The Spear and the Symposium: Interpreting Sparta Through Black Figure Pottery

Political propaganda, self-aggrandizement, and in modern times, the resuscitation of the Spartan mirage, have all marred a proper understanding of archaic Spartan society.  Literary and archaeological evidence concerning archaic Sparta has been appropriated to contextualize the growth of its classical militaristic state.  Supplementary evidence of Spartan society outside this restricted narrative has been marginalized.  Laconian black figure pottery provides a unique medium through which to view Sparta, yet it has suffered two-fold: scholars have failed to integrate the Laconian black figure pottery industry into Sparta’s economic and artistic development while art historians have predominantly focused on Athenian wares and have harshly criticized Laconian pottery for its lack of technical execution.  Although Laconian black-figure pottery is short lived (580-510 BC), its imagery consistently caters to the refined tastes and values of the aristocratic elite.  Activities such as symposia, horse riding, and hunting are pervasive while what can be termed populist activities such as la vie quotidienne, manual labor, and Dionysian drinking parties are neglected.  Laconian black figure artists appear to avoid painting images that would comment upon Sparta’s aggressive domestic expansion or its larger role as tyrant deposers in the Mediterranean during this same time period.  Hoplites comprise a slim minority of painted mortal figures.  There are also no depictions of the Trojan War in the Laconian corpus.  Mythical figures and heroes from before the Trojan War, especially Herakles, are the preferred subjects.  The paucity of martial themes in Laconian black figure is surprising, especially as artists chose not to depict Sparta’s pivotal role in the most famous war in Greek history.  Both the pictoral content and lacunae of certain themes in Laconian black figure reveal the complexity of Spartan society.  Laconian black figure pottery was exclusively made for exportation, so the images of a refined, tranquil culture were being produced, sold, and dedicated in areas in which the Spartan military had recently campaigned.  
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