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Abstract 

 

Dionysus Unbound: Reimagining Space in the House of Jason at 
Pompeii 

 

Christopher Wood, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2017 

 

Supervisor:  John R. Clarke 

 

 Although over a century has passed since its rediscovery, the specific function of 

the center paintings from Pompeii’s House of Jason (IX.5.18) has continued to elude 

scholars as well as excite fervent debate.  Among the many spectacular frescoes that once 

adorned the walls of the house’s west wing were those devoted to some of the most 

dangerous women of Greek myth: Medea the spurned enchantress of Colchis, Cretan 

Phaedra the scheming stepmother, and Helen of Troy, the most beguiling woman in the 

world. While some attention has been paid to what often has been seen as a rogue’s 

gallery of powerful women, little attention has been paid to linking them with center 

pictures in adjoining rooms many of which contain equally powerful mythic and 

archetypal figures—Penthesilea, Queen of the Amazons, Europa and the Bull, Deianira 

and the brutish centaur Nessus, or even assigning meaning based on their domestic 

context.  This produces an all too often abbreviated view of the owner’s intended visual 

narrative.  The Roman domus, however, represents a complex nexus linking social, 

political, and religious spheres, as well as public and private space, which, at this location 
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previous scholarship has ignored. This thesis attempts to both connect and place the 

center paintings within their proper context, namely that of the Roman convivium, and 

proposes that the overall artistic program seems to epitomize fears Roman patriarchal 

society has of powerful, foreign women.    The scenes in the center paintings, many 

deriving from Greek tragedy, depict powerful eastern women who use guile and trickery 

to undermine traditional male dominated society.   They also highlight male effeminacy, 

uncivilized creatures, and moments of fantastic transformation beyond one’s control and 

reason.  Combined these with the numerous decorative elements such as satyrs, maenads, 

and ritual paraphernalia, and a connection between this space, and the cult of Dionysus 

slowly begins to emerge. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

One can only imagine what those first excavators must have thought after brushing away 

the millennia old debris from the walls of a modest house located in one of Pompeii’s 

commercial districts and discovering the collection of amazingly well preserved center 

paintings.  What feelings of fear and wonder were stirred after gazing upon the gallery of 

some of Greek myth’s most powerful and dangerous women:  Medea the spurned 

enchantress of Colchis, Cretan Phaedra the scheming stepmother, and Helen of Troy, the 

most beguiling woman in the world. And yet, even after over a century since its 

rediscovery, the specific function of these center paintings from Pompeii’s House of 

Jason (IX.5.18) has continued to elude scholars. While some attention has been paid to 

each of the women, especially those in oecus E, there have been few efforts to connect 

the center pictures to an overall narrative, by including adjoining rooms, many of which 

also contain equally powerful mythic and archetypal figures: Penthesilea, Queen of the 

Amazons, Europa and the Bull, Deianira and the brutish centaur Nessus have equally 

important roles to play.  Finally, and more importantly, little attention has been paid to 

the paintings and how each may function of each room, i.e. their role in domestic context, 

creating an artificial, abbreviated, and often overly simplistic view of the owner’s 

intended visual narrative.  The Roman domus, however, represents a complex nexus 

linking social, political, and religious spheres, where what is deemed public and private 

space is always in flux.  The challenge for us is to reconstruct this domestic space and to 



 2 
 

identify those common threads that run throughout each room. In this way I hope to 

demonstrate a deliberate choice in style and subject matter, to identify the patron’s or 

artists’ intentionality, and to suggest how meaning might change in terms of daily 

activities.   How do the center paintings and their placement suggest different meanings 

for different viewers going about their day-to-day business in this space?  This thesis 

attempts to both connect and place the center paintings within their proper context and 

propose that the overall artistic program seems to epitomize the fears of a male 

dominated patriarchal society. The scenes in the center paintings, many deriving from 

Greek tragedy, depict powerful eastern women who use guile and trickery to undermine 

traditional male dominated society.   They also highlight male effeminacy, uncivilized 

creatures, and moments of fantastic transformation beyond one’s control and 

reason.  Combined these with the numerous decorative elements such as satyrs, maenads, 

and ritual paraphernalia, and a connection between this space, and the cult of Dionysus 

slowly begins to emerge. 

THE STATE OF SCHOLARSHIP 

The ancient city of Pompeii holds a special place in the hearts and minds of 

archaeologists and art historians alike, as its material culture provides us a virtual 

snapshot of life in classical antiquity.  Among these, the House of Jason, with its 

exquisite gallery of center wall painting, offers a unique perspective on Roman artistic 

traditions and the use of the visual narrative in a domestic space.  And yet, despite over a 

century of archaeological exploration, the precise function of the center paintings has 
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continued to elude scholars.   Despite a systematic and well-documented excavation 

history,1 early attempts to actually explain the center paintings produced only perfunctory 

results.  These results often employed an archaeological rather than an art historical lens.   

Not until the early twentieth century were the first real attempts made to explore 

the House of Jason’s thematic aspects. Hendrick Beyen, for example, was one of the first 

to focus on the decorative program of the house.2 His analysis, however, drew heavily on 

Vitruvius, almost to the exclusion of all other texts, and only dealt with the center 

frescoes in a cursory fashion, presenting a narrow view of the overall schemata.  

 Karl Schefold’s contributions, in Die Wände Pompejis and La peinture 

pompeienne, tend to provide a much deeper analysis of the center pictures.  While his 

research highlights the shortcomings of the Kopienkritik approach, arguing that Roman 

wall painting should be treated as aesthetically and ideologically distinct from earlier 

Greek masters,3 his conclusions seemed too narrowly focused on the frescoes overtly 

moralizing messages and not enough on the human element such as just how they might 

have been used. 

                                                
1 Antonio Sogliano.  Notizie degli scavi di antichità (Rome, 1878); 263-268. 
2 See Hendrik Gerard Beyen. Die pompejanische Wanddekoration vom zweiten bis zum vierten Stil.(1938)  
.Vol. 1. The Hague, NL: Nijhoff., where the author uses the Villa of the Mysteries, Villa of Fannius 
Sinistor, and the House of the Labyrinth as exempla in discussing, among other things, that performance 
may have influenced the development of Second-Style wall painting. While the argument continues to  
divide scholars, Mariette De Vos has suggested that stage settings reflect the homeowner’s public, political 
performance.  See De Vos, Mariette,  “Tecnica e tipologia dei rivestimenti pavimentali e parietali,” in A. 
Carandini, Settefinestre: una villa schiavistica nell’Etruria romana. Modena, 1985; 83-84. 
3 Karl Schefold, Vergessenes Pompeii (Bern, 1962); 8, claims we must liberate Roman art from treasured 
works of the Greeks and be more concerned with interpreting Roman innovations.  He specifically points to 
stylistic changes beginning with Second-Style wall painting including changes in perspectives, 
mythological and sacro-idyllic landscape friezes (15). 
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 Other scholars have elaborated upon the limited scope and methodological 

problems of the Kopienkritik approach. The first is how to define the term “copy”?  In 

her book Ancient Sculptural Copies in Miniature, Elizabeth Bartman, for example, 

defines a copy as a “work of art that deliberately recalls an earlier image by reproducing 

its salient formal and iconographic features.”4 Elaine Gazda has also noted, however, that 

Romans did not seem to have specific prototypes in mind even in the Late Republic, nor 

did they prefer exact copies of originals, just that they craved the appropriate ornamenta.5  

Further, Gazda reminds us of Arno Reiff’s analysis of the three forms: interpretatio, 

direct copying of an original, imitatio, or free copying based on more than one source, 

and finally aemulatio, or new works deriving from originals.6  The last seems to suggest a 

taste for variants, something “new” rather than a strict copy of an original.  This may 

have resulted from excessive exposure to Greek art due to its popularity.  After all, as 

Pollitt has noted, Rome had become a virtual museum of “Greek art”.  

Another often overlooked problem with the Kopienkritik approach is its 

overreliance on historical texts or media such as vase painting, often thereby neglecting 

other valuable sources.7  While it is possible that elite Roman males may have had an 

understanding of art through texts as part of their educational training, it is my belief that 

they were neither reliant on them, nor did texts act as their “go-to” guide.  The world of 

                                                
4 Elizabeth Bartman, Ancient Sculptural Copies in Miniature (Leiden: Brill, 1992), 9. 
5 See Elaine Gazda’s article “Beyond Copying: Artistic Originality and Tradition” in The Ancient Art of 
Emulation: Studies in Artistic Originality and Tradition from the Present to Classical Antiquity (University 
of Michigan Press, 2002), 6. 
6 Arno Reiff, “Interpretatio, Imitatio, Aemulatio: Begriff Und Vorstellung Literarischer Abhängigkeit Bei 
Den Ro ̈mern.” (diss., Cologne 1959); Wünsche (as n. 21). 
7 See Panofsky 1961, 37, and his overreliance on Vitruvius. 
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Roman art was hardly exclusive to bibliophiles or elite males.  It was accessible to literate 

and non-literate alike.8 Further, rather than texts, it is far more likely that most Romans 

relied on their visual toolbox, i.e. on the images they had seen in other wall paintings, 

temple reliefs, vase paintings, or performances (either stage or on the street), or things 

they had perhaps seen abroad, in nature, or even heard about through the practice of 

social discourse.  Such resources allowed viewers to identify prevailing styles, and above 

all to appreciate a painting in its given context, i.e., its placement in the home with its 

companion pieces.  Additionally, if ancient Romans did draw parallels between one 

image and another, with a textual referent, that text need not be what we today classify as 

an official source, such as Pliny or Vitruvius.  It could be Ovid, or Euripides, or any text, 

extant or not, or again social discourse overhead about said text.  The point isn’t to 

identify a single source, but to acknowledge that viewers could use multiple sources at 

                                                
8 For example, in Book 34 of his Natural History Pliny the Elder discusses the general emulation of public 
statuary erected for memorable figures in public places and equestrian statues coming from Athens (4; 19). 
There is, however, no direct mention of copying.  Other sources such as Cicero discuss collecting Greek 
statues.  In a letter to his brother Quintus dated 54 B.C.E he writes in praise of his gardens and the ‘Greek’ 
statues that seem engaged in gardening (Epist. 4). Cicero, however, collected statues for their symbolic 
capital, rather than their commercial value fancying only the most exotic, or ones most appropriate for his 
palaestra.  Further complicating the matter is his referring to all statues as Greek, whether copies or not.  By 
this time legal precedents had been set in place prohibiting the plundering of ancient art (See Cicero’s 
Verrine Orations where attacks Verres for taking statues from the sanctuaries in Sicily during his 
governorship for his own personal gratification.  The distinction here is that unlike spoils from previous 
centuries, which were often displayed publicly, such as Mummius’ Granikos Group, Verres was hoarding 
them and using them to promote his own status rather than that of the state (Verr.2.1.55). He also mentions 
Scipio Aemelianus returning art plundered by Carthage to their rightful owners (2.2.86)). It goes without 
saying that many would have been copies, especially ones of the Gods, and the great proliferation of which 
led Augustus to later decree all Greek art as public, rather than private art.   

On the topic of painting, Pliny mentions several Roman painters which were held in high esteem, 
and that the introduction of foreign works came with Lucius Mummius placing a painting of Liber in the 
Temple of Ceres (Nat. Hist. 35.8).  He also mentions dedications by Julius Caesar of an Ajax and Medea in 
his consecration of the Temple of Venus Genetrix, of which, sadly, we have no further description (Nat. 
Hist.  35.9).  He makes no distinction between Greek or Roman practices, but instead takes a more 
historiographic approach.  He also does not allude to any copying of Greek originals, but again, the 
influence of publicly displayed Greek painting would have been inescapable. 
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the same time and that we need to consider this when discussing meaning and narrative in 

Roman wall painting. 

Schefold’s analysis, however,  did not find favor with his contemporaries. Fausto 

Zevi, for example, argued instead that the thematic organization of subjects was based on 

decorative intent, rather than morality. 9  Zevi offers an equally careful analysis, one that 

identified several methodological challenges in interpreting the house’s design including 

multiple phases of remodeling.  Surprisingly, Zevi’s analysis, however illuminating, 

failed to address the day-to-day function of these rooms.  As a result, it is hard to imagine 

who may have owned the house, and what their motivations might have been.   

Another approach is that of the visual narrative, first elaborated by Mary Lee 

Thompson. Her research represents a major milestone on the programmatic elements 

inherent in Pompeian wall paintings.  She contends that the artist and/or patron had a 

deliberate schema in mind: “[t]he mythological subjects found on the walls of Pompeian 

houses were selected and combined to form deliberate programs.  The paintings are 

almost always related by a narrative or conceptual theme.”10  The idea that particular 

houses share a central theme, such as ill-fated love, or scenes from the Iliad, is 

paramount.  While Thompson’s view has left us with an important legacy, the problem 

lies in possible anachronistic interpretations of the past, and an oversimplified view of a 

single unifying theme rather than the presence of multiple themes working 

simultaneously.  Works not only speak to one another, but also to previous works that 

                                                
9 Fausto Zevi  “La casa Reg. IX 5, 8-21 a Pompei," Studi Miscellanei 5 (Rome, 1964); 54. 
10 Mary Lee Thompson, "Programmatic Painting in Pompeii: The Meaningful Combination of 
Mythological Pictures in Room Decoration," (Ph.D. diss., New York University, 1960); 1.  
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share the same theme, and although one scene may be represented visually, the 

possibility of a viewer recalling a much wider corpus of scenes and myths is always 

possible.  

In Bettina Bergmann’s chapter “The Pregnant Moment: Tragic Wives in the 

Roman Interior,” the author discusses three wall paintings in the House of Jason in which 

the women portrayed –Medea, Phaedra, and Helen—are, at the moment of the images’ 

rendering, teetering on the edge of tragic destruction.11  They are all, as Bergmann states, 

“consumed by…passion” and “contemplating violence against men.”12  Although an 

excellent approach to the visual representation in this single room, Bergmann addresses 

neither the specific role of female agency in these wall paintings, nor of the female 

viewer of them. Further, her analysis does not consider the adjoining rooms, nor the 

fluidity of domestic space.  The difficulty with this approach is that while her argument 

covers the dangers of powerful women in the realm of their own lives, the lives of their 

husbands, and “domestic space,” it does not address the problem that although powerful, 

none of the women fit within the Roman ideal, whether male or female, of a virtuous 

woman.  This, I argue, would greatly affect their agency.  Furthermore, Bergmann does 

not adequately address the possible relationships between the center paintings and 

additional decorative elements. 

                                                
11 Bettina Bergmann, "The Pregnant Moment: Tragic Wives in the Roman Interior," in Sexuality in Ancient 
Art, ed. Natalie B. Kampen (New York, 1996). 
12 ibid., 199. 
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At present, the study of Roman wall painting has entered a new and exciting era.  

Recent scholars such as Judith Barringer,13 Richard Brilliant,14 John Clarke,15 Jaś Elsner, 

and Eleanor Winsor Leach16 are exploring the fluidity and socio-political context of 

Roman wall painting, suggesting the presence of a more complicated, diffuse narrative 

program especially within their domestic settings.  Leach’s “Metamorphoses of the 

Actaeon Myth in Campanian Painting” explores the concept of the viewer’s gaze, 

voyeurism, and the continuous narrative as seen in the paintings of Actaeon and Diana in 

the House of the Orchard.17 Barringer’s “The Mythological Paintings in the Macellum at 

Pompeii” investigates mythological paintings in a public setting.  Despite their Greek 

origins, she implies that the deep intertextual relationships worked didactically, 

instructing Romans in proper behavior.   

John Clarke’s The Houses of Roman Italy, 100 B.C.-A.D. 250: Ritual, Space, and 

Decoration and Art in the Lives of Ordinary Romans both provide an insightful look at 

viewership in a variety of domestic spaces, houses, apartments, and villas.  His focus is 

on decorative elements and narrative scenes and how these may be used to indicate the 

daily rituals that took place within each, as well as how they directed movement through 

                                                
13 Judith Barringer, "The Mythological Paintings in the Macellum at Pompeii." Classical Antiquity 13.2 
(1994): 149-166.  
14 Richard Brilliant, Visual narratives: storytelling in Etruscan and Roman art.  Cornell University Press, 
Ithaca, 1984. 
15 John R. Clarke, The Houses of Roman Italy, 100 B.C.-A.D. 250: Ritual, Space, and Decoration.  
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991. 
16 Eleanor Winsor Leach, "Metamorphoses of the Actaeon Myth in Campanian Painting," Römische 
Mitteilungen 88 (1981): 307-327.   
17 The painting represents a single landscape with multiple figures of Actaeon, each at a different moment, 
one spying on the goddess, another fending off his dogs, and a third praying to a statue of the goddess of 
the hunt, which Leach suggests represents him pleading for his life; 315-316, 320. 
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space.18  His investigation into self-representation in domestic space additionally causes 

us to question past scholarship that clearly delineated public and private space.   

Jaś Elsner’s Art and the Roman Viewer stresses the active role of the viewer in 

determining the meaning of the object within view.  He posits, however, that the artist 

sets the boundaries of meaning by determining the subject and the style.  The argument is 

rather circular, for if an object’s meaning is produced through the process of viewing, but 

the viewer and artist and artistic style are determined by their sociological and historical 

factors, i.e. habitus, then the individual viewer does not determine meaning, but rather the 

larger cultural group.19  Further, Elsner tends to overgeneralize, overlooks the patron, and 

presents an overtly Hellenic view, using the works of Philostratus, Pausanias, and Cebes 

to speak about mystic and religious experience within a domestic context. 

METHODS AND OBJECTIVES 

Another thought provoking contribution to the study of architecture and space, and one 

especially pertinent to my analysis, is Kent Bloomer and Charles Moore’s Body, Memory, 

and Architecture.  In the book, the authors stress that all architecture is intrinsically 

linked to a sense of human identity, that we “unconsciously locate our bodies inside a 

three dimensional boundary”.20  Thus architecture is not experienced visually, but 

haptically, “visual messages in the design signal and recall more fundamental haptic 
                                                
18 In The Houses of Roman Italy, 100 B.C.-A.D. 250: Ritual, Space, and Decoration (Berkeley, 1991); 222 
Clarke notes that highly trafficked areas “dynamic spaces” contain less mosaic and fresco decoration, rather 
than “static spaces” where individuals would linger and spend time, such as the triclinium. 
19 See John Clarke’s review of Jaś Elsner, Art and the Roman Viewer (Cambridge, 1995), in Journal of 
Roman Archaeology 9 (1996): 375-380. 
20 Kent Bloomer and Charles Moore, Body, Memory, and Architecture.  New Haven (Yale University 
Press, 1977), 37. 
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properties by illuminating or disguising a buildings invitations, dangers, and 

complexities”.21 For Bloomer and Moore, certain architectural features represent deeply 

encoded harmonies that we find pleasing; an opening in the roof may remind us of the 

sky.  Even the way we describe a structure reflects an ensemble of psychological 

associations we often tend to overlook, e.g. “up” may call to mind high, or liberating, 

while “below”, dark, or confining.  Bloomer and Moore’s argument that space is a 

metaphor for the body, along with their haptic model, are useful tools for engaging in 

discussions on how space can be experienced not just in our own modern era, but also in 

the past.  In analyzing the Roman home, we may adapt this model to discuss how 

architecture inspires movement, or how certain rooms that are the center of communal 

activity may represent the owner’s identity, and how certain rooms are in dialogue with 

others based on decorative motifs that are encoded with deep social and ritual meanings.  

An unlikely, but truly useful source for thinking about visual literary and narrative 

is Scott McCloud’s unconventional book Understanding Comics.  In it, the author 

explains that the images found in comics are arranged in a non-linear way, parts, by the 

viewer who then uses closure to connect and make sense of them, the whole.22 He 

categorizes these transitions between one image and the next in the following manner: 

moment-to-moment, action-to-action, subject-to-subject and scene-to-scene, aspect-to-

aspect, and finally non-sequitur. Beginning at the lower end of the spectrum is the 

moment-to-moment view with the same subjects shown in only a slightly different point 

                                                
21 Ibid, 44. 
22 63. 
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in time.  The figures are easily recognizable and the sequence requires the least amount of 

closure by the viewer.  Action-to-action is much the same, following a subject through 

different frames of a single action.  Aspect-to-aspect represents different views based 

around a single idea, mood, or theme.  For our purposes, I believe this approach to be 

especially useful in the study of our center paintings. First, if the paintings are part of a 

larger narrative, and given the homogeneous layout in these three rooms (black socle, red 

middle zone, lighter upper zone with architectural elements), it seems highly likely that 

they are, how are host and viewer connecting them, finding closure?  The answer, I 

believe may lie in a visual and intertexual discourse. 

This thesis will examine more fully the hermeneutics of past approaches 

involving visual connectivity and domestic space in the House of Jason with an eye 

towards ritual and the role of the center paintings in rooms E, F, and G.  I propose that the 

financial investment on these frescoes was significant and that they were designed for 

long periods of viewing, possibly in hosting all male drinking parties when they 

functioned as visual stimuli in a game of political performance.23 Further, through both 

formal and intertextual analysis, I hope to reveal a thematic thread connecting the three 

rooms, namely that the paintings are encoded with social messages regarding the threat of 

powerful, foreign forces to patriarchal society and traditional Roman virtus. 24 

                                                
23 Mariette De Vos has suggested that stage settings reflect the homeowner’s public duties, specifically 
political performance.  See De Vos, Mariette,  “Tecnica e tipologia dei rivestimenti pavimentali e parietali,” 
in A. Carandini, Settefinestre: una villa schiavistica nell’Etruria romana. Modena, 1985; 83-84, and John 
R. Clarke, The Houses of Roman Italy 100 B.C-A.D. 250: Ritual, Space, and Decoration (Berkeley, 1991); 
48. 
24 See Bettina Bergmann, "The Pregnant Moment: Tragic Wives in the Roman Interior," in Sexuality in 
Ancient Art, ed. Natalie B. Kampen (New York, 1996), where she classifies each as a powerful woman in 
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In order to trace this thread effectively, I propose investigating the placement and 

visual accessibility of the central frescoes within the house and the relations of power and 

authority expressed through visual representation and the manipulation of space.  I also 

intend to offer new approaches: first, an isovistic analysis of the space;25 second, a look at 

decorative elements framing the center paintings, and third user profiles to help facilitate 

a discussion of how space was used to entice viewers of different acculturations to 

explore the meanings these works of art.  Finally, I shall delve into the possible deeper 

intertextual meanings in order to elucidate a possible visual narrative.  Using these tools, 

I will offer conclusions concerning the nature of the space and possible activities that 

took place.  I will argue that full consideration of all the central paintings and the 

domestic space reveal a patron who called for a combination of ideas and relations that 

draw from a well-established corpus of Greek mythological themes.  Furthermore, the 

ultimate arrangement of these paintings may suggest additional levels of meaning 

reflective of a male-dominated Roman society.  

For the purposes of this thesis, I have also constructed a 3D (Figs.16, 17, &18) of 

the house and have placed the central frescos back into their domestic context.  In the 

past, scholarship has often neglected key spatial variables, including lighting, the 

obstruction of the garden, fountain, and oblique viewing.  In a model, important variables 

can be experienced in real time in order to gain a better sense of how space is used at 

different points of the day, and with viewers of different socio-political status. 
                                                                                                                                            
their domestic sphere, but does not talk about how the larger program of central paintings speak to Roman 
society and male fears. 
25 Michael Benedikt, “To Take Hold of Space: Isovists and Isovist Fields,” Environment and Planning 
Vol.6 (1979); 47-65. 
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While this introduction provided a brief history of scholarship, Chapter 2 will 

delve deeper into various methodological approaches, as well as provide a formal 

analysis of the center panel paintings.  Chapter 3 focuses on intertextuality and artistic 

function, while Chapter 4 looks at viewership and performance. Chapter 5 provides a 

conclusion that will, I hope, provide the reader with a new interpretation of the 

archaeological evidence, as well as identifying future areas of research.   
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Chapter 2:  Semantics and Syntax of Space 

In Latin, the verb mirare not only means “to admire, or look at,” but “to be astonished.”  

A painting, therefore, is more than simply a picture.  It is, as Sallust once observed, 

something that inspires amazement.26  It is something strange and wonderful.  By 

extension, the center paintings in the House of Jason are meant not simply to be seen, but 

also to fill one with a sense of wonder.  Meaning and experience, of course, change 

depending on the individual, but if we accept this definition, then we must not think of 

these spaces as simply decorated for the sake of decoration, but purposefully constructed 

to engage and evoke a response from the viewer.  These responses may range from 

amazement, to shock, or even horror depending on the subject matter, with the owner of 

the house the grandmaster of ceremonies.  For this occur, there must however be a shared 

language between the owner and his or her viewer.    

In his 1967 book, Elements of Semiology, Roland Barthes proposed that:   

Semiology aims to take in any system of signs, whatever their substance and limits;  
images, gestures, musical sounds, objects, and the complex associations of all these,  
which form the content of ritual, convention or public entertainment: these constitute,  
if not languages, at least systems of signification.27  
 

Barthes’ work has been most useful in thinking about images, gestures, and systems of 

signification, syntax and semantics, and how these are employed in mythological Roman 

wall painting. 28   Syntax, put simply, is the field of linguistics that studies the 

                                                
26 Sal. Bel. Cat. 11, Ibi primum insuevit exercitus populi Romani amare, potare; signa, tabulas pictas, vasa 
caelata mirari; ea privatim et publice rapere, delubra spoliare, sacra profanaque omnia polluere. 
27 Roland Barthes. Elements of Semiology, (New York: 1977, 1967); 9. 
28 See also Erwin Panofsky, “Iconography and Iconology: An Introduction to the Study of Renaissance 
Art” in Meaning in the visual arts (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1982, c1955) where the author 
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“organization” of words (grammar), and the relationship of words to one another in order 

to communicate meaning.   Semantics, by contrast, focuses on the “meaning” of signs 

within their respective socio-historical context, but particularly when compared with 

other similar symbols.  

I propose that these same linguistic rules can be applied to the study of the frescoes 

within the House of Jason, specifically the semantic —color and symbolism used in 

mythological scenes in Roman wall painting — and syntactic — how these scenes are 

organized as a program in a domestic space. The key, I believe, is to be found at the 

intersection between syntactic and semantic meaning.  That intersection is intertextuality.  

An intertextual approach is one that examines the dialogue between literary and artistic 

traditions spanning time, space, and cultures.  It can help identify common patterns of 

organization and their outliers.  Using this approach we can arrive at meaning.  I will 

delve into the intertextual aspect of the frescoes quite specifically in the next chapter, but 

for now, let us contemplate an example in the work of the Roman playwright Seneca.  In 

order to produce a new play on the myth of Phaedra, he has to first understand what has 

come before, namely Greek productions of the play. He then has to find a way to apply it 

to a modern Roman audience, one that is familiar enough with the tradition that both 

aspects might be appreciated.  That means that there is a generally held understanding of 

the patterns and meanings.  Deviations, however, from those original meanings may 

reflect new or alternative cultural norms, even if one were to argue that the deviations in 

                                                                                                                                            
lays out his three strata of interpretation, namely primary, based solely on form, secondary or iconography 
which draws from cultural knowledge, and finally tertiary, iconological or how the art and artist are a 
product of their respective historical times. 
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patterning and meaning are simply a reflection of the playwright’s personal worldview.  

This is where Bourdieu’s theory of habitus becomes useful.  Bourdieu proposes that 

‘social order is progressively inscribed in people’s minds’ by cultural products such as 

educational institutions, language, judgments, verdicts, gradings, and warnings, methods 

of classification, as well as the activities of everyday life;29 therefore, a person is an 

inescapable product of his/her society. 

For the purposes of this thesis, my objective is not so far-reaching, but simply to 

apply a semiotic approach as first outlined by Barthes.  I will begin by looking at syntax, 

semantics, then, by including a discussion on intertextual meaning, investigate the 

pragmatics of the house’s central frescoes.   How do the characters, settings, and themes 

relate to one another, and speak to the daily rituals of the space?  How does the viewer 

engage with the material?  Do the frescoes represent an illusionistic world, allusionistic 

world, or both?30 I shall begin using the semiotic approach first outlined by Barthes, 

looking at images and symbols, and the organization of wall paintings within the House 

of Jason making special note of the daily functions of the domestic space as Clarke, 

Barringer, and Leach have done.  I shall employ a variety of tools to offer ways of 

viewing, including sight lines to speak to axes of visibility, as well as visual patterning 

and eye movement.  

                                                
29 See Pierre Bourdieu’s Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste (London, New York, 
1986): 471. 
30 See Jaś Elsner, Art and the Roman Viewer: The Transformation of Art from the Pagan World to 
Christianity, (Cambridge, New York and Melbourne, 1995): 74-75. 
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SIGHTLINES AND VISIBILITY 
In terms of approaches to reconstructing domestic space, the study of 

archaeological landscapes and spatial syntax holds immense potential for gaining insight 

into key issues regarding rendered space and social dynamics. Wallace-Hadrill used axes 

of visibility, what may commonly be referred to as sightlines, within the Roman house to 

show degrees of viewer access, from the atrium, for example, the center of daily ritual 

activity. This approach is taken up by Hillier and Hansen, who point out that in the past, 

scholarship failed to adequately address spatiality in terms of an entire program or and 

socialization: 

But in spite of its centrality in the act of creating architecture, and in its recent 
public pathology, the question of space has failed to become central in the 
academic and critical discourses that surround architecture.  When space does 
feature in architectural criticism, it is usually at the level of the individual space 
rather than at the level of the system of spatial relations that constitute the 
building or settlement (Hillier & Hansen, 1984: 3). 
 

To this I would add that although space is determined by physical landscape, it is also 

determined by the civic and domestic structure that is, by its very nature, social.  Each 

individual is a product of his/her physical environment (to some extent), which creates 

quite individualistic encyclopedias of visual imagery.  I will test the performativity of the 

individual in the context of the building and its artistic program in the fourth chapter of 

this work.  For now, however, we must place the house in its own landscape context. 

Located in the very heart of the Pompeii, along one of the city’s narrow streets, 

the House of Jason, also known as the House of Fatal Lovers, appears at first a rather 

unassuming dwelling.  The insula itself is an eclectic mingling of domestic and 

commercial spaces, with street-side shops, workshops, and a nearby stable, all roughly a 
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block down from the Central baths.   The house is oriented along an east-west axis and 

measures approximately three hundred and thirty square meters, placing it within the 

higher end of Wallace-Hadrill’s third quartile (Tab. 1),  along with the House of Fabbro 

(320m. sq.) and the House of the Priest Amandus (300 m. sq.). It consists of twenty-seven 

rooms on the ground floor, including a triclinium (F) and attending oeci on either side (F 

and G respectively).  The remains of staircases at both the southwestern and eastern ends 

once led to flats on an upper floor.  What truly sets this house apart, however, is the series 

of unique center frescoes, all of which seem to revolve around the theme of dangerous 

women from Greek myth and tragedy.  Though we know nothing about the house’s 

former owner, such an investment, in such a modestly sized house, and its location, 

would seem to elevate the importance of this decorative scheme to the patron.  This 

decorative scheme – the syntax of the space – will help us “read” and understand the 

semantics of the art in this space. 

FORMAL ANALYSIS 

The first noticeable feature for anyone visiting house number eighteen is its 

peculiar layout (Fig.1).  As one enters the fauces, they are instantly struck by the 

viridarium, or garden style atrium.31 Its large rectangular pool and fountain would have 

offered a welcome oasis from the noisy traffic of the Nolan and Stabian thoroughfares, 

but also abuts the eastern wall, forcing visitors to go around it on the left side, rather than 

                                                
31 Fausto Zevi, in Casa Reg. IX.5, 18-21 a Pompei e le sue pitture (Rome, L’Erma di Bretschneider, 1964); 
13 suggests that the viridarium was an alteration to the original atrium design, not necessarily associated 
with the damage caused by the quake in 62, but possibly to allow more light into the triclinium. 
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on both sides.32  Another oddity is the general orientation of the house.  The dwelling 

seems almost lopsided with the majority of rooms located at the northern and western 

ends, leaving the eastern side, beyond the viridarium, barren.  A large portion of space is 

reserved for the triclinium and two oeci on the western facing side.33  As observed by 

Clarke in the House of Vettii, the symmetrical order of the twin rooms and their 

connected thematic décor, reinforce the axis already established by the fauces and 

viridarium.34 The view from the viridarium also reinforces a certain social hierarchy of 

power, with frescoes of powerful foreign women contained in distant rooms.35  

The first room, hereafter referred to as oecus E, contains three large center 

paintings rendered in the Pompeian Third Style, preserved in the Naples Museum over a 

century ago.  For clarity, I shall from this point on use the terms “rear wall,” “left wall,” 

and “right wall” to describe the positions in the rooms of these center paintings. 

Particular emphasis will be placed on the painting on the rear wall as it was most likely 

the most important due to its higher degree of visibility, i.e. it could be seen walking past 

the room.  On the rear wall, measuring 83 x 114 cm, appears the ill-fated Medea (Fig. 2 

& 15).  The artist has managed to capture the intense psychology of the scene as Medea, 

now a shipwrecked version of her former self, languishes in a corner, head cradled 

                                                
32 As argued by Kent Bloomer and Charles Moore, in Body, Memory, and Architecture, (New Haven (Yale 
University Press, 1977): 59, “all architecture functions as a potential stimulus for movement, whether real 
or imagined.” 
33 I chose to interpret Rooms E and G as attending oeci based on their juxtaposition, on either side of to the 
triclinium, as we all their cross axis position opposite the viridium, such as in the case of the House of 
Octavius Quartio, and House of Menander. See John Clarke, The Houses of Roman Italy, 100 B.C.-A.D. 
250: Ritual, Space, and Decoration (Berkeley, 1991); 202, & 208. 
34 Ibid, 214. 
35 The housing of women at the far end of a house would seem more in keeping with Greek rather than 
Roman social customs. 
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dejectedly on her hand as she contemplates the grim task ahead of her, the murder of her 

own children. Meanwhile, their pedagogus casts what seem ever-watchful eyes from a 

window above.  On the right wall, measuring 84 x 115 cm, we find the legendary lovers 

of Homeric epic, Paris and Helen (Fig. 3 & 15).  The figure of the Trojan prince appears 

more androgynous than heroic, sumptuously dressed in fine Eastern clothes and jewelry, 

a Phrygian cap, purple tunic, and earrings.  He reclines while Helen leans seductively 

against a pillar.  Love’s agent, Eros, lurks in a dark doorway.  Finally, on the left wall is 

the depiction of a seated Phaedra, daughter of King Minos and Pasiphae, and wife of the 

hero Theseus and her nurse (Fig. 4 & 15).  The scene betrays a secret intimacy as the 

impassioned Phaedra leans back whispering in the ear of her nurse and holding a letter as 

a messenger, or attendant, waits nearby. 

The triclinium, undoubtedly, would have been equally stunning.  On the rear wall 

we find the story of Jason and Pelias (Fig. 5 & 15).  Set in what appears to be a palace or 

temple, the painting darkly foreshadows the death of the aged king as he descends a set of 

stairs with the aid of his daughters; a victimarius and sacrificial cow emerge from the left.  

The second painting on the right wall, in a poor state of preservation, shows the 

enthroned Amazon Queen Penthesilea, a shield and captive below her, and attending 

figures (Fig. 7).  Finally, on the left wall are the remains of what many interpret the tale 

of Pentheus (Figs. 6).  The young prince is shown donning his disguise before being torn 

apart by enraged Bacchantes; a nude figure, Dionysus, watches nearby.  With respect to 

spatiality, this raises an important question.  Which panels would have been visible from 

the viridarium, and during a convivium where would the host and guests recline?  
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Wallace-Hadrill has observed that, “Roman domestic architecture is obsessively? 

concerned with distinctions of social rank” (43); therefore, the placement of guests 

should have direct connections to their status in society. This topic will be further 

discussed in the Walk-throughs presented in Chapter 4. 

The northern oecus, hereafter referred to as oecus G, contains three central 

frescoes whose theme seems centered on scenes set in the wild.  On the rear wall, 

measuring 125 x 99 cm, we find a painting capturing the story of Europa and the Bull 

(Fig. 8 & 15).   Europa tugs at her veil playfully with her right hand while the left grips 

the cow’s scruff as a group of young women flock around them.  They are fully clothed.  

The nearest leans forward grabbing for the bull’s chin and neck in a display of 

supplication.36  Next, on the north (right) wall, a painting measuring 120 x 93 cm, shows 

an idyllic pastoral scene of Pan and young maidens engaged in a concert (Fig. 9 & 15). 

Finally, on the south (left) wall, we find the battle between Hercules and Nessus over 

Deianira near the Evenus River (Fig. 10 & 15). Deianira, mounted atop a chariot with 

their infant son in her arms, watches the encounter.37   

Color 

One of the most notable components of our frescoes is the artist’s partiality towards 

vibrant colors. Foremost of these is yellow, or luteus, what we might consider marigold, 

                                                
36 For a discussion on the gesture of supplication see Rachel Kousser’s “The Mutilation of the Herms: 
Violence toward Images in the fifth century BC” in Autopsy in Athens: Recent Archaeological Research on 
Athens and Attica (Oxbow, Oxford, 2015); 77; and G. Neuman’s Gesten und Gebarden in der gr. Kunst 
(Berlin, 1965); 68-70.   
37 This is rather surprising, as the tale never mentions a chariot.  The image may suggest the link between 
Medea, mounted on a chariot, and Deianira as being of the same ilk.  
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and flavus, a golden yellow.  The color luteus, usually reserved for married women and 

brides, 38 however, has a wider spectrum of meaning.  Lucan uses it in describing the 

color of fire39 and thus passion.  Similarly, Vergil uses it to describe the luminous 

goddess Aurora, or Dawn,40 and it also appears in gowns of those about to be sacrificed.41  

In oecus E, we find the troubled Medea adorned in a yellow tunic with an accompanying 

yellow stola.  This contrasts with the depiction of Medea from the House of the Dioscuri, 

who is shown wearing purple or violet with a yellow sash (Fig. 11).  Helen appears 

alluring in her purple tunic and eye-catching yellow stola while Phaedra is shown 

contrastingly in a royal purple tunic with a violet stola, and bright yellow shoes.  Moving 

into triclinium F we come upon Pelias’ daughters.  To the aged king’s right, we find one 

daughter wearing a yellow stola hemmed in purple, while another wears a lavender 

sleeved tunic, wrapped in white.  The only woman wearing a sleeveless lavender tunic 

attends Jason, holding a bowl.  We can only assume this is Medea, a claim supported by 

the presence of a cauldron, potion,42 as well as an intense gaze fixed on our hero, who is 

                                                
38 Pliny mentions luteus, the color ‘yellow’; ‘saffron’ was reserved strictly for brides and the wedding veil.  
Nat. Hist. 21.22. 
39 See Luc. Bell. Civ. 2.361: lutea…flammea, “yellow flame.” 
40 See Aen. 7.26: Aurora in roseis fulgebat lutea bigis. 
41 In terms of sacrifice we have Aeschylus’ play Agamemnon, in which the chorus recounts the sacrifice of 
Iphigenia, who lets her saffron robe, κρόκου βαφὰς, dip to the ground before she strikes each of her 
sacrificers with pitiful eyes (Ag. 249).  Iphigenia is shown wearing a yellow garment in a first c. C.E. 
Roman copy of a fourth c. B.C. painting by Timanthes (Fig. 12), discovered at Pompeii (now in the 
Museum at Naples).  Finally Aristophanes in his play Lysistrata has one of the chorus mention that she 
wore the yellow ‘τὸν κροκωτὸν’ at the festival of Brauron for Iphigenia (Lys. 645). 
42 See The Oxford Classical Dictionary. Eds. Hornblower, Simon, and Antony Spawforth (Oxford 
University Press, 2005); 944 where it is mentioned Medea is typically shown in art with potions, e.g. an 
Athenian red-figure clay vase, c.470 BC at the British Museum, E163. 
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ironically upstaging her.43  In the picture on the left wall, the great Amazon Queen, 

Penthesilea appears somewhat regal in her purple-banded yellow tunic, yellow cloak, and 

like Phaedra, yellow shoes.44  Skipping to oecus G, Deianira, like so many others, 

appears adorned in a yellow tunic.  Even Pentheus when donning his female disguise 

dresses in yellow.45 Europa, interestingly, is one of the few not shown wearing yellow. In 

contrast, her lower body is wrapped in a purple robe bordered in blue.  One of her 

attendants, however, is shown donning a yellow stola, while two others wear red and blue 

tunics respectively.     

What meaning can be drawn from the artist’s choice in yellow?  Traditionally, 

yellow has been used to distinguish different genders and social classes, particularly 

married women.  This makes their transgressions all the more distasteful, as a proper 

matron would never leave her home to have an affair with a foreign prince, or 

contemplate infanticide, or even bed her stepson.  It is also an improper color for a young 

prince, such as Pentheus, to wear, lest he be considered effeminate, and akin to 

Dionysus.46 As we are unfamiliar with any tradition casting Penthesilea as a bride, or 

married, her yellow tunic represents a bit of a quandary, however, it may represent the 

concept of ‘foreignness,’ or possibly inappropriateness for an Amazon to allow herself to 

wear yellow, as she can never be married, making her deceitful and thus dangerous.  
                                                
43 Medea is shown leaning forward, around the figure of Jason, trying to get his attention.  The artist has 
clearly captured the irony of the tale, as Medea is the one who is responsible for Pelias’ demise, not Jason. 
44 See Catull. 61.10, where the bride wears the luteum soccum, “yellow shoe.” 
45 Antonio Sogliano. Memorie della Classe di scienze morali, storiche e filologiche (Rome, 1878); 737. 
46 Athenaeus in the Deipnosophists mentions Callixenius’ description of a statue of Dionysus dressed in 
purple and gold, as well as saffron being shown in the Dionysiac procession (Ath. 5.198).  We also find 
evidence in the frescoed walls of the triclinium of the Villa of the Mysteries showing followers of Dionysus 
and initiates wearing yellow. 
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Finally, equally puzzling, if we accept that the young woman in the center painting of 

Jason and Pelias standing next to the hero is Medea, is the reason why she shown 

wearing violet instead of the yellow-orange dress in oecus E?  This is actually easier to 

explain as shades of purple indicate royalty, as well as blood.  The color, therefore, is 

used to both distinguish an as yet unmarried Medea as well as foreshadowing her bloody 

deeds.  It is also equally important to recognize the artist’s adroitness in using vibrant 

colors to draw our attention to specific characters as well tying them together to form a 

unifying thread. 

Lines and Landscape 

As aptly noted by Simon Schama in his book Landscape and Memory, “landscapes are 

culture, before they are nature.”47  This is particularly true in the case of Roman wall 

painting where landscapes, through pictorial semiosis, represent deeper cultural 

constructs.48  The artist responsible for the central frescoes employs a blend of vertical 

lines from architectural features, and surrounding landscape in order to create framed 

views that direct the viewer’s attention to specific characters and themes; in some 

instances he actually boxes, or contains them, within a particular view. In oecus E, for 

example, a large darkened doorway figures prominently at the center of every piece.  The 

results of recent research into the nature of eye movement by Weber, Choi and Stark have 

proposed that:  

                                                
47 Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory (New York, 1995); 61. 
48 Rather than say first style wall paintings used to mimic decorative elements to create a sense of illusion. 
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the eye does not trace shapes completely, but focuses on the overall arrangement 
of visual centers, major masses, and on objects with distinct formal differences 
from the overall set. Elements indicating spatial depth, such as vistas, receive 
special attention. There is a clear preference for the left area of a space. 
Redundant elements draw less attention than solitary shapes.49    
 

If these results extend beyond a single culture, they may have a profound impact on 

reconstructing the visual experience of ancient people. This point is nicely illustrated 

with the center painting of Medea.  When the fresco is viewed from the atrium, the dark, 

yawning portal, beyond simply creating a sense of depth for the solitary figure of Medea 

instantly grabs our attention.50 Interestingly, the two columns framing the door connect 

mother and son.  In the painting of Paris and Helen, Eros stands in a partially open, 

doorway.  This indicates perhaps the possibility of departure, or the possibility of being 

shut out having just breached the doorway, something one comes to expect in Roman 

elegy, rather than Greek drama.51 The columns once again act as visual guides, almost 

like a family tree, connecting Paris to Helen.  It is interesting to note that the artist chose 

to place Phaedra at the center of her own fresco between two columns, with her nurse 

standing beneath one of the columns providing a sense of depth.  In this instance, it seems 

that the woman, Phaedra, is both visually and, metaphorically contained.   

Another painting demanding our attention is the central one from the triclinium, 

and from which the house earns its namesake, that of Pelias and Jason.  In it the 

                                                
49 Ralf Weber, Yun Choi, and Lawrence Stark. “The Impact of Formal Properties on Eye Movement 
During the Perception of Architecture.” Journal of Architectural and Planning Research. 19:1 (Spring, 
2002); 57. 
50 While this black doorway may be interpreted as an allusion to the characters’ deep sense of loss, it could 
also suggest a link to women’s sexual potency and the swallowing up of the male. Such allusions occur in 
Greek texts of Homer, as, for example, Calypso’s cave where Odysseus spent trapped for many years. 
51 See Catullus 67 and Propertius’ 1.16, both poems told by a door regarding an exclusus amator, or 
“locked-out lover,” sometimes called a paraklausithyron. 
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unsuspecting king descends four gray steps accompanied by his two daughters, one on 

each side.  Behind him appears to be a hexastyle temple, a form common in the Greek 

world.  Here the landscape is less important in terms of establishing a real place than 

connecting characters.  The stairs, for example, Pelias descends seem to simply float in 

space.  They simply serve as a prop.  The columns, likewise, seem to serve no other 

function than to provide a backdrop and framing for the characters in a religious setting.   

In the same room, Pentheus is also shown sitting at the center of a threshold, 

framed between two columns.  Both of these have male figures standing in front of them.  

In the rendering of Achilles and Penthesilea,52 both figures are connected by columns, 

and also coincidentally by shields.  This patterning creates an interesting chiastic, almost 

mirror-like effect, hinting at the two character’s similarities, as well as their differences, 

for while the shield over Achilles stands atop a mighty trophaeum, indicating victory, 

Penthesilea has allowed hers to fall, indicating weakness.  Between them appear minor 

characters: the captive and the adviser.   

In oecus G, the use of vertical lines is still employed to create a framed view, even 

in the wilderness. Deianira and the fallen centaur stand at the center, between a tree and a 

ruined column.  Pan, likewise, sits atop a stone, at the center of the composition, bordered 

in the distance by two buildings. Under each of these appear to be young women, or 

nymphs.53  The juxtaposition of Pan’s crude outcrop, and the maiden’s worked stone 

helps to set them apart, making that careful distinction between the civilized and 
                                                
52 Karl Schefold, Pompejanische Malerei, Sinn und Ideengeschichte. (Basel: B. Schwabe, 1952);  
103. 
53 I prefer to see the women as matronae rather than nymphs, largely because they are not being chased and 
do not seem to be provocatively dressed, or in any stage of undress. 
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uncivilized worlds. Finally, the bull, in Europa’s flight, is shown beneath a column, on 

the edge of the civilized world.  Meanwhile, off to the right, three maidens gather, framed 

by the column and an arch, again linking them to civilization. 

Light and Shadow 

Often, in Roman wall painting, pictorial space can seep into real space.  This is 

particularly true in the case of the House of Jason in terms of light and shadow.  A close 

examination of the center paintings reveals that the artist has spent a considerable amount 

of effort in incorporating real light sources from the actual house into the frescoes.  In 

oecus E, there are two windows.  One is built into the upper part of the southeastern 

facing wall, and the other into the upper part of the southwestern wall.  The southeastern 

facing wall would allow for more light in the mornings, while the southwestern window, 

more light in the afternoon, especially during the summer, but without as much of the 

punishing Italian heat.  The southeastern facing window would have lit the fresco of 

Medea better in the early morning.  By contrast, the southwestern window would provide 

light for Paris and Helen and Phaedra.  It would seem that the owner wanted his Medea to 

be most clearly visible in the morning, perhaps to visiting clients or anyone invited into 

the atrium.  What is equally interesting is that the artist chose to paint shadows into his 

works that accurately reflect these light sources, bringing a greater sense of realism to the 

painting.   The shadows of Medea’s children fall to the right, while Paris and Helen’s are 

minimal and behind them, especially at Paris’ feet, suggesting a light source almost 

directly in front of them, in the afternoon.  Phaedra’s shadow can be seen falling to the 
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right, as is the messenger’s, suggesting the presence of a southeastern, early morning 

light.   

Less straightforward is the play of light in the triclinium.  First, since there are no 

windows, we have to imagine light emanating either from the eastern portion of the 

house, from the direction of the viridarium, or perhaps from portable sources such as oil 

lamps and candelabras.  If we observe Achilles’ shadow, we notice it falls to his left, to 

the west.  On the west wall, Jason’s shadow, as well as that of the table and victimarius, 

all fall slightly behind and to the west, but they are all short.  This suggests early morning 

light.  The shadows in the depiction of Pentheus indicate a light from the southeast, 

making it appear a different time of day.  In oecus G, the light sources seem anchored in 

both northwestern and southwestern corners of the room, causing Heracles’ shadow to 

stretch to the right.  Meanwhile, the shadow of the bull in the story of Europa falls to the 

right, while those of her entourage seem to fall to the left.  That same light radiates off 

Pan’s dark tanned skin, producing longer shadows to the left. Ultimately, the artist has 

very cleverly left the viewer with subtle hints as to the placement of the original lighting 

in order to produce a more realistic effect.   

Decorative Motifs  

While the focal point of each of the rooms is the series of center paintings, when dealing 

with such an intricate visual pastiche, no image, no matter how small, should escape our 

attention, or be deemed insignificant.  These include the more subtle decorative motifs 

typically categorized as conventional—birds, baskets, candelabra, fruit, garlands, putti, 
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satyrs, and columns, many of which were recorded by Mau.54  When viewed in their 

proper context, these images intimate a definite relationship to their larger center panels 

and provide additional trajectories of meaning for the viewer, causing us to take a closer 

look.   

The first thing to notice is that the walls of oecus E, F, and G are linked or 

conform to a general scheme of colors and zones.  The focal point, the large, brightly 

painted middle zone, contains a center painting, flanked on either side by a pair of 

painted columns.  On either side appear adjoining panels.  Each of these is framed in thin 

yellow piers so that taken all together, the zone forms an aedicular, or tripartite, view.  

Below this, separated by a horizontal pattern, appears a black socle that lends stunning 

contrast to a running pattern of crosses and blue architectural lines.  These line up nicely 

with the middle zone containing our center pictures, providing a sense of order. Spanning 

the upper part of the wall was a band of white ground containing arches. These 

architectural features not only frame the scenes below them, but also lend a sense of 

fantastic realism, or theatricality, by recalling the scaena frons of the theater, the realm of 

Dionysus.  On the west wall, in the area above Medea, interestingly enough, in addition 

to architectural features, there was reported by Mau to have been a bird in flight.  Alone, 

this may have been perceived as decorative, but given that other birds do not appear in 

the arches above other center paintings, the theme of flight, and Medea, is sure to have 

occurred to the ancient viewer.  On the north wall, in the upper zone towards the door 

                                                
54 See August Mau. “Pompeii.” Bulletino dell’Insituto do Corrispondenza Archeologica (1880): 
19-23; 73-87; 184-186. 
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leading into the antechamber of the triclinium, were a pair of female figures reported, one 

carrying a basket of foliage, the other carrying unrecognizable objects.55  In a sense the 

women serve, literally and figuratively, as signposts for guests on what to expect when 

entering the antechamber of the triclinium.  Concentrating on the red middle zone, the 

two panel paintings that accompany the scene of Paris and Helen contain a variety of 

small objects, such as vases, indicating again a link with the symposium and adjoining 

triclinium.   

Once in the antechamber, we find again spanning the lower ground a black socle 

filled with all sorts of objects one might associate with the symposium such as painted 

masks, suggesting performance, and vases with fighting scenes.  Here, too, are depictions 

of sacrifice: a man leading a bull with an attendant woman, and another male figure with 

tripod and an altar on his right.56  One wonders exactly what is implied – a Dionysian 

ritual, or the implication of leading guests to the altar?  These themes pre-echo the 

centerpiece of the triclinium: the sacrifice of Pelias. 

When entering the triclinium proper, on the north (right) wall, where Pentheus 

and Dionysus were once displayed, there appears a socle painted in black ground, just as 

we find in oecus E.  It, too, is decorated with a series of crosses and garlands, and purple 

squares at either end.  In this case, however, each contains a rosette.  This may simply 

stand as a decorative motif, or, in some other paintings, it has been interpreted as a 

                                                
55 Valeria Sampaolo. “IX 5, 18 Casa di Giasone.” In Pompei: Pitture e mosaici, vol. 9, 681. Rome: 
Treccani, 1999. 
56 Valeria Sampaolo. “IX 5, 18 Casa di Giasone.” In Pompei: Pitture e mosaici, vol. 9, 689. Rome: 
Treccani, 1999. 
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patera, or libation bowl.57  This seems, again, to echo the theme of sacrifice.   Also 

present is a theatrical mask, shown in left facing profile heralding the realm of Dionysus, 

and the promise of performance.  

On the left (south) wall, in a frieze above the black socle, there appears an 

amorino, or cupid tugging on a goat.  As Clarke has suggested, in similar scenes of 

whimsy at the House of the Vettii, deeper themes may pervade.  The scene may indicate 

the owner’s views on work, or may in some cases simply represent keeping up with 

painting styles employed in elite residences.58 Here, as an agent of love, the cupid 

struggles with trying to accomplish his task, to impose his will over the natural world.  

Such figures are also associated with the celebration of the harvest, wine, and therefore, 

the symposium.  Additionally, the goat can be linked to Dionysus.  Pseudo-Apollodorus 

reminds us that Zeus transforms him into a goat in order to disguise and protect him from 

Hera’s wrath.59 The image of the goat appears prominently in one of the center painting 

of Pan in oecus G. In the middle zone of the south wall appeared a female figure carrying 

a metal tray on her head and an enigmatic strip of cloth in her hand.  It is the 

interpretation of this author that the strip, while seemingly banal in nature, actually 

represents something quite extraordinary, a mitra, or headband.60 This headband, 

                                                
57 Franceso Pellizzi. Res: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 48: Autumn 2005: Permanent/Impermanent (New 
York:  Harvard University Press, 2005), 92. 
58 John R. Clarke, Art in the Lives of Everyday Romans: Visual Representation and Non-elite Viewers in 
Italy, 100 B.C.-A.D. 315, (Berkeley, 2003): 100-105. 
59 Bib. 3.39.30. 
60 August Friedrich von Pauly & Wilhelm Kroll. 1932. Paulys Realencyclopädie der classischen 
Altertumswissenschaft. Vol. 15 (Stuttgart: J.B. Metzler, 1932), 2118-2119. 
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typically worn by Dionysus and his initiates,61 survives in many extant sculptures62 and 

vase paintings,63 and suggests at the very least communal feasting, if not ritualistic 

activity.    

On the rear (west) wall, the central scene of Jason and Pelias is framed on either 

side by red side panels with vignettes on white ground, garlands of flowers with lozenges 

and ornaments, and a flying female figure dressed in purple.  Crowning this, in the upper 

zone, are traces of two pairs of spectators.  On the left stand two men, one of whom is 

playing the double flute, while on the right stand two young women.  All stare out into 

the room, engaging the viewer.  In the gable directly above the center painting appears 

the statue of a satyr carrying a young Dionysus upon his shoulders.  This provides a 

gentle nod to the theme of the north wall, if we accept Schefold’s interpretation, and 

Dionysus.  Throughout the room, at the very least the accompanying decorative elements 

communicate to the viewer themes of bounty and otium, reinforcing the space’s function 

as host to a convivium.  

Finally, we move to oecus G.  On the west wall, containing the center painting of 

Pan and the Nymphs, we discover an upper zone, as in oecus E, embellished with 

architectural elements and bacchantes.  Directly over Pan appears a woman in a red 
                                                
61 See Daniel Ogden, A Companion to Greek Religion, Blackwell Publishing (Malden, MA, 2007); 328; 
Theocritus, Encomium of Ptolemy Philadelphus, Trans. Richard Hunter (Berkeley, 2003): 115. For 
particularly wild revelries Regina Stefaniak, Mysterium Magnum: Michelangelo’s Tondo Doni. Brill 
(Leiden, 2008): 66.  For Dionysus/Bacchus wearing the mitra see Propertius 5.4.2.31 
62 As seen in the statue of Dionysus and a satyr from the Antonine nymphaeum at Sagalassos, now at the 
Archaeological Museum in Burdur, Turkey, or even in the detail of a fragment of a marble krater  
depicting Dionysus dated to the first century B.C.E. now at the Barracco Museum, in Rome. Inv. No. MB 
169.  
63 See Michael Cosmopolous, Greek Mysteries: the Archaeology and Ritual of Ancient Greek Secret Cults.  
(London & New York: Routledge, 2003) 125, where the author discusses the Kabirion and symposiastic 
initiates the wearing headbands and branches. 
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garment, half dressed, and carrying a garland and cornucopia.  Over the scene of Europa 

and the Bull appears a maenad carrying a thyrsus and a castanet.  Across the way, on the 

east wall, near the entrance is a strange scene appearing in a middle yellow zone above a 

black socle.  In it is depicted a large tree, its canopy broken, adorned in streamers, or 

mitras, and a deer’s head. To the left of this appears a tripod and the figure of a family 

genius, based on his small stature, and veiled head.64  He is shown holding a snake in one 

hand, a cornucopia in the other.  On the right of the tree stands a nude male figure 

holding some sort of staves or sticks.  Female figures appear in the architectural 

decorations above.  One appears to have been carrying a cornucopia, while another lies at 

the ground by her feet.  The other women are carrying baskets and each is brandishing a 

thyrsus.     

Taken altogether, these decorative elements have led some to interpret the room 

as having a religious function later in its life, perhaps as a shrine.65 While the family 

genius appears in household lararium, we also find them on walls in tabernae throughout 

Pompeii; therefore, suggesting a religious context without additional evidence, such as a 

shrine proper, seems at best premature.  Without knowing the proper context, it is hard to 

say what the tree might represent, though we might try to tie it to the cult of Dionysus.  A 

woman brandishing a thyrsus might be seen as a Bacchic initiate, or under the spell, 

enthusiasmos, of the god, and the basket they carry may represent the liknon, or sacred 

basket containing an artificial phallus such as we conjecture is being shown in the famous 

                                                
64 August Mau, “Pompeii.” Bulletino dell’Insituto do Corrispondenza Archeologica (1880): 19-23; 73-87; 
185. 
65 “IX 5, 18 Casa di Giasone.” In Pompei: Pitture e mosaici, vol. 9, 699. Rome: Treccani, 1999. 
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Dionysian fresco at the Villa of the Mysteries.  The deer might also represent fawn skins 

worn by Bacchic thiasoi, and the streamers, the cast off headbands.66   

Patterns and Connections 

Throughout this series of frescoes, we find our femme fatales depicted in fashion 

indicating Roman matronae—a sleeveless tunic with an overlying stola, and sometimes a 

pala.  The sleeveless tunic is almost always an indicator of a married status, as well as the 

color yellow.67  Moreover, most of the women depicted are traditionally viewed as non-

Roman, beyond the boundaries of the civilized world68—Medea a barbarian from the 

kingdom of Colchis around the Black Sea, Phaedra from Crete, Helen from Sparta, 

Penthesilea a barbarian queen, Europa from Phoenicia, Deianira, whose name means 

“man-killer,”69 claimed by some to come from Trachis, others an Amazon. Dionysus is 

definitely seen as an eastern deity and like Paris, an effeminate male figure.  The overall 

feeling then is that most of the central antagonists in the frescoes represent forces that 

threaten to overturn the civilized world of men.    In the case of Phaedra, Deianiera, 

Helen, and Medea, these are foreign women who have been admitted inside the home and 

threaten the concepts of peace and civilization. 

                                                
66 Euripides Bacchae. 833, & 926. 
67 Pliny mentions luteus, the color ‘yellow’; ‘saffron’ was reserved strictly for brides.  Nat. Hist. 21.22. 
68 This raises deeper questions of the Roman view of conquest.  Just because Rome has conquered a region 
does not necessarily mean that it has been civilized.   
69 See R.C. Jebb, Sophocles: The Plays and Fragments with Critical Notes, Commentary and Translation 
in English Prose, Volume 5 (Cambridge, 1892); xxxi discusses the etymology of the name Δηīáνειρα in 
the pre-Dorian tradition as meaning “slayer of men” with possible allusions to an Amazon, but after 
Sophocles’ Trachiniae, her name’s meaning seems to change to “the destroyer of a husband.”  Also see 
Sergio Casali, P. Ovidii Nasonis Heroidum epistula IX: Deianira Herculi (Firenze: Le Monnier, 1995), 
commentary on line 146. 
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Body language plays a large part in the visual engagement with the frescoes.  

Women are shown in open, sometimes enticing positions: leaning against a column, 

leaning back in a chair, in a chariot, atop a bull, as passive objects, while men are shown 

in stoic movement. Each of the rooms also appears to hint at their potential function.  

oecus E shows figures waiting, perhaps suggesting in an area to collect before the 

convivium.  The triclinium introduces figures — Pelias, Pentheus for example — just 

before they are torn apart, or consumed in an act of sparagmos—unsettling to be sure, but 

nevertheless providing a point of conversation, and perhaps as a warning to guests to 

keep on their toes.  The northern oecus, with its fantasy creatures such as the satyr Pan, 

the centaur Nessus, and Zeus in guise of a bull suggest a place beyond the domus, beyond 

time really, and definitely represent the dangers an uncivilized world, or perhaps one’s 

unbridled desires.  The bull also has strong associations with Dionysus and again of 

losing one’s senses to desire or madness, as Frazer has shown.  He has been often 

referred to as bull-shaped, bull-horned, and even hailed as the bull by the women of 

Elis.70  Further, Frazer notes that Cretans, when enacting the ritual suffering of Dionysus, 

tore a living bull to pieces with their teeth.   Lest we forget, drinking horns are often 

associated with the symposium, horns taken from a bull. Taken altogether, the three 

rooms generate a strong sense of male fear, of being overwhelmed by women, being 

consumed by them, and being overwhelmed by bestial desire.71 

                                                
70 James George Frazer, The Golden Bough, 390. 
71 Ann Olga Koloski-Ostrow’s chapter “Violent Stages in Two Pompeian Houses: Imperial Taste, 
Aristocratic Response, and Messages of Male Control” in Naked Truths: Women, Sexuality and Gender in 
Classical Art and Archaeology (London, 1997); 257 examines the House of Menander and the House of the 
Golden Cupids using Mulvey’s gaze theory, particularly in looking at the depiction of Actaeon who like 
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The appearance of male children in Medea, Paris and Helen, Phaedra, and 

Deianira links the two oeci, and may call to mind for the male viewer that each of these 

women has put her own personal interests above that of the familia.   

The interplay of outer and inner areas abounds in the House of Jason, blurring the 

boundaries between real and imagined worlds. For example, the doors and windows 

depicted in the center paintings of oecus recall the backdrop of the scaenae frons, creating 

an anticipation, or appreciation, of performance, on the edge of domestic space.  So too 

do the stylized settings of the triclinium whose architectural features, like those of Pelias 

and Jason, Pentheus and Dionysus, and Achilles and Penthesilea mere backdrops than 

real places. Oecus G’s more rural settings with views of mountains, trees, animals, and 

stones are equally stylized.  

Bovines appear in both the Pelias and Jason, and the Europa frescoes: in the 

former as a sacrifice, foreshadowing Pelias’ demise, the latter as a disguise for Zeus.  

Both appear, like Medea’s son, to be looking directly at the viewer, inviting them to 

return the gaze and perhaps even to contemplate, what would you do in my situation?  

This is the difference between a strict narrative style and what is possible in Roman wall 

painting: the audience becomes part of the story. The artist does not simply want to relate 

a story, but to feel it.  Further, it is a democratic way of engaging the viewer, for it does 

not matter where they are from, or what social class.  Someone coming into this space for 

the first time may be caufght off guard by the penetrating gaze of the figure in the 

                                                                                                                                            
Pentheus is physically torn apart (in Actaeon’s case, by his own hunting dogs).  He suffers, in essence, the 
very ‘castration’ that Mulvey argues dominates male fear. 
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painting.  In this sense, like theater, or ritual acts, the viewer is drawn into and made part 

of the drama. 

The resounding questions for us are perhaps the following: how does the artist’s 

choice help highlight the theme of dangerous women, and how does this set of frescoes, 

examined holistically and within their respective context connect to, and embellish the 

larger corpus of Roman wall painting?  We can say that the color choices, choice in 

backgrounds, and lighting may not have drawn their inspiration from earlier Greek 

masters, but from somewhere else, perhaps dramatic performance. The assembly of 

scenes seems to reflect a predilection for Euripides and Greek tragedy, rather than 

Seneca.  Bergman’s approach of the “pregnant” moment, though enticing, is too 

fragmentary, neglects the greater artistic program of the house and function of all the 

rooms, and fails to account for multiple moments of uncertainty in Euripides’ plays 

which only a close reading can provide.  What the decorative program tells us is that the 

owner, and probably his visitors knew their Greek drama well enough, that they could 

follow some of these intertextual threads. This, I will discuss in more detail in my chapter 

on intertextuality. 

Additionally, the unity in themes (female domination and male fear), lighting, 

color, and lines all suggest that this program was intentional, and that all three rooms 

were meant to be seen as a group.  A second Medea, for example, in the triclinium, 

provides a vital link between oecus E and F, and to the overall commentary on dangerous 

women.  It also calls to our attention certain expectations of viewership, leaving one 

room and entering another—is that Medea?  How has she changed?  Finally, taken all 
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together, the women in the House of Jason in these moments of power, and with no 

redeeming qualities clearly reflect distrust and even male fear of female domination, and 

treachery --- all enticing subjects at an androcentric commisatio.   

In terms of daily activities, perhaps something of the nature of the painting can 

provide us insight into the function of each room.  In oecus E, we find paintings of 

famous figures from drama and epic.  Some are seated, perhaps indicating the space was 

used as a reading or waiting area associated with the convivium, or perhaps even a 

proleptic vision to waiting guests, who like the figures in the paintings were about to 

engage in a type of performance, or come to a pregnant moment, a moment of transition 

and transformation.  In oecus F, the triclinium, the subjects of eating and hosting figure 

prominently, along with the frightening motif of males being consumed.  Finally, oecus 

G, with its wild scenes of music, beasts known to revel, and women revealing themselves 

to a bull, may suggest more liberal pursuits associated with the symposium or 

commisatio, possibly even sexual encounters.  Here, like the wilderness, it seems that the 

suggestion is that women must be conquered, brought back into Roman sense of order.72  

Clearly, the Roman propensity for controlling nature is evident in their monuments—

                                                
72 Aelius Aristides once noted: 

What was said by Homer, “The earth was common to you all,” you (Rome) have made a reality, 
by surveying the entire world, by bridging the rivers in various ways, by cutting carriage roads 
through the mountains, by filling the deserts with post stations, and by civilizing everything with 
your way of life and good order. (Or. 26.101-102.) 

This sentiment is echoed by Pliny who writes: Verum et ad urbis nostrae miracula transire conveniat DCCC 
que annorum dociles scrutari vires et sic quoque terrarum orbem victum ostender. (But now it is time to 
come together and turn to the miracles of our city, to thoroughly examine the intelligible strengths of eight 
hundred years and to show thus also how the world has been conquered (Nat. Hist. 36.24)). 
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roads that cut through mountains, aqueducts that deliver water from sources miles away, 

or even the shaping of the city itself, with the draining of the Forum and Pontine marshes. 

While at first it may seem plausible that some of the scenes lend credence to the 

idea of empowering women, the lack of any positive female role models begs the 

question what self-respecting Roman matron would decorate half of her home with such 

subversive scenes, some of which could be seen from the atrium, or what man would let 

her?  Further, if one strolled through the house in a counterclockwise pattern from oecus 

G to oecus E, we can make out a peculiar pattern, namely the carrying away of women by 

passion, as seen in the tale of Europa and the Bull, the lengths women are willing to 

follow to feed that passion, namely Medea murdering Pelias for Jason, and finally their 

downfall, captured in the tormented state of Medea in oecus E. 

It is more likely that the decorative program, if, as Zevi suggests, commissioned 

by a single patron, was indeed a man, and that the House of Jason represents a type of 

setting for hosting dinner parties predominantly for men73 with scenes communicating a 

general fear of the usurpation of male power at the hands of the ‘Other’ as embodied by 

powerful, eastern women, effeminacy, and the uncivilized forces of nature.    The 

decorative elements, with their emphasis on Dionysian paraphernalia (drinking vessels, 

thyrsus, masks, ivy crowned women, satyrs, flutes, stave and flagellum) may indicate a 

domestic space closely associated with the commisatio, or perhaps even ritual space 

associated with the cult of Dionysus, with the women contained in our center paintings 

                                                
73 Such synposiastic gatherings appear in frescos such as the one from the House of the Triclinium. See 
John Clarke, Roman Life: 100 B.C. to A.D. 200 (New York: Abrams, 2007); 120. 
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having succumbed to some state of love sickness, or madness.  In the next chapter, I shall 

discuss just how rich the visual and intertextual “toolbox” of the frescoes’ viewers may 

have been.  

DOMESTIC SPACE AND DAILY RITUAL 

 It may prove useful to think of architecture as the aegis of social and political 

power.  As John Clarke has observed, “the Roman house was the locus of the owner’s 

social, political and business activities, open to both invited and the uninvited visitors,” 

and the decorative program therein served as a code “that cued the behavior of every 

person living under its roof;” therefore, focusing on the functionality of these interior 

spaces is the key to understanding their decorative program.74   This is easier said than 

done.  One of the inherent problems in a study of this type is connecting the space with 

the lives of everyday Romans, since the function of many of the rooms seems to have 

been entirely fluid.75   With the exclusion of the triclinium, culina, fauces and atrium, 

rooms such as the exedrae, cubiculum, tablinum, oecus and pinacothecae remain elusive 

given this flexibility and could become different things to different people at different 

times.   While the oecus is elaborately decorated, so, too, was the pinacotheca. The 

triclinium, one of the most important spaces for entertaining, could have hosted larger 

dinner gatherings, also known as convivia.  These would have been lavish affairs with 

lots of food, and wine, entertainment such as music, dancers and poets, and opportunities 
                                                
74 John R. Clarke, The Houses of Roman Italy 100 B.C.- A.D. 250: Ritual, Space, and Decoration 
(Berkeley, 1991), 2. 
75 See John R. Clarke, “Domus/Single Family House.” In A Companion to Roman Architecture, edited by 
Roger B. Ulrich and Caroline K. Quenemoen, 342-362. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2014, where he 
discusses in a more succinct way the work of Penelope Allison and Eleanor Winsor Leach. 
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for discussion.  If the homeowner wanted to host a smaller, more intimate gathering for 

dinner (cena) or for a comissatio, he could choose one of the other reception rooms. 

In his treatise de Architectura, Vitruvius explains that the rooms in a Roman 

house should be thought of in terms of daily use.  There are private rooms for the master 

of the house, and others for guests or visitors.76   Pliny, in a letter to his friend Gallus, 

mentions a large bedroom that can be converted into a dining room.77  Given their 

location and the investment in decoration, I believe that Rooms E and G functioned as 

oeci flanking either side of Triclinium F.  There are a couple of reasons for this.  First, in 

a letter to his friend Atticus, Cicero complains that Caesar and his entourage have invited 

themselves to dinner.  This he hosts in three rooms.78  It seems likely then that the three 

adjacent rooms could be used for hosting dinners where social status played a key role.  It 

is notable that Pliny mentions he can divide his room in half, hosting his guests on one 

side, his slaves on the other.  The most likely category rooms E and G fall into is that of 

the oecus.  Why?  Vitruvius provides us with ample clues.  For example, pinacothecae, 

like summer triclinia, often face toward the north to keep them cool.  These “picture 

rooms,” however, tend to display portable art, and thus should be ruled out.79  Exedrae, in 

contrast, tend to appear on the west side of the house, as in the case here.  It is, however, 

                                                
76 Vitruvius De Architectura 6.4-5. 
77 Pliny Epistle 23. 
78 Cicero Epistulae ad Atticam 13.52. 
79 Vitruvius specifically mentions that private pinacothecae serve the same function as their public 
counterparts, therefore portable art is implied.  
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more likely that they are oeci, because Vitruvius makes it clear that such rooms tend to be 

oriented toward gardens like those we find in room E of the House of the Labyrinth.80  

An interesting point of comparison is the much larger House of the Vettii located 

in Insula 6;81 the plan of the house includes two central halls, one with a large peristyle 

garden around which the decorative program appears to be focused.  Both the atrium, and 

the attending rooms onto which it opens, contain exquisite examples of Fourth-Style 

painting.  While the central panels of the triclinium, the focus of entertainment, have not 

survived, the decorative panels still remain.  These contain fanciful Erotes engaged in 

quotidian pursuits, such as driving wagons or mixing wine conflating the Roman worlds 

of work, negotium, and play, otium.  While the house lacks a proper tablinum, the 

appearance of graffiti and a mosaic floor suggest that an oecus may have been used for 

both meeting clients and dining.82  This provides us with an interesting perspective on the 

fluidity of domestic space that can be applied to the oeci at the House of Jason. 

To have a better sense of how Romans moved through domestic space, several 

approaches have been proposed.  Key among these have been identifying sightlines83 and 

visual axes within the house,84 particularly Durchblick, or the “view through,” a concept 

                                                
80 Vitruvius De Architectura 6.7. 
81 The house falls within Wallace-Hadrill’s fourth quartile with a ground floor of roughly 1100 meters 2 
(1994:81). 
82 John R. Clarke, The Houses of Roman Italy 100 B.C.- A.D. 250: Ritual, Space, and Decoration 
(Berkeley, 1991), 214. 
83  Traditionally, a sightline, or line-of-sight, has been used to refer to an unobstructed visual axis between 
the viewer and the focus point.  This seems more appropriate in a two-dimensional view.  I prefer the more 
correct term isovist, “a set of all points visible from a given vantage point in space and with respect to an 
environment” (M.L. Benedickt “To Take Hold of Space: Isovists and Isovist Fields,” Environment and 
Planning (1979); 47. 
84 Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, House and Society in Pompeii and Herculaneum (Princeton University Press, 
New Jersey; 1994); 4-11. 
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suggested by Heinrich Drerup85 where the focal point from the fauces is the goal of the 

viewer, while the path getting there may require deviations in movement in which 

secondary and even tertiary views are introduced (Clarke, 1991; 16).86  It may even 

behoove us to think of viewing in terms of circumambulation, or paths of departure and 

paths of return.  In such journeys, a viewer moving forward through space has at 

maximum one hundred and twenty degrees of binocular vision, i.e. two overlapping 

uniocular fields of each eye, at any given point,87 creating a cone of vision.  No view, 

however, is strictly static.  Thus as one moves, it shifts slightly to the left and right.  In 

terms of viewing into a room, however, our isovistic view is limited to the threshold.  

When one passes perpendicular to any given room, instead of looking straight into it, 

their view will include only a fraction of that one hundred and twenty degrees.  This leads 

us to inevitable questions of approach, and access. 

Within the House of Jason, as one approaches the view from the street, through 

the threshold, focuses on the viridarium (B) (Fig.15).  It is a garden area, meant perhaps 

to recall a grove or some distant aspect of wilderness.  In this context, being contained or 

bounded by walls, it may also emphasize a desire to control, or to domesticate.  Behind 

this can be seen a room with an entrance wider than most of the other rooms (L).  With 

such a degree of visibility, it is probably safe to assume that this room served as the 

homeowner’s tablinum, or office, rather than an oecus.  Another interesting point is the 
                                                
85 See Drerup, “Bildraum und Realraum,” 145-174 mentioned in Clarke, The Houses of Roman Italy 100 
B.C-A.D. 250: Ritual, Space, and Decoration (Berkeley, 1991); 14. 
86 While this undoubtedly the case, limiting these viewing scenarios to only two or three additional views is 
a bit misleading, as lighting, decorative elements, range of vision, and unobstructed views suggest an 
endless continuum of possibilities. 
87 David Henson. Visual Fields (Oxford: Butterworth-Heinemann, 2000). 2-8. 
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inclusion of a garden area.  Over one third of the homes discovered to date in Pompeii 

lack gardens.88  Of the two-thirds that remain, the inclusion of the viridarium is quite 

unusual.  We can, I believe, assume that it was so important for the homeowner to 

include, that he combined garden and atrium into one.  As Wallace-Hadrill notes, it 

served both a practical function, namely the inclusion of light and air, and a symbolic 

one, namely lending the dwelling a sense of dignitas.89  Jeffrey Tatum emphasizes this 

symbiotic relationship, “dignitas demanded and was enhanced by, ample aedificatio.”90  

Moving beyond the fauces, the viewer would have encountered a low wall 

encircling a pool fed by a fountain. The walled garden and fountain restricts the visitor’s 

movement forward.  They have to move around it.  They cannot move to the right, for the 

wall ends at the wall.  Instead, the fountain wall directs visitors to the left, then to the 

right, and around it.  Forced down this path, the viewer inevitably discovers the dejected 

figure of Medea on the rear wall of oecus E.  Here this branch, or fork forces the viewer 

to make a decision to investigate, or to move on.  Ironically, the center painting within 

view echoes that same moment of decision. 

As the visitor continues to make their way to the tablinum proper (L), more of the 

fresco may be revealed, for example the figures of two young boys, Medea’s sons.  The 

next room the visitor encounters is triclinium F.  Here, they may catch a glimpse of 

                                                
88 Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, House and Society in Pompeii and Herculaneum (Princeton University Press, 
New Jersey; 1994); 86. 
89 Ibid., 83. 
90 Jeffrey Tatum, in his The Patrician Tribune: Publius Clodius Pulcher (UNC Press. Chapel Hill, 2014); 
159 claims that “The grand mansion was nothing less than the most visible and tangible symbol of a 
Roman’s high birth and splendor,” and further that visibility was often more prevalent and cites Vell. Pat. 
2.14.3 and the example of Livius Drusus who contends his house must be visible, rather than private. 
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Achilles and Penthesilea on the northern wall, before looking at the central fresco of 

Jason and Pelias on the rear wall, although I would argue could just as easily be retitled 

Jason and Medea as one might interpret one of the daughters of Pelias as the enchantress 

in the foreground.91  The urge to connect the first two frescoes, in oecus E, of Medea and 

Penthesilea, with this picture seems likely.  Both are beguiling, foreign women.  When 

the final fresco of Jason and Pelias is encountered, with the king’s daughters and Medea 

orchestrating the final fate of the king, a strong sense of irresistible female power 

pervades.  As the viewer continues on the next fresco he sees on the right wall of the 

adjoining room G is that of Pan, with a painting of Europa and the Bull on the rear wall. 

Both speak to strong bestial forces that can lead women astray, towards passion and 

sometimes madness.  A sense of uneasiness and wonder may overtake the viewer.  On the 

return trip, the viewer would have encountered a slightly different program, with many of 

the images in reverse order.  Starting with oecus G, they would first see, on the left wall, 

the story of Nessus bested by the hero Hercules for the attempted rape of Deianira, then 

again, on the rear wall, Europa and the Bull. These a viewer might connect with the 

image of Pentheus and Dionysus on the left wall of triclinium F, with the painting of 

Jason and Pelias on the rear wall. Finally he would see, once again, the image of Medea 

in oecus E before exiting the house.   

While we can only speculate as to what our hypothetical viewer might, or might 

not have thought, there are some basic assumptions, I believe, that can be made about the 

                                                
91 On the initial journey through the house, the center frescoes of Pentheus and Nessus and Deianira, are 
beyond the viewer’s one hundred and twenty degree view, and would only be seen if the viewer paused and 
glanced back or on the return trip, producing a slightly different program of images for each. 
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owner.  First, the need to decorate the three rooms that could be visually accessed from 

the fauces to the tablinum, suggests the desire to provide a “teaser” as to the social class 

and likes of the owner.    As Wallace-Hadrill has astutely observed:  “The need for 

elegance is linked to positions of social hierarchy, by the number of visitors one 

receives.”92  While a greater time commitment is needed to ruminate about the subjects of 

these frescoes in a more formal setting, the convivium perhaps, an expression of identity 

and social class is occurring.  Having a programmatic display extending through three 

rooms, oecus, E, Triclinium F, and oecus G clearly broadcasts that the homeowner has 

enough wealth and retinue to entertain; after all, appearances are everything.  While 

possibly in the public eye, the modest size of the house, however, and its location in a 

largely commercial district suggests someone who is not necessarily of the highest 

ranking class—a well to do libertinus, perhaps, who is trying to climb the social ladder 

through the practice of public display.93   

Another compelling approach to studying activity and domestic space, one that is 

gaining more ground, is the use of space syntax analysis (SSA).  Originally proposed by 

Hanson and Hiller (1984) over thirty years ago, this approach has been gaining more and 

more ground. Put simply, space syntax holds that space is not separate from human 

experience, but part of it and that individuals move in lines, in convex space, viewing 

with isovistic fields (vistas)  (Hillier 2005, van Nes, 2011). Given a floor plan, syntactic 
                                                
92 Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, House and Society in Pompeii and Herculaneum (Princeton University Press, 
New Jersey; 1994);11. 
93 As noted by Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, House and Society in Pompeii and Herculaneum (Princeton 
University Press, New Jersey; 1994); 45 “The Greek house is concerned with creating a world of privacy, 
of excluding the inquisitive passerby; the Roman house invites him in and puts its occupants on 
conspicuous show.” In this sense, the private home becomes public. 
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maps are produced showing the connections between axial lines, spaces and isovistic 

fields (called justified permeability graphs, or JPGs).  These graphs can often be used to 

detect high levels of traffic.  For our purposes, such an approach may seem compelling, 

but only as a proof of concept.  We know that these particular rooms within our house are 

not so highly trafficked.  They are more intimate areas within the general sphere of public 

space.   
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Chapter 3: Intertextuality 

No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His significance, his 
appreciation is the appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and artists. You cannot 
value him alone; you must set him, for contrast and comparison, among the dead. I mean 
this as a principle of aesthetic, not merely historical criticism. 

 
T.S. Eliot, The Sacred Wood 

 

The concept of intertextuality should be best understood as a bridging between two or 

more works, using a variety of methods including the borrowing or referencing of 

citations, tropes, dialogue, characters, and storylines.    Like a hall of mirrors at a 

carnival, it shows one text peering into another reflecting back a slightly altered version 

of itself.  Intertextual knowledge then, provides the reader and viewer with a visual 

toolbox. From this they can draw meaning and make cross-cultural, cross temporal 

associations that connect them to a greater collective tradition.  Thus, intertexuality 

should be seen as a branch of semiotics that offers the viewer a deeper sense of 

belonging.  For the purposes of this analysis, however, I will focus my attention on the 

more prominent texts referenced by the central frescoes from the House of Jason in hopes 

of showing at least a portion of that intertextual tradition — the virtual toolbox — which 

the Roman viewer had at his or her command.   I hope to show, as Thomson has already 

suggested, that “the subjects of paintings…in the unified decoration of a room should 

have some element in common and…this unity should be a conscious consideration of 

the householder and his decorator.”94    

                                                
94 M.L. Thompson, “Programmatic Painting in Pompeii: The Meaningful Combination of Mythological 
Pictures in Room Decoration," (Ph.D. diss., New York University, 1960); 46. 
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Julia Kristeva first introduced the term intertextuality in her 1980 book, Desire in 

Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art (a translation and compilation of 

other essays from as early as the late 1960s). She defines intertextuality as the ways in 

which one text changes the meaning of another in the mind of a person familiar with 

both. A rather consumer-centric view, a discussion of authorial intent often is left behind.  

Conceptually, intertextuality has been morphed and twisted in ways probably unforeseen 

by Kristeva. The term is so rich in fact that it can lose its power and meaning if we are 

not careful to define its use in context. For the purposes of my work here, when I use the 

terms intertextuality, intertextual, or intertext, I mean more than just the written word, 

rather a spectrum of various visual media, in conversation across time, cultures, and 

loci—stock images from Greek vase paintings, copybooks, theatrical performances, and 

of course, the often neglected topic of social discourse.  What I am proposing here is not 

unlike what Umberto Eco calls an encyclopedia-like view of semantics, rather than a 

dictionary-like view of semantics.95   A dictionary-like view requires merely a linguistic 

competence while an encyclopedia-like view accounts for the sum of our world 

knowledge.  This knowledge, argues Eco is not related to our direct experience with the 

world, but rather other semiotic phenomena such as a rich cultural framework.   

I also presume an optional, rather than an obligatory intertextual understanding. In 

other words, the meaning of the fresco paintings in the House of Jason is clear even 

without the viewers' previous knowledge of the textual versions of the rendered scenes. 

The viewer's experience is enriched by his/her knowledge of the text, but it can also be 

                                                
95 Umberto Eco, “Metaphor, Dictionary, and Encyclopedia.” New Literary History, Vol. 15 (1984): 255. 
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enriched by the viewing of a performance, social discourse with others, or even the 

person's own imagination; previous knowledge of any intertextual material at all, 

however, is not necessary to render meaning to the viewer.  Again Eco has argued that 

new metaphors can be created from fragmentary knowledge of existing tropes, or even 

sometimes the ignorance of them.  Therein lies the strength of providing case studies with 

varying degrees of encyclopedia-like views. Mapping an entire network of intertextual 

relations, an entire summary of world-knowledge, is of course impossible, but we can 

offer scenarios based on limited and informed views.  For the patron and guest, therein 

lies the fun, for having guests make new connections using their knowledge is what can 

ultimately lead to a fruitful conversation. 

 The House of Jason, nevertheless, is home to several wall paintings whose subject 

matter would have been familiar to just about any viewer.  Two recurring themes featured 

in the central frescoes in oeci E, F, and G are: 1) the perils of women who come from 

beyond the boundaries of the civilized world and who often fall victim to their own 

passion or sexual desire, and 2) the magical, uncontrollable wilderness.  Both of these 

themes threaten to unseat the world of the adult Roman male, and perhaps put the viewer 

in the mindset of an all-male Bacchic ritual.   

OECUS E 

Medea  

If the viewer were well-read, they might instantly recall the literary tradition of Medea.  

A cunning enchantress from the distant and mysterious kingdom of Colchis and 
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granddaughter of the God Helios, Medea ranks as one of tragedy’s most popular figures 

whose misguided passion for Jason leads her to murder for her lover, going so far as to 

kill members of her own family, including her brother and her own children; she becomes 

the definitive scheming barbarian woman.96  As Eco has noted in his text Inventing the 

Enemy, the “epitome of difference is the foreigner,” and it is that difference that 

ultimately we find threatening:  

Having an enemy is important not only to define our identity but also to provide 
us with an obstacle against which to measure our system of values and, in seeking 
to overcome it, to demonstrate our self-worth.  So when there is no enemy, we 
have to invent one.97 
 

That degree of difference is multiplied by Medea’s gender, making her doubly dangerous 

in the eyes of the elite Roman male. 

Our introduction to the enchantress can be found in Hesiod’s Theogony98 where 

she is credited for aiding Jason in his quest for the Golden Fleece; Hesiod emphasizes her 

semi-divine nature. With Sophocles, however, the emphasis is on Medea’s ruthlessness, 

chiefly shown by the murder and dismemberment of her baby brother Apsyrtus in an 

effort to slow her father’s pursuit.99 Apollonius’ Argonautika seems a bit more 

sympathetic, developing her more fully as a character, tormented by love and Aphrodite, 

and softens the blow of her crimes by describing Apsyrtus as a young man rather than a 

                                                
96 See entry on ‘Medea’ Simon Hornblower and Antony Spawforth, eds. Oxford Classical Dictionary, 
(Oxford, 1996), 944 and the verb μηδεσθαι, “to devise.” 
97 Umberto Eco, Inventing the Enemy, (Mariner Books, New York, 2013); 2-3.  Cp. Edith Hall’s Inventing 
the Barbarian: Greek Self-Definition through Tragedy (Oxford, 1993) where the author discusses the 
critical importance of the Athenian polis in creating the barbarian as a way of defining what they were not. 
98 Hesiod, Theog. 992 
99 Frag. 343.  
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helpless infant.  Pindar, in his Fourth Pythian Ode describes Medea as the φονός, 

murderess, of Pelias.   

Euripides, however, in his play entitled Medea, focuses solely on the pathos of 

this tragic character, emphasizing her passionate quest for revenge as well as her torment 

as a mother to do so. We can almost hear the words as we view the painting: 

καὶ µανθάνω µὲν οἷα τολµήσω κακά, 
θυµὸς δὲ κρείσσων τῶν ἐµῶν βουλευµάτων, 
ὅσπερ µεγίστων αἴτιος κακῶν βροτοῖς. 
 
And on the one hand I know well what hell I am about to endure, but my passion 
overpowers my stronger purpose, a passion that brings to mortal men their gravest 
blow (Eur. Medea; 1079-1080). 
 

Here, the emphasis is Medea’s thumos, but this itself becomes problematic, for even the 

Greeks struggled with defining it.  Is it passion, desire, or reason?  Here, in the case of 

Medea, the quintessential Other, it seems centered on a passion for revenge.  The play 

opens with Medea bemoaning to her nurse the terrible injustices heaped upon her by 

Jason, whom the chorus accuses as a traitor of the marriage bed and a perfidious spouse.  

In the beginning, Medea even considers taking her own life rather than those of her 

children: 

ἰώ, δύστανος ἐγὼ µελέα τε πόνων, 
ἰώ µοί µοι, πῶς ἂν ὀλοίµαν; 
 
O, poor wretch that I am, how wretched are my sorrows. 
O, how I wish I could die. (Eur. Med. 96-98) 
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While sympathetic to the character, Euripides does not hide the fact that Medea is not a 

typical Athenian woman, but an agent of revenge, and that women, according to the 

witch herself, ought to be regarded with care, as cunning and mischievous: 

ἐπίστασαι δέ: πρὸς δὲ καὶ πεφύκαµεν 
γυναῖκες, ἐς µὲν ἔσθλ᾽ ἀµηχανώταται, 
κακῶν δὲ πάντων τέκτονες σοφώταται.  
 
And you know this: we women  
by nature’s lot unable to bring forth good deeds 
are skilled artists in bringing forth mischief (Eur. Med. 407-409). 
 

The Chorus is also sympathetic to Medea, reinforcing Jason’s betrayal and almost 

guiding her to her fateful decision. 

On the contrary, the poet Ovid’s approach to the character in the Metamorphoses 

is more personal and geared, unsurprisingly, towards an audience familiar with the tropes 

of Roman elegy.  While he does acknowledge the possibility of divine intervention being 

the cause of Medea’s anguishing love for Jason, he presents her as a woman 

overwhelmed by “passion,” furor, instead of “reason,” ratio.100  She is drawn to Jason not 

only because of his courage and nobility, but more importantly, his beauty. Ovid 

describes her with bare feet, wild flowing hair like a Bacchante (capilis bacchantum),101 

dressed in unclasped robes, and communing with the uncivilized world.  After killing 

Jason’s new bride Glauce, and murdering her sons, Medea escapes with the aid of her 

witchcraft.  Traveling to Athens the Colchian enchantress meets King Aegeus who grants 

her asylum, and even marries her.  This ultimately brings about his damnation.  Ovid’s 

                                                
100 Ovid Met. 7.10-11  
101 Ovid Met. 7.258. 
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treatment of her clearly classifies her as wild, controlled by her passions, cunning, 

manipulative, cold-blooded and able to escape justice through her use of magic.  He links 

her to the eastern god Bacchus both in his description of her as a Bacchante, but also by 

the god’s securing her powers to restore the nymphs who had nursed him.102   

Contrastingly, his earlier treatment of her in Heroides 12 (25-16 B.C.E.) is 

somewhat more equitable as per the tradition established by Euripides.  Of course, we as 

readers recognize that the content is a letter from Medea to Jason, and thus suspect its 

support of the heroine.  She claims to be a suppliant, wronged by a faithless husband, but 

she is also driven by her anger and claims she will follow it wherever it should take her, 

rather than being guided by reason. Though Ovid’s tragedy Medea was apparently highly 

regarded, its absence leaves us tantalized as to his portrayal of the sorceress outside of 

elegy. 

Seneca’s Medea, completed in 50 C.E., departs from Euripides’ characterization 

in a number of ways.  First, instead of having Medea wander onto stage wailing, the 

playwright actually begins with Medea calling upon the gods to aid her in seeking 

vengeance on her enemies.  Here, there is no mistaking her as a pitiable heroine.  She is 

much bolder, openly declaring her hatred of men, Jason and Creon both, as well blaming 

the gods for her situation.  In Seneca’s version, Jason is not portrayed as wholly base, but 

at the mercy of Medea’s plans, rendering this version of the story a more sympathetic 

view towards men.  Seneca’s Medea has full and terrible agency, and unlike Euripides’ 

version, she takes sole responsibility for killing her children, and makes sure to have 

                                                
102 Ovid Met. 7.294f. 



 55 

Jason witness the act to cause him greater pain: quidquid sine isto fecimus sceleris perit 

(whatever crime I have done is lost without that one (seeing it) (Sen. Med. 994).  Medea 

goes so far as to plunge the sword into their son as soon as Jason arrives.  It is not so 

much merely the power Medea exudes in the play, but the almost ghoulish sense of 

pleasure she acquires in completing her revenge.103 

Ultimately, Seneca’s version portrays Medea as unwavering in her passion for 

revenge.  She is the one with power, and a force to be reckoned with.  While this view of 

the character seems thoroughly sexist, we must be careful not to make the 

overgeneralization that all Roman men held this view, and perhaps this was simply 

Seneca’s own interpretation of the myth.  We must, however, acknowledge that these 

differences between Euripides and later Roman writers seem to reflect cultural 

differences embodying a male fear of domination by a powerful female force, especially 

by a woman who controls the powers of nature.      

So, too, must we consider artistic representations beyond texts in order to 

appreciate the evolution of Medea, as she is perceived in the House of Jason.  Medea 

appears on an Etruscan vase dated to 630 B.C.E.  The scene depicts the enchantress 

cajoling the Peliads into slaughtering their father.  In the larger corpus of South Italian 

vases, she is typically shown slaughtering her children, sword drawn, or escaping from 

Corinth atop her dragon-drawn chariot.  In painting, her story was captured in the famous 

                                                
103 voluptas magna me invitam subit,et ecce crescit, “Great Joy approaches furtively upon me, reluctant, 
and behold it increases” (Sen. Med. 991-992) 
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work by Timomachus.104 While Timomachus’ work is unfortunately lost to us we do 

have textual evidence of its composition in the epigrams of the Anthology of Planudes.105  

The fugitive mother is described as carrying a sword in the palm of her hand, having 

huge wild eyes “ferus oculus” “and lumina saeva.”  These same eyes are full of tears 

“lacrima cadens” for the sake of her children.  The masterful mingling of emotional states 

is lauded by the various commentators, as well as Timomachus’ choice in not depicting 

the brutal end, not wanting to dull the grief of the onlookers, but leave it to their 

imagination.106 This seems most in keeping with Euripides’ drama, in which Medea 

disappears into the house after her children, and the terrible act is left to the audience to 

imagine.    Gutzwiller, however, observes that this depiction also rightly reflects the 

medium of painting itself, “conscious spatial fixity and indeterminacy of signification.”107 

It is this depiction that has driven some scholars to link Timomachus with paintings of 

Medea in Pompeii and Herculaneum,108 including one from the House of the Dioscuri 

(Naples inventory 8977) as well as the fresco discovered in the summer triclinium of the 

House of the Glass Vases in the (Naples Inventory 111477).  The former shows Medea 

inside with her two sons and their tutor and turning away, sword in hand, while the latter 

emphasizes the episode with the Peliads and shows Medea before a cauldron with a 

                                                
104 Pliny Nat. Hist. 35.136.  See also Sean Alexander Gurd. "Meaning and Material Presence: Four 
Epigrams on Timomachus's Unfinished Medea." Transactions of the American Philological 
Association. 137 (2007): 305–331. 
105 Anth. Plan. 135-143. 
106 Ovid, in his Trisita 2.525, also recalls the two paintings, one with Ajax whose looks betrayed wrath and 
Medea, sin.  He also categorizes both Medea and Phaedra as driven by blind passion, 2.382. 
107 Kathryn Gutzwiller.  "Seeing Thought: Timomachus' Medea and Ecphrastic Epigram." The American 
Journal of Philology 125, no. 3 (2004): 339-86. 
108 See Schefold, 1952, 199; Bergmann 1996, 199. 
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palace in the background.109 The scenes chosen for wall painting are more subtle and 

only hint at the actions that are about to take place.  Generally, no violence actually takes 

place “on stage” in either Greek or Roman drama.110  The choice in scenes may also 

reflect attitudes of proper decorum, “couth” versus “uncouth,” for who wants slaughter 

permanently painted on their walls?111  Anyone familiar with the tale would also have 

seen Medea as a barbarian force, who, once welcomed inside of a home, would represent 

a threat. 

Helen 

A woman whose story needs no introduction, Helen of Troy, previously Helen of Sparta, 

is famous for her tryst with the young Trojan prince Paris, an affair that essentially 

ignited one of Western culture’s most epic wars.  Forever immortalized in the words of 

Homer, Helen’s parents were Zeus and Leda, making her semi-divine, though this claim 

is not openly stated in the Iliad. In the epic she appears mortal and guilt-ridden for 

following Paris to Troy and being unfaithful to her husband, Menelaus.  She even stands 

up to Aphrodite, who threatens to surround her with hard hate, should she refuse to 

console Paris.112  Nevertheless, in the Odyssey, she ironically appears as a faithful wife.   

                                                
109 Bragantini, de Vos, Badoni, 1983. Pitture e Pavimenti di Pompei, Parte 2. (Rome: ICCD); 263. 
110 In Seneca’s Medea, however, the murder of Jason’s son happens before his eyes, though we do not 
know how this would have been performed.  
111 See Michael Koortbojian, Myth, Meaning, and Memory on Roman Sarcophagi (Berkeley, University of 
California Press, 1995), 120, fig.62 where the author includes a drawing of a lost wall painting from the 
House of the Centenary.  The drawing depicts a chilling version of the Medea tragedy with a masked 
enchantress, sword drawn, creeping toward her children, while a masked tutor, leads them to the slaughter.  
No blood is actually drawn, however, it does represent a less sympathetic version of Medea, perhaps a 
Senecan version to compare with Timomachus. 
112 Hom. Il.3.426. 
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Euripides’ version holds Helen accountable, having Hecuba openly accuse her in 

Trojan Women,113 and blaming her for luring the Greeks to Troy.114 Hecuba blames both 

Paris and divine vengeance for her woe and the fall of her kingdom:  ἐξῴκισέν τ᾿ οἴκων 

γάµος οὐ γάµος ἀλλ᾿ ἀλάστορός τις οἰζύς· “Their marriage removed me from my home; 

theirs was not a marriage, but the misery of some vengeful spirit” (Eur. Hec, 948-950).  

Euripides’ observation is an interesting one; he may be referencing an alternate tradition 

of Helen’s lineage, namely Zeus and Nemesis, divine retribution, or revenge.115 In his 

Helen, however, Euripides surprisingly presents a different view, that of the sixth century 

poet Stesichorus who held that the queen was actually in Egypt the whole time, and that 

her god-created eidolon, her image, went to Troy.  Held hostage by the wicked king 

Theoclymenos, in the eponymous play by Euripides, Helen plots with her newly-arrived, 

shipwrecked husband Menelaus, to escape.  Gorgias’ Encomium goes so far as to provide 

Helen a legalistic defense. 

 The character of Helen was not absent from Roman drama and poetry either.   

Ovid’s Heroides 16 and 17 are dueling letters between Paris and his beloved Helen; these 

letters are the example par excellence of Roman elegy.116  While Helen pretends to be an 

ingénue to the games of love, even referring to her rustic sensibilities, her actions 

throughout the letter clearly indicate otherwise.  For example, she is familiar with the 

                                                
113 Eur. Tro. 860-1059. 
114 Eur. Hec. 263. 
115 Pseudo-Apollodorus, Bibliotheca 3.10.  Though generally dated to the first-second c. C.E., it may 
reflect an older tradition.  
116 For a discussion about Helen as praeceptrix amoris and her intertextual “authorship” in the Heroides 
and Euripides’ Helen, see Tracy Jamison Wood, “Didactic Helen: Ovid’s Praeceptrix and Euripidean 
Proto-Elegy.”  Classical Journal 109.3 (2014): 257-279. 
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practice of gift giving that we find in elegiac displays.  She is thrilled by the gifts Paris 

sends her, while she should, as a beloved, only want the gift-giver for himself.117 Helen is 

also familiar with the etiquette of dinner flirtation, taking note of and pretending to be 

ashamed of Paris’ all too obvious advances.118  The passage, far from merely being a 

shameless plug for Amores 1.4, serves to show that while claiming to be unfamiliar with 

such things, Helen is actually quite astute at this type of elegiac foreplay.  Far from being 

a simple ‘country girl’ (rustica), Helen even goes so far as to encourage Paris to continue 

to “disguise” (dissimulare) his love, pretending to be disinterested (151-4).      

                                                
117 She mentions gifts and gift giving at least three times.  On line 65, she states that Paris’ letter promises 
such wealth and gifts munera tanta and dives, that they would even be able to move the goddesses: ut 
possint ipsas illa movere deas.  On lines 69-72, she claims that it is not necessarily the gifts, but the author 
who is more precious.  On lines 221-226 she admits that she is looking forward to Trojan wealth and 
greater gifts such as purple garments purpura, divis “riches,” and munera, “spoils.”   
118 cum modo me spectas oculis, lascive, protervis,  
     quos vix instantes lumina nostra ferunt,  
et modo suspiras, modo pocula proxima nobis  
     sumis, quaque bibi, tu quoque parte bibis. 
a, quotiens digitis, quotiens ego tecta notavi  
     signa supercilio paene loquente dari!  
et saepe extimui ne vir meus illa videret,  
     non satis occultis erubuique notis. 
saepe vel exiguo vel nullo murmure dixi:  
     'nil pudet hunc!' nec vox haec mea falsa fuit.  
orbe quoque in mensae legi sub nomine nostro,  
     quod deducta mero littera fecit, 'amo.' 

 
When you look at me, O lustful one, with those askance eyes, 
Which assailing ours can scarcely meet  
And whenever you sigh, and whenever you take the cup nearest ours  
From which I have drank, you also drink, 
O however many times I noted with your fingers your veiled signs were given,  
How often then by your speaking brows 
And often I was afraid that my husband might notice them 
And I blushed at your all too visible signs 
Or often in a low voice or with no sound I said:  
“This one has no shame!” Neither was my voice false 
I read on the round of the table under our name 
That which he made letters in unmixed wine “Love” (Her. 17.75-88). 
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Helen also describes Paris as advena, a “foreigner,” and calls his land barbara, 

barbaric (63-64).  This tradition is something we definitely see reflected in the fresco on 

the north wall of oecus E, where Paris is shown wearing a Phrygian style hat, earrings, 

and a necklace—a style more in keeping with eastern customs, and thus seen by most 

Romans as effeminate.  It is, however, also the case that Helen is seen as foreign by our 

audience; whether Spartan, Trojan, or even Egyptian, mortal or semi-divine, she is 

definitely the Other.   Helen actually references Medea, asking Paris where she would 

find her brothers and family, if she should leave following him much like Medea 

followed the liar (fallax) Jason, who promised her everything (Ov. Her. 17.229).  In 

Ovid’s elegies, we find a Helen who pretends to be what she is not, who knows the 

games of love, and is willing to cheat on her husband, as long as she is protected, and 

knows the plight of Medea.  Seen in this light, Ovid’s letters are a commentary not only 

on the dangers of elegiac love, but also on crafty women. The two back-to-back letters 

also serve as an example of a genuine Roman interest in intertextuality, first in Ovid’s 

nod to his own work, second in the interplay between Paris’ letter to Helen (Heroides 16) 

and Helen’s letter to Paris (Heroides 17), and finally a reference to Medea, as a love-

scorned maiden, who can never return home. In this way the poet demonstrates his 

knowledge of the full literary tradition. 

Roman interest in Helen’s story is not restricted to the elegiac genre.  Seneca’s 

Troades, a rendition of Euripides’ Trojan Women, also includes a brief appearance of 

Helen, whose role, by her own admission, is to lie and deceive: 
 
ego Pyrrhi toros 
narrare falsos iubeor,  
 
I have been appointed  
to tell a false tale of marriage to Pyrrhus (855-56). 
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She also claims that she is well trained for the task: 
 
arte capietur mea 
meaque fraude concidet Paridis soror, 
fallatur  
 
By my cunning she will be captured 
And by my treachery, the sister of Paris will fall (866-868). 

 

By making Helen a liar and crafty, Seneca places her on par with Odysseus, who, like 

her, is trying to bring down the house of Troy.119  He is also, however, assigning full 

responsibility to the woman.  In Helen’s opening lines, she claims she is the bane of 

Troy: 
Quicumque hymen funestas, inlaetabilis 
lamenta caedes sanguinem gemitus habet 
est auspice Helena dignus, eversis quoque 
nocere cogor Phrygibus. 
 
Wherever marriage, disastrous, unhappy 
Has mourning, murder, blood, and wailing 
Is worthy of Helen’s auspices, even in their ruin 
Am I compelled to be baneful/pernicious (861-865). 

 
Here it seems, Seneca proclaims, as he does with Medea, that it is dangerous women, 

rather than the gods, who are responsible ultimately for the tragic circumstances of the 

characters. This plot is clearly a departure from the Greek tradition.   

Phaedra 

The character of Phaedra, the lustful stepmother, is a recurring one on the Greek and 

Roman stage and in the Mediterranean world generally (Potiphar’s Wife theme).  The 

princess was given by her brother Deucalion, successor of King Minos, to the hero 
                                                
119 Worried an heir of Hector may rise up against the Greeks, Odysseus is desperately searching the city for 
his son Astynax whom Andromache has hidden away in the tomb of his father. 



 62 

Theseus in order to ease tensions between Athens and Crete. The backstory, however, 

provides ample foreshadowing of Phaedra’s fate.  It all begins with Minos’ treachery, 

denying Poseidon his prize bull that led to the curse of the king’s wife Pasiphae.  Equally 

driven by her passion, she orders Daedalus to build her a disguise that will allow her to be 

penetrated and impregnated by a bull.  This gives rise to the tale of the minotaur, the 

Athenian youths, and of course Theseus, who, with the aid of a foreign woman Ariadne, 

defeats the hybrid monster.  After abandoning Ariadne, much in the same way Jason 

abandons Medea, Theseus marries her sister Phaedra.  The marriage, however, does not 

go unchallenged, as Amazon warriors, still harboring a grudge against Theseus for 

capturing their queen Hippolyte, show up at the gates bent on vengeance.120  While the 

details of Hippolyte’s death were the source of conjecture among ancient writers, what 

was clear was that she produced a son, Hippolytus, who, perhaps given his Amazon 

mother, became devoted to the goddess Artemis.   

Phaedra’s fateful lust for her stepson has been captured in at least three Greek 

tragedies as well as in Roman poetry and drama.  Euripides alone was known to have 

authored three versions of the play: Hippolytus Kalyptomenos (“Hippolytus veiled”) 

whose overtly lustful portrayal of Phaedra was apparently so shocking to Athenian 

sensibilities that a tamer version, Hippolytus Stephanophoros (“Hippolytus the wreath 

bearer”), was in order.121 The surviving text, simply known as Hippolytus, presents 

Phaedra as a character struggling with her incestuous desire, a desire like that of Medea, 

                                                
120 Apollod. Epit. 1.16-17. 
121 Euripides. Hippolytus. Bagg, Robert. Introduction. (Oxford University Press, 1973); 3-4. 
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had been brought about by the gods.  In this case, it is Aphrodite, the goddess of 

unbridled passion, who opens the play.  It is Hippolytus’ rejection of her and his devotion 

to Artemis and chastity that ultimately causes the goddess to curse his stepmother 

Phaedra. Initially, Phaedra takes no action, but instead, sick with love-guilt, plans to 

starve herself.  It is, however, her nurse who persuades her not to, but instead to follow 

her feelings, and to trust her to affect a cure.122  The cure in the nurse’s mind is to tell 

Hippolytus.  This is a decision that begins a series of events that eventually leads to the 

disclosure of his stepmother’s love.  Phaedra, now bearing the full shame of her acts, 

resigns to hang herself, off stage.  When Theseus returns from his journey, he finds her 

body and a spurious note that seems to implicate Hippolytus’ love for his stepmother.  

Theseus demands his son’s exile,123 or his death at Poseidon’s hand, but it is more likely 

Aphrodite who affects Hippolytus’ death, for in the messenger’s description the sea rises 

up with much foam ἀφρὸν πολὺν,124 clearly referring to Aphrodite.  Out of the wave 

comes the sea monster, a heavenly bull, whose great bellowing drives the horses of 

Hippolytus’ team into a frenzy, maddening them with fear.  In the final scene, Artemis 

appears, unmoved by what has happened, despite Hippolytus’ loyalty.  She reveals the 

truth to Theseus,125 and father and son absolve one another.   While Hippolytus’ hubris is 

often considered the source of the trouble in the play, Euripides’ characterization of 

women, who are unable to control their lust, or are scheming, as in the case of the nurse 

                                                
122 The nurse uses πῳδαὶ “incantations” and καὶ λόγοι θελκτήριοι and “charmed words.” 
123 Eur. Hipp. 895-897. 
124 Eur. Hipp. 1210. 
125 Eur. Hipp. 1286. 
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and Aphrodite, and unemotional as in the case of Artemis, seems to paint them in a 

negative light.  It is interesting to note that the appearance of a heavenly bull in oecus G’s 

tale of Zeus and Europa seems to link, again by way of intertextual reference, the two 

rooms, as well as linking Phaedra with her own mother Pasiphae, who, too, was made 

mad by the gods and became enamored of a bull. 

Roman literary traditions are equally unkind to the Cretan princess.  While Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses assigns blame to both Jason and Phaedra, Jason is only guilty of being 

too quick to believe his wife, while Phaedra is guilty of actual deceit.126  Seneca’s 

treatment of the Phaedra myth is equally unflattering, and as with his Medea, resonates 

with violence.  Unlike Euripides’ play, Seneca’s begins with human agents, first 

Hippolytus, who leaves the palace on a hunt, and in demonstration of his pietas, prays to 

Diana for good luck.  Enter Phaedra, who ruminates about the sexual transgressions of 

her mother but at the same time wishes to be on the hunt as well, we assume for 

Hippolytus.  Finally, she admits to her nurse she has feelings for her son.  In Seneca’s 

version, it is Phaedra who confesses her love directly to Hippolytus, who at first threatens 

to kill her before leaving town.  Additionally, Theseus imprisons the Nurse and even 

threatens her with death to tell him the truth.  At this point Phaedra claims to have been 

raped, and it is Theseus, who, spying the abandoned sword of his son, makes the 

                                                
126 Fando aliquem Hippolytum vestras puto, contigit aures/credulitate patris, sceleratae fraude 

novercae/occubuisse neci: mirabere, vixque probabo,/sed tamen ille ego sum. “I assume by rumor some 

Hippolytus has reached your ears, (who) by the cruelty of his father, by the wicked deceit of a step-mother, 

had fallen to his death; you will be amazed, and scarcely shall I prove, nevertheless, I am he (Met.15.497-

500). 
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assumption that it is Hippolytus.  Further, only after Hippolytus has been slain does 

Phaedra commit suicide.  She also does it over the dead body of her stepson, on stage. 

There is a sense of pity for Phaedra, who rather than hanging herself, uses the sword like 

a man, in a final act of redemption.127  

Throughout the play, themes of hunting, as well as predator and prey abound.  So too 

do those of fate and free will. Phaedra, for example, claims she is worried about the same 

fate befalling her as her mother.  The Nurse, in contrast, argues that with foreknowledge 

of her lustful feelings, ultimately Phaedra is responsible for her actions, and thus 

exercising her free will in pursing her son-in-law Hippolytus.128  Rather than simply 

blaming the gods, Seneca claims that human agency is ultimately at fault, just as he does 

in his Medea.  Knowledge of one’s desire and the inability to control it, it seems, is far 

more problematic than simply being impassioned by the gods.  While on the surface, 

however, Seneca seems sympathetic to Phaedra’s plight, he is nevertheless claiming she 

is the cause for domestic strife. 

  In re-examining the fresco of Phaedra on the south wall of oecus E (Fig. 4), 

specifically the posture of the central figure and the subject matter, we can easily identify 

the source as Euripides’ Hippolytus rather than Seneca’s Phaedra.  In the play by 

Euripides, the nurse is close to her mistress, whereas in Seneca’s play, she is more 

distant.  Also, in Euripides’ version, Phaedra writes a letter accusing Hippolytus of rape.  
                                                
127 Anton Van Hooff, From Autothanasia to Suicide: Self-Killing in Classical Antiquity (London: 
Routledge, 1990), 66: Greek women who should die by hanging typically take the sword, which would 
seem more a heroic end, such as we find in the case of the famous heroine Lucretia. 
128 Honesta primum est velle nec labi via./pudor est secundus nosse peccandi modum,/quo, misera, pergis?  
“Honesty is the best course, not the swerving path/Second is the shame that is aware in some way that it is 
transgressing” (Phae.140-41). 
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Contrastingly, in Seneca’s version she confesses the truth directly to Theseus.129  In 

Euripides, female agency and fear are used as a weapon.  Women are “cross[ing] the 

bounds of decorum and break[ing] out of their assigned social ‘frames.’”130   

If, as I am suggesting here seems likely, the room was used as an oecus, it could have 

served as both a visual stimulus to visitors taking part in the convivium and a source of 

conversation including discussions of morality, the value of women, and if the audience 

is all male, probably some woman-bashing. For example, in Seneca’s version of the 

Phaedra myth, Hippolytus curses women and uses Medea as an example: 

sileantur aliae: sola coniunx Aegei,  
Medea, reddet feminas dirum genus. 
 
Let other women be silent: Aegeus’ wife alone,  
Medea, proves the female race to be dreadful (Ph. 563). 
 

This opens up a wider discussion of the difference between Greek and Roman values, as 

well as intertextuality between Euripides and Seneca, especially considering the latter’s 

works included a Phaedra, Medea, Trojan Women, and Hercules Furens.  Perhaps, in 

contrast, they may even have delved into discussions of Ovid, whose play Medea is lost 

to us today, but whose treatment of the lovesick and wronged heroine is more 

sympathetic in both Heroides 12 and in the Metamorphoses.  

In terms of intertextuality in visual representation, Clarke observes that elite 

Romans often indulged in ekphrastic recitations to demonstrate their adeptness at rhetoric 
                                                
129 See Albert Gérard, The Phaedra Syndrome: Of Shame and Guilt in Drama (Atlanta, 1993), 25-35 where 
he suggests that these differences are meant to signify Phaedra’s human agency, rather than divine 
intervention. 
130 Bettina Bergmann,  “The pregnant moment: tragic wives in the Roman Interior,” in Sexuality in Ancient 
Art (Cambridge, 1996), 211. 
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and general erudition.131 Ovid pokes fun at this when he offers advice to a young man 

wanting to impress his lover.  He suggests that even if one is unfamiliar with the context 

of the art, it is far better to contrive or make something up, rather than having nothing to 

say at all.132  In this we can catch a glimpse of the creative and playful nature of visual 

representation, at least in the minds of the Romans. In terms of reading art as text, in her 

book The Bounded Text, post-structuralist Julia Kristeva defines a text as “a permutation 

of texts, an intertextuality: in the space of a given text” where “several utterances, taken 

from other texts, intersect and neutralize one another.”133  Thus visual art, just as text, 

cannot be removed from its social context, and the viewer’s ekphrasis is based upon and 

draws from socially pre-existent meanings.  Visual representation, therefore, is in 

constant dialogue with other art, images, the written and oral tradition of society as a 

whole, but can also provide valuable information on the individual choices of patrons and 

artists.  What do the frescoes say in relation to the viewer, the other frescoes in the room, 

and in neighboring rooms?    These are all non-Roman wives, all of royal descent, and all 

mothers responsible for crimes of passion and crimes against nature that ultimately affect 

their children and the propagation of the family.  Helen has Hermione,134 Medea her two 

sons Mermerus and Pheres,135 and in Euripides’ play at least, Phaedra has other children 

                                                
131 John R. Clarke, Art in the Lives of Everyday Romans: Visual Representation and Non-elite Viewers in 
Italy, 100 B.C.-A.D. 315, (Berkeley, 2003) 10. 
132 Ovid Ars Amatoria I.219-229. 
133 Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art (Columbia, 1969), 36. 
134 See Homer, Od. 4, 5–7, & 31; Ovid Her. 8.89. 
135 Their names are mentioned by the travel writer Pausanias 2.3. When traveling through Corinth, as well 
as the Odeon over the well in which Glauce threw herself.  
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by Theseus, a fact that serves to make her crime of passion even more horrible, for as she 

admits: 

ἡµᾶς γὰρ αὐτὸ τοῦτ᾽ ἀποκτείνει, φίλαι, 
ὡς µήποτ᾽ ἄνδρα τὸν ἐµὸν αἰσχύνασ᾽ ἁλῶ, 
µὴ παῖδας οὓς ἔτικτον: ἀλλ᾽ ἐλεύθεροι 
παρρησίᾳ θάλλοντες οἰκοῖεν πόλιν 
κλεινῶν Ἀθηνῶν, µητρὸς οὕνεκ᾽ εὐκλεεῖς. 
δουλοῖ γὰρ ἄνδρα, κἂν θρασύσπλαγχνός τις ᾖ, 
ὅταν ξυνειδῇ µητρὸς ἢ πατρὸς κακά. 
 
Dear friends, it is for this purpose that brings about my death, 
That I not be discovered bringing shame to my husband or children  
whom I brought into this world,  
but that they live in glorious Athens, because of their mother.  
For a man is made a slave, even if bold-hearted, when he knows the sins of both 
his father and mother (Eur. Hip. 419-425) 

 

While Medea claims she does what she does to preserve her children, and Phaedra the 

same, the preceding passage clearly shows that the confession of adultery would have 

robbed their children of their legal status.  Medea’s murder of Glauce would have 

brought shame to her children, and Helen’s infidelity would have likewise brought her 

family shame.  It is, therefore, unlikely from the ancient point of view, male or otherwise, 

that these women would have been promoted as powerful models for Roman matronae. 
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TRICLINIUM  

Penthesilea  

As the Queen of all Amazons, whom the playwright Aeschylus claims to be flesh 

devouring, Penthesilea represents the ultimate “Other” and thus a threat to male power.136 

Her story comes to us in fragments.  She is mentioned in the first century B.C. Epitome of 

Pseudo-Apollodorus as the daughter of Otrere, an Amazon Queen, and Ares, and sister of 

Hippolyte whom she accidentally kills,137 and by Diodorus Siculus as one of the last 

Amazons to win the distinction of bravery.138  She is also mentioned in first book of 

Quintus Smyrnaeus’ Posthomerica epic as having the beauty of a goddess, and thirsty for 

battle.139  We are also given additional information that she killed her sister during a hunt 

and was since hounded by the Furies.  The Amazon queen is said to have promised the 

Trojans to deliver Achilles, dead.  This she does in a way, for Achilles, after killing her in 

battle, is unmoved by her.  It is not until he removes her helmet that he falls in love, and 

in falling in love, loses his manhood to her.140  

Traditionally, the meeting of the two warriors has been depicted on vase paintings 

with the death of the Amazon.  The depiction of Penthesilea on a bowl found at Vulci 

dating to the fifth c. B.C., by none other than the Penthesilea painter, shows her barefoot 

and unarmed, reaching up to Achilles as he buries his blade in her breast.  An amphora 

                                                
136 Aesch. Supp. 287 refers to them as κρεοβόρος  τ᾽ Ἀμαζόνας, flesh-devouring Amazons. 
137 Apollod. Epit. 5.1 
138 Dio. Sic. Bib. Hist. 2.46.5 
139 Q.S. 1.22 
140 Arctinus of Miletus calls her the daughter of great-souled Ares and the slayer of men. Aethiopis Frag. 2 
(from Scholiast on Homer's Iliad 24. 804). 
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from the third quarter of the sixth c. B.C.E attributed to the Exekias painter shows 

Achilles slaying the warrior queen with his spear, as related in the epic tradition.  Here 

she is armored, but unseated from her horse, which was also supposedly impaled by the 

spear, but conceivably harder to depict.  In both, Achilles peers through his visor at her, 

stone faced and stoic. A slight variant expressing the romantic aspect of the tale can be 

found in the late fifth c. B.C.E red-figure krater; it shows her retreating in battle, with an 

axe, while Achilles pursues, his spear pointed down.  He is depicted less fierce, in a 

visor-raised helmet—their eyes locking.   

The fresco of the fierce but forlorn warrior queen from the House of Jason, 

however, lacks an exact extant precedent.  The literary and artistic traditions always show 

Achilles engaging Penthesilea on the battlefield.  Instead of meeting Achilles on the 

battlefield, their fateful meeting is prefaced with a scene of courtly intrigue.  In this 

depiction, Achilles is shown already smitten with the Amazon queen, who has tossed 

aside her shield and spear.  The figure of a barbarian at her feet, and a male one at that, 

emphasizes her own Other-like qualities, and her power over men.  The fresco raises 

several questions.  First, what was the original source, and second how does it fit in with 

the scenes of Jason and Pelias, and Pentheus and Dionysus?  Part of the answer may lie in 

the speech delivered by Thersites, who jeers at Achilles for allowing his emotions to take 

hold of him.141  Although Quintus Smyrnaeus is writing in the fourth c. C.E., the love 

                                                
141 ὦ Ἀχιλεῦ φρένας αἰνέ, τίη νύ σευ ἤπαφε δαίμων  
θυμὸν ἐνὶ στέρνοισιν Ἀμαζόνος εἵνεκα λυγρῆς,  
ἣ νῶιν κακὰ πολλὰ λιλαίετο μητίσασθαι;  
τῆς τοι ἐνὶ φρεσὶ σῇσι γυναιμανές ἦτορ ἔχουτι  
μέμβλεται ὡς ἀλόχοιο πολύφρονος, ἥν τ᾽ ἐπὶ ἕδνοις  
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interest is reflected in Hellenistic writers such as Pseudo-Apollodrus, who also mentions 

Achilles’ love and Thersites’ taunting, indicating a change in the corpus along the way.  

What he does seem to suggest, however, is that Achilles’ behavior is unmanly.  A man 

should not seek the attentions of a woman, or let her beauty beguile him.  Her value is in 

her ability to run a household and be wedded to produce children and bring a dowry.  Her 

ability to soften the heart of one of epic’s greatest warriors makes her seem a danger to 

male dominated society.   

Pentheus and Dionysus 

One of the most arresting examples of ancient male gynophobia surfaces in Euripides’ 

Bacchae. In it the god Dionysus, who has been traveling in the East, has settled in the city 

of Thebes where the young King Pentheus, son of Echion and Agave, the daughter of 

Cadmus, has outlawed worship of the divinity, claiming that he is leading women astray.  

The young and impetuous king has unknowingly imprisoned the disguised god.  Later, 

                                                                                                                                            
κουριδίην μνήστευσας ἐελδόμενος γαμέεσθαι 
 
ὥς σ᾽ ὄφελον κατὰ δῆριν ὑποφθαμένη βάλε δουρί,  
οὕνεκα θηλυτέρῃσιν ἄδην ἐπιτέρπεαι ἦτορ,  
οὐδέ νύ σοί τι μέμηλεν ἐνὶ φρεσὶν οὐλομένῃσιν  
ἀμθ᾽ ἀρετῆς κλυτὸν ἔργου, ἐπὴν ἐσίδησθα γυναῖκα. 
 
O sick of heart Achilles! Are you not ashamed to let some evil power bewitch your heart to pity of a pitiful 
Amazon whose furious spirit devised nothing but evil to us? Woman-mad you are, and your soul lusts for 
this thing, as she were some lady wise in domestic ways, with gifts and pure intent for honored wedlock 
wooed! Good had it been had her spear reached your heart, the heart that sighs for woman-creatures still! 
You care not, unmanly-souled, not you, for valor's glorious path, when your eye settles on a woman! 
Quintus Smyrnaeus. The Fall of Troy. Translated by Way. A. S. Loeb Classical Library Volume 19. 
(London: William Heinemann, 1913), 723-32. 
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Dionysus escapes and curries Pentheus’ passion and curiosity to spy on the women of 

Thebes engaged in Bacchic rites.   Donning the disguise of a woman, the young king is 

led by Dionysus to Mt. Cithaeron, a site sacred to Dionysus and dangerous to mortal men.  

Here Actaeon was transformed into a deer before being torn apart by his dogs, where 

possibly Tiresias was turned into a woman, and Oedipus was supposedly abandoned as a 

child.   The story, as told by a messenger, relates the tragic events.  After Pentheus 

observes that the rites are not what he expected, and the Maenads he sees are chaste, he 

himself is driven mad by desire. Dionysus then sets him into a pine tree, where he can be 

seen, and calls to the women to strike him down.  The women, led by Pentheus’ own 

mother Agave, tear down the tree, and then, possessed by the god, tear Pentheus apart, 

believing him to be a beast instead of a man.  He is further humiliated by having his flesh 

used as a ball, πᾶσα δ᾽ ᾑµατωµένη χεῖρας διεσφαίριζε σάρκα Πενθέως (1135-1136), then 

stuck to the end of a thyrsus, in a second act of penetration, his head was brought back to 

court, proudly displayed as a trophy.142  The Messenger further relates that Agave called 

out to Bacchus, her fellow hunter ξυγκύναγον and ξυνεργάτην ἄγρας, “accomplice in the 

chase” (1146).  When Cadmus, the old king, asks what she carries home with her, Agave 

insists she has slain a lion.  It is not until the god’s madness begins to wear off does she 

see her son, and the gravity of her actions set in.   

                                                
142 Pentheus is both penetrated spiritually, when driven mad with desire, and then physically by having his 
head stuck on the end of the thyrsus, a symbol of power, fertility, and often carried by the god and his 
followers in festival processions.  In the play, the seer Tiresias warns that the thyrsus is a great and mighty 
power Ba. 309-310.  Eva Keuls in The Reign of the Phallus: Sexual Politics in Ancient Athens (Harper & 
Row; 1985); 367 sees it as a “phallic weapon.” J.N. Adams in the Latin Sex Dictionary (Baltimore; Johns 
Hopkins University, 1990); 28 mentions several instances where the thyrsus is linked with the Latin 
mentula, or stem of a plant and in Petronius as a simile for impotence.   
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There are several striking points to be made.  First, the tragedy seems to embody a 

general sense of fear of eastern gods and emasculation, whether Euripides’ own fears or 

those of his fellow Athenians it is impossible to prove, though the playwright has been 

sympathetic to the plight of women in the past.  Pentheus slanders the god calling him 

θηλύµορφον ξένον,143 a woman-shaped stranger.  Here, Dionysus represents disorder, the 

threat of overturning the male dominated establishment.  The Chorus also makes mention 

of Dionysus appearing as a bull or raging lion, setting Pentheus the hunter among the 

flock (1017-1023).144  The bull appears many times as a sign of divine retribution and an 

uncontrollable force of nature, of bestial and divine force, as in Hippolytus and now here 

again in the Bacchae.  The symbol of the bull also appears in the tale of Pelias and Jason, 

as a sacrifice and in the tale of Europa.  This duplication of symbols causes one to ask: 

does the animal stand for the divine, for sacrifice, or both?   

Further, Euripides enjoys playing with the idea of gender and role reversal.  First, 

Pentheus is turned into a woman before being torn apart piece-by-piece.  This serves as a 

double emasculation.  The old soothsayer Tiresias, who appears in the play, represents an 

interesting parallel, a man who was turned into a woman by the gods, then back again.145 

The hunter Pentheus becomes the hunted, while Agave, the hunted, celebrates her 

                                                
143 Eur. Ba. 353. 
144 Additionally, Pentheus, before he meets his fate, sees Dionysus turned into a bull.   
καὶ ταῦρος ἡμῖν πρόσθεν ἡγεῖσθαι δοκεῖς /καὶ σῷ κέρατα κρατὶ προσπεφυκέναι./ἀλλ᾽ ἦ ποτ᾽ ἦσθα 
θήρ; τεταύρωσαι γὰρ οὖν. (Eur. Ba. 920-922). 
145 Apollod. 3.6.7, mentions Tiresias is changed after trampling two snakes coupling.  Interestingly, 
Eustathius on Homer’s Od. 10.949, p. 1665.44f. also mentions Mt. Cithaeron as the place of 
transformation: φέρεται δὲ περὶ αὐτοῦ μυθικὸς λόγος, ὅτι δράκοντας ἐν Κιθαιρῶνι μιγνυμένους 
ἰδὼν καὶ τὴν θήλειαν ἀνελὼν μετέπεσεν εἰς γυναῖκα. 
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triumph as a hunter.   The idea of woman as hunter of man, overturning his world like 

Dionysus is shown in Seneca’s Phaedra, who longs to hunt in her native Cretan woods, 

and of course in the tale of Penthesilea who hunts down Achilles. Finally, the setting of 

Mt. Cithaeron itself represents a realm outside of society and an important intertextual 

link.  Untamed and wild, it has the ability to transform and alter human nature.  Women 

go mad, and men, such as Actaeon, Tiresias, and Oedipus are transformed, often losing 

their masculinity and power. 

It seems strange to us that the patron/artist chose the disguising scene from the 

Bacchae.  It is not necessarily a prominent scene.  If not for Dionysus’ iconic grape leaf 

crown, we really wouldn’t be able to even place the scene in context.  Is it, then, a 

pregnant moment? Pentheus could have taken Tiresias’ advice and not imprisoned 

Dionysus, but his hubris wins out.  He could also, at the moment he first spies the 

Maenads, simply accept what he sees.  They are not engaged in orgiastic acts, but his 

desire to see them that way drives him to ask Dionysus to show him exactly what he 

wants instead of viewing the scene for what it was.  It is not just his pride then, but his 

own lust to see shameful acts that seems to guide him, and all the while he is dressed as a 

woman. 

When viewing the fresco on the north wall of the triclinium, it is hard to imagine 

given the poor state of preservation anyone would have easily identified the three figures 

depicted as a messenger, Pentheus and Dionysus. Drawings provided by Sikkard, 
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however, provide us a brief glimpse.146  A youthful man sits against a column.  He 

appears to be drawing a veil, with his right arm over his head.  On his left appears to be 

Dionysus, shown nude, with grape leaves woven through his hair.  On the young man’s 

right is another figure, perhaps the Messenger, shown fully clothed. 

While it is doubtful that all of these ideas of gender and role reversal, 

emasculation and female agency were running through the mind of a single guest, given 

the ritual of the convivium, social discourse between guests might have provided many of 

the same conclusions.  Some of the speaking points the host of our imagined convivium 

could bring up might include the connections between Penthesilea and Achilles, and 

Pentheus and Dionysus.  These might include emasculation.  Thetis forces her son 

Achilles to dress up as a woman, just as Dionysus forces Pentheus to do so before their 

journey into the forest.  Achilles is emasculated once again when he loses his warlike 

composure gazing upon the slain Amazon queen.   

Another conversation might arise around the fresco behind our guest of honor, in 

which Medea, not Jason, is responsible for actually killing Pelias or the fact that both he 

and Pentheus are torn apart in a ritual act of sparagmos.147 In Bacchic rituals, this 

involves the tearing apart of a live animal, sometimes represented in vase painting with 

Maenads carrying animals such as deer or panthers.148  This is mirrored in the episode of 

Pelias, but also in a previous encounter when Medea kills her own brother Absyrtus and 
                                                
146 http://arachne.uni-koeln.de/item/marbilder/5343181 
147 So, too, Orpheus meets his fate at the hands of Thracian women.  Ovid relates that they are overcome 
by madness, and by Bacchic shrieks which drowned out his own song, Met. 10.79. 
148 Matthew Dillon in Girls and Women in Classical Greek Religion, (Psychology Press, 2002); pgs. 142-
43 argues that there is little evidence for historical Maenads consuming the flesh, and that the practice of 
sparagmos was resigned simply to myth. 
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tosses his rent body into the sea in order for her father to cease his pursuit, collecting the 

pieces in order to give his son a proper burial.  In regard to Dionysus, the rending of the 

flesh was followed by its consumption raw, omophagia. One of Dionysus’ epithets is 

ὠµάδιον, meaning  “eater of raw flesh.”149 Though writing in the later third century C.E., 

Porphyry, in his treatise On Abstinence, mentions that on the island of Chios they 

sacrificed a man to Omadius Bacchus who was first torn to pieces. He also claims that 

this practice was later adopted on Tenedos as reported by Eulpis Carystius.150  The eating 

of flesh raw, in this instance, would seem to reflect an intrusion of the uncivilized world 

into civilized space.  Here it is important to recall the myth of Prometheus, whose gift of 

fire delivered human beings from their previous uncivilized state, to a civilized one, 

allowing them to cook meat rather than eating it raw.  Dionysus then represents a return 

to a more primal state, like men being turned into animals, or women losing their 

composure.  He is a threat to the civilized world and maddens women, as Pentheus 

claims, to perform base acts.  These topics seem a little unsettling to us, but to Roman 

sensibilities, this type of intertextual play would have made great dinner conversation.  

This fresco is particularly relevant to the larger point, namely this house as a site 

of Dionysiac cultic worship, especially designed for the male initiate.  With the Villa of 

the Mysteries’ focus on female initiation into Dionysiac worship, this house, with all of 

its apparently woman-hating art, also has scenes of particular value for the male worship 

of Bacchus.  A cultic center – or at least a place of Bacchic worship for both men and 

                                                
149 Orphic Hymn 30.5.  See Liddell, Henry G, Robert Scott, Henry S. Jones, and Roderick McKenzie. A 
Greek-English Lexicon. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996; 2033. 
150 Abst. 2.55. 
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women – is not surprising in an area renowned for its grapes and winemaking.  

Moreover, if the wall paintings of the house mostly tend to suggest a threat to Roman 

masculinity or male-dominated society, it could all be groundwork for the finale: 

Dionysian rites.  We know that theatre, at its core, was a form of worship for the Greeks, 

which was meant to lead to catharsis – a societal safety valve, ut ita dicam.  Could we say 

the same value applies to the Romans, especially if 1) they are outside of the city of 

Rome, and 2) it is specifically male worship of the god?151   

OECUS G 

Pan  

In Greek myth, Pan is the god of the untamed wilderness, the old pastoral world of 

forests, mountain peaks and caves, shepherds and flocks.  He is often a companion to 

Dionysus,152 described often as chasing fleeing nymphs,153 with the same suggestion of 

enticements of wild orgies.  He, too, can incite madness and panic.154 He is seen as a 

local rather than imported deity to both Greeks and Romans, unlike Dionysus,155 yet still 

he represents a threat to women, their thumos, and ultimately male dominated society, 

                                                
151 We know from the senatus consultum of 186 B.C. that female worship of Dionysus/Bacchus was 
strictly forbidden, and though this also applies specifically to the Urbs Romana, it may be somewhat taboo 
even in the resort town of Pompeii.  If the prevailing opinion about the Villa of the Mysteries is correct, 
however, it seems as though the Roman mores of the city don’t necessarily apply here (what happens in 
Vegas, stays in Vegas?). 
152 As a companion see Val. Flacc. 3.47; Pin. f.63, Nonnus Dionysiaca 42.196 & 257; for sacrifices in 
common with Dionysus see Paus. ii. 24. § 7, beloved by Dionysus Hom. Hym. 19.  Additionally, both were 
nursed by nymphs and are represented as “two-horned” δικέρωτα, Orphic Hymn 30 to Dionysus, Ovid 
Her. 5.133.  In the Bacchae, Dionysus claims warns not to disturb the fields of Pan (950).  
153 Statius. Silv. 2.3.1 mentions frightened throngs of nymphs fleeing Pan; See also Orphic Hymn 11. 
154 Pausanias 10.23.7 explains night terrors originate with Pan. 
155 His home has been located in Arcadia (Hom Hymn 19, Prop. El. 1.18; Verg. Geor. 3.390), as well as in 
Apulia (Ovid. Met. 14.513). 
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and although the patron of shepherds, he is also a well-attested hunter.156  Employing 

music as his weapon, he entices women to dance, and causes them some sort of ill fate, 

usually in the form of transformation.   Such was the case of Syrinx, who was turned into 

a clump of reeds,157 or Pitys who was changed into a fir tree.  Again, we are at the center 

of the bestial world where anything can happen, and the young maidens should be 

running away from rather than joining Pan in song.  

Here, however, in oecus G, the women are not running but serenading and Pan 

has paused to listen to their music.  One begins to wonder just who is the hunter, and who 

is the game?   Philostratus the Elder describes a Greek painting in which Nymphs have 

captured, bound, and shorn Pan’s beard in order to teach him a lesson, urging Echo to 

ignore him.158 One might imagine an after dinner ensemble, in the room complete with 

flute players and dancers in front of the pastoral scene, begging the question whether 

music has a civilizing or uncivilizing effect.  Who will wind up like Pan? 

Europa and the Bull 

One of the famous paramours of Zeus was the beautiful and beguiling Europa.  In his 

Histories, however, the historian Herodotus claims that Cretans were responsible for the 

abduction of Europa, which led to the Hellenes’ abduction of Medea, and the Trojans of 

                                                
156 Hom. Hymn 19, where Pan is the slayer of wild beasts; Pausanias 8.42.1 mentions he is a hunter; 
Hesych. s. v. epithet Agreus; patron of hunters see Theocrit. 7.107. 
157 Ovid. Met.1 689. 
158 Philo. Imagines 2. 11 
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Helen,159 all interestingly present in the central panels of the House of Jason.  In his 

Metamorphoses, however, the poet Ovid claims she is borne away by Jove, who takes the 

form of a bull.  His account, however, creates a sense of ambiguity as Europa has agency; 

she sets aside her virgin fears and offers the bull flowers.  The result is that Zeus cannot 

control himself and lays down in the field, lowering his guard.  It is Europa who has 

enchanted the god, not the other way around.  As Ovid accuses, it is Jupiter who has laid 

aside his glorious dignity: sceptri gravitate relicta ille pater rectorque deum (Met 2.847).  

Her father sends her brothers Phoenix, Cilix, and Cadmus to retrieve her.  Cadmus, in his 

search receives the advice of the oracle at Delphi to settle in the kingdom of Thebes, 

making a genealogical connection between Europa and Pentheus, seen in the fresco on 

the north wall of the triclinium, as well as Europa and Phoenix on the triclinium’s south 

wall.   

 The scene in the oecus, as described before, depicts Europa with her hand lifted 

wantonly, like Penthesilea, only half nude.  A throng of maidens, virginibus (Met. 845) 

surrounds them, enchanted by the bull, or enchanting the bull.  We are not quite sure.  

The act of supplication, however, has been argued by Gould as an aggressive act of 

“combative self-assertion” rather than a submissive one, as the suppliant takes action, 

forcing herself upon her host, reaching for his hands, knee, or chin.160 Here there is no 

sign of submission.  The women are not fleeing from the bull.  Europa is not dismounting 

                                                
159 Herod. Hist. 1.2 claims that the Cretans visited Tyre and Phoenicia and made off with Europa. Her 
lineage is also a question for scholars.  Homer makes her the daughter of Phoenix, while Ovid says she is 
the daughter of Agenor (Met. 2.858). 
160 John Gould. Myth, Ritual, Memory, and Exchange: Essays in Greek Literature and Culture 
(Oxford, 2003); 77. 
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but disrobing before she is carried off.  The aggressors are the women who have clearly 

placated the king of the gods himself, and through their wiles overcome powerful 

symbols of male aggression and the raw power of nature.  

Deianira and the Centaur 

The story of Deianira, daughter of Oeneus and Althaea, is a long and complicated one.  

As R.C. Jebb has found, the etymology of her name, “destroyer of men” may indicate an 

eastern, Amazonian origin,161 a trait she shares with Penthesilea.  Like Medea, Phaedra, 

even Helen, she is to be interpreted as a non-Roman matron, who, also like Medea, 

allows her passion and fear of losing her husband, Hercules, get to her and eventually 

plots to poison him.  In Sophocles’ Trachiniae, Deianira is the chief antagonist.  The play 

opens, much like Euripides’ Medea, with a wife lamenting to her nurse about her 

husband’s absence.  Upon his return, she learns of Herakles’ love for Iole, a foreign 

princess, whom the hero has taken as war prize.  Overcome with jealousy, Deianira uses 

the love potion given to her by Nessus, who claimed that it would keep her husband from 

loving any other woman.  It is only by chance she suspects she may have been tricked, 

later noticing the robe bubbling in the sunlight.  By then her son Hyllus reports that 

Herakles is dying.  Driven mad with guilt, she commits suicide, and Herakles’ suffering 

is ended only on the pyre where he is burned alive.  

Compare this with Euripides’ Herakles and with Seneca’s Hercules Furens.  Both 

occur before the episode with Deianira. Both of these plays are essentially the same story:  

                                                
161 R.C. Jebb, Sophocles: The Plays and Fragments with Critical Notes, Commentary and Translation in 
English Prose, Volume 5 (Cambridge, 1892); xxxi.   
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Lycus, a usurper in Thebes, plans to kill Herakles’ adoptive father Amphitryon and the 

hero’s wife Megara along with their children.  Herakles arrives in time, and kills Lycus, 

but Hera sends Iris and Lyssa who drive Herakles towards madness.  The hero mistakes 

his own children for those of Eurystheus whose labors he claims were responsible for the 

current situation, and murders them along with Megara. 

In Euripides’ telling, the playwright places the murder of his family after the 

hero’s labors. Additionally, Herakles relies on Amphitryon, his father, who begins the 

prologue, to tell him what has happened.  In Seneca’s version, the emphasis is one more 

of Hercules’ self-discoveries;162 the prologue, delivered by Juno, gives the audience 

knowledge the main character does not have.  He has to discover what he has done.  In 

either play, it is glaringly obvious that Nessus does not appear, nor Deianira.  One may 

then turn to the subject of poetry and Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Book IX.  In Ovid’s 

retelling of the classic tale Deianira is tricked by the allegorical representation of lust, 

Nessus, into becoming the willful agent of her husband’s destruction.  If the guests have 

moved from the oecus to the triclinium, or vice versa, a conversation may even arise 

concerning the danger of donning clothes prepared by women, with Medea’s gift of a 

poison dress to Glauce, and Deianira’s poisoning of Hercules’ cloak. Additionally, guests 

might make the connection with the centaur, a wild beast that feasts on raw flesh with 

Dionysus, the wild god, who also feasts on flesh.  

                                                
162 Jo Ann Shelton. Seneca's Hercules Furens: Theme, Structure and Style (Hypomnemata 50). 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht (1978); 13. 
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While Thompson rightly suggests that Pan, Nessus, and the Bull all represent 

beasts of love,163 I would suggest they also double as representatives of the untamed 

world that need to be conquered.  Ironically, they are not subdued by brute force, but 

rather by the power of women.  First, while Hercules is clearly using force to subdue the 

centaur, it is Deianira whose beauty had aroused his passion: καὶ διὰ τὸ κάλλος ἐρασθείς 

(Dio. Sic., 4. 36.4). It is also Deianira who gives away Nessus’ location by calling out to 

Herakles, who shoots the beast with an arrow while he is engaged in intercourse with his 

wife.  Instead of harming Deianira, who is ultimately responsible for the centaur’s death, 

Nessus, enchanted by her feminine wiles, instead plots to kill her husband. Looking to the 

fresco of Pan, it is clear that the maidens are using the power of music to subdue Pan.  

Pan has stopped playing to listen to them.  Further, Europa and her attendants are having 

their way with the bull, not the other way around.  It is Zeus who should be concerned, 

having fallen into an all-women orgy.    

While the theme of oecus E was perhaps deceptive women, for whom wrathful 

vengeance follows, the meaning one may draw from the three frescoes in oecus G is 

perhaps the dangers of women, who frequently give into their passion, or use beauty to 

beguile and tame men.  The triclinium, meanwhile offers a fascinating theme of 

consumption and emasculation of the male with the sparagmos of Pentheus and 

unmanning of Achilles.   

                                                
163 Mary Lee Thompson, "Programmatic Painting in Pompeii: The Meaningful Combination of 
Mythological Pictures in Room Decoration," (Ph.D. diss., New York University, 1960); 188-89. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 
Centaurs, Dionysus, Pan, Amazon women, and sorceresses—these are all creatures that 

use deception and operate within an uncivilized world removed from men.  In this way, 

the frescoes represent a unique cast of characters that threaten to overturn the world of 

men, and therefore represent an inherent male fear of emasculation.  In terms of tragedy, 

what is equally interesting is that none of the scenes replicates Seneca’s violent 

portrayals. In keeping with the Greek tradition there is no killing onstage.  The depictions 

may have drawn from previous sources, but both in their juxtaposition to one another and 

as a whole, they offer a new take on the mythic tradition, one that seems overtly 

chauvinistic in a modern sense, but would have been right at home for an audience of 

Roman men. 

 The three rooms are linked not only by their decorative schemes, lower black 

socles, architectural features they are also connected thematically and suggest at the very 

least the patron’s desire to offer a decorative theme that inspires an intertextual, 

intermythical wellspring of discussion that extends from room to room.  Further, we 

should take note that an intertextual approach offers us a unique way of viewing ancient 

art, by equipping ourselves with the tools of ancient eyes.   Just whose eyes are viewing 

these vignettes are a different story.  How might the theory of intertextuality “play out” in 

the praxis of actual viewing?  The next chapter will address such questions by defining 

more clearly the social and gendered viewership of the frescoes, ending with a virtual 

“walk-through” of the space. 
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Chapter 4: Viewership and Testing Performativity 

 
While the excavation history of the House of Jason has been well documented, 

and its central frescoes studied, what is not as clear is the correlation between their 

programmatic function and the use of social space.  For the purposes of this thesis, I have 

constructed a 3D model of the house (Figs. 16, 17, & 18) in in order to put the center 

pictures back into their context.  In the past, scholarship has often neglected key spatial 

variables, including lighting, obstructions of views by the garden and the fountain, and 

oblique views.  In the model, these can be experienced in real time in order to gain a 

better sense of the space and its decorative program as it plays out between daily rituals. 

By placing dining couches (lecti) in the triclinium, for example, it is possible to make 

connections between the subject matter of the frescoes and placement of guests.  

SOCIAL STATUS AND POLITICAL PERFORMANCE 
 
It has often been noted that spectacle was a critical facet of Roman daily life.  The 

historian Livy puts these words into the mouth of L. Aemilius Paulus:164 

vulgo dictum ipsius ferebant, et convivium instruere et ludos parare eiusdem esse, 
qui vincere bello sciret.  
 
It is said that that same man exclaimed that he who knows how to win a war 
knows how to arrange a banquet and prepare spectacles (Livy, Ab Urbe Cond. 
45.32.11). 

From Livy’s observation, we gather that politics and the convivium are intrinsically 

linked.  We must think of the Roman house as not merely a setting, but the stage on 
                                                
164 As noted by Harriet Flower, The Cambridge Companion to the Roman Republic (Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 2014): 377. 
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which the owner entertained important guests and by extension represented himself. As 

Wallace-Hadrill observes, “Roman domestic architecture is obsessively concerned with 

distinctions of social rank, and the distinctions involved are not merely between one 

house and another but within the social space of the house.”165 Clear examples of this can 

be found in ancient texts.  When speaking of the consul Publius Valerius, Plutarch notes 

that after suspicion fell on him of secretly yearning for kingship, largely because of his 

grandiose home on the Velian hill, he had it torn down and moved so that he not appear 

above any other citizen: 
 

ἀκούσας γὰρ ὅτι τοῖς πολλοῖς ἁµαρτάνειν ἐδόκει τῶν φίλων διεξιόντων, οὐκ 
ἐφιλονίκησεν οὐδ' ἠγανάκτησεν, ἀλλὰ ταχὺ πολλοὺς συναγαγὼν τεχνίτας, ἔτι 
νυκτὸς οὔσης κατέβαλε τὴν οἰκίαν καὶ κατέσκαψεν εἰς ἔδαφος πᾶσαν. 

 
For when he heard from his friends, who spared him no detail, that he was 
considered by the masses to be transgressing, he was not so stubborn nor 
exasperated, but quickly gathered a large force of workmen, and while it was still 
night tore the house down, and razed it all to the ground (Plut. Pub. 10.1-5). 

Plutarch’s account speaks to the symbolic nature of the Roman house as a reflection of 

the paterfamilias who dwells therein, in terms of size, location, accessibility,166 and 

decoration.  Mariette De Vos has observed that paintings like those in the House of Jason 

may also have spoken to the status and role of their owner:  “The appearance of theatrical 

backdrops in private spaces should be related to the public duties of the owners, 

convinced—like the Hellenistic dynasts and Augustus himself—that their activity 

consisted in playing a role on the political stage.”167  The triclinium represents a more 

                                                

165 Wallace-Hadrill, House and Society in Pompeii and Herculaneum (New Jersey, 1994): 10. 
166 The historian specifically notes that Valerius’ home is so high that it is hard to access and has a 
commanding view of the Forum, suggesting an architectural distancing from his fellow citizens.  
167 See Mariette De Vos,  “Tecnica e tipologia dei rivestimenti pavimentali e parietali,” in A. Carandini, 
Settefinestre: una villa schiavistica nell’Etruria romana. Modena, 1985; 83; Also see John R. Clarke, The 
Houses of Roman Italy 100 B.C-A.D. 250: Ritual, Space, and Decoration (Berkeley, 1991); 48, where the 
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concentrated and intimate microcosm of that world.  Bloomer and Moore might refer to it 

as the “centerplace” of the house.  Here, “memories of the world outside the house are 

domesticated, protected, and re-experienced,”168 as well as “embody a reference to a 

communal human identity transformed architecturally to magnify and add meaning to the 

rituals and improvisations of the household.”   It is in this space we may envision a stage 

upon which the patron and guests stage their own drama, demonstrating an intellectual 

knowledge of myth and Greek theater, as well as drawing different elements together to 

weave a new narrative around the threats to Roman virtus.  

The scenes chosen derive from theatre, specifically Greek theatre and intrinsically 

linked with the worship of Dionysus.  Further, the employment of stage settings lends a 

sense of theatricality to the spaces that actively links the interaction between the secular 

and the religious between the Roman domus and Greek theatre, the realm of Dionysus.  

Such a setting might inspire fear, wonder, but most certainly the expectation of the 

unexpected, of stepping beyond reason and sanity, and perhaps the indulgence in 

hedonistic excess.  

THE GENDERED GAZE: MALE VS. FEMALE 

In her groundbreaking essay, Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, Laura Mulvey 

argued that Hollywood tended to cast the audience of a film in a predominantly 

masculine role, with women usually the objects of desire of a wholly subjective male 

gaze.  Although Mulvey’s approach specifically addressed the power of narrative film in 

Hollywood in the early part of the twentieth century, many have found her argument 

                                                                                                                                            
author discusses De Vos and how such designs lent themselves to a feeling of luxury even within small 
spaces. 
168 According to Kent Bloomer and Charles Moore, in Body, Memory, and Architecture, (New Haven 
(Yale University Press, 1977): 50-51, the centerplace, in addition to “serving social rituals often recalls and 
celebrates the basic life-supporting elements”, such as communal feasting. 
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useful especially when discussing other forms of visual narrative, for example Roman 

wall painting.  Roman wall painting, like modern cinema, tends to be contextualized 

using an androcentric perspective.  Therefore, it is well-worth revisiting the central 

frescoes in the House of Jason, and how their juxtaposition and interplay, both amongst 

themselves and their respective texts, speak to more general themes of male dominance, 

female agency, and the fear of losing male power—what Mulvey would probably 

categorize as “emasculation” in Roman society.   

As Clarke has astutely observed, “variables such as gender, class, religion, and 

literacy complicate the notion of viewership and change the effectiveness of visual 

communication.”169  From the perspective of viewership, the adult elite Roman male is 

perhaps easiest to construct given the variety of textual sources and predominance of the 

male gaze.  As Keuls has argued, in phallocentric Greece, men often viewed women with 

suspicion, as caged tigers, waiting to break out of the their confinement and take revenge 

upon the male world.170  In contrast, in Roman society, women are treated with a certain 

level of autonomy.  They are seen as performing essential duties for the home, and at 

times, the state.  While the man controls the house, the woman usually organizes the 

slaves and coordinates the education of the children, but in a culture that still dominates 

women and retains a slave culture, the threat of rebellion — sexual or social — is 

omnipresent. This would suggest a certain level of fear of dominant women, especially 

those of foreign nature.  Cicero, for example, in his Pro Caelio, vilifies the recently 

widowed Clodia for her ability to manipulate men and compares her to the character of 

Medea, a mistress who is driven by passion rather than reason.171  Helen and Phaedra fall 

                                                
169 John R. Clarke, Art in the Lives of Ordinary Romans: Visual Representation and Non-Elite Viewers in 
Italy, 100 B.C. – A.D. 315 (Berkeley, 2003), 9. 
170 Eva Keuls, The Reign of the Phallus: Sexual Politics in Ancient Athens (Berkeley, 1993), 4. 
171 Cicero, Pro Caelio 18.6. 
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into this same stereotype: powerful, rebellious women, who question their roles as 

mothers, wives, lovers and stand upon the threshold, ready to cheat, murder, and lie 

because of their passion, or thumos.  These women have stepped beyond their marital 

roles, literally outside the domus, and must be reined in.  This theme, redolent of male 

fear and voyeuristic intentions, pervades the entire house.   

In Ways of Seeing, John Berger writes:  
 
Men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at. This determines 
not only most relations between men and women but also the relation of women 
to themselves. The surveyor of woman in herself is male: the surveyed female. 
Thus she turns herself into an object— and most particularly an object of vision: a 
sight (47).    

 
To some degree, Berger’s observations ring true for both modern and ancient women, 

whose view of themselves is often conditioned/determined by the viewership of elite 

males.  Elegiac women, Catullus’ Lesbia, Propertius’ Cynthia, or Cornelia, for instance, 

are described as puellae, not matrons, and are at the mercy of the genre.  They are literary 

constructs, even when they might be based on historical figures such as Clodia, but, 

regardless, they are always the objects of strong sexual desire.  One of our few possible 

examples of Roman female poets, Sulpicia, is typically, and erroneously attributed to 

Tibullus.172  Livy, Suetonius and Tacitus provide us with many anecdotal comparanda of 

                                                
172 See footnote Ian Michael Plant, Women Writers of Ancient Greece and Rome: An Anthology. University 
of Oklahoma Press with Equinox Publishing (London, 2004), 111. Also see Sheila K. Dickison and Judith 
P. Hallet, A Roman Women Reader: Selections from the Second Century BCE through Second Century CE.  
Bolchazy-Carducci Publishers (Mundelein, 2014), 112.   
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moralizing women, as does Vergil in the epic tradition.  Yet we have few, if any, major 

pieces of Latin literature boasting actual female authorship.173  

We can, however, develop a rough idea of what the elite Roman female may have 

been like based on inscriptions, reports of law cases, and letters.  We know women had 

the right to own land and could defend themselves in court. According to Valerius 

Maximus, Amesia Sentinas defended herself so boldly and thoroughly and just as a man 

might have defended himself that she was dubbed “androgynen” (8.3.1).  Some 

aristocratic women enjoyed immense freedoms, especially as widows.  Cicero accused 

Clodia Metella of being a drunkard and a great seducer of men, going so far as to name 

her, ironically, the Medea of the Palatine.174 Today and in the past, we greatly fear what 

we do not understand. 

Elite Roman women, from the time of the Late Republic on, celebrated a fairly 

high level of autonomy, as opposed to Greek women.  Women celebrated their own 

religious cults such as the Bona Dea, Dionysus, and Vesta.  Some served as priestesses, 

and could attend theatrical performances.175   Elite women, such as Eumachia, were the 

heads of guilds and even dabbled in displays of euergetism.176  Though technically under 

the guardianship of their husbands, depending on the type of marriage ceremony, they 

tended the home, the education of the children, sometimes looked after their husband’s 

                                                
173In addition to Sulpicia, there are, for example, the four extant epigrammata, written in Aeolic Greek, of 
Julia Balbilla, court poetess and attendant to Hadrian’s wife Vibia Sabina.  For a more in depth discussion 
see Emily Ann Hemelrijk, Matrona Docta: Educated Women in the Roman Élite from Cornelia to Julia 
Domna, Routledge Press (New York, 1999, 2004), 164-170, 173 (Terrentia and Balbilla). 
174 Cicero, Pro Caelio, 18. 
175 The poet Ovid discusses women who attend the theater in Book I the Ars Amatoria. 
176 See Margaret L. Woodhull, Building Power: Women as Architectural Patrons during the Roman 
Empire, 30 BCE-54 CE () 135 and passim. 
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business affairs when they were away, and even dined with them. 177   As Sarah Pomeroy 

has suggested: “upper-class women were sufficiently cultivated to be able to participate 

in the intellectual life of their male counterparts.”178  All of these possibilities point to an 

individual who is educated, literate, knows a thing or two about the law and certainly 

about Greek and Roman myths, to be able to teach their children to be upstanding 

Romans.  During the Principate, despite the Augustan reforms, Roman women had won 

many freedoms that had been previously denied them. They could choose their own 

guardians,179 control how their dowries were spent, and now inherit directly from their 

father allowing them to retain their wealth when they divorce.  They could even write 

poetry, and as we see in the instance of Sulpicia, choose their own lovers. In Sulpicia’s 

third poem she urges her beloved Cerinthus to run away with her: Omnibus ille dies nobis 

natalis agatur, qui nec opinanti nunc tibi forte venit, and in her fourth poem she claims 

that her family is concerned about her bedding a nobody: Solliciti sunt pro nobis, quibus 

illa dolori est, ne cedam ignoto, maxima causa, toro.  Both cases show that a Roman 

woman can at this point seek her own lovers, and be allowed dalliances by her family, 

despite their disapproval.  In fact, Eva Cantarella goes so far as to claim that women 

between the Principate and Empire had earned liberties comparable to those of our own 

modern age.180  With such newfound power, it is no wonder male gynophobia of 

                                                
177 Janine Assa, The Great Roman Ladies (New York, 1960), 50. 
178 Sarah Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves: Women in Classical Antiquity, (New York, 
1995), 170. 
179 Coemptio fiduciae causa. 
180 Eva Cantarella, Pandora’s Women. Baltimore (Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989); 141. 
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powerful women came to the fore.181  As Martial quips: “You ask why I have no desire to 

marry riches/ because my friend I want to wear the britches.”182 

The point of providing walkthroughs is not one of simple novelty.  The model 

offers the viewer several plausible and multi-vocalic scenarios that go beyond those 

found in the academic literature; it encourages a reader to think creatively rather than 

blindly applying modern methodology.  It is meant to free the viewer to embrace the 

vision of the artist and the patron, and to conceive of ways the center paintings were 

possibly viewed in antiquity. As we shall see, the walkthroughs offer the reader not only 

possible viewer scenarios (Elite Roman Male, Elite Roman Female, Guest, and Client), 

but additionally they emphasize the patron’s desire to offer an intertextual, intermythical 

source of discussion that goes beyond the idea of art for art’s sake. Such analogues can be 

used to interpret visual narratives in other locations, not only in Pompeii, but throughout 

the Roman world. 

Act I: The Client 

As Wallace-Hadrill has observed, Vitruvius makes a clear distinction not between visitors 

and family, but uninvited and invited visitors.183  In this we must consider the client and a 

primary axis of visibility.184 First, what can be seen from the street?  The house is not as 

grand and elegant as the House of the Faun or even the House of the Menander. It is a 
                                                
181 That is not to say powerful women did not already exist in Republican times, for obviously Clodia, 
often referred to by Cicero as the Medea of the Palatine clearly shows. 
182 In Epigram 7 to Faustinus Martial is especially critical of the Lex Iulia, as it offers protection to 
Telesilla, whom he calls an adulteress, in marrying her tenth husband.  
183 Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, Houses and Society in Pompeii and Herculaneum (Princeton,1996), 45.   
184 Ibid. Wallace-Hadrill successfully applies axes of visibility, what we might consider “sight-lines” in a 
number of viewer scenarios in houses in Pompeii and Herculaneum. 
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modest sized home, located conveniently just a block from the Central Baths.  You might 

even miss it, as it is tucked away along the Vicolo di Tesmo between another private 

house and possibly a stable.  The most important feature is the entryway, or fauces.  As 

Bloomer and Moore have shown, the entryway is an extraordinarily sensitive region of 

the house.  It reinforces feelings of identity both the inside and outside communities.185  It 

is also the first view one has of the interior of the house.  Through the fauces, one would 

instantly take note of the viridarium, or garden style atrium,186 with a rectangular pool 

and fountain.  This luxury may recall a garden grove, offering a quiet oasis from the 

heavy foot traffic coming off Nolan and Stabian thoroughfares.  If invited inside, a visitor 

would soon find himself standing in the atrium, the focus of the daily ritual of the 

salutatio.  Here the paterfamilias would meet and greet his clientele, perhaps offer them 

some sort of funds or food (the sportula), and discuss the news of the day.  The visitor 

would begin to notice, as his eyes adjusted to the light, the decorative program of the 

house.  

Turning to his left, the visitor might catch a glimpse of a woman crouching in the 

corner of a red-walled oecus.  His eye is immediately struck by both her body language 

and seemingly solitary status.  As his eyes travel, he may even be able to see a painting 

on the wall of the nearby triclinium.  He notices the single sandaled man peering up at a 

crowned figure with gray beard attended by a woman.  As he struggles to search for 

                                                
185 Kent Bloomer and Charles Moore, in Body, Memory, and Architecture, (New Haven (Yale University 
Press, 1977): 46. 
186 Fausto Zevi, in Casa Reg. IX.5, 18-21 a Pompei e le sue pitture (Rome, L’Erma di Bretschneider, 
1964), 13 suggests that the viridarium was an alteration to the original atrium design, not necessarily 
associated with the damage caused by the quake in 62, but possibly to allow more light into the triclinium. 
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meaning, the tale of Jason and King Pelias comes to mind.  The view, however, is 

fragmented and only extends to these rooms.  Even if he walked around to the east side of 

the fountain and garden area, he would only catch glimpses of the rooms.  The narrative 

requires additional access and permission from the owner of the house.  In this sense, the 

strategic use of center pictures and architectural space drives human movement.  Because 

of its relatively modest size, the owner has sought to find creative ways to impress his 

visitors, but also to control their movement in a way that may mimic paths in other 

landscapes.   

Finally, the paterfamilias enters. He greets the visitor with a firm grip of the arm, 

and they begin to talk business.  When they conclude, the visitor may leave while the 

house’s owner might retire to his study or take food in any number of rooms, including 

the oeci.  Strolling into oecus E, the client may take particular notice of all the women. 

Those unfamiliar with them would still be struck by the figures and their placement — 

just off center, dejected, unsure, and lonely.  The need to reconcile their identity leads the 

client to ask his patron more about them.   

Act II: The Symposiast/Initiate  

The world of Roman spectacle was one that pervaded every aspect of daily life.  From 

staging games, to hosting lavish parties, or creating mythological ensembles that were the 

talk of the town, the importance of seeing and being seen, as Ovid puts it,187 of engaging 

in and staging a performance were key to one’s identity and social status.  Nowhere is 
                                                
187 See Ovid’s Amores 11.13-15 where the author discusses that it was not so important to see one’s 
beloved vidi, but rather to be seen by him visus ab illo. Cp. with Tertullian who in De spect. 25 suggests 
that anyone attending the games is there to see and be seen videri et videre. 
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that more apparent than at the Roman commisatio, the equivalent of the Greek 

symposium or drinking party.  It is a setting of mirth to be sure, but also one of high 

anxiety directed by proper etiquette and fraught with potential social faux pas. Such a 

party may be depicted in the fresco from the House of the Triclinium.188 Polybius, writing 

in the mid second century B.C.E notes that many young Roman men had begun to adopt 

the drinking parties of the Greeks (31.25.4).  Here, as elsewhere, both guests and host are 

called to perform, engaging in poetry contests and witty banter, demonstrating one’s 

erudition, and knowledge as Catullus writes: 

 
scribens versiculos uterque nostrum 
ludebat numero modo hoc modo illoc, 
reddens mutua per iocum atque vinum 

  
Either of us writing little verses  
Playing with meter here and there 
Exchanging mutual words in jest and in wine (Carmina 50.4-6) 

 
In such settings, both guest and host appeared on stage, and it was undoubtedly the 

responsibility of the host to put on a good show.  

Still, one intriguing possibility remains.  Religion has always played an important 

role in the Roman household, therefore, if we accept Schefold’s interpretation that the 

center painting from the north wall of the triclinium depicts Pentheus and Dionysus, then 

the predominance of cultic imagery189 throughout the rooms E, F, and G, may suggest an 

that the space may have played host to some aspect of Dionysian ritual.  For many, 

                                                
188 See John Clarke, Roman Life: 100 B.C. to A.D. 200 (New York:  Abrams, 2007), 120. 
189 The bull, the goat, the mitra, thyrsos, satyrs, maenads, a liknon basket, wilderness and the god himself 
all suggest ties to the Dionysian cult.   
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Dionysus represents an agent of madness, of misrule, but also of change and rebirth.  

Charles Segal has observed that in rituals associated with the Oschophoria and 

Anthesteria in Greece, males coming of age are made to dress up like women in order to 

reenact Dionysus’ transformation.  In this world, initiates suffer in order to be reborn, to 

struggle and overcome, not to become Dionysus.  Through this process they become 

aware of the potential threats to male virtus, i.e. powerful women, effeminacy, magic, 

and trickery. 190 Examples of men dressing as women abound within the rooms, with 

Dionysus and Pentheus, Achilles who dressed as woman on Scyros, and Paris who is 

shown in effeminate eastern style jewelry and clothes.  Even Hercules exchanged clothes 

with Omphale before being accosted by Pan.  

The idea of cultic worship is not as fanciful as it sounds, especially since some 

scholars have identified oecus G as perhaps containing a household shrine.191 The 

appearance of the genius and the snake could represent an ancestor who has undergone a 

type of spiritual rebirth, or perhaps Dionysus himself, who according to Euripides 

appears as a bull or many-headed serpent or raging lion to see.192  The deer’s head could 

stand as a symbol for sacrifice, while the strips of cloth hanging from the tree could 

represent the discarded vestments, or mitra, of one’s old life. 

It is the late afternoon.  The initiates arrive, and are greeted by the head slave. He 

leads them through the fauces to the viridarium.  A large drape obscures the triclinium; 

                                                
190 Charles Segal.  Dionysiac Poetics and Euripides' Bacchae.  New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 
1997: 170. 
191 “IX 5, 18 Casa di Giasone.” In Pompei: Pitture e mosaici, vol. 9, 699. Rome: Treccani, 1999. 
192 Eur. Bacchae 1017-8. 
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however, in the distance they catch a glimpse of a guttering brazier in an attending oecus.  

Behind it sits a curious figure.  It’s a woman, in front of a dark doorway.  Their first 

impression is that she appears despondent.  Her orange dress appears to glow in the light.  

They are intrigued.  The slave then leads them towards it.  The symposiasts can see that it 

has been set up as a reception area, with floral crowns and drinking cups arranged on a 

table.  As they observe the paintings along the wall, each returns to the figure of the 

woman.  Now they can see two children playing, and a tutor observing from above. They 

instantly recognize the figure as the sorceress Medea.  Turning to the left, they observe 

another woman with a slave; she is enthroned and leaning back seductively.  A young 

boy is standing nearby.  They are not quite sure who this might be.  One mentions the 

name Phaedra and demonstrates his knowledge of Euripidean drama and a new version 

written by Seneca.  It then becomes a visual game. Turning to the wall on the right, they 

note a winged figure lurking in a dark doorway—Eros, clearly, but who are the other two 

figures?  One is dressed in Eastern clothes and jewelry, and the other, a woman dressed in 

purple and yellow.  The lovers are mortal, their dress foreign; they could be Paris and 

Helen of Troy. The guests enjoy themselves as they try to connect the three women, 

Phaedra, Helen, and Medea—the plays, the myths, and visual elements but also how each 

has succumb to madness and passion.   

Suddenly, a curtain is drawn back, and the host appears.  After instructing them to 

tie on their mitrae, and take a cup of their choice, he invites them to join him in the 

triclinium.  Three couches (klinai) have been set in a horseshoe shaped pattern against the 
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left, rear, and right walls.193 On the left side of the room is the lectus imus, or low couch, 

against the rear wall runs the lectus medius, or middle couch, and on the far wall the 

lectus summus or high couch. The host has carefully planned the placement of his guests, 

three per couch with varying positions, high, medium, and low, summus, medius, and 

imus, and directs them accordingly.  He places the guests along the lower position of the 

middle couch, directly in front of the fresco of Pelias and Jason, and the image of the 

sacrificial bull, and rebirth.   Meanwhile, the guest of honor takes the high position on the 

low couch.  Behind him looms the fresco of Dionysus, lord of revelry, and Pentheus, his 

sacrificial victim.  As they recline, the host claps his hands, and slaves enter carrying 

mixed wine.194  Exquisite dancers, male and female, and musicians enter providing 

entertainment.   Finally, the host offers a toast to them before playfully quizzing him on 

the frescoes around him and their dangers.  Many equate the virility and eventual 

sacrifice of the bull with the virility and sacrifice of young men entering into 

marriageable age, but our initiates find another potential meaning: they are to be 

sacrificed, at least their old selves, in order to find release.  Like Pentheus they too must 

                                                
193 See John Clarke, Art in the Lives of Everyday Romans: Visual Representation and Non-elite Viewers in 
Italy, 100 B.C.-A.D. 315, (Berkeley, 2003), 225.  Also see Plutarch’s Moralia 619B-619F where he 
discuses the proper arrangement of guests at dinner. You’ll want to add Katherine M.D. Dunbabin The 
Roman banquet: images of conviviality (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 
194 Cp. Trimalchio’s Dinner Party of Petronius’ Satyricon, 29 in which the guests are made to wait in an 
oecus and remark on the paintings adorning the walls including a chained dog, a slave market and 
Trimalchio led by Mercury, an allusion to his head for business.  In an adjoining hall we hear the porter say 
that they contained mythological scenes from the Iliad and the Odyssey, and a gladiator fight by Laenas.  
The speaker claims he could not take them all in at once.  This may reflect the same anticipation of some 
guests to engage in the dinning festivities so that they might be invited back to see the rest. While Petersen 
quite rightly asserts that scholarship has tended to overuse Petronius’ delightful text, producing 
“Trimalchio vision” in interpreting the monuments of freed slaves, I would argue that we can also not 
simply disregard the practice of waiting to be seated, and thus entertained before the convivium as a cultural 
construct. See Lauren Hackworth Petersen, The Freedman in Roman Art and Art History (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 6-10. 
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confront their inner demons as the wine continues to flow, transporting them from the 

civilized world to the wild dominion of Dionysus. The night has just begun…. 

After engaging in a night of revelry, each initiate moves into oecus G to enact the 

final rites of the initiation.  Although they have allowed Dionysus to, momentarily, 

control them, unlike Pentheus, they have managed to survive their ordeal, and cast off 

their headbands.195 

Act III: Elite Roman Male/Patron 

Oecus E (Dangerous Women) 

It is only after entering the house and crossing into the atrium that the viewer get his 

first look at the narrative in this room. From a distance of about 8-9 meters (27 feet), he 

can barely glimpse the solitary, slumping and melancholy figure of Medea on the rear 

wall, lit in the afternoon by one of two windows facing southwest. From this distance, she 

appears eerily alone, troubled. As the viewer, you are instantly drawn in by this visual 

fragmentation, filled with the desire to complete the story, to find closure and explore the 

scene further.  In this way, the picture inspires movement.  The visitor is curious: who is 

this woman?  Why does she appear so sad, so alone? Moving closer to the picture, as 

Bergmann proposes, he begins to recognize the figure as more of the horrific narrative is 

revealed by the appearance of two young boys, and notes the small dagger clutched in 

Medea’s hand.196  

                                                
195 In Euripides, Bacchae 1115 Pentheus tosses the mitra from his head in order that his mother cease from 
attacking him, signaling his freedom from the power of Dionysus.   
196 Compare this scene with a wall painting from Herculaneum of Medea, where a different method of 
closure is employed.  The artist depicts Medea carrying a sword, wringing her hands.  The blade is only 
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Next he turns to the south wall to a seated female figure with a letter. It is Queen 

Phaedra consorting with her nurse on confessing her love to Hippolytus.  On the North 

wall, he finds a scene of Paris and Helen being watched by Eros, standing in a doorway. 

At this point, he may recognize that all are scenes depicting tragic women on the 

threshold of choice and interestingly enough also on the threshold of domestic space.  On 

the rear wall, the figure of Medea (Fig.2) sits outside the house, weary, but about to enter 

again; on the left wall (Fig. 4), Phaedra goes outside because she can’t stand being inside 

any more, wasting away; and on the right wall (Fig. 3), Helen stands in the courtyard, 

contemplating the long journey to Troy.  As Bergmann has noted, they stand at a 

pregnant moment, and we as viewers, aware of these tales, know what happens next.   

In these frescoes, each of these women is being literally (by the male author) and 

physically (by the viewer) marginalized.  None of the women is shown strictly at the 

center of the picture.  Helen stands off to the side, Medea as well, and even Phaedra, 

enthroned, leans to the right to speak to her nurse.  At the center of each picture, we find 

either windows (Phaedra) or doorways (Medea and Helen).  The doorways are open but 

dark, whereas Phaedra’s window is half open and half dark with drapery, the sloping 

nature in line with Phaedra and her dress.  It is possible that these doorways or windows 

call attention to the liminal zone between domesticity and the wild, or perhaps the 

impending emptiness that follows when each of these women strays from their familial 

                                                                                                                                            
partially visible.  The rest disappears beneath the folds of her dress, into her womb and womanhood, as if a 
premonition of what will happen next. 
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duties.  These are marks of liminality, transitional points.  These are literally women who 

stand on the edge of being utterly powerless or supremely powerful.   

Additionally, all of these women are married, though at this point in their lives, they 

have been abandoned by their respective husbands.  Theseus is off on a journey.  

Menelaus is as well.  Jason has abandoned Medea to take a new wife.  They have been 

left alone to their own thoughts.  The fact that these thoughts turn to acts of murder and 

betrayal are known only to these individuals familiar with the plays, but as Greek 

tragedies, both Roman men and women would have been familiar with at least these 

iconic types of women.  

Triclinium F and Male impotence 

Given the size and nature of the room, this area would have been highly visible from the 

atrium, particularly the picture of Jason and Pelias on the west wall.  The scene appears 

to be one set in a court.  Jason, depicted with his characteristic single sandal, has returned 

from his labors to reclaim his throne. Pelias appears at the top of the stairs.  He is being 

led by his daughters, whom Medea has convinced that he can be made young again.  A 

man brings in a bull, supposedly for Medea to practice the spell and turn it into a calf.  

She appears next to Jason, preparing the potion: a central figure.  Despite obtaining the 

Golden Fleece for Pelias, Jason is still beholden to the tyrant, and if it were not for 

Medea’s wicked ingenuity, he would —once again — be dead.  He really is a pathetic 

sort of hero, and it is very likely ancient audiences sort of thought so. Why feature him 

and this story unless to make more commentary on female agency/power and its 

dangerous repercussions, namely male impotence?   
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This theme is continued throughout the narrative of the room.  On the right wall 

of the triclinium we have the remains of a fresco featuring Pentheus and Dionysus.197  

Though most of the frieze has been poorly preserved, there is enough of it remaining to 

give it this attribution.  We know the story of the young prince who wishes to discover 

the secrets of the Bacchantes during the festival of Dionysus.  After the lord of revelry 

bends a tree for him to climb to spy on them and re-erects it, Pentheus comes to find that 

nothing is amiss and begs Dionysus to show him the real maenads.  The god complies, 

revealing Pentheus’ location.  The women drag him down, and tear him limb from limb, 

his mother carrying his head back through the forest to the palace.  In this tale, Pentheus 

is the emasculated voyeur.  If we look back at the picture of Jason, Pelias and Medea, we 

note that the King’s eyes are not actually looking at Jason, but across the room to 

Pentheus and Dionysus, suggesting an eerie foreshadowing of the king’s own demise, to 

be cut up and thrown into a pot in a more civilized (cooked) version of ritual sparagmos.   

The final fresco in the room remains problematic, as different interpretations of 

the figures have been offered.  We see two figures standing before a tropaeum. One is a 

young man, possibly Achilles wearing a red chiton, while the other, much older with a 

beard, wears a longer yellow tunic.  To their right enthroned appears a young woman 

lifting her veil and looking longingly.  At her feet sits a figure with baggy pants and a 

cap, not unlike figures we find in the Grand Camée de France at the feet of the empress.  

This could very well represent the barbarian Other.  On the other side we see an 

                                                
197 Schefold, K., Die Wande Pompejis (Berlin, 1957), 263. 
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abandoned shield and spear.  Some have interpreted this as a scene of Polyxena, Phoenix 

and Achilles from the Euripidean tragedy Hecuba.  If so, then the figure enthroned must 

be Hecuba, who, after learning about the death of her youngest son, Polydoros, plots to 

kill the blind Polymestor and murder his two sons.  The problem with this interpretation 

is that in the play, Achilles is already dead, and if we interpret the enthroned figure as 

Hecuba, it does not explain the abandoned shield. I prefer Schefeld’s interpretation that 

the south wall contains images of Achilles and Penthesilea.198  This would support the 

theme of emasculation, especially as the scene shows a powerful foreign woman 

threatening men.  

Given the extreme nature of these acts, it is fairly safe to assert that women in this 

room are not shown in a positive light.  Penthesilea is a woman acting like a man, Medea 

a murderess, and the Bacchae become crazed when observed by men.  All of these 

encounters suggest that women are weak and driven by their passions.  This would seem 

to suggest an all-male dining space à la grecque, and one that at least would have made 

female guests uncomfortable.   

Visually, the two Medeas of oecus E and Triclinium F serve as visual bookmarks.  

It is not until one enters these rooms and decodes the messages behind the scenes, 

however, that those visual connections can be reconciled with an overarching narrative.  

From the triclinium to the oecus, we track Medea’s tragic fall, from love sick author of 

Pelias’ demise in aid of her lover Jason, to murderess of her own children. If, however, 

we take the fresco of Helen and Paris to its logical conclusion, then we should move from 

                                                
198 Schefold, K., Die Wande Pompejis (Berlin, 1957), 263. 
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the oecus to the triclinium and the scene of Achilles and Penthesilea.   The narrative built 

into the frescoes shows us how to move about the house. From Oecus E and the perils of 

women,  to the triclinium and the deconstruction of the male and self, and finally to oecus 

G, to places outside of society, locations of perhaps transformation and renewal. 

 

Oecus G:  Pan, Nessus, and the Bull  

Returning to the atrium, we can see another decorated room to the right of the triclinium.  

The entrance is smaller, and at this distance, all we might be able to see are a few 

maidens or perhaps the head of a bull.  This plays nicely with the bull we saw on the 

main wall of the triclinium being used in the spell by Medea.  Eager to discover the full 

tale, we slowly enter.  What we find is the perfect counterpart and visual bookend to 

oecus E, for these women have crossed the threshold the others were merely 

contemplating crossing.  They stand outside the home, in the setting of the natural world, 

in episodes of tainted love and bestial passion.  On the far wall we find the tale of Europa 

and the Bull in three quarters view.  The young maiden, having stopped to pick 

wildflowers, is enticed to climb onto the back of a great white bull before she is whisked 

away to the island of Crete.  She is shown nude from the waist up holding onto her veil.  

The viewer wonders, is she really holding onto the veil in a display of chastity, or 

removing it, suggesting promiscuity?  Meanwhile, three fully clothed maidens attend.  

One pictured in a red chiton reaches for the bull’s chin, possibly in a gesture of 

supplication.  The message is quite clear.  While the threat of rape is there, ultimately, it 

is Europa’s choice to go with the bull, a symbol of bestial passion and virility. Her 
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gesture of a wanton woman, with her right arm crooked over her head and her breasts 

bare, signifies her willingness.199  It is her passion (thumos) that brings about her 

downfall.  She is taken to Crete where she will eventually give birth to King Minos, 

whose wife Pasiphae will also nurse a strong urge to copulate with a bull.  Interestingly, 

her brother Cadmus goes looking for her, but does not find her.  He ultimately settles in 

Thebes, where eventually Pentheus reigns as prince; this provides a genealogical link 

between the two frescoes.   

 Turning to the south wall, we see the figure of Pan, the horned god of shepherds 

and wild beasts.  Nude, he is shown holding his pipes, though he is not playing.  He has 

attracted the attention of several young women, who must be matrons, not nymphs.200  

One of these proper ladies plucks a lyre; another dressed in red robes catches our eye.  

She looks directly her audience, breaking the fourth wall.  We can almost hear her asking 

us, “Well what do you think?” Behind them a domus appears as a backdrop, suggesting 

that this performance is strictly beyond the domestic sphere, and thus, beyond the control 

of men, the civilized world.  Anything might happen.  

Directly across from this picture and perhaps speaking to it, is a scene from the 

myth of Nessus and Deianiera, wife of the hero Hercules.  The mythic tradition holds that 

the centaur Nessus, a creature of lustful and barbaric tendencies, attempted to kidnap 

Deianira, but was thwarted by her screams and ultimately subdued by the hero Hercules. 

His final act (as he is dying from Hercules’ poisoned arrow tip) is to take his blood, now 
                                                
199 John Clarke, Looking at Lovemaking Constructions of Sexuality in Roman Art, 100 B.C. to A.D. 250. 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 68. 
200 I make this suggestion chiefly because nymphs would be far more scantily clad than the women 
depicted in the painting. 
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poisonous, and instruct Deianiera to use it as a love potion, should she ever need it for her 

beloved yet wandering Hercules.  In redirecting Hercules’ love back to herself Deianiera 

demonstrates yet another example of how men should fear women given too much 

ultimate power.  This, I believe, taken in context with the other frescoes within the House 

of Jason, openly attacks women who express their sexuality beyond the expectations of a 

patriarchal society.  Here, women who cross the threshold both physically and sexually 

need to be rescued by men and brought back. 

Act IV: The Elite Roman Female 

The question remains, how would a Roman woman of elite status view the decorative 

program?  How is her experience of the space constructed differently?  As Wallace-

Hadrill has noted, it is notoriously harder to identify female space in a Roman house than 

in a Greek house because of a Roman woman’s status,201 as well as the cultural 

differences.202 Nevertheless, let us pick up where we left off in terms of daily activities.   

The paterfamilias has left to conduct business in the Forum.  The matrona entertains 

the wife of a visiting magistrate from Asia Minor.  Because of the flexibility of the house, 

the exedra at this time has two wooden benches set up for weaving or reading.  Its 

position on the west side of the house would keep it cool in the morning yet allow light 

through the corner windows.  As the matron entertains her guests, one may observe the 

figure of Medea in the corner of the southwest wing.   The matron may roll her eyes and 

explain her husband’s moralizing program and how uncomfortable it makes her, as if she 
                                                
201 Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, Houses and Society in Pompeii and Herculaneum (Princeton, 1996), 8-10. 
202 Ibid. 45, where the author mentions Greek homes were built for privacy, Roman homes were built for 
inviting people in. 
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is constantly being watched.  “Why do you mock them?” she recounts her husband’s 

favorite quote from Horace’s Satires a deep stern voice: “alter a name, and the same tale 

is told about you.”203  Her friend looks perplexed. She laughs, and explains that her 

husband claims he enjoys Euripidean drama, but she knows better.  The women are all 

part of his visual menagerie.  She explains to her that while each of the women is 

extremely powerful, their female frailties, particularly their passions, ultimately lead to 

their demise.  They are each like caged animals, trapped in their lives, trapped in the 

painting, waiting to strike.204   

The friend explains that she is unfamiliar with Euripides, but recognizes many of the 

figures in the rooms given their visual cues: a dagger and children, a woman and her 

nurse conspiring, Eros and two lovers.  She would most certainly recognize that all have 

stepped beyond their domestic duties. She may also feel a sense anxiety and highly 

misogynistic flair as she recognizes that each of the women is being watched.  A man in a 

window peers down at Medea, a messenger watches Phaedra conspiring, and Eros stares 

out at Paris and Helen.  As Dorothea Michel suggests the viewer is also part voyeur, and 

in this sense an integral part of the unfolding drama.205 Further, Michel emphasizes that 

these “onlooker figures” serve to emphasize the sense of drama of a given moment.   

While this is true, the act of actively engage viewers also foreshortens, or bridges that 

                                                
203 Hor. Sat. 1.1 61-91 
204 The idea of publicly displaying women who commit shameful acts seems in keeping with ancient 
Roman being a shame culture.   See Carlin Barton.  The Roman Gaze: Vision, Power, and the Body 
(Baltimore & London: John Hopkins Press, 2002), 216-218. 
205 See Dorothea Michel’s discussion of “onlooker figures” in Pompeian wall painting in “Bemerkungen 
uiber Zuschauerfiguren in pompejanischen sogenannten Tafelbildern," in La regione sotterrata dal 
Vesuvio: Studi e prospettive (Naples, 1982), 537-598. 
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gulf between the real and imagined worlds, drawing the viewer in and forcing them out of 

their safe zone, as voyeur, in order to participate.   

Taylor has also noted, in terms of male and female specularity, there are two methods 

of interpreting wall paintings of a moralizing tone: one as reflexive (seeing oneself in the 

painting), and the other triangulative, where one is instructed by the virtues and faults of 

others.206  A woman then might perceive the following message: even when you think 

that you are alone, society is watching.  If this is the case, it might suggest that women 

stepping into the room were meant to feel threatened.  The matrona of the house, if there 

was one at all, would have passed by the image of Medea almost every day, feeling 

scrutinized, as if the painting is a warning from her husband to stay faithful to her duties.   

The matrona takes her friend into the triclinium.  She explains the scene of Jason and 

King Pelias.  The friend points and asks about the woman next to Jason.  The matrona 

informs her that it is Medea.  Her friend smiles and asks what kind of hero leaves all the 

work to the women?  The matrona joins her in smiling.  Their eyes travel to Penthesilea, 

the Amazon queen.  They agree that her trust and love were misplaced.  Achilles, the best 

of men, was the worst of lovers.  Finally, they come to Pentheus and Dionysus.  The 

conversation delves into the cult of mysteries and how the young prince deserved it for 

going against the gods and disrespecting the cult practices of women.  A snicker arises, 

and they both remark on the similarities between Achilles and Pentheus dressing as 

women.  Finally, the two women depart and enter oecus G.  The guest finds the figure of 

Pan menacing, but more so the figure of Nessus.  She wonders if men really think women 

                                                
206 Rabun Taylor, The Moral Mirror of Roman Art  (Cambridge, 2008), 21. 
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would run off with a bull or a centaur.  The matron points out the image of child clasped 

in Deianira’s arms.  Another mother like Medea, remarks the guest.   A real mother 

would never put her children at risk, would she?  Try as she might, both the matrona and 

her guest fail to identify with any one of the characters, but they both find the moralizing 

message unsettling.  She is the object of the gaze, always a lesson.  

Act V: The Slave 

Much of this thesis has focused on the view of the Roman elite. Any attempt, 

however, to recreate a visual narrative in terms of daily function must inevitably include 

the perspective of the slave.  Slaves were a major component of a Roman household.  

Horace claims that the lowest number of slaves a respectable owner may own was ten 

(Sat. 1.3.12), therefore there is every reason to believe a slave would have walked 

through this space.  Slaves present a unique perspective. In order to better serve their 

masters, they have full access to the house in, therefore access to all the paintings, but 

what do they see?  How can we reconstruct the view of a slave?  It is not as though we 

have an ancient Roman equivalent of a modern slave narrative.  Ancient texts that 

describe slaves, or former slaves, tend to have a satirical slant, such as Plautus’s crafty 

slave Pseudolos or Palaestrio, or Petronius’ Trimalchio. How, then, can we present an 

accurate picture?  The truth is, that we can’t.  We can, however, look at some accounts 

preserved in the historical records to at least develop a better of idea of the type of visual 

spectrum a slave may have been exposed to.  
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First, we cannot assume that a slave is necessarily illiterate, as some of their duties 

may require them to read over contracts, or balance the books.  Cicero’s slave Tiro was 

perhaps a fantastic exception, not only was he beloved by the statesman, but also because 

he was well-educated.207  Such an individual may have served in the capacity of a tutor 

the master’s children.  He or she may then have had access to certain texts.  If their duties 

were to oversee the running of a household, then it is likely they had to keep records for 

their masters of daily costs and therefore had the ability to read, write, and perform basic 

math.   

Neither can we assume that all slaves who were illiterate would be unable to 

recognize the figures in the paintings.  The influence of social discourse, as well as their 

personal knowledge may include some rudimentary introduction to myths and mythic 

‘types,’ or a discussion of them at the convivium where they may have served.  Further, 

there are other visual sources, street theater perhaps, or public arenas, such as the 

macellum frescoes that they may have come into contact with all of which contribute to 

their visual encyclopedia.   In this sense, some slaves may have had the same level of 

visual comprehension as perhaps some elite, especially if both classes are living in the 

same setting and have access to the same rooms and are participating in, whether actively 

or passively, social discourse.  What makes a slave’s perspective unique is how they 

interpret the images, their world-view, ultimately determined by their social status.  A 

                                                
207 He even wrote a biography of his former master and dabbled in penning tragedies. 
Cic. Fam. 16.1-4.  Cicero claims to love Tiro and seems genuinely concerned for his recovery. 
Cicero was obviously fond enough of his friend and slave to manumit him upon his death. 
Likewise, Tiro must have felt some fondness for his master as well, since we also see that Tiro 
wants to collect their letters to place into a book of correspondences (16.17). 
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slave, therefore, would tend to look at the paintings in terms of what they know, but also 

how it pertains to them, i.e. their interests as well as how they themselves are portrayed, 

that is to say finding meaning by finding themselves within the visual narrative.  Rather 

than re-contextualizing the entire narrative, a snapshot of the kind of perspective he may 

have might prove useful. 

Let us assume that the owner of the house places his head slave, Nero, in charge of 

organizing the night’s festivities.  Nero has been managing the master’s home in Rome.  

When he arrives he is surprised to learn that his master ordered an artist to redesign a 

suite of rooms.  The slave begins to set up the benches for the party. Upon entering oecus 

E he is struck by the painting of Medea.   A woman stands apart from the rest of the 

figures. She appears distraught.  Her dress indicates she is not a slave.  Where is her 

slave, he wonders?  There is a figure with a beard watching from the window.  It must be 

him, as Roman men at this time remain clean-shaven.  There are no women slaves, only 

children.  They are nude.  He assumes that this is not real but the realm of myth.  The 

man must be their tutor.  It is then the slave notices the mistress holding a sword.  The 

children might be in danger, or perhaps she has taken the sword from them.  He then 

remembers seeing another painting, of Seneca’s Medea, where the slave is forced to bring 

the boys to his mistress.  What a horrible position to be in, for he knows, in the end he 

will be punished while his mistress escapes.   

Another painting strikes his fancy.  It appears to be another mistress, and her 

nursemaid.  They appear to be whispering as a young man stands in the doorway.  Is he a 
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slave, a messenger?  He appears young.  His suspicion is that he may the object of her 

desire, at the mercy of his mistress.   

A woman stands suggestively with her hand on her hip, like a prostitute waiting 

outside a brothel.  The man, meanwhile, is bedazzled in rich clothes and jewelry, 

including earrings.  He can’t be Roman.  He must be Eastern.  Her head is 

uncovered.  Scandalous.  In between them, in a doorway, stands Eros, Love.  He wonders 

what the woman will do next.  The slave remembers visiting another home in the city, 

that of Gnaeus Poppaeus Habitus.  In it was an exedra that had Eros pointing to a 

door.  In both the slaves are conspicuously absent.  The figures must want to be intimate, 

or they are trying to escape.   Altogether, the slave might feel confused how all the scenes 

fit together, but he may have a general perception that the women are up to no good.   He 

feels the uneasy tension in loyalties to his master and mistress.  He feels fortunate he has 

never encountered such a quandary, and does not know how he would deal with such a 

situation, just that a slave is always beholden to a master. 
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Chapter 5:  Conclusions 

To conclude, in the preceding chapters I have attempted to re-contextualize the center 

paintings from the House of Jason in Pompeii in terms of how they may have been 

employed as components of a larger visual narrative.  I have also attempted to show how 

their meaning depends largely on social class and daily activity.  Through the course of 

this process several interesting and significant points have emerged regarding domestic 

space and visual connectivity.   

First, these spaces and the stories contained therein were intimately 

interconnected and part of a calculated program of display, one, I have argued, that 

accompanied political performances by the patron in front of his guests.  In each of the 

three rooms, we have what appears at first a non-linear group of wall paintings.  

Thompson suggests that wall paintings containing mythological scenes do not necessarily 

represent successive episodes but are in most cases linked conceptually.208  That is 

precisely the case here.  At first, such panels may seem non sequitur, until the viewer 

begins to find meaning, or is given instruction by the host, then the sequence changes to 

an aspect-to-aspect transition.  As McCloud has observed: 

No matter how dissimilar one image may be to another, there is a kind of alchemy 
at work in the space between panels which can help us find meaning or 
resonance…. By creating a sequence with two or more images we are endowing 
them with a single—overriding identity, and forcing the viewer to consider them 
as a whole.209  
 

                                                
208 Thompson, M.L. Programmatic painting in Pompeii: the meaningful combination of mythological 
pictures in room decoration.  Ann Arbor: University Microfilms, 1960; 2. 
209 McCloud, Scott. Understanding Comics. New York: Harper Collins, 1993; 73. 
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What is singularly important in achieving a more holistic understanding of this program, 

and this cannot be stressed enough, is movement.  These scenes, like a modern gallery, 

were meant to be viewed in unison — not necessarily as a connected narrative, but rather 

a free-form narrative directed by the host and his guests around the nature of these 

analogues of the dangerous woman.  The fresco of Medea in oecus E, seen first from the 

atrium, serves as visual porter into the mind of the house’s owner.  How one feels in an 

enclosed space by oneself, in relation to others, and during different daily rituals speaks 

to feelings of intimacy, solitude, and anxiety, often reflecting societal norms. 210  In terms 

of anxiety, space does not necessarily need to be constricted physically, but can be done 

psychologically by the careful use of art.  The wall paintings in the House of Jason, for 

example, represent an interesting case study of this type.  Its scenes of powerful, 

transgressive women – Phaedra, Medea, Helen, and Penthesilea — represent the 

quintessential Other.211   

Furthermore, the themes of foreign women, particularly ones that use magic and 

trickery to satiate their passions, link them to Dionysus as threats to male dominated 

society.  While each of these depictions represents a crucial moment in classical drama, 

they also all contain highly moralizing, gynophobic views of women in Mediterranean 

society.  Not only do all the pregnant moments ultimately lead to the destruction of the 

male, they highlight a woman’s uncontrollable passions, which can lead her beyond the 
                                                
210 Barry Blesser, Spaces Speak: Are you Listening? (Cambridge, Mass., 2009).  Blesser’s book tackles to 
subject of aurality in spaces, but the principles can just as easily be applied to visuality. 
211 See Edith Hall’s Inventing the Barbarian: Greek Self-Definition through Tragedy 
 (Oxford, Claredon Press, 1989) for an excellent discussion on the Other, as well as Umberto Eco’s 
Inventing the Enemy (Mariner Books, New York, 2013), originally published in 2011 under Construire Il 
Nemico (Milan, 2011) for discussions on both ancient and modern constructions of the Other. 
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home and the protection of her husband.  Such an extensive attempt to connect visual art 

and space suggests that all frescoes were meant to be used as points of conversation, as 

visual cues, to engage visitors, invite movement, and perhaps even effect psychological 

intimidation.   

Still, other conclusions may be drawn.  A more nuanced view of the house and its 

center paintings reveals the recurrence of Dionysian ritual motifs throughout rooms E, F, 

and G. The overwhelming use of Euripidean drama and stylized depictions of settings 

recall theatrical backdrops and seem to recreate in the mind of the Roman viewer the 

world of Dionysus.  It is, therefore, highly possible that like the Villa of the Mysteries, the 

House of Jason may have played host to rituals associated with the cult of Dionysus, with 

different rooms representing different stages of initiation—oecus E, the contemplative 

waiting area warning men against women and trickery, the triclinium or stage, where men 

see examples of proper masculinity, and finally oecus G, the celebratory area where 

initiates, having overcome threats to their masculinity, emerge to find themselves 

spiritually reborn as Bacchic thiasoi.   

The results of this analysis, I believe, provoke exciting areas of future research. 

These areas include aligning isovistic analyses with daily rituals, offering multiple viewer 

scenarios, and finally using seating charts to draw connections between hosts, guests and 

possible themes and characters depicted in accompanying wall paintings.  Another 

possible area one might pursue is looking at rooms adjoining the triclinium and how they 

may be used in terms of the Roman or Greek style drinking party and how a visual 

narrative may carry over from room to room.  Additionally, one might look at wall 
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painting as backdrops to the seating arrangement of guests and hosts and try to assign 

meaning to figures and themes present in them, for example the House of the Vettii or 

Villa of the Mysteries.   Finally, one might also investigate the role of the Roman domus 

as political stage in the cursus honorum. 
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Appendix A: Tables 

 
Quartile 
 
 
 

No. of 
Houses 

Area sq. m Avg. area 
sq. m 

Avg. open 
area 

Avg. rooms Density 
(rooms to 
area) 

1 58 10-45 25 0 1-4 1:18 
2 61 50-170 108 1 4-7 1:23 
3 57 175-345 246 16 8.4 1:29 
4 58 350-3000 714 104 16 1:45 
 

Table 1. Showing distribution of house types.  Wallace-Hadrill’s Houses and Society in 
Pompeii and Herculaneum. Princeton, 1994; 81. 
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Appendix B: Figures 

 

Figure 1. Plan of the House of Jason (IX.5.18), Pompeii. Drawing: Author. 
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Figure 2. Artist unknown, “Medea contemplates infanticide,” central fresco from the rear 
wall of oecus E, House of Jason (IX.5.18), Pompeii.  Photo: Author. 
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Figure 3. Artist unknown, “Helen and Paris,” central fresco from  the right wall of oecus 
E, House of Jason (IX.5.18), Pompeii, 87 x 115 cm. Photo: Author. 
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Figure 4. Artist unknown, “Phaedra and her nurse,” central fresco, left wall of oecus E, 
House of Jason (IX.5.18), Pompeii, 98 x115 cm.  Photo: Author. 
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Figure 5.  Artist unknown, “Jason and King Pelias,” central fresco from rear wall of the 
triclinium, House of Jason (IX.5.18) Pompeii, 190 x142 cm.  Photo: Author. 
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Figure 6. “Pentheus and Dionysus,” left wall of the triclinium. Drawing by August 
Sikkard.  DAIR. 83.281. From: Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, Abteilung Rom, 
Arkiv.  http://arachne.uni-koeln.de/item/marbilder/5343181. 
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Figure 7. “Achilles and Penthesilea.” Drawing by August Sikkard of poorly preserved 
central fresco of the right wall of the triclinium, House of Jason, Pompeii, 193x145 cm.  
DAIR 83.279. Photo © Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, Abteilung Rom, Arkiv. 
http://arachne.uni-koeln.de/item/marbilder/5343179 
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Figure 8. Artist unknown, “Europa and the Bull,” central fresco from rear wall of oecus 
G, House of Jason (IX.5.18), Pompeii, 125 x 99 cm. Photo: Author. 
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Figure 9. Artist unknown, “Pan,” central fresco from the right wall of oecus G, House of 
Jason (IX.5.18), Pompeii.  Photo: Author. 
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Figure 10. Artist unknown, “Nessus, Deianiera, Hercules”, central fresco from the left 
wall of oecus G, House of Jason (IX.5.18), Pompeii, 122 x 24 cm.  From Valeria 
Sampaolo. “IX 5, 18 Casa di Giasone.” In Pompei: Pitture e mosaici, vol. 9. Rome: 
Treccani, 1999. Plate 40. 
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Figure 11. Artist unknown, “Medea contemplating infanticide,” central fresco from the 
east end of the peristyle, House of the Dioscuri (VI.9.6), Pompeii, 1st c. C.E., 127 x 104 
cm.  Photo: Author. 
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Figure 12. Artist unknown, “The Sacrifice of Iphigenia,” fresco, north wall of the 
peristyle, House of the Tragic Poet (VI.8.3), Pompeii, 45-79 C.E., Museo Archeologico 
Nazionale di Napoli,<http://www.museoarcheologiconapoli.it/en/room-and-sections-of-
the-exhibition/frescoes/>. 
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Figure 13. Mixing Vessel with Medea Departing in a Chariot (detail), c. 400 B.C., 
Policoro Painter. Terracotta, 19 7/8 x 19 5/8 in.  From: The Cleveland Museum of Art, 
Cleveland, Ohio, Leonard C. Hanna Jr. Fund, 1991.1. Available from: Tim Evanson on 
Flickr, CC BY-SA 2.0. The Getty Iris, <http://blogs.getty.edu/iris/a-guide-to-euripides-
medea/> 
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Figure 14. Attic Red Figure Drinking cup (skyphos) with the departure and recovery of 
Helen, 490–480 B.C., attributed to the Makron Painter. Ceramic, Height: 21.5 cm (8 7/16 
in.); diameter: 39 cm (15 3/8 in.), Inv. 13.186. From: The Museum of Fine Arts Boston,  
<http://www.mfa.org/collections/object/drinking-cup-skyphos-with-the-departure-and-
recovery-of-helen-153876> 
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Figure 15. Plan of House of Jason with center frescoes.
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Figure 16. Digital model of the House of Jason, bird’s eye view. 

 

Figure 17. Digital model of the House of Jason, oecus E. 
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Figure 18. Digital model of the House of Jason, triclinium. 

 

Figure 19. Digital model of the House of Jason, view through fauces. 
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