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That the placement of name inscriptions (letter-chains naming figures or,
in rare instances, other pictorial elements) in Greek vase-painting followed
certain conventions was noticed early by scholars. In his seminal Non-Attic
Greek Vase Inscriptions, Rudolf Wachter succinctly described two main
“principles of labelling”: the “starting-point principle” and the “direction
principle”.! While these conventions allow for some variation which is main-
ly determined by the availability of space, the basic rule of the starting-point
principle is that a name is placed close (but preferably not too close) to the
figure it refers to — often as close to the head as possible —, with the first
letter of the inscription always being closest to a figure’s head (the only ex-
ception to that are cases where the name is in its whole width placed hori-
zontally above the head). This also determines the direction of the writing:
if the name is placed to the right of (the head of) a figure, the writing runs
from left to right, and vice versa; as a consequence of this direction principle,
the “feet” of the letters face the figures they belong to. The rationale behind
these long-running and overwhelmingly consistently observed conventions
followed by vase-painters presumably was to make clear to the viewer in an
unambiguous way which inscription referred to which figure — otherwise (and
sometimes still, despite adherence to the conventions) something not easily
achieved in many images teeming with figures and letters. In this contribu-
tion, I would like to present a — to my knowledge singular — case of a name
inscription that plays with these conventions in a spectacular way which
epitomises the ingenuity of some craftsmen in exploiting the specific poten-
tial of the combination of writing and imagery which inscriptions in Greek
vase-paintings represent.

The inscription in question is found on an Attic black-figure neck amphora
from the last quarter of the sixth century (like all further dates B.C.E.) which
was first published more than thirty years ago in an auction catalogue.” On its
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uninscribed side, it shows Peleus and Thetis delivering their little son Achil-
leus to the centaur Cheiron, while the side with the inscription (fig. 1) shows
an image whose iconography is well-established at this time:* Aias (Lokros)
is striding menacingly towards Kassandra who flees to Athena, a picture based
on a story that was part of the TAlov népaic, subject of a fifth-century tragedy
and already mentioned in the “Cologne Alcacus”:* during the sack of Troy,
Kassandra seeks refuge at the Palladion, from which Aias drags her away —an
act of Ogocvrio which angered the goddess greatly against the Greeks.’

In our image, Kassandra — here depicted naked, apart from a chlamys
around her shoulders — is running towards Athena but has not quite reached
the goddess yet, only one of her toes seeming to touch her foot. Aias, his
sword pulled out of the scabbard he holds, strides towards her. Athena is
shown as Promachos, like on Panathenaic amphorae.® Although Kassandra
has a more prominent position within the composition — Aias aims his atten-
tion at her —, the iconography nevertheless rather belongs to the earlier phase
of the pictorial tradition which tends to marginalise the figure of Kassandra.”
Thus, as in the early textual sources, the image gives room to the confronta-
tion between Aias and the goddess while the new focus of the iconography
evolving at the end of the sixth century is the suffering of the Trojan princess
at the hands of the Lokrian.?

The letter-chain, which is of our particular interest, runs in a roughly hori-
zontal line between the nose-guard of Aias’ tipped-back helmet and Athena’s
frontal locks. Read from right to left, the inscription straightforwardly reads
AGENAIA, naming the goddess’ in accordance with the aforementioned two
“principles of labelling”. This understanding is found in the first published
description of the painting,'® but already the (to my knowledge) second one,
in the pot’s first academic publication by Heather Jackson, complicates mat-
ters because irritatingly, read from /lefi to right, the first four letters give the
name AIAZX, this also in accordance with the placement conventions of name
inscriptions; Jackson thus reads one-and-a-half names here: “In the field,
between the heads of Athena and Aias are the letters AGE (retrograde) and

AJAZ, the two names almost meeting in confrontation”."

This may at first sound surprising because of the shape of the fourth letter
which looks like a ny, but vase-painters in this period sometimes actually
used a so-called “sideways sigma”, a sigma turned by ninety degrees and
thus looking like a (reverse) ny.> A roughly contemporaneous black-figure
neck amphora attributed to the Long-Nose Painter in Munich, for instance,
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features ny, sigma and sideways sigma in different inscriptions on the same
side;" the same is (very probably) true for another comparable Munich pot, a
hydria attributed to the Antimenes Painter to whose circle our amphora may
belong.! Two circumstances suggested to the reader-viewer that the inscrip-
tion can or should be read from left to right (as well): first, the fact that the
space between the fourth and fifth letter from the left is slightly bigger than
the space between the others — the signs thus forming two visual clusters —,
and second, the near-axial symmetry of the first three letters, AIA. Going one
step further than Jackson, I would therefore suggest that contemporaneous
viewer-readers, occasionally confronted with sideways sigma on other pots,
could easily have read both AGENAIA and ATIAZ, a single letter-chain yield-
ing two names without breaking the conventions of placement!

This is extremely unlikely to be a coincidence but nevertheless, as an in-
tentional device, possible only because of a very fortunate combination of
conditions: the painter saw and exploited the circumstance that the (letters of
the) two names — names of protagonists of a well-established iconography —
are compatible in this way and thus not only had to place the inscription so
that it fits both figures but also to employ “sideways sigma” at exactly the
critical spot; here, perhaps to facilitate the recognition of this subtle play, he
also left a slightly broader space between the letters. Fundamental to all this
is of course the custom to read (and write) in both directions.

If we viewed the inscription only as a formal device playing with various
conventions, it would already be quite artful, attesting to a high level of re-
flexivity in this regard. However, one could go further and attempt to interpret
the letter-chain also in connection with the content of the image. Two aspects
could be brought into play here. First, the impression that, in Jackson’s words,
“the two names [are] almost meeting in confrontation” (see above), mirrors
the emphasis placed on the confrontation between the goddess and the hero
by early texts and images. Second, and mostly independent of this exceptional
two-way legibility, the fact that only the names of Athena and Aias are given
here, while that of Kassandra is omitted, is not only a further way to highlight
the clashing protagonists of this conflict. It is also particularly meaningful
because the fact that Athena is named at all and just like Aias reinforces the
ambiguity, typical for both this time and narration, regarding the ontological
status of the goddess here: while the story requires a cult statue, both early
textual and pictorial sources leave open whether Athena is living or an effigy
(there is no pictorial convention for “statue” in this period). The Promachos
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Fig. 1. Attic black-figure neck amphora, once Melbourne, Graham Geddes collection GpA
1:3. Ca. 520/510. Drawing © Martina Hung.
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pose could well belong to a sculpture but also suggests being alive; it is no
coincidence that the iconography of Aias, Kassandra and Athena features fre-
quently in discussions of the agency of ancient statues.'> Assigning a name
to the figure of Athena in this context, not only in analogy to but in both
confrontation and amalgamation with the name of a living and acting figure,
further raises the stakes.

Finally, this texvonaiyviov, which one could perhaps term “asymmetrical
palindrome”, is a very early example for a play with formal features of ma-
terial language of this kind — Greek vase-painters explored the pictoriality
of writing, particularly in combination with images, in many ways, but this
appears to be a unique case in the extant record and must therefore have been
rare. The earliest extant example for such a device in other Greek textual
media collected by Christine Luz, the akrostichon of Chairemon, dates to the
middle of the fourth century, the first surviving proper palindrome stems from
the first century.'® Our inscription, devised by a nameless if talented craftsman
in a period when (a culture of) literacy is still emerging, is thus a powerful
reminder why the study of Greek vase-inscriptions, to whose promotion the

honouree contributed so much, is a worthwhile endeavour.
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