
Gluttony
Dishes featuring peacock brains and nightingale tongues were served to guests at
banquets. Vitellius, whowas emperor for less than a year, managed to spend $53,000,000
primarilyonfood.Suetoniusrecountshis favoritedish: "Inthis,hemixedthe liversofpike,
thebrainsof pheasants andpeacocks, the tonguesof flamingos, and themilk of
lampreys, transportedbyhiscaptainsandtriremesfromthroughouttheempire,
from Parthia to the Spanish Strait."

Another dish included a large boar, adorned with baskets of sweetmeats hanging from its tusks. A massive
bearded hunter drove a hunting knife into its side, and instantly, from the wound, a flight of thrushes emerged,
which were skillfully captured in nets as they flitted about the room.

AcertainStrumaNoniuspossesseda ring featuringanopal asbigasahazelnut, valuedat $160,000,
but thatpales incomparisontothepearl thatJuliusCaesarpresentedtoServilia, costing$500,000.
Pliny recounts seeing Lollia Paulina, one of Caligula's wives, at a betrothal feast, adorned with a
jewel made of emeralds and pearls that covered her head, hair, ears, neck, and
fingers, worth $3,200,000.

Dissolving pearls in vinegar was a common display of ostentation.Cleopatra is
said to have dissolved and consumed a pearl worth $615,000. Valerius
Maximus, at a feast, placed a pearl to drink before every guest, and he himself,
as Horace notes, swallowed the pearl fromMetalla's earring dissolved inwine,
claiming he had swallowed $10,000,000 in a single gulp.

ShowMe theMoney
There is a saying in the Talmud that tenmeasures of wealth came down into the world and that
Romereceivednineandall therestof theworldonlyone.Onefamousscholarsaidthat inmodern
times we are babes in the matter of enjoyment compared with the ancient world; and another
remarked that ourmost extravagant luxury is poverty comparedwith theprodigalmagnificence
of ancient Rome.
In that ancient world, there was a kind of desperate competition in ostentation. It was said of
Caligula that "hestrovemostofall to realizewhatmendeemed impossible,"and itwassaid that
"thedesireof the incredible"wasthegreatcharacteristicofNero.Thesenatorwhopaid too low
a rent, or traveled with too scanty an entourage, became amarkedman and immediately lost
respect and influence.

One of Nero's freed slaves could regard a man with a fortune of $652,000 as a pauper.
Marcus Gavius Apicius is believed to have been a Roman gourmet and lover of luxury. Apicius
squandered a fortune of $7,670,000 in refined debauchery, and committed suicide when he had
only $767,000 left because he could not live on such a pittance.
In one day Caligula squandered the revenues of three provinces amounting to $767,000 and in a
single year scattered broadcast in prodigal profusion $153,000,000.

Nerodeclaredthat theonlyuseofmoneywastosquander it, and inavery fewyearshesquandered$138,000,000.
At one banquet of his the Egyptian roses alone cost $270,000.
"In recklessextravaganceCaligulaoutdid theprodigalsofall times in ingenuity, inventinganewsortofbathsand
unnatural varieties of food and feasts; for hewould bathe in hot or cold perfumedoils, drink pearls of great price
dissolved invinegar, andsetbeforehisguests loavesandmeatsofgold."Heevenbuilt galleyswhosesternswere
studded with pearls.
Nero compelled people to set before him banquets costing $150,000. "He never wore the same garment twice.
He played at dice for $15,340 a point. He fished with a golden net drawn by cords woven of purple and scarlet
threads. It is said that he never made a journey with less than a thousand carriages, with his mules shod with
silver."

Roman Extravagance



Roman Extravagance
Fabrics and Dyes
Ancient purple was much redder than modern purple. It was the royal colour and the garment of wealth. The

purple dye came from a shellfish calledmurex. Only one drop came from each animal;
and the shell had to be opened as soon as the shellfish died, for the purple came
from a little vein which dried up almost immediately after death. A pound of double-
dyed purple wool cost almost $400, and a short purple coat more than $800. Pliny

tells us that at this time there was in Rome "a frantic passion for purple."

Silkmay now be a commonplace, but in theRome of theRevelation it was almost beyond
price, for it had to be imported from far-off China. So costly was it that a pound of silk was
sold for a pound weight of gold.

Scarlet, like purple, was a much sought after dye. When we are thinking of these fabrics
we may note that another of Rome's ostentatious furnishings was Babylonian coverlets
for banqueting couches. Such coverlets often cost as much as $50,000, and Nero
possessed coverlets for his couches which had cost more than $300,000 each.

Materials
The most intriguing of the woods mentioned in this passage is thyine, which was
especially valued for tabletops. Trees large enough to produce tabletops were
extremely rare. Tablesmade from thyinewoodcould cost anywhere from$30,000 to
$110,000. Seneca, Nero's prime minister, is said to have owned three hundred such
thyine tables with marble legs.

Ivory was widely used for decorative purposes,
particularly by those looking to make an ostentatious

display. It was employed in sculpture, for statues, sword hilts,
inlaying furniture,ceremonialchairs,doors,andevenhousehold
furnishings. Juvenal describes the wealthy man: "Nowadays, a
rich man finds no joy in his dinner-his turbot and venison lack
flavor, his unguents and rosesappear to smell rotten—unless thebroadslabsof his dinner
table rest upon a gaping leopard carved from solid ivory."

Statuettes crafted from Corinthian brass or bronze were world-
renownedandridiculouslyexpensive. IronwassourcedfromtheBlack

Sea and Spain. For a long time, marble had been utilized in Babylon for construction, but
not inRome.Augustus,however, couldpridehimselfonhaving foundRomemadeofbrick
and left itadornedwithmarble.Ultimately, therewasevenanofficetaskedwithsearching
the world for fine marbles to embellish the buildings of Rome.
Merch
Merchandise is brought from every land and sea, everything that every season begets, and every country
produces, the products of rivers and lakes, the arts of the Greeks and the barbarians, so that, if anyonewere
to wish to see all these things, he would either have to visit the whole inhabited world to see them-or to visit
Rome; somanygreat shipsarrive fromall over theworldat everyhour, at every season, thatRome is like some
common factory of the world, for you may see such great cargoes from the Indies, or, if you wish, from the

blessedArabias, that youmightwell conjecture that the trees therehave
been stripped naked; clothing from Babylon, ornaments from the
barbarian lands, everything flows to Rome; merchandise, cargoes, the
products of the land, the emptying of themines, the product of every art
that is and has been, everything that is begotten and everything that
grows. If there isanythingyoucannotseeatRome, then it isa thingwhich
does not exist and which never existed.



Slave Trade
The word used for slave is soma, which literally means a body. The slave market was called the somatemporos,
literally “the place where bodies are sold.” The idea is that the slave was sold body and soul into the possession
of his master.
It is almost impossible for us to understand how
muchRomancivilizationwasbasedonslavery. There
were some60,000,000 slaves in the empire. It was no
unusual thing for aman to have four hundred slaves.
"Use your slaves like the limbs of your body."
There were, of course, slaves to do the menial work;
and each particular service had its slave. We read of
torch-bearers, lantern-bearers, sedan-chair carriers,
street attendants, keepers of the outdoor garments. There were slaves who were secretaries, slaves to read
aloud, and even slaves to do the necessary research for amanwriting a book or a treatise. The slaves even did a
man's thinking for him. Therewere slaves called nomenclatoreswhoseduty itwas to remindamanof thenames
of his clients and dependants! "We remember bymeans of others," says a Romanwriter. Therewere even slaves
to remind a man to eat and to go to bed! "Men were too weary even to know that they were hungry."

Therewereslavestogoinfrontoftheirmasterandtoreturnthegreetings
of friends, which the master was too tired or too disdainful to return
himself. A certain ignorant man, unable to learn or remember anything,
gothimselfasetofslaves.OnememorizedHomer,oneHesiod,othersthe
lyricpoets. Their dutywas tostandbehindhimashedinedand toprompt
him with suitable quotations. He paid $8,000 for each of them,
Someslaveswerebeautifulyouths, "theflowerofAsia,"whosimplystood
around the roomatbanquets to
delight the eye. Such beautiful

boyslavescostat least$8,000or$15,000.Somewerecup-bearers.Some
weretrained inpertandoftenobscenerepartee.Theguestsoftenchose
to wipe their soiled hands on the hair of the slaves. Some slaves were
freaks-dwarfs, giants, cretins, hermaphrodites. There was actually a
market in freaks "menwithout shanks, with short arms,with three eyes,
with pointed heads." Sometimes dwarfs were artificially produced for
sale. It is a grim picture ofmen being used body and soul for the service
and entertainment of others.

Silver
At the time Johnwaswriting, therewas a strong passion for silver dishes in Rome.
The silver mainly came fromCartagena in Spain, where 40,000men labored in the
silver mines. Solid silver was used to create dishes, bowls, jugs, fruit baskets,
statuettes, and entire dinner services. Lucius

Crassus had crafted silver dishes that cost $400 per pound of silver. Even a
military general like Pompeius Paullinus took to his campaigns silver dishes
weighing 12,000 pounds. Women would only bathe in silver baths, soldiers
sported swords with silver hilts and scabbards adorned with silver chains,
and even poor women wore silver anklets while slaves had silver mirrors.
Their personal chariots were four-wheeled private vehicles, often silver-
plated by thewealthiest aristocrats of Rome. During the Saturnalia festival,
which coincided with the Christian Christmas and involved gift-giving, the
gifts often includedsmall silver spoonsandsimilar items; thewealthier thegiver, themore lavish thegift. Rome
was truly a city of silver.


