The Literariness of Minoan Vase Decoration

In 1960, the linguist and critic Roman Jakobson delivered a lecture in which he outlined his criteria for determining what constituted literary language. According to Jakobson’s scheme, speech has four functions: 1) to convey information about its subject; 2) to confirm that the listener understands the message; 3) to offer commentary on other speech; and 4) to call attention to itself. In this scheme, literary speech falls into category 4, speech for which the primary purpose is to call attention to itself. One of the ways literary speech calls attention to itself is by “defamiliarizing” its subject; that is, by referring to it in an unfamiliar way that forces the listener to apprehend the subject with a greater degree of effort and time than normal. Literary speech relies on a specialized technology of meters, tropes, and metaphors to accomplish this defamiliarization. This technology undergoes a process of continual obsolescence as literary conventions grow familiar and lose their power to call attention to themselves. When literary conventions have become familiar and need to be replaced, one effective way of achieving a new defamiliarization is by parodying the stale conventions, thus foregrounding their artificiality. Jakobson’s colleague and fellow Russian Formalist Jurij Tynyianov suggested that the history of literature is a process of familiarization-parody-familiarization. 
I propose that the mark-making of Minoan vase painters can be analyzed as just such a speech act whose primary purpose is to call attention to itself and that the process of familiarization followed by parody can be observed in the history of Minoan vase decoration. For example, the EMIIA Koumasa style can be read as “parodying” the EMI Aghios Onouphrios style in that it displays the most characteristic features of the earlier style in an exaggerated manner that calls attention to their conventionalism. Again, the MM development of light-on-dark decoration can be read as “parodying” the light-on-dark style of EMIII. Whether or not one reads these developments as parodies, the steady march of new styles over the history of Minoan pottery indicates that artists and audience continually sought aesthetic stimulation through defamiliarization.
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