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Abstract 
 

In this dissertation, I investigate the depiction of luxury objects in Roman wall paintings 

as emblematic and visually evocative of public spectacle and displays of art. In spite of their 

ubiquity in the paintings of a period that saw historic changes in the social and material culture 

of the Roman world, such objects have largely been studied only as a select corpus of 

illusionistically framed “still lifes” or subsumed into more general discussions.  

Through a diachronic analysis of exemplary objects—textiles, opaque and transparent 

vessels—I investigate how these depictions evoked their real counterparts through visualizations 

of material properties. In my first three chapters respectively, I closely analyze these paintings of 

objects and the optical effects that made them appeal—by means of vision—to a viewer’s sense 

of touch. Through a close reading of Latin and Greek sources on ekphrases in rhetorical training 

and its deployment in texts, I contextualize the phenomenon in ancient theories of argument, 

communication, and, above all, visualization. I argue that, in ancient painting, the detailed 

materiality of objects was the primary vehicle of enargeia, or vividness. Just as ancient authors 

describe the sparkle of metals or the lifelikeness of figures embroidered into textiles, painters 

produced these effects and ornaments in the paintings of all Four Styles, and both strove to make 

something material—an object, event, experience—present to their audience. 

The results of my study provide new insights into core problems in the study of Roman 

fresco and ancient art more broadly. Through my investigation I demonstrate how depictions of 

objects played an integral role in the creation of intersubjective meaning and shaped the visual 

experience of viewers. I argue that techniques of trompe l’oeil—founded not only on conceits of 

deception but also displays techne—provided a theoretical and aesthetic basis for the paintings’ 
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address to viewers. This argument furthermore supports the identification of objects and 

materiality, as opposed to space, as the foundation of ancient systems of perspective. I argue that 

given these emphases and goals, ancient paintings often incorporated a balance of haptic and 

optic visual properties.   

Through my examination of a selection of depicted objects and ancient texts that provide 

insight into the generative process of representations and their reception, I develop a method of 

visual analysis that provides a better understanding of how Roman frescoes succeeded as 

seductive illusions. Both imitative and vivid, the paintings demonstrate their anonymous makers’ 

attention to perception and imagination in their success as convincing representations that 

connected elite Romans with the spectacles of public events, spaces, and displays of art. 
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Introduction 
 

In ancient Roman frescoes, depictions of objects played a fundamental role in the 

appearance, value, and significance of the paintings. Since their rediscovery, however, scholars 

have primarily focused on illusionistically framed mythological scenes and architecture. 

Discussions of the objects have either been subsumed into these categories or analyzed through a 

corpus of around three hundred illusionistically framed still lifes, particularly depictions of 

comestibles from the end of the first century B.C.E to the first century C.E.1 Yet the richness of 

objects depicted in the paintings as trompe l’oeil and ornament, in addition to still life, suggests 

that the framed examples are only the beginning. Taking as my point of departure three 

exemplary types of objects—textiles and opaque and transparent vessels—I examine how ancient 

painters depicted the physical properties of these things and manipulated optical effects in order 

to make them appear material, sometimes as trompe l’oeil and other times through engagement 

with the physical environment. My exploration furthermore treats materiality not only as goal of 

depicted of objects—that they seem to be corporeal—but also as the foundation of pictorial 

representation and vividness. As a concept, materiality incorporates many questions and 

approaches in current scholarship.2 For the present study, my consideration centers on the 

depicted physical properties of objects as well as their relationship to the materiality of fresco 

and the real environment. In Greco-Roman antiquity, furthermore, the differences between 
                                                
1 Stefano De Caro, La natura morta nelle pitture e nei mosaici delle città vesuviane (Napoli: Electa, 2001), 24-25; "I 
soggetti umili nella pittura romana: la natura morta," in Roma: la pittura di un impero, ed. Eugenio La Rocca, et al. 
(Milano: Skira, 2009), 85. Monographs on still life in Roman fresco: H.G. Beyen, Ueber stilleben aus Pompeji und 
Herculaneum (Gravenhage: M. Nijoff, 1928); Felix Eckstein, Untersuchungen über die Stilleben aus Pompeji und 
Herculaneum (Berlin: Brüder Hartmann, 1957); Jean-Michel Croisille, Les natures mortes campaniennes: 
Répertoire descriptif des peintures de nature morte du Musée National de Naples, de Pompéi, Herculanum et 
Stabies, vol. 74 (Bruxelles: Latomus, 1965). 
22 cf. Marian H. Feldman, Communities of Style: Portable Luxury Arts, Identity, and Collective Memory in the Iron 
Age Levant (Chicago: The University of Chicago, 2014), 176; Aden Kumler and Christopher R. Lakey, "Res et 
significatio: The Material Sense of Things in the Middle Ages," Gesta 51, no. 1 (2012): 1-17.  
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objects and subjects or vision and touch were also less fixed than we think of them now. Vision, 

for example, involved some form of physical encounter. This materialist theory of perception 

affected discussions of the phenomenal world, human communication, and the power of art to 

incite emotion.3 At the same time, things could be endowed with human characteristics from 

inscriptions that address passersby to vase paintings that announced their makers or vases and 

lamps that sculpturally feature human and animal anatomy. As Sarah H. Blake points out, the 

reverse of this phenomenon was the objectification of human beings, particularly through 

slavery.4 In light of these theoretical considerations, materiality is of central importance as a 

means of accessing not only the physical remains of antiquity but also their historic value.  

In order to contextualize this phenomenon in ancient expectations of the visual arts and 

their power, I turn to another communicative form of art for which materiality was central: 

ekphrases. Although this Greek word translates as “description”, it implies a sophisticated verbal 

account that could create a visualization of reality, or phantasia, in the mind of an audience. Its 

Classical definition is succinct: ekphrases made absent things present through the medium of 

language.5 Although materiality, in terms of the physical presence of an object, plays a role in the 

theory and practice of ekphrases, to date, scholars have tended to focus on the concept with 

respect to the intellectual response of ancient viewers and the psychoanalytic theory of the Gaze.6 

                                                
3 Shadi Bartsch, The Mirror of the Self: Sexuality, Self-Knowledge, and the Gaze in the Early Roman Empire 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 57-114; Simon Ings, A Natural History of Seeing (New York and 
London: W.W. Norton & Company, 2008), 154-58. 
4 Sarah H. Blake, "Writing Materials: Things in the Literature of Flavian Rome" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of 
Southern California, 2008), 202-10. 
5 In the rhetorical handbooks (Progymnasmata) the definition of ekphrasis is “a descriptive speech which brings the 
things shown vividly before the eyes”; See Jaś  Elsner and Shadi Bartsch, "Eight Ways of Looking at Ekphrasis," 
Classical Philology 102, no. 1 (2007): i-vi; Jaś  Elsner, "Introduction: The Genres of Ekphrasis," Ramus 31 (2002): 
1-18. On phantasia see Ruth Webb, Ekphrasis, Imagination and Persuasion in Ancient Rhetorical Theory and 
Practice (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2009), 107-30; Gerard Watson, Phantasia in Classical Thought 
(Gallway: Gallway University Press, 1988). 
6 Michael Squire, Image and Text in Graeco-Roman Antiquity (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009), 357-428; Jaś Elsner, Roman Eyes: Visuality and Subjectivity in Art & Text (Princeton and Oxford: 
Princeton University Press, 2007), 67-112; Verity Platt, "Viewing, Desiring, Believing: Confronting the Divine in a 
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Yet I argue that the role of materiality in ancient texts offers much to illuminate, and even to 

exonerate, the appearance and therefore the significance of things in Roman frescoes.  

  Through a close analysis of the paintings and select ancient literary sources on the 

materiality of things and perception, I explore how ancient paintings conjured realia7—in their 

reproduction of visual and tactile qualities—for Roman audiences. They achieved this goal 

through a union of pictorial verisimilitude and vividness that created something entirely new as a 

part of visual experience. Verisimilitude here refers to the mimetic or imitative qualities of the 

depicted objects that made them recognizable to a Roman audience and to us today. 

Occasionally, I use “realism” and “naturalism” to mean verisimilitude as well. Vividness, 

however, was more multi-media; therefore this term only indicates some of the relationship 

between paintings and their models. As studies of Roman fresco suggest, vividness was not only 

a means to create a visual approximation but also a sensual experience.8 In taking a thematic 

approach, based on objects, I focus on how specific visual phenomena related to their materiality 

made the paintings convincing to their ancient audience. In rhetorical treatises several terms 

describe this quality: enargeia in Greek or evidentia and illustratio Latin. 9 An ekphrasis was 

effective by means of these qualities; what they actually were depended on the objects or events 

described and the skill of the speaker to use his words and gestures effectively. What creates the 

                                                                                                                                                       
Pompeian house," Art History 25, no. 1 (2002): 87-112; David Frederick, "Beyond the Atrium to Ariadne: Erotic 
Painting and Visual Pleasure in the Roman House," Classical Antiquity 14 (1995): 266-87. 
7 cf. Agne ̀s Rouveret, "Skiagraphia/scaenographia: quelques remarques," Pallas 71 (2006): 71-80; Bettina 
Bergmann, "Realia. Portable and Painted Objects from the Villa of Boscoreale," in La villa romaine de Boscoreale 
et ses fresques, ed. Annie Verbanck-Piérard, Alix Barbet, and Georges Raepsaet (Errance, 2013), 79-99. 
8 Bergmann, "Art and Nature in the Villa at Oplontis," Journal of Roman Archaeology Suppl. 47 (2002): 87-120. On 
related phenomena with respect to mosaics see Rebecca Molholt, "On Stepping Stones: The Historical Experience of 
Roman Mosaics," (Columbia University, 2008). 
9 Webb, Ekphrasis, Imagination and Persuasion, 72-73; 87-106; S Dubel, "Ekphrasis et enargeia: La description 
antique comme parcours," in Dire l'evidence: philosophie et rhetorique antiques, ed. Carlos Lévy and Laurent 
Pernot, Cahiers de philsophie de l'Université de Paris XII--Val-de-Marne (Paris: L'Harmattan, 1997), 249-64. Webb 
notes that discussions of enargeia are notoriously vague which points to its complexity and that “[it] goes beyond 
the normal functions of language and…can often only be expressed, as in the case of ekphrasis itself, by recourse to 
metaphor and simile.” Ekphrasis, Imagination and Persuasion, 93. 
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ideal parallel between these concepts and surviving paintings is that they explain the creative 

process, its balance between fact and fiction, mimesis and deception. Since ancient artists have 

only left the visual evidence of their processes, it is necessary to look to other texts to find 

parallels to help us understand why the paintings appear the way they do. Rhetoric is ideal since, 

as Jaś Elsner has recently articulated, it is a theoretical model from within antiquity.10 As I 

demonstrate in this dissertation, Roman wall painters produced frescoes that feature the ideal mix 

of things seen and their optical effects, allusions and illusions in order to make a curtain seem as 

if it could be pushed aside to reveal another layer of pictorial fantasy, silver when it seemed to 

gleam, and glass, both reflective surface and transparent window.11 In acknowledgement of this 

achievement, therefore, I tend to use the term “artist” and “painter,” mindful of the fact that 

agency for these ancient makers was different than that which modern readers may associate 

with these terms. 

I. Materiality and the Representation of Presence (formerly “Perspective”) 

The conclusions of this dissertation touch on several important issues in the study of 

Roman fresco and ancient art more broadly. The first issue is the question of “perspective”, 

particularly as it relates to the methods and goals of the Four Styles. I use “perspective” to 

describe the methods of “linear” or “mathematical” perspective, as we understand it today. I 

identify ancient examples by their more specific types of “convergence”, “parallel”, and 

                                                
10 Jaś Elsner and Michel Myer, eds., Art and Rhetoric in Roman culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2014), 1-17. 
11 Throughout this dissertation I refer to the anonymous painters of the frescoes as artists and/or Roman wall 
painters. We have little evidence for who they were or their processes: Roger Ling, Roman Painting (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991), 198-220. Most recently John R. Clarke has approached the question through a 
study of mythological scenes and figures: "Sketching and Scaling in the Second-Style Frescoes of Oplontis and 
Boscoreale," in La ville romaine de Boscoreale et ses fresques, ed. Annie Verbanck-Piérard and Alix Barbet (Arles: 
Errance, 2013), 199-209; "Model-book, Outline-book, Figure-book: New Observations on the Creation of Near-
Exact Copies in Romano-Campanian Painting," in Atti del X Congresso Internazionale dell’AIPMA (Associazione 
Internazionale per la Pittura Murale Antica), Naploi, 17-21 September 2007, ed. Irene Bragantini, Annali di 
Archeologia e Storia Antica (Napoli: Università degli Studi di Napoli "L'Orientale", 2010), 203-14. 
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“empirical.” Although scholars have, for the most part, abandoned the idea that a form of 

mathematical perspective was invented in antiquity, a new model for the pictorial representation 

of three-dimensionality has yet to fully develop.12 Following the work of scholars such as Agnés 

Rouveret and Jocelyn Penny Small on scaenographia (scene-painting) and its relationship to 

surviving depictions of architecture, I argue that depictions of objects, through their materiality, 

demonstrate the basis for conceptualizing and representing three-dimensionally.13 Drawing also 

on ancient theories of “haptic” vision that held that perception inherently involved physical 

contact,14 I argue that this direct relationship between perception and touch not only informs the 

desire for three-dimensional representation but also the role of materiality in its 

conceptualization and pictorial execution. Ancient painters often employed empirical 

perspective, a technique of creating three-dimensionality through the depiction of physical 

characteristics such as recession, modeling, and shadows. The goal of this argument is twofold, 

first to better understand the depiction of three-dimensional space and figures in Roman fresco 

and second to remove, or at least lighten burden of linear perspective on the ancient painter. In 

addition to my discussion of materiality as fulfilling the goal of vividness, I look to the work of 

                                                
12 Philip Stinson, "Perspective Systems in Roman Second Style Wall Painting," American Journal of Archaeology 
115, no. 3 (2011): 403-26; Pierre Gros, "The theory and practice of perspective in Vitruvius's De architectura," in 
Perspective, projections, and design: technologies of architectural representation, ed. Mario Carpo and Frédérique 
Lemerle (London and New York: Routledge, 2008), 5-17. The seminal text on the topic is Erwin Panofsky, 
Perspective as symbolic form, trans. Christopher S. Wood (New York and Cambridge: Zone Books and MIT Press, 
1991). 
13 Jocelyn Penny Small, "Skenographia in Brief," in Performance in Greek and Roman Theatre, ed. George W.M. 
Harrison and Vayos Liapis, Mnemoyne Supplements (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 111-28; "Is Linear Perspective 
Necessary?," in New Perspectives on Etruria and Early Rome, ed. Sinclair Bell and Helen Nagy (Madison: The 
University of Wisconsin Press, 2009), 149-57; Agne ̀s Rouveret, Histoire et imaginaire de la peinture ancienne: (Ve 
sie ̀cle av. J.C. - Ier sie ̀cle ap. J.C.) (Rome: Ecole franc ̧aise de Rome, 1989), 93-99. "Skiagraphia/scaenographia," 
71-80.  Rouveret’s contribution to the question of ancient perspective is noted by E.W. Leach: "Review: Histoire et 
immaginaire de la peinture ancienne," American Journal of Archaeology 96.1 (1992): 184. 
14 Massimo Scolari, Oblique Drawing: A History of Anti-Perspective, Writing Architecture Series (Cambridge: 
Massachuesetts Institue of Technology, 2012), 11-17; Ings, A Natural History of Seeing, 156-58. Bartsch, Mirror of 
the Self, 57-114; Bergmann, "Art and Nature," 108-10. 
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nineteenth century painters, particularly Paul Cézanne to illustrate how it was achieved.15 I argue 

that the anicient paintings, moreover, were successful based on the criteria of Greco-Roman 

antiquity. Instances in which the paintings’ execution seems to have fallen short of the ideal of 

Early Modern painting are actually evidence for vividness as a paradigm of pictorial illusion. In 

their effort to create a vivid picture, Roman wall painters focused on visual effects and the 

sensual information conveyed by shapes and textures. They painted a balance between the 

perceptual appearance of an object and its actual shape as it could be recalled from memory. 

Thus glasses and vessels seen from the side frequently have circular rather than oblong mouths 

and planar surfaces such as tables and plinths appear to “tilt” forward to better display their 

physicality and often that of other objects as well.  

Related to this issue of perspective is the question of the painting’s degree of 

verisimilitude. Since the rediscovery of ancient Roman wall paintings during the sixteenth 

century, their apparent lack of correspondence to the rhetoric of artistic deception in the writing 

of Pliny the Elder and other ancient authors has led to the conclusion that what we have are mere 

shadows of truly successful paintings.16 Keeping in mind the geographic and social contexts of 

the Roman wall paintings in my study, I argue that surviving frescoes do exhibit traits that link 

them to the pan-Mediterranean tradition that was their model. In order to show how the frescoes 

are successful I analyze the depiction of materiality as it is in paralleled textual descriptions of 

objects and works of art. The ancient painter, like orators and poets, strove to make present—in 

the mind’s eye of their audience—realia, while at the same time exhibiting their own techne or 

                                                
15 Particularly as characterized in the seminal article of Maurice Merleau-Ponty: "Cézanne's Doubt," in Sense and 
non-sense (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1964), 9-25.  
16 Viccy Coltman, Fabricating the Antique: Neoclassicism in Britain, 1760-1800 (Chicago and London: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2006); Hetty Joyce, "Grasping at Shadows: Ancient Paintings in Renaissance and 
Baroque Rome," The Art Bulletin 74, no. 2 (1992): 219-46; Bettina Bergmann, "Greek Masterpieces and Roman 
Recreative Fictions," Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 97 (1995): 79-120. 
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ars. In recent work on mimesis17 and its relationship to wall painting,18 or ekphrases,19 scholars 

have demonstrated the role of this balance between absorption and intellectual appreciation in 

rhetoric and the visual arts. In light of these insights on the parallels between ancient texts and 

images, my discussion of verisimilitude centers on materiality as the vehicle of enargeia or 

evidentia. In Roman fresco, like speeches, however, depiction balances with suggestion. To this 

end paintings depart from texts because their facility to shape one’s imagination had a physical 

and visual character as well. In my exploration of the frescoes’ relationship to the phenomenal 

world, particularly the use of color fields—a modern term that Vincent J. Bruno first applied to 

ancient painting—I argue that the depiction of objects and their visual effects stem from the role 

of luxury goods in domestic and public spectacles and displays. In situ, therefore, frescos were 

meant to conjure glimpses of ephemera and bring it into the domestic space where it joined other 

material references to public life and values, including architecture and emulations of famous 

panel-paintings.  

II. Questions of Genre: “Still Life” as a Category of Ancient Art 

A historical issue that exists around my discussion is also the question of still life as a 

genre in antiquity and the use of modern terms to describe it. The problem with the current 

criteria for what was a still life in antiquity greatly obscures the popularity of non-

anthropomorphic subjects—such as those under consideration in this dissertation—and their 

importance. Discussions of still life tend to center on select examples from the Second Style and 

                                                
17 Stephen Halliwell, The Aesthetics of Mimesis: Ancient Texts and Modern Problems (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2002), 177-206. 
18 Hérica  Valladares, "Fallax Imago: Ovid's Narcissus and the Seduction of Mimesis in Roman Painting," Word & 
Image 27, no. 4 (2011): 378-95; "The Lover as a Model Viewer: Gendered Dynamics in Propertius 1.3," in 
Gendered Dynamics in Latin Love Poetry, ed. Ellen Greene and Ronnie Ancona (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2005), 206-42. 
19 Valladares, "Fallax Imago," 380; Zahra Newby, "Absorption and erudition in Philostratus' Imagines," in 
Philostratus, ed. Ewen Bowie and Jaś Elsner, Greek Culture in the Roman World (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2009), 322-42. 
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illusionistically framed compositions of the Third and Fourth Styles. As with later traditions, 

these compositions suggest that objects held sufficient value to be more than props in figural 

scenes.20 Yet, as Michael Squire discusses, their uncanny similarity to later Dutch and French 

traditions of oil painting, has also made it easy for scholars to interpret still lifes as a 

recognizable, even “minor” genre.21 Although the lack of a critical definition in antiquity does 

not preclude visual precedents for still life,22 I argue that materiality and its value should be 

central to their discussion. To this end, Squire’s study, as well as the work of John Tamm, have 

offered a model for the success of a thematic approach.23 

The afterlife of the frescoes creates an additional challenge: during the eighteenth 

century, figural subjects were removed and mounted on wood backing to resemble paintings on 

canvas.24 Modern photography does little to help the situation since it also tends to focus only on 

certain areas of fresco with subjects or motifs that appeal to contemporary tastes. The advantage 

of my method is that I interpret the fresco’s significance through the quantity and quality of their 

subjects and themes. Defining terms therefore becomes easier to explain within the framework of 

the frescoes rather than later traditions that appear similar. In casting a wider net, furthermore, 

my examination builds on the intersection between the subjects of paintings and ekphrases and 

                                                
20 e.g. Agnès Rouveret, "Remarques sur les peintures de nature morte antiques," Bulletin des Amis du Musée Rennes 
5 (1987): 71-80. 
21 Squire, Image and Text, 368-71; Eckstein, Untersuchungen, 11-12. 
22 cf. Bettina Bergmann, "Exploring the Grove: Pastoral Space on Roman Walls," in The Pastoral Landscape, ed. 
John Dixon Hunt, Studies in the History of Art (Washington D.C.: The National Gallery of Art, 1992), 21. 
23 John A. Tamm, "Argentum Potorium and the Campanian Wall-Painter," Bulletin antieke beschaving 80 (2005): 
73-89; "Argentum Potorium in Romano-Campanian Wall-Painting" (PhD Dissertation, McMaster University, 2001). 
24 Picturae excisae: conservazione e restauro dei dipinti ercolanesi e pompeiani tra XVIII e XIX secolo, ed. Paola 
D'Alconzo (Roma: "L'Erma" di Bretschneider, 2002); Eric M. Moorman, "Destruction and Restoration of 
Campanian Mural Paintings in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries," in The Conservation of wall paintings: 
proceedings of a symposium organized by the Courtauld Institute of Art and the Getty Conservation Institute, 
London, July 13-16, 1987, ed. Sharon Cather (Marina dey Rey, California: Getty Conservation Institute, 1991), 87-
101; Squire, Image and Text, 362; De Caro, La natura morta, 11-12. 
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how they relate to the definition of the objects as trompe l’oeil, ornament, and still life.25 Finally, 

as a diachronic investigation, this dissertation takes into account paintings of all of the Four 

Styles as well as other media, including stucco, personal adornment, and vases. Such objects 

participated the same environment as the paintings and therefore have the potential to create new 

insights when we consider the value of visual connections between pictorial representations and 

reality or similar subjects in other media.26  

Using modern terms like “still life” or its cognates, natura morta et al., requires some 

justification since the terms may confuse the significance of ancient paintings with those of later 

traditions.27 I use the term “still life” in its broadest sense, as the depiction of an object without 

anthropomorphic figures, conscious of the somewhat uncomfortable amorphousness that this 

entails. Scholars have applied a few ancient Greek terms—xenia, rhyparography—to depictions 

of still life but both appear to have corresponded to specific still-life subjects that related to 

dining.28 Nearly all scholars of still life—ancient and modern—have noted the uneasy 

correspondence between any generic name and the corpus of art that it describes.29 By exploring 

how depictions of objects and their materiality functioned in Roman frescoes, I demonstrate the 

unique place of objects in ancient Roman art and how they could be singled out for the particular 

pictorial functions of trompe l’oeil and still life. “Trompe l’oeil”, furthermore, was one facet of 

                                                
25 Sybille Ebert-Schifferer points out that the two are closely related: "Trompe l'oeil: the Underestimated Trick," in 
Deceptions and Illusions: Five Centuries of Trompe l'oeil Painting (Washington D.C., Aldershot, Hampshire, U.K. 
and Burlinton, VT: The National Gallery of Art and Lund Humphries, 2002), 17-19; Beyen, Ueber stilleben aus 
Pompeji und Herculaneum, 5. 
26 cf. Bergmann, "Realia," 96-97. 
27 Squire, Image and Text, 360-61. 
28 Ibid.; De Caro, La natura morta, 28; Harald Mielsch, Römische Wandmalerei (Stuttgart: Theiss, 2001), 
197.Darmon in Catherine Ballmelle, ed. Xenia: Recherches franco-tunisiennes sur la mosaïque de l'Afrique antique, 
vol. 125, Collection de l'École française de Rome (Roma: Ecole française de Rome, 1990), 1-15.  
29 Sybille Ebert-Schifferer, Still Life: A History, trans. Russell Stockman (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1999). 11-
12; Charles Sterling, Still life painting: from antiquity to the twentieth century, trans. James Emmons (New York: 
Universe Books, 1959), 44; Croisille, Les natures mortes, 74, 5-7. 
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the goal of all ancient art: to fool the eye into mistaking a painting for reality.30 As I discuss 

particularly in Chapter 1, on depictions of curtains, the modern term aptly describes a formal 

quality of paintings that not only depict an object but also appear to be that object in real space.31 

The relationship between painting and deception was also not as straightforward, as my thesis 

about the entwined optic and haptic modes suggests. Thus my use of trompe l’oeil is limited to 

objects created through specific techniques of modeling, figure to ground relationships, and the 

appearance of a tactile surface. A particularly significant feature for ancient frescoes was also the 

fact that the paintings incorporate the physical wall into their illusion, thereby creating a 

relationship in which a real object (the wall) becomes part of a painting. While I argue that 

depictions of objects were meant in some way to be vivid, their relationship to the picture plane 

and therefore real space varied. As a medium, furthermore, fresco lends itself to trompe l’oeil 

especially well.32 The paintings’ size and location addresses a viewer at a level impossible for 

other pictorial arts. 

III. Envisioning Triumph: The Social Significance of Depictions of Luxury Goods 

But what was value of vivid objects to the ancient audience of Roman wall paintings? For 

the locations that I discuss, primarily Romano-Campanian houses, I argue that their imagery and 

its manipulation of a viewer’s visual experience connected homeowners with two related 

spectacles of materialism: the triumph and public displays of art in porticoes.33 The first was a 

                                                
30 Gudrun Kieweg-Vetters, Trompe l'oeil in der griechischen Malerei anhand ausgewählter Beispiele (München: 
Grin Verlag, 2009), 11-16. 
31 Ebert-Schifferer, "Trompe l'oeil: the Underestimated Trick," 17. 
32 Miriam Milman, Trompe-l'œil Painted Architecture (Geneva and New York: Skira and Rizzoli International 
Publications, inc., 1986), 6-7; Sven Sandström, Levels of unreality: Studies in Structure and Construction in Italian 
Mural Painting during the Renaissance, trans. Michael Taylor (Sweden: Almquist & Wiksells Boktryckeri, 1963), 
15-16. 
33 On Roman luxury, especially in the domestic sphere, see Eva Dubois-Pelerin, Le luxe privé à Rome et en Italia au 
Ier siècle après J.-C., (Napoli: Centre Jean Bérard, 2008); Kenneth Lapatin, "Luxus," in Pompeii and the Roman 
Villa: Art and Culture around the Bay of Naples, ed. Carol C. Mattusch (London: Thames & Hudson, 2008), 31-51; 
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ritual that loomed large in the Roman imagination and the second was a monument used to 

display its spolia, things once paraded as part of a moving spectacle that became fixtures of 

public buildings.34 In ekphrases of triumphs, luxury objects appear as the reminders of conquest 

and inspiration for new displays of wealth and its consumption in the private sphere.35 As Mary 

Beard points out, furthermore, triumphs were also markers of time.36 Ancient authors recognized 

them as events that brought watershed changes in the material culture of Rome from the 

introduction of raw gold and silver to tapestries and textiles, bronze vases and couches, 

sideboards and tables with a single support (monopodia).37 The parades were conducted before 

the eyes of the people who witnessed the spolia and captives of foreign lands pass in a display of 

subjugation. In this event, these things38 paraded were signifiers not only of Rome’s power but 

symbols of the places and people of far off lands. Triumphs also included pictorial depictions of 

these places and Rome’s battles there.39 Objects and painting could therefore be enargeia for the 

physical aspects of conquest whether spolia or a narrative depiction of events. While the 

paintings of luxury objects explored in this dissertation may not have directly conjured this 

                                                                                                                                                       
Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, Rome's cultural revolution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 315-55; Karl-
Wilhelm Weeber, Luxus im alten Rom: die öffentliche Pracht (Darmstadt: Primus, 2006). 
34 Mary Beard notes that mentions of the triumph outside of the actual ritual itself nonetheless kept the “ceremony 
itself [as] a live presence in almost every usage,” The Roman triumph (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2007), 50.  On triumphs in general see also Ida Östenberg, Staging the world: spoils, captives, and 
representations in the Roman triumphal procession (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); Tanja Itgenshorst, 
Tota illa pompa: der Triumph in der römische Republik (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2005). Diane Favro 
argues that the triumphal procession was a kinesthetic experience that helped shape cultural memory and artists’ 
depictions capture this aspect of its character: Diane Favro, "Moving Events: Curating the Memory of the Roman 
Triumph," in Memoria Romana: Memory in Rome and Rome in Memory, ed. Karl Galinsky (Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press, 2014), 85-101. 
35 Wallace-Hadrill refers to triumphs as the means by which the center (Rome) engaged “directly in the cultural 
consequences of expansion”: Rome's cultural revolution, 356. 
36 Beard, The Roman triumph, 67-68. 
37 See Livy 36.40.11-12, on the triumph of P. Scipio Nasica (ca. 194 BCE), and 39.6.6-7, on the triumph of Cn. 
Manlius Vulso (ca. 187 BCE); Wallace-Hadrill, Rome's cultural revolution, 357-58; Anna Elizabeth Riz, 
Bronzegefässe in der römisch-pompejanischen Wandmalerei (Mainz am Rhein: Philip von Zabern, 1990), 23. 
38 Blake, "Writing Materials," 1-15; 202-07. 
39 Macaulay-Lewis, "Political Museums: Porticos, Gardens and the Public Display of Art in Ancient Rome," in 
Collecting and Dynastic Ambition, ed. Susan Bracken, Andrea M. Gáldy, and Adriana Turpin (Newcastle: 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2009), 1-4; Wallace-Hadrill, Rome's cultural revolution, 356-61. 
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image of triumph, I argue that their symbolic value derives from the acquisitive desire that this 

spectacle inspired and came to signify. While some architecture, I contend, may have evoked a 

visual experience of the triumph or the display of its material collections, most of my discussion 

centers on the depiction of objects at the periphery of Rome’s grandeur: the private displays of 

wealth and personal adornments that were connected to conquest through a shared association 

with luxury.   

IV. Overview of Chapters  

In wall paintings, curtains exemplify a paradigm of tension between what is displayed or 

suggested in a vivid description. In my first chapter, I discuss the depiction of textiles as trompe 

l’oeil screens; I refer to them primarily as “curtains” for clarity consistency. In this chapter I 

demonstrate how Roman painters took advantage of the tension between the display of a material 

surface and the implication that something exists behind it. To understand the appeal of this 

tension as one of enargeia I draw on ancient sources that suggest its appeal as dramatic, pathetic 

(in the sense of ancient pathos), and deceptive. Through these sources I explore the role of 

figuration on the surface of trompe l’oeil curtains and its implications for the appearance of 

three-dimensionality. As the modern designation “trompe l’oeil” implies, furthermore, these 

paintings were participatory.40 They invite touch because the surface appears to have mass and to 

project and fold into real space. Additionally, as I demonstrate through an examination of visual 

evidence, the curtains also imply that they could be moved aside to reveal whatever they 

“conceal”. Ancient ekphrases and sources on now-lost paintings suggest how artists manipulated 

this duality, inherent in the curtain, to create the ideal visualization, a mix of description or 

                                                
40 Ebert-Schifferer, "Trompe l'oeil: the Underestimated Trick," p. 24, nn. 36, 38; Joanna Woodall, "Laying the Table: 
The Procedures of Still Life," Art History 35, no. 5 (2012): 985-86. Norman Bryson refers to still life as the “anti-
Albertian” genre for its ostensible proximity to reality: Looking at the Overlooked: Four Essays on Still Life 
Painting, Essays in Art and Culture (Massachusetts: Reaktion Books, 1990), 70-73. 
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depiction and suggestion. The curtain’s efficacy lies in the union of medium—language and 

visual art—as a means of visualization with suggestion, the ability to incite an audience to 

complete a mental picture with their imagination. Because what is more “realistic” than what 

cannot visually be compared to perceived reality?  

In Chapter 2, my focus turns to opaque vessels, particularly metals. These depictions are 

entirely superficial in that their significance is inextricable from their gleaming surfaces. In this 

chapter I begin with a discussion of the many visual functions of vases in Roman fresco—their 

isolation as still lifes, connection to real space, and economic appeal—as they appear in earlier 

traditions of painting. I argue that the range of pictorial possibilities for depictions of vases in 

Roman frescoes belonged to a pan-Mediterranean tradition that valued the objects for their direct 

connection to actual experience, in addition to economic and social value. I explore how Roman 

fresco painters created objects and visual effects with ties to this tradition as well as techniques 

unique to fresco, particularly the phenomenon of the color field. Drawing on the representation 

of vases in other precious media, I also demonstrate how vividness could be realized in a range 

of depictions from trompe l’oeil to still life and ornament. 

My third chapter deals with a single type of object and its revolutionary physical and 

visual effects: transparent glass. I argue that the visual materiality of glass presented an ideal 

union of the approaches to vividness discussed in the previous two chapters. Its transparency 

made it useful as an object that simultaneously suggested and displayed its three-dimensionality. 

As such, I argue that glass paralleled Roman habits of constructing, experiencing, and describing 

built spaces and their boundaries and vistas. The tension presented between visual access and 

physical barrier is realized in what I describe as a “topography” of transparent glass. This 

concept underscores the importance of objects in the appearance of Roman wall painting but 
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especially with respect to visual perception and techniques of perspective. Through a discussion 

of the paintings along with the phenomenology of transparent materials and their poetics, I 

examine how glass’s revolutionary interconnection of optical and material qualities influenced 

and were influenced by theories perception and its pictorial and verbal visualization. 

  Chapter 4 interweaves the objects explored in the previous chapters in a discussion of the 

Second Style painting program of the villa of Publius Fanninus Synistor at Boscoreale. From 

façade through interior the frescoes suggest and display material wealth appropriate to the villa 

rustica as both luxurious residence and working farm. Through a range of pictorial techniques 

that create and collapse displays of three-dimensional space, the painters simultaneously brought 

viewers closer to the paintings and the depicted objects closer to viewers. The paintings played 

an important role in the union of seemingly conflicting messages inherent in the ideology of the 

villa rustica—urban luxury and rustic tradition—and art and nature. It is telling for the 

significance of enargeia, furthermore, that these apparent opposites coexisted in the social world 

and its art. As Paul Valéry observed: “Truth and life are disorder; filiations and relationships that 

are not surprising are not real.”41 This dissertation is an exploration of such relationships in 

Roman wall paintings: the characteristics that made them vivid and present to their ancient 

audience. 

  

                                                
41 Sterling, Still Life Painting. 4. 
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Chapter 1 
Concealed and Revealed: the Function of Curtains Depicted in Roman Wall Painting 

 

inde (fide maius) glaebae coepere moveri, 
primaque de sulcis acies adparuit hastae, 
tegmina mox capitum picto nutantia cono, 
mox umeri pectusque onerataque bracchia telis 
exsistunt, crescitque seges clipeata virorum:                
sic, ubi tolluntur festis aulaea theatris, 
surgere signa solent primumque ostendere vultus, 
cetera paulatim, placidoque educta tenore 
tota patent imoque pedes in margine ponunt.  
(Ovid, Metamorphoses 3.106-114) 
 
And then lumps of earth began to stir, 
the points of a spear appeared from the furrows, 
then the nodding headgear, the apex of the helmet decorated with a crest, 
came forth, then the chest and shoulder and arms heavy with weapons; 
a shield-bearing crop of men sprang up. 
Just as curtains in festive theaters are lifted, 
the images usually rise, and they show their faces first 
the rest gradually,  
and, having been drawn up with a steady movement, 
they stand open entirely and put their feet at [the curtain’s] bottommost 
edge.42 

 

In Ovid’s description of the army of Cadmus, theater curtains (aulaea) provide a visual 

metaphor for the gradual transition of the men from unseen to fully visible. In the text this 

description unfolds over several lines such that it inspires a phantasia or mental image bit-by-bit 

(paulatim), like the movement of a decorated theater curtain as it unfurls. In the mind of the 

reader, soldiers emerge from soil in pieces of armor, their helmets bobbing and shoulders 

weighted with weapons. The visual effects of their gear added vividness to the metaphoric image 

                                                
42 All translations are my own unless otherwise noted.  
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of the curtain’s movement.43 Fully revealed, the disparate elements of the men formed from soil 

are assembled in the imagination, and they “stand open” (patent), fully visible before the 

audience. Whereas these beings came into view from the ground up, during Ovid’s time, actual 

theater curtains revealed actors by movement in the opposite direction. When it was raised, a 

curtain (aulaeum) signaled the end of a play and displayed any designs on its surface. During a 

performance it was lowered, sometimes into a slot that was part of a permanent theater.44 An 

aulaeum only fully displayed the decoration on its surface as in the description above: when the 

curtain was fully raised and the stage was concealed. Cadmus’ army is not like the actors of a 

play but rather the signa, the figures on the curtains surface. In this identification, Ovid 

underlines their status as constructions and adds another layer of visual detail. The drama of the 

passage also lies in themes of generation and change that hinge on the image of the curtain to 

create a temporal antithesis between the beginning and end of a show, seen and unseen, being 

and non-being. At each poetic level the reader gradually becomes aware of an object. On a meta-

poetic level the “object” is the ekphrasis of an event that develops over several lines to evoke the 

figures’ movement.45 Within the poem, it is the event and the theatrical and agricultural 

metaphors that evoke it. As an object, the curtain is central to the success of Ovid’s ekphrasis 

because it embodies the antithesis and the interconnectedness of absence and presence.  

                                                
43 Cf. Livy’s description of armor and its significance in his account of the battle of Aquilonia (10.38-41) as 
discussed by Andrew Feldherr, Spectacle and society in Livy's history (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1998), 55-59. 
44 Myriam Fincker and Jean-Charles Moretti, "Le Rideau de Scène dans le Théâtre Romain," in La Scaenae Frons en 
la Arquitectura Teatral Romana: Actas del symposium internacional celebrado en Cartagena los días 12 al 14 de 
marzo de 2009 en el Museo del Teatro Romano, ed. Sebastián F. Ramallo Asensio and Nicole Röring (Murcia and 
Cartagena: Universidad de Murcia and Fundación Teatro Romano de Cartagena, 2009), 309-29; Frank Sear, Roman 
theatres: an architectural study (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), pp. 8; 90; 287-88; Rainer 
Graefe, Vela erunt: die Zeltdächer der römischen Theater und  ähnlicher Anlagen (Mainz am Rhein: Zabern, 1979). 
For an overview of the vocabulary and function of curtains see William Beare, The Roman stage: a short history of 
Latin drama in the time of the Republic (London: Methuen, 1950), 259-66. 
45 cf. William S. Anderson, Ovid, "Ovid's Metamorphoses: Books 1-5," ed. William S. Anderson (Norman and 
London: University of Oklahoma Press, 1997), 347-48. 
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 In this chapter, I investigate how that paradigm of tension between display and 

suggestion informs the depiction of curtains in Roman fresco. The focus of my discussion is on a 

group of mostly white or light-colored trompe l’oeil curtains that date between the first century 

BCE and the first quarter of the first century CE (late First to early Second Style). I argue that the 

curtains’ materiality was key to the paintings’ success because, as objects, they exemplify the 

paradox of vividness as a balance of description and implication. In Roman wall paintings, 

artists’ depiction of curtains not only created an object that seemed material and therefore mobile 

and tactile but also which suggested that behind it something—an object or environment—

existed just beyond the limits of vision. The duality of the curtain made it an ideal subject 

because it engaged with viewers on a psychological level in addition to its appeal as a realistic 

painted object on a sensual level. At the same time it gave artists a way to conceptualize the 

fundamentals of trompe l’oeil in a single object that appears sensual—visual and tactile—and 

allowed a viewer to draw on memory to make it seem even more real. While in this chapter I 

focus on trompe l’oeil as a technique, in Chapters 2 and 3, I discuss how the same way of 

thinking about objects informs painters’ use of empirical perspective. Although these methods 

are related, trompe l’oeil involves actual space. Empirical perspective on the other hand 

emphasizes the materiality of a subject and creates three-dimensionality through the object itself 

in terms its of shape, view, and relationship to other objects. These techniques arose out of a pan-

Mediterranean tradition of ancient painting and, I argue that during the periods in question for 

this project, they were used to create “small-scale” spectacles that evoked their public 

counterparts. Such spectacles not only involved their association with Greek culture but also the 

sights, sounds, and near-mythic accounts of Rome’s changing material culture and increased 

access to luxury objects. The theatrical use of curtains allowed their depictions to be an index of 
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these larger cultural phenomena and yet still be vivid paintings that conjured a sensual 

experience for ancient viewers. 

I. Surface: The Depiction of Trompe l’oeil Curtains 

The earliest example of a trompe l’oeil curtain comes from a Hellenistic house in 

Centuripe, Sicily (fig. 1). In the painting, at the level of the dado, a single, continuous drape 

appears as if it is attached at intervals to a solid wall. Shaded lines extend out from these areas to 

suggest a pattern of folds. According to Guido Libertini a “dark gray plinth,” was visible around 

the curtains’ edges.46 Like this plinth, the depicted curtain reinforced the planarity of the wall. As 

an object that appeared to hang on it, however, the curtain appeared to have added a new 

dimension to the wall. This approach to surface, which uses the wall as a prop, is the hallmark of 

the First Style. Similar depictions of drapery appear in a handful of frescoes in Abruzzo (Alba 

Fucens), Brescia (Brixia), and Pompeii, the region around Vesuvius where they were preserved 

by the volcanic eruption of 79 CE (fig. 2-5; 16-18).47 Like the painting from Centuripe, they each 

feature a continuous curtain that appears attached to the wall and partially reveals areas of 

depicted masonry. As trompe l’oeil subjects they seem to extend into real space, as if they are a 

plastic surface positioned on the wall visible around them. The curtains are white, yellow, or 

dark purple with contrasting surface ornament that includes stripes, running waves, or triangular 

“teeth”. Their forms are solid with modeling that creates subtle indications of drape and only 

slightly seems to affect the outline of the fabric. Generally these draperies are part of the same 

wall treatment as stucco masonry of the First Style and all appear at the level of the dado. In at 
                                                
46 Guido Libertini, Centuripe (Catania: Guaitolini, 1926), pp. 56-58, with tav. 3-4; Rolf A. Tybout, Aedificiorum 
figurae: Untersuchungen zu den Architekturdarstellungen des frühen zweiten Stils (Amsterdam: J.C. Gieben, 1989), 
114-16. 
47 Andrea Salcuni, Pitture parietali e pavimenti decorati di epoca romana in Abruzzo, vol. 19, Frankfurter 
Archäologische Schriften (Bonn: Dr. Rudolf Habelt, 2012), 26-29 with fig. 47-49. In Pompeii, at least six examples 
were depicted were the level of the dado, see Anne Laidlaw, The First Style in Pompeii: painting and architecture 
(Roma: Bretschneider, 1985), 32-34. 
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least one extant example at the House of Ceres (Pompeii, I.9.14), however, the imitation of 

masonry is fully pictorial (fig. 4). Above continuous yellow curtains there are depictions of 

colorful masonry and architecture. 

The combination of stucco, First Style wall treatments and painted curtains demonstrates 

a flexible approach to creating a trompe l’oeil effect. Marble—which the stucco imitates—was 

highly valued and associated with the public sphere where it was used in architecture or carved 

into figural sculpture.48 The proximity of the curtains to depicted marbles underscores their 

luxury value. Both materials suggest a wall decoration that was meant to be appreciated as the 

objects they represented and as a high quality, even playful representation. Although the curtains 

have naturalistic elements like shadows to indicate folds, their overall appearance is regular and 

sculptural, more in line with the rectilinear designs above than appearance of actual cloth. 

Nonetheless the curtains have illusionistic elements that are quite effective. They appear “in 

front” of the wall by virtue of their placement and the pattern of the folds that suggests that they 

are attached with tacks. These details, I argue, as well as the appearance of projection, were 

aspects of pictorial vividness. Even though, as a whole, the curtain might not be mistaken for the 

real thing, optically it followed the physical effects of an actual drape.49 Although they appear 

mimetic, I argue that they were also appreciated as depictions with a certain level of persuasive 

value as well as aesthetic. 

In their studies of the First Style, Vincent J. Bruno and Anne Laidlaw have considered 

the relationship between the imitation of more precious marble and an architectural model, 

                                                
48 Eleanor Winsor Leach, The Social Life of Painting in Ancient Rome and on the Bay of Naples (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), 55-68; Hélène Eristov, "Corpus des Faux-Marbres Peints à Pompéi," Mélanges 
de l'École française de Rome 9 (1979): 693-771. 
49 cf. Curtains at the Tomba della Tappezzeria at Tarquinia: Kieweg-Vetters, Trompe l'oeil in der griechischen 
Malerei. Taf. 8, fig. a. 
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particularly with respect to the Greek precedents for the wall treatment.50 They argue that 

although marble veneers (imitations of drafted masonry) inspired the First Style in Italy, it 

diverges from the imitation of an underlying structure in favor of emphasizing surface and the 

appearance of marble. The use of color, for example, is freer than in wall treatments from the 

east and, according to Bruno, more reflexive as well:  

[at the Casa del Centauro (VI.9.5) in Pompeii] marbled panels alternate with 
solid colors, introducing a rhythm of painted textures which heightens one’s 
sense of a thoroughly self-conscious performance in what we might call a 
kind of non-objective art.51 

 

The desire to depict marble—and emphasize its color and form—therefore takes precedence over 

a depiction of structure. The curtains and their placement at the dado level, I argue, reflect this 

emphasis on materiality and the artistic skill necessary to capture it pictorially. They suggest that 

both aspects of the wall treatment could be the source of pleasure, contrary to the dismissive 

portrayals of imitation in textual sources or relationship between expensive materials and 

excessive luxury.52 Like the depictions of marble above them, the curtains seemed to project and 

be a part of real space while still maintaining the integrity of the actual wall as a solid surface. 

They involve the wall itself in the illusion because they engage directly with its surface in their 

own appearance of corporeality, i.e. they appear to hang in front of the wall. The décor and real 

space therefore seem continuous, each augmenting the other such that a viewer’s experience is 

conditioned both by real and artificial material forms. As will become clear throughout this 

dissertation, such “mirroring” is a feature of wall painting that transcends style and medium. 

                                                
50 Laidlaw, The First Style in Pompeii, 32-34.  Vincent J. Bruno, "Antecedents of the Pompeian First Style," 
American Journal of Archaeology 73, no. 3 (1969): 305-17. cf. Ling, Roman Painting, 12-18. An updated account of 
the development is provided by Hélène Fragaki: "Representations architecturales de la peinture pompéienne. 
Evolution de la pensée archeologique," Mélanges de l'Ecole française de Rome. Antiquité 115 (2003): 231-94. 
51 Bruno, "Antecedents," 305. 
52 Lapatin, "Luxus," 31-36; Eristov, "Corpus des Faux-Marbres," 693-96. 
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What is important to the present discussion is that the paintings and wall presented a cohesive 

treatment of surface. This relationship added to the vividness of the curtains as trompe l’oeil 

because it visually linked their actual material surface with the architectural environment of the 

viewer. 

The curtains were an experiment with new, organic forms that added to rather than 

overtook the depiction of a solid, marble surface that reinforced the materiality of the wall. I 

suggest that their somewhat curious location (to a modern eye) at the dado indicates that this 

subject is still a tentative one. In most early frescoes—and even later ones—the dado is 

decorated with general subjects and themes. Even when their level of detail matches the rest of 

the wall painting they tend toward patterns or trompe l’oeil plants and animals. Given that these 

areas are below eye-level they don’t require subjects that invite prolonged contemplation. 

Instead, an object like a curtain was especially appropriate because it is instantly recognizable as 

a certain type of material with characteristic physical properties therefore the appearance and 

implication of three-dimensionality. As I argue below, these paintings of curtains not only appear 

to project, like the stucco surfaces of the First Style but also to suggest the existence of an 

additional surface behind them. In addition to their function of trompe l’oeil, which they shared 

with depicted marble, they suggest areas of the wall unseen, concealed by their undulating 

surfaces. To affect this appearance, however, their surfaces also had to be convincing. 

As Laidlaw explains, the depiction of pronounced spatial depth in Second Style has its 

roots in First Style wall treatments. She cites examples from Pompeii in which stucco columns 

begin to appear as an imitation of colonnades along with the imitation of masonry.53 The 

colonnade implies an open space framed by the columns. In the early examples one sees a wall 

                                                
53 Laidlaw, The First Style in Pompeii, 31-32. 
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“through” them, as in the atrium at the Casa Sannitica (V.1-2) in Herculaneum (fig. 6)54 or the 

earliest Second Style paintings at the Casa dei Grifi in Rome (fig. 7-8).55 Later, in the interior 

relief sculpture of the Ara Pacis (ca. 13-9 BCE) the phenomenon is fully realized as an illusion of 

unoccupied space; garlands that hang from the pilasters feature ribbons that seem to flutter as if 

moved by air (fig. 10-11). Other scholars have alluded to the role of trompe l’oeil in the 

development of the pictorial techniques of later Styles without delving into the implications of 

this relationship.56 Taking as my focus precisely this unifying aspect of the Styles, I argue that 

the role of materiality in the early wall treatments—which lent itself to the use of the curtain—

demonstrates how objects played a crucial role in the depiction of three-dimensionality through 

surface and the suggestion of space. With respect to the latter, the curtains’ function of 

concealment implies something behind their surface. As their modeled surfaces seem to stand out 

from the wall and augment its form, they are still connected to it in that they imply that the wall 

exists “behind” their organic surface. All of the curtains even offer glimpses of a painted wall 

surface around their edges thereby maintaining the visual effect and creating a material contrast 

that keeps expensive masonry in view. As trompe l’oeil, furthermore, the curtains had the 

appearance of projection into real space, as something hung on or in front of the wall’s surface. 

Like the sculpted stucco their (seemingly) plastic surfaces appeared to add to the wall while still 

relying on its planar surface. This combination of imitation architecture and painted screen 

suggests the movement toward increasingly material or physical visual effects achieved through 

plastic and pictorial means. As they found the limits of plastic media and fashions changed, wall 

                                                
54 Mariette e Arnold de Vos, Pompei, Ercolano, Stabia, ed. Filippo Coarelli, Guide archeologiche Laterza (Roma: G. 
Laterza, 1982), 295-96. 
55 Giulio Emanuele Rizzo, Le pitture della 'Casa dei Grifi' (Palatino) (Roma: Istituto poligrafico dello stato, 1936). 
56 Ann Kuttner, "Prospects of Patronage: Realism and Romanitas in the Architectural Vistas of the 2nd Style," in The 
Roman Villa: Villa Urbana, ed. Alfred Frazer, Symposium Series (Philadelphia: The University Museum, 
University of Philadelphia, 1998), 94-95; Rouveret, Histoire et imaginaire, 93-99. cf. Leach, "Rvw: Histoire et 
immaginaire," 184. 
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painters produced fully pictorial illusions of spatial depths but kept the vocabulary of 

architecture and the role of surface in their new approach. The foundation of these techniques in 

trompe l’oeil, I argue, demonstrates an ancient understanding of materiality as the basis of 

vividness. Paradoxically, however, not all of the techniques used to create it were naturalistic. 

The viewer’s memory of the experience of a colonnade as open or a curtain as covering 

something else lent itself to vividness, in conjunction with mimetic style.  

While most of the trompe l’oeil curtains portray an object that creates a perception of 

plasticity, another tendency is evident in a handful of contemporary depictions of three-

dimensional figural ornament on the surface of trompe l’oeil marble or curtains. These depictions 

present competing or ambiguous visual relationships between painted objects, particularly with 

respect to figure-ground relationships. The paintings seduce the eye with realistic figures that 

may be explained as the depiction of a decoration painted or embroidered onto their surface. Yet 

they also retain a visual autonomy as if they were not representations of ornament but depicted 

actual objects. The relationship between realistic figural objects and trompe l’oeil surfaces, I 

argue, demonstrates how vividness was created through a combination of a depicted three-

dimensional form and an illusion of its presence in real space. Such images were furthermore 

emblematic of the tradition of ancient painting and its virtuoso Greek practitioners. The wall 

paintings not only featured many of the same subjects but also enacted the spectacular visual 

effects associated with them. The wall paintings invited viewers to be both absorbed in a 

convincing portrayal and yet sufficiently distanced in order to be in awe of the artists’ skill. For 

the (mostly) anonymous creators of Roman fresco, their virtuosity reflected the patron’s status to 

afford such a display. Their ability to create captivating depictions did not give them lasting 
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fame. 57 The paintings nonetheless brought feats of techne into the domestic realm, and thereby 

associated a patron with the big names of Greek painting of the fourth century, including 

Pausias, Zeuxis, and Parrhasius discussed below. 

The more naturalistic versions of this pictorial phenomenon reiterate the wall as planar 

surface, similar to the trompe l’oeil curtains. These are figural ornaments that seem to be formed 

from the striations of depicted marble; of three known, only one example survives today (fig. 9). 

At the Casa dei Quattro Stili (I.8.17) in Pompeii, the designs of painted marble seem to morph 

into a scarf or mappa with fringes.58 In addition to portraying an organic material with the same 

colors as the surrounding depiction of marble, there is no indication of a trompe l’oeil tack that 

explains the figure as hanging on the wall surface. A related motif is the depiction of 

monochromes, particularly in Second Style frescoes. They include the cityscape in a fragment of 

wall paintings from a villa in Portici (Outside of Napoli)59 or cubiculum M from the villa of 

Publius Fannius Synistor at Boscoreale, near Pompeii (fig. 115-117). The difference between the 

marbles and the monochromes, however, is that the former appears organic—the art of nature—

while the latter is an imitation of picture.  

The most unusual example of the juxtaposition of a marble surface with a naturalistic 

object, however, comes from a relatively recent find at the Casa del Naviglio (VI.10.11) in 

Pompeii (fig. 12).60 The fragment features three richly painted blocks that imitate precious 

marbles, including giallo antico and porphyry. They demonstrate the lively colors and patterns 
                                                
57 cf. Ellen Swift, Style and Function in Roman Decoration: Living with Objects and Interiors (Farnham and 
Burlington: Ashgate, 2009), 9. For evidence on Roman wall painters see above, n. 11. 
58 See Laidlaw The First Style in Pompeii. 33. She also notes a precedent in a painting from Pella: ibid., pp. 33-34, n. 
28. See also Eristov, "Corpus des Faux-Marbres," 696-97; Ling, Roman Painting, 16-18. 
59 Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, Inv. n. 8593, ca. 30-20 BCE, see Roman Painting. p. 40, fig. 39. 
60 Fabrizio Pesando, "La Casa del Naviglio di Pompei VI, 10, 11," in Il giardino antico da Babilonia a Roma: 
scienza, arte e natura, ed. Giovanni Di Pasquale and Fabrizio Paolucci (Livorno: Sillabe, 2007), 320-21. R. Casseta 
and C. Constantion, "La Casa del Naviglio (VI.10.11)," in Rileggere, ed. Filippo Coarelli and Fabrizio Pesando 
(Roma: L'Erma di Bretschneider, 2005), 243-335. cf. the depiction of a bird at the Casa del Fauno: Laidlaw, The 
First Style in Pompeii, p. 33, pl. 75a. 
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possible for these decorations from solid gold, to mauve striped with bright red and white waves, 

and mint green divided up into egg-shapes with hints of yellow and mauve. The types of marble 

were significant since porphyry’s color associated it with the purple of royalty and giallo antico 

was a relatively new import to Italy.61 In addition to the blocks’ lavish marbling, the upper 

fragment features a small, alert bird painted in reddish and brown colors. Its head and neck are 

stretched forward, its beak is open as if to chirp or grab some unidentifiable object. Perhaps the 

arch-shape in front of it is a twig? It holds its wings and tail feathers at rest and its legs overlap 

the edge of the raised central rectangle that imitates drafted marble. The bird is neither a shape 

formed from the striations of marble nor a monochrome design etched into its surface. It seems 

to be a three-dimensional but its corporeality contradicts the materiality of the marble around it. 

This conundrum of two realistic but competing objects lies at the heart of the appeal of trompe 

l’oeil and, more generally, the depicted and actual materiality of Roman fresco. It also suggests 

how even at their most artificial, painted subjects appear to have material characteristics. I argue 

that this juxtaposition in the fragment from the Casa del Naviglio created a domestic spectacle of 

illusionism, related to the tradition ancient painting and its vivid execution in the medium of 

fresco. Like the curtains, the bird introduces a material contrast to the wall; unlike the curtains, 

however, its spatial location is impossible if it is as three-dimensional as it appears. While the 

curtains and other trompe l’oeil cloths in paintings of this earlier period are “explained” by tacks 

that attach them to a surface the bird simply does not and cannot match. Its naturalistic form can 

have no correspondence with the flatness of the surface that it is painted on. Yet, optically, it 

appears to anyway. The bird suggests that there should be spatial depth around it even though the 

materiality of the marble, rendered in paint and three-dimensional stucco, undermines it. At the 

                                                
61 Bergmann, "Realia," p. 20, n. 62. 
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same time, however, this juxtaposition creates an effect of vividness that will be seen elsewhere 

in the figure-ground relationships of still lifes.62 The planar surface of the imitation marble 

visually presents the bird forward, out into real space. There is nowhere else for the bird to be. 

The sculptural trompe l’oeil masonry projects and so, by extension, the apparently three-

dimensional bird must exist there as well. In later paintings of the Third Style, after the 

conventions of architecture have changed, this combination appears in depictions of birds in an 

ambiguous rectilinear space (fig. 13-14; 77-78). Although the same convention that inspired the 

bird from the Casa del Naviglio also affected these depictions they do not compete with other 

depictions of materiality in order to appear more present. Optically, the single color background 

seems to recede and the birds appear project into actual space. Alternatively, the small color 

fields also evoke shallow niches, a hallmark of framed still lifes (fig. 135-136; 174-175). As I 

discuss further below, Roman wall painters frequently employed this pictorial strategy of a 

neutral or non-representational backdrop. In spite of its near abstract quality, the backdrop had its 

origins in the optical effect of a tradition of trompe l’oeil. 

In his publication of the fragment from the Casa del Naviglio, Fabrizio Pesando identifies 

the small bird as a member of the crow family based on the white areas around its eye and 

chest.63 This identification is especially evocative in the context of the visual puzzle that the 

competing depictions of three-dimensionality present because Pliny tells a story with the same 

subjects. He writes that illusionistic roof tiles at the theater of Claudius Pulcher duped crows, a 

type of bird otherwise known for being clever.64 The fragment from the Casa del Naviglio 

                                                
62 See below, Section IIa, pp. 40-47.  
63 Pesando, "La Casa del Naviglio " 321. On crows and magpies in Campanian wall painting see Wilhelmina 
Feemster Jashemski and Frederick G. Meyer, The natural history of Pompeii (Cambridge and New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 375-76. 
64 J.M.C. Toynbee, Animals in Roman life and art (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1973), 273-76. 
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therefore combines the type of bird with a planar object65 similar to one that was known to 

deceive it: 

Habuit et scaena ludis Claudii Pulchri magnam admirationem picturae, cum 
ad tegularum similitudinem corvi decepti imaginem advolarent. (NH 
35.37.23) 
 
At the games given by Claudius Pulcher, the scenery (scaena) inspired great 
admiration for its paintings that when crows were deceived they flew at the 
simulated image of roof-tiles. 

 

Regardless of how closely the painting from the Casa del Naviglio might have been associated 

with a particular story, I argue that the optical effect it produced, is a reimagining of the visual 

effects recorded by the Elder Pliny and other ancient authors. The animal and the trompe l’oeil 

marble may therefore be more general references to the tradition. As Burkhart Wesenberg has 

suggested birds depicted in Second Style frescoes are ciphers for painterly virtuosity.66 While I 

agree that the themes had a relationship, to identify the birds depicted as mere ciphers diminishes 

their significance. A plethora of different types of birds were depicted in Roman wall paintings67 

and animals—particularly birds— almost universally were the deceived parties of paintings in 

the literary tradition. The theater, especially scene painting, was also integral to this literary 

motif of deception; not only was it associated with the origins of naturalistic painting but also 

mimesis.68 The fragment therefore combines the subjects of the tradition and a spectacular and 

theatrical optical effect. Its juxtaposition of the bird with the marble, on a smaller scale and in the 
                                                
65 In a list of benefactors who added luxury to theaters, Valerius Maximus reports that Claudius Pulcher “painted the 
stage with a variety of colors, which before the pictures had been made up of plain boards/scaenam uarietate 
colorum adumbrauit uacuis ante pictura tabulis extentam,” Factorum ac dictorum 2.4.6. 
66 Burkhart Wesenberg, "Zum integrierten Stilleben in der Wanddekoration des zweiten pompejanischen Stils," in 
Functional and spatial analysis of wall painting: proceedings of the Fifth International Congress on Ancient Wall 
Painting, Amsterdam, 8-12 September 1992, ed. Eric M. Moormann (Leiden: BABESCH, 1993), 164; Squire, Image 
and Text, 387-88. 
67 On the types of birds depicted in Campanian frescoes Jashemski and Meyer, The natural history of Pompeii, 357-
400. 
68 Rouveret, "Skiagraphia/scaenographia," 71-80; Leach, The Social Life of Painting, p. 85 with n. 140; Kuttner, 
"Prospects of Patronage," 96-100. 
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confines of a Pompeian home, created an image that seduced the viewer and yet also reiterated 

the flat surface of the wall. It thereby simultaneously constructed and punctured the illusion, 

keeping both material and illusion in tension. The theme of deception furthermore parallels the 

response of animals to pictures, because anyone momentarily drawn into the illusion was 

reminded of their own “animal” response.69  

In the literary tradition, human viewers are rarely, if ever, deceived in the same manner as 

animals.70 As with the trompe l’oeil paintings described above, animals may engage with the 

apparent realism of an object but ultimately recognize it for what it is: a virtuosic pictorial 

representation. Animals were not able to make this distinction and so they mistake paintings for 

the real thing. One of the ways in which this absorption in a painting’s imagery could be 

expressed was by identifying a human gaze with physiological need71 and/or animal attributes. 

Virgil describes how Aeneas, gazing at the bronze doors with depictions of his homeland, Troy, 

fed on the images: 

atque animum pictura pascit inani, 
multa gemens, largoque umectat flumine voltum. (Aeneid I.464-465) 
 
and he fed his soul on the empty pictures 
and sighing repeatedly, drenched his face with a river of tears. 

 

The verb “pascit” (pascere) means to feed, particularly to graze like a herd animal. Virgil 

describes the object of Aeneas’ attention not simply as image but rather “pictura inani,” empty 

pictures. The emphasis recalls Pliny’s “tegularum similitudinem…imaginem” that underscores 

                                                
69 cf. Valladares, "Fallax Imago," 383-86. 
70 A painting of a curtain momentarily fools the painter Zeuxis, see below p. 38; in Petronius’ Satyricon, the 
depiction of a guard dog frightens one of the book’s protagonists, Encolpius (Sat. 28-29). This response occurs after 
a magpie greets Encolpius and his crew and introduces the themes discussed above. On the passage see Leach, The 
Social Life of Painting, 81-82. Similarly human figures are never described as deceptive but rather having lifelike 
characteristics such as statues or paintings that seem to breathe (Aen. 6.848-849) or exude sweat (NH 35.36.71). 
71 e.g. Narcissus “thirsts” for his reflection: Ov. Met. 3.415-417, see Valladares, "Fallax Imago," 279. 
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the status of the pictures as simulacra. For a moment therefore, Aeneas becomes like an animal, 

drawn to the picture bodily, such that he “grazed” on it until he is moved to tears (whether by the 

image or phantasia it conjures is unclear). Eventually he breaks away and expresses wonder at 

the craftsmanship of the artwork.72 This recognition is never mentioned for birds. In the literary 

tradition they are deceived, period. They recognize a picture only for what it represents and not 

as a representation. As the depiction of trompe l’oeil in Roman wall paintings demonstrates, both 

aspects create value for their human audience. Animals and their behavior refer to the enticing 

properties of the picture, one’s ability to take it for something else but ultimately an illusion that 

was meant to collapse. A viewer was expected to recognize the impossibility of the painting as 

mimetic while marveling at how its optical effects and the painter’s skill made it appear 

corporeal. The characterization of gazing as physiological, furthermore, points back to the role of 

materiality in painting. As I will explore in Chapter 3, materialist theories of vision implicated 

touch in perception.73 In a sense, therefore, looking at a work of art did involve a physical 

connection between viewer and object. Ancient authors’ characterization of absorption as a 

physical process, I argue, is a reflection on this role of materiality in pictorial vividness. It was a 

response that both humans and animals shared but only humans could go a step further and 

appreciate the object for its own qualities as a picture.74 

 This distinction between human and animal responses demonstrates the connection 

between the conceptualization of art in antiquity and its appearance in extant wall paintings. As I 

have discussed above, the mimetic characteristics of curtains as a surface allowed a viewer to 

identify and engage with its illusion of a tactile cloth. Rather than drawing a viewer into a 

narrative, like Aeneas, the depiction and suggestion of the cloth’s sensual aspects, such as texture 
                                                
72 Jaś Elsner, "Art and Text," in A Companion to Latin Literature, ed. Stephen Harrison (2007), 313-17. 
73 128-137. 
74 cf. Valladares, "Fallax Imago," p. 379 with n. 16; Newby, "Absorption and erudition," 322-42. 
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and weight, made it a convincing painting. Similarly, the competing depictions of the bird and 

marble from the Casa del Naviglio represent two objects that appear realistic even though their 

combination re-asserts the flatness of the wall and proves that what the eye perceives is actually 

two dimensional. This aspect of the paintings connected them with a Greek tradition and, as 

suggested above, it also made them a spectacle within the house. Before returning to my 

discussion of how the paintings of curtains embody not only surface but also suggestion, I will 

briefly turn to the social context that informs the objects depicted and the appeal of materiality to 

their audience.   

 As a painting and a depiction of a material object associated with luxury, trompe l’oeil 

curtains brought two aspects of wider cultural values into the domestic realm. In their first 

aspect—as paintings—the depicted curtains represent the value of art as a marker of elite status. 

As scholars of Roman wall painting and houses have explored over the last few decades, décor 

could be a material expression of a patron’s erudition and wealth.75 Authors such as Cicero, 

Vitruvius, and Pliny the Younger, each offer different glimpses of the role of the house and its 

ornamenta (decorations) in public life and the self-definition of elites.76 Just as participation in 

public life was important for a patrician male, public art also made its way into the imagery of 

his house. Depictions of marble described above, for example, were inspired by the architecture 

of temples and porticoes. Their illusionism was an aesthetic means of aggrandizement. Similarly 

                                                
75 Mantha Zarmakoupi, Designing for luxury on the Bay of Naples: villas and landscapes (c. 100 BCE-79 CE) 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014); Marden Nichols, "Contemporary perspectives on luxury building in 
second-century BC Rome," Papers of the British School at Rome 78 (2010): 36-61; Leach, The Social Life of 
Painting, 55-92 and passim. Shelley Hales, The Roman house and social identity (Cambridge and New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003); Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, Houses and Society in Pompeii and Herculaneum 
(New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1994), 3-16; 143-74; Klaus Fittschen, "Zur Herkunft und Entstehung des 2. 
Stils—Problem und Argumente," in Hellenismus in Mittelitalien: Kolloquium in Gottingen vom 5. bis 9. Juni 1974. 
Erster und Zweiter Teil, ed. Paul Zanker (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1976), 539-63. 
76 Pierre De La Ruffinière Du Prey, The Villas of Pliny from Antiquity to Posterity (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1994); Reinhard Förtsch, Archäologischer Kommentar zu den Villenbriefen des Jüngeren Plinius (Mainz am 
Rhein: Philip von Zabern, 1993). Reviewed together by Bettina Bergmann, "Visualizing Pliny's Villas," Journal of 
Roman Archaeology 8 (1995): 406-20. 
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wall painters imitated the works of Greek masters in Roman fresco, some of which had been 

brought to Rome as spolia and were publicly displayed.77 Since Roman houses were also an 

extension of public life, paintings within would address a patron, his family, and any and all 

guests, and sometimes passersby. The taste for depictions of objects in Roman wall paintings 

stems from contemporary materialism and, as I argue, it informs how the paintings themselves 

could be spectacles of illusion and vivid materiality. By providing an opportunity to engage with 

ancient artistic traditions, wall paintings transformed events from something public to more 

personal.  

 Ultimately luxury décor, from mythological paintings to trompe l’oeil textiles, wooden 

tables, and metal vessels, derived from the same historic spectacle: versions of all of these 

objects were brought to Rome during the second through first centuries BCE and paraded in 

triumphs.78 After which they could be publicly displayed as monumenta for the benefit of the 

whole city and the collective memory of generations.79 As Andrew Wallace-Hadrill identifies, 

triumphs set a standard for material wealth and ushered in “waves” of fashion.80 The emulation 

of famous panel paintings and sculpture has garnered much scholarly attention over the last few 

decades. My investigation turns to the depictions of other types of precious objects and how their 

depiction materialized abstract values in mimetic paintings that made such objects appear 

present. Just as an orator’s mention of physical things or locations could conjure an image in the 

mind’s eye of his audience and therefore make his speech convincing, these same principles 
                                                
77 Macaulay-Lewis, "Political Museums," 1-22; Bergmann, "Greek Masterpieces," 87-102. 
78 On triumphs see Beard, The Roman triumph. My analysis is indebted to the model of “spectacle” as a hermeneutic 
in Bettina Bergmann and Christine Kondoleon, eds., The Art of the Ancient Spectacle (Washington D.C. and 
London: The National Gallery of Art and Yale University Press, 1999). 
79 Macaulay-Lewis, "Political Museums," 3-4; Wallace-Hadrill, Rome's cultural revolution, 356-61. On monumenta 
see Edmund Thomas, Monumentality and the Roman Empire: Architecture in the Antonine Age (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2007). As Feldherr explains, Livy’s description of his history as a monumentum (Liv. praef. 10) 
refers to its authenticity as material object that preserved the memory of historic events, as opposed to stories 
(fabula): Feldherr, Spectacle and society in Livy's history, 1-4. 
80 Wallace-Hadrill, Rome's cultural revolution, 356-61. 
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applied to objects of self-presentation. What is more, the paintings, like phantasiai inspired by 

oratorical vividness, were something altogether new, visualizations drawing on experience and 

imagination and re-creating both in the viewer’s present experience of a painting. 

 The results of expansion were manifold but, in terms of material culture, these events 

brought the Roman people into contact with the physical signs of expansion and, at the same 

time, raised the value of objects to new levels.81 In 186 BCE, the senate awarded Gnaeus Manlius 

Vulso a triumph in honor of his victory in Asia Minor. Livy proclaims the event as the beginning 

of foreign luxury in Rome. As signs of conquest, textiles were among the rich furnishings 

paraded before the eyes of the Roman populace, along with bronze couches, pedestals 

(monopodia), and sideboards (abaci).82 Aulaea—theater curtains in Ovid’s passage above—were 

also associated with Eastern luxury. Scholiasts attributed the origin of the word to “Attalos,” the 

name of several kings from Pergamon.83 Their dynasty was well known for its luxury and 

collections of art.84 Ancient authors also mention a variety of aulaea from exterior and interior 

settings but always as luxuries: in Rome, they appeared at the portico of Pompey the Great, but 

couldn’t impress Propertius’ capricious mistress, Cynthia, 85 in the Aeneid, they hang as a canopy 

                                                
81 cf. Macaulay-Lewis, "Political Museums," 2. 
82 Vestem stragulam pretiosam, plagulas et alia textilia, Liv. 39.6.7-9. On abaci used to display bronze vessels see 
Riz, Bronzegefässe, 23.  
83 Servius, Commentary on Virgil’s Georgics, 3, 25. Leach, The Social Life of Painting, 181-82. 
84 Adrienne Mayor, The Poison King: The Life and Legend of Mithradates, Rome's Deadliest Enemy (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2011), 247-52; Jeremy Tanner, The Invention of Art History in Ancient Greece. Religion, 
Society and Artistic Rationalisation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 222-34; Alexandra Bounia, 
The nature of classical collecting: collectors and collections, 100 BCE - 100 CE (Burlington, Vermont: Ashgate, 
2004), 17-18. 
85 2.32.12. L. Richardson Jr. suggests that the aulaea were hung in the inter-columniations to protect strollers from 
the sun. Based on comparison to other instances in Propertius’s poems (2.13.22; 3.18.19; 4.5.24) he also suggests 
they were colorful and richly brocaded: Propertius: Elegies I-IV, 2 ed. (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
2006), 305. 
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above Dido’s golden couch,86 and in the satires of Horace and Juvenal they are pretentious décor 

or outrageous garb.87  

Archaeological evidence for the use of curtains in Roman houses comes from Pompeii. 

Jens-Arne Dickmann notes that hooks, probably used to hang curtains to open or block space 

were found around tablina88 and Jashemski identifies similar evidence from the garden at the 

Casa del Meleagro (VI.9.2) in Pompeii.89 Both locations could be multipurpose. The garden 

might be a place for otium or dining with curtains hung as awnings to protect from the 

elements.90 The tablinum, with its central location, could be used for receiving guests and 

conducting business. Open from both sides, Dickmann describes how it could be closed off with 

doors at one end and curtains at the other. At the Casa del tramezzo di legno in Herculaneum, for 

example, the eponymous carbonized wooden partition was found at the front of the tablinum.  

While we can’t say for certain that the trompe l’oeil curtains above were depictions of 

actual luxurious textiles, because none survive, their proximity to marble, a material that 

certainly was precious, suggests that they too were part of this acquisitive milieu. Later 

depictions of dining scenes or mythological narratives also tend to include textiles as signs of 

luxury as well (fig. 36-37). I argue that a painted curtain’s illusion of presence, in all its detail, 

was a means of participation in this broader milieu in terms its objecthood and its vivid 

appearance as it matched the rhetorical and technical tradition of Greek painting. They are 

                                                
86 aulaeis…superbis, Aen. 1.697. 
87 Horace, Sat. 2.8.53-58l; Carm. 3.29.15-17; Juvenal 10.36-40, cf. Leach, The Social Life of Painting, 182. 
88 Jens-Arne Dickmann, Domus frequentata: anspruchsvolles Wohnen im pompejanischen Stadthaus, Studien zur 
antiken Stadt (München: Dr. Fredrich Pfeil, 1999).: 153 with n. 173. He notes also that bronze brackets for hooks 
were found around the peristyle at the House of the Vettii (VI.15.1).  
89 Wilhelmina Feemster Jashemski, The gardens of Pompeii, Herculaneum and the Villas destroyed by Vesuvius, 2 
vols. (New Rochelle, New York: Caratzas Bros., 1979), 1:32-34; 2: no. 254, pp. 137-38. Like Dickmann, Jashemski 
cites the early excavation reports of Mau for this information. 
90 Mantha Zarmakoupi, "Porticus and cryptoporticus in Luxury Villa Architecture," in Pompeii: art, industry, and 
infrastructure, ed. Eric Poehler, Miko Flohr, and Kevin Cole (Oakville, CT: Oxbow Books, 2011), 55-58. 
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probably the echoes of actual textiles in triumphs, public spaces and markets and a glimpse of 

these now irrecoverable ephemera through the lens of a painting. 

II. Suggestion: the Role of Curtains in Depictions of Space 

In her study of trompe l’oeil, Sybille Ebert-Schifferer draws on several ancient examples 

of the trope to discuss how later traditions of painting derive from ancient rhetoric on 

illusionistic art. Her emphasis on ancient texts, leads her to suggest that the goal of ancient 

painting was a “perfect imitation” of reality and that it was achieved “in the eyes of their 

contemporaries.”91 Imitation was certainly a goal but it was not the only one as the paintings and 

passages above suggest. Vividness, I argue, also informs the technique of trompe l’oeil of the 

paintings and their spectacular visual effects. For curtains vividness was not only in the depiction 

of the physical signs of materiality but also the object’s psychological appeal. While much 

attention has been given to understanding the responses of ancient viewers who see and are 

deceived by a work of art, little has been done to understand how the types of objects and their 

depiction of materials affects these responses. In this section I explore how curtains inspired a 

dual response to their illusionistic surface and what it implied about its environment. The latter 

feature, which I describe generally as “suggestion,” is the key to recognizing the inter-

subjectivity of ancient artists and viewers as opposed to their gullibility. This facet of the 

painting was an invitation to complete a picture in his or her mind. What it leaves out might be 

                                                
91 “As early as antiquity, painters had pursued perfect imitation and, in the eyes of their contemporaries, achieved it. 
Today we know little about the trompe l’oeils made in ancient Greece and Rome. Only a few relatively late Roman 
works from Pompeii survive, and the often badly damaged state of these mosaics and wall paintings…has 
obliterated much of their effectiveness. Classical authors have left a large number of reports about their most famous 
artists, often with descriptions of their best works and anecdotes about contemporary reactions.” Ebert-Schifferer, 
"Trompe l'oeil: the Underestimated Trick," 19. On p. 24 she admits the story is not so straightforward: “…the goal 
of trompe l’oeil is not the continuous deception of the viewer (raising peripheral question about whether or not 
previous observers were actually duped)…” On the goals of ancient painting beyond mimesis see Stephen Bann, The 
true vine: on visual representation and the western tradition (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989), 27-47. For a discussion of trompe l’oeil in extant Greek painting: Kieweg-Vetters, Trompe l'oeil in der 
griechischen Malerei. 
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irrecoverable but the fact that suggestion plays a role conclusively demonstrates multifaceted 

response to art.  

  In their relationship to depicted masonry, painted curtains, like imitations of marble, 

incorporated the actual surface of the wall into the décor and thereby heighten its solidity and 

visual appeal through contrast. And, unlike the juxtaposition of the depictions of the bird and 

marble, the painted components compliment and mutually reinforce their respective materiality. I 

argue that the curtains also amplify the physical quality and value of the wall surface by 

appearing to partially conceal it. In the depictions of curtains at the dado level of walls the 

draperies appear to mostly cover illusionistic architecture that is contiguous with the architecture 

depicted in the upper levels of the wall (fig. 1-5; 16-18). Small views around the edges of each 

curtain reveal the painted wall surface “behind” it. The curtain thus brings the actual wall into 

the painting as the backdrop that it is attached to. It implies that there is a continuous surface 

from which it projects and therefore it occupies space and implies more space that is not seen. As 

Laidlaw described, the transition from First to Second Style treatments of space began with the 

depiction of stucco colonnades that implied not only distance between the architectural forms but 

also depth. I argue that the curtain reflects a similar principle. Instead of suggesting an opening, 

however, it implied it because it appeared to be a three-dimensional object used to conceal 

spaces or other objects.  

This tension between what is seen and suggested is ubiquitous in ancient frescoes as well 

as rhetorical treatises and poetic ekphrases. I argue that the effectiveness of the painted curtain 

was not only in its display of surface but the way in which it dramatized objects and spaces in 

proximity to it. It implied more than could be seen on the wall and, like the slow reveal of figures 

on a stage, it created drama through antithesis. The power of suggestion was that it prompted a 
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viewer’s phantasia through an appeal to their psychological expectations. In allowing one to 

“complete” the picture in their mind’s eye the artist created a vivid depiction of an object. Both 

Pliny the Elder and Quintilian praised the Greek painter, Timanthes (fourth century CE), for his 

ability to recognize the power of suggestion. In his painting of the abduction of Iphigenia he 

chose not to depict the sorrowful face of her father, the king. On one hand ancient sources 

recount that the father’s grief was so intense that it was not proper to portray but on the other, 

that it was more effective in its exclusion. So instead of painting an expression, Timanthes 

painted a veil concealing it. He therefore depicted the limit or boundary of depiction itself. This 

detail appears in a Roman wall painting at the Casa del Poeta Tragico (VI.8.3-5) probably 

inspired by Timanthes’ original (fig. 15). In the dramatic depiction, Iphigenia is being carried 

away while a figure, wrapped completely in a cloak, conceals his face with his hand. Quintilian 

explains the efficacy of concealment as a means of affecting a viewer:  

Nam cum in Iphigeniae immolatione pinxisset tristem Calchantem, tristiorem 
Vlixem, addidisset Menelao quem summum poterat ars efficere maerorem: 
consumptis adfectibus non reperiens quo digne modo patris uultum posset 
exprimere, uelauit eius caput et suo cuique animo dedit aestimandum.  
(Inst. II.13.13) 

 
the artist had depicted an expression of grief on the face of Calchas and of 
still greater grief on that of Ulysses, while he had given Menelaus an agony 
of sorrow beyond which his art could not go. Having exhausted his powers of 
emotional expression he was at a loss to portray the father’s face as it 
deserved, and solved the problem by veiling his head and leaving his sorrow 
to the imagination of the spectator (et suo cuique animo dedit 
aestimandum).92 

 

The passage demonstrates that what was left out of a scene was the most powerful tool of 

emotional appeal, provided that the depiction or description was already strong and carried with 

                                                
92 Trans. Verity Platt, "Agamemnon's grief: On the Limits of Expression in Roman Rhetoric and Painting," in Art 
and Rhetoric in Roman Culture, ed. Jás Elsner and Michel Myer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 
230. 
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it the drama of anticipated revelation.93 While the passage focuses on how suggestion inspired an 

emotional response, I argue that it informs how concealment functioned more broadly as a visual 

paradigm. In Roman frescoes, trompe l’oeil curtains addressed their ancient viewers with this 

same dynamic of surface and suggestion. The implications may not have been emotional but they 

were psychological and therefore similarly vivid. A curtain’s successful portrayal of materiality 

drew the viewer into its possibilities as an object that could be moved aside in order to see more 

of a precious, decorated surface. Around each of the curtains discussed above, there are glimpses 

of the painted dado that add to the psychological appeal, offering glimpses of the wall’ surface. 

These smaller views are akin to the depictions of Calchas’ and Ulysses’ pathos. They provide 

fragments of visual information to be assembled in the viewer’s mind, consciously or 

subconsciously. The most efficacious illusion of space or grief is not what is seen but what one 

imagines is behind the cloth. For the Campanian painters, like the Timanthes, the most effective 

illusion was also the most allusive, the one not seen but suggested and completed as phantasia.94 

 In studies of Roman fresco and its relationship to rhetorical paradigms, scholars including 

Bettina Bergmann and Richard Brilliant have demonstrated how mythological paintings invited 

the viewer into a similar dynamic between the action displayed in a picture and their knowledge 

                                                
93 Helen Morales, "The Torturer's Apprentice: Parrhasius and the Limits of Art," in Art and Text in Roman Culture, 
ed. Jás Elsner (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 182-209. Pliny also notes similar 
praise for a painting of Herakles with his face turned that was attributed to Apelles: “eiusdem arbitrantur manu esse 
et in Dianae temple Herculem aversum, ut, quod est difficilliumum, faciem eius ostendat verius pictura quam 
promittat/People are also of the opinion that the Herakles with his Face Turned in the temple of Diana is by Apelles’ 
hand and that the painting actually displays Herakles’ face more than it suggests it, which is a very difficult feat.” 
NH 35.36.94; trans. J.J. Pollitt, The Art of Ancient Greece: Sources and Documents (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990), 162. 
94 The erotics of suggestion are particularly well represented in the so-called “wet drapery” effect of the Late 
Classical period. There, the conceit of concealment actually draws more attention to the figure. Another example is 
the gesture of the Aphrodite of Knidos who seems to attempt to cover her nudity in response to the Gaze of the 
viewer, thereby drawing attention to it. 
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of the story, stored in memory.95 Since a picture could only portray a certain part of a narrative or 

its action, it was up to viewers to use their knowledge of myth to fill in the gaps. Therefore this 

dynamic would be as subconscious as their response to the suggestion inherent in depicted 

curtains because myth was ever-present in their daily lives. The success of curtains as vivid 

portrayals similarly relied on subconscious experience; instead of the dramas of heroes and 

divinities, however, it was the effect of cloth as a screen or cover that informed the paintings’ 

appearance. Daily experience of curtains as objects provided the memory from which to draw 

into a painting. In the Roman house, for example, curtains created a changeable element to either 

reveal or conceal views into other spaces. They could also dramatize the public aspects of the 

house by visually altering the environment in which a patron met his clients, perhaps adding a 

measure of secrecy through visual (but not always aural) obfuscation.96  Knowing that a veil or a 

curtain conceals space or other objects, a viewer consciously or otherwise brought this 

expectation to paintings of trompe l’oeil curtains. The success of the objects’ vividness, I argue, 

was that its depiction of materiality resonated with viewer’s experience and paradigms of art and 

visual communication that date much earlier than the Roman frescoes.  

 The fourth century BCE Greek artist, Parrhasius, painted what was perhaps the most 

famous cloth in all of the accounts of ancient works of art. It was his entry into a contest against 

his rival, Zeuxis. As Stephen Bann points out, the story reflects more than an “unqualified drive 

towards mimetic realism” and instead demonstrates a sophisticated awareness of representation 
                                                
95 Bettina Bergmann, "The Roman House as Memory Theater: The House of the Tragic Poet in Pompeii," The Art 
Bulletin 76 (1994): 225-56; Richard Brilliant, Visual narratives: storytelling in Etruscan and Roman Art (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1984), 15-20 and passim. 
96 Thus Agrippina was able to conceal herself while still being able to eavesdrop on political matters: Tacitus, Ann. 
13.5, see Leach, The Social Life of Painting, 183. In his discussion of houses in Roman North Africa, Yvon Thébert 
suggests that curtains evolved from a practical function—compartmentalizing the house—to a means of dramatizing 
the importance of the house owner by virtue of concealment: Yvon Thébert, "Private Life and Domestic 
Architecture in Roman Africa," in A History of Private Life, ed. Paul Veyne (1987), 389. cf. John R. Clarke’s 
description of clients approaching a patron at his house: The Houses of Roman Italy 100 B.C. - A.D. 250: Ritual, 
Space, and Decoration (Berkeley, Los Angeles, Oxford: University of California Press, 1991), 4-6. 
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and its paradoxes.97 Namely, the paradox at the heart of the story, which is embodied in the 

curtain, is that vividness is not only contained in the object but also the subjective response of the 

viewer. Like Timanthes, Parrhasius knew the power of a veil. According to Pliny:  

descendisse [Parrhasius] in certamen cum Zeuxide traditur et, cum ille 
detulisset uvas pictas tanto succesu, ut in scaenam aves advolarent, ipse 
detulisse linteum pictum ita veritate repraesentata, ut Zeuxis alitum iudicio 
tumens flagitaret tandem remote linteo ostendi picturam atque intellecto 
errore concederet palmam ingenuo pudore, quoniam ipse volucres fefellisset, 
Parrhasius autem se artificem. (NH 35.36.65) 
 
Parrhasius, it is recorded, entered into a competition with Zeuxis, who 
produced painted grapes with so much success (tanto succesu) that birds flew 
towards the display (scaena), then Parrhasius himself displayed a colored 
cloth (linteum pictum) so truthful a depiction that Zeuxis, puffed up by the 
bird’s judgment demanded that, with the cloth removed, the picture would be 
revealed; then realizing his deception Zeuxis conceded the prize with noble 
modesty since he had deceived birds but Parrhasius had deceived him, an 
artist. 
 

Bann suggests that Parrhasius’ painting was of a theater curtain waiting to be drawn up to reveal 

figural decoration on its surface. Therefore Parrhasius’ achievement was to create “the illusion of 

a space in which figuration was destined to appear.”98 While this solution is compelling, I 

contend that the depiction of the curtain is itself a suggestion of space by means of its 

materiality. Therefore I follow the traditional assumption that the painting was of a cloth that 

appeared to cover a panel.99 The appearance of the cloth, like Zeuxis’ grapes, was mimetic but its 

advantage went beyond mimesis to engage with expectation as well. Whereas Zeuxis painted 

only objects—material aspects of the phenomenal world—Parrhasius painted an object that 

engaged with a viewer’s psychological experience of this world. As Quintilian’s praise of 

                                                
97 Bann, The true vine: on visual representation and the western tradition, 27-40; Morales, "The Torturer's 
Apprentice," 185-86. 
98 Bann, The true vine: on visual representation and the western tradition, 34-35. (emphasis original). cf. Morales, 
"The Torturer's Apprentice," 185-86. 
99 cf. Bergmann, "Greek Masterpieces," p. 111, fig. 4; Pollitt, The Art of Ancient Greece, 150; Bryson, Looking at 
the Overlooked, 31. 
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Timanthes and the paintings of trompe l’oeil curtains suggest, specific objects could display and 

signify the paradoxes inherent in pictorial representation. For Roman fresco painters, as I explore 

in greater detail below, the curtain’s suggestive properties were used to create the illusion of 

spatial depth by inviting an active response to the painting. Just as Zeuxis momentarily imagined 

that Parrhasius’ curtain could be lifted, viewers were invited to imagine that the draperies of 

frescoes could be moved aside.  

 Finally, the story of Zeuxis and Parrhasius reaffirms the distinction between the 

responses of animals and humans to art. The grapes attracted the birds to fly at the scene in order 

to eat while Zeuxis is momentarily fooled by the depiction and his own assumption about a 

curtain as an object that (temporarily) conceals. In their balance between surface and suggestion, 

I argue that depictions of curtains embody the two-part process between absorption in the 

pictorial illusion of corporeal cloth and an awareness and appreciation of the principles 

underlying its creation. The significance of Zeuxis’ awareness of his mistake somehow gets 

overlooked because of an over-reliance on texts that suggest deception was the only affect of 

visual art in antiquity. What it suggests, however, is mimesis as a two-part process between 

absorption in the image and the recognition of its status as a depiction.100 This process is evident 

in Aristotle’s discussion of mimesis and the goal of ekphrasis. Stephen Halliwell describes how 

mimesis involved pleasure in imitation and in recognizing the techne of artists to create it.101 

Similarly, Zahra Newby explains how Philostratos, in his ekphrasis, could conjure images 

through his words and yet still be able to show off his considerable skill with detached, 

intellectual asides.102 It is clear from ancient texts that artists and viewers had a sophisticated 

                                                
100 My discussion of this topic is indebted to Valladares, "Fallax Imago," 378-95. 
101 Halliwell, Aesthetics of Mimesis, 177-206. 
102 Newby, "Absorption and erudition," 321-42. In his discussions of Minimalism in the 1960’s and eighteenth 
century French painting, Michael Fried developed the concept of absorption as it relates to an experience with 
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view of visual art and the perceptual and psychological factors that affected its significance and 

appearance. In her study of the first century CE depictions of Narcissus in Roman wall painting 

Hérica Valladares explores how the paintings demonstrate an awareness of these two aspects of 

mimesis. She contends that the paintings seduce the viewer, like Ovid’s Narcissus, into taking 

them for reality. Narcissus, who falls fatally in love with his own reflection, is emblematic of 

absorption in an image. Like the relationship between animals and images that I have sketched 

above, his response is a kind of “what not to do” for the ancient viewer. Yet artists also strove to 

involve viewers precisely in this way. If they fully succeeded there would be no reason to 

recognize their achievement. And that was something that the “strong personalities” of the fourth 

century BCE103 or Roman house-owners could hardly have wished for.104  

IIa. The Depiction of Trompe l’oeil Curtains at the Republican Sanctuary at Brescia 

As I have demonstrated above ancient artists achieved a desired balance between mimesis 

and invention by means of a combination of visual and psychological vividness. Returning to the 

depiction of trompe l’oeil curtains, I explore how these strategies inform their imagery and visual 

ambiguities that recall the fragment from the Casa del Naviglio. I argue that the paintings were 

designed to cultivate a tension between illusion that involved the viewer on an unconscious level 

and exhibited recognizable techne. This tension in turn speaks to the paradox of the curtain and 

                                                                                                                                                       
pictures, see "Art and Objecthood," in Art and Objecthood: essays and reviews (Chicago: University of Chicago, 
1998), 148-72; Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1980). 
103 Pollitt, The Art of Ancient Greece, 149. 
104 On the social significance of artistic erudition in ancient Rome see Ellen Perry, The Aesthetics of Emulation in the 
Visual Arts of Ancient Rome (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). Tanner, The Invention of Art History 
in Ancient Greece. Religion, Society and Artistic Rationalisation. 
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enargeia: what is displayed or described is not solely the basis of enargeia105 or what an artist 

creates is fundamentally communicative, and therefore it requires a viewer to complete it.106 

The wall paintings from a Republican-era temple in Brescia epitomize this tradition of 

vivid materiality and the zeitgeist of materialism in the depiction of rich, colorful marbles and 

decorated curtains (fig. 16-18). The paintings date between 77-55 BCE and are the most ornate 

examples of this type of trompe l’oeil subject.107 Beneath a projecting cornice they appear to 

hang from small rings attached to cord and extend out from the wall into real space. Their 

surface is covered in a variety of ornament from the most abstract patterns—similar to the 

curtains discussed above—to garlands that appear as corporeal as the cloth. The walls also 

featured a mix of stucco and painted trompe l’oeil columns and brightly colored and patterned 

depictions of marble. Yet as much as the paintings exhibit a variegated materiality between 

textiles and marble, painting and stucco, I argue that they also engaged with the viewer outside 

of this appearance and invited her to contemplate the techne of their creation. Surface plays a 

role in creating the visual effects that bring the viewer from absorption to an awareness of the 

painting’s fiction. Some of these visual effects, moreover, are “gaps” in a comprehensive 

pictorial illusion that allow the viewer to appreciate the painting as a work of human 

invention.108. The curtain, Wesenberg suggests, refers to Parrhasius’ painting109 and, I argue that 

the garland refers to the work of another artist, Pausias. Recognizing the techniques of the wall 

treatment reminded the viewer that a painting is like a reflection: ultimately immaterial. At the 

same time, the garland adds another element to the mix as well: facture.  

                                                
105 Webb, Ekphrasis, Imagination and Persuasion, 93-96. 
106 Elsner and Myer, Art and Rhetoric in Roman culture, xviii-xxii; 1-17. 
107 Eric M. Moorman, Divine Interiors: Mural Paintings in Greek and Roman Sanctuaries, vol. 16, Amsterdam 
Archaeological Studies (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2011), 59-60; Brescia romana: materiali per un 
museo, vol. 1 (Brescia: Grafo, 1979), 26-42. 
108 cf. “hooks” Valladares, "Fallax Imago," 378. 
109 Wesenberg, "Zum integrierten Stilleben," 164. 
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In the painting at the sanctuary, the curtain depicted on the dado of the wall is a 

continuous drapery with regular folds and a central fold-over that breaks the otherwise isometric 

surface. The tour-de-force depiction of a trompe l’oeil cloth with colorful surface ornament is 

unique to this painting but its individual components—drapery and patterns—are ubiquitous in 

Hellenistic and Roman wall painting. The undulating fabric in the paintings features a series of 

colored borders; from top to bottom they include reddish-orange waves, a stripe, and a row of 

black “teeth,” green garlands with flowers (or fruit) and draping fillets, and more “teeth” on 

either side of a thick, black border with a detailed pattern of yellow clover-shapes and rinceaux; 

at the bottom edge there is a light gray “tower” pattern above another red stripe with stippling 

(fig. 18). In a continuous line, thin, white fringes with tiny dots hang off of the end of the fabric. 

Like the designs on the curtains from Campania and Abruzzo, the ornamental borders depicted 

on the curtain appear in other paintings, mosaics, and architecture.110The ubiquity of the 

ornament in other media suggests that these patterns were common to actual textiles.111 It is 

difficult to determine, however, to what degree the paintings are meant to suggest a specific 

technique like embroidery or “batik” or if the surface decoration is an approximation of designs 

that were common to both ancient painting and fabrics. Given that depictions of metals and glass 

do not conform exactly to their painted counterparts, the latter seems most likely.112 Although, in 

the paintings from Brescia, the combination of the colorful marble and draperies are unusually 

detailed and well-preserved, frescoes from Rome, particularly at the Casa dei Grifi, demonstrate 

similar depictions of marble and geometric motifs as well as the use of stucco in the same wall 

                                                
110 Katharine M. D. Dunbabin, Mosaics of the Greek and Roman World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999), 291-98.A similar wave motif appears on a late Hellenistic fragment of fresco: Barbara Tober, "Ein Überblick 
zur späthellenistischen und augusteischen Wanddekoration in Ephesos," in Akten des 13. Österreichischen 
Archäologentages, ed. Claus Reinholdt and Wolfgang Wohlmayr (Wien: Phoibos Verlag, 2012), p. 217, fig. 2.  
111 cf. Swift, Style and Function in Roman Decoration: Living with Objects and Interiors, 42. 
112 See below, p. 111.  
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treatment (fig. 7-8); at Abruzzo the geometric trompe l’oeil pattern is joined with curtains (fig. 2) 

The paintings also draw on a cuboid motif popular from mosaics which suggest the interchange 

between the patterns of various media and the emphasis on marble in the early phases of Roman 

wall painting.113 As a whole, the wall painting demonstrates an ideal marriage of organic and 

monumental luxury materials in a design that reinforces the materiality of the wall as a planar 

surface, integral to the painting’s appearance of three-dimensionality.  

Like the borders of the curtains, depictions of garlands appear in all manner of media 

across the ancient Mediterranean from vase painting to tomb and house paintings, sculpture and 

mosaics. There are some examples that closely resemble the surface decoration from the curtain 

at Brescia, including a garland from a wall painting at a Hellenistic-era house at Soluntum 

(Solunto, Sicily) and the tomb of Lyson and Kallikles in Lefkadia (Macedonia) (fig. 19-21). As 

objects, garlands exemplify multiplicity and facture because they are appropriate to all manner of 

social contexts and made up of various elements of nature, rearranged by means of human 

effort.114 I contend that in addition to their function as familiar subjects of life and art, garlands 

were visual metaphors for the relationship between natural and manmade productions. Their 

execution in the painting at Brescia also creates a visual ambiguity between figure and ground 

that calls into question the ontology of the painting’s individual elements and therefore creates a 

gap for the viewer to enjoy both illusion and its construction. I argue that the visual metaphor is 

not only suggested in the garland as an object but also its pictorial ambiguity on the surface of 

the cloth. This visual puzzle combines the drama of curtains with that of illusionistic painting 

                                                
113 On the reflexivity of geometric motifs and the materiality of mosaic see Molholt, "On Stepping Stones," 28-52. 
114 Bettina Bergmann, "A Painted Garland: Weaving Words and Images in the House of the Epigrams in Pompeii," 
in Art and Inscriptions in the Ancient World, ed. Zahra Newby and Ruth Leader-Newby (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007), 67-69. 
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into an image that balances in tension between absorption and an exposition of painterly tropes 

and techniques. 

From Hellenistic mosaics to Second Style wall paintings, garlands are pictorial 

collections, made up of many different fruits, flowers, and greenery. The visual metaphor 

extended to poetry as well; an anthology of poems collected by the Alexandrian poet, Meleager 

was called the Garland.115Another Greek artist often identified as a painter of genre or still-life 

subjects, was Pausias (fourth century BCE).116 According to Pliny, he imitated and competed 

with the real garlands made by his beloved:  

Amavit in iuventa Glyceram municipem suam, inventricem coronarum, 
certandoque imitatio eius ad numerosissimam florum varietatem perduxit 
artem illam. Postremo pinxit et ipsam sedentem cum corona, quae e 
nobilissimis tabula est, appellate stephanoplocos… (NH 35. 40.125) 
 
In his youth he was in love with a girl from his hometown named Glykera, 
who was the inventor of crowns made of flowers, and in competing with and 
imitating her, he introduced a great many varieties of flowers into the art [of 
painting]. Eventually he painted a picture of this girl herself seated and 
wearing a garland, which is one of the best-known pictures and is called the 
Stephanoplokos117 

 

The passage equates the facture of the artist with that of his beloved Glykera and the result of the 

relationship benefited painting. More varieties of flowers became part of the repertoire of ancient 

artists. Put another way, Pausias increased their collection of subjects that could be chosen and 

depicted in ever-new combinations. The painter’s inspiration was an object associated with 

multiplicity and skill and his contribution was to offer new material for the work of other 

                                                
115 Kathryn Gutzwiller, Poetic Garlands: Hellenistic Epigrams in Context (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1998), 276-322. 
116 Rouveret, "Remarques sur les peintures de nature morte antiques," 14-15. 
117 Trans. Pollitt, The Art of Ancient Greece, 165. 
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artists.118 In ekphrasis of garlands, the poets’ language, like Pausias’ painting, imitates the 

variegated nature of its model by listing the types of flowers, herbs, and so forth that are 

intertwined into a final product.119 In the proem for Meleager’s Garland, poets are compared to 

plants that form a collection. The exhaustive list of types of flora is the sort of erudite display of 

knowledge associated with Alexandrian poetry. Its grounding in the materiality of a garland 

concretizes the abstract and conjures a sensual image along with the poets named: 

O whom, dear Muse, dost thou bring these varied fruits of song, or who was 
it who wrought this garland of poets? The work was Meleager’s, and he 
labored thereat to give it as a keepsake to glorious Diocles. Many lilies of 
Anyte he inwove, and many of Moero, of Sappho few flowers, but they are 
roses; narcissus, too, heavy with the clear song of Melanippides and a young 
branch of the vine of Simonides; and therewith he wove in the sweet-scented 
lovely iris of Nossis, the wax for whose writing-tablets Love himself melted; 
and with it marjoram from fragrant Rhianus, and Erinna’s sweet crocus, 
maiden-hued, the hyacinth of Alcaeus, the vocal poets’ flower, and a dark-
leaved branch of Samius’ laurel.120 (Meleagrou Stephanos 1-14) 
 

As a naturalistic symbol the garland reflects the beneficence of nature; but in the literary culture 

of Alexandria and ancient Rome, garlands were also symbols of techne—the human capacity to 

form the raw materials of Nature into something new.121 Exotic flowers and plants were also 

among the luxuries brought along with conquest. As Elizabeth Macaulay-Lewis has 

                                                
118 Bergmann, "A Painted Garland," 67-68. Pliny, NH 21.3.4. cf. Gutzwiller’s analysis of Meleager’s Garland: 
“Within its own historical horizon, the Garland must have had an immediate appeal as an artistic encapsulation of 
the Hellenic past, a summary of an entire genre in a literary mode, an original work of art made out of known poetic 
icons. In producing a work so suited to contemporary needs and tastes, Meleager’s talents as a composer coalesced 
with his talents as editor. His method of composing variations, to combine vocabulary and themes from more than 
one model to produce a highly original epigram, is directly connected to his method of editing, to link poems 
through multiple asssociations so that the intertextuality of model and copy becomes part of the contextual fabric of 
the anthology. The result was a literary work of such high artistic merit that the Garland eventually came to replace 
the various epigrams books it excerpted, by repackaging both old and new material for an audience of late 
Hellenistic, and Roman, tastes.” Gutzwiller, Poetic Garlands, 322. 
119 Virgil, Ec. II.45-55. 
120 Meleager, The Greek Anthology: Books 1-5, trans. W.R. Paton, Loeb Classical Library 67 (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts and London: Harvard University Press, 2014), 175-76. 
121 Bergmann, "A Painted Garland," 67-69. 



 47 

demonstrated collecting practices were not limited to the manmade but rather incorporated 

various aspects of nature as well.122 

 I argue that the garlands on the surface of the trompe l’oeil curtain at the Republican 

Sanctuary at Brescia were at once depictions of ornament in actual textiles and the symbols of 

virtuosic pictorial representation (fig. 16-18). The key to this interpretation is not only textual 

sources on garlands but also their visual effect in relation to the trompe l’oeil curtain’s surface. 

The curtain affects a material presence by virtue of modeling and details like the rings that seem 

to suspend it in front of the wall; as a surface ornament the garlands also coincide with this 

display. They do not, however, conform to it in all parts. They have a pictorial autonomy that 

belies their own presence, independent of the depicted cloth. Instead of following the corporeal 

form of the curtain in a similar manner to the colored borders, the garlands are rendered as if 

they have been “stamped” on to the fabric’s surface. The colored borders seem to curve and meet 

in line with the form of the drapery. The more detailed garlands, by contrast, only appear 

between the folds as if they are discontinuous motifs. In at least two of the garlands (fig. 17-18), 

one end of a fillet appears to overlap the decorative border below it; the slightly upward curve of 

the curtain’s surface towards its folded-over portion seems to cause the overlap. The illusionistic 

fabric appears come together, gathered in a fold over the rod, and so the geometric pattern rises 

to the same level of the garland. Instead of altering the appearance of the garland, the artist left it 

in the same position as its counterparts. On one hand this decision speaks to the use of pattern 

books or cartoons. In light of the correspondences between frescoes of different contexts, 

scholars of Roman wall painting suggest that workshops based their paintings on common 

                                                
122 Elizabeth Macaulay-Lewis, "The Fruits of Victory: Generals, Plants, and Power in the Roman World," ed. E. 
Bragg, L.I. Hau, and E. Macaulay-Lewis (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2008), 205-24. See also 
Kathleen Coleman and Pierre Ducrey, eds., Le jardin dans l'antiquité: Introduction et huit exposés suivis de 
discussions (Vandoeuvres: Foundation Hardt pour l'étude de l'antiquité classique, 2014). 
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models.123 By this line of reasoning the artist allowed for overlap between the garland and the 

curtain’s decorative border instead of changing the cartoon to fit the space. Or, as I argue, the 

design evokes the garland as a symbol of virtuosity and the luxury of garlands. By “breaking” 

with a single pictorial plane—the surface of the curtain—the garland draws attention to itself as 

an object or ornamental design. In light of the role of garlands in the poetics of facture or 

imitation, its pictorial autonomy is a means of inviting the viewer to see it, and by extension the 

whole wall painting, as trompe l’oeil, the result of a manipulation of optical effect, the mechanics 

of art, and something else: the gaps left to the imagination of the audience. While the surface of 

the curtain simultaneously displays an illusion of tactility and the suggestion of space, the 

garland likewise exists in similar tension. It seems to be corporeal and yet is also a part of a 

decorative surface. 

 As depictions of ephemeral objects, furthermore, the curtains suggest the possibility of 

movement. Their materiality suggests a participatory aspect based on their materiality and the 

viewer’s expectations of such objects. The curtains depicted at Brescia, in particular, invite the 

viewer to imagine that they could move them aside, sliding the rings along the cord above and 

moving the fabric into a more condensed mass. Implicitly, this possibility would obscure their 

surface and therefore the garlands. This aspect of their trompe l’oeil makes the painting 

anticipatory, as if they await interference.124 It also suggests how even a seemingly static image 

could, to a Roman audience, be a part of an active visual experience. At the same time the 

artificiality of the curtain and its decoration also imply the viewer’s role in perceiving and 

deciding if there is an ambiguity at all. These participatory aspects of the painting from the 

                                                
123 Clarke, "Model-book, Outline-book, Figure-book," 203-14. 
124 cf. Bergmann’s characterization of the depiction of musical instuments suspended from garlands in frescos from 
the villa of Publius Fannius Synistor at Boscoreale: "New Perspectives on the Villa of Publius Fannius Synistor," in 
Roman Frescoes from Boscoreale: The Villa of P.F. Synistor in Reality and Virtual Reality, ed. Bettina Bergmann, 
et al. (New York and New Haven: Metropolitan Museum of Art and Yale University Press, 2010), 22. 
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sanctuary, I argue, made it appear more present in the viewer’s own space and invited them to 

recognize the illusion.  

III. The “Triumph” of Miniatures and the Drama of Surface and Suggestion 

 In a diaeta at the Casa del Gran Portale (V.35), there is a later (first century CE) example 

of miniature, white trompe l’oeil curtains (fig. 22-28). The relationship between the curtains’ 

surface and ornament deliberately exists in tension. I argue that in this later stage of the 

development of the curtain as a subject of wall paintings, its role as a topos of illusion became 

subsumed in the theatrical, fantastic miniatures of the Fourth Style.125 While the cloth remains a 

realistic depiction of an undulating surface and the suggestion of borders, its scale and visual 

ambiguities preclude any singular depiction of space. Perspectival elements such as the depiction 

of coffers that seem to recede are ornamental rather than mimetic and the curtains, masks, and 

tropaea all appear corporeal but their size and relationships are undefined. Although the 

components of the painting are still recognizable for their materiality, they are no longer tied to a 

single, comprehensive depiction of space or depth. In discussions of the Fourth Style, scholars 

have attributed these characteristics to stylistic eclecticism, the influence of the theater, and 

imperial fashions.126 The fact that the components of the painting are still recognizable, however, 

demonstrates a continued interest in mimesis, particularly of objects and their materiality. Yet, 

the scale and ambiguous pictorial relationships of the subjects suggests this turn towards a 

theatrical atmosphere and artistic license. What have shifted, I argue, are the reference points for 

the materiality of the objects depicted. Although still recognizable, they become more like 
                                                
125 Kieweg-Vetters, Trompe l'oeil in der griechischen Malerei, 42-45; Leach, The Social Life of Painting, 180-83. 
Hélène Eristov, Les éléments architecturaux dans la peinture campanienne du quatriéme style (Rome: Ecole 
française de Rome, 1994), 15-16; Eric M. Moorman, "Rappresentazioni Teatrali su Scaenae Frontes di Qarto Stile a 
Pompei," Pompeii, Herculanem, Stabiae  (1983): 73-117. 
126 Volker Michael Stroka, "Domestic Decoration: Painting and the 'Four Styles'," in The World of Pompeii, ed. John 
J. Dobbins and Pedar W. Foss (London: Routledge, 2007), 315-20; Leach, The Social Life of Painting, 85-86; 
Eristov, Les éléments architecturaux dans la peinture campanienne du quatriéme style. 
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personal adornments: gems, jewelry, and similar baubles. The curtain is also no longer a signifier 

of space but entirely a depiction of a miniature surface. What was once distinctively trompe 

l’oeil now appears vivid and material but not deceptive to the same degree. Instead presence is 

realized through a combination of familiar motifs (the curtain) and ambitious and contradictory 

spatial relationships between figures. Three-dimensionality remains a part of the artist’s 

repertoire but it no longer reflects lived reality and instead becomes an ornamental version of it. 

 The white curtains appear in an unusual, narrow Durchblick at the center of the room’s 

four walls (fig. 23-27);127 only two walls are well preserved today but we should imagine that 

originally the design was continuous around the space.128 Well-lit from two windows and a 

doorway, the white curtains stand out from the light blue of color of the walls and the fresco’s 

monochrome painting of fantastic, theatrical architecture and curtains with awnings and thin, 

draping garlands. The white curtains appear to be part of a miniature stage set that doubles as the 

borders of a frieze. Forming its top boundary are simple red lines with white patches and at the 

bottom there is an architectural form that is both a podium and a cornice for the monochrome 

architecture below (fig. 25). In one corner, for example, there are traces of coffers below this 

miniature podium/frame (fig. 27).  

 The depicted curtains in the frieze are continuous, like the examples above. They appear 

to hang below a long, rectangular banner. Toward the center of the wall the depiction of 

architecture—a column, wall, and coffers—interrupts the draperies. The coffers seem to decrease 

toward a central point and behind them, but in front of the curtain, there is a mass of shields: 

                                                
127 “Durchblick” is a conventional term in Roman wall painting based foundational German scholarship on the Four 
Styles. 
128 Alix Barbet, "La peinture des plafonds et des voûtes à Rome, Herculanum, Stabies et Pompéi," in Ercolano 1738-
1988, 250 anni di ricerca archeologica, Atti del Convegno Internazionale Ravello-Ercolano-Napoli-Pompei, 30 
ottobre-5 novembre 1988, ed. Luisa Franchi Dell'Orto (Rome: L'Erma di Bretschneider, 1993), pp. 370-71 and fig. 
78.2; de Vos, Pompei, Ercolano, Stabia, 286-87. 
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rectangular scuti and round parmae with loosely painted blue fillets (fig. 25). The latter suggest a 

festal element that compliments the miniature tropaea at the center of each wall and points to a 

theme of military victory (fig. 26). The material evidence of conquest is not intended to evoke a 

real battle but rather to shrink it signs down to pure ornament. The tropaea appear to stand on a 

decorative palmette, emerging from two juxtaposed shields and ending with a frontal parma that 

appears to hang from the cornice. Each is artfully arranged with attention to symmetry. Oblique 

spears and shields form a contrast to the vertical cuirass and helmet in front of them. Even 

though the palette is limited to blues and reds the objects feature highlights that differentiate the 

texture of metal from the skirt or suggest decorative patterns on the shields. Not as well 

preserved but similar in color and form are depictions of tropaea at the Casa degli Amorini 

Dorati (VI.16.7) in Pompeii (fig. 29). While the tropaea , at the Casa del Gran Portale seem to be 

in front of the curtains, along with trident-bearing telemones, theater masks seem to be both in 

front of and on the curtains’ surface (fig. 24-27). Thin, decorative lines seem to connect them to 

the podium but they are also in the same style and shape as the patterns on the banner above. Are 

the ornaments on the surface of the curtain? Are they “objects” supported by the ornamental 

lines? They appear to be both at the same time. Such subjects drew the ire of the Roman 

architect, Vitruvius, who complained that art in his day strayed too far from nature with its 

depiction of “things [that] do not exist nor can they exist nor have they ever existed.”129 

 The relationship between the curtains and the masks is deliberately unclear. Like the 

garlands depicted in the painting at Brescia, the masks seem to exist between ornament and 

autonomous object. The surface of the curtain around them appears material with shadows that 

indicate folds and regular gathers that create separate, square-shaped backdrops for the masks 

                                                
129 7.5.4 
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(fig. 24). I argue that this visual-spatial ambiguity does not simply provide an invitation for the 

viewer to insert her subjective impression; it has become the standard for the Fourth Style in 

which multiple visual possibilities coexist. This emphasis on tension between object and 

expectation draws out the theatrical possibilities inherent in the curtain. On one hand it is an 

elaborate display and on the other it suggests a dramatic visual tension between seen and unseen 

or, in this case, the ontology of the objects themselves. The recourse to surface does not detract 

from the object’s presence. Individually they appear to have believable forms and, the visual 

tension—particularly with respect to the masks—seems to present them forward like the bird in 

the fragment from the Casa del Naviglio (fig. 12) described above. The painting retains a visual 

language of materialism but its deployment is fantastic and theatrical transforming the material 

(and possibly the seriousness) of Bacchic masks and military paraphernalia into seemingly 

attainable miniature forms. In other Fourth Style paintings curtain or curtain-like backdrops with 

various borders and figural ornament suggest another iteration of the theme and its origins in 

luxury.130 

IV. Conclusion 

In closing this chapter on the role of trompe l’oeil curtains in the depiction of space and 

spectacular visual effects in Roman wall paintings, I return to their deployment as a theatrical 

metaphor. I have explored the paintings as they appealed to the experience of the view by means 

of the depiction of material properties of actual textiles, yet ekphrases demonstrate how these 

same properties of movement and anticipation could appear in more epic displays. In his opening 

to Book 3 of the Georgics, Virgil includes aulaea as a symbol of victory among works of art, 

                                                
130 Leach, The Social Life of Painting, 179-84; Barbet, "La peinture des plafonds et des voûtes," 370-71. 
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colorful metals, and lifelike statues. He conjures a procession of objects that invited the viewer to 

visualize him/herself surrounded by the evidence of conquest: 

primus Idumaeas referam tibi, Mantua, palmas, 
et uiridi in campo templum de marmore ponam 
propter aquam, tardis ingens ubi flexibus errat 
Mincius et tenera praetexit harundine ripas.               15 
in medio mihi Caesar erit templumque tenebit: 
illi uictor ego et Tyrio conspectus in ostro 
centum quadriiugos agitabo ad flumina currus. 
cuncta mihi Alpheum linquens lucosque Molorchi 
cursibus et crudo decernet Graecia caestu.               20 
ipse caput tonsae foliis ornatus oliuae 
dona feram. iam nunc sollemnis ducere pompas 
ad delubra iuuat caesosque uidere iuuencos, 
uel scaena ut uersis discedat frontibus utque 
purpurea intexti tollant aulaea Britanni. (G. 3.12-15) 
 
I will bring back to you, Mantua, the palms of Idumaea, and on the green 
plain will set up a temple in marble beside the water, where great Mincius 
wanders in lazy windings and fringes his banks with slender reeds. In the 
midst I will have Caesar, and he shall possess the shrine. In his honour I, a 
victor resplendent in Tyrian purple, will drive a hundred four-horse chariots 
beside the stream. For me all Greece will leave Alpheus and the groves of 
Molorcus, to compete in the foot race and with the brutal boxing glove. My 
brows graced with leaves of cut olive, I myself will award the prizes. Even 
now I long to escort the stately procession to the shrine and witness the 
slaughter of the steers; and see how the scene on the stage changes as the sets 
revolve and how Britons raise the crimson curtain they are woven into.131 

 

The curtains that Virgil describes are decorated with embroidery that depicts Britons, a group 

recently subdued in Roman campaigns. The passive participle “intexti” (woven) describes not 

only the appearance of the images but also their facture, a theme that foreshadows the description 

of relief sculpture in the next lines. “Intexti” also suggests the confluence of imagery discussed 

above and the role of facture in its visual effect. The Britons add an element of the exotic as well 

                                                
131 Trans. H. Rushton Fairclough, "Eclogues, Georgics, Aeneid I-VI," in Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge and 
London: Harvard University Press, 1999). 
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since a Roman audience might only imagine people they had seen first-hand, paraded as captives 

in a triumph or depicted in sculpture, sometimes subjugated and sometimes noble. The 

interweaving of triumph and theater includes the elevation of the pictorial arts as Virgil writes: 

in foribus pugnam ex auro solidoque elephanto 
Gangaridum faciam uictorisque arma Quirini, 
atque hic undantem bello magnumque fluentem 
Nilum ac nauali surgentis aere columnas. 
addam urbes Asiae domitas pulsumque Niphaten               30 
fidentemque fuga Parthum uersisque sagittis; 
et duo rapta manu diuerso ex hoste tropaea 
bisque triumphatas utroque ab litore gentis. 
stabunt et Parii lapides, spirantia signa, 
Assaraci proles demissaeque ab Ioue gentis               35 
nomina… (G. 3.26-36) 
 
On the temple doors I have sculptured in solid gold and ivory the battle of 
Ganges’ hordes and the arms of conquering Quirites; there, too, the Nile in 
flood and billowing with war, and lofty columns clad with the bronze prows 
of hostile fleets. I will add Asia’s vanquished cities, the routed Niphates, and 
the Parthian relying on flight and arrows launched behind him; two trophies 
snatched by force from far-sundered foes, and the two nations that yielded a 
double triumph from Ocean’s either shore. Here in Parian marble shall stand 
statues breathing life, the lineage of Assaracus and the glorious names of 
Jupiter’s race...132 

 
The poet fashions a glorious history of Rome not only through his words but also the conjuring 

of precious media: gold and ivory, bronze, and Parian marble. Like the theater with its turning 

sets in line 24, the poet imbues fiction with life—his signa seem to breathe (line 34). In the 

poem, any boundary between reality and art dissolves, as the author’s phantasia becomes the 

audience’s. This blurring of boundaries was essential to the role of curtains in Roman wall 

painting, as I argue above. And like the depicted garlands or masks that seem to be both the 

ornament of textiles or autonomous objects, the Britons or statues of Virgil’s ekphrases could be 

                                                
132 Ibid. 
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pictured as images or actual things: exotic, torque-wearing people and bright, white statues; both 

of which were paraded in triumphs at Rome. 
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Chapter 2 
Displayed on a Pedestal: the Depiction of Vessels in Roman Wall Painting 

 
Whereas in the previous chapter I have explored the depiction of trompe l’oeil curtains 

and their dramatic dynamics between surface and suggestion, in this chapter I focus almost 

exclusively on surfaces, in particular those of depicted metal vessels and a few ceramics. Often 

referred to as “still life,” the vessels in question here blur the boundaries of this term’s modern 

applications. Their various pictorial forms are also ubiquitous in the paintings of the Second, 

Third, and Fourth Styles, but have enjoyed relatively little attention outside of the monographs of 

Anna Elizabeth Riz and John Tamm.133 Because they are so numerous, I begin with a discussion 

of the analytic categories that I employ and a discussion of their precedents in the tradition of 

ancient painting. Intrinsically valuable and decorated vessels were precious commodities for 

centuries prior to the creation of the frescoes in question here. As such, I argue that they offer a 

valuable perspective not only on the significance of objects but also how vases transitioned from 

depictions of functional props to subjects elevated on tables and pedestals.  

When Roman wall paintings began to feature figural subjects during the first century 

BCE they included imagery drawn from the Hellenistic still-life tradition. The depiction of 

vessels, however, quickly becomes based less on other painting traditions but instead on the 

objects themselves.134 The paintings’ emphasis on materiality and portrayal of a variety of 

different types of vessels suggest their adaptation to Roman tastes and habits of collecting. 

Through my investigation of the Third and Fourth Style frescoes at the Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15) in 

Pompeii, I demonstrate how artists employed techniques of color and empirical perspective in 

order to create an array of vessels that appeared to be physically present in real space. Most of 

the vessels in question here are also miniatures that distilled the value accorded to vases into 
                                                
133 Tamm, "Argentum Potorium," 73-89; Riz, Bronzegefässe.  
134 contra Ling, Roman Painting, 154. 
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gem-like and glittering versions. Drawing on parallels in other media, particularly jewelry, I 

discuss how even the smallest subjects could affect presence even when they were a part of large 

spaces like atria.  

 An important feature of my discussion and the history of still life in Roman wall painting 

is the relationship between figural objects and their backgrounds. While I purposely focus on the 

less-studied still lifes, my discussion of non-representational backgrounds and color fields 

informs how these techniques were employed in illusionistically framed pinakes as well. I argue 

that one of the main functions of metals—as still life—was display. Therefore painters 

endeavored to visually bring objects forward through a variety of techniques. Bruno identified 

the use of large planes of solid color as “color fields” taking a term from art of the twentieth 

century, particularly that of Mark Rothko. Drawing on Bruno’s analysis, I discuss how color 

made objects and their shining surfaces appear physically close to viewers. Along with 

miniaturization these techniques demonstrate the innovative approaches of ancient painters to 

materiality in order to produce spectacular and vivid optical effects. The end result may not have 

preserved their names for posterity, but in their own time it provided painters with a living and 

their patrons with and means of self-display. As Bruno recognized furthermore these 

achievements, regardless of the artists’ status, were as innovative as those of the most successful 

and important named artists of recent history. 

I. Mediterranean Precedents: an Aesthetic of Materials 

The depiction of vases in earlier traditions, particularly those of Etruscan tombs, 

demonstrates a similar range of pictorial contexts and functions as later Roman frescoes. These 

include figural scenes, votives, and ornament. In my brief survey of precedents from Etruria, I 

argue for the development of still life as early as the Archaic period. Evidence for a special 
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interest in objects and their visual properties appears as early as the sixth century BCE. In tomb 

paintings of the period, Greek-style vases are depicted as display-pieces that resonated with real 

space and demonstrate an awareness of the paradoxes of pictorial representation.135 My purpose 

in this examination of the precedents for Roman fresco is to sketch the applicability of this study 

to definitions of genre with respect to ancient painting more generally and to underscore the need 

for a medium-specific methodology. These paintings also demonstrate approaches that carried 

over or re-appear in Roman fresco and as such offer another body of evidence for a rich pan-

Mediterranean tradition. In light the fact that ancient still lifes from Pompeii and Herculaneum 

are generally compared to later traditions,136 it is important to point out their predecessors and the 

range of possibilities that existed outside of framed compositions.  

A frame cannot be the only criterion for what constitutes a still life because most of the 

ancient art that survives didn’t have one. As I discuss, however, depicted objects also had 

pictorial autonomy that demonstrates when they are still lifes or expressive objects with special 

function and emphasis as opposed to pure ornament or prop. Determining what “autonomy” 

means for a given painting is best demonstrated on a case-by-case basis or at least with recourse 

to specific examples of comparison because the term “still life” is necessarily broad.137 A parallel 

for this phenomenon appears in later still life traditions as well. Scholars acknowledge a gradual 

development in the origins of the genre during the seventeenth century. Their studies offer an 

illustrative example of a progression that is similar to what I trace below. As Victor Stoichita 

discusses, Early Modern still life emerged from interest in objects that were part of figural 

                                                
135 On precursors to still life see De Caro, La natura morta, 13-14; Rouveret, "Remarques sur les peintures de nature 
morte antiques," 11-12; Sterling, Still Life Painting, 9; Beyen, Ueber stilleben aus Pompeji und Herculaneum, 7-8. 
136 Stelios Lydakis, Ancient Greek Painting and Its Echoes in Later Art (Los Angeles: The J. Paul Getty Museum, 
2004), 239-42. Ebert-Schifferer, Still Life: A History, 15-25.     
137 cf. “Mais quelques poissons, un lièvre pendus à une paroi nue, une coupe de fruits posée sur un rebord de mur 
possèdent, sans cadre, une autonomie qui n'a pas besoin d'être soulignée.” Croisille, Les natures mortes, 74, 17. 
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scenes. He analyzes the pieces as “parergia”  (sidepieces) and argues that these subjects 

gradually take precedence in scenes until they begin to appear without human figures.138 

Stoichita Pieter Aertsen created a painting that represents a bridge toward fully autonomous still 

lifes. It depicts a religious scene to the left. It is small and seen through architecture and typical 

elements of vanitas—tableware, food, a vase with fruit—that seem to project (fig. 30). The 

question for antiquity is not only when a similar development may have occurred but also the 

factors that gave rise to it. For the Roman paintings, I argue that these factors include a desire for 

paintings with material vividness that recreated the visual effects of ancient masters and made 

intrinsically and symbolically valuable commodities appear more present.  

Ia. Categories: Framed, Integrated, or Vignette 

 Before turning to the precedents of Roman wall paintings I will identify three pictorial 

categories in which vases typically appear: framed still lifes, integrated still lifes, and vignettes. 

These designations are based on the pictorial context of individual subjects (i.e. their relationship 

to the rest of the painting) and their size, level of detail, and autonomy. Naturally there is some 

overlap between the categories because they are analytical tools. The variation they demonstrate 

however, underscores the need for an expansive view of what constitutes a “still life” in 

discussions of ancient art. It also suggests that, in Roman fresco, the depiction of vessels varied 

in terms of the material feature or features that a painter wished to emphasize, including shape, 

type, and material properties. In the case of miniatures, an interest in depicting surface becomes 

more evident as the depicted vases appear shrunk to a size that makes them more like 

adornments or coins and only flashes of shine when seen from afar. 

                                                
138 Victor I. Stoichita, The self-aware image: an insight into early modern meta-painting (Cambridge and New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 3-17.  
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 The first category is the one by which objects are generally studied: framed still life (fig. 

31, 53, 130). The majority of these are illusionistically framed depictions of a range of objects—

food, utensils, animals, fish, scriptoria, et al.—without human figures (excepting statues139). In 

his study of still lifes from Pompeii and Herculaneum, Felix Eckstein choose only to treat framed 

examples because they are easy to identify as autonomous subjects. He leaves open the question 

of what constituted as still life beyond a frame.140 It is noteworthy here that even pictorial frames 

came in a variety of forms. They included shuttered pinakes (fig. 31), simple, rectilinear outlines 

(fig. 130; 133), or imaginative architecture.141 Giovanna Sgatti identified the influence of 

Hellenistic models on the framed still lifes’ compositions and subjects.142 As I argue below, the 

depiction of non-representational backdrops in these compositions made the objects appear more 

vivid. They also have parallels in the use of color fields, which appear to be a later innovation in 

Roman fresco. 

The second category is a kind of expansion of the framed still life; it is a composition 

without figures or a single frame. In his study of still life in Second Style wall paintings, 

Burkhart Wesenberg referred to them as “integrated” still lifes.143 I follow Wesenberg in using 

the term, and I suggest that the lack of human figures in these paintings (usually Second Style) 

also effectively turns the entire wall painting into a form of still life. The primary purpose of 

frescoes like those of the Second Style rooms at Villa A of Oplontis or the Villa of Publius 

                                                
139 On the depiction of sculpture in Roman fresco (and its visual ambiguity) see Eric M. Moorman, La pitture 
parietale romana come fonte di conoscenza per la scultura antica (Assen and Wolfeboro: Van Gorcum, 1988), 9-
10. 
140 Eckstein, Untersuchungen, 11-12. cf. Croisille, Les natures mortes, 74, 5-7. As discussed above, pp. 15-18, a 
problem with this criterion for still life in antiquity is that it greatly obscures the popularity of non-anthropomorphic 
subjects. 
141 E.g. in paintings at the Casa di Livia in Rome or the Villa Imperiale (VIII.1.a) in Pompeii: Ling, Roman Painting, 
p. 37, fig. 35 and p. 56. 
142 Giovanna Sgatti, "Caratteri della 'natura morta' pompeiana l'interpretazione dello spazio," Archaeologica Classica 
9 (1957): 174-92. 
143 Wesenberg, "Zum integrierten Stilleben," 160-67. 



 61 

Fannius Synistor (fig. 115, 119-121), was not so much to “dissolve” the wall into illusory spaces, 

as has been suggested,144 but rather to use its surface as a medium for detailed displays of 

material luxury and the structures and objects of various sacred, agrarian, and palatial themes.145 

In the Third and Fourth Styles, when color fields begin to dominate the wall surface, integrated 

objects continue to appear but they are often miniature and ornamental (fig. 66). Like the 

architecture around them, integrated vases of these Styles are so small that they more easily 

become shapes of color and highlight when seen from afar. Based on these criteria, the depiction 

of objects in figural scenes may also qualify as integrated still life, particularly if they have 

narrative significance or are visually highlighted through attention to their materiality or 

position. Naturally vessels are prominent dining scenes (fig. 36-37) but they appear also in 

mythological subjects as vehicles of narrative and pathos. One example is a painting from the 

Casa di Giasone (IX.5.18) in Pompeii. Near the foreground, a table with vessels for washing 

helps to identify the scene as a depiction of Jason monosandalos arriving at the court of Pelias 

(fig. 32-33). Another example comes from the Casa di Laocoonte (VI.14.30) in Pompeii. In the 

composition, the violent death of Laocoön and his sons is echoed in the disarray of sacrificial 

vessels that have fallen to the ground (fig. 34-35). In addition to suggesting temporality, chaotic 

movement, and dramatic emotion, the depictions of vessels demonstrate the painter’s ability to 

portray the three-dimensionality through modeling of light and shade and cast shadows. 

The third and final category is the vignette (fig. 67-72). This term is a convention of 

scholarship on Roman frescoes and it describes a composition, usually miniature, with undefined 

                                                
144 Stroka, "Domestic Decoration: Painting and the 'Four Styles'," 308-11; Ling, Roman Painting, 29. 
145 For overview with bibliography see Gilles Sauron, La peinture allégorique à Pompéi (Paris: Picard, 2007), 14-
19; Kuttner, "Prospects of Patronage," 95-96; Wolfgang Ehrhardt, "Bild und Ausblick in Wandbemalungen Zweiten 
Stils," Antike Kunst 34 (1991): 28-30. 
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borders on a color field.146 The combination of small figures and a non-representational 

background often gives the impression that the figures project. Sometimes ground lines beneath 

the figural compositions suggest three-dimensional space but they still appear to “float” as if 

each were an autonomous environment unto itself. The optical effect of the still-life vignette—

explored in greater detail below—also makes the figures seem to be a part of actual space. The 

combination of a still life and color field creates a similar visual phenomenon to the ambiguous 

figure-ground relationships described in Chapter 1. In two ways therefore the vignettes seem to 

exist between reality and the picture. On the surface of the wall they are unmoored without a 

depicted environment and the optical effect produced makes them seem as if they can detach 

from the wall itself. 

Ib. Etruscan and Greek “Still Life:” Evidence in the Pan-Mediterranean Tradition 

 Etruscan tomb paintings offer a number of illustrative precedents for the depiction of 

still-life vases in Roman fresco. One shared characteristic is that they appear as precious objects 

depicted in figural scenes. While evidence from tombs demonstrates that the Etruscans were avid 

collectors of Greek pottery, there has been debate about the degree of value placed on ceramic 

vases. Nigel Spivey and Christoph Reusser have recently argued, however, in favor of the 

elevated value of these imports (and local copies) in daily life, ritual, and funerary cult. The 

appearance of vases in paintings as athletic prizes (fig. 38) or a part of banquets (fig. 39-40) 

suggests how vases were a sign of economic wealth and aesthetic taste for Etruscan elites.147 

                                                
146 In general it refers to engravings, drawings, photographs, or other images that are shaded off gradually at the 
edges: The "Art and Architecture Thesaurus Online,"  (The Getty Research Institute).Architecture Thesaurus Online, 
s.v. “Vignette,” accessed March 2014, http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/aat/. 
147 Nigel Spivey, "Greek Vases in Etruria," American Journal of Archaeology 110, no. 4 (2006): 659-61; Christoph 
Reusser, Vasen für Etrurien: Verbreitung und Funktionen attischer Keramik im Etrurien des 6. und 5. Jahrhunderts 
vor Christus (Zürich: Akanthus, 2002), 131-51. Contra Michael Vickers, see Spivey, "Greek Vases in Etruria," 134-
35. See also Justin St P. Walsh, Consumerism in the Ancient World: Imports and Identity Construction, vol. 17, 
Routledge Monographs in Classical Studies (London and New York: Routledge, 2014). On aesthetic value in 
antiquity: Ineke Sluiter and Ralph M. Rosen, eds., Aesthetic Value in Classical Antiquity (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 1-14. 
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Paintings were not the only places where they appear, however. Vases are portrayed as the 

pendants of earrings or even as decorative patterns, such as the kraters depicted on a pair of 

singular objects now at the Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli (fig. 41-42).148 Such 

objects and the appearance of identifiable types of vases in paintings demonstrate an atmosphere 

in which still lifes could develop in pictorial media. As Agnés Rouveret has described, at the end 

of the fifth century in Greece, a rise in demand for luxury house decoration offered a new market 

for decorators. Within this milieu painters experimented with new forms and themes to appeal to 

their clientele. Still life, she argues, was also especially valuable as a vehicle for artistic 

virtuosity.149 In some of the paintings of vases from Etruscan tombs there is a similar 

appreciation for craftsmanship in the depiction of type and ornament as well as the exploitation 

of the possibilities these forms present in paintings for tombs.  

In addition to a culture of collecting vases, another parallel to Roman wall paintings is the 

interaction with actual space and/or objects. Roman frescoes probably had more instances of the 

latter than we know given the state of the evidence. Most organic materials like wood and textile 

don’t survive and evidence for furnishings often predates scientific archaeology.150 The dialogue 

between real space and painted objects may furthermore be symptomatic of fresco as a medium 

and vases as subjects as much as any direct correspondence between early tomb paintings of the 

                                                                                                                                                       
One of the most intriguing examples of the phenomenon is the François vase: H.A. Shapiro, Mario Iozzo, and 
Adrienne Lezzi-Hafter, eds., The François Vase: New Perspectives, Akanthus proceedings (Zurich: Akanthus, 
2013). 
148 Elizabeth Goring, ed. Treasures from Tuscany: the Etruscan legacy (Edinburgh: National Museums of Scotland, 
2004), p. 140, no. 236. See also F.H. Marshall, Catalogue of the Jewellery, Greek, Etruscan, and Roman (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1969), pl. 48-50. Identified as stands for vases, Teresa Giove, Paola Rubino, and Maria 
Rosaria Esposito, "La Magna Grecia nelle collezioni del Museo archeologico di Napoli ", ed. Museo archeologico 
nazionale di Napoli (Napoli: Electa, 1996), 120-21. 
149 Rouveret, "Remarques sur les peintures de nature morte antiques," 16-17. 
150 Stephan T.A.M. Mols points out that Roman houses probably had a wealth of furnishings: "Ancient Roman 
Household Furniture and its Use: From Herculaneum to the Rhine," Anales de Prehistoria y Arqueología 23-24 
(2007-2008): 145-60. See also Wooden Furniture in Herculaneum: Form, Technique and Function (Amsterdam: 
Gieben, 1999). 
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Etruscans and later Roman houses. At the Tomba della Leonesse (ca. 520 BCE) an example of a 

dialogue between real and painted objects appears at the back wall of the tomb. A large white 

krater with an ivy garland draped around its shoulder is depicted at the center of the wall flanked 

by two musicians and dancers (fig. 39-40). On the sidewalls figures recline as if at a banquet and 

one holds an egg, a symbol of rebirth. The outlines of the krater’s foot, volute handles, and 

mouth all have a pattern of vertical lines that evoke an incised decoration like one around the 

mouth of a fourth century BCE bronze hydria possibly from Eretria (fig. 43). Stephan 

Steingräber suggests that the color of the depicted krater indicates polished bronze. By contrast, 

in the right corner of the wall, there is a black jug that stands behind two dancing figures. The 

male figure holds a smaller, white jug as well.151 In addition to an intrinsically valuable matrix, 

the krater’s importance is clear by virtue of its size and position. It stands prominently at the 

center of the wall, opposite the main entrance, and is almost as large as the figures around it. Its 

quality, detailed decoration, and the garland make it a showpiece of a funerary ritual or banquet. 

By virtue of its relationship to architecture and actual objects, it also suggests an active 

engagement with the funeral cult at the tomb. Just below the painting of the vase is a niche where 

an urn with the cremated remains of the deceased would have been placed.152 Although urns of 

the sixth century BCE were fairly small and had a different function than the krater, as a vessel 

in direct proximity to it, an urn would materially join the painting to real space and ritual. Its 

depiction above the niche creates a visual relationship between depicted and actual materials 

related to afterlife and cult. The function of the krater also relates to ephemeral observances of 

                                                
151 Stephan Steingräber, Abundance of Life: Etruscan Wall Painting (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2006); J.-
R. Jannot, "Les vases métalliques dans les représentations picturales étrusques," Revue des études anciennes 97 
(1995). 167-182.  
152 Steingräber, Abundance of Life, 64; 94. On urns see David A. Caccioli, The Villanovan, Etruscan and Hellenistic 
Collections in the Detroit Institute of the Arts, vol. 14, Monumenta Graeca et Romana (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 
2009). 
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the dead. As a container for mixing wine it is not only a part of celebrations depicted but also 

suggests libations poured to the dead, perhaps in the space of the tomb itself.153 Above the niche 

it suggests a lasting tribute to the deceased whose earthly remains are below. The function of the 

krater and its visual relationship to the niche create a dialogue between real space and painting 

and, by extension, to the realms of ancestors and the living. 

In two tomb paintings from the sixth and fifth centuries BCE, respectively, black-figure 

vases with figural ornament are depicted (fig. 44-45). I contend that these are among the earliest 

examples of integrated still lifes in the west because of the elevation of the objects and their 

careful rendering. In their depiction of Greek, black- and red-figure pottery, the paintings also 

demonstrate the artists’ awareness of the representational paradoxes of mimetic art and a 

depiction of the interaction between spaces—real and pictorial—implicated in the painting at the 

Tomba della Leonesse. The vases are displayed on tables identified as an equivalent of Greek 

kylikeia, stands or cabinets.154 The tables themselves may be a depiction of luxury items, like 

some of those depicted in later Roman frescoes; undoubtedly, they increase the status of the 

vases conceptually and visually. Also, there may have been Greek vases in the tomb that 

mirrored those in the scenes, similar to the interaction between the krater and actual space. The 

surviving imagery of the painting depicts a similar conceptual fluidity between art and life within 

the picture itself.  

At the Tomba dei Vasi Dipinti (ca. 510/500 BCE), a scene of a komos (Dionysian 

revelry) features a table with three vases atop it and two underneath (fig. 44). Dancers and— 

decorative coronae and a white cloth artfully “hanging” from above—create a festal atmosphere. 

                                                
153 Nancy Thomson de Grummond and Erika Simon, eds., The Religion of the Etruscans (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 2006). 
154 For a brief discussion with bibliography see Katharine M. D. Dunbabin, The Roman Banquet: Images of 
Convivality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 86, n. 43. 
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Like the vase from the Tomba della Leonesse, those depicted atop the table are given visual 

emphasis, this time through the arrangement of the vases and their vertical elevation on the table 

rather than size. All of the objects are rendered from a side view. A white, perhaps bronze, krater 

is depicted on top of the table with two black-figure amphorae on either side of it. Below there 

are two kylikes, one distinguishable as an “eye” cup. The value of each object is underscored by 

their relative autonomy from one another. On top of the table each seems to have an aura of 

negative space around it. The relative lack of overlap makes the vessels more visible and 

identifiable as valuable possessions. A similar composition with a display table is depicted at the 

Tomba della Nave that dates to the mid-fifth century BCE (fig. 45). Above it, kylikes appear to 

hang from the top boundary of the composition like the cloths and coronae of the painting at the 

Tomba della Leonesse. These vases are also decorated and have few areas of overlap. Although 

the appearance of figures in the paintings means that the table and vessels are not autonomous 

still life, the attention to their detail and form does make them an “integrated” version. The lack 

of representational space, furthermore, focuses all attention in the scenes on the human figures 

and objects of their material world. It distills a narrative into its objective components. The three-

dimensional appearance of the objects, by extension, suggests that they exist in a space. They do 

not, however, seem to project as trompe l’oeil. 

At the Tomba dei Vasi Dipinti another element of the painting visually connects different 

ontological registers between art and life that parallels the actual relationship between vases and 

space, particularly as discussed above. The two painted amphorae each feature active figures, 

including a dancer that mirrors the action of the “real” figure in the scene. Verisimilitude, as a 

principle of ancient art, makes this visual similarity between depictions of vase paintings and 

figures difficult to avoid. The painter of the Tomba dei Vasi Dipinti actually uses the mimetic 
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paradox and makes the visual connection even more explicit through the figures’ pose, gesture, 

and clothing. On the vase to the right there are four cavorting black figures with tails, probably 

satyrs. One of the two central figures stands in almost the same pose as man depicted in the 

scene. Both figures have one arm raised and one lowered. They have an open stance with one 

foot raised. Each turn the palm of the raised hand so that it is at a ninety-degree angle in a 

gesture that is typical for Etruscan dancers. The edges of the man’s red loincloth also swing up to 

suggest the he is in motion. The curve of the pieces of cloth mirrors the curving tails of the black 

figures on the vase. Since the scene is a komos the visual connection between the dancer, the 

depicted satyrs, and the funtion of the vases underscores the Dionysian context of the revelry. 

The two pictorial registers therefore double the theme through implications of continuity. At the 

same time the visual fluidity between pictorial registers parallels the actual relationships that are 

the hallmark of the paintings’ correspondence to real space. The scene’s dancing figure and its 

décor mirror one another and reiterate an animated ritual on multiple pictorial registers.155 The 

mirroring between figural elements in the scene address the viewer with an animation that 

crosses the levels of art and reality within it.  

At the end of the fourth century BCE, the Tomba Giglioli demonstrates the use of 

techniques of trompe l’oeil and empirical perspective to suggest objects’ three-dimensionality 

and presence (fig. 46-47). This approach connects the painting to the space of the tomb through 

the depiction of materiality. The relationship between the two therefore becomes one of 

corporeal appearance. The walls display a trompe l’oeil depiction of military paraphernalia 

arranged in a single row along the walls. The items including shields, a cuirass, greaves, helmets, 

swords, and cloaks. A few depicted tacks appear above the objects to suggest their attachment to 

                                                
155 cf. Milman, Trompe-l'œil Painted Architecture, 6-7; Sandström, Levels of unreality, 32-35. 
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the wall (fig. 47, 49).156 All of the items seem to hang directly on the wall’s surface. Therefore, 

no depiction of space is necessary. The conceit of the paintings relies on the solid presence of the 

wall, in addition to the successful rendering of the objects. The architecture of the tomb therefore 

is both a real structure and a backdrop for painted imagery. The painting incorporates the wall, as 

an object, into its depiction of material objects. The tacks, as topos of trompe l’oeil, furthermore 

act as transitional elements between real space and the painting and its incorporation of the wall 

into its illusionistic conceit. 

The style of the painting, particularly in the use of empirical perspective, emphasizes 

materiality as a means of bridging real and painted space and vision and touch. Through 

techniques of color and modeling the artist(s) made hanging cloaks and metal armor appear 

three-dimensional. Thick, black outlines give them a graphic quality while the tacks and the 

objects’ modeled surfaces suggest that they project into the tomb and join its furnishings as the 

things by which the deceased were celebrated and remembered. The techniques for making this 

connection have changed stylistically from their predecessors discussed above such that they not 

only emphasize an object’s form but also its surfaces and textures. As trompe l’oeil they engage 

the sense of touch through optical effects. In this approach to creating presence, materiality 

becomes a means of linking the memory of the deceased to the present.157  

 The implication of touch in trompe l’oeil, I argue, is a key feature of its success as 

enargeia. The objects not only conjure realistic but also sensual surfaces; the paintings therefore 

affected presence through a depiction of objects and an evocation of other features not visible to 

the eye. The painting is vivid not only as a visual representation but also, like the curtains in the 

previous chapter, through suggestion. The painter’s technique, in addition to the objects 
                                                
156 Two other shields depicted in the tomb feature emblems of a boar and the letter “A” respectively. On the tomb 
see Steingräber, Abundance of Life, 253-54; Kieweg-Vetters, Trompe l'oeil in der griechischen Malerei, 61-62. 
157 Ebert-Schifferer, "Trompe l'oeil: the Underestimated Trick," 22-23.  
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themselves, demonstrates this duality. The sensuous surfaces implicate touch and the armor, 

emptied of a body, nevertheless retains the form of the absent warrior (fig. 47, 49). It also 

suggests three-dimensionality, like the curtain because its shape is a kind of shell with glimpses 

of a visible interior.158 Instead of implying something behind it, however, the armor retains the 

form of a body within it. Without the body its contours and form still remain corporeal and 

suggest not only a human absence but also a void as well. In the funerary context the suggestion 

has several implications. Are the paintings votives? Or are they dedications to the memory of the 

deceased? Are they biographical? An inscription identifies the owner as a man, Vel Pinies; 

perhaps he or his family chose to commemorate his military career through the tomb painting. 

The importance of tactility in the paintings, I argue, takes on another dimension as a kind of 

gradual transition from reality to art and life to death. The trompe l’oeil objects seem to project 

into the room as if they could be taken down from their posts. And the lack of an illusionistic 

environment painted around them reinforces that sense that the objects are real things in real 

space. I argue that, like the painted krater discussed above, the appearance of the objects also 

connects the deceased to the living. Just as the paintings seem to be real and material, the unseen 

presences of Vel Pinies and his family members, could be remembered and materialized in the 

mind’s eye, triggered by objects that visually suggest the presence of two-dimensional 

paraphernalia.    

 The implication of touch plays an important role in another aspect of the painting and that 

is the use of empirical perspective. The term refers to the translation of the three-dimensional 

world into a two-dimensional representation based on perceptual and sensual observation. On 

one of the shields there is an episema of a silver kantharos that combines a perceptual and 

                                                
158 François Lissarrague, "The World of the Warrior," in A City of Images: Iconography and Society in Ancient 
Greece (1989), p. 51, fig. 72. 
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empirical approach in the form of the object (fig. 48). I argue that this phenomenon creates 

ambiguity in the ontology of the depicted vase that, presumably, is meant to be a picture on the 

surface of the shield. As we have seen above and will see below, painters often took advantage 

of these relationships caused by naturalistic convention in order to bring experience and vision 

together. This approach exemplifies how a concept of the unity between experience and 

perception in theories of enargeia were translated into paintings. The painting of the shield 

addresses a viewer entirely through the materiality of objects and their physical characteristics. 

The vessel is rendered visually corporeal though composite perspective. The mouth is suggested 

through a dark black oval that seems to sit atop the body. Its form draws on empirical 

observation of containers rather than they way the appear from the side. If the painter had 

depicted the vessel solely through observation the mouth would be foreshortened into a thin oval 

or not rendered at all in order to match the side view of the vase. Through the camera lens, this 

effect can be captured (fig. 50). Modern artists like Paul Gauguin and Paul Cézanne, rallying 

against modern perspective depicted cups strikingly similar to the episema.  Circles see to “float” 

atop each vessel and tilt out, toward the viewer (fig. 51-52). In the depiction of the episema, I 

contend that this visual effect is an effort to capture more than the appearance of the vase but its 

sensual characteristics as well. Like the depictions of cloth that seem to project in space the 

kantharos also offers a display of its tactility. The choice to use composite perspective in the 

depiction of the kantharos may seem accidental from a modern point of view that values (or at 

least expects) naturalistic art to use a specific type of perspective, but I argue that the vessel 

combines vision and touch in a means parallel to the way that artists connect the paintings to real 

space. The depiction presents the vessel both as it appears to the eyes and as it might feel, two 

means of experiencing the object as three-dimensional. Ultimately the depicted vase is flat, 
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however, because it is a surface decoration for the shield. Yet like the dancing figures above, it 

seems to cross the boundary between art and reality and implicate touch and vision 

simultaneously. This duality in art mirrors human perception in life, which is not only visual but 

also tactile. 

III. Means of Support: Elevating the parergon to ergon 

To conclude my discussion of precedents I turn now to the depiction of still lifes in 

Hellenistic mosaics. I discuss how the development of isolated objects on plinths prefigures the 

value of vessels to a Roman audience and technical means of making them more present through 

the depiction of non-representational backgrounds. The plinth also demonstrates how objects 

came to be valued as subjects in their own right and indicative of virtuosity. An early example 

appears in mosaic from Pergamon (second century BCE) that depicts a bright green parrot 

perched on a plinth against a black background (fig. 53-54).159 This emblemata was part of larger 

ensemble that also featured a naturalistic garland with birds, fruit, and ribbons. The plinth, like 

the tables in the Etruscan tomb paintings, serves to elevate objects and make them more visible. 

The table, however, is both functional and a means a providing a display. The plinth by contrast 

is a distillation of this phenomenon to its essential feature: the elevation of a depicted object, 

both literally and figuratively. The means of the support is therefore a simple, rectilinear form 

that draws attention to the object. It transforms the parrot from “just” a naturalistic depiction of 

an animal into an autonomous work of art to be appreciated for its subject as well as the artist’s 

skill: the essential characteristics of a still life. In addition to the neutral backdrop, the plinth 

highlights the bird as a precious object and makes it more visible. It gives the bird a perch 

associated with statue bases and monuments and the result is that the colorful figure seems more 
                                                
159 Bernard Andreae, Antike Bildmosaiken (Mainz: Philipp von Zabern, 2003), 40-44; fig. 40-43. Sgatti, "Caratteri 
della 'natura morta'," 178. 
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three-dimensional, more real even when it is at its most artful as a showpiece. At the same time, 

the black background recedes while the brightly colored bird appears to project. The 

representation seems to render a living being immobile,160 allowing a viewer to enjoy its visual 

details of bright green feathers or the sense of depth the its perch suggests. In addition to the 

geometric shape of the plinth, the bird’s tail (or the plinth?) casts a behind the figures and acts as 

another marker of three-dimensional space and objects. The shadow, like the tacks of trompe 

l’oeil compositions, is a topos of three-dimensionality because it suggests the mass of an object 

that casts it and a surface on which it falls.161 The ubiquity of these details makes them easy to 

overlook which, as Bryson argues, is actually a powerful signifier in its own right.162 The 

shadow, like a tack, implies an object takes up mass and exists but it is easily taken for granted in 

light of the subject, in this case a colorful bird. 

As Rouveret, De Caro, and Wesenberg discuss, Aristotle offers evidence for the appeal 

and significance of still-life subjects as vehicles of mimesis.163 In two passages from his Poetics 

and De Partibus Animalium, Aristotle suggests in the case of depictions of “low” or disturbing 

subjects, particularly animals, a viewer takes pleasure in artist’s techne and is able to enjoy the 

work of art, without the disgust that the actual object would inspire.164 While I agree that mimesis 

was part of the appeal of depicted objects in Roman wall paintings, I argue that aesthetic 

pleasure was bound up with the subject itself and its material qualities. Depictions like the bird 

were not merely experiments with “low” subjects but rather explorations of the material world as 

it appeared and could be experienced. As has been suggested, furthermore, the sense of the 

passage in De Partibus Animalium is also a more complex exhortation to the serious study of all 

                                                
160 cf. Squire, Image and Text, 358; Croisille, Les natures mortes, 74, 5. 
161 Victor I. Stoichita, A Short History of the Shadow, trans. Anne-Marie Glasheen (London: Reaktion Books, 1997). 
162 Bryson, Looking at the Overlooked, 31-33. 
163 Rouveret, "Remarques sur les peintures de nature morte antiques," 12-14; De Caro, La natura morta, 14-15. 
164 Poetics 4.1448b4-19; On the passage see Halliwell, Aesthetics of Mimesis, 177ff.  
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types of animals.165 On one hand the passages reaffirm that artistic virtuosity was at stake for still 

lifes and, on the other, they suggest that in order to enjoy a subject one must recognize it as a 

depiction.  

The significance of the plinth is that it isolates what might otherwise be considered a 

secondary subject into a primary one. It also appears to have developed out of a tradition of 

“integrated” still lifes, as accounts of the works by the Greek painter, Protogenes (mid-fourth 

century BCE), suggest. Both Pliny and Strabo mention the success of the painter’s “parergia”, 

literally “sidepieces.”166 As the name suggests these subjects were considered ancillary to 

whatever was the main subject. In one case his painting of a satyr featured a popular ergon in 

Roman wall painting: 

…and there are also the paintings of Protogenes, his Ialysus and also his 
Satyr, the latter standing by a pillar, on top of which stood a male partridge. 
And at this partridge, as would be natural, the people were so agape when the 
picture had only recently been set up, that they would behold him with 
wonder but overlook the Satyr, although the latter was a very great success. 
But the partridge-breeders were still more amazed, bringing their tame 
partridges and placing them opposite the painted partridge; for their 
partridges would make their call to the painting and attract a mob of people. 
But when Protogenes saw that the main part of the work had become 
subordinate (τὸ ἔργον πάρεργον γεγονὸς ἐδεήθη), he begged those who 
were in charge of the sacred precinct to permit him to go there and efface the 
partridge, and so he did.167 

 

Although Protogenes destroys the depiction of the partridge, it was a successful image, on par 

with Zeuxis’s grapes. It fooled birds and brought admiration in spite of the artist’s intention. The 

painting of an elevated bird also suggests something of the subjects that were considered 

                                                
165 Karel Thein, "Aristotle on Why Study Lower Animals (De Partibus Animalium, I, 5, 644b22-645a36)," Eirene  
(2014): 214-15. 
166 In another painting, according to Pliny, Protogenes’ parergia showed off his skill because it highlighted his more 
complex designs by comparison: NH 35.36.101. 
167 Geography: Books 1-2, trans. Horace Leonard Jones, Loeb Classical Library 49 (Cambridge and London: 
Harvard University Press, 1917). 
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parergia in Greek painting and a context for the development of framed still lifes and the 

function of plinths. In a painting by an artist of the quattrocento, Carlo Crivelli, the Madonna and 

Child are joined by the artist’s characteristic display of lush fruits and a rooster that stands atop 

the decorative capital of a marble column. As a symbol of the passion story, the motif has 

significance beyond an interest in the objects per se (fig. 59).168 Yet their prominence in the 

paitning as parergia and the painter’s interest in an accurate portrayal of marble and identifiable 

bird—the rooster whose call would signal Peter’s denial of Jesus—demonstrate a transitional 

moment in the types of subjects seen worthy of depiction.169 

 Two mosaics from Delos, at the House of the Trident and the Agora of the Italians, depict 

vases on plinths in framed compositions (fig. 56-58).170 Like the parrot, the compositions have a 

neutral background, which further suggests their importance and makes their details more visible 

and therefore more vivid. They are also objects of elite display and appear as part of the material 

wealth of houses or commissioned for a public place. Athletic prizes were not low subjects, as 

the mosaics reaffirm. Rather, these still lifes were depictions of objects that distilled specific 

values into a convention of representation that they shared with other non-anthropomorphic 

subjects. The mosaic at the House of the Trident was set in the northeast of the court and features 

a depiction of a Panathenaic amphora set on a rectangular cube (fig. 56). The proportions of the 

vessel and its figural ornament immediately identify it as prize amphora given to the victor of a 

chariot race. It has a long body and neck; at the center, reddish-orange and black tesserae depict 

a black-figure design of a charioteer and two leaping horses. A laurel crown leans against the 

side of the vessel and behind it there is an oblique palm branch with a yellow-colored fillet. As 

                                                
168 Ronald Lightbrown, Carlo Crivelli (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2004), 8-11; 15-21. 
169 cf. Stoichita, The self-aware image. The rooster refers to Jesus’ prediction that Peter would deny him three times 
before the cock crowed and the column refers to the flagellation of Christ. 
170 A third example comes from the House of the Masks and was most likely made by the same workshop: Philippe 
Bruneau, Mosaïques de Délos (Pars: Boccard, 1973), 10-11; 15; 32-33. 
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Sterling Dow notes, the vessel is certainly ceramic and not metal because it depicts the 

traditional black-figure style of prize vases.171 As a still life, the display of prizes could have 

suggested temporality, in that it occupied a specific moment before or after it was awarded to a 

victor. There is no sign of this narrative here. Instead the vases suggest a timelessness that 

emphasizes their visual form, relationship to competition as an abstract value, and the role of the 

vase as a precious object of display. The charioteer and his horses also animate the surface of the 

vessel and point to a specific type of victory. Like the depictions of black-figure vases above, the 

figural ornament seems to have a life of its own, at once a depiction of a stilled design and an 

animated miniature athlete striving for victory.  

Similarly, the vessel from the Agora of the Italians (ca. 100 B.C.E.) shows the vase 

elevated with additional signs of victory around it (fig 57-58). Today it remains in situ in a niche 

on the north side of the agora. Though it is only partially preserved, what remains shows that the 

piece is roughly square and made up of red, green, yellow, white, and black tesserae. It also has a 

triplicate border of several different geometric patterns. In the center of the mosaic, depicted on a 

white background, is a bronze hydria that is set on a flanged plinth. Also at an angle and leaning 

against the plinth is a crown tied with a fillet. The depicted prize accompanies a Greek 

inscription that names a Publius Satricanius who is attested at Delos around 100 BCE.172 Perhaps 

the image commemorates a specific victory. Regardless, it conveyed Satricanius’s status as an 

image that connected him to an elite tradition and the material prizes that came along with it. A 

testament to this relationship is that the subject was suitable for public display and worthy of an 

inscription.  

                                                
171 Sterling Dow, "Panathenaic Amphorae from the Hellenistic Period," Hesperia 5 (1936): 50-58. 
172 Bruneau, Mosaïques de Délos, 11. 
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III. Materiam superabat opus: From Miniature Metals to Trompe l’oeil Vessels 

At the Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15) in Pompeii, wall paintings echo the tradition described 

above in their elite contexts, the prominence of athletic themes, and, above all, a delight in the 

materiality of metals and the function of vases as showpieces, prizes, even personal adornment 

(fig. 60-61). In spite of the historical context and the quantity of vases in frescoes they have 

never been given attention as important subjects in their own right. Their value was not 

diminished by quantity or miniaturization, rather, as I argue it heightened the very material 

effects that made the models of these paintings so desirable. 

During the first century CE, when the paintings at the house were created, the availability 

of luxury items such as metal vessels had increased. The “emphatic materialism” of Roman 

fresco173 is demonstrated in evidence for the private consumption of metal vessels and, I argue, 

their depiction as miniatures in Third and Fourth Style frescoes. Silver dining ware found in 

Pompeii as well as the famous Boscoreale Treasure, illustrate the high quality of craftsmanship 

possible and a taste of the components of collections now lost.174 Such finds suggest access to 

wealth in addition to aesthetic tastes. In 1966, archaeologists working at the House of Julius 

Polybius (IX.13.1-3) in Pompeii discovered a fifth century bronze krater with an inscription that 

identifies it as a prize from the festival of Hera at Argos.175 Commenting on the vase, Andrew 

Wallace-Hadrill aptly refers to Polybius as a “serious collector.” How the Pompeian actually 

came to acquire the vase is a mystery. A taste for Greek bronze, however, apparently led some 

                                                
173 Bergmann, "New Perspectives " 17; "A Painted Garland," 65-66. 
174 Ann Kuttner, Dynasty and empire in the age of Augustus: the case of the Boscoreale Cups (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1995); Kenneth Lapatin, ed. The Berthouville Silver Treasure and Roman Luxury (Los Angeles: 
J. Paul Getty Museum, 2014); Kenneth S. Painter, The Insula of the Menander at Pompeii. Vol. 4: The Silver 
Treasure, 4 vols. (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2001). 
175 Wallace-Hadrill, Rome's cultural revolution, 393; Maria Letizia Lazzarini and Fausto Zevi, "Necrocorinthia a 
Pompei: una idria bronzea per le gare di Argo," Prospettiva: rivista di storia dell'arte antica e moderna 56 (1989): 
33-48. Martial, Ep. 14.93, describes antique silver pocula (cups) that were valuable for their age and attribution to 
Mentor: T.J. Leary, Martial Book XIV: the Apophoreta (London: Duckworth, 1996), 153. 
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Roman colonists to loot Corinthian graves in search of vases to sell in Rome. These were dubbed 

“Necrocorinthia” for their inauspicious origins.176 

The importance of depicting the materiality of metals, therefore, was to conjure their 

value as luxuries and surround the house owner in material signs of fashion and prosperity. 

Building on the tradition of depicting vases as still-life subjects, painters experimented with a 

variety of styles and compositional devices from frames (fig. 62) to vignettes (fig. 67-72). 

Through inscriptions, some biographical information is known about at least one owner of this 

house, L. Ceius Secundus. Mariette De Vos suggests that the phases of the wall paintings, both 

of which prominently include metal vessels, reflect his political fortunes. The Third Style 

frescoes of the fauces (a), atrium (b), cubiculum (c) and triclinium (e) date after the earthquake 

of 62 CE and the Fourth Style paintings of the garden area (h) date to the period after Secundus 

became aedile in 76 CE.177 His well placed house on the small (perhaps quieter) street of the 

vicolo del Menandro near the center of Pompeii and its décor fit his station as he rose through 

local ranks.178 

Beyond its monumental façade, the interior of the house from its fauces to garden is 

visible (fig. 63). The exterior architecture and view through the house made the most of a 

relatively small floor plan by giving the impression that it was larger than it was in reality.179 

                                                
176 Strabo 8.6.23. Other exotica found at Pompeii include fragments of giraffe bones; Steven Ellis and Gary Devore 
identify them as “novelty” food items associated with processions, staged hunts and games (munia): "The Fifth 
Season of Excavations at VIII.7.1-15 and the Porta Stabia at Pompeii: Preliminary report,"  FastiOnline Documents 
& Research (2010).; Steven J.R. Ellis, "Eating and Drinking Out," in A Cultural History of Food, ed. Paul Erdkamp 
(Oxford and New York: Berg, 2012), 108-09. 
177 Giovanni Pugliese Carratelli, ed. Pompei: pitture e mosaici, 10 vols. (Roma: Instituto della enciclopedia italiana, 
1990), 1:407-08. Since one of the offices of an aedile was entertainment, the hunt scene may even recall a bestiaria. 
Some of Third Style frescoes also show signs of repair at a later date, perhaps before or contemporary with the 
garden frescoes. Ehrhardt notes that some of the later wall paintings lack the refinement of earlier examples, which 
suggests repair: Stilgeschichtliche Untersuchungen an Römischen Wandmalereien (Mainz am Rhein: Philipp von 
Zabern, 1987), 108-09. Traces of First Style also remain in the house, see Laidlaw, The First Style in Pompeii, 61-
64. 
178 The street names in Pompeii are modern identifications. 
179 In PPM, 1:408. The authors give the dimensions as about 10 x 29 meters.  
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Although the paintings are faded today and obscured by modern architectural supports, 

reconstruction preserves something of the original physical quality of the space and its lighting 

(fig. 64-65). Sunlight enters the atrium through the large impluvium and entrance to the garden 

room. The atrium’s walls were originally polished to a high gloss, so that the red, black, and 

white planes of color would have seemed as reflective as metal or glass. A delicate pattern of 

Third Style architecture and vignettes divided and punctuated the planes, adding detail to the 

surfaces (fig. 65-66). The large areas of color created the impression of depth and projection 

purely by means of contrast.180 At the same time, vignettes seemed to advance from the surface 

of the orthostates as the gem-like ornaments of a miniature collection (fig. 67-72). The 

phenomenon of color, made the paintings, particularly details of the depicted vessels, more vivid 

and present in the real space of the room. The pairing of light and dark colors next to one another 

makes the lighter color appear to advance and the darker to recede, therefore the red areas of the 

frieze make the white come forward while the black areas of the orthostates make the red come 

forward (fig. 65). The effect at once makes the wall appear to have spatial depth and yet still 

reasserts its planar surface, as I discuss below. The tension created was mirrored in the 

appearance of the vignettes with their metallic colors that seemed to be a part of the wall and real 

space at the same time. The paintings added an additional layer of luxury while their visual 

effects—like the design of house’s architecture—altered a visitor’s visual experience to 

incorporate the material signs of status and success.  

In his study of the relationship between the color field paintings of the modern artist, 

Mark Rothko (1903-1970), and the Second Style, Vincent J. Bruno observes that no murals since 

                                                
180 cf. Vincent J. Bruno, "Mark Rothko and the Second Style: The Art of the Color-Field in Roman Murals," in Eius 
Virtutis Studiosi: Classical and Post-Classical Studies in Memory of Frank Edward Brown (1908-1988), ed. Russell 
T. Scott and Ann Reynolds Scott, Mark Rothko and the Second Style (Washington D.C.: 1993), 235-55. See 
discussion below, 81-100. 
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antiquity, until the twentieth century, ever used color in quite this way. Rothko, who was 

strongly attracted to Pompeian painting, painted large-scale color fields that united figure and 

ground through the optical effect of the juxtaposition of color. His works layer geometric shapes 

over one another, at once emphasizing the canvas as a flat surface and an extension of the 

viewer’s experience (fig. 73). Bruno explains that like the modern color fields, those of Roman 

wall paintings also created an experience of transcendence and boundary:  

The parallel between the color-field paintings of Rothko and the ancient 
murals of the Second Style involves certain principles of design that are 
fundamental to both. Already in his ‘classical’ period of the early 1950’s, 
Rothko had treated the color-field panels in his paintings as being somehow 
suspended in air, so that one is always aware of the space behind [the color-
field panel]. They seem to detach from the canvas as though floating in an 
atmosphere, yet they remain fixed as a boundary for the actual space we 
occupy. In other words, the architectonic image suggests a finite zone within 
which the viewer moves about normally, but provides at the same time a 
sense that it is possible to pass beyond it into another realm that seems 
infinite, characterized only by light and color.181 (emphasis added) 

 

The tension inherent in this relationship between the planes of color to one another (some 

advancing, some receding) and the viewer’s space created a vivid experience of continuity 

between painting and reality. Through this affect the figural imagery of the atrium not only 

seemed to be more present in the room but also color. The wall paintings created a sense of 

presence that affected the viewer’s experience of the atrium as a space. While light and color 

combined to transform the wall surfaces into reflective, shifting planes. During the day the 

phenomenon would have been all encompassing, surrounding a visitor with bright light and 

reflective surface. At night, lit by lamps and moonlight the darker colors of the walls would fully 

recede and bring its lighter color planes and vignettes even more forward toward real space. The 

space became a kind of spectacle of color and materiality that one became a part of, merely by 

                                                
181 Ibid. 238. 
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entering the house. It was perceived as a grand and well-appointed house, befitting its owner, 

who had ownership over the spectacle of surfaces.  

It is against these walls that “parergia” of athletic prizes were painted (fig. 67-71). Once 

brightly colored, most of the compositions have faded. They require comparison to better 

preserved examples in cubiculum c or elsewhere in Pompeii and Herculaneum in order to 

imagine their original appearance. All of the vignettes, including the vessels, are conventional 

subjects; of the surviving examples two are anthropomorphic figures, a winged victory with a 

palm branch and an eros, and the other five are groups of vases on plinths. The victory and a 

trochus (hoop) in one of the vignettes make the athletic theme explicit and confirm that the tiny 

vases are prizes.182  

Even today the visibility of the compositions is striking. From inside of the triclinium (e) 

a vase on a plinth at the opposite end of the atrium is visible (fig. 74). When the vase and its 

plinth were first painted the design would have seemed to stand out even more prominently 

against the red wall, evoking the appearance of a gold or silver ornament. Today the remains of 

the painted vases have a slight yellowish tint that might suggest the former. At the Casa di Casca 

Longus (I.6.8-9) in Pompeii (fig. 72), a small cubiculum connected to the atrium featured 

similarly colored vignettes, probably by the same workshop as the paintings at the Casa dei Ceii. 

One particularly well-preserved example features a hydria on a low plinth with two venabuli 

(spears) leaning behind it. A tall pillar next to the vase appears unadorned but still three-

dimensional like the plinth. It adds a spatial element in the object, like the ground line, that 

suggests three-dimensionality. Other vignettes in the atrium at the Casa dei Ceii appear with blue 

and yellowish pigments, which suggest a mix of silver-colored vessels. Their plinths appear the 
                                                
182 Each composition measures a little over 20 centimeters in height and is painted around eye-level or 1.7 meters 
from the ground, which is typical for this type; for the still life with the trochus on the east wall see PPM, 3:427-28, 
fig. 27. 
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same color today but we might imagine that originally they were a slightly different hue like the 

example from the Casa di Casca Longus. Or the objects and their supports could have been 

monochromatic. In cubiculum c, discussed below, small plinths appear to be the same silvery 

blue as the vessels that they support (fig. 80). In the southwest corner of the atrium a trio of vases 

on pillars appear as light gray-blue traces (fig. 68). All three appear to be urns, each has a small 

foot and wide, bell-shaped mouth. Although it is difficult to say with certainty there appears to 

have been some indication of space between the pillars; the base of the middle pillar is slightly 

higher than those on either side of it, which suggests recession. It is difficult to tell for certain if, 

in addition to the visual effect of the color field, these vessels also had haptic visual presence 

through the use of empirical perspective. In the triclinium (e) several vessels do exhibit the use 

of the technique (fig. 98). Depicted against non-representational backdrops that are framed, 

however, their appearance of projection is attenuated. As I explore below, the smaller color 

fields condense the effect of those in the atrium. While the color still appears to recede it is on a 

smaller scale because “frames” break up the imposing planes of color into more tangible and 

numerous compositions. 

The best-preserved depictions of miniature vases at the house appear cubiculum c (fig. 

75-81). Silvery blue with daubs of white highlight, they suggest what the vignettes in the atrium 

might have originally looked like, glittering against the red wall. In these vases—the smallest of 

any depicted in the paintings of the house—all attention is on their metal surfaces. I argue that 

they demonstrate a figural subject in which materiality seems to transcend the mimetic object in 

favor of its surface and physical effects. The design of the paintings in the room is similar to the 

atrium with the same color palette and juxtapositions of light and dark planes but like the 

composition in e, they are divided into smaller areas of color. The designers worked within the 
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conventions of Roman wall painting and fit the wall divisions—based on the First Style—to the 

smaller proportions of the room. This choice gave more areas for “framed” still-life compositions 

as well as mythological scenes. It also suggests a correspondence with room function. Although 

the cubiculum (c) doesn’t have evidence for a specific function its size and the paintings suggest 

that people lingered here, perhaps reclining or otherwise inhabiting a space with décor that 

invited prolonged viewing.183 

The smaller color fields and the network of miniature architecture and ornament diffuse 

an appearance of three-dimensionality and instead re-assert the surface of the wall in rectilinear 

fragments of color (fig. 75-76). The orthostates alternate between red and a pale, light blue-green 

while the uppermost frieze features rectilinear areas of black, red, and yellow. Between this 

frieze and the orthostates there is a “course” of alternating yellow and black rectangular planes. 

Borders with decorative patterns divide the planes and frame still lifes of vessels on yellow 

ground and birds and fruit on a black background. The shorter walls and the variety of color 

variations in the friezes undermine any suggestion of space within the painting. Next to the red 

planes the white areas still seem to project but miniature architectural forms and decorative 

borders interrupt it with their detail. The color fields do not have the same presence of the atrium 

even though their palette is approximately the same.  

In cubiculum c the depiction of the shining metal vessels echoes the emphasis on surface 

that governs the design overall (fig. 79-81). Because they are miniatures, however, one has to 

look closely to see that they too are depicted objects and not purely ornament like the borders 

that frame them. The still lifes of birds and fruit that alternated with the vessels are very faded 

but originally they also would have been recognizable and appear to emerge as three-

                                                
183 The figural paintings suggest a literary-musical theme: ibid., 3:430. 
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dimensional figures against the black background (fig. 77-78). Here, the phenomenon of 

“detachment” highlighted above in Bruno’s passage is conveyed not through monumental planes 

of color but on the smaller scale that matches the size the still lifes. I argue that the optical effect 

made the miniatures appear to project by means of trompe l’oeil techniques seen previously in 

the depiction of figural ornament on the surface of curtains. Along with this emphasis on their 

materiality, the tiny objects have the presence of precious ornament and the adaptability of 

personal adornments. Their small, manageable size makes it seem as if they are not only visually 

autonomous from the wall but also any specific environment. Only small and insubstantial 

ground lines seem to connect them to gravity. 

In c, two compositions that feature still lifes of vessels are visible today.184 In the better-

preserved example from the west wall the vessels seems to “float” as a vignette on the yellow 

background (fig. 79-81). The minimal ground line and frame make the composition between a 

vignette or a framed still life. Five vessels appear in a row and their varying heights create a 

composition that peaks at the center. From left to right there is a plinth with a patera resting 

obliquely against its side, a hydria with two handles on its shoulder, a smaller hydria on a plinth, 

a basin, and a cista (container) with its lid leaning against it. The objects glimmer from their 

yellow background and invite a closer inspection to observe their material detail. In spite of their 

size, I argue that the painted vessels’ presence is still tied to their materiality. As the painter’s 

attention to detail demonstrates, even though the objects are miniatures they are still meant to be 

understood as sparkling, precious things. What changes is their balance of mimesis and 

invention. Their mimetic models become ornament in a combination of the painter’s imagination 

and the objects of the material world. Moving further away from an actual vase as a model, the 

                                                
184 There would have been at least one more composition on the east wall. 
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painter manipulates familiar forms into new sizes and more unusual shapes. The highlights come 

as close to abstraction as possible while still being identifiable as a particular effect of light. The 

surface becomes so much the focus of the vases so that the visual effect of metal is of the same 

importance as the identifiable form. Nonetheless small plinths that are hardly more than minute 

cubes still appear to raise the vases or offer a support for a circular objects like the patera. The 

compositions therefore demonstrate a fixation on materiality that still belongs to a tradition of 

depicting elevated vessels.  

An appeal of the miniature vessels, I argue, was in their visibility from a distance, in spite 

of their size, and the artist’s ability to paint a small object that is still identifiable and appears 

corporeal. In the atrium the miniatures so dramatically contrasted with the space that they add to 

its appearance of being larger than it actually is. The opposition between large space and small 

ornament suggests a delight in the features of each and resonates with depictions in other 

media,185 even public spectacles.186 Yet the compositions were still visible from one end of the 

space to the other, making them even more striking as tiny things with material presence. As 

Michael Squire has recently pointed out, a passage in Pliny that has often been interpreted as 

disparaging of still lifes actually seems to reflect favorably on their small size.187 In readings of 

the passage scholars tend to focus on the unpleasant nickname given to the painter, Piraeicus, 

and apply its implications to the “small” or “minor” pictures (minoris picturae) that he painted. 

They conclude that ancient still lifes were a low or minor subject.188 Instead, the success of 

Protogenes’ parergon and the prominence of miniatures in Roman fresco suggest that the 
                                                
185 Especially Lysippos’ minitature the Herakles Epitrapezios (Herakles at the Table); on the evidence for the work 
and its miniturist conceit see Elizabeth Bartman, Ancient Sculptural Copies in Miniature (Brill, 1992), 147-86. 
186 Dwarfs are an example of human spectacle in antiquity, e.g. Suetonius, Aug. 43; Dio Cassius, Roman History, 
67.8.2, Chelsea A.M. Gardner, "Spectacular Antiquity,"  https://spectacularantiquity.wordpress.com. 
187 Squire, Image and Text, 358-71. 
188 Ling, Roman Painting, 153-57; Rouveret, "Remarques sur les peintures de nature morte antiques."; Jean-Michel 
Croisille, "Deux Artistes Mineurs chez Pline L'Ancien (N.H., XXXV, 112; 155): Piraeicus et Possis," Revue de 
philologie, de littérature et d'histoire anciennes  (1968). 
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dimensions of Piraeicus’ works did not diminish the significance of his achievements.189 Pliny 

writes: 

Namque subtexi par est minoris picturae celebres in penicillo, e quibus fuit 
Piraeicus arte paucis postferendus: proposito nescio an distinxerit se, 
quoniam humilia quidem secutus humilitatis tamen summam adeptus est 
gloriam.  Tonstrinas sutriasque pinxit et asellos et obsonia ac similia, ob haec 
cognominatus rhyparographos, in iis consummatae voluptatis, quippe eae 
pluris veniere quam maximae multorum. (NH 35.37.112) 
 
For it is fitting to add something about the artists whose fame for the brush 
stems from a lesser style of painting. Among these was Piraeicus, who should 
be ranked below few in skill. I rather think that he won distinction by his 
choice of subjects, inasmuch as, although adopting a humble line, he 
nevertheless attained in that field of humility the pinnacle of glory. He 
painted barber’s shops, cobblers’ stalls, asses, viands and the like: 
consequently, he received the name rhyparographos [‘painter of sordid 
subjects’]. In these paintings, however, he gives exquisite pleasure, indeed, 
they have fetched bigger prices than the largest works of many.190 

 

Although Piraecus’ cognomen, “rhyparographos” was not flattering, there is little indication that 

Pliny shares this negative view of the artist. Instead, he seems to have enjoyed the paradox that 

small paintings fetched such a high price.191 The tiny metal vessels depicted at the Casa dei Ceii 

therefore were delightful (Pliny uses the term “voluptas”) precisely because they condensed the 

appeal of their models into a small yet well formed depiction. The miniatures’ charm (or lack 

thereof) was determined by contemporary tastes or the judgments of viewers. Rouveret 

furthermore points out that Piraeicus’ contemporaries and/or rivals gave him this cognomen. The 

judgments of competing artists were conditioned by the styles and techniques that they practiced 

                                                
189 Miniatures are ubiquitous not only in Campanian wall paintings but examples from Rome, at Nero’s Domus 
Aurea, and France. See Paul G.P. Meyboom and Eric M. Moorman, Le decorazioni dipinte e marmoree della domus 
aurea di Nerone a Roma, 2 vols. (Leuven: Peeters, 2013); Alix Barbet, Le peinture murale en Gaule romaine (Paris: 
Picard, 2008). 
190 Trans. Squire, Image and Text, 264. 
191 Ibid., 366. cf. Pliny’s comment on Timanthes’s painting of a miniature Cyclops: Sunt et alia ingenii eius exempla, 
veluti Cyclops dormiens in parvola tabella, cuius et sic magnitudinem exprimere cupiens pinxit iuxta Satyros thyrso 
pollicem eius metientes. NH 35.36.75. cf. also Martial, Ep. 9.43 the miniature Herakles Epitrapezios: exiguo Magnus 
in aere deus/great god in little bronze; see Bartman, Ancient Sculptural Copies in Miniature, 147-49. 
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and not necessarily the tastes of patrons. What is more, she suggests that a fourth century BCE 

polemic against Pausias’ paintings of flowers carried on into the second century. The mosaicist, 

Sosos’ asarotos oikos (fig. 55) was even something of a challenge to detractors: “La nature 

morte es qualifiée de genre vil et sale? Alors autant peindre des ordures!”192 The Romans 

inherited this tradition with its variegated themes but not always the same proclivities or bias. 

 A taste for varying proportions between objects is evident throughout Roman wall 

paintings, including the Second Style, which is usually associated with naturalism because of the 

comments of Vitruvius.193 Miniature landscapes, objects, and architectural ornament prominently 

appear among their depicted environments. Two paintings from the mature to late phases of the 

Second Style at the Casa del Labirinto (Pompeii, VI.11.8-10) and Casa di Augusto display 

figures, buildings, and fruit in imaginative proportions. In a fragment, now at the Museo 

Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, the proportions of still lifes of game, masks, and a tholos, at 

first appear relatively consistent (fig. 82-83). Upon closer inspection its various details announce 

the artificiality of the scene. I argue that they are an instance of pictorial reflexivity that 

demonstrates an awareness of representational paradox. The details also provide the necessary 

“gaps” to draw the viewer into the painting, even as she maintains awareness of its status as a 

depiction. Miniaturization is part of this process because it counters expectation and at the same 

time still provides opportunity to delight in an object’s visual characteristics. In the painting from 

the museum, the tholos seems to be at a distance from the architecture that frames it. A wide, 

dark-colored border, however, announces that the depiction is of a framed picture. At the steps of 

the building there are two draped figures that appear to be making their observances. One, to the 

right, gestures as if setting down a dedication of fruit that are half the size of her body. The scale 

                                                
192 Rouveret, "Remarques sur les peintures de nature morte antiques," 12-17. The quotation comes from p. 17. 
193 7.5.1-8. See Sarah R.  Yerkes, "Vitruvius' monstra," Journal of Roman Archaeology 13, no. 1 (2000): 234-51. 
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of the fruit suggests the importance of its identification while its size transforms the figures into 

miniatures. At the Casa dei Ceii, in the northeast corner of the atrium a miniature vignette depicts 

a vessel on a plinth as well as a tiny bird (fig. 70). It recalls Protogenes’ parergon but its small 

size was not meant to deceive. Instead its appears as precious ornament, perhaps inspired by the 

famous painting, but just as likely a composition borne of the subjects at the wall painter’s 

disposal. Though small, it appears to have consistent proportions. The bird and the vase are 

roughly the same size and stand on pedestals of similar heights. Similar to the tholos, tt is the 

whole space of the atrium and actual human viewers that make the still-life compositions appear 

small by comparison.  

Although the miniatures evoke actual vessels and animals, I argue that their size connects 

them to another class of luxury object: personal adornment.194 Similar to Etruscan ornament, 

miniature vessels appear in ancient Greco-Roman jewelry of the second century BCE onward 

(fig. 84-90). Although all of the pieces I discuss come from collections, the phenomenon that 

they reflect is a ubiquitous taste for figuration in ancient adornments. Transforming raw 

materials into an identifiable object was one way of adding to an already valuable medium—

gold, silver, ivory, gems, et al.—and marking it with the sign of human presence and use. The 

depiction of a vase was doubly an index of craft since it was a manmade subject that was 

inextricable from facture and function. Figuration and ornament also amplified natural effects 

metals by creating more planes of reflective surface that made light dominate the object in the 

right setting. Similar to the miniatures of Roman wall painting, a silver pendant could appear to 

be entirely a visual effect. The pendants of earrings in the shape of vases offer an illustrative case 

for the appeal the vignettes. The small pendants have varying degrees of detail, some quite 
                                                
194 In her analysis of luxury building during the second century BCE, Marden Nichols discusses a contemporary 
association between the well-appointed décor of houses as a positive expenditure versus the adornment of a 
courtesan which is negative: "Contemporary perspectives on luxury building in second-century BC Rome," 52-56. 
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elaborate but all made of precious metals. One of the most exquisite examples is a pair of 

earrings at the British Museum (fig. 84-85).195 They are dated between the mid second century 

BCE and the mid first century CE.  Both are approximately identical and made of white gold 

with a contrasting black gem or enamel insert above a small eros on the front of the earring. 

Pendants in the shape of amphorae dangle from each clasp. The tiny vases have long, granulated 

volute handles that extend from their mouth to the middle of their body. The shoulder is further 

ornamented in a pattern of curving loops made from the same technique. Granulation was a 

popular embellishment and appears in simpler pendants at the Walters Art Museum in Baltimore 

(fig. 86-88).196 This ancient technique of applying individual globules of metal results in a piece 

that looks as if it has been adorned with strings of pearls. It is also an additive process like the 

patches of white highlight in the painted vessels of cubiculum c at the Casa dei Ceii. Both 

sculpture and painted vases are embellished with light; the granulated patterns in the jewelry 

create rows of reflective dots and, like white pigment, visual effects blends with the medium so 

that light itself becomes an ornament.  

  Perhaps the most evocative parallel between the jewelry and paintings is also the subtlest: 

supporting the foot of each amphora is a small pedestal that is crafted atop a flanged podium (fig.  

84-85). From the precursors of still lifes described above to the miniatures in the paintings at the 

Casa dei Ceii, a podium figuratively and conceptually elevates the objects to the realm of statues 

                                                
195 BM 1905,1026.2, Inv. 2324-2325, Height: 7cm, ca. 150 CE. The earrings purportedly come from a tomb near 
Damascus and were acquired by the British Museum from the Tabbagh Frères in 1905. For a catalog entries and 
several comparable examples at the BM, see Marshall, Catalogue of the Jewellery, Greek, Etruscan, and Roman, pp. 
272-75, pl. 51; Susan Walker and Peter Higgs, Cleopatra of Eygpt: From History to Myth (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2001), pp. 93-94, nos. 104-05. cf. also a pair of earrings with pendants in the shape of amphorae 
with garlands around the shoulder: Maria Rosaria Borriello et al., "Le Collezioni del Museo Nazionale di Napoli," 
(Roma e Milano: De Luca, 1989), 2:210-11, no. 31. 
196 Sabine Albersmeier, Bedazzled, 5,000 years of jewelry: the Walters Art Museum (Baltimore and London: Walters 
Art Museum and Giles, 2005); Objects of adornment: five thousand years of jewelry from the Walters Art Gallery, 
Baltimore,  (New York: The American Federation of Ars, 1984); Bedazzled, 5,000 years of jewelry: the Walters Art 
Museum.  
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and monuments. In jewelry these “podiums” are not limited to vases. At the Walters Art 

Museum two pendants in the shape of erotes or a sphinx also feature square bases (fig. 89-90). 

Like the vessels these pendants are also conventional subjects of vignettes and miniatures in wall 

painting. We should imagine once again how painted objects and their real counterparts created a 

visual dialogue. In the space of an elite house like the Casa dei Ceii, an eros or amphora dangling 

from an earlobe probably caught the same light as the wall paintings and both pendants—plastic 

and painted—momentarily seemed weightless.  

In her study of the paintings in triclinium q at the Casa dei Vettii (VI.15.1) at Pompeii, 

Valladares discusses similar visual effects in the vignettes of mythological couples. She explains 

how the spatial ambiguities of the color fields and the attractive, naturalistic subjects create a 

tension between presence and absence. The triclinium features detailed and animated pairs of 

lovers appear who appear to float and dance in front of the wall’s surface. Their simultaneous 

naturalism and miniaturization entices the viewer and, through the optical effect of the color 

field, the miniatures momentarily seem to close the “gap” between viewer and object of desire: 

The floating couples’ ever-greater, yet elusive proximity is also paralleled by 
the paintings’ illusion of a shifting distance between viewer and image. 
Framed by, trompe l’oeil incisions that recall the setting for gem-stones, these 
suspended lovers inhabit an ambiguous space. In every instance, these frames 
are intersected and punctured by the gods’ attributes, suggesting their 
instability as restrictive devices. As they float through the crimson ether, 
made fluid by their half-striding, half-dancing movement, the gods and their 
beloved appear to rise not only upwards, but also outwards toward the 
viewer, and thus to be lying just beneath the surface indicated by the painted 
incisions.197 

 

Even when the miniatures are no longer imitative of the size and forms of actual vessels, I argue 

that their materiality remains operative and is even enhanced the qualities they share with 

                                                
197 Hérica Valladares, "Imago Amoris: The Poetics of Desire in Roman Painting," (Columbia University, 2006), 293. 
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adornments. The visual effect that occurs on a grand scale in the atrium—in the experience of 

color planes—occurs also on the small scale in the appearance of still life vignettes. The precious 

figures seem to come forward, to “detach” and appear to enter actual space. Their appearance of 

closeness and small size make them seem attainable, as if one could hold them like a figurine or 

gem. And perhaps, originally, displays in the rooms including just such small objects like an 

elegant and adorned Venus made of bronze (fig. 91) from Herculaneum198 provided such 

comparisons and truly made the paintings a part of a collection. 

 Decorated with patches of white highlight, the miniature vessels of the atrium and 

cubiculum e, I argue, were made vivid through the painter’s depiction of such details and their 

optical effects against a neutral background. They present the viewer with groups of precious 

things that seemed to reflect light like actual metals. Through attention to similar details, 

ekphrases of metals and other materials also conjured visualizations of divine creations and 

otherworldly places of color, light, and form. The paintings and the passages demonstrate how 

materiality was integral to enargeia because it united the unseen with the familiar. An audience 

listening to Ovid’s ekphrasis of the palace of the Sun, for example, need only recall the visual 

effect of metals or glass or ivory to conjure a phantasia of a structure made of luxurious and 

shining materials. Perhaps they were even surrounded by wall paintings with still lifes of tiny, 

bright vessels, and drinking from silver cups in a room where sunlight or firelight helped to 

transform Ovid’s picture from words into mental image:199  

Regia Solis erat sublimibus alta columnis,2 
clara micante auro flammasque imitante pyropo, 

                                                
198 Carol C. Mattusch, ed. Pompeii and the Roman villa: Art and Culture around the Bay of Naples (Washington, 
D.C. and London: National Gallery of Art and Thames and Hudson, 2008). cf. a painted marble statuette of Venus in 
a similar posture from Pompeii: Stefano De Caro, Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, Guida alle collezioni 
(Napoli: Electa Napoli, 1999), 100-01. 
199 cf. Leach, The Social Life of Painting, 106. The description of the palace and its material features was a trope of 
ancient literature, cf. Apuleius, Met. 5.1. See Anderson, below, n. 188.  
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cuius ebur nitidum fastigia summa tegebat,2 
argenti bifores radiabant lumine valvae.2 
materiam superabat opus: nam Mulciber illic  
aequora caelarat medias cingentia terras2 
terrarumque orbem caelumque, quod imminet orbi. 
(Met. 2.1-7) 
 
The palace of the Sun stood high on lofty columns, bright with glittering gold 
and bronze that shone like fire. Gleaming ivory crowned the gables above; 
the double folding doors were radiant with burnished silver. And the 
workmanship was more beautiful than the material. For upon the doors 
Mulciber [Vulcan] had carved in relief the waters that enfold the central 
earth, the circle of the lands and the sky that overhangs the lands.200 

 

Even though materiality features prominently in his lines, Ovid praises techne above all with his 

phrase “materiam superabat opus” (the work was surpassing the material). The imperfect case of 

the verb (superabat) even implies that the palace is in the process of being physically constructed 

just as its mental image was slowly rising up in the mind’s eye of the audience. The verb thereby 

makes present, in space and time, a fantastic vision and its facture. The praise of opus versus 

materia not only has a programmatic function in Phaethon’s story, it suggests the artists’ work as 

a transformation that improves, even conquers it. 201 With respect to the miniatures of vessels the 

artist literally “transforms” pigment into something new while figuratively he distilled their 

material into gem-like ornaments. The optical effect that made the vignette appear as a part of 

real space also suggests a progressive temporality. Like the imperfect tense that suggests the 

palace is constructed before the mind’s eye, the shifting objects were also always a kind of work 

in progress because it requires a viewer to achieve its full effect. The depiction of vessels, 

                                                
200 Metamorphoses, trans. Frank Justus Miller, Loeb Classical Library 42 (Cambridge and London: Harvard 
University Press, 1977), 61. 
201 Anderson explains the programmatic aspect of this description. It introduces the story of Phaethon, Apollo’s son 
who borrowed the god’s chariot and was unable to control it, temporarily scorching the earth. Ovid’s praise of craft 
therefore reflects order versus chaos ("Ovid's Metamorphoses: Books 1-5," 229. cf. Martial who suggests that some 
fine golden bowls are better for their craftsmanship: “Although, being noble, I am red with Callaican metal, I glory 
more in my craftsmanship—for this is the work of Mys.” trans. Leary, Martial Book XIV: the Apophoreta, 156-57. 
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furthermore, is an imitation of the works of other artists. The wall painter brought these raw 

materials—actual models, materials, and physical effects—into control. Miniaturization is the 

ultimate example of that control since it demonstrated the skill necessary to transform an object 

while still retaining its identity. In the paintings at the Casa dei Ceii, the miniature vessels 

emphasize glittering materiality but their form—as paintings and depictions of manmade items—

reminded the viewer that more than mimesis was at stake. The success of the demonstrated how 

a painter, and by extension a patron, could surpass nature through ability.  

 In triclinium e, the wall painter brought together themes depicted elsewhere throughout 

the areas of Third Style painting: illusionistic pinakes, metal vessels, birds, and fruit (fig 92-100). 

Here a version of all three pictorial categories described above are present in paintings filled with 

miniature realia (fig. 95; 97; 99). This room (and others like it) underscores the need to 

investigate Roman fresco from the perspective of materiality as it dominates the imagery of a 

given space. I argue that in the triclinium (e) where dining offered more prolonged viewing, the 

paintings presented a collection of miniature luxuries. The variety of the objects and their 

presence created through the techniques of the color field and empirical perspective brought the 

household and visitors alike into contact with a fantastic array of things. Even in one of the 

illusionistically framed paintings, Bacchus stands next to a pillar with a turibulum atop it (fig. 

95). The god, like the objects in the paintings around him seems to be a part of vignette all his 

own. In spite of the quantity of imagery, the gleam of the metals or color of birds and fruit 

addressed a viewer as a pleasing backdrop of form and color. Most who dined here were 

probably familiar with the conventions of wall paintings and needed little time to recognize the 

room’s themes. As a depicted collection the paintings conveyed a message of wealth as a whole 

and through their individual components of identifiable pieces.  



 93 

The triclinium is located toward the back of the atrium and adjacent to the garden area. 

Predominantly painted black and red, it appears to have been a winter triclinium in accordance 

with Vitruvius’s recommendation that dark wall paintings were appropriate to seasonal use.202  

On the walls the colors seem to advance and recede in a pattern of divided planes. Above, a 

white frieze features insubstantial architectural forms and elaborate, miniature vines and garlands 

that spring from small metal urns (fig. 93; 99). The variety of the objects in terms of their 

individual types, furthermore, suggests this taste for collecting through a program of Bacchic 

imagery. The depicted vessels include miniature basins, aryballoi, kantharoi, and at least one 

lidded vessel. Among the identifiable birds and fruit there is a goose, songbird, and a hoopoe 

(fig. 96) 203 as well as pears, quinces, and dates or nuts. An unusual still life of a pair of sandals is 

also portrayed below the orthostate, next to the south door (fig. 100).204  

One of the best preserved of the depicted vessels is a luter (small basin) on three animal 

legs (fig. 97-98).205 Its wide mouth and covering exemplify the use of empirical perspective and, 

along with the neutral backdrop, create presence, while the obliquely placed cloth suggests the 

object’s corporeality. Even though the vessel’s location near the frieze meant that it was above 

eye-level, its form against the black background is still clear, and suggests something of its 

original appearance. The room’s entrances and an east window lit the paintings and made the 

depicted vessels actually shine like real metal. The luter has a yellow-maroon colored surface 

and stands on three spindly animal legs. Like the vase on the trompe l’oeil shield at the Tomba 

Giglioli (fig. 48) as well as other, similar vessels from paintings of the Second Style through 

Fourth Styles (fig. 179), the basin has a wide, circular mouth that is depicted as if seen from 

                                                
202 Dark colors were appropriate to winter rooms because the smoke from lamps faded lighter colors: 6.4.1. 
203 In PPM the authors identify several mythological scene including the story of Procne and Itys in which a hoopoe 
also appears (1:408-410). In the painting, the bird’s crest suggests the attribution.  
204 They may refer to a practice of taking off one’s sandals before a banquet: Carratelli, PPM, vol. 1, fig. 50. 
205 Riz, Bronzegefässe, p. 95, cat. no. 189, taf. 53.3. 
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above, in contrast to its body, which is seen from the side. The shape makes the object seem to 

tilt forward to display its contents and three-dimensional basin. It also seems to show off a 

maroon-colored object and a small white ribbon within.206 The cloth appears to be thin and scarf-

like or folded and it has thin white fringes similar to those depicted on the curtains from the 

Republican sanctuary at Brescia (fig. 18) and the Casa dei Quattro Stili (I.1.8) and Casa del 

Criptoportico in Pompeii (fig. 9, 31).207 It also partly conceals the vessel’s contents and thereby 

adds an element of suggestion. What significantly conveys mass, however, is the shape of the 

cloth and its angle. The edge with the fringes appears wider at the front of the basin and tapered 

toward the back in the shape of an arc to suggest recession and the width of the vessel’s mouth. 

Together the objects create a sense of three-dimensionality and tactility. The views of the vessel 

and tapered cloth suggest the use of perspective that alludes to naturalism but displays both 

haptic and optic visual data. Behind the vessel there are two small torches or branches. They add 

another oblique angle, and suggest the objects’ sacral character that resonates with the depiction 

of Bacchus nearby.208 Although the height of such objects would seem to preclude appreciation 

of their details, I argue that it actually conveys a sense of the paintings as a fantastic collection. 

There are so many objects in the frescoes of e that they cannot be contained in a single register. 

Instead, as if displayed in a tall, wall-to-wall cabinet, they contain multiple shelves of precious 

things. The objects—vessels, illusionistic pinakes, birds—together form a collection and like a 

garland it can be appreciated as a whole and for its components. 

                                                
206 A “roten Netz,” Ibid. 
207 During an event at the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery (Washington, D.C.) it was suggested to me that the white color 
and fringes are similar to contemporary Ethiopian textiles. 
208 Riz identifies the vessels and its contents as a Saturnalia gift Bronzegefässe, p. 95, cat. no. 189. De Vos simply 
says that the composition reflects cult: PPM, 1: fig. 50. 
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IV. Conclusion: Metal Vessels in the trompe l’oeil Garden Painting at the Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15) 

 At the back of the Casa dei Ceii, a narrow corridor leads from the atrium to a garden area 

(fig. 101-104). It was painted after Secundus became aedile and demonstrated the increase in his 

fortune. On the ground, shallow channels watered plantings, perhaps even a hortus (garden) and 

echoed the imagery of pools and rivers in the monumental landscape on the east and west 

walls.209 On the back wall the subject of the painting is a hunt scene (venatio) that features an 

array of predators and prey in a rocky landscape around a pool. A fierce lion chases a bull at the 

foreground, nearby dogs confront boars, and toward the background a leopard closes in on a deer 

(fig. 102). Staged hunts were popular spectacles and this depiction may even commemorate 

actual entertainments that Secundus oversaw as aedile. 210  

 In contrast to the active animal scene the trompe l’oeil architecture that frames them is 

populated with manmade ornament. The walls feature relatively large, figural plaques and 

paterae that appear to hang on their surfaces. On the east and west walls, towards the north, 

depictions two silver vessels on plinths survive. Towards the ground a row of regular plantings is 

depicted with statues of sphinxes that support bubbling fountains. A garland serves as a frame for 

the venatio and the landscapes and provides a transition from the trompe l’oeil wall to the view 

of the garden beyond. The garlands drape naturalistically at the top edge of the scene and suggest 

the mass of their real models or curtains (fig. 102).211 As my discussion in Chapter 1 has 

demonstrated, both possibilities have merit and may even have been for the viewer to decide. 

 The trompe l’oeil technique of the garden paintings shifts the approach to vividness in the 

décor of the house toward plausibly life-sized material objects that seem to inhabit real space as 

                                                
209 Leach, The Social Life of Painting, 218; Ehrhardt, Stilgeschichtliche, 108-11. 
210 cf. the hunt scenes in garden paintings of the Casa di Marco Lucrezio Frontone (V.4.a) and the Casa del 
Centenario (IX.8.6), both in Pompeii. 
 211 Bernard Andreae has suggested the scenes are not meant as view-through the wall but rather tapestries with vivid 
painting, see Carratelli, PPM, 1:407. 
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the reassert the surface of wall. Although the technique has changed the subjects remain largely 

the same, as does the painter’s emphasis on their materiality. Each figure appears to have real 

mass, however, and fixed in a particular environment as opposed to the vignettes on the color 

fields. The better preserved of the two vessels is a silver hydria the sits atop a plinth on a wide 

balustrade of the same color (fig. 103-104). Its rim features a series of tiny white highlights that 

suggest an ornamental motif common to actual vessels and visible in other painted examples (fig. 

147, 156). Its curved handles add another mimetic detail in their bow-like shapes and they join to 

the shoulder with another hint of a decoration, perhaps a rosette. The vessel’s neck and body are 

modeled with long swaths of gray paint and bright white highlights. Even though it is already 

elevated on a balustrade a tall red plinth raises it up even more and makes it seem to project and 

vie for attention with the pictorial scene; in its form and function it seems to be the descendent of 

the plinths discussed above. The vessel’s luxurious material and function as a container for liquid 

also ties the trompe l’oeil, painted scenes, and real space together because each location—real or 

depicted—included water. 

Although the metal vessels in the garden paintings and those in the atrium, cubiculum (c), 

and triclinium (e), stand at seemingly opposite ends of Roman wall painting’s Styles they are 

united by the goal of vividness. And in their variation, Secundus, the other owners of the house, 

even visitors today, can appreciate the forms that enargeia takes. It may be miniature vignettes 

or depictions so close to life size that we ask if there are models for this type of hydria in 

Pompeii. The answer, however, is that there were models for both depictions and the ingenium of 

anonymous painters to surpass their medium and give the vessels’ form. 
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Chapter 3  
Seen Through: the Visual Materiality of Transparent Glass 

 

At the beginning of the first century CE in Rome, transparent glass was a new material 

phenomenon. Prior to the invention of glass blowing, which allowed for an easily producible 

transparent medium, the phenomenon of seeing through a surface was limited to inconstant 

water, translucent glass or cloth. Today the physical and visual properties of glass are ubiquitous: 

I live in a world where transparent materials such as glass and liquid crystal appear in many 

objects and structures; as I write, text appears on the LCD (liquid crystal display) screen of my 

laptop. Through a similar device I access music, communicate electronically, and look up 

information. Its fragility does not preclude use, because even cracked the device is still operable 

(fig. 105). Contemporary modes of entertainment, communication, transportation, and labor 

frequently rely in some way on transparent media to function or create an aesthetic experience. 

They are so common that we might only notice them when they fail like a window that doesn’t 

close all the way or present a danger like the shards of a broken cup. Otherwise we look through 

a wine glasses and eyeglasses, TV screens, and car windows, with little consideration for how a 

container, device, or screen affects or improves our perception. The visual materiality of 

transparency informs many aspects of the way that the world looks today. Its newness in 

antiquity, however, made it more readily appreciable as these characteristics transformed a way 

of thinking about perception and its pictorial representation or visualization. 

The depiction of transparent glass in Roman frescoes reflects the adaptation of the 

materiality of glass to the tradition of ancient painting. In this chapter, I argue that transparent 

glass offered artists a way to depict perceptual space through a single, material object. It also 

made manifest the communicative principle of objects—display and suggestion—
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simultaneously. As with the textiles and vessels discussed above, glass could be depicted as a 

surface with its particular physical characteristics. But unlike opaque materials it could display 

other objects as well by virtue of transparency. Glass therefore unifies these characteristics into a 

single object that allowed one to perceive not only its materiality but also that of other objects 

and its environment or even void. By means of transparency, glass was also the ideal 

combination of physical boundary and visual portal. Its surface is solid but visually permeable. 

In this aspect, it paralleled Roman habits of constructing and describing their physical 

environment. In studies of architecture and wall paintings, scholars have investigated the Roman 

taste for open vistas juxtaposed with physical boundaries. In order to depict similar structures 

and spatial relationships, ancient wall painters employed a sophisticated system of trompe l’oeil. 

In the case of glass, I argue, this process was realized in a single object that was both a container 

(boundary) and transparent material (vista). Therefore, I argue that it provides a direct 

correspondence between materiality and ancient systems of perspective through the 

physical/visual paradigms of boundary and access.  

I contextualize the technical and social significance of transparent glass in ancient 

theories of vision and its poetics.  Ancient atomists, particularly the first century BCE Epicurean 

poet, Lucretius, held that perception involved physical contact between the eyes and the 

phenomenal world. Through an examination of Lucretius’ writing on vision and his description 

of the perception of transparency as analogous to the movement of a body through space, I 

demonstrate how the depiction of architecture and glass shared fundamental material and visual 

qualities. As discussions of ancient visual theories have demonstrated, authors exploited the 

erotic possibilities this account of haptic vision or its facility for self-knowledge.212 My 

                                                
212 Bartsch, Mirror of the Self, 67-83; Valladares, "The Lover as a Model Viewer," 212-19. 
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investigation broadens the focus to examine how the role of materiality in vision involved the 

phenomenal world and a human experience of it. Transparency, with its entwined visual and 

physical properties, offers the ideal case for understanding the function and significance of 

materiality because it theoretically encapsulates and resolves the dichotomy of the senses of 

vision and touch. In Ovid’s Metamorphoses, the story of Salamacis and Hermaphroditus 

demonstrates this interconnection in erotic visual and material themes and the role of 

materiality—especially transparency—in conjuring presence. This story, I argue, also sheds light 

on the appeal of other transparent media such as water and its visual and spatial possibilities that 

parallel transparent glass in Roman wall paintings at the Complesso di Giulia Felice (II.4.1-12) 

in Pompeii.  

The appeal of transparency was far from confined to antiquity although its dynamics are 

fundamental to the techniques and poetics of the ancient artistic tradition. In an oil painting of 

1859, the French painter, Victor-Louis Mottez depicted Zeuxis working on his painting of the 

maidens of Croton (fig. 106).213 The painting illustrates the appeal of transparency as a physical 

and visual phenomenon and it alludes to the psychological appeal of curtains as well. Since 

antiquity, the story of the maidens Croton has been emblematic of the relationship between 

representation and reality.214 Zeuxis was commissioned to paint Helen of Troy but because no 

living woman possessed all of her beauty, the artist drew inspiration from the perfect physical 

characteristics of a number of women. Like Zeuxis is purported to have done with his models, 

Mottez takes the physical elements of Classical art and imaginatively deploys them throughout 

the composition. There is an Ionic colonnade and a young girl in a colorful, striped tunic who 

lights incense on an altar; in front of her there is a lyre propped up against a stool and nearby a 
                                                
213 Elizabeth C. Mansfield, Too beautiful to picture: Zeuxis, myth, and mimesis (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2006), 121-23, fig. 33. 
214 Cicero de Inventione 2.1.1; Pliny NH 35.36.34.  
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woman sits on a nineteenth century version of a curule chair. Exhibiting Timanthes’ restraint,215 

Mottez obscures the main subject—Zeuxis with one of his models—behind the curtain. Yet, all 

over light suffuses the cloth and figures pull it open slightly around the edges. One can make out 

both the cloth’s patterned surface and the mediated scene behind it. The curtain’s translucency 

suggests that the painter was more optimistic than Timanthes about his abilities.216 It still 

embodies the appeal of suggestion, however, as the drape offers glimpses through its surface in 

order to heighten erotic effect. Depictions of glass share in this paradigm but more so than any 

other material because their conceit is that they offer a full view. Like a picture frame they seem 

to show accessible objects and space through their surfaces, in effect drawing back the veil. Of 

course they are still a surface and therefore a boundary, which also heightens their psychological 

appeal and therefore the appearance of three-dimensionality. But in its transparency glass seems 

to unite—even superficially—the senses within a perceptible object.  

I. Seeing Through by Degrees: the Role of Transparent Glass in Ancient Perspective 

Today, linear perspective might be considered the method to depict pictorial space 

according to how human beings perceive it, but I argue that in antiquity, perspective was based 

on the depiction of three-dimensional objects and their optical and physical properties. 

Transparent glass exemplifies this technique and its foundation in materiality because it allowed 

painters to simultaneously combine trompe l’oeil and empirical perspective. The facility of glass 

to superimposition made it an ideal object to explore three-dimensionality from visual and tactile 

                                                
215 See discussion above in Chp. 1, pp. 43-44. 
216 Manfield discusses the voyeuristic aspect of the painting, particularly that the glimpse of the woman behind the 
curtain displays her physical form in parts (head, breast, and hip and thigh): Mansfield, Too beautiful to picture, 122. 
The aesthetic has ancient parallels. For example, in book 5 of the Greek Anthology there are descriptions of the 
female body in parts, often compared to fruit: 60; 62; 66; 94; 131-132; 231; 244. In a painting from Herculaneum, 
identified as the adornment of a young priestess, four women are depicted in an interior setting next to luxury 
objects, including a wooden table and glass or crystal hydria. The juxtaposition suggests a visual comparison of 
female beauty to that of fine things: Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, inv. no. 9022; see fig. 122. 
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sense data.217 Architecture has dominated the discussion of perspective in ancient painting 

because it demonstrates a macro approach to three-dimensionality that is more quantifiable than 

individual objects. It also appeals to a modern understanding of perspective as based on space 

because architecture is integral to creating and making it perceptible.218 Second Style wall 

paintings, in particular, appear strikingly familiar to modern eyes even though they were created 

well before the advent of modern perspective. By “modern” I mean the type of mathematical 

perspective that developed during the Early Modern period and has since become a metaphor for 

subjectivity in addition to a technique for visual representation.219 This system is based on the use 

of a vanishing point to create a pictorial distortion that appears very similar to the way that 

human beings actually perceive three dimensional space and objects from a static viewpoint. In 

addition to “mathematical” it is called also “synthetic,” “linear,” or “one-point” perspective.220 

Even though artists used this system there is no evidence before 1600 that anyone explained the 

concept of the vanishing point. Thus a system that we recognize as the system of perspective was 

actually developed through artistic practice and only later theorized.221 This point is significant 

because, as I argue, ancient artists similarly experimented with color, form, and drafting to 

produce a vivid pictorial representation of reality. Even so, the term “perspective” is especially 

fraught with a modern bias toward linear perspective.222 It is therefore crucial to disentangle—as 

much as possible—systems of pictorial representation in antiquity and the modern analytic tools 

                                                
217 cf. Squire, Image and Text, 396-403. His emphasis with respect to glass in Roman wall painting is its role as a 
distortive mediator. 
218 For a discussion of alternative models that aim to incorporate other senses: Adam H. Donner, "Haptic Vision" 
(Master of Architecture, University of Nebraska-Lincoln, 2012). 
219 James Elkins, The Poetics of Perspective (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1994), 15-22. 
220 Stinson, "Perspective Systems," 403. 
221 Elkins, The Poetics of Perspective, 8; Gros, "The theory and practice of perspective in Vitruvius's De 
architectura," 5. 
222 cf. Marian H. Feldman, "Object Agency? Spatial Perspective, Social Relations, and the Stele of Hammurabi," in 
Agency and identity in the ancient Near East: new paths forward, ed. Sharon R. Steadman and Jennifer C. Ross 
(London: Equinox, 2010), 154-59 with n. 5. 
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used to analyze them. To this end, the depiction of glass is helpful to our own understanding of 

the foundational techniques of ancient painting because it demonstrates the approaches of ancient 

artists to what we understand through the concept of space.  Through my analysis of depictions 

of glass and the visual effect of transparency as paradigm, I argue that we are better equipped to 

view and interpret the subjects of Roman fresco from the large-scale subjects to the least detailed 

depictions of objects with summary ground lines and shadows. Transparent glass figuratively 

offers a look inside the process in a way not possible for any other material. 

 The visual similarities between Roman frescoes to the painting of later Western traditions 

prompted scholars to hypothesize that ancient painters employed similar techniques. Particularly 

during the mid-twentieth century, a handful of publications, including Erwin Panofsky’s 

Perspective as Symbolic Form, pursued this question. Working from the hypothesis that 

appearance could be equated with technique, scholars searched for ancient visual and textual 

evidence for the theory and practice of modern perspective.223 Textual sources suggest that Greek 

artists developed two types of illusionistic painting: scaenographia (scene painting) and 

skiagraphia (shadow painting), during the fifth century BCE. The former refers to a type of 

painting for a stage or similar display and the latter to a technique of modeling.224 Several 

hundred years later, in Italy, Roman wall painters (who themselves may have been Greek) used 

these techniques to produce Second Style wall paintings. It followed that if some form of linear 

perspective existed in antiquity since the fifth century, it was ineptly applied in these surviving 

examples of ancient painting. Skenegraphia and skiagraphia had a relationship to Roman wall 

paintings, after all Vitruvius is one of our sources on their history. As a number of scholars have 

                                                
223 Stinson identifies H.G. Beyen as the first proponent of the theory that a form of linear perspective existed in 
antiquity, "Perspective Systems," 407. 
224 Small, "Skenographia in Brief," 111-28; Rouveret, "Skiagraphia/scaenographia," 71-80; Histoire et imaginaire, 
13-127. See also Pollitt’s entries on its first practitioners, Agatharchos and Apollodoros: The Art of Ancient Greece, 
145-48. 
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demonstrated through close examination of the frescoes and literary sources, however, it is 

unlikely that a form of linear perspective existed in antiquity. My examination of the technical 

implications of enargeia as a goal of ancient artists supports this view as well. Phillip Stinson 

and Massimo Scolari, furthermore, identify at least two types of perspective in Second Style wall 

paintings: convergence and parallel. 225 Convergence perspective can superficially appear to be 

modern, one-point perspective because it features multiple orthogonal lines that converge to 

roughly the same area versus a single vanishing point. Parallel perspective refers to the rendering 

of parallel orthogonal lines that do not converge but suggest an object’s three dimensionality 

through oblique lines.226 Although the acknowledgement that ancient painters weren’t bereft of 

skill is salutary, the studies’ emphasis on Second Style painting still reflects a contemporary bias 

in the exploration of spatial representation in Roman frescoes. Along with work by Jocelyn 

Penny Small and Agnés Rouveret, however, their studies agree ultimately on a central point: that 

ancient systems of spatial representation stem from theories of depicting physical structures and 

objects rather than space. Small and Rouveret, furthermore, argue from evidence not only based 

on the depiction of architecture but also other subjects and media227 and evidence from writing 

on Greek geometry.228  

Although perspective as a concept and technique still shapes discussions of the depiction 

of pictorial space, it is increasingly recognized as one rather than the way to portray perception. 

As Small explains, linear perspective also limits the communicative potential of pictorial art in 

                                                
225 Stinson, "Perspective Systems," 403-06. Massimo Scolari does not cite Stinson but comes to similar conclusions 
based on the same body of evidence and comparative exploration of the development or rejection of perspective in 
later periods of art: Oblique Drawing, 24-46; 71-80. 
226 Stinson notes that convergence perspective is limited to Second Style wall paintings. It was used along with 
parallel perspective. Paintings of the Third and Fourth style exclusively rely on parallel perspective: "Perspective 
Systems," 408-16. 
227 Small, "Is Linear Perspective Necessary?," 151-52; "Skenographia in Brief," 111-28. 
228 Rouveret, Histoire et imaginaire, 93-99. 
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ways that make it unsuitable to certain narratives or media.229 A classic example, in Roman art, is 

the “bird’s eye view.” It is actually a version of composite perspective since a real bird’s eye 

view would be just as limiting as the human one. In scenes on the column of Trajan, for example, 

the walls of a depicted structure are minimized in order suggest location and still display figures 

and objects (fig. 107). These are the central aspects of the scene that identify it as a particular 

event. If the walls were drawn to the same scale as the figures they would not be visible and 

without the walls we lose the scene’s location and temporality. Transparent glass, as I 

demonstrate in this chapter, mitigated the compromise between display and scale. Artists still 

depicted vessels through combined perspective for emphasis but they could rely on the 

materiality of transparent glass to convey information even when superimposed on other objects 

or space. In a painting, glass could be a container and lens or frame.  

 Like depicted curtains, vessels could also suggest space but only transparent vessels 

could show it as well. As I identify, a glass container exhibits a kind of topography of three 

visual “points” from which to understand it as a material object. First there is the physical object 

itself (fig. 108, no. 1). A painter may create an illusion of surface through outline, highlights, and 

modeling. In the depiction glass olla from the Casa dei Cervi (IV.21) in Herculaneum, white 

lines indicate contour and vertical highlights portray the vessel’s surface. Next there is the space 

or objects within the container (Ibid. no. 2). Generally glass vessels feature some kind of object 

in order to indicate that they are transparent. In some cases, like the olla, the contained “object” 

takes up only a portion of the vessel. This strategy allows for a depiction of pure transparency by 

means of absence. Another way to portray this characteristic is by depicting clear water 

contained by the glass. The final visual point is actually not part of a glass’ materiality but rather 

                                                
229 Small, "Is Linear Perspective Necessary?," 149-57; Scolari, Oblique Drawing, 50-56. 
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the space that it appears to occupy or an object behind it that may be seen through its surface. In 

the case of the painting from the Casa dei Cervi, a portion of a leaf attached to a branch is visible  

(Ibid. no. 3). In this final characteristic of depicted glass it is similar to the two objects discussed 

in Chapters 1 and 2. If the artist successfully renders the vessel, its three-dimensionality indicates 

space around or behind it. The revolutionary aspect of transparent glass was that it combined 

these physical points with optical ones. Glass, therefore, involves both haptic and optic 

properties. For ancient painters who strove to create vividness—a multi-sensory experience—

glass made its physical and visual details simultaneously evident. 

 The physical and visual topography encapsulated within depictions of glass not only drew 

on the paradigm of display and suggestion but also particularly Roman habits of ordering and 

experiencing architectural space.230 Like the depiction of luxury marbles, curtains, and vessels, 

Roman architecture created deliberate tensions between its physical and visual characteristics. Its 

structures often allowed for visual access with physical boundaries. A prominent phenomenon of 

Second Style painting evokes this dynamic in its portrayal of architecture as a series of pictorial 

spaces. They seem to recede away from the actual space of the room through the superposition of 

architecture from trompe l’oeil columns to balustrades, walls, and buildings. In German 

scholarship these phenomena are identified as “Durchblicke” (views-through) and 

“Ausblicke”(vistas). They are differentiated by the quality of an architectural frame.231 Recently, 

Ann Kuttner and Bettina Bergmann have explored how the actual dynamics of architectural 

space inform the appearance and significance of architecture depicted in Second Style 

                                                
230 On the relationship between memory and physical loci, particularly of the Roman house: Bergmann, "The Roman 
House as Memory Theater: The House of the Tragic Poet in Pompeii," 225-56; Jaś Elsner, Art and the Roman 
Viewer: The Transformation of Art from the Pagan World to Christianity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1995), 78-80. 
231 Ehrhardt, "Bild und Ausblick in Wandbemalungen Zweiten Stils," 28-30; Heinrich Drerup, "Bildraum und 
Realraum in der römischen architektur," Mitteilungen des Deutschen Archäologischen Instituts 66 (1959): 147-74. 
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painting.232 Kuttner explains the phenomenon in public structures like the Sanctuary of Fortuna at 

Praeneste and the Forum of Augustus (fig. 109-111). In these complexes the visitor progressed 

on a main axis towards a “central set piece” such as a temple.233 A direct view of the sanctuary 

from a distance contrasted with the reality of the indirect path that led up to the temple. In 

Roman houses features such as the impluvium, windows, or gardens created similar effects (fig. 

63). While a visitor could see from the doorway into the house—sometimes quite far into a 

garden—the physical path was indirect or, in some cases, non-existent.234 Kuttner situates this 

visual and artistic phenomenon in Vitruvius’ account of an ancient experience of a roadside 

sanctuary. He explains the reason for their locations was “uti praetereuntes possint respicere et 

in conspectu salutationes facere/ so that passersby are able to regard and in view [i.e. facing the 

sanctuary] make their observances.”235 While they do not enter, the praetereuntes pause and turn 

to see the temple at a distance. Kuttner also notes that the structure of Roman temples further 

reinforced these principles because they were elevated on a platform and accessible only from 

the front. If a temple’s doors were open, one might even be able to see some of its interior. In 

paintings of the Second Style, circular temples (tholoi) frequently appear and sometimes offer 

glimpses of the gods or cult statues within (fig. 82, 168).236 This “serial” display of space, I 

argue, is analogous to the appearance of transparent glass and the visuospatial perception of its 

three-dimensionality. Like the structure of architectural spaces, glass offered the eye an 

unobstructed path even when in reality it was also a container. This shared feature demonstrates 
                                                
232 Bergmann, "Art and Nature," 87-102; Kuttner, "Prospects of Patronage," 93-107. The seminal work on this topic 
is Drerup, "Bildraum und Realraum," 147-74. Later expanded by Lise Bek, Towards Paradise on Earth: Modern 
Space Conception in Architecture, a Creation of Renaissance Humanism, vol. 9, Analecta Romana Instituti Danici 
(Odense: Odense University Press, 1980). Clarke provides a concise summary of the contributions of Drerup and 
Bek: The Houses of Roman Italy, 14-16. 
233 Kuttner, "Prospects of Patronage," 96-97. 
234 Bergmann, "Art and Nature," 102-10. "Playing with boundaries: painted architecture in Roman interiors," in The 
Built Surface, ed. Christy Anderson (Aldershot and Burlington: Ashgate, 2002), 15-46. 
235  De Architectura 4.5.1-2. 
236 On the depiction of tholoi: Leach, The Social Life of Painting, 85-92. 
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how materiality was a foundation for perspective because the depiction of architecture and 

transparent glass both could convey the concept of boundary and passageway. 

At the back of cubiculum M from the villa of Publius Fannius Synistor at Boscoreale 

(hereafter the villa at Boscoreale), directly across from the room’s entrance, there is a portrayal 

of a transparent glass bowl of fruit next to a window (fig. 113-116). It is one example of the 

many rich material objects depicted in the colorful frescoes of the small room installed today at 

the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.237 Entering from the south doorway of the room a 

visitor immediately sees the back wall that includes an actual view through a window and a 

series of painted vistas on three walls (north, east, and west). The paintings also feature the serial 

depiction of architecture with a combination of Durchblicke and barriers. In the room there are 

also depictions of white, trompe l’oeil columns that connect to the dado extend from the floor to 

the painted cornice (fig. 114). They seem to a part of real space by virtue of identity and 

placement.238 Seemingly behind the columns is a plinth with more columns, including exotic red 

versions covered in gold, gem-studded ivy that frame the walls’ central scenes (fig. 151). In her 

discussion of the architecture and paintings at Villa A at Oplontis, Bergmann discusses how 

paintings present depictions of architecture and nature that can be seen, appreciated, but not 

physically accessed. At the same time, moving through the villa “engenders the odd sensation of 

a disembodied eye” because a visitor cannot physically follow their line of sight.239 Just as one 

might have venerated a sanctuary from a distance or a temple with close doors—knowing what 

exists within—viewers could appreciate the paintings as representations and visualizations that 

conjured the appearance and experience of the phenomenal world. The depictions of glass and 

                                                
237 Approximately 2.65 x 3.34 x 5.84 m. On the villa and its décor see Alix Barbet and Annie Verbanck-Piérard, La 
villa romaine de Boscoreale et ses fresques, 2 vols. (Arles: Errance, 2013). 
238 cf. Sandström, Levels of unreality, 10-11 and passim. 
239 Bergmann, "Art and Nature," 102-10. 



 108 

architecture conjure this dynamic by virtue of their materiality. Far from lamenting the 

boundaries, furthermore, Roman designers and painters integrated them into the imagery and 

structures of daily life. They thereby gained a measure of control over nature and create a 

fantastic but still convincing depiction of reality.240 

 In a single depicted object the glass bowl of fruit in the paintings of cubiculum M 

encapsulates the paradigm of surface and suggestion. In its portrayal the painter captured the 

most striking material properties of glass: its gleaming surface and pure transparency (fig. 113). 

He also superimposed it on a black curtain that increases the visibility of the bowl, its contents 

and transparency while also alluding to painterly virtuosity and the visual paradox of decorated 

curtains (discussed further in the next chapter).241 The transparency of the bowl is articulated 

through areas of white highlight, especially around its turned-over rim and sides, and vertical and 

horizontal cross-hatching. The modeling of the produce within shows a similar approach to 

depicting their three-dimensional forms with a combination of visible lines and solid colors. The 

fruit appears to float above the base-ring of the transparent bowl, as if it is packed into its rim 

and there is void below it. The result is that the painting captures pure transparency in addition to 

objects seen through it.  Like the window nearby, the bowl also offers a view of natural bounty. 

It draws attention to its contents just as the window calls attention to the productive landscape 

outside. Because the villa at Boscoreale was a villa rustica—a working farm and luxurious 

residence—the landscape and fruit were more than aesthetic or sensual. They were a part of the 

                                                
240 On the Epicurean implications of the boundaries depicted in Second Style wall painting: Adolf H. Borbein, "Zur 
Deutung von Scherwand und Durchblick auf den Wandgemälden des Zweiten Pompejanischen Stils," in Neue 
Forschungen in Pompeji und den anderen vom Vesuvausbruch 79 n. Chr. verschütteten Städten, ed. Bernard 
Andreae and Helmut Kyrieleis (Recklinghausen: Bongers, 1975), 61-70. 
241 In Chapter 4 I discuss the room in more detail, pp. 159-175. 
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Roman elites’ self-identification with tradition.242 The portrayal of local varieties of fruit—gold-

colored quinces, and purple and blue plums243—reiterated this message. At the same time the 

paintings, as luxuries, evoked the illustrious tradition of ancient painting, and thus visually 

combined rusticity and sophistication.244 Five sprigs of greenery also peek out from behind the 

heap of fruits and add a flourish that “rewards close looking” like the garlands depicted in the 

peristyle nearby (fig. 176).245 Where as the fruits in the bowl show little signs of their origins the 

still lifes in front of the sanctuaries on the sidewalls still feature their branches (fig. 166-169). 

Through these details the glass and its fruit are singled out among the metal vases, gilded 

columns, or babbling nymphaea (fountains) as special kind precious object, one that could 

elevate local fruits to the status of art and show—like the window—their relationship to the 

landscape itself as a symbol of cultivation.  

The glass bowl of fruit in M exhibited a number of vivid visual effects that appear throughout 

textual descriptions of glass. They offer additional insight into how its characteristics produced 

phantasiai. Because of the newness of glass as a material, ancient poets frequently include it 

figuratively in descriptions that include glassy water,246 the glittering hair of nymphs,247 brittle 

                                                
242 On the degree to which elites actually practiced farming and its social function see Nicola Terrenato, "Enigma of 
'Catonian' Villas: The De agri cultura in the Context of Second-Century BC Italian Architecture," in Roman 
Republican Villas: architecture, context, and ideology, ed. Jeffery A. Becker and Nicola Terrenato (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 2012), 86-87; Annalisa Marzano, Roman villas in central Italy: a social and economic 
history (London: Brill, 2007); Nicholas Purcell, "The Roman Villa and the Landscape of Production," in Urban 
Society in Roman Italy, ed. Kathryn Lomas and T. J. Cornell (London: UCL Press, 1995), 151-97. 
243 Williams-Lehmann identifies the fruits in passing as quinces and plums: Roman wall paintings from Boscoreale 
in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (Cambridge, Mass.: Archaeological Institute of America, 1953), 117. cf. 
Jashemski and Meyer, The natural history of Pompeii, pp. 106-07, cat. no. 46 and pp. 48-49, cat. no. 31; Bergmann, 
"New Perspectives " 30. Though it is difficult to tell, only one of the fruits, the top right has a bifurcation 
characteristic of the peach, cf. the famous peaches in the still life from the Casa dei Cervi in Herculaneum, NM 
8645, fig. 174 below. Peaches are recorded in texts as recent imports to Italy and therefore this identification would 
suggest exotic luxury. On peaches see The natural history of Pompeii, 151-12, cat. no. 33. 
244 Squire identifies the agrarian subject with the values of rusticity and the fact that it is a painting with Greek 
luxury. The depicted bowl of therefore unites two seemingly opposed ideals: Image and Text, 412. 
245 "New Perspectives " 16. 
246 Mary Luella Trowbridge, Philological Studies in Ancient Glass, vol. 13, The University of Illinois Studies in 
Language and Literature (Champaign: The University of Illinois, 1930), 70. 
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tempers,248 and of course, transparency.249 While the Roman glass industry was expanding during 

the reign of Augustus, Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura (On the Nature of Things) features the first 

use of the word vitrum. It is a translation of the Greek term for glass “hyalos.” Intriguingly, 

vitrum appears first in the context of the philosopher-poet’s account of perception—a passage 

that I discuss below. In keeping with glass’ visual possibilities of display and suggestion, ancient 

authors qualify its materiality through surface effects such as reflection and transparency. In her 

detailed philological study, Mary Luella Trowbridge discusses the Greek and Latin terms for 

glass and its material properties as well as their overlap and ambiguities. She summarizes several 

characteristics of glass, all of which are evident in one manner or another in its pictorial 

representations. “Vitrum” and its adjectival form “vitreus” suggest: 

i. Transparency or translucency  
ii. A bright, reflective green color 

iii. Glittering, shining, and reflective properties 
 

In texts these characteristics may be meant separately and in combination. The sea, for example, 

could be green and translucent as well as reflective. It is also often difficult to discern if an 

author means transparency or translucency. In all cases, however, Trowbridge explains that glass 

was something bright and shining. For ancient writers, however, the level of clearness was not as 

important as it was for painters. An audience could imagine this particular detail of glass 

themselves. As a material—especially a novel one—glass was sufficiently communicative on its 

own.  

  The proximity of the transparent glass bowl with fruit to the window in cubiculum M at 

the villa of Boscoreale was not only thematic, but also another instance in which painting 

                                                                                                                                                       
247 Virgil, Georgics 4.350: vitreisque sedibus omnes. 
248 Trowbridge, Ancient Glass, 13, 73. Horace, Odes 1.17.20: dices laborantis in uno/ Penelopen vitreamque Circen; 
cf. Statius, Silvae 1.3.85: vitreae iuga perfida Circes. 
249 See below, pp. 134-135. 
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incorporates actual space, making it seem continuous with representation (fig. 114). This 

dialogue, I argue, suggests how the visual characteristics of glass could parallel that of real 

architecture. It also suggests how visual access could be construed based on the paintings’ 

environment and time of day. As Squire suggests, glass was “good to think with” precisely 

because it established a barrier that still allowed viewers visual access. 250  The glass bowl in M 

created multiple means of “access” in its relationship to the window as well as its display of fruit 

seen through its surface. The window in M, surrounded by paintings, visually becomes a part of 

their imagery and an experience the cubiculum as a physical space. The relationship between the 

painting and its environment underscores the role of trompe l’oeil techniques in fresco. In a 

passage from his description of his Laurentine villa, Pliny the Younger suggests how actual 

vistas changed a room as they could be obstructed or opened in order to add or subtract from it: 

…zotheca perquam eleganter recedit, quae specularibus et velis obductis 
reductisve modo adicitur cubiculo modo aufertur. Lectum et duas cathedras 
capit; a pedibus mare, a tergo villae, a capite silvae: tot facies locorum 
totidem fenestris et distinguit et miscet. (Ep. 2.17.21) 
 
[There is] a zotheca (alcove) that elegantly goes back and can be added to or 
subtracted from the room by opening or closing windows or curtains. It holds 
a bed and two chairs and at their feet is the sea, behind are the surrounding 
villas, and above are the woods: by means of the same number of windows, 
the [space] separates or combines so many appearances of the places.251  
 

As Pliny describes, the windows and their views alter an experience of the space and become a 

part of the décor. The language even suggests the space of the room itself as “separating” or 

“combining” views. In spite of the fact that the windows are bound by architecture, they are 

changeable.252 I argue that similar considerations demonstrate how glass functioned in M. When 

                                                
250 Squire, Image and Text, 402. 
251 I am grateful to Matt Roller for his assistance with this passage and its translation. 
252 cf. Pliny the Younger, Ep. 5.6.13 and Bergmann, "Art and Nature," 108; Drerup, "Bildraum und Realraum," 419-
20. 150-151. Drerup notes that what Pliny is describing is not a panorama but rather a series of views, contra Helen 
H. Tanzer, The villas of Pliny the Younger (New York: Columbia University Press, 1924), 12. 
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the window was open on a sunny day and added to the room, light made the entire space bright 

and reflective. The white highlights of the glass bowl gave it a glittering surface that actually 

seemed to shine and fully reveal its contents. Light, in addition to paint, became a medium of 

decoration but it was not so much additive—as with the depiction of metals—but instead it 

brought out the color of the painting, particularly the modeled fruits. As Philostratos remarks in 

one of his ekphrastic xenia, apples seem so real that their color “blooms” from within.253 In 

cubiculum M, these visual aspects of the painting that made it more vivid, were still present a 

night, lit by candlelight. As a digital reconstruction helps us to imagine, they served a different 

purpose at this time of day (fig 118). It was precisely when the shutters were closed that the glass 

truly demonstrates its significance as a painting. Even if, as a pictorial illusion, it was literally 

inaccessible, when the vista of actual nature was unavailable, the frescoes kept the materiality of 

glass—its splendor (shine)—and lush fruits in view.254 Their addition to the room was also 

permanent, neither added nor subtracted, but always appearing present at the height of freshness. 

The transparent glass vessel depicted in cubiculum M presents a chronological problem 

that underscores the importance of its relationship to the window and appearance. Scholars 

generally date the frescoes at the villa of Boscoreale between 40-50 BCE, the mature phase of 

the Second Style.255 Nearby, at villa A at Oplontis (Torre Annunziata) in rooms decorated by the 

same workshop there are several depictions of glass vessels that also portray similar shapes and 

the same degree of transparency (fig. 119-121). While glass was not a new material during the 

mid first century CE, the technique of glass blowing, which produced a fully transparent fabric, 

                                                
253 “You will say that their redness has not been put on from outside, but that it has bloomed from within.” Imagines  
1.31, trans. Squire, Image and Text, 420. 
254 On the relationship between splendor and color see Pollitt, The Art of Ancient Greece, 228-29. 
255 Within this chronology, Rolf Tybout has proposed a terminus ante quem for the Second Style: Rolf A. Tybout, 
"Roman wall-painting and social significance," Journal of Roman Archaeology  (2001): 53-56. 
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was only recently invented.256 Small unguentaria (perfume or oil vessels) that date to the period 

come from the Syrio-Palastine region and appear to be very experimental, far from the size or 

quality of the vessel depicted at cubiculum M. It is not until the third or fourth century CE that 

anything resembling the dimensions and clearness of the painted vessels survives in the 

archaeological record.257 Prior to the invention of glass blowing, glassware was cast.258 It came in 

an array of forms, colors, and patterns, some which appear to imitate more precious materials 

such as metal or gemstone. As Friedrike Naumann-Steckner discusses in her studies of glass in 

Roman fresco, no depicted vessels from this period or the first century CE have identical 

dimensions or forms.259 Although glass was fragile, its ubiquity in the Roman world during the 

later period strongly suggests that the lack of correspondence between paintings and extant 

vessels is not an issue of preservation. Instead, glass was depicted primarily for its most striking 

visual effect: transparency. Therefore the glass vessel in cubiculum M at the villa of Boscoreale 

presents a puzzle. It predates the widespread production of blown glass by about a century when 

fully transparent glass was the most valued along with colorless, translucent glass.260  

As scholars of both ancient glass and Roman fresco have suggested, several possibilities 

may explain the appearance of paintings of transparent glass before there was a technology 

                                                
256 Various types of translucent glass were produced in the Greek world since at least the eighth century BCE. These 
included vessels that came in a variety of shapes, sizes, colors, and patterns. See Stuart J. Fleming, Roman Glass: 
Reflections on Cultural Change (Philadelphia: The University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and 
Anthropology, 1999), 7. On the experiments with blown glass ungentaria around the middle of the first century 
BCE, ibid., 16; David F. Grose, "Early Blown Glass: The Western Evidence," The Journal of Glass Studies 19 
(1977): 9-29. 
257 Friederike Naumann-Steckner, "Depictions of Glass in Roman Wall Paintings," in Roman Glass: Two Centuries 
of Art and Invention (London: Society of Antiquaries of London, 1991), 87-88; "Glasgefässe in der Römischen 
Wandmalerei," in Römische Glaskunst und Wandmalerei, ed. Michael J. Klein (Mainz am Rhein: Philipp von 
Zabern, 1999), 25-33. 
258 Fleming, Roman Glass, 7-8. 
259 Naumann-Steckner, "Depictions of Glass in Roman Wall Paintings," 87-88; "Glasgefässe in der Römischen 
Wandmalerei," 25-33. 
260 David F. Grose, "Early Imperial Roman Cast Glass: The Translucent Coloured and Colourless Fine Wares," in 
Roman Glass: Two Centuries of Art and Invention, ed. Martine Newby and Kenneth Painter (The Society of 
Antiquaries of London, 1991), 9-29. See also Lucia Amalia Scatozza Höricht, I Vetri Romani di Ercolano (Roma: 
L'Erma di Bretschneider, 1987). 
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sophisticated enough to produce it. In the mid-twentieth century, Phyllis Williams-Lehmann and 

H.G. Beyen agreed that the fresco was evidence for the adoption of glass blowing during the first 

century BCE.261 Since then, the painting has fallen out of favor as evidence and not without 

reason; in addition to its generally idealistic character it also features “broken” pediments (fig. 

168), a style not realized in actual architecture until the Severan period.262 A possibility that, to 

my knowledge, has not been suggested is that the glass bowl in the fresco at Boscoreale (and its 

contemporaries) is not meant to portray glass at all but rather the more rare and precious rock 

crystal. It is impossible to tell if this identification was meant and, at least for the discussion of 

perspective and visual effect, not as important as the fact that the two media shared the same 

characteristic of pure transparency. At this date, during the first century BCE, if transparent glass 

existed, it would also have been a luxury for its visual similarity to crystal. By the first century 

CE, even when glass was more was commonplace it was still valued for its unique physical 

properties. Pliny states that during his time it was an extremely versatile material but most valued 

when it imitated rock crystal:  

fit et album et murrina aut hyacinthos sappirosque imitatum et omnibus aliis 
coloribus, neque est alia nunc sequacior material aut etiam picturae 
accommodatior. Maximus tamen honos in candido tralucentibus, quam 
proxima crystalli similitudine. (NH 36.198-199) 
 
There is, furthermore, opaque white glass (album) and others that reproduce 
the appearance of fluor-spar (murrina), blue sapphires or lapis lazuli, and, 
indeed, glass exists in any color. There is no other material nowadays that is 
more pliable or more adaptable, even to painting.263 However, the most highly 

                                                
261 See Williams-Lehmann, Roman wall paintings from Boscoreale, 159-60; Grose, "Early Blown Glass," 27-29. 
262 cf. Bergmann, "Realia," 97-98. A famous example of the style is the third century CE arch of Septimius Severus 
at Leptis Magna (modern Leba, Libya). 
263 Commentators have assumed that Pliny is referring to the use of glass tesserae in mosaics, but Agnés Rouveret 
suggests that he was referring to a method of painting on hot glass. The result of the process is an enamel-like 
design: Pline l'Ancien, Histoire Naturelle, livre XXXVI (Paris: CUF, 1981), 247. 
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valued glass is colorless and transparent, as closely as possible resembling 
rock crystal.264  

It they were prospective, like the architectural forms, Second Style paintings with transparent 

glass may have even helped to incite later trends in glassware. Another possibility, which Regina 

Gee has recently argued, is that the section of the wall paintings with glass at the villa of 

Boscoreale and villa A at Oplontis were later repairs.265 At both locations the painters of a later 

workshop endeavored to match the original paintings as closely as possible. A testament to their 

success is that the glass bowls appear so consistent with the themes and style of the rest of the 

frescoes. In cubiculum M, therefore the bowl may have been painted after the addition of the 

window. Its appeal, however, would have been approximately the same for audiences of the first 

century BCE or first century CE. 

As I discuss below, in the Fourth Style depictions of glass at the Complesso di Giulia 

Felice (II.4.1-12) in Pompeii and the Casa dei Cervi (IV.21) in Herculaneum, windows also 

played an important role in the frescos’ imagery and the significance of transparency as an 

indicator of three-dimensionality. In the relatively short history of Roman frescoes in Campania 

transparent glass appealed to generations of viewers. Depictions of transparency in other media, 

are beyond of the scope of the present discussion, but they confirm its significance.266 Glass 

conjured views of surface and things seen through it, a feat that seemed to bridge the gap 

between reality and representation by virtue of display and suggestion. Because of the tradition 

of ancient painting and its license, it is plausible that the purely transparent bowls were 

prospective. Even if they were not, as Gee suggests, they demonstrate the special place of glass 

                                                
264 Natural History: Books 36-37, trans. D.E. Eichholz, Loeb Classical Library 419 (Cambridge and London: 
Harvard University Press, 1962), 156-57. 
265 Gee, Regina, in Selected Papers in Ancient Art and Archaeology, AIA Monographs Series, forthcoming 2015, 
and e-mail correspondence, January 2015. 
266 Eg. the body-conscious drapery of sculpture. 
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not only in the painter’s repertoire but also actual spaces where seeing through was a unifying 

paradigm.  

In closing this section on transparent glass and the evidence it provides for ancient 

perspective, I return to the correspondence between architecture and the visualization of space. I 

argue that the different registers of pictorial illusion in frescoes, particularly in the Second Style, 

invite a gradual awareness of the transition from real space into the paintings. In cubiculum M, 

on the north wall, for example, the white trompe l’oeil columns appear to be a part of real space 

and they frame more architecture that appears “behind” them (fig. 114, 168). As Heinrich Drerup 

described, this system of spatial representation made its seem that the ancient eye had a 

migratory quality, moving from object to object within the painting.267 It is this progressive 

approach to defining built space that I identify as a key feature of ancient perspective as it was 

conceived of and applied in Roman frescoes. It informs how transparent glass appeared corporeal 

and vivid: because it invited the same recognition of things as the metric for three-

dimensionality. Lucretius’ description of a receding colonnade demonstrates the conceptual 

relationship between architecture and perception.268I argue that this observation suggests how an 

object—a colonnade—actually visualized a perception of distance. There is no suggestion of a 

physical barrier, only the limits of vision. The colonnade directs the eye in a path that the body 

could follow. As Lucretius describes: 

Porticus  
aequali quamvis est denique ductustansque in perpetuum  
paribus suffulta columnis, longa tamen parte ab summa cum tota videtur,  
paulatim trahit angusti fastigia coni,  
tecta solo iungens atque omnia dextera laevis 

                                                
267 Drerup, "Bildraum und Realraum," 154-55. He also cites studies that identify a “Sukzessionsperspektive” or 
“Stimultanperspektive.”  
268 The observation is based on a Euclidean theorem: Small, "Skenographia in Brief," 120-21; Scolari, Oblique 
Drawing, 28-31; Gros, "The theory and practice of perspective in Vitruvius's De architectura," 9-10. 



 117 

donec in obscurum coni conduxit acumen. (4.426-431) 
 
A portico,  
Albeit stands well propped from end to end 
On equal columns, parallel and big, 
Contracts by stages in a narrow cone, 
When from one end the long, long whole is seen, 
Until, conjoining ceiling with the floor, 
And the whole right side with the left, it draws 
Together to a cone’s nigh-viewless point269 
 

The portico was a familiar sight to Lucretius’ audience. An ancient reader could easily imagine 

the optical effect of convergence by picturing it. If they were to experience the space by 

progressing through the portico the effect would eventually disappear. What Lucretius describes 

therefore is the movement of the eye through a space bounded by architecture. Scolari even 

suggests that “paulatim” (gradually) refers to degrees of recession. In this aspect perception 

parallels the form of an object’s appearance and its representation. As such, ancient artists 

created the appearance of recession by gradually reducing the distances between transversals.270 

When ancient painters depicted porticos they not only appealed to a taste for art inspired by 

public architecture and the appeal of the vista but also a visual experience that a viewer brought 

to the painting. As Peter von Blanckenhagen demonstrated in his magisterial work on the Third 

Style paintings at the Augustan villa at Boscotrecase (between Herculaneum and Boscoreale) the 

use of atmospheric effects captured an experience of perception. As miniature objects and figures 

seem to emerge from an undefined background they to create constantly changing vistas as the 

                                                
269 Trans. William Ellery Leonard, see Scolari, Oblique Drawing, 28 with n. 6. Cf. the translation by Rouse “…until 
it has gathered all into the vanishing point of the cone,” De Rerum Natura, trans. W.H.D. Rouse, Loeb Classical 
Library 181 (Cambridge and London: Harvard University Press, 1992), 311. In light of the confusion that the term 
“vanishing point” causes it is misapplied in this passage. 
270 Oblique Drawing. 28-29. 
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eye focuses on one figure or another.271 I argue that for transparent glass, like the colonnade, 

looking was also a kind of spatial perception as one became aware of the material, its properties, 

and the space it implied. 

In her study of the frescoes from villa at Boscoreale, Phyllis Williams-Lehmann 

imagined that the paintings affected a seamless transition from the real space of the room. She 

writes: 

Here in the cubiculum, the unknown owner of the villa…reclining in the 
alcove…might gaze on the splendor of [depictions of] ivory and tortoise-
shell, on statues and vessels of gleaming bronze, on towers and porticoes. He 
might listen to the warble of birds and the splash of water in the green vistas 
beyond the window. Where did the outer world begin and its painted image 
stop? Where was the ideal and where the real? Looking back through the 
shaded peristyle to the brilliant light of the garden, to the flash of birds and 
the sparkle of water, it must have been difficult to say. For the ideal was 
rooted in the real.272 (emphasis added)  
 

This connection between the paintings and reality was the hallmark of Roman fresco as a 

medium. It’s relationship to real space, however, also enacted fundamental realities of the limits 

of vision and access. Therefore I suggest a slight refinement of Williams-Lehmann’s thesis, that 

the boundaries between painting and reality were gradual and that a viewer was seduced not only 

by visual representation but also its mirroring of the progressive experience of seeing and 

moving through space. There were also “thresholds” of representations in the paintings from the 

trompe l’oeil columns to the landscapes painted and seen through the window.273 Just as the 

architecture seems to progress in levels of different ontology—gradually—so too does the eye 

look through the paintings or a glass bowl, momentarily perceiving their respective topographies.  

                                                
271 Peter H. von Blanckenhagen and Christine Alexander, The Augustan villa at Boscotrecase (Mainz am Rhein: 
Philip von Zabern, 1990), 30-31. 
272 Williams-Lehmann, Roman wall paintings from Boscoreale, 130. 
273 cf. Bryson, Looking at the Overlooked, 31-32. 
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Ia.  Pausias’ Methe  

The depiction of glass, like curtains or fruit, was a reference to the ancient tradition of 

virtuosic painting and a demonstration of it. In order to produce a convincing pictorial 

representation, Roman wall painters had to be adept at outline and modeling as well as conscious 

of how to highlight a visually insubstantial surface. They depicted transparent glass against a 

neutral backdrop like a black curtain (fig. 113-114) or an undefined space as in a number of 

framed still lifes (fig. 131, 174). Particularly in dining scenes with figures, glass was portrayed as 

holding liquid. Generally, without some other material content it is impossible to determine with 

certainty that the object is transparent glass. Therefore a glass jug in a scene from Herculaneum 

is an especially skilled rendering (fig. 122).  

In a singular example from the Casa di Octavius Quartio (II.2.2) in Pompeii (fig. 123), 

however, the artist went even further and depicted a maenad with her held titled back as if she 

has just drained the last drop from a glass cup (fig. 125-127). The especially difficult 

foreshortening of the cup and the face of the figure seen through it made the painting a valuable 

showpiece in the décor at the residence. It was depicted in small roundel of the Fourth Style 

paintings in a cubiculum f.  (fig. 124). The room was at the back of the house and overlooked its 

magnificent garden. In addition to designs typical for the period, the paintings include another 

Bacchic roundel that features two figures with a metal cup. The depiction of the maenad is 

unfortunately not well preserved today but a black-and-white photograph gives a better 

impression of its original appearance (fig. 126). The maenad’s shoulder is half-draped and she 

wears a leafy crown that identifies her as a follower of Bacchus. The right side of her face, 

mouth, up-turned nose, and eye are visible through the transparent wall of vessel. In addition to 

presenting a tour-de-force depiction of material, the glass focuses attention on an unflattering 
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view of the maenad’s face and thereby underscores her abandon to drunkenness. The subject’s 

difficult foreshortening required the painter to be skilled in modeling and drawing. The figure 

appears corporeal with shadows and highlights that define the shape of her face and drape of her 

garment. The cup is rendered primarily with outline that suggests its physical form and visual 

permeability. The Italian artist, Annibale Carracci (1560-1609), painted a strikingly similar oil 

painting that depicts a young man holding a glass cup as if draining its last drop (fig. 128). In his 

other hand the youth holds a decanter half-filled with amber-colored wine. The depiction of the 

two vessels challenged the painter in different ways. One, fully transparent, displayed an 

extremely foreshortened face and the other contained translucent liquid and reflected the tips of 

the figures’ fingers along the base. While the maenad in the roundel is shown more in profile and 

has a less dramatic perspective, she still participated in the tradition inherited many years later by 

Annibale. For the owner of the house she may have been direct reference to that tradition but 

even in general she demonstrated its foundations in the exploration of materiality. As this subject 

demonstrates painters approached depictions of glass in a variety of ways in order to show off its 

revolutionary visual materiality and in so doing their own ability to render it in fresco.  

 Although the virtuosity of the anonymous painter of the maenad reflected more on the 

house owner than himself, Pausias’ painting of the same subject did earn him admiration. 

According to the Greek traveller, Pausanias (second century CE), Pausias—the artist of the 

Stephanoplokos—painted the personification of Drunkness (Methe) in the same attitude as the 

maenad:  

οἴκημα δὲ περιφερὲς λίθου λευκοῦ καλούμενον Θόλος ᾠκοδόμηται 
πλησίον, θέας ἄξιον: ἐν δὲ αὐτῷ Παυσίου γράψαντος βέλη μὲν καὶ 
τόξον ἐστὶν ἀφεικὼς Ἔρως, λύραν δὲ ἀντ᾽ αὐτῶν ἀράμενος φέρει. 
γέγραπται δὲ ἐνταῦθα καὶ Μέθη, Παυσίου καὶ τοῦτο ἔργον, ἐξ ὑαλίνης 
φιάλης πίνουσα: ἴδοις δὲ κἂν ἐν τῇ γραφῇ φιάλην τε ὑάλου καὶ δι᾽ 
αὐτῆς γυναικὸς πρόσωπον. (2.27.3) 
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near [the temple] a circular building of white marble has been built, called 
Tholos, which is worth seeing. In it is a picture by Pausias, representing Eros, 
who has cast aside his bow and arrows and instead of them is carrying a lyre. 
There is also another of Pausias’ works, Methe, drinking out of a glass cup. 
Even in the painting you can see the glass cup (ὑαλίνης φιάλης) and the 
woman’s face through it (δι᾽αὐτῆς γυναικὸς πρόσωπον).274 

 

When this painting was made transparent glass had not yet been invented. Pausanias may have 

therefore have seen a depiction of a translucent cup that allowed the outlines of the face to be 

visible or even later copy or repair.275 Another possibility is that hyalos (ὑαλίνης) should be 

translated as crystal. This latter solution is certainly possible since in Greek, hyalos, referred to a 

variety of transparent substances including, but not limited to glass, rock crystal, or glazes. 276 

The precise type of transparent material or its degree of transparency was secondary to the 

principle feature of the painting: that both the cup and face could simultaneously be visible.    

Although scholars cite this passage of Pausanias, the painting of the maenad from the 

Casa di Octavius Quartio is not well known. Yet it may very well be a descendant of Pausias’ 

Methe. Also like the earlier work it is without parallel. The lack of visual comparisons suggests 

that the difficulty of the composition made it rare in practice. The view of a face through glass 

involved more advanced techniques than the depictions of fruit and liquid in vessels. Both, 

however, demonstrate the appeal of purely transparent glass as novelty. Whereas the painter of 

the maenad created it through an empty cup, the appropriate attribute for a maenad, the painter of 

the bowl of fruit at the villa of Boscoreale suggested it through opposition (fig. 113). By leaving 

the bowl “open” at bottom, he created a seemingly unimpeded view through the vessel. But in 

                                                
274 Trans. Naumann-Steckner, "Depictions of Glass in Roman Wall Paintings," 86. 
275 Ibid. 
276 cf. Pollitt, The Art of Ancient Greece, 165. W.H.S Jones translates hyalos as crystal: Pausanias, Description of 
Greece: Books I-II, trans. W.H.S. Jones, Loeb Classical Library 93 (Cambridge and London: Harvard University 
Press, 1918), 393.on the flexibility of the word substances see Trowbridge, Ancient Glass, 13, 22-52; especially pp. 
32-33. She notes that the Latin word for glass “vitrum” may also have meant crystal in certain cases: 70, 79-80. 
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order to suggest this view he first had to suggest the materiality of glass by means of a contrast. 

This detail—the juxtaposition of void and objects—appears in other depicted vessels as well (fig. 

120-121; 174-175. It offers further evidence for the role of materiality in the significance of glass 

objects. It is unlikely that fruit appeared packed this way in an actual bowl of fruit. By means of 

this technique, however, a painter captured areas of pure transparency. In the painting at the 

House of Octavius Quartio, even though the maenad’s face is visible through the glass cup, it too 

suggests pure transparency and void. From experience a viewer recognizes that a cup is an 

emptied container. It suggests a distance from the figure’s face and therefore displays all three 

visual points identified above: its surface, void, and the space (or in this case the visage) around 

it. These choices, I argue, demonstrate the role of memory in creating a vivid image and the 

appeal of transparency in the construction of three-dimensionality. Finally, painters worked to 

capture these material effects and their success—like that of the poet or the orator—was likewise 

seen through the convincing depiction of transparent glass. 

II. Shining, Glittering, and Seen Through: Trajectories of Vision and the Still Lifes of the 

Complesso di Giulia Felice (II.3.4) 

IIa. Depictions and Descriptions of Glass: Materiality and Lucretius 4.143-153 

In a several illusionistically framed still lifes from the Complesso di Giulia Felice also 

known as the Praedia Iuliae Felicis (fig. 129), fruit fills and overflows a large glass vase, a silver 

pitcher gleams, and a variety of live fish seem to swim through clear water (fig. 130-136). More 

objects and animals appear in the other compositions and continue themes of dining, ritual, and 

commerce. The paintings were made in the tablinum (92) during the final phase of the complex 

(ca. 62-79 CE) when it included residences, dining areas (8, 83), a large garden with euripus 

(channel), and a public bath (53). An inscription identifies Julia Felix as the proprietress and 
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announces that she has opened the bath and upper level rooms and apartments (now lost) for 

public use or lease.277 After the earthquake of 62 CE, a single workshop painted the frescoes 

throughout the complex. While there are no large-scale mythological scenes, still lifes and 

typically Fourth Style designs ornamented 92 and other areas. Although the still lifes with glass 

and silver tend to get the most attention, I argue that they belong to a group that features a 

programmatic exploration of materiality As Harald Mielsch points out, furthermore, the various 

subjects may even have advertised aspects of the villa’s commercial offerings.278 In spite of its 

rich context, the depiction of glass is usually only mentioned in conjunction with Seneca’s 

observations about the distortive properties of glass.279 The painting’s subtle demonstration of 

empirical perspective, relationship to the material properties depicted in the other paintings of 

92, and large windows nearby, however, suggest that much more was at stake for the vessels and 

its counterparts. While I limit my discussion to the depictions of transparent and reflective 

media, in light of the history of the Praedia and its owner, a more comprehensive study of their 

display of materiality would be productive. The role of glass in the painting’s exploration of 

materiality was to display a union of physical and visual characteristics that appear singular in 

other compositions. Glass captured the gleam of silver and views of fruit seen through its surface 

in a single object and a single image. As I have demonstrated above, furthermore, these 

characteristics typified and distilled the visual and sensual experience of built spaces into a 

material object.  

In this section I examine glass and water as microcosms of these dynamics and their 

relationship to Lucretius’ materialist theory of vision. Several studies of Second Style fresco 

                                                
277 PPM, 3:184-310. 
278 Mielsch, Römische Wandmalerei, 199-200. 
279 “poma per uitrum aspicientibus multo maiora sunt,  Quaestiones Naturales I.3.9; “poma formosiora quam sunt 
uidentur, si innatant uitro,”Ibid., I.6.5 see Squire, Image and Text, 396-403; Fleming, Roman Glass, 44-45, no. 
E.51; Naumann-Steckner, "Depictions of Glass in Roman Wall Paintings," 97. 
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have linked its imagery of physical and visual views through and barriers to this theory of 

vision.280 By focusing on glass, I demonstrate how pervasive these considerations were and their 

centrality to a painting’s success as enargeia. 

 The tablinum (92) at the Praedia once contained at least six still lifes but probably 

more.281 As a tablinum, it was a highly visible space; it had a large entrance and two windows 

that looked out to the garden allowed air to circulate and natural light to enter (fig. 137-138). 

Similar windows appear in rooms 91 and 97 on either side as well (fig. 137). The tension of 

display and suggestion was enacted physically in the architecture of the complex and its 

paintings. Nearby, this suite of rooms (91-92, 97) there is an entrance (between 90 and 91) that 

joins the garden to the atrium. To the door’s left there is a fragment, still in situ, of another large 

still life that included a woven basket and several pieces of fruit.282 As a visitor passed from the 

atrium into the garden they moved away from these framed depictions of nature into full 

experience of it. In the garden one could enjoy an escape from the city streets and dine in quieter, 

more pleasant surroundings. A lavish alcove that opened onto the peristyle featured an outdoor 

triclinium with a small fountain and two niches (fig. 140). Even if a visitor did not dine here, if 

they saw the painting of live delicacies from the sea in 92 and heard the sound of water from the 

garden just a few steps away they knew something of the luxuries within the complex.     

 During the eighteenth century, Bourbon workers cut the frescoes from the walls of room 

92. They left a large portion of the south wall intact, however, so we can infer the design of the 

rest of the room (fig. 133). The still lifes appear side-by-side in a frieze. Painted frames separate 

the compositions and signal that each imitates a discrete panel painting. On the wall below there 

are contrasting planes of color that feature vignettes of landscapes and a Bacchic pair. Besides 
                                                
280 Bergmann, "Art and Nature," 108-10. 
281 PPM, 3: 286-91. 
282 Ibid. 247-257 
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the still lifes, the only perspectival elements in the fresco are miniature white panels of color 

with architecture rendered in parallel perspective. The items depicted in the still lifes are all life-

sized or slightly larger and there is very little overlap between them. Their uncluttered 

compositions invite a viewer to pause and examine individual objects or to recognize them at a 

glance. The space in the scenes recalls the Hellenistic precedents discussed in Chapter 2: each 

seems to be a shallow niche with an ambiguous background.283 Additionally, there are plinths 

(fig. 131; 135) or shelves (fig. 130, 136), both conventions of framed still lifes in Roman wall 

painting. The optical effect of the niches, I argue, presents the objects forth through their 

ambiguous backgrounds. As a group, the paintings suggest a small pinacotheca of various 

compositions and a collection of objects related to the Praedia.  

 The depicted glass vessel, as a container and a frame, displays a variety of fruit through 

its walls (fig. 130-131).  In addition to its transparent medium, the vessel was rendered with 

subtle effects of empirical perspective. Its mouth appears wide enough for fruits to topple out of, 

as two, a pomegranate and quince have done. While the appearance of a forward tilt is not as 

extreme as some cases discussed above, it nonetheless combines two apporoachs—haptic and 

optic—into a single vessel of display. The vase therefore displays multiple, overlapping objects 

without sacrificing their corporeality or views of their forms. It appears so filled with fruit that it 

offers no view of pure transparency. Yet the artist captured the appearance of its surface. The 

vase’s color is light and made up of various warm and cool tones; and its transparency is 

rendered through areas of blue-gray opacity—particularly around the edges of the vase’s mouth 

and foot—and almost imperceptible lines of highlight that suggest its contour and surface. 

Situated on a pedestal in the scene, the vase is explicitly compared silver tableware and visual 

                                                
283 77-81. 
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effects of metal in another frame (fig. 135). It is the only other composition with a plinth. The 

similarity draws attention to objects’ material differences; the silver simpulum, krater, plate, and 

pitcher all gleam with bright highlights and announce their opaque, reflective surfaces while the 

glass is filled with colorful fruit and paired with ceramic vases, one closed and the other open. 

 Fruits appear packed into the glass vase and heaped past its rim. They make the vessel 

appear solid and dense enough to cast an opaque shadow that falls at an angle behind it. The 

painter’s attention to portraying the corporeality of the fruit is also so precise that the stem of 

quince at the front of the pile casts a tiny shadow (fig. 132). The small detail recalls Philostratos’ 

imagery in his ekphrasis of a xenia. Among a variety of comestibles, he observes that “Near 

them lies a branch—by Zeus, not bare or empty of fruit: it casts its shadow over [the figs].”284 In 

the paintings, I argue that the slant of the shadows also suggests the same system of perspective 

as the architecture of the Second Style or details like the obliquely depicted cloth in triclinium e 

at the Casa dei Ceii. As Stinson notes, moreover, convergence perspective all but disappears in 

Third and Fourth Style paintings and is replaced by parallel perspective.285 In the still lifes from 

the triclinium (92), the oblique slant of the shadows is an example of the technique. It also 

creates an appearance of recession that corresponds to a light source and a flat surface behind the 

objects. Although the scale is different, the shadows help to define a sense of three-dimensional 

space and the surface on which they are cast.  They imply that the objects have mass in order to 

prevent light from passing through and that they occupy a corporeal space.  

The shadows also suggest that each still life is a discrete painting. In the same fragment 

as the still life with glass (MN8611), the adjoining composition features shadows that fall to the 

left (fig. 130); the lid of a vessel and a metal skyphos both appear to be lit from the right front. 

                                                
284 Im. 1.31, trans. Squire, Image and Text, 419-20. 
285 Stinson, "Perspective Systems," 403-05. 
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The fragment is identified with the north wall of 92 and so each of the paintings could 

correspond to a light source from the atrium or the windows. In a number of Roman frescoes, 

actual light sources frequently correspond to the imagined lighting of the painting even those that 

depict illusionistically framed pinakes (panel paintings). In a still life from the Casa dei Cervi in 

Herculaneum, for example, the shadows fall as if the objects were lit from a window in its 

original location.286 At the Praedia, however, appearance of light and shadow is not consistent 

between the still-life paintings. On the north wall they contrast and on the south wall they seem 

to correspond in the paintings of objects but not of the fish. The differentiation reinforces the 

illusion of the still lifes as panel paintings that were conceived of on an individual basis. They 

relate to their environment thematically and perceptually but they also have an autonomy that 

identifies them as depictions. The illusion of the compositions as pinakes only added to their 

caché because they form a small, private picture-gallery. And the objects in the still-life paintings 

are thus elevated as well because they are not only mimetic depictions of things—transparent 

glass, reflective silver, et. al.—but also depictions of precious paintings, perhaps even xenia. It is 

noteworthy, however, that unlike depictions of pinakes (fig. 31) or monochromes (fig. 117) in 

Second Style paintings, the frames of the still lifes in 92 are only rendered as outlines. They are 

not given shadows and are therefore an even closer approximation to windows than their 

predecessors. The frame serves to identify its contents as a pictorial illusion and something 

worthy of aesthetic consideration. Its subtlety is even similar to that of transparent glass because 

it is an object of display and a container for the portrayal of other illusionistic things.  

Glass appears in Lucretius’ poem, the De Rerum Natura, as part of an explanation of a 

theory of extromission. Lucrectius followed the teachings of the Greek philosopher, Epicurus. As 

                                                
286 Victor Tran-Tam-Tinh, La Casa dei Cervi à Herculanum (Roma: Bretschneider, 1988). 
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an atomist, Epicurus taught that all matter is made up of particles and the senses are a standard of 

truth. His theory of visual perception reflects these beliefs and, as Lucretius demonstrates, it was 

explained through materials.287 In the De Rerum Natura, he describes how objects emit an image 

or copy of themselves that was capable of crossing into the human eye and therein 

reproducing—on a smaller scale—the object of sight. The mind could then perceive the object 

that the eye saw.288 The copy was called an eidolon, in Greek, and an imago, simulacrum, or 

species in Latin.289 Lucretius describes these imagines as “films” that rapidly flew from the 

object and into the eye. This theory of extromission was one among several that originated in the 

philosophical schools of ancient Greece. Although accounts of it differed slightly, all of them 

maintained that light and some kind of physical contact was central to vision.290 In his account, 

Lucretius explains perception through the encounter between simulacra and materials. The 

simulacra move from object to the eye; although they are so small that they are invisible, they 

are the source of one’s encounter with the physical world. As physical bodies, furthermore, the 

simulacra respond in various ways during these encounters. Depending on the physical 

properties of a material they may pass through it or be mediated or stopped. The object may even 

have a tangible effect. As Lucretius explains, for example, the simulacra may “break up” 

(scinditur) in their encounter with something solid, like wood.291 The result of these discussions 

is not only an explanation of vision but also an exploration of materiality. The physical 

properties of objects—transparency, translucency, and solidity—all provide evidence for a 

                                                
287 Ings, A Natural History of Seeing., 156-158; Bartsch, Mirror of the Self, 58-67. Lucretius’ discussions of vision 
appear in 4.26-452; cf. 6.990-907 
288 cf. Marco Beretta, "Vetro e visione," in Vitrum: il vetro fra arte e scienza nel mondo romano, ed. G. Di Pasquale 
and M. Beretta (Milano: Giunti Editore, 2004), 121-31. He provides a helpful summary of haptic theories of vision 
and their main proponents on p. 122. 
289 I use simulacra and imagines interchangeably. 
290 Ings, A Natural History of Seeing, 157-58; Beretta, "Vetro e visione," 122-24. 
291 4.601. 
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theory of vision that draws on sensual experience. In this manner the simulacra are emblematic 

of the human body as it navigates the interstices between the objects of the phenomenal world.  

In his descriptions of visual phenomena that involve glass, Lucretius uses language that 

explicitly emphasizes its physical properties and the corporeality of the simulacra. He proposes 

that these simulacra are everywhere and constantly in motion.292 Thus they are the subjects of 

active verbs that indicate their movement through glass or encounter with other materials. When 

they collide with something that is not sufficiently porous they split up or are reflected; but glass 

allows them to pass through: 

Nunc ea quam facili et celeri ratione genantur 
perpetuoque fluant ab rebus lapsaque cedant 
….. 
semper enim summum quicquid de rebus abundant 
quod iaculentur. et hoc alias cum pervenit in res, 
transit, ut in primis vitrum. sed ubi aspera saxa 
aut in materiam ligni pervenit, ibi iam 
scinditur, ut nullum simulacrum reddere possit. 
at cum splendida quae constant opposta fuerunt 
densaque, ut in primis speculum est, nil accidit 
horum; nam neque, uti vitrum, possunt transire, neque autem 
scindi; quam meminit levor praestare salutem. (4.143-153) 
  
Now [let me tell you] how easily and quickly these images arise,  
constantly flowing off from things and gliding away.  
…. 
For there is always something streaming from the outermost  
surface of things for them to shoot off.  
And this when it meets (pervenit) some things passes through (transit) 
particularly through glass. But when it meets (pervenit) rough stone  
or solid wood, there at once it is broken,  
so that it can give back no image (simulacrum).  
But when the opposed object is bright (splendida) and  
compact (densa), as particularly a mirror (speculum),  
nothing happens of this sort;  

                                                
292 Beretta, "Vetro e visione," 122. 
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for the images [simulacra] cannot pass through as through glass,  
nor again can they be broken: 
so much safety the smoothness never forgets to afford.293 

 

The materiality of glass is described through contrast; much like the juxtaposition of various 

types of materials in the tablinum (92) at the Praedia. In this passage and elsewhere in his poem, 

Lucretius does not identify glass as transparent but rather a thing that allows the imagines to pass 

through it.294 He describes the other materials—aspera saxa and materiam ligni—but glass is a 

passive medium. The simulacra come against (pervenit) and then go across (transit) it. In 

another passage he compares how the simulacra move through glass to voices heard behind a 

closed door. He says that voices can move unimpeded by its material because they can follow its 

twisting passages (flexa foramina) but simulacra cannot. They need straight passageways (recta 

foramina) in order to move through something; glass is a material with such properties. In this 

passage it allows the imagines to swim or fly through (tranant, travolat). Lucretius’ figurative 

description of their movement further underscores their corporeality295 and mirrors this same 

property in the variety of objects that he mentions as examples.  

                                                
293 Trans. Rouse De Rerum Natura, 287-89. 
294 Quod superset, non est mirandum qua ratione, 
per loca quae nequeunt oculi res cernere apertas, 
haec loca per voces veniant aurisque lacessant. 
conloquium clausis foribus quoque saepe videmus, 
nimirum quia vox per flexa foramina rerum 
incolumnis transire potest, simulacra renutant; 
perscinduntur enim, nisi recta foramina tranant, 
qualia sunt vitri, species qua travolat omnis. (4.595-602) 
 
 “To proceed: there is no need to wonder how voices pass and assail the ears through places through  
which the eyes cannot see plain objects. We often witness a conversation going on behind closed doors,  
of course because the voice can pass (transire) unimpaired through tortuous passages in a substance,  
while images refuse: for they are split up, unless they have straight passages (recta foramina) to swim through 
(tranant), such as those of glass through which every appearance (species) can fly (travolat).”  
Trans. Ibid., 323. Cf. also 6.990-907. 
295 At 4.459-462, for example, a human body is the subject of transire as it seems to move in sleep. 
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Since he doesn’t describe the physical properties of glass, Lucretius does not solve the 

chronological problem outlined above. It is noteworthy, however, that elsewhere he describes 

translucency. He writes that people who have jaundice of the eye see everything with a yellow 

tinge.296 

IIb. Swimmers and Pools: The Depiction of Fish in Triclinium 92 and Ovid Met. 4.329-55 

(Salamacis and Hermaphroditus) 

The tilted forward mouth of the glass vase in triclinium 92 is just one example of 

transparency combined with empirical perspective for the purpose of display. In the scene of 

fish, the view is a composite of various side angles that show off the types of fish and a bird’s 

eye view of their habitat (fig. 134). As with the depiction of the large vase and its abundance of 

fruit, the fishpond was a display of luxury. During the late Republic and early Empire the 

practice of pisciculture became a popular for commerce, the enjoyment of the owner, and 

                                                
296 lurida praeterea fiunt quae cumque tuentur 
arquati, quia luroris de corpore eorum 
semina multa fluunt simulacris obvia rerum, 
multaque sunt oculis in eorum denique mixta, 
quae contage sua palloribus omnia pingunt. (4.332-36) 
 
Moreover, jaundiced persons see everything a greenish-yellow, because many seeds of this greenish-yellow colour 
stream out from their bodies to meet the images of things, and besides many are mingled in their own eyes which by 
their contact paint every-thing with lurid hues.  Ibid. 303 
 
cf. the imagery of Martial’s Ep. 8.14. The poet refers to transparent glass that allows pure sunlight (puros soles) and 
“undefiled” (faece) day to pass through but blocks the wind. The sense of faece here suggests an element of mixing, 
similar to the way that Lucretius described how the affected eye is discolored. By Martial’s day transparent glass 
could have been used for window panes and so we can assume that the qualification indicated the transparency of 
the window in the poem: 
Pallida ne Cilicum timeant pomaria brumam, 
mordeat et tenerum fortior aura nemus, 
hibernis obiecta Notis specularia puros 
admittunt soles et sine faece diem.  
 
So that, grown pale, your Cilician orchard/ doesn't fear the wintertime and the sharper air/ doesn’t nip the tender 
grove, windowpanes (specularia) facing/ the wintery south winds let in clear sunlight and undefiled day. trans. T.J. 
Leary, "The Winter Does Not Pass through Me, but the Sun Sparkles within Me: A Literary Window on Roman 
Glass?," Journal of Glass Studies 53 (2011): 236. 
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consumption.297 The luxurious garden of the Praedia reflects this tradition with its large euripus 

(8) and outdoor triclinium with a nymphaeum (83). In its cave-like alcove, the outdoor triclinium 

provided diners not only with a view of the garden and euripus but also a channel and pool 

around the bed (fig. 140)298 Marble facing covered the floor, beds, and the socle, and on the walls 

fragments of a continuous Nilotic scene with the river, pygmies, and amphibious creatures 

remain (fig. 141). On the back wall a pipe above small, marble stairs would have fed the small 

channel with running water to cool the marble couches and add sound to the marine-themed 

décor. A short distance away, the marine scene from triclinium 92 conjured an image of this 

setting in its depiction of various species of fish and their appearance. It’s bird’s eye view also 

captured the perspective of the diners or anyone strolling along the euripus where fish might be 

raised or stored temporarily before they became part of a meal (fig. 139). The painting is an 

idealization of the reality of daily life that is at once general and specific to the Praedia. It is also 

a small, contained image of pisciculture that announces its presence in the complex. By virtue of 

transparency, furthermore, the image conjured an experience of looking down on various fish. At 

Pompeii number of ponds—some quite elaborate—suggest the popularity of fish farming 

there.299As David S. Reese notes, furthermore, mosaics and wall paintings also depict fish that 

could be raised in urban ponds rather than breeds caught in deeper waters.300 Like the displays of 

fruit, the fish were local. The paintings not only combined views of these familiar sights but also 

their relationship to the sensual pleasures of daily life.  

                                                
297 See James Higginbotham, Piscinae: Artifical Fishponds in Roman Italy, ed. P.J. Rhodes and Richard J.A. Talbert, 
Studies in the (Chapel Hill and London: The University of North Carolina Press, 1997). 
298 Carratelli, PPM, 3:185. 
299  See David S. Reese, "Fish: Evidence from Specimens, Mosaics, Wall Paintings, and Roman Authors," in The 
Natural History of Pompeii, ed. Wilhelmina Feemster Jashemski and Gustav Meyer (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), 274, with bibliography on pp. 90-91. 
300 Ibid. 
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In the painting from the tablinum (92), the glass vase was at once a container for its fruit 

and a virtuoso display. Similarly the depiction of a pond put these various species of swimming 

fish on display as well. In order to make them readily identifiable—to contextualize them in the 

reality of the Praedia—the artist used different views to depict their most characteristic features 

(fig. 134). There are several eels with curving bodies; an especially large, spotted one twists 

itself into a languid curve below the middle of the composition. While it might have been a 

familiar creature, by contrast, a monster depicted in the frescoes of the outdoor triclinium takes 

the same pose, which adds realism to the fantasy (fig. 141). Above the eel in the painting from 

the tablinum (92), there are two large fish that seem to swim side-by-side. They have prominent 

eyes and whiskers and their scales are suggested through stippling in various shades of red-

brown and yellow. Three silver fish swim around the perimeter of the diverse group and create 

the shape of a discontinuous arc.  

Although the fish are seen as if at angle from above, their habitat is rendered in profile. 

The lower portion of the composition depicts a sea floor with a yellow-brown ground line and 

several rocks. The profile view of the rocks and fish and the gradation of the blue background 

imply that the bottom of the frame corresponds to a floor and the light area is a horizon above the 

water. A similar effect appears in a mosaic from a triclinium at the Casa del Fauno (VI.12.2) in 

Pompeii (fig. 43).301 The colors of the background in the mosaic, however, are more sharply 

defined (fig. 142). In the area between dark and light, lines of different colored tesserae alternate 

to affect a smooth transition; two sets of rocks also seem to enclose the area of the dark-blue sea. 

The painter of tablinum (92) similarly made the fish the focus of attention. Yet there are thin, 

horizontal white lines painted on the blue background as well. They indicate the water’s 

                                                
301 Borriello et al., "Collezioni del Museo Nazionale," 1:116-17, no. 8. 
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reflective surface as if it is seen from above. The detail demonstrates the painter’s attention to 

transparency as a topos between the paintings from the room. As with the highlights of the glass 

and metal vessels the surface of the water seems to shine like the “glassy” pools and sea of Latin 

ekphrases. At the same time another surface is suggested through the corporeality of the fish. 

Like the vessels they cast shadows as if there is a light source above them, coming from the 

upper left corner of the frame. The highlight, similar to the shadow, defines the materiality of 

water and makes it appear transparent, yet still visually perceptible. Below the spotted eel near 

the center of the frame there is even a light-gray shape that mirrors its head, perhaps a reflection? 

If it were the case it underscores the painter’s delight in the variation of the effects of clear water. 

The portrayed surface can reflect and send light back toward the viewer, like an encounter 

between imagines and a mirror. And it is also transparent, allowing light and therefore vision to 

swim through. 

The highlights and shadows in the painting suggest a top-down view while the fish are 

seen from an oblique angle. Both may seem technically at odds to a modern eye because they 

combine multiple views; to demand a single, “consistent” perspective, however, is to project 

modern expectations onto a painting that is successful as a visual enargeia. The artist has taken 

into account not only the illusionistic subjects—the fish—but also the physical properties of the 

water. Its transparency is an aesthetic in its own right, as I demonstrate in this chapter, and it 

makes the fish, in all their colorful detail, visible. Fish swimming through the water of the 

euripus at the Praedia were mediated by its reflective, moving surface and cast shadows onto the 

bottom of the pool as they are portrayed in the painting. They would not be seen so clearly, 

however, even if the water were still because the euripus afforded only top-down views. The 

artist’s solution to this problem was to depict the fish from the side. A consequence of this 
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approach is that, in reality, it would only be available if the fish were out of the water or already 

on the plate. The artist’s success lies in this combination of displays directed to a visitor, 

particularly someone who came to dine at the complex. As Pausanias remarked of Pausias’ 

painting above, one could see Methe’s face through the surface of a cup, such that both 

transparency and the figure behind the glass were recognizable. Similarly the painter at the 

Praedia has achieved an ideal balance of surface and seeing through, suggestion and depiction. A 

viewer could delight in the pictorial mimesis on multiple levels: as a mirror of the luxuries at the 

Praedia, a display of delicacies to identify, and an exhibition of artistic skill. 

 Ovid’s account of the story of the nymph, Salamacis, and the divine youth, 

Hermaphroditus (Met. 4.285-388), demonstrates the poet’s ars as it conjures a scene of 

transparent and reflective materials for the mythic pair. Philip Hardie has called the story a 

“sustained narrativization of the Lucretian doctrine of simulacra”.302 Along with its doublet, the 

myth of Narcissus and Echo, Ovid explores the poetics of surface and vision in order to conjure a 

vivid and animated event in the mind’s eye of the reader. The passage is Ovid’s exploration of 

the doctrine as not only an account of vision—as Narcissus’s story is usually interpreted—but 

also materiality. A pool is central to both narratives but in the story of Salamacis and 

Hermaphroditus, transparency is a consistent physical property in the ekphrasis. Ovid pictures it 

through various media—cloth, water, and glass—that resonated with poetic tropes and 

contemporary luxury items. What transparency offers the poet, I argue, is akin to what it offered 

the painter: a captivating balance of material substance and visual permeability. It is therefore a 

frame that displays and a means of making the absent present through the description of visual 

properties. Like the painted still lifes that have a dual heritage in Greek art and contemporary 

                                                
302 Ovid's Poetics of Illusion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 9; 150-56. 
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life, furthermore, the poem provides pleasure on multiple levels, including visual conceits that 

seduce303 the reader into seeing the objects described. In light of Lucretius’ discussion of glass 

and its depiction in Roman fresco, I analyze how Ovid’s language and imagery provides us with 

an account of the poetics of transparency. 

 The myth of Hermaphroditus is dramatic aetiology of intersex.  According to the poet, 

Hermaphroditus was a beautiful young boy who incited the lust of a nymph, Salamacis. They 

encounter one another in the forest near a pool where Salamacis preferred to lounge rather than 

hunt with the goddess, Diana. Ovid describes the pool as clear enough to show the bottom 

(stagnum…imum, 297; perspicuous, 300),304 and its surface as “mirroring” (spectatas… undas, 

312). As she reclines next to it, Salamacis is visually and symbolically connected to the pool by 

her mantle that allows light to pass through and expose her body (perlucenti circumdata corpus 

amictu…incubat, 311-313). It is the first in the series of references to transparent or reflective 

media. As the story develops, they reappear in the descriptions of other objects and foreshadow 

the transformation of two bodies into one with the characteristics of both. Appropriately, the 

ultimate transparent object in the series is glass.  

pueri rubor ora notavit; 
nescit, enim, quid amor; sed et erubuisse decebat:               330 
hic color aprica pendentibus arbore pomis 
aut ebori tincto est aut sub candore rubenti, 
cum frustra resonant aera auxiliaria, lunae. 
poscenti nymphae sine fine sororia saltem 
oscula iamque manus ad eburnea colla ferenti                
"desinis, an fugio tecumque" ait "ista relinquo?" 
Salmacis extimuit "loca" que "haec tibi libera trado, 
hospes" ait simulatque gradu discedere verso, 
tum quoque respiciens, fruticumque recondita silva 
delituit flexuque genu submisit; at ille,               340 

                                                
303 cf. Valladares, "Imago Amoris," 1-8 and passim. 
304 The adjective comes from the verb perspicere, a compound of the preposition “per” and “spicere”, to see. 
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scilicet ut vacuis et inobservatus in herbis, 
huc it et hinc illuc et in adludentibus undis 
summa pedum taloque tenus vestigia tinguit; 
nec mora, temperie blandarum captus aquarum 
mollia de tenero velamina corpore ponit.                
tum vero placuit, nudaeque cupidine formae 
Salmacis exarsit; flagrant quoque lumina nymphae, 
non aliter quam cum puro nitidissimus orbe 
opposita speculi referitur imagine Phoebus; 
vixque moram patitur, vix iam sua gaudia differt,               350 
iam cupit amplecti, iam se male continet amens. 
ille cavis velox adplauso corpore palmis 
desilit in latices alternaque bracchia ducens 
in liquidis translucet aquis, ut eburnea si quis 
signa tegat claro vel candida lilia vitro. (Met. 4.329-355) 
 
A blush crossed the boy’s cheeks, for he knew nothing of love, but it was a 
becoming blush, the color of apples ripening in a sunny orchard, of dyed 
ivory or the moon’s scarlet glow when bronze cymbals clash to end an 
eclipse. When the nymph kept begging for a sister’s kiss at least, and was 
twining her arms around his ivory neck, he cried out, ‘Just stop! Or I’ll leave 
this spot, and leave you with it.’ Salmacis trembled and said, ‘It’s all yours,’ 
and turning away pretended to leave but she kept looking back, and hid in a 
thicket, crouching on one knee. He, as a boy will who thinks he’s alone, 
explored the green bank and dipped first his toes in the ripples, and then his 
feet up to the ankles. Enticing, and just the right temperature, he slipped the 
clothes from his supple body. The nymph was spellbound, burning with 
passion, and her eyes now were as bright as sunlight reflected in a mirror. 
She could barely endure any more delay, any further deferral of joy, and was 
out of her mind with desire to hold him. The boy, clapping his body with 
cupped palms, dove in quickly and began swimming the crawl, his body 
shines through305 the water as if it were an ivory figurine or a lily encased in 
glass.306  

 

The final simile, “tegat claro…candida lilia vitro/a white lily encased in glass”, appears just as 

the scene escalates from voyeurism to rape. Unable to watch the object of her desire from afar 

                                                
305 In the Latin the boy’s body is the subject of “translucet” (ille… in liquidis translucet aquis) a more literal 
translation is that the body shown through the water, with water understood as transparent or translucent. Lombardo 
translates the water as translucent, which captures the sense of the passage but not its visual language.  
306 Adapted slightly from Metamorphoses, trans. Stanley Lombardo (Indianapolis and Cambridge: Hackett 
Publishing Company, Inc., 2010), 101-02. 
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any longer Salamacis cries out in victory: “vicimus et meus est/I win, he’s mine!” (356). She then 

dives into the water and struggles with Hermaphroditus until the two become one.  

The body of Hermaphroditus is compared to a several natural and manmade objects but 

the most prominent is ivory. Ovid mentions it three times: Hermaphroditus has a blush like 

painted ivory, an ivory neck, and finally he is like an ivory statue (signa). The poet is also at his 

most artful in the passage; through this imagery he entices the reader to identify with Salamacis 

and to desire the beautiful boy that he conjures through words. Just as vision incites the desire of 

the nymph, enargeia creates an erotic phantasia in the mind of the reader. As Valladares 

explains with respect to the story of Narcissus, the dramatic portrayal of looking and desiring 

creates an illusion of immediacy. Ovid makes this explicit with his references to the visual arts. 

He compares Narcissus to a statue made of the bright, white marble from Paros (Met. 3.419) and 

elsewhere in the Metamorphoses an ivory statue, Pygmalion’s, actually comes to life.307 The 

images of Hermaphroditus as an ivory object not only appealed to his readership based on a 

familiarity with the material but also contemporary representations in sculpture. Even though 

Hermaphroditus’ story is somewhat rare in literature, there were numerous depictions of him/her 

in the visual arts.308 Ovid wrote, furthermore, when the popularity of Greek art reached a new 

height during the first century BCE. As a precious object of Greek extraction, the mythological 

Hermaphroditus enticed his audience on multiple levels, erotic and economic; Ovid pictures him 

as a youth with white skin and a precious thing to own. In addition to the cultural connotations of 

                                                
307 Met. 3.419: e pario formatum marmore signum; see Valladares, "Fallax Imago," 379.  In both cases vision is the 
medium of, a poetic trope based in atomist visual theory that plays on the erotic possibilities of the relationship 
between vision and touch. 
308 Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae (LIMC). 8 vols. (Zürich, München, Düsseldorf: Artemis & 
Winkler, 1981-1999), 5:268-85. 
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the story, its carefully highlighted nudity would have caught his attention of his readers because 

of its association with Classical sculpture.309  

The ultimate simile of the passage is a marriage of natural and manmade beauty: a flower 

in glass. As Anderson notes the double simile in these lines draws out the description and invites 

the reader to linger on the imagery.310 Water and glass play crucial roles by focusing attention on 

the objects they contain or cover. As a narrative device the flower is also a visual metaphor for 

the violation of Hermaphroditus; earlier in the passage Ovid portrays Salamacis picking flowers 

“as she often did” (saepe legit flores). 311 Enclosed in glass the flower is also an object selected 

for display just as Hermaphroditus’s “ivory” body is something to behold. Its appearance “shines 

through” (translucet), therby “moving” the way that Luretius’s imagines penetrated glass. 312 

Like the revealing garment—often associated with elegiac women313—the clear water heightens 

beauty by drawing attention to its physical properties. In this case it is its metaphorical “shine” 

that passes through a transparent layer.  

Finally, the description of transparency implicitly provides a perspective for the body. 

Swimming through the water, Hermaphroditus is seen from above; the pool’s surface is 

momentarily transparent and not reflective (although it can be both). The motif of the boy seen 

through water, furthermore, recalls the story’s companion in which Narcissus sees a beautiful 

boy, himself, on the surface of the water. But whereas Narcissus never achieves union with his 

                                                
309 Christine Mitchell Havelock, The Aphrodite of Knidos and Her Successors: A Historical Review of the Female 
Nude in Greek Art (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995), 118-21. cf. Valladares, "The Lover as a Model 
Viewer," 211 with n. 8. 
310 cf. the “unfurling” of curtains in the passages of Ovid and Virgil, see above, Chapter 1, pp. 18-19 and 51-53. 
311 Ovid’s metaphor of the flower is especially subversive; it plays on myths of divine women who are stolen away 
while they are picking flowers: e.g. Persephone and Europa when Hades and Zeus kidnapped them respectively. In 
this case the youth is the plucked flower. cf. M. Robinson, "Salamacis and Hermaphroditus: When Two Become 
One (Ovid, Met. 4.285-388)," Classical Quarterly 49, no. 1 (1999): 218. 
312 Anderson notes the equation of the nymph and the pool; in a sense when Hermaphroditus dives in he is already 
enveloped by her, cf. Anderson, "Ovid's Metamorphoses: Books 1-5," 440-41. 
313 e.g. Ovid, Amores 1.5.13-14.  



 140 

beloved—because he is already whole—Salamacis sees her object of desire through the water 

and joins with him to produce a new being. It is as if what Narcissus thought he saw, a reflection, 

was made real, an attainable object that gives off light. 

IV. Conclusion 

The materiality of glass provided ancient painters with a tangible means of exploring 

visual phenomena and their implications for pictorial illusion in a single object. Its appearance in 

different pictorial contexts and depiction through different stylistic strategies reflects a sustained 

consideration of the possibilities of display and suggestion that it made possible. As I have 

discussed above, glass informs our understanding of the construction of space through objects as 

well as the ways in which the desire for vividness made it so useful for the ancient painter. It also 

provides some of the best evidence for the role of objects and materiality in techniques of ancient 

perspective. The revolutionary materiality of blown glass and its transparency as well as its 

fragility, reflective properties, and malleability, made it a valued product for daily use and for the 

contemplation and representation of visual phenomena. While it is still true that we recognize 

many of these properties in glass today, its ubiquity also makes them easier to overlook. In 

antiquity, however, these features of glass were still relatively new.  And thus its tension between 

solid medium and seeing through proved especially evocative for painters, poets, and 

philosophers alike, because it offered a range of phenomena through which to describe, depict, 

and contemplate. For the painter, like his audience, it provided a visual topography with a path 

for the eye to follow.
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  Chapter 4 
Living with Things: The Place of Still Lifes in the Wall Painting Program at the Villa of Publius 

Fannius Synistor at Boscoreale 
 

While I have treated specific contexts throughout the first three chapters of this 

dissertation, in this chapter, I explore the depiction of still lifes at a single location: the villa of 

Publius Fannius Synistor at Boscoreale (hereafter the villa of Boscoreale). Although its paintings 

are renown for the quality and range of their Second Style subjects, including elaborate 

architectural paintings and a megalography of divine or royal figures, only a handful of objects 

have been treated in any systematic way as examples of still life. Taking a thematic approach the 

imagery at the villa I discuss how depictions of curtains, metals, and glass played an important 

role in the ideological importance of the villa and its function as a place of leisure, to escape the 

city while still enjoying—and viewing—depictions of its material benefits. 

My analysis of the Second Style paintings of the villa at Boscoreale314 focuses on three 

areas: the forecourt (A), peristyle (E), and cubiculum M (fig. 112). The more visible paintings of 

A and E, I argue, foreshadowed aspects of the villa’s decorative program and announced the 

owner’s material wealth through an evocation of public displays of art. Moving through the 

forecourt and around the peristyle, a visitor traveled through an elite residence that combined 

ideal and reality, nature and cultivation, the urbs and rus into a new environment.315 At the villa 

there were no true opposites; rather, the seemingly infinite variety of material wealth conveyed a 

range of elite values. The imagery of the paintings, from depictions of vineyards, architecture, 
                                                
314 A number of other villas were in the same area, See Stefano De Caro, "The Villas of Boscoreale," in Roman 
Frescoes from Boscoreale: the Villa of Plubius Fannius Synistor in Reality and Virtual Reality (New York and New 
Haven: The Metropolitan Museum of Art and Yale University Press, 2010), 5-10; Andreas Öettel, Fundkontexte 
römischer Vesuvvillen im Gebiet um Pompeji (Mainz: Philipp von Zabern, 1996). Several comparitive studies 
between the villa and others in the region appear in Barbet and Verbanck-Piérard, Boscoreale et ses fresques, 2:197-
236. 
315 cf. Bergmann, "Art and Nature," 119; Williams-Lehmann, Roman wall paintings from Boscoreale, 130-31. 
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and sculpture, marbles, metals, and gems, athletic prizes and palm fronds, captured the new 

culture of luxury that emerged when the villa was built during the middle of the first century 

BCE.316 In the peristyle, the materiality of still lifes was conveyed through a sophisticated trompe 

l’oeil that, I argue, incorporated the viewer’s space as if it was part of a private version of the 

public porticus, complete with festal garlands and precious objects. Although paintings from 

several rooms demonstrate continuity with the themes and optical effects of the paintings of the 

peristyle (E), room M features an especially rich intertwining of these phenomena. They are 

subjects and approaches furthermore that have been the focus of this dissertation. In my 

discussion of the materialist program of painting at the villa of Boscoreale, I explore how the 

imagery of A and E led up to that of the decorated north suite (N-G), particularly cubiculum M, 

and how different pictorial strategies accomplish a common goal: to conjure realia in the mind’s 

eye of the viewer. 

 My exploration of the still lifes at the villa of P.F. Synistor at Boscoreale has benefited 

immensely from a recently published monograph based in the collaboration of an international 

group of scholars who participated in a colloquium at the Musée royal de Mariemont (Belgium) 

in 2010. The colloquium and subsequent publication offer an exemplary model in the study of 

Roman frescos that examines the paintings’ history from creation to rediscovery and includes a 

catalog with digital reconstructions.317 My discussion is particularly indebted to Bettina 

Bergmann’s work on the frescoes and her identification of the significance of objects, actual and 

painted, at the villa.318 In her article she observes that a study of the objects depicted in the 

                                                
316 Zarmakoupi, Designing for luxury on the Bay of Naples; "Porticus and cryptoporticus in Luxury Villa 
Architecture," 50-61; Wallace-Hadrill, Rome's cultural revolution, 315-55; Clarke, The Houses of Roman Italy, 12-
26. 
317 Barbet and Verbanck-Piérard, Boscoreale et ses fresques. 2 vols. 
318 Bergmann, "Realia," 78-99. 
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paintings of the villa could form a whole book.319 Below, my contribution takes as its point of 

departure only several objects, and thus underscores Bergmann’s point about the importance of 

things in villa’s decor.  

Two sources of evidence form the basis of my study: the villa’s surviving frescoes and 

the account of an archaeologist, Felice Barnabei (1842-1922), which was published in 1901, 

shortly after the completion of excavations.320 Although his account has had its detractors,321 it 

adds to the corpus of subjects present in fragments of fresco and allows us to see the importance 

of still life in its painting program. It is only through Barnabei’s account that the peristyle can 

correctly be analyzed. Through a close reading of his descriptions and an examination of select 

frescoes, I demonstrate how the still lifes connected the villa, and therefore its owners, to a larger 

system of elite values based on the pictorial evocations of public art and the experience of 

viewing works—especially spolia—in a porticus.  

I. Seeing Past the Threshold: the Paintings of the Forecourt and Peristyle  

The first impression that one had of the villa at Boscoreale was of its monumental façade 

with four freestanding columns (fig. 143). It was elevated on an incline and reached through five 

marble steps that led to the small forecourt. This facade would have greeted passersby and 

visitors alike as they arrived on the road in front of the villa, traveling to or from Pompeii, which 

was located about a kilometer to the south. Modeled on public architecture, the entrance 

established the villa’s presence and luxury with a dramatic confection of real and imitated 

materials. Behind the actual columns, made of stucco around a wooden core, the back wall of the 

                                                
319 Ibid., 96-98.; See also "New Perspectives " 11-32. 
320 Felice Barnabei, La villa pompeiana di P. Fannio Sinistore (Roma: Tipografia della R. Accademia dei Lincei, 
1901). 
321 See Barbet and Verbanck-Piérard, Boscoreale et ses fresques, 1:8-9; Williams-Lehmann, Roman wall paintings 
from Boscoreale, p. 2 with nn. 4-5. 
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forecourt was painted with frescoes that mirrored the landscape and foreshadowed the villa’s 

interior garden. These paintings are no longer extant, and therefore they are generally only 

mentioned by scholars and omitted from reconstruction.322 As I demonstrate, however, 

Barnabei’s description of their imagery and correspondence with the frescoes that survive from 

the villa offers evidence for the role that exterior paintings played in residences as a monumental 

means of self-display. These paintings, I argue, both suggested and appeared to portray the 

wealth of the villa and its décor to passersby. Because the paintings of the forecourt A are 

missing it is worth quoting Barnabei in full on their context and appearance: 

L'androne, lungo tredici metri per quattro, occupava il sito che nelle 
abitazioni di città era destinato al tablino, e benchè fosse così vasto serviva 
da vestibolo. A sinistra sorgeva un larario che si trovò spogliato. Aveva il 
pavimento di musaico bianco incorniciato da una fascia nera. Le sue pareti 
erano tutte dipinte, con architetture e paesaggi. Quella presso il larario era 
assai deperita. Nella parete opposta era raffigurato un giardino, sul quale 
appariva il lato di un peristilio. Negli intercolunni vicino la colonna centrale, 
da una parte a destra era dipinto un albero nell'altro intercolunnio a sinistra un 
altro albero, su cui erano posati due uccelli. Nell’intercolunnio accanto era 
rappresentata una cortina raccomandata ad anelli, infilati ad una corda tesa 
dall'una all'altra colonna. In un altro intercolunnio era dipinta una grossa 
anfora con anse terminanti in teste di cigno, ed accanto ad essa un grande 
scudo, posato obliquamente. Ma tutta la pittura era sommamente 
danneggiata.323 
 
The entrance hall, thirteen meters long by four meters wide, occupied the site 
that, among the houses of the city, was intended for the tablinum, and though 
it was so vast, it served as a vestibule. On the left, there was a lararium that 
was looted. It had a white mosaic floor framed by a black stripe [i.e. the 
stripe runs along the walls on the floor]. All of its walls were painted with 
architectural and landscape scenes. The one [wall] close to the lararium was 
deteriorating. On the opposite wall a garden was painted, in which appeared 
the side of a peristyle. Between the columns, close to the central column, on 
the right side, a tree was painted and in the other space on the left – another 
tree, on which two birds were resting. In the inter-columnar space next to that 
one, a curtain was represented, held up by rings that were threaded with a 
cord that was stretched to another column. In another inter-columnar space, a 

                                                
322 Bergmann, "New Perspectives " 14-15; Williams-Lehmann, Roman wall paintings from Boscoreale, 7-8. 
323 Barnabei, La villa pompeiana di P. Fannio Sinistore, 14. 
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large amphora was painted with a handle that terminated with the heads of 
swans, and next to it there was a large shield, obliquely positioned. But the 
entire work was utterly damaged.   

 

Like the monumental architectural façade, the paintings of the forecourt provided a glimpse of 

the villa owner’s material wealth. They acted as a kind of preview for it, whether it was actual or 

pictorial. There were several groups of addressees: the familia and invited guests or passersby. 

For all, the frescoes were an integral part of the villa’s advertisement of status. The passerby, 

however, could only imagine what the garden scenes or amphora actually depicted. Were they 

material things owned and displayed within? The visitor who progressed up the steps and entered 

into the villa could have compared the paintings to reality or even the exterior to interior, if she 

so wished. The frescoes also provided her with a subconscious impression of the villa’s 

luxurious accouterments and inspired an appropriate state of mind.324 For the visitor and passerby 

alike the paintings were a pictorial threshold to augment the villa’s actual one. Their naturalistic 

imagery of trees and birds reflected the courtyard in front of A and framed a view of it through 

of the peristyle garden. The wall was therefore like a decorated screen: it portrayed an image that 

reflected the exterior landscape and suggested the character of the interior just beyond the 

threshold. 

As both mirror and frame, the forecourt wall had a unique rhetorical power: it could 

simultaneously display and suggest luxury, thereby capturing the respective value of each. The 

paintings blended themes of urban comfort and traditional, agrarian values, which characterized 

the villa rustica. For a moment structure and landscape were harmonious, inhabiting the same 

physical space while still conferring their respective blessings upon the villa’s elite owner. His 

                                                
324 cf. Bergmann, "Art and Nature," 110. This approach to space recalls the relationship between viewers and sacred 
architecture discussed in Chapter 3. 
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ability to represent these surroundings (or hire people to do so) was an expression of mastery as 

well.325 The paintings therefore neither dissolve the wall as a barrier nor reinforce it. Rather, they 

echoed and foreshadowed its unique environment and gave the illusion of a synchronic 

relationship between ever-changing nature and man’s attempt to augment it with structures and 

gardens.  

 The depicted objects in the paintings of the forecourt that most explicitly indicated 

economic wealth were the amphora and shield. On one hand they offered a glimpse of the actual 

painted subjects in the villa. In the peristyle, discussed further below, similar vessels and other 

objects made of precious metals were depicted between painted intercolumniations, just like in 

the forecourt. These trompe l’oeil painted columns also mirrored twenty-two actual ones that 

surrounded a garden. Did the painted objects imitate or evoke actual possessions? Nothing of the 

size that Barnabei suggests was reported at the site, however, there were some bronze objects 

with figural decoration, including at lamp with a bat attachment, a steelyard with the head of 

Mercury, and a bronze vessel with a statuette handle in the shape of Bacchus.326 Given their 

elegant appearance, swan’s heads were also popular figural motifs for the handles of actual 

objects.327 The famous Boscoreale treasure, attests to the quality of ornate silverware kept as 

family heirlooms.328 That similar vessels do not survive from the villa of Boscoreale does not 

mean such objects were never used there or that figural ornaments depicted in different media 

did not inhabit the same spaces as the paintings. The wealth of parallels between the painting’s 

                                                
325 Brendon Reay, "Cato's De agri cultura and the Spectacle of Expertise," in Roman Republican villas: architecture, 
context, and ideology, ed. Jeffery A. Becker and Nicola Terrenato (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2012), 
64-65. 
326 Bergmann, "Realia," 86 and appendix 1. 
327 See pieces from the Metropolitan Museum of Art in NewYork (Rogers Fund, 20.49.2-9, 11, 12) in Andrew 
Oliver, "Two Hoards of Roman Republican Silver," The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 23, no. 5 (1985): 177-
85. Also the ladle and strainer at the Walters Art Museum in Baltimore: inv. no. 57.909-910. 
328 Kuttner, Dynasty and empire, 6-8; Antoine Héron de Villefosse, Le trésor de Boscoreale (Paris: E. Leroux, 1899-
1902). 
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imagery and surviving luxury objects from contemporary contexts points to a rich interplay 

between actual and depicted possessions. As Bergmann illustrates in her study of the finds and 

wall paintings, there was a shared “visual vocabulary” between frescoes and other furnishings, 

even farming equipment.329 Even if the owner never possessed the same types of fine vessels as 

were depicted in his decor, the detailed still lifes of the forecourt referred to such objects in terms 

of their intrinsic value and high level of craftsmanship. As we will see, the painting of an 

ornament like the handle shaped into a swan’s head was matched by a number of similar painted 

objects in the interior frescoes.  

Passing through the forecourt (A) and into the fauces (C), a visitor moved through the 

narrow passageway that was decorated with a fully pictorial emulation of marble masonry. From 

this small space one progressed into the large, airy peristyle, the heart of the villa. As in the 

forecourt, its walls were painted with white columns that framed still-life compositions and 

mirrored actual columns (fig. 144-146). In the wall paintings, the numerous still lifes related to 

athletics, ritual, and, above all, luxury. Their subjects were primarily metal vessels on plinths but 

others included a fountain with a turtle sculpture, a net bag, the attributes of Mercury, and 

several winged genii (fig. 176-177). A yellow dado, painted to imitate giallo antico, appeared 

below the compositions and was continuous from wall to wall. Above, as if hanging from the 

column capitals, weighty garlands formed arabesques and displayed an array of different types of 

flowers, greenery, produce, and grain. Like the objects and materials below, they were a 

depiction of a luxurious collection that evoked contemporary habits of cultivation and 

consumption.330 Without Barnabei’s account, this unprecedented display of still lifes in the 

peristyle could not have been recognized from the extant fragments of painting because it has no 
                                                
329 Bergmann, "Realia," 96-97. 
330 On the cultivation of exotic plants see "A Painted Garland," p. 67 with n. 10; Macaulay-Lewis, "The Fruits of 
Victory," 205-24. 
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extant parallel. While the frescoes throughout the villa emphasize objects and precious materials, 

the unique display of large-scale still lifes331 in the peristyle presents a singular pictorial strategy 

of trompe l’oeil and the use of color fields. Instead of immersing the still lifes in an illusionistic 

environment—like those of M—the backdrop is solid black. It made both fresco and the real 

space of the viewer appear illusory. This display prefigures the depiction and function of color 

fields in later still lifes. In later Styles, several colors alternated to suggest three-dimensionality 

and transform the appearance of the architectural space (fig. 65, 133).332 Similarly the 

monochrome black wall was chosen to make objects appear closer to the viewer and therefore 

more present. In the peristyle at Boscoreale, the relationship between the still lifes and the 

viewer’s own space, however, was particular to the designs of Second Style frescoes and, as I 

demonstrate below, it resonated with the paintings elsewhere in the villa. The pictorial strategy 

of the peristyle accomplishes a similar goal as the other frescoes—a vivid depiction of realia—

but its non-representational backdrop allowed the still lifes to visually project and appear to be a 

part of real space. Since the paintings competed with the sights, sounds, and scents of the actual 

environment, it was essential that the artist portray subjects as uniquely present in this 

environment. As paintings, of course, the still lifes had some advantage in that they preserved an 

image of the finest things regardless of the weather or the fortunes of the villa’s owner. And on a 

day when the sun was shining and the garden was in full bloom they would have appeared to be 

as much a part of the living environment and the material of everyday experience as the viewer 

herself.  

The black backdrop is a key feature of the still lifes’ optical illusion of presence. It 

conceptualizes the picture plane as transparent in a way that asserts the materiality of the painted 

                                                
331 About one meter and thirty centimeters high, Barnabei, La villa pompeiana di P. Fannio Sinistore, 30. 
332 See discussion above, p.  
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objects and appears to dissolve the divide between painting and reality. The result is that the 

paintings and real space exist as a “continuum” that links painted and actual objects.333 Against 

the non-representational black surface—originally polished to a reflective shine (cf. fig. 178)—

the various metals and marbles seemed to be a part of real space. The lack of a painted 

environment around the objects, along with the dark color of the wall,334 focused all attention on 

their detailed execution and afforded them their greatest visual impact. Through the painter’s 

skillful manipulation of visual effects he elevated the still lifes beyond depictions of glittering 

things to depictions of things that actually seemed to shine. The reflective surface of the wall 

brought to life the materiality of these painted metals and marbles. Moreover, as they 

transformed the appearance of the space, the walls seemed to construct an event at which the 

viewer herself was physically present.335   

Ia. The Black Color Field and the Still Lifes of the Peristyle 

A surviving fragment of painting from the peristyle depicts multi-colored athletic prizes 

displayed on a white table (fig. 147-150). These include a golden oinochoe and patera, maroon 

and teal fillets, a red cista with a ring of gold leaves, and a bronze krater. Although today the 

painting is faded, framed, and mounted on a museum wall, something of the still lifes’ original 

optical effects remain. The forms, colors, and the details of the precious objects present a sharp 

contrast to the dark black color field. It is necessary to look to other paintings by the same 

workshop to imagine how the materials and objects once addressed the viewer. The still lifes 

                                                
333 cf. Bruno, "Mark Rothko and the Second Style: The Art of the Color-Field in Roman Murals," 238. 
334 The technique of using a dark background to make lighter objects advance appears to have been an early 
innovation in ancient painting; Pliny attributes it to Zeuxis’ monochromes. See Form and Color in Greek Painting 
(New York: W.W. Norton & Company Inc., 1977), 41-44. 
335 cf. "Mark Rothko and the Second Style: The Art of the Color-Field in Roman Murals," 238-39. “Dietro questo 
podio, al di là delle colonne dipinte pareva corresse un ambulacro parallelo alle grandi ali del portico, nel quale 
sembrava che avrebbero potuto passare gli spettatori, ed avere il loro posto dietro i vasi e gli altri oggetti in una 
occasione di solennità,” Barnabei, La villa pompeiana di P. Fannio Sinistore, 40. 
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originally presented a striking vision of manmade wealth amongst the many aesthetic stimuli of 

the courtyard.336 In cubiculum M, for example, ornate red columns feature an elaborate tracery of 

gold, gem-studded ivy (fig. 151). The bright metal foliage suggests how the leaves depicted on 

the cista or the forms of the oinochoe and patera once appeared against a monochrome color 

field. Barnabei also mentions a number of other gold-colored objects in addition to colors that he 

identified as bronze, silver, and electrum.337 In another fragment from the peristyle there are two 

more vessels: an imaginatively rendered copper vase with a lid and a now hardly visible 

oinochoe (fig. 145, 157). Damage has caused the background color to become white and 

therefore the light-color of the oinochoe makes it only visible in person. Originally, however, the 

vessel must have shined forth from the walls of peristyle and competed for attention with the 

other silver or white colored still lifes and the marble architecture—imitated in paint and 

stucco—that framed it. In the peristyle, the gleam of painted metals once twinkled amidst the 

plantings of the garden. From the entrance one would have perceived their myriad colors and, 

upon closer inspection, seen them take shape as precious vessels on plinths, a wide-mouthed 

basin, a marble table tilted to display its prizes, and much more.338 

The Second Style frescoes from several rooms of villa A at Oplontis were painted by the 

same workshop as the villa at Boscoreale (fig. 152-155). The imagery of the paintings therefore 

offers further comparison for the size and types of still-life objects depicted in the peristyle. In 

particular, several cistae from the atrium (5) demonstrate not only a remarkable formal similarity 

to those from the villa at Boscoreale but also techniques that enhanced their visibility and thus 

their vividness. In the paintings of the atrium there are several cistae; on the west wall, two are 

depicted over a dark maroon colored stone. Like the black walls of the peristyle, the depicted 
                                                
336 cf. Bergmann, "Realia," 91; Barnabei, La villa pompeiana di P. Fannio Sinistore, 21-35. 
337 La villa pompeiana di P. Fannio Sinistore, 27-28. 
338 Ibid., 26-30. 
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slab enhances the appearance of the cista and creates contrast to emphasize detail. It is also a 

luxury material in its own right because it depicts porphyry, the hard and highly valued stone of 

Egypt. Its color associated it with imperial purple and its hardness made it expensive to transport 

or carve. In the painting of the atrium at Oplontis the stone therefore signaled kingly luxury as it 

offered a backdrop for smaller ornaments. The display underscores the value of still-life objects 

in Second Style paintings and the comprehensive materiality of their subjects. The better 

preserved of the cistae also has the same basic form as its counterpart from Boscoreale (fig. 155). 

It features a pointed lid that overhangs the sides of the vessel and casts a shadow on the 

cylindrical body. Just above the middle there is a substantial band of gold leaves studded with 

three oblong gems. Like the lid, the wreath casts a shadow on the vessel’s body and adds to its 

three-dimensionality as a property of materiality. The cista with its gold and gems and its 

precious scaenae—the luxurious stone backdrop—all work in concert to produce a single 

composition within the larger system of the fresco’s elaborate imagery.339 

Although the depicted space in the frescos of the atrium (5) at Oplontis seems to be the 

opposite of the non-reprsenational backdop in the still lifes of the peristyle at Boscoreale, both 

share similar compositional strategies. These similarities, I argue, suggest how the identification 

of specific materials and objects and their visual effects were important to the message of 

opulence. With different approaches to depicted space, the paintings from the two villas each 

display rich collections of luxuries. In both contexts they appear carefully curated; there is little 

overlap between individual still lifes. The cistae have their porphyry “backdrops” but so do 

candelabras and round shields (clupei) in architecturally defined spaces next to them (fig. 153-

154). In the foreground a torch lies obliquely on a set of steps that lead up to one door and in 
                                                
339 cf. the scaenae of Ptolemy Philadelphos: Athenaeus 5.196A-197C, Eugenia Salze Prina Ricotti, "Le tende 
conviviali e la tenda di Tolomeo Filadelfo," in Studia Pompeiana et Classica in Honor of Wilhelmina F Jashemski, 
ed. Robert I. Curtis (Aristide D. Caratzas, 1989), 205-07. 
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front of the other there is a large, bronze tripod (fig. 153; 179). The painting simultaneously 

displays abundance and its components, each recognizable and identifiable. In the paintings of 

the peristyle at Boscoreale, the still lifes were similarly displayed for the most visibility. What is 

unique, however, is that the objects, the garlands above, and the columns that framed them are all 

trompe l’oeil. The conceit is that the collection—like the depicted structure—is also part of real 

space. The columns did not obscure any of the objects but rather framed them, adding visual 

emphasis in addition to the luxury of a giallo antico dado and the use of plinths and tables to 

support athletic prizes.  

 The reflective surface of the wall also incorporated the viewer’s own reflection, as if the 

picture plane did not exist at all. Barnabei described how the walls made it seem as if one could 

be a part of the collection and the “solemn” occasion that it implied. He writes that the shining 

black surface made it seem as if the viewer was among the objects while the still lifes seemed to 

“break free” of the walls.340 Similarly, Bergmann observes that viewers “could never lose sight of 

themselves within the visual field”.341 The goal of these effects, I argue, was to give the viewer a 

sense of being present with this timeless collection, at a moment in time determined by the actual 

environment and her experience of it. The optical effects that made it seem as if the still lifes in 

the paintings were projecting and the viewer reflected among them created vividness through 

opposition. The objects seem to be real through their shining surfaces and the viewer and her 

physical environment seem to be a part of the painting. This mirroring, as in the paintings of the 
                                                
340 Barnabei, La villa pompeiana di P. Fannio Sinistore, 30. “Dietro questo podio, al di là delle colonne dipinte 
pareva corresse un ambulacro parallelo alle grandi ali del portico, nel quale sembrava che avrebbero potuto passare 
gli spettatori, ed avere il loro posto dietro i vasi e gli altri oggetti in una occasione di solennità. I quali oggetti dal 
piano in cui erano raffigurati sopra il podio, in mezzo agli intercolunnii, distaccandosi per toni opachi dalla tinta 
nera lucente del muro di fondo, che pareva rivestito con lastre di basalte…” Behind this podium, [there seemed to 
be] a parallel ambulatory in which it seemed as if spectators could pass through and have their place around the 
vases and other objects of this solemn occasion. The objects in the room, which were represented on top of the 
podium, in the middle of the intercolumniations, break away from the shiny black paint of the wall, which seems 
covered with slabs of basalt. 
341 Bergmann, "New Perspectives " 19. 
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forecourt (A) created vividness through the visual intersection of art and reality; both exist 

simultaneously, of course, but each seems to bleed into the other. The viewer seems to “become” 

art,342 a reflection, and the objects are realia, the components of a precious collection displayed 

in the intercolumniations of a portico.  

In studies of mythological scenes in Roman fresco, scholars have discussed how the 

gazes of figures may seem directed at the viewer or across her space. They create a 

psychological interaction that seems to bridge a gap between the art and life. Sometimes a viewer 

becomes implicated in a mythological narrative. At the House of Octavius Quartio in Pompeii 

(II.2.2) frescoes on either side of a doorway to a room (f) that adjoins the garden feature 

depictions of Akteon and Diana (fig. 123). As Verity Platt describes, a visitor who crossed the 

threshold was prompted to reflect on the potential dangers involved in voyeurism as she 

“intercepted” the gaze that led to Akteon’s demise.343 This strategy of implicating the viewer was 

also present in the peristyle at the villa of Boscoreale. Originally there were depictions of five 

genii painted on either side of doorways (fig. 176-177).344 For the depicted still lifes, however, 

interaction was not the only means of presence. As non-anthropomorphic subjects on a black 

color field, the frescoes negate any distance between reality and painting. They suggest that there 

is no gap between the viewer and the displays of objects. Bryson’s discussion of still lifes and 

their lack of depicted space is particularly useful here in order to understand how paintings of the 

peristyle achieve their effect:  

                                                
342 Philip Thibodeau observes that, in antiquity, the reason for mirrors’ un-canniness was that they created a kind of 
“automatic painting”: "Optical Illusions in Ancient Greece," in Gestures: essays in ancient history, literature, and 
philsophy presented to Alan L. Boegehold, ed. Geoffrey W. Bakewell and James P. Sickinger (Oxford: Oxbow, 
2003), 148-49. 
343 Platt, "Viewing, Desiring, Believing," 101. cf. Valladares, "Fallax Imago," 384-86. 
344 Barnabei, La villa pompeiana di P. Fannio Sinistore, 29-30. Only two of the genii survive, see Barbet and 
Verbanck-Piérard, Boscoreale et ses fresques, 1:31-33. 
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Still life is in a sense the great anti-Albertian genre. What it opposes is the idea of the 
canvas as a window on the world, leading to a distant view. Although its techniques 
assume a mastery of perspective, even in xenia, nevertheless perspective’s jewel—the 
vanishing point—is always absent. Instead of plunging vistas, arcades, horizons and the 
sovereign prospect of the eye, it proposes a much closer space, centered on the body. 
Hence one of the technical curiosities of the genre, its disinclination to portray the world 
beyond the far edge of the table. Instead of a zone beyond one finds a blank, vertical wall, 
sometimes coinciding with a real wall, but no less persuasively it is a virtual wall, simply 
a cutting off of further space, like the outer boundary in medieval maps of the world. That 
further zone beyond the table’s edge must be suppressed if still life is to create its 
principal spatial value: nearness.345 (emphasis added) 

 

The black color field “cuts off” further space, to use Bryson’s metaphor and in doing so it leaves 

only the presence of the objects, as visible things, and actual space as the place in which they can 

exist. Fresco, furthermore, physically creates the sense of nearness. Thus Roman wall painters 

took advantage of the fact that paintings were inextricable from a structure that defined a space 

in order to create a sense of interaction between viewer and object. For the painters of the 

peristyle a “disinclination” to portray the world was a means by which they could achieve 

vividness. Whereas figures might engage the viewer on a psychological level, and use eyes to 

suggest the powerful, even physical aspects of the gaze,346 the still lifes engage by appearing to 

be material therefore part of the viewer’s physical as well as visual experience. Even though the 

peristyle paintings featured objects that may never have had a specific model in reality they 

didn’t require one. They seemed to emerge, to break free of the painting and be something 

entirely of their own, a realia formed from artistic license and a viewer’s imagination. 

 In addition to their sophisticated use of color and pictorial detail, the wall painters created 

an illusion of the still lifes’ presence through techniques of parallel perspective based on the 

                                                
345 Bryson, Looking at the Overlooked, 71. 
346 On the concept of the gaze in Roman art and culture: Ronnie Ancona and Ellen Greene, eds., Gendered Dynamics 
in Latin Love Poetry (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005); David Frederick, ed. The Roman Gaze. 
Vision, Power and the Body (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002). 
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shape and position of rectilinear plinths as objects in space.347 According to Barnabei, 

furthermore, most of the vessels were depicted on plinths. They elevated the objects further 

above the dado and, through their varying heights, created a rhythm to compliment the depiction 

of undulating garlands above (fig. 176). The plinths also contributed to the illusion of 

corporeality for round objects as well. Combined with the neutral black color field these effects 

gave the appearance of projection through the form of the object itself. They not only appeared 

three-dimensional but also as if their surfaces pointed from the picture into the actual space. As 

Rudolf Arnheim describes, obliqueness is “the most elementary and effective means of obtaining 

directed tension. [It] is perceived spontaneously as a dynamic straining toward or away from the 

basic spatial framework of the vertical and horizontial.”348 What Arnheim refers to as “directed 

tension” is the appearance of projection, in this case, out, toward the viewer. In addition to three-

dimensionality, the views of the plinths also increased the visibility of the objects that they 

supported and underscored their appearance of mass and solidity. A feature of these 

compositions, to which I will return below, is their carefully curated placement; there is little 

overlap between individual objects and none between them and the trompe l’oeil columns. Along 

with the palm fronds, the plinths suggest an athletic display similar to the Hellenistic mosaics 

from Delos as well as the miniatures from wall paintings at the Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15) in Pompeii. 

The relationship between vessels on plinths and athletics may therefore have initially informed 

displays like the paintings in the peristyle. During the mid first century BCE, the imagery would 

                                                
347 This form of perspective superficially resembles one-point perspective in that it is based on lines that seem to 
recede toward a common area. On convergence perspective, see above p. 101.  
348 Rudolf Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception: A Psychology of the Creative Eye (Berkeley: University of Califonia 
Press, 1974), 424-25. 
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have been recognized as a distinctively “Greek” element that added caché to the already 

luxurious vessels and the house itself.349   

IIb. “Oblique Drawing:” Mensae and Plinths 

In a fragment of fresco, now at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, two 

plinths of different height support large and small vessels (fig. 157). Behind the larger vessel, a 

wide palm frond leans obliquely toward the right. As a whole the composition demonstrates the 

optical functions of the plinth and the vessels as means of visually inserting the paintings into 

actual space. It also suggests how objects mutually contributed to an appearance of three-

dimensionality. In the peristyle, as I argue, the plinths made the objects more vivid because their 

rectilinear shapes seemed to extend at a forward at an angle. Plinths also suggest the approximate 

width of the round vessels since each one is positioned at the top center. Beneath each vase three 

sides of a plinth is visible as if it is seen from slightly above. They also appear to project out at 

different angles: the shorter plinth at approximately 210 degrees and the taller around 330. The 

larger vessel casts a shadow atop its plinth that suggests a light source from the front, consistent 

with the natural light of the peristyle. Like the projection of the plinth, the line of the shadow 

extends diagonally back in space. Its presence therefore not only reconfirms the corporeality of 

the vase but the surface of its support as well. Multiplied throughout the peristyle the plinths and 

tables added a repeating linear element in contrast to the organic forms of the vases and the 

undulating garlands above (fig. 176). The designers took into consideration the balance between 

the two just as they planned the thematic juxtaposition of the manmade and the natural object 

throughout the villa. 

                                                
349 cf. Sgatti, "Caratteri della 'natura morta'," 174-92. 
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The form of the larger of the two vessels is highly imaginative. Riz identifies it as a 

turibulum (incense burner) and Bergmann as a kylix krater.350 The fact that the vessel’s form 

seems to draw from several sources suggests the role of invention in its rendering. I argue that 

these elements, along with the plinth, demonstrate the painters’ efforts to incorporate vivid 

effects that brought the vessel into the viewer’s world. Its imaginative form can therefore be 

attributed to a desire for presence that is unique to the rounded form of the vase. Its conical lid is 

shown slightly from the bottom so as to suggest its circular form with an oval shape. These 

details add an appearance of three-dimensionality to the vessel and, along with the fluted 

decoration of its body, create the impression of an object that is tilted slightly up and forward. 

Below, the plinth creates its linear metric for the rounded three-dimensional form that it supports.  

I suggest that the vessel’s forward tilt had another means of asserting presence besides 

the visual appearance of projection; it also gave the imaginatively formed vessel animation. 

Perhaps it even conveyed to its ancient viewers something of the characteristics frequently 

bestowed upon objects in the “speaking” poems of the epigrammatic tradition. Epigrams were 

often associated with corporeality and place since they originated as inscriptions that spoke in a 

persona attributed to the object on which they were carved. Roman poets, particularly elegists, 

incorporated this tradition of “sentient” things intro their poems; one can find addresses to 

objects such as the door or a lamp, characterized as barriers or silent witness to assignations.351 In 

his fourth book, Propertius even has a statue that was set up near the Roman forum give a short 

story of his origins and the joy of proximity to the Roman Forum.352 Poets used their medium to 

                                                
350 Bergmann, "New Perspectives " p. 18, fig. 24; Riz, Bronzegefässe, 97, cat. no. 198.  
351 Classical vases also “spoke”, see Helene Augusta Coccagna, "Embodying Sympotic Experience: Anatomical 
Manipulations of Athenian Vases" (Johns Hopkins University, 2009), 105-61. 
352 4.2.5: haec me turba iuvat, nec temple eburno: Romanum satis est posse videre Forum. On the relationship 
between the poem and topography see Tara S. Welch, The elegiac cityscape: Propertius and the meaning of Roman 
monuments (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2005), 35-55. In the sixteenth century, Annio da Viterbo 
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give speech to otherwise silent things. As Blake points out the distinctions between human and 

non-human things were less fixed in antiquity.353 In a domestic display of still lifes therefore a 

vivid painting might not only recall presence in terms of its appearance of corporeality but also 

its potential for animation. While to my modern eye the vessel’s pose appears proud and recalls a 

flirtatious cup of the Palatine Anthology (V.171) or Martial’s audaces calices (“Bold Cups”, Ep. 

14.94),354 what might it have “said” to the ancient viewer? Its position, I suggest, was the 

medium of its character; whereas a poet animated cups and pots and statues with his words the 

artist used other tools, including form like the one seen here. 

 The fragment with the table, from the peristyle, features an even more dramatic forward 

projection. The table is depicted with athletic prizes next to a large metal krater (fig. 147-150, 

156).355 Bergmann identifies it as a mensa agonistica, because it supports objects associated with 

athletic victory,356 including three fillets, a gold oinochoe and patera, and a cista. It was 

originally one of six tables depicted in the peristyle. Upon entering from the fauces (c) and 

turning left, a visitor would have encountered this composition in the last painted 

intercolumniation of the south wall. The table featured an even more dramatic display of a three-

dimensional surface than the plinths. Its large size and white color, an imitation of marble, drew 

attention to this support as a luxury object in its own right. Its top appeared to be angled down 

such that it featured a greater amount of the table’s white surface and ample space for several 

                                                                                                                                                       
centered his forged universal history on the poem, the only legitimate Classical source in the work: O’Connell. 
“Returning Many to One: The Commentary of Annio da Viterbo on Propertius 4.2,”Acta of the Conference: Literary 
Forgery and Patriotic Mythology in Europe, 1450-1800, November 8-10, 2012, Earle Havens and Walter Stephens, 
eds. (forthcoming) 
353 She refers to a “sliding scale between human and non-humanness,” "Writing Materials," 4-5. 
354 “The wine-cup (skyphos) feels sweet joy and tells me how it touches the prattling mouth of Zenophila the friend 
of love. Happy cup! Would she would set her lips to mine and drink up my soul at one draught.” Meleager, Greek 
Anthology V.171, trans. Paton, The Greek Anthology: Books 1-5, 315-16. Cf. Martial, Ep. 14.94: nos sumus audacis 
plebeian toreumata vitri/nostra neque ardenti gemma feritur aqua/We are common embossed cups of bold 
glass/And our fineware is not cracked by hot water. Trans. Blake, "Writing Materials," 171-73. 
355 Barnabei, La villa pompeiana di P. Fannio Sinistore, 27. 
356 Bergmann, "Realia," p. 96 with n. 64. 
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prizes to be depicted with little overlap. Strong diagonals on either side appear to project forward 

and display the bright painted surface and the items atop it. As with the metals, the painted 

marble would have seemed to gleam and actually shine like the “real” marble columns of the 

peristyle. They were also a kind of representation because they were made of painted and carved 

white stucco around a wooden core. The use of stucco in the décor of Roman houses was 

ubiquitous as an affordable way to suggest marble, ivory, and other precious materials. At the 

villa of Boscoreale, furthermore, it was also used to create coffers that were then ornamented 

with gold leaf. 357 The form of the table even mirrored that of the columns. Although it is faded 

today, Barnabei describes the table’s feet as “flared” and “fluted”.358 As Bergmann discusses, the 

paintings and other décor shared in the same “visual vocabulary”.359 Between the painted table 

and the stucco columns it is a language of public display and material wealth that imbued 

everything from architecture to depicted furnishings.  

In addition to its bright color and columnar legs, the table appeared to tilt forward at a 

dramatic angle. In this effect it is similar to later mensae agonisticae discussed below. What 

remains unique to the paintings at the villa of Boscoreale, however, is the size of the objects 

depicted in the peristyle and the evidence that survives for its optical effects. Given the 

appearance of other depicted tables from paintings and stuccoes, however, it is likely that there 

are more examples. To the contemporary eye the extreme tilt may seem like it was the 

abandonment of linear perspective but, as I discuss, it actually played an important role in the 

table as an object of display and a support, like the plinths, for other precious objects. In their 

depiction of a surface that seemed to break with the picture plane, artists demonstrate their 

attention to still lifes as not only visible, illusionistic objects but also vivid ones. The table’s tilt 
                                                
357 Barnabei, La villa pompeiana di P. Fannio Sinistore, 24. 
358 Ibid., 27. 
359 Bergmann, "Realia," 96-97. 
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is another instance in which the painter chose to portray the visualization of an object; in the 

painted tables in the peristyle, therefore, vividness was a means of depicting precious 

possessions in a fictive collection. Combined with the structure of the portico and the athletic 

theme of the still life, I argue that this was a visualization of public displays of objects and art. 

While the pictorial strategy of trompe l’oeil in the peristyle varied from the villa’s other frescoes, 

the goal was the same: to produce an object that would invite the viewer to respond to the 

painting as if it were a real thing. The approach, as I argue below, suggests how other mensae 

conjured public spectacle and displays of art. The paintings and the architecture of the peristyle 

created a private experience and reminder of public life in a fresco that surrounded anyone 

passing through the house. They granted the owner and his guests continual access to these 

spaces and a means of translating their significance into the domestic realm. Elsewhere mensae 

were similarly vivid but not to the degree that they surrounded and enclosed a space. 

The table’s short sides are both strong diagonals that seem to approach real space (fig. 

147-148). Like the plinths discussed above, the table’s portrayal also supports corporeal 

appearance of the objects atop it. At the same time, the fillets refine this view through a their 

arrangement and position. Three of the four bands are partially unrolled so that their ends appear 

to hang off of the table. The extension of each of the ribbons traces its surface and the angle of 

its edge. The two at the front center appear slightly angled toward one another, similar to the 

plinths described above. Based on the painting’s state today, however, it is unclear to what 

degree they actually corresponded. Both, however, appear to unroll and fold into slightly “L” 

shaped bends that define the front edge of the table.360 To the left, the third fillet is shown 

                                                
360 In a similar display on an Apulian volute krater, attributed to Iliupersis Painter, fillets trace the edges of steps: 
London, British Museum, inv. no. 1849, 0518.4, from Puglia, ca. 370 -350 BCE, see Jesper Christensen, 
"Vindicating Vitruvius on the Subject of Perspective," The Journal of Hellenic Studies 119 (1999): 165-66. 
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partially unrolled in the same direction as its counterparts. Superficially the fillets seem 

harmonious with the table and one another, upon closer inspection, however, their drape does not 

actually match the table’s short side. Instead, the two at the front bend some distance back from 

it and the angle of the left band matches the other two and not the apparent edge. One 

possibility—at least for the front two fillets—is that the table’s edge originally began further 

back in space and what we are seeing today is too damaged to determine the exact shape of the 

surface. Another is that each of the objects was copied from a common model or sketch; perhaps 

the cartoon for the unraveled fillet only appeared in this form and the artist did not adapt it.361 

The predominance of trompe l’oeil in the corridor and its relationship to the system of visual 

rhetoric that I propose in this dissertation, however, suggests even in these cases the effect of 

presence was the object of the painting. I contend that the continuity between the three fillets 

functions as a means of emphasizing their physical “nearness” through the projection of 

diagonals. Like the short sides of the table they appear to advance toward the viewer. The three 

correspond, each pointing in the same direction, each repeating the stretch of the other and 

adding tactility and a different texture against the depiction of the smooth marble table that 

supports them. It is difficult today to distinguish between these textures of the individual 

objects—stone, metal, and cloth—since time has made their details blend together. We should 

imagine, however, that these paintings and the others from the peristyle featured a level detail 

common to similar depictions in Second Style frescoes. Whether they appeared as sharply 

defined against the color field as some of the examples above, particularly at Oplontis, is 

                                                                                                                                                       
Christensen, however, characterizes the depiction as “embryonic” perspective rather than a legitimate approach in its 
own right. 
361 On the adaptation of depicted subjects for different frescoes see Clarke, "Sketching and Scaling."; "Model-book, 
Outline-book, Figure-book." 
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impossible to tell. The appearance of projection, however, remains a testament to the success of 

the painting today even as a frame attenuates it. 

III. Textiles and Table Wares: from the tomb of Vestorius Priscus at Pompeii to Cubiculum M 

Other depictions of mensae agonisticae demonstrate the same interest in portraying as 

much of the tabletop as possible even when the depiction was not intended to play with the 

viewer’s perception to the same degree as the paintings in the peristyle at the villa of 

Boscoreale.362 These comparisons illustrate the usefulness of the table’s position as a means of 

display. The reoccurrence of the subject from large to small-scale compositions suggests 

adaptability as well.  In frescoes from an ala (i) at the Casa dei Vettii (VI.15.1) and stucco 

lunettes from a caldarium at the Terme Stabiane (VII.1.8)363 and the Basilica Sotterranea di Porta 

Maggiore,364 mensae agonisticae appear with the same forward “tilt” that shows off prizes (fig. 

158-160). Even when the table itself might not have been depicted as a luxury object, like the 

marble one described above, its purpose was still to identify a luxurious milieu associated with 

athletics and display as an elite practice. By the time the mensae are depicted as miniatures in 

later paintings the type has been thoroughly incorporated into the regional repertoire.  

As I turn to now, the table not only worked in concert with athletic prizes as a vivid display of 

wealth; the glittering metals and its bright surface could be further emphasized through the 

inclusion of another object: a curtain. In one of the most exquisite examples of the subject, from 

the tomb of Vestorius Priscus at Pompeii (fig. 161-163), a table appears in front of a tapestry 

                                                
362 Artists also use the alternative view in the depiction of a table as if seen from the side, e.g. the table in the 
paintings from the Tomba dei Vasi Dipinti and Tomba della Nave, above pp. 71-73. See also a cup decorated with 
centaurs from the Berthouville Treasure (ca. 1-100 C.E.), Los Angeles, Getty Museum; see Lapatin, The 
Berthouville Silver Treasure and Roman Luxury. Riz identifies the tables in the scenes on the cup with abaci: Riz, 
Bronzegefässe, 23. 
363 From the “women’s” caladarium 9, PPM, 6:215. 
364 Third Style, Claudian and Tiberian; on the basilica see Filippo Coarelli, Rome and Environs: An Archaeological 
Guide (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), 206-08. 
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with a large silver service atop it. My discussion of this painting demonstrates the continuance of 

the techniques described above and how the visual rhetoric of the curtain added another layer of 

material luxury and the appearance of three-dimensionality. The painting of the table from 

Vestorius Priscus’s tomb dates about a century after the paintings at the villa of Boscoreale.365 

Like the depiction of slabs of porphyry behind cistae in the atrium (5) at Oplontis, the curtain 

behind the table in the tomb painting is both neutral enough to give the metals their full detail 

and yet be a depiction of luxurious material in its own right. It acts as a kind of “scaenae” for the 

silver.366 The curtain, furthermore, adds an additional element of trompe l’oeil that reinforces the 

three-dimensionality of the table and its dining utensils; according to Stephan T.A.M. Mols and 

Eric M. Moorman the curtain’s edges are “tied” to the wall with strings.367 As I explore below, 

the relationship between curtains and dining utensils in still lifes, demonstrates how curtains 

increased the luxury of already luxurious things and, by extension, elevated local produce to the 

status of argentum potorium.  

In the tomb painting the angle of the table is even more pronounced than the one at 

Boscoreale. Its surface appears to tilt dramatically forward in order to display a lavish and 

elegantly composed silver service.368 Each of the service’s nineteen pieces is carefully rendered 

so that there is little overlap between any of the cups, ladles, rhyta, or jugs (fig. 163). Like the 

                                                
365 70-71 CE, according to Stephan T.A.M. Mols and Eric M. Moorman, "Ex parvo crevit. Proposta per una lettura 
iconografica della Tomba di Vestorius Pricus fuori Porta Vesuvio a Pompe," Rivista di studi pompeiani 6 (1994): 
38. 
366 cf. the tent of Ptolemy Philadelphos II which was used as a backdrop for works of art: Ricotti, "Le tende 
conviviali e la tenda di Tolomeo Filadelfo," 205-08. This type of display may also be what is meant by “scaenam” in 
Pliny’s telling of the myth of Zeuxis and Parrhasius.  
367 “Fa da sfondo un drappo rosso-marrone con pieghe nere, attaccato con un filo agli angoli del campo. Sopra l’orlo 
del drappo pendono su un fondo rosso un nastro verde e un girale di olive e fiori bianchi. A tre quarti di altezza il 
drappo è decorato da due fasce. Quella superiore ha strisce verdi e bianchi e consiste di triangoli isosceli con l’apice 
in alto. Negli interspazi vi sono puntini bianchi. Il nastro infeiore ha una fascia gialla chiara in alto e una linea 
bianca in basso, le quali sono collegate da strice verticali. Sopra di esse vi sono fiocchi bianco-rosa.” Mols and 
Moorman, "Ex parvo crevit," 30-31. Ties appear in the curtain backdrops of Fourth Style paintings, see Leach, The 
Social Life of Painting, 180. 
368 On the service see Tamm, "Argentum Potorium," 73-89. 
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objects from the peristyle at Boscoreale, the items are displayed so that they may be admired 

individually and as a collection. In another wall of the tomb several tables with scriptoria are 

also rendered such that their surfaces seem to project forward and provide ample space for the 

scrolls, tabulae, and a cista for storing scrolls (fig. 164).369 The view of the table provides ample 

opportunity to admire the vessels’ modeled, silver-white surfaces and daubs of highlight that 

suggest the smoothness and gleam of real, freshly polished silver. Painted leaves ring several of 

the vessels and increase their luxuriousness through detail and the painter’s ability to depict the 

work of another skilled craftsman. Similar ornament appears on actual silver vessels including 

cups found in hoard at the Casa del Menandro (I.10.4) in Pompeii.370 Although the details and 

shapes of the objects are similar to their real counterparts, as John Tamm has demonstrated, they 

do not perfectly accord with any actual vessels or dining utensils.371 It was sufficient for the 

paintings to recall the appearance of a fine service but not necessary that it be identical to a real 

model. Painters and their patrons, I argue, were most concerned with a painting’s vividness and 

therefore its characteristics that depicted the way the objects were perceived and enjoyed. For the 

service in the tomb of Vestorius Priscus vividness was created through painterly techniques and 

the harmonious arrangement of the objects in rows. We must imagine the paintings’ degree of 

success in antiquity. Its level of detail, however, speaks to that sucess even today. A testament to 

this is the fact, at least today, is that scholars have been inspired to speculate on just how close to 

life did these painted representations come. As Tamm demonstrates they were a mix of 

observable reality and artistic fantasy or the exigencies of space and the economic resources of 

the patron.372 

                                                
369 cf. the depiction of the basin in the garden scene: Mols and Moorman, "Ex parvo crevit," p. 32, fig. 24. 
370 Painter, The Insula of the Menander at Pompeii. Vol. 4: The Silver Treasure. 
371 Tamm, "Argentum Potorium," 85-86. 
372 Ibid. 
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Like domestic paintings that were most likely surrounded with furnishings of 

coordinating themes and styles,373 the depicted service may also have shared the same physical 

space with actual vessels brought to the tomb. It was connected to Priscus’s life through its 

correspondence with another scene depicted at the tomb. The vividness of the still life, I argue, 

therefore had a function that paralleled the mimetic elements of the funeral ritual. It also served 

as a monumentum—a physical reminder—of the deceased’s corporeal existence.374 By visually 

bringing the painted objects closer to the viewer’s experience, they were prompted to conjure a 

memory or fantasy of Priscus’s life and humanity as well. The still life’s composition and 

techniques seemed to push the luxurious objects into real space. Although this depiction of a 

service is singular375 and its components were of very high quality, it was nonetheless 

inextricable from function and therefore the “creatural” realm. As Bryson describes it, the 

creatural aspects of still lifes comes from their subjects’ connection to the everyday, to the body 

and its care.376 Even the finest service still suggests its use: the skyphoi and jugs have handles to 

grasp and stands support the rhyta in the same position that they would be used to drink from. 

Beneath the table, furthermore, is a pair of vessels that refer to ablutions before the meal. One is 

a silver pan and the other is a jug made of another metal. Both types of vessel later became 

ubiquitous features of depictions of banquets.377 The entire composition also appears to be a 

detail of a smaller table depicted in the nearby dining scene (fig. 165). The banquet features 

                                                
373 cf. Bergmann, "Realia," 96-97. 
374 On monumenta see Thomas, Monumentality and the Roman Empire: Architecture in the Antonine Age. Livy 
describes his history as monumenta incorrupta which ties it to materiality and therefore legitimacy: “…what 
distinguishes the written from spoken word and, similarly, what the basis is for the preference of the visible thing 
over the spoken tradition are suggested by Livy’s characterization of monumenta as incorrupta, ‘uncorrupted,’ 
literally, ‘undamaged’ or ‘unbroken.’ The essential attribute of monumenta, whether written or not, is that they are 
themselves direct survivals from the past for which they provide evidence: they represent an unbroken link with the 
past, a part of the past that is still available for direct, personal inspection.” Gary B. Miles, Livy: Reconstructing 
Early Rome (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997), 17, (emphasis added). 
375 Tamm, "Argentum Potorium," 74. 
376 Bryson, Looking at the Overlooked, 12-14. 
377 Tamm, "Argentum Potorium," 75. 
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Priscus as he reclines among his amici around a table laden with cups. To the right of the group 

another, square table presents a miniature service of silver vessels and utensils. The banquet 

scene is one of several that appear to commemorate an event in Priscus’s life;378 others include 

Priscus seated on a dais and presiding over a group of men and another is a depiction of a  

salutatio in which he stands in a doorway surrounded by four tables with scriptoria, the signs of 

an elite education (fig. 164).379 

The still life is a timeless element drawn from the dining scene. Without human figures 

around it the objects are present in the space of the tomb and that of any visitor. They therefore 

serve as a reminder of Priscus’s life, depicted in the banquet scene, and a reflection of the 

activities of the living people who visited the tomb or passed by its monumental façade. As 

Clarke imagines, on festal days Priscus’s familia would file into the small space to make their 

observances. Someone would pour libations from jugs into a pipe at the top of the structure so 

that the liquid would flow to the chamber where the young man’s ashes were interred. Perhaps 

for a moment these jugs were placed on the low shelf just beneath the table, momentarily 

bringing the ritual vessels of the living into proximity with those painted for their dead.380 The 

figural detail of the painted vessels is ivy, a reference to Bacchus in his aspect as the god of wine 

and regeneration. They demonstrate the cohesion between dining and the afterlife, a relationship 

that Bacchus embodied. The only explicit sign of death is in the depiction of two gladiators on a 

nearby wall. One is vanquished but still seated upright as the standing gladiator seems posed to 

deliver the coup de grâs.381 In its themes the tomb’s paintings reflect a version of the world 

around them and the activities and concerns of the living. The still lifes thereby present a 

                                                
378 Mols and Moorman, "Ex parvo crevit," 39-42. 
379 Elizabeth A. Meyer, "Writing Paraphernalia, Tablets, and Muses in Campanian Wall Painting," American Journal 
of Archaeology 113, no. 4 (2009): 569-97. 
380 John R. Clarke, Roman Life: 100 B.C. to A.D. 200 (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 2007), 144-53. 
381 Mols and Moorman, "Ex parvo crevit," 33; p. 36, fig. 30. 
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composition with which the viewer can not only identify but take as a real thing, timeless in its 

connection to the banquet scene and yet materially a part of the present. 

An additional piece of evidence in favor of this interpretation of the still life as 

connecting two realms, I argue, is the curtain depicted behind the service.382 As I have explored 

above, in Chapter 1, depicted curtains are not only luxury objects themselves but also a device 

through which other objects are visually elevated. Like the textiles of mythological paintings that 

identify a well-appointed space, the curtain identifies the well-appointed subject, in this case the 

silver vessels (fig. 161-163). It acts as a scaena for their presentation. Even though the service 

needs little additional embellishment, since it is a virtuosic depiction of intrinsically valuable 

objects, the curtain adds another layer of luxury to the composition and also resonates with the 

nearby scene of the convivium. It indicates that the appearance of space behind the service is 

finite and therefore nearer to real space. Throughout the tomb, the walls are painted the same red 

as the curtain but they function more like the black color field of the peristyle. A few garlands in 

the figural scenes suggest atmosphere but unlike the curtain the background is immaterial (fig. 

165). It coincides with the flat, vertical surface of the walls and the sense of any illusion of space 

is encapsulated in the forms of the objects. Both the curtain and the plain walls create nearness, 

as Bryson described it above, but they achieve it with different emphases. The curtain draws the 

focus on the materiality of things, their textures, and the ways in which they seem to be the 

objects that they represent. Its folds are suggested with long swaths of maroon and its surface 

ornament with gold-colored patterns above the service. Only the uppermost gold band conforms 

to the contour of the drape. Below it, thinner bands that feature consecutive, triangular-shaped 

daubs of paint seem to hover away from the curtain; visually they are more like the garlands in 

                                                
382 Ibid., 30-32. 
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the other paintings because they seem to be both surface ornament and autonomous object. This 

lack of correspondence may be the result of technique but its appearance, I argue, also serves to 

make the design more vivid. The gold bands seem to “float” in front of the curtain behind them 

in a visual effect that is reminiscent of figural vignettes in Third and Fourth Style wall paintings. 

If the pattern had conformed to the folds of the textile it would be subsumed into the materiality 

of the drape. The ornament visually detaches from the apparent surface behind it and therefore 

seems to come forward, like the vessels on the tilted table below. As an ambiguous feature of the 

painting, the gold patterns are also similar to the depiction of garlands on curtains of the 

Republican Sanctuary at Brescia. Their autonomy from the depicted surface of the curtain draws 

attention to them as glittering, gold accents. The visual effect—gleaming gold—seems to 

become a “thing” in its own right. Just as the trompe l’oeil features of the depicted curtain make 

it appear as if it covers the wall, its surface ornament also seems to shine and actually be even 

closer, but just out of reach. The display suggests the importance of nearness but even more so 

the importance of objects and ornaments as emblematic of wealth, status, and ritual. 

A thick black line also framed the depiction of the curtain and service; while its presence 

might seem to suggest that the whole composition imitates pinax, I argue that it was meant to 

highlight this section of the painting (fig. 161). By the first century, furthermore, the frame was a 

convention as a means of dividing pictorial fields. The purpose it serves here is that it defines the 

borders of the still-life composition and focuses all attention on the objects. The detail from the 

dining scene thus becomes a subject in its own right and in this process it brings that narrative 

and memory into a continuum with the actual space where Priscus’s familia once stood and paid 

their observances with the things of the living: wine and milk poured from vessels to the dead.383 

                                                
383 Clarke, Roman Life, 152. 
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Priscus’s memory was not only preserved in the biographical depictions of the tomb painting but 

also the material world of his existence as a living, breathing person with ambitions, who dined 

and drank until his death at the age of twenty-two. 

IIIa. Collapsing Spaces: Garlands in Cubiculum M 

On a pictorial level the red curtain makes the objects more visible, similar to the function 

of color fields used as backgrounds. As a luxury object in its own right, however, I argue that the 

curtain further elevates the objects in proximity to it by offering a backdrop for their precious 

forms and an added detail of luxury to the composition as a whole. The trompe l’oeil effects of 

the curtain also increase the vividness of the objects in front of it because of its appearance of 

corporeality is actually behind theirs. These two features of the curtain—as backdrop and 

depiction of a textile—work in concert to create a composition that conveys presence through the 

depiction of materiality and the juxtaposition of three-dimensional forms. In the paintings of the 

peristyle at the villa of Boscoreale the lack of a representational backdrop similarly conveys 

presence but only through the objects themselves.384 At the same time the wall’s dark color 

contributed a visual exchange between the viewer and the paintings. What happens when these 

two possibilities—a luxury object and black color field—combine? An answer appears in the 

depiction of still lifes in cubiculum M at the villa of Boscoreale. In this room still lifes of fruit on 

the north, east, and west walls are depicted in front of black curtains (fig. 113-116; 166-169). 

The concurrence, I argue, singled the fruit out as luxuries and made them more visible and vivid. 

Although scholars have recognized the importance of still lifes in this room—especially the glass 

bowl of fruit on the north wall—the curtains’ conceptual and optical significance has been 

                                                
384 Barnabei suggests that the background imitated basalt but he does not explain why (La villa pompeiana di P. 
Fannio Sinistore, 30. If this were the case then the visual effect of the objects would mostly be the same but luxury 
would be implied the depiction of stone as well, similar to the porphyry portrayed behind the cistae in the atrium (5) 
at Oplontis, discussed above p. 157. 
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overlooked.385 My analysis therefore demonstrates how artists elevated humble fruit to the status 

of art by drawing on a technique also present in the paintings of the peristyle. They thereby 

created a display harmonious with the ideology of the villa rustica and the play with visual 

effects that characterized its paintings. 

The paintings in cubiculum M feature trompe l’oeil architecture that frames views of 

sacred precincts with copious detail. Through depictions of architecture, natural and manmade 

objects, statues of goddesses, landscape, and so forth, the paintings interweave sacred, agrarian, 

and bucolic themes.386 The still lifes of fruit correspond with this imagery but they are also the 

only objects for which black curtains provide backdrops. Such objects are conventional in 

Second Style paintings but their function as pictorial devices that highlight other objects is 

relatively unusual. On the north wall, the glass bowl of fruit appears in front of a crescent-shaped 

curtain. The drape appears to hang from a pilaster and disappears at the point where the actual 

window cuts through the painting. A bird that perches on its edge recalls the same subject that 

Barnabei attests for the paintings in the forecourt387 and other extant Second Style frescoes at the 

Casa del Criptoportico (I.6.2-4) in Pompeii and room 15, the “grand salon” at villa A at Oplontis 

(fig. 170-172). The glass bowl contains several varieties of local fruit: three yellow quinces, 

toward the front of the bowl, and two darker orange quinces, toward the back, three violet plums, 

and three small green apples (fig. 113).388 The fruits are modeled with areas of shadow, color, 

and highlight; the cross-hatching technique that created their chiaroscuro is also visible in the 
                                                
385 Bergmann, "Realia," 97-98; "New Perspectives " 28-30; Squire, Image and Text, 402; Williams-Lehmann, 
Roman wall paintings from Boscoreale, 117-18. 
386 See the meticulous description of Phyillis Williams-Lehmann, Roman wall paintings from Boscoreale, 90-94. 
The paintings’ thematic variations led scholars to suggest they feature three types of scaenae of the Greek tradition 
see summaries of the discussions, with bibliography of Leach, The Social Life of Painting, p. 85, n. 140.; Kuttner, 
"Prospects of Patronage," 96-97. Beyen’s response to Williams-Lehmann also lays out the thesis and evidence: H.G. 
Beyen, "The Wall-decoration of the Cubiculum of the Villa of P. Fannius Synistor near Boscoreale in its Relation to 
Ancient Stage-Painting," Mnemosyne 10, no. 2 (1957): 147-53. 
387 See above p. 142.  
388 Barbet and Verbanck-Piérard, Boscoreale et ses fresques, 1:86. 
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depiction of the bowl’s transparency. The front fruits cast shadows on those behind them, similar 

to the pinax with a glass bowl from the Praedia of Julia Felix. The shadow here suggests the 

fruits’ vivid forms and like the shadow cast by other fruits or a vessel on its plinth, it acts as an 

empirical measure of  both corporeality and three-dimensional space. Although none of the fruits 

still have their stems, five sprigs of green appear in a regular pattern behind them. Their upright 

pose suggests newness just like the fruits that appear at the height of freshness with neither a sign 

of their origins on the branch nor the decay that certainly follows harvest. The black curtain 

makes these small details possible and brings forth the variations in color and form. It also 

dramatically presents the glass to the eye because the painter left an area beneath the fruits of 

pure transparency. 

By contrast, the still lifes of the east and west walls are more rustic votives (fig. 166-

169). Each of the walls features approximately the same paintings but different details, including 

the still lifes in the scenes at the north end of each wall. This area, at the north end of the room, 

was a procoeton, where a couch would have been placed. The paintings and their details could 

therefore have been observed more closely from the view of someone reclining. The function of 

the space underscores the juxtaposition of the still lifes from all three walls.389 Each of the scenes 

on the sidewalls features a view of a round temple (tholos) in a porticus that is seen through a 

monumental gateway.390 Two still lifes are depicted on the pilasters of a low balustrade; between 

them, garlands extend out of each temple and over the balustrade. On the east wall the still lifes 

are pairs of pomegranates and quinces and the garland is made up of laurel leaves (fig. 166-

167).391 On the west wall they are pinecones and quinces with a thick, round garland dotted by 

                                                
389 Ibid. 76; on procoeta see Ling, Roman Painting, 48-49. Stinson notes that wall paintings feature converge 
perspective on the most visible areas of the wall: "Perspective Systems," 405. 
390 Modeled on a propylaeon: Barbet and Verbanck-Piérard, Boscoreale et ses fresques, 1:76. 
391 Ibid. 1:88. 
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tiny white and red flowers (fig. 168-169). The pairs of fruits and pinecones are arranged with 

their branches in elegant sprays. In addition to artistic flourish, the greenery also creates a visual 

connection to their origins in nature and evokes the numerous garlands depicted throughout the 

villa’s paintings. In their rustic portrayal, the fruit on the sidewalls contrast with the composition 

on the north wall. The manmade bowl is transparent glass, an imagined or recent innovation, one 

with many marvelous material features, and its tiny sprigs are delicate and artfully placed. The 

juxtaposition of these two types of still life encapsulates the seemingly opposing elements of the 

villa rustica as a working farm, associated with the countryside, and luxurious residence, 

associated with the city. In addition to their thematic variations, however, subtle inconsistencies 

between the execution of the paintings on north wall and the rest of the frescoes may indicate a 

later repair. If this is the case, the north walls speaks to a later patron’s desire for thematic 

continuity in the room and the painters’ ability to closely emulate the original design of the 

frescoes. 

In cubiculum M, the curtain and the location of the depicted fruit, I argue, elevate it to the 

status of still life. As a number of scholars have pointed out, the fact that produce was depicted in 

a painting at all suggests its value; something as humble as fruit becomes worthy of 

representation like a mythological scene or portrait.392 Few scholars, however, have commented 

on the role that the curtain plays in the transformation from creatural to aesthetic subject or what 

it means in visual terms. As I have demonstrated above, however, curtains were significant 

features of trompe l’oeil and markers of luxury. Unlike the drape in the tomb of Vestorius 

Priscus, however, those of M are not so ornate. They appear to be a single shade of black and 

their only details are thin loops at the top edge that suggest that they hang from a cord. This type 

                                                
392 Squire, Image and Text, 410-18; Leach, The Social Life of Painting, 123-24; Bergmann, "Art and Nature," 87. 
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of plain curtain is conventional for Second Style frescoes but its combination with still lifes is 

relatively unique. Because of the curtains’ state of preservation it is difficult to say for certain if 

they always appeared relatively plain. Black curtains depicted at the villa of Oplontis, for 

example, feature areas of lighter highlights that suggest the naturalistic folds (fig. 171). Even 

with this depiction of texture, however, the dark color of the curtain still makes it appear to 

recede in comparison to its brightly colored surroundings or the objects in front of it. In room M, 

I argue, the luxury of the curtain as a depicted object and the visual effect of a black color field 

combine to produce a vivid image that elevates the still life further, to the status of a 

spectaculum, a thing to behold. In antiquity, “spectaculum” referred to a variety of events or 

things including rituals, triumphs, gladiatorial shows, festivals, and theatrical or athletic 

competitions. More recently, however, scholars have explored a broader definition of the term to 

incorporate the specular as it was exhibited by individuals or part of their psychic experience of 

public life.393 Therefore things like gestures, personal appearance, or exotic objects may be 

included into the realm of spectacle as a paradigm of display, particularly as something 

extraordinary or unusual.394 Here the spectacle is something of the ordinary rather than the 

extraordinary and something of the private sphere versus the public. It is closer to individual 

experience. Yet, as I analyze with respect to the function of curtains in M, spectacle explains 

how still lifes achieved the kind of status that was taken for granted with depictions of mythic or 

historic events. 

In a humorous passage of his Res Rustica, Varro equates the display of real fruits and 

paintings and characterizes both as a spectaculum. The passage juxtaposes objects of seemingly 

opposite realms—art and nature—as alternative sights to behold at a formal banquet (convivium):  

                                                
393 Bergmann and Kondoleon, The Art of the Ancient Spectacle, 9-36. 
394 Ibid., 10-12. 
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Etenim in quibus luxuria concesserit ut in pinacothece faciant, quod 
spectaculum datur ab arte, cur non quod natura datum utantur in venustate 
disposita pomorum? Praesertim cum id non sit faciendum, quod quidam 
fecerunt, ut Romae coempta poma rus intulerint in oporothecen instruendam 
convivi causa. (I.59.2) 
 
Some people are even prone to setting up a triclinium [in their oporotheca] in 
order to dine there. And in fact if luxury permits people to do this in a 
pinacotheca (picture gallery), where artifice sets the scene (spectaculum), 
why should they not enjoy a scene provided by nature, in a charming 
arrangement of fruit?  Provided that—as some have done—they do not buy 
fruit in Rome and bring it back to the country so as to set up an oporotheca 
for the sake of a dinner party.395 

 

In light of still lifes in Roman fresco, the passage is interpreted as reference to their role in décor 

that was appropriate to an elite audience,396 evoked the sensuousness of real fruit,397 and 

presented a combination of opposites (art and nature).398 What also links the “fruit-galleries” with 

picture galleries is that, according to Varro, they are spectacula (spectacles). I argue that this 

designation is visible in the subjects depicted in cubiculum M and their optical effects that seem 

to exist between two and three dimensions.  

The curtains not only elevate the status of the fruit but also re-create the visual effect of 

the peristyle as they transform humble produce to the status of art. The fruit seems to be at once 

autonomous from the curtain—as a sensual object with its own mass in the depicted space—its 

details emerge from the black surface like the still lifes of the peristyle. At the same time the fact 

that the backdrop is not neutral but an object in its own right creates another appearance: the fruit 

is a decoration that is part of the curtain like a figural ornament on its surface. The naturalism of 

the fruit creates vividness but so does its backdrop as a surface “upon which figuration could 

                                                
395 trans. Squire, Image and Text, 410. 
396 Leach, The Social Life of Painting, 123-24. 
397 Bergmann, "Art and Nature," 87. 
398 Squire, Image and Text, 410-11. 
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appear.”399 The curtain alludes to the dramatic possibilities of display versus suggestion, the 

stage and the visual and literary tradition of decorated textiles. Together, therefore, the fruit and 

curtain become a spectaculum based on their qualities as objects. It is also evident in their optical 

effects as well. The materiality of the fruit, their colors, shadows, and place within the 

transparent glass, comes to the foreground of the composition by virtue of the curtain. Because 

of it, they are a more visible and therefore vivid display. The black backdrop also recalls the 

peristyle a short distance away as well as the numerous still lifes, framed or unframed, that seem 

to project from an uncomplicated or neutral background. At the same time the curtain, as an 

allusive surface, activates the vividness of fruits, their modeling, color, and recognizable type. It 

becomes their medium as if they were depictions of objects painted or woven into textiles. 

Which, in a sense they are, because the painter created these images by overlapping the depiction 

of objects on the wall. This tension between two and three dimensions, I contend, is the spectacle 

of the painting: that a surface can physically be flat but ornamented and populated with objects 

and figures that appear corporeal. The pairing of the curtain and the bowl of fruit echoes this 

message in their illusory appearance and their relationship to a rich tradition of decorated fabrics. 

IV. Conclusion: Textiles and the Tradition of Ekphrasis 

In ekphrases of textiles, the transition from describing an object to describing an event 

must be signaled. This “signaling”, I suggest, provides a parallel for the material ambiguities set 

up by the conventions of naturalism in ancient paintings. In Ovid’s Metamorphoses, what begin 

as static spectacles—Arachne and Minvera’s embroidered works—become dueling accounts of 

divine punishments or the crimes of the gods against humans.400 Visually, however, the goddess, 

the story, and the depicted myths all conjure events as phantasia, they are essentially linked in 
                                                
399 Bann, The true vine: on visual representation and the western tradition, 34-35. 
400 Met. 6.1-145 
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the imagination. At the beginning of Book 6, Ovid describes Minerva as she contemplates the 

story that ended in Book 5; it reminds her of an event in which she punished the mortal woman, 

Arachne for boasting that her weaving was superior to that of the goddess. The poem turns from 

Minerva in the framing narrative to her contest with Arachne in which the divine and mortal 

women each weave depictions of myths into their textiles. Ovid’s narrative moves from one level 

of depiction to the next but he signals the end of each ekphrasis of the textile is signaled by the 

mention of its decorative border. Minerva weaves a “peaceful olive branch” (6.101) and 

Arachne’s is a narrow border with twining ivy and flowers (6.127-12). The borders that signal 

the end of the artwork announce the move from one realm of description to the next. But these 

textiles are a part of Ovid’s own text that seeks to place the material before the reader’s eyes.401 

The conventions of ekphrasis, like those of naturalism, require borders to identify the end of one 

fantasy and the beginning of the next. Yet they may read or appear to be homogeneous 

depending on the viewer’s reading. In cubiculum M, I argue that the depiction of fruit pictorially 

involves these multiple ontological registers like the contest, its subjects, and the depiction of 

mythological stories. And these parallels made the painting of fruit and the curtains a spectacle. 

Because they appear to be both “on” and “in front of” the curtains, the still lifes can appear as 

either. Like the mythological scenes of Arachne and Minerva’s weaving, the fruit appears as a 

representation and a vivid description that conjures its sensual aspects of real fruit while the 

curtain provides a backdrop to the vividness and the suggestion of its optical range. 

 The black curtains on the sidewalls similarly frame their “ornamental” fruit as still life.402 

The votives and their sprays of greenery appear bright and uncontained and their conceit of 

naturalness is similar to the display of garlands in the peristyle. Between each of the 
                                                
401 cf. Hardie, Ovid's Poetics of Illusion, 1-10 and passim; Valladares, "Fallax Imago," 379-81. 
402 Phyllis Williams-Lehmann was the only scholar to note this detail although she did not speculate on its 
significance beyond the festal theme, Roman wall paintings from Boscoreale, 89. 
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compositions there are small garlands that create an additional means of presence through their 

positions between the tholos and the balustrade. I argue that they also draw on the visual effects 

of the peristyle to make the garland and, by extension, the whole composition seems physically 

closer and therefore more present.  

Each of the garlands appears to emerge from inside a tholos, obscured in shadow. They 

extend at an oblique angle from within the temple, over the black curtain and the balustrade 

between the still lifes (fig. 166-169). While not as dramatic as the diagonals of the tables and 

plinths discussed above, the garlands nevertheless take advantage of the position in order to 

suggest presence. At the same time they “destabilize” the depiction of space in the scene because 

they do not correspond to the distance suggested by the architecture around them. They create a 

vertical element that connects the different layers of depicted space. The foreground of the 

composition is a monumental gateway with two colonnades, similar to the actual columns and 

their painted counterparts that defined the area the villa’s forecourt. Views through the façade 

suggest a sacred precinct around the tholos in the form of a quadriporticus. Its colonnades on 

either side of the temple appear to recede at sharp angles; at the point where they would meet the 

colonnade behind the temple, they disappear behind the columns of the portal. In spite of this 

depiction of distance, the garlands appear to extend from inside of the tholos, traversing the 

boundary between the painted façade and quadriporticus. The garlands therefore “collapse” the 

depiction of space created above and thus bring the tholos—the central feature of the scene—into 

closer proximity to the viewer. Like the depictions of the fruit that seem both autonomous and 

contiguous with the black curtains, the garland simultaneously connects and destabilizes any 

cohesive of a depiction of space. In the past this shift in perspectives might have been seen as the 
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painter’s error.403 I argue that it is precisely the opposite. The depicted space was conceptualized 

through its objects and their relationships to one another therefore the boundaries have a greater 

degree of fluidity.  

The wall painter’s achievement—to bring his subjects closer to his viewer—is another of 

the painting’s spectacula. At testament to his skill—as well as that of the workshop and 

designers of the villa—was that the dramas of art and spectacle were not confined to a single 

area of the house. In cubiculum M, the garlands suggest some of the views and events of the 

paintings. Nearby, the doorway, trompe l’oeil garlands hang beneath metal pitchers high up on 

the wall (fig. 173). Upon leaving, a visitor might be reminded of the imagery behind them, its 

naturalism and allusive displays or they look forward to the delights of the natural space and the 

means through which a structure could unify seeming opposites of public life and leisure, 

spectacle and otium, city and country. The walls become like the textiles of ekphrasis, at once a 

reference to medium and the painter’s art and an illusion of their subject. Ultimately they too 

vied with nature but ultimately surpassed it by incorporating it into their fiction. \ 

                                                
403 Stinson, "Perspective Systems," 407-08. 
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Conclusion 
 

In this dissertation, I have argued that mimesis and invention were always in tension in 

Roman frescoes. Through an examination of objects that were the subjects of paintings and 

ekphrases, I demonstrate how ancient painters constructed these relationships between art and 

life through the depiction of visual characteristics and optical effects. Although rhetoric on the 

art of painting focuses on deception, it also suggests the importance of awareness, of the psychic 

distance required to see and identify things for what they are and how they appear. It is a 

testament to the success of Roman frescoes that scholars today look for comparisons to their 

imagery—from bronze to glass vessels—in real models from the archaeological record. As my 

study demonstrates, however, mimesis was one characteristic of the paintings that informs their 

techniques and imagery as well as its visual collapse that reasserts the materiality of the wall’s 

surface.  

 At the center of this discussion is my position that the paintings are fundamentally 

communicative and therefore entwined with other discourse on representation and creation. 

Throughout this dissertation I contextualize the paintings and their visual feats in the rhetorical 

trope of ekphrasis, description, and its qualities that make it vivid and therefore successful: 

enargeia, also evidentia, and illustratio. By examining the paintings for characteristics of 

vividness I demonstrate how they were successful as persuasive depictions of objects and 

therefore not confined to the desire for mimesis alone. Through a comparison with poetic texts 

and theories of vision, I argue that vividness was captured in the depiction of the physical 

properties of objects and the optical effects that made them seem present, a part of the viewer’s 

own visual experience. 
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  In my first chapter I begin with an object that embodies the relationship between mimesis 

and model through its material and symbolic distillation of the display of surface and suggestion, 

the world and objects that a viewer mentally fills into the picture. A depicted curtain, I argue, 

resonated with rich traditions of public displays and theater and brought the drama of these 

spaces into the Roman house or even a sanctuary. For a Roman audience, they would have been 

a familiar sight, raised and lowered for the theater or used as screens to shelter or divide spaces. 

At the same time the curtain was the epitome of convincing pictorial subject for its conceptual 

and visual characteristics. Parrhasius’ painting of a linteum pictum deceived Zeuxis, his fellow 

artist—usually the best judge of such things—into thinking, for a moment, that the veil could be 

lifted. This drama of suggestion was not limited to what could be concealed but also the display 

of a convincingly illusionistic surface. As paintings of curtains with visually ambiguous surface 

ornament and a tradition of ekphrastic textiles suggests, draperies could be reflexive subjects. 

Their visual tension between surface and suggestion plays out, within the painting, the inherent 

ambiguities in figuration based on mimesis. It is not only product but also the end result of an 

artistic practice. These visual tensions, I argue, are the basis for the paitning as a spectacle. Thus 

textiles not only alluded to public luxuries and displays but also the relationship between 

deception and entertainments, particularly of the theater. In my discussion of ancient literature 

for this chapter, most of the sources cited involve “scaena” in some way. While the word can 

simply mean a visual display in general, it often appears in conjunction with the ancient theater 

and its tradition of scenepainting: scaenegraphia. The materiality of the curtain as cultural object 

was therefore imbued with drama and its delights. 

In addition to the implications of curtains for entertainment and their historic relationship 

to scaenographia, I argue that they provide evidence for the techniques of ancient painters. 
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Scholars have alluded to the centrality of trompe l’oeil in ancient Roman wall paintings and the 

use of perspectival systems. Throughout my dissertation, I present a more detailed discussion of 

this hypothesis and the visual and textual evidence that supports it. The same paradigms of 

surface and suggestion also inform technique because they suggest pictorial space as it seems to 

be inhabited by the painted object and as it would, by extension, exit behind the curtain as well. 

It is unlikely that any ancient viewers were so seduced by the paintings that they reenacted 

Zeuxis’ response to Parrhasius’ painted cloth. Nor would they have wished to. The appeal of the 

curtain was anticipatory and, above all, it left enough visual information out in order for the 

viewer to engage with the painting. 

In Chapters 2 and 3 I focused on metal and glass vessels respectively. In my discussion of 

technique I demonstrated how their visual principles are similar to those of painted curtains and 

yet still specific to the materiality of metal or glass. Both could be luxury objects as well. Like 

textiles they could be associated with actual spectacles, such as the triumph or public displays, 

while their vivid visual effects of surface or transparency brought such spectacles into the sphere 

of daily life. Most of the vessels that I discuss in Chapter 2 are metals of some sort—gold, silver, 

or bronze—and therefore depict objects of intrinsic value as well. Livy associated their materials 

with specific triumphs and rare finds of argentum potorium (silver drink ware) or “collector’s 

items” of bronze vases from the East. Glass was also a luxury when its industry was first 

introduced during the first century BCE. It quickly became more common but its visual effect—

transparency—provoked a sense of wonder and value that reflects an ancient fascination with the 

materiality of its more intrinsically valuable counterparts. In paintings, as I demonstrate, 

depictions of glass were very much a luxury because they required a painter to posess special 

skills. While their virtuosity did not reflect back on them in any way that is recoverable now, 
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wall painters seemed to have delighted in showing the many ways that they could portray glass’ 

insubstantial surface and facility as a lens and container. 

In Chapter 2, I explored the depiction of metals as exemplars of the tradition of collecting 

such objects in the Mediterranean. I argue that they demonstrate the early origins of singling out 

objects for depiction and its development into the tradition framed compositions that scholars 

generally identify with the later genre. Metal vessels also provide a useful tool for understanding 

the pictorial contexts of Roman fresco. In this chapter I briefly sketch three analytic categories 

that demonstrate the need for continued examination of the frescoes based on their materiality as 

architectural paintings and the multiple ways in which an object could be a still life in these 

paintings.  

The depiction of metal vessels also demonstrates the continuance of trompe l’oeil 

techniques in their optical effect. In my analysis of metal vessels in the paintings at the Casa dei 

Ceii (I.6.15) I demonstrated how miniature still lifes of athletic prizes on pedestals seemed to 

float against a color field, at once seeming to be a part of the room and attached to its 

architectural boundary. Their vividness is a combination of the appearance of physical presence 

in space and vivid details of color and shine that evoked real metals. As miniatures, furthermore, 

these still lifes represent a transformation of the physical reality of vase forms from 

approximations of their life-sized models to gem-like personal adornments, some of which were 

also made in the shape of amphorae. I contextualize this phenomenon in the virtuosity of the 

painter whose skill lay not only in his own art of vividness, as demonstrated by the color fields, 

but also his depiction of the works of other craftsmen. Above all, he distilled the materiality of 

metal into a small object that nevertheless had presence in the grand space of an atrium.  
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 In Chapter 3 my discussion of transparent glass vessels returns to the paradigms of 

surface and suggestion. As a transparent material, glass revolutionized many aspects of ancient 

life and thought; with respect to paintings its visual properties unified suggestion and display into 

a single, material object with physical properties related to both. Or, put another way, in a 

depiction, it visually appears between absence and presence. By means of transparency, an artist 

could render both objects and their position in space, fully displaying the series of spatial 

relationships that underlie the use of ancient perspective. I argue that glass in paintings offered a 

kind of topography for the eye with visual “points” along an axis that suggest its materiality. 

This phenomenon, furthermore, parallels Roman habits of constructing built spaces in which 

physical barriers were often juxtaposed with full visual access. Similarly, glass vessels featured 

surfaces, barrier, but full visual access to the objects contained within, or areas of pure 

transparency that underscore the materiality of the substance and its revolutionary appeal. It 

therefore provides further evidence for a system of perspective based in material objects and 

empirical observation (empirical perspective). Glass, like architecture, was a physical structure 

through which to measure the phenomenal world. Its size in Roman frescoes has generally 

precluded the kind of intense examination that I pursued above, but as the strong presence of 

miniature vessels in Chapter 2 attests, size is not equivalent to importance. 

 The Roman philosopher poet, Lucretius, as I investigate, provides a phenomenology of 

vision that is analogous to the shared visual/physical dichotomy of ancient architecture and 

transparent glass. His account of the movement of simulacra through transparent glass 

demonstrates that in their depiction, glass involved haptic characteristics. Because vision was 

physical on some level, as Lucretius suggests, it underscores how the paths of the eye and body, 

outlined above were analogous. Seeing the world also meant engaging with it through vision as a 
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means of accessing other sensual experiences. Gazing at glass, ancient viewers could experience, 

as phantasia, its visual and sensual characteristics and, in the case of depictions of bowls of fruit, 

smell and taste as well. In this chapter I demonstrate how these features of vision, particularly as 

they engage with transparency, contextualize the materiality of several still lifes from the 

tablinum (92) at the Complesso di Giulia Felice (II.4.1-12) in Pompeii. In this analysis I discuss 

not only the transparent glass vase but also the depiction of swimming fish. I argue that they 

evoke the sights of luxurious dining in Pompeii, perhaps even as near at hand as the garden 

dining areas at the center of the complex. In its final phase, when these paintings were made, the 

Complesso was commercial, a characteristic that suggests the displays of transparency—glass 

and water—were advertisements as well. 

By investigating specific objects I demonstrate how their portrayal of materiality and 

optical effects drew a viewer into the painting’s displays of a fantastic, spectacular collections. In 

Chapter 4, I examine their deployment in the paintings of a single context, the villa of Publius 

Fannius Synistor, and how pictorial strategies throughout the villa, like the color field and 

trompe l’oeil, made the paintings’ depicted imagery seem continuous with reality and how in 

turn they involved reality in their confections. In cubiculum M, the depiction of transparent glass 

in front of a black curtain allows me to revisit issues of surface and spatial ambiguities. I discuss 

how this subject as well as garlands depicted on the sidewalls implicated viewers in the 

illusionistic paintings and at the same time displayed a reflexivity that prompted her to appreciate 

them as pictures as well.  

As this dissertation suggests, the depiction of the material world of the ancient Romans 

and their response to it was far from monolithic. Through an examination of a specific set of 

objects and their resonance with materiality and issues of pictorial representation, I hope to have 
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brought new insights into these specific material and intellectual aspects of the ancient world; 

Additionally, my model of approach, which emphasizes vividness as the central goal of ancient 

painters, provides a method of visual analysis that allows the paintings to be viewed with respect 

to ancient, rather than modern, benchmarks for success. At the center of this study is an interest 

in the balance and paradoxes of invention and mimesis. As ancient authors suggest through the 

rhetoric of deception and ekphrasis and Roman frescoes with their range of optical effects and 

materialist foundations, both aspects of creation were at the heart of any such endeavor. 

Ultimately both must always be in play otherwise the end result—a painting or a poem—would 

lose its luster of display or its power of suggestion.
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(IX.5.18), Pompeii, now at the Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, inv. no. 

111436, Astor.org 
!



 
 

33. Detail of MN 111436 with table and vessels (patera, guttus, krater), and Jason monosandalos, fragment of fresco from the Casa di 
Giasone  (IX.5.18), Pompeii, Museo Nazionale Archeologico di Napoli, S. O’Connell 
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34. Laocoön and his sons, fragment of fresco from the Casa di Laocoonte (VI.14.30), 
Pompeii, Museo Nazionale Archeologico di Napoli, inv. no. 111210 
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35. Detail of a youth and sacrificial implements, fragment of fresco from the Casa di Laocoonte (VI.14.30), Museo Nazionale 
Archeologico di Napoli, inv. no. 111210 



 
 

36. Dining scene with couples on draped couches and serving tables, from the west wall of triclinium n, Casa dei Casti Amanti 
(I.12.11), Pompeii, S. Connell 



 
 

37. Detail of tables with vessels and simpula from the dining scene on the west wall of triclinium n, Casa dei Casti Amanti (I.12.11), 
Pompeii, S. Connell 



 
 

38. Detail of fresco with wrestlers over a lebetes, Tomba degli Auguri, 520 BCE, Tarquinia 
 



 
 

39. View of the back wall of the Tomba della Leonesse, ca. 520 BCE, Tarquinia, Artstor.org 



 
 

40. Detail of musicians on either side of a krater from the Tomba della Leonesse, ca. 520 BCE, Tarquinia



 

 
 

41. Earrings with vase pendants, Length: 7.3cm, mid or third quarter of the 4th century BCE, 
Tomb 20, Peschiera necropolis, Todi, after Treasures from Tuscany 2004, fig. 236 

 
 

 
 

42. Stands (?) from Ruvo, ca. 4th century BCE, Height: 4.3 - 4.5 cm, Diameter 9.2 cm, Museo 
Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli inv. no. 24879-24889, after La Magna Grecia nelle 

collezioni del Museo Archeologico di Napoli 1996 



 
 

43. Bronze hydria, Greek, 4th century BCE, H. 50.2 cm, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York, Rogers Fund, 1944 (44.11.9) 



 
 

44. Komos with a display of vases and dancing figure, Tomba dei Vasi Dipiniti, 510-500 BCE, watercolor by L. Schulz (19th century) 



 
 

45. Drawing of wall painting with vases and figures, at the Tomba della Nave, mid-5th century BCE, Tarquinia, after N. Spivey 1991 
 
 
 



 
 

46. View into the Tomba Giglioli with a figural sarcophagus lid, ca. 300 BCE, Cerveteri, Artstor.org 
 



 
 

47. Detail of trompe l’oeil cuirass and cloak, Tomba Giglioli, ca. 300 BCE, Cerveteri, Artstor.org 
 



 
 

48. Detail of a shield with an episema of a kantharos, ca. 300 BCE, Tomba Giglioli, Cerveteri, Artstor.org 



 
 

49. Details of helmets from the Tomba Giglioli (left), ca. 300 BCE, Cerveteri, and the tomb of Lyson and Kallikles, ca. 3rd-2nd century 
BCE, Lefkadia, Macedonia, Artstor.org 



 
 

 
 

50. Mug from the side, S. O’Connell 
 



 
 

51. Still life with three puppies, Paul Gauguin, 1888, Oil on wood, 91.8 x 62.6 cm, Mrs. 
Simon Guggenheim Fund, Museum of Modern Art, New York, Inv. no. 48.1952 

 



 
 

52. Still life with apples, Paul Cézanne, 1893–1894, Oil on canvas, 25 3/4 x 32 1/8 inches, The J. Paul Getty Museum, 
Inv. no. 96.PA.8 



 
 

53. Detail of mosaic with a parrot on a plinth, from Palace V at Pergamon, 2nd century BCE, Pergamonmuseum, Berlin 



 

 
 

54. Mosaic from Palace V at Pergamon, garland with ribbons, birds, and fruit (bottom). Emblemata of a parrot on a plinth (top), 2nd 
century BCE, Pergamonmuseum, Berlin 



 
 

55. “Asarotos oikos” un-swept floor, Roman copy of a 2nd century BCE original by Sosos of Pergamon, Gregoriano Profano 
Museum, Vatican 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
56 Mosaic with a depiction of a Panathenaic prize amphora, from the House of the Trident, Delos, after Bruneau 1973, fig. 34-35 

  



 
 

57. Mosaic with a depiction of a prize amphora with palm, crown, and other objects, from the Agora of the Italians, Delos, after 
Bruneau 1973, fig. 9 

 



 
 

58. Color detail of mosaic with a depiction of a prize amphora with palm, crown, and other objects, from the Agora of the Italians, 
Delos, in situ 



!
!

59. Carlo Crivelli, Madonna dell Passione, 1460, Museo di Castelvecchio, Verona 



 
 

60. Detail that shows the Casa dei Ceii, I.6.15 (# 50), Plan of Pompeii, Soprintendenza Speciale per i Beni Archeologici di Pompei 



 
 

61. Plan of the Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, after PPM, 1:407 
  



 
 

62. Still life of vessels from a cubiculum at the Casa di Larario di Achille (I.6.4), Pompeii, photo by Jacqueline Frost DiBiasie 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
63. View from the fauces into the Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, S. O’Connell



 
 

64. View towards the northeast, atrium, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, S. O’Connell 



 

 
 

65. Southwest corner of the atrium, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, S. O’Connell 



 
 

66. Detail of painted frieze with a vessel, east wall of the atrium (southeast corner), Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, S. O’Connell 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

67. Orthostate with still-life vignette, southwest 
corner of the atrium, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, S. O’Connell 

 



 
 

68. Three vessels on plinths, detail of still-life vignette from the west wall of the atrium 
(southwest corner), Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, S. O’Connell 

 



 
 

70. Vessel and bird on plinths with a shield, detail of still-life vignette from the east wall of 
the atrium (northeast corner), Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), 22cm x 13cm, S. O’Connell 



 
 

71. Vessel on a plinth (other objects cannot be identified), detail of still-life vignette  from 
the south wall of the atrium (southeast corner), 25cm x 13cm, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), 

Pompeii, S. O’Connell 



 
 

72. Vessel on a plinth, detail of still-life vignette from a cubiculum at the Casa di Casca 
Longus (I.6.8-9), Pompeii, S. O’Connell 



 
 

73. Mark Rothko, Untitled, 1959, 2005 Kate Rothko Prizel & Christopher Rothko/Artists 
Rights Society (ARS) 



 
 

74. View of the south wall (east corner) of the atrium that shows the visibility of still-life 
vignette in its present state of preservation, Casa dei Ceii 

(I.6.15), Pompeii, S. O’Connell 



 
75. Upper portion of the west wall of cubiculum c, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, S. O’Connell 



 
76. Lower portion of the west wall of cubiculum c, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, S. O’Connell 



 
 

77. Detail of still life of birds and fruit, west wall of cubiculum c, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, S. O’Connell 



 
 

78. Detail of still life of birds and fruit, west wall of cubiculum c, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), S. O’Connel



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
79. Detail of still life of vessels, west wall of cubiculum c, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, 

S.O’Connell 



 
 

 
80. Detail of vessel and patera, west wall of cubiculum c, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, S. O’Connell 



 

 
 

 
 

81. Detail of a hydria on a plinth, a basin, and a cista, west wall of cubiculum c, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), S. O’Connell 



 
82. Detail of wall fragment from VI.17.41 (Ins. Occ.), 

Museo Nazionale Archeologico di Napoli, inv. no. 8594, 
MN 558, S. O’Connell 



 
 

83. Detail of wall fragment with fruit (pomegranate, pear) and figure, VI.17.41 (Ins. Occ.), Museo Nazionale Archeologico di 
Napoli, inv. no. 8594, MN 558, S. O’Connell 



 
 

84. Pair of earrings with amphorae pendants, from a tomb in Damascus, 150-50 BCE, British 
Museum, inv. no.1026.2 



 
 

85. Detail of earring with amphora pendant, from a tomb in Damascus, 150-50 BCE, British 
Museum, inv. no.1026.2 



 
 

86. Earring with amphora pendant, 4.45 cm, Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, S. O’Connell 



 
 

87. Earring with amphora pendant, 5.6 cm, Walters Art Museum, inv. no. 57.1500, 
Baltimore, S. O’Connell 



 
 

88. Detail of embossing, earring with amphora pendant, Walters Art Museum, 57.1500, 
Baltimore, S. O’Connell 

 



 
 

89. Sphinx pendant, Hellenistic, 1st century BCE, 4.9 x 1.7 x 1.6 cm, gold and garnet, Walters 
Art Museum, inv. no. 5.1502, Baltimore 



!!
 

90. Disk and pendant earrings with erotes, Hellenistic, late 4th-early 3rd century BCE, 5.75 x 
1.85 x 0.7 cm (1498), 5.8 x 1.7 x 0.7 cm (1499), gold and enamel inlay, Walters Art 

Museum, inv. no. 57.1498-99, Baltimore 



 
 

91. Venus from Herculaneum, 1st century BCE-1st century CE, bronze with copper and 
silver jewelry and inlays, 17.5 cm, Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, © 

Luciano Pedicini. 



  
92. West wall of cubiculum e, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, S. O’Connell 

 

 
 

93. Drawing of the west wall of cubiculum e, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, after PPM, 
1:407



94.  

 
 

95. East wall of cubiculum e, (I.6.15) the Casa dei Ceii, © Jackie and Bob Dunn, www.pompeiiinpictures.com 
 



 
95. Painting of Bacchus, west wall of cubiculum e, Casa dei Ceii  (I.6.15), Pompeii, © 

Jackie and Bob Dunn, www.pompeiiinpictures.com 



 
 

96. Detail of still-life vignette of a bird and two pears, orthostate, west wall of cubiculum 
e, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, S. O’Connell 

 

 
 

97. Detail of still life of birds, below a kantharos on a plinth, west wall of cubiculum e, 
Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, S. O’Connell 



 
 

98. Detail of a luter or small basin, cubiculum e, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, after 
Riz 1990, fig. 53.1 



 
 

99. Detail of still life of birds and fruit below a kantharos on a plinth, west wall of 
cubiculum e, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, S. O’Connell 

 

 
 

100. Still life of sandals, south wall of cubiculum e, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, S. 
O’Connell 



 
 

101. Northwest corner of the garden (h), Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, Artstor.org 
 

 
 

102. Detail of painting of venatio on the north wall of the garden, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), 
Pompeii



 
 

103. Detail of wall painting with landscape and trompe l’oeil hydria, east wall of the garden, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), Pompeii, S. 
O’Connell
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104. Detail of a bronze hydria from the east wall of the garden, Casa dei Ceii (I.6.15), 
Pompeii, Ht. ca. 60 cm, S. O’Connell 



 
 

 
 

105. iOS 4 device with cracked screen, Apple Inc., S. O’Connell 



 
 

106. Victor Mottez, Zeuxis choisissant ses modèles, 1858, Musée Condé, Chantilly 
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107. Scene of lustratio from Trajan’s Column, 113 CE, Rome, Artstor.org 
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108. Detail of a glass olla, still life from the Casa dei Cervi (IV.21), Herculaneum, Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, MN 
8654, © Giovanni Lattanzi 
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109. Model of the Sanctuary of Fortuna at Praeneste (Palestrina), 150-100 BCE, Museo 
Archeologico Prenestino 

 
 

110. Sanctuary of Fortuna at Praeneste (Palestrina), 150-100 BCE 



 
 

111. Plan of the Imperial Fora, with the Forum Augusti (2 BCE) 

 
112. Plan of the villa of Publius Fannius Synistor at Boscoreale, based on Barnabei 1901, 

Stanon-Abbott Associates, http://www.computer-render.com 



 
 

113. Still life of fruit in a glass bowl, detail of wall painting from the north wall of 
cubiculum M, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Rogers Fund, 1903 (03.14.13a–

g), www.metmuseum.org 



 
 

114. North wall of cubiculum M, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Rogers Fund, 
1903 (03.14.13a–g), www.metmuseum.org 



 
 

115.  Detail of the north wall of cubiculum M, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 
Rogers Fund, 1903 (03.14.13a–g) 



 
 

116. Detail of the north wall of cubiculum M. Left: still-life of fruit in a glass bowl set on top of a balustrade painted with a 
monochrome city scape. Right: rustic scene with nymphaeum, landscape and birds 

 



 
 

117. Detail of landscape on the north wall of M with a depiction of a monochrome cityscape and bird, Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York, S. O’Connell 



 
 

118. Computer rendering of the north wall of cubiculum M at night, Stanton-Abbott Associates, http://www.computer-render.com  



 
 

119. View of north wall, oecus 23 at villa A, Oplontis 
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120. Detail of a still life of a glass bowl filled with fruit on a plinth, north wall, oecus 23 at villa A at Oplontis, by permission of the 
Oplontis Project. Photo: Paul Bardagjy.



 
 

121. Detail of a still life of a glass vase filled with fruit on a plinth, north wall, oecus 23 at villa A at Oplontis, by permission of the 
Oplontis Project. Photo: Paul Bardagjy.
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122. Scene of the adornment of a priestess from Herculaneum, Museo Archeologico 
Nazionale di Napoli, MN 9022, Artstor.org 



 
 

123. Plan of the House of Octavius Quartio (II.2.2), Pompeii, after PPM, vol. 3 



 
 

124. Cubiculum f, House of Octavius Quartio (II.2.2), Pompeii, © Jackie and Bob Dunn, 
www.pompeiiinpictures.com 

 

 
 

125. Cubiculum f, House of Octavius Quartio (II.2.2), Pompeii, © Jackie and Bob Dunn, 
www.pompeiiinpictures.com 



 
 

125. Detail of roundel with maenad drinking out of a glass cup, cubiculum f, House of 
Octavius Quartio (II.2.2), Pompeii, PPM vol. 3 



 
 

127. Detail of roundel with maenad drinking out of a glass cup, cubiculum f, House of 
Octavius Quartio (II.2.2), Pompeii, © Jackie and Bob Dunn, www.pompeiiinpictures.com 

 



 
 

128. Boy Drinking from a glass cup, Annibale Carracci, 56 x 43.8 cm, 1582-83, private 
collection 

 



 
 

129. Plan of the Praedia of Julia Felix  (II.4.1-12), after PPM, 3:148 
 

 
 

130. Two Still Lifes from the Praedia of Julia Felix (II.4.1-12) in Pompeii, Museo 
Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, MN8611, S. O’Connell



 
 

131. Detail of still life with terracotta vessels and glass vase, from the Praedia of Julia Felix (II.4.1-12) in Pompeii, Museo 
Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, MN8611, S. O’Connell 
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132. Detail of quince in a glass bowl, still life from the Praedia of Julia Felix (II.4.1-12) 
in Pompeii, Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, MN8611 



 
 

133. Fragment of wall painting from the tablinum (92) at the Praedia of Julia Felix (II.4.1-12), Museo Archeologico Nazionale di 
Napoli, MN 8598, S. O’Connell 

 



 
 
134. Marine still life, detail of wall painting from the Praedia of Julia Felix (II.4.1-12), Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, MN 

8598, S. O’Connell 



 
 

135. Still life with silver tableware, eggs, game, a fringed cloth, and terracotta vessel, detail of wall painting from the Praedia of Julia 
Felix (II.4.1-12), Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, MN 8598, S. O’Connell 



 
 

136. Scriptoria and coins, detail of wall painting from the Praedia of Julia Felix (II.4.1-12), Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, 
MN 8598, S. O’Connell 



 
 

137. View from the atrium toward the east wall and rooms 91, 92, and 97, at the Praedia 
of Julia Felix (II.4.1-12), S. O’Connell 

 

 
 

138. View into the tablinum (92) at the Praedia of Julia Felix (II.4.1-12), S. O’Connell 
!



 
 

139. Euripus at the Praedia of Julia Felix (II.4.1-12), view to the south with exterior of 
domus and peristyle, S. O’Connell 



 
 

140. Alcove with triclinium and fountain from the west side of the peristyle at the Praedia 
of Julia Felix (II.4.1-12), S. O’Connell 



 
 

141. Detail of a fragment of fresco with marine creature from triclinium at the west side of 
the peristyle, Praedia of Julia Felix (II.4.1-12), S. O’Connell 



 
 

142. Mosaic from the Casa del Fauno (VI.12) in Pompeii, Museo Archeologico Nazionale di 
Napoli, inv. no. 9997 



 
 

143. Digital reconstruction of the façade of the Villa of Publius Fannius Synistor, facing 
north, Stanton-Abbott Associates, http://www.computer-render.com 

 

 
 

144. Digital reconstruction of the peristyle, Villa of Publius Fannius Synistor at Boscoreale, 
facing north from the fauces, Stanton-Abbott Associates, http://www.computer-render.com



 
 

145. Digital reconstruction of the southwest peristyle, Villa of Publius Fannius Synistor at 
Boscoreale, Stanton-Abbott and Associates, http://www.computer-render.com 

 
 

146. Digital reconstruction of the west peristyle, facing northeast, Villa of Publius Fannius 
Synistor at Boscoreale, Stanton-Abbott and Associates, http://www.computer-render.com



 
 

147. Fragment from the south wall of the peristyle of the villa of Publius Fannius Synistor that depicts a table with athletic prizes next 
to a large krater, 123 x 222 cm, Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, S. O’Connell 
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148. Detail of table with athletic prizes Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, S. 
O’Connell 



 
149.  Detail of two fillets, Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, S. O’Connell 



 
 

150. Detail of fillets, oinochoe and patera, Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, S. 
O’Connell 



 
151. Detail of column shaft from fresco in cubiculum M of the villa of Publius Fannius 

Synistor at Boscoreale, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Rogers Fund, 1903 
(03.14.13a–g), S. O’Connell 



 
 

152. North end of the west wall of the atrium (5) at villa A at Oplontis, S. O’Connell 



 
 

153. South end of the west wall, atrium (5) at villa A at Oplontis, S. O’Connell 



 
 

154. Detail of shields with Macedonian stars, west wall of the atrium (5) at villa A at Oplontis 
 



  
155. Detail of cistae from the west wall of the atrium (5) at villa A at Oplontis (left) and the peristyle at the villa of Boscoreale, Museo 

Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli (right), S. O’Connell 
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156. Detail of a krater with gorgoneion from the peristyle of the villa at Boscoreale, 
Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, after Riz 1990 



 
 

157. Two vases on plinths in front of palm fronds, fragment from the north wall of the 
peristyle at the villa at Boscoreale, 147.3 x 116.8 cm, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 

York, (03.14.3) 



 
 

158. Stucco from the women’s caldarium, Terme Stabiane (VI.1.8), Pompeii, S. 
O’Connell, (contrast enhanced to show detail) 

 
 

159. Detail of table with athletic prizes (cistae, corona, fillets, palm branch) and trochus, 
stucco from the women’s caldarium, Terme Stabiane (VI.1.8), Pompeii, S. O’Connell 

(contrast enhanced to show detail) 



 

 
160. Detail, still life of table, stucco from the Basilica Sotterranea di Porta Maggiore, https://forum.termometropolitico.it/ 
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161. Painting of a silver service on a table from the interior of the Tomb of Vestorius 
Priscus at Pompeii, © Jackie and Bob Dunn, www.pompeiiinpictures.com 
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162. Painting of a silver service on a table from the interior of the Tomb of Vestorius Priscus at Pompeii, © Jackie and Bob Dunn, 
www.pompeiiinpictures.com 



 
 

163. Detail of painting with a table, silver service, and red curtain, from the interior of the Tomb of Vestorius Priscus at Pompeii 



 
164. Drawing after a painting with a male figure (Vestorius Priscus) from the Tomb of Vestorius Priscus at Pompeii, after Mols and 

Moorman 1994, fig. 17  
 
 
 
 

 



 

 
 

165. Dining scene from the Tomb of Vestorius Priscus at Pompeii, after Dunbabin 2003



 
 

166. Detail of the east wall, cubiculum M, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Rogers 
Fund, 1903 (03.14.13a–g), www.metmuseum.org 



 
 

167. Detail of the foreground of the precinct with curtain, dedicatory fruit (pears, 
pomegranates), garland and thymaterion, cubiculum M, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 

York, Rogers Fund, 1903 (03.14.13a–g), S. O’Connell 
 



 
 

168. Detail of the west wall, tholos in a precinct, cubiculum M, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York, Rogers Fund, 1903 (03.14.13a–g), www.metmuseum.org 

 



 
 

169. Detail of the foreground of the precinct with curtain, votives (pinecones and quinces), garland and thymaterion, west wall of 
cubiculum M, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Rogers Fund, 1903 (03.14.13a–g), S. O’Connell 

 



 
 

170. Second Style wall painting in oecus 15, the “Grand Salon”, at villa A at Oplontis 
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171. Detail of black curtain from oecus 15, villa A at Oplontis, S. O’Connell 



 
 

172. Detail of black curtain from painting in the caldarium at the Casa del Criptoportico (I.6.2-4), Pompeii, S. O’Connell 



 
 
 

173. Computer rendering of cubiculum M facing south into the portico, Stanton-Abbott Associates, http://www.computer-render.com
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174. Still life with glass olla and peaches, from the Casa dei Cervi, Museo Archeologico 

Nazionale di Napoli, MN 8654, © Giovanni Lattanzi 

!



 
 

 175. Still life of gallinule and glass cup overturned on a terracotta jug, from the Casa dei 
Cervi, Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, MN8644 

 



 
176. Reconstruction of the paintings of the west (above) and north (below) walls, peristyle (E), villa at Boscoreale, after Barbet 2013 



  
 

177.  Detail of winged genii from the north wall of the peristyle (E) at the villa of Boscoreale. Left: male figure holding a lanx 
(platter), ht: 126 cm, Museé du Louvre. Right: female figure holding a lanx and jug, ht: 126 cm, Allard Pierson Museum, Amsterdam



 
 

178. Detached panel from the east wall of cubiculum L, at the villa a Boscoreale, after Barbet and Verbanck-Piérard, vol. 1, 2013 
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179. Detail of a tripod from the west wall of the atrium (5) at villa A Oplontis, S. O’Connell




