The Challenge of Comic Intertextuality in Petronius

The richly allusive literary texture of Petronius’s Satyrica not only challenges readers but also raises troubling questions about the nature and function of intertextuality.  This paper illustrates these challenges through a close reading of the scene of Encolpius in the picture gallery (Sat. 83.1-89).  I then draw out the implications of that reading for intertextuality. The argument begins with the analysis of three moments in this scene: the arrival of Eumolpus, the tale of the boy of Pergamum, and the poem on the sack of Troy.  These elements reveal the Satyrica's dense literary texture in their engagement with the Greek novel, Roman Satire, Senecan tragedy and the Aeneid. The analysis also illustrates Petronius's technique of incongruous juxtaposition to undermine the seriousness of his source material. 

The precise nature, function and purpose of Petronius's use of earlier literature remain contentious not only because the object of Petronius's parody is often uncertain but even more because the author's attitude to the source texts is hard to determine. There are often multiple intertexts at work (Collignon). The sack of Troy revisits Vergilian material in the metrical form of Senecan tragedy, and critics divide over which intertext should be privileged.  This division roughly corresponds to the critical divide over the essential nature of Petronius's relationship to his sources.  Is Petronius positive and serious or critical and comic?  One approach elevates the Vergilian intertext, suggesting that Petronius's intention is respectful or nostalgic (e.g. Conte, Zeitlin 1971b); another focuses on the Senecan intertext, arguing that Petronius is parodic (e.g. Walsh, Sullivan). It is difficult to see how these divergent assessments can be reconciled. 

Even more troubling is the extent to which approaches rely the critic's literary taste. Our critical values and assumptions are undercut by interpreting Petronius as parodying the classic text, the Aeneid. Likewise, the approach that finds a parody of Seneca relies on a reading of the sack of Troy as 'bad' poetry, a reading not authorized, I argue, from the stoning of the poet at the end of the scene. The interpretive challenges of Petronius' text are exasperated by the lack of interest in the comic forms of intertextuality.  Most Latinists focus on intertextuality in 'serious' poets or treat it in terms of 'serious' poetics, both cases in which the questions of the critic's taste can be more easily ignored or occluded. We need a closer engagement with the comic forms of allusion and the often troubling ways that these implicate us as readers in the uncomfortable dynamics of literary taste. The comic intertextuality of Petronius challenges us to begin, paradoxically, to take the comic forms seriously. 
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