Pond in a garden fresco from the tomb of Nebamun – applying theoretical approaches to analyse this as an object art piece.


[image: ]      When it comes to looking at different art objects and the theoretical approaches that can be applied to them to understand what the pieces could have represented and influenced to the viewers, there is not necessarily any single theory that will tell the whole story of the piece. As I hope to show in my brief analysis of a chosen art piece, many theories work together to build up a picture of the history of the pieces that are being continually analysed and observed as we try to build a picture of the ancient world through the archaeological remains. The art piece that I will be using as my example for analysis with the theories is an Egyptian wall fresco of a fishpond in a garden from the tomb of Nebamun. When it comes to looking at frescoes, it can be very easy to attribute an art object like this as something that would be seen as a revered piece meant to be viewed from afar, as it is not inherently an object that can be held in a tangible way. This piece of art and the potential theories that can be used to analyse it actually open it up too many branches of analysis, from the technology of the methods and materials used, to focusing on the iconography used instead in order to build up a picture of the object. An object like this allows for a glimpse into social and cultural trade between groups as well, as there is transport of the artisans and their unique ideas as well to create these pieces.   Image 1.


       When it comes to looking at the theories that can be applied to art objects in order to analyse and comment on them in their modern and ancient contexts, although any theory could be applied to the objects as long as it is well thought out and applaud successfully, it could be argued that there are some theories that seem to blend with certain objects from one category, but when applied to another object it might struggle to be applied as the objects themselves are each individual and unique, not just in their appearance, materials or techniques, but also in their context of origin and how they can relate to the landscape around them. One theory that looks at the context of objects in the surroundings that they started, ended and then re-emerged in new contexts and understanding is object biography. Object biography can be understood as a theory that ‘prioritizes the inextricable links between things and the people by focusing on the meanings constructed around objects’ (Langdon, 2001, p580), with a heavy focus on creating a story or a narrative of the journey of the object through an almost humanisation of its life history. But this theory, with its tendency to fall to much into storytelling and leading a descriptive look at objects has lent it a problematic element as it struggles to look further into objects. 
      Authors such as Joyce (2015) have noted that object biography can limit how an object is seen and how it may have worked, and instead focuses on an object itinerary approach to complement object biography. Joyce (2015, p25) notes on authors such as Gosden and Marshall that objects could be split into two distinct groups with this theory, firstly: objects which can accumulate biographies by themselves and secondly: objects which contribute to the biography if a ceremony or body of knowledge, rather than accumulating their own inherent meanings. This separation of objects into groups has the possibility of downplaying the potential affect of the items that are divided into these categories, which itself would limit interpretations of the objects as a whole. Joyce notes of the works by Michael De Certreau that instead of looking into object biographies, object itinerary can offer a wider spatial story to objects, by retracing the steps that ked to the creation of the object and its transformation of usage throughout its life, with the ending of one path being a metaphorical death but then a new use being a rebirth of the object (Joyce, 2015, p22). The divide between object biography and object itinerary is noted by Joyce (2015, p22) as being argued extensively, with authors such as Thrift attributing to much humanness to biographies, whilst Latour argues the maintain of a biography with itinerary as meaning derived from narratives could be lost in itinerary.

     One of the theories that I would like to apply to pieces such as the wall painting I have chosen is Alfred Gell’s idea of agency of objects, with a link to his ither work on the enchantment of technology. But first, in order to look at the agency of these objects I would like to look a bit at an archaeological theory that can be woven into the understanding and analysis of frescoes, and that is new materialities. One aspect of this theory involves at its core the material essence of objects, in the case of frescoes the components that enable the paintings to remain on the wall and keep hold of the colours. As noted by Brysbaert (2015, p10), the process of fresco painting in Egypt has been analysed as being al secco in its style, wherein the pigments were mixed with a binding agent and applied onto a dry plaster surface, most likely made of gypsum as its plaster base, with drawing lines traced onto the dry plaster in order to draw on figures to scale, which contrasts with the Minoan style of referred to by Fitton (2003, pp365-366) as a fresco secco, wherein the outlines and pigments where applied directly to wet plaster in small sections, with the wet plaster acting as the biding agent for the pigments. This initial understanding of the technical process of fresco painting is important in understanding the connectivity that these pieces could bring links between the material world of objects, culture contact and habitus, as noted by Steel (2017, p7), building on the work of Cusick (1998) and Gosden (2004). As noted by Gosden (2004, p36) ‘people and objects are mutually entangled’, in so far as people are influenced by the world around them and the materials they have access to and are able to use, which links them as individuals to a higher frame of belonging, where their identities bind them socially to their groups, as noted by Steel (2017, p7).   
      The agency of objects that Gell developed, builds on his own understanding and development of enchantment. Gell’s own case studies into the enchantment of technology and the technology of enchantment notes that many mediums of arts such as music, painting, sculpture and poetry are ‘components of a vast and often unrecognised technical system, essential in the reproduction of human societies’ (Gell, 1992, p43).  This notion that things that are produced by people are integral to the building and development of society, and that the inextricably exert their own force upon us through the materials they are made from and the technical process that they are crafted gives to Gell his ideas of the enchantment of technology. This process of embodying the technical process, as noted by Gell(1992, p44) gives power to art beyond the basic aesthetic appeal, which is something Gell strived to draw away from as simply looking at aesthetics of art tended to draw away from the overall complexity and meaning behind the creating of a piece for Gell. 
     The process of creating the art for Gell lent them the magical power that made them enchanted vessels (Gell, 1992, p46), which blends in with Gell’s understanding and definition of agency as being something that is ‘attributed to person and things which can be seen as initiating sequences of a particular type that is caused by acts of mind, will or intention, whereby the person as well as the materials in use each act in their own ways and exert influence over each other in order to create the framework for the piece that will eventually become a single object’(Gell, 1998, p16). Barret (2001) similarly notes of agency as ‘the ability to make differences in the world, either by maintaining the status quo or by challenging accepted ‘norms’ as how to act as part of a wider collective’. The ability of people and materials to exert influence on each other in order to determine what form the piece will take, which in turn will affect the social aspect of the community as whole lends an almost insistent need to use theories together in order to build the narrative of an object. Whilst one theory can be used to observe and write about one chapter of an objects life, compiling theories together and using them to build off the different characterises can almost make what could be a whole novel of the object, wherein it almost becomes human with a birth, events of its life, a death and even a rebirth as it continues to move on its path.
       When considering the theories that can be applied to art objects, one important question can be posed – what do we actually define as art? Winter (2009, pp253-270), on her work regarding portraiture in the near east, posses the question to her readers of not necessarily ‘what is art?’ but more ‘when is art?’. At what point in time does our understanding and appreciation of objects and what they have on them are defined as an object of practical use, and an object meant purely for viewing. In the case of frescoes as they are visually appealing and have an obvious sense of permanence in being constrained to the location it is in, but its use is still seen as practical in a sense of the iconography it can have, as they are used to display a visual idea of social constructs and ideas that van be easily understood by many regardless of literacy. It is a piece of art that is reliant on the movement of artisans to the area in order to bring their skills and expertise in order to bring the piece to reality. It is a highly social object that can transcend language barriers and a lack of literacy in order to bring its meaning to all of its viewers. 
       Similarly noted by Gell (1998, p5) is the fact that when we consider how and when objects become art objects, we are constrained in our western notions of art, wherein it is seen as art due to its perceived monetary value by critics, dealers, collectors etc. Gell would argue instead that, in terms of a definition of art objects, that they be seen as a ‘dualistic definition: art objects are those having semantic and/or aesthetic properties that are used for presentational or represented purposes’ (Gell, 1998, p 5). The definition of art for Gell remained problematic as he felt there was too much focus on the appearance of the piece being seen as beautiful and a necessity for meaning, with Gell drawing upon his own works with indigenous art, which when compared to western ideas of art would not seem always beautiful to the eye of the beholder, but are enchanting in ways involving the materials used and the use given to the object as a part of the social cycle.
        When it comes to looking at the individual theories and what our understanding and application of them to different art objects can bring, it is clear to see that theories themselves are interwoven with each other, as different combinations of them balance and provide a deeper analysis of their own significance to interpretation of the object. It can be all to simple to break an art piece down into its material components and focus of recreating the art piece in order to aid in understanding and interpreting the influence and significance the object could have had on the people at the time, but much like the use of theories like object biography and object itinerary, these theories can all blend together in order to keep the art object relevant and enchanting in its past context, but to also bring into the modern time to renew its influence on modern viewers who will also get a chance to be captivated by not just their perceived beauty, but also the agency and enchantment they hold over us. By blending, the practices of both archaeological and anthropological theory, we can gleam an insight into what the people of the past might have felt and associated with these art objects. Looking at the people of today and how objects can affect them, much like Gell (1998, pp18-19) on his reminiscing of the agency of human perceived objects such as a car or a doll, people no matter where and when have sought connections with things to work with the social world around them.  
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