Against Interpretation 2012: Sociological Approaches to Roman Domestic Decoration
In her aggressive 1966 essay, “Against Interpretation,” Susan Sontag describes the interpretation of works of art as a “perennial, never consummated project,” an activity which “transform[s] a text,” and is somewhat hostile to the work. Sontag sees an “overt contempt for appearances” in the interpretation and criticism of artworks and film of her own time. While her argument for a less hermeneutic and more formal or sensual approach to art might seem out of place for discussion of ancient visual culture, Sontag’s recommendation that we not usurp works of art through criticism of it is valid in the case of Roman domestic decoration. Some modern sociological models may be more fruitful means of understanding these displays of art.

The creative, erudite, and complex interpretations of suites of decoration from the houses of Pompeii and Herculaneum are essentially cogent from a contemporary intellectual point of view. Yet, as this paper demonstrates, such programmatic readings of suites of paintings and statuettes have their roots in the Italian Renaissance and not classical antiquity. Ancient textual descriptions of displays of art largely emphasize subject matter of individual works, rather than interpretation of multi-media collections as a whole. First-level iconographic analysis and some personal subjectivity characterize most written descriptions of interactions with displays of art (on the latter, see Elsner 1992). Philostratus’ Imagines is one such example of this reading of one work of art at a time; the visitor to that painting gallery does not create a synthetic programmatic reading of the panels. The formal and iconological approaches recounted by most ancient authors is the normative approach, yet outliers like Achilles Tatius 3, 6 (on a double picture of Prometheus and Andromeda) exist.

An alternative to literary-based or otherwise heavily interpretative studies of Roman domestic decoration is reading these ensembles with respect to the patron’s personal narratives. Following models introduced by Pierre Bourdieu and Susan Stewart, we read these suites of objects as speaking to the intellectual, cultural, and financial assets of the owner; the house and the works of art displayed there were evidence for the owner’s personal power. Personal agency was an important element in the relationship among decoration, homeowner, and visitor as the owner evidently acted first as curator and then as docent for the visitors to his domestic museum. 

The owner’s narration was then a direct means of demonstrating his or her literary erudition or knowledge of current fashion, aspects typically thought to be self-evident through the domestic displays themselves. There are numerous examples of this first-hand assertion of status through personal narratives in the house in the textual sources; there are, moreover, some negative cases as well.

One such sociological reading of an ancient suite of domestic painting, sculpture, and other accouterments would be through self-completion theory and Bourdieu’s model of habitus. Bourdieu was primarily concerned with social mobility and the role habitus plays in it, namely when envisioning an individual’s transition between social groups or classes. Habitus comprises the garments, mannerisms, language, names, profession, political position, etc. a libertinus could take on when achieving freed status, and also includes the things he acquires and displays in his home. Or, rather, the freedman sheds one habitus for one which aligns with his new station. Trimalchio, by means of his stereotypical status, provides an excellent example: his various failures in living up to the standards of the cultural elite, signified through his mythological illiteracy and other faux pas, are evidence of his as yet incomplete or uncomfortable shift from one habitus to another. Although he could verbally and legally assert his free status, his discussion of “Corinthian” bronze suggest otherwise. His autodidact experience informs him that Corinthian bronze is something precious, yet without considerable familiarity with the habitus of the cultural elite, he is ignorant of the material’s legendary source

Select Bibliography

Bounia, Alexandra. 2004. The Nature of Classical Collecting: Collectors and Collections. Hampshire.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1984. Distinction. Cambridge.

Chevallier, R. 1991. L’artiste, le collectioneur, et la faussaire: pour une sociologie de l’art
        
romain. Paris.
Clarke, John R. 2003. Art in the lives of ordinary Romans. Berkeley.

Elsner, John (Jaś). 1992. "Seductions of Art: Encolpius and Eumolpus in a Neronian Picture 

Gallery." PCPS 39: 30-47.

Hales, Shelley. 2003. The Roman House and Social Identity. Cambridge.

Schefold, Karl. 1952. Pompejanische Malerei: Sinn und Ideengeschichte. Basel.

Slater, Niall W. 1987. "Against Interpretation: Petronius and Art Criticism." Ramus 16: 165-176.

Sontag, Susan. 1966. Against Interpretation and other Essays. New York.

Stewart, Peter. 2008.The Social History of Roman Art. Cambridge.

Stewart, Susan. 2007. On Longing. Durham, NC.

Thompson, Mary Lee. 1961. “The Monumental and Literary Evidence for Programmatic
Painting in Antiquity.” Marsyas  IX: 36-77.

