HPHP4002 – Myth and Mythology – Practising art analysis
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Attic terracotta kylix, attributed to the Briseis Painter, c. 480 BC, the MET

In this workshop you will practice your skills in mythic art analysis. Specifically you will read extracts from Bacchylides Dithyrambs (no. 17) and consider how certain artists were influenced by or engaged with this literature. While reading the text and considering the related imagery (given below), reflect on the following questions:

Questions:
1) What might you have expected to be in Bacchylides’ description of Theseus’ voyage to Crete? How does the poem differ from your expectations? 
2) In your opinion, how successful are the different “vase” painters in representing Poseidon’s underwater kingdom? 
3) What elements are omitted from Bacchylides’ account that features in the scenes on the pottery?
4) Can you guess what wider geo-political and socio-cultural factors may have informed this imagery [look at approximate dating for the different ceramic vessels]? 

[If you are interested in exploring this topic further, check out: Shapiro, H. A. (1994). Myth into art : poet and painter in classical Greece. Routledge]


Bacchylides Dithyrambs (17.1-131) – translated by Diane Arnson Svarlien (1991)
‘A dark-prowed ship, carrying Theseus, steadfast in the din of battle, and twice seven splendid Ionian youths, was cleaving the Cretan sea; for northern breezes fell on the far-shining sail, by the will of glorious Athena, shaker of the aegis. And the holy gifts of Cypris with her lovely headband scratched the heart of Minos. He no longer kept his hand away from the maiden; he touched her white cheeks. And Eriboea cried out to the descendant of Pandion with his bronze breastplate. Theseus saw, and he rolled his dark eyes under his brows; cruel pain tore his heart, and he spoke: “Son of greatest Zeus, the spirit you guide in your heart is no longer pious. Hero, restrain your overbearing force. Whatever the all-powerful fate of the gods has granted for us, and however the scale of Justice inclines, we shall fulfil our appointed destiny when it comes. As for you, hold back from your oppressive scheme. It may be that the dear lovely-named daughter of Phoenix went to the bed of Zeus beneath the brow of Ida and bore you, greatest of mortals, but I too was borne by the daughter of rich Pittheus, who coupled with the sea-god Poseidon, and the violet-haired Nereids gave her a golden veil. And so, war-lord of Knossos, I bid you to restrain your grievous violence; for I would not want to see the lovely immortal light of Dawn if you were to subdue one of these young people against her will. Before that we will show the force of our arms, and what comes after that a god will decide.” So spoke the hero, excellent with the spear; and the sailors were astonished at the man's extraordinary boldness. The son-in-law of Helios was angered in his heart, and he wove a new scheme, and spoke: “Father Zeus, great in strength, hear me! If indeed the white-armed Phoenician girl bore me to you, now send forth from the sky a fire-haired lightning bolt, a conspicuous sign. And you, if Troezenian Aethra bore you to Poseidon the earth-shaker, bring this splendid gold ornament on my hand back from the depths of the sea, casting your body boldly down to your father's home. And you shall see whether my prayers are heard by the son of Cronus, lord of the thunder and ruler of all.” And Zeus, great in strength, heard his blameless prayer, and brought about a majestic honour for Minos, wanting it to be seen by all for the sake of his dear son; he sent the lightning. And the hero, steadfast in battle, seeing the marvel which pleased his spirit, stretched his hands to the glorious sky and said, “Theseus, you see Zeus' clear gifts to me. It is your turn to leap into the loud-roaring sea. And your father lord Poseidon, son of Cronus, will grant you supreme glory throughout the well-wooded earth.” So he spoke. And Theseus' spirit did not recoil; he stood on the well-built deck, and leapt, and the precinct of the sea received him willingly. And the son of Zeus was astonished in his heart, and gave an order to hold the ornate ship before the wind; but fate was preparing another path. The swift-moving ship hurtled forwards; and the north wind, blowing astern, drove it along. But the ... race of Athenian youths was afraid, when the hero jumped into the sea, and they shed tears from their lily eyes, awaiting grievous compulsion. But sea-dwelling dolphins swiftly carried great Theseus to the home of his father, lord of horses; and he came to the hall of the gods. There he saw the glorious daughters of prosperous Nereus, and was afraid; for brightness shone like fire from their splendid limbs, and ribbons woven with gold whirled around their hair. They were delighting their hearts in a dance, with flowing feet. And he saw in that lovely dwelling the dear wife of his father, holy, ox-eyed Amphitrite. She threw a purple cloak around him and placed on his curly hair a perfect wreath, dark with roses, which once deceptive Aphrodite had given her at her marriage. Nothing that the gods will is unbelievable to sensible men. Theseus appeared beside the ship with its slender stern. Oh, from what thoughts did he stop the war-lord of Knossos, when he emerged unwetted from the sea, a marvel to all, and the gifts of the gods shone on his body. The splendid-throned maidens cried out with new-founded joy, and the sea resounded. Nearby the young people sang a paean with lovely voices. God of Delos, may the choruses of the Ceans warm your heart, and may you grant god-sent noble fortune.’
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Attic terracotta kylix (drinking cup), attributed to the Briseis Painter, c. 480 BC, the MET
Poseidon’s palace at the bottom of the sea – Poseidon with a trident, Triton, messenger of the sea, and a young Theseus – also other female members of the palace – SIDE A
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SIDE B – Athena, Theseus and maidens of Athens? [how does this scene fit in with the others?]
[image: Terracotta kylix (drinking cup)]
INTERIOR OF THE KYLIX – Theseus receives gifts from Amphitrite (his step-mother)
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Attic red-figure column krater by the Harrow Painter with Theseus, Poseidon and Amphitrite and two other figures (possibly a Nereid with her father Nereus – Old Man of the Sea), ca. 470 BC. Arthur M. Sackler Museum 1960.339. 

[image: ]

image6.png
i Course: Myth and Art (42 X | @ Primo by ExCLibrs

mythi X @ Read: Mythlnto Art X B3 Pindar, Pythian, Pythian 11 X | BJ Bacchylides, Dithyrambs, C X | G Theseus Poseidonamphit: X +

<« C (Y @& nhttps//www-dawsonera-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/readonline/9780203415030/startPage/6/1 % 98 6 :

Apps G Abbrevistions ot o § DuolingorRefresh B Lote Republic Jeopa.

Contact

[\
' dawsonera

Catalogue My A¢ Help QTile, Author, Keyword Al

Myth Into Art - HA_ Shapiro

o A

og- - -0n z

HAITOW FaInier. HATVAF UNIVETSItY, ATIUE M.SaCKICT MUSCUM 1900339, Ud. 41U

CONTENTS p.v
List of lustrations p.vi
Preface pxv

» 1INTRODUCTION p.1

» 2EPIC p.11

» 3LYRIC p.66

» 4DRAMA p. 115
Bibliography p.170
Index p. 180

Figure 86 Theseus received by Amphitrite and Poseidon. Red-figure calyx-krater
attributed to the Kadmos Painter. Bologna, Museo Civico 303. Ca. 410.
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