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WHAT? 

The Saturnalia was a seven-day long winter festival 
given in honour of Saturn. 

Saturn was the Roman name for the Greek titan Cronos. 

The festival ran from the 17th to the 23rd of December 
(inclusive). 

 



WHO WAS SATURN/CRONOS? 

 One of the original gods, who overthrew his father Ouranos, and was 
subsequently overthrown by his own son, Zeus (Jove). 

 An agricultural god who reigned over the world in the Golden Age, 
when humans enjoyed the spontaneous produce of the earth without 
labour in a state of innocence.  

 The revelries of Saturnalia were supposed to reflect the conditions of 
the lost mythical age, not all of them desirable.  



LIGHT 

 Saturnalia is a festival of light leading 
to the winter solstice, with the 
abundant presence of candles 
symbolising the quest for knowledge 
and truth.  

 The renewal of light and the coming of 
the new year was celebrated in the 
later Roman Empire at the Dies Natalis 
Solis Invicti, the "Birthday of the 
Unconquerable Sun", on 23 
December.  



THE PRIEST 

 The statue of Saturn at his main temple normally 
had its feet bound in wool, which was removed for 
the holiday as an act of liberation.  

 The official rituals were carried out according to 
"Greek rite" (ritus graecus).  

 The sacrifice was officiated by a priest, whose head 
was uncovered. 



PUBLIC RULES 

 Following the sacrifice the Roman Senate arranged a Greek ritual that 
involved placing a deity's image on a sumptuous couch, as if he were 
present and actively participating in the festivities.  

 A public banquet followed. 

 The day was supposed to be a holiday from all forms of work. 

 Schools were closed, and exercise regimens were suspended.  

 Courts were not in session, so no justice was administered, and 
no declaration of war could be made. 



PRIVATE CELEBRATION 

 After the public rituals, observances continued at home.  

 On 18 and 19 December, which were also holidays from public 
business, families conducted domestic rituals.  

 They bathed early, and those with means sacrificed a suckling pig, a 
traditional offering to an earth deity. 



IO SATURNALIA! 

 The phrase io Saturnalia was the characteristic shout or salutation of 
the festival, originally commencing after the public banquet on the 
single day of 17 December.  



ROLE REVERSAL 

 Saturnalia is characterised by role reversals and behavioral freedom.  

 Slaves were treated to a banquet of the kind usually enjoyed by their 
masters.  

 Ancient sources differ on the circumstances: some suggest that master 
and slave dined together, while others indicate that the slaves feasted 
first, or that the masters actually served the food.  

 The practice might have varied over time, and in any case slaves 
would still have prepared the meal. 



FREEDOM OF SPEECH? 

 Saturnalian license also permitted slaves to disrespect their masters 
without the threat of a punishment.  

 It was a time for free speech: the Augustan poet Horace calls it 
"December liberty". 

 In two satires set during the Saturnalia, Horace has a slave offer 
sharp criticism to his master.  

 Everyone knew, however, that the levelling of the social hierarchy was 
temporary and had limits; no social norms were ultimately threatened, 
because the holiday would end. 



CLOTHING 

 The toga was set aside in favour 
of the Greek synthesis, colourful 
"dinner clothes" otherwise 
considered in poor taste for 
daytime wear.  

 Romans citizens wore the pilleus, 
the conical felt cap that was the 
usual mark of a freedman.  

 Slaves, who ordinarily were not 
entitled to wear the pilleus, wore it 
as well, so that everyone was 
"pilleated" without distinction. 



WOMEN 

 The participation of freeborn Roman women is implied by sources that 
name gifts for women, but their presence at banquets may have 
depended on the custom of their time.  

 From the late Republic onward, women mingled socially with men more 
freely than they had in earlier times.  

 Female entertainers were certainly present at some otherwise all-male 
gatherings. 



MASKS 

 Role-playing was implicit in the Saturnalia's status reversals, and there 
are hints of mask-wearing or "guising".  



GAMES 

 Gambling and dice-playing, normally prohibited or at least frowned 
upon, were permitted for all, even slaves.  

 Coins and nuts were the stakes.  

 On the Calendar of Philocalus, the Saturnalia is represented by a man 
wearing a fur-trimmed coat next to a table with dice, and a caption 
reading: "Now you have license, slave, to game with your master.“ 

 Rampant overeating and drunkenness became the rule, and a sober 
person the exception. 



SENECA 

 "It is now the month of December, when the 
greatest part of the city is in a bustle. Loose 
reins are given to public dissipation; 
everywhere you may hear the sound of great 
preparations, as if there were some real 
difference between the days devoted to 
Saturn and those for transacting business. … 
Were you here, I would willingly confer with 
you as to the plan of our conduct; whether we 
should eve in our usual way, or, to avoid 
singularity, both take a better supper and 
throw off the toga." 



SIGILLARIA 

 The Sigillaria on 19 December was a day of gift-giving.  

 Giving expensive gifts was at odds with the “opposite day” spirit, so 
cheap gifts tended to be given. 

 Children received toys as gifts.  

 In his many poems about the Saturnalia, Martial names both expensive 
and quite cheap gifts, including writing tablets, dice, knucklebones, 
moneyboxes, combs, toothpicks, a hat, a hunting knife, an axe, various 
lamps, balls, perfumes, pipes, a pig, a sausage, a parrot, tables, cups, 
spoons, items of clothing, statues, masks, books, and pets.  

 Gifts might be as costly as a slave or exotic animal, but Martial 
suggests that token gifts of low intrinsic value inversely measure the 
high quality of a friendship.  



GIFTS 

 In a practice that might be compared to modern greeting cards, 
verses sometimes accompanied the gifts.  

 Martial has a collection of poems written as if to be attached to gifts.  

 Catullus received a book of bad poems by "the worst poet of all time" 
as a joke from a friend. 

 Gift-giving was not confined to the day of the Sigillaria.  

 In some households, guests and family members received gifts after 
the feast in which slaves had shared 

  



KING OF THE SATURNALIA 

 Imperial sources refer to a Saturnalicius princeps who ruled as master 
of ceremonies for the proceedings.  

 He was appointed by lot.  

 His capricious commands, such as "Sing naked!" or "Throw him into cold 
water!", had to be obeyed by the other guests at the convivium.  

 He creates and (mis)rules a chaotic and absurd world. 



THE SKINNY 

Winter festival for Saturn – recreation of the pleasure of the Golden Age. 

Greek sacrifice ceremony, then public banquet. 

Holiday from all forms of work. 

“Io Saturnalia!” - Role reversal – slaves and masters swapped places. 

Pilleus hats/ Greek synthesis were worn. 

Women shared in the festivities and received gifts. 

Gambling took place, and general excess was expected. 

Gifts were given, but tended to be cheap. 

A King of Saturnalia was appointed – his orders, no matter how chaotic, were 
to be followed. 
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