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Figure 1: Athenian black-figure amphora. 575-525 BC (BCE)
Current collection: Florence, Museo Archeologico Etrusco: 76359

The main image on this pot is Heracles freeing Prometheus, this can be seen from the inscription “Herakla” seen middle-left on the pot.  Heracles also has his usual distinguishing feature of the lion-skin cloak, the legs of which can be seen bottom-left on the pot.  The central image (labelled as “Prometh”) is Prometheus, a male titan who appears to be being attacked by a large bird, as it is Prometheus who has the eternal punishment of having his innards being pecked out by an eagle (the symbol of Zeus) because he stole fire from the gods and gave it to man.  The image shows a segment of Heracles’ 11th labour, on his route to the Garden of the Hesperides to retrieve a golden apple, Heracles goes via the Caucasus’ where Prometheus is being held captive, because Prometheus was viewed as the benefactor of man-kind, having created man out of clay and then giving them fire, Heracles frees Prometheus who then helps Heracles on his quest (Apollodorus 11.5.11) this was actually an additional labour as he was only originally meant to have done 10 but the king Eurytheus believed he had cheated on two previous ones.[footnoteRef:1]  The large size of the eagle suggests that it is of importance and you are drawn to it almost immediately, nowhere in the myth is the eagle suggested to have been bigger, so this means the artist purposefully made it much larger so the viewer would be drawn to this particular scene.  The outer images on the pot appear to show Demeter and Athena with wreathes, they are identifiable by their names being inscribed next to them, what is interesting is that as women their faces are painted in white, this is to emphasise their femininity as in Greek art women were painted in white to show their fragility and because they went outside less so should have been paler.  The rest of the pot has geometric patterns used for decoration especially around the rim, below this main scene are three more layers with various monsters (see Figure 2), possibly because of Heracles other labours including the killing and taming of such monsters.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  (Mavromataki, 1997, pp. 163-4)]  [2:  (Classical Art Research Centre, 2013)] 


This pot is a black-figure amphora from the 6th century BC.  Black-figure pots have the background painted in red while the figures are black, meaning that the potter who created it would have been highly skilled, before this, pots would usually have been red-figure, which were easier to fire and create. Early Greek pots were decorated with geometric patterns and only later pots used images for decoration as the skill and ability of the potters improved over the centuries.  The potters had freedom of choice when decorating but would usually choose mythological scenes, sometimes there would be one central image with geometric patterns around the rest of the pot or there could be a whole narrative frieze like this pot in an attempt to tell a story, this means you are more likely to interact with the pot to see the whole scene play out making the stories available to the illiterate.[footnoteRef:3]  We are told that the pot is an amphora, this means that it would have been quite a large storage jar, usually used for storing wine or olive oil.  There would have been two handles and it would have the capacity to store large amounts.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  (Boardman, 1991, pp. 79-82)]  [4:  (Woodford, 2000, p. 12)] 
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Figure 2: Athenian black-figure amphora. 575-525 BC (BCE)
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