Introduction to
Reading Ancient |
Greek Vases

® Everyday objects preserving myth, ritual,
trade, and daily life

® "Reading" means combining form, function,
decoration, and context

® Four-step routine: shape/function,
technique/date, image, inscriptions/context

® Beginner vocabulary: amphora, krater, kylix,
lekythos, tondo, register, attribute, provenance

® Build visual confidence instead of memorizing
labels



Clay, Slip, and the Three-Stage Firing

e Glossy black and orange come from
clay, slip, and kiln control

e Oxidizing stage turns the whole
vase clay-orange

e Reducing stage: green wood and
smoke turn it black

e Re-oxidizing: reserved areas return
to orange, gloss stays black

e Large pots thrown in sections, luted
with slip, then painted

e Break a surface and read fabric, — r . s
Oxidizing stage Reducing stage: Re-oxidizing:

g loss, and added colors ' turns the whole green wood and reserved areas

vase clay-orange smoke turnitblack @ return to orange,

e Myth to drop: the colors are fired clay, | gloss stays black




Shapes and Functions:
Reading the Vessel Before the Picture

e Form predicts use: about 20 standard shapes, each tied to a job

e Amphora stores and transports; krater mixes wine and water

e Kylix for drinking, hydria for water, oinochoe for pouring

e Lekythos holds oil; pyxis holds cosmetics

e Symposium chain: amphora — krater - kyathos — oinochoe — kylix
e Handles, mouth, and foot dictate where painters placed decoration

e Ask function first: shape opens the object before iconography

e Name shapes in the case, then check the label

Amphora Krater i Hydria Oinochoe Lekythos Pyxis
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Symposium chain: % —
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A Compact Chronology: Geometric to Classical

Geometric ~ Orientalizing I Archaic B (Classical
(c. 900-700 BCE) . (c. 700-600) . (c. 600-480) B (c. 480-323)

Timeline: Geometric (c. 900-700 BCE), Orientalizing (c. 700-600),
Archaic (c. 600-480), Classical (c. 480-323)

Style markers: meanders and registers - animal processions - figure-led scenes
Athens dominates; Corinth leads early, then imitates Attic ware I*?_; S

Shape evolution—slimmer bodies, refined feet, thinner handles—helps date plain pottery - e

Style dates and locates a vase; it is not a quality ranking
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| “Black—Figure, Red-Figure, and White-Ground Techniques

e Black-figure: black slip
silhouettes; details incised
or added in white and purple

® Red-figure (from c. 530 BCE):
figures reserved in clay color,
background black

® Brush and relief line allow
three-quarter views, anatomy,
and emotion

® White-ground: delicate slip
for votive and funerary lekythoi,
c. 530-400 BCE

® Check: incised lines = black-figure; |
painted lines = red-figure




Systematic Description: Fields, Registers, and Composition

e Formal analysis first: map the overall
design and how painting conforms to P oo
the vase’s shape | -

e Describe before interpreting: figures,
gestures, objects, clothing, and
empty space

- Figure register |

e Narrative techniques: framing figures,
spectators, repetition, and
condensation of time

e Pattern bands do meaning work—
they frame and direct the eye,
not just fill space

ir Pattern band |

e Compare showpiece front with quieter
reverse; on cups, read the tondo

. Vase shape .
/ informs composition |

e Exercise: write a neutral description
that holds off on naming the myth
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Identifying Gods, Heroes, and Scenes

Attributes are your first key: Zeus' thunderbolt, Athena's helmet and aegis
Herakles' club and lionskin, Apollo's lyre, Dionysos' thyrsos, Hermes' staff
Check age, dress, gesture, and companions to confirm identity

Monster-slaying clues: Hydra = Herakles, Gorgon = Perseus, Minotaur = Theseus
Attributes can be borrowed or misleading—cross-check labels and inscriptions
When evidence conflicts, say 'uncertain' rather than guessing




Inscriptions, Labels,
and Signatures

e Egrapsen = 'painted me';
epoiesen = 'made me'—painter
versus potter

e Name tags identify figures, dogs,
fountains, even objects
KALOS

e Kalos inscriptions praise handsome
youths, c. 550-450 BCE, often
unrelated to scene

e The 'voice of the vase' addresses
the viewer or drinker directly

e Read placement and letterforms;
check retrograde and abbreviated text

e® Signatures are rare; most painters
known only by modern names EGRAPSEN




Painters, Workshops, and Attribution

e Beazley's method: a painter's
'system of forms'—eyes, ears,
hands, drapery, line quality

e ‘Anonymous does not mean
unknown’: unsigned vases
attributed by close comparison

e Reference points: Exekias,
the Berlin Painter, Douris,
the Pioneers

e Attribution dates and groups
pots—but does not settle meaning

e Critical view: connoisseurship's
limits and the cult of the
individual artist




From Workshop to Museum:
Context and Provenance

® Find contexts preserve meaning:
tombs, sanctuaries, settlements,
shipwrecks

® Athenian pots reached Etruria, Sicily,
the Black Sea, and the Levant
through trade

® A grave group or sanctuary deposit
changes how an image is read

® Provenance research now drives
returns: Allard Pierson to Sicily (2026)

® The Met returned Archaic Cretan
armor to Greece, September 2026

. ® Read labels critically: what they say,
omit, and are re-researching
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Damage, Restoration, and
How Displays Shape What We See

Read condition first: chips, losses,
rejoined shards, and modern fills

Restoration choices range from seamless
illusion to visible fills and painted silhouettes

Completing figures is cautious: fill only
what iconography confirms

Display matters: glass, lighting, mirrors,
and viewing angles limit what you see

Practical: use every view, request a mirror,
compare across the case, sketch




Case Study 1: A Symposium Cup and Its

Self-Referential Imagery

On a kylix, tondo and exterior
stage different kinds of viewing

Symposium imagery shows
revelers, kottabos, and serving
figures

Eye cups turn decoration into a
mask—the cup becomes a
participant

Apply the full sequence: shape,
technique, composition,
inscription, condition

Discuss: does the image
prescribe behavior, reflect it,
or parody it?

IEEERIEIR AR R




Case Study 2: A Funerary

Lekythos and the Work of Mourning

White-ground lekythoi dominate Classical
Athenian funerary imagery (c. 475-425 BCE)

Scenes show prothesis, procession, and visits
to the tomb—ideal ritual, not photograph

Painted ribbons, baskets, wreaths, and vases
identify funerary activities and grave visits

Caution: deposition dates and reuse limit
how we read grief

Apply the reading sequence—then compare
with Case Study 3
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Case Study 3: A Large Figured Vessel

—

With a Contested Narrative

Monumental krater or amphora:
subject debated for decades

Test attributes, inscriptions,
composition, and comparanda
side by side

Attribution and dating group
the pot—they do not fix its meaning

State uncertainty openly: name
what you see, not what you assume

Checklist: shape, technique,
composition, attributes, inscription,
context

Self-assess: describe one vase
label-free, then compare with the label




PersonWise.

PersonWise - Al digital-human course platform

Scan the code or click anywhere to watch this course live, with voice Q&A
personwise.ai/t/60409494 /public
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