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Figure 16. Reconstruction drawing of a Roman triclinium. Drawing:
T.M. (from Mols 1999, fig. 30).

in some cases as many as three sigmata were located
around a single central space'.

I11.4. The interior and location of triclinia

Pompeian dining rooms show remarkable similari-
ties in form and interior decoration. Figure 16 offers a
proposal for a reconstruction of the furnishing of dining
rooms, based on a combination of written sources, actual
finds from Pompeii and Herculaneum and depictions of
convivia'. The couches in the Pompeian dining rooms

17 On dining rooms and social aspects of banquets in late An-
tiquity, and among other things the protocol that had to be adhered
to, see Rossiter, 1991.

18 Drawing T.M. Reproduced from Mols, 1999, fig. 30.

Figure 17. Recess for the placement of a lectus tricliniaris. Pompetii,
Casa del Cinghiale (photo: S. Mols).

were generally approximately 2,40 m. long and 1,20 m.
broad. Many of the rooms in which these couches stood
were about 3,60 m. broad, offering space along the rear
wall to one couch in its length and one in its breadth.
Very often the placement was such that along the right
wall of the room a couch was placed in its length, with
its short back side against the rear wall. The remaining
space along the rear wall (2,40 m.), to the left of the
first couch, was taken up by the second couch, placed
with its long side along the rear wall. The third couch
was placed with its short side against the second along
the left wall of the room. The arrangement thus in most
cases was asymmetric, in the form of the Greek capital
p1, of which the right ‘leg’ is also shorter than the left
one."” I will return to this asymmetry later.

If rooms were less than 3,60 m. broad, then recesses
were made in one or more walls to provide space for
the placing of the couches (fig. 17). This argues for the
use of fixed measurements for Pompeian, and maybe
also Roman, couches.

Many reconstructions of Roman dining rooms erro-
neously provide all couches with an elevation at one of
the short sides, known as fulcrum from ancient literature
(fig. 1)®. The couch in the middle, however, in reality did
not have a fulcrum, as can be deduced from, among other
things, the already mentioned triclinium built in brick in
the House of the Cryptoporticus in Pompeii (fig. 12).

19 See Smyth, Greek Grammar, Cambridge 2002, p. 8-9.

20 A reconstruction drawing often reproduced is that of Henri
Thédenat (Pompéi, Paris, 1910, fig. 44). Here all three couches -also,
erroneously, the one in the middle- are provided with a fulcrum. See
for the reproduction among others: Clarke, 2003, p. 224 and Dunbabin,
2003, p. 43.
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Although this was made in one piece, it reflects wooden
prototypes. Only the couches along the right and left
wall of the room had a fulcrum, at the short sides direc-
ted towards the open space of the room. Probably these
elevations -often richly decorated- in the first place had
a practical function: they prevented the mattresses lying
on all three beds from moving. They were stuck between
the room walls and and the two fulcra. The decoration
of the fulcrum appliques, mostly made of bronze and
sometimes inlayed with other materials, contains refe-
rences to the god Dionysus/Bacchus, like mules” heads
with bunches of grapes, Satyrs and Maenads.

From the dining couches found in Pompeii and
Herculaneum in most cases only the decorative metal
parts have been preserved, like parts of the fulcra and
the bronze attachments of the wooden legs. The small
fragments of the wooden parts of the triclinia we have,
do not allow for a reconstruction. In Herculaneum,
however, a construction of two dining room couches
jointed at right angles has been found?!. These are desig-
nated with the expression biclinium, known from Plau-
tus?2. From these finds and descriptions and depictions
we can deduce that the couches in biclinia and triclinia
were supported by legs, and that on frames provided
with lattices mattresses were laid. In all probability the
construction of the later wooden stibadia sigmata was
comparable to this, but the samples found until this very
moment are all made of brick.

In the middle of a #riclinium stood in most cases
probably only one small round table. In general this
table will have been made of wood or thin metal (bron-
ze) (fig. 7). Tables, found in Herculaneum, are elegant
wooden specimens, with legs shaped like animal legs and
often with a decoration on two thirds of their height.
Here we encounter animal heads, often associated with
the god Dionysus/Bacchus. Sometimes we encounter
hounds that as it were with their rump sprout from
the table legs — the upper part of their body rising up
from a calyx of acanthus leaves. This equals them to the
dionysiac grotesques in Roman wall paintings and in the
decoration of Roman drinking cups, made of bronze
and silver. With their forelegs they seem to run up the
table leg. The hounds themselves are connected with
Artemis-Diana, goddess of hunting, and implicitly to

21 Herculaneum, Casa dell’Alcova, biclinium: see Mols 1999, p.
154-156.

22 Plautus, Bacchides 720 and 754. See for the etymology: Quin-
tilianus, Institutio Oratoria 1.5.68.

Figure 18. Pompeii, Casa del Labirinto: mosaic of a triclinium with
emblema (Photo: H. van de Sluis, Radboud University Nijmegen).

the game eaten during banquets. The table in the centre
could easily be moved and it is possible that for every
course during banquets different tables were carried in,
as is suggested by the Latin word mensa, which has the
meaning of table as well as course during a convivium.

Although the furniture is lacking in most dining
rooms in Pompeii and Herculaneum, one can neverthe-
less easily recognize rooms as triclinia. The wall pain-
tings, for example, show different colours and motifs
in the part of the room where beds stood, than in the
open space in front of the dining furniture. Sometimes
this division is accentuated by a division in the ceiling:
the part above the open space can be higher or lower
than the part above the couches, or the part above the
couches has a barrel vault while the part in front of
them is flat. The most remarkable distinction could
be made in the decoration of dining room floors: the
parts on which the couches stood differ from the rest
of the room’s floor decoration. The part covered by
the couches was out of sight and therefore often had
a much simpler decoration than the remaining part of
the room. In the position where during banquets the
round table stood, a square in the floor had often been
more elaborately decorated. Many triclinia here often
had an emblema in mosaic, sometimes even with a
figurative representation, for instance a mythological
story, a seascape or a representation of philosophers
(fig. 18). Although there is much discussion about the
function of these emblemata, in my opinion apart from
being nice looking decorations, these were intended as
‘conversation pieces’, to encourage conversation among
the guests®. An often used counter-argument is that the
representations on these emblemata were only visible

23 See more extensively Mols, 2001.
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for those who stood in the open space near the entrance
of the room and did not take part in the banquet, but
were only attending it as spectators. On these practices
of people watching other persons banqueting we are
informed by writers from the highest levels of society,
like the description the poet Statius (Szlvae 1.6) gave of a
banquet organised by the Emperor Domitian, which he
attended not as a participant, but as a spectator. In the
provincial town of Pompeii such a thing was not to be
expected. The orientation of many emblemata has rather
a different background: the emblema could only be seen
before the banquet, when the guests entered the room
and took their places on the couches. During dinner the
emblema was almost entirely invisible for them, hidden
by the table placed over it. Neither would spectators
have had the opportunity to see it.

In larger banquet halls and reception rooms there
was often space left between the dining room furniture
and the walls, to give the participants the opportunity
to appoach the couches from behind. For larger groups
of banqueters dinner was served in additional rooms
or there were several sets, each consisting of three di-
ning couches, in one room. A very likely candidate for
arrangements with several sets is the banqueting hall that
faces the court with the octagonal fountain in Domitian’s
palace on the Palatine in Rome. Dinner could also be
served in a number of different rooms, each with a tri-
cliniums, all facing a single central room, as in the case
of the rooms in the pavilion of Nero’s Domus Aurea
preserved at the foot of the Oppian hill in Rome.

Some Pompeian dwellings, especially the larger ones,
have more than one dining room. Sometimes the diffe-
rence lies in their dimensions -in the larger ones one
could walk around the couches-, but mostly orientation
was the most important factor for making a division.
During the summer one chose the coolest dining room,
facing north, and in winter time rooms facing south were
used. Because dining room furniture has not been found
in all rooms that on the basis of dimensions, form or
decoration of floors, walls or ceilings can be identified
as dining rooms, we can suppose that dinner couches
and other pieces of furniture were transferred according
to the seasons. The measurements of lecti tricliniares,
discussed above, guaranteed that couches would fit in
all dining rooms.

IIL.5. Table arrangement and etiquette

Now that we know about the dining room fur-
niture, the question arises how people reclined on a
triclinium. Fortunately we have many images at our
disposal showing people in this position. However, the
written sources are not very comunicative about this
topic, which is not very surprising when one takes into
consideration that little was written about daily activities.
There are, however, exceptions, in many cases with a
curious or comical undertone, making it worthwile to
enter into reclining and etiquette during banquets. Apart
from many occasional remarks in Latin literature, there
are two autors, both writing in the second century AD
who provide more information in this respect: Apuleius
and Plutarch®.

Plutarch’s Quaestiones Convivales (table talk) is in
its content sometimes somewhat trivial. Many of the
subjects are touching upon convivia and can teach us
something about table arrangement and etiquette. Let us
start with some serious subjects. According to Plutarch
(Quaestiones Convivales 1.2 [615]) it was necessary to
determine the table arrangement for a banquet with
guests beforehand, to avoid trouble between guests
and host or hostess. From a large number of passages
in Plutarch and other authors we can gather what table
arrangement in a triclinium implied. Apparently one
knew exactly what the rules were: all nine places within
a triclinium had a different name and status®.

From left to right -seen from the open space of the
dining room, standing in front of the dining couches- the
beds were called successively imus, medius and summus
lectus and the three positions on each of the couches
were indicated with the same expressions (fig. 19). The
position for the most important guest was imus (sc. lo-
cus) in medio (sc. lecto), a position denoted also as locus
consularis or locus primus. Next to him, on the left couch,
lay, summus in imo, the host, and the position next to
those (medius in imo) was reserved for his wife, when
she attended the banquet. All other places in a triclinium
subsequently had a fixed hierarchical position. If the
status of two persons was equal, age was the deciding
factor. A well-considered table arrangement prevented
jealousy and formed the basis for a fruitful conversation.

24 Wilkins, 2005 treats the literary sources.
25 On this topic many studies have been published. See Dunba-
bin, 2003, p. 39-43; Clarke, 2003, p. 224-227.



158 AnMurcia, 23-24, 2007-2008

STEPHAN MOLS

Lectus medius

Lectus
summus

Lectus
imus ¥

Mensa

Figure 19. Outline of positions in a triclinium (drawing: S. Mols).

One could carry things too far however, as can be con-
cluded from Pliny the Younger, who rails against a host
who in front of his guests of different status put food
of diverse quality?.

As for the reclining position our most important
sources are found in ancient literature; there are of cour-
se images of people reclining, but these do not clearly
show their exact pose. In his Quaestiones Convivales 5.6
(679-680) Plutarch describes a discussion about a rather
trivial riddle. In passing he enters upon the reclining
pose. The riddle asks why there is a lack of space for the
banqueters at the beginning of a dinner, and why later
on this is no longer the case. The contrary ought to be
expected, the author observes, because while they are
eating people’s stomachs become thicker. The solution
to the riddle is that the banqueters at the beginning lay
flat on their stomachs in order to have two hands free to
grasp food and drinks, and later, after the edge had been
taken off their apetite, they turned over on their sides,
which was why there was more space on the couches.
In his Metamorphoses (10.16-17) Apuleius writes about
his main character, Lucius, turned into an ass, who was
invited to a banquet and had to recline, resting on his
left elbow. The passage tells us what was considered a
decent reclining position. Together with depictions on
wall paintings and reliefs the reclining pose can be re-
constructed. One ate neatly if one lay on one’s left side
with a cushion under one’s left arm. The right hand
served to grasp food and drinks from the table in the
centre of the triclinium. It is striking that the prescribed

26 Pliny the Younger, Epistulae 2.6. Also on sigmata there seems
to have been a fixed table arrangement: see Dunbabin, 1991, p. 135.

Figure 20. Rome, Domus Aurea: plan of the octagonal court with four
adjacent triclinia. From: J.B. Ward-Perkins, Rom, Stuttgart 1988, p.
69, Abb. 96-97.

position -as in later times-, forced left-handed people to
eat with their right hands?”.

On the relatively small table food and drinks must
have been placed continuously. The banqueters all lay
somewhat obliquely along the breadth of the couches,
as is shown in figure 16. The asymmetrical placement of
the couches sketched above, in my opinion has a pracical
purpose: in a small room this seems the only way to
prevent the heads of some banqueters from disappearing
behind others’ backs. In larger dining rooms such an
asymmetrical placement was not necessary, because there
was enough space to place the dining couches indepen-
dently, as was the case in the already mentioned dining
rooms adjacent to the octagonal court of the Domus
Auwrea pavilion on the Oppian hill in Rome (fig. 20). The
other furniture of the room then must have been adapted
to the more spacious arrangement, because now it was
no longer possible for all the banqueters to reach with
their right hands a single table placed in the centre; this,
after all, would have been too far away. Such a placement
could have required for more tables, but about this we

27 For more about etiquette at formal banquets see d’Arms,
1990.
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do not have any sources at our disposal. As an alternative
we could also think of a continuous stream of servants
passing by the couches with trays loaded with food and
drinks. In Latin literature we can read more than once
about large numbers of servants at convivia, and images
document this for late antiquity?. Owing to the greater
distance between the banqueters, the conversation will
have been less intimate, so that a banquet in such a large
hall will certainly have been more formal®.

Most of the banquets described in ancient texts are
elitist affairs and one can ask oneself to what extent
those below the top were stuck to table arrangement
and etiquette, for instance in Pompeii, where the middle
classes were in charge during the last years before the
fatal eruption. As for table arrangement there are enough
indications that there too the locus consularis, the (locus)
imus in medio, was the place of honour: it cannot have
been a coincidence that in many Pompeian dwellings the
view from triclinia towards for example the garden was
optimal from that position, since a few years denoted as
‘framed view™®. So the - at first sight often interpreted as
non-Roman- asymmetrical placement of garden sculptu-
res in a peristyle can be explained from the wish to create
an optimum view for the one who occupied the place
of honour in a triclinium. The one in this position must
therefore have been the most important guest and not,
as in Petronius (Satyricon 31) the host, i.e. Trimalchio
himself. The “new fashion” sketched in this passage,
must have been felt as an affront against etiquette.

IIL.6. A persistent misunderstanding

In many handbooks one can read that in the Roman
world the right to recline during banquets was a male
privilege. Despite the explicit postulation in some an-
cient texts that women were not allowed to recline, the
passages that indicate that this, on the contrary, was very
normal, are by far in the majority®'. In fact, a passage at-

28 Large groups of slaves serving at banquets are mentioned by
Seneca, Epistulae 17.3 (turba servorum) and Pliny the Elder, Naturalis
Historia 33.26 (mancipiorum legiones). See for depictions of servants
on late antique mosaics: Dunbabin, 2003, p. 150-156.

29 A description of such a large, formal dinner gives Statius,
Silvae 4.2. See Klodt, 2001, p. 37-62.

30 Clarke, 2003, p. 226-227 and 240.

31 So Suetonius, Calignla 24 enters upon the position given to
Caligula’s wife during meals, namely to the left of the Emperor, instead
of the usual position for women at the right hand of their spouses.
See for the reclining of women also Hemelrijk, 1999, pp. 42-44 and
Dunbabin, 2003, p. 67-68.

tributed to the Greek historian Theopompus, who lived
and wrote in the fourth century BC, indicates that it may
also have been a very old Roman practice, probably of
Etruscan origin®2. The fact that Roman women reclined
during banquets therefore indicates that the habit was
introduced not directly from Greece, but indirectly,
via the Etruscans®. It is therefore tempting to interpret
Greek vases with depictions of mixed symposia as pro-
ducts especially made for the Etruscan market.

It seems that texts that mention women sitting during
banquets and not reclining refer to a short-lived “Greek”
fashion of a limited group of Roman elite persons®. The
misconception that women were not allowed to recline is
furthermore fed by a large number of reliefs from Gallia
and the Northwestern provinces of the Roman Empire,
depicting a similar scene: a man is shown reclining on
a couch and his wife sits on a chair at his feet. In front
of the couch a table can be seen, with food and drinks.
The depictions on these reliefs, however, only have a
relationship with reality in terms of the realia depicted
(the couch, the chair, the table). They do not allow for
the assumption that women sat and men reclined during
banquets, because they are copies of a similar fixed for-
mula or cliché that we encounter in Greek reliefs. The
latter are known as “Banquet couché” or “Totenmahl”, a
group of monuments studies extensively by Jean-Marie
Dentzer®.
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