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Panathenaic Amphora – c. 530-520 BC

The panathenaic amphora (height: 61.8cm, diameter: 41.0cm, weight: approx. 8.4kg)[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The British Museum, 2017] 

is dated between 530 and 520 BC, and originates from Attica. The pottery was excavated in Vulci, Italy, and can now be found in the British Museum (Museum Number: 1842, 0314.1)[footnoteRef:2]. The pottery is an example of the black-figure style, where the decoration is painted and incised to reveal a background colour. The amphora is a beautiful example of its type, displaying quality craftsmanship. The design is attributed to the Euphiletos Painter. The image is of four naked and muscular athletes in black, on a terracotta-coloured background, each holding different athletic equipment. They are moving left to right, and display dynamic postures. The design is stylised and fairly simple with details incised. The design fills a large proportion of the amphora surface. [2:  The British Museum, 2017] 


The muscular athletes, according to the curator’s comments at the British Museum, are participants of three of the events of the pentathlon[footnoteRef:3]. This is appropriate as a decoration because the amphora is believed to be filled with oil for anointing winning athletes at the ancient Panathenaic games and the amphorae were given as prizes to the winning athletes. Shear writes that the amphorae contained sacred olive oil, which was given to the respective victors of the games[footnoteRef:4]. Shear also comments that the oil was the real prize, and the amphora were simply the vessels. The oil was valuable because it came from Athena’s sacred olive trees, the moriai, in the Academy, reportedly grown from grafts from Athena’s tree on the Akropolis.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  The British Museum, 2017]  [4:  Julia L. Shear 2003: 88]  [5:  Julia L. Shear 2003: 98] 


The other side of the vase has a painting of Athena between two columns; Athena does not have a direct connection with sports or games, as she is the goddess of battle strategy and wisdom, but the Panathenaic Games were only open to Athenian citizens. Athena was patron of Athens, so this festival would be dedicated to her. Shear writes that the front image featured Athena and the inscription ‘of the prizes from Athens’, identifying the amphora as a prize amphora, and the reverse of the vase showed the event for which the prize was given.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Julia L. Shear 2003: 87] 


The Panathenaic Games was an eight-day festival, combining games with religion and music, all in honour of Athena. The first day would hold the music contests, followed by the athletic contests for boys and athletic contests for men on the second and third day respectively. The fourth, fifth and sixth day would involve the equestrian contests, tribal contests, and the torch race with the procession and sacrifice. The boat races would be on day seven, and day eight would have been filled with the awarding of prizes, as well as feasts and celebrations.[footnoteRef:7] The amphorae filled with oil were given as prizes to the victors in a number of different events in the Panathenaic Festivals, including long and short foot races, pentathlon, wrestling, boxing, the pankration, which was an ancient form of mixed martial art, the race in full armour, and individual horsemanship contests.[footnoteRef:8] There were as many as sixty amphorae of oil potentially being awarded to the winner of the pentathlon.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Theoi Project, 2000]  [8:  Julia L. Shear 2003: 87]  [9:  Julia L. Shear 2003: 95] 


Not much is known about the painter himself, but the name ‘the Euphiletos Painter’ was given by Beazley, who named him after ‘the ‘kalos’ name he inscribed on one of the Panathenaic vases’[footnoteRef:10] for a victor of the games. The Euphiletos Painter is known for his designs on the vases used to contain the sacred oil for the Panathenaic Games. [10:  The British Museum, 2017] 


The Ancient Greeks are known for competing in games in the nude, as can be seen on the panathenaic amphora. McDonnell comments on how frequently nude male athletes appeared in art, and that ‘it is difficult to believe that nude competition and exercise were not the norm at that time in Attica’[footnoteRef:11]. Near the end of the sixth century BC there were a small number of black-figure vases with men wearing loincloths during the athletic competitions, however this did not last long and nudity once again became the trend in athletics.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  McDonnell 1991: 184]  [12:  John Mouratidis 1985: 213] 


This image from the panathenaic amphora is significant for a number of reasons, one being how it also shows the link between religion and sport, not like modern Olympic games. It was about the festival as well as the prestige and glory of the victors. The amphora also gives information about nature of sporting events, others as well depicting other events, as well as equipment used. One example is the first figure on the left; the athlete is holding halteres (weights)[footnoteRef:13] used in the jump section of the pentathlon. The weights were either lead or stone, and were used to propel his body further during the jump. [13:  The Olympics, 2017] 


The amphora demonstrates the skills needed to create the vessel itself, as well as the skill to paint the details on. It shows the artistic technologies of the period, and the organisation and relationship of specialists in the production process. This vase arguably represents the pinnacle of ceramic art from this period, but perhaps also beyond, especially when the object has survived in excellent condition with little damage to the image and this attests to its value.

Today the amphora has been widely exhibited; it appeals to historians, artists and the public, giving information about the Panathenaic Games, and how important this festival was considered in Athenian society. More than anything it shows the prestige of sporting and athletic events within ancient Greek society, doing this through displaying the quality and value of the prizes given. The oil was from Athena’s sacred tree, and considered the actual prize, and the amphorae themselves show the level of skill needed to create and decoration such an object, even if it was only used as a vessel.

The image on the amphora and the amphora itself are an important link to the modern Olympic Games, Swaddling suggests that the series of festivals of which the Panathenaic Games are part of can be understood as similar to the major sporting events that modern audiences enjoy today in Britain: ‘the Olympics, the World Championships, the European and Commonwealth Games’[footnoteRef:14]. This helps us understand the cultural significance of the Panathenaic Games, as many of the events are still part of our modern-day Olympics. [14:  Swaddling 2011: 11] 
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