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Pictorial Elements and Principles in the Creation of
Context and Meaning of the Ancient Image Using
the Example of Viminacium Funerary Paintings

Jelena Andelkovi¢ Grasar & Emilija Nikolic & Dragana Rogic

Abstract

The aim of the paper is to determine which pictorial elements and principles were dominant in the compositions
of Viminacium paintings, based on preserved tomb frescoes. Many of the pictorial elements and principles used
played a symbolic role in the content or narrative context. Since the painting of the above- ground structures
of ancient Viminacium is preserved only as fragments, the similar use of line, space and colour, or balance,
rhythm and proportion in tomb paintings could be useful for the future reconstruction and understanding of
the particular styles of the artists who were based in Viminacium.*

INTRODUCTION

The idea to decode the particular language which
the ancient artist mastered depends on the point of
view of his contemporary observer or on contem-
porary artistic norms that are familiar to us. This
means that ancient works of art can be interpreted
in various ways within the representation of real-
ism (natural) and the artist’s deformations of it.!
Ancient artists skilfully achieved the desired mean-
ing through the use of pictorial elements such as
line, space, texture, colour, shape and form. How-
ever, pictorial elements were not always interpreted
successfully in ancient works of art, especially in
painting, due to the fresco technique, a technique
that doesn’t allow for correction. The same is true
with pictorial principles, recognised as movement,
harmony, variety, balance, rhythm, emphasis, pro-
portion and pattern. Line, colour and space are
basic pictorial elements used by Viminacium paint-
ers. Among the pictorial principles used, we will
describe balance, thythm and proportion.

More than 14,000 graves, including twenty-nine
fresco-painted tombs, were discovered in the
necropolises of Viminacium, a Roman archaeologi-
cal site in present-day Serbia.? The fresco painting
in four tombs is almost completely preserved, while
from many other tombs only separate walls, or
fragments thereof, have been saved. These tombs
are ‘Christian tomb” G-5517 (fig. 2),° ‘Pagan tomb’
G-2624 (fig. 1),* “Tomb with Cupids” G-160° and
tomb G-5464.° From other tombs (G-3869, G-4734,
G-5313, G-3130)” only separate walls are preserved
or their fragmented frescos, but they can still testify
to the achievements of Viminacium art.

PicTORIAL ELEMENTS (fig. 3)
Line

A tomb wall, being the background surface, rep-
resents that limited frontal plane, a physical sup-
port for all pictorial representations.® This white
frontal plane, framed by straight lines, is the base
of all compositions within a tomb. Straight lines
(horizontal, vertical and diagonal) and curved
lines are used in the creation of forms.” When a
drawing is the base of a painting, shapes are made
by contours or boundaries.!® In Viminacium tombs,
these contour lines are thick and strong, mostly
used to create and describe forms. Sometimes they
are rendered in a geometric style and sometimes
more freely, closer to the impressionistic manner.
Geometrically rendered lines are most strikingly
visible on the depiction of Christ’s monogram in
the “Christian tomb’” G-5517. The letters X (Chi)
and P (Ro) are made of precise, straight, vertical
and diagonal lines. Objects such as vessels,
amphorae, or dishes are formed with precise con-
tour lines combined with thinner lines whose
function it is to create the inner forms of objects.
The form of the amphora between the peacocks
in tomb G-5464 is defined only with black lines,
giving it an almost perfectly spherical shape. The
kantharos between the peacocks in tomb G-5517
is a combination of strong, black, contoured lines
and easily rendered accents made of short, white
lines. Red lines define the shapes of the baskets,
the cornucopia between the cupids and within
the fields with the peacocks as well as the kantha-
ros in the scene with birds, from tomb G-160. A
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Fig. 1. Frescoes of tomb G-2624 presented as individual panels on the walls of the National Museum in PoZarevac,
here presented as tomb’s reconstruction set up in the Archaeological Park of Viminacium (photos M. Korac).

new level of significance is given to the line in the
depiction of these motifs, since besides being pre-
sent as contours which build forms, the lines here
are created to give an impression of texture.
Impressionistically rendered lines are usually
used to depict the curved shapes of birds’ bodies,
especially those of peacocks.!! Sometimes that
line is unbroken and gently flows, describing the
bird’s body or feathers, as can be seen in the
depiction of the peacocks from tomb G-2624, or
the preserved peacock’s foot from tombs G-3130
and G-5313. Alternatively, small, discontinuous
lines, similar to a comma form, accentuate the
bird’s features, which is noticable in the depiction
of the peacocks and birds from tomb G-160 and
the peacocks from tomb G-5517. A treatment
which combines these two approaches of describ-
ing forms is visible in the depiction of the pea-
cocks from tomb G-5464. Some motifs derive
from the combination of lines of diverse colours;
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thus sometimes it can be said that the motif is the
line itself. This is visible in the motif of a grape-
vine depicted in tombs G-160, G-5517 and G-5464.
Artistically, the best use of line is visible in human
forms, especially portraits. Red and pink con-
tours form the cupids’ bodies, while fine brown-
ish lines define the facial features of the servants
in tomb G-160. The most beautiful combination
of lines of various thickness and nuances of
brown created the portrait of a deceased lady
from tomb G-2624. In this portrait, the aforemen-
tioned lines took the role of the tone in creating a
three dimensional face which was hard to achieve
with a demanding technique such as fresco.

Colour
Also within the tombs’ paintings it can be seen

that some of the motifs were created without
lines, only with colours. This is the case with the



Fig. 2. Frescoes of tomb G-5517 presented as individual panels on the walls of the National Museum in PoZarevac,
here presented as tomb’s reconstruction set up in the Archaeological Park of Viminacium (photos M. Korac).

red ivy shaped leaves in the servant’s background
(G-2624) with the red and blue spots combined
together, probably with the idea of creating the
violet nuances of grapes (G-5517), thus resembling
the style of impressionistic or even post-impres-
sionistic paintings. Colours often have a naturalistic
value, as is the case with the grapevine in tomb
G-160, which is a combination of light and dark
green. This suggests the idea of healthy growth
in our mind,'? pointing to the green paint as a
life-giver, thus as a restorer of youth and, together
with the symbolism of the motif itself, it suggests
immortality.’® In the same tomb the colours used
to define the bodies of the birds over the kantha-
ros are designed without any resemblance to the
feather colours of any known bird from nature.!*

However, in some tombs, such as G-5517, the
meaning and symbolic context of the whole nar-
rative is achieved with the careful use of colours,
mainly red and blue.!® Red, as a colour which
symbolises earth, blood or fire,'° is here con-
nected with the representation of an earthly
horseman on the northern wall,'” depicted with a
red paludamentum and red trousers. Blue clavi on
the horseman’s tunic, his trousers, the landscape
in the background and the panther, dominate the
scene of the heavenly horseman,!® where blue, as
a less material colour, could indicate eternity,
heaven or the sky.! Understanding colour sym-
bolism, Viminacium painters used two basic col-
ours to accentuate the battle between heaven and
earth in this tomb. The balance of these colours
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Fig. 3. Pictorial elements in Viminacium painting: line, colour and space. Kantharos - tomb G-5517, amphorae - tomb
G-5464, portrait of the deceased lady - tomb G-2624, heavenly horseman - tomb G-5517, framed fields - tomb G-160,
grapevine - tomb G-5517, portrait of a servant - tomb G-2624, grapevine - tomb G-160, Christ monogram - tomb
G-5517 (photos M. Korac). Space in tombs G-2624, G-160 and G-5517 (schemes Emilija Nikolic).

can be seen in the scene of the paradise garden,
depicted on the eastern wall, while light and dark
blue are used in the representation of the Christ
monogram on the western wall, using the afore-
mentioned symbolism. Intense colours such as
red, ochre and green were used in the “Tomb with
Cupids’, G-160, to paint the frames for the scenes.?’
In style and manner, these colourful frames resem-
ble the ones created by the painters of Roman cata-
combs, where green and red lines were used to
separate fields around the main motif.?!

Space

Usually the space is considered as an important
element which corresponds to other elements in
the two dimensional image. The trapezial section
of seventeen painted tombs, speculated by some
authors to be specific for Viminacium,? in our
analysis points to the tomb’s space as an impor-
tant pictorial element of this painting, but in a
three dimensional tomb space, where images on
four walls correspond to each other in a compo-
sitional or symbolical way. In such a way the
space between becomes an element which ena-
bles the correct reading of some pictorial princi-
ples such as symmetrical balance or symmetry,
which was very important to Viminacium paint-
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ers when creating the image. Whether it is some
intimate message within the narrative or an after-
life story, all the images in the tomb correspond
by way of the space being a pivot for their bilateral,
mirror or rotational symmetry arrangement.?

PICTORIAL PRINCIPLES (fig. 4)
Balance

Besides in three dimensional spaces, symmetry
exists within each scene painted in the tombs.
Bilateral, right hand, left hand symmetry, transla-
tional, rotational, radial, spiral, ornamental or
repetitive symmetry, can all be found within the
motifs or scenes from the tombs.?* This leads to
the existence of balance in the tombs’ design and
in each scene within.

Rhythm

Rhythm is achieved using the naturalistic spiral
shape of the grapevine, which is the case in tombs
G-5517 and G-5464, or in the delicately designed
and constructed spiral on the eastern wall of tomb
G-5464. These natural vines or geometrical spirals
run from one wall to another, thus causing the eye
move in a specific direction. By repeating these ele-



ments and motifs, movement is indicated. Some-
times, by using a purposely designed fresco
arrangement by a skilled artist, as can be seen in the
arrangement of the scenes from tomb G-5517,% this
movement is made a basic principle of the painting.

Proportion

As one of the most important geometrical princi-
ples,? proportion is transferred to art. Proportion
has always played an important role in image
design, especially if it consists of human figures.
Since good human proportion has always been
described, even by ancient authors,” by looking
at human figures, it can be said that ancient artists
were well trained and those who knew good body
proportion were probably master painters. Human
figures can be found in Viminacium tombs G-160,
G-5517 and G-2624. Considering everything said
before, it is almost certain that, in late antique
Viminacium, members of an artistic workshop
conducted funerary painting and, most probably,
the decoration of public buildings. Many differ-
ent pictorial styles can be found within the Vimi-
nacium tombs. That is the case with the represen-
tations of human figures. The two horsemen on
the lateral walls in tomb G-5517 are depicted

with a bad shortening of the figures, due to either
the painter’s poor knowledge of human propor-
tions or the position of the lateral wall, which
stood inclined and made the work of the artist
very difficult. Also we need to keep in mind the
fact that painters of underground structures had
many difficulties during their work, such as lim-
ited space, bad light, body posture, etc.® Con-
trary to the previously mentioned tomb, in tomb
G-160 the human figures, male and female serv-
ants, are depicted in the same position, but in a
much better manner and with accurately realised
proportions. This makes the figures look solemn
and monumental. On the frontal wall of the same
tomb, a pair of Cupids is depicted as stocky little
boys, which could reveal the possible existence of
another artist, not as well educated as the one
who painted the servants. Lastly, we can say that
the most educated artist and the best painted
human figures can be found in tomb G-2624 where,
on the western wall, there is a portrait of the
deceased lady which stands as the most significant
portrait of the late antique Viminacium art gal-
lery, probably of the whole province, and cer-
tainly as an important achievement of Roman art.

Considering the tombs’ construction, the tra-
pezial section could be related to the golden sec-

Fig. 4. Pictorial principles in Viminacium painting: balance, rhythm and proportion. Earthly horseman - tomb
G-5517, heavenly horseman - tomb G-5517, maidservant - tomb G-160, servant - tomb G-2624, grapevine -
tomb G-5517, grapevine - tomb G-5464, grapevine - tomb G-5464 (photos M. Korac). Balance in the scenes of
grapevine (G-160), deceased lady (G-2624), paradise scene (G-5517) and cupids (G-160). Trapezial cut and
designing of the golden section of tombs with possible positions within painted compositions connected to it.

(schemes Emilija Nikolic).
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tion, i.e. the divine proportion. It appears in dif-
ferent forms in nature and, as such, it was always
fascinating to mathematicians and artists.?’ A
regular pentagon can, very easily, be constructed
around a trapezial section of a tomb. There it can be
seen that the angle created between the larger base
and the trapezium arm, approximately corre-
sponds to the angle at the base of an isosceles,
‘golden’ triangle, which is 72°, around which is
delineated the aforementioned pentagon. During
the formation of a regular pentagon, it is neces-
sary to determine the golden section of the trian-
gle’s arm. This can then be used in an attempt to
introduce this rule within the structure of a par-
ticular scene.®® In this way, the lines that divide
the area of a triangle into parts, according to the
golden section and, hence, the trapezium area
too, could be the basis for forming the wall paint-
ing’s composition in a tomb. This division may
have a relation with painted representations, such
as the division of the eastern trapezial wall into two
fields in tomb G-160 (since the western, usually
the main wall, here is not preserved), or with the
balsamarium bottle in the right hand of the
deceased lady from tomb G-2624, or finally with
the protruding brick below the Christ monogram
in tomb G-5517, thus indicating compositionally
or symbolically important points within the scenes
or walls.

CONCLUSION

Based on everything said, it can be concluded
that in the period of the 3" and 4" centuries AD,
an important and well educated artistic work-
shop consisting of painters who knew pictorial
elements and were skilled at painting according
to pictorial principles, was based in Viminacium.?!
The Roman style of wall painting, known as the
four Pompeian styles,?> sometimes still domi-
nated with drawing and line, or with large planes
of colour, absorbed many influences which were
inherited from the past or came into it through
the multicultural society of the heterogeneous
Roman Empire. In the same way the paintings of
Viminacium, a city situated on one of the main
Roman crossroads, consisted of traditions which
came from the West and East but were shaped in
the local workshops.

Besides the content conveyed with the dominant
symbolism of the philosophy of death, the idea of
transfer from earthly to heavenly life was also
expressed with the careful use of colour contrast
- mostly of red and blue. This different under-
standing of reality, where life became the after-
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life, caused an appearance of new motifs which
were set on the mortar background of the tombs’
walls, as a neutral space, not intended to resem-
ble, but to signify. Thus, all images can be seen
not so much in the manner of naturalism and
realism, but of surrealism. Exactly these symbols
and signs were reduced to essentials, enough for
the message to be identified.® The certainty of this
comes from the fact that Viminacium funerary
painting was art without an audience, at least not
a perceptible one. Here, sometimes, the motifs are
not recognisable, not because the artists did not
have a proper pictorial solution, but because the
mental message was more important.

Since Viminacium'’s public painting of above-
ground structures is not preserved and available
only in fragments, it is not possible to speak more
specifically about the iconography. So, a possible
way of reconstructing and understanding the
meaning could be by understanding the pictorial
elements and principles. If we know the patterns
and regularities of funerary images, we are able
to recognise the same models within the fresco
fragments from the Viminacium baths* or the
amphitheatre,3® whether it was a white back-
ground with dominant green and red colours
resembling floral motifs from tomb G-160, or the
geometrical scheme of four petal flowers indicat-
ing a floral grid from tomb G-5313.

NOTES

*

The article results from the project: Viminacium,
Roman city and military camp - research of the mate-
rial and non material culture of inhabitants by using
the modern technologies of remote detection, geophys-
ics, GIS, digitalization and 3D visualization (no 47018),
funded by The Ministry of Education, Science and
Technological Development of the Republic of Serbia.
Uspensky 1976, 219-220.

Korac 2007, 247-261.

Andelkovi¢ 2012, 4; see also Koraé¢ 2007, 33-68.
Andelkovié¢ 2012, 4-5; see also Kora¢ 2007, 69-101; 1993,
107-122.

Andelkovi¢ 2012, 2-4; see also Andelkovié-Grasar et al.
2013, 73-100; Kora¢ 2007, 125-140.

Korac 2007, 18-22.

Kora¢ 2007, 18-28.

Saint-Martin 1990, 76.

All these lines are described in modern theory, although
it is more than visible that ancient painters new about
their significance or symbolism. Kandinsky 1947, 55-113.
10 Euc. Elementa 1.14.

More about the painted peacocks in Viminacium tombs
in Andelkovi¢ et al. 2011, 233-241.

12 Heather 1948, 172.

MacKenzie 1922, 161. Associations between the green
colour and healthy growth or everlasting life can be
found in the New Testament, cf. John 6:27, Luke 8:11-15
and most remarkably in the words: ‘The reward of the
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righteous will be to experience a rebirth; dying and

being “sown” in the grave and then being raised at

Jesus return to new life once again. Just like the new

growth sprouting from the sown seed” in I Cor 15:35-

44,

More about the possible natural origin of these painted

birds in Andelkovié-Grasar et al. 2013, 87-89.

Symbolism and potency of certain colours as an expres-

sion or revelation of divine influence is well known

and inherited from prehistoric or Egyptian times, espe-

cially in religious art. MacKenzie 1922, 138-142.

16 Gerbran/Sevalije 2004, 113-115; The Greek term pyrrhos is
usually translated as red, from pyr — fire. In the Old Testa-
ment red is associated with the Original sin, and thus with
the human sin and terrestrial world (earth), which can be
recognized in the words: “Though your sins are like scar-
let, They shall be as white as snow; Though they are red
like crimson, They shall be as wool.” (Isaiah 1:18). Symbol-
ism of red wine is well known from Christ’s words: “This
cup is the new covenant in My blood. This do, as often
as you drink it, in remembrance of Me’ (I Cor. 11:25).

17" Koraé 2007, 49-56.

18 Korac 2007, 57-62.

19 Gerbran/Sevalije 2004, 713-716. In conjunction with
precious stones, the sky blue colour of sapphire repre-
sents heavenly things: “And above the firmament over
their heads was the likeness of a throne, in appearance
like a sapphire stone’ Ezek 1:26

20 Andelkovié-Grasar et al. 2013, 93.

2L Tepke 1973, 9-47.

22 Bacuh 1907, 83-91

2 Andelkovié-Gragar et al. 2012, 256-257.

2 Andelkovié¢-Grasar et al. 2012, 243-255.

% Korac 2007, 63-68.

% Euc. Elementa 5.

2 Vitr. De Arch. 3.1.2.

28 Lamberton 1950, 259.

¥ Hargittai/Hargittai 1994, 160.

30 Andelkovié-Grasar et al. 2013, 77-78.

1 Spasié-Duri¢ 2002, 188-189.

%2 Little 1945, 134-142.

% Although with not so many different symbolical con-
notations, Christian catacomb art was developed. Lam-
berton 1950, 259-260.

34 Poruh, JI.//1. lecnorosuh 2008, 271-276.

% Rogic, 2014.
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