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Yael Young

TheaTricaliTy in The represenTaTions of 
helmeTs during The laTe archaic period



although theatre is considered to have been, since its inception, one of 
athens’ most influential cultural institutions, explicit theatrical scenes 

are almost entirely absent from the corpus of vase paintings dating to the 
first half of the fifth century B.c.1 scholars have attempted to propose sev-
eral solutions to this puzzling phenomenon. for example, some have sug-
gested that certain masculine kalos inscriptions written next to female fig-
ures denote male actors playing female roles. in addition, certain plays are 
said to have influenced the iconography of myth depicted on vases. schol-
ars have further claimed that vase painters, in depicting tragic scenes, delib-
erately omitted explicit signs of dramatic performance in order to maintain 
the ‘dramatic illusion’ characteristic of that genre.2 however, even the depic-
tions that can be most plausibly characterized as theatrically-inspired do not 
contain enough visual markers to be identified with known dramatic perform-
ances.3 Thus, the number of indisputably theatrical scenes depicted in vase 
paintings is indeed very scant.4 it is extremely difficult to explain this absence. 
athenian vase-painters, evidently, chose to avoid the theatre as subject mat-

* i would like to thank alfred Bernhard-Walcher (The museum of fine art, Vienna) and 
ursula Kästner (Berlin, the staatliche museen zu Berlin) for the permission to publish 
the photographs of the vases housed in these collections. 

1. Taplin (1997) 69-70; csapo (2010a) 3.
2. green (1991) 40; Taplin (1997) 71-72. 
3. green (1994) 24, 26; Taplin (1997) 69-72, 90. Taplin discusses two scenes that may 

be exceptional in this respect. one of them is the scene decorating the krater from Ba-
sel discussed below. he argues that it may be a reminiscence of dramatic ghost-raising 
scenes, such as the one probably included in aeschylus’ lost Psychagogoi.

4. for surveys of the visual evidence in general, see green (1994) 16-48 (chapter 2); 
froning (2002) 70-95; csapo (2010a) 1-37 (chapter 1). for focused discussion on satyr 
plays, see Krumeich (1999) 41-73, on comedy, see green (2010) 71-102. 
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ter for their vases. oliver Taplin suggested a tentative solution and claimed 
— on the basis of comparison to other subjects that did not find their way to 
vase paintings — that the athenians perceived tragedy and comedy as part 
of ‘political’ life, and therefore vase painters did not consider these subjects, 
like other ‘political’ subjects, suitable for depiction on ceramic ware.5 

The purpose of this article is to offer a different perspective on the appar-
ent absence of theatrical scenes from vase paintings. i argue that the atheni-
an theatre did, in fact, have a substantial influence on vase painters, but that 
instead of depicting scenes from the theatre, vase painters embedded theatri-
cal elements into their paintings, revealing the connection between these two 
artistic media. in particular, i propose that theatrical elements are present in 
depictions of warriors, and are captured in an image that will serve as a case 
study: chalkidian helmets decorated with artificial hair on the forehead, an 
image first seen on athenian red-figure vases at the turn of the sixth centu-
ry. These images convey theatricality by establishing an analogy between the 
helmet (and other panoply items) and the mask (and other ornate costume 
items), thus defining the role of the warrior and its performativity; i argue 
that the vase-painters’ choice to depict the helmets in such a way was influ-
enced by the rapidly developing athenian dramatic performances in general 
and the use of the theatrical mask in particular.

The Visual phenomenon: 
helmeTs decoraTed WiTh arTificial hair

The chalkidian helmet was an improvement of the archaic corinthian hel-
met, an adaptation with slots for the ears and cheek pieces that could be ele-
vated by means of hinges. Thus, the chalkidian helmet was less obstructive 
to vision and hearing than the corinthian helmet, required less material to 
make, and weighed less. chalkidian helmets began to appear in artistic rep-
resentations in the first half of the sixth century, and their presence in visual 
art forms increased considerably after 530.6 

The first scholar to discuss the visual representations of helmets deco-
rated with artificial hair on the forehead was B. schröder, in his article deal-
ing with the helmet collection in Berlin. he argued that these representations 
mirrored the embossed locks found on real helmets.7 f. hauser identified the 

5. Taplin (1997) 89
6. everson (2004) 87. 
7. schröder (1905) 20. he compares the helmets to the one worn by menelaos, depicted 

by makron on a red-figure skyphos from Boston (museum of fine arts, 13.186. ARV² 
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dense spheres adorning chalkidian helmets not as hair but as tettix—head-
gear in the form of cicadas. his identification is disputed, however, and it is 
clear that some depictions of these adornments depart substantially from the 
tettix-like shape.8 p. hannah, in her unpublished dissertation, collected the 
most comprehensive list of these helmets, comprising more than seventy rep-
resentations. forty-one date to the late archaic period, twenty one date to 
the early classical period, and thirteen date to the high classical period.9 
helmet representations from each of the three periods feature hair in a vari-
ety of shapes; the most common is the shape of thick curls, but in some cas-
es the hair is designed in a smooth bunch or in straight bangs. in representa-
tions from the late archaic period, helmets appear in specific mythological 
contexts, in genre scenes, and in scenes devoid of any narrative; in some cas-
es they are worn on the head during battle, and in others, they are displayed 
by warriors or other figures or featured in arrays of panoply. By contrast, in 
representations from the two subsequent periods, helmets are always worn 
on the head, in most cases during battle. in what follows, i focus on helmet 
representations from the late archaic period, owing to the large number 
of representations as well as the proximity of this period to the inception of 
athenian theatre. 

half the helmet representations from the late archaic period are attrib-
uted to douris, a prolific painter active in that period.10 he was clearly fond 
of the artificial hair decorations adorning chalkidian helmets and was prob-
ably the first to depict them in vase paintings. The first example of this visual 
phenomenon appears on a cup signed by douris dating to ca. 500,11 but per-
haps the finest example decorates his famous cup belonging to the museum 
of fine art at Vienna (Fig. 1).12 The outer sides of the cup feature the story of 
the fate of achilles’ armor, the Hoplon Krisis, The Award of the Arms. side a 
depicts the struggle between odysseus and aias, and side B shows the vote 
in the presence of the goddess athena.13 in the tondo we see an adult male 

458.1, 1654, 481; Addenda 119; Addenda² 243; BAPD [= Beazley archive pottery da-
tabase] 204681). 

8. hauser (1906) 96-99. other scholars addressed this issue in discussions of specific vases. 
see arias – hirmer (1962) 342, pl. 146; Vermeule (1966) 5; Beazley – caskey (1954) 20.

9. hannah (1983) 193-94, 209-10, 220-21. 
10. Buitron-oliver (1995) 1-3.
11. Vienna, the museum of fine art, 3694. ARV² 427.3, 1569, 1652; Para 374; Addenda 

116; Addenda² 235; BAPD 205047. from cerveteri, etruria. another early example is 
paris, cabinet des medailles, 538; BAPD 205060. 

12. Vienna, the museum of fine art, 3695. ARV² 429.26, 1569, 1653; Para 374; Addenda 
116; Addenda² 236; BAPD 205070. from cerveteri, etruria. 

13. on the literary sources, see gantz (1993) 629-34; hedreen (2001) 105 ff.
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handing panoply items to a younger man; this scene is usually interpreted as 
representing odysseus handing items to neoptolemos.14 achilles’ panoply 
is depicted twice, once in the struggle scene and twice in the tondo. in both 
panoply sets the helmet is of chalkidian type and is decorated with artificial 
hair on the forehead line. 

it seems that douris invested significant efforts to make the helmets look 
like human faces. This pertains especially to the helmet displayed in the ton-
do. The forehead of the helmet is decorated with thick, voluminous curls, in 
addition to other facial details: the helmet’s eye-holes look like eye-sockets, 
and the nose guard is shaped in soft lines. at first glance the helmet appears 
to be a human face located between the two heroes. The fact that the helmet 
is situated above an anthropomorphic arrangement of panoply items rein-
forces its lifelike quality. 

another example is a kantharos signed by douris as both painter and pot-
ter.15 The kantharos belongs to a collection in Brussels and dates to ca. 490. 
on the body of the vessel we see a continuous amazonomachy scene. on one 
side herakles and another greek warrior fight three amazons; on the other 
side a greek warrior fights four amazons. all seven amazons wear identi-
cal chalkidian helmets with elevated black cheek guards, long crests with a 
tapering point at the rear, and thick curls on the forehead. The greek war-
rior who fights four amazons wears a similar helmet, adorned with smooth 
rather than curly artificial hair. douris distinguishes the amazons’ helmets 
from that of the greek warrior by means of the shape of the artificial hair. in 
the first scene the decorated helmet is being held up as if on display, flanked 
by two living heads, whereas in the second the helmet is worn on the head. 

douris was not the only painter who depicted helmets with artificial hair. 
The Brygos painter, the foundry painter and makron, all active during the 
late archaic period, are responsible for additional important examples. The 
Brygos painter’s depiction of the Hoplon krisis appears on a cup belonging 
to the British museum (Fig. 2).16 The scenes on the outer sides of the cup 
echo the narratives depicted by douris, discussed above.17 unlike douris, 

14. Buitron-oliver (1995) 13, no. 42, pl. 26; Williams (1980) 139, pl. 33, 8; Woodford 
(1993) 102. Boardman identifies the scene differently, see Boardman (1975) fig. 285.2.

15. Brussels, musées royaux, a718. ARV² 445.256, 1569, 1653; Para 521; Addenda 
118; Addenda² 241; BAPD 205305. from cerveteri, etruria. see also Buitron-oliver 
(1995) 19, 75-76, no. 48; reeder (1995) 374-376, no. 120. 

16. london, The British museum, e 69. ARV² 369.2; Para 365; Addenda² 224; BAPD 
203901. from Vulci, etruria. 

17. The scene decorating the tondo is different, and its interpretation is disputed. see 
Williams (1980) 140. however, the narratives depicted in both douris’ and the Bry-
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the Brygos painter locates achilles’ armor under the handles. a pair of up-
right standing greaves is located under one handle; an array of a chalkidi-
an helmet on top of a round shield is located under the second handle. The 
dome of the helmet is decorated with a checkerboard pattern, and the fore-
head is decorated with bangs-like straight hair. another representative ex-
ample by the Brygos painter is a large skyphos housed in Vienna (Fig. 3 a, 
b).18 side a shows the ransom of hektor, and side B features a gathering of 
greek heroes. Two lavishly ornate helmets hang on the background “walls” 
of each scene. on side a, next to old priam, a chalkidian helmet hangs on 
a hook. The helmet’s decoration includes a long crest with a geometrical-
ly decorated base, a dome with a checkerboard pattern, a black neck-guard 
with a light contour, and thick curls along the forehead, represented by a se-
ries of curly lines (Fig. 3a). a similar helmet hangs on side B, located be-
tween the pair conversing on the left side of the composition (Fig. 3b). The 
decoration is almost identical to that of the helmet on side a, but here an an-
imal silhouette decorates the cheek piece, and the artificial curls are accen-
tuated. The Brygos painter positions these two helmets next to the heads of 
live figures, providing the viewer with an opportunity to compare the human 
head to the helmet that serves as its protective cover. 

another scene in which a helmet is presented as if on display decorates a 
cup attributed to makron.19 The outer sides depict two seemingly unrelated 
scenes: on side a we see four men and the Theban sphinx, and side B shows 
four men in motion. in the tondo we can see a warrior, flanked by a stool and 
a shield, holding his helmet (Fig. 4).20 The helmet is decorated with thick 
curls on its forehead, and it seems that makron, like douris, has tried to 
make it appear quite similar to the human face. although some scholars in-
terpret it as an arming scene, it seems that the warrior is displaying his hel-
met rather than wearing it. 

a cup attributed to the foundry painter is another example (Fig. 5). The 
cup, now in Berlin, dates to 490–480.21 in the scene decorating the tondo 

gos painter’s tondo scenes cannot be easily identified, and in this respect the two paint-
ers follow an identical narrative scheme, each presenting a well-identified outer scene 
and an ambiguous inner scene. 

18. Vienna, the museum of fine art, 3710. ARV² 380.171, 1649; Para 366, 368; Addenda 
112; Addenda² 227; BAPD 204068. from cerveteri, etruria.

19. paris, musee du louvre, g266. ARV² 461.32; Addenda² 244; BAPD 204714. from 
Vulci, etruria.

20. Kunisch (1997) pl. 109, no. 330. 
21. Berlin, the staatliche museen zu Berlin, f2294. ARV² 400.1, 1573, 1651, 1706; Para 

370; Addenda 114; Addenda² 230; BAPD 204340. from Vulci, etruria. 
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we see hephaestus handing Thetis the divine armor he made for achilles. 
The god sits on a stool holding a chalkidian helmet in his left hand, in front 
of his face. The helmet has black cheek guards, a crest with a pointed edge, 
and thick curls running along the forehead. 

The final example i will discuss is a representation of a helmet, shown 
with an array of panoply items, decorating the shoulder of a hydria from 
the louvre (Fig. 6).22 The hydria is unattributed and dates to ca. 490. on 
the right it features a highly decorated chalkidian helmet positioned on top 
of a Boeotian shield; the shield is lying flat and shown in profile. Behind 
the shield stands a sword in an upright position and on the left a composite 
corselet is shown from the back. as the scene is devoid of any narrative con-
tent, scholars have argued that the empty panoply items are an embodiment 
of “all the values of war and heroism of which attic imagery provides innu-
merable examples”.23 The helmet has a double crest, with a checkerboard 
pattern decorating the base of each crest. The dome of the helmet bears a 
pattern of scales, and an animal silhouette decorates its cheek piece. in addi-
tion, thick bangs decorate its forehead. like the other panoply items in the 
scene, this helmet and the other helmets discussed above are spectacular ob-
jects, theatrical by nature. They are lavishly ornate, sometimes displayed for 
show. By adorning the helmets with artificial hair, the vase-painters enhance 
their resemblance to the human face.24 

BacKground: Being a hopliTe – Being a chorus memBer

my interpretation that vase-painters’ depictions of chalkidian helmets sug-
gest a theatrical influence is based on the inherent similarity between the role 
of a hoplite and the role of a member of a dramatic chorus, a similarity ac-
knowledged by the ancient greeks25 and reflected in literary sources and vis-
ual artifacts. 

socrates (active in the second half of the fifth century) is the earliest known 
source to establish a connection between the two social roles. in athenaeus’ 

22. paris, musee du louvre, g179. BAPD 5758. from Vulci?, etruria. 
23. lissarrague (1989) 51, fig. 72. see also lissarrague (2008) 16-17. 
24. The phenomenon of helmets resembling the human face is not restricted to chalkid-

ian helmets; it can be observed in other types of helmets as well. in general, starting at 
the end of the sixth century, vase painters adopted the tendency of rendering helmets 
as resembling the human face. in my view, this phenomenon in general should be con-
nected to the developing theatre. 

25. Winkler (1990) 22; dugdale (2008) 78-80; Bierl (2009) 79-80.
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(active ca. 200 c.e.) The Learned Banqueters (14.628f.) socrates is quoted 
as saying the following: 

“for the type of dancing in which the choruses engaged in those days was 
graceful and impressive, and imitated, as it were, the movements of men wear-
ing armor. This is why sokrates in his poetry claims that the best dancers are 
also the best warriors, putting it as follows, “Those who show the gods the 
finest honors in choruses are the best in war”. for choral dance represented 
something approaching military drill and was a way of demonstrating not just 
good discipline generally but specifically the care they took of their bodies.”26

other ancient sources also drew parallels between the hoplite and the 
chorus member. in particular, they established a connection between the 
military phalanx and the formation characteristic of the dramatic chorus.27 
for example, aelius aristides (117–181 c.e.) stated the following:

Well! in what part of the chorus or in what rank shall we place miltiades of mar-
athon? or is it clear that we shall place him before the audience and in a favo-
rable position for being seen by all? except that the man is not quite “a stand-
er of the left”, but is at the right wing of the greeks’ battle line.” (On Behalf of 
the Four 3.154)28 

The scholion to this passage explains the connection between the pha-
lanx and the chorus, suggesting that the former served as a metaphor for the 
latter:

“This is a metaphor taken from the choruses at the dionysia. When the cho-
ruses entered they sang their hymns moving transversely and kept the audience 
on their left, and the foremost of the chorus kept to the left side…since the left 
side in choruses is more distinguished, though in battle [lines] it is the right 
… when entering they placed the good choreuts on their left side in order that 
they might be located facing the people.” (scholion to aristides, On Behalf of 
the Four 154)29

a visual representation that creates an analogy between a chorus and a 

26. Translation: s. d. olson, lcl, 2011. 
27. csapo – slater (1995) 353. it seems that this rule applies particularly to the entrances 

and exits of the chorus, see Webster (1970) 112, foley (2003) 9.
28. Translation: Behr, P. Aelius Aristides, The Complete Works, 1986. also translated in csa-

po – slater (1995) 361, no. 309a. on the sources of aelius aristides, see Bowie (2002). 
29. Translated in csapo – slater (1995) 361, no. 309B.
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hoplite phalanx appears in a column-krater from Basel.30 The vase, whose at-
tribution is disputed, is dated to 500-490.31 it depicts six figures, arranged 
in three pairs, approaching an altar. Their costumes are almost identical: 
they wear masks crowned with diadems and sleeveless short “shirts” on top 
of chitoniskoi. illegible letters appear next to their open mouths, indicating 
singing. The figures appear to be moving in dancing steps, in unison and in 
a rectangular structure. This structure, along with the use of masks, suggests 
that this is a dramatic chorus, probably tragic.32 

a red-figure pelike dated to 440–430, belonging to the museum of fine 
arts in Boston and attributed to The phiale painter,33 establishes addition-
al analogies between chorus members and hoplites. The depicted scene fea-
tures two chorus members preparing to perform.34 The chorus member on 
the left is already in costume, dressed as a maenad. The one on the right is 
still in the process of getting dressed: he is already wearing his dress and one 
boot, and he is pulling the other boot onto his lifted leg. his mask is lying 
on the ground.35 The composition of this theatrical dressing scene is remi-
niscent of that of the typical arming scene. one representative example of 
the well-known arming motif appears on a black-figure amphora from Würz-
burg, in the manner of the lysippides painter, dating to ca. 520.36 in the 
center of the scene a warrior is shown in the typical arming posture, adjust-
ing a greave to the lifted leg. he is flanked by subsidiary figures: a woman is 
handing him his spears and shield, while a scythian archer moves to the left. 
The manner in which the warrior is adjusting his greave mirrors the move-
ment of the chorus member in the Boston pelike, who is lifting his leg to pull 
on his boot. The other chorus member in the pelike, disguised as a maenad 
— that is, enacting a female role — is handing him his garment, just as wom-
en are often seen handing warriors various items. finally, a maenad’s mask 
is lying on the ground, in the typical position of the warrior’s helmet. This 

30. Basel, antikenmuseum und sammlung ludwig, Bs415. BAPD 260. 
31. slehoferova (1988) 23, pl. 6.3-5. 
32. csapo – slater (1995) 57. csapo argues that the representation of only half of the chorus 

— six instead of twelve members — is due to lack of space, and it serves as a synecdoche 
for the whole chorus. see csapo (2010a) 6.

33. Boston (ma), museum of fine arts, 98.883. ARV² 1017.46; Para 440; Addenda² 315; 
BAPD 214224. from cerveteri, etruria.

34. oakley (1990) 39, no. 46, pl. 26a.
35. These boots are identified as kothornoi, soft, formless and lace-less boots. in the first 

half of the fifth century they are found also in sympotic contexts and in other dramatic 
contexts of the phallus-chorus. see csapo (2013) 44, 50-56. 

36. Würzburg, universität, martin von Wagner mus., l184. ARV 4.23; ABV 258.14; Para 
144; Addenda² 67; BAPD 302246. unknown provenance.
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scene constructs a nearly exact mapping between the warrior’s arming proc-
ess and the chorus member’s dressing process, exploiting every possible pic-
torial element: the mask is like a helmet, the theatrical boot is like the greave, 
the chorus member is like the warrior. 37 

The analogy between the mask and the helmet can be observed even in 
vase paintings that probably predate the official institution of the theatre. a fa-
mous pictorial scene showing such an analogy decorates an amphora, attrib-
uted to the painter of Berlin 1686, housed in Berlin38 and dated to ca. 540. 
(Fig. 7).39 The amphora shows a comic choir of six males, three of them per-
forming as knights, and three performing as horses. The so-called “knights” 
wear corinthian helmets equipped with unique decorations: the first with 
animal ears, the second with a moon-shaped crest, and the third with a cross 
encircled by a disk.40 each “horse” wears a special mask shaped as a horse 
head and a costume composed of a horsetail attached to a short red leotard. 
in the scene the helmets and the masks serve the same purpose: defining 
roles enacted by chorus members.

The visual and textual representations described above draw attention to 
the similarities between the role of the hoplite and that of the chorus mem-
ber: Both were performed in public, in “phalanxes” moving in unison. Both 
the hoplite and the chorus member concealed their identities beneath a cos-
tume, covering themselves from top to bottom, and the value of an individu-
al was measured according to his contribution to the group. notably, literary 
sources mention that those who served as chorus members received exemp-
tion from military service.41 

37. in this context, it is interesting to note that scenes of figures putting on footwear, main-
ly sandals, as a synecdoche for the process of dressing, use the same posture seen on 
the Boston phiale and on the Würzburg amphora. The process of dressing in general, 
not only by chorus members, has an affinity to arming and deserves a separate discus-
sion. for a discussion on the motif of footwear-donning and its connection to arming, 
see my article “The visual motif of footwear-donning in archaic and classical athens”, 
in: g. Ventura (ed.), Shoe Matters, Tel aviv: resling publishing, 2014 (forthcoming, 
in hebrew). however, as discussed below, there is a particularly strong connection be-
tween the chorus member and the hoplite, owing to the similarities between the modes 
of performance and the usage of a top-to-bottom costume.   

38. Berlin, the staatliche museen zu Berlin, f1697. ABV: 297.17; Para: 128; BAPD 320396. 
from cerveteri, etruria? 

39. ghiron-Bistagne dates the amphora to 550; see ghiron-Bistagne (1976) 262, note 1. 
green dates it a bit later, to 540-530; see green (2007) 166. 

40. some scholars identify the leftmost decoration as feathers; see green (2007) 166; dan-
ner (1993) 27, note 79, for earlier references to this issue. 

41. csapo – slater (1995) 352; Wilson (2000) 79; lech (2009) 355. 
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The helmeT represenTed as a TheaTrical masK

The choice to depict chalkidian helmets with artificial hair on the forehead 
might be explained as a mere decorative element, but this would not answer 
the question of why vase painters chose to depict artificial hair in a way that 
increased the helmets’ similarity to the human face and why they began to do 
so when they did. i propose interpreting this phenomenon by relating to an-
other object that was meant to look like the human face and flourished in this 
very period: the theatrical mask. Both reflect a transfer of details from the hu-
man face to the objects that cover them. 

The helmet and the theatrical mask have many aspects in common, and 
the conceptual analogy between the two objects emerges clearly from the 
dressing scene in the phiale painter’s pelike, discussed above. Both the hel-
met and the mask are meant to cover the face and the head, and they serve 
as crucial components in constructing men’s roles as warriors and as cho-
rus members, respectively.42 Both conceal the identity of the individual in fa-
vor of the collective group. The mask–helmet analogy was articulated by y. 
Korshak, who dealt with depictions of frontal helmets: “The helmet itself is 
mask-like, an artificial face that covers the real one”.43 d. Wiles noted that the 
helmet-makers and mask-makers coped with the same technical problems.44 

in the late archaic period theatrical masks were rather new, and we 
know for certain that they were equipped with artificial hair. The earliest 
representations of theatrical masks confirm this. for example, in the column-
krater from Basel, discussed above, the masks of the six chorus members 
clearly bear artificial hair: straight bangs on the forehead and long locks cov-
ering the crown, running down to the nape of the neck. The mask depicted 
on the pelike of the phiale painter also features artificial hair, arranged in a 
bun and fastened with a band. a fragment of an oinochoe, dating to 470–460, 
shows a naked youth holding a theatrical mask in his right hand;45 the mask, 
shown in frontal view and entirely painted, is decorated with locks of hair 
and a diadem. another example, dated a bit later than the oinochoe fragment, 

42. hall (2006) 34, 144. 
43. Korshak (1987) 23. 
44. Wiles (2007) 57-58. When discussing the fragmentary satyr play Theoroi or Isthmias-

tae written by aeschylus, Wiles connects between these two objects. see Wiles (2007) 
207.

45. athens, agora museum, p11810. ARV² 495, 1656; Para 380; Addenda 122; Addenda² 
250; BAPD 205573. from athens. froning (2002) 72, fig. 89. 
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decorates a bell krater belonging to the museum at ferrara, italy.46 in the the-
atrical scene we see a dancing maenad, wearing a long dress, a nebris and a 
mask. she stretches her hand towards a standing youth, who holds a frontal 
mask in his right hand. Both masks have artificial hair, and the one worn by 
the maenad is shown in profile so we can look at its structure. it covers both 
the face and head and has eye sockets, a gaping mouth and an accentuated 
jaw line. The back of the mask is rendered in the shape of a sakkos with arti-
ficial hair poking out. 

The composition of the scenes decorating the cups attributed to douris, 
makron and the foundry painter, discussed above, further reinforces the 
theatrical qualities of the helmet (Figs. 1, 4, 6). specifically, in these scenes 
the helmets are portrayed as if they are being displayed and examined. in 
each of these three cases, the helmet is located in a position that encourag-
es the viewer to compare it to the human head. in douris’ cup the helmet is 
located right between odysseus’ and neoptolemos’ heads, and its curls are 
fashioned in the same manner as neoptolemos’ curls. similarly, makron po-
sitions the helmet opposite the warrior’s head and at a similar height, invit-
ing a comparison. The foundry painter locates the helmet just below Thetis’ 
head and right in front hephaestus’ face. 

in some pictorial representations theatrical masks are positioned in a sim-
ilar manner. perhaps the most famous example is the pronomos vase, a cele-
brated volute krater, housed in naples and dating to ca. 400.47 The vase de-
picts a group of actors and a choir of satyrs celebrating their victory in the 
presence of dionysus and his consort. most of the members of the theatrical 
cast have removed their masks, and some are displaying or examining them. 
These masks are positioned at the same level as the actors’ and chorus mem-
bers’ faces, thereby allowing the viewer to compare between them. The com-
parison between the mask and the human face is especially prominent for 
chorus members nos. 1, 3, 11 and 25, as well as for the actor playing the fig-
ure of papposilenos (no. 10) and for the unidentified female figure sitting on 
the edge of dionysos’ kline (no. 8).48 all these figures are holding their masks 
against their heads, and chorus member no. 3 and papposilenos are gazing at 

46. ferrara, museo nazionale di spina, T173cVpa. BAPD 5039. from spina, italy. ric-
cioni (1959) pl. 17. 

47. naples, museo archeologico nazionale, h3240. ARV² 1336.1, 1704; Para 480; Ad-
denda² 365; BAPD 217500. from ruvo, italy.

48. i follow the numbering of the key illustration in the anthology devoted to the pronomos 
vase, see Taplin – Wyles 2010: xv, fig. 0.0. see also figs. 0.1, 0.2.



25TheaTricaliTy in The represenTaTions of helmeTs 

their respective masks.49 here, too, the viewer is encouraged to compare be-
tween the exposed human head and the mask; in the case of the satyr the com-
parison is, of course, achieved by way of contrast. 

it seems to me that douris, makron and the foundry painter were quite 
conscious of their choice to embed theatricality into their representations of 
the chalkidian helmet. each of their scenes decorates a tondo, that is, each 
painter intended for the observer to gradually reveal the scene while drinking 
and ultimately, i believe, to experience it as “a wonder to behold,” a “thau-
ma idesthai”. 

makron’s scene includes another unique detail that reinforces its theatri-
cal underpinnings. The warrior is looking out of the pictorial plane directly at 
the beholder, as if to invite him to inspect the helmet as well. such awareness 
of the viewer and of being viewed is a major factor in creating theatricality. 50

conclusions

The representation of helmets decorated with artificial hair on the forehead 
is a visual phenomenon that first emerged at the turn of the sixth century B.c. 
The timing of its sudden appearance is surely not a coincidence. looking at 
the representations, it is apparent that the vase painters invested efforts in 
humanizing the helmets. in many cases they were deliberately positioned in 
a manner that would encourage a comparison to be made to the human head. 
The helmet became a spectacular object, similar to the theatrical mask, de-
fining the role of the person who wore it. 

The relationship traced between the decorated chalkidian helmet and 
the theatrical mask has far-reaching implications. it opens new directions 
in considering the inspiration and influence that the theatre had on athe-
nian art and helps to resolve the problem of the absence of explicit theatrical 
scenes from the corpus of vase paintings. The phenomenon discussed above 
points to a complex relationship between the art of the theatre and the art of 
vase-painting. in this particular case study, it seems that the latter was influ-
enced by the former and manifested that influence through a specific manner 
of depicting the warrior and his panoply. 

49. other examples: red-figure bell krater, sydney, university, nicholson museum, 47.05 
(seidensticker [2010] 222, fig. 12.3); fragmentary red-figure volute krater, Würz-
burg, universität, martin von Wagner mus., h4781. (BAPD 217516); red-figure bell 
krater, ferrara, T161c (csapo [2010b] 119, fig. 7.17); marble grave relief, piraeus, 
archaeological museum (Junker [2010] 147, fig. 8.8). 

50. fried (1980) 100, 109-10; osborne (1998) 97. see also, isler-Kerényi (2004) 31, 39, 
51-53, 77; cohen (2010) 38-43. 
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Αbstract

The focus of this article is the visual phenomenon of chalkidian helmets decorated with ar-
tificial hair on the forehead, an image first seen on athenian red-figure vases at the turn of 
the sixth century. i argue that the decision of vase-painters to add this decorative element 
to helmets, and thus humanize them, was influenced by the developing athenian theatre in 
general, and the use of theatrical mask in particular. The interpretation is based on visual 
and textual evidence that suggests a conceptual relationship between the hoplite in the pha-
lanx and the member of the dramatic chorus. This interpretation has far-reaching implica-
tions. it opens new directions in considering the influence that the theatre had on athenian 
vase-painters and helps to resolve the absence of explicit theatrical scenes from the corpus 
of vase paintings.
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Fig. 1. red–figure cup, 
signed by douris. Vien-
na, the museum of fine art, 
3694.

Fig. 2. red–figure cup, 
attributed to The Bry-
gos painter. london, The 
British museum, e 69.             
© Trustees of the British 
museum.
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Fig. 3a, b. red–figure skyphos, attributed to The Brygos painter. Vienna, museum of fine art, 3710.
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Fig. 4. red-fig-
ure cup, attributed 
to makron. paris, 
musée du louvre, 
g266. © rmn-
grand palais (mu-
sée du louvre) 
/ hervé lewan-
dowski.

Fig. 5. red-fig-
ure cup, attribut-
ed to the foundry 
painter. Berlin, the 
staatliche museen 
zu Berlin, f2294. 
© staatliche mu-
seen zu Berlin, an-
tikensammlung, 
photographer: Jo-
hannes laurentius.
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Fig. 6. red-figure hydria, unattributed. paris, musée du louvre, g179. © rmn-grand palais (mu-
sée du louvre) / hervé lewandowski.

Fig. 7. Black-figure amphora, attributed to the painter of Berlin 1686. Berlin, the staatliche museen zu 
Berlin, f1697. © staatliche museen zu Berlin, antikensammlung, photographer: Johannes laurentius.


