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CHAPTER II 

FROM SYMPOSIUM LITERATURE TO SYMPOSIUM IDEOLOGIES 

And further, Homer introduces guests who differ in their ages and views of life - 

Nestor, Ajax, Odysseus - all of whom, speaking generally strive after excellence, 

but have set out in specifically diverse paths to find it. (Athenaeus, 

Deipnosophistae, v. 187)  

 

Religion And Ideology In Symposium Literature 

 

In the first and second centuries C.E., the boundaries between what we today distinguish 

as religion and philosophy were not so clear.  On the one hand, popular philosophical 

movements of the first two centuries C.E. may seem close to what we today call 

"religion," because they stressed the interconnection between ethics and worldview.1  On 

the other hand, movements of the same period that we are more accustomed to call 

religious (e.g., Hellenistic Judaism, Christianity, Isianism) began to look like 

philosophies, when they chose to represent themselves in philosophical terms.2   Many 

religious and popular philosophic communities tended to share a common philosophical 

assumption of the day, borrowed from the Stoics, that the philosophic or religious life 

was basically a quest for how "to live according to nature" or "to live performing all that 

is fitting."3  Each group defined "nature" or "what is fitting" according to its particular 

philosophical or religious perspective.  However, each had in common an emphasis on 

the ethical application of one's view of the natural world.  The world as it is requires 



 
 
 
 

   

2  

certain behaviors, according to the predominant intellectual assumptions of the 

Hellenistic world.   

 That is to say, this overlap between religious and philosophical perspectives is a 

distinctive characteristic of intellectual movements of the first two centuries C.E.  Thus, 

contemporary interpreters of popular philosophic movements of the first two centuries 

C.E. have correctly stressed their religious dimension.4  However, unless we define 

exactly what we mean by the terms "religion" and "philosophy," the distinctiveness of the 

Hellenistic cultural synthesis of religion and philosophy remains unclear.  Here, Clifford 

Geertz's cultural anthropological definitions of "religion" and "ideology" are especially 

applicable. 

 According to Clifford Geertz, what distinguishes a religious perspective from 

other perspectives in a cultural system, such as common-sense, scientific, aesthetic, or 

ideological perspectives, is the mutual reinforcement of worldview by ethos, and vice 

versa.  Geertz characterizes the religious perspective as one in which  

 

a group's ethos is rendered intellectually reasonable by being shown to represent a 

way of life ideally adapted to the actual state of affairs the worldview describes, 

while the worldview is rendered emotionally convincing by being presented as an 

image of an actual state of affairs peculiarly well arranged to accommodate such a 

way of life.5   
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The Hellenistic popular philosophical value of "living in accordance with nature or what 

is fitting" exemplifies quite well the mutual reinforcement of ethos and worldview which 

Geertz defines as religious. 

 The ideological perspective of culture, as distinct from the religious perspective, 

is that which attempts to frame the basic values of a culture, especially sub-groups within 

a culture, in a kind of conceptual shorthand in order to advocate specific attitudes and 

behaviors.  As Geertz puts it, it is the purpose of  

 

ideologies to render otherwise incomprehensible social situations meaningful, to 

so construe them as to make it possible to act purposefully within them, that 

accounts both for ideologies' highly figurative nature and for the intensity with 

which once accepted, they are held.  As metaphor extends language by 

broadening its semantic range, enabling it to express meanings it cannot, or at 

least cannot yet express literally, so the head-on clash of literal meanings in 

ideology--the irony, the hyperbole, the overdrawn antitheses--provides novel 

symbolic frames against which to match the myriad "unfamiliar somethings" that, 

like a journey to a strange country, are produced by a transformation in political 

life.  Whatever else ideologies may be--projections of unacknowledged fears, 

disguises for ulterior motives, phatic expressions of group solidarity--they are, 

most distinctively, maps of problematic social reality and matrices for the creation 

of collective conscience [emphasis mine].6  
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Geertz takes great pains to develop a definition of ideology that is not explicitly or 

implicitly negative, but rather, describes an often very useful and beneficial dimension of 

culture.7  Moreover, Geertz recognizes the fundamentally rhetorical dimension of 

ideology. In other words, here is where literary style and the sociological phenomenon of 

ideology intersect. Ideology is fundamental for the communication of ideas among people 

in a society.  Ideological politics tend to emerge when intellectual sub-groups in a society 

do not agree upon a single interpretation of their culture's basic values.8  Popular 

philosophy in the centuries we are discussing is a kind of conceptual shorthand for 

Hellenistic culture used by various ethnically Greek and non-Greek sub-groups to 

interpret and represent their Greek cultural traditions or their native religious traditions to 

one another.  As voluntarily chosen "ways of life" competing for followers rather than 

purely reflective and analytical conceptual systems, popular philosophies' social function 

in Hellenistic culture are nearly identical to the distinct cultural dimension C. Geertz calls 

"ideological."   Geertz defines ideology as the "cultural strategy" which 

names the structure of situations in such a way that the attitude contained toward 

them is one of commitment.  Its style is ornate, vivid, deliberately suggestive: by 

objectifying moral sentiment through the same devices that science shuns, it seeks 

to motivate action . . . 

 Where science is the diagnostic, the critical dimension of culture, ideology 

is the justificatory, the apologetic one--it refers to "that part of culture which is 

actively concerned with the establishment and defense of patterns of belief and 

value."9 
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The ideological perspective is characteristic of intellectual sub-groups, such as the 

sophists of the first and second centuries C.E., who wish to win new adherents to their 

particular interpretation of the world and the social ethos that fits it.   

 Thus, on the one hand, philosophic groups such as the Stoics, Epicureans, Cynics, 

and the Second Sophistic movement are rightly called religious because they stress the 

importance of mutually reinforcing worldview and ethics.  On the other hand, religious 

groups such as Jews literate in Greek, early rabbinic Jews, early Christians, and Isianists, 

by representing themselves in Hellenistic philosophical terms, have "ideologized" their 

religious traditions into ways of life conceptually accessible to more or less anybody 

knowledgeable in Hellenistic cultural conventions.  Hellenistic popular philosophies have 

a religious dimension and Hellenistic religions have an ideological dimension.10 

 What we are going to do is to interpret how the Second Sophistic movement, the 

Gospel of Luke, and the rabbinic seder use of literary conventions of symposia to fit their 

Greco-Roman cultural context.  One of these philosophical terms was the "symposium."  

The symposium was particularly suitable as a philosophical and religious symbol in this 

milieu because, in its literary expressions, it exemplified the philosophical and religious 

quest of "living according to what is fitting."  Its whole literary structural dynamic 

revolved around demonstrating what is fitting to do in a given situation and what is not.  

By recommending reflective, interpretive table talk as the most fitting behavior when 

eating and drinking at a banquet with friends, the symposium conventions manifest their 

fundamentally philosophical, that is, ideological, tendency.  The setting of a symposium 

was simultaneously a natural and familiar phenomenon of life and an idealized literary 

construction.  As such, the literary tradition of symposia comprised a vast array of 
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conventions easily adaptable for different "corrections" of the natural experience of 

people eating together.11  In this chapter, we will investigate how both the individual 

motifs and commonplaces and the distinctive genres of literary symposia transformed the 

practice of symposia into religious ideologies of symposia. 

 

Literary Conceptualization Of Symposium Practices 

 

 To their first-second century C.E. audiences, the conventions of literary symposia 

represented a familiar literary idealization of the familiar practice of people eating and 

drinking together at formal banquets.  In this sense, L. Callebat's description of the 

qualified way which the language of Apuleius'Metamorphoses refers to lived experience, 

would apply equally as well to symposium literary conventions.  He says, 

a system of representation is found elaborated in such a way as to at once multiply 

the formal references to a vital, familiar experience and to comprise a linguistic 

ensemble sufficiently large and generalized to suit common expressions of 

various epochs, without being felt as dissonant.  It appears - in order to take into 

account the long duration of the usual structures of communication - that this 

system of representation constitutes a thoroughly literary construction, indeed an 

aesthetic stereotype.12   

Therefore, (1) the literary medium transformed "lived" symposium experiences and 

practices into mental constructs, concepts.  The use of the symposium as a literary mise 

en scene established a common ideological standard that theory ought to match practice 

(or that worldview and ethos ought to reinforce one another, to use the jargon of cultural 
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anthropology).  The literary conventions of symposia themselves call attention to the 

ideology that practice must fit theory by emphasizing the symposium setting as the 

occasion for talking appropriately about the circumstances of the convivial meal. 

Moreover, the symposium setting was a convenient framework for vividly demonstrating 

whether certain types of people practiced what they preached, or the opposite.   

Secondly, (2) the standard that practice should fit theory, and its representation in 

the conventions of literary symposia reflected the outlook of a particular social type, the 

sophist, on certain socio-economic and cultural orders and tensions of the Roman 

imperial period.   (a) In its characteristic representation of host/guest relations, the literary 

figure of the symposium was a metaphor for the patron/client relationship.13  (b) The 

literary commonplace of the symposium as the occasion for an agon sophias, a "wisdom 

competition," made the symposium an ideal literary representation of the ideological 

conflicts of the day.  Participants in the competitive table talk could easily be used to 

embody conflicting ideologies or social interests: foreigners vs. native citizens, city- vs. 

country-dwellers, professional scholars vs. nouveaux riches, males vs. females, Stoics vs. 

Epicureans, or Pharisees vs. followers of Jesus.  Finally, (3) members of the same social 

group held different theories, worldviews, which they used different genres of 

symposium literature to represent and with which they competed with one another for 

adherents.  They were concerned especially with using literary symposia as 

representations of order and change in a world of constant social and economic flux.   

 The features of actual symposia were turned into literary-conceptual constructs 

primarily in three ways.  First, the description of the setting became a literary means of 

moving from narrative to dialogue, a transition in which the particulars of the symposium 
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setting were turned into the subjects of conversation. This is what most of the scholars of 

symposia call the "literary technique" of using a "fait divers" to provoke table talk.  

Second, the drinking course following the eating course became virtually identified with 

a talking course.  Thirdly, the representation of symposia in comic, erudite, or 

philosophical modes, that is, in positive and negative idealizations (parody), framed 

literary meals conceptually as examples of philosophical theories consistent with, or 

opposed to their practice. 

 

From Meal Events to Talk About Them 

 

 The details of the meal narrative acquire a dramatic function in the plots of meal 

episodes in the encyclopedic symposia and the novels, especially, and to a lesser degree 

in the dramatic symposia.   They become literary means to motivate a conversation 

between characters about what happens in the meal.  This technique of using faits divers 

to provoke dialogue is itself a means of turning the realia of meals into ideas to be 

reflected upon.   

 The virtual identification of the drinking course of real symposia with the after-

dinner table talk of literary symposia is another way in which symposia realia are 

idealized.  In literary symposia, the drinking course of real symposia has been idealized 

as the "table-talk course," whether or not the drinking course is explicitly mentioned.14 

 



 
 
 
 

   

9  

Positive And Negative Idealization (Parody) Of Symposia 

 Idealization of symposia occurs in three forms.  First, there are the literary forms 

that represent symposia as something better than they are - a model to be imitated.  Plu-

tarch and Athenaeus' sympotic questions are good examples of this kind of idealized 

symposia.  A second form of idealization, a "negative idealization," is parody.  

Symposium parodies represent symposia as worse than they are.  They "pervert" implicit 

ideal models and they emphasize the symposium practices to avoid. Lucian's symposia, 

Symposium and Lexiphanes, are obviously parodies of Plato's symposium.  A third form 

tends to bring together the two, positively and negatively idealized (i.e., parodied) 

symposia. This form sets up an explicit contrast between a way of conducting symposia 

that should be imitated, versus a parodied way of doing symposia that should be avoided.  

The symposium meal scenes in the ancient novels and in Luke's Gospel generally 

exemplify this mixed type. All three forms conceptualize symposium practices, that is, 

they represent symposium practices and roles from life as negative and/or positive 

literary-conceptual ideals.  These three literary strategies again exemplify the tendency of 

literary symposia to turn the features of real symposia into concepts to be reflected upon 

and interpreted. Let us now examine the specific techniques employed in these three 

different strategies of idealization. 

 

Positive Idealizations 

 Literary symposia positively idealize symposia first and foremost by representing 

extraordinary meals.  The mention that symposia were being held to celebrate a holiday 

or a wedding underlines the fact that they are exceptional meals.15  Exceptional meals 
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celebrating communal occasions are exemplary meals.  Great banquets are used to 

exemplify communal values in symposia, just as great people, heroes and nobility, are 

meant to exemplify the idealized virtues of the community in Greek or Shakespearean 

tragedies.  For example, when Longus wants to idealize the simple pastoral lifestyle of 

his protagonists in Daphnis and Chloe, he represents the everyday family dinner at 

Chloe's home as a multiple-course symposium.  Though he contrasts the simplicity of 

what is served to the luxuries of city food and entertainment, Longus' representation of 

rustic "simplicity" within an elaborate symposium framework lets us know that he wishes 

us to view this way of life as an ideal.  Similarly, Luke represents many of Jesus' meals as 

special occasions, a Sabbath meal at the home of leading Pharisees, a celebration of a 

Passover seder on the pilgrimage festival in Jerusalem.  Neither the holiday banquets in 

the Gospel nor the meals in Jesus' parables ordinary; they are extravagant public wedding 

celebrations or holiday banquets to mark them as social ideals. 

 

Negative Idealizations (Parodies) 

 In first - to third-century  C.E.  Greco-Roman literature, parodies of the features 

that represent meals as symposia are quite frequent.  Here authors use the conventional 

trappings of symposia to parody (i) the  extravagance of the symposium setting, (ii) the  

ironic discrepancy between the symposium setting and the circumstances in which it 

occurs, or  (iii) the  hypocrisy of characters in the symposium setting.     

 Parodies of the extravagance of symposia often draw upon the conventions of 

deipnon literature. When details are elaborated in a manner reminiscent of another 

literary genre, the deipnon, it strikes the reader as exceptional.16  For meal particulars in 
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literary symposia are usually briefly recounted, and serve only as the incidental means for 

prompting a dialogue.  This occurs for instance in Petronius' and Apuleius' banquets.  

Thus, the desire to emphasize the nouveau riche's extravagance might explain the 

relentless sequence of courses and discourses at Trimalchio's banquet, and the detailed 

descriptions of the dishes and other particulars of the meal.  Likewise, Lucius' detailed 

description of the banquet setting of Byrrhaena's home, with his enumeration of the 

ornate and unusual furnishings of the dining hall, emphasizes the extravagance of the 

banquet.17   

   Parody of the symposium setting can also emphasize the incongruity of a 

symposium setting with the character and behavior of its participants.  In Apuleius' 

robber banquet, the symposium setting itself creates an ironic discrepancy.  The civilized 

order of the meal and the sophisticated encomia of virtue declaimed in it clash with the 

violent, beastly nature of the participants' occupations.  The robber banquet in the 

Metamorphoses begins with Lucius' lengthy "ass's eye view" description of the setting:   

first,  the inaccessibility and natural fortification of the robbers' clifftop den; then the 

meal preparations of the bent old lady who acted as hostess and custodian to them; and 

then the robbers' hot baths before their meal.  Once the first group of robbers were seated 

at table, Lucius describes the late arrival of a second group of robbers, who lay out their 

rich booty, bathe also, and cast lots with the others to determine who is to serve.  Then 

follows a relatively brief description of the boisterous meal itself, with an allusion to the 

wild meal of the Lapiths and Centaurs.   That a beastly ass displays such sophisticated 

sensitivity to all these details is of course meant as a joke. 
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 The sequence of three encomia of robber heroes - Lamachus, Alcimus, and 

Thrasyleon, phrased in highly rhetorical set speeches, each in the mouth of a different 

speaker, is both a dialogue and an agon sophias, a contest in which each speaker tries to 

outdo the other in the lavishness of his praise for his particular robber.18  The incongruity 

of  the robbers' moralizing rhetoric with the immoral violence and theft among the acts 

they praise makes the whole scene quite ironic.  Lamachus,  the thief captain, is praised 

for his bravery in allowing his arm to be chopped off while breaking into someone's 

house.  Alcimus is praised for his martyrdom at the hands of a poor little old woman who 

pushed him out of her window - the very woman whom he tried to rob while she was 

asleep.  Thrasyleon is praised for playing the part of a bear so faithfully even to his death. 

Chased and torn by dogs and finally speared to death, he never let on that he was a man 

in a bear suit.  Why was he so dressed? - To gain entrance to the home of a wealthy 

sponsor of the civic games who was collecting animals, so that he could let his robber 

comrades come in and rob him.  The last story, the sad end that comes to a man who 

transformed himself into an animal, also alludes allegorically to Lucius' present state.  

The banquet scene is marked as ending, first by libations in memory of the robbers' fallen 

comrades, then by hymns to Mars, the god of war, and finally by the reveling robbers 

falling asleep.   

 As if this were not parody enough, there is the epilogue to this meal. While in 

donkey form, Lucius' own distaste for a course of fresh barley served him is contrasted to 

the delight it brings to his table-fellow, his horse, as if the horse feed were as sumptuous 

as a priestly banquet.  Lucius, preferring human food, sneaks off to nibble on leftovers 

from the thieves' banquet.  Needless to say, throughout the robber meal scene and its 
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horsy banquet epilogue, Apuleius is having fun with the notion that human beings have 

beastly qualities.  Though Apuleius uses the civilized symposium setting to demonstrate 

the hypocrisy of the robbers, Lucius' ass-eyed point of view of the banquet draws 

attention rather to the incongruity as such of beasts behaving like gentlemen and 

gentlemen like beasts.  The robber symposium ironically occasions a philosophical 

reflection on the vagaries of fate,  rather than a moral condemnation of the robbers. 

 Parodies often focus on the hypocrisy of participants in symposia. Lucian thus 

used symposium conventions in his Symposium to represent philosophers brawling and 

otherwise behaving most unphilosophically at his parody of a Platonic symposium.19  The 

symposium provides the overall setting for the narrative.  Thus, the characters' hypocrisy 

is set almost entirely against the framework of expectations implied by temperate, 

philosophical symposia. 

 

Contrasting Positive and Negative Idealizations 

 The third strategy of idealization is to contrast positive and negative portrayals in 

symposium settings.  This is done in two ways: either by contrasting a single character's 

behavior from one symposium to another, or by contrasting two or more characters' 

behavior (the rhetorical device of synkrisis) in a single banquet setting.  

  Novels in particular exploit the technique of comparing and contrasting 

characters' behaviors in different but similar meal situations.  In novels, the symposia are 

but one of many types of episodes within the narrative which may occasion hypocritical 

behaviors.  There, the characters' hypocrisy is revealed by contrasting their behavior on 

one occasion to other occasions in the narrative.   Depending upon when the settings 
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occur in the overall plot of the erotic novel, the characters sometimes act consistently, 

sometimes inconsistently, and sometimes a little bit of both.  For example, Achilles 

Tatius' use of the symposium settings to parody the hypocrisy of their participants is 

rather complex.  Thus, in the first symposium at the beginning of the story, Cleitophon 

and Leucippe's true love arises naturally out of their proximity to each other around the 

triclinium.  But after many travel adventures leading Cleitophon to believe that Leucippe 

is dead, the series of banquets with another woman become occasions for perverse or 

hypocritical behavior.  The other woman, Melitte, a wealthy and beautiful widow from 

Ephesus, invites Cleitophon first to a banquet to discuss the possibility of marriage.  At 

this banquet, Melitte's refusal to touch her food is one instance of perverse behavior 

because it goes against what one is supposed to do at a meal - namely, eat!  Moreover, 

her preference of love to food is expressed in the most melodramatically rhetorical 

language: 

The dinner she provided was sumptuous; she took a portion of the meats set 

before her, so as to appear to eat, but could swallow nothing of the food; she did 

nothing but gaze upon me . . . I said to her, 'How is this?  Do you take nothing of 

the dainties you have yourself provided?  You consume no more than those who 

are painted as eating.'  'What costly dish,' said she,'what wine could be more 

agreeable to me than the sight of you?'  As she spoke, she kissed me, and it is not 

without pleasure that I received her kisses; then as she tore herself from me - 'That 

is my sustenance,' she said.  
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The situation also highlights Cleitophon's hypocrisy, as it recalls the meal when he first 

met Leucippe, the woman to whom he swore fidelity.  Cleitophon's fickleness is stressed 

ironically when Melitte repeats the same conceit ("the sight of you is food enough for 

me") that Cleitophon expressed previously at the banquet when he first met Leucippe.  

Then, as he reclined across from her, Cleitophon's constant gaze on Leucippe was his 

dinner (Ach. Tat. 1.5.3).20  The union celebrated in Melitte and Cleitophon's marriage 

breakfast is contradicted by Cleitophon's refusal to consummate the marriage with 

Melitte, a paradox about which she makes a sententious remark.21   

Finally, a symposium celebrating the reunion of the original lovers becomes an 

occasion for Cleitophon to behave hypocritically.  When he recounts his tale of 

adventures, he admits in an aside to his audience that he lied about his liaison with 

Melitte.22  Thus, the relationship of the characters' behavior to the Hellenistic cultural 

norms implied by the symposium settings is inconsistent.  The reunion of the parted 

lovers conforms to its program as a pre-nuptial banquet.  As a banquet at the end of long 

and arduous travels, it is the appropriate occasion to tell travellers' tales.  On the other 

hand, the point of view of the narrator Cleitophon, who was unfaithful to Leucippe and 

lies about it in his traveler's tale even on the occasion of their reunion, is at odds with 

social order which the meal setting implies.  The ironic contrast between what Cleitophon 

preaches about love, and what he practices, is displayed and represented in a sequence of 

similarly structured meal scenes.  In addition, the particular sequence of meal scenes in 

the story as a whole mirrors the stages of Cleitophon's fidelity, infidelity, and subsequent 

return to his beloved Leucippe. However, as in the case of the robbers' symposium in 

Apuleius' novel, Cleitophon's inconsistent behavior (which he himself is represented as 
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narrating self-consciously) occasions more a philosophical reflection on the mutability of 

human behavior in different circumstances than a condemnation of masculine infidelity. 

 Some symposia, especially the dramatic Socratic symposia, mix negative and 

positive idealizations by contrasting the behaviors of different characters at the same 

banquet.  Thus, for example, in both Plato and Xenophon's Symposia, the drinking party 

is an occasion to practice either philosophic temperance or its opposite.  Socrates' self-

control is contrasted to Alcibiades' drunken recklessness at Plato's Symposium.  Likewise, 

Socrates' and Antisthenes' self-control is contrasted to the fawning lovesickness of the 

host Callias and the other guests for the handsome young wrestler Autolycus in 

Xenophon's Symposium.  Moreover, the symposium for Plato is also an occasion to 

demonstrate the efficacy of Socrates' way; only he, Aristophanes, and Agathon are able to 

remain lucid throughout the night - all the others have fallen asleep in a drunken stupor.  

The good and bad qualities of the symposium participants are exaggerated, so as to 

induce the reader to reflect on them and make a choice.  The literary banquets are no 

mere descriptions of how drinking-fellows are or were, but rather how they ought or 

ought not to be. 

 

Symposium Literary Topoi As  Implicit Social Ethos 

 

 The literary idealization of symposia turns the social gathering of a group for 

table fellowship into a literary figure for social order.  Two kinds of conventions from the 

literary tradition of symposia are especially conducive to representing a social order.  (1) 

The set of conventional symposium characters symbolizes certain systems of social roles. 
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(2) The convention of the quarrel or its philosophical counterpart, the agon sophias, 

wisdom competition, symbolizes social tensions.  A quarrel represents tensions on the 

level of an implicit conflict of interests between groups or individuals of different social 

classes at the symposium, while the agon sophias shifts this level of social tension 

between groups to an explicit competition of ideologies.  Thus, the quarrel between 

Trimalchio and his wife Fortunata represents the implicit social tension between the sexes 

among the class of newly freed slaves.  The agon sophias between Jesus and the 

Pharisees in Luke's Gospel, or between the Socratics and the Sophistics in Plato's 

Symposium, portrays the explicit conflict of the different ideologies of the social groups 

in tension.  We shall briefly examine how the conventional characters and quarrel topos 

of the Hellenistic cultural tradition of literary symposia idealize certain social roles and 

relationships. 
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 The Symbolic Function of Symposium Characters 

 As a gathering of like-minded people for shared meal, drink, and conversation, 

the symposium figure represented an idealized version of Hellenistic voluntary 

associations.23  Moreover, the whole set of typical symposium characters discussed in the 

previous chapter presupposes the social roles and tensions involved in the patron/client 

relationships of the socio-economic structures of the Hellenistic and especially the 

Roman imperial period. Any idealization of a particular group structure by means of the 

figure of a symposium is in this period an interpretation on some level of these two 

fundamental social structures.   

  Hosts play the role of benefactor; guests represent various kinds of family, 

household, or other economic and social dependents.  Thus, on one level, the 

conventional characters make the literary symposia recognizable as the playing out of the 

Hellenistic and later Greco-Roman social orders.  Some of the conventional literary roles 

emerge naturally as reflections of this reality.  Hosts are rich and prominent; they 

underwrite the costs of the banquet.  Merry-makers and flute-girls are at the literary 

banquets because entertainment is what the host supplies his or her dependents in return 

for whatever service they provide: teaching, medical care, art, literature, business 

contacts, etc.  The role of the uninvited guest also has its origins in the social order.  

Certain guests did not need invitations to the banquet because their particular family 

relationship to the host made it self-evident that they were invited.  Menelaus, coming 

uninvited to his brother Agamemnon's banquet in Homer's epic, becomes the literary 

paradigm for the late guest that is alluded to again and again.24  Here, the real is turned 

into the idealized literary convention.  
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 The conventional portrayals of symposium hosts probably are rooted in the 

ambiguous relations of their composers to their patrons. Thus, the portrayal of the host 

develops in two different directions. (1) Under the influence of Menippean satire, the host 

develops into a stock butt of ridicule - rich, tastelessly extravagant or tactlessly stingy, 

and stupid.  Horace's Nasiedenus, Petronius' Trimalchio, Apuleius' Milo (Lucius' first 

host in Thessaly, reputed to be a great miser and reluctant to share his food with others), 

and Julian's Quirinus at the Banquet of the Caesars are all examples of this type of host.25  

Even Lucian's Aristaenetus, who in comparison to his philosophical guests is relatively 

blameless, is nevertheless mocked by Lucian for not practicing what he preaches.  The 

narrator praises the host for preferring the company of the wise to that of the wealthy, 

though the occasion of the banquet is the mercenary marriage of his daughter to the son 

of a rich entrepreneur.26   This is the Cynic line of development, in which the host's bad 

manners or hypocrisy become the subject of an ironic, moralizing diatribe.  Luke's 

Pharisee hosts usually fit this type.   

(2) The second line of development, the portrayal of learned hosts in the erudite 

and encyclopedic symposia of Plutarch, Athenaeus, Macrobius, and Methodius, removes 

the irony from the praise of hosts in their Platonic and Xenophonic precedents.  In 

particular, hosts are praised for their piety, knowledge of religious things, expertise in 

Socratic dialectic, or overall knowledge of many branches of culture.27  These host-

characters are represented as knowledgeable patrons of culture.  For instance, the priest 

of Ephesus, who explains the local ritual of the pan-pipe virginity test to his guests in 

Leucippe and Cleitophon, belongs to this category of host.  The characteristics of the two 

types of hosts overlap in Petronius' character Trimalchio, because his encyclopedic range 
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of cultural misinformation is a parody of the second type of host.  In the socio-economic 

context of first- to second- century writers of the Second Sophistic movement, these two 

types of hosts may also represent two different strategies for maintaining a patron/client 

relationship. The first type of host is criticized by the learned guests to emphasize what 

s/he lacks, so as to create a need for their services.  The second type of host, the learned 

patron of the arts, is flattered as being one of the intellectual elite.  Again, there are 

elements of both desired ideals and actual reality represented in the literary character of 

the symposium host.  The ambiguous picture of the hosts and the quarrels between hosts 

and guests in symposium scenes may reflect both a sense of resentment at their 

subservient dependence upon unlearned patrons and a strategic calculation to challenge 

the authority and dignity of these same wealthy patrons, so as to make room for their own 

claim to be good guides.  At the same time, the ideological basis for these tendencies in 

symposium literary conventions does not attack the socio-economic system of 

patron/client relationships in the Roman empire as such.  Rather, by representing the 

struggle for leadership between teachers and wealthy and/or politically influential patrons 

as taking place at a unifying and convivial social gathering, the literary banquet, the 

authors who employ symposium literary conventions show that they consider their 

teachers as an integral part of the Hellenistic cultural system.  The banquet becomes a 

metaphor for society, in which the philosopher/teachers, the "guests" at the banquet, 

make the best "symposiarchs," that is, conduct the banquet/society better than the hosts 

themselves who set it up in the first place or financed it. 

 

 The Symbolic Function of Symposium Quarrels 
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 The significance of these conventional roles for conveying a social order is often 

brought out most clearly by representing them in conflict at a symposium.  The 

symposium quarrels from Petronius' Satyricon and the other examples from symposium 

literature use the setting of banquet to represent conflicts between (1) teachers of one 

school versus teachers of other schools; (2) teachers and their students; (3) teachers and 

their patrons; and (3) teachers and their surrounding society in general.  These conflicts 

are all different manifestations of the same basic conflict between those whose authority 

is based upon their learning (i.e., their ability to persuade others to rely upon it), the 

teachers, and those whose power and influence is based upon their material wealth and 

political connections with the local provincial or Roman imperial administrations.  The 

tensions represented in the symposium conflicts may also reflect the social tensions 

between the writers and their patrons.  The teacher/intellectuals were often either from 

disempowered Roman or Greek aristocratic families (e.g., Petronius and Plutarch) or 

newly empowered Hellenized provincials (e.g., the Syrians Luke [the Gospel writer] and 

Lucian of Samasota, the African Lucius Apuleius, the Egyptians Achilles Tatius and 

Athenaeus of Naucratis), who won their political positions and/or patrons on the basis of 

their learning rather than on the basis of inherited social status.28 

 

 Rhetoric of Professional Teachers 

 Thus, the literary strategies for representing host/guest relations and quarrels 

imply the interests of a certain kind of person: the professional teacher.  A teacher, 

competing with others for students and/or benefactors, represents the virtues of his/her 

own school's behavior in contrast to the hypocrisy of his/her rivals' behavior, the 
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adaptability of her/his own way to a variety of new and challenging situations (come 

what may!), and a not so subtle hint at how s/he would like to be rewarded: an open 

invitation to a benefactor's table.  The teacher persuades the benefactor that her/his life is 

missing something without the teacher's guidance, but does so without appearing too 

opposed to the system that feeds him or her.29  The figure of a symposium as the 

gathering of philosophically-minded participants at the home of wealthy and/or learned 

benefactors, reflects not only the idealized situation of the educated class of intellectuals 

in the position to write and publish literary works. The different figures of symposia also 

convey the interpretations of proper patron/client relationships by the proponents of 

various group ethics.  Furthermore, it was characteristic of the rhetoric of authors of this 

social class to posit as conceptually problematic something which their audience 

normally views as stable.  Thus, their intervention is required to solve the problem they 

themselves created, or at least presented.30  Indeed, it was in the interests of the scholar/-

bureaucrat/client--members of the class who composed such works--to persuade their 

potential patrons, students, or broader audiences of their competence to navigate a course 

through a world of flux.   The first and second century literati consistently seem to 

represent adaptability to changing circumstances as the characteristic virtue of their 

learned heroes, regardless of their particular group's ethos.  

  Nevertheless, the composers of literary symposia went to great pains to 

distinguish their own group's theory and practice from their competitors'.  Thus, on the 

one hand members of the same socio-economic/cultural group, the first-second century 

sophists, represented their common ideology of "living accord to what is fitting" through 

a common resource of symposium literary conventions.  On the other hand, they 
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differentiated among themselves and competed for adherents by using different genres of 

symposium literature to distinguish their particular conception of "what is fitting" and 

how to "live according to it." 

 

Symposium Genres As Implicit Worldviews 

 

 Symposium genres, as complete literary works, represent fictive worlds, in which 

the symposium ethics are played out - in conformity with or in contradiction to those 

worlds.  Genres, especially the complex and encyclopedic genres that characterized the 

literature of the Second Sophistic movement and its precursors, represent a world, a 

space-time ("chronotope").31  The genres represent a world in two senses. First, the space 

and time represented by a particular genre - what it selectively represents or emphasizes, 

and what it does not - reflects a distinctive perspective on the world: a worldview.32  

Secondly, the sheer encyclopedic comprehensiveness of the literary potpourri of much 

first- and second-century sophistic literature:  the sumpotika, erotika, and saturika 

(erudite symposia, romances, comic novels, respectively) includes virtual worlds in their 

scopes.  The interplay of these "worlds" with symposium ethics in the complex genres 

represents distinctive ideological viewpoints regarding the popular philosophical question 

how to live according to nature.  In what kind of world are the symposium ethics fitting?  

Must the world conform to this ethos (as it seems in the erudite symposia)? Or must the 

ethos conform to the world (as it seems in the novels)?  The more the framing world of 

the narrative is developed, the more the ethos is subordinate to the world developed in it.  

The less narrative development (apart from the establishment of symposium time-space 
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in the framing setting), the greater the subordination or identification of "the world" with 

the symposium ethic.  The more equally balanced, mutually reinforcing the worldview of 

the outside narrative and the ethos of the symposium settings, the more "religious" the 

text is, in the sense Geertz's definition of religion cited previously.  Thus, to the extent 

that ancient novels represent mutually reinforcing worldviews and ethics, they are 

religious  

This is true despite the fact that many modern scholars downplay the association 

between ancient novels and religion because they have rather negative views of religion.  

For example, Graham Anderson describes one sophist's religion as the "passionate 

conviction and self-righteousness of a proselytising devotee," and praises a "level of 

conviction" which distinguishes "literature" from mere "religious propaganda."33   

However, the insight that the ancient novels are rooted in some kind of religious 

experience is basically correct! Merkelbach, the most well-known advocate of this 

position, argued that the novels are connected specifically to Hellenistic mystery 

religions. 

 

Epic, lyric poetry, and drama have their origins in religion. The scholars - 

with the exception of Karl Kerenyi - believe that they can explain the 

development of the ancient novel otherwise.  However, already on general 

grounds it is probable that the ancient novel is no different from the other literary 

genres of antiquity.  That the novel in fact has grown from religious roots, we 

intend to prove in this book. The ancient erotic novels are tightly attached to the 
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mystery cults of declining antiquity…This book intends … to prove that the 

novels are actually texts of the mysteries … 34 

Though Merkelbach probably overstates the case by reading too much of the mystery 

elements of Apuleius' Metamorphoses (his main example) into all the other ancient 

novels, his point applies to at least some of them, particularly those with sympotic meal 

scenes, such as the Metamorphoses, Luke's Gospel, and possibly even Petronius' 

Satyricon.  If one defines "Hellenistic mystery" as Luther Martin does, that is, a religious 

strategy combining "gnostic" insight with special ritual practices designed to effect it, the 

ritual particulars of the symposia become symbolic gateways to the knowledge of the 

secret realities beneath the surface of the narratives.35  As Luke puts it, the secret of who 

Christ was and what had to happen to him  "was made known [egnosthe, cognate with 

gnosis] to them in the breaking of the bread"(Lk 24:35).  Similarly, the Lucius' 

experience participating at the robbers' "symposia" as an ass (i.e., when he overhears the 

tale of Amor and Psyche) cue him to see the allegorical significance of his own and other 

characters' transformation.  The experience of feeding as a beast while understanding as a 

human being are first steps to Platonic/Isianic insight about the interplay between surface 

appearances and "real" reality.   

Thus these as well as the other sympotic genres offer a range of ideological 

positions.   Some advocate a monolithic ethic played out in a variegated world (e.g., the 

encyclopedic sympotika of Athenaeus and Plutarch and the sympotic laws of the 

Mishnaic Passover seder).  Others intimate that the variegated world demands different 

ethics at different times and places (e.g., the comic novels of Petronius and Apuleius and 

Luke's Gospel). 
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Symposium Genres as Figures of Order and Change 

 
 Ideologies emerge in times of social, economic, and especially cultural stress 

when accepted social assumptions break down upon confrontation with alien cultural 

systems or with other experiences that contradict those assumptions.36  Ideologies 

develop symbols for representing the social changes underlying these stresses so as to re-

orient people, to provide them with "maps of problematic social reality and matrices for 

the creation of collective conscience."37  The Mediterranean world under the Roman 

Empire of the first few centuries C.E. had the conditions that promoted the flourishing of 

ideological expression. 

 Thus, it is almost a commonplace in contemporary scholarship of both the New 

Testament and the major literary currents of the Roman imperial period that the literature 

was responding to enormous changes in social and economic status.  The world was in 

flux, and people turned to popular philosophies, oriental religious cults, the classical 

Greek or Roman cultural heritage, or romantic novels to find their bearings in this 

unstable world.38  To whatever extent this is more true of the Roman imperial period than 

another age, it is undoubtedly the case that we find "change" a frequent literary theme or 

figure in the literature under discussionThe theme of change is manifested in the radical 

shifts of status underlying the social satire of the nouveau riche Trimalchio's banquet in 

the Satyricon; in the near obsession with the transformation of humans to animal forms in 

Apuleius' Metamorphoses; in the conversion experience in the 11th book of the same 

work and throughout early Christian literature (especially in the letters of and stories 
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about Paul); in the popularity of travellers' tales and their picaro heroes; in the perils of 

pairs of lovers who meet and part and meet and part again until their final reunion in the 

novels. 

 Literary symposia functioned as figures of order and change.  As both a set of 

topoi and as different genres, literary symposia could represent various worldviews about 

how change and order were related to one another and manifested in the "world."  As a 

set of topoi, literary symposia at first blush are symbols of social orderliness.  They 

represent accepted social roles: the conventional characters; predictable social behaviors: 

the "Situationstopoi" and even predictable social tensions: the conventional quarrel or 

agon sophias.  They stress the value of the appropriateness of talk and action to one 

another.  On the other hand, these topoi have the potential to be figures of social change 

as well. This occurs when the predictable tensions between patron and client are 

accentuated, or when the appropriateness of table talk and action is conspicuous by its 

absence or contrasted to its opposite.  Then the set of topoi can become vehicles of social 

criticism and instigations to change. 

 Also, the different symposium genres themselves explicitly or implicitly represent 

different perspectives on the relationship between order and change.  The distinctive 

arrangements of the narrative's worldview and the symposium framework's ethos convey 

the different symposium genres' different interpretations of order and change.  The genres 

of literary symposia are basically literary constructions of social order that relate figures 

of order and change according to different structural hierarchies.  

 The narrative structures involved in these various hierarchies themselves 

implicitly convey certain views of order and change.  The symposium literary framework 
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is basically a figure of social order (albeit sometimes containing topoi of social tension 

and change within that order, as mentioned above).  It represents and defines, with a meal 

setting, a certain order of social roles and behaviors appropriate to it.  When the 

symposium setting is itself the overall framework of a literary work, it suggests that the 

social order is the consistent norm from which anything framed by it either follows 

naturally, or more or less significantly departs from it.  A travel framework linking 

together various adventures, in contrast, is basically a figure of spatial change and 

changes of status.  Thus, when a travel narrative is the framework for a symposium 

episode, it suggests that changes of place and status are the inconsistent "norm" within 

which the social order represented by the symposium is but a temporary respite.  When a 

travel narrative is the framework for a symposium which is itself the framework for a 

relatively lengthy and dense set of conversations that refer back to the meal setting or to 

the travel narrative, such as retrospective retellings of the preceding travels or 

instructions how to do and/or view the meal, it is ambiguous which norm generates the 

other: the inconsistent changes of the travel narrative or the consistent social order of the 

symposium.   Mode (comic, Socratic, or erudite) and point of view are other structures 

which can either confirm or undermine the effect of the hierarchical structure on the 

interpretation of change, to the extent that they themselves represent particular 

manifestations of change.  In other words, the medium is the message.   

 What follows is my attempt to develop a range of interpretations of the 

symposium as a figure of order over chaotic change.  I will situate Luke and the 

Mishnah's seder's particular interpretations within this range in the subsequent chapters. 
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The Hermeneutic of Erudite Symposia 

 Consistency is a fundamental theme in erudite symposia.  The symposium is 

represented as a situation from which appropriate talk "naturally" flows, where practice 

conforms to theory.  The theory is that the moderate drinking parties of learned people 

combine serious and playful conversation under the friend-making power of wine and 

convivial ambience.  Thus, in both Plutarch and Athenaeus' erudite symposia, this theory 

provides the topical framework for the string of symposium episodes that exemplify it.  

The technique of a having a meal fait divers provoke an appropriate discussion about it 

further reinforces the ideal of consistency. Multiple changes of subject matter are an 

interesting diversion, but apart from this, change is conspicuously absent.39  Conformity 

to the models of the past and consistency with the meal occasions of the present are 

preferred to radical shifts and surprises. 

 The hermeneutic implicit in symposia episodes subordinate to a topical 

framework - the erudite symposia - is one which emphasizes consistency.  In Plutarch's 

Quaestiones Conviviales, the short theoretical preface to the whole work posits a general 

theory of symposium ethics for which the subsequent symposium episodes are to be 

viewed as appropriate particular examples. The hierarchical subordination of the 

symposium examples to the theoretical preface represents the theoretical framework as 

generating the examples of particular instances. Though the overall structure of what we 

have of the Deipnosophistae does not unambiguously subordinate particular symposium 

examples to a general theory, the presence of a rather extensive set of theoretical 

principles of symposia, developed in the course of the banquet conversation (Book 5 

especially), posits rules that the author follows.40  Like Lucian, Athenaeus addresses 
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literature rather than life; many of his prescriptions are for written symposia.  Indeed, he 

treats the banquets represented in Homer as literarily normative "symposia" (Ath., 5.186-

187,177).  

 The erudite symposia use the banquet figure as an occasion to demonstrate the 

consistency of practice to theory.  By stringing together many faits divers that prompt 

conversations which in turn reflect upon them, authors of erudite symposia reinforce the 

sense that wise people suit their conversations to the particular circumstance they find 

themselves in.  Table talk is consistent with table practice.  In this combination of 

structures, change is represented and self-consciously acknowledged as variation of 

different literary items: settings, topics, and characters for the purpose of making the 

overall literary work more aesthetically pleasing to its readers.  Poikilia, "variegation," is 

what makes the communication of an encyclopedic mass of cultural information and 

standards palatable.  Yet insofar as the various examples of symposia are particular 

instances of a general theory, and within them, the interpretations of a wide range of faits 

divers are particular instances of a single Hellenistic cultural inheritance, these literary 

variations seem merely the external variation of a fundamental sameness.  Change is 

represented as an entertaining and sometimes even educational diversion from a constant 

and single set of norms.  The overall effect is that nothing fundamental has really 

changed; change is only an author's willful and dexterous variation of rhetorical examples 

and literary conventions.  This aesthetic means of adapting and communicating what is 

retrospectively viewed as the normative treasury of Greek cultural traditions is 

characteristic of the ideology of the sages of the Second Sophistic,41 and has some 

affinities with Lucian's comic variation of literary conventions, justifying his association 
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with this intellectual movement.42  Unlike Lucian's comic vision, the erudite symposia do 

have a socially prescriptive dimension.  Continuity with the literary tradition is prescribed 

especially in the way that the philosophic symposium (in Plutarch) and the aesthetic and 

quotations from Homer (in Athenaeus) are actualized as programs for contemporary 

behavior.  The force of the platonized or homerized Hellenistic symposium as the overall 

framework for the encyclopedic works is that the social order of Greek culture (no other 

social order is proposed) generates the world (again, the Greek world, the only one that 

counts) of diverse cultural knowledge expounded at length in the encyclopedic erudite 

symposia.43 

The Hermeneutic of Sympotic Laws (Lists of Meal Rules) 

 Like the erudite symposia, the structure of literary lists of meal rules tends to 

minimize the impact of change on the social orders they prescribe.  Since usually very 

little context is supplied in lists of sympotic laws, there is no built-in opportunity to 

accentuate discrepancies between their theory and practice, though Lucian's frames his 

comic parody of sympotic laws in a dialogue precisely for this purpose.  However, I am 

postponing my discussion of Lucian's Saturnalia, and my main example of this genre, the 

Passover seder in Mishnah Pesahim 10, until Chapter 6. There my comparison of the 

literary strategies of the Passover seder and Lucian's Saturnalia with that of Luke's 

symposium scenes imbedded in his novel-like Gospel will drive home much more clearly 

the distinctiveness of their   different generic approaches.  The comparison of Luke and 

the Mishnah's approach is particularly illuminating because each employs a different 

literary genre to interpret the same type of meal - a Pharisaic Jewish Passover seder. 
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The Hermeneutic of Dramatic Symposia: Comic and Socratic 

Comic Symposia 

 The inconsistency of theory with practice is usually the fundamental characteristic 

of dramatic symposia in the comic mode.  Lucian's comic Symposium exemplifies this 

genre.  In it, supposedly "self-controlled" philosophers squabble and even come to blows 

over the best seat or the best piece of meat. In these parodies of symposia, change is 

represented as the departures from expected ways of behaving at table and even from the 

"appropriate" guest lists. Surprises are standard sources of enjoyment and revelry.  The 

convention of the boisterous and disruptive late guest's entrance--in the style of Plato's 

Alcibiades, Petronius' Habinnas, or Lucian's Cynic, Alcidamas--is nearly a staple feature 

of comic symposia, and adds a comic element to those symposia in which the other 

modes predominate.  This consistent overturning, perversion, of all social and literary 

conventions for laughs is what M. Bakhtin aptly called the "carnivalization" of litera-

ture.44 

 The hermeneutic conveyed in the structure of this comic symposium uses the 

figure of the symposium as an occasion to parody inconsistency. The social order which 

the philosophical symposium is supposed to represent is humorously distorted into a 

figure of great social disorder, a physical battle.  It is ironic, since the point of view which 

generates the account of the symposium sets up from the beginning an ironic distance 

between an expectation that symposia ought to be philosophic and conducted in a 

dignified and educational way, and a judgmental recounting of the unphilosophical 

conduct that actually occurred at table.  The quality of unreality in this symposium 

distinguishes it from the Socratic symposia.  The characters are stereotypes, not complex 
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developed personages; they play out the roles prescribed in the literary precedents: the 

Banquet of the Lapithae, the Heracles of theater, the uninvited Menelaus from Homer's 

epic.45  The description of the food fight into which the banquet degenerates is mock epic, 

and the precedent of Plato's Symposium is strongly felt.46  Thus, unlike Plato, Lucian's 

Symposium is a mimesis of literature, not unmediated reality.47  In Lucian's parody of 

Socratic symposia, change is manifested in the overturning of the expected into its 

opposite.  However, since this world of the expected is fundamentally a literary treasury, 

change for Lucian is represented not so much in the surface structure of his narrative, but 

in his willful variation of inherited literary traditions.48  It is purely literary perversion, 

which moves it close to the mode of diversion of the erudite symposia.  The comic over-

turning is just one more type of variation of inherited literary conventions for the purpose 

of aesthetically diverting an audience.  In other words, the inconsistency which Lucian 

ridicules in the behavior of his characters is a virtue for the author who generated them.  

He is superior to his characters because he has demonstrated mastery over the variable 

conventions through which they must be represented.  Lucian does not propose a new 

social order, but merely overturns and makes fun of the way the existing order is literarily 

represented.  He is not saying the game is bad, but rather that he can play it better than 

the philosopher/sophists he represents and ridicules. 

 

Socratic Symposia 

 Change in Socratic symposia is represented primarily in two ways.  First, change 

is represented as a desired goal: philosophical conversion.  Thus, these texts use the 

framework of the symposium as a occasion to set up the consistency and efficacy of one 
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school of thought in contrast to the inconsistency and inefficacy of other schools of 

thought, in order to effect a philosophic conversion.  Plato and Xenophon contrast the 

efficacy of Socrates' and Antisthenes' self-control to the intemperance and lovesickness 

of their fellow drinkers, as we discussed above. 

 Secondly, Plato uses the symposium framework to emphasize that the world of 

appearances is three times removed from the world of ideas.  Thus, Apollodorus recounts 

to his comrade what Socrates told his fellow drinkers at the symposium about what 

Diotima told him about the nature of love.  The idea of love is hidden beneath the 

inconstant world of appearances - of partially reliable verbal interchanges, of the fable of 

the metamorphosis of the originally androgynous human beings, and of the fickleness of 

a man who is now Socrates' student in temperateness, now his drunken seducer. Change 

and inconsistency is a quality of the world of appearances, while the world of ideas 

behind it is constant.  This reflects a quite Platonic view of change and constancy.  An 

apparent world of constant change and inconsistency conceals the fundamental stable 

reality of the world of ideas.  Socrates, the embodiment of the ideas, remains constant 

against the capricious world of appearances.  The behavior of the model teacher Socrates 

even at play in symposia allows fleeting glimpses of the stable world of ideas under the 

obvious concrete world of change and flux. 

 

The Hermeneutic of Symposium Scenes in Novels 

 Following A. Cizek's structural analysis of the ancient novel, the three basic types 

of ancient novels are the erotic novels, the comic novels, and the historical novels.49  To 

each of these types of novel and their subtypes belongs a distinctive worldview.50  Each 
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of these worldviews represents a certain view of change and the role of the symposium 

figure in each of these types of novels depends on its relationship to the particular 

structure of the novel in question.  Since his discussion of the first two kinds of novels is 

the most extensive and relevant to our study, we will focus only on the erotic and comic 

novels here. 

 

Symposia in Erotic Novels 

 The hermeneutic implicit in the erotic novels represents symposia as figures of 

social order.  However, the orderliness of this social order is continuously upset by the 

barrage of ordeals characteristic of this type of novel.  Erotic novels are built on 

instability: travels; twists and turns; surprising adventures; reversals; remarkable 

coincidences - and the volatile, fickle quality of love.  Such inherent features destabilize 

the social order implicit in some of the symposia.  Where travel is the norm, the 

symposium is at best (until the end of the stories) a very temporary respite. The volatility 

of love represented in the fickle point of view of an unreliable narrator such as Cleito-

phon turns the combination of his first banquet of Leucippe and his subsequent banquets 

with Melitte into a blatant demonstration of his own unfaithfulness. Cleitophon was too 

lovesick to eat when he first met Leucippe; he reflects with the authority of his prior ex-

perience on Melitte's inability to eat with him because of her lovesickness.  On the other 

hand, the eventual reunion of the lovers, and the role of destiny in those novels which 

combine the motivating factors of love and destiny, are figures of order which confirm 

the stable structures of social order conveyed by the symposium figure. 
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 Wedding banquets become the concrete sign of social reintegration, a communal 

ritual analogue to the reunion of the pair of the lovers at the end of their adventures.  In 

both Achilles Tatius and Longus' novels, the leading representatives of the cities Ephesus 

and Mytilene, in behalf of or with the citizenry, celebrate the reunion of the lovers with a 

wedding banquet.  Moreover, the dimension of destiny enters in the final integration, in 

that the true social status and the relationships of the lovers to their families are restored 

in the course of the travelers' tales recounted in the concluding symposia.  In such a 

world, change is a fundamental reality, but in the love and in the homecoming that brings 

individuals and families together, stability comes to this world of flux.  The juxtaposition 

of the figures of separation of lovers in the course of travel to a destination allows the 

unseen hand of destiny play itself out.  The symposium figure can confirm this order, as it 

does in the when a wedding banquet celebrates the reunion of the previously separated 

lovers. Or, at the destination of the travels, when a final symposium occasions the 

participants' stories of adventures according to a plan of destiny, the convention of 

framing travellers' tales in a symposium ends up also confirming this type of order.  

Symposia do not, in the erotic novels, generate or model by themselves a fundamental 

sense of orderliness over change, as their conduct is subject to the inconsistency 

conveyed in the point of view of the unfaithful lover who recounts how he conducted 

himself at them, or to a travel scheme in which they are but brief episodes of respite in a 

string of one adventure after another.  The symposium is neither a particularly privileged 

window into the stable order underlying the surface world of constant change, nor a 

privileged program for social order. 
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Symposia In Comic Novels 

 The different combinations of structures in the Satyricon and the Metamorphoses 

affect their views of the world and change.  In both comic novels, the burlesque of the 

symposium as a figure of social order turns the symposium into an occasion to 

demonstrate a "perverted" social structure.  Thus, in the Satyricon, the banquet of Trimal-

chio parodies the consequences of the Roman imperial system which have put those 

formerly on the bottom on top.  In the Metamorphoses, the robbers' banquet occasions the 

perversion of philosophical social values into robberly values of companionship and 

heroism.  Yet, there is a difference of degree in the two.  Trimalchio's banquet is but one 

instance in a total program of parody and burlesque characteristic of the Satyricon, while 

the robbers' banquet, a humorous lesson about the philosophical qualities in beastly men, 

is only one type of lesson one must learn in order to be converted to wisdom.  The 

Metamorphoses differs from the Satyricon precisely because it subjects its amusing 

features to its serious mystical plan.   

 These two novels have similar views of the problem of change in the world they 

represent, but different solutions for how to live in it.  The instability of social status is a 

fundamental reality for both comic novels, whether it is conveyed in the realistic social 

satire of the newly rich, newly freed participants in the banquet of Trimalchio, or in the 

more allegorical representation of these changes in the transformation of a well-born man 

into a beast (much of the social satire of the Metamorphoses consists of the narrator's 

recounting of the cruel and abusive system of servitude that bestializes the people subject 

to it).51  The difference is that in the Satyricon, flexibility to changing social 
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circumstances is semantically charged with the theme of flight, while in the 

Metamorphoses, this flexibility is semantically charged in the course of the story as a 

conversion.  The ethos of the Satyricon is to flee from direct engagement with "a vast 

fresco of mores and social realities" in order to observe it, and to "decipher the 

mechanism of the phenomena which they confront."52  

Like good Epicureans, the actants of [the Satyricon] live in the present, they 

conduct themselves according to life as it appears, to an existential plan rigorous-

ly immanent.  Encolpius and the other personages of the Satyricon are questioned 

over the objects which they meet, over the realities which they confront.  They do 

not seek  very far, they strive to specify the meaning of the human condition in a 

concrete world.53 

An Epicurean philosophical substructure, which seems to warrant the protagonists' flight, 

undergirds the burlesque level of this novel.54  In contrast, while the ethos of the 

Metamorphoses is a also a quest for a mode of life in response to a world which is 

"immanent and pluriform," it is undergirded by a different philosophical substructure.55  

The "generative structure of [the Metamorphoses] resides" not in Epicureanism so much 

as ". . . in the Isianic and Platonic debate over the human condition, in the research for a 

style of life adequate to the commandments of the Egyptian goddess."56  Thus, a synthesis 

of Platonism and Isianism in the Metamorphoses, represents Chance, "Tuke, not [as] a 

blind or capricious force, as it works in the Greek novels [and as it appears to work in the 

adventures of Lucius, at first glance], but [as] the expression of an Isis hidden under the 

veils that the sages alone are to remove in order to know the authentic meaning of exis-

tence."57   
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 In the Metamorphoses, allegory replaces the Satyricon's burlesque as the 

predominant literary means for directing its readers to interpret a confusing and manifold 

world of human experience.  Allegory is the strategy appropriate to the Platonic/Isianic 

philosophical substructure of the Metamorphoses (to indicate a world hidden beneath 

surface appearances), while burlesque is the strategy appropriate to the Satyricon's 

Epicureanism. In this worldview, there is no underlying mystical reality of ideas or spirit.  

Appearances may be deceiving, such as when Encolpius is fooled by the trompe l'oeil 

painting of the dog and array of dishes at Trimalchio's banquet that are all one type of 

food disguised as another, and so on. However one material thing is revealed as simply 

another material thing.  Thus one modern interpreter has stressed the important role of the 

theme of "dupery" to convey this perspective in the Satyricon. 58 Dupery is willful 

deception - the clever opportunist can always discover the manipulative human stratagem 

underlying the trick.  The Satyricon's dupery might even be an Epicurean parody of 

Platonic and mystical religious philosophies that posit a spiritual world beneath the 

deceptive appearances.   

In any case, both the comic novels are motivated not by the "play of destiny and 

love" itself, but by "the research for a style of life [or] an adequate destiny."59  The comic 

Roman novels, the Satyricon and the Metamorphoses, do not simply represent a mode or 

ideal of life, as do the erotic novels, but offer up a mode of life to be reflected upon and 

to be embraced by their audiences.  This is an element these novels share with the 

Socratic dramatic symposia which offer competing modes of life to be affirmed or 

rejected.  They are examples of the type of novel that A. Cizek calls the "roman 

recherche," ("reflective novel"), one which explicitly poses to its readers a way or ways 
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of living, as opposed to the "roman-histoire," ("story-novel"), one which simply tells its 

story without explicitly offering to its readers a reflection on how to live.60 

 The sequence of meal scenes that mirror the stages of Jesus' biography in Luke's 

Gospel has a similar effect. Though the symposium framework conceptualizes the 

behavior of the characters within and outside it when it turns them into objects of 

reflection, it is the subordination of symposium settings to other plot structures that 

determines whether the behavior played out in them is bad or good - to be viewed as a 

parody or an idealization of the social order. 

 

Conclusion 

 

  The transformation of the literary representation of symposia according to a set 

of conventions into a metaphor for society is part of a process that converts practice to 

theory. Symposium practices have been transformed into ideologies of symposia.  When 

one writes or talks about an experience, s/he takes that lived experience and turns it into a 

concept, that is, an "idea."   The lived experience of eating a meal with friends is 

qualitatively different from thinking, talking, or writing about it.  These conceptualized 

experiences may be manipulated and organized self-consciously now by the writer.  The 

organization of these "ideas" about meals into a system of ideas, with denotative and 

emotionally charged connotative meanings, transforms the lived experiences at Greco-

Roman banquets into ideologies of symposia.   

 Thus, the transformation of actual symposium practices into literary conventions 

is this kind of idealization, or better, ideologization.  Symposium literary conventions 
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highlight this conceptualizing process, and give literary symposia their characteristically 

ideological dimension.  They turn the meal setting or the events in the overall story that 

occasion the meal into objects of reflection or interpretation.61   This ideological tendency 

of symposia is typical of the social type of the sophist, who allegorically represented the 

relations and tensions of her/his class with its benefactors in the literary symposium table 

talk.  Moreover, insofar as the composers of different literary genres of symposia 

implicitly or explicitly represented worlds and ethics mutually reinforcing one another, 

they were ideological advocates of different religious options.  They used the ideology of 

symposia to compete with one another for religious adherents to their respective 

"schools.”  

                                                
1 Luther H. Martin, Hellenistic Religions: An Introduction (New York/Oxford: Oxford 

University, 1987)  40.  For a theory of “worldviews” and their ethical dimension from a 

comparison of religions perspective, see Ninian Smart, Worldviews: Crosscultural 

Explorations of Human Beliefs (2 ed.; Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1995) esp.  8, 

107-20. 

2Some examples are Philo's allegorical interpretation of the Jewish Bible in terms of 

Middle Platonic philosophical theory; Josephus' analogy of Jewish sects to the Stoics, 

Epicureans, etc.; Christian designation of themselves as a group competing with other 

haireseis,'  "schools of thought' (Acts 15:5; 24:5,14; 26:5; 28:22, and cf. Heinrich von 

Staden, "Hairesis and Heresy: The case of the haireseis iatrikai," Jewish and Christian 

Self-Definition; Volume 3: Self-Definition in the Greco-Roman World, ed. Ben F. Meyers 



 
 
 
 

   

42  

                                                                                                                                            
and E. P. Sanders (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982)  96, 97-98); and Plutarch's Middle 

Platonic rationalization of Isianism in De Iside et Osiride. 

3"To homologoumenos [or akolouthos] tei fusei zen" (Diogenes Laertius, 7.87,89) and "to 

panta ta kathekovta epitounta zen" (Diogenes Laertius, 7.88), respectively.  The terms 

"what is fitting" and "nature" correspond fairly closely in Stoic theories of nature. Cf. 

Samuel Sambursky, Physics of the Stoics (London: Routledge and Paul, 1959). 

4E.g., A. A. Long, Hellenistic Philosophy: Stoics, Epicureans, Sceptics (New York: 

Scribner, 1974) p.?;  L. Martin, Hellenistic Religions,  passim; B. P. Reardon, Courants 

littéraires grecs des IIe et IIIe siècles (Ann Litt Univ Nantes 3; Paris: n.p., 1971)  235-36, 

396-99. 

5Clifford Geertz, "Religion as a Cultural System," in The Interpretation of Cultures (New 

York: Basic Books, Inc., 1966)  89-90 (emphasis mine). 

6C. Geertz, "Ideology as a Cultural System," in The Interpretation of Cultures,  220. 

7Geertz, "Ideology,"  200, 220. 

8Geertz, "Ideology,"  218-19 and Shmuel N. Eisenstadt, "Cultural traditions and political 

dynamics: the origins and modes of ideological politics," British Journal of Sociology 

32:2 (1981) 155-81, esp.  172. 

9Geertz, "Ideology,"  231, quoting L.A. Fallers, "Ideology and Culture in Uganda 

Nationalism, American Anthropologist 63 (1961)   677-86.   

10According to Daniel Patte (Paul's Faith and the Power of the Gospel: A Structural 

Introduction to the Pauline Letters [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983]  10-13 and "The 

Interface of Semiotics and Faith: Greimas' Semiotics Revisited in the Light of the 
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Phenomenon of Religion," Recherches Semiotiques/ Semiotic Inquiry [1982]  117-21), 

what Geertz and I are calling religious and ideological cultural systems are simply two 

different dimensions of the same complex phenomenon of "faith." Patte's distinction 

between "convictions" and "ideas" informs my understanding of the difference between 

religious and ideological dimensions of culture.  Convictions are "self-evident truths," 

while ideas depend upon demonstrations of their truth (Patte, Paul's Faith,  11).  Geertz's 

"religion" roughly corresponds to Patte's "systems of convictions," while Geertz's 

"ideology" corresponds to Patte's interpretation of the relationship of ideas to convictions.  

For Patte, theologies, ethical systems, and philosophies are logically connected systems 

of ideas intended to demonstrate their applicability to reality.  Convictions invisibly 

determine the strategies of those "demonstrations"  (Patte, Paul's Faith,  13).  Ideologies, 

too, are systems of "ideas," while religions are "systems of convictions."  Neither 

necessarily excludes the other.  Thus, Hellenistic popular philosophy is religious to the 

extent that it demonstrates systems of convictions that are by Geertz's definition 

"religious."  The Hellenistic religions are ideological insofar as their rhetoric explicitly 

demonstrates ideas that their worldviews and ethics are mutually reinforcing. 

11 L. Callebat , "La prose des Metamorphoses: génèse et spécificité," in Aspects of 

Apuleius' Golden Ass, ed. B. Hijmans and R. van der Paardt (Groningen 1978) 172. 

12 L. Callebat , "La prose des Metamorphoses,"  172. 

13For the general sociological theory connecting imperial regimes with systems of social 

and economic dependence based on patron/client relationships, see Shmuel N. Eisenstadt 

and Louis Roniger, Patrons, Clients and Friends: Interpersonal Relations and the 



 
 
 
 

   

44  

                                                                                                                                            
Structure of Trust in Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1984).  For the 

epigraphical evidence of the predominance of the patron/ client relationship in the Greco-

Roman world in the Roman imperial period, see Frederick W. Danker, Benefactor: 

Epigraphic Study of a Greco-Roman and New Testament Semantic Field (St. Louis: 

Clayton Publishing House, 1982). Danker uses this evidence interpret the Gospel of Luke 

in the re-edition of his commentary, Jesus and the New Age: A Commentary on St. Luke's 

Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988)  xv-xvi and passim. Finally, see Bruce Malina, 

"Patron and Client: The Analogy behind Synoptic Theology," Forum 4:1 (1988)  2-33, 

for the applicability of the patron/client relationship for the interpretation of the synoptic 

Gospels of the New Testament. 

14Thus, the fact that wine or a drinking course is not mentioned in most of the Gospel of 

Luke's meal scenes (the Last Supper an important exception!) does not necessarily 

disqualify them as symposia.  For example, there is the passage from Plutarch's 

Quaestiones Conviviales, quoted above, which marks the shift to the table talk course of 

the meal by the taking away of the movable tabletops, but without any mention of serving 

wine.  Also in Apuleius' banquet at Byrrhaena's, the narrator Lucius describes a shift 

from the eating part of the meal to the talking part by mentioning the bringing in of 

candles and torches, but not the serving of wine: "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"  (Apul., Met. 2.19). 
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15For example, the wedding banquet of Cleitophon and Melitte (Ach. Tat., 5.14.3); 

Dionysophanes' wedding banquet for Daphnis and Chloe (Longus, 4.34); Aristaenetus' 

wedding banquet for his daughter Cleanthis to the son of Eucritus (Lucian, Symp. 5). 

16Cf. Josef Martin, "Deipnonliteratur,"  658-666. 

17Lucius says, 

 And so in this sort I went to supper, and behold I found at Byrrhaena' 

house great company of banqueters, the very flower of the citizenry, for she was 

one of the principal women of the city.  The tables (made of citron-wood and 

ivory) were richly adorned, the couches spread with cloth of gold, the cups were 

great and garnished preciously in sundry fashion, but were of like estimation and 

price:  here stood a glass gorgeously wrought, there stood another of crystal finely 

chased, there stood a cup of glittering silver, and here stood another of shining 

gold, and here was another of amber artificially carved, and precious stones made 

to drink out of; and finally whatever could not be found, was there.  A crowd of 

servitors brought orderly the plentiful meats in rich apparel, the pages curled and 

arrayed in silk robes filled great gems in the form of cups with wine. (Apul., Met. 

2.19, trans. ? with some changes). 

18Callebat, "La prose des Metamorphoses,"  173, gives the following examples of the 

robbers' rhetoric: "epic forms: magnanimi, affective cliches: per fidem sacramenti, the 

recounting in indirect discourse the last words of the heroes, [and] final sententia."   

19Lucian uses the symposium literary framework to frame his entire work, Symposium, or 

the Lapithae.  There are many indications that Lucian intentionally imitated and parodied 



 
 
 
 

   

46  

                                                                                                                                            
Plato's literary Symposium.  For instance, like Plato, he framed the account of the 

symposium within another dialogue, between Lycinus who attended the banquet and 

Philo who asked him about it.  Thus, as in Plato's symposium, the hosts, guests, and 

occasion of the meal are only gradually revealed, first in the dialogue preface, then in the 

beginning of Lycinus' account.   Philo first tells Lycinus that he heard that Lycinus was at 

a banquet given by Aristaenetus at which philosophical speeches were given but which 

turned into quarrel; Philo's question prompts Lycinus' recollection of the meal (Symp. 1).  

Then Lycinus goes on to the specify the occasion: the wedding of Aristaenetus' daughter 

Cleanthis to the son of Eucritus the banker (Symp. 5) and enumerates the guests: 

Why should I tell you all of them?  The philosophers and literary men, whom I 

suppose, you are most eager to hear about, were Zenothemis, the old man of the 

Stoa, and along with him Diphilus, whom they call 'Labyrinth,' tutor of 

Aristaenetus' boy Zeno.  From the Walk (peripatos) there was Cleodemus--you 

know him, the mouthy argumentative fellow whom his pupils call 'Sword' and 

'Cleaver.' Hermon the Epicurean was there too, and as he came in the Stoics at 

once began to glower at him; it was clear that they loathed him as they would a 

parricide or a man under a curse.  These men had been asked to dinner as 

Aristaenetus' own friends and associates, and also the grammarian Histiaeus and 

the rhetorician Dionysodorus.  Then, too, on account of Chaereas, the bridegroom, 

Ion the Platonic philosopher, who is his teacher, shared the feast--a grave and 

reverend person to look at, with great dignity written on his features.  Indeed, 

most people call him 'Rule,' out of regard for the straightness of his thinking.  
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When he came in, they all arose in his honour and received him like a 

supernatural being...(Lucian, Symp. 6-7, trans. Harmon) 

20See also Ach. Tat., 1.6.1. 

21 

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) 

This second banquet between the two follows on the heels of the previous one,  and 

likewise contains the basic features of a symposium framework. See above. 

22At the second to last banquet at the priest's home in Ephesus, when Cleitophon and 

Leucippe are reunited, Achilles Tatius  has Cleitophon recount the chasteness of his meal 

with Melitte, conveniently omitting the fact that he eventually did have sex with her. 

(Ach. Tat. 8.5). 

23For a survey of ancient Greco-Roman professional, religious, funereal, civic, scholastic, 

etc. associations, see Peter Herrmann, Jan Henrik Waszink, et al., "Genossenschaft, RAC 

10,  83-155.  Cf. also E. A. Judge, "The Early Christians as a Scholastic Community," 

Journal of Religious History 1(1960-61) 4-15, 125-37; "St. Paul and Classical Society," 

Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum 15 (1972)  19-36; "The Social Identity of the First 

Christians: A Question of Method in Religious History," Journal of Religious History 11 

(1980)  201-17; and The Social Pattern of the Christian Groups in the First Century: 
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Some  Prolegomena to the Study of New Testament Ideas of Social Obligation (London: 

Tyndale, 1960) and Dennis Smith, "Social Obligation." 

24Martin, Symposion,  64-79. 

25Martin, Symposion,  47-48. 

26Lucian, Symp. 10; Martin, Symposion,  48. 

27Martin, Symposion,  42-43. 

28On the ethnic background of Luke, see Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to 

Luke I-IX (Anchor Bible 28; New York: Doubleday, 1981),  47. On the others, see 

"Lucian," "Apuleius," "Achilles Tatius (1)," and "Athenaeus," The Oxford Classical 

Dictionary (ed. N. G. L. Hammond and H. H. Scullard; 2nd ed.; Oxford: Clarendon, 

1970)  621, 88, 5-6, and 139, respectively. 

29E. Cizek's discussion of the literary circles in the time of Nero's regime is suggestive in 

this regard (L' Epoque de Neron,  55-70).  Except for the Cynics, who sometimes 

represented lower class interests which were opposed to the imperial regime as such, the 

critics of Nero's imperial totalitarianism did not wish to represent themselves as against 

the imperial rule as such, but rather as critics of the morals and aesthetic tastes of 

individual members of the imperial court.  Similarly, some early Christians such as Luke 

did not represent themselves as unequivocally in open conflict with Judaism as such, but 

rather as taking issue only with certain practices and their leading proponents.  The figure 

of the symposium conveys the impression that quarrelling factions cooperate on certain 

basic levels - they eat together.  Therefore, the critics appear to criticize from within the 

system ("the shared table") rather than as rebels without.  However, we must remember in 
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both cases, the Roman convivial circles vis à vis Nero and early Christian table 

fellowship communities, that the ideal did not always fit the reality.  Nero bloodily 

suppressed his perceived political rivals, Jesus' characteristic table fellowship landed him 

on the cross, and the Christian anti-Judaism left a long legacy of persecution of the 

Jewish people. 

30J. Kraus, "The Rhetoric of Authority in a Hellenistic Diatribe and a Rabbinic Exegetical 

Midrash," (abstract of paper in AAR/SBL Abstracts 1986  [Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1986]  

212-13).  In this paper I argue that two representative groups from a scholar/bureaucrat 

class do this, the Amoraim and the Cynics.  In an example from Ber. R., the Amoraim 

treat the language of Scripture as ambiguous, and project a tension between the probable 

meaning of the Hebrew verb na'aseh (Gen. 1:26) and a possible meaning, which they 

exploit for their own purposes.  In a diatribe attributed to Bion the Cynic, a tension is 

posited between apparent evils and actual goods: Poverty, viewed philosophically, is 

really quite beneficial! 

31M. M. Bakhtin, "Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel," The Dialogic 

Imagination,  84-258 (esp.  84-148). 

32Bakhtin restricts his use of the term "chronotope" to the space-times represented in 

novels and biography.  In his view, the distinctive way authors represent time and space 

in different kinds of novels at different periods in history represent distinctive ideological 

viewpoints (Dialogic Imagination,  84-85).  However, on the basis of Bakhtin's own 

assertion that generic distinctions are rooted in different representations of "time-space," 

(Dialogic Imagination,  85), I think it is reasonable to apply his concept to the different 
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genres of symposia literature.  After all, a dramatic symposium differs from a symposium 

scene imbedded in a novel primarily because one story unfolds in "dinner time" while the 

other develops in "travel time." 

33 Graham AndersonEros Sophistes (ACS 9; Chico: Scholars, 1982),  81, 83. 

34 R. Merkelbach, Roman und Mysterium in der Antike (München/Berlin, n.p., 1962), 

quoted by Reardon, Courants litteraires,  394-95 (my translation from the German).  

Merkelbach indeed overstates the case and tries to fix the religious Sitz im Leben of the 

novels too narrowly to the mystery religions. Thus, Reardon (Courants litteraires,  393-

99), critiques Merkelbach's position and offers a more balanced, nuanced, and persuasive 

view of the religiosity of the novels.  

35 L. Martin, Hellenistic Religions, 12, 61-2. 

36Geertz, "Ideology," 219. 

37 Geertz, "Ideology," 220. 

38Froma Zeitlin, "Petronius as Paradox," TAPA 102 (1971)  681, concisely states the 

argument that ages of social and cultural chaos shape certain forms of literature thus, 

The Satyricon, in its ambiguities, ironies, parodies, and incongruities, is 

essentially related to those forms of literature which unsettle the reader by their 

anarchic view of life, and which generally appear in times of cultural and social 

stress of varying kinds.  The picaresque novel, for instance, arises in Spain in the 

wake of the break up of the feudal order and in Germany during the chaos of the 

Thirty Years' War.  Uncertainty, dislocation, and anxiety are the impulses 
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which produce a cynical realism, a satire of society, and a distrust of dogma and 

tradition. 

Scholars have suggested that social uncertainty, dislocation, and anxiety were the 

impulses for other forms of literature in the Greco-Roman world, such as the ancient 

novels (B. P. Reardon, Courants litteraires) ; literary archaism in the historiography of 

the Second Sophistic movement (E. L. Bowie, "Greeks and their Past in the Second 

Sophistic," Past and Present 46 [1970]  36-37; the moralizing literature produced by the 

intellectual circles around Nero's court (E. Cizek, L'epoche de Neron,  55-70); and  early 

Christian literature (Wayne A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians: The Social World of 

the Apostle Paul [New Haven: Yale University, 1983]  191-92). 

39Change in the form of variety is an aesthetic criterion.  Poikilia, "variety," of characters, 

settings, and topics of discussion is the literary effect to be striven after when composing 

symposia, according to Athenaeus (5.187b). 

40For example, Athenaeus advises that composers ought to represent a wide range of 

characters from diverse professions and life perspectives, in contrast to Epicurus, who 

represented only Epicureans at his Symposium (Ath, 5.187b). 

41Bowie, "The Greeks and their Past,"  35-36. 

42Anderson, Theme and Variation,  5 and see also G. W. Bowersock, Greek Sophists in 

the Roman Empire  (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969) p.? 

43The approach here is not far from Allan Bloom's and E.D. Hirsch's contemporary call 

for "cultural literacy" as a social program.  And like the ancient encyclopedists, only one 

world, one culture, is imagined, which is to circumscribe all of reality in its diversity.  
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That is the conservative hidden message of situating a diverse world in a single 

symposium framework, as opposed to the pluralism implicit in staging one or many 

symposia in a diverse world, as the novels do. 

44M. Bakhtin, Problèmes de la poétique de Dostoivski (Lausanne: Editions "L'âge 

d'Homme", pp 125ff as cited by L. Callebat, "Structures,"  294.  Again, a structure which 

Callebat applies specifically to Petronius' comic novel Satyricon applies equally well to 

the comic symposia. 

45Bompaire, Lucien Ecrivain,  316. 

46Bompaire, Lucien Ecrivain,  316-17.  Alcidamas' late drunken entrance, an imitation of 

Alcibiades' similar role, is only one of several allusions to Plato's Symposium in Lucian's 

Symposium. 

47Bompaire, Lucien Ecrivain,  738-39. 

48This is the basic thesis of G. Anderson's analysis of Lucian's literary technique Lucian: 

Theme and Variation in the Second Sophistic. 

49A. Cizek., "Les structures du roman antique," in Erotica Antica: Acta of the 

International Conference on the Ancient Novel, ed. B. P. Reardon (Bangor, Wales 1977) 

110-11. 

50A. Cizek, "Les structures," 120. 

51A. Cizek, "Les Structures,"  119. 

52A. Cizek, "Les Structures,"  115. 

53A. Cizek, "Les Structures,"  115. 



 
 
 
 

   

53  

                                                                                                                                            
54The Epicurean ethos is "lathe biosas," "escape living," (A. Cizek, "Les Structures,"  

115).  

55A. Cizek, "Les Structures,"  116. 

56A. Cizek, "Les Structures,"  117. 

57A. Cizek, "Les Structures,"  117 (emphasis mine). 

58 L. Callebat, "Structures,"  292.  

59A. Cizek, "Les Structures,"  120. 

60A. Cizek, "Les Structures,"  120.  The difference between the two, roman-histoire and 

roman recherche, in Cizek's words, is that the former conveys a "story in a nearly pure 

state," while the latter mediates the story through a "philosophical infrastructure."   

Because the symposium framework (itself philosophical in its literary origins) by its 

nature tends to turn the stories or conversations that it frames back on itself for reflection, 

its presence in the novels tends to transform them from roman-histoire to roman 

recherche.  Cf. E. Cizek, "Le roman 'modern' et les structures du roman antique," Bulletin 

de l'Association Guilliame Budé 33 (1974)  421-44.  That is not to downplay the 

importance of the comic mode for doing the same thing, especially in the case of the 

Satyricon and the Metamorphoses.  The comic novel as anti-novel is inherently a reflec-

tion upon literary structures that are already cultural conventions. 

61D. Patte calls this a shift from primary narrative level to an interpretive level.  See 

Daniel Patte, Aspects of a Semiotics of Didactic Discourse: An Analysis of 1 

Thessalonians (Urbino, Italy: Center for Semiotic Studies, 1980)  6-18. 


