopted the French term fait divers to 

refer to this common technique in sympotic literature.  Thus, the particular arrangement 

of the guests reclining around the triclinium at Lucian's Symposium becomes the fait 

divers that provokes the argument between Zenothemis the Stoic and Hermon the 

Epicurean over rank,51 as does the struggle for places in Lk 14:7.  At Trimalchio's 

banquet in Petronius' Satyricon, a ritual that marks the change of symposium courses is 

also turned into a conversation-provoking fait divers .  Namely, the removal of a tray of 

food arranged according to the zodiac (cf. Petron., Sat. 35.1) occasions Trimalchio's 
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discourse on astrology for his guests (Sat 39.1-15).  In one of the meal scenes in Achilles 

Tatius' novel, Leucippe and Cleitophon, the wedding toasts which mark the end of the 

eating part of the meal are the faits divers that provoke Melitte's witty aside to her 

intended husband, Cleitophon.  Cleitophon recalls the fait divers: 

I remember a good joke made by Melitte during the feast.  [T]he guests were 

calling down blessings upon our espousals, when she quietly nodded toward me, 

saying: 'I seem to be unique in having an unheard of experience, and one that 

generally happens only in the case of the dead whose bodies cannot be found; I 

have often seen an empty grave (kenotaphion) but never an empty marriage bed 

(kenogamion)' - a jest that was made half in earnest. (Ach. Tat. 5.14.4, trans. 

Gaselee) 

 

Many other meal occurrences are turned into faits divers, all for the purpose of 

moving from the narrative of a meal to a dialogue about it. At another banquet in Achilles 

Tatius' novel, that fact that Melitte has not touched her food becomes the fait divers for a 

dialogue (Ach.Tat., 5.14-15).  The scene of the banquet hosted by Byrrhaena occasions a 

sequence of events that all provoke related conversations in Apuleius' Metamorphoses. 

Lucius' remark about Thessaly's reputation for witchcraft is the fait divers which turns the 

topic to witch stories (Met. 2.20).  The other guests' laughter at the misshapen appearance 

of one the guests prompts Thelyphron's first-person account of how he lost his nose and 

ears (Met. 2.20).  The guests' laughter at the end of Thelyphron's story combined with a 

refilling of the cups of wine to toast the god Laughter in turn prompt Byrrhaena's 

explanation to Lucius of the peculiarly Thessalian festival of Laughter that begins on the 
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following day (Met. 2.31).  Apuleius uses the technique again in the scene of the robbers' 

banquet.  There, the bringing in of booty to the meal room is the fait divers that prompts a 

virtual contest among the participants at the banquet to determine who is the best 

exemplar of robberly virtue (Met. 4.8).  Thus, meal scenes in the Greek and Latin novels 

in particular provide many examples of this technique. 

 A fait divers provoking discussion is basically a movement from practice to 

theory.  In the last three examples, this movement has been exploited to contrast theory 

with practice.  Melitte's love-sick abstinence from food is inconsistent with what one is 

supposed to do at a meal.  The robbers' anti-social profession is inconsistent with the 

philosophical social ideal of the banquet and table talk they conduct.  The fait divers of 

Thelyphron's misshapen appearance and the story behind it is an allegorical 

foreshadowing of where Lucius' curiosity about witchcraft tragically leads. 

 

 The Gathering of Teachers and Disciples 

 Literary symposia more often than not represent teachers and their disciples (or 

opponents) engaged in learned dialogue.  Even in those symposia that do not, non-

teachers are often represent as having pretensions to learned conversation.  By 

representing teachers and disciples in the reclining postures and other sympotic activities 

of aristocrats by birth or wealth, the composers of symposium literature imply that 

teachers and intellectuals are the true "aristocrats."  I will discuss this phenomenon exten-

sively, especially as it is played out in the tension between wealthy hosts and learned 

guests, in the next chapter.



 
 
 
 

 

26  

 Quarrels 

 The depiction of a quarrel, or a contest of rival views of wisdom (an agon 

sophias), at literary symposia allows the authors to represent the social tensions or 

conflicts in the social orders which they are interpreting through their symposia.  Here the 

representatives of different social classes or groups often quarrel.52  Sometimes the 

tension is represented between foreign vs. native guests and hosts.  In the case of the 

"foreigner" Lucius and his miserly "native" host Milo in the Metamorphoses, the tension 

is complicated by the fact that the guest Lucius is educated at Rome, the normative 

cultural center, while his hosts are barbarians, denizens of the exotic, witchcraft-filled 

land of Thessaly.53  Sometimes the symposium is the battlefield for the war between the 

sexes: e.g., Cleitophon at Melitte's home (she wants to sleep with him; he does not want 

to and tries to beg off [Ach. Tat., 5.13.1-14.2]); Trimalchio and his wife Fortunata (he 

throws a plate at her after she scolds him for flirting with a table servant [Petron., Sat. 

74.8-11]); and Simon the Pharisee and the sinful woman (she wants to embrace the 

teacher Jesus and to be at table with him; he does not want her at his banquet or touching 

men [Lk 7:36-39]).54    

 The quarrel between proponents of opposing philosophical schools is also a 

characteristic Situationstopos of symposium literature, both in the agon sophias at the 

philosophic symposia and in their comic parodies.55  In Plato's Symposium on the nature 

of Love, the characters' quarrels represent the scholastic competition of the Socratics 

against the Sophists in fifth- to fourth-century B.C.E. Athens. Luke's Gospel pits the 

school of the Pharisees against the school of Jesus.  In Lucian's Symposium, the whole 

range of Hellenistic philosophical groups - Stoics, Epicureans, Aristotelians, Platonists, 
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Pythagoreans, and Cynics - engage in a free-for-all that gets physical. In the rabbinic 

seder, minor details of the meal become occasions to introduce the talmudic topos of the 

rabbinic rivalries between the schools of Hillel and Shammai, and between Rabbis 

Ishmael and Akiva, albeit muted and in the background.56  The composers of 

philosophical symposia adapted this convention to represent the clash of philosophical 

schools and modes of life.  In their hands the quarrels became opportunities to 

differentiate, advocate, or ridicule various schools of thought vis à vis their rivals’. 

   The ancients themselves understood the Situationstopos of the quarrel in literary 

symposia as a mixture of the serious with the funny (to spoudaion with to geloion).   

Hence these quarrels retain much of the comedic element and folk appeal of their origins 

in Menippean satire, even when they are used more seriously to represent clashing 

schools of thought. By the second century, under the influence of the revival of the Cynic 

tradition of Menippean satire, we have satiric symposia, such as Lucian's Symposium or 

Lapithae.  The insulting speeches of Lucian's philosophers parody the encomia found in 

more serious philosophical symposia.  However, even before this in Plato's Symposium, 

Alcibiades' famous encomium of Socrates is hardly flattering (Socrates reminds the 

drunken Alcibiades of a goat-faced, pug-nosed Silenus!). 

 By Luke's day, the agon sophias has itself become the subject of literary parody.  

In Petronius' parody of the convention of an agon sophias,  Trimalchio's banquet, the 

agon sophias is not among the philosophers, but between the socio-economic classes, 

between the "real" philosophers, i.e., the professional scholars - Encolpius, Agamemnon, 

and Ascyltos, and the pseudo-philosophers, i.e., the nouveaux riches with pretensions to 

learning - Trimalchio and his companions.  Petronius exploits the ironic situation in 



 
 
 
 

 

28  

which the professional scholars have the learning, but lack the money to support 

themselves without the patronage of rich, newly freed slaves like Trimalchio.  

Conversely, Trimalchio has the money, but not the learning.57 

 All of the topoi discussed above are important criteria for designating texts as 

symposium literature, but they are not the only criteria. Further formal criteria having to 

do with the overall structure of the texts have been used to distinguish literary symposia 

per se from other genres of literature having to do with symposia.  We will examine these 

generic distinctions in the next section. 

 

Symposium Genres 

 

 Modern critical scholarship classifies the genres of symposium literature more or 

less according to two sets of criteria.  On the one hand, most scholars assume the 

hierarchical relations of setting, dialogue, and narrative as criteria to differentiate 

between the formal structures of different types of literary symposia per se, and to 

distinguish them from other literary descriptions of meals.  Other analytical distinctions 

between erudite, comic, and Socratic symposia presuppose the criteria of different 

rhetorical attitudes from which the authors represent symposia to their audiences.  Since 

both are valid sets of criteria for describing the texts in question, I will discuss each in 

turn. 

 

 Five Types of "Symposium Literature" 
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 Modern interpreters have discerned five major types of literary descriptions of 

meals on the basis of their overall structures.  They are (1) the "deipnon," (2) "lists of 

meal rules," (3) "problemata symposiaka," (4) "dramatic symposia," and (5) symposium 

meal scenes imbedded in epic or prose narratives.  The first four genres come from Klaus 

Berger's list of "Gattungen," which is based for the most part on Josef Martin's more 

detailed discussion.58  Gerald Sandy identifies the fifth genre.59  These genres are 

distinguished from one another primarily by how the description of the meal setting, the 

dialogue, and the narrative framing them are interrelated.  Furthermore, literary symposia 

per se are distinguished from other literary descriptions of meals because they stress the 

dialogue that occurs within the symposium setting.60  Therefore, the first two genres are 

not really literary symposia as such. 

 

 

 Possible Exclusions: the "Deipnon" and Lists of Meal Rules 

 Strictly speaking, according to Martin, the deipnon is not really a literary 

symposium, since it makes the sumptuous descriptions of food and drink the central 

emphasis of its attention.61  In contrast, the symposium stresses the conversation of the 

meal's participants, for which the meal's particulars, mentioned only with the most 

allusive indications, serve merely as a pretext.62  The deipnon can be found in many 

literary genres, such as lyric poetry and epic parodies.63  Thus, on these grounds,  clas-

sical skolia, lyric drinking songs, would not really fit into the literary form "symposium," 

according to Martin's definition of it, except to the extent that they share other character-
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istics, such as the emphasis of dialogue or other topoi determinative of the so-called 

"symposium form" which we have already discussed.64  

  Klaus Berger views the lists of meal rules ("Mahlvorschriften") as a type or genre 

of symposium literature.  He gives as an example Lucian's Saturnalia 13.65  To this I 

would add the rabbinic seder and the lists of table rules in the texts of the Hellenistic 

associations cited by Dennis Smith.66   However, unless lists of meal rules are imbedded 

in some other text, they lack the element of dialogue that literary symposia as such 

usually stress.  There are significant examples of lists of meal rules that are parts of 

dialogues.  Thus, Lucian's Saturnalia is represented as an exchange of letters between the 

author and Kronosolon. The rabbinic seder is part of a scholastic discussion in the 

Mishnah (m.Pes.10).  But, apart from these kinds of examples, meal rules, like skolia, are 

literature more directly connected with the practice of symposia, rather than purely 

literary symposia.  One sang skolia (at least originally) and consciously observed meal 

rules at collegial drinking parties. The next three genres are literary symposia per se, that 

is, they are literary representations of symposia with no necessary or direct connection to 

the actual performance of symposium rituals. 

 

 

Literary Symposia per se 

 Literary symposia per se are representations of table talk.  They include 

problemata symposiaka, dramatic symposia, and symposium meal scenes inbedded in a 

narrative.  Problemata symposiaka are scholastic questions set in the literary context of 

symposia.  Often the circumstances of the meal, such as the serving of a particular course, 
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a guest's decision to bathe or not to bathe before a meal,67 or the paean to the god before 

the drinking part of the symposium proper begins, serve as pretexts or motivations for 

more general discussions of the medical values of foods, table ethics, or the meaning of a 

particular prayer or gesture.68  Martin and other scholars distinguish further between 

problemata sympotika and problemata symposiaka.69  The former include questions 

primarily about symposium and meal habits and things which pertain particularly to 

them, while the latter include all types of scholarly questions in the literary context of a 

symposium.  Both can be found in the Quaestiones Conviviales of Plutarch and especially 

the Deipnosophistae of Athenaeus. 

 The most familiar type of literary symposia is the dramatic symposium.  Dramatic 

symposia particularly emphasize the dialogue of the participants.  The meal situation is 

alluded to only sparingly, as opposed to the deipnon, which we already mentioned.  

Plato's Symposium is generally considered the most artistically successful of this type, 

and with Xenophon's Symposium, serves as the paradigm for all other dramatic symposia 

in the classical Greco-Roman literary tradition.  A feature which this type of symposium 

literature shares with the problemata symposiaka is that the whole dialogue and action of 

the literary piece takes place during, shortly before, or after the course of the meal and/or 

drinking part of the depicted symposium.   

 Symposium meal scenes imbedded in prose narratives are another genre of 

symposium literature, though Berger does not include it in his list.  Athenaeus offers 

contemporary corroboration that the ancients viewed this as a distinct genre when he 

compares and contrasts the meal scenes imbedded in Homer's narratives (which he calls 

"symposia") to other literary symposia (Ath., 5.186-87).  Indeed he upholds Homer’s 
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“symposia” as the canonical standard for the genre; Plato’s work pales in comparison. 70  

A modern critic, Gerald Sandy, in addition to mentioning the Homeric precedents for 

such stylized meal settings,71 more recently notes their occurrence in the Greek and Latin 

novelistic works and romances of the Hellenistic and Roman empire periods, such as 

Petronius' Satyricon and Longus' Daphnis and Chloe.72  The frequent employment of this 

convention in the Hellenistic romances and proto-novels (e.g., the Satyricon, Apuleius' 

Metamorphoses, and Lucian's Onos) is particularly significant for a comparison to meal 

scenes in early Christian literature.  Luke’s Gospel contains numerous meal scenes and is 

pretty contemporaneous with these works.  Moreover, critics have already called 

attention to affinities between Luke-Acts and other literary conventions of the Greco-

Roman romances.73  Significantly, nearly all of these examples structurally subordinate 

their imbedded “symposia” within longer travel narratives. 

 

 Erudite, Comic, and Socratic Modes 

 The formal classification of symposium genres must be qualified by another set of 

criteria.  Literary symposia can be erudite, comic, or Socratic.  L. Bompaire, in his study 

of Lucian's use of literary traditions, stresses Lucian's choice of these three kinds of 

literary symposia.74  For the most part, Bompaire's categories of symposia overlap with 

the ones  just discussed.  His erudite symposia correspond to  problemata symposiaka 

(symposia under a topical structure), while his comic and Socratic symposia basically 

overlap with dramatic symposia, the type in which the beginning and end of a single 

banquet provides the overall framework.  However, without Bompaire's criteria, it would 

be difficult to distinguish between comic and Socratic symposia, since they share this 
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overall structure.  Therefore, Bompaire's distinction is useful for differentiating among 

three different attitudes the author might assume toward her/his material when 

communicating it to her/his audience.75  These are what I shall call modes, as opposed to 

the formal structures as criteria for distinguishing between literary types.  In the mode of 

the erudite symposium, the author diverts her/his audience (in the double sense of both 

pleasing them and turning their attention to a diversity of material) with many different 

instances of a general theme (as the generic adjectives by which the ancients named this 

type sympotika or symposiaka suggests).  In the mode of comic symposia, the author 

perverts, that is, overturns symposium material as conventionally understood by her/his 

audience.  In the mode of the Socratic symposia, the author tries to convert, that is, 

persuade her/his audience that one point of view is better than others.  To this end, the 

dramatic symposia exploit the distinctive topoi of sympotic literature we enumerated 

above.  In particular, authors juxtapose conflicting characters and perspectives in the 

symposium (the rhetorical device of synkrisis), usually “stacking the deck” for one over 

the others.  Another favorite ploy is to use the symposium dialogue's "shift in temporal 

perspectives" to create the illusion that characters in the scene, speaking in the first 

person, directly address the audience to look at the world differently from the way they 

have been, or to undermine seemingly secure points of view. 

 In the different kinds of symposium literature enumerated above, the symposium 

is either the frame, is framed by some other structure, or in most cases, both frames and is 

framed by other structures.  Therefore, since the deipnon lacks dialogue, and the meal 

rule lists usually lack both dialogue and explicit settings (i.e., the “framing” features 

characteristic of literary symposia), I will omit them from further consideration (except 
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those examples that have them).   In any case, both the forms and the modes - comic, 

erudite, and Socratic,  are the basic building blocks of each different symposium genre 

and sub-genre.  Therefore I will now redefine the three genres of literary symposia per se, 

taking into consideration how they combine the different overall forms and modes. 

 

 

Description of Genres and Sub-Genres 

Dramatic Symposia 

 First, there are the literary works in which a single symposium setting provides 

the overall framework, the dramatic symposia.  This overall structure suggests that every-

thing that takes place within this frame is motivated and therefore ordered primarily by 

the structure of the symposium, which reflects a certain kind of social order.  There are 

two variations of this type of structure: the Socratic symposium and the comic 

symposium. 

 

Socratic Symposia 

 The first dramatic symposia were also the most significant examples of the 

Socratic type of symposium: Plato's Symposium and Xenophon's Symposium, which were 

composed at the beginning of the 4th century B.C.E.   Though they are certainly much 

earlier than Luke and the Mishnah, thsee later texts' near contemporaries mention the 

Socratic symposia explicitly as paradigms for composing symposia.76  The dialogue 

dominates the Socratic mode.  The participants are represented as trying to persuade one 

another through a process of questions and answers to assent to their own philosophic 
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views.  In doing so, the Socratic symposia also implicitly engage their audience of upper-

class Athenian citizens to deliberate over the basic question: Which philosophy is the best 

for community life?   

 The overall structure encourages the emphasis of a "confusion of temporal 

perspectives."  Thus, the Socratic symposia are often mediated by brief dialogue which 

itself frames the symposium frame.  Symposia in the Socratic mode are recounted in a 

Chinese box framework of points of view that suggests that the reality underlying the 

events is several steps removed.  Yet there is in this layering a mirroring effect that raises 

the question of which is more determinative of reality: unstable appearances or firmly 

grounded actualities?  On the one hand the shaky ground of a participant's memory of the 

events represented in the outermost framing dialogue at first view seems to generate the 

orderly structure of the symposium. But because the external dialogue quickly falls out of 

sight and is forgotten, thanks to the length of the symposium account and the complex 

development of the dialogues framed within it, the symposium seems to generate the 

dialogue.  The unstable external framework seems inconsequential.  There is a shift in 

points of view, from a first-person address to a third-person account in which the narrator 

becomes virtually invisible.  And since the symposia themselves frame other speeches, 

which in turn may be quotations of another speaker speaking in the first person, the effect 

is a simultaneous distinction and blurring of different points of view.77  The narrator's 

account of Socrates' quotation of Diotima's speech in Plato's Symposium is a good 

example of this technique. The effect of this technique can also undermine the stability of 

the social order which the symposium framework itself is supposed to represent, since, 
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strictly speaking, it is really the subjective framing dialogue which generates the 

recounting of the symposium table talk, rather than the symposium itself. 

 Certainly, there are also quite comic and erudite dimensions in both Plato and 

Xenophon's Symposia. Alcibiades' role in the former and that of the clown Philippos in 

the latter come to mind.  In Xenophon, the questioning and answering move into the 

erudite mode; that is, the explanation of occurrences at the meal becomes an end in itself 

rather than a means to an ulterior motive of converting the participants from a Sophistic 

to a Socratic or Cynic philosophy.78  Nevertheless, these modes remain subordinate to the 

overall Socratic mode.  Thus, for example, Plato uses the comic effect of inconsistent 

characters who cannot practice what they preach--e.g., an impulsive Alcibiades who 

lauds Socrates for refusing to submit to his amorous advances--to emphasize the great 

capacity of Socrates' philosophy for resisting force. 

 

Comic Symposia 

 The outstanding example of a comic symposium is Lucian's Symposium or 

Lapithae.  It shares the basic structures of the Socratic symposia with two important 

exceptions.  First, the comic mode clearly predominates over the Socratic mode.  Every-

thing in the course of the banquet is to be made fun of.  There is no attempt in the 

questioning and answering for one philosopher to try seriously to convert the others.  On 

the contrary, all the representatives of the philosophical schools remain true to character - 

either in exaggerated parody of what they preach or in doing precisely the opposite of 

what they preach.79  Moreover, Lucian does not stress a "confusion of temporal perspec-

tives" when he imitates Plato's technique of framing the symposium within another 
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dialogue.  Unlike the point of view of the external dialogue of the Socratic symposia, the 

presence of Lucian's criticizing narrator never recedes completely out of view.  Rather, 

Lucian intrudes the point of view of Lycinus, who is recounting the course of the banquet 

to his friend.  The first-person voice of the narrator “recollects” the misbehavior of the 

philosophers from an ironic distance.  He is the one who associates this meal of 

philosophers with the brutal banquet of the Lapithae of the mythological tradition, and 

who peppers his description throughout with many other editorial asides about the 

remarkably unphilosophical tenor of the proceedings.  He shares this with his audience, 

and does not try to persuade them to a point of view different from their own.  Rather, he 

addresses them as like-minded accomplices to his judgmental stance.  Lycinus' moral 

censure of the proceedings stamps his character as a reliable narrator.  His stance 

reinforces the recounting of the symposium as a stable orderly norm which the 

participants at this banquet radically pervert. 

 In a somewhat different  strategy, Apuleius represents himself as the first-person 

narrator of meals he attends in the Metamorphoses, to exploit comically the discrepancy 

between  reality and his point of view. Here the narrative outside the imbedded symposia 

establishes the unreliability of his character’s first-person perspective. He has been turned 

into an ass before he observed and described certain meals.  Here the comic novel draws 

attention to the humor, irony, and unreliability of the narrator’s asinine point of view, 

when he addresses his audience in asides alluding to his condition even during his 

account of the meals.  

 

Problemata Symposiaka (Erudite Symposia) 
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 The second type of overarching literary structure is that in which several 

symposium scenes are episodes subsumed under a single explicit or implicit topical 

framework.  The overall structure of problemata symposiaka is topical.   Various 

accounts of learned discussions are grouped together under topical rubrics (which may 

have been supplied by later editors).  Some of these topical rubrics are directly related to 

dining practices at hand, e.g., "the different effect of wine on women and men," 

(sympotika, "sympotic topics" strictly speaking). Others are not about symposium 

practices per se, but are nevertheless deemed appropriate conversation for symposia 

(symposiaka), e.g., "why don't the Jews eat pork?"  However, most of the learned 

discussions of topics in the works are introduced within the setting of meal, so as to have 

the effect of representing each discussion as an episode in a very long banquet or series of 

banquets.  

 The two foremost examples of this type among Luke and the Mishnah's near 

contemporaries are Plutarch's Quaestiones Conviviales and Athenaeus' Deipnosophistae. 

There is a significant structural difference between the ways Plutarch's Quaestiones 

Conviviales and Athenaeus' Deipnosophistae represent their symposia.  In Plutarch, each 

book consists of several episodes of discrete symposia at which one or more of the 10 

topical questions in each book was asked.  In Athenaeus, at least in the text we have 

before us now, a single symposium at the home of Larensis is broken up into the three 

days it takes in the framing dialogue for Athenaeus to tell Timocrates what happened.  

The contents of Books 1 through the middle of 11 recount what happened on the first day 

of the framing narrative; the middle of Book 11 through Book 14 describe what occurred 

on the second day; and Book 15 tells about the third day.80  The transition from one 
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course to the next may also be an organizing principle for introducing some new books.81  

The problem for determining whether the Deipnosophistae really fits this type is due to 

the fact that we do not have a complete text of it.82  Nevertheless, one gets the impression 

that all fifteen books worth of table talk happened in one place, the home of the wealthy 

Roman aristocrat Larensis, among the same group of people, in the course of one long 

meal, to suggest at least an implicit unity of symposium theme.83   

 In any case, Plutarch and Athenaeus' accounts of symposia are alike in that they 

are not linked together by a continuous narrative, and more importantly, they are both 

clearly represented in the mode of erudite symposia.  That is to say, they are both 

encyclopedic compilations of much Greek cultural knowledge, brought up repetitively by 

the same basic technique: something happens in the course of the meal, i.e., a course of 

wine or fish is served, and the participants then engage in a discourse on the subject.  

 The example from Plutarch's Quaestiones Conviviales (2.2, 629d), which we 

discussed previously, is typical. Under the rubric of the question "Why are people 

hungrier in autumn?" Plutarch recounts (1) the setting of the meal when it was asked: 

“At Eleusis after the mysteries, the climax of the festival, we were dining at the house of 

Glaucias the professor of Public-Speaking. After the others finished dinner . . .” then (2) 

the fait divers that prompted it: Xenocles' teasing 

Xenocles of Delphi, as usual, began to tease my brother Lamprias about his 

'Boeotian gluttony.'  In defense of my brother I launched an attack upon Xenocles, 

follower of the teachings of Epicurus by saying, 'Not all men, Sir, make the 

removal of the painful the limit and perfection of pleasure.  Lamprias honors the 

Walk and the Lyceum before the Garden and so must bear active witness to 
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Aristotle,  for this gentleman says that each man is hungriest in the fall of the 

year.  And he has given the reason, but I do not remember it.' (Plut., Quaest. 

Conv.2.2. 635a-b, trans. Clement) 

 

Xenocles' teasing and the narrator Plutarch's counter-attack comprise (3) a short dialogue 

within the meal framework. This excerpt also exemplifies the symposium topos that the 

guests' meal practices are consistent with particular Hellenistic popular philosophical 

theories.  Meal scenes are an occasion to demonstrate one's Epicureanism ("the Garden"), 

Stoicism ("the Walk"), Aristotelianism ("the Lyceum"), or as we shall see later in Luke, 

Pharisaism and Christianity.  The accumulation of these faits divers comprises a 

consistent program of intellectual diversion.   

 That is not to say that there are no comic or Socratic elements in the two erudite 

symposia. Athenaeus, especially, includes such comic characters from the symposium 

tradition as the provocative and argumentative Cynic Cynulcus, and the exaggeratedly 

pedantic Ulpian, who refuses to eat or drink anything without finding a reference to it 

from some poetry of the classical literary tradition.84  Also, Plutarch and Athenaeus' many 

efforts to represent the various learned guests offering different solutions to a sympotic 

question in the form of an agon sophias, a wisdom competition, tends toward a Socratic 

mode.  Nevertheless, these modes are basically subordinate to the overwhelming focus on 

the fait divers for its own sake-- the comic elements do not subvert this intention (rather, 

they make it more palatable), nor do the Socratic elements subordinate the inquiries to 

some ulterior motive.  The author directs the discourse toward the audience as if 

preaching to the already converted.  The Socratic dimension is wholly immanent in the 
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dialogue between the literary characters.   Even so, Ulpian does not try to persuade 

Cynulcus to become a grammarian nor vice versa; each contributes equally to the 

potpourri of interesting facts.  The impression is given that Athenaeus and Plutarch use 

the variety of philosophical opinions to sweeten the whole of the pot of cultural 

knowledge rather than to invite their audience to chose one part over another.  

Differences are not exaggerated. 

 Accordingly, the erudite encyclopedic symposia downplay the "confusion of 

temporal perspectives" so characteristic of the Socratic mode.  In both Plutarch and 

Athenaeus, the symposia are recounted from the point of view of a first-person narrator 

who was also a participant at the symposium. However, discrepancies between the 

narrator's point of view and what takes place in the course of the dialogue are neither 

exaggerated nor exploited as in the Socratic symposia and the comic parody of them. 

Indeed, the fact that the authors represent themselves in the personae of the narrators 

("Plutarch" and "Athenaeus") reinforce the effect that the narrator is reliable.  There is no 

ironic distancing of the narrators such as we found in the comic symposium of Lucian, no 

ironic self-parody in the ass-narrator of Apuleius' Metamorphoses, nor does the narrator 

drop out of sight, as in the Socratic symposia of Plato and Xenophon. 

 

 

 Symposium Scenes in Novels 

 The third type of overarching literary structure in which we find symposia are 

those in which symposia are episodes subordinate to a continuous narrative framework.  

We are primarily concerned with the ancient novels as an example of this structure, but 
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we can also find this kind of literary subordination of banquet episodes in Greek and 

Latin histories and in epic poems as well.85  We shall focus primarily on the ancient 

novels, since (1) they as a whole are closest in time and form to the meal scenes in Luke's 

Gospel, (2) they exploit the figure of the symposium more frequently and more fully than 

the histories, and (3) they adopt a fully developed treasury of literary symposium 

conventions.  Though the novels differ structurally from one another in significant ways, 

for our purposes, it is important first to underline the generic structures that distinguish 

them as novels per se, and the ways they, as novels, typically integrate the symposium 

forms we have looked at.  One common feature is a travel framework. With the exception 

of Daphnis and Chloe, the journey of the protagonists from one place to another is a 

predominant theme which gives overall narrative unity and continuity to the novel.  In 

this sense, symposia are often figured as rest stations on the way to some destination.   

A second common feature is the characteristic structure of tales which frame 

symposia, which themselves in turn frame other tales.  This structure has two significant 

consequences.  First, it subordinates the structures of meaning in symposia to other 

structures of meaning, so that it is the dynamics of the narrative plot that cause the 

characters to converge around the same table and interact with another the way they do.   

For example, in erotic novels, the overall love story plot brings together the pairs of 

lovers at banquet scenes.86  Secondly, it can convey a mirror effect. The symposium 

frames retrospective accounts of the participants' travels (e.g., Cleitophon's [Ach. Tat., 

8.5-8]; Leucippe's [Ach. Tat., 8.16ff]; Jesus' disciples' [Lk 22:35-38]). It might also 

include stories that refer allegorically to the meal setting itself (such as Jesus' parable of 

the Great Banquet in Luke 14), or to the themes of the framing narrative as whole (such 
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as the travellers' and robbers' tales of transformations told at table in Apuleius' 

Metamorphoses).87  The mirror effect tends to set in motion the "confusion of temporal 

perspectives" in the symposia imbedded in novels.   

 Extensive narratives outside the imbedded symposia permit their authors to 

develop rather complex arrangements for representing the point(s) of view from which 

their accounts of symposia are narrated.   The author is not restricted to the immediate 

framework of the symposium setting to develop the character of the narrator of the 

symposium as reliable or unstable.  Stability can be conveyed by an objective, omni-

scient, third-person narrator,  or an objective, observant, first-person narrator. Or, 

instability can be conveyed by an unreliable first-person narrator directly engaged in the 

banquet or travel narrative.  Likewise, barely perceptible shifts between points of view in 

dramatic symposia achieve the same effect.  The authors can represent a subjective "I" 

recounting the setting and dialogue of symposia, as in the case of most of the novels and 

comic symposia, or an objective omniscient third-person narrator as in the case of Luke's 

meal scenes.  Indeed, in the novels, the characters Encolpius (Satyricon), Lucius (the 

Metamorphoses), and Cleitophon (Cleitophon and Leucippe) who narrate the story are 

quite invested in the events they recount; they are themselves the protagonist of the 

travelers' tale they tell.  Moreover, all three are roguish picaro scholars, who often call 

attention to the unreliable and subjective quality of their account.  Thus, Encolpius 

ironically mentions his embarrassing ignorance regarding the fait divers of a boar served 

with a freeman's cap at Trimalchio's banquet (Petron., Sat. 41.5).88  Lucius calls attention 

to his asinine state when recounting the robbers' banquet (Apul., Met. 4.6).  And 

Cleitophon mentions how he cleaned up any hint of his unfaithfulness at his previous 
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banquets with Melitte, when he recounts his adventures to his true love Leucippe at the 

first banquet in the home of the priest of Ephesus, near the end of the novel (Ach. Tat., 

8.5.2-3).  The point of view of these first-person narrators is unstable.  The most extreme 

version of this is the point of view of the narrator Lucius in Metamorphoses.  Apuleius 

represents the changes in his point of view when Lucius undergoes first a physical 

conversion from man to donkey, and then a psychological conversion from spiritual 

wanderer to initiate of the Isis cult.  The instability of the narrators’ points of view when 

“recollecting” the symposium scenes in these novels is in marked contrast to the objec-

tive third-person account of symposium scenes in Luke's Gospel.  Changes in the 

character of the narrators of the novels undermine the quality of orderliness represented 

in the figure of a symposium, because they are built on the shifting sands of an unreliable 

narrator's point of view.  On the other hand, the objective reality of the order figured in 

Luke's symposium scenes is reinforced by the bedrock of his reliable, third-person, 

omniscient narrator's point of view.   

 In any case, the figure of the symposium in the novels is not the generative 

structure of the overall form, as it is in the Socratic and erudite symposia.  It is rather 

subject to other generative structures.  It is either a specific concretization of prior 

generative structures or an occasion for a reflection on these other structures, or in most 

cases, both. With this important qualification in mind, it is possible to proceed with an 

analysis of the role of the symposium figure in erotic and comic novels. 

 

Symposia in Erotic Novels 
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 Symposia in the erotic novels are subordinate to three characteristic structures.  

First, they are subject to an overall travel plot, which usually involves a "rich intrigue [of] 

voyages, shipwrecks, jealousy, miraculous recognitions, and various twists and turns."89  

For example, the symposia in Achilles Tatius are frequently occasioned by the hospitality 

of hosts to foreign guests who have visited their land in the course of their travels.90  

Thus, structurally, the meals (and the particular social order they represent) at first glance 

do not have a generative function in the novel, but function as part of the travel plot.  The 

erotic novels often either cast the meals as occasions to play out the general rules of 

hospitality governing travelers or the celebration of weddings, or to introduce specific 

points of local color.  Hence, in the first case, the banquet table talk becomes the occasion 

for reflection on the rules of entertaining travelers or on weddings, or on retrospective 

retellings of the banqueters' travel adventures.91  Longus' “rustification” of the 

symposium he represents at the Chloe's humble pastoral home is perhaps the most 

outstanding example of the latter in the erotic novels.   

Secondly, they are subject to the fundamental motivation of erotic novels, love, or 

in the more complex novels, the interplay of love and destiny.92  In Daphnis and Chloe, 

the latter is revealed at the final reunion banquet of the two lovers, a banquet that the host 

Dionysyphanes dreamed he should hold.  With this combination, in a plot in which love 

overcomes a barrage of obstacles, "a debate on destiny is opened, or rather on the idea 

that it is Tuke, lot rather than chance, which governs the life of people."93   

 Symposia are, finally, subordinated to the different points of view in which they 

are recounted. Thus, Achilles Tatius puts the account and the recounting of the symposia 

with Melitte (at the final symposium of the reunited lovers Leucippe and Cleitophon) in 
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the mouth of an engaged participant, Cleitophon, and therefore subjects it to an unreliable 

first-person point of view.  When there is a shift from the first-person account of the 

narrator's reaction to a painting of the two lovers, to a third-person account of the story of 

Daphnis and Chloe and the symposia which occurred, the opposite effect is achieved.  

The story is grounded in a reliable observer's point of view. 

 

Symposia in Comic Novels  

 In the comic novels, Petronius' Satyricon and Apuleius' Metamorphoses, we see 

the symposium used a little differently.  As in the erotic novels, the symposia are framed 

by an overall travel narrative.  However, in the Satyricon, this travel is represented 

predominantly as some kind of flight from something.94  Thus the tasteless banquet of 

Trimalchio is something to flee from, as are many other adventures in which Encolpius 

and company find themselves.  The action in the comic novels is, again like that of the 

erotic novels, motivated by love or destiny. Although the fragmentary state of the text of 

the Satyricon makes it difficult to specify its overarching structures with certainty, 

Encolpius' love for the boy Giton, with all its separations and rival affections, seems to 

govern some of its plot.95  The invisible hand of Fortuna, who eventually brings Lucius to 

conversion to the Isis religion, governs the plot of the Metamorphoses.   

 What especially distinguishes the structure of comic novels from that of the erotic 

novels is the predominant comic mode in which the adventures are recounted. In the 

Satyricon, there is a thorough burlesque of all the conventions of the novelistic and epic 

literary traditions that Petronius inherited.  Thus the dynamic of heterosexual love of the 

Greek novels is burlesqued as the homosexual dynamic between Encolpius and Giton and 
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their friends. 96 The wrath of the gods is caricatured as the wrath of Priapus, and the hero 

of the epic recast as "the wanderer, the anti-hero in the real world posturing as an 

Odysseus or an Aeneas."97  Similarly, in his banquet scenes, Petronius subjects the 

conventions of symposium literature to the same overall program of burlesque.98  On the 

other hand, in Apuleius' Metamorphoses, the comic mode is present, but is not the 

predominant structure.  E. Cizek proposes that the Metamorphoses is constructed on the 

basis of two opposing plans: "one that is concrete, realistic, [and] amusing, the other 

transcendent [and] mystical." 99 The amusing plan is "subordinate to the second [plan] the 

mystical and serious, because all the tribulations of Lucius, the narrating personage, 

constitute in the final analysis the stages of an itinerary which lead to the happy port of 

wisdom."100  This has two opposed consequences for the function of symposia in the 

Metamorphoses.  On the one hand, the symposia, subjected to the hierarchy of structures 

in which the mystical transcendent plan predominates, become,  as do the other 

adventures, the "case limits, moving proofs" of the truth of the mystical Platonism 

through which Lucius perceives his conversion to Isianic wisdom.101  On the other hand, 

the symposia frame tales which refer allegorically to Lucius' physical and spiritual 

journey.  They become occasions for cautionary tales about how obsessive curiosity can 

lead to painful physical transformations (Thelyphron's story), or for actual examples of 

the pain involved in being transformed (at the robbers' banquet, both in Lucius' envious 

ass’s perspective or in the lesson of Thrasyleon's fate when he was disguised as a bear).  

In this case, the symposium framework opens up a different perspective that inverts the 

hierarchy of structures.  Even though the banquets and table talks are, from the first 

perspective, only one type of adventure in the string of Lucius' travel adventures, they are 
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also a privileged window into a reality not yet perceived in the point of view of the 

narrator telling the framing travel tale.   

 Finally, both novels use the Greek novels' strategy of a single I-narrator to give 

coherence to a diverse set of travel adventures  (among which are the symposia).102  

However, the humorous novels make fun of the erotic novels to the extent that the "I" 

conveys an unreliable first-person point of view,103 which in turn reinforces the 

subordination of the orderly figures of symposia to the overall burlesque.  There is a 

tension between the engaged participation and detached observation of the "I" of the 

narrators of the Satyricon and of the Metamorphoses, but it is played out differently in the 

Satyricon's Encolpius and Metamorphoses' Lucius.  Encolpius is continuously subjected 

to humiliating misadventures which he himself recounts in a tone which peculiarly 

combines (1) an engagement reflected in his personal revulsion or attraction to the 

characters and situations that he finds himself amidst, and (2) a self-deprecating ironic 

detachment.   

 This tension between the narrator's engagement and detachment has prompted one 

important interpreter, P. Veyne, to see two separate points of view in two different 

sections of the Satyricon.   On the one hand, the "I" of the narrator is an engaged and 

fallible point of view throughout most of the novel, which primarily reflects the point of 

view of the picaresque character Encolpius.  On the other, Veyne alleges that the ironic, 

detached point of view of the narrator during the banquet of Trimalchio reflects the 

different point of view of the author, Petronius.104  I disagree, because I see no compelling 

reason to view the point of view of the narrator of Trimalchio's banquet as completely 

detached.   Nor do I view the ironic tone of the narrator's point of view in the banquet of 
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Trimalchio as inconsistent with the character of Encolpius developed in the rest of the 

novel.105  Encolpius, precisely because he is represented as an itinerant teacher/client 

character engaged in "singing for his supper," pretends the tone of ironic distance. The 

parody of the banquet of Trimalchio is put in Encolpius' mouth to accentuate the tensions 

of the class differences between him and his scholarly companions, and the wealthy, 

recently freed slaves, women, and foreigners now empowered by the Roman imperial 

court - upon whose patronage his class resentfully depended for employment or 

sustenance.106    

 In the Metamorphoses, the I-narrator, despite his pose of detached observation, is 

an engaged participant.  From the start, Lucius' observation is not detached; it is rather 

motivated by an insatiable curiosity. The ironic discrepancies between the deceptive, 

indeed, self-deceptive point of view of the narrator and what he observes is a crucial 

element of the story.107  Even when the "I" of the narrator takes an objective pose, it is 

often belied by the actual circumstances.  Thus, the pose of the dispassionate observer in 

the beautiful and artful description of the robbers' lair, and the banquet that took place in 

it, is subverted by the fact that Lucius is there to see it only because he has been 

transformed into an ass and captured by the thieves as part of their booty.108  Furthermore, 

the "I" of the narrator has undergone several transformations, from a curious young 

scholar to an ass, to a religious convert to Isis.  Finally, there is a lot of interplay between 

the "I" of the overall narrator and the "I"'s of the narrators of the interpolated narratives. 

The frame of the symposia in which the stories are told often allows the point of view of 

Lucius' "I" to drop out of sight, and thus gives the impression that they are not generated 

by the overall narrator's unstable point of view, but rather are subject to some other 
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ordering structure.  This structure is the invisible hand of Fortuna/Isis, who brought 

Lucius to hear these stories which foreshadowed, warned, or otherwise allegorically 

referred to his adventures in order to motivate his conversion experience.  On the other 

hand, it is the symposium setting itself which relativized Lucius' point of view, subjecting 

it to the points of view of the story-tellers of the interpolated narratives.  They are "heard" 

by Lucius (and the audience who listen through and with him) as persuasive discourse 

intended to convert him (them).  This clash of perspectives gives the table talk a Socratic 

dimension. 

 The symposia in both novels are also occasions to demonstrate adaptability, both 

of the picaro/scholar characters who make the best of situations they find themselves in, 

and of the authors themselves.  The humorous way they vary the meal scenes 

demonstrates their skill in adapting literary models.  In this sense, the socially opportunis-

tic protagonists and the literarily opportunistic authors may manifest the same values.109  

This kind of adaptability has affinities with the aesthetic of the Second Sophistic 

movement that we already saw in Lucian's comic symposium. 

   

Genre And Choices 

 

 The point of this review of symposium genres is that Greco-Roman authors had a 

choice of broad overall structures and modes, as well as individual motifs for 

representing symposia.  Thus, an author might set her/his whole literary work within the 

framework of a single symposium, such as Lucian's Symposium, in the tradition of Plato 

and Xenophon's Symposia. An author might set varying symposium scenes within a 
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narrative, often a travel narrative, such as in Luke's Gospel and the novels by Petronius, 

Achilles Tatius, and Apuleius, in the tradition of the meal scenes of Homer's Odyssey.  In 

a form that appears to combine these two varieties, an author might link a string of 

symposium scenes together under topical and sub-topical rubrics (rather than in a con-

tinuous narrative), such as in the encyclopedic symposia in Plutarch's Quaestiones Con-

viviales and Athenaeus' Deipnosophistae.  Or finally, an author might evoke the figure of 

a symposium in a list of symposium rules.  In literary works, these "sympotic laws" do 

not usually provide the overall framework, but rather are subordinate to other overall 

structures, such as in Plato's Laws (a dialogue), Lucian's Saturnalia (an exchange of 

letters), or Luke's Gospel 14:7-12 (a symposium meal scene within a travel narrative).110  

The genres which I am initially excluding from the category of literary symposia per se 

are relevant even when they are completely absent from a literary description of a meal.  

For the choice to represent a meal as a literary symposium is also a choice not to repre-

sent it as a deipnon or meal-rule list.  

Thus, it is significant whether (1) the symposium scene is primarily a description 

of things at meal (the deipnon),  (2) the symposium scene is an account of a dialogue 

between characters in which prescriptions of rules for symposium behavior predominate 

over descriptions or dialogue (the Mahlvorschriften), (3) the symposium scene itself 

provides the overall framework (the "dramatic" or "Socratic" symposia), (4) the 

symposium scenes are subsumed under topical framework (the "encyclopedic" or 

"erudite" symposia), or (5) the symposium scenes are episodes in a continuous narrative 

framework.  It is equally important which mode- Socratic, comic, or erudite - is chosen 

for the representation of one of the five overall structures.  In the following chapter, I will 
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discuss the ideological significance of the particular choices of symposium motifs and 

genres in the symposium literature of Luke's contemporaries.  

                                                
1 Joel Relihan et al., “Rethinking the History of the Literary Symposium,” Illinois 

Classical Studies, 17.2, 222. 

2 See the seminal study by S. Stein, "The Influence of Symposium Literature on the 

Literary form of the Pesah Haggadah," JJS 8 (1957) pp. 13-44; and after him, Gordon J. 

Bahr, "The Seder of Passover," NovT 12 (1970) pp. 181-202. Stein's thesis that the early 

rabbinic seder was a Hellenistic symposium has not gone unchallenged.  Baruch Bokser, 

The Origins of the Seder: The Passover Rite and Early Rabbinic Judaism (Berkeley: 

University of California, 1984) p. 53, disagrees with Stein.  While Bokser (Origins, p. 12) 

grants that participation in wider Hellenistic culture was a factor "shaping [the] Passover 

seder and the formation of early rabbinic Judaism in general," he cannot accept Stein's 

argument that "symposium literature 'gave the impetus' "to the form of the Passover seder 

as it stands before us (Origins, pp. 52-53).  Rather, the internal Jewish historical crisis of 

the loss of the Temple in Jerusalem shaped the form of the rabbinic seder (Bokser, 

Origins, p. 12).  Though there is merit in Bokser's argument, he seems subject to 

theological presuppositions which compel those who hold them to insist on the decisive 

impact of internal, autonomous Jewish or Christian factors on their respective religious 

texts rather than on external Hellenistic cultural influences.  In any case, I see no reason 

why symposium conventions and the loss of the Temple in 70 C.E. could not both be 

decisive factors shaping the form of the early rabbinic seder. 

3 L. Martin, Hellenistic Religions, 26, 35-36. 
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4My summary of topoi is based on the discussions of Martin, Symposion, pp. 33-115. and 

Klaus Berger, "Hellenistische Gattungen," pp. 1310-1315. #3-10 are the eight topoi that 

K. Berger (pp. 1312-4) lists as both constitutive of the symposium "Gattung" in Hellenis-

tic literature generally, and present in New Testament meal scenes. 

5X. De Meeûs ("Le genre symposiaque," pp. 861-2), seems to be the first to identify this 

convention. 

6Jean Marie Dentzer, "Aux origines de l'iconographie du banquet couché," Revue 

Archéologique (1971) p. 254. 

7Petronius has Encolpius say, 

Finally then we reclined (discubuimus), as Alexandrian boys poured snow-cooled 

water on our hands . . . then a tasty appetizer was brought in, for now all the 

guests had reclined (discubuerant) except for Trimalchio himself, for whom the 

first place (locus primus), as a novel custom, was being saved (Sat. 31.3,8 [trans. 

Heseltine, with some modifications]). 

Throughout the text I have modified existing translations when necessary. 

8W. J. Slater, "Symposium at Sea," Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 80 (1976) pp. 

161-70. 

9 S. Gaselee, trans. and ed., Achilles Tatius (LCL; Cambridge, MA: Harvard University, 

1969) p. 16. 

10 Lucian, Symp. 8-9, trans. Harmon. . 

11 Lucian, Symp. 14.  
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12E.T. Sage, ed., Petronius. The Satiricon (rev. & exp. by B.B. Gilleland; New York: 

Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1969) p. 227, notes that the language to describe the places 

(locus primus [31.8], in imo imus [38.7], libertini loco [38.11, praetorio loco [65.7]) is 

conventional, but Trimalchio's seating arrangements were somewhat unconventional. 

Trimalchio does not sit in the usual place for the host, the top seat of the lowest couch, 

but rather the top seat of the top couch.   

13 Lucian, Symp. 14-15, trans. Harmon, with some changes. 

14 Apuleius,  Metamorphoses, 4.22. 

15 Achilles Tatius, Leucippe and Cleitophon,  5.14.4.  

16 Ach. Tat, Leucippe and Cleitophon 1.5.4, trans. Gaselee, with some changes. 

17 Longus, Daphnis and Chloe, 4.34. 

18 Apuleius, Met., 2.19. 

19 Plut., Quaest. Conv. 2.2.635a-b, trans. Clement. 

20 Petron., Sat. 39.1, trans. Heseltine, with some changes. 

21 Petron., Sat. 41.9, trans. Heseltine, with some changes. 

22 Ach. Tat., 8.4.2-3, trans. Gaselee) 

23 Petron., Sat. 41.9, trans. Heseltine, with some changes. 

24William R. Nethercut,"Astrology in the Novel," Erotica Antiqua: Acta of the 

International Conference on the Ancient Novel (ed. B.P. Reardon; Bangor, Wales, U.K.: 

n.p., 1977) p. 71, suggests that food and rhetoric are related and even interchanged for 

one another in the Satyricon.  Artful talk (like skillfully prepared dishes) is itself "served 
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as a course" on the menu.  My argument that wine or a wine course signifies table talk is 

along similar lines. 

25So in Lucian's Symposium, not only the pouring of a cup of wine, but also the now 

conventional disruptive entrance of a late guest, the Cynic Alcidamas, marks the 

transition from the eating to the drinking and talking courses of the meal. 

So Aristaenetus quieted him [Alcidamas] down by nodding to his servant to pour 

him a big cup of wine . . . Already the cup was going around continuously to the 

others, and there were toasts and conversations, and the lights had been brought 

in. (Lucian, Symp. 14-15, trans. Harmon, with some changes.) 

26 Plut., Quaest. Conv. 2.2. 635a-b, trans. Clement 

27Martin, Symposion, p. 35.   

28Martin, Symposion, pp. 35-36. 

29Martin, Symposion, p.35. 

30Martin, Symposion, p. 34.  Plutarch portrayed women attending the tyrant Periander's 

banquet in the Convivium Septem Sapientium partly out of a philosophical commitment to 

Plato's position for the emancipation of women and partly because by his time and in the 

place where he lived, Chaironeia, it was already a custom for women and children to 

participate in symposia. Yet Plutarch's (as Plato's) belief in the emancipation of women 

was qualified - in spite of the custom of his day and place, Plutarch permits his women in 

his literary banquet to remain at the table only until the drinking course of the meal.  

Drinking parties and their learned table talk remain primarily the domain of men.  Thus in 

Lucian's Symposium, though many women recline with the bride at the table for the 
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duration of the meal, they play no active role in the dialogue.  In Achilles Tatius' novel, 

women recline at the banquets with the men, but with the exception of the rich hostess 

Melitte, they say very little in the symposium dialogue.  Fortunata in Petronius' banquet 

and Byrrhaena in one of Apuleius' banquet scenes (that is, the two Roman novels) play an 

active role in drinking party dialogues. 

31 I discuss the evidence for the role of women in Pharisaic table fellowship in more detail 

in my article, “Were the Pharisees a Conversionist Sect?”  Approaches to Ancient 

Judaism: Jewish Proselytism (ed.  A.-J. Levine and R. Pervo; Scholars Press) pp.?,  

forthcoming.  There are definitely some tensions in early rabbinic literature between 

representations of the Passover seder as a scholastic gathering of teachers and disciples 

(not necessarily related by blood), and as a family dinner.  In any case, the mention of 

women in the Tosefta’s version of seder reflects the influence of the shift from idealized 

ancient Greek to more contemporary imperial Roman cultural conventions.  

32Martin, Symposion, pp. 33-115. 

33Martin, Symposion, pp. 79-80. 

34Martin, pp. 100-101. 

35Martin, Symposion, pp. 51-52. 

36Lucian, Symp. 46 and cf. Martin, Symposion, pp. 52-53. 

37Martin, Symposion, p. 37. 

38Martin, Symposion, p. 50. 

39Martin, Symposion, pp. 39-40.   
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40 I.e., one does not need to make a point of inviting members of one’s immediate family 

or household. 

41Berger, "Hellenistische Gattungen," p. 1313. 

42 Relihan, “Rethinking the History of the Literary Symposium,” p. 215. 

43Averill Cameron ("Petronius and Plato," Classical Quarterly 19 [1969], pp. 367-368), 

enumerates many of the allusive parallels between Petronius' depiction of Habinnas and 

Plato's depiction of Alcibiades.  However, Cameron insists that Petronius did not write a 

parody of Plato, but rather displayed his literary virtuosity by "subtly manipulating a 

famous literary passage for his audience to recognize and appreciate." (p.368).  I agree, 

though I do not see why Habinnas cannot also be a parody of Plato's character 

Alcibiades. 

44M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by M.M. Bakhtin (ed. Michael 

Holquist; trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist; Austin: University of Texas, 1981) 

p. 60. 

45K. J.  Dover, Greek Homosexuality  (New York: Vintage Books, 1980) pp. 157-58. 

46Martin, Symposion, p. 316. 

47Of all the encomia of Love in Plato's Symposium, only one, Aristophanes' speech, 

praises concrete love between the sexes (as well as same-sex love).  The rest are highly 

philosophical conceptualizations of love that basically are mediated through the 

teacher/disciple relationship rather than through heterosexual intercourse.  In his other 

dialogues, Plato's misogynistic portrayal of Xanthippe, Socrates' wife, as a nagging shrew 

could be further proof of Plato's devaluation of the marriage relationship between men 
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and women as an inadequate second to the true love that exists between male 

philosophers and their male disciples.  Cf. Dover, Greek Homosexuality, p. 202. 

48 I do not mean “ceremonial” in any sense as being opposed to “ritual,” as per my critical 

comments regarding J. Neyrey’s distinction between the two.  Rather, I mean only to 

contrast the conventional setting of literary symposia at occasions of some sort of 

seasonal or life-cycle celebration or commemoration, as opposed to a ordinary everyday 

meal settings. 

49Lk 14:1 (Sabbath); Lk 22:7ff (Passover ). 

50See Martin, Symposion, p. 123, who cites other examples: Petron. Sat. 31.3; 47.1; 70.8; 

Ath. 6.270d; 9.408b; Plut. Conv. Sept. Sap. 3.148b-c; Pl. Symp. 175a; and Philoxenos 

Frag. 1.   

51After a description of the guests arranged around the table--the women, including the 

well-veiled bride, sitting on the right, the male guests arranged according to rank across 

from them on the left side--Lucian's narrator specifies the fait divers: 

Then a question was raised whether Zenothemis the Stoic should have 

precedence, he being an old man, or Hermon the Epicurean, because he was a 

priest of the Twin Brethren and a member of the leading family in the city. 

Then he recounts the dialogue prompted by it: 

But Zenothemis solved the problem; 'Aristaenetus,' said he, 'if you put me second 

to this man here, -- an Epicurean, to say nothing worse of him, -- I shall go away 

and leave you in full possession of your board.' With that, he called his attendant 

and made as if to go out.  So Hermon said, 'Take the place of honour, Zenothemis; 
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but you would have done well to yield to me because I am a priest, if for no other 

reason, however much you despise Epicurus.  'You make me laugh,' said 

Zenothemis: 'an Epicurean priest!'  With these words he took his place, and 

Hermon next to him, in spite of what had passed (Lucian, Symp. 9). 

52According to Martin (Symposion, pp. 127-28, 139), there are two primary literary 

sources for the convention of representing quarrels at meals.  One is the literary depiction 

of the folk tradition that drinking wine at banquets naturally results in belligerence or 

drinking and eating contests. Homer's account of the suitors' banquet in the Odyssey is 

probably one of the most important examples of this type of quarrel. The story of the 

banquet of the Lapithae is another. The second literary source is the agon sophias of 

Greek comedy, perhaps best represented in the contest between the dramatists Euripides 

and Aeschylus in Aristophanes' Frogs.  

53The foreign/native and Greco-Roman/barbarian distinctions are not always depicted in 

conflict.  Byrrhaena, a prominent woman of the city, Lucius' second host on his trip to 

Thessaly, is quite friendly and helpful to Lucius: she is the one who warns him to beware 

of Milo's wife, a powerful witch. 

54See also my discussion of Lk 7:36-50 in Chapter III. 

55Martin, Symposion, pp. 127-139; de Meeûs, "Le genre symposiaque," pp. 858-859; and 

Berger, "Hellenistische Gattungen," p. 1313. 

56 M.Pesah 10:1: The Schools of Hillel and Shammai dispute over which blessing goes 

first, the one over the day or over the wine; 10:9: Rabbi Akiva disputes with Rabbi 
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Ishmael over whether or not the blessings over the the special Passover sacrifice and the 

ordinary sacrifice are interchangeable. 

57For determining what class of people wrote symposia about the situation of teachers vis-

a-vis their patrons, see the following chapter. 

58K. Berger, "Hellenistische Gattungen," p. 1311; Martin, Symposion, pp. 149ff. 

59G. Sandy, "Petronius and the Tradition of the Interpolated Narrative,"  TAPA 101 

(1970) p. 473. 

60J. Martin, Symposion, pp. 155-156. 

61Martin, Symposion, pp. 149ff, esp. p. 156.  See also Martin's "Deipnonliteratur," RAC 3 

(ed. Th. Klauser et al.; Stuttgart: Anton Hiersemann, 1957) pp. 658-666. 

62Berger, "Hellenistische Gattungen," p. 1311. 

63Martin, Symposion, p. 166. 

64What Martin calls "symposium form," I am calling "literary symposia" per se. Martin 

appears to be making a distinction between the symposium as a discrete literary form  

related to the literary dialogue and literary forms which may be said to have their origins 

in "real" symposia.  Thus when some classicists consider skolia as types of "symposium 

literature," they really mean songs which were sung at or composed for symposia,or 

conventionalized imitations of such songs. See Giancarlo Giangrande ("Sympotic 

literature and the epigram," L' épigram grecque [Entretiens sur l'antiquité classique XIV; 

Vandoeuvres - Genève: Fondation Hardt, 1968] pp. 91-1770, who takes this approach.  

Martin on the other hand is very careful to distinguish the symposium as a strictly literary 

form from its origins in "real" symposia.  For example, in his discussion of "Situations-
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topoi," Martin makes a point of noting that some "scenic motifs" of the symposium:  

literary form such as stealing from the host, marvelling at the host's extravagant 

furnishings or behavior before the meal, or ending the banquet because the guests have to 

go to sleep,  do not necessarily have their origins in actual meal behaviors, but in literary 

precedent.  See Martin, Symposion, pp. 116-117ff. 

65Berger, "Hellenistische Gattungen," p. 1311. 

66Dennis E. Smith, "Social Obligation in the Context of Communal Meals: A Study of the 

Christian Meal in I Corinthians in Comparison with Graeco-Roman Communal Meals," 

Th.D. Diss. Harvard 1980, pp. 249-72.  Smith cites "A Decree of Orgeones" (Athens, 3rd 

c. B.C.E.) from Benjamin D. Meritt, "A Decree of Orgeones," Hesperia 11 (1942) p. 283; 

"Statutes of the College of Diana and Antinous"  (Lanuvium, Italy, 136 C.E.) from J. P. 

Waltzing, Etude historique sur les corporations professionelles chez les Romans (4 vols.; 

Louvain: C. Reeters, 1895-1900) v. 3, pp. 642-46, no. 2311; "Statutes of the Guild of 

Zeus Hypsistos" (Egypt, 1st c. B.C.E.) from Colin Roberts, T.C. Skeat and A.D. Nock, 

"The Guild of Zeus Hypsistos," HTR 29 (1936) pp.40-41; and "Statutes of the Iobakchoi" 

(Athens, 2nd-3rd c. C.E.) from Franciscek Sokolowski, Lois sacrees des cites grecques 

(EFATM 18; Paris: De Boccard, 1969) pp. 95-100, no. 51. 

 Other examples of this genre in New Testament and rabbinic literature can be 

found in Lk 14:7-14 and t.Ber. and the parallel traditions attributed to ben Zoma 

discussed by Henry A. Fischel, Rabbinic Literature and Greco-Roman Philosophy: A 

Study of Epicurea and Rhetorica in Early Midrashic Writings (Studia Post-Biblica 21; 

Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1973) pp. 65-70. 
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67J. Martin, Symposion, p. 125. 

68J. Martin, Symposion, p. 117. 

69I.e., J. Bompaire, Lucien Ecrivain: Imitation et Création (Paris: E. de Boccard, 1958) p. 

315 n. 5. 

70Athenaeus judges Plato's and Epicurus' symposia as aesthetically inferior because they 

diverge from Homer.  Athenaeus praise Homer especially for his "variety of symposia" 

with different kinds of characters in different settings (5:186e). However, Athenaeus 

projects onto Homer an aesthetic preference for literary variation much more 

characteristic of the Second Sophistic movement in the second century C.E. than of the 

archaic Greek rhapsodes of the Homeric tradition.  Cf. Graham Anderson, Lucian: Theme 

and Variation in the Second Sophistic (Mnemosyne Supplements 41; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 

1976) pp. 87-88, 175.  Clearly, Athenaeus reads Homer through 700 years worth of 

symposium literary conventions. 

71I.e., Homer, Odyssey, 3.29-336, 4.65-598, and 15.389-495. 

72G.Sandy, "Interpolated Narrative,"  p. 473. He also finds these conventional banquet 

framing settings in the works of Xenophon of Ephesus, Heliodorus, Achilles Tatius, the 

Metamorphoses of Apuleius, and the Onos of Lucian, ibid., n. 20. For Lucian's use of this 

convention throughout his corpus, see also J. Bompaire, Lucien Ecrivain, pp.314-19, and 

Graham Anderson, Theme and Variation, pp. 87-88. 

73Earl Richard, "Luke-Writer, Theologian,Historian: Research and Orientation of the 

1970's," BTB 13 (1983) p.11; Susan M. Praeder, "Luke-Acts and the Ancient Novel," 

SBLSP 1981 (Chico, CA: Scholars, 1981) pp. 269-92; and Richard I. Pervo, Profit with 
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Delight: The Literary Genre of the Acts of the Apostles (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 

esp. pp. 86-114 for his critical bibliographical survey of secondary literature on the 

ancient novels.  See also Douglas R. Edwards, "The New Testament and the Ancient 

Romances: A Survey of Recent Research," The Petronian Society Newsletter 17:1/2 

(1987) pp. 9-14 (I thank William H. Race for bringing this article to my attention), and 

Mary Ann Tolbert, Sowing the Gospel: Mark's World in Literary-Historical Perspective 

(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989) pp. 35-79, for discussions of the pertinence of the ancient 

novels for analyzing the New Testament Gospels in general. 

74L. Bompaire, Lucien Ecrivain, p. 314.  

75In the terms of Daniel Patte's and Algirdas Greimas' semiotic model (Daniel Patte, 

"Greimas' Model for the Generative Trajectory of Meaning in Discourse,"  American 

Journal of Semiotics 3 (1982), pp. 59-78), the modes are enunciative structures, that is, 

structures which define the relationship between the enunciator and enunciatee of a 

discourse. 

76E.g.,Plut., Quaest. Conv. 1.1, 613d; Ath., 5.186-87; and Lucian, Lexiphanes. Also, 

Philo,  DeVita. Contempliva 7, ss. 57-63 (as negative examples).  

77This is the effect which X. De Meeûs, "Le genre symposiaque," pp. 858, 861-62, called 

the "blurring of temporal perspectives." He views this phenomenon as typical of the 

structures of literary symposia in general, and applicable to Luke 14:1-24 in particular. 

78Martin, Symposion, pp.167-184. 

79For example, the commonplace that Epicureans and Stoics were philosophical enemies 

is played out in the rivalry between Hermon the Epicurean and Zenothemis the Stoic for 
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the best place at the table.  Alcidamas the Cynic, true to the flaunting of polite etiquette 

that gave the Cynics their name ("dog-like"), reclines in the midst of all with his genitals 

exposed obscenely to public view.  Later, the Stoic and Aristotelian who are known for 

their doctrine of moderation are the guests who most greedily attack the food and flirt 

with the servants. 

80K. Mengis, Die Schriftstellerische Technik im Sophistenmahl des Athenaios (SGKA 

10:5; Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh, 1920) p.4.   

81A notice that the deipnon part of the symposium had commenced (implying that the 

appetizer courses were over) opens Book 7 (Mengis, Die Schriftstellerische Technik, pp. 

9-10), a mention that the deipnon was over ends Book 9, and mixing of a cup (Ath., 

422e) and a libation (Ath., 423b) open Book 10 to mark the shift to the drinking part of 

the symposium (Mengis, Die Schriftstellerische Technik, pp. 13, 17). 

82We have instead of the first few books an epitomater's version of what was in them. 

Without having the original text of the opening books in front of us, it is difficult to 

determine if the books as a whole were prefaced with a short theoretical discussion of the 

gathering of learned people at symposia that we find at the beginning of Plutarch's similar 

work. 

83There is a contradiction however in that two different occasions, the festival of Parilia in 

the spring (Books 1-8, 10)  and the month of January (Book 9), are given for the banquet. 

(Mengis, Die Schriftstellerische Technik, p.6).  The tension between this temporal 

contradiction and the appearance of a unified setting may be the result of the later 

reworking of an earlier overall plan, which originally linked discrete symposia specified 
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as occurring on different occasions, as we find in Plutarch's Quaestiones Conviviales 

(Mengis, Schriftstellerische Technik, pp.6-7). 

84Mengis, Die Schriftstellerische Technik, p.27. 

85Sandy, "Interpolated Narrative," p. 471.  E.g., Josephus' account of the break between 

the Pharisees and John Hyrcanus at the banquet he held (Ant. 13.288-96) and the meal 

scenes in Homer's Odyssey (e.g., 3.29-336; 4.65-598; 8.241-45; 14.462-506).  As we 

have already suggested, though, Homer's epics have "symposia" in them only to the 

extent that later interpreters such as Athenaeus, or imitators, such as Lucian, projected 

onto them their own aesthetic, which was informed by the literary tradition of symposia 

begun by Plato and Xenophon.  (Relihan, "Rethinking," 222-3). 

86E.g., the first meeting of Leucippe and Cleitophon in Achilles Tatius, the pastoral 

symposium in Longus' novel at which Daphnis is invited to share a meal with Chloe and 

her family, and the wedding banquets which conclude both these stories.  The dynamics 

of the ancient erotic novels require a couple's first meeting and final reunion, to which the 

particular choice of representing these events at a symposium is secondary. 

87Symposium scenes in the course of a travel narrative combine two conventional pretexts 

for story-telling: (1) meals are the appropriate occasion for telling stories and (2) stories 

are told to relieve the tedium of travel. See Sandy, "Interpolated Narrative," pp. 471, 474. 

88"I cursed my stupidity and asked no more questions, lest I seem never to have dined 

among cultured men." 

89 A. Cizek, “Les Structures," p.120. 
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90E.g, Leucippe and her family are out-of-town guests at the banquet which Cleitophon's 

father hosted and at which the lovers first met.  In turn, the priest of Ephesus hosts the 

two lovers and their families whose travels have brought them away from their homes to 

Ephesus.  

91In Achilles Tatius especially, the narrator opens his account of the table talk at the priest 

of Ephesus' home with a mention of the appropriateness for foreign guests to hear one 

another's travelers' tales once the wine of the symposium course is flowing freely, while 

Melitte reflects with a sententious witticism on the peculiarity of her marital status at her 

"wedding breakfast" with Cleitophon.  Furthermore, the banquet in Ephesus is the 

occasion for a lengthy learned explanation of a fait divers, the local Ephesian custom of 

the ordeal of the Pan pipes.  The symposia in this novel have some affinity with the 

erudite symposia in this respect. 

92A. Cizek, “Les Structures," p. 110.  In A. Cizek's evolutionary typology of ancient 

novels, the "'Liebesroman,'[in which] love-adventures [are] grouped around certain 

invariants, veritable indications of an action generated by the erotic passions," is the first 

stage of the erotic novels (110).  Later,a second type of erotic novel emerged, "a 

fundamental innovation" of the first Greek novel "with a doubling of the generative 

structure." Partly under the influence of the development of the historical novel, in which 

destiny is the primary motivation for the course of the plot, and under the influence of the 

philosophical and literary trends of the Second Sophistic, Tuke ("lot")  and Love together 

become the "semantic kernel" of this second type of erotic novel (111). 

93A. Cizek, “Les Structures, p.111. 
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94L. Callebat, “Structures narratives et modes de représentation dans le Satyricon de 

Pétrone," REL 52 (1974): 289.    

95Thus, it has been proposed that a destiny of sorts leads Encolpius into all his 

misadventures because he at some point [no longer preserved in our text] aroused the 

wrath of Priapus through some offense.  Indeed, Encolpius' sexual impotence at crucial 

moments in his many opportunities for homosexual and heterosexual liaisons is a running 

theme.  See e.g., P. G. Walsh (The Roman Novel: The Satyricon of Petronius and the 

Metamorphoses of Apuleius [Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1970] pp. 76-78) and H. 

D. Rankin (Petronius the Artist: Essays on the Satyricon and its Author [The Hague: 

Martinus Nijhoff, 1971] pp. 53-54).  L. Callebat ("Structures," p. 288, 290,n1), rejects 

this hypothesis, and sees the plot of the Satyricon as motivated primarily by the 

"interference of the themes of Fortune and flight."  

96Walsh, Roman Novel, p. 78. 

97Walsh, Roman Novel, p. 82 (emphasis mine).  In Walsh's concisely stated scheme of the 

relationship between epic, the erotic novels (which he calls "ideal romances"), and comic 

novels, "the ideal romance represents the projection of the epic poem; the comic 

romance, which burlesques the action of the ideal romance, moulds its central character 

into a travesty of the epic hero." (Walsh, Roman Novel, p. 82). 

98Thus the "symposium at sea" (Petron., Sat. 109-111), the juxtaposition of a symposium 

with the novelistic convention of a sea voyage itself conveys a burlesque both of the 

aesthetic of literary variation of symposium settings and the conventions of erotic novels.  

In other words, Petronius does not simply include comic symposia in his novel, but 
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rather, the comic character of the symposia he represents is part of his overall comic 

mode. 

99A. Cizek, "Les Structures," p. 117. 

100A. Cizek, “Les Structures," p. 117. 

101A. Cizek, “Les Structures," p. 118. 

102L. Callebat, "Structures narratives," p. 288. 

103Achilles Tatius' unreliable I-narrator is exceptional among the erotic novels, and gives 

it affinities to the humorous novels.  Cleitophon and Leucippe is perhaps one of the 

funniest erotic novels, because much of its tongue-in-cheek tone is conveyed by the 

humorous incongruity between the unfaithful narrator and the tale of lovers' fidelity he 

tells. 

104P. Veyne, "Le 'je' dans le Satiricon," REL 42 (1964) pp. 302-303. 

105Encolpius' ironic self-deprecation of his "ignorance" vis à vis the boorish wisdom and 

glaring misinformation of the wealthy freed slaves at the banquet seems to me to be no 

different from the tone he is represented as maintaining toward his other misadventures, 

pace Veyne, "Le 'je,'" p. 306.  Why should Encolpius maintain the attitude of ironic 

superiority toward his cultured travelling companions, Agamemnon, Giton, Ascyltus, and 

later Eumolpus, as Veyne claims, when they are a minority on the defensive in a whole 

banquet hall full of a class of nouveau riche, self-mistaught, recently freed slaves?  It 

seems only natural in this situation for the wandering scholar character which Petronius 

has invented in Encolpius,  to direct his condescending, "falsely naive" tone at 
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Trimalchio, his household, and guests - rather than at his travelling companions, in order 

to affirm their collective superiority as a class to the nouveaux riches. 

106That does not eliminate the possibility that Encolpius may speak for Petronius, but in 

restricting ourselves to the information the text gives us, we have in the I-narrator only 

the representation of Encolpius’ self-deprecating, and therefore unreliable,  point of view 

- but no explicit hints that he is speaking in the voice of even the implied author.  In 

contrast, the Metamorphoses does hint this, when it allows the author and the hero of the 

story to have the same name, Lucius, and when it mentions a geographical discrepancy 

regarding the character "Lucius's" place of origin.  The discrepant place is the author 

Lucius Apuleius' residence. See Walsh, Roman Novel,  p.? 

107John J. Winkler, Auctor & Actor: A Narratological Reading of Apuleius' Golden Ass  

(Berkeley, CA: University of California, 1985) p. 136. Winkler devotes a substantial 

section of his book (pp. 135-179) to the "duplicities of Auctor/Actor," which the 

intentional overlap between the narrator, main character, and persona of the novelist 

occasions. 

108 As we said before, he mentions this explicitly in his editorial asides to his audience. 

109F. Zeitlin, "Petronius as Paradox," p. 633, citing J. Sullivan, The Satyricon of 

Petronius: A Literary Study (Bloomington: Indiana University, 1968) pp. 266-67, calls 

Petronius' aesthetic "literary opportunism."  The first-person narrator/character Encolpius' 

social opportunism seems to reflect Petronius' literary opportunism. In other words, P. 

Veyne's intuition that the "I" of the narrator somehow converges with the point of view of 

the author was well on the right track.  (See above.)  I think only that the relationship 
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between the two is a bit more complex than a simple identification of the author's and the 

narrator's voice.  After all, had Petronius wanted his audience to identify his voice 

unambiguously with his literary protagonist's, he could have given him his own name, as 

Lucius Apuleius chose to do in Metamorphoses. 

110Sympotic laws do however comprise the overall structure of the "non-literary" texts 

specifying the rules of Hellenistic eating associations, as we have already mentioned.  

And, their integration into the structures of literary texts suggests that their form was 

perceived as a literary option for representing symposia.   


