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WHAT? 

 From syn- "together" and posis "drinking" (plural = symposia) 

 Essentially, a symposium was a dinner party. 

 A kyrios’s reputation could be enhanced or diminished by a 
symposium. 

 Hospitality was enormously important – xenia. 



GETTING READY 

 Invitations were sent out days 
ahead of the party. 

 Garlands were made for the 
guests and the andron was 
decorated with flowers/ vines. 



FOOD 

 The best food affordable was 
ordered. 

 A professional cook was often 
hired. 

 This cook met to discuss the menu, 
preferences and practicalities. 
Often the cook would bring 
his/her own cooking equipment. 

 Wine was a demonstration of 
status – the better the wine, the 
greater the social respect. 



ENTERTAINMENT 

 Musicians, dancers, acrobats, 
poets, courtesans might all be 
hired. 

 The only women present would be 
slaves or entertainment. 



BEGINNING 

 Events kicked-off in the early 
evening, but could be expected to 
last late into the night. 

 After arriving at the oikos, guests 
were led to the andron. 

 Guests lied down on couches – 
there were between seven and 
fourteen of these in the andrōn 
(two guests per couch). 



DINNER FIRST 

 Food was placed on three-legged tables by slaves. 

 Three courses:  

 Starter:  Olives, dates, onions 

 Main:  Meat or fish 

 Dessert:  Fruit, honey, pastry 



I DRINK THEREFORE I AM 

 After dinner, slaves removed the 
tables. 

 Guests washed their hands, and 
then put on a garland of flowers. 

 A libation (sacrifice of drink) was 
then made and hymn sung to the 
“good divinity”. 

 A toast (of unmixed wine) was 
then drunk to the god. 



ELECTIONS 

 One of the group was then elected the 
symposiarch – head of the party. He had 
responsibility for the wine. 

 His first task was to decide how strong the 
drink would be (Greeks watered-down 
their wine, like the Romans later). 

 The usual strength was five parts water to 
two parts wine. 

 The drink was mixed in a krater which 
held between eighteen and thirty-six 
litres. 

 The symposiarch decided how many 
kraters would be drunk – three was the 
usual number. 



DRINK RESPONSIBILITIES 

 The symposiarch chose the size of both the cups and the servings. 

 He also decided on how many toasts there would be, and how often 
people would drink. 

 It was – surprisingly – very rare for men to get wildly drunk at 
symposia. 



SOUND ADVICE 

 The dramatist, Eubolos wrote the following words for Dionysos: 

  

 For sensible men I prepare only three kraters: one for 
health (which they drink first), the second for love and 
pleasure, and the third for sleep. After the third one is 
drained, wise men go home. The fourth krater is not mine 
any more - it belongs to bad behaviour; the fifth is for 
shouting; the sixth is for rudeness and insults; the seventh is 
for fights; the eighth is for breaking the furniture; the ninth 
is for depression; the tenth is for madness and 
unconsciousness. 



ENTERTAINMENT 

 When the drinking began, entertainers would enter the andron. 

 Xenophon: 

 But now there was brought in a hoop set all around with 
upright swords; over these the dancer turned somersaults 
into the hoop and out again, to the dismay of the 
onlookers, who thought that she might suffer some mishap. 
She, however, went through this performance fearlessly 
and safely.  



AUDIENCE PARTICIPATION 

 Guests could join in – singing, dancing, 
telling stories, playing games. 

 Skolia – drinking songs. 

 Kottabos – flinging the dregs of a cup at a 
target. 

 Intellectual discussion was central to many 
symposia. 

 In Plato’s Symposium the entertainers are 
dismissed so that a discussion of 
philosophy can take place. 

 The kyrios had to ensure conversation was 
intelligent and entertaining. 



“COURTESANS” 

 Hetairai were hired for their musical and intellectual talents, as well as 
their sexual allure. 

 Could earn a lot of money. 

 Aspasia – the most famous woman in Classical Athens – was a hetairai. 

 They were NEVER Athenians – always slaves or metics. 

 This allowed men to have a distinct attitude to Athenian women and 
another to hetairai. 

 Demosthenes: 

 “We have hetaerae for pleasure and gynaekes (wives) to bear us 
legitimate children and to be faithful guardians of our households.” 



SEXUALITY 

 Greeks took bi-sexuality for 
granted. 

 The highest form of beauty was 
that of a young man. 



THE SKINNY 

 A kyrios’s reputation was influenced by a symposium. 

 Hospitality was enormously important – xenia. 

 Best available food and drink provided – even a cook, if necessary. 

 Musicians, dancers, acrobats, poets, courtesans might all be hired. 

 The only women present would be slaves or entertainment. 

 Dinner first, then drinking.  

 Guests washed their hands - put on a garland of flowers - a libation (sacrifice 
of drink) was then made - a toast (of unmixed wine) was then drunk to the 
god. 

 A symposiarch was elected – he decided how strong the drink would be and 
how many kraters would be drunk. 

 Entertainment – conversation – intelligence. 
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