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EVALUATION OF ATTIC VASE PAINTING IN THE CONTEXT OF ART 
OF PAINTING  

ÜFTADE MUŞKARA  
Assist. Prof., Kocaeli University, Faculty of Fine Arts,  

Department of Conservation and Restoration of Cultural Properties 
uftade.muskara@kocaeli.edu.tr 

SERPİL ŞAHİN 
Res. Assist., Kocaeli University, Faculty of Fine Arts,  

Painting Department 

ABSTRACT 

The attribution of vases to particular individual hands based on the signatures of 
painters or potters on the vases, the connoisseurship, obtained too much importance 
especially in the case of Athenian black figure and red figure pottery. It is because; through 
close examination of details of style it becomes possible to establish the interaction 
between “artists” and a sequential chronology for vases of black figure and red figure 
techniques. But some scholars have raised doubts on the limits of such studies. Re-
examination of our perception of artist in connection with the attribution studies for Attic 
figured pottery and the idea supporting connoisseurship are necessary. Determination of 
figured pottery from a canvas painter’s point of expertise could illuminate the limitations 
and real context of attribution studies.  

Keywords: Attic vase painters, attribution studies, the connoisseurship, Morellian 
method. 

ATTİK VAZO RESMİNİN RESİM SANATI BAĞLAMINDA 
DEĞERLENDİRİLMESİ 

ÖZ 

Arkeolojide, Attik siyah figür ve kırmızı figür vazolarının vazolar üzerindeki 
çömlekçi ya da ressam imzalarından yola çıkarak özellikle belirli bireylere, ressamlara, 
atfedilmesi çok önem taşıyan çalışmalardır. Bunun nedeni, vazo resimlerinin detaylı 
incelenmesi ve stil kritiği ile ressamlar arasında ilişkiyi kurmak ve siyah figür ve kırmızı 
figür vazolar için bir kronoloji oluşturmanın mümkün olmasıdır.Ancak bu alanda çalışan 
bazı bilim insanlarının, çalışmaların sınırları ile ilgili şüpheleri vardır. Bu bağlamda Attik 
figürlü vazoları için ressam belirleme (atıf) çalışmalarının, günümüz “sanatçı” algımız 
bağlantısı ile yeniden değerlendirilmesi gereklidir. Bu değerlendirmenin bir ressamın 
bakış açısı ve uzmanlığı ile yapılması atıf çalışmalarının gerçek kapsamı ve içeriğini 
aydınlatılmasına olanak sağlayacaktır. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Attik vazo ressamları, atıf çalışmaları, Morelli yöntemi, vazo resimleri 
uzmanlığı. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Archaeological remains are the material sources that help us to reconstruct history 

of mankind, especially for prehistoric times. Archaeological objects are important to 

understand everyday life, political and cultural interactions, social and religious activities. 

However, our understanding through material remains is still connected to our perception 

of today. Particularly, acceptance of some remains as works of art is generally biased with 

contemporary concept. This concept of modern is more advanced than ancient and our 

sense of aesthetics lead us to be amazed and admire some of the painted vases more. 

While decorated fine pottery is appreciated and highly demanded by art collectors and 

museums of art and archaeology for their “artistic value”; undecorated, coarse ware, 

which was used for household purpose arouses lesser interest. As a consequence of this 

demand, the object of “art” could lose its meaning as an archaeological remain and its 

connection to the original purpose as gaining too much importance and finally becomes 

detached to its context. “The artists” of these vase paintings have been drawn similar 

attention and studied in every detail. Attribution of vases to particular individual hands 

based on the signatures of painters or potters on the vases, the connoisseurship, obtained 

too much importance especially in the case of Athenian black figure and red figure pottery. 

It is because, close examination of details of style also makes it possible to establish the 

interaction between “artists” and a chronology for vases of black figure and then red figure 

techniques. 

Wilheim Klein, Paul Hartwig and Adolf Furtwängler were pioneers of attribution 

studies regarding to black figure vase painters (Alexandridou, 2011: 3). The major role 

was certainly played by Sir John Beazley who was able to identified tens of thousands of 

Athenian painted vases to artists, schools, manners etc. (Morris, 1994: 36).  Therefore the 

study of attribution and connoisseurship in Athenian figured vases are almost directly 

related to Beazley. Many scholars believe that his method was derived from Giovanni 

Morelli who used a method based on various details on paintings to classify Italian 

Renaissance painters in the nineteenth century (Alexandridou, 2011: 3). However, 

according to some scholars, for instance Oakley (2009: 605) insists “Beazley, who never 

mentioned Morelli in his work, does seem to have derived his approach from German 

scholars, such as Hartwig who, along with other German scholars, followed a long 

tradition starting in the late 1840s of making attributions to add to the lists of signed 

vases”. Morris and others also mention Beazley’s position within Hellenist tradition and 

suggest that he considered ancient art as an antidote to the corruption of industrial 

development (Morris, 1995: 37).  

Regarding to attribution studies and Beazley’s method many articles were written 

by both who admire his work and who discuss the problems in this field of “archaeology”. 

Perhaps the most famous mutual debate was between Whitley (1997) and Oakley (1998). 

However, the articles and books on figured pottery and attribution studies generally, not if 

always, are based on art historic point of view.  
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The aim of this study is examination of the perception of attribution studies in 

figured pottery and of the idea supporting connoisseurship through a painter’s point of 

view. Determination of figured vases from a canvas painter’s expertise could illuminate 

the limitations of attribution. The main approach is to evaluate how far one can go and 

how much is acceptable in attribution studies from this perspective. In this article, the 

vases of the Amasis Painter were analysed to reach an overall situation assessment for 

attributions. 

ATTIC FIGURED VASES WITH SIGNATURE AND VASE PAINTERS 

At the end of 7th century BC, Athenian black figure potters and painters began to 

take possession of the market that Corinth had held for many years. (Boegehold, 1985: 

27). By the middle of 6th century a market for Athenian pottery painted by black figured 

technique was established through out the Mediterranean.  

Although the fact that some of the painters and potters have signed their work, the 

most of them seem not to have signed their vases. Moreover, even the painters or potters 

who used their signature could have left some vases unsigned. In order to define the 

corpus of individual painters and their works, the methods borrowed from those of 

Morelli, Berenson etc. were applied to Greek painted pottery (Robertson, 1987: 19).  

Regarding to the potters whose names are known from their signatures and the 

painters who were identified through attribution studies by connoisseurs, there are 

curious questions. One is related to the original meaning of the signatures: epoisen and 

egrapsen.  

The known signatures are rather incised on vases than are painted on them mostly 

employing the verb epoisen and some egrapsen (Cohen, 1991: 49). There are 

approximately seventy-five preserved examples of such vases with the verb. Although the 

meaning of the verb epoisen generally is accepted as “made” and the verb egrapsen as 

“painted”, the original meaning of these verbs have been debated since the 19th century. 

Beazley mentioned that two explanations were offered for epoisen signature: the one 

relates the verb to the potter who makes the vase and the other relates the verb to the 

owner of the workshop (Beazley, 1944). He overall accepts the first explanation. 

Meantime, some scholars connect the signatures to more expensive and highly prestigious 

metalwork (Vickers, 1985).   

Second question is related to the infrequency of signatures. Pevnick (2010) in his 

work examines the importance of artists’ names and artistic identity for Athenian vases in 

the context of the vase painter who signs as Syriskos. There is only one surviving painter’s 

signature from Syriskos and Pevnick studies why the painter chose to sign the one and not 

so many others (Pevnick, 2010). It is actually a common situation for other painters who 

choose to sign some of their vases. According to Beazley, possible explanations for this 

phenomenon are fashion, general temperament and mood of the artist at time of 

production of a specific vase and the relation of signature to the vase (Beazley, 1944: 33). 

Pevnick (2010: 225) in his research tends to favour the last one regarding to the crucial 

significance of signatures to the decoration. Lissarrague on the other hand suggests that 
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the signatures have been strategically placed by the painter to give the impression of 

speech or song and connects this arrangement with the role of the cup in a symposium 

(Liassarrague, 1997).  

Third question comprises the extent of an artist’s area of specialization. An artist 

could be both the potter and painter or he could be once painter then turned out to be 

potter (or vice versa?). So there was not any specialisation for an artist on only one field of 

vase production within a workshop?  

Sapirstein (2013, 2014) developed a statistical methodology to estimate the 

productivity in Athenian pottery industry during the 6th and 5th centuries. In his study, he 

included 36 painters with 150 attributions. His methodology figured out 8.2 vases for each 

year of activity for prolific painters. A second group including Amasis with lower activity 

rate indicates 4.4 vases per year. Sapirstain explains the difference between two groups as 

group 2 painters took extra time adding minute details to their works. Meantime, his other 

explanation is that some painters have been raised to the position of master potter in their 

workshop and let other painters to decorate their vases1.  

Another interesting point is that the connoisseurs of Attic vase painting named all 

the painters and potters as men. Dyfri Williams (2009) studied painter’ and potter’s 

picture son vase painting. He figured out that in almost all scenes showing potters and 

painters, the figures are male except for three could be female in the sixth century: the 

potter Aristagora, the potter Kallis, the well-known painter Douris (Williams, 2009: 309). 

According to Williams “women painters, but not perhaps potters, did exist in Athens, 

although they made no impact that is discernible to us now and were very probably 

marginalised by their own society”. 

Shank (1996; 34) meantime underlines the problem with connoisseurship: “How expert 

are the experts? How refined are their sensibilities? And if stylistic attribution is such a 

subjective exercise, on what basis have these people been authorised the luxury of 

cultivating and pronouncing their expert opinion?” Neer (2005: 3) on the other hand 

argues that connoisseurship is not merely a search for individuals but is a form of etiology. 

Then he compares the methods of the field archaeologists who sort their findings to the 

methods of attribution. He insists that they “differ from each other only in degree not in 

kind”. 

MORELLIAN METHOD AND ATTRIBUTIONS 

Giovanni Morelli is famous as the inventor of a method for scientific connoisseurship 

(Rouet, 2001: 60). Morelli was the first expert who applied an experimental method of 

connoisseurship. The method involves the comparison of anatomical details such as 

hands, eyebrows and ears. Whereas the essential aspects of a composition could be 

imitated, the less central elements are difficult to copy. Morelli argued that artworks in 

major European collections were misattributed due to uninformed connoisseurs. He 

                                                             
1 In order to further studies for the methodology and commentary for Sapirstien’s study see appendices AJA 
117 [2013] 493-510. 
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suggested that anatomic details reflected an individual and were indicating identity of 

authorship. 

After the English translations of his books, Morelli’s method then received a 

polarized reception. His method is mostly based on an evolutionist history of painting and 

it is described as a system of criticism based on analysis as minute as that of the naturalist 

by his contemporary colleagues (Uglow, 2014: 3). According to him, connoisseurship was 

a scientific practise based on the form peculiar to each master and insignificant details 

may lead us to the truth (Rouet, 2001). 

Artists, art historians and critics use various concepts to describe paintings such as 

space, texture, form, shape, color, principal art movements, unity, harmony, variety, 

balance, contrast, proportion, pattern, and brush strokes (Fichner-Rathus, 2008: 8).  

It is reasonable to use anatomical details of figures for the identification of vase 

painters, since anatomical details on vase paintings seem to be only characteristic that 

could help to identify individual painters. Other features like perspective, colour and 

geometry, form or bulkiness, space, use of colour and tone could not be exercised for vase 

paintings. However, Beazley’s analysis system was not just applying Morelli’s method 

(Oakley, 2009: 606). From his articles it is understood that he tried to apply systems of 

rendering forms consisting of many details i.e. drapery, use of white and red colours, 

subject, ornaments, shape of vase which were as important as the anatomic details.    

As Robetson (1987:19) states the application of such methods on Greek vase 

paintings for attributions as if vase painting were another field of exactly the same kind of 

late and post medieval painting should be considered with precaution. The question 

whether the details on a vase that have been analyzed could be peculiar to an individual 

and be considered as evidence to a particular vase painter or not has also been argued by 

other scholars.  

With the identification of the Achilles Painter of Attic red figure style by Beazley in 

1914, a personality as an artist other than craftsman was recognized (Turner, 2000: 56). 

According to Turner, The Achilles painter was then accepted as a real historical character 

and his paintings were considered to be brilliant and having the high quality of all Western 

art; although there is no historical document on this painter’s name, social status, 

personality or sex. Moreover, because of the uncertainty on the meaning (or their 

exchangeable use in Attica) of egrapsen and epoisen as explained above, actually it is 

almost impossible to be “certain” of an existence for a specific painter by name.  

Attribution work on Attic vases mostly emphasizes the individuals, i.e. painters 

rather then potters and less interested in the function, form and the archaeological context 

of pottery (Turner, 2000: 57). Therefore, attribution studies are biased in the favour of art 

history rather than archaeology. However, Beazley’s complex list of painters and 

chronology based on stylistic development of painters and their interaction to each other 

is a useful tool for an archaeologist who wishes to relate the site where he or she has been 

working to Greek chronology. Attic vases were scattered around Mediterranean world and 
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Black Sea region through trade. Therefore, this well documented import ware provides 

information on chronology and cultural relations as well. 

Even though attribution method of Morelli’s and others are considered to be 

scientific, in order to accept attribution studies determine the individual characteristic of a 

painter, we have to assume that vase painters of Attic ware as artists who work alone or 

paint in a workshop as Renaissance artists, expressing their inner feelings, aware of 

themselves as artists and producing artwork that was unique. In fact, there is not enough 

evidence confirming this hypothesis.  

THE AMASIS PAINTER 

One of the most intense works on the Amasis Painter is on the exhibition “Amasis 

Painter and His World”. Two books published associated to this exhibition are “Papers on 

Amasis Painter and His World” and the catalogue book by The J. Paul Getty Museum.  

In the catalogue, 63 vessels attributed to the Amasis Painter are grouped according 

to shapes as amphorae, oinochoai, lekythoi, aryballos and drinking vessels and analysed in 

details with comparisons to other vases attributed to the Amasis Painter. Therefore, the 

catalogue of the exhibition gives a good opportunity to study the vases attributed to the 

Amasis Painter as a whole.  

It is well known that the Amasis painter was active between 560 BC and 515 BC and 

there are more than 130 vases attributed to him (Mertens, 1987: 168). The name of 

Amasis first became known when an olpe with his signature “AMASIS MEPOISEN – Amasis 

made me” was found at Vulci in 1829 (Bothmer, 1985: 33). Today, there are 12 vessels 

known to be signed as potter by Amasis. According to Beazley, Bothmer and many other 

experts on the field, all these vessels were painted by the same hand. Although it is not 

certain, the potter also painted the vases and the painter was accepted as the Amasis 

Painter. The signed vases are three neck-amphorae of a special model, four olpae, a band-

cup, and a cup, a sort of small bowl, a pyxis, and a fragment (Beazley, 1986: 52). Meantime, 

a lekythos in Malibu that has a signature of Amasis as potter happens to be painted by a 

different painter that is the Taleides Painter (Bothmer, 1985: 34; Frel, 1994: 14 ).  

VASES SIGNED BY AMASIS AND VASES ATTRIBUTED TO THE AMASIS PAINTER 

When the vases signed by Amasis as the potter are considered, 3 neck-amphorae 

(Bibliotheque Nationale, Cabinet Des Medailles, 222; Boston, The Museum of Fine Arts, 

01.8026; Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, 01.8027, Figure 1) are in accordance to each other 

in terms of figurative style, composition, shape and scheme of decoration and ornaments. 

Especially the pattern work below and around the handles of Cabinet Des Medailles and 

Boston (01.8027) amphorae resemble those attributed to Exekias (Berlin, 

Antikensammlung, F1720; New York, Metropolitan Museum, 17.230.14; Berlin, 

Antikensammlung, F1718; Munich, Antikensammlungen, J1295; London, British Museum, 

1836.2-24.127; London, British Museum, 1849.0518.10) and the neck amphorae assigned 

to Botkin Class (Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, 98.923; New York, The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, 64.11.13; New York, private collection, Figure 2). For Botkin Class, 
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Bothmer (1985:128) considers the possibility that they are early works of the potter 

Amasis. He argues that if the lekythos in Malibu were signed by potter Amasis but painted 

not by him, then this implication could be extended to unsigned vases that were made by 

Amasis and painted by other artists in order to learn more about the development of 

Amasis as merely potter. Yet, Malibu lekthos also suggests that Amasis identified as potter 

could be a different person than the Amasis identified as painter and Amasis the potter 

actually worked with different painters through his career.  

     

Fig. 1 Neck-Amphora Paris,    Fig. 2 Neck-amphorae, New York  
Cabinet Des Medailles, 222.     Assigned to the Botkin Class. 
(Bothmer, 1985, Fig. 23)     (Bothmer, 1985, Fig. 77, 78) 

Among the other signed vases by Amasis, the 3 olpai (Paris, Musee Du Louvre, F 30, 

MNB 2056; Würzburg University, Martin Von Wagner Museum, L 332, Ha 531; London, 

The British Museum, B 471, 1849. 6-20.5) are also similar to each other with respect to the 

style and posture of the figures. Moreover, the scenes are placed in a panel as in panel 

amphorae attributed to the Amasis Painter (Bothmer, 1985: Cat 1-15, fig 56, 57). Although 

panel amphorae were not signed, a stylistic unity is obvious. When this group of 17 

amphorae and 3 olpai are analysed in terms of art of painting:  

- Composition of scenes: Main figures are placed in the centre while on the right and 

left there are equal numbers of figures. Main figures could be one or two. Symmetrical 

positions of the figures are important. The reverse side on Bloomington amphora (Figure 

3) the scene is almost mirror symmetric. The Amasis Painter has articulated his figures. 

Figures are generally consecutively aligned. They are limitedly in touch with each other, 

do not intersect and are not placed ahead of another. Therefore, figures in a scene are 

rather stable.   

- Figures: Figures are drawn close to 8 heads tall ratio of human anatomy and have 

typical shoulder and upper arm contours. Fingers are longer than normal proportions. The 

naked figures are rather athletic and muscular, while male figures wearing himation are 

drawn slender.  

-  
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