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INTRODUCTION

[ want a History of Looking . . .
Roland Barthes'

At the core of this book is a simple proposition: People relate
to works of art in different ways, depending upon different
contexts and at different times. Confronted with an image of
a fish, a Roman dinner party host, a modern angler or a
cookery book writer of any period might see a picture that
corresponded as closely as possible to the real fish which he
or she might eat, catch or cook; each person would notice
differences from and similarities to the real thing — how
realistic the picture was. Take for instance the various marine
animals displayed in any of a number of Roman mosaics,
such as the mosaic in Figure 1, depicting fish and an octopus,
originally from the House of the Faun in Pompeii and now in
the Naples Museum. Such images evoke associations not only
with the sea, by which Pompeii was situated, but also with
the sca-food on which Pompeii’s inhabitants dined. Con-
fronted with the same image, an early Christian might see not
the picture of a real fish, but a sign, a symbol for what the
fish represented to him or her in the religious system of early
Christianity.? On the walls of the catacomb of Calistus in
Rome are two images, each representing a fish with a basket
of loaves (Figure 2). Despite their associations with eating,
these frescoes in their explicitly Christian funerary context
evoke not an ordinary meal, but such scriptural meals as the
miracle of the multiplication of the loaves and fishes and such
ritual meals as the eucharist. Moreover, beyond the image of
dining, the fish evokes Christ himself and his apostles as
fishers of men. For a Christian in the early centuries of the
first millennium, the symbol of the fish stood as a sign for
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Figure 1. Mosaic of fish and
octopus, from Pompeii (now
in the Naples Museum), first
century B.C. Photo: Alinari-
Art Resource, New York.

Christ; and the word “fish”, in its Greek form of 1CHTHYS,
was an acronym consisting of the first letters of the formula
“Jesus Christ, Son of God, Saviour”.

These are remarkably different ways in which people
choose to understand what may appear to be (from a formal
point of view) rather similar pictures. Such different under-
standings presuppose very different processes of interpreting
what one might have thought was the rather unproblematic
image of a fish. In effect, to move from the initial pereeption
of a picture to the meaning or referent which one understands
the picture to be evoking is rather a complex process which is
not the same for every individual. It is a dynamic of interpre-
tation. This book is not about the process or psychology of

"



looking, but rather about the different conceptual frameworks
which interpret what is seen to make it meaningful.’

Different viewers’ frames of interpretation, whether literal
or symbolic, metonymic or metaphoric, naturalistic or alle-
gorical, are what tend to constitute the kinds of mecanings
which images bear. In principle, any work of art can give
rise, in different observers (and sometimes even in the same
viewer), to a multitude of varying and even contradictory
responses and meanings. The transformation in the forms of
art, which in part this book investigates, was in the first place
a transformation of content whereby different viewers, such as
a pagan Roman and a religious Christian, might see the same
image in such profoundly different ways. For one, it might
have a realistic meaning relating to the natural or material
world; for the other, a symbolic meaning, relating to the
Other World - the Sacred.

The following pages explore some aspects of the transfor-
mation of Roman art. Part I examines a great variety of
ancient texts and images to discover the ways in which Ro-
mans looked at their art. The taxonomy of viewing which is
presented divides essentially into realist ways of viewing on
the one hand — with the enormous range of psychological,

INTRODUCTION

Figure 2. Fresco of fish and
bread-basket, from the
Catacomb of Calistus, Rome,
third century a.p. Photo:
Pont. Comm. di Arch.
Sacra, Rome.
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dogmatic and political implications that these display — and
symbolic ways of viewing, on the other, which are primarily
(though not exclusively) the domain of religious and initiate
cults such as Mithraism, Necoplatonism and Christianity. Part
IT explores a number of important monuments, dating from
the age of Augustus at the turn of the first centuries B.c. and
A.D. to the age of ]ustmmn in the sixth century a.p., in the
light of how they were viewed. By comparing thcsc monu-
ments — by observi ing the changes both in their formal charac-
teristics and in the ways they were looked at over the period
from the first to the sixth centuries A.p. — we can trace the
contours of one of the most remarkable and comprehensive
transformations of culture that took place in the Western
world before the Renaissance. Part 111, by way of an cpi-
logue, turns from this broad taxonomic approach to look
briefly at some of the modulations and complexities in what
was a very gradual and multifaceted process of change. I look
there at the genesis of a specifically Christian exegetic mode
of viewing — how it resembled and how it differed from the
kinds of initiate viewing in pagan antiquity out of which
it arosc.

11

What, then, is viewing? One answer is that viewing is one
activity in which people confront the world. They themselves
may change under the influence of what they see, or what
they see may cease to be a neutral object and become some-
thing interpreted by them according to the prejudices and
associations present in their minds. Viewing is always a dual
process of interpretation in which what is seen becomes fitted
into the already existent framework of the viewer’s knowledge
and thereby, very subtly, changes both the content of what
the viewer knows (because something new has been added)
and the meaning of what is seen (because it is now framed by
the viewer’s knowledge).

The history of viewing, expressed in this way, becomes in
principle a history of how people interpret anything in their
world — nature, art, other people. By focussing on art, I have
limited the theme to a very narrow range of the totality of
objects that influence and are interpreted by human con-
sciousness. However, the viewing of art is a special case that
can perhaps elucidate other kinds of viewing too. This
is because Greek and Roman intellectuals were more self-



conscious about how they interpreted and viewed their art
than they were about how they interpreted and viewed other
material objects in the culture. They even wrote at consider-
able length about the subject. One reason for the importance
of the viewing of art is that it is a secondary process. Looking
at an image, a beholder is assessing a view of the world
already created by an artist. In the viewing of art, the artist’s
own creative viewing of objects is a critical mediator between
the beholder and the world. The Greeks and Romans were
particularly interested in the mediating processes of artists,
and some — like Plato — were very worried by them.*

By tracing the multiplicity of responses to art in ancient
texts, and by examining the presuppositions that give rise to
these responses, we can learn a great deal about the different
kinds of subjectivity — the many ways of viewing — which
existed in Roman times. We can get close to some of the
deeper inclinations of Roman thought. In effect, the ways
Romans looked at the world were in some sense conditioned
by the ways they looked at art and vice versa. To examine the
relatively limited area of Roman responses to art gives us a
means of approaching the much larger theme of the ways in
which Romans responded to other features in their culture.

The focus on viewing offers a precise way of approaching
a central issue in the interpretation of Roman art: How are
we to understand the change between Classical art, with its
emphasis on likeness to the natural world, and the abstraction
of late-antique art? This is a problem which has exercised art
historians since Vasari in the sixteenth century. Some have
looked to a “decline” of technical skills, some to changes in
the structure of society, some to religion and the rise of
Christianity. Most approaches to the transformation of Ro-
man art or to the rise of Christian and Byzantine art (which is
usually another way of describing the same phenomenon)
focus not on the total process of change from the Classical
period of Roman art under Augustus to the first full flowering
of Christian art under Justinian, but on the particular moment
of transition. Scholars have tended to cite specific groups of
objects from the third and fourth centuries (such as the art
of the Dominate, the Arch of Constantine, the church and
synagogue of Dura Europos or the catacombs of Rome) as the
key to change.

An exclusive exploration of the “moment of transition” is
adequate only if the differences between the art of Augustus
and Justinian are self-evident. These differences — which cer-
tainly exist in the style and appearance of works of art — are
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6

not self-evident or self-explanatory, unless one has a formalist
approach to art by which style becomes the primary criterion
of change. Because I am questioning formalism or style as the
main criterion for judging art, I do not see the differences
between art in the first century and art in the sixth century as
obvious or self-explanatory. On the contrary, 1 believe they
need understanding and explaining. And the arena of expla-
nation must lic in a broader conception of art than formalism,
in a conception that gives due weight also to the functions
and meanings of art within Roman culture — that is, to the
ways in which art was viewed. But to understand such a
broad span of change requires a grasp of the art at both
ends of that span, as well as an investigation of the period
of transition.

It is more interesting, therefore, and more revealing, to
employ a broad comparative method in which one both grasps
and then compares the relationships between objects, their
producers and their viewers at different moments within the
process of change. Only when we understand the changing
principles of viewing and looking at art throughout the period
of transformation (from Augustus to Justinian) can we grasp
what the differences are between art in the first century and
the sixth.

The empirical and inductivist creed of academe would have
us approach a body of material, for instance, Roman art,
with an open and entircly unprejudiced mind - prepared to
construct an interpretation motivated solely by the sugges-
tions of the evidence. Unfortunately, our minds are not like
that. Like the viewers of art, any writer or rescarcher brings
to what he or she studies the history of his or her intellectual
training, personal attitudes, unconscious prejudices. More-
over, we must tread carefully through our chosen area,
strewn like a minefield with the intellectual wreckage (the
views, positions and prejudices) of centuries of scholarship.
It is on these foundations that we build; it may often be
against them that we find ourselves fighting. In this sensc,
academic study is no different from the ways of viewing I
explore in this book. Like the view ing of art, the study of
the evidence is prey to the multiple human fallibilities of sub-
jectivity.

In looking at the transformation of Roman art, there are, it
seems to me, two attitudes in particular by which one might
characterize the nature of scholarly appm.lchu These may
be summarized (and parodied) by the sentences: “F very thmq
changed™ and “Nothing dmngcd . In a way, I agree with



both these views. I accept the position of the Renaissance — a
position repeated in this century by distinguished scholars
such as Bernard Berenson, Ernst Gombrich and Ernst Kit-
zinger — that there was a fundamental trmsformarion in the
making and understanding of art in late antiquity.” It was
part of a fundamental transformation in culture, society and
identity. However, I disagree strongly with the characteriza-
tion of this change as “decline”.

On the other hand, I accept that almost everything in
Christian art (indeed, in Christian culture) is the direct de-
scendant of elements, attitudes and forms present for centu-
ries in Classical civilization. Nonetheless, such elements were
clearly transformed by aspects of the Jewish culture out of
which C hristianity emcrqui From this point of view, one can
arguc that nuthmg changed radically, that there was a slow,
delicate and subtle process of modulation and transforma-
tion.® Modern scholars have been particularly distinguished
in their careful tracings of the dynamics underlying this pro-
cess. Indeed, art history has recently been commended for its
judiciousness in not portraying the contrast of pagan and
Christian themes as a life-and-death struggle.” Art historians
have traced the delicate process of the rise of late-antique
abstraction from numerous angles. Some have explored socio-

political influences (looking at the impact of social change,® of

non-Classical artistic modes from the periphery of or beyond
the borders of the empire,” including especially Jewish art,"
or of class-conflicts between “plebeian™ and “patrician” ele-
ments within Roman culture).'" Some, on a more conceptual
level, have looked at the impact of late-pagan philosophical
thought, especially that of Plotinus, which advocated a less
descriptive or literal discourse so as to emphasise the spiritual-
ity of what was represented.'? Some have turned to the rhe-
torical and literary background of ancient culture to explore
developments in imagination and audience response.™ All
these approaches have the considerable merit of not secing
decline as the crucial characterization of change in late-
antique art. My problem with them, however, is that they
tend — by emphasising clements of continuity — to downplay
the significance of change. Despite the fact that Christian art
(indeed, Christian culture) owed pretty well everything to the
combination of its Graeco-Roman environment with its Jew-
ish origins, I believe it to have become (very ecarly on) some-
thing distinctively, even radically, different.'™ In Part I11, 1
try to examine «»()mcthms_l,r of this difference by looking at the
origins of Christian visual typology.

INTRODUCTION
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This book began as an attempt to look again at the formal and
stylistic change in Roman art from what has been called
“paturalism” to what has been characterized as “abstraction”,
between the first and sixth centuries A.p."" My aim was to
look at cultural contexts and at the ways art was viewed, to
see if a broader historical explanation could help us under-
stand artistic change. But as it progressed, the book became
something a little different.

What Art and the Roman Viewer has come to explore are two
radically different conceptual frames within which viewing
(and many other aspects of social life) took place in the ancient
world. Whether one looks at first-century images of Roman
domestic wall-painting (Chapter 2), of sacrificial ritual (Chap-
ter 6) or of silverware from the context of elite dining (Chapter
7), one finds a complex potential for irony, parody and decon-
struction. Like the subtle complexity of many Roman texts of
this period (from the poetry of Horace, Ovid or Juvenal to
the prose of Petronius and Tacitus), such imagery gently
(or cruelly) mocks its own context, subverts any simple or
straightforward view of its iconographic and social function
and undermines not only what it represents but also its own
potential for subversion. Of course, this is only one aspect of
the complexity of Roman culture in the early empire. Its
“deconstructive” possibilities flourished in an age which was
also deeply religious and whose art, art criticism (sce the
discussion of Cebes in Chapter 1) and viewing (see the discus-
sions of “mystic viewing” and Pausanias in Chapters 3 and 4)
could take on quite un-, indeed, anti-, ironic modes of reli-
gious allegory, symbolism and initiation. I must emphasise
that 1 see such “deconstruction” as only one aspect of Roman
culture, but I also believe that not to see it (as some scholars
do not) is the price (or prize) of not wanting to see it.

By contrast, the arts and literature of the sixth century
exhibit no such “deconstructive” or ironising self-reflections.
This does not mean they are “simple”. On the contrary,
religious images such as the pilgrimage mosaics of the monas-
tery at Mt Sinai (Chapter 3) or the cycle of martyrs and
Christian sacrificial images at Sant” Apollinare Nuovo in Ra-
venna (Chapter 6), as well as the sixth-century imperial ico-
nography of San Vitale in Ravenna (Chapter 5) and even some
seventh-century dining silver (Chapter 7), show remarkable
sophistication and polysemic complexity. But this range of



signification essentially aims through iconography to support
its subject-matter with the scriptural underpinnings on which
Christian culture and identity came to be founded. The refer-
ence of such Christian imagery was not to what it appeared
to represent, but to the symbolic meanings of a sacred text.
In the end, all the arts of Medieval Christian culture came to
be based on a brilliant and symbolic pattern of scriptural
typology and exegesis.

My argument is that these two cultural contexts were pro-
foundly different frames for the ways viewers formulated their
responses to images. In first-century Roman culture, it was
always possible to find an ironic or polemical place from
which to look askance at the culture’s social construction and
self-representation. Naturalism, as a style, broadly goes with
such a context, for naturalism — the art that imitates as closely
as possible but never is what it represents — always exhibizs a
gap between the object represented (which the image so de-
sires to be) and the imitation or image. It is precisely this gap,
and the analogous gap between the image as imitation of a
rcal object to be desired or possessed and the viewer as one
who desires but cannot possess what turns out to be a mere
illusion, which all the “deconstructions” of naturalism (like
the surrcalism of Campanian walls or the skeletons who dance
on banqueting cups from Roman feasts) make explicit. In
sixth-century Byzantine culture, however, images had an exe-
getic, a qcnptuml rclanonshlp w lth what they represented.
Indeed, everything was an “image” — the emperor was an
image of Christ, the state of the divine economy, the good
Christian life of the lives of the saints. Underlying such a
conceptual frame lay a virtuosic typological system whereby
everything in the world could be explained as an allegory or
symbol of the Other World where God dwelt. In such a
system, art did not need to imitate natural things. “Abstrac-
tion” = by which I mean less a stylistic “abstraction” than the
abstract relationship whereby an image of a fish means Christ
and not a real fish — was a natural visual product of such
a context.

How we assess such changes and differences between cul-

tures and frames of viewing seems to me largely a matter of

polemical nomenclature. Roman culture of the first century
A.D. has certainly been seen as decadent (especially its Nero-
nian apogee or nadlr). But its ironic arts and literature can
also be seen as allowing viewers a creative space in which to
assess, disagree with and attack the political and social status

quo which controlled them. Any appreciation, however, of
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the freedom of such a system should be tempered by the
reflection that tyrannical states are that much more effective
when they allow limited space for apparently subversive ac-
tivities — that is, for licensed subversion. Likewise, the arts of
late antiquity and the Medieval world have for generations
(with gallant exceptions, of course) been labelled a “decline”,
in the main by apologists of the Renaissance. But it is bigoted
to use such a term for an art which brilliantly fused text
and image to do profound cultural work through Christian
typology and exegesis in helping to create and uphold the
prevailing Christian forms of identity in the Middle Ages.
The very way in which Christian images tend to bolster and
support their themes through scriptural allusion has (espe-
cially in the realm of imperial art) been seen as coercive. But
such “coercion” depends on the agenda of the modern viewer,
for although it undoubtedly existed (perhaps not necessarily
more so than the very different forms of coercion in first-
century Roman society), it went with different kinds of es-
cape — spiritual rather than ironic, sacred rather than mate-
rial, mystic rather than natural.

To summarise my proposal. Roman culture of the early
Empire did not lack symbolic, allegorical or initiate ways of
viewing. On the contrary, it combined such broadly religious
functions of art with the more “deconstructive” and ironic
qualities of civic and domestic iconography. What changed
was the gradual elimination of the self-ironising (even “post-
modernist”) elements in Roman imagery in favour of a differ-
ent kind of religious frame of cultural interpretation — a frame
overwhelmingly scriptural. With this drainage of the decon-
structive went a transformation of pagan methods of allegory
and interpretation, that is, the religious modes of ancient
viewing. Chapter 7 attempts to isolate at least one crucial
aspect of this transformation by showing how Christian exege-
sis — based on a single canonical scripture and a tradition of
scriptural commentary — created a typological method of bib-
lical interpretation which owed much to Judaism but was
radically different from any of the mainstream forms of alle-
gorical exegesis known to Roman culture.

IV

One question which might be worth raising at this prelimi-
nary stage is the ways in which this book is incomplete in its



account of the subject it attempts to tackle. By enticing ways
of viewing out of ancient texts, | necessarily privilege the
responses recorded by the intellectual elite of the Roman
Empire. Such peoplt. were not the only viewers of art —
not even of those monuments which 1 discuss in relation to
texts in the pages that follow. Indeed, Chapter 2, “View-
ing and Society”, is based on the conflict between the ways
of viewing which are prescribed by polemical writers for
Roman domestic wall-painting and the very different
kinds of viewing which Roman houses themselves seem to
evoke.

A related problem is that most of the texts I use tend to
privilege the centre. Sociologically speaking, they generally
seem to flow with the mainstream. One thing that architects
like Vitruvius, orators like Cicero, teachers like Quintilian or
Philostratus and philosophers such as Plotinus have in com-
mon is that their target audience was the wealthy elite of the
Italian cities and particularly of Rome. But how typical were
the attitudes of this audience by comparison with the great
bulk of the empire’s subjects who were both more peripheral
in relation to the centre of power and much poorer? Again,
the Church Fathers, whose writings have survived and been
handed down canonized by the posthumous sanctity con-
ferred on their authors by Mother C hurch, are not c\actl\ the
partisans of positions ()pp()scd to the orthodox establishment.
How typical of the views of Christians in the first to the
fourth centuries were these writings, produced by men
judged to be orthodox or at least acceptable by the ecclesiasti-
cal and doctrinal hierarchy? Even a writer like Pausanias
(whom I examine as an exception to the “Romanocentric” bias
of most of my non-Christian texts) was a thoroughly unusual
member of his own provincial society. How many men in the
sccond century A.p. were wealthy enough to travel at their
own expense for many years, spending great quantities of
time and money on interests that were simultaneously pious
and antiquarian?

In focussing on the specific theme of transformation, the
partiality is still more conspicuously marked. My case-studies
in Part II centre on two themes: the transformation of the
imperial image and the transformation of religious art, which
arc certainly important but by no means the only areas of
change. The xmportancc of relxgnaus art is in part the product
of a retrospective view from the perspective of the Christian art
that took over the artistic production of the Roman world.

INTRODUCTION
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Such retrospective views are always methodologically wor-
rying, for they have a flavour of teleology, of seeing the begin-
ning in terms of the end. Was Roman art really how 1 have
presented it in the light of its Mithraic and Christian succes-
sors? In some respects it was, but my discussion inevitably un-
der-emphasises the respects in which it was not. Further, my
focus on imperial and sacrificial imagery ignores significant
changes in other kinds of representation which took place at
the same time, for instance, changes in funerary art.

An additional problem of case-studies is the question of
generalising. In particular, to what extent is the art of the
capital city (Rome from the first to fourth centuries, Ravenna
in the fifth and sixth) typical of the rest of the empire? Would
the kinds of responses and viewings found in the centre have
been normal in the smaller (or even more cosmopolitan) reli-
gious and artistic sites on the periphery? Related to this ques-
tion is the difficulty of defining Roman religion as a whole.
How typical of the religious practices of the empire were the
state cult of the imperial city and those cults like Christianity
and Mithraism which manifested as structural variants of the
state religion in the city of Rome? Would the imperial cult of
Aphrodisias or Alexandria (let alone of small provincial towns
in Britain or Greece) have had the same forms or meanings as
the state cult in Rome? Would other cults (including private
devotions) in Rome or elsewhere necessarily have had any
direct relation to official state religion? These questions do
not admit simple answers. But they clearly highlight the
limitations of my project. My discussion of transformation
always operates in the realm of public and official religion
(that is, the cult of the state, of the establishment, in Rome or
Ravenna) and in the area of culturally sanctioned and cen-
trally available alternatives such as third-century Mithraism.
Again, this privileges the centre and the elite. Such an empha-
sis can be justified on a number of grounds, such as the
tremendous and pervasive influence of the centre, but it is
important to remember that it does not provide a complete or
comprehensive view.

Finally, my analysis is largely taxonomic. I attempt to
measure the sheer extent and nature of the change between
the civic art of the Classical period and later Christian art, the
art of initiates. Such an approach may appeal to people who
perceive the world in terms of difference, in terms of change;
but equally it may repel those who see the world in terms of
continuities, in terms of sameness. Of course, my approach



inevitably underplays the speed, modalities and causes of
change. It takes one away from the complexities of a multifac-
eted process, from the individual trees in all their particular-
ity, to a broad overview of the forest as a whole. Part III,

very briefly, attempts to redress this imbalance a little. There
I C\pl()rc some elements of the process by which a specifically
Christian initiate viewing came about.

Nevertheless, I would be happy if this book as a group of
combined arguments at least helped to throw doubt on two
deeply held assumptions about Classical art and indeed art
generally. The first of these may be summarized in the histor-
ical point made so influentially by Giorgio Vasari in the
sixteenth century:

We can sce from the buildings constructed by the Romans that, as
emperor succeeded emperor, the arts continually declined until
gradually they lost all perfection of design.'

Implicit in Vasari’s historical assumption of a dec/ine from
naturalism is an aesthetic creed about the priority of natural-
ism, well expressed by Sir Ernst Gombrich:

Western art would not have developed the special tricks of natural-
ism if it had not been found that the incorporation in the image of
all the features which serve us in real life for the discovery and
testing of meaning cnabled the artist to do with fewer and few cr
conventions. This is the traditional view. I believe it to be correct.

This is the traditional view. But I believe it to be quite
false. For it was created by the practitioners of Renaissance
naturalism (such as Vasari himself) as a self-justification for
their rejection of Medieval art. Underlying the thesis of this
book and, I hope, supported by its arguments, is a very
different conviction. I believe that the naturalism or abstrac-
tion (that is, the style) of objects is dependent on a great many
conceptual, sociological and essentially historical factors
rooted in the way art is viewed at particular times. 1 do not
believe, as Gombrich seems to, that naturalism has any natu-
ral psychological or physiological priority. I do not accept a
formalist hierarchy of better and worse art based on some
cross-cultural and ahistorical aesthetic truth such as the prior-
ity of nature. As Tom Stoppard has a character say in his
play Artist Descending a Staircase:

And what after all is the point of excellence in naturalistic art - ?
How does one account for, and justify, the very notion of emulating
nature? The greater the success, the more false the result. ™
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Under the imaginary table that separates me from my

readers, don’t we secretly clasp each other’s bands?
Bruno Schulz'

Those who write about the process of interpretation, and
especially about the ways interpretations change, must be
acutely aware that they themselves are interpreters. Just as
Roman viewers looked at art, so I too am a viewer of Roman
art as well as an explorer of Roman views about their art. And
my survey is itself a view which my readers will interpret and
review in their turn. This endlessly reflexive process gives
birth to a kind of humility. Although our interpretations are
what make our world, the only certainty they carry is that
they will be superseded. In calling to mind the impermanent,
insubstantial nature of all of our views, there is a certain
perspective: How limited are our knowledge and our activity.
It is in this spirit that I offer this book to my readers.



WAYS OF VIEWING IN THE
ROMAN WORLD

FOREWORD

Even in ancient times, the history of Classical art was written
as a history of the rise and triumph of naturalism. For Roman
writers of the first century a.p., like Quintilian and Pliny the
Elder, the art of painting developed gradually from the mono-
chrome efforts of its earliest exponents to the acme of Apelles,
an artist “who surpassed all the painters that preceded and all
who were to come after him” (Natural History 35.79)." Pliny
presents the development of art as a passage from winter to
spring in which the great artists were those who brought inno-
vations into the practice of painting, allowing it to become in-
creasingly more realistic.” Eumarus of Athens was “the earliest
artist to distinguish the male from the female sex in painting”
(35.56). Cimon of Cleonae “first invented ‘catagrapha’, or pro-
file drawings” (35.56). Panaenus of Athens “is said to have in-
troduced actual portraits” (35.57). Polygnotus of Thasos “in-
troduced expression in the countenance in place of stiff archaic
features™ (35.58). Apollodorus of Athens “was the first to give
realistic presentation of objects” (35.60) and into the gates
which he had thrown open, there “entered Zeuxis of Heraclea

. who led forward the already not unadventurous paint-
brush . . . to great glory” (35.61).

Lest we believe this story too keenly, let us reflect that it
represents a Roman synthesis of a long tradition of Hellenistic
scholarship and art criticism. This Hellenistic literature,
which unfortunately is now largely lost, was produced at the
courts of the successors of Alexander the Great. For reasons
perhaps more political than factual, the zenith of Greek art —
in the persons of the painter Apelles and the sculptor

2
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Lysippus — was constructed to coincide with the reign of
Alexander. Apelles was Alexander’s court painter (Natural
History 35.85—7) and Lysippus his court sculptor (34.63—4).
The story may of course be true, but it reflects all too clearly
a concerted scholarly effort at the behest of Alexander’s suc-
cessors to justify a conqueror from Macedon (a country which
had always been perceived to be semi-barbarian) as embody-
ing the apogee of Greek culture.

The Plinian pattern represents an artistic relay-race with
cach artist handing on the torch of naturalistic imitation in an
ever-increasing crescendo of illusionistic verisimilitude. This
description puts an emphasis on the figure of the artist as
innovator and on the goal of art as naturalism which Western
art since the Middle Ages and the historiography of Western
art have never yet been able to shake off. When great painters
have defects, these are that they fall short of the naturalistic
ideal at the heart of Pliny’s picture. “Zeuxis is criticized for
making the heads and joints of his figures too large in propor-
tion” (35.64). Parrhasius of Ephesus, “the first to give propor-
tions to painting and the first to give vivacity to the counte-
nance . . . won the palm in the drawing of outlines” (35.67)
but “seems to fall short of his own level in giving expression to
the surface of the body inside the outline” (35.69). Moreover,
because naturalism is an ideal, a sculptor like Demetrius can
be “blamed for carrying realism too far”, for he “is less con-
cerned about the beauty than the truth of his work”™ (Quintil-
1an, Inst. Or. 12.10.9).

Inevitably, given the structure of this account based on rise
and fall, the (Roman) painting of Pliny’s own day is a decline
from the supreme peaks achieved by the Greeks (e.g., Natural
History 35.2 and 28: “thus much for the dignity of a decaying
art”). And yet the Plinian pattern always leaves room for
innovations in the cause of naturalism. Even in the days of
Augustus, Studius “introduced a delightful style of decorat-
ing walls” (35.116). The Plinian pattern of the art of the past
as an ascent to naturalism (with the present seen as a state of
decline) is not original. We find exactly the same formula in
the architect Vitruvius, writing in the last quarter of the first
century B.C. (during the reign of Augustus and the career of
the fresco painter Studius). For the latter, in De Architectura
7.5), painting arose as an imitation of nature. Its decline is
represented by the surrcalism of the murals of Vitruvius’s
own time which imitate not existing things but all sorts of
monstra and falsa.

This ancient view presents the development of Greek art



as an evolution of illusionism. It sees the most triumphant
achievements of art to be those statues or paintings which are
so realistic that the viewer is deceived into believing they
are real. In the most famous of Pliny’s anecdotes (Natural
History 35.65):

Parrhasius and Zeuxis entered into competition. Zeuxis exhibited a
picture of some grapes so true to nature that birds flew up to the
wall of the stage. Parrhasius exhibited a linen curtain which was
painted with such realism that Zeuxis, swelling with pride over the
verdict of the birds, demanded that his rival remove the curtain and
show the picture. When he realised his error, he yielded the victory,
frankly admitting that whereas he had deceived the birds, Parrhas-
ius had deceived Zeuxis himself, a painter.’

At the heart of this anecdote, the genius of illusionism is
ultimately defined by its ability to deccive. The more skilfully
art can deceive even those, like the painter Zeuxis, who are
skilled in deception, the more realistic and hence the better it
is. In the myth of Pygmalion, the supreme myth of Classical
art as rcalism, as it was formulated in Ovid’s Metamorphoses
(10.245-97), this process reaches its peak. Pygmalion’s ivory
statue deceives not the non-human birds, nor a rival artist,
but the very maker himself into believing that it is real.
Pygmalion falls in love with the woman he has created, and
eventually, in a miracle performed by Venus, is granted his
heart’s desire when the ivory woman is turned into real flesh.
Clearly these Roman texts present a coherent theory on the
nature and history of ancient art. They chronicle an evolution
and highlight the complex psvcholog\' implicated in realism.
But do they tell the whole story? What do we lose in under-
standing ancient art when we rcl\ prmcnpall\ on the Roman
historiographical pattern retailed by Vitruvius and Pliny?
Other ancient texts about images, rarely found in any art-
historical discussion, such as the Tabula of Cebes (a well-read
work in antiquity, so far as we can tell), give a very different
impression about what at least some people wanted to see in
art. Morcover, the most famous images from antiquity, such
as the Olympian Zeus and Athena Parthenos of Phidias, were
cult statues much larger than human size, executed in ivory
and gold, and displayed in artificial lighting inside impressive
temples. They do not survive. But there is no evidence that
they would have appeared the slightest bit “naturalistic”
(whatever that term may mean in the religious context of a
cult deity for whom there was no prototype in nature).*
Naturalism may have been less comprehensive and less sig-
nificant in the ancient world than those who exclusively trust
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Pliny and Vitruvius might like to claim. But there is a second
point. In antiquity, naturalism was »ot an objective imitation
of the natural world, as ancient, Renaissance and modern
writers have imagined. Its history, as we have seen, was told
by Alexandrian writers with a clear political interest in where
the peak of its development should be placed. Naturalism,
like all styles propagated by political states, had a politics. It
was, as | suggest in Chapter 2, the aesthetic and stylistic
standard-bearer for the visual self-presentation of the Roman
Empire itself.

In the four chapters which constitute this part of the book,
I seek to replace the Plinian picture with a portrait of Roman
art which emphasises the variety of kinds of viewing in the
ancient world. The psychology and the politics of naturalism
are certainly part of this picture. But no less important are
the kinds of religious images which occasioned the dialogue
written by Cebes or the pilgrimage through Greece of Pau-
sanias in the second century A.D. It was this persistent associ-
ation of images and rcllglon, of sight and the sacred, through-
out pagan antiquity that would be the ancestor of Christian art
after the conversion of Constantine. For those viewers,
whether Christian or pagan, who wished to be initiated into
the deeper meaning of sacred images, naturalism became ex-
plicitly unacceptable. Naturalism, as the Younger Philostra-
tus — one of the last of its ancient apologists, writing in the
fourth century a.p. — admitted, was inherently deceptive.
For Philostratus, the inevitable deception of the naturalist at-
tempt to imitate objects was “pleasurable and involves no
reproach”.’ But this very deception became a sign for ethical
deviation in the minds of those who were seeking rcllglous
Truth. Deception could not co-exist with Truth. This is why
certain Church Fathers, like Epiphanius of Salamis — a con-
temporary of the Younger Philostratus, writing in the latter
part of the fourth century a.p. — would accuse images of
“lying”. Painters “lie” because they cannot depict Christ or
the saints as they actually were and instead present them “in
different forms according to their whim”.¢ Likewise, Au-
gustine, in the Soliloguies, believed art was “unable to be true”.
Because of the inevitable deception by which image-making
works: “A man in a painting cannot be true, even though he
tends towards the appearance of a man”.’

In essence, my argument is that naturalism — never the
only mode of representation in the ancient world — became
an untenable mode by late antiquity. In a culture which
subjected the artefacts it produced to increasingly complex



symbolic, exegetic and religious interpretations, art was ex-
pected to stand for symbolic and religious meanings rather
than to imitate material things. Not only was the mimetic
illusionism of naturalistic art no longer necessary to late-
antique culture, but its very attempt to deceive was a barrier
for those who sought truth or religious edification in images.
Art became “abstract” or “schematic” not because of a decline
in taste or skill, or for simple reasons of political appropria-
tion, but because viewers, patrons — in fact, the collective
taste and subjectivity of the culture — wanted it that way.

In structure, this section of the book is not arranged chro-
nologically. My aim rather is to elaborate and explore syn-
chronically two motifs, which were highly significant for
viewing throughout antiquity, interwoven in a sort of fugue.
In Chapter 1, I introduce two themes or modes of viewing
which I suggest were always present in Graeco-Roman cul-
ture. One (which I expose through the elegant discourses on
pictures delivered by the Elder Philostratus) involved the
viewer’s flirtation with the deceptions and trompe loeil of natu-
ralistic images as representations of the material world. The

other (which I explore through the religious interpretation of

a picture by Cebes) engaged viewers in an allegorising exege-
sis of images which may have resembled items in the material
world, but were explained in a religious context as referring to
the Other World. These two ways of viewing, which may be
said to correspond broadly (but not preciscly) to the “secular”
and the “sacred” as social or cultural definitions, were both im-
plicated in the ideologies and politics of ancient society.

The next three chapters address the theme of viewing and
subjectivity. How does the act of looking at art condition and
create the identity of individuals? I explore this problem by
taking three case-studies from the ancient world — viewing in
a domestic context, viewing in a sacred context and viewing
in the complex situation of a pilgrim whose journey is through
a social and secular world, but whose goal is religious These
three studies expand the basic dichotomy examined in Chap-
ter 1 between Cebes and Philostratus, between reality as
seen to be something otherworldly, open only to allegoru.al
description, and reality as located firmly within the material
grasp of the desires of this world. Chapter 2, on Roman
domestic housing, aims to illuminate some of the many con-
straints and contradictions — individual, social and political -
which inevitably press upon and compete in the production
of an identity in the secular and day-to-day world. Chapter
3, on mystic viewing and the mosaics at Sinai, presents
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admittedly an elite and extreme version of the formation of
Sub]t‘(,tl\lt\ in a sacred context within Christianity. Chapter
4, on the traveller Pausanias, illustrates through an explora-
tion of a single individual, as he looked at art and recorded
his views, some of the problems involved in bridging these
two antithetical worlds.

The cases I present in these chapters are nem/)lz gratia. 1 do
not mean to imply that socio-political viewing of the kind I
evoke in first-century wall-painting did not exist in later peri-
ods; nor to suggest that mystic viewing of the sort I explore
in the Christian mosaics at Mt Sinai did not flourish in, say,
the Julio-Claudian period. On the contrary, the first-century
date of Cebes is proof that such sacred viewing did exist in the
pagan Roman world. Moreover, the theological language of
Christian discourse should not disguise the often deeply polit-
ical content which such language came to subsume. Nonethe-
less, I do suggest that the development of Christianity was
attendant upon, perhaps even was to some extent caused by,
a shift of emphasis towards the sacred over the socio-political,
towards the mystagogic over the secular. If these two strands
have always existed side by side in human experience, then
to some extent different periods are marked by the predomi-
nance of one over the other. My argument is that the change
from the ancient to the Medieval world was precisely at-
tended by such a shift of emphasis, and that in such rare and
fascinating works as the book of Pausanias we can observe
that shift as it was happening. By presenting the poles of
sccular and sacred through objects from the temporal limits
of my study, I risk misrepresenting the complexity of the
process by implying that Augustan art is secular and Justinia-
nic is sacred. I do not mean to suggest this. The positive point
of my strategy is to underline the poles (both conceptual
and temporal) in an attempt to make clear what exactly the
differences were (despite all the numerous caveats and excep-
tions). For I do believe, perhaps unlike some scholars, that
there really was a fundamental change not only in art forms
and social structures but also in the very notion of identity
and in the frameworks governing people’s subjective re-
sponses to the world. The period of late antiquity, notwith-
standing such late and passionate apologists for naturalism as
the Philostrati and Callistratus, saw a general move towards
initiate and exegetic modes of interpreting art (essentially
religious modes) which gradually came to dominate, often
eventually to exclude, the emphasis on seeing images as refer-
ring naturalistically to the material world.



VIEWING AND “THE REAL”:
THE IMAGINES OF
PHILOSTRATUS AND

THE TABULA OF CEBES

H1s chapter examines two ancient texts about the

viewing of art which appear to have been somewhat

influential in antiquity. As a twin exploration of two
parallel but different texts, it tells a complex story. Both the
Imagines of Philostratus and the Tabula of Cebes are ancient
interpretations of art whose consummate rhetorical sophisti-
cation makes them difficult but rewarding works to analyse.
The problems of relating words and images have never been
adequately resolved, because it is impossible to reconstruct
fully a visual and essentially non-verbal experience (that of
looking at a picture) in a text, however imaginative and cre-
ative the text may be.

Although significantly different in the kinds of expectations
which they presuppose about images, the /magines and the
Tabula both treat art as a means of education. They demon-
strate to their readers how to create a contextualizing narra-
tive (a very different kind of narrative in cach case) through
which the viewer may assimilate a picture into his or her
experience. This process of assimilation is reflexive; it changes
the painting by subjecting it to the interpretative eye of its
beholders, but it also changes the beholder by the educational
process of his or her confrontation with a didactic image.

What nobody has examined in terms of its formal implica-
tions for the history of art is the reflexivity of viewer and
object each constructing the other. This reflexivity is highly
complex: It is the aim of this chapter to show some of the
ways in which it works in the cases of both these texts. Once
we understand how this reflexivity operates, we can use
it to analyse both an ideology of viewing (the extent to
which certain viewer strategies of assimilation are prevalent
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WAYS OF VIEWING

at different times and contexts) and a formalism of objects
(why certain kinds of art, such as naturalistic or abstract, are
dominant in different periods and societies). Indeed, these
two projects are hardly separate.

Behind both these texts there turns out to be a deep philo-
sophical basis on which is predicated the kind of viewing that
each advocates. The formalism of Philostratus’s paintings —
their naturalistic verisimilitude — is grounded in a theory
which sces “reality” as being constituted by the world of the
viewer’s ordinary physical and psychological e\'pcricncc a
world of common sense and materialist expectations. By con-
trast, the abstract or schematic nature of the tablet described
by Cebes (the content of which is consistently personified and
allegorized) is rooted in an anti-materialist religious concep-
tion of “reality” which is defined as the transformation of the
world of ordinary assumptions through initiation. In each
case an analysis of the reflexivity of images and the ways
they are viewed can lead us to an underqtandmg of the very
different presuppositions about “reality” which underlic
very different kinds of viewing and very different kinds of
art.

In effect these two texts turn out to offer contrasting ways
of relating art to life and of relating the viewer’s life to the art
he or she looks at. In Philostratus, the sophist, whose text
propounds the interpreter’s view of the works of art it de-
scribes, the paintings are presented as highly naturalistic. The
viewer is offered a number of strategies for assimilating these
images into his or her phantasy life. The viewer is encouraged
in the illusion that he or she can control the “other”, the
picture, by incorporating it through a narrative contextualiza-
tion into the world of the viewer’s psychological and cultural
experience. By contrast, Cebes presents the hearer’s view —
the experience of a neophyte listening to a profound religious
exegesis and gradually initiated into a new understanding of
the world. For Cebes, the picture is a door into a reality
which is entirely outside his cultural or psychological expecta-
tions. In this allegorical version of art, the viewer (far from
controlling the “other”) is subservient to the initiatory cffects
of the image and the exegesis of its interpreter. For Philostra-
tus, paintings are a realistic illustration of the world we ordi-
narily know and can best be experienced through our normal
response to the world. In Cebes, the picture is an allegorical
bridge out of the world we ordinarily know into a reality and
a way of life that is spiritually superior.



ART AND ITS DESCRIPTION: EKPHRASIS IN THE
ANCIENT WORLD

Si (como el griego afirma en el Cratilo)
L1l nombre es arquetipo de la cosa,

En las letras de rosa esta la rosa

Y todo el Nilo en la palabra Nilo.

Jorge Luis Borges'

Picture a villa on the Bay of Naples. Its layout is lavish; its
appointments exquisite. The owner is a wealthy and cultured
man: He possesses a choice collection of paintings displayed
in a special gallery. Into this gallery comes a professional
interpreter of art, a critic from outside Naples so famous that
numbers of young men come to him, eager to hear what he
has to say. This critic is Philostratus. At the express invitation
of his host, the owner of the villa, and particularly as a result
of the persistent urging of the owner’s young son, Philostratus
delivers a series of interpretations of the paintings to the
group which has gathered to hear him.

This is the setting for the ekphrases, that is, “descriptions”,
of the works of art collected in the Imagines of the Elder
Philostratus.” We know next to nothing about their author,
save what he himself chose to tell us about his own distinction
as a critic of art. He shares his name with a number of other
writers from the second and third centuries A.p.* He himself
probably wrote in the mid-third century, and his two books
of descriptions were sufficiently successful to be imitated by
later authors.* Certainly the display he gives to the audience
gathered in the Neapolitan gallery is dazzling.” Historic and
grandiose subjects are brought into the living-room of the
present and personal. By his exemplary skill in the art of
description he can cause remote and epic themes to penetrate
the privacy of viewers’ and readers’ phantasy lives. At 1.4 (4),
before an arresting painting of the death of the hero Men-
oiceus at Thebes, which illustrates a poignant moment from
the great epic poem, the Thebaid, Philostratus urges:

Let us catch the blood, my boy, holding under it a fold of our
garment; for it is flowing out, and the soul is already about to take
its leave, and in a moment you will hear its gibbering cry.

The freshness and vitality of his rhetoric have carried his
listeners deep into the tragedy which the picture depicts. The
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viewers of these paintings, in the hands of this critic, seem
themselves to have become part of the painted reality. Clearly
the critic is a master of his art. These ekphrases, taken as a
whole, perform a Callimachean master-stroke in taking the
genres of Graeco-Roman literature from epic to fable, from
landscape to still life, and conflating them into a pair of
little books. The remote has been made vivid, the distant
immediate, and the themes of epic verse have been trans-
formed to prose — and, to cap it all, Philostratus is pretending
that this is not at all a self-confident act of literature, but
simply the faithful description of art!

Every game, every move on the writer’s part, is a deliberate
revelry in the literary possibilities of his text and in his own
abilities as a master rhetorician. And so, we are entitled to
ask, does the setting he describes represent a real occasion or
an imaginary one? Did the gallery really exist, or was it a
figment of Philostratus’s rhetorical imagination — a literary
device for the fictional framing of his descriptions?® Did the
paintings themselves ever exist, or are they too the result of a
vivid descriptive imagination seeing in its mind’s eye what
need not exist? These questions cannot be answered, because
there is no external evidence other than the text of Philostra-
tus himself. And this text is an example of scintillating and at
times very complex rhetoric. But the fact that the text allows
a deep doubt about the actual existence of anything (whether
paintings or gallery) described in these ekphrases is extremely
important. For the literary genre of ekphrasis, or “descrip-
tion”, in the ancient world was not intended (as modern
descriptions are) to go beside and to supplement the real
painting or statue being described; it was intended to replace
the sculpture or painting. The truly triumphant ekphrasis
was the one which brought to mind its subject so vividly that
the subject was no longer necessary. Its effects had already
been achieved.

Before we can plunge into the psychological subtleties of
viewing so effortlessly evoked by Philostratus, we must pause
and examine more deeply the genre in which his work is cast.
What, then, is an ckphrasis?7 Fortunately, we do not have to
rely only on modern theory. There survive from the first to
the fourth century a series of prescriptions for ekphrasis in
the progymnasmata (exercise manuals) of various rhetoricians
including Hermogenes of Tarsus, Aphthonius and Theon.®
The remarkable thing in reading these texts is how every-
thing — the words used, the order of ideas and even the
exempla cited — is repeated from one writer to the next. This



not only indicates something about the repetitive nature of
text-books, but also implies a fairly static notion of what an
ekphrasis was. T'he progymnasmata are invaluable as a compar-
ison with those descriptions which purport actually to fulfil
the instructions of the rhetors. No text should be more suit-
able for comparing with the text-books than Philostratus,
for he was a rhetor-sophist presenting a series of rhetorical
declamations in the form of ekphrases to young men. I shall
quote Hermogenes on ekphrasis in full.”

Ikphrasis is a descriptive account; it is visible — so to speak — and
brings before the eyes the sight which is to be shown. Ekphrases
are of people, actions, times, places, seasons and many other things.
An example of people is Homer’s “he was bandy-legged and lame
in one foot” [/liad 2.217]; of actions, the description of a land or sea
battle; of times, peace and war; of places, harbours, sea-shores and
cities; of seasons, spring, summer and festival. You could also have
a mixed ckphrasis — such as the night battle in Thucydides. For
night is a time, but battle is an action.

We try to describe actions from the point of view of what pre-
ceded them, what happened in them and what occurred after them.
For example, if we were to make a description of war, first we
would tell of the events before the war, the levying of armies, the
expenditures, the fears; then the engagements, the slaughters, the
deaths; and then the trophy, the paeans of the victors and — of the
defeated the fears and the enslavement. If we describe places or
seasons or people, we will present the subject through a description
and an account that is beautiful or excellent or unexpected.

The special virtues of ekphrasis are clarity and visibility; the
style should contrive to bring about secing through hearing. How-
ever, it is equally important that expression should fit the subject: if
the subject is florid, let the style be florid too, and if the subject is
dry, let the style be the same.

It is noteworthy that in none of the rhetors is the description
of a picture cited as an example of ekphrasis. However, there
is a strong emphasis in all the progymnasmata on clarity (saphé-
neia) and visibility (emargeia), which are presented as “the
special virtues of ekphrasis™.'" The ckphrasis is a descrip-
tion — which is to say, a reading — of a particular object or
event so as to “bring it to sight”, to make it visible. It is
therefore a reading that is also a viewing. In the ideology of
rhetorical declamation in the Second Sophistic (that golden
age of Greek intellectual life in the heyday of the Roman
Empire), to hear an ckphrasis is also to see what was de-
scribed, and to write an ckphrasis is to make the description
visible.

But what is “visible” to the rhetors is far more than what
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we would claim to be able to see. Ilermogenes wants the
whole fact of an “action” (including, specifically, its narrative
qualities) to be contained in the description — the total effect,
for example, of war in its economic, strategic and psychologi-
cal reverberations. Although these are expressed in terms of
all the time-honoured tropes — from levies to trophies, from
death to enslavement — what he wants is in effect an interpreta-
tion and not a “description”. The reader’s seeing will come
about from hearing the totality of the event as interpreted by
the sophist, plus a stylistic mimesis of the “quality” of the
event effected by the virtuosity of the sophist’s rhetoric.

Here the theory and practice of ckphrasis (as defined in the
progymnasmata and exemplified by Philostratus) are deeply
indebted to Stoic views of phantasia, which means “visualisa-
tion” or “presentation”.'" The precise role of phantasia in Stoic
philosophy is still controversial, but there is little doubt that
(as the criterion for truth'?) it was an essential concept.” To
the Stoics, phantasia was a visualisation or presentation from
an object. It imprinted itself upon and in some sense altered
the soul.'* By extension the term came to describe “the situa-
tion in which enthusiasm and emotion make the speaker see
what he is saying and bring it visually before his audience”
(Longinus, De Sublimitate 15.1).Y It was explicitly both a
vision seen through the mind’s eye which had been evoked
and communicated in language and a mental vision which in
its turn gave rise to language.'® In the context of descriptions
of art such as the /magines, phantasia was the vision which gave
rise to ekphrasis as well as being the vision which ekphrasis
communicated to those who listened.

Through its essential relation with phantasia, the very prac-
tice of ekphrasis in itself implied a theory of art. A work of
art aroused in the mind a vision, phantasia, which in its turn
gave risc to an utterance, ckphrasis. The person who heard
that ckphrasis received through it the vision, the phantasia,
which the work of art had originally inspired in the speaker.
Morcover, phantasia was the vision which the original artist
had had when creating the work of art.'” It was the quality
by which an artist was inspired to create in art even such
things as cannot be seen with the eyes. As the author of the
Life of Apollonius of Tyana (also called Philostratus, but almost
certainly a different man from our sophist) wrote: Phantasia
“is wiser than mimesis. For imitation will represent that which
can be seen with the eyes while phantasia will represent that
which cannot, for the latter proceeds with reality as its ba-
sis”."" This quotation is tantalising indeed. It suggests that in



the kind of thought influenced by Stoic philosophy — that is,
the kind of thought to which ckphrasis is heavily indebted —
phantasia (the vision of what cannot be seen with the eves) has

access to a truer reality than mimesis (the mere imitation of

what can be seen). What matters is not so much the artistic
form or the verbal utterance, but rather the phantasia itself,
the creative vision in the mind’s eye, which gave rise to the
painting, sculpture or description. But the great value of a
work of art or an utterance is that it can convey again to
viewers and listeners the original phantasia which gave it birth.
The theory of phantasia begs fundamental questions about
what is ultimately real, for it regards the natural world (which
can be perceived through the senses and represented by mime-
sis) as something graspable through mere imitation, whereas it
points to an intelligible world beyond the senses as ultimately
more real. It is to this mtelllglble world which cannot be seen
with the eyes that phantasia, which “proceeds with reality as
its basis”, gives access.

So ekphrasis, through the artist’s phantasia which gave it
birth and the listener’s phantasia to which it in turn gives rise,
tells the truth. It offers access to reality. This is a remarkable
claim — much more elevated than the job description most art
historians or critics would give of their trade. But it helps us
to understand the place of ancient commentators on art like
Philostratus or Cebes. They were offering more than the
mere description of objects; they were educating their audi-
ence into truth. Their descriptions were not simply parasitic
on pictures; rather, they competed with the pictures. Their
descriptions were, like pictures, the creative product of phan-
tasia itself and works of art in their own right. This has
formidable implications for our reading of ancient texts on

These descriptions were not seen as dependent on prior
images (as a modern art historian’s description would be);
they were independent and self-sufficient works of rhetorical
art in their own right. They existed and so they were true -
true to the phantasia that brought them into being.

Ekphrasis is therefore always concerned with Truth. It is
true, however, not to the material reality of a particular image
or sculpture, but to the phantasia which the speaker experi-
enced in seeing the work of art and which he experiences in
delivering his description. In other words, reading ancient
ekphrases is not a good way of exploring what particular
paintings or sculptures were actually like for the reason that
ekphrasis competes with the actual image or sculpture in
attempting to evoke phantasia. But ckphrases are a superb
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source for examining how Greeks and Romans looked at art,
because ekphrasis is essentially concerned with evoking the
vividness of vision, that is, with evoking how art is viewed.
This is why it does not matter in the slightest whether or not
the paintings which appear in Philostratus actually existed.
On the contrary, what matters, and what Philostratus’s de-
scriptions are constantly telling us, is how such paintings
were viewed.

PHILOSTRATUS AND THE PSYCHOLOGY OF REALISM

With nothing can one approach a work of art so little as with
. words.

Rainer Maria Rilke'

Only with a sense of what might in the third century be a
normal expectation of ekphrasis can we move to the text of
Philostratus. Otherwise, we shall always be in the boat with
those critics who profess themselves amazed at “completely
gratuitous additions”. In discussing the hair of the horses in
Imagines 1.8, B. P. Reardon, for instance, suggests that this is
merely bravado erudition — “details not at all necessary for
the interpretation of the picture, but well designed to show
off a knowledge of Iomer”.?” But he has missed the point.
What Philostratus is expected to do is precisely to expand his
discourse beyond any simple description, to interpret and
elaborate in order to present his reader with a viewing.?" It is
revealing that the same problems of critical expectation arise
in the reading of Renaissance ekphrasis. Svetlana Alpers asks
of the ekphrases in Vasari's Lives of the Artists: “How can we
then explain both the psychological and narrative interest of
the descriptions?” She concludes that “looking at art and
describing what he saw legitimately involved for Vasari what
we today might think of as ‘reading in’ ”.**

If ekphrasis is not a simple description at any stage in the
history of the literature on art, but is always an interpretation,
a “visualisation”, what is its purpose? Of course, Philostratus
sets himself up in the introduction as an educator of the
young, an interpreter of images, a sophist (1. introduc-
tion.4f.). In this he accords with the view that what most
sophists did most of the time was teach the art of rhetorical
declamation to young men.”’ However, the Imagines are not
a lesson in rhetorical declamation. They are self-declaredly
(although this is something not picked up by the modern



commentators) “addresses which we have composed for the
young, that by this means they may learn to interpret paintings
and to appreciate what is esteemed in them™ (Im. 1.introduction. 3;
emphasis added). G. Anderson does not say enough when he
comments that “Philostratus also plays the role of the So/)bm
instructing the child”. Alpers is much closer in her perception
that “ekphrasis concerns the viewer’s education” (my empha-
sis). Philostratus is providing training in how to look.**
Philostratian viewing is not a subversive or alternative kind
of looking at art — as for example was the project in John

Berger’s Ways of Seeing. On the contrary, from the evidence of

comparisons with other collections of picture descriptions,
such as by the Younger Philostratus or Callistratus, what the
Imagines offer is a “right and proper” appreciation of art, a
technique of viewing that all young men of good family ought
to possess. This is a normative text about how to naturalise
the “other” of art into onc’s social and ideological context.
Again, what Alpers says of Vasari is as true of Philostratus:
“This kind of ekphrasis, with its narrative emphasis, was
beneath rationalisation, for it represented the normal way in
which art was then seen and described” (p. 196). What one
could learn from Philostratus was how cultured people looked
at paintings. The Imagines are strategies of how to view; they
are, in effect, a (culturally acceptable) ideology of viewing.

At the same time we must always bear in mind that Philos-
tratus offers us the rhetor’s view. He is the sophist selling his
learning, the interpreter representing himself and his listeners
as be wants them to be seen. We cannot read the text as it was
received, but only as it presents itself. Thus the normative
nature of the Imaqmu is a self-image, a sales pitch. Neverthe-
less, | tend to think that salesmen (such as sophists in the
Roman Empire) are fairly good guides as to what would prove
acceptable, saleable, from among their wares. Later we shall
turn from the interpreter’s line to views of art which are
prcecnlcd as lessons learnt from an exegete; but at this stage
it is worth stressing that the very space of ekphrastic dis-
course — of a speaker, a hearer and an ()b)cct described
(whether real or imagined) — places great power in the hands
of the sophist.zs As the /magines consistently demonstrate, it
is the speaker who provides the point of entry, the angle, into
the interpretation of a work of art.

Folks who seek surety while looking at art reach for collateral
reading. They are following a millennial tradition exemplified with
marvellous candour in that classic of literary description, the /mag-
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ines of Philostratus. Here, in his first ckphrasis, the preceptor
teaches his pupil that the way to master pictorial meaning is to keep
eyes averted and fixed on a text.”®

So says Leo Steinberg. He is right. The very first instruction
in the first description is to “turn your eyes away from the
painting and look only at the events on which it is based”
Im.1.1(1).7 But the first lesson is not quite to look for a text,
although it comes down to a text in this case; it is, rather, to
look for a context (“the events on which it is based”).”® The
sophist is offering his pupil something to hold on to so as to
make sense of the otherwise unassimilable “other”, the con-
fusing and disconcerting image presented to the viewer as in:
“Have you noticed, my boy, that the painting here is based
on Homer, or have you failed to do so because you are lost in wonder
as to how in the world the fire could live in the midst of the water?
(Im.1.1[1]; emphasis added). What Steinberg elegantly calls
“the Philostratian anxiety to adduce a text” is actually the
utterly normal need of the viewer to naturalise the “other”,
by finding a context in which the work of art will be part of
the viewer’s own reality. The first strategy of viewing is that
the cultured beholder cannot be “lost in wonder” but must
always have recourse to a contextualising hermeneutic tool.

The leap to Homer, however, is also the transformation
of Homer.? At every stage Philostratus modifies the /iad's
narrative of the wrath of the river Scamander against Achil-
les. Tle ignores the symbolism of the river’s anger and the
anger of Achilles, which is important to Homer’s narrative as
a whole. He introduces Hephaestus as a running figure — an
actor made concrete in the image — as opposed to Homer,
who presents Hephaestus as the cause for conflagration rather
than a concrete participant in battle. Both painting and the
ckphrasis of painting must make concrete, make explicit,
what was implicit in the Homeric text. In actualising, in
substantiating, in embodying the implications of a story, art
and its ckphrasis conduct a wholesale transformation of the
original narrative. The result is something quite different
from Steinberg’s turn to a text. It is a new text, created
from a conflation of the Homeric narrative, of the painting’s
transformation of that narrative by freezing its sequencc and
making concrete its implications and of the viewer-sophist’s
reworking of the image in his own terms and context.™

In terms of the strategy of viewing, the painting described
alludes to a literary context which Philostratus seizes and
rearranges so that the picture can become its centre. The



context belonged to Philostratus already — all the sophists
knew Homer, and this description quotes him at length
(which both proves Philostratus’s erudition, his fitness as a
teacher, and fulfils the prescription of Hermogenes as to the
appropriate style in which to cast the rhetoric). Now, when
the image is contextualised, the painted “other” also belongs
to Philostratus and to his pupils by its appropriation of and
into the Homeric context. The Philostratian strategy of view-
ing might be described as using any available means to con-
textualise the image and therefore to appropriate its “oth-
erness’ into the viewer’s own private world. It does not much
matter if the artist intended his picture to be of Scamander or
not. If he did, then the viewer is only playing out a game
within the artist’s intentions. If Philostratus has got his inter-
pretation wrong (as has been suggested of the description at
Im. 1.2 — which some critics think should be Hymenaeus
rather than Comus?') it makes no difference. What matters is
not the rightness of interpretation, but the viewer’s need for
contextualising the external “other™ and a strategy of contex-
tualisation to employ.

Esscntial to the Philostratian strategy of viewing is the need
to interpret the image into a context. The second description,
not this time of an epic theme, illustrates this well:

The spirit Comus, to whom men owe their revelling (kimazein), is
stationed at the doors of a chamber — golden doors I think they are;
but to make them out is a slow matter, for the time is supposed to
be at night. Yet night is not represented as a person, but rather it is
suggested by what is going on . . .(/m. 1.2[1])

The subject is at once identified, as is almost always the case
throughout the Imagines, and it is at once made relevant — this
is not just Comus, but that Comus who gave men (gave us)
revelling. It is night — not simply because of what is repre-
sented but because the sophist’s own discourse is enacting
night (“golden doors I think they are; but to make them out is
a slow matter, for the time is supposed to be at night”).
Finding the context is not merely a matter of identifying a
subject and the placing of that sub|€ct where every beholder
can relate to it (in this case, alluding to the htcrar) topos of
the revel and the “real” experience of revelling). It is also the
ckphrastic performance itself — the drama whereby the rhetor
can act his own viewing and thereby his viewers into the
image.

The rhetor-observer is constructed as a narrator. He is no
simple describer or even interpreter, but rather has become
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inventor, author of his own story. In the same way, Ovid’s
Pygmalion is not only the viewer and lover of his ivory
statue — he is also its creator. Both Ovid and Philostratus see
the act of realist viewing as a creative one, a narrative of self-
deception told to himself bv the viewer and imposed through
his phantas\ on the image.*” The ekphrasis, as all the descrip-
tions in the Imaqtms has become a voyeurist identifying
phant'IS\ where the viewer’s experience can be extended into
a narrative created by the image. Comus is asleep “under the
influence of drink”; his left leg is bent towards the right “for
fear lest the flames of the torch come too near his leg”; his
right hand is at a distance “that he may avoid the breath of
the torch”. Philostratus’s “reading in” is a strategy of psycho-
logical motivation based on “real life” experience and literary
tropes (which amount to the same thing — it is through topoi
and clichés that we construct and classify “real life”).

There is, moreover, a persistent praise of mimesis or of
how well the painting has done to approximate to the viewer’s
(superior) world. The discussion of the relaxed hand moves
from painted image to generalization about life — the hand is
limp “as is wsual at the beginning of slumber, when sleep
gently invites #s and the mind passes over into forgetfulness
of its thoughts”. The delicacy and tenderness of the crown
are praised, and the roses praised for being a painting of
fragrance itself. One should not forget here the pun that
underlies the text — that graphein which is Greek for “to paint”
means simultaneously “to write”.”” In Philostratus anything
that is a painting is also a writing . . . But the point of the
praise of mimesis is to flatter the viewer — to persuade him
that the image is straining to reach out of its “otherness” into
his reality. And yet, the fact is that it is the viewer who needs
an interpreter (cf. 1. introduction. 3) to make sense of the
image, and not the painting itself.

The aim of this rhetoric is persuasion,’ but it is not the
persuasion that convinces us of a fact. Rather, Philostratus
wants to establish a relationship. The viewer is being per-
suaded that he is in the position of power, that he has control
(through the agency of the rhetor-sophist or the techniques of
interpretation learned from the sophist) of the “otherness™ of
art. This control — represented precisely by the hermeneutic
enterprise, by the ability to “read in” — is entirely illusory. It
has no basis other than in the complicity of interpreter and
viewers in the authority of their own viewing. The logical
next step from Philostratus’s contextualising of Comus within
a generalization of “real life” (that is us), is to transgress the



boundary altogether: “What clse is left of the revel? Well,
what but the revellers? Do vou not hear the Ldbtdllt‘tb and the
flute’s shrill note and the dlsordcrl) singing?” (1.2.[5]). But
what if we do not hear? The whole project of realist art and
the viewing it engenders is a transgression of boundaries that
depends entirely on our suspension of disbelief. The real
revel that is taking place is the orgy of voyeurist phantasy
narrative — which the viewer keeps up in order to maintain
the desperate illusion that he bas a relationship with that thing
out there.

There are several moments in the /magines when the soph-
ist’s viewing narrates away the boundaries of observer and
observed, and there seems to be a union of realities between
beholder and image. These are the moments when the text
comes closest to its own deconstruction, when the premises
of deception and illusion as realism — which underlie the
entire realist enterprise (whether as image or ekphrastic
text) — come closest to exposure. Perhaps the most potent
example is the “Hunters” scene (1.28).% I quote the first part
of this (section 1—2) at length:

Do not rush past us, ye hunters, nor urge on your steeds till we can
track down what your purpose is and w hat the game is you are
hunting. For you claim to be pursuing a fierce wild boar, and 1 see
the devastation wrought by the creature — it has burrowed under
the olive trees, cut down the vines, and has left neither fig tree nor
apple tree or apple branch, but has torn them all out of the earth,
partly by digging them up and partly by hurling itself upon them,
and partly by rubbing against them. I see the creature, its mane
bristling, its eyes flashing fire, and it is gnashing its tusks at you,
brave youths; for such wild animals are quick to hear the hunter’s
din from a very great distance. But my own opinion is that, as you
were hunting the beauty of yonder youth, you have been captured
by him and are eager to run into danger for him. For why so near?
Why do you touch him? Why have vou turned towards him? Why
do you jostle each other with vour horses?

HHow I have been deccived! I was deluded by the painting into
thinking that the figures were not painted but were real beings,
moving and loving — at any rate | shout at them as though they
could hear and I imagine that I hear some response — and you
[addressed to the listener or reader] did not utter a single word to
turn me back from my mistake, being as overcome as I was and
unable to free yourself from the deception and stupefaction induced
by it. So let us look at the details of the painting; for it really is a
painting before which we stand.

This remarkable passage begins by pole-vaulting us, whether
viewers or readers, directly into the image — with Philostratus
actually addressing the hunters in the painting: “Do not rush
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past us, ye hunters, nor urge on your steeds till we can track
down what your purpose is and what the game is you are
hunting”. The rhetoric of the description is enacting ‘the im-
age it describes — we, the viewers, are also hunters “tracking
down” (exichneuein) our prey. Whereas the description raises
many of the issues we have already touched upon — decep-
tion, the emphasis on reality, the use of clichés from common-
sense experience (“such wild animals are quick to hear the
hunter’s din from a very great distance”) — it is particularly
explicit about its initial establishment of the viewers’ reality
as being the same as that of the image.

The game of the text becomes extremely complex once this
single reality for viewer and image has been established. The
hunters claim (phate) to be pursuing a wild boar — but that
boar is a text from Homer (chlounén syn, Iliad ¢.539). They
hunt a boar that is also a quotation; we hunt an image (this
ckphrasis) that is actually a text. But our quarry is their
game — we both are hunting a Homeric text, but it is a
text whose presence (its quotation here) spells, above all, its
absence — for Philostratus (for all his erudite quotation) is not
Homer. The narrative becomes dramatic as the viewer sur-
veys the “devastation” and as the hunters close in on the boar.
But even as we (hunters and viewers) appear to have reached
the goal of the chase, the very aim of the hunt is cast into
doubt by the authority of the sophist-critic:

My own opinion is that, as you were hunting the beauty of yonder
\mnh you have been c.lprurcd by him and are eager to run into
danger for him. For w hy so near? W hy do you touch him? W hy
have you turned tow: ards him?> W hy do you )ostlc cach other with
your horses?

The whole hunt, theirs and ours, was but a metonymy of
sublimated desire! The pursuit is of neither text nor boar — it
is the héra (the bloom of youth, the beauty) of yonder youth
as object of desire. Nothing so establishes the authority of the
critic as the ability to read concealed and deeper motivations
through the deceptive surface of text or, for that matter, of
life. Here Philostratus is the dominant authorial presence
typical of so many nineteenth-century novels — except that he
is not author, but merely viewer of an image which is trying
so desperately to be real that it has persuaded us into itself.
The very rhetoric of the description (all those questions di-
rectly addressed) is contrived to carry us into the image, to
persuade us that we relate with it and that it is striving to
relate with us.



As we reach the point where the hunters’ deception is
pierced and erotic desire revealed as the true aim of the hunt -
that is, the point where the deeper perception of the hunter-
critic penetrates the “truth” of the painting — suddenly the
authority of the viewer is revealed for the deception that it is:
“How have I been deceived! 1 was deluded by the painting
into thinking that the figures were not painted but were real
beings, moving and loving . . .” The mimetic enterprise of
realism, as presented by Philostratus, is to persuade the
viewer that the painting’s “other” world is in fact his own.
But its very achievement of that goal can only be the brutal
revelation of the exclusion of the viewer — the fact that the
narrative by which self can appropriate “other” is ever a
(sclf-) deception.

The very transgression of the boundary of image and the
real is simultancously the relentless reassertion of that bound-
ary. But Philostratus is saved from the complete loss of her-
meneutic authority. Even as the image slips firmly back into
its status as “other”, Philostratus addresses his reader as
“you”, maintaining the illusion of a single world shared be-
tween the writer and the reader of the text. The very phan-
tasy that has fallen to pieces in its operation between viewer
and painting is that on which (in its operation between reader
and ekphrasis) the remaining pages of this description are
based. By implicating the reader-viewer in his own self-
deception, the sophist maintains not so much his own author-
ity as interpreter, but rather the authority of (or at least the
neced for) a strategy of illusionist interpretation. Without it,
we are excluded from the “otherness™ of the image, that is,
we are lost. With it, as this ekphrasis proves, we are no less
excluded - but we have always phantasy, desire and the
hermeneutic narrative (ekphrasis itself) to generate the illusion
of a relationship ultimately doomed to fail. “Realist™ art offers
the viewer no means of relationship other than the discredited
ckphrastic strategy. The sophist’s authority is dependent not
on the success of his “reading,” but on the fact that in the
final analysis we need some — any — strategy for reading.*

What can we learn from Philostratus’s bravura perfor-
mance? An ekphrasis is not only a complex literary text, it
is also — by the prescription of the rhetors — the rhetorising
of a view. And ideologically inscribed within such a rhetor-
ised view must be the presuppositions of what viewing is to
be. Ekphrasis gives us an ideology of viewing because such
an ideology cannot but be what an ckphrasis is predicated
upon.
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Philostratus is teaching, through his ckphrastic perfor-
mance, an hermeneutic means of relating to images. This
means is the viewer’s narration of himself (Philostratus’s audi-
ence are all male, as is typical of antiquity) into the reality of
the image (“the other”) by assimilating the image into the
framework of his own subjective consciousness, his personal
context. The beholder constructs the object into his subjectiv-
ity, makes the other — which previously had no place in his
experience — a constituent of that unique and intimate set of
objects by which he defines his identity. The “Hunters” scene
ceases to be an image of men pursuing a boar and becomes a
portrayal (both a subjective metaphor and more than a meta-
phor) of erotic desire. This is the viewer’'s own particular
“meaning”.

The premise beneath this strategy is that the viewer is
always apart from the object he views, is always excluded
from the reality of the object. The strategy of the excluded
viewer must be to construct the object out of its autonomous
reality into his subjectivity. Hence the hermeneutic enterprise
of ekphrasis — the excluded viewer must narrate, or describe
or associate the image into the terms he knows, the discourse
he uses. But there is a price to pay. The image is no longer
itself — it is a subjective construct with a personal meaning
for the beholder.’” As Philostratus discovers in the “Hunters”
description, that meaning need have no relation with the
object itself. As the influential French psychoanalyst Jacques
Lacan put it (his italics): “What I look at is never what I wish to
see. And the relation . . . between the painter and the specta-
tor, is a play, a play of trompe-I'oeil”.*

And yet it is clear that the very essence of realism is to
entice the beholder, to persuade him that the image’s reality
is his own. Thus in 1.23 (2):

The painting has such regard for realism (a/étheia) that it even shows
drops of dew dripping from the flowers and a bee settling on the
flowers — whether a real bee has been deceived by the painted
flowers or whether we are to be deceived into thinking that a
painted bee is real, I do not know.

Whatever happens, realism is dependent on deception as the
image strives to do its best to elide the unbridgeable gap
between life and art. Mimesis is always illusion. In the gap
between viewer and object (between the bee and the flowers
or us and the bee), there is ultimately Lacanian “alienation”,
“the lack”. In the gap between the image and what the image
is of (as Narcissus, in 1.23, who is in love with his own image



and who cannot “see through the artifice (sophisma) of the
pool”, cannot perceive that the likeness will never be its refer-
ent) there is likewise only Lacanian despair. The text bril-
liantly dramatises the tensions of the “realism™ in the art
it describes.

Earlier in this chapter, I argued that ekphrasis is inevitably
concerned with the problem of what is real. On the one hand,
ckphrasis purports to describe material objects (such as the
paintings in the /magines), but, on the other, it evokes phan-
tasia, which has access to a deeper truth or reality than mate-
rial objects have — an intelligible rather than a sensible reality.
The genius of Philostratus is that he uses this problematic —
the tension in the reality to which ekphrasis refers — to drama-
tise the problematic of realism. His collection of ckphrases
serves not only to describe particular pictures but also, more
significantly, to represent the complexities of the realism with
which those pictures are painted. Like all ancient ekphrasis,
his subject is only apparently actual works of art susceptible
to the senses; in fact, he is evoking the phantasia of a concep-
tual (rather than merely a sensual) problem — namely, What
is realism?

Even the devices of his rhetoric, as taught by the rhetorical
text-book writers like Hermogenes of Tarsus, continually
probe the issue of realism. For instance, enargeia, or “visibil-
ity”, one of the crucial constituents of ckphrasis (something
insisted upon by Aphthonius, Hermogenes and Theon among
the rhetorical writers), renders with equal colour and evidence
the face of real things and imaginary things.’ It is precisely
the play of real and imaginary that lies at the heart of the
“realist” art that Philostratus describes and at the heart of the
games with deception and reality that the text of the /magines

displays. Indeed, one might say that the very complexity of

these descriptions is dramatising the complexity of the art
they re-present.

Moreover, the rhetorical devices self-consciously used by
Philostratus within his ckphrases in order to ev oke enargeia
and phantasia in his readers, are extended by him beyond the
descriptions themselves to the frame in which he presents

them. It has been shown that, within the ekphrases, one of

Philostratus’s favourite rhetorical devices is to portray a single
and perhaps incongruous individual within a crowd or group
against which he can be dramatically contrasted.* However,

in a brilliant move which radically disturbs one’s sense of

where the real begins and ends in the context of the Imagines,
Philostratus employs this technique in the introduction to his
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descriptions. At section 4 of the prologue, he tells us the
occasion for his logoi (discourses) — the games in Naples,
the resplendent villa of his host, the son of his host “quite a
young boy, only ten years old but already an ardent listener
and eager to learn”. The sophist is importuned by young men
and by this still younger boy to speak in praise of the
paintings:

“Very well”, I said, “we will make them the subject of a discourse
(epideixin) as soon as the young men come.” And when they came, 1
said, “Let me put the boy in front and address to him my effort at
interpretation (spoudé tou logou); but do you follow, not only listening
but also asking questions if anything I say is not clear.

And immediately we are launched into the first description:
“Have you ﬂ()thLd my boy . . .”

The very discourse in which so many of the el\phrdscs arc
cast (the posing of the individual against the group) is the
discourse which sets up the reality in which the pictures are
purported to exist and in which these descriptions are claimed
to have been delivered. For the boy and the young men are
nothing other than a rhetorical device of ckphrasis. The ()nl\

“reality” of this text (pace those who believe there actually wa.
a l\eapolltan gallery) is constructed out of its rhetorical nature
as text. It is the rhetorical performance itself (in the form of
the contrast of individual and group, of young men and
younger boy) that sets up the didactic basis of the text. With-
out the prescription presented by the prologue, that these
ckphrases are an act of education, we would not know what
the rest of the text was doing.*!

What can we make of it, when ekphrastic method has
become the means for representing “life” outside and around
the images and the ckphrases themselves? What can we make
of it, when the same method (and nothing else) is responsible
for setting up the programme and the validity of a text whose
parts are but a display of that method? Like the circularity of
the Narcissus description (1.23) — where “the pool paints
Narcissus and the painting paints the pool and the whole
story of Narcissus” — we are in a circle (or in a series of
reflecting mirrors) in which the text’s notion of “reality” is
caught.

We can read in Philostratus both a methodology of appro-
priating the image by the viewer (the contextualizing narra-
tive) and a means (“realism”) by which the image can entice
its beholder. There is a reciprocity. The viewer constructs
the work of art into his own world. But the reverse is also



true. The work of art, by its very existence as an “other” that
demands to be assimilated, constructs the viewer as assimila-
tor, forcing the beholder to take up the role of interpreting
the object, despite even the interpreter’s defeat at the failure
of his own hermeneutic in the “Hunters” passage quoted
carlier (“So let us look at the details of the painting; for it
really is a painting before which we stand”). Just as the viewer
constructs the object and thereby makes it other than it was,
so the object constructs the viewer as assimilator and thereby
makes him other than he was.

By an irony that our sophist would have relished, what we

learn from the rext of Philostratus is the power of a work of

art. It is unassimilable without a context — and it generates
that context from the beholder as a descriptive or narrative
contextualisation within the beholder’s subjectivity. The
viewer himself (qua viewer) is generated by the object as the
producer of such a subjective construction. The role of the
artist as author is that (by choice of subject and form) he
forecloses the potentially infinite number of subjective contex-
tualisations that a viewer might choose. The implication is
that meaning in the visual arts lies not in specific significations
but rather in the types of relationships and assimilative strate-
gies that different kinds of art generate from their viewers in
different contexts.

CEBES AND THE PSYCHOLOGY
OF ALLEGORICAL INITIATION

1t is the spectator, not life, that art really mirrors.

Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Grey,
Preface

The Imagines of Philostratus offer two elements in their expo-
sition of viewing. The first frames the text and presents an
authoritative interpreter who provides viewers with a means
of narrating themselves into the reality of an image. The
viewer appropriates art’s otherness by inventing a contextu-
alising story. This frame applies not only to Philostratus but
also to a number of other ancient presentations of art.** The
second element, this time particular to Philostratus, emphas-
ises realism and the way art itself appears to be striving to
imitate the viewer’s world. This is a brilliant strategy bril-
liantly displayed — and is perhaps the classic description of
realism; but it is not the only method available to viewers in
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their efforts to make sense of images. If art mirrors the specta-
tor and not life, then the reflections that images offer will
depend on the initial self-image of the beholder.

“When I was hunting in Lesbos, I saw in the grove of the
nymphs a spectacle the most beauteous and pleasing of any
that ever yet I cast my eyes upon. It was a painted picture
(etkona graptén) reporting a history of love”. Thus begins the
proem of Longus’s Daphnis and Chloe. This novel, dating from
the late-second or early-third century,* purports to be an
ekphrasis — one of the longest extended descriptions of paint-
ing that have come down to us from antiquity.* In the pro-
logue Longus authorises his narrative as being more than
merely fiction or a subjective phantasy about a work of art
not by relying on his own view but by turning to an inter-
preter (exegeten tes etkonos, Proem 2).¥ Whereas the Imagines of
Philostratus are presented as an exegete’s lesson in interpreta-
tion, the roughly contemporary narrative of Daphnis and Chloe
anchors its validity in just such an exegesis by appealing to the
authority of a guide with superior knowledge. Here Longus is
not alone. In his celebrated description of the “Calumny of
Apelles”, the second-century essayist Lucian of Samosata also
turns to a guide (periegetes tes etkonos).* Because this painting
is unknown from any other source and because Lucian hope-
lessly confuses his facts in the anecdote accompanying the
description, it has been suggested that he was “misled by an
ignorant cicerone™.*” However, what matters for our pur-
poses is not the correctness of attribution or context but rather
the need for them and the need to authorise them in an
external interpreter. It may be that Lucian and Longus have
invented the paintings they claim to describe;™ certainly they
arc more interested in the narratives purporting to be descrip-
tions than in the images which give rise to them. Neverthe-
less, the figure of an interpreter provides a crucial touchstone
to verity not only for the existence of the paintings but, more
importantly still, for the correctness of the interpretations
which these authors provide.*

The most spectacular and complex example of such valori-
zation through the authority of an interpreter is the Tabula of
Cebes. This text, which in all likelihood was written during
the first century a.p.,*" is a religious-philosophical interpreta-
tion of a picture (graphé) set into a votive tablet (pinax) in a
temple of Kronos (Tabula 1.1).>" It has received virtually no
literary or art-historical discussion, despite its clegance as a
literary construct and its importance as ancient evidence for
the allegorical interpretation of religious art.’? In fact, only



two monographs have ever been devoted to it, and these — like
most of the scholarly discussion — have focussed primarily on
issues of dating and on whether the exegesis of the picture is
primarily Pythagorean, Fleatic, Socratic, Platonic, Stoic,
Cynic or eclectic.”

The Tabula begins with the narrator and a group of friends
strolling through the temple. They discover the picture and
are “unable to make out what its meaning could possibly be”
(r.1). “What was depicted seemed to us to be neither a walled
city nor a military camp” (1.2). The viewers’ check-list of the
known and familiar fails rapidly before the enigma of the
picture, and description collapses into obscurity — “a circular
enclosure (peribolos) having within itself two other circular
enclosures one larger and one smaller” (1.2). Having drama-
tised the perplexity of the uninitiated who approach such
images without esoteric knowledge,’ the text brings us an
old man (presbytes tis) as the rescuing interpreter (2.1). How-
ever, the presbytes does not take upon himself the authority for
revealing the truth, but explains that the tablet was put up in
his youth by a foreigner of rare wisdom and sense (emphrin
kai deinos peri sophian), both a Pythagorean and a Parmenidean,
who was himself then a very old man (polychroniotaton) (2.1—
3). It was this man, the philosopher-dedicator of the tablet,
who expounded the meaning of the image to the old man
now confronting the narrator. As all mystic and religious
interpretations must, the Tabula validates itself by appealing
to a detailed hierarchy of authority and an oral tradition of
secret exegesis. Even “many of the local inhabitants do not
know what the fable could possibly mean” (2.2).

The keenness of the narrator (and by implication of us as
readers of his narration) to penetrate the mystery and hear the
meaning is met with a warning: “Exegesis carries with it an
element of danger” (3.1).

“What sort of danger?” | asked.

“Just this,” said he, “if you pay attention and understand what is
said, you will be wise and happy. If on the other hand you do not,
vou will become foolish, unhappy, sullen, and stupid, and you will
fare badly in life, . . . If one does understand, Foolishness (aphro-
syné) is destro\ ed and one is saved (sizetai) and is blessed and happy
in one’s whole life”. (3.1-4)

The preshytes raises the stakes from explanation as the satisfac-
tion of a casual interest to exegesis as existential solution to
the problems of life, exegesis as salvation.” In comparing his
explanation to the riddle of the Sphinx (3.2-3), the old man
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conducts a remarkable reversal. Instead of the viewer having
control or power over the “other” — an inert picture — it turns
out that the viewer’s own life forever after depends upon this
moment of viewing, depends upon a correct understanding of
the picture. The image can teach: To be taught is to be saved,
but to miss the teaching is to be forever lost. Power here is the
prerogative of the “other”, with the presbytes as its mediating
exegete. We, the viewers within the Tabula or its readers, are
unexpectedly confronted with the unrelenting demands of a
religious choice.

This challenge leads to great desire on the part of the
viewers (megalén epithymian) to learn the secret of the image, a
desire explicitly related to the greatness of the penalty (foiou-
ton epitimion) if the meaning is not understood (4.2). But as
the exegesis begins, the text self-consciously plunges us into a
further and brilliant reversal:

So, taking a staff, he [the preshytes] pointed towards the picture and
said “do you see this enclosure?”

“We do”.

“You must know, first of all, that this place is called Life, and
the large crowd standing at the gate consists of those who are about
to enter Life. The old man (gerén) standing up here — who has a
scroll in one hand and who appears to be pointing at something
with the other - is called Daimon. To those who are entering he
prescribes what they must do upon entering into Life; he shows
them what kind of path they must take if they are to be saved
(sozesthai)”. (4.2-3)

The picture is re-enacting the frame which has just intro-
duced it. As the presbytes points to the picture in order to
enlighten his neophyte audience — the visitors to the temple
and us the readers of their account — so, within the image,
the gerdn (also an old man) points out the path of salvation to
those about to enter the enclosure of Life. But we have al-
ready been told that a correct reading of this picture is pre-
cisely a lesson in salvation (the same word is used: sdzesthai).
What we are doing at this moment in reading the exegesis of
the presbytes, what the viewers are doing in hearing the same
explanation, is nothing other than an enactment of the very
situation which the image itself depicts. And in terms of a
theory of salvation and happiness in one’s future life, such as
the preshytes just announced in his preamble to presenting the
interpretation, we (the readers and the narrators) are precisely
in the position of the large crowd about to enter Life. We too
are about to be offered a transformative initiation in the right
path to follow. Just as the rhetoric of Philostratus enacted a



remarkable homology between the frame of the text and the
descriptions themselves, so here the picture mirrors its liter-
ary context and the frame turns out to be enacting the pre-
scriptions of the picture it purports to describe. This is ex-
plicit at 30.1-2:

I said, “You have not yet made clear to us this point, namely
what the Daimon commands those entering Life to do”.

“To be confident”, he said, “Therefore, you also be confident,
for I will explain everything and omit nothing”.

The gerdn in the picture — now elevated to deity as Daimon —
himself becomes the mystical authority for what should be
happening outside the picture to its viewers and to the readers
of its ekphrasis.

To look at the image on the tablet and to understand it, is
actually to fulfil its own prescription about the path from
deceit (apaté) and ignorance (agnoia) (5.2-3) to salvation (to
sozesthai). The effect of the frame is for the picture to prescribe
itself as the solution to the existential problem which its
own enigmatic obscurity first posed and which its exegesis
foregrounds! The key to salvation is viewing and correctly
understanding what one has looked at. Such understanding is
of course not different from the act of exegesis itself. The very
act of reading the Tabula and of following the interpretation as
it leads us deeper into the mystery of the picture is itself an
initiation into the true path — a truth whose implications are
not confined to the interpretation of art but become the means
of transforming the viewers’ life.

The text frequently reminds us of the picture’s homology
with its narrative frame. At 6.2—3, the members of the crowd
within the tablet meet a number of women called “Opinions,
Desires and Pleasures” who lead them off. All promise happi-
ness, but some lead to destruction (z0 apolusthai), while others
lead to being saved. Like the narrator and his readers con-
fronted in the proem by the perplexity of the image and the
riddle of the Sphinx (3.2-4), the crowd in the picture need a
guide whose higher knowledge can demonstrate the “true
way in life” (6.3). If they miss the truth they wander about
aimlessly, “even as you see now those who have entered
previously wander about wherever they chance to go” (6.3).
The word for chance here (¢yché) leads into the personification
of Fortune (Tyché), blind and mad, who is herself the cause of
much of life’s misery (7—9). Again we are thrown out of the
picture into its context — the first words of the Tabula are
etugchanomen (from the root tyché) peripatountes, “we chanced
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to be wandering”. The aimless state described in the image
where Chance seduces man off the right path turns out to be
precisely our state, the narrator’s and readers’ state, before
our initiation by the preshytes into the meaning of this picture.
It was aimless chance that brought the viewer (as well as the
reader) to this temple, to this image, to this text through
which we are taught to see the crowd, the image of ourselves
in the perplexity of aimless chance, and we can percel\e
through this lesson how to walk the right path to salvation.

The detailed and consistent collapsing of the themes of the
picture into the narrative of the frame is an extremely effec-
tive device for highlighting the significance of the image and
the exegesis that describes it. The image and text arc pre-
sented as a commentary on life: The explanation of the image
becomes a commentary not only on the narrator’s life but on
our lives (those of the readers) and an allegory of life in
general. The effect of this is to emphasise the act of viewing.
Viewing — the right view religiously, the right ethical inter-
pretation, the right path to salvation — becomes the real theme
of the Tabula. Like the Imagines of Philostratus, Cebes’s text
is a lesson in how to view. Unlike the /magines, it is not a
lesson in realism or in how art may imitate the commonsensc
world. On the contrary, it offers a picture of how sacred art,
by presenting a True Reality (a mystic concept into which
one must be initiated), transforms the commonsense world —
the world which we erroncously thought was real when we
wandered aimlessly in deception.

Like Lucian’s “Calumny of Apelles”, the Tabula uses the
method of personification to present its theme.’® It paints a
picture of progress to the figure of “true F,ducation" (aléthinén
paideian), a phr‘mc repeated thirteen times.’” However, for
our purposes it is not the specific allegorical meanings of the
personifications that matter, but rather the way in which
Cebes uses the allegorical technique as a method of viewing.*
We are in a world where nothing is what it seems. The gerdn
at 4.3 is in fact Daimén; the women (gynaikas) at 16.1 turn out
to be Self-Control and Perseverance; the group of women
(choron gynaikin) at 20.1 are a veritable panoply of virtues
(Knowledge, Courage, Justice, Goodness, Moderation, Pro-
priety, Freedom, Self-Control and Gentleness) by 20.3, and
SO on.

What you see on the surface becomes something deeper,
truer and yet more general when you see it through the eye
of the hermeneus. This method of transformation — a rhetorical
device mirroring a salvific religious claim — is shot through



the text. By the end, not only are all the figures in the picture
personified into abstract qualities, not only is the viewer-
reader ethically and spiritually transformed by being initiated
into the picture’s meaning, but even the picture itself has
changed. That change is a transformation of depth: The short
and perplexing description of 1.2—3 has become the huge and
extended symbol of life of 4.2 — 40.4 (some thirty pages in
Pracchter’s Teubner text). It is a transmutation of content
from obscurity to clarity, from ignorance to insight, from the
“other” debarred to the “other” known and penctrated. But
perhaps most remarkably, the text of the Tabula suggests that
the very tablet itself changes as a result of exegesis. At 1.2 the
narrator describes a “circular enclosure having within itself
two other circular enclosures, one larger and one smaller”.
However, the three enclosures apparent to the uninitiated
viewer become four enclosures by the time the exegesis has
reached 17.2.% Form itself is transformed in the mysterious
act of exegetic viewing.

The Tabula of Cebes, for all its rhetorical parallels with
Philostratus and its formal similarity with Daphnis and Chloe
(both have a picture as frontispicce and Longus’s novel has
also been, if rather speculatively, interpreted as a religious
allegory),” represents a remarkably different kind of viewing.
Like the interpreter in the ancient art of physiognomics, as-
trology or dream-interpretation,®' the presbytes has a field day
in producing entirely unprecedented interpretations of an im-
age which could not otherwise be understood. That readers
of the text would never even see the picture which is trans-
muted with such virtuosity beneath the alchemy of exegesis
only adds to the effect. The authority for this reading lies in
the hierarchy of wise men suggested by the text, in the fact
that the narrative frame enacts the injunctions of the picture
it describes and in the great claim (to ultimate salvation)
which the Tabula unexpectedly springs on its reader as the
raison d’étre for explanation. This justifies the extraordinary
tyranny of the exegete’s line which is final, open to no ques-
tion and must be accepted (for the cost of doubt is misunder-
standing and hence perdition). The viewing which is prof-
ferred as the path to enlightenment is radically different from
that of Philostratus. It is polysemic, for every figure has
at least two meanings — its appearance and its allegorical
transformation to something else (something truer) through
the exegete’s words. Above all, reality in this text does not
relate to the viewer’s ordinary or commonsense world (the
world which Philostratus’s pictures strive to imitate).

VIEWING AND ‘‘THE
REAL"
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“Reality” here lies in another world of allegorical excegesis —
in a call to salvation and to a religious I'ruth. In antiquity this
“reality” was as “real” for numbers of people as was the
mundane reality of matter and psychological motivation ex-
plored by Philostratus. For those who accepted the injunction
to allegorical viewing, the “Other World™ that such viewing
produced was more “real” than the material world to which
non-initiates were confined. We know that, by contrast with
many authors in antiquity, Cebes was widely read — by the
pagans Lucian and Jullus Pollux and prob‘lbl\ by the Chris-
tian Tertullian (all active in the second century A.p.).*> The
Tabula was an influential, perhaps even a popular, text, trans-
lated in later times into Latin and Arabic and known in
Byzantium.®’ It prescribes an exegetic and religious method
of viewing which, for all its unfamiliarity to us, gives im-
portant testimony for attitudes and approaches to art that
were widespread in the ancient world.

CONCLUSION

Representation and reality occupy one single space.

Ludwig Wittgenstcin, Philosophical Remarks,
proposition 38

Viewing is apparently the simple act of pre-self-conscious
looking — virtually a physiological reflex — loaded with unra-
tionalised assumptions and associations about life. Yet, when
we investigate the Imagines of Philostratus and the Tabula of
Cebes, we find a serious determination in both these texts to
train viewers in the art of how to look. In comparing these
books, we discover a remarkable difference in the types of
viewing which these texts presuppose. Both books provide
authoritative voices which claim to educate their readers into
the art of viewing. The hidden agenda behind cach text is the
“reality” to which it claims to refer; and it is revealing that
both writers use the same Greek word, alétheia or its cog-
nates,” to denote “the real”, despite the fact that the authors
mean fundamentally different things when using this word.
But neither text prescribes an ideology or a theory about art
to be bought wholesale: Fach educates its readers about reality,
by training them through examples into a method of looking
at art.

These two texts do not offer (as modern art history does) a
history or theory of how art has come to be as it is; rather,



they offer (very different) strategies for the contextualization
and assimilation of paintings by their viewers. In this sense,
neither Philostratus nor Ccbes seeks to legislate how one
should take images. Instead, each offers his own persuasive
set of paradigms indicating ideal ways of understanding art.
In other words, both texts imply that viewing is creative and
can be developed creatively by readers along the lines offered
by these exemplary didactic texts. Clearly, viewing is not
monolithic. There are as many ways of lookmg at art as there
arc viewers. Ways of viewing are ‘themselves constructed by
the prejudices and commonsense assumptions that viewers
bring with them when they confront images.

However, at the heart of the divergence between the strate-
gies of viewing in these two texts is a difference in different
viewers’ assumptions about what “reality” itself might ulti-
mately be. For Philostratus, the “real world” which art imi-
tates is the world of the beholders’ physical and psychological
experience — the world of our commonsense expectations. Art
subverts these expectations precisely by being so realistic, so
successfully imitative of them, that we cannot (for a brief but
dramatic moment) be sure where the line between art and life
should be drawn. For Cebes, the “real world” (in its correla-
tion with salvation, happiness and true Education) is precisely
and constitutively not the world of everyday experience and
phanmsv (the w orld of Philostratus). On the contrary, Cebes’s

“reality”, as the goal of true Education, lies in a wholesale
rejection and transformation of commonsense expectations
according to an initiate allegorical system. The goal of art in
the Tabula is not to imitate the viewers' world at all, but
rather to initiate viewers out of their ordinary assumptions
into a new exegetic reality, a truth that brings salvation. In
this kind of viewing, if art is imitative at all then it imitates
that exegetic Truth and has as little as possible to do with the
kind of reality explored by Philostratus.

Quite simply, these texts present antithetical versions of

“reality” as the goal of art. The kinds of viewings they signal
existed simultanecously. Cebes’s allegorical exegesis is contem-
porary with the Elder Pliny’s classic anccdotes about art as
illusionism — Zeuxis’s grapes which were so realistic that
birds flew to peck at them (Naz. Hist. 35.65-6), Apelles’s
portraits whose likeness was so perfect that a physiognomist
could tell how long the sitter had to live or had already lived
(Nat. Hist. 35.88—9), or Apelles’s horse which alone caused
real horses to neigh when they saw it (Nat. Hist. 35.95). The
realism of Philostratus coincides with Porphyry’s remarkable
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mid-third-century allegory of the Cave of the Nymphs based
on Odyssey 13.102—12, and with lamblichus’s Neoplatonic
presentation of images (eikones) as symbols within the occult
philosophic system of theurgy.*

Morcover, the very same image might be subjected to these
radically different kinds of viewing (either at the same time
by different viewers or at different times), and might carry
divergent and even contradictory meanings according to the
spectator’s initial presuppositions. The essential nature of the
difference in viewing so dramatically embodied by the texts
of Philostratus and Cebes is hugely important. The meanings
viewers located in images depended on the kind of “reality”
they ultimately wanted those images to represent. Such
meanings might be single or multiple, simple or complex,
material, political, psychological, ethical or religious. The
understanding of mimesis itself must finally depend upon what
space, what “reality”, one believes is being imitated. Witt-
genstein observed that reality and representation occupy the
same single space; what one understands this space to be is
crucially dependent on the reality which different viewers
presuppose when they look at images.



VIEWING AND SOCIETY:
IMAGES, THE VIEW AND
THE ROMAN HOUSE

H1s chapter addresses the theme of viewing in a do-

mestic context. | examine the social experience of

Roman housing on three levels: first, the state’s pre-
scriptions for housing and decoration; second, the material
forms of some ancient houses surviving from Campania and
third, the ways individuals viewed their houses. The interre-
lation of these three themes, the political, the material and the
personal, can throw light on the collective subjectivity and
tastes of the Roman middle class. As anthropologists have
shown, buildings and their decor are a “cultural system”.
The sensibility of which they give evidence is “essentially a
collective formation, and . . . the foundations of such a for-
mation are as wide as social existence and as deep”."

The text of the Augustan architect Vitruvius illuminates
the politics of style in Roman wall-painting and in particular
the moral agenda belying the Augustan emphasis on “real-
ism”. Moreover, Vitruvius is explicit about the socio-political
constraints which governed the structure of Roman housing
and the way that housing was designed to enshrine the hierar-
chies of a class system. However, the architectural and deco-
rative schemes of actual houses (dating from a little before
Vitruvius) exhibit no imposed straightjacket, but rather a
spectacular series of symbolic inversions. The complexity
with which such houses visually deconstruct the decorative
and social categories on which they were based hints at a
remarkable taste for the transgressive. Between the con-
straints of the state and the symbolic inversions of the decora-
tion in his or her own home was situated the Roman viewer.
One way in which the allusive images of Roman illusionist
decoration could be assimilated in the beholder’s subjectivity

CHAPTER 2
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was through the shared cultural goal of desire, centred on an
obsession with the view. This concern with the view, attested
by a number of ancient texts as well as actual houses surviving
from Pompeii and Herculaneum, is related to the importance
of the visual field in the Roman ars memoriae.

Whereas the Vitruvian agenda betrays the Roman szate’s
interest in the social hierarchy of housing, the desire for the
view offers access to the individual’s concerns in the house.
Despite, his polemical emphasis on the “real” in decoration,
Vitruvius himself recognised the need to adapt building to
the needs of the view. In the face of the deconstructive revelry
of the Roman house, even the social prescriptions of the
state had to compromise. Together, these two motifs — semi-
official prescription and private mentalité — offer us a glimpse
into the “deep play” of at least some aspects of Roman cul-
ture.” The anthropologist Clifford Geertz has argued that
“the central connection between art and collective life does
not lic on . .. an instrumental plane, it lies on a semiotic
one”.? Interpretations of art in its cultural context should not
be merely functional or stylistic (“instrumental”) but should
also examine the process by which art constructs and signifies
its meaning. This “semiotic” process is inevitably related to
other systems of constructing and signitying meaning within
the culture.

Archacology may sometimes wish to present the under-
standing of Roman housing as grounded in a scientific evalua-
tion and classification of the remains of material culture. But
it is as well to remind ourselves of the truism that any such
understanding is necessarily dependent on the fragments of
an ancient conceptual frame which we rescue from the textual
sources and use to interpret the material remains. Above all,
in the field of domestic housing and decoration we are in-
debted to the very limited and cryptic remarks on the subject
embedded in the writings of Vitruvius. This is not an expan-
sive disquisition on housing, as the /magines of Philostratus
are on paintings. Rather, it purports to be a handbook on
architecture, in which housing and house decoration have a
brief allotted place. The text of Vitruvius is not only limited;
it is also — as [ hope to show — highly political and polemical.
We cannot use it as if it told an objective story or reported the
factual truth. On the contrary, it tells an idealised and rhetori-
cal story, explicitly designed to win favour from Augustus.
For this reason, the writings of Vitruvius are not only all the
more difficult to use, but all the more interesting. Vitruvius’s
work shows the extent and the depths to which a desire to



foster Augustan propaganda and moral policies dominated
even those who may not have been directly employed or paid
by the state.

For Vitruvius, modern wall-painting was subversive. By
examining some artistic and decorative programmes from Ro-
man houses in Campania, and relating these decorations to
the categories used in Roman texts for the social articulation
of domestic architecture, we can see how this subversion
worked. But it remains truc that precisely those subversive or
deconstructive qualitics in Roman painting (against which
Vitruvius inveighs) were licensed within the Principate’s de-
sign. Wall-paintings did not simply question or undermine
the socio-architectural system envisaged by Vitruvius: They
were allowed to do so. Their “surrealism” was not outside the
system, but was actually part of it. The emphasis on the view
(not only in surviving Roman houses but also in texts which
describe them, such as the letters of the Younger Pliny) en-
abled Roman viewers not so much to sce the socio-architec-
tural system dismantled as to learn from this dismantlement
precisely how the system worked. Roman domestic viewing
was an education. It taught the viewer how to be a subject —
not only in the personal but also in the political sense.

VITRUVIUS AND THE POLITICS
OF HOUSING

AFFIRMING THE “REAL”: VITRUVIUS AND THE
POLITICS OF STYLE

In one of the most influential outbursts of “violent abuse” in
the history of art — influential because as a piece of “normative
criticism” it set up the “concepts . . . and categories of cor-
ruption” which would later be borrowed by Vasari, Johann
Winckelmann and the founders of modern art history — the
Roman architect Vitruvius, writing in the last quarter of the
first century B.c., made a passionate plea for realism in the
decoration of Roman walls.* The passage is De Architectura
7.5. This outburst is highly significant. We can usc it to
assess not only what “realism”™ meant to Vitruvius (both acs-
thetically and as part of an ideological agenda) but also what
the wall-paintings he castigates were implicitly denying. In
the context of the social construction of the Roman house and
the viewer within it, we must question what the ideal of
realism implies about Vitruvius's view of art and of viewing.
Before we focus on Vitruvius's invective, however, we
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must situate it within the rhetorical conventions of its time.
Vitruvius was writing not an objective description but rather
a loaded polemic. For Romans like Vitruvius, as for those
Englishmen whose home is their castle, a house was more
than a “machine for living in”. Just as the idea of *home” in
English means a great deal more than “domestic situation”,
the metaphorical evocations of domus in Roman culture were
rich and manifold. Vitruvius's attitude towards art — like the
rhetorical attitudes of Romans towards their houses — is nei-
ther neutral nor disinterested but is involved in his relation-
ship to his culture and, in particular, is part of an idcological
and moral programme. Before picking apart some of the
axioms upon which the programme is based, let us sketch its
relationship to other, similar, invectives in Roman culture.

As carly as Plautus, a playwright at the turn of the third
and second centuries B.c. whose works were already classic
by the late Republic and carly Empire, the image of the
Roman house (aedes) served as a metaphor. In his play Mostel-
laria, the education and upbringing of a man is compared
extensively with the building of a new house, and the decline
of a spendthrift is paralleled with rotting timbers and negli-
gent upkeep.’ For example:

Just look at me. I was a lad

Of modest manners, blameless life,
While they were building me.

Left to my own devices — well,

It didn’t take me very long

To undo all the builders’ work

And make the house a ruin.

(Plautus, Mostellaria, vv. 133-6)

This early metaphorical usage for the image of the house
opened the p()smblllt\’ for the theme to be used in invective;
by the late Republic and early Augustan periods, extravagant
buildings had become a polemical theme symbolising the cor-
ruption of individuals or of society as a whole.® In Horace’s
verse, architecture emerged as a poetic metaphor, evoking the
futility of opposing death and the unnatural extravagance
of contemporary society.” Most important for understanding
Vitruvius is understanding that art and architecture were scen
as unnatural impositions on the pure and essential state of
humanity; they were modern innovations on the vererum
norma, the righteous ways of previous generations. The early
Romans never lived in a world of huge porticoes and fish-
ponds larger than the Lucrine lake:



This is not the norm
Our ancestors divined, that Romulus
And rough-bearded Cato prescribed.
For them private wealth was small,
The commonweal great . . .
(Horace, Odes 2.15, vv. 10-14)

In the diatribe of Papirius Fabianus both paintings and the
buildings they adorn (particularly those constructed into the
sea) are adversum naturam (opposed to nature), sustained by a
deplorable fastidio rerum naturae (disdain for the ways of na-
ture).® By the first century A.p., extravagant building was
seen as a rebellion against the natural order.” The epitome of
luxury,' it is a deceit which disguises a man’s vices from
himself beneath the veneer of marble and gilding."' It is the
luxurious price at which the once free Romans have bought
themselves into slavery.'” What is crucial here is the rhetori-
cal assimilation of extravagance or excess in building to the
contravening of what is natural. But natura in this heavily
moralistic rhetoric means a good deal more than merely “the
natural world”: It stands as a moral term for the old way, the
right and proper way, of doing things.

Vitruvius’s attack on modern painting is a classic instance
of the same trope. The ancients, we are told:

used definite methods of painting definite things (constitutae sunt ab
antiquis ex certis rebus certae rationes picturarum). For by painting an
image is made of what exists or what can exist (quod est seu potest esse):
for example, men, buildings and ships and other things from whose
definite and actual structure (e quibus finitis certisque corporibus) copies
are taken and fashioned in their likeness. (7.5.1)

Then, in one of those classic evolutionary passages from the
ancient primitive past to the present so beloved of writers in
the late Republic and early Empire,"* he offers a myth of the
development of imitation to the representation of the forms of
buildings, columns, pediments, theatrical fagades and land-
scapes:'*

Hence the ancients who first used polished stucco, began by imitat-
ing the varicty and arrangement of marble inlay; then the varied
distribution of festoons, ferns and coloured strips. Then they pro-
ceeded to imitate the contours of buildings, the outstanding projec-
tions of columns and gables; in open spaces like evedrae they de-
signed scenery on a large scale in tragic, comic or satyric style; in
covered promenades, because of the length of the walls, they used
for ornament the varieties of landscape gardening, finding subjects
in the characteristics of particular places. (7.5.1-2)
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The movement to and achievement of a zenith in this
progress of imitation (from ingressi sunt ut . . . imitarentur to
pinguntur) is marked by the list:

They paint harbours, headlands, shores, rivers, springs, straits,
temples, groves, hills, cattle, shepherds. In places some have also
the anatomy of statues, the images of the gods, or the representation
of legends; further, the battles of Troy and the wanderings of
Ulysses over the countryside with other subjects taken in like man-
ner from nature (cetera . . . similibus rationibus ab rerum natura pro-
creata). (7.5.2)

The importance of the list is that it asserts the variety and the
breadth — the full splendour of the achievement of mimesis.
The Vitruvian list is remarkably similar to that other great
celebration of the range of realism, the list of wall-painting
subjects associated with the Augustan painter Studius in the
Elder Pliny." But it is to be a splendour already past; the
cvolution of painterly progress has even by Vitru-
vius’s own lifetime given way to the TFall: “But those
which were imitations based upon reality (ex veris rebus) are
now disdained by improper attitudes (iniquis moribus)”
{7.5.2).2*

Before we turn to the depravities upon which Vitruvius’s
full moral censure will descend, a word on his criteria for the
“real”. Whereas the prescription quod est seu potest esse (what
exists or can exist) seems to point to a modern materialist
conception of reality, that Vitruvius has no doubts about
including legends and heroes in “subjects taken from nature”
shows that we must be wary of equating Roman notions of
the “real” too closely with some of our own theories. Vitruv-
ian “realism” (like the realism of Renaissance art) does not
question the acceptability of what might be to us problematic
“truths,” such as myths. Rather (this time more rigidly than
in Renaissance practice), Vitruvius wants his subjects to be
depicted in a “realist” manner which allows them to appear as
if they existed in the three-dimensional “real world”. His
attack on the corruption of modern taste is directed against
the “monsters painted on the wall instead of truthful repre-
sentations of definite things (ex rebus finitis imagines certae)”
(7.5.3). The “monsters” turn out to be fantasies which could
not exist according to the logic and the rules of the “real
world”, like images in Mannerist or Surrealist art:

Candelabra uphold pictured shrines and above the summits of
these, clusters of thin stalks rise from their roots in tendrils with
little figures seated upon them at random. Again slender stalks with



heads of men and of animals attached to half the body. Such things  vIEWING AND SOCIETY
neither are, nor can be, nor have been . . . For how can a reed

actually (vere) sustain a roof or a candelabrum the ornaments of a

gable? or a soft and slender stalk a seated statue? or how can flowers

and half-statues rise alternately from roots and stalk? Yet when

people view these falsehoods (falsa), they approve rather than con-

demn, failing to consider whether any of them can really occur or

not (si quid eorum fieri potest necne). (7.5.3—4)"7

This polemic is extreme. After all, no painted illusion
could ever finally match Vitruvius’s criteria for “what can
really occur”. In effect, Vitruvius is the first and perhaps
most insistent apostle of a dogmatic reflexivity version of
“realism”, where the history of art is to be seen as the rise to
the achievement of imitative verisimilitude."™ Anything else,
“however fine and craftsmanlike” (s sunt factae elegantes ab arte,
7.5.4), is a symptom of the Decline and Fall. “For pictures
cannot be approved which do not resemble reality” (neque
enim picturae probari debent, quae non sunt similes veritati, 7.5.4).
Just as his rhetoric of decline was a foundation for the rhetoric
of corruption in the later history of art, so Vitruvius’s myth
of the ascent to realistic mimesis was the precursor of Pliny
and all his followers from Vasari to Ernst Gombrich.'"” But
we must not forget that the decadence against which Vitruv-
ius inveighs is actually the normal practice of his time. Vi-
truvian realism and the myth of verisimilitude as the aim of
art is a prescription and an ideology; it is not any kind of
objective description of the visual evidence.

The most revealing terms in the Vitruvian onslaught are
vere and veritas (7.5.4). These mean much more than “life-
like”, for they carry the whole weight, the value judgment, of
“Truth” as an cthical and aesthetic norm. Vitruvius’s attack
is couched in the most censorious hyperbole of Roman moral
rhetoric (iniquis moribus, “improper attitudes”, and monstra,
“monsters”, 7.5.3) coupled with an appeal to the veritas
(“truth”) values of the mos maiorum, or traditions of the past.
This is a dogmatic moral prescription presented as both a
nostalgia for the imagined art of a lost past and a rejection of
the art of the present. What, we are entitled to ask, is the
purpose behind the outburst? What is Vitruvius's hidden
agenda? The question matters because art historians’ readings
of Vitruvius and of Pliny after him have set the aesthetic
criteria (the myth of the ascent and the decadence of verisimil-
itude) that have defined the discussion of art since the Renais-
sance and have been hugely influential on our own attitudes
towards painting.
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We must begin by being clear about the status of Vitruv-
ius’s treatment of the Roman house within his whole project.
For Vitruvius was working, as Paul Zanker has so brilliantly
shown, at a time when all imagery and building in both the
public and private spheres was being marshalled to propagate
the new Augustan ideology and the imperial myth.? Vitruv-
ius’s architectural discourse is not an ideologically innocent
manual for architects, but a highly partisan text-book for
fulfilling the Augustan political project as it was directed
to buildings.

If Augustus could boast that he found Rome built in brick
and left it built in marble (Suetonius, Augustus 28.3) and
devote three chapters of his autobiography to the extent and
splendour of his building activities in Rome (Res Gestae 19—
21), then Vitruvius — both as architect and as writer — was
part of the team which provided the know-how for the pro-
gramme (De Arch. 1. praef.). He is quite explicit about the
purpose of his book: It is “a detailed treatise” to help Au-
gustus by ensuring that “public and private buildings (publi-
corum et privatorum aedificorum) correspond to the grandeur of
our history and will be a memorial to future ages” (1. praef.
3). Insofar as the Augustan project entailed the continuation
of late Republican differentials of social class, Vitruvius was
quite happy to tie that social programme to his own métier of
building and to the architectural and decorative injunctions of
his sixth and seventh books, which are explicitly dedicated to
domestic housing. Indeed, there is no reason why he should
ever have supposed that building need not enshrine the dis-
tinctions of social class and the preservation of a particular
and at least in some respects a repressive system. The implica-
tions of “realism” as the aesthetic plank of this social and
ideological project are that every object (the taxonomy of
the Vitruvian and Plinian lists) can be labelled and ordered
according to the criterion of wveritas (7.5.4). The immense
rhetorical and ethical authority of concepts such as “truth”
and “nature” was pressed into service as the guarantee for
the acceptability of art. Such concepts are a moralising and
ideological justification for an art which, as “realism”, was to
carry the visual standard for the new Augustan settlement.?’
Only in the case of divus Augustus, whose “divina . . . mens et
numen” (divine mind and godhead) dominates the world as
early as the publication of Vitruvius’s book in the 20s B.c. (De
Arch. 1. praef. 1),”? does the system not work in quite the
same way. For the emperor is a god and not merely a man; he
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which all are subject.??

Even if Vitruvius is voicing a personal prejudice rather
than the official views of the Principate, his polemic is cast in
the moral and ideological rhetoric of the Augustan regime.
He sees his book as upholding the dignity of Rome’s past and
present by prescribing the kinds of buildings and decoration
most suited to its greatness (De Arch. 1. praef. 3). An insis-
tence on “realism” is a rejection of subversion — a strongly
prohibitive stance against the subversive questioning which
the paintings of Roman houses posc to the categories by
which they are defined. The images Vitruvius attacks (mons-
tra) arc insidious because they are unreal and anti-realistic
(as if the painting of which Vitruvius approves is any
more “real”!). But this rhetorical onslaught is merely the self-
righteous prose of the system’s own self-defence. In fact,
Vitruvius does not discuss actual examples, but — like Pliny —
he presents a list of the proper subjects of naturalism (at the
same time an ideal and a nostalgia) which he can then use as a
stick with which to beat the degenerate present.

The Vitruvian response to the monstra is one of moralistic
vituperation. An alternative view of the spectator’s attitude is
given by Horace in the ckphrasis with which he opens the
Ars Poetica:

If a painter chose to join a human head to a horse’s neck and to
introduce variegated feathers all over the juxtaposed members so
that a woman beautiful above could taper off into a dark fish, would
vou, my friends, restrain your laughter when you came to look?
(vv. 1-5)

Laughter and caricature (for instance, a wall-painting from a
villa near Stabiae that shows Anchises, Aeneas and Ascanius
as dog-hcaded apes with huge phalli),** which is to say secing
the joke and laughing at the system, is a response far removed
from Vitruvian condemnation. And yet, as Ovid learned, the
one attitude with which the system could not cope and which
it ruthlessly punished was ridicule; before the serious face of
the mos maiorum and the republic at last restored, laughter
was subversive. Thus, even as he opens his Ars Poetica with
this ekphrasis, Horace must apologise for it: “Believe me,
dear Pisos, the book whose idle fancies are shaped like a sick
man’s dreams would be like such pictures . . .” (vv. 6-8).
Vitruvius, less witty and less subtle than Horace, simply
launches into the “sick man’s dreams” with all the formidable
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rhetoric of “realism”. And the history of art, mindful of the
Vitruvian text rather than of the images which disprove its
veracity as anything but self-righteous polemic and heedless
of the ideological programme beneath the pungent rhetoric,
has followed him down the same path.

There are several entailments for the understanding of Ro-
man wall-decoration in an analysis of the ideological motiva-
tions behind Vitruvius’s work. The conventional account of
the “four styles” of Roman wall-painting from August Mau
(who first proposed this division in 1882) to the present is to
distinguish them by “their use of architectural illusion”.””
Ultimately the criteria — ancient and modern — for illusion
(whether as verisimilitude or as decadence) are based in the
notions of mimesis and “realism” which are inextricably en-
tangled with the Vitruvian and Plinian versions of the Princi-
pate’s political programme. “Illusion™ is not a neutral cate-
gory. The consequences of this extend far beyond the history
of Classical art, but what should be stressed here is that at its
roots “realism” is a formulation borrowed from Hellenistic
theory and used in Roman times for explicitly ideological
reasons. It disguised its Roman politics beneath the claim
that it was a neutral and ahistorical category of value which
was, in the first place, to be applied to the heritage of Greek
art.

Second, illusion (which is to say the extent that an image
approximates to its “real life” referent) is not necessarily a
useful category for determining the relationship of the specta-
tor with the image he or she views. For “illusionism™ — espe-
cially in its Vitruvian polemical formulation as “realism” —
focusses our attention on the relation of image and “reality”
and specifically directs us away from that of viewer and im-
age. This is hardly surprising in a political project whose
intention is to naturalize viewing, to naturalize the socio-
political status quo, by presenting the act of being in a house
or looking at a picture as simply the relation to a prior, fixed
and natural reality.?® For Vitruvius, viewing must be sim-
ple — a matter of giving or withholding one’s assent, de-
pending on the extent to which an image achieves the summit
of trompe Poeil. But the moment viewing is scen as complex —
as a process of desire, as a creative act of the viewer’s relation-
ship with the image (rather than as merely the passive regis-
tering of the “real”)”” — then the naturalized and normative
status of the political system is called into question. This
Vitruvius could not afford to do, but — to his dismay —
Roman wall-paintings did it all the time.



AFFIRMING SOCIAL DISTINCTIONS: VITRUVIUS'S
PRESCRIPTIONS FOR STRUCTURING
THE ROMAN HOUSE

Before exploring just how Roman wall-painting subverted
and questioned the socio-political system, let us examine the
ways Romans conceived of the social articulation of the
house. It is now generally recognized that “Roman domestic
architecture is obsessionally concerned with distinctions of
social rank”.”® Roman houses formed the locus for the con-
frontation of patron and clients and were thus the social focus
for the principal ritual of patronage in Roman culture.”” The
classic — though brief — presentation is again the De Archi-
tectura of Vitruvius.

Vitruvius writes explicitly that “magnificent vestibula, ta-
bulina and atria are not necessary for persons of a common
fortune, because they pay their respects by visiting among
others and are not visited themselves by others” (6.5.1). By
contrast,

the houses of bankers and financiers should be more spacious and
imposing and safe from burglars. Advocates and lawyers should be
housed with distinction, and in sufficient space to accommodate
their audiences. For persons of high rank who hold office and
magistracies, and whose duty it is to serve the state, we must
provide princely vestibula, lofty atria and very spacious peristyles,
plantations and broad avenues furnished in a majestic manner —
also, libraries and basilicas arranged in a fashion comparable with
the magnificence of public structures. (6.5.2)

This remarkable summary of the social spectrum of housing
explicitly ties houses to the position of the owner in the social
hierarchy. It concludes baldly: “If buildings are planned with
a view to the character of all the different classes (ad singulorum
generum personas) . . . we shall escape censure” (6.5.3). In other
words, Vitruvius's avowed project to maintain and support
the decorum of the Augustan Principate through architecture
becomes an overt attempt to bolster the system of social class
in Rome. For Vitruvius, domestic architecture is social status
made visible.

At the heart of the Vitruvian presentation, and of Roman
social sensibilities generally, lies a distinction which can
loosely be translated as “public” and “private”.*” The closer a
“private” dwelling comes to being like a “public” building,
the grander it is and the higher the implied status of its
owner. This is why people holding public office should have
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houses “comparable to magnificent public buildings” (6.5.2).
The conceptual structure of “public” and “private” informs
the whole of Vitruvius’s account. Vitruvius's fifth book deals
specifically with public works (publici loci, 5.12.7; communia
opera, 6. pract. 7), as opposed to private buildings (privata
aedificia, 5.12.7; 6. praef. 7).*' Houses belonging to the cate-
gory of private buildings (as they do in modern culture) form
the subject matter of book six. The Roman house, however,
was itself a problematic version of the private building. Some
of its parts were “private” (propria loca patribus familiarum,

5.1), and others were “public” (communia cum extraneis,
5-1).

In effect, like the Berber house in Pierre Bourdieu’s cele-
brated discussion, the Roman house represented not only
“private space” in opposition to the rest of the world, but
within its internal space, it stood also as a microcosm of this
very oppos‘ition by containing both “public” and “private”
areas.’> The Roman house functioned simultaneously on two
levels. It was both a vital constituent of the Roman social
world (in standing for “private space” and thereby establish-
ing the opposition with “public space”), and at the same time,
it was a central cultural mechanism for negotiating the very
distinction of “public” and “private” (which it in part was
responsible for setting up). This social function is further
reinforced by the central importance of the theme of public
and private in the painted decoration and architectural embel-
lishment of Roman rooms and walls.*

Before we focus further on this theme, however, we should
look at Vitruvius’s language more closely. The key concepts
for the articulation of domestic space in the Vitruvian discus-
sion are those generally rendered “private” and “public”, or
“common”.** The relevant passage of Vitruvius is

6.
6.

We must next consider by what principles, in private buildings,
those apartments should be constructed which are meant for house-
holders themselves (propria), and those which are shared in common
(communia) with outsiders. For the rooms set aside for the family
(propria) are those into which no one has the right to enter unless
they have been invited, such as cubicula, triclinia, balneae, and other
apartments which have similar purposes. The common rooms (com-
munia), however, are those into which even members of the public
can come without an invitation, such as vestibula, cava aedium, peris-
tylia, and other apartments of similar uses. (6.5.1)

The Latin of this passage reads in full:

tunc ctiam animadvertendum est, quibus rationibus privatis aedifi-
ciis propria loca patribus familiarium et quemadmodum communia cum



extraneis aedificari debeant. namque ex his quae propria sunt, in ea
non est potestas omnibus intro eundi nisi invitatis, quemadmodum sunt
cubicula, triclinia, balncac ceteraque, quae easdem habent usus
rationes. communia autem sunt, quibus etiam invocati suo iure de populo
possunt venire, id est vestibula, cava aedium, peristylia, quaeque
cundem habere possunt usum.

This discussion is extremely interesting. We find Vitruvius
constantly glossing his terms (propria and communia) with ex-

planations that point to their social significance. Propria loca

patribus familiarum is explained as in ea non est potestas omnibus
intro eundi nisi invitatis (not everyone has the right to come
inside those places unless they have been invited). The em-
phasis here is on entry (intro eundi) by invitation to the family’s
own apartments for a specially selected group of outsiders.
This meaning is borne out by Vitruvius’s representation of
the other part of the house with the phrase communia cum
extraneis — “that arca which is shared with outsiders”. The
explanation of communia as quibus etiam invocati suo iure de
populo possunt venire (to which even members of the public can
come without an invitation) implies the accessibility of these
rooms to any outsider as well as to members of the family and
their guests. As dwellings are in a variety of cultures, the
Roman house is a symbolic space which explicates the social
distinction of “private” and “public” through the spatial polar-
ity of “inside” and “outside”. The house functions as an
exclusive precinct (that of the family) open to outsiders in
some parts but closed to them in others except under special
conditions, such as with the formal granting of an invita-
tion.” The whole house is conceived in terms of those places
clients may be allowed into and those places they are forbid-
den (except in the special circumstances of an invitation).

The metaphorical resonance of “public” and “private”,
with its implications of “inside™ and “outside” (or perhaps we
should say “available to insiders”™ and “accessible to outsid-
ers”), reaches deeper than the social definition of house and
family to encompass the identity of the individual viewer.
The Younger Seneca (De Ira 3.35.5) agrees with contempo-
rary anthropology that the viewer is actually constructed with
different levels of perception depending upon whether he is
“inside” or “outside” the house.*® Seneca writes:

These same eves, forsooth, that cannot tolerate marble unless it is
mottled and polished with recent rubbing, that cannot tolerate a
table unless it is marked by many a vein, that at home (domi) would
see under foot only pavements more costly than gold - these eyes
when outside (foris) will behold, all unmoved, rough and muddy
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paths and dirty people, as are most of those they meet, and tene-
ment walls crumbled and cracked and out of line. Why is it, then,
that we are not offended on the street (in publico), yet are annoyed at
home (domi)?

Grasping, then, both the broad political agenda within
which Vitruvius is working and the specific hicrarchy of
social status which his architectural and decorative injunc-
tions are designed to uphold, let us confront some of the
buildings themselves and the decorations against which he
inveighs in his seventh book. When the social and ideological
agendas in the Principate’s architectural project actually come
to be expressed in terms that relate to the pragmatics of actual
buildings and spatial organisation, Vitruvius scizes on the
crucial distinction of “public” and “private” with its spatial
resonance of “inside” and “outside”. This spatial resonance
characterises not only social and topographic conceptions of
the house but also the conception of the Roman perceiver
expressed in Seneca’s portrait. In the next section we shall
explore this problematic as it is constructed by the art and
architecture of actual Roman houses.

SYMBOLIC INVERSION: SOME ROMAN
HOUSES FROM HERCULANEUM
AND POMPEII

On one level, houses — and the various tastes according to
which they are decorated — simply exist. They form the
lived-in environment in which an individual is brought up
and experiences his or her society. But this apparent given, or
natural quality, which people feel inherently belongs to things
they are familiar with, is in fact the product of habituation
and conditioning. What seems natural and normal has been
naturalised and made normative through constant exposure,
use and experience: There is nothing intrinsically natural
about how a house is designed or decorated. We have seen in
Roman culture that the domestic house and its paintings were
explicitly subjected to planning of a highly ideological and
social nature. Vitruvius’s text is proof that the Principate
encouraged architects to think about how their designs for
housing helped to structure and to perpetuate social hierar-

chies, and about how the way in which they decorated houses

conformed to criteria of a deeply political and moralising
dimension. But how did the Roman houses themselves, the
actual edifices in which all of this complex of ideological



prescription was to operate, exhibit and relate to the rules?
How were the houses and their decorations viewed?

Because my purpose is to site Roman art in the context of

the cultural categories by which Roman viewers would have
seen it, | should make clear at the outset my position on the
major art-historical classification according to which Roman
wall-painting has been analysed. This is, as noted earlier, the
“four styles” first pmposul in 1882 by \ugust Mau and ac-
cepted more or less by subsequent critics.’” I accept the
uscfulness of the “styles” as working categories for describing
and grouping the visual material. Nevertheless, although the
“styles” have been seen by modern art historians as chrono-
logical periods in the evolution of Roman art, this is not how
they would have appeared in the beholder’s experience. A
room such as the atrium of the Samnite House in Hercula-
neum (Figures ¢, 10 and 12), with its “first style” gallery
and vestibule and yet its “fourth-style” wall-paintings,* is
considered to be decorated in two distinet styles only for
purposes of modern analysis. The evidence of P()mpen and
Herculaneum points not to four separate styles of decoration,
but rather to the co-existence and synchronicity at a single
date (A.p. 79) of a varicty of types of decoration which we
choose to label “four sty les.”®

Although the “st_vles — being a modern invention — may
make some analytic sense to us, they do not offer any insight
into Roman ways of looking at, or thinking about, art. In-
deed, they confuse our understanding of Roman viewing be-
cause they impose on the evidence an entirely modern ana-
lytic frame. On the face of it, there is a2 Roman text defending
one of the distinctions which Mau later adopted in formulat-
ing his “four styles”: This is the celebrated polemic by Vi-
truvius against the degeneracy of modern painting, which we
discussed earlier (De Architectura 7.5). Vitruvius distinguishes
(as do Mau’s “four styles”) between different kinds of illu-
sionism — images which imitate “real” things and images
which imitate things that could never exist. Thus Vitruvius
would appear to be giving contemporary Roman backing at
least to Mau’s division of “second” from “third style”.* How-
ever, as | have argued, to read Vitruvius as if he were provid-
ing an objective description of the material (as Mau purports to
do) would be utterly misguided. On the contrary, Vitruvius’s
discussion of art is a classic piece of Roman moral invective
aimed against that most popular of all Roman bétes noires,
“decline”. Vitruvius is not objective but is polemical and ideo-
logically motivated. More significantly still, Vitruvius is only
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Figure 3. Villa of the
Mysteries peristyle, Pompeii,
first century B.c. to first
century A.n. Photo: Silvia
Frenk.

one voice among several. The line he draws between “realis-
tic” and “unrealistic” illusionism is his own line and need not
have been accepted by everyone else. His younger contempo-
rary, the orator Papirius Fabianus, who lived in the first half
of the first century A.p., in a similar invective against art
draws a different line (this speech is preserved by the Elder
Seneca, Controversiae 2.1.11—13). For Papirius all illusionism,
all imitation, is “unnatural” and “debased”. It is clear that
Roman views of wall-painting were not a static set of objective
descriptions (as critics have taken Mau’s “four styles” to be);
they were the subject of a fierce polemic within the culture
which had not yet formulated a final view of what was right
and wrong in art, let alone any standard description. In what
follows, 1 shall use the language of the “four styles” as it is
convenient and familiar to the reader, but I do not believe in
its validity as an illumination of Roman ways of viewing.
Some time, perhaps in the first century a.p., the peristyle
of the Villa of the Mysteries in Pompeii with its fluted stone
columns was remodelled (Figures 3 and 4). A low wall of
some 1.5 metres — the technical term is a “pluteus” — was
inserted between the columns and continued all the way
round the peristyle. Then the whole lot (wall and columns,




which still extended about another 1.5 metres above the plu-
teus but at their base were part of it) was plastered over and
painted. In effect, the previous cloistered arcade on four sides
had become a square of corridors whose half-walls on the side
closest to the central opening were vividly described by the
excavator, Amadeo Maiuri, as “fenestrato” (windowed).*
Such a low-walled peristyle is not unique in Roman archi-
tecture.® However, what is remarkable about this particular

structure is that it sets up a “real life” version of the character-

istic painted decoration of a “second-style” room in a Roman
house.** The classic description of “second style” presents its
decoration as three-dimensional illusionism in which the
trompe loeil of a “complete architectural system was devel-
oped”. It is said to adhere to actual or-possible structural
forms where, above the frescoed walls and columns, are often
painted a glimpse of the sky, further architectural vistas in
perspective or views into the distance.™ The effect of being
inside such a room, for instance, the cubiculum of the Villa
of P. Fannius Sinistor at Boscoreale — a room now recon-
structed in the Metropolitan Museum in New York (Plate
1)¥ — is of standing inside a covered enclosed space and
looking out over the trompe loeil wall. Perhaps beyond this
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Figure 4. Villa of the
Mysteries peristyle, Pompeii,
first century B.C. to first
century A.p. Photo: Silvia
Frenk.



WAYS OF VIEWING

66

first wall would be a second painted wall “behind” it and
beyond that the painted sky and landscape “outside”.

The Villa of the Mysteries peristyle recreates in three-
dimensional “real life” this “second-style™ illusionist structure
by presenting the spectator not with a trompe loeil half-wall
opening to an illusion of sky behind, but with the real thing -
a low wall between columns.* And yet it utterly inverts the
process of “second-style” viewing. If one stands inside the
central court, around which the peristyle and its pluteus run
(Figure 5, A), one is actually outside in the open air looking
over the wall into the house. Although the beholder stands
“inside” the court, his view is not from the inside out (as in a
painted room) but from the outside in. When the spectator
stands in the portico (Figure 5, B) — still within the peristyle
court, although outside the central opening itself under the
cover of the roof between the house walls and columns ex-
tending from the pluteus — his view is over the pluteus from
the inside (which is to say, beneath the roof) into the outside
(the inner court of the peristyle under the sky). But this is
deceptive, because what one actually sees is not landscape
outside (as one would in the illusion of some “second-style”
rooms, such as Occus 6 of the Villa of the Mysteries itself)
but across the court to the other side of the peristyle and back
inside to the relative darkness of the arcade opposite. Were
the walls of the peristyle (whether those of the extreme perim-
cter or those of the pluteus) to have been painted with land-
scapes at any stage, then the effect would be still more com-
plex, for then interior parts of the house (which one might be
viewing from the open air) would bear the painted signs of
“outside” — such as foliage or architectural vistas.

The point I am making is relatively simple. Just as Vitruv-
ian textual rhetoric constructed hicrarchies of access depen-
dent on the categories of “inside” and “outside” and “private”
and “public”, so the visual rhetoric of Pompeian architecture
played with the same themes. Just as Vitruvius’s prose found
the categories of “public” and “private” to be problematic
(both denoting areas within the house and defining the differ-
ence between the house and the space outside it), so the peri-
style of the Villa of the Mysteries emphasises this very com-
plexity. If, in visual terms, “outside” means under the sky as
well as outside the house, then some of the house’s most
internal rooms are “outside” because they are open to the air.
As soon as one puts the emphasis on viewing, one discovers
that the art of the Roman house highlights an ambivalence
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inside the central opening of the peristyle

®

®
and ambiguity of “inside” and “outside” and of “public” and
“private”. An emphasis on viewing is not anachronistic, for it
has been shown that this is precisely the angle from which
some of the major Roman poets investigated art.*” This visual
questioning does not simply make problematic the status of
particular rooms or buildings. It is, more fundamentally, a
questioning of the viewer himself as the one who constructs
“inside” and “outside”, and thus — Obliqucl\' — a questioning
of the whole social system in which the viewer has his part.
In this sense not only do Roman houses set up and define the
structure of Roman society and class, but they also reveal,
question and deconstruct it.

The complications of “inside” and “outside™ are not con-
fined to actuality. In the trompe l'oeil of Pompcnn rooms there
may be a play of one part of a room being “enclosed” and
another being “open to the outside”. For instance, in Oecus 6
of the Villa of the Mysteries,* the murals in the northwestern
half of the room represent an interior peristyle and “behind”
that a panelled wall not open to the sky at the top (Figure

inside the portico of the peristyle
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Figure 5. Villa of the
Mysteries (after Maiuri). Plan
with viewing positions
around the peristyle: A,
inside the central opening of
the peristvle; B, inside the
portico of the peristvle.
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Figure 6. Villa of the
Mysteries, Oecus 6, Pompeii,
first century B.c. Photo:
Silvia Frenk.

Figure 7. Villa of the
Mysteries, Oecus 6, Pompeii,
first century B.c. Photo:
Silvia Frenk.
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* = "ideal" viewing position suggested by the room's perspective

Figure 8. Villa of the

Mysteries, viewing positions
h and perspectives in Oecus 6

(after Corlaita Scagliarini).

6). This is an enclosed room — an “inside”. However, the
southcastern side of Oecus 6 is painted as an interior peristyle
with illusionist frescoes representing a wall and “behind” this
an “outside” open to the sky (Figure 7). It is as if we are no
longer in an interior room but in one which is at least open to
the outside. In addition, in Oecus 6 there is much play of real
doors and false doors, with a real door (the one through which
we enter) in the southeast wall and a painted door facing it in
the northwest wall (Figure 6).

Scholarly discussions have emphasised the play of different
kinds of perspective implicit in such divided decorations.* In
Oecus 6, for example, there is an ideal viewpoint implied by
the perspective midway between the side walls and some two-
thirds of the way from the door (see Figure 8). The perspec-
tive implies that the room was decorated to be seen as a whole,
encircling the viewer from a particular p()int."” It is because
the room is carcfully designed and painted o be a whole, that
the cffect of its play of “inside” and “outside™ is so complex
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Figure 9. Atrium of the
Samnite House,
Herculaneum, first century
B.C. Photo: Silvia Frenk.
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and disturbing. The room’s trompe I'oeil constructs an archi-
tectural decorative scheme which makes its “insideness”, its
status as an interior room, problematic. Furthermore, within
the room there is a questioning of just which parts are more
or less interior — as if the frescoes were representing a series
of “levels”, a hierarchy, of insideness.

When one takes the cumulative decorative effect of this
room and of others similarly playing with levels and trans-
gressions of “inside” and “outside” in the Villa of the Myster-
ies (for example, cubicula 8 and 16)’' and compares it with
the inversion enacted by the peristyle, it appears that the
problems implicit in these social-architectural categories are
being unashamedly emphasised. It is as if the decoration of
the house is obsessed with the weirdness, the unnaturalness,



of the categories which define its articulation both as a build-
ing and as a social experience.

In the Samnite House at Herculaneum, this complexity
within a single room is still more strongly marked because it
adds the frisson of false and real stucco colonnades.’” One
enters the atrium from a vestibule decorated in “first style”
(Figure 9) — that is, where plaster is constructed in three
dimensions and painted to resemble marble veneer.’* This
atrium, one of the largest in Herculaneum,*™ is in other re-
spects typical of many houses in both Herculaneum and Pom-
peii. It has a marble impluvium in the centre of the floor to
catch the rainwater and a compluviate roof with a large open-
ing in the middle (Figure 10) to let in the light (and the rain).
Of course, one reason for these openings is functional - to
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Figure 10. Atrium of the
Samnite House,
Herculaneum, first century
B.C. Photo: Silvia Frenk.
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Figure r1. Livia's Villa at
Prima Porta, garden view
and fence (now in the
Nartional Museum in Rome),
first century B.c. Photo:
Alinari-Art Resource, New
York.

light not only this room but also those adjacent to it. But the
corollary is a play on whether this interior space is an inside
room or an outside room — a problem that reaches its peak in
the high art of the Pantheon in Rome, whose famous oculus,
which allows in the light, is open to the elements. Like the
Pantheon, all such compluviate rooms have an unecasy or
ambiguous status as to whether they are quite inside rooms or
outside rooms. The Pantheon, of course, is a public space and
a very public building of official worship; but it may be
significant that atria, like peristyles, belong to Vitruvius's
category of communia cum extraneis, or “common with outsid-
ers” (6.5.1).

However, the special interest of the atrium in the Samnite
House lies in its decoration at gallery level: On the level of
the upper storey, on the side at which one enters and on the
two adjacent sides, there is a magnificent false gallery, fin-
ished in stucco, of fluted ionic half-columns joined by a low
perforated parapet. In a sense this embellishment might be
described as the “first-style” equivalent of “second-style” ar-
chitectural features, such as the perforated fence in the lower
foreground of the “Garden Room” from Livia’s villa at Prima
Porta (Figure 11).** But in the fourth wall, opposite the vesti-
bule door and below the compluviate ceiling, the false pilas-
ters and imitation fence break into reality (Figure 12). There
is no wall at gallery level for them to decorate; they stand as




themselves — an ornamental feature turned functional, for
they hold up the roof. Just as in the part of Oecus 6 of
the Villa of the Mysteries where the painted architectural
decoration with its stress on the illusion of solid walls
abruptly breaks open to reveal the illusion of half-walls and
“behind” them the “outside”, so here the interior compluviate
atrium (open to the outside only through its roof) breaks open
its wall on the far side from the street entrance “really” to
reveal the outside. Of course, this outside — from the viewer’s
level, the sky — is actually the space above the tablinum,
which is the next room on from the atrium.*®

In none of this has the decoration abandoned “realism™ in
that all its motifs, whether in two or three dimensions, imitate
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Figure 12. Atrium of

the Samnite House,
Herculancum, first century
B.C. Photo: Silvia Frenk.
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the actuality of real architecture. But none of these effects
creates the impression of “actual reality”. One wonders, in
the case of the Samnite House, whether the “real” gallery of
stucco pilds’ters' and parapet is imitating the “false” one or vice
versa.”’ The illusionism conjures an altogether transgressive
world which seems to question the world it imitates, that is,
to deconstruct the rules of the reality on which it is self-
consciously based. It is an example of what anthropologists
have labelled “symbolic inversion”.”® The challenge here is
on two levels: first to the notion that the real world can be
imitated at all, that “realism™ is any more than a pastiche, a
set of illusionist tricks which contradict one another. The
extreme version of this challenge would be to deny the “real-
ity” of the real world itself and see it as merely a set of
constructions, a set which is in its own way as contradictory
and ambiguous as are the “realisms” of Pompeian walls. Sec-
ond, Pompeian illusionism — by playing visually and spatially
with the categories of “inside” and “outside”, of “private” and
“public” spaces, upon which Vitruvian rhetoric deemed the
social structure of the Roman house to be based — is implicitly
challenging the naturalness of this social structure.’” In
short — like Mannerism, or like the Surrealism of Magritte,
De Chirico and Dali when they refused to abandon the natu-
ralistic idiom whose motifs they juxtaposed to such surreal
effects® — the decoration of Roman houses in the first centu-
ries B.C. and A.p. seems to challenge the viewer by undermin-
ing the reality (both social and natural) w hich it presup-
p()ses.‘“ As Vitruvius already saw, it is the process of realist
viewing itself which is at stake in the villas of the Roman
middle class.

VIEWING AND DESIRE: THE VIEWER
AND THE VIEW

Where does the viewer stand in relation to the surrealism
displayed with such exuberance on the walls, in the structure
and in the architectural ornaments of his or her house?® It
has recently been argued of Roman wall-painting that “from
the point of view of the social function of decoration what
matters is not the visual games played, but the associations
evoked, by the decoration: its power not of i/lusion but of
allusion”.®* This approach indicates an attempt to reintegrate
the viewer into the impact of images in Roman houses beyond



being simply the one who approves or condemns as in the  VIEWING AND SOCIETY
Vitruvian account.* However, the ideological programme of

Vitruvian “realism” shows that the visual games are them-

selves socially determined and of central importance as part

of a visual questioning of the categories for social function. In

other words, as I hope I have shown in the preceding section,

the visual games are crucial to the way the Romans con-

structed social meaning.

The question of allusion, therefore — not what an image
alludes to, but what that allusion signifies — is impossible to
separate from the status of that allusion as an illusionistic
picture, as a phantasy rather than a reality. Whereas commen-
tators agree that the views on Roman walls generally evoke
wealth and grandeur, there have been two theories on what
such evocation signifies. The first supposes that illusionistic
pictures offer us in some sense the world they imitate.”” The
second suggests that such images — because they offer an
imitation and not the “real thing” — actually deny to the
viewer the world they reflect.® Paradoxically, these positions
are both in fact true. They represent the poles between which
the viewers’ desires must be constantly oscillating.

The essential point of allusion is that it offers not a final
answer or a gradation of levels as does “realism”, with its
notion of the perfect and essential copy, but a constant play
with desire. Furthermore, Roman allusion must aim at the
impression of verisimilitude because it constantly proffers the
promise of real things (that landscape, that bowl of fruit, that
vista of a town) just around the corner as it were, just through
the wall. In this sense the illusionism of Roman allusive art is
fundamentally implicated in a materialist view of the most
suitable objects of desire.®” Even the Divine is locked into this
materialism — so that the famous Priapus in the vestibule of
the House of the Vettii in Pompeii is actually weighing his
phallus against a bag of money. Because Roman houses are
inextricably linked with social-status considerations, and be-
cause better in this context means bigger and more open to
larger quantities of clients, the allusion must work by means
of the illusion of more “outside”, of a private space almost
completely public.®® Our problem is that we cannot pinpoint
precise meanings for such illusions, but we can situate the
sphere of the viewer’s desire within which a multiplicity of
such meanings will be evoked. That desire, like everything
else about a Roman house, lies in the materialist realm of
social status.
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To go deeper into the operation of desire in the Roman
house, we must observe a further link between allusion and
the illusionism of Roman walls. Roman murals of all “four
styles” tend to represent architectural ornament which either
encloses the viewer within a room (“first”, early “second”
and “third” styles) or offers glimpses into a world outside or
beyond, glimpses through illusions of architectural frames
that are more or less “realistic” (“second™ and “fourth” styles).
Thus the images of Roman wall-painting, like the problemat-
ics of “inside” and “outside”, are essentially a matter of the
existence or non-existence of the view. Again wall-painting is
playing with exactly the same issues as is architecture — one
of the marks of an atrium or a peristyle, as we saw earlier, is
that it is always a space that allows the viewer to glimpse
other spaces, to see more of the house. The view — the nature
of a spectator’s relationship between here and there, the place
from which he or she looks and the place to which the looking
is directed — is thus perhaps the crucial determining factor,
not only of Roman wall-painting but also of the visual and
social articulation of the Roman house.?”

Roman depictions of houses are obsessed with the view.
Here is the Younger Pliny, nephew of the encyclopaedist and
a distinguished orator of the last years of the first century
A.D., describing the triclinium of one of his villas, on the coast
at Laurentinum near Rome:

It has folding doors or windows as large as the doors all around, so
that at the front and sides it seems to look out onto three seas, and
at the back has a view through the inner hall, the courtyard with
two colonnades and the entrance hall to the woods and mountains
in the distance. (Epistulae 2.17.5)

In two letters (2.17 and 5.6),” Pliny describes his villas as
though one is passing through them — presenting virtually a
list of rooms, in order,” and frequently emphasising the
views through the rooms back to other rooms or out to the
garden and the sea.” In fact, educated Romans like Pliny
were remarkably sensitive to the environmental context of a
house, the flow from room to room and object to object. The
context is most strongly experienced as a set of views. The
Romans’ awareness of this topographical sense of flow in
architectural space led them to use it in the most remarkable
way as a mnemonic tool to structure the way they memorised
their speeches. In a culture which put such a strong emphasis
on rhetoric in education and intellectual life as did the Roman



world,” this gives the mlport.mcc of a person’s relationship
with his or her house as @ viewer a heightened and privileged
status. Before looking directly at views in Roman houses, we
should venture down the strange side-alley of memory and its
relation to the Roman house.

Here is the Roman theorist of rhetoric, Quintilian, writing
in the first century A.p., describing the orator’s use of the
Roman house as a tool for memorising the structure and co-
ordination of a Roman speech:

Some place is chosen of the largest possible extent and characterised
by the utmost possible variety, such as a spacious house divided
into a number of rooms. Everything of note therein is carefully
committed to the memory, in order that the thought may be able to

run through all the details without let or hindrance . . . . Particular
symbols which will serve to jog the memory . . . are thcn arranged

as follows. The first thought is placed, as it were, in the vestibulum;
the second, let us say, in the atrium; the remainder are placed in
due order all around the impluvium and entrusted not merely to
cubicula and exedrae but even to the care of statues and the like. This
done, as soon as the memory of the facts requires to be revived, all
those places are visited in turn, and the various deposits are de-
manded from their custodians, as the sight of each recalls the re-
spective details. (Quintilian, /ustitutio Oratoria 11.2.18-20)

The “symbols” Quintilian mentions are specific images or
words which can bring back to the orator’s mind the subject
of his speech or even an actual sentence at a particular point
in his discourse (the point, for example, of the vestibulum or
atrium or statuc in the house which the speaker has memor-
ised and through which he progresses in his mind’s eye as he
delivers his oration). This art of memory had a significant
place in the Roman art of rhetoric,™ as is demonstrated by
the fact that not only Quintilian in the early Empire, but also
two rhetorical treatise writers from the late Repul)hcan cra
discuss it in some detail as part of their general instructions
on oratory. 2

The significance of this art of memory for the art historian
and the social historian has not been sufficiently explored. If
the Roman house,” the layout of a dmmg-room, " the com-
mon architectural forms of the late Republic and early Em-
pire,”® served regularly as the means for ordering and mem-
orising speeches, then equally the order and structure of these
very houses, dining-rooms and architectural forms are the
three-dimensional embodiment of the process of structuring
thought. Just as the periodic sentence and the rhetorical
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speech may be co-ordinated and constructed through the
memorised vision of a house, so the Roman house in the
totality of its rooms and decor (not forgetting the statues, as
Quintilian reminds us)™ is one representation of the structure
of Roman rhetoric.

Romans thought by means of their houses — their visual and
architectural environment. It is this environment (not only
houses but all kinds of /oci, from Simonides’s banqueting
room to “public buildings, a long journey, the ramparts of a
city, or even pictures”)™ which defined the Roman art of
memory and which structured Roman discourse. When Ro-
mans thought about embellishing their environment — about
improving houses, about building new houses, about making
gardens — it was precisely the rhetorical process conditioned
by the visual memory which they brought to their architec-
ture and art. Just as Roman oratory is conditioned by archi-
tectural and visual imagery to a remarkable dcgrcc, so the
decoration and structure of the Roman house is in its turn
conditioned by the rhetorical process which was later to make
use of the house as an aide-mémoire. In effect, we cannot draw
a sharp distinction between the architectural and visual world
of the Roman educated elite on the one hand and their mental
and rhetorical world on the other. Together they make up the
mentalité, the particularity and identity of Roman civilization:
Each was the precondition and determining impulse behind
the other.

There are a remarkable range of issues raised by a closer
art-historical examination of the treatises on memory. For
example, they offer valuable evidence for the existence of a
self-consciously non-literal, metaphorical, system of viewing
in the Roman world which subjected the most commonplace
and familiar images to a set of symbolic meanings that spe-
cifically had no direct relation to the original object. It might
be quite normal for a statue off a peristyle to represent the
third paragraph of a Ciceronian speech! This is exegetic view-
ing of remarkable sophistication. And, unlike most exegetic
viewing in Classical or Christian antiquity, it is categorically
not concerned with religious interpretations or meanings. A
second arca, one highlighted by the distinguished cultural
historian Frances Yates, is the “astonishing visual precision”
of Roman viewing to which these works on memory bear
witness. In the classically trained memory even the space
between Joci can be measured and the lighting of the /Joci is
allowed for.”" Cicero’s emphasis (initially surprising to us) on
the sense of sight in rhetoric (De Oratore 2.87.357) makes the



point nicely. The speaking is based on a viewing: The Roman
speech is the rhetorisation of a prior and visually re-lived
VICW.

This rhetorical use of a memorised “visualisation™ is a clas-
sic instance of the importance of phantasia in ancient culture,
which we discussed in the previous chapter. The visualisation
of the house in the orator’s mind is a phantasia. Instead of
bringing this specific phantasia to his listeners’ minds through
ckphrasis, the orator (in this case) presents the visualisation
through the structure of his speech. In effect, a rhetorical speech
is a metaphorical ekphrasis. A speech uses all the skills of
ckphrasis (its clarity, visibility and sharpness) to construct an
ordered discourse which has a metaphorical relationship to
the original phantasia of the house.

In particular, I want here to emphasise one aspect of the
Roman art of memory and its relation to the Roman house.
This is the notion of order or series (ordo), which is onc of
the most important qualities of a house for the oratorical
handbooks. It is precisely because the various /loci (such as
the vestibulum, atrium and impluvium suggested by Quintilian)
must be memorised in a particular order as one moves
through the house, that this movement from locus to Jocus can
be used to structure a speech. As Cicero puts it, the order of
the Joci will preserve the order of the material to be remem-
bered (De Or. 2.86.354). The notion of the series, of the view
as it were from one /locus to the next, is crucial — as the Auctor
ad IHerennium makes explicit (Ad. Her. 3.17.30). Once the
viewer-memoriser is sufficiently skilful, he can move (which
is to say, give his speech) in any order — “forwards or back-
wards” (3.17.30) — so that “if the /oci have been arranged in
order, the result will be that, reminded by the images, we
will repeat orally what we have committed to the Joci, pro-
ceeding in either direction from any Jocus we please” (3.18.30).
In other words, unlike ekphrasis which necessarily freezes the
speaker’s phantasia in a particular order or structure, the range
of possibilities for the ordering of paragraphs in a speech
allows a much greater flexibility and freedom to the orator’s
use of his memorised vision, his phantasia.

The art of memory co-ordinates a Roman speech and the
“order” in which the speech is seen. It is visual and three
dimensional — using the awareness of other rooms, other
floors and particular features of decoration which one has on
entering one room of a house from another. In essence the art
of memory is a means of exploiting this three-dimensional
environmental sense with all its flexibility to the needs and
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demands of rhetoric. What matters about a house, as far as
the rhetorical treatises are concerned, is this dynamic sense of
movement — from room to room, from object to object — so
that the ductus locorum (the flow of place to place) matches the
ductus litterarum (the flow or structure of the speech). This
environmental sensibility for the relation of a part of a house
to other p.lrts and to the w hole, is an essential element in
Roman viewing. It is an important constituent of the notion
of the “view” — which is precisely the visual relation of one
part of the house or city or landscape to another or to the
rest.®?

Beside the aesthetic or experiential aspect to Roman domes-
tic viewing, and in addition to the remarkable intellectual
quality of using one’s view of a house as an aide-mémoire, there
was always (as we have seen) a flavour of social status about
how Romans looked at their house. Furthermore, the lan-
guage by which the paintings that decorated Roman houses
were described (at least by Vitruvius in the Augustan period)
was the result of a carefully constructed ideological polemic
designed to preserve the social and political distinctions of
which the Roman houses themselves were part. The paradox
is that the language prescribed onc set of rules (“realism”)
while the paintings and architecture played with and chal-
lenged those rules (“surrealism”). It remains to bring these
strands together in order to examine the importance and vet
the ambiguity of the view — that complex relationship be-
tween the beholder and what he or she sees, between individ-
uals and their social world, in which subjectivity is con-
structed.®

Describing his villa at Laurentinum near Rome (Epistulae
2.17), the Younger Pliny repeatedly remarks on the views
from his more elegant rooms. A houscholder as well as an
orator, Pliny as viewer was concerned with the environmental
flow of his house, with the directing of the view through and
out of the house. The triclinium (2.17.5), as we have seen,
looks to the sea on three sides and on the fourth side looks
back all the way through the house to the countryside beyond
the atrium. Off this, there is a cubiculum with a view of the
sea (2.17.6). On the upper floor there are more rooms with
prospects of the sea, the garden, the coast and other villas
(2.17.12=13). The triclinium on the other side of the house
away from the seca “has a view as lovely as that of the sea
Il‘SL“‘ while from the windows of the two rooms behind can
be seen the entrance to the house and another hortus”



(2.17.15). The main point made of the cryptoporticus is Pliny’s
mention of its windows opening on both sides (but more to
the side of the sea) (2.17.16). Furthermore, Pliny’s own fa-
vourite suite of rooms (2.17.20f.) is distinguished by a “sun-
parlour facing the terrace on one side, the sea on the other
and the sun on both”. Its rooms open onto the sea, the
cryptoporticus, the neighbouring villas and the woods — “views
which can be seen separately from its many windows or
blended into one” (2.17.21). When describing his villa in
Tuscany (Epistulae 5.6), Pliny is no less insistent on the view:
“My house is on the lower slopes of a hill but commands as
good a view as if it were higher up” (5.6.14). He continues
his description:

from the end of the colonnade projects a triclinium: through its
folding doors it looks on to the end of the terrace, the adjacent
meadow and the stretch of open country beyond, while from its
windows on one side can be seen part of the terrace and the pro-
jecting wing of the house, on the other the tree-tops in the enclosure
of the adjoining riding ground. (5.6.19)

Likewise the cenatio “looks on to the small courtyard, the
colonnade and the view from the colonnade” (5.6.21).

For Pliny, the articulation of his house, the reason for his
pride in it and the most effective method of communicating
what he sees as its best qualities are all defined by the view.
This emphasis on the view can be seen not only in texts but
also in surviving villas and, as we have observed, in their
wall-paintings.’“ There is, moreover, a constant emphasis on
the relationship of rooms to the light and the sun - a further
example of the “environmental sense”, this time referring not
to a room’s view of the outside, but to the outside’s penetra-
tion of a room.* Finally — and again very relevant to the
view — Pliny indulges in lavish descriptions of the countryside
(both cultivated and wild) in which his villas are set.* The
villa cannot be separated from its setting, just as its rooms
cannot be considered without reference to the light which
enters them from outside and the views which they offer onto
the outside.”’

Pliny’s concern with the view and the lighting of his villas
is not idiosyncratic.™ Precisely these issues are built into
Vitruvius’s injunctions about the layout of domestic housing,
especially in his sixth book. In Vitruvius there is a repeated
emphasis on light: Cubicula and libraries should face east;
baths and winter rooms should take their light from the sunset
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(De Arch. 1.2.75 6.4.1). Picture galleries and rooms nceding a
steady light (such as weavers, workshops and painters’ stu-
dios) should be lit from the north (1.2.7; 6.4.2). Spring and
autumn ¢triclinia should look east, but summer dining-rooms
should face north (6.4.2) to avoid excessive light and heat.
In villas,

care is required that all buildings should be well lighted. This is an
casier matter with those on country estates because there are no
neighbours” walls to interfere; whereas in cities, the heights of
party walls or the narrow streets are in the way and obstruct the
light.* (6.6.6)

Vitruvius’s worry about light, especially in towns like
Pompeii, causes him to suggest that walls should be opened
at the top, especially if beams, lintels or flooring interfere
with the entry of light (6.6.6—7). Campanian practice (such as
the gallery in the atrium of the Samnite House in Hercula-
neum, Figure 12) gives evidence of this method of lighting a
room. Furthermore, the way “second-style” walls are painted
with the illusion of an opening at the top to receive daylight
seems to indicate a trompe l'oeil play with precisely this feature
of Roman architecture. Again the discussion and aesthetics of
light reflect on the problematics and the play of “inside”™ and
“outside” in Roman domestic space.

The corollary of this emphasis on light and the view in
architecture, however is that Roman three-dimensional space
is actually constructed with as much trompe l'oeil — as much
play on forms, spaces and illusions — as is Roman wall-
painting. In a remarkable passage, Vitruvius admits as much:

The appearance of a building (species) when seen close at hand is one
thing, on a height it is another, not the same in an enclosed space,
still different in the open, and in all these cases it takes much
judgment to decide what is to be done. The fact is that the eye does
not always give a true impression (veros effectus), but very often leads
the mind to form a false judgment (fallitur saepius iudicio ab eo mens).
In painted scenery, for example, columns may appear to jut out,
mutules to project, and statues to be standing in the foreground,
although the picture is of course perfectly flat. Similarly w ith ships,
the oars when under the water are straight, though to ‘the eye they
appear to be broken . . . . Now whether we see by the impression
of images upon the eye, or by the effusion of rays from the eyes, as
the natural philosophers teach us, both explanations suggest that
the vision of the eyes gives false judgments (falsa iudicia). Since,
therefore, what is real (vera) seems false (falsa), and some things are
approved by the eyes as other than they really are (aliter quam Sunt),



I think it certain that diminutions or additions should be made to
suit the needs and nature of the site. (6.2.2f.)

Despite the firm insistence on the “real” (oars are straight and
not bent whatever the phenomenology of perception may tell
us), Vitruvius is nevertheless caught in the double-bind of his
own acute understanding that “the vision of the eyes gives
false judgments”. The moment he orientates his discussion on
the spectator, as any good architect must, he is trapped in his
own clear sense of the deconstructive complexities of illusion
and deception, where the “real” is “false” (as he admits when
telling us that apparently three-dimensional trompe loeil stage
scenery “is of course perfectly flat”). Vitruvius’s problem is
how to relate the phenomenology of perception (to which he
must give precedence if he is to design buildings most cffec-
tively to accommodate the viewer) with what is “really” the
case (his ideological stance in relation both to wall-painting
and to the “facts”; for instance, that an oar is “really” straight
and not bent). Nothing indicates this problem so clearly as
his use of illusionist painting (such as stage scenery) as a
programmatic exemplum for how the viewer sees a house.
From this exemplum we can be quite sure that Vitruvius is
aware that even the paintings which he so praises at 7.5 for
their wveritas (their imitation of the “real” rather than the
“false”) are — in his own terms — themselves falsa, the deliber-
ately designed deceits by which fallitur saepius mens (the mind
is often deceived).

For Vitruvius, architecture is as much an illusion as paint-
ing. Both are a matter of “diminutions and additions to suit
the needs” of viewers; both are a matter of the view. Decora-
tion is not separable from or secondary to the building it
decorates, because the example of illusionist architectural
pamtmg is both the mctaphor and the metonym out of which
Vitruvius constructs the viewer of architecture and hence the
architecture that will suit (and deceive) the viewer. It follows
that all the “real life” views that Pliny mentions with such
pride are designed with that very (dangerous) sense of illu-
sionism which — in the case of paintings — Vitruvius feels he
must constrain between rigidly “realist” boundaries in his
polemic of Book 7. Hence in architecture “there follow . . .
the adjustment (apparatio) of the proportions to the decor so
that the appearance (aspectus) of eurhythmy may be convine-
ing (non dubius) to the observer” (6.2.5). Vitruvian architecture
is as much zrompe P'oeil as painting. But the problem is that
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aspectus (like species a term which ignores the image-referent
relation in favour of the “deceitful” effects of images on view-
ers) must be a highly problematic concept to one who will
shortly be insisting with such moral surety on the virtues of
“reality” as opposed to “falsehood”.

Vitruvius admits that from the stance of the observer there
is no essential difference between the logic of a “real” (three-
dimensional and architectural) view and the logic of a “false”
(painted) one. Here Quintilian, in his prescriptions on mem-
ory, agrees: “What I have spoken of as being done in a house,
can equally well be done in connexion with public buildings,
a long journey, the ramparts of a city or even pictures. Or we
may imagine such places to ourselves . . .” (Inst. Or. 11.2.21).
All these kinds of views — “real”, painted or imagined - are,
from the standpoint of the complexities of viewing, substan-
tially the same. But they are all problematic.

In the case of the “realist” art and views approved by
Vitruvius (i.e., the “second style”), a view is both access and
denial. From a particular place onc catches a glimpse of the
world — something possible and possessable. That world de-
fines and articulates the place onc is, that is, the place from
which it is seen. But although the view offers that world, it
also simultaneously refuses it — for, by definition, a view
implies absence, implies a “somewhere” that is not “here”.
The viewer is constructed as one to whose desire the world
he has glimpsed is simultancously offered and denied. Thus
the viewer is defined as both the one who desires what he sees
and the one whose desire is curtailed by the absence of or
distance from what he sees (in the case of painting, by the
fact that what he sees is not real). Both Roman houses and
their images put the viewer into a position of conflict and
contradiction. They make that conflict explicit.

In the art which followed the kinds of paintings Vitruvius
condemns (i.e., “third” and “fourth” styles), where images
partake of the perspectival rules of illusionism but present the
viewer with an entirely “surreal” effect, the function of the
view is different. Instead of locating conflict in the observer,
this art transposes the contradictions to the very walls them-
selves. What one sees, displayed to such transgressive effect
on, for instance, the “architectural” frames of the walls in the
Pentheus room of the House of the Vettii in Pompeii is
the contradiction of the rules themselves. Mapped onto such
“third- and fourth-style™ walls is the conflict of the desire that
operates by the rules. The laws of illusionism, which govern
both wall-painting and house design, whether presented as



mathematical, prescribed by ideology or inscribed in the prac-
tice of ancient perspective,” are not “innocent”. They “make”
the world and formulate the seen into a particular relationship
with the spectator. Thus, to see according to the laws is to
curtail the possibility of “really” (i.e., innocently) seeing what
is “really” there (i.e., what exists objectively outside the
laws). For the “real” is seen only as represented by the rules.
Thus, to sce according to the rules is to see the rules them-
sclves displayed in both their tyranny and their contradiction;
it is to see that ideally (but impossibly) one might see without
the rules; it is to see the possibility of there being more to see
beyond the rules and to have that possibility denied, limited,
curtailed by the necessary organisation of seeing according to
rules without which we could not relate to what we sce. This
is the deconstruction of viewing (and of the ideologies and
rules of viewing) which Vitruvius so detests and which “can-
delabra upholding pictured shrines” ultimately imply.

THE ROMAN HOUSE AS A
CULTURAL SYSTEM

The Roman house was a strange conflation of official policy
and private transgression. Its structure and forms explicitly
embodied the social hierarchy. In Vitruvius’s idealist and
prescriptive account, the key term used for decor appropriate
to it is wveritas — the “real” — because realism, that is, an
illusionism which never loses sight of “real” referents in the
natural world, visually implies that the social rules governing
the house and its decor were themselves natural, given. Yet
the surrcalism of actual decoration, like some kinds of post-
modernism today, paraded precisely the arbitrariness, the
pastiche, the ambivalence of the “real”. In doing so, Roman
houses — again like postmodernism — playfully made explicit
the arbitrariness of the rules which governed the social articu-
lation of the house. In effect, the Roman house deconstructs
the viewer into one who looks by certain laws (social, visual,
ideological) and one who is confronted by images which in
different ways expose the way he looks. The viewer simulta-
neously sees and sees how he sees, that is, sees how what he
sees is problematically constructed. It remains to ask what
this deconstruction might mean.

One reading of Vitruvius’s polemic would suggest that this
deconstruction was perceived as a threat. We might follow
the direction of the moral rhetoric and see Roman houses as
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always implicitly subversive. We might infer that the system
was always paranoid about the flagrant transparency with
which its contradictions were flaunted in every house in the
land. However, although Vitruvius is certainly evidence for
ideological constraints, the fact is that even such art as he fails
to condemn was deconstructive in the way it undermined
viewing and substituted “false” for “real”. Other moral rheto-
ricians go further. The orator Papirius Fabianus is unwilling
even to spare “second-style” paintings. His moral outburst
against painting is a truly Platonic condemnation of all imi-
tation:

Men even imitate mountains and woods in their foul houses — green
fields, seas, rivers amid the smoky darkness . . . . Who could take
pleasure in such debased imitations if he was familiar with the real
thing (vera)? . . . They pile up great buildings on the seashore and
block off bays by filling the deep sea with earth; others divert the
sea into ditches and artificial lakes. These people are incapable of
enjoying anything real (veris). Their minds are so twisted they can
only get pleasure from unnatural imitation of land and sea in the
wrong places. (In the Elder Seneca, Controversiae 2.1.13)

By its virulent condemnation, the moral polemic naturalises
“unnatural imitation” as quite normal. It is not right, but,
like the brothel, it contains the transgressive and subversive
inclinations of citizens within an entirely acceptable social
sphere. On this reading, the very deconstruction of some
central concepts in Roman culture by the Roman house is
perhaps domestic architecture’s supreme contribution to up-
holding the system.”'

Clifford Geertz has argued that “any art form . . . renders
ordinary, everyday experience comprehensible by presenting
it in terms of acts and objects which have had their practical
consequences removed and been reduced (or, if you prefer,
raised) to the level of sheer appearances, where their meaning
can be more powerfully articulated and more exactly per-
ceived”.”” Roman houses reinforced, represented and made
the cultural system comprehensible. By so blatantly exhib-
iting the contradictions of the cultural rules, they made those
rules understandable to every viewer in his or her most inti-
mate space. Thus Roman houses operated on the most gener-
alised social level. As Claude Lévi-Strauss has suggested of
Caduveo body painting, Roman domestic decoration (and its
deconstruction of not only the viewer but also the concepts
by which social differentiation is constructed) presents in the
most private space a subversive myth of what might happen
in Roman culture “if its interests and superstitions did not



stand in the way™.”" Such phantasies of the impossible on
some cultural level (but often in the arts) are a culture’s
necessary mythic response to its own strong institutions.
Roman houses also had a significant role on the personal as
well as on the general level. As with cockfights in Bali in the
celebrated discussion of Clifford Geertz, by playing on the
social boundaries of “public” and “private”, Roman walls
enabled Romans to see a dimension of their subjectivity.

Yet because . . . that subjectivity does not properly exist until it is
thus organised, art forms generate and regenerate that very subjec-
tivity they pretend only to display. Quartets, still lifes and cock-
fights are not merely reflections of a pre-existing sensibility analogi-
cally represented; they are positive agents in the creation and
maintenance of such a sensibility.”*

In Roman culture, wall-paintings were a primary artefact for
generating subjectivity, and Roman viewing was the means
by which this subjectivity was created.

VIEWING AND SOCIETY
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VIEWING AND THE SACRED:
PAGAN, CHRISTIAN AND
THE VISION OF GOD

LAassicaL art history has tended to take the viewer
for granud in its mal\ sis of artistic forms and to
assume (without dlscussmn) that the viewing eye

is unbounded by the constraints of its time and u)mcptual
framework. This chapter examines a different way of viewing
from those implied by the “realism” of Vitruvius or the
ekphrases of Philostratus. It represents, broadly speaking, a
mystic development of the kind of exegetic viewing which we
explored in the Tabula of Cebes. This method of looking at
art is rather unfamiliar to most Westerners today, and I have
called it “mystic viewing”. In the case study which occupies
the second half of the chapter, I apply the conceptual frame-
work of mystic viewing to the mosaics in the apse of the
monastery of St Catherine at Mt Sinai, an lC()I]()"l'Ilphl(. pro-
gramme datmg from the sixth century. My contention is that
the transformation of Roman art from the first century to the
sixth is deeply implicated with a transformation in viewing
away from naturalist expectations towards the symbolism in-
herent in mystic contemplation. The very structure of a work
of art as seen by its Christian viewers by the sixth century
had become a simulacrum of a spiritual journey which those
viewers could be reasonably expected to see themselves as
making. This structure is ascertainable from ideas contained
in contemporary texts which those viewers may have read or
been familiar with from sermons. This is not to imply that
such “mystic viewing” had no ideological or political ramifica-
tions. On the contrary, in the Christian dispensation, mystic
contemplation was an elite ideal by which social and political
values were measured, and it served (in its ascetic cognates)
as a fierce polemical stick with which to beat ethical “laxity™”



in daily life. The very indebtedness of the language of mystic
contemplation to the language of the late Roman state can be
seen in the most important of all Christian mystical writers,
Pseudo-Dionysius. The mysticism of Dionysius is expressed
in hierarchies (ecclesiastical and celestial) which are them-
selves literary reflections of the bureaucratic structures of the
empire and the Church.

THE MYSTIC MODEL OF VIEWING

Viewing cntails the relationship of subject and object. This
relation is always complex, for we cannot see the world with
objective eves — only with our own. The subject sces the
object only in his or her own terms, brings to the viewing
his or her own ideologies, narratives, contextualisations. The
subject cannot sce the object directly without interpretation.
There is always a gap between the object as seen (the object
in the subject’s eyes) and the object out there — the object as
it is." This gap is not merely the product of modern theory.
It was well known in the ancient world and forms the subject
of one of the most famous anecdotes in Pliny’s Natural History,
written in the first century A.p. Pliny’s story of Parrhasius
and Zeuxis is usually used to illustrate the wonders of illu-
sionistic art, but I wish to suggest that the story is also a
meditation on the gap between image and reality inherent
in illusionism.
In Natural History 35. 65-6:

Traditur . . . ipse (Parrhasius) detulisse linteum pictum ita veritate
ut Zeuxis . . . flagitaret tandem remoto linteo ostendi picturam.

Parrhasius is said to have displayed a picture of a linen curtain, so
realistic that Zeuxis then called to Parrhasius to draw back the
curtain and show the picture.

The desire of Zeuxis is not for the image, a linen curtain, but
for what the image, the curtain, appears to conceal. He is
deceived by his gaze into believing the trompe-I'oeil to be real,
as his desire (his subjective appropriation of the image he sees)
prompts him to penetrate what is behind the curtain. But the
Plinian text is more than a narrative of desire — it is the denial
of any content to the image and of any object of satisfaction
for the subject’s desire. The key word, twice repeated, is
“linteum™ — which means not only “linen curtain” (the image
on the canvas) but also “canvas” (the material on which the
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image is painted). Pliny uses the word with the meaning of
“canvas” in an earlicr chapter of the same book (35.51). The
painted image — which offers so much to the viewer’s desirous
gaze — deconstructs into the matter on which it was painted.
For the linteum to be withdrawn would leave only the linteum.
Linteum is linteum, curtain is canvas. 'The gap between matter
and matter imagined, the object out there and the object
constructed by the subject’s gaze, could not have been better
portrayed.

Beneath this Plinian model is an assumption about the
nature of subjectivity. There must always be a separation.
The dualism of subject and object is inevitable, undeniable
and intransgressible. But the assumption of dualism is not the
only model available in the ancient world. This chapter will
be about an alternative model, an alternative notion of subjec-
tivity, and the ideology of viewing which it constructs.

Mystic viewing is predicated upon the assumption that in
mystic experience the dualism of subject and object can be
transcended into a unity that is neither subject nor object and
yet is simultaneously both.” One of the most influential and
comprehensive formulations of the mystic model is the Enne-
ads of the third-century a.p. philosopher Plotinus.” A student
of Ammonius Saccas in Alexandria in the 230s, Plotinus came
to Rome in 244 to teach philosophy. His works were col-
lected, edited and published after his death in 270 by his
student Porphyry.*

Plotinus insists that the mystic vision, the experience of
God, is a union of self and other beyond the dual:

No doubt we should not speak of seeing; but we cannot help talking
in dualities, seen and scer, instead of, boldly, the achievement of
unity. In this seeing, we neither hold an object nor trace distinction;
there is no two. The man is changed, no longer himself nor self-
belonging; he is merged with the Supreme, sunken into it, one with
it.” (Ennead 6.9.10)

This union (which Plotinus calls a “super-intellection™ or “a
thought transcending thought™ — bypernoésis [Enn. 6.8.16.32])
is beyond language (which can merely point the path) and
beyond knowing. This is because

in knowing, soul or mind abandons its unity; it cannot remain a
simplex. Knowing is taking account of things; that accounting is
multiple; the mind thus plunging into number and multiplicity
departs from unity. Our way then takes us beyond knowing: there
may be no wandering from unity; knowing and knowable must all
be left aside. (Enn. 6.9.4.4)



In the experience of union there are no distinctions, there is
no discriminative awareness and there is no self-consciousness
(Enn. 5.3.14.1f.; 6.7.35.42f.). There is no recognition of what
is taking place: “Soul must see in its own way; this is by
coalescence, unification; but in secking thus to know unity it
is prevented by that very unification from recognising what it
has found; it cannot distinguish itself from the object of this
intuition” (Enn 6.9.3.11). In the last chapter of the last Ennead
(6.9.11), Plotinus describes mystic union as a state without
distinction, without movement, without emotion or desire,
without reason or thought and without self. It is a state
bevond beauty for the philosopher — “a quiet solitude, in the
stillness of his being turning away to nothing and not busy
about hlmsclf, altogether at rest and having become a kind
of rest”.

VIEWING AND THE SACRED
VISION, UNION AND THE TEMPLE SANCTUARY

In Plotinus the process of mystic union is a process of seeing.’
It is a “self-seeing” in which “the scer is one with the scen”
(Enn. 6.9.10—11). Here Plotinus, like all Greek mystic think-
ers after Plato, borrows heavily from the sight imagery in
the great allegories of the cave and the charioteer. Plotinus
concludes his last chapter in the sixth Ennead with the follow-
ing image: The philosopher ascending to union with the One
is

. like a man who enters the sanctuary and leaves behind the
statues in the outer shrine. They are the first things he looks at
when he comes out of the sanctuary, after his contemplation (zo
endon theama) and converse there, not with a statue or image, but
with the Divine itself; they are secondary objects of contemplation
(deutera theamata). That other, perhaps was not a contemplation but
another kind of sceing (ou theama alla allos tropos tou idein), a being
out of oneself, a simplifying, a self-surrender, a pressing towards
contact, a rest, a sustained thought directed to perfect conformity,
if it was a real contemplation of that which was in the sanctuary

(6.9.11.18f.)

This analogy of temple visiting implies a hierarchy of vision.
From the “secondary contemplation” of the images on the
outside (to which, in the end, the phll()sophcr must return, as
the philosopher-king must go back into the cave in Plato),
Plotinus passes inside to the contemplation of the Divine
itself, which is “not a contemplation but another kind of
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seeing”.* There is an inner movement of “levels” of contem-
plation paralleled by an outer movement from image to real-
ity. There is a double movement from outside to inside - into
the shrine and deeper into the self (r0 endon theama) — and
vet, simultancously, there is a movement out of self, a “self-
surrender”. It is noteworthy that “the other”, which one
might expect to be described in objective terms, is in fact
presented in terms of personal experience (“a being out of
oneself, a simplifying, a self-surrender, a pressing towards
contact, a rest, a sustained thought”) — the very language
attempts to enact the unifying of self and other which is the
purpose of the Plotinian path.

In his usc of the image of visiting a temple (which recurs at
Enn. 5.1.6.12f.), Plotinus has tied his discourse of mystic
union to the language and imagery of pilgrimage. The ascent,
or ladder, of Plotinian contemplation (which prefigures a vast
literature in later Christian thought)” thus becomes assimi-
lated to the specifically religious and ritual context of pilgrim-
age and worship in a sanctuary. Although Plotinus’s language
is still philosophical, his mystical phllm()ph_\ is no longer to
be separated from religion. It is significant that in the late
fifth century at least one Church Father should look back
explicitly to Plotinus’s simile of the sanctuary.'” Although
there may have been fundamental theological differences be-
tween Christian and pagan in late antiquity, this Christian
appropriation of a metaphor about the subjective effects of
religious action shows a deep continuity in the experience of
personal picty."!

The specifically rcligious theme of visiting templee presents
in a very clear form the issue of what the pllqnm is allowed
or fit to see. In Plotinus this is “the Divine itself”. In a closely
parallel context of sanctuary visiting from Euripides’s play
lon, when the chorus enters for the first time, they approach
Apollo’s temple in Delphi, examine the sculpted reliefs and
ask of lon (currently the temple attendant) if they may cross
the threshold. lon replies that they must sacrifice a sheep and
have a question to put to the god. They understand and say:
“We are no transgressors of the god’s law (theou nomon), but
are content to delight our eyes with the outward beauties of
the temple” (v. 230). “Look at everything (theasthe)”, lon re-
plies, “that custom (¢themis) allows™ (v. 232). The setting of the
scene is close to the image in Plotinus. The chorus is not
a philosopher ascending to union and vision; and so their
contemplation must be of the “secondary” or “outward” kind,
because they have not the necessary sacrifice and question —



the ritual — by which to proceed to the inner vision. The pun
on theou (god), theasthe (see) and theou (god) (vv. 230, 232, 234)
underlines the problematics of what can and cannot be seen,
of the images whose vision is offered (v. 184ff.) and the god
(the cult statue) whose sight is denied. In the Description of
Greece by the second-century A.p. traveller Pausanias, there is
much temple visiting of precisely the type dramatised by
Euripides. The typology of sanctuaries with the outside (and
its images) described but the inside either unviewed or undis-
closed (or both) is frequent.'? In all these cases — from the
fifth-century B.c. playwright to the third-century a.p. philos-
opher — the act of viewing or contemplating (theasthat) is
associated with man’s relation to the Divine (¢beos) in the ritual
context of a sanctuary.

In these three authors the relationship of sight and the
sacred in temple visiting occurs through art. The desired and,
to the uninitiated, forbidden contemplation is that of the cult
statuec within the temple — which was in Greek religious
custom synonymous with the god himself. The importance
of Plotinus is that he combined the religious context of pil-
grimage and ritual contemplation of sacred images (a theme
sufficiently deep in Classical culture for it to span the seven
centuries between Euripides and Pausanias) with a philosoph-
ical discourse of contemplation which goes back to Plato.

DIVINE PRESENCE: SIGHT AND THE SACRED IN
GRAECO-ROMAN CULTURE

Before continuing with our inquiry into mystic vision and
sacred images, let us sketch the depth and extent in Graeco-
Roman culture of the relation between sight and the sacred.
The pun on theos (god) and thea(ma) (sight, contemplation) is
frequently employed in Greek to emphasise the presence of
the Divine. Its use extends from Platonic philosophy to Eu-
ripidean drama, from the religious myths recorded by Pau-
sanias to Alexandrian Judaism. My intention in the following
survey of this pun is to show the centrality of the language of
viewing for describing the sacred. I mean thus to emphasisc a
convention of Graeco-Roman thought which is of fundamen-
tal importance in providing the basis for the ritual use and
mystic viewing of religious images.

In the herdsman’s speech (vv. 677-774) of Euripides’s last
play, The Bacchae, the Maenads are described performing a
series of miracles, such as suckling wild animals, striking
water from rocks and routing the herdsmen and tearing their
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cattle to picces. Then — a deinon theama (v. 760) — they defeat
the armed villagers, whose weapons have no effect but who
are cut to the quick by the women’s thyrsi. All this is the
work of their theos (vv. 764, 766). Not only is the theos-thea pun
operating here to pinpoint the Divine in a passage evoking the
effects of religious ecstasy and power, but the whole speech,
ironically, is delivered to Pentheus (the disbeliever whose
fate — sparagmos — is presaged by the cattle torn to pieces) and
Dionysus, the god who is causing the action. The description
is a witness to and a warning of the dangers of the theophanic
presence (albeit in disguise) of the god on the stage."”

The pun occurs within a similar context of divine epiphany
in Pausanias. In the Description of Greece the theama of a baby
turning into a snake causes the Eleans to defeat the Arcadians
(6.20). The Eleans subsequently honour the theos — the child
who became a snake — by building his temple where the snake
vanished into the earth. The divinity of the theos is dependent
on, defined by, the theama of his metamorphosis and disap-
pearance. The god of this place would not have been a theos
but for the theama he performed. Needless to say, the shrine
of this transforming and vanishing god is not to be entered.
Even the woman who tends the god is veiled (6.20.3); sight,
which was once given as a visible metamorphosis to save Elea
and then a dlsappcamnce into the ground to deify this site,
is forever after denied. But the ground and placc of that
metamorphosis and disappearance are forever sacred, sancti-
fied by the image which must not be seen.

In Judaism, God himself can never be seen.'* Nonetheless,
there is an exuberant Jewish tradition of mystic visions, reve-
lations and apocalypses.'” In Philo Judacus, where this tradi-
tion meets the language and thought of the Alexandrian
Greeks, there is a rich play on zheos and theama, on sight and
the divine. Philo, a highly cultivated Jew from Alexandria,
was born in about 25 B.c. and died around a.p. 50. He
came from a wealthy and prestigious family — his brother
Alexander was one of the richest men in the ancient world,
and his nephew Tiberius Alexander (having changed his reli-
gion) rose to being Roman procurator in Palestine and prefect
of Egypt under Nero. Philo himself served as leader of an
Alexandrian embassy to the emperor Gaius in A.D. 39—40."¢
Philo’s surviving work consists of a great number of exegeses
on the major books and themes of the Septuagint.'” It is our
main testimony to the nature of Hellenistic Judaism. Al-
though there is a lively scholarly debate about whether Philo
was himself a practising mystic,' it is clear that (like his



contemporary Paul at 1 Corinthians 2.6ff. and 3.1ff.) he dis-
tinguished between an initiated elite who are capable of re-
ceiving wisdom (sophoi, or teleioi) and the immature who must
be kept on a diet of milk."” Philo identifies passages in his
own work which he claims are comprehensible only to the
elite’ and claims that the higher knowledge — which has
given him the authority to interpret (which is to say, to
allegorize) the Scriptures — comes from his own experience of
direct communion with God.?'

For Philo, sight (opsis) is the key to the religious-philosophic
path:*? “Philosophy was showered down by heaven and re-
ceived by the human mind, but the guide which brought the
two together was sight, for sight was the first to discern the
high roads which lead to the upper air”** (De Specialibus Legibus
3.185). After describing the ascent of the mind through sight
(clearly, the initiate rather than the milk-fed mind), Philo
finds that physiological sight is itself inadequate and must be
replaced by philosophic inquiry:

The mind, having discovered through the faculty of sight what of
itself it was not able to comprehend, did not simply stop short at
what it saw, but drawn by its love of knowledge and beauty, and
charmed by the marvellous spectacle (thean) came to the reasonable
conclusion (logismon eikota) that all these were not brought together
automatically by unreasoning forces, but by the mind of God
(theou). (De Specialibus Legibus 3.189)

The ascent is not merely a philosophical speculation that God
made the world, it is an apprehension of God:

But those, if such there be, who have had the power to apprchend
(katalabein) Him through Himself without the co-operation of any
reasoning process to lead them to the sight (thean), must be regarded
as holy and genuine worshippers and friends of God (thegphilesin) in
very truth. In their company is he who in Hebrew is called Israel,
but in our tongue the God-seer (horin theon)** who sees not His real
nature, for that as I said is impossible — but that He is.” (De
Praemiis et Poenis 43—4)

For our purposes, the supreme Philonic experience of God —
what must serve as theophany in Alexandrian Judaism - is
linguistically represented in terms of the language of theos
and thea.’

The conceptual formulation of theophany in Philo owes
much to later Platonic philosophy.?” It is worth noting in
this context a further philosophical, rather than religiously
theophanic, strand in the use of the theos-thea pun. One root
of the language of theama in both Philo and Plotinus (who
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employs the pun to effect at, for example, Ennead 1.6.9 or
5.8.10) is Plato. In the Phaedrus, Plato uses this language in
the myth of the charioteer (247 AD). In the Republic the verb
theasthai recurs several times in the image of the cave (516A
and 516B), and he puns twice on theos-thea (or words from
those roots) in the passage which sums up what the allegory
means (5178 — thean . . . theos; 5171 — apo theion thedrion).

VIEWING AND THE SACRED: SOME CONCLUSIONS

The primacy of sight in constructing the sacred is central.
The evidence collected here, although extremely diverse in
the periods, places and contexts at which these different writ-
ings were produced, points unequivocally to the importance
of sight and viewing (or, at the very least, of the language of
sight and viewing) as perhaps the primary means for con-
structing the Other World.*® Whether we give a philosophi-
cal, mystical or religious predication to the notion of the
Other World does not much matter; what is important is
that it is supramundane — outside “ordinary” experience, but
certainly experientiable to the initiate. All of these texts as-
sume not only the existence of the Other World but also some
possibility of contact or communion between self and this
Other World (if most would not accept Plotinus’s notion of
complete union). In this sense all the evidence which speaks
of sight and the sacred is borrowing from a conceptual frame-
work (which I illustrated earlier by reference to Plotinus)
where at least in some respect there can be movement out of
the dualism of subject and object and into some kind of unity
beyond self and other. In fact, the image of movement as
ascent out of self, out of the physical and into the spiritual, is
common to most of the writers I have used from Plato to
Philo, Plotinus and the Christian Fathers.?”

For understanding religion in Classical culture, the crucial
role of sight in constructing the sacred is of great significance.
A statue or other work of art may be as important as or more
important than a text in the evidence it can offer to our
understanding of the sacred. But we must never forget that
we are working here in a profoundly different conceptual
framework from the Plinian dualism that underlies the narra-
tive of Parrhasius and Zeuxis. There, desire can never be
fulfilled, and the trompe l'veil is the more deceptive the more
realistic it appears. In sacred art, not only is it possible for the
initiate to see what he or she desires (the epiphany) but in the
true depths of mystic vision the practitioner can lose all sense
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of the self that did the desiring as well as the object of
desire.*” It is quite right for Plotinus to question his imagery
at that point (Ennead 6.9.10) — for when there is no seer and
no seen it is perhaps tautologous to speak of “vision™.

CHRISTIAN THEOPHANY
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORKS

In my review of the language of theos and thea, 1 have de-
lll)u‘.ltel\ avoided by far the greatest body of its occurrence —

namely in the Patristic writers from Clement and Origen
onwards. My intention was to justify the importance of sight
imagery in the non-Christian religious culture of the ancient
world, before turning to examine a Christian work of art in
its Christian framework. One of the continuities between

pagan and Christian culture in antiquity is a deep sense of

the pervasiveness of the sacred. The holy is constituted
through private piety and supremely through the personal
vision, the theophany, of a devotee. Such personal piety,
which we readily associate with Christian prayer or icon

worship, comes out vividly in a passage from the Apology of

the pagan Apuleius (about A.p. 160): “It is my custom wher-
ever 1 go to carry with me the image of some god hidden
among my books and to pray to him on feast days with
offerings of incense and wine and sometimes even of victims”
(Apology 63).

In Christianity, the image of a personal vision serves as a
major metaphor for spiritual ascent in Paul: “For now we see
through a glass darkly, but then face to face™ (1 Corinthians
13.12). It is the paradigm for Christian conversion in Paul’s
vision on the road to Damascus (Acts ¢.3ff., 22.6ff.).”" In
carly monasticism, the ascetic path is conceived as a constant
preparation to appear before God.** In Chapter 10 of The Life
of St Antony, a highly influential and popular hagiography
written (perhaps by Athanasius) shortly after its hero’s death
in 356 and presenting Antony (as he was thereafter to be
accepted canonically) as the paradigm of the ascetic “athlete”
of Christ, the culmination of the struggle against temptation
is a mystic vision of the ray of divine light (aktina phitos) and
a voice from Heaven.

I should like to discuss the meaning of theophany and the
mystic vision of God in the Christian tradition in relation to a
mature work of art from the sixth century. Whatever qualms
about images were felt in the early Church, ¥ by the mid-
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sixth century they were all but forgotten amidst a tremendous
rise in the cult of icons.’* The theoretical foundation for
images as a means of mystic contemplation of the Divine is
above all to be found in the works of Pseudo-Dionysius the
Arcopagite. The Dionysian corpus, which arose around 500
A.D. probably in Monophysite Syria, was universally believed
to be the work of Dionysius the Areopagite — one of Paul’s
few Athenian converts (Acts 17.34). As such it provided vir-
tually apostolic authority for a mysticism which combined the
Neoplatonism of Plotinus with the allegorism of Alexandrian
writing from Philo to Origen.*

Like Plotinus before him, Pseudo-Dionysius is a firm be-
liever in a mystic union that transcends subject and object.*
The aim of the Dionysian hierarchy, whether celestial or
ecclesiastical, was “as far as possible, assimilation (apho-
moidsis)'” to God and union hendsis with him”.*® The path to
God is through a ladder of images:*

Our human hierarchy, on the other hand, we see filled with the
multiplicity of perceptible symbols (symbolin) lifting us upward
hierarchically until we are brought as far as we can be into the unity
of deification (epi tén henoeidé thedsin) . . . it is by perceptible images
(etkosin) that we are uplifted as far as we can be to the contemplation
of the divine (epi tas theias thedrias). (De Ecclesiastica Hierarchia 1.2
[PG 3.373AB))

Here contemplation of the Divine is the end of the same
hierarchy of symbols as is unification itself. The one is the
other. Although visual images are not specified as the means
of ascent,* they are certainly not excluded.*' Pseudo-Diony-
sius follows the Plotinian theme of deutera theamata (Enn.
6.9.11), images which are sympathetic to the “nature of soul”
and so attract the soul most easily into a link with the god who
is present in the image (Enn. 4.3.11).* Within a generation or
two after the appearance of the Dionysian corpus, Hypatius
of Ephesus — archbishop from ¢. A.p. 531-8 and one of
Justinian’s most trusted theological advisers — was justifying
images in language reflective of the very thought of Dio-
nysius:

We allow even material adornment in the sanctuaries . . . because
we permit cach order of the faithful to be guided and led up to the
divine being in a manner appropriate to it [the order| because we
think that some people are guided even by these [material decora-
tions| towards intelligible beauty and from the abundant light in the
sanctuaries to the intelligible and immaterial light.”



The path of Pseudo-Dionysius through images and sym-
bols, like those of Plotinus and Philo, transcends the activity
of the human mind and knowledge itself. It partakes, like all
mystic thought after Plato, of the imagery of light:

But as for now, what happens is this. We use whatever appropriate
symbols we can for the things of God. With these analogies we are
raised upward towards the truth of the mind’s vision (epi tén ton
noétén theamatén alétheian), a truth which is simple and one. We
leave behind us all our notions of the divine. We call a halt to the
activities of our minds and, to the extent that is proper, we ap-
proach the ray (aktina) which transcends being. Here, in a manner
no words can describe, preexisted all the goals of all knowledge and
it is of a kind that neither intelligence nor speech can lay hold of it
nor can it at all be contemplated since it surpasses everything and is
wholly beyond our capacity to know it.** (De Divinis Nominibus 1.4
[PG 3.592CD))

No less than in Plotinus, the Christian ascent of Dionysius is
a movement from material symbols to a spiritual reality — the
“truth of the mind’s vision” — where subject and object are
united, are “simple and one”. Language, knowledge, the ac-
tivity of mind and being itself are transcended in the ray of
divine light.

This theory, of which Pseudo-Dionysius was the most
influential exemplar, is presented as mystical and apolitical.
In fact, insofar as it has a politics, this appears as an injunc-
tion to keep the mysteries of divine union secret from the
uninitiated.* Yet its ideological impact was all the more po-
tent for its secrecy. The monastic clite in the Christian em-
pire, who were also largely the literary elite, not only formed
opinion but also established the very terms of discourse (in-
cluding social and political discourse) through their prolific
writings. Moreover, as theological positions developed, these
became inseparable from other kinds of political and ideologi-
cal stances. The very choice to cast the Christian theology of
unification in terms of hierarchies of union reveals the impossi-
bility of separating the language of the state’s social agenda in
this world from a discussion purporting to be about access to
the Other World.*

THE MOSAIC AT SINAI

The Christian-Neoplatonic theory of mystic union with God
through vision formed an underlying conceptual framework
to the ways viewers looked at sacred art. Just as life could be
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a spiritual path to closer union with God, so the forms of
religious paintings can be constructed as a hierarchy leading
to a vision of such union. Let us apply this Pseudo-Dionysian
framework to the iconography and meaning of a specific im-
age from the sixth century. The mosaic of the Transfiguration
in the church of the Monastery of St Catherine at Mt Sinai
(Plate 2; Figures 13 and 17) is the major Justinianic image in
an imperial monastic foundation built by Justinian, which
merits a relatively lengthy description in the panegyric about
the emperor’s buildings written by Procopius, De Aedificiis
(5.8.1=9).% Procopius tells us:

On this Mt Sinai live monks whose life is a kind of careful rchearsal
of death, and they enjoy without fear the solitude which is very
precious to them. Since these monks had nothing to crave — for
they are superior to all human desires and have no interest in
possessing anything or in caring for their bodies, nor do they seck
pleasure in any other thing whatever — the Emperor Justinian built
them a church which he dedicated to the Mother of God, so that
they might be enabled to pass their lives therein praying and hold-
ing services. (5.8.4—5)

For the monks, the Sinai Transfiguration was both the major
decoration of the apse in which their services took place and
the main intercessory receptacle for their prayers. If the life
which is presented as “a kind of careful rehearsal of death” is
a life of prayer and liturgy, the focus of that life at Sinai was
the mosaic which I explore.*

Until the erection of the iconostasis and the cross which
surmounts it in the seventeenth century, the attention of a
worshipper entering the church at Sinai would have been
directed down the line of the nave to the fully visible mosaics
in the conch of the apse and the wall above.* Just as the
mosaic is the centre of the liturgical and intercessory func-
tions of the church, so it is its visual focus. The eye of the
beholder is arrested by the gaze of Christ, who looks directly
out of the apse at the congregation (sce Plate 2 and Figure 17).
The image of the Transfiguration refers to a story recorded in
all three synoptic Gospels;™ this is Matthew’s version:

Jesus taketh Peter, James and John his brother, and bringeth them
up into an high mountain apart, and was transfigured before them:
and his face did shine as the sun, and his raiment was white as the
light. And, behold, there appeared unto them Moses and Elias
talking with him. (17.1-3)

In the mosaic representation, Jesus stands in the middle of a
blue mandorla on the gold ground, with Elijah on his right



and Moses on his left (Figure 17). John is kneeling beside
Elijah and beside Moses is James, while Peter is splayed
beneath Christ awaking from sleep in accordance with the
text in Luke ¢.32 (Figure 18). Around the image is a frame of
medallion busts — in the arch the twelve apostles (with Luke,
Mark and Matthias replacing Peter, James and John, who are
pruumal)l\ unnecessary because they already appear in the
main mosaic); and at the base of the apsc-u)mh is a group of
prophets from the Old Testament, with Longinus, the abbot
of Sinai, represented in a square halo in the right-hand corner
(from the viewer’s point of view) and the deacon John in the
left-hand corner.’' Above the apse-conch is a triumphal arch
with two flying angels presenting orbs to the Lamb of God in
the centre (Figure 13). Beneath the angels at the bottom
corners of the arch are a pair of roundels without inscriptions
which Kurt Weitzmann identifies, probably correctly, as John
the Baptist (to the viewer’s left) and the Virgin (to the right).*
This would make the scene a proto-deesis. Above the trium-
phal arch are two further representational panels. That on the
viewer’s left shows Moses loosening his sandals before the
burning bush (Figure 15), that on the right depicts Moscs in a
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Figure 13. Apse and
triumphal arch mosaics,
Monastery of St Catherine at
Mt Sinai, sixth century a.p.
Photo: Courtesy of the
Michigan-Princeton-
Alexandria Expedition to Mt
Sinai.
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cleft of rock at the peak of Sinai receiving the tablets of the
Law (Figure 16).

The Sinai apse has been properly studied only in recent
years, after the University of Michigan—Princeton University
expedition to Sinai led by George Forsyth and Kurt Weitz-
mann in 1958, when the mosaic underwent restoration and
was for the first time adequately photographed. * The only
extensive discussion of the monument is in the work ot Weitz-
mann. He believes that “the artist’s great sensitivity” points
to the “highest artistic skill by the leading artist of an eminent
atelier”. Weitzmann concludes that “only Constantinople
could have supplied such highly trained craftsmen”.’* He
suggests that “a learned cleric . . . advised the artist on the
accuracy of the iconography and supplied him with the basic
and, in this case, manifold ideas”.

Taking a hint from this suggestion, I will consider the
iconography and thematic structure of the Sinai mosaics in
the light of the patristic textual commentaries likely to have
been available to those who made the mosaics and those who
looked at them. This method has not to my knowledge been
attempted before in a systematic way as a means of interpre-
ting and understanding particular monuments of Byzantine

My aim is to provide an intcrprctation of the mosaics
accorqu to contemporary — that is, sixth-century — ideol-
ogy, rather than one grounded in modern critical categories.

Sinai is a very special place (Figure 14). It was on the peak
above the monastery that Moses received the tablets of the
Law (Exodus 34; Procopius, De Aedificiis 5.8.8). The monas-
tery’s rather awkward location in a valley is a result of its
including the site of the burning bush (Exod. 3.1f.) at the
eastern end of the church.’® On the mountain next to Sinai is
the traditional site of Elijah’s cave in Horeb, where the
prophet fled from King Ahab (1 Kings 19.8f.). Not surpris-
ingly, Sinai was a centre of pilgrimage from very early
times — all these sites are described and located with their
appropriate biblical narrative in a surviving fragment of the
pilgrim journal of Egeria, a woman, probably from Gaul,
who visited the East between a.p. 381 and 384.%° Yet despite
the sanctity of the place, we can still generalise from Sinai,
for its very importance makes it a paradigm of the modes of
worship and exegesis which became so pervasive in Christian
antiquity.

The Transfiguration — the supreme theophany of the New
Testament barring only the Resurrection — was a theme ide-



ally suited to Sinai. Its narrative included Sinai’s two proph-
ets, Moses and Elijah. Furthermore, Sinai was a place spe-
cifically associated with theophany — the site where Moses
conversed with God for forty days and nights (Exod. 24.16—
18); the site where Moses, standing in a “cleft of rock”, saw
the “back parts” of God but did not see his face (Exod. 33.13-
23), and the site from which when Moses descended out of
the mountain “the children of Israel saw the face of Moses,
that the skin of Moses’ face shone” (Exod. 34.35). Likewise in
the story of Elijah, the prophet stayed in Horeb for forty
days and nights, spoke with God and was commanded to
stand upon the mount and watch the Lord pass by (1 Kings
19.8=14). In the sixth-century Sinai mosaic, Moses, Elijah
and the three apostles in the image — as well as all the wor-
shippers in the church — were confronted with a theophany of
God as Christ the Incarnate Son, whom in the new covenant
following the Incarnation all could see not merely from the
“back parts” but rather “face to face”.

Before investigating the Transfiguration itself — the quint-
essential Christian theama of theos, when the divine nature of
Christ appeared through his human nature’” - it is worth
looking at the Moses theme of the two panels sited above the
apse on the church’s eastern wall.*® So far as I know, no com-
mentator has discussed these panels save to note them in pass-
ing. Yet Moses as the paradigm of what can be achieved in the
mystic ascent is a central subject of both Christian and Jewish
mystic writing.”” The Sinai programme takes two of the most
important moments in the Exodus narrative of Moses — the
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Figure 14. The Monastery of
St Catherine at Mt Sinai,
from the east. Photo: Robin
Cormack, Conway Library,
Courtauld Institute.
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two which are associated with the site of the monastery and, at
the same time, with the theme of theophany. I shall examine
the Sinai images of Moses in relation to one of the most im-
portant and influential contemplative works of the Patristic
era, Gregory of Nyssa's De Vita Moysis.”” Gregory (c. 33095
A.D.), was a member of a remarkable Christian family - his sis-
ter St Macrina and his brother St Basil the Great were among
the most important figures in later fourth-century monasti-
cism. The De Vita Moysis, which anticipates Pseudo-Dionysius
in its blend of Alexandrian exegesis (owing much to Philo and
Origen) and Neoplatonic philosophy (on the model of Ploti-
nus), has been regarded as the culmination of Gregory’s mysti-
cism.®" In later centuries, Gregory’s work was much read and
highly regarded. By the eighth century, he was “universally
celebrated as the ‘Father of Fathers’ "%

THE BURNING BUSH

In the panel above the triumphal arch on the viewer’s left,
which illustrates Exodus 3.1-6, Moses is facing right and
removing his sandals before the burning bush (Figure 15). He
is looking up at the hand of God which is raised in blessing in
the top right-hand corner. The scene is not unique to Sinai —
it occurs, for instance, in the roughly contemporary mosaics
of the church of San Vitale in Ravenna.®® For Gregory of
Nyssa (De Vita Moysis 1.20) the event of the burning bush is
an “awc-inspiring theophany™ (phoberan . . . theophaneian) and
“a strange sight”. It is an illumination of the prophet’s senses
(both sight and hearing [1.20]) as well as of his soul (2.20) by
the grace of the rays of light from the bush. As a result,
Moses is empowered by the vision of God (dynamditheis téi
ophtheiséi theophaneiai) to release his countrymen from bondage
in Egypt (1.21). Gregory’s spiritual commentary on the epi-
sode is still more revealing: “It is upon us who continue in
this quict and peaceful course of life that the truth will shine,
illuminating the eyes of the soul with its own rays. This
truth, which was then manifested by the ineffable and myste-
rious illumination which came to Moses, is God” (2.19). Thus
the burning bush (the bush still flowering in Sinai during the
sixth century in its little court behind the eastern end of the
church)™ is a representation of, a sign for, what is possible
for “us” (whether we be pilgrim worshippers or ascetic monks
at Sinai “whose quiet and peaceful course of life” is, as Pro-
copius put it, “a kind of careful rehearsal of death”). That the
bush burned for Moses with a light which was God (2.20-1)



is a sign that the contemplative path of the contemporary
worshipper can also shine with divine light (2.26)

What then does the mosaic sign at Sinai mean? For Greg-
ory, the burning bush is a type of the Incarnation (De Vita
Moysis 2.20) and of the Virgin birth (2.21).* It is a miracle in
nature that implies the mysteries of the Faith. But it is also a
prescription for the spmtual path:

That light teaches us what we must do to stand within the rays of

the true light. Sandaled feet cannot ascend the height where the
light of truth is seen, but the dead and earthly covering of skins,
which was placed around our nature at the beginning when we
were found naked because of disobediance to the divine will, must
be removed from the feet of the soul. When we do this the knowl-
edge of the truth will result and manifest itself. (2.22)

What Moses learned by the light of the theophany was
more than a mere vision, it was that “none of the things which
are apprehended by sense perception and contemplated by
the understanding really subsist, but that the transcendent
essence and cause of the universe, on which everything de-
pends, alone subsists™ (De Vita Moysis 2.24). In an exegesis
loaded with Neoplatonic images and terminology, Gregory
expounds the apprehension and discrimination through mys-
tic theophany of “real Being . . . that is, what possesses exis-
tence in its own nature” and “non-being . . . that is, what is
existence only in appearance, with no sclt-subslstmu nature”
(2.23). The Mosaic theophany of the burning bush — the
call for Moses to enter his vocation as liberator and prophet

(Exodus 3.7f.) as well as his confrontation with the Name of

God (Exodus 3.14-15) — is a vision of the senses (De Vita
Moysis 1.20) that is an education for the soul (2.20); it is a
vision of physical light that is a step on the ascent to the
metaphysical — the divine - light.

The event becomes, in Gregory’s propaganda for spiritual
ascesis, simultaneously a proof, a paradigm and a prescription
for mystic contemplation:

In the same way that Moses on that occasion attained to this knowl-
edge, so now does everyone who, like him, divests himself of the
earthly covering and looks to the light shining from the bramble
bush, that is to the radiance which shines upon us through this
thorny flesh and which is (as the Gospel says) the true light and the
truth itself. (De Vita Moysis 2.26)

As Christian (and hence initiate) viewers — be they pilgrims
or monks — stood in worship before the image, before the
very bush which the image represents, the panel informed
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Figure 15. Mosaic of Moses
before the burning bush,
Monastery of St Catherine at
Mt Sinai, sixth century A.p.
Photo: Courtesy of the
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them of how far they could still go on the mystic path. Truly
to see this image was to see what it proclaimed — the “true
light which lighteth every man that cometh into the world”
(John 1.9). Ultimately, the end of the Christian ascent and of
Gregory’s Christian exegesis of the burning bush is the image
of Christ transfigured in his divine nature which occupies the
apse. For ultimately, “I am the way, the truth and the life:
No man can come unto the Father, but by me” (John 14.6).

ON THE SUMMIT OF SINAI: THE TABLETS
OF THE LAW

If the message of the burning bush could prove so complex in
its implications for the viewer, this was still more the case
with its sister panel of Moses receiving the tablets of the Law
(Figure 16). It is on the viewer’s right-hand side above the
apse, and it represents the prophet facing left in the middle of
a vast cleft of rock where he is receiving (with covered hands)
the tablets of the Law from the hand of God in the top left
corner. This scene, which like that of the burning bush is
relatively common in early Christian art (it also appears at
San Vitale in Ravenna, for instance), is narrated in Exodus
33.21-34.6.97

For Gregory, the ascent — the attaining to the summit of
Sinai — is an entry into the “inner sanctuary of the divine
mystical doctrine” (De Vita Moysis 1.46). It is here that Moses
confronts what “transcends all cognitive thought and repre-
sentation and cannot be likened to anything which is known”
(1. 4,) In a still “hlgher initiation”, the prophet is granted the
vision of the tabernacle — “the macccssiblc and unapproacha-
ble holy of holies™ (1.49). “Having surpassed himself by the
aid of the mystical doctrines”, he emerges from the theophany
“to deliver the Laws” (1.56). The ascent of Sinai is the su-
preme symbol of the spiritual path — a way to knowledge
(2.154, 158), a purification (2.154—7), a “progress in virtue”
(2.153) and a contemplation of God: “The knowledge of God
is a mountain steep indeed and difficult to climb — the major-
ity of people scarcely reach its base. If one were a Moses,
he would ascend hlthr and hear the sound of trumpets”
(2.158).

The path is not for the multitude (cf. De Vita Moysis 2.159~
61).% It is for those who have progressed (whether as pilgrim
traveller or monastic ascetic) to the foot of Mt Sinai, into the
church half-way up the mountain, to these mosaic images. If



the image of the burning bush stood for the call to climb the
spiritual mountain, then the icon of Moses at the peak receiv-
ing the tablets of the Law represented the summit of this
ascent. Together the two panels stood for the beginning and
the goal of the path that took viewers to Sinai. They signified
what being at Sinai meant, what it was to see God. The Moscs
panels proclaimed the viewers’ condition as initiate climbers
on a spiritual ascent. To be in the presence of the Sinai
images at the site of the burning bush and the Hebrew camp
in the Wilderness, is to be called to proceed up the mountain
of divine ascent into the “luminous darkness” (2.163), into
“the mysterious darkness of unknowing” (Pseudo-Dionysius,
De Mystica Theologia 1.3 [PG 3.1000A]).% To be so privileged,
so advanced as to view these images, is to be under the
spiritual obligation of the Mosaic epektasis — the constant spiri-
tual progress that Moses supremely represents in the Gre-
gorian exposition: “He [God] would not have shown himself
to his servant if the sight were such as to bring the desire of
the beholder to an end, since the true sight of God consists in
this, that one who looks up to God never ceases in that desire”
(De Vita Moysis 2.233).

Iconographically, the feet of the climber who has ascended
Sinai are bare, for sandals (the encumberment of “dead skins”)
are “an impediment to the ascent” (De Vita Moysis 2.201)." In
Gregory’s exegesis, “he who has progressed this far through
the. ascents we have contemplated carries in his hand the
tables, written by God which contain the divine law” (2.202).
In Sinai, Moses is represented at the moment of receiving
the Law. The result of this act, in Gregory’s exegesis, is
transfiguration — “Moses was transformed to such a degree of
glory that the mortal eye could not behold him” (2.217; Exod.
34-29f.). The theme of the transfiguration of Moses prefigures
that of Christ in the Sinai apse. For Gregory, the recciving of
the tablets is the cue for a series of Christological compari-
sons. The carving of the new “tables of human nature™ (2.216)
after the repentance of the Hebrews for their idolatry (2.203)
foreshadows the Virgin birth (2.216). As the “restorer of our
broken nature”, who “restored the broken table of our nature

.. to its original beauty” (2.217), Moses prefigures Christ.
Thus the patristic readings of the Old Testament narrative
already tic it to the coming of Christ. In the Sinai mosaics,
this link is made explicit and visual by crowning the entire
programme with the Transfiguration.

Gregory sees Moses transfigured as a result of receiving the
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Law (De Vita Moysis 2.217; Exod. 34.20f.) “In his surpassing
glory he becomes mduessnblc to these who would look upon
him. For in truth as the Gospel says [of the Second Coming:
Matthew 25.31] when he shall come in glory escorted by all
the angels, he is scarcely bearable and v isible to the nghtcous
(2.217-18). That the nghtcous who had come to Sinai in
the sixth century could see the icons of Moses and Christ
transfigured was a sign of their righteousness, of the possibil-
ity that they — like Moses on Sinai - could become assimilated
umrcl\ to God. As Pseudo-Dionysius put it in De Theologia
‘rlly.\nca 1.3 [= PG 3.1001A)), Moses on Sinai

breaks away from what secs and is seen, and he plungts into the
truly mysterious darkness of unknowing. Here, renouncing all that
the mind may conceive, wrapped entirely in the |nt.mmhlc and
invisible, he belongs completely to him w ho is beyond everything.
Here, being neither oneself nor something else, one is suprcmd\
united by a completely unknowing activity ()t all knowledge, and
knows bL\und the mind by knowing nuthmg

The lawgiver is depicted in the midst of a cavernous cleft
of rock on the mountain peak. Weitzmann l)elie\'cs' this imag-
ery to be influenced by the scenery at Sinai.” For St Gregory
such an explanation would not be sufficient. In response to
the prophet’s request to “shew me thy glory”™ (Exod. 33.18),
God tells Moses “it shall come to pass, while my glory passeth
by, that I will put thee in a clift of rock and will cover thee
with my hand while I pass by. And I will take away mine

hand and thou shalt sce my back parts: but my face shall not
be seen” (Exod. 33.22—3; De Vita Moysis 2.219ff.). After an
attack on any literal interpretation of this passage (De Vita
Moysis 2.222-3), Gregory (.\pounds' its significance. In at-
taining to the cleft of rock and the vision of the “back parts”
of God, Moses demonstrates the upward thrust of the soul’s
rise through its desire for God (2.224-6). There is no limit m
this ascent, to the steps on the “ladder which God set up”
(2.227). The whole of Moses’s life becomes a paradigm for the
ascent of this ladder (2.228-30).

In a reversal of the narrative order in Exodus, higher still
than his shining with glory, is the thirst for a further vision
of God — despite the fact that it was precisely with the \lsmn
of God that Moses “constantly filled himself to capacity”
(2.230). The request to which the cleft of rock is the fulfilment
is the archetype of Gregorian spiritual desire,” of the Gre-
gorian path itself (see especially 2. ’3()) ™ The cleft of rock is
of immense significance, for the promise of which it is part is



“more magnificent and loftier than every theophany which
had previously been granted to his great servant” (2.241). For
Gregory, the rock is Christ (2.244, 248) and a host of other
“prizes” which come in attaining the “crown of righteousness”
(2.246). The rock encapsulates, through a series of quotations
in Gregory’s text, a totality which may stand for the whole
Law both old and new (2.247—51). It is a totality which, not
only for Gregory but also in the Sinai mosaic, is fulfilled only
“when the lord who spoke to Moses came to fulfil his own
law” (2.251), that is, by Christ. The vision represented in the
panel of Moses at the summit of Sinai is the ultimate revela-
tion vouchsafed to humanity before the Incarnation.

Even before we turn to investigate in detail the image of
the Transfiguration in the apse-conch, it is clear that the Sinai
programme offers us a hierarchy of images, more specifically,
a hierarchy of theophanies:

1. The burning bush (Figure 15) = The call to prophetic
ascent.

2. Receiving the Law (Figure 16)
of mystic vision.

3. The ‘Transfiguration (Figure 17) = The new ultimate
that took place in the Incarnation — the seeing of God as
Christ “face to face”.

The ultimate summit

None of the iconography is incidental: The details (such as
the bared feet or the cleft of rock) are essential to the signifi-
cance of what is being represented. The viewer is being taken
through a hierarchy of images which represents the ladder of
his or her own spiritual path as monk or pilgrim towards the
vision that encapsulates and fulfils all.

THE TRANSFIGURATION

The very structure of the image works as a simulacrum for
the viewer’s own spiritual journey. The spiritual progress of
Moses, in the narrative which led from the burning bush to
the giving of the Law, is parallel to the physical progress of
the pilgrim who climbs Mt Sinai from the monastery.
Whereas the images of Moses represent a hierarchy of spiri-
tual ascent, the image of the Transfiguration may be read as a
paradigm of what is revealed in the Christian version of spiri-
tual contemplation — that is, the vision of the incarnate
Christ. Moreover, as I shall argue, the particular iconographi-
cal and scriptural details selected for the Sinai Transfiguration
emphasise not only the vision (Christ transfigured) but also
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the process of looking itself. The image of the Transfiguration
becomes a visual exegesis and exemplum of the act of spiri-
tual viewing.

In discussing the meanings of the Transfiguration mosaic
(Plate 2; Figure 17), I shall employ the same method as I used
in the Moses scenes. After isolating features of narrative or
iconography in the image, I shall examine them in the light of
the patristic textual commentaries likely to have been avail-
able to those who made the mosaic and those who looked at
it.” In this way I hope to provide an interpretation of the
image according to contemporary ideology before I attempt
to integrate this into a general discussion of the programme of
the Sinai apse as a whole. In the first step of isolating the
principal narrative and iconographic features, I am in debt to
the structuralist methods of biblical analysis developed by
Edmund Leach.™

One significant feature of the Transfiguration narrative in
all three synoptic Gospels (Matt. 17.1; Mark 9.2; Luke ¢.28)
as well as in much of the patristic commentary, is the moun-
tain (Tabor) on which the Transfiguration took place. Weitz-
mann notes that one unusual element in the Sinai representa-
tion is the absence of any indication of Tabor.” He is right
insofar as the Sinai mosaic includes no depiction of a moun-
tain, but the green strip at the base of the image surely
represents the peak of the mountain where the actual theoph-
any took place. Some later representations of the theme, such
as the eleventh-century mosaic in the Nea Moni, also show
only a green strip for the peak, although it is true that in
general the later iconography does include an image of the
whole mountain. Thus we could explain the iconographic
rarity by resort to a functionalist argument. We could look to
the fact that Sinai is 2a monumental mosaic (like the Nea Moni)
in a relatively unusual position (the apse — the only other apse
Transfiguration is in the Church of Sant’ Apollinare in Classe
near Ravenna), which did not allow room for a representation
of the full mountain. The spiritual point, however, is surely
that this icon is already on a mountain, as is the viewer who
is in its presence. If we take the significance of “mountain” to
be not simply literal but symbolic, then it is entirely natural
for this specific image to concentrate on the peak.

One of the figural meanings of the notion of mountain in
early Christian and Jewish writing secems to be to provide a
setting for the penetration of this world by the Other
World.” As Leach remarks, Sinai is especially significant
because this mountain is within the wilderness that is itself



already “marked off as altogether Other™; in effect, “the
mountain of God, Mt Sinai . . . is. . . a world apart within a
world apart”™.” Ideologically, to be at this place at all is to
have ascended the mountain with Peter, James and John.
Practically, in terms of the difficulties of travel in the sixth
century, Sinai was isolated and remote. The group of people
with access to this image on this mountain were in effect
either pilgrims or monks — that is, the chosen. Excluding any
image of the whole mountain (which would be a distancing
sign for the viewer because it implies being away at a dis-
tance), the Sinai image seems to be going out of its way to
include its worshippers in the theophany on the summit.
There is no hierarchy of levels within the image (unlike the
vast majority of later representations of the theme, where the
apostles are in a different, lower, plane from the transfigured
Christ and the prophets);* on the contrary, the Sinai mosaic

collapses all the figures onto the same plane.” Just as the
chosen apostles (the viewers of the Transfiguration) are in-
cluded in the mosaic — in the vision which they view — so by
implication the viewers of the Sinai apse may be included in
the mystic experience of the vision that they are offered
through this image.*
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Figure 17. Apse mosaic of
the Transfiguration,
Monastery of St Catherine at
Mt Sinai, sixth century A.p.
Photo: Courtesy of the
Michigan-Princeton-
Alexandria Expedition to Mt
Sinai.
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A sccond unusual feature of the Transfiguration iconogra-
phy at Sinai is the representation of Peter awaking from 'slcep
directly beneath the transfigured Christ (Figure 18). This is
in accordance with the text of Luke 9.32, as Weitzmann
notes.™ The vast majority of later instances of the iconogra-
phy of this scene show Peter addressing Christ and standing
to one side beneath him (in accordance with the texts in Matt.
17.4; Mark ¢.5; Luke 9.33).* That the designers of the Sinai
programme should have chosen this moment out of the sacred
narrative, unlike all those who chose the iconographies for so
many later images of the Transfiguration, seems particularly
significant. Luke’s version of the Transfiguration story is de-
signed as a specific contrast to his version of the Agony in the
Garden on the Mount of Olives (22.39—46) where the apostles
who accompany Christ cannot remain awake despite his in-
junction to them to pray. As the patristic commentators
noted, it was important that the still imperfect disciples
should have witnessed at least once in their lifetimes the
manifestation of Christ’s divinity in his human nature.%

The significance of the metaphor of sleeping and waking to
the theme of mystic vision is of central importance. For Philo
and Clement of Alexandria, the difference between the initi-
ate and the multitude, the “virtuous man” and the “many
ignoble and idle souls”, lies precisely in the fact that the
former is awake and the latter in a deep sleep.® In the Gos-
pels, waking from sleep is a metaphor for waking from
death - itself perhaps an image for waking into the true
vision of God." More importantly, the language of waking
(grégorein — in the Authorised Version, “watching”) character-
ises a group of Christ’s most lmp()rtant recorded sayings,
which refer spccthll\ to preparing oneself to receive God.
This language is echoed in Paul and Revelation.® As Am-
brose of Milan (339-97) asserts, it was while the apostles were
awake that “they saw his majesty, for no one can see the glory
of Christ unless he stay awake”." In the specifically monastic
context of Sinai, it is worth referring to a text written at
the monastery by one of its most famous and important
saints, less than a century after the erection of the mosaic. In
steps 19 and 20 of the Ladder of Divine Ascent (PG 88.937A—
045A), John Climacus is spccnhcallv concerned with sleep as
a hindrance to prayer. He writes “we must struggle with
sleep” (19.2) and concludes “this is the twentieth step. Ile
who has mounted it [that is, conquered sleep to attain spiri-
tual vigil] has received light in his heart” (20.20). In effect,
an influential contemplative work written at Sinai shortly



after the mosaic was made, the conquest of sleep is tied to the
vision of light — just as in the mosaic (and in 1ts Lukan
prototype) the waking from sleep is tied to the light of the
Transfiguration.

In one strand of interpretation by the commentators, sleep
is “that great heaviness which came upon them [the apostles]
from the vision”, the weighing down or putting to sleep
of the bodily senses by the “incomprehensible splendour of
divinity”.” This refers to a particular mystical exegesis of the
notion of sleep which figures with some prominence in Greg-
ory of Nyssa (whose Christian name means “Awake”).”" In
one sense the challenge to the initiate is to wake from slecp to
the true light (In Canticum Canticorum, Hom. 11. PG 44.996 A~
997B), but in another it is to put the body to sleep so as to let
the soul alone enjoy the spiritual vision. Hence, interpreting
this quotation from the Song of Songs (5.2) “I sleep, but my
heart waketh”, Gregory writes: “Thus the soul, enjoying
alone the contemplation (thedria) of Being, will not awake for
anything that arouses sensual pleasure. After lulling to sleep
every bodily motion, it receives the vision of God in a divine
wakefulness with pure and naked intuition™ (/n Cant. Cant.
Hom. 10, PG 44.993D). In the Sinai image, not only the
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Figure 18. Detail of apse
mosaic of the
Transfiguration, St Peter
waking from sleep,
Monastery of St Catherine at
Mt Sinai, sixth century a.p.
Photo: Courtesy of the
Michigan-Princeton-
Alexandria Expedition to Mt
Sinai.
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waking but also the sleeping itself is a figure for the reception
of the vision of Christ.

The image at Sinai offers its viewers not only a vision of
Christ in his divine nature “face to face” (the fulfilment of the
Sinaitic visions of Elijah and Moses, of their Old Covenant),
it also offers a representation of what it is to view. The icon
is programmatic in that it points out to the monastic audience
exactly what they must do to attain the vision of God. They
must wake from sleep with Peter in order to ascend to the
light. As Climacus assures his rcaders, at the peak of the
[Ladder of Divine Ascent is a vision — the vision that Jacob
saw (30.36), the vision that John describes (30.31):

And now, finally, after all that we have said, there remain these
three that bind and secure union of all, faith, hope and love; and the
greatest of these is love, for God is himself so called. And, as far as
I can make out, I sce the one as a ray, the second as a light, the
third as a circle; and in all one radiance and one splendour . . . (PG
88 1153D-1161B)

For Pscudo-Dionysius, this light is what the mystic initiate
may partake in — what the viewer may experience just as the
apostles experienced the Transfiguration:

We shall be fulfilled with his visible theophany in holy contempla-
tions, and it shall shine round about us with radiant beams of
glory just as of old it once shone round the disciples at the divine
Transfiguration. And then, with our mind made free of passion and
spiritual, we shall participate in a special illumination from him,
and in a union that transcends our mental faculties. There, amidst
the blinding, blissful impulses of his dazzling rays we shall be made
like to the heavenly intelligences in a more divine manner than at
present. (De Div. Nom. 1.4, PG 3.592 C)

In fully confronting the Transfiguration of Christ, the viewer
is himself transfigured.

This light, which is so essential both to the visual language
of mystic contemplation and to the exegesis of the Transfigu-
ration, is represented in several ways in the mosaic.”” In the
first place, there is Christ’s mandorla, which represents the
“bright cloud” out of which came the voice saying, “This is
my beloved son, in whom I am well pleased; hear ye him”
(Matt. 17.5; Mark ¢.7; Luke 9.34-5).”* Second, there are the
rays — of which one descends upon Christ from the cross
above, while the seven others emanate from Christ illuminat-
ing the space and figures around. Just as light was essential to
the Mosaic vision of the burning bush and transfiguration to
Moses’ vision on the peak of Sinai, so the T'ransfiguration of



Christ is the conflation and culmination of the two Mosaic
experiences uniting light with transfiguration — the one who
is transfigured being the one who is the light.”*

The Church Fathers are particularly rich in their com-
ments on the light.”” For Gregory of Nazianzus (c. 330-89),
light is an image for the ladder from God (who is light) to the
angels to man (phds), encapsulating also the “beacon fires of
the heavens”, the commandments of God to man, the burning
bush and the pillar of fire in Exodus, the chariot of fire by
which Elijah ascended to heaven, the star at the Nativity, the
Transfiguration, the conversion of Paul, the sacrament of
baptism and Heaven itself.” For Cyril of Alexandria (died
444) — offering less a summary of the entire faith through the
image of light than an image of purification through vision -
the mind which sees the Transfiguration “is transformed into
a certain clect and godly radiance so that even its garments
[i.e., I take it, its clothing of flesh] are illumined in the beams
of that light, and they too seem to flash with light”.”

It is already clear that this segment of Christ’s narrative
history was so written, so represented and so read as to
transcend or rather encapsulate the entire history.” The
sleeping apostles (Luke ¢.32) presage the Agony in the Gar-
den and hence the Passion (Luke 22.45-6). The end of the
Transfiguration narrative in Matthew (17.9) and Mark (9.9—
10) is explicit in referring forward to the Resurrection and the
Ascension. The voice from the cloud is the same voice from
the same cloud speaking the same words as at the Baptism
(compare, e.g., Matt. 17.5 with Matt. 4.17).”” Insofar as the
Transfiguration at Sinai is specifically partnered by the Old
Testament images of the visions of Moses, its particular focus-
sing of the Christological narrative centres on the issue of
viewing, for the Sinai image is both the representation of a
vision and at the same time an image, a paradigm, of what it
is to view a vision.

Vicwing at Sinai is a matter of ascent — our ascent to this
church half-way up the sacred mountain, Moses’ ascent to the
burning bush in this very place and to the summit later on,
and the apostles’ ascent “into an high mountain apart” (Matt.
17.1). Viewing is to wake from the sleep of the many — the
waking of the apostles to the reality of Christ’s divinity and
our own awakening to the mystic union with the light of
Transfiguration promised by Pseudo-Dionysius. And view-
ing is to see — after the ascent and the waking there is the
vision of the light, the vision for which Moses constantly
strove in Gregory of Nyssa’s account and which is offered
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to the apostles and the prophets in the image, and to the
congregation on the floor of the church beneath them, “face
to face” with God as Christ the Incarnate Son. The Sinai apse
is not merely the image of a vision, it is — for the initiate and
participant worshipper — the vision itself.

SOME CONCLUSIONS ON THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE
ICONOGRAPHIC PROGRAMME AT SINAI

When we take the narrative scenes at Sinai together, the
two Mosaic panels clearly represent a development, an ascent
towards the full vision of the transfigured Lord in the apsc.
In spatial terms this is a spiral (see Figure 19), moving from
the image of the burning bush through the panel of Moses
with the tablets (both on the wall above the apse) down into
the apse-conch itself (which opens out beneath the wall). If
this backwards movement were continued, it would lead to
the actual bush that burned for Moses, which in the sixth
century was believed to be still flowering in a court behind
the apse. Topographically, the development of this spiral
moves from the burning bush (the site of the church) to the
peak of Sinai (where the tablets were delivered) to Christ in
the church (again at the site of the bush). The movement is
from the bush on the slope of the mountain, to the peak of
the mountain to a scene meant to be on the peak of the
mountain but with no mountain represented, a scenc that i
in this church (at Sinai rather than Tabor, although it was at
Tabor), a scene that is every- and anywhere at all and any
time (although it is of course quite specifically here and now
at this viewing time for any viewer). In short, there is a
development from specific events specifically valid at Sinai to
a general event (despite its historicity), generally and cternally
valid throughout Christendom.

The image of the transfigured Christ is, simultaneously, a
paradigm for what is seen in mystic vision, a proof for what
was seen (by those who ascended the spiritual mountain, like
Moses, Elijah and the apostles), an exhortation to the Chris-
tian generally of what can be seen if the spiritual mountain is
ascended and a prescription of what initiate Christians pres-
ent in this church at this time ought to sec by virtue of their
having come here at all to see it. The faculty of sight becomes
in this context not merely a means for constructing the sense
world but, more significantly, a way of constructing the path
to the Divine (through light and contemplation) and a con-



struction of the Divine itself (incarnate through light into the
sense world).

The mosaics at Sinai are an exegesis in their own right.
They show a particular, a unique, selection and combination
of events (i.e., of Scripture) as well as of the patristic com-
mentaries on those cvents. They serve to create their own
commentary, their own ladder of visions through images
(parallel to such ladders as that of John Climacus, as the
Mosaic epektasis of Gregory of Nyssa and as the hierarchies of
Pseudo-Dionysius). Insofar as the Transfiguration icon is self-
reflexive — representing within itself (in the three waking
apostles) an image of how it should itself be seen — the image
is an exegesis in the visual medium of images of what it is to
view, of the act and process of mystic viewing. Finally, in its
representation of the Incarnate Christ (who is and sums up all
these things), it is a visual exegesis of God.

It is worth remarking here that the mosaic goes out of its
way to include representations (in the apse-conch and the
medallions on its rim) of all four Gospel writers. The image
inscribes the texts on which it is predicated and of which it is
an cxegesis. It represents them (symbolised by their authors)
as well as being a representation of them; and it represents
Moses — the great exegete and writer of the Old Testament
whose prophecies Christ had come to fulfil.'*

In exegetic terms images can do what texts cannot. The
“simple” programme of Sinai — which can be completely
taken in within a single glance if one is rightly positioned in
the church — can simultaneously encapsulate, enact, embody,
activate and make visible and viewable a whole body of texts.
The instantancous, non-diachronic nature of the image (what
should perhaps be called its iconicity) collapses the totality of
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Figure 19. Diagram of the
Sinai mosaic programme.
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these narratives and narratives about narratives into a single
sacred space and time. That time is bere and mow at this
mountain top where (for Moses and Elijah) all narratives col-
lapsed into the confrontation with deity, which we are offered
here “face to face”.

The spiritual ideology of this iconic ascent is ultimately to
give up the narrator and narrative constructions, which are
forever dependent on the dualism of subject (the narrator) and
object (the narrated). The call at Sinai is to abandon all of this
and to confront what is beyond narrative, text and knowl-
edge, beyond the self that does the narrating and the know-
ing. Ultimately the Sinai apse is an image of (and an aid
to) the hendsis and thedsis described by Plotinus and Pseudo-
Dionysius which is the experience of union with Godhead
beyond the splitting of self and other. Ultimately this iconic
presentation and this iconic style is the very antithesis of the
Plinian naturalism with which we began. For that was art
predicated upon a dualist conceptual framework, and this
image assumes not only the possibility but also the imperative
to go beyond dualism to union.

This union of self and other, which is the key to the
conceptual framework both pagan and Christian that under-
lies mystic vision, cannot be described (because it is beyond
the dualism of observer and observed, describer and de-
scribed), but it can be experienced. Spiritual union is thus an
inexplicable ideal. One should add that it was an ideal avail-
able only to a very narrow elite of spiritual practitioners
(women, probably, as well as men). Moreover, it could be
appropriated (because of its very unenunciability) to all kinds
of political ends whose manipulative aims were hardly in
keeping with the final claim of climinating the duality of
subject and object. Cyril of Alexandria, for instance, one of
the early Church’s most ruthless politicians, was a major
theologian of that most spiritual of Christian sacraments, the
eucharist.'”!

In Sinai the theophanic ladder of images takes the viewer
to Christ, represented in the apse programme both as the
transfigured Lord and as the eucharistic lamb (in the centre of
the triumphal arch above the apse-conch, adored by two
angels; see Figure 13)."” The lamb above the sanctuary is
Christ, the sacrifice that saved all humanity. It stands also for
the eucharist which Christ enjoined upon his followers at the
Last Supper before his Passion.'” In liturgical terms it would
be precisely during the enactment of the liturgy whose culmi-
nation is the cucharist that the viewer would stand before the



mosaics in the Sinai apse. Thus the lamb represents what is

happening n#ow in the church. It stands for the sacrifice of

Christ by whom we are eternally saved and for the continu-
ously re-enacted sacrifice of the eucharist by which we are
d.nl\ to be fed. If mystic vision is the attainment of union
with Christ bevond the distinction of subject and object, the
eucharist is preuselv the means by which such union may be
achieved. For what we eat and drink is His Body and His
Blood and thus “we come to bear Christ in us; because His
Body and Blood are diffused through our members; thus it is

that, according to the blessed Peter, ‘we become partakers of

the divine nature’ [2 Peter 1.4]” (Cyril of Jerusalem, died 386,
Mystagogical Catechesis 4.3, PG 33.1100A). In partaking of the
cucharist, the viewer is transformed.

For Pscudo-Dionysius, the eucharist no less than mystic
vision is a “participation in Christ” (De Caelesti Hierarchia 1.3.
PG 3.124A) which “grants us communion and union (koininia
kai hendsis) with the One” (De Ecclesiastica Hierarchia 3.1. PG
3.434D). Ultimately, as in mystic vision, this union is “illumi-
nation”, “the passing on of the light of God to the initiates”
(De Ecc. Hier. 3.1. PG 3.425AB). Significantly, repeating Plo-
tinus’s simile of the outer images and the inner sanctuary (De
Ecc. Hier. 3.3.2. PG 3.428C; cf. Ennead 6.9.11), Dionysius
presents the eucharist as a matter of direct vision and light:
“Show yourself clearly to my gaze. Fill the eyes of our mind
with a unifying and unveiled light” (De Ecc. Hier. 3.3.2.). By
the late fifth century, the sacramental vision of Christian
Neoplatonism revealed the liturgy and the cucharist to be
operating in precisely the same way as sacred images.'™

The liturgy of the cucharist, performed before the images
of the lamb and of Christ transfigured, is the ultimate ritual
act of mediation between the worshipper at Sinai and the
God of whom the worshipper is the living image (Genesis
1.26—7). It is revealing that in the mosaic, apart from the
transfigured Christ, none of the figures within the narrative
scenes addresses the viewer with a frontal gaze. T'he narrative
panels are paradigmatic and prescriptive but not intercessory
in the way that frontal innges and icons are. However, John
the Bapnst and the Vi 1rgm Mary on the triumphal arch and
the apostles and prophets in the rim of medallions around the
apse-conch all engage the viewer frontally. There is a geneal-
ogy of intercession here. The movement is from the prophets
represented beneath Christ (David, of whose seed he was
born [Romans 1.13], is in the significant position immediately
below him) through Christ himself to the apostles in the
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medallions on the rim. John the Baptist, the “forerunner”,
and the Virgin (the immediate predecessors of Christ) are
specially emphasised by being placed in the triumphal arch.
Christ himself is the supreme link — uniting the intercessional
signification of the mosaic with its theophanic programme. It
is significant that just as Moses stands upon the rock, so
Christ is above St Peter. The line of apostolic succession and
mediation with the holy passes through Christ to the apostles
but also to the rock (Peter) of Christ’s Church (John 21.15ff).
The very enactment of the liturgy and the eucharist (Christ’s
living Church and Body) in the presence of the worshipper is
the final stage of this development, for the worshippers at
Sinai are Christ’s living Church. Peter’s waking from sleep
beneath Christ is thus not simply an image for the possibility
of theophanic viewing but also of the living Church as awake
and present to the living Christ.

Ultimately, the cardinal image on which the whole scheme
at Sinai is pivoted is the lamb adored on the triumphal arch.
For it is to Christ, “the lamb of God which taketh away the
sins of the world” (John 1.19), that the theophanic ladder of
Moses and Elijah ascends. It is in the lamb as eucharist that
the congregation are saved and partake of Christ. The lamb
as the Body which the worshipper eats is Christ in us. The
union of self and other to which these images are attempting
to direct the viewer is in the end eucharistic. For the eucharis-
tic lamb represents Christ in us and us in Christ; it is the
ritual intercession of the saints for us with Christ and of
Christ for us with God.

Through the figure of Christ in the Transfiguration run
two genealogical lines. One looks up from David to the “seed
of David” Christ (transfigured in his own lifetime) to the lamb
(Christ for us now). One looks down from the cross at the
peak of the medallion rim (whose three-shaded blue ground
symbolises the Holy Trinity)'® through Christ (the sccond
Person of the Trinity) to St Peter (the rock of the Church
which is the embodiment and operation of Christ for us now).
In this, the thematic centrality of the lamb, as bodily link
with Christ (the eucharistic bread) and the sacrifice which
saved man, is paramount. Finally, if we read the triumphal
arch as a deesis, the lamb represents Christ as supreme inter-
cessor, between and above the Baptist and the Virgin Mary.
Again, the lamb is the focus for the intercessional imagery in
the church.

I have tried consistently to emphasise the contemporary
significance of the mosaic for its sixth-century viewers. Itis a



material object, embodying and refining a complex textual
excgesis, which served as an ideal and a paradigm. Again, one
may note that however splendid an object and an ideal it
might be, it could serve as a pawn in many games. For
instance, the present is inscribed in the Sinai programme not
only by its dedicatory inscription but also by the appearance
of images of the abbot Longinus and the deacon John. These
men may have been laudable clerics, honoured by their peers
in these images in recognition for their generous patronage.
They may equally have been using the mosaic — not only its
visual splendour but even its spiritual message — to serve ends
of their own in the complex world of Byzantine ecclesiastical
politics. We cannot know. But certainly the Sinai apse was
not an abstruse compilation of obscure texts about the distant
past. It was made and intended as an image for the present,
with a message for the present, representing Christ as the
eternal God-man (the second Person of the Trinity), as the
sacrificial-eucharistic lamb and as the Sinaitic vision proffered
to Moses twice, to Elijah, to the apostles at Tabor and to the
congregation here and now in this church.'*

SOME CONCLUSIONS

This chapter began as a discussion of a model of perception
which I have called mystic viewing where the duality of self
and other is transcended, or rather, unified, in a vision of the
sacred. After tracing the history (of at least the language) of
the relationship between sight and the sacred, I have tried to
show the ways in which mystic viewing can work in relation
to an important Christian programme of images dating from
the sixth century A.p. I believe the Sinai apse to be a funda-
mentally different object in its conceptual underpinnings
from the “realist” Pompeian wall-paintings discussed in Chap-
ter 2 and from the illusionist panel-paintings described by
Philostratus and explored in Chapter 1. In Sinai the very
structure of the work of art serves as a parallel for the spiritual
path of its viewers. Neither its style nor the way it was
viewed can be separated from the implications of the spiritual
journey it represented. The extraordinary unity of style,
theme and viewing in mature early Christian art is radically
different from the contradictions, desires and trompe loeil of
Roman domestic decoration. Where the transgressions of the
decor of the Roman house allowed the consumer a place from
which to assess critically his or her social location, the erosion
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of the possibilities for a transgressive gaze in Christianity
undoubtedly could be interpreted as a coercive move.'"”

I have not discussed either style or form at length, although
it is in terms of these that the difference between “Classical
naturalism” and “Medieval abstraction” is usually seen. I
want to suggest that style was dependent on how an object
was conceived and how it was viewed. The key to an under-
standing of the transformation of Roman art — its shift from
illusionistic verisimilitude to abstraction — is not in the ob-
servable formalism alone but also in the underlying concep-
tions, views and ideologics of the people who commissioned,
who made and who looked at works of art.

In the specific arena of early Byzantine art with which I
conclude, I hope to have shown at least one thing. An image
need not be merely an illustration of a text but may be (as the
Sinai apse is) a “text” in its own right — a particular polysemic
arrangement and commentary that demands to be read within
the ideology of its time and in its own unique way. By the
sixth century, Byzantium was an “exegetic” culture, in which
every event, text and image could be read as an exegesis of
the one fundamental and real event — namely, the Incarnation
as represented by the narrative of Christ’s life and Passion. '
Every part of that narrative implied the totality just as every
part of God’s creation implied the whole:

Are not two sparrows sold for a farthing? and not onc of them shall
fall on the ground without your Father. (Matt. 10.29)



VIEWING AND IDENTITY: THE
TRAVELS OF PAUSANIAS;

OR, A GREEK PILGRIM IN

THE ROMAN WORLD

The mere act of enumeration . . . bas a power of enchantment
all its own.

Michel Foucault'

ONUMENTS, houses and works of art help to con-
struct a collective sense of subjectivity within cul-
ture. We have seen, in the case of Roman houses,

some of the complexities and inversions through which this
process of creating subjectivity operates. Likewise, religious
objects, which require initiation and exegesis to be under-
stood, work to form a rather narrower shared subjectivity
within an exclusive group of “believers”. We have seen such
religious viewing both in the pagan context of the Tabula of
Cebes and in the mature Christian images of Sinai. The
kinds of viewing which Roman houses and Byzantine mosaics
gencrate are remarkably different, but they share the strategy
of inscribing the beholder into a complex ‘social context, into
a subjectivity which is — whether broadly or exclusively -
shared with other members of the culture. However, monu-
ments may work not only on the collective level by propagating
generally aucptul sensibilities. They may also work on the
individual level, helping an individual to construct a private
and more personal sense of self.

Images and monuments embody a history. They affirm the
past and the living presence of the past in the present-day.
They are the most visually potent assertion of a culture’s
relationship with its past and hence are a paramount cultural
mechanism for evoking the historicity of identity — for
grounding collective subjectivity in a historical valorization.?
Of course, works of art (including literature and music) are
not the only group of artefacts that support identity in this
way through their evocation of a sense of history. But they
arc perhaps the most powerful of such bulwarks precisely

CHAPTER 4

B



WAYS OF VIEWING

because they are privileged and special relics. They embody
the authority of a cultural canon.

Individuals are caught between the shared subjectivity of
collective tastes in the present, this historical identity embod-
ied in the visual environment, and the particular accidents of
their own personal upbringing and prejudices. The result of
this conflict may be an acute sense of how works of art and
the material remains from the past, which imbue the moder-
nity of any culture, seem to pull one’s own self-definition and
|dent1t_\ in different and even in conflicting directions. The
identitics generated by different kinds of viewing — the
broader formulations shared by Graeco-Roman culture as a
whole and the narrower demands of religious initiation, for
instance — may therefore be in contradiction in a single
person.

A truly splendid example of such a conflict of possible
identities (deeply related to and explicitly explored in terms
of ancient monuments and works of art) is the Description of
Greece written by the traveller Pausanias in the second century
a.p. Different groups of viewers, at different times or at the
same time, may see the same thing differently (depending
on their starting points, assumptions and identities). But in
Pausanias we find a single individual, more obsessed with
ancient art than almost anyone writing after him, offering a
multiplicity of viewings which themselves hint at the rather
different strands in his sense of identity. Here, in a discourse
which enumerates the most worthy sights of Greece, we can
trace for a single person a number of ways of viewing which
may even conflict with each other.

In exploring Pausanias, this chapter examines the largest
single collection of images in any text surviving from antiq-
uity. Pausanias provides a huge range of references to art —
from cult images carefully described, like Phidias’s ivory-
and- gold statue of Athena Parthenos (1.24.5f.), to frescoes
extensively discussed, in pqrtlcular, Polygnotus’s famous
paintings on Homeric subjects in Delphi (l() 25—31). There
are numerous stories about the miraculous powers of images,
such as the image of the horse of Phormis at Oly mpm which
sends real stallions mad with desire (5.27.3) or an lm.lge of
Artemis Orthia that needs human blood to prevent it from
hecommg very heavy (3.16.9f.). There are also l.lrgc numbers
of images gmupcd according to different categories, for in-
stance, all the images of Zeus from ()I\mpn (5.22.1-24.11),
as well as quantities of temples and sanctuaries.

My aim, however, is not to exploit Pausanias’s richness as



a source for particular images and descriptions but rather to  VIEWING AND
explore his formidable evidence as to how art was seen. The  IDENTITY
way Pausanias structures his subject-matter, if we examine
his methods of discourse rather than snnpl\ look at the objects
he describes, reveals his ways of viewing as well as what he
viewed. Pausanias offers us a guide to the formation of Greek
religious identity as a resistance to the realities of Roman rule.
His text consistently relates that sense of Greek identity both
to the localities of Greece and to the myth-histories which
those localities evoke. The Description of Greece provides a link
between the external signs of the holy (statues, temples and
sacred spots) and the inward experience of the holy. It offers
a key to the formation of religious or initiate subjectivity
and to the transformation of art from inngcs which imitated
naturalistically what could be seen to images which repre-
sented S\mboluall\' what viewers wanted to see. These
themes, all products of different strands and influences in the
experience of Greek identity, are not coherent in any simple
way. In fact, there seems to have been a deep conflict in the
sense of identity available to Greeks in the second century of
the Roman Fmplrc — a clash of Greek past and Roman pres-
ent, of socio-political realities and religious beliefs — which
emerges in Pausanias’s narrative, giving it an unexpected
complexity, profundity and fascination.

PAUSANIAS

For about thirty years between a.p. 150 and 180 the Greek
writer Pausanias travelled throughout mainland Greece de-
scrlbmg and enumerating the monuments which he found of
interest.’ He recorded his i lmpruslom of those monuments
together with a great many vignettes, myths and anecdotes in
a periégésis (a description) in ten books. With the recent and
notable exception of Paul Veyne,* critics have tended to see
Pausanias as a bit of a pedant — an accurate, if plodding,
observer of monuments,® who cluttered his text with “irrele-
vant” digressions into myth and history.® The historical accu-
racy of his digressions has been tru]ucntl\ attacked; their
archaeulogual and topographical accuracy, however, has been
much lauded and used as a basis for further research.” Ar-
chaeologists have culled Pausanias for descriptions with
which to evoke what a site such as Delphi was like in the
second century.® Historians of religion have also found much
of religious and anthropological interest in the stories Pausan-
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ias records.” Such approaches have generally focussed on
particular stories or monuments described in Pausanias. Their
interest thus is not in his manner of approach nor in his means
of viewing, but in the objects he views. Those few attempts
to present an overview of the whole text and its aims have
examined the personality of Pausanias, the fact that he was a
traveller and the historical and archaeological trustworthiness
of his observations. "’

Behind the many interests of his text, however, there lies
second-century viewer of antique monuments. This chapter
will focus on the ways of viewing which the text implies. It
will examine how different images and monuments modulate
not only the strategy of viewing Pausanias uses but also, more
deeply, the sense of identity which underlies his viewing.
Pausanias’s acknowledged intention, stated clearly in his first
book, is to represent panta ta bellénika — “all things Greek”
(1.26.4)."" No critic has sought to examine the text of Pausan-
ias as a representation of panta ta hellénika, that is, as a unique
attempt to systematisc, represent and encapsulate all that was
intercsting to the Greek speaker about Greece during the
height of the Roman Empire. A representation is not merely
an object to be looked at or read. It is also the expression of a
view. It is an interpretation of the object represented. I am
not concerned here primarily with the objects that Pausanias
describes but rather with Pausanias’s strategy, his system of
conveying meaning, his semiotics for representing the objects.

We can learn from Pausanias not so much the objective
facts about monuments prior to their literary existence in his
text as we can observe the very act of representing them. The
discourse which represents objects in words is the rhetorisa-
tion of a view — it is the “nomination of the visible”."” In
exploring Pausanias’s representation of images we can exam-
ine his viewing of those images. Morcover, because viewing is
necessarily based upon often unconscious presuppositions, we
can discover something of the attitudes (both conscious and
unconscious) to which those images would appeal. The liter-
ary representation of a series of visible objects implies a prior
viewing of those objects and all the ideological assumptions
that such a viewing entails.

Before we can begin, however, it is necessary to dispute
an apparently universal assumption about the kind of book
Pausanias was writing. The usual view of Pausanias regards
him as an antiquarian," writing a guidebook (“the Greek
Baedeker™),'* in an age of literary and linguistic antiquarian-
ism — the so-called Second Sophistic.' At this period, travel



for the sake of educated tourism became increasingly popu-
lar,'® perhaps on the model of the extensive 1mp<.rml journeys
w hlch had become a necessary part of the emperor’s role.'’
This view of Pausanias, a reasonable estimate in many re-
spects, is, however, deeply misleading. It rightly assimilates
Pausanias’s travels with the kind of learned tourism so well
evoked by his earlier compatriot, the essayist and biographer
Plutarch (c. A.D. 47—120), in this sketch:

. Cleombrotus of Sparta ... had made many excursions in
Egypt and about the land of the cave-dwellers, and had sailed
beyvond the Persian Gulf; his journeyings were not for business, but
he was fond of sceing things and of acquiring knowledge; he had
wealth enough and . . . so he employed his leisure for such pur-
poses; he was ngns_{ together a history to serve as a basis for a
philosophy which had as its aim thu)l()ﬂ\ , as he himself named it.
He had recently been at the shrine of Ammon and it was plain that
he was not particularly impressed by most of the things there. . . .
(De Defectu Oraculorum 2.410AB)

Pausanias may be compared with this type of traveller in
the wealth and leisure he must have enjoyed in order to
conduct his travels and in his interest in writing. But here the
comparison ends. He differed from the pattern implied by
Cleombrotus in two fundamental respects. First, most unusu-
ally, Pausanias chose to travel in and write about his own native
land. He himself was aware that this was somewhat peculiar:

The Greeks appear apt to regard with greater wonder foreign (hyper-
oria) sights than sights at home (oskeia). For whereas distinguished
historians have described the Fgyptian p\'ramids with the minutest
detail, they have not made the briefest mention of the treasury of
Minyas and the walls of Ti iryns, though these are no less marvel-
lous. (9.36.5)

Greek writers prefered to turn their gaze upon the foreign
than upon self. The strangeness of Pausanias’s enterprise lies
in his recording the monuments and rituals of his own society
rather than those of other peoples.'® He was sclf-consciously
exploring Greek identity through looking at “all things
Greek” rather than 1mphuth defining it by contrast with
things Egyptian or Scythian (as, for C\amplc Herodotus
d()cs)."’

Second, Pausanias’s interests lay in religious sites and cere-
monies. Although Plutarch’s readers encounter Cleombrotus
at the oracular shrine of Delphi and the account of him men-
tions a trip to a temple of Ammon, Cleombrotus’s interests
are not essentially religious. The discussion he conducts at the
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opening of the essay centres on arcane mathematical problems
concerning the length of the year (410C—411D). When asked
about the oracle of Ammon, he “made no reply and did not
look up” (411E). In fact the essay in which Cleombrotus is
featured is about the obsolescence of oracles in the Greece of
Plutarch’s time. By contrast, as critics have not failed to
note, Pausanias’s interest is almost obsessively (though not
exclusively) in things religious.*"

The religious bias of Pausanias differentiates him signifi-
cantly from travellers of more generally antiquarian interests.
He was not simply an outsider seeking interesting informa-
tion, he was (like his Latin-speaking contemporary Apu-
leius)’' a potential insider, an initiate in at least some of the
sanctuaries he visited.”? A religious tourist visiting sacred
sites is not simply a tourist: He or she is also a pilgrim. When
visiting the cave of Demeter Melaine at Mt Elaius, Pausanias
tells us that “it was mainly to sce this Demeter that I came to
Phigalia” (8.42.11).” The trip “to see this Demeter” has been
a long journey west of Megalopolis in Arcadia (which in-
cluded the visit to the temple of Bassae at 41.7). The cave
Pausanias found was sacred (42.1 and 42.3: hieron), for here
Demeter hid after her lovemaking with Poseidon and in grief
for the rape of Persephone. And yet there was nothing to
see. The horseheaded wooden cult image, which Pausam.ls
described from hearsay (42.4-5), was destroyed by fire, and
its replacement, a bronze by the sculptor Onatas which was
the result of an inspired vision (42.6-10), “no longer existed
in my time, and most of the Phigalians were ignorant that it
had ever existed at all” (42.12). Yet the site was holy; it had a
number of special rites, a priestess and three assistants. Pau-
sanian travel was as much about making contact with the
sanctity embodied and located in a specific place as it was
about tourism. Pausanian viewing (as in the expression “to see
this Demeter”) is as much about perceiving the (in this case,
invisible) presence of the Other World, the holy, as it is about
looking at art.

In effect, Pausanias’s historical context belongs as much
with the many pilgrims of antiquity who sought cures for
their ailments, explanations for their dreams and visions of
gods in the great cult centres (particularly of Asia Minor),**
as it does with the antiquarian intellectuals among whom he
is so often put. His account, far from being merely a catalogue
of monuments, gives us first-hand literary access to the world
of pagan pilgrimage. In this sense, it can perhaps be best
compared with the earliest Christian pilgrim accounts of jour-



neys to the Holy Land in the fourth century A.p.* But these
pilgrims travelled somewhere else — to a holy land which was
not their own.?¢ It is Pausanias’s insistence on bis own land, on
a journey into his own cultural roots, which makes his text
both unusual and rewarding.

As anthropologists of Hindu and Buddhist pilgrimage have
shown, there is a deep sense of place in the kind of religious
travel that takes a pilgrim like Pausanias to the sacred centres
of his or her own land (as opposed to the Muslim and Chris-
tian model of a journey to a holy land that is essentially
“other”, elsewhere).”” In the East Asian model, pilgrimage
becomes “an encounter between the individual and his geog-
raphy, a cultural mode by which people express their per-
sonal identification with the continent . . . a means by which
geography is made a part of their psyche and culture”.?
Further, the orientation in space provided by pilgrimage is
more than merely geographic or cultural. It directly concerns
the religious, spiritual and moral assumptions which are such
a frequent aspect of Pausanias’s commentary on what he de-
scribes’” and which the philosopher Charles Taylor has tied
to the notion of identity.*” In short, pilgrimage is a journey
into one’s identity in its topographic, cultural and spiritual
resonances. And the journey of Pausanias to the sacred sites
of Greece is no exception.

In antiquity, Pausanias was unique. Although there were
several examples of periegetic (or descriptive travel) literature
from the third century B.c. and after, in writers such as
Polemo of Troy (of the second century B.c.), no one appears
to have produced anything more comprehensive than a mono-
graph on a single monument or a limited area.’' Morcover,
the interests of writers of such descriptions may well have
been significantly different from those of Pausanias, to judge
by the extant portions of a second-century B.c. account of
Attica and Boeotia which has been preserved for posterity
under the name of Pseudo-Dicaearchus.?? This description,
full of “slight highly coloured sketches™ with a “strong leaning
to gossip and scandal” (as J. G. Frazer puts it),’* has great
human interest; it exhibits almost no interest in religion. And
vet Pausanias owes much to such ethnographic writing, of
which the most important tradition flourished in Alexandria
under the Ptolemies and which is best represented today by
the great geography of Strabo.™* Pausanias’s work is ethno-
graphically and descriptively much richer than either the bare
guidebooks and lists produced to enumerate monuments and
districts in the major cities of the empire*’ or the bald cata-
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logues of coastal towns (with their precise entries about items
for import and export) made by merchant travellers.*® Pau-
sanias combines the precision and aim for comprehensiveness
implicit in such practical guide books with the more lively
descriptive ambitions of Greek literary ethnography.

The unique achievement of Pausanias lies not just in his
attempt to describe the whole of Greece but also in his balance
between a comprehensive enumeration, the retelling of myth-
histories and the presentation of his travels experientially. His
strategy is to select and compile the “most noteworthy” sights
and to crystalise the “most famous legends” around the im-
ages that encapsulate or enact them.” Pausanias’s declared
intention of representing “all things Greek” is impossible to
fulfil. It is clear that the Pausanian panta (everything) must be
a very selective kind of viewing:

To prevent misconception, I added in my account of Attica that |
had not mentioned everything in order, but had made a selection of
what was most noteworthy. This I will repeat before beginning my
account of Sparta; for from the beginning the plan of my work
has been to discard many trivial stories current among the several
communities, and to pick out the things most worthy of mention —
an excellent rule which I will never violate. (3.11.1)

Pausanias is presenting an ideology of place in which the
nostalgic myth-history of Greece could be located in the still-
surviving monuments. The images that Pausanias describes
embodied visually (and textually after this work had been
written) the presence, and the present past, of a place. Pau-
sanias’s Greece is the past glorified gua past, but living and
present still in the sacred presence of its sacred images. This
is one reason, ideologically, why Pausanias’s obsession is
above all with religious images.™ These works of art are not
merely a decoration on the landscape — they transform the
landscape with the presence of a particular god or story or
myth.*

IDEOLOGY AND PLACE

Let us examine a specific instance of Pausanias’s “locational”
viewing — the sanctuaries at Mt Cronius in Elis: “At the foot
of Mt Cronius, on the north . . ., between the treasuries and
the mountain, is a sanctuary of Eileithyia, and in it Sosipolis,
a native Elean deity, is worshipped” (6.20.2). Pausanias is
precise in his placing of the sanctuary — it matters that we



should know it is at the foot of the mountain, to the north,
between the treasuries and the mountain. The text carefully
places the sanctuary, homes in on the location geographically
and discovers a “native Elean deity”. This is the cue for a
further placing of the main goddess of the temenos (sanctuary),
Eileithyia, as being specifically Olympian. Even the customs
and rites described are special to this place: “Now they sur-
name Fileithyia Olympian, and choose a priestess for the
goddess every year. The old woman who tends Sosipolis lives
herself in chastity by an Elean custom, bringing water for the
god’s bath and setting before him barley cakes kneaded with
honey” (6.20.2).

Having located his monument and its deity geographically
and culturally, Pausanias is again specific about the topogra-
phy of the temple:

In the front part of the temple, for it is built in two parts, is an altar
of FEileithyia and an entrance for the public. In the inner part
Sosipolis is worshipped, and no one may enter it except the woman
who tends the god, and she must wrap her head and face in a
white veil; maidens and matrons wait in the sanctuary of Eileithyia
chanting a hymn; they burn all manner of incense to the god, but it
is not the custom to pour libations of wine. (6.20.3)

It matters that the temple is in two parts — the public and the
inner, where no one may enter except the veiled priestess.
The narrative has constantly placed its subject, but we find
when the text finally penetrates to the inner sanctum that,
despite a description of all manner of rituals, the viewer
cannot enter; there can be no description and no viewing of
the holy space. The centre of Pausanian locative viewing is
both sacred and absent. Even the priestess cannot face, cannot
view, the god in any normal sense — she must be wrapped
in veils.

Reaching the centre and simultaneously the limit of the
describable topography, the text branches into the mythic
topography — the explanation of why this specific place and
why this specific god.

The story is that when the Arcadians invaded the land of Elis, and
the Eleans were set in array against them, a woman came to the
Elean generals, holding a baby to her breast, who said that she was
the mother of the child but that she gave him because of dreams to
fight for the Eleans. The Elean officers believed that the woman
was to be trusted, and placed the child before the army naked.
When the Arcadians came on, the child turned at once into a snake.
Thrown into disorder at the sight (theama), the Arcadians turned
and fled, and were attacked by the Eleans who won a very famous

VIEWING AND
IDENTITY

133



WAYS OF VIEWING

134

\utor\, and so call the god (theos) Sosipolis [i.e., “Saviour of the
City”]. On the spot where after the battle the snake seemed to them
to go into the ground they made the sanctuary. With him the Fleans
resolved to worship hnluth\m also, because this goddess to help
them brought her son forth unto men. (6.20.3f.)

In an epiphany, sight (thea) and the Divine (theos) are one. In
the Greek language, viewing cannot be divorced from the
sacred — there is a permanent pun. Here the vanishing of the
snake mirrors the invisibility of the inner shrine, for these are
the signs of the sanctity of this particular place. And yet the
holiness of this locus (which it is, above all, the function of
this description to reach — the tenor of the whole text has
been to focus the attention of the viewer-reader towards what
is “other”, what is special, about this place) is tantamount to
its unviewability, to the impossibility of penetrating the reme-
nos in body or in eye. For the Other World to be present, it
must be invisible; it cannot be seen in the terms of this world.
And yet, in the seeing (thea) is the god (theos). This paradox
lies at the heart of Pausanian viewing. We shall return to it.

For the time being, however, in this temple at the foot of
Mt Cronius, we can feel the specialness of this place. The
eve, although it can give us a taxonomy of location — can
evaluate, enumerate and describe locus — cannot penetrate the
sacred reality which is the essence of locus as well as the
ideological meaning and goal of this description of this place.
And we know now that this place is sacred. It is unique in all
of Greece for its dedication to these gods, these rites and this
myth. The goddess worshipped here is not any old Eileithyia
(not the Eileithyia of Athens or Rhodes or wherever), but the
specific divine mother of the specific divine being who turned
into a snake and saved this place and is still there in his
temple, still saving this place — always Sosipolis. Pausanian
Greece is a whole geography of such locations. Fach is
uniquc — defined by its own god, its own myth-history and
its own place in the great canon of glories enacted b\ the
Greek pC.OplC, which Pausanias makes it part of his business
to retell.*

STRUCTURING GREECE: THE
PHENOMENOLOGY OF PLACE
Like fourth-century Christian travellers to the Holy Land,

such as Egeria or the Bordeaux Pilgrim of A.p. 333, Pausanias
structures his Greece on the pattern of his own travels. We



move in the text, as the traveller himself journeys, from
centre to centre. This is by no means to be expected in a work
like Pausanias’s description. There is nothing unusual about a
pilgrim like Egeria making an effort to write a personal ac-
count of the pattern and order in which she experienced the
holy places. After all, she had come far from her home (proba-
bly in Gaul), and it is likely that she was writing for a circle
of pious women, one of whose devotional acts may have been
to read her account.*' But Pausanias was describing a familiar
world, the classic sites of the Greek mainland, in a text aimed
at Greek readers. Morcover, the usual ethnographic pattern
in antiquity, as evidenced by Strabo’s book on Greece (Book
8 of his Geography), deals with the country as a whole, break-
ing it up either by theme or by area, according to a map.

No other pagan author, so far as | know, emphasises so
insistently the personal and experiential nature of seeing what
one sees in the order one travelled to see it. Pausanias himself
employs a thematic structure in his excursus on lonia (7.2.2-
5, 13). The discussion of lonia lacks the phenomenology of
travel, the sense of “this is how one does it, this comes next
on the road”. His experiment in an alternative structure
shows that Pausanias thought carefully about how to present
his description. It matters that Greece be more than an enu-
meration, that it be an experience, a journey into identity.

Book 1 begins by taking us not just anywhere, but into
Athens itself — at its port Piracus. After a leisurely explora-
tion of Athens which moves from the Piraeus (1.1) into the
city (1.2) and through the districts of the city such as the
Cerameicus (1.3 f.) or the Agora (1.17f.) via a multitude of
myths and stories up to the city’s heart, the Acropolis (1.22-
8), Pausanias takes us out of the centre back into the outskirts.
Via the Areopagus (1.28.5f.), the Academy and the graveyard
(1.29.2-30.3), we move into the numerous small parishes
(démor) — Alimus, Zoster and Prospalta, Anagyrus, Cephale
and Prasiae and many more (1.31.1f.). Beyond these are the
mountains, Pentelicus, Parnes and Hymettus (1.32.1f.), Mar-
athon (1.32.3f.) and Brauron (1.33.1f.) and at 1.34.1 “the land
of Oropus, between Attica and the land of Tanagra, which
originally belonged to Boeotia (but) in our time belongs to the
Athenians.” Like pilgrim accounts in Medieval Europe,* the
text enacts the journey it describes by taking readers along
the roads that they would use if they were making the trip
themselves. The structure is viewer-oriented. This is no bald
enumeration, but an actor-centred account which enacts the
very process of travel.
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This actor-centred orientation is felt most acutely not so
much at the level of the whole text as it is at some of the
individual descriptions. When he discusses the altars at
Olympia, Pausanias twice reminds us that the order he
chooses is not merely descriptive in an immediately obvious
way but is experientially determined according to the pattern
which a viewer-participant would take in ritual: “My narra-
tive will follow in dealing with them the order in which the
Eleans are accustomed to sacrifice” (5.14.4). And again: “The
reader must remember that the altars have not been enumer-
ated in the order in which they stand, but the order followed
by my narrative is that followed by the Eleans in their sacri-
fices” (5.14.10).

The point is reiterated. How does one fully visit, fully see,
a place? One does it as the locals do it; one fits into an
identity. Here, in Olympia, one does it liturgically. If we
could identify the altars described here in the archaeological
remains, we could map an Elean liturgy which is a more
important, more meaningful arrangement of space than mere
juncture (“the order in which they stand”). The text’s struc-
turing of monuments (here on the small scale of a specific site)
offers not only the facts about the monuments (what and
where) but also how they were viewed (a particular and pecu-
liar order). It maps space and what space contains according
to a pattern of viewer experience (here, the locals’ ritual).
Likewise, the whole text is structured ultimately according to
a phenomenologically oriented viewing which is in its turn
governed by the sense of identity — the sacredness or cultural
importance of particular places and the enactment of particu-
lar rituals.

Between the major centres, such as Athens and Megara
(1.39.4f.), the road passes through many minor stops and
outlying areas - Oropus (1.34), a diversion to the islands
(1.35-6), Eleusis (1.38—9). All these belong to  Athens
(1.39.3), whereas the Megaris is marked as different — inde-
pendent of the Athenians (1.39.4) and its “neighbour”
(6.19.12). The text itself marks the boundary firmly with a
sentence that rounds Athens off: “Such in my opinion are the
most famous legends and sights among the Athenians, and
from the beginning my narrative has picked out of much
material the things that deserve to be recorded” (1.39.3).

These borders, as felt by the traveller on the actual land
and as announced to the reader by the text, are crucial. What
they mark are not merely lines on a map but boundaries and
thresholds in the experience of Greece. They delimit places not



simply topographically but as locations of culture, of race, of

identity. This is why the borders of districts so frequently
coincide with the ends of the books in Pausanias’s periegesis.
Even if the land is continuous and the traveller walks the same
road from one area to another, the text marks a boundary that
is felt. At 2.38.7 (the end of Book 2) and 3.1.1, stone figures
of Hermes slgnal the borders of Argolis and Laconia, as well
as the division of Books 2 and 3. At 3.10.6, reference to the
same figures of Iermes marks a further boundary — that
between the narrative myth-history with which Pausanias
prefaces his account of Laconia and the actual travelogue.
The effect of the phenomenology is to present Pausanias’s
text as a mirror of Greece. The major centres (political and
sacred) and the movement between centres imitates the condi-

tion of Greece as a land of many poleis, a multiplicity of

conflicting and often contradictory identities. The text imi-
tates Greece as it moves from place to place. And yet the
totality of Pausanias’s narrative has totalized Greece, has

brought all the separate bellénika into one Greece. The act of
travelling and the parallel act of writing, “the nomination of

the visible”, actually undermine the multiplicity and diversity
which the text wishes to emphasise. Greece becomes an or-
dering and cohering of the many hellénika into one image —
one individual’s image — a Greece defined by its otherness to
other ethnographies and above all to Rome. The v ery conflicts
of the bellénika as tirelessly repeated in the myths and histories
of internecine war become a cohesive factor, a shared myth,
that brings them together against the Other of non-Greece,
which is to say Rome. The divisions of Greece themselves
become the definition of a unified identity, a past when it was
possible to be divided before the present of integration within
a larger and dominant whole.

STRUCTURING GREECE: THE
MYTHOLOGY OF PLACE

The actor-centred pattern implies both a personal view and the
assumption that one’s land must be experienced through such
a personal view in order to be understood. Implicit here is an
emphasis on geography as a mode of identity, on the subjec-
tive and affective qualities of place. The investigation of iden-
tity can be seen as the core of Pausanias’s text. He uses a
constant cross-referencing of myths and histories to bring
places together. Despite the apparently extempore presenta-
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tion, the fact is that Pausanias rigourously avoids repeating
stories and frequently refers us forwards or backwards in his
text. For example, at Troezen he tells us that “it was here
they say . . . that Heracles dragged up the Hound of Hell

. and as far as the so-called Hound of Hell, T will give my
views in another place” (2.31.2). That place is Taenarum in
lLaconia (3.25.6), where Pausanias gives us some rationalizing
as to what the Hound of Hell really was. Did he know at
Troezen what he would say at Taenarum? The extent and
quantity of such cross-references certainly imply a careful
and intricate web — a deliberate structural device — that unites
Pausanias’s Greece on a quite different and yet complemen-
tary level to the experiential travelogue.

Such stories tic the many bellénika into a single whole
through myth-history. They provide readers with what they
need to know — an identity, a meaning — by drawing on the
general knowledge of a broad mythology of Greece which
Pausanias assumes is his readers’ cultural background.* Pau-
sanias takes great pains to get his myth-historical interpreta-
tions right and complete. His care for accuracy here is not
different (despite the comments of some modern critics)*
from his painstaking care to provide precise topographies. For
instance, in the account of the history of Laconia with which
he prefaces Book 3, he makes sure to tie up any loosc ends by
referring us elsewhere in his text. We are promised an account
of the retirement and exile of Polycaon son of Lelex (3.1.1)
and given this at 4.1.1-2.1. “As to the cause of the (Messc-
nian) war, the Lacedaimonian version differs from the Messc-
nian. The accounts given by the belligerents, and the manner
in which the war ended” are pr()mlscd “later in my narrative”
(3.3.1 and 3.5). The promise is fulfilled at 4.5.1f. B\ contrast,
Pausanias has already told us how after the death of
Cleomenes “the Spartans ceased to be ruled by kings™ at
2.9.1—3, and he refers us there instead of repeating himself
(3-6.9).

In effect the text enacts not only a journey through topog-
raphy but also a careful myth-historical interpretation of the
meaning of that topography. This interpretation darts in and
out of the travelogue structure, reorganising the narrative of
monuments and localities according to a pattern not of geogra-
phy but of mythology — an ideological pattern whereby iden-
tity, having already been located by place, is further defined
by story. And yet the myths themselves are locational. De-
spite the detailed cross- rcfcrrmq (which ties the whole of
Greece into a single whole tbrm/gb its stories), the actual



myths occur topographically according to the traveller’s pro-
cessual account. Their importance is not primarily as narra-
tives but as the narrative valorization, the historical canoniza-
tion, of a particular place within the totality of “Greece” as a
cultural construct.¥ The fact that Pausanias is so alive to
his myths, that he remembers and cross-references them so
assiduously, shows their paramount importance to his notion
of “Greece”. He makes sense of his Greece through them.

It is revealing, given how strong is Pausanias’s experiential
bias, that most of his contextualising stories plunge us into a
past that was distant even in his own time.** The identity
which his text evokes is a myth-historical identity grounded
in the past. It is as if, in a modern English novel, readers
were being asked to respond to their vividly felt Saxon or
Norman origins. A clear instance of the pastness even of
present identity in Pausanias is the case of the Corinthians,
whose city was laid waste by Mummius after the war with
the Achaean League in 146 B.c. and was refounded only in 44
B.C. as a Roman colony by Julius Caesar (2.1.2). Yet, despite
its new population and Roman credentials, what is interesting
to Pausanias about Corinth are its ancient (pre-Roman) associ-
ations and sights which are themselves explained to Pausanias
by the present-day Corinthians. By virtue of being in that
place, these people have become “Greek™ according to the
Pausanian definition; the place itself has imparted its truth,
its identity, to them. Hence the stories recounted of the loci
of Corinth are about Artemis (2.3.2) and Medea (2.3.6f.),
Bellerophontes (2.4.1f.) and the ancient history of the Corin-
thian kings (2.4.3—4).

More powerful still as a myth of identity and location is
the extended history of the Messenians (4.1-29). This is a tale
of losing one’s native land, of exile and of eventual return. It
describes “the many sufferings of the Messenians, how fate
scattered them to the ends of the earth, far from the Pelopon-
nese, and afterwards brought them safely home to their own
country (oikeian)” (4.29.13). Identity here depends on more
than geography — it is a myth partly of race, partly of dialect
and above all of displacement and return, but it is focussed
on locality in the sense of loyalty to the traditions of one’s
home:

The wanderings of the Messenians outside the Peloponnese lasted
almost 300 years, during which it is clear that they did not depart
in any way from their local customs (ta oikothen), and did not lose
their Doric dialect, but even to our day have preserved the purest
Doric in the Peloponnese. (4.27.11)
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But this fierce loyalty was not enough. Only when they
returned to the full identity of being iz their proper place
could the Messenians return to being fully Greek:

I was exceedingly surprised to learn that while the Messenians were
in exile from the Peloponnese, their luck at the Olympic Games
failed. For . .. we know of no Messenian, either from Sicily or
from Naupactus, who won a victory at Olympia . . . However,
when the Messenians came back to the Peloponnese, their luck at
the Olympic Games came with them. (6.2.10)

Identity transcends place. It is competitive in the pan-
Hellenic tradition of the Games. But success, a nation’s place
in the Games (and in the pan-Hellenic tradition), is itself
dependent on the correctness of locality. The Messenians are
not truly themselves until their return. This return is more
than merely a replacement in the right place; it proves to be a
return to their form as fully Greek, as competitors and victors
in the pan-Hellenic Games.

Deeply implicated in this nostalgic sense of identity is the
repeated theme of autochthony — of peoples being born from
the soil they inhabit.*” This recurs in most of the books of
Pausanias’s periegesis from Erichthonius (1.2.6) to the Locrians
(10.38.3).* Despite the fact that identities can change, it is
the earliest traceable link between a people and their environ-
ment that Pausanias is most keen to record: “The Stymphali-
ans are no longer included among the Arcadians, but are
numbered with the Argive league, which they joined of their
own accord. That they are by race Arcadians is testified
by the verses of Homer . .." (8.22.1). It is an ur-past, an
autochthonus or at least Homerically sanctified past, to which
Pausanias is looking.*” So his Stymphalians (despite their
later choices and actions) are located bang in the middle of
Arcadia not simply by race or by the authority of the poetic
canon, but by the very structure of Pausanias’s own account
(where they occupy a place in the middle of Book 8).

IDENTITY PAST, IDENTITY PRESENT:
PAUSANIAS AND THE ROMANS

Clearly, in looking to the past for a Greek identity, Pausanias
was avoiding the present. The present was the Roman Em-
pire under Hadrian, Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius.
The present was a Greece that served, at best, as a culturally
influential but otherwise not especially significant province in



a huge system whose centres of power and influence were
located elsewhere. Like the Jews, the Greeks were an ancient
and independent people whose relations with their Roman
rulers were deeply ambivalent.’ In a passage which seems to
anticipate many of Pausanias’s concerns, Plutarch put the
problem from the Greek point of view:

The statesman, while making his native state readily obedient to its
sovereigns, must not further humble it; nor when the leg has been
fettered, go on and subject the neck to the yoke, as some do who,
by referring everything great or small to the sovereigns, bring the
reproach of slavery to their country. (Praecepta Gerendae Reipublicae
814F)

The continuous need to balance obedience with limited free-
dom made for long-term complications in the attitude of
Greeks towards their Roman rulers. Like those of Plutarch,’!
Pausanias’s relations with the Romans were, not surpris-
ingly, complex.*

In his description, Pausanias completely ignores significant
monuments that he must have seen, such as the great chario-
teer group commemorating Marcus Agrippa which stood by
the entrance of the Propylaea at Athens (which Pausanias
describes at length at 1.22.4f.) or the temple of Rome and
Augustus which was placed on the Acropolis right in front of
the Parthenon’s east entrance.” On the other hand, he is
generous in acknowledging some major Roman building pro-
grammes, such as Hadrian’s temple of Olympian Zeus in
Athens (1.18.6f.).”* Romans may be paradigms of virtue and
piety like Hadrian (“a benefactor to all whom he rules”
[1.3.2], “who was extremely religious in the respect he paid
to the deity, and contributed much to the happiness of his
various subjects™ [1.5.5]) or Antoninus Pius (“a most religious
man” with all kinds of virtues [8.43.1—5]). But they may also
be exemplars of evil — for instance, the impious Sulla (a man
whose “mad outrages against the Greek cities and gods of the
Greeks” [1.20.7] are punished by “the most foul of discases”
[9.33.6]) or Nero and Caligula (9.27.4f.). The Romans may
offer freedom to Greeks by liberating particular cities, such
as Mothone (4.35.3), Pallantium (8.43.1) and Elatecia
(10.34.2), or even to the whole nation, when Nero “gave to
the Roman people the very prosperous island of Sardinia
in exchange for Greece, and then bestowed upon the latter
complete freedom™ (8.17.3). But this very act of bestowal is
proof of who is master, and it can be reversed:
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The Greeks however were not to profit by this gift. For in the reign
of Vespasian, the next emperor after Nero, they became embroiled
in a civil war. Vespasian ordered that they should again pay tribute
and be subject to a governor, saying that the Greek people had
forgotten how to be free. (8.17.3).

This is a deep condemnation — all the more bitter because
freedom is inherently part of the Greek nature and identity in
the Pausanian myth-history; it is precisely this freedom which
Roman domination had eroded.

In fact Pausanias’s myth of a total Greece is supremely a
myth of how “all Greece (pasa Hellas) won independence and
freedom”, to quote the inscription which Pausanias quotes
from the statue of Epaminondas (9.15.6). It is a myth of
how the biographies of a few great men, from Miltiades to
Philopoemen, transcended the identities of their local loyalties
to become “benefactors of all Greece (koiné tés Hellados)’:
“Those who before Miltiades accomplished brilliant deeds,
Codrus the son of Melanthus, Polydorus the Spartan, Aristo-
menes the Messenian, and all the rest, will be seen to have
helped each his own country and not Greece as a whole (ouk
athroan tén hellada)” (8.52.1). This is a fascinating passage. Not
only is there an unashamedly moral slant to the pan-IHellenic
picture, a praise for motivations that transcend locality, but
this shades into an explicitly moral emphasis on the way lives
ought to be lived. Pausanias specifically excludes “from being
called benefactors of Greece” his namesake Pausanias and
Aristeides, the victors of Plataca, because of their subsequent
transgressions as well as the participants in the Peloponnesian
war against Athens whom he bills as “murderers, almost
wreckers, of Greece” (8.52.2—3). There is, furthermore, an
incvitable sense of decline and fall. As he is in Plutarch,”
Philopoemen was the last in the roll-call of the great, and he
was already involved in wars with the Romans (8.50—1). It is
as if, historically, the myth of Greece must be defined, de-
limited and ended by its proximity to Rome.

Yet it is precisely the conquest of Greece by Rome — the
ending of Greek independence and any dream of real freedom
for the country — which constitutes the possibility for the
myth of a free Greece once long ago. Greece can only be one
whole when it is subservient to an external state, a Macedon
or a Rome. Greece is “Greece” (one country and not many
poleis) only because it is a province in an empire whose various
cities are united through having /ost their freedom. In the new
dispensation they can be granted freedom by an omnipotent
emperor from elsewhere. Pausanias’s backward-looking



project of panta ta bellénika is itself conditioned by its Roman
context in being pan-Hellenic, in doing the whole of Greece,
because “Greece” can exist only when its freedom not to be
united is over and the myth of a freedom-in-the-past has
begun. For the Pausanian project to be possible, all the places
(whose stories and sanctities the author so carefully enumer-
ates) must no longer be free and at war (as they were in the
myth that Pausanias retails), but must be united by and
within a larger power. The very attempt to invent and justify
a myth-history of “Greece” is simultancously the evidence for
its defeat: Greece can exist only in the invention, in the myth
of Rome. The condition for the Pausanian periegesis of Greece
is that the Greece which his periegesis describes no longer
exists.

Only when we begin to appreciate the head-on clash of
identities, the complexity and incongruity of conflicting para-
digms from past and present reiterated through Pausanias’s
narrative, which together in their tension created Pausanias’s
Greece, can we begin to grasp some of the ironies that lie
hidden in his text. At Sikyon he notes drily: “The precinct

. devoted to Roman emperors was once the house of the
tyrant Cleon™ (2.8.1). The viewing of this temple is ironic in
the extreme, and the effect is heightened when Pausanias
launches immediately into the story of how Aratus liberated
Sikyon and C orinth from tyranny (2.8.2—6). In the Argive
Heraion, he notices “statues . . . of various heroes, including
Orestes. They say that Orestes is the one with the inscrip-
tion, that it represents the Emperor Augustus” (2.17.3)! Only
rarely does Pausanias reject inscriptional evidence for mere
hearsay. 6 In both these cases the conflict, the ambiguitv, of
past and present as they clash in the identity of the viewer
emerges as irony. In all such instances it is the viewer's
identity itself w hich is at stake in the act of interpreting a
work of art.

One way out of the i impassc of socio-historical identities is
to look for a self which is outside history, beyond the decline
of Pausanias’s beloved Greece into a Roman fief. As we saw
earlier, at the heart of Pausanias’s ideology of location is the
theme of sacred centres. If the political path of the traveller is
fraught with identity conflicts which seem to become increas-
ingly less resoluble the longer the journey and text go on,
then perhaps religious pilgrimage is the solution to the iden-
tity crisis of second-century Greece. The traveller turned
pllqnm is no longer in search of a political or historical past
that is denied by the present; he secks rather a sanctified
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present past whose sacredness has pervaded these places since
the beginning, despite history.

PAUSANIAS AS PILGRIM: IDENTITY
AND THE SACRED

Pilgrimage was an important aspect of the religious culture of
pagan antiquity. We know of many examples of individuals
and groups going to sanctuaries to consult deities, seek heal-
ing, or venerate relics.’” But, with the exception of Pausanias,
we possess no text from the pagan world which recounts the
process of pilgrimage as a personal journey. Here the contrast
between antiquity and the Christian tradition of travel writ-
ing is stark. It gives Pausanias’s text a unique cultural signifi-
cance not only as testimony to a specifically pagan form and
view of pilgrimage but also as a counterpoint to later Chris-
tian writing.

One can see the totality of Pausanias’s account as a pilgrim-
age lasting many years.” Certainly it has elements of a trans-
formative rite de passage in which writer and perhaps reader
are changed by their confrontation with the sacred identity of
Greece.’® Pausanias himself comments on his personal trans-
formation after retelling the myth of how Rhea deceived
Cronus:

When 1 began to write my history 1 was inclined to count these
legends as foolishness, but on getting as far as Arcadia T grew to
hold a more thoughtful view of them, which is this. In the days of
old, those Greeks who were considered wise spoke their sayings not
straight out but in riddles, and so the legends about Cronus I
conjectured to be one sort of Greek wisdom. In matters of divinity,
therefore, 1 shall adopt the received tradition. (8.8.3).

It is significant that this change of attitude relates to “matters
of divinity” and that it marks a shift from rationalistic liter-
alism (the secularist’s response to the sacred) to a greater
openness towards allegory and metaphor as methods of intuit-
ing religious truth.®

It is in the more specific descriptions, however, that one
can elucidate more directly the pilgrimage elements of Pau-
sanian viewing. Let us take the journey to Fleusis, which is
not only a highly charged centre of mystery initiation but is
also marked out by Pausanias himself as one of the two
supreme sites of Greece: “On nothing does heaven bestow
more care than on the Eleusinian rites and the Olympic



Games” (5.10.1). Pausanias was himself an initiate into the
Elcusinian mysteries.®’  Although the text only reaches
Eleusis at 1.38, we have been prepared for its importance by
the discussion of the Eleusinium at Athens at 1.14.3 and the
reference to initiation at the Eleusinian mysteries at 1.37.4.
Because “a vision in a dream” prevented Pausanias from de-
scribing the contents of the Athenian Fleusinium, the reader
is alrcady prepared for Eleusis being religiously special.

This specialness is marked by the very topography the
moment the text arrives at Eleusis: “The streams called Rheiti
are rivers . . . sacred to the Maid and to Demeter, and only
the priests of these goddesses are permitted to catch fish in
them. Anciently, I learn, the streams were the boundaries
between the land of the Eleusinians and that of the other
Athenians” (1.38.1). The geography here is itself sacred —
marking an ancient boundary, a liminal threshold between
the political world of Attica and the Other World, Eleusis, on
its periphery. The ancient political settlement bears out this
otherness: “The Eleusinians were to have independent control
of the mysteries, but in all other things were to be subject
to the Athenians” (1.38.3). Not only in space but also in
administration we are being prepared for something alto-

gether Other. The text now proceeds through a number of

shrines and temples, and their myths, until it reaches the
sacred enclosure itself.

Here Pausanias surprises us: “My dream forbade the de-
scription of the things within the walls of the sanctuary, and
the uninitiated are of course not permitted to learn that which
they are prevented from seeing” (1.38.7). Having set Eleusis
up as a world apart — Attic but different, bounded by sacred
boundaries within Attica and administered by a separate or-
der within Athenian order — instead of deqcrlbmq this Other
or bringing his reader through “the walls of the sanctuary™
into its inner sanctum, Pausanias’s text dramatises the oth-
erness of Eleusis in a supreme way. He denies its describabil-
ity within his own discourse. No mark of otherness is so
effective as this statement that the truth of Eleusis cannot be
constrained in the act of writing, the act to which the text
itself is in perpetual debt. Here, in a radical about-face, Pau-
sanias, who has constantly been the reader’s guide, the
reader’s ally in penetrating panta_ta bellénika, suddenly
changes to become the Other’s ally in concealing the mystery
of Eleusis from his uninitiated readership. Here, before the
sacred which cannot be described, the text’s phenomenol-
ogy — one of its crucial structuring devices — breaks down.
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The reader who travels through Greece with Pausanias, in his
order, at his pace, along his roads, is left outside the sacred
wall. Pausanias’s writing is generally an endeavour of going
out to us and making a way for us into the Other of his
Greece, its ritual and its art. But his silence here — his articu-
lation within discourse that there is an Other to discourse
before which discourse must cease — is the opposite of the
usual pattern of his writing, a denial of his writing, a bar to
our entry into the heart of a Greece which it was his project
to facilitate.

If Eleusis were an isolated instance, we could be pardoned
for overlooking its significance. But in fact it offers us the
paradigm for a repeated pattern.®’ Like many pilgrimages, it
offers a journey to a sacred Other,* which is often located on
the periphery of a social or political centre but is nevertheless
more deeply central to the pilgrim’s sense of identity.** Such
“peripheral centres” where the Other (whether a statue or a
set of rites) must remain secret are numerous. In some cases,
like Eleusis, Pausanias was an initiate who could not divulge
what he knew; in others he was an outsider (like his presumed
readers) and himself never knew what lay at the sacred centre.
Such cases include the sanctuary of Demeter on Mt Pron
outside Hermione (“the object most worthy of mention”
[2.35.4]) whose goddess is surnamed Chthonia (i.e., one that
defines the land). Pausanias describes a truly remarkable an-
nual festival and cow sacrifice (2.35.5—7), the minor statues
and images (35.8), as he builds to the climax: “But the thing
itself that they worship before all else I never saw, nor yet
has any other man, whether stranger or Hermionian. The
old women may keep their knowledge of its nature to them-
selves” (2.35.8). The very structure of the writing leads to the
authority-giving vet absent centre — the valorizing void of
deity. Likewise, at the gate of Hermione on the road towards
Mases is a sanctuary of Eileithyia: “Every day, both with
sacrifices and with incense, they magnificently propitiate the
goddess, and, moreover, there is a vast number of votive gifts
offered to Eileithyia. But the image no one may sce, except,
perhaps, the priestess” (2.35.11). Again, the paraphernalia of
the sacred (rituals, offerings) lead to that which cannot be
viewed or described. These paraphernalia entice and elicit
description (their interest is what merits entry into the text),
and yet the cause upon which all the ritual and the sanctuary
itself are predicated — a deity and the deity’s image — are
denied to knowledge.



Pausanias’s silence is itself a ritual act, the result of a reli-
gious mentalité of taboo and retribution. It is predicated on his
usual word for mystery: aporrbétos, literally “away from
speech™.® Often, as at Eleusis, the Athenian Elcusinium or
the mysteries of the great goddesses at the Carnasian grove
outside Messene (4.33.4—3), it is a dream which informs Pau-
sanias as to what he may or may not reveal. Several times he
remarks emphatically on the consequences of transgression,
whether by the physical act of entering a sacredly bounded
place or the verbal act of giving the mysteries away. At the
sanctuary of Poseidon Hippios near Mantineia (8.10.2f.) into
which no one may enter, Pausanias twice repeats the story of
how Aegyptus broke this rule, only to be punished by blind-
ness and death (8.5.5 and 8.10.3). Death is the punishment for
transgressive entry at the precinct of Lycaean Zeus (8.38.6)
and at the sanctuary of the Cabeiri (9.25.9—10). The merely in-
quisitive too will die (10.32.17), as will those who dare to imi-
tate the mysteries (9.25.9) or who, like Orpheus in one of the
myths of his death, profane them through speech (9.30.5).

Such stories articulate a deep cultural sense of taboo sur-
rounding the sacred. What was the sanctity which such ta-
boos protected in pagan culture? Because his silence is scru-
pulously observed, Pausanias’s rcaders clearly are not
intended to know too much unless of course they were to
become initiates themselves. However, there is one instance
where he does tell us something about the mysterious nature
of the sacred centre whose essence is denied to discourse.
During the trip to Arcadia, at 8.36.2f. and 8.38.6f., Pausanias
juxtaposes two mountains with profound mythical and sacred
associations which are in fact quite far apart — Mt Thaumas-
ius near Methydrium north of Megalopolis (where Rhea de-
ceived Cronus about the birth of Zeus) and Mt Lycaeus near
Lycosura south of Megalopolis (where Zeus was born). The
close connection of the mythical topography transcends the
exigencies and actualitics of “real” space. These two moun-
tains are a complementary pair. Mt Thaumasius is sacred to
Rhea - the goddess and mother who deceived her husband to
save her son; Mt Lycacus to Zeus — the male god, the son
reared and saved by his mother’s wiles. On the peak of Thau-
masius is Rhea’s cave “into which no human beings may enter
save only the women who are sacred to the goddess” (8.36.3).
On the summit of Lycacus “is a mound of earth forming an
altar of Zeus Lycacus, and from it most of the Peloponnese
can be seen” (8.38.7). There is a play of hidden and open in
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the contrast of Rhea’s interior cave and the expansive view
from Zeus’s mound. But there is also a progression of secrecy
from the cave at Thaumasius where only the sacred women
can enter, to the remenos of Lycaean Zeus into which no one
is allowed (8.38.6) to the secret rites performed on the summit
of Lycaeus (8.38.7). The temenos boasts a truly remarkable
marvel:

If anyone takes no notice of the rule and enters, he must inevitably
live no longer than a year. A legend, moreover, was current that
everything alive within the precinct, whether beast or man, cast no
shadow. For this reason, when a beast takes refuge in the precinct,
the hunter will not rush in after it, but remain outside, and though
he sees the beast he can behold no shadow. (8.38.6)

This sacred precinct is not merely Other by human rules of
liminality and entry. By contrast with other sites or rituals —
markedly, the hidden cave of Rhea and the secret sacrifices of
Zeus Lycaeus — it is open to vision. But it is precisely the
rules of seeing that have been transcended. Here sacred space
affects and alters material space — it breaks natural laws
within the threshold of its own sanctity by abolishing shad-
ows and shortening the length of human life. Here, briefly
but memorably, we see the Other World penetrating this
world, we see one aspect of the sacred in action.

All these instances (to which we may add the Lernaian
mysteries at 2.37.1f. and the rites of the Cabeiri at 9.25.5f.)
offer the pattern of an important sacred centre, on the periph-
ery of a political centre, where the corc of sanctity — that
which underpins the holy authority of the site — is denied to
description. In cach case Pausanias goes out of his way to
describe the place and its customs and to signal what he
cannot discuss. Close to this pattern is a parallel structure of
the holy where a sacred centre is described in the heart of a
political centre. In cases like the Acropolis at Athens
(1.22.6f.) or the Acrocorinthus above Corinth (2.4.6f.) or the
sanctuary of Asclepius at Sikyon (2.10.2f.), Pausanias docs
not conceal the heart of the sacred centre, whether it be a cult
image as at Sikyon or a number of temples and statues as in
Athens. And yet in the vicinity, on the periphery as it were,
of these sacred sites within cities are a number of crucial ab-
SeNCes.

In Athens, the most sacred image (t0 hagidtaton [1.26.6]) is
Athena Polias, Athena “of the city”.* When Pausanias comes
to discuss this image and the ritual related to it, scholars have



noted his silence about its appearance.”” Moreover, in the
description of the Arrephoria, or festival of bearing sacred
offerings to this image, there are several secrets surrounding
the obscure ritual:®®

Having placed on their heads what the priestess of Athena gives
them to carry — neither she who gives nor they who carry have
any knowledge what it is — the maidens descend by the nartural
underground passage that goes across the adjacent precincts, within
the city, of Aphrodite in the Gardens. They leave down below
what they carry and receive something else which they bring back
covered up. . . . (1.27.3)

At the ritual heart of the city, its sacred identity, are secrets
necessarily absent from description or knowledge which are
nonetheless crucial to the preservation of sanctity. At the
Acrocorinthus it is not rituals but some of the temples and
images en route to the peak (the sanctuary of Necessity and
Force, the temple of the fates and the temple of Demeter and
the Maid [2.4.7]) that are “not exposed to view”. In the pre-
cinct of Asclepius at Sikyon, just inside the entrance (in the
liminal and peripheral position), is a building whose “inner
room is given over to Carnean Apollo; into it none may enter
except the priest” (2.10.2). This is in marked contrast with
the main temple of Asclepius — “when you have entered you
see the god, a beardless figure of gold and ivory made by
Calamis” (2.10.3).

In all these accounts the secrecy or hiddenness marks an
otherness which upholds the sacred. And the sacred is above
all a guarantor of identity. When disaster looms for the Mes-
senians in their war with Sparta, Aristomenes, their leader,
decides to hide their “secret thing” (¢ en aporrbétdi) at 4.20.4.
Pausanias comments, “If it were destroyed, the Messenians
would be overwhelmed and lost for ever, but if it were kept
.. . after a lapse of time the Messenians would recover their
country”. This “secret thing” is the psychic and spiritual
heart of the Messenians — it is the absent centre that defines
their identity: “Aristomenes, knowing the oracles, took it
towards nightfall and coming to the most deserted part of Mt
Ithome, buried it on the mountain, calling upon Zeus who
keeps Ithome and the gods who had hitherto protected the
Messenians to remain guardians of the pledge” (4.20.4). It
matters that the object and its location be secret, that the
hiding be done at night and that Pausanias’s narrative tells us
all and yet misses the crucial identifying precisions of what
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and where. For it is Messenia itself, as an identity, that is
at stake.

VIEWING AND IDENTITY

Pausanian viewing is the enumeration and classification of
panta ta hellénika. What might have seemed in principle a
simple act of cataloguing has turned out to be the incompara-
bly complex act of meeting the statues, buildings and natural
wonders of one’s native land on all the conflicting levels of
one’s identity. The facts of the present and the myths of the
past — which together create a socio-political identity and
ideology — normally intertwine, reinforcing each other like
a double helix. But in this case they do not match. And so
the ideology and identity to which they have given birth are
not coherent; they are full of contradiction. And this socio-
political identity is itself incapable of grasping or describing
the sacred — which defines the identity of Pausanias in his
aspect as pilgrim and initiate. There are more than forty
instances in the ten books of Pausanias where the text is
explicit in telling us that this is a monument, object or rite
that cannot be described in the terms which can accommodate
the rest of the objects in the text.®”

Pausanias is quite explicit about the limits of his discourse,
the boundaries of the ideology which his text has worked so
hard to construct. The system of representation designed to
do justice to the most noteworthy sites of Greece breaks down
precisely at some of the sights that Pausanias deems most
worth seeing. At the sacred centres to which the pilgrimage
of this descriptive text moves there is an absence, over the
sights which are most worth viewing is drawn a veil. Pausan-
ian enumeration is not only a construction of ideology, it is
also a catalogue of instances where the ideology fails to apply.
What all the instances where Pausanias signals his inability to
describe an object have in common is ritual and the difference
of an initiated or at least ritually sanctioned viewer from the
ordinary person. In every case, either Pausanias falls into the
category of the uninitiated or (as at Eleusis) he cannot reveal
the contents of the sacred secret to readers who may be
uninitiated themselves. For “the uninitiated are not of course
permitted to learn what they are prevented from seeing”
(1.38.7).

We are offered in Pausanias’s discourse two contestant,
logically exclusive yet mutually constitutive, scts of signs.



The one is Pausanias’s structure of descriptions and myths,
the other his pronouncements of what he cannot describe.
These are not equal. I should like to illustrate the difference
by referring to recent theoretical discussion of the semiotics
of the numerical system.” The introduction of the sign for
zero into the numerical system 1 to ¢ in the Middle Ages had
fundamental consequences for the history of mathematics.
But it was also a radical move in the semiotics of the system.
Zero was not only a sign within the new system of signs o, 1,
2, 3 and so on to g; it was also a sign outside that system. For
o signifies the absence of the other signs (1 to g). It is in fact a
sign about those signs — a metasign. The new system, includ-
ing o, was radically different from the old because it con-
tained within itself a sign about itself, a sign about the absence
(the void, zero) that the other signs were unable to signify.
Pausanias offers us precisely the same phenomenon. His text
is a series of signs, just like the numerical system o to 9,
whose aim is to classify and describe panta. But it contains
within that system a second set of signs which function both
to signify items mentioned in the flow of the text and as
signs for the absence, the inappropriateness, of the rhetorical
system of descriptions in which they seem to be part. Pausan-
ias’s enunciation of his inability to describe Eleusis is a sign
about the limits of his discourse.

To signify the impossibility of enunciating the Other
World, the holy, is to reveal that the kind of discourse inher-
ent in ordinary Pausanian viewing cannot control the Other
World and is insufficient to it. Pausanias offers us two sys-
tems of representation in his text: sign and metasign. But the
momentous implication for the cultural historian is that these
two systems point to two quite different and logically exclu-
sive ways of viewing in the same individual. 1dentity depends
in part on context, and the same person’s identity in different
contexts will be different.

The ordinary viewer is excluded from the otherness of art.
He or she must construct a narrative to contextualise objects —
to derive meaning from and supply meaning to those objects.
This is the function of Pausanias’s narrative of panta and his
use of so-called digressions into history and myth. But this
ordinary viewer is specifically excluded from those sacred
objects that are open to the initiate viewer.”' We are not told
what initiate viewing is (that woul/d be outside the limits of
this text!), but it is participant within ritual in a way that
ordinary viewing cannot be. In initiate or ritual viewing, the
observer consciously gives up the privacy of his or her own
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personal view, as well as the ideologically and culturally
shared assumptions which have helped to formulate such
a view, for a “shared subjectivity” of participants in the rit-
ual process or journey. Ritual is culturally important be-
cause it provides a different, an exclusive or a sectarian,
cultural framework for the construction of subjectivity and
self-identity. Quite different kinds of interpretation of the
world “out there” will result.”?

Clifford Geertz has argued that initiation into “the frame-
work of meaning which religious conceptions define” changes
not only the initiated person but also “the commonsense
world, for it is seen as but the partial form of a wider reality
which corrects and completes it”.”* This is certainly the case
with Pausanias. His very need to provide a series of metasigns
shows that the discourse of “commonsense” reality is partial
and inadequate to cope with the ritual world as experienced
at (for instance) Eleusis. The semiotic disjunction points to
two parallel ways of viewing, to a fundamental difference in
the kind of subjectivity employed by the viewer in respect of
his or her relationship with the object.

SUGGESTIVE CONCLUSIONS

This chapter began as an investigation of “viewing” in Pau-
sanias. It has turned out to be about subjectivity — not in the
entirely personal sense, but about that part of subjectivity
which the individual takes on from outside and constructs
himself or herself into. Pausanias’s text is evidence for a cer-
tain ideology which was designed to provide the reader with
a cultural identity, a shared subjectivity, out of which to view
art. This is a very generalised and “secular” identity available
to anyone within his or her particular world (like being Brit-
ish, or American). But he also constructed a second and much
narrower cultural identity, shared exclusively and esoterically
by the initiates in certain rites and cults. For the initiate, this
is a deeper and more fulfilling reality than the more general
sense of the subjective that the main thrust of the text offers.
It is a reality that necessarily excludes the uninitiated.

For anyone interested in religion within culture or the
tensions between a sacred and a secular art, Pausanias’s per-
iegesis is a cardinal text. It demonstrates clearly that logically
exclusive ways of viewing existed simultancously in the
Graeco-Roman world.™ The history of art (especially in its
analysis of the rise of Christian art) has looked at the evidence



from a formalist analytical angle. It has explored the symbol-
ism of objects and something of their differences in meaning.
However, formalism (what an object out there looks like)
cannot be divorced and is indeed dependent on the subjective
framework of the kind of viewing it allows and the kind of
viewing that wants it to be as it is. When we speak of art and
the transformation of Roman to Christian art, the epithet
“Roman” implies a broad cultural predication whereas the
epithet “Christian” implies a specific dogma and ritual. In its
origins, “Christian” art was to “Roman” art as Pausanias’s
metasigns are to his system of enumerative classification: a
different, deeper and exclusive identity (as far as the shared
subjectivity of Christians was concerned).

The application of Pausanian initiate discourse and viewing
to early Christianity allows us to suggest that the formalism
of the transformation of Roman art is not a diachronic shift in
skill, symbolism or imagination (as has been variously as-
serted). Rather it indicates a synchronic process of different
kinds of viewing within a society. The transformation of
Roman art in the third century can thus be seen as a process
of the growing ritualisation of a culture increasingly towards
ritual or initiate viewing and away from the “ordinary”™ view-
ing that predominated throughout most of the Gracco-Roman
period. The rise of mystery cults, from Eleusis to Christian-
ity, was a part of this — part of a need at a particular time in a
particular society for the more formalised shared subjectivity
that ritual initiation provides. Ultimately therefore one can
see the formal transformation of Roman art as dependent on
a transformation in the structure of subjectivity in Roman
culture — a transformation that responded to a much more
formalised and even authoritarian religious system such as
Christianity.

Something of this transformation in subjectivity can be
grasped by comparing Pausanias’s approach with that of later
Christian pilgrims like Egeria. The later pilgrims too empha-
sise the phenomenology of travel, describing their journeys
personally step by step. Here is an extract from the narrative
of the Bordeaux Pilgrim of A.p. 333:

City of Neapolis (15 miles). Mount Gerizim is there, where ac-
cording to the Samaritans, Abraham offered his sacrifice. There are
1,300 steps leading to the top of the mountain. Nearby, at the foot
of the mountain, is the place called Shechem, which is the site of
the tomb in which Jacob is buried . . . . : A mile from there is the
place called Sychar, where the Samaritan woman went down to
draw water, at the very place where Jacob dug the well, and our
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Lord Jesus Christ spoke with her. Some plane trees are there,
planted by Jacob, and there is a bath which takes its water from this
well. 28 miles from there on the left of the road is the village called
Bethar and a mile from there is the place where Jacob slept on his
way from Mesopotamia, and the almond tree is there, and he saw a
vision, and an angel wrestled with him. (587.2-588.10)

The Christian pilgrim’s awareness of the road itself, his con-
stant relation of places to the stories evoked by them™ and his
tying of current landmarks (the 1,300 steps at Mt Gerizim,
the plane trees and bath at Sychar, the almond tree at Bethar)
to the ancient myths are all very similar to Pausanias. Like
Pausanias in Greece, the Christian traveller to the Holy Land
attempts to evoke a sensc of identity through place and
through the myths which give places their meaning in his
culture. Moreover, again like Pausanias, the carly Christian
pllgrlms display a remarkably acute sense of and decp interest
in ritual. Egeria devotes about half of the surviv ing portion of
her account to the liturgy in Jerusalem (24.1-49.3).7

The differences however, are fundamental. Where Pausan-
ias’s monuments evoke a mass of conflicting myth-histories
referring to oral as well as written traditions, the Christian
pilgrims tie their sense of place almost exclusively to Serip-
ture.”” That is, the Hellenistic culture of Graeco-Roman an-
tiquity, with its diverse range of myths, texts and religions,
never had the cohesion of a single canonical scripture to which
everything could be referred. Whereas Pausanias travels
through his own land (where his native language is spoken,
his native myths are alive and his identity is embodied),
Christian pilgrimage is to another world altogether — a foreign
holy land where, as the Latin-speaking Egeria tells us, ser-
mons are preached in another language (Greek), are translated
into Syriac and may also be interpreted in Latin (47.3-5).
The Christian identity is constructed in a fundamentally dif-
ferent way — through reading a sacred book originally created
in another culture (the Jewish east) and around the topogra-
phy of a sacred place far from home (Palestine).

Moreover, Egeria has no need for selective mystical silence.
Her text, her Christian world and her presumed readership
all belong to a circle of initiates. This shift is above all funda-
mental to the transformation in identity between the pagan
second and the Christian fourth centuries. For Pausanias,
there is an absolute difference between the secular world of
his socio-historical identity and the sacred world of initiation.
The latter gives access to an exclusive and esoteric identity
shared with a small and self-selecting group of fellow initiates.



It is not available to outsiders. By the time of Egeria, in the ~ VIEWING AND
late fourth century, we already see the extraordinary “drain-  IDENTITY
age of the secular” which has been scen as the most essential

characteristic of the oncoming of the Middle Ages.”™ Despite

that Christianity had only escaped persecution less than a

century before hcr Egcrm assumes that her readers, indeed

that the whole world of her personal experience, will share

her Christian initiation. A religion which had begun as an

exclusive sect little different from the initiate cults we meet in

Pausanias had become a Universal Church. One of Christian-

ity’s greatest achievements in transforming the identity of the

ancient world was the way it used the intense exclusiveness

of the initiate cult, which we see so clearly in Pausanias, to

define the world of secular and social experience as well.

What had been two worlds — secular and sacred — in Pausan-

ias, had become one sacred world.
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THE TRANSFORMATION OF
ROMAN ART FROM
AUGUSTUS TO JUSTINIAN

FOREWORD

Though God do now hate sacrifice, whether it be beathenish or
Jewish . . . throughout all the writings of the ancient Fathers
we see that the words which were do continue; the only
difference is that whereas before they bad a literal, they now
have a metaphorical use.

Richard Hooker!

The cultural transformation which took place in the Graeco-
Roman world between the reigns of Augustus and Justinian
is, with the possible exceptions of the Renaissance and the
“Greek Revolution™ of the fifth century B.c., perhaps the
most momentous change in the history of the West. It marks
the passage from antiquity to the Middle Ages. The change
in this period from “a literal” to “a metaphorical use”, which
Richard Hooker (writing in the sixteenth century) noted in
language, is true also of rites and images, as well as in the
ways meaning was generated by them. What generations of
theologians like Hooker took to be an essentially religious
transformation — an cffect of the Incarnation — was also a
cultural change in ways of assimilating, interpreting and
viewing the world.

The two chapters which together make up this part of the
book evoke some aspects of this change as it relates to Roman
art. In order to clarify the difference between Classical and
early Medieval art (that is, the difference between the poles —
aesthetic and temporal — from which and to which Roman art
changed), I focus on images at either end and in the middle of
the spectrum. In the case-studies of Chapter 5, I approach the
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changes in how the emperor was perceived by taking the
temperature (as it were) of imperial imagery at three crucial
moments — the reigns of Augustus and Justinian, which pro-
vide the poles at either end of the transformation of Roman
art, and that of Diocletian in the late third century, an im-
portant moment of transition. In Chapter 6, I repeat this
comparative process by looking at the transformation of sacri-
ficial viewing. Again, my case-studies focus on images from
the Augustan and Justinianic periods and from the late third
century.

Although the choice of two themes from the many one
might select (including landscapes, funerary images and so
forth) may seem somewhat arbitrary, the themes of imperial
and sacrificial representation nev crtheless evoke perhaps the
two most important areas of change, namely, politics and
rcligion. In effect, they are variations on the two modes of
viewing — that which focussed on material things in the natu-
ral world and that which allegorized material things into im-
ages of the Other World — which formed the substance of Part
I. These two chapters, although presented as comparative
discussions of particular case-studies, are intended more
broadly — they are to serve as meditations on the transforma-
tion in how the political hierarchy, on the one hand, and
religious ritual, on the other, were perceived.



REFLECTIONS ON A ROMAN
REVOLUTION: A
TRANSFORMATION IN THE
IMAGE AND CONCEPTION
OF THE EMPEROR

His chapter sketches some aspects of change in how

the emperor was perceived from the first to the sixth

centuries. I explore change by looking at images (us-
ing a very limited selection of material, to be sure) and at the
way such images might have been viewed. One might argue
(quite rightly) that any period of six hundred years would
provide evidence of radical change, and (given that fact) the
transformations | examine here were hardly greater than
might have been expected. But my excuse for the attempt is
that one cannot grasp what happened in the passage from
antiquity to the Middle Ages by looking at a single “pivotal”
moment or a restricted transformative period of change.
There was a gradual, complicated and multifaceted process of
change over several centuries. This process was immensely
rich, subtle and nuanced. It is not my project to unravel its
complexities here (although I shall look at some aspects of this
process in Part III). Rather, I aim to sketch something of the
nature of this change by looking at its poles. If we can be clear
about what Roman culture was in the first century and about
what it became in the sixth, then we have a basis on cither
side of the divide from which to explore the transformation
that bridged it.

In this chapter, I take the socio-political theme from Part |
and explore its ramifications for the image of the emperor
(particularly in relation to religious issues). The ways people
represent their rulers is a key to understanding how the posi-
tions of those rulers were conceived. A comparative examina-
tion of different groups of imperial images in the Roman
world is one way of throwing light on the changes in assump-
tions and ideology that took place in the Romans’ sense of
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their relations with their emperor. 1 examine some central
examples of imperial representation: from the period of Au-
gustus when the Principate was first established, from the
period of the tetrarchs at the end of the third century a.p. at
the point just before the empire adopted Christianity and
from the time of Justinian, a high point of the Christian
empire in the sixth century a.p. The emperors concerned -
Augustus, Diocletian and Justinian — were all strong rulers
whose reigns were long and whose imperial imagery was
revolutionary and pervasive in its time.

A comparative study of the imperial image at these three
moments of empire reveals fundamental changes in the notion
of what an emperor was and in the ways an emperor’s repre-
sentation could be viewed. The image of Augustus demon-
strates a remarkable ambiguity between the emperor’s status
as citizen and ruler, as man and god. Augustus is all these
contradictory roles in a single statue. Such ambivalence is
conceptually unstable; but on the other hand it suited the
political and cultural needs of a time when deification of
human beings was not abnormal and when the emperor had
to balance contradictory signs with great care in his attempt
to establish a new model of government in the Roman world.
By the time of Diocletian, this model of the single image of a
man who was also a god had become untenable. The cult
room from the temple of Ammon in Luxor reveals a new
multiple model of imperial representation in which the em-
peror is represented separately and in different styles in his
divine and human roles. This tetrarchic model, although solv-
ing the problem of viewing a single statue in more than one
way (as a portrait of a man and an icon of a god), neverthcless
failed to resolve the deeper problem of how a man could also
be a god. It was only in the Christian dispensation, when the
problems about a man being a god had been elevated from
political actuality to theological dispute, that the emperor —
now firmly and unamlnauousl\ a man — could be straightfor-
wardly a mediator with and the imitator of the divine order
for his subjects. The i images of Justinian and Theodora from
the Church of San Vitale in Ravenna reveal a Christian impe-
rial and social hicrarchy which has brilliantly clarified the
conceptual obscurities and ambiguities of earlier Roman mod-
els of the emperor’s role.

I make a detailed comparison of these images in their re-
spective art-historical and conceptual contexts in order to
emphasise the importance of the viewer in this process of
change. Insofar as the discussion will involve some of the



most famous imperial portraits that survive from antiquity, it
strays into the arena of political propaganda and the propaga-
tion of an imperial image. This theme has long been im-
portant in art history, and has recently been considerably
developed by the work of Paul Zanker on the art of the
Augustan Principate.! The question of art as imperial propa-
ganda makes an excellent entry into the problems of viewing
because it presupposes the crucial role of viewers as recipients
of the imperial image and as audience before which the per-
sona of the emperor will be displayed.

THE STATUE OF AUGUSTUS FROM
PRIMA PORTA

DESCRIPTION AND INTERPRETATION

There are few more famous monuments of Augustan art than
the statue of the emperor discovered in 1863 in a villa above
the Tiber at Prima Porta which seems to have belonged to
Livia, Augustus’s wife (Figure 20).” We do not know the date
of the image — whether it was made in Augustus’s lifetime or
afterwards or whether the statue we have is “the original” or
a later replica. In the absence of any strong evidence, it seems
reasonable to accept the view (with Paul Zanker, p. 188 of the
anlis‘h edition) that the most natural date for the Prima Porta
image or its prototype is in the years immediately after 20
B.C. — the year of the events which its breastplate celebrates.
[ shall discuss w ays of viewing the statue within the contexts
of Augustus’s reign and afterwards.

The statue decorated part of a garden terrace against a
wall. It is uncertain how private such a setting was, and
critics have argued that the marble image we have is the copy
of a public bronze statue that once adorned some piazza in
Rome or even Pergamon.’ I introduce the straw man of non-
existent prototypes to illustrate our problem with defining
what was or was not a “private” or “public” image. If enough
people attended private garden parties at the imperial villa in
Prima Porta, the statue would anyway have been publicly ac-
cessible.*

As has been noted, the Augustan statue is unusually com-
plex.” It represents the emperor on a scale larger than ‘that of
life (it is seven feet; Suctonius tells us that the emperor’s
actual height was five feet seven inches [Augustus 79]). He is
dressed, as in a large number of Augustan and later imperial
images, in cuirass and military cloak® and appears to be
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Figure 20 (opposite page).
Statue of Augustus from
Prima Porta (now in the
Vatican Museums), first
century B.c. Photo: Alinari-
Art Resource, New York.
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proclaiming victory to the army or the people, or at any
rate addressing the spectator. The pose is related to that of
Polyclitus’s Doryphoros, although Zanker suggests (p. 192) that
in the Augustan version he holds not a lance but one of
the standards regained from the Parthians. There are many
intimations of the emperor’s special status — his idealising
features, his bare feet (reminiscent of gods and heroes), the
sculpted support which is no mere tree trunk but Cupid on a
dolphin, alluding to the divine descent of the Julian family
from Venus. If the statue’s initial 1mp.1ct is political (“his
right hand raised in a symbol of power”)” and simultaneously
hints at the roots of this political power in an “Other Worlc »
divinity, the iconography of the breastplate (Figure 21) is still
more explicit.

In the centre, a Parthian hands back the lost eagle of the
legions to a Roman in military uniform accompanied by what
I take to be the she-wolf of Rome. The restoration of the
standards lost by Crassus to the Parthians was a supreme
triumph of Augustus’s reign.” It is mentioned in the Res Gestae
(29) and, for example, by Horace in the Epistles (1.18.55f., cf.
r.12.27f.) and Ovid in the Fasti (5.579—94). But, as Zanker
points out (p. 192), what is notable is not so much the histori-
cal event as the contextualising of history within the embrace
of a mythico-religious iconography. On either side of the
standards scene are mourning female figures whose subservi-
ence (one has an empty scabbard, and both are in positions of
lamentation) seems to indicate conquered peoples, probably
Spain and Gaul. In the Res Gestae Augustus says:

From Spain, Gaul and the Dalmatians, I recovered, after conquer-
ing the enemy, many military standards which had been lost by
other generals. The Parthians I compelled to restore to me the spoils
and standards of three Roman armies and to seek as suppliants the
friendship of the Roman people. These standards I deposited in the
inner shrine which is in the temple of Mars Ultor. (29)

In Epistles (1.12.25f.), Horace writes:

Cantaber Agrippae, Claudi virtute Neronis
Armenius cecidit, ius imperiumque Phraates
Cacsaris accepit genibus minor, aurea fruges
Italiae pleno defudit Copia cornu.

The Cantabrian has fallen before the courage of Agrippa, the Arme-
nian before that of Claudius Nero. Phraates on humbled knees has
accepted Caesar’s rule and law. Golden Plenty has poured fruits
upon ltaly from her full horn.
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Whichever conquered peoples we choose to identify with the
two women, aurea Copia herself, with her horn of plenty,
rests beneath the standards scene, and Zanker suggests that
the Roman receiving the eagles may be Mars Ultor himself
(p- 189).

Beside the earth goddess, aurea Copia, Apollo and Diana
ride respectively on a griffin and a stag. Both are related with
the scenc of star gods above the figures of the Roman and
Parthian, where Sol on a chariot is above Apollo and Luna is
above Diana. In front of Luna, Aurora is pouring dew.
Zanker has pointed out that this iconography is closely linked
with the imagery in Horace's Carmen Saeculare (and Odes
4.6.37—40) written for the secular games of 17 B.c. In the
centre of the upper part of the cuirass relief is the sky god —
mirroring the earth goddess with her cornucopia below.

Zanker argues that the single historical event of the Par-
thian victory has been placed in a context of cosmic space and
cternity — with the gods and stars encircling and embracing
the triumph of Augustan history (p. 192). On the shoulders
of the breastplate sit two sphinxes guarding the new dispensa-
tion of the world as announced on the cuirass and in the
literary passages just cited. For Zanker the Parthian victory is
a precondition for as well as a consequence of the saeculum
aureum (Golden Age). A moment in history has been isolated
as a paradigm for the new salvific order (“Heilsgeschichte”),
in which the gods and heavenly bodies guarantee the state of
things. Zanker points out that the Parthian who looks up in
reverence at the Roman cagle he holds is the only active
figure. One may add that the iconography implies that the
Parthians’ defeat of Crassus was necessary to the teleology of
Augustan triumph. The very fact that the Parthians kept the
Roman standards, could be read as suggesting their awe and
acquiescence before the superiority of Rome — an awe and
acquiescence actualised under the Principate.

Zanker argues that the princeps who wears this image of
victory and the new order on his cuirass is perceived as the
exccutor of the will of the gods as prophesied, enacted and
guaranteed on the breastplate. One may add that Augustus’s
cuirass is in some ways a visual equivalent of the shield which
Vergil's Aencas is given by the gods in Aeneid 8 — a shield
that is both his own protection and the “fumamque et fata
nepotum” (“the fame and fortune of his descendants”, 8.731,
the last words of the book). That fata turns out to be the
whole history of Rome from the birth of Romulus and Remus



(630f.) to the battle of Actium (675f.) and culminates in the
triple triumph of Augustus (714). Teleologically speaking, the
purpose of Aeneas in the Aeneid is to create the conditions for
the image on his shield to be fulfilled. Just as Augustus in the
Prima Porta statue is executing the will of heaven in fulfilling
the prophecies of his cuirass, so Aeneas in Vergil is the agent
of the gods in bringing about their prophecies as depicted
on his shield. This link between Augustus and Aeneas, his
precursor, is found not only in the Aeneid and on the Ara Pacis
but also in the Cupid on the Prima Porta statue itself. For
Cupid, the son of Venus, is the stepbrother of Aeneas, ances-
tor of Augustus.” From now on, in Zanker’s view, it is not
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Figure 21. Detail of Prima
Porta Augustus, breastplate,
first century B.c. Photo:
German Archacological
Institute, Rome.
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shining deeds that count, but the son of the gods (Augustus,
with Cupid by his naked feet) who guarantees the world order
“by his simple existence” — “durch seine blosse Existenz”.
Augustus, thanks to his ancestry through Iulus the son of
Aeneas the son of Venus, embodies the concord (“Einverneh-
men”) of state and gods, of secular and sacred, of the hallowed
mythic past (Aeneas) and the political present (itself hallowed
in Aeneas’s successor, Augustus). The implication is that
Augustus’s triumph need not be reasserted in ever new spec-
tacular and warlike achievements — for his triumph is the
consequence of his close personal link with heaven; it is, like
his lineage, like the sphinxes on his shoulder-straps in the
Prima Porta image which allude to his private seal,'” a per-
sonal quality.

I have dwelt so long on Zanker’s interpretation for two
reasons. In the first place it is the most influential and sophis-
ticated discussion to date, and it places the meanings of the
statue with great effect in the literature and ideology of its
time. But it is also fundamentally problematic. It is based on
the following presuppositions, conscious or unconscious:

1. The world order is transformed by a single historical
event whose effects are far beyond the limits of the spe-
cific happening.

2. This event is the result of action by an individual
uniquely linked to heaven — the son of god.

3. The event and its earth-changing consequences are guar-
anteed by the mere existence, the special nature, of that
individual.

I suggest that the Vatican could not have done better. Even
Zanker’s language (for instance, “Heilsgeschichte™, p. 195 of
the German edition) is explicitly theological.

There are profound problems for those of us working on
antique culture in the post-Christian tradition. One of these
may be the extreme difficulty (perhaps the impossibility) of
ridding ourselves of subconscious Christian paradigms. De-
spite the convincingness and elegance of Zanker’s interpreta-
tion, we cannot so smoothly read back a formula carefully
and teleologically constructed by the Church as its own self-
justification into pre-Christian (and non-Christian) material.
And yet it may be that Zanker’s unconscious (or at least
unacknowledged) use of a Christian model shows that Chris-
tian paradigms can be revealing of some of the deeper issues
of Classical antiquity. The effectiveness of Zanker’s reading
implies how much Christian thought may owe to at least



some aspects of Roman imperial ideology (of which the post-
Constantinian Church was of course the child). '

INTEGRATING THE VIEWER

Thus far the discussion has followed relatively familiar art-
historical lines. The iconography of the image hints at many
aspects of Augustus’s status — at his divine origins, at his
political and military success, at his unique position. But
what might all this have meant to Augustus’s contemporaries?

How does this suggestive symbolism construct the image of

the emperor in relation to its viewers, in relation to society?
And how, therefore, does the image of Augustus construct
the viewer in relation to itself, in relation to its own assertion
(in being the image of an emperor) of the social and political
order? If the answer were single and if viewing were merely
a matter of giving assent to a particular image being propa-
gated (to imperial propaganda in this case),'? then there would
be no reason for a detailed examination of Roman viewing.
But, despite the assumptions of art historians, it is too sim-
plistic to portray Roman society as a pyramid from whose
peak the emperor’s dominance was propelled and advertised
by his images." This assumes that the multiple meanings of
the statue congeal into a single and easily assimilated message.
But even if there were such a message intended by artists and
patron, its meaning and understanding would be prey to the
eccentricities and private readings of viewers.

Let us then examine some of the problems of viewing the
Prima Porta Augustus. In one sense the beholder is con-
fronted with a political image. It relates to specific political
events and to the enactor of those events, who is also Caesar.
It addresses the spectator — going out of its way to make him
or her an accessory to, a participant in, the ideological context
it generates about those events. The viewer is addressed in
the present, by a naturalistic and idealising image in three
dimensions (once decorated with pigment and gilding, per-

haps to make it look more lifelike). But the breastplate, a relief

sculpture in two dimensions, is a narrative of the past. The
present (this viewing moment) is validated by the past and
valorizes the past.'* If the past — the narrative on the cuirass —
were not valid, this image would have been destroyed or
removed (like other images of emperors who failed or were
overthrown)."® The viewer is addressed myth-historically and
politically (these are not different) — he or she is contextual-
ised into the ideology of the Augustan Principate and is thus
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provided with a narrative through which to interpret the
image into his or her own subjectivity. The image establishes
its relation with the viewer, and in accepting this relationship,
the viewer contributes to, participates in, the ideology of the
Principate. In Augustan Rome, the very act of viewing (like
the act of reading the Aeneid or the Carmen Saeculare) is ideo-
logical: It participates in constructing the message of the eter-
nal new dispensation proclaimed by the cuirass (or the shield
of Aencas or Horace as laureate). Such collusion in con-
structing the Augustan message does not entail acquiescence
to it, but it does require an acceptance of the new imperial
status quo. Just as the cuirass of Augustus bears a signum — a
standard which represents Rome triumphant — so the whole
image stands as a signum, a sign linking the imperial bearer
and redeemer of standards with us. Thus, even on the theory
that the statue transmits an imperial message, it is clear that
viewing this image is not a matter simply of giving assent to
but one of taking part in constructing that message. The
emperor is not an isolated primum mobile at the summit of a
static social pyramid, but rather the social hicrarchy is con-
stantly being reasserted and reconstructed within a network
of patronage and exchange relations of which viewing the
emperor’s image is one example. '

To understand the significance of this complex relationship
between viewers and image, however, we must go deeper
than simply observing its implications in constructing mean-
ings. The statue’s meaning to a Roman citizen in the early
first century A.p. depended crucially upon how Augustus’s
role was understood. True, he was princeps. But did that mean
(in the terms of the old Republic which he claimed to have
restored) that he was merely primus inter pares, first among his
scnatorial peers, and hedged in by a set of constitutional
rules?'” Or was he a usurping monarch,' distanced from the
ruled by a wealth of the ceremonial?’” The meaning of an
image like the Prima Porta statue is essentially bounded by
the presuppositions about its subject which viewers bring to
it. There is no reason why ancient viewers should all have
had the same attitude towards Augustus, just as modern his-
torians take quite different lines when interpreting his posi-
tion.”” Andrew Wallace-Hadrill has convincingly argued that
it was precisely the ambivalence of Augustus’s status between
citizen and king which may be of the essence in understand-
ing the Principate.”’ This ambivalence would allow a spec-
trum of possible viewings and meanings for the Prima Porta



statue, from Augustus as remote emperor distanced by the
rituals of triumph and power to Augustus the citizen-soldier
going out of his way to address the spectator in an ideological
context so carefully expressed on the breastplate.

This range of meanings all belong to the socio-political
level. They confront the statue as an image of authority
within the social order and depend for their nuance on view-
ers’ particular (and varied) attitudes towards the order which
surrounds them. After Augustus’s death, these meanings
would change as the social order changed — with the emperor
becoming increasingly a less ambivalent, more obviously su-
preme monarch. The statue would no longer relate directly
with the present but would refer to the present’s validation in
a triumphant past — the past when the Principate was estab-
lished. The statue as a whole would adopt in relation to the
viewer’s present the same role as the breastplate held for the
statue in Augustan times. It would represent that essential
history upon which the contemporary world was based and
by which it was justified.

This socio-political level is not the only one, however, on
which viewers would confront this statue. The Prima Porta
Augustus is not slmpl\ an image of a man (albeit an cepccmll\
important one); it is an image of a man who was also a god.”
It has been argued that apotheosis — deification — offers a key
to understanding the power of the emperors in the capital.?’
Strictly speaking, apotheosis was only possible after an em-
peror’s death. But even before his death an emperor was theos
to the Greeks.”* Further, even in his lifetime Augustus was
worshipped with cults and temples.”® At the very least his
human status was ambiguous; more even than most kings,
Augustus was tinged with divinity.*® Nothing illustrates the
uneasy complexity of this status so well as Augustan poetry.
Already in Odes 3, published in 23 B.c., Horace announces:

. praesens divus habebitur
Augustus adiectis Britannis
imperio gravibusque Persis. (3.5. 2—4)
. Augustus shall be held

a god on earth for adding to the empire
the Britons and dour Parthians.

Horace pronounces the divinitas of the still-living emperor,
only to double back at the outrageousness of it, protecting
himself with a future tense and a condition that can hardly be
met (and indeed was not met during Augustus’s lifetime). By

REFLECTIONS ON A
REVOLUTION



TRANSFORMATION OF

ROMAN ART

the Tristia of Ovid,? pubhshcd in the last years of \ugUsrus
reign, there is nothing tentative about the repetition of the
emperor’s divinity:

iuro / per te praesentem conspicuumque deum. (2.53—4)
I swear by thee, a present and manifest god.

or

Caesar, ades voto, maxime dive, meo. (3.1.78)

Caesar, mightiest of the gods, hear my prayer.

Even in his lifetime in Rome Augustus came as close to
being a god as his pocts could manage.? This divinity (albeit
ambivalent) can hardly be denied to his statues, for statues
and portraits of emperors maintained a living presence — they
were seen as direct links back to their prototype, the emperor
himself.?? In the story of Paul and Thecla (of which versions
reach back to the late second century a.p.), Thecla, for strik-
ing to the ground a crown bearing the image of Cacsar, was
exposed to the lions. At her exposure she wore a plaque
which read “Thecla, the sacrilegious violator of the gods, who
dashed the imperial crown from the head of Alexander, who
wished to treat her impurely”.*” Even defence against at-
tempted rape is not an excuse for violating the imperial (which
is the divine) image. In violating the image (as in the Athenian
crisis over the mutilation of the Herms), it is the god himself
(the prototype) who is violated.”" To return to the Prima
Porta statue, cult images of the emperor were ()ftcn cuirassed
as were statues outside the context of a tuuplc Indeed, it is
not possible to separate images of emperors into unproblem-
atic categories such as military, civilian or divine: The Prima
Porta statue is a classic example of this problem of insepara-
bility.

T'he result is that the viewer is confronted with an ambigu-
ity as complex as the ambivalence in Augustus’s status be-
tween citizen and king. But whereas that ambivalence was
confined to the socio-political level (to viewers’ understand-
ings of the nature of the political order), the ambiguity about
whether the emperor be monarch or god is more profound.*
It confronts the viewer slmulmneousl\ in two modes of pcr-
ception, a socio-political one and a rchglous one; indeed,
works specifically by conflating these two modes and by im-
plying suggestively that the socio-political world was imbued
with the princeps’ divinity. Most students of the imperial cult



do not see this clash as important,”* and many would argue
that the religious connotations of the Principate are essentially
a political ploy for enhancing its authority.** Recent scholar-
ship has come to see that the situation is more complex than
this. Although the cult of the emperor as god cannot be
divorced from politics, it is nevertheless to be interpreted as a
genuine (not a cynically motivated) religion.”” As an analysis
of the Roman cultural system this approach represents a good
formulation of the problem. But when we enquire what was
the effect of an image of this ambivalent man-god on the
Roman viewer, then to suggest that the emperor is a complex
and ambiguous combination of divine and human, religious
and political elements only begs the question,™ in that in its
extreme or pure version, religion is the ritual confrontation of
human beings with the holy, the Other World. The worship-
pers return, as the anthropologist Clifford Geertz puts it,
from the framework of meanings which religious conceptions
define to the commonsense world and find both it and them-
sclves changed, for the commonsense world is now seen as
but the partial form of a wider reality which corrects and
completes it.* The problem is that the statue of Augustus as
a man represents the commonsense world of the socio-political
order; but the statue of Augustus as a god implies a divine
order which (at least in its extreme form) may contradict the
commonsense one. The imperial cult was patently not at
the extreme end of initiate religion — it was not a mystery cult
like Mithraism;*' but insofar as the emperor was a god, we
should not too casily dismiss the otherness of his divinity.*
The essential characteristic of the imperial cult as a religion
(and indeed of civic religion generally in antiquity) was its
uncasy and ambivalent conflation of the socio-political world
and the Other World, by contrast with other religious sys-
tems in antiquity which thrived precisely on a radical separa-
tion of these worlds.

For Simon Price, “The divine aspects of the statue are
merely hints of [Augustus’s] divinity and do not come into
direct conflict with official policy™ (p. 186). But this is too
simple. Even before his death Augustus was as close to being
a “god” as it was possible for a human to be. After his death
he was one, for even if the statue represented a mere man on
its completion, within a few years and for as long as the pagan
imperial cult survived it was the portrayal of a god. Thus, in
its role as the image of a deity, the Prima Porta Augustus
constructs its viewer as worshipper, not as occupant (albeit
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on a different rung), of the same social system but as an
entirely different kind of being — a human confronted by the
Divine. The difference between this kind of address and a
socio-political one is fundamental — the latter comes from
within the viewer’s world and the former does not.

The status of the Prima Porta image is problematic, for the
observer is open to being addressed in two contradictory
modes:

1. There is the mythico-political contextualisation of the
viewer as bomo politicus, civis, within the new order de-
picted on the breastplate.
There is the viewer’s existential confrontation with a di-
vine “Other”, an image that is both a location and a
definition of the sacred.*

(8

The beholder is #ot the same person in these two modes. In
the first, he or she is predicated as a particular subject (a civis, a
Roman). The image’s relation with the viewer constitutes the
particularity and meaning of that predication. This takes
place in one world — the secular world of which the beholder
is part. But in the second case, the viewer is not predicated in
this particular way at all. He or she is simply a human being
in the face of the “Other World”, an ephemeral being in the
face of eternity, a moving and impermanent being in the face
of the statue’s static permanence. The spectator is no longer a
particular person, but a generalised exemplum of humanity
(male and female) before the Divine. We have, in this second
case, two worlds between which the image stands as a bridge
or point of confrontation.*

One should add that this tension was not confined to im-
ages of Augustus or indeed to Roman imperial sculpture in
general. It underlay the Principate’s self-presentation in every
sphere. However, it was not necessarily perceived as a problem
in Augustan times. On the contrary, the ambivalence was
created precisely to solve the quite different problem of in-
venting the Principate in a republican (which in Rome meant
an oligarchic) context, by bolstering its political and military
might with some sacred justifications. But, as times changed,
the fundamental peculiarity of a living (or recently dead) man
being also a god became increasingly problematic. As early as
the time of Nero, about a century after Augustus took power,
the apotheosis of Claudius could be ridiculed as a “pumpkini-
fication” in Seneca’s Apocolocyntosis, and the very meaning
of imperial divinity could be openly debated in the post-
Neronian play Octavia.¥



THE LUXOR TETRARCHS

By the time of the Dominate at the turn of the third and
fourth centuries A.p., the implicit tension in the image of the
emperor was brilliantly resolved. In a room in the temple of
Ammon at Luxor, which was modified and decorated to be a
chamber of the imperial cult under Diocletian (but whose
programme of frescoes is long since lost and must be re-
constructed with the help of ]J. GG. Wilkinson’s nineteenth-
century sketches, see Figure 23),* the emperor and his com-
panions in the tetrarchy appear to be represented several
times. Where Augustus was at the same time and in the same
statue an individual within history and a deity who tran-
scends history, Diocletian and his fellow tetrarchs were repre-
sented in both these modes but in different places and con-
texts within the chamber.

In the apsc of the south wall, the four emperors of the first
tetrarchy, Diocletian, Maximian, Galerius and Constantius
Chlorus, were depicted together in the hieratic style of late
antiquity which foreshadows Christian art.*” On the cast side
of the apse, still on the south wall, according to J. G. Deck-
ers’s reconstruction (see Figure 22), two emperors appear to
be enthroned and receiving honour from their subjects.®®
This theme may well have been repeated on the west side of
the apse, in which case all four tetrarchs would have been
represented twice on the south wall. Along the length of
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Figure 22. Reconstruction of
the south wall and apse of the
L.uxor cult room, third
century A.p. (after Deckers).
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the east wall the Wilkinson water-colours record an imperial
procession of armed soldiers beginning from the entrance to
the chamber at the centre of the north wall opposite the apse
(Figure 23). Wilkinson’s sketches do not include a drawing of
the west side of the room, but a note which appears to refer
to this wall bears the tantalising information: “Mr. Monier
told Mr. Harris that the name of ‘Diocletian’ was on one of
the chariot wheels in this fresco”.*” This implies that the west
wall carried a parallel procession to that on the cast and that
Diocletian himself was portrayed in it (for the directions of
the processions, see Figure 24).

The mode of representation of the procession is quite
different from the hieratic imagery of the south wall. Its
images are illusionist, using three-quarter views and three-
dimensional space. The procession is a very different theme
from that of the four emperors isolated in their imperial gran-




deur. It places Diocletian with his troops, in a secular context,
a narrative, a history. The cult niche, by contrast, puts the
four emperors together in a context of divine otherness from
their subjects. The art of the tetrarchy not only divided the
narrative from the symbolic themes in imperial imagery but
also employed different methods of representation to enforce
this division by using illusionism for the historiated proces-
sion and a schematic arrangement for the icons of the emper-
ors as deities.”

This tantalising glimpse of a lost tetrarchic programme
seems to signal a midpoint in imperial representation between
Augustan naturalism and the iconic portrayals of Byzantine
emperors like Justinian. Whereas Augustan portraiture sig-
nificantly failed to resolve the tension between representing
the emperor as a man and as a god by simply conflating these
contrasting themes into the same naturalistic statue, the art of
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Figure 23. ]. Gardner
Wilkinson's sketches of the
Luxor cult room, nineteenth
century A.p. Photo: Gardner
Wilkinson Papers from Calke
Abbey, Bodleian Library,
Oxford, by kind permission
of the National Trust.
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Figure 24. Diagram of the

dircctions of processions,
Luxor cult room, third
century A.D.

6

APSE

— —

—®  The directions of the processions

Diocletian rigidly divided these themes by exploiting more
than one place for the imperial image and more than one style.
But although the tetrarchy appeared to solve the problem, in
a sensc its art was merely begging the question in a still more
radical way than even the image of Augustus. To offer two
modes of representing a single individual — one for his hu-

manity and one for his divine nature — is to beg still more
blatantl\' the impossible question of how these modes (the
human and the divine) can actually be defining the same
person. In effect, how can one human being be both man and
god’ Tetrarchic art may have solved the particular problem
of viewing which we discovered in the art of the Principate
but it failed signally to confront the essential ideological insta-
bility which underlay the problematic of Augustan viewing.
That instability lay in the conceptual fudge by which a man
who found himself in the role of emperor was suddenly, by
virtue of his position, also a god. The really dramatic Lhange
in the imperial image was to come not so much in styles of
representation, but in the Christian conceptual resolution of
the Roman imperial fudge.



AUGUSTUS, JUSTINIAN AND
THEODORA

TO COMPARE

The Prima Porta Augustus with all its ambiguities represents
a pole at one end of the transformation of Roman art. As
E. H. Gombrich implies, by concluding his chapter “Reflec-
tions on the Greek Revolution” with the mosaics of San Vi-
tale,” Ravenna provides a mature example of the pole at the
other end. I shall look in some detail at a specific pair of
images within the broad and complex iconographic scheme of
San Vitale — the portraits of the Emperor Justinian with his
entourage on the north side of the sanctuary (Figure 25) and
the Empress Theodora with her suite on the south side (Fig-
ure 26)." If Augustus can stand for the illusionist heritage of
the “Greek Revolution”, the Ravenna panels offer “pro-
nounced geometry, order and abstractness”.”* Where Au-
gustus was naturalistically depicted, the representation of
Theodora shows how art “can denaturalize the rendering of a
real event . . .. Abstraction is evident at once in the gold
background which replaces here as in the apse the cloudy
blue sky of the lateral wall mosaics”.** The shift in formalism
from the illusionist to the abstract is transparently clear.
Coupled with this fundamental shift in forms is a shift in
content.”® Augustus was a man who became a god: Roman
emperors were in effect gods by virtue of their position. But
Christ (represented in the Ravenna apse as universal emperor)
is the unknowable and supreme Jewish God who became man
that humans might know him.*® The conceptual difference is
fundamental. Augustus (like all his imperial successors in
Rome, including Diocletian) was a man who ascended to
deity through the particular historical circumstances of being
emperor, whereas Christ was God who sanctified man by his
descent into humanity. Augustus moved up and Christ down.
Thus Augustus and the tetrarchs are rooted in historicity;
their divinity is not separable from political and temporal
events. Roman imperial cult is always a sacralisation of actual-
ity in which the worshipper is firmly focussed on this world;
the sacred is vague, untheorised and unsystematic, although
vital.’” Christianity offers an essentially different system. It
begins with a very strong (“Jewish”) assertion of the Other
World which we cannot know. It expends a huge effort on
theorising and explicating the relationships within the Other
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Figure 25. Mosaic panel of

lustmmn and his entourage,
presbytery of the ( *hurch of
San Vitale in Ravenna, north
side, sixth century A.D.
Photo: German
Archaeological Institute,
Rome.

World (in Trinitarian theology). God entered history in the
body of a man — not a famous historical man that everyone
knew (an Augustus, a Diocletian) but, like Mithras, an un-
known (a mystical and mythical) man, whose myth, in Chris-
tianity’s case, was in part his very historicity. 5% What matters
about Christ is not his humanity as such, but that through his
humanity we have access to what he rcall\ is, to God. ln
G hrlstmmt\ the higher always justifies the lower. The “facts”

are only mc.mmgtul because of what they prove — the Resur-
rection would be only so much magic if it were not God who
had risen as a man from the dead. Whereas Roman state
religion begins with myth-historical events and makes them
sacred, Christianity begins with Faith and finds it enacted in
history. Roman civic cult is inductive: It proceeds from actual
events to a rather unspecific set of sacred meanings which




prop up the actual. Christianity begins with God, the only
real world, and deduces the meanings of this world from that
prior axiomatic assumption.

The implications of this difference are huge. In Rome, the
pedigree, descent and actions of an emperor (as represented,
for instance, in the Prima Porta breastplate or the Luxor
procession) are crucial for it is upon them that his imperium
rests. His divinity follows upon his historicity and is occa-
sionally denied (to great criminals such as a Nero or a Domi-
tian). In the Christian dispensation as represented in Ravenna
all this is irrelevant. The emperor and empress have no in-
scriptions (unlike the clerics — Maximian, Ecclesius and Vi-
talis). They are nameless courtiers, servants bearing a gift, at
the court of the supreme Emperor, Christ himself (see Figure
27). Roman imperial art must always depend to some extent
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Figure 26. Mosaic panel of
Theodora and her entourage,
presbytery of the Church of
San Vitale in Ravenna, south
side, sixth century A.p.
Photo: German
Archaeological Institute,
Rome.
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on particularity, on the specificity and uniqueness of different
emperors. The system encourages both the naturalism of Ro-
man art and the uneasiness with which such naturalism al-
ways approaches the Divine. By contrast, what matters in
Christian art is the iconic assertion of the hierarchic order
itself. It does not actually matter who is emperor — any em-
peror and empress could occupy the shoes of Justinian and
Theodora: They are prescriptive paradigms of how the sys-
tem is and should be forever, or for as long as it should last.
How different this is from the specific events which glorify
Augustus: On Theodora’s mantle is no assertion of historical
achievement but rather the sacred and eternal narrative of the
Magi bringing gifts to honour the nativity of Christ. Augustus
wears his own history mythologized on his cuirass; Theodora
wears a witness to the Incarnation.

Let us now explore aspects of the significance of the Justin-
ian and Theodora panels in comparison with Augustus and
the tetrarchs. Where Augustus was man-god in the same
statue and Diocletian was a man in one context and a god in
another in the same room, Theodora and Justinian are hu-
man. In no sense could they be called gods. Nonetheless,
their court, depicted in all its military and ecclesiastical splen-
dour on the walls of the apse, is an imitation of the divine
court of Christ, the universal Emperor who sits arrayed in
imperial purple on a 