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NONSENSE INSCRIPTIONS AND LITERACY

In memory of Vernon Ingram

Attic vases revel in inscriptions, to the extent that they furnish impor-
tant evidence for the Attic dialect as demonstrated in the classic work 
by Kretschmer and the recent grammar by Threatte among other 
publications.1 But how literate were the writers of these inscriptions? 
Here, in addition to the numerous errors found on the vases, the 
nonsense inscriptions appear to be a promising group for assessing 
the state of literacy among Athenian vase painters. To the modern 
mind it seems obvious that a person would not write meaningless 
letters if he knew how to write sense properly. Unfortunately, the 
matter is not so simple, for as I had already pointed out in Attic 
Script, nonsense inscriptions are not necessarily a sign of illiteracy.2 
These inscriptions are very numerous. I have made some calcula-
tions of the percentage of nonsense inscriptions as registered in my 
Corpus of Attic Vase Inscriptions (henceforth CAVI)3 which show 
that about a third are without meaning. An interesting additional 
 Abbreviations: BF = black-fi gure, BG = black glaze, LM = Little Master, RF = red-

fi gure, WG = white-ground. Bibliographical abbreviations are listed at the end of 
the article.

 In addition to the usual epigraphical symbols the caret ^ is used to indicate a gap 
between letters, which is often caused by an intervening object in the design, but 
can also simply be a small blank space between letters. Pointed brackets <> mark 
omitted letters, round brackets () mark letters that are badly written or miswritten. 
(.) indicates an indistinct letter.

1 P. Kretschmer, Die griechischen Vaseninschriften ihrer Sprache nach untersucht 
(1894) 73–210. L. Threatte, The Grammar of Attic Inscriptions I, Phonology 
(1980); II, Morphology (1996).

2 See H. R. Immerwahr, Attic Script. A Survey (1990) (henceforth Immerwahr, 
Script) 44. For the origin of the Attic nonsense inscriptions see ibidem. They 
become frequent rather suddenly in the second quarter of the sixth century, e.g. 
on Siana cups and the earlier Tyrrhenian vases. 

3 The corpus has been included in the data base of the Beazley Archive at the Ash-
molean (without, however, the CAVI numbers) and should appear in the next 
version of the inscriptions disk of the Packard Humanities Institute. Hard copies 
exist at the American School of Classical Studies, the Beazley Archive, the Getty 
Museum and a few other places. All information on vase inscriptions is taken 
from this collection.
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result is that the proportion is higher for black-fi gure than for red-
fi gure, i.e. in the earlier period it was considered more proper to 
write letters regardless of their meaning than it was later.4 I believe 
some of the impetus for writing meaningless letters was later taken 
up by the ubiquitous kalos and ho/he pais kalos/kale. The statistics 
suggest that the mere act of writing had greater prestige than would 
be expected in a fully literate society.

In Immerwahr, Script 44–45 I defi ned the Attic nonsense inscrip-
tions as being different from the ordinary run of meaningless vase 
inscriptions. This needs perhaps some clarifi cation. There is no doubt 
that in origin they go back to a situation when it was diffi cult to write 
properly. The frequency with which these inscriptions appear from 
the time of the François Vase on make them a distinctly Attic phe-
nomenon. They appear sometimes on vases of high quality and hence 
should not be confused with illiterate inscriptions, which are easily 
recognized as clumsy attempts at reproducing particular sense inscrip-
tions. A typical example is a BF lekythos in Villa Giulia (42,884, 
CAVI 7164), where Hermes is labeled he^gm(s)^(l), Dionysus, 
Iakx(s)e^, and only Heracles is labeled more or less correctly.5

Nonsense inscriptions, by contrast, came to be an illusionistic tech-
nique. They emulate writing in two ways: (1) as an optical illusion, 
by which letters are strung along without regard to pronunciation, a 
purely visual technique. They may make up longer strings than can 
be found in words. In many cases, the letters are merely suggestive 
(so-called imitation letters), being simplifi ed into strings of hooks 
that resemble upsilons, or rows of dots;6 (2) as an acoustic illusion, 
pretending that the sequence of letters could be pronounced. These 
are often called mock inscriptions, and it is indeed unclear whether 
such inscriptions are put on deliberately by literate painters or are a 
sign of a lack of understanding.

It is in connection with both categories that I called attention in 
Immerwahr, Script to examples of vases that exhibit both sense and 
4 Of 526 inscribed vases in the British Museum as listed in CAVI 350 (67%) have 

sense inscriptions and 115 (22%) have only nonsense inscriptions; 20 (4%) have 
both sense and nonsense inscriptions and 41 (8%) have other types of inscriptions. 
Hence the proportion of sense to nonsense is 115 to 350 or 33%. In black-fi gure, 
however, the proportion is much higher (63 to 112, or 56%) and in red-fi gure 
much lower (49 to 214, or 23%). However, vases in museums are to a certain 
extent selected and a count of all existing vases would probably add a good many 
vases of poor quality with imitation inscriptions or dots.

5 For a list of examples see Appendix 1.
6 I have given a more detailed classifi cation in Acta of the Fifth International Con-

gress of Greek and Latin Epigraphy, Cambridge 1967 (1971) 54.
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nonsense inscriptions, which showed clearly that nonsense could 
be written by literate vase painters. Rudolf Wachter has objected 
to this deduction, for he thought that the combination of sense and 
nonsense was rare.7 However, it is not infrequent: I count altogether 
142 instances in CAVI (see Appendix 2). To these should be added 
the numerous cases where painters well versed in sense inscriptions 
produce vases with only nonsense inscriptions. This means that the 
use of nonsense is not necessarily a sign of impaired literacy. 

Fair examples of nonsense inscriptions used by literate painters 
are combinations of name labels with nonsense, especially if they 
appear in the same scene. The foremost instance of this practice is 
the BF aryballos by Nearchos in the Metropolitan Museum, which I 
discussed in Immerwahr, Script 27. In CAVI I list 40 certain or prob-
able examples of this combination.8 A somewhat distinct group joins 
nonsense inscriptions with highly formulaic inscriptions such as sig-
natures, kalos-names, drinking inscriptions on Little Master cups, etc. 
These raise somewhat different problems and will be discussed below. 
Finally, nonsense inscriptions are frequently found in combination 
with simple kalos or ho pais kalos (see Appendix 2, 1–2), or, more 
rarely, with xa›re.9 Another category that may be mentioned in this 
connection are nonsense inscriptions that try to imitate name labels, 
of which I have 11 examples.10 This is of course much less certain 
as a sign of literacy, since a painter may be aware of the signifi cance 
of name labels or other sense inscriptions, but writes nonsense from 
carelessness, or because he did not command suffi cient expertise in 
the alphabet. The decision can be made by testing whether on other 
vases the painter showed his literacy by writing sense.11 The moti-

7 See Immerwahr, Script 44–45. R. Wachter, Der Informationsgehalt von Schreib-
fehlern in griechischen und lateinischen Inschriften, Würzburger Jahrbücher 18 
(1992) 19 n. 4. Wachter also points to the fact that on some vases cited by me 
the sense inscriptions are badly misspelled, and he raises the question of different 
hands. 

8 Appendix 2, section 3: 151a. 151d (A). 2210 (B). 2262. 2280. 2306. 2801. 3458. 
3816 = 3817. 3921. 4256. 4278? 4288. 4422? 4431. 4539. 4884. 4976(A). 4986 
(Body, A). 5121. 5251? 5258. 5259. 5260 (B). 5285? 5287 (Body). 5309 (A). 5495. 
5642. 5882. 5883. 6096? 6269. 6271? 6416 (Shoulder). 6419. 7189? 7569. 7711. 
7944.

9 Appendix 2, section 3: 1192, 4224, 5245.
10 Appendix 2, section 3: 151d (B). 4229. 4278? 4290 (2 per person). 4664. 4986. 

6269. 6271. 6273 (lion and siren). 7944. 7989. A different kind of imitation (by 
an illiterate) is Appendix 1, 7823.

11 E.g., 4229 is by the Kyllenios Painter; cf. his 2211, which spells a good many names 
correctly. 4290 is by the Antimenes Painter whose vases exhibit a wide range from 
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vations for combining sense and nonsense inscriptions can only be 
guessed at. The desire to complete a visual picture is probably the 
best explanation whenever sense and nonsense are mixed in the same 
scene.12 In other cases, a nonsense word replaces a naming label in the 
presence of other labels; the reason was perhaps that a name was not 
readily available or known. The lack of names immediately available 
probably explains the many instances where mythological scenes are 
properly named, while others, especially departures of warriors and 
athletic scenes, are left anonymous.13 In addition, one can discern 
certain preferred locations for nonsense inscriptions, such as neck 
pictures on amphorae and shoulder pictures on hydriai, while the 
more important main pictures are properly labeled.14 The same is 
true of inscriptions on objects (whether objects that in RF present 
a tempting clear surface, or objects, such as stelae, that could have 
something written on them); they are frequently graced with rather 
sloppily written letters, e.g. imitation of kalÒw.15 Sloppiness or haste 
is probably also the explanation when nonsense inscriptions appear 
only on side B of a vase while side A is properly labeled.16 None of 
these features suggest a serious lack of writing ability.

Another type of evidence to show that literate painters wrote 
nonsense inscriptions is the fact that many painters, most of whose 
vases bear sense inscriptions, also sometimes have vases with non-

nonsense to well-written inscriptions, while other vases show errors. Both painters 
have some diffi culty with the alphabet but can hardly be called illiterate.

12 See, e.g., the fountain hydria 4288 or the mythological side (A) of the RF amphora 
by the Dikaios Painter, 4539.

13 E.g., 2211 (B, anonymous fi ght); 4986, a neck amphora of the Leagros Group, 
has anonymous scenes on the neck (a chariot scene and a departure respectively) 
with only nonsense, and an inscribed mythological scene on A with a mixture of 
sense and nonsense.

14 2819, Tyrrhenian neck amphora; animals on the neck, mythical scene in the 
main zone. Similarly 6273 (hydria). On cups there is often a difference between 
the Interior and Exterior (A and B) in that the former alone has the nonsense: see 
3623. 4066. 7640. 

15 Miswritten kalos’ or nonsense letters replacing the word are extremely common 
on wineskins and amphoras depicted in the scenes. 1436 seems to have nonsense 
on an altar base, 4224 has it on stelai, and 3628 on a shield.

16 The difference in writing between one side and the other (A and B), especially on 
Little Master cups but also on other shapes needs further investigation. Inscrip-
tions on B are sometimes less carefully done and nonsense inscriptions are more 
frequent on that side. See e.g. on Little Master cups: 2227, Berlin 1763 (lip cup 
with potter’s signature). 4313, London B 414 (a mangled drinking inscription on 
a lip cup). 5547, New York 06.1021.155 (a lip cup with the signature garbled on 
B). 7271, Rome, Marchese Giorgio Guglielmi, ABV 175/15 (a lip cup with the 
signature garbled on B). 
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sense inscriptions only. One example, already cited, is the Antimenes 
Painter.17 Another is Euthymides, who in addition to vases that 
mix sense and nonsense (see below) also has two vases which have 
only nonsense inscriptions, namely, 6610a, Louvre C 11,072, A: 
kte. gte. suipu, and 7026, Vatican G 71, xxei. exuk. ktotle. ti. 
[-2-](l)ut. kxuo. Both are in the typical Euthymidean style. This is a 
common practice in which painters of different abilities participate. 
Epiktetos, for example, writes almost entirely signatures, kalos-
names and more rarely kalos, i.e. highly repetitive inscriptions, but 
has also vases with only nonsense inscriptions. On 1238, Athens, 
N.M. Acr. ii, 68, he has enoew (for epoew?), and 4448, London E 35, 
a RF cup, has [--]eaontoloeu on the Interior and on A, [ka]lÒw.18 
Finally another painter who can write both sense and nonsense is 
the Brygos Painter, especially in his later period, as pointed out in 
Immerwahr, Script 89.

These vases show clearly that writing nonsense was respectable 
because writing letters had prestige in itself. An interesting document 
to attest to that fact is 5244, a BF band cup in Munich (2216) with, 
on each side, two horsemen facing each other between youths. On 
A, a bird fl ies between the horsemen, no doubt an omen; on B it is 
replaced by a short nonsense inscription: �(k)�(.).

However, there are indications that nonsense inscriptions could 
also be a fall-back technique for those who had diffi culty writing 
properly, even if some may not have been completely illiterate. Obvi-
ous examples are instances where the sense inscriptions are badly 
miswritten or where only one of several persons is labeled accurately, 
while the rest of the inscriptions are nonsense. I illustrate the second 
category fi rst:19 CAVI 151a: A: in a rather conventional scene of two 
warriors accompanied by youths, the central fi gure is called Aeneas, 

17 See note 11. Examples: sense only: 5189 and 5190 (Munich 1691 and 1694). Sense 
with major error: 1981 (Basel, Antikenmuseum BS 435): A(r)etem for Artemis. 
Sense with nonsense: 4290 (Appendix 2, sec. 3). Nonsense only: 2929 (Brussels, 
Musées Royaux R 291).

18 Further: 5012, Malibu 86.AE.279, §loi^eose(s), probably nonsense, pace P. 
Anderson, TAPA 135.2 (2005) 267–77. 5484, Naples, Racc. Porn. 1, similar to 
5913. 5913, Oxford 520, A: ie^oie^oie. ts, retr. oien, retr. B: --]i(e)...ie. eo(i)e. 
The similarity of the nonsense on these three vases seems to me to eliminate the 
possibility that we are dealing with carelessness. Epiktetos has hardly any name 
labels; but see CAVI 3 (Aberdeen 744), tessara in a scene of Ajax and Achilles 
playing dice, and perhaps the name of Menelaos on 5319 (Munich 2619(?), ARV2 
74/40). The frequent repetition of anonymous epoiesen as well as the transposition 
of phs > sph also point to a somewhat restricted literacy. 

19 All items are listed in Appendix 2. – 2306 and 4422 are uncertain.
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while the remaining inscriptions are meaningless. B: a similar scene, 
but all inscriptions are meaningless. 2626: two mythological scenes, 
the fi rst with nonsense not imitating labels, the second giving kalos 
and Nereus; it is likely that different hands are involved on the two 
sides, with the hand of B more knowledgeable, in which case the 
supposition that A’s hand is illiterate is strengthened.20 4256: by 
Exekias. On A, Achilles and Penthesilea are not inscribed. On B, 
Memnon is fl anked by two Ethiopians; one is named Amasis, the 
other has a nonsense label perhaps recalling the letters of epoiesen; 
Memnon himself is not named. This indicates perhaps some diffi culty 
on the part of the painter.21 7569: this is the notorious inscription 
by the Sappho Painter in which, according to Haspels, the name 
Peleus appears in the middle of a string of nonsense letters. 7711: 
in a Ransom of Hector, the fi gures of Hermes and Priam are picked 
out, the fi rst with a nonsense label ending in the name of Hermes, the 
other with a pure nonsense label. On side B, a departure scene, the 
charioteer and an old man are picked out with nonsense inscriptions 
too short to simulate labels. One may speculate why on these vases 
the naming is so capricious, but in several the suspicion arises that 
the painter was not familiar with some of these names and may not 
have known the spelling.22

20 There are unquestioned cases where more than one hand is involved in the writing, 
but not in the design. In Immerwahr, Script 75 and 171 I mentioned [5152], Munich 
1416 (Leagros Group). Certain potters’ signatures are thought to be added by the 
potter; see B. Cohen, The Literate Potter: A Tradition of Incised Signatures on Attic 
Vases, Met. Museum Journal 26 (1991), passim, who has convinced me that the 
majority of the incised Hieron signatures were written by the potter (as against my 
former statement in Immerwahr, Script 90, that most of his signatures were written 
by the painter). R. Guy (apud Cohen n. 99) believes, probably rightly, in view of 
the larger letters and a different rho, that on 5600, New York 12.231.2, a RF cup 
by Onesimos, the potter’s signature of Euphronios was painted in by Euphronios 
himself. In these cases the decisive factor is the difference in alphabet or ductus; 
absent these criteria the assumption of different hands remains speculative. The 
distinction between nonsense and sense in itself does not suffi ce to postulate dif-
ferent hands. In Appendix 2 I noted some speculations of possible multiple hands; 
see 2626 (above), 5534, 5597, and 7989.

21 See L. Rebillard, Exékias apprend à écrire: diffusion de l’écriture chez les artisans 
du Céramique au VIe s. av. J.-C., in C. Baurain et al., edd., Phoinikeia Grammata 
(1991) 549–564. R. constructs a learning curve largely on the assumption that the 
Little-Master cups with the potter’s signature of Exekias (ABV 146-47, 2–5) were 
signed by Exekias himself, which seems to me doubtful. R. does not mention the 
Memnon vase cited above.

22 For further examples, see Appendix 2, 2280, 3226, 3458, 6269.
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On other vases the sense inscriptions are so badly miswritten 
that it is clear that there was a lack of writing competence.23 3816 
= 3817, a BF column crater of the Leagros Group, has the names of 
Heracles and Andromache plus a nonsense inscription and a garbled 
name perhaps intended for Hipposthenes, a name which recurs on 
the next vase. 4229, a Tyrrhenian neck amphora by the Kyllenios 
Painter attempts to write the names of athletes, partly with nonsense 
inscriptions and partly with miswritten proper names; one name, 
Hipposthenes, is written intelligibly. 4986, a BF neck amphora of 
the Leagros group, has one name label (that of Anchises) miswritten 
among several well written names, as well as nonsense. 5236, a lip 
cup, has a well written name on A, and an improbable name on B. 
5287, the Munich hydria by Hypsis, has a misspelled kalos-name and 
the misspelling Hyphopyle plus a nonsense word.24 In the instances 
where we fi nd a single misspelled name among properly written name 
labels, it is of course possible that the reason is not lack of writing 
competence, but a copyist’s mistake of an illegible model. In other 
cases illiteracy is more likely.

An interesting group of vases that mix sense with nonsense carry a 
single sense inscription that is highly formulaic and repetitive, such as 
a potter’s signature, a kalos-name, or the drinking inscription xa›re 
ka‹ p¤ei eÔ, or the like, while the other inscriptions are all nonsense. 
I tabulate these as follows:

Potter’s signatures:
2649, RF kantharos with litter of letters in the scenes and the signa-

ture of Nikosthenes on the foot.
4664, RF cup by the Nikosthenes Painter; the signature of Pamphaios 

is on the Interior, whereas the Exterior has only nonsense. 
5085, another cup by the Nikosthenes Painter, with the signature of 

Pamphaios on the foot profi le. 
5742, on a sixth-century amphora the signature of Andokides is in 

the scene on A. 
7600 and 7601, two BF Droop cups have the signature of Antidoros 

on the underside of the foot.
7604, BF band cup painted by Sakonides, has nonsense in the fi eld 

and the potter’s (Kaulos’) and painter’s signatures under the 
handles.

23 See Wachter’s remark cited in note 7.
24 Other possible examples are: 5521 (one name miswritten, hhra<k>l∞w, one correct, 

Kãrpow), 6096 (heariow), 6271 (hermiw).
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8104, a RF cup of the late sixth century has the signature of Pam-
phaios on the foot profi le. 

Kalos-names:
2244, a BF band cup, has the praise of Hippokritos under one han-

dle. 
2835, a BF hydria in the manner of the Lysippides Painter, has Auto-

menes kalos in the scene and perhaps the ho pa›w kalÒw formula 
as well. 

3716, RF cup by the Antiphon Painter, has the kalos name Lysis on 
A, but nonsense on the Interior and B. 

4290, BF hydria by the Antimenes Painter; one woman at a fountain 
is named S¤mh kalÆ; the rest have only nonsense ascribed.

4421, RF cup in the manner of the Epeleios Painter: Hippon kalos 
plus a miswritten ho pais kalos, plus nonsense. 

Chaire kai piei, etc.:
4056, a BF lip cup, with nonsense on the Interior and the drinking 

formula on A. Are the inscriptions by the same hand?
4066, a BF lip cup, with nonsense on the Interior and the drinking 

formula on the Exterior (A and B).
5061, a fragmentary BF cup, has probably only nonsense on the 

Interior (unless one inscription is a miswritten name) and the 
drinking inscription on B, with some unclear letters. 

6282, a BF amphora by the Affecter, has nonsense inscriptions on 
A, and the drinking formula xa›re ka‹ p¤ei §m° on B, where §m° is 
surely inappropriate on an amphora. Other vases by the Affecter 
listed in CAVI have only nonsense or dots. 

7640, a BF lip cup, has rows of dots in the interior frieze and the 
drinking formula on A and B. 

Several explanations of this phenomenon may be suggested. The 
potter’s signatures that are not in a scene but under handles or on 
cup feet may be thought to have been written not by the painter who 
wrote the meaningless inscriptions but by another person, presumably 
the potter himself. However, the majority of these inscriptions were 
probably also written by the painters as I showed for the signatures of 
Nikosthenes and Pamphaios on cup feet.25 Hence they may have been 
given to the painter to be copied, which is most likely the case with 
25 The Signatures of Pamphaios, AJA 88 (1984) 341–52. For signatures written by 

potters see above, note 20.
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the signatures that appear in the scenes. The assumption of instruc-
tion is the only one feasible for kalos-names or drinking inscriptions, 
which do not usually appear in separate locations. It seems likely to 
me that at least some of the kalos-names were requested by patrons 
who would have provided a text to be copied.26 A standard text would 
also be available for the drinking inscriptions.27 On the whole these 
inscriptions do not furnish evidence for literacy, for they could well 
be copied by painters who knew the alphabet but not much more. 

I take a similarly negative view of the 53 examples listed in Appen-
dix 2, sections 1–2, of mixed sense and nonsense inscriptions in 
which the sense inscription is either kalÒw or ho pa›w kalÒw. These 
words are so ubiquitous that a painter could easily acquire the abil-
ity to write them without being able to write much else. Thus these 
inscriptions do not prove literacy to any great extent. The examples, 
as might be expected, begin only in the late sixth century and run to 
the middle of the fi fth, i.e. the period when kalos was most promi-
nent on vases.

Finally, a major group of inscriptions suspect of indicating impaired 
literacy are the so-called mock inscriptions already mentioned as non-
sense inscriptions that pretend to bear a resemblance to sense. The 
basic question is: are they deliberate ‘take-offs’ of sense inscriptions 
(as many scholars and I myself have thought), or are they evidence 
for incompetence? E.g., do they show that the painter, having learned 
the letters of, say, §po¤hsen, did not know exactly how to use them 
and thus produced a meaningless mixture of them?

Some of the most conspicuous instances have been listed in Immer-
wahr, Script, such as the inscription [u]men(u)(m)enaieuu(m)aie on 
CAVI 205, a BF loutrophoros from the Acropolis (Para. 45) which 
uses the letters of the wedding song hymenaie28; or netenarene(t)eneto 
on 2497, a RF neck amphora by Smikros in Berlin, which derives 
from nÆth, the highest note on the musical scale29. The series of 
lengthy nonsense inscriptions using the letters of §po¤hsen has also 
been mentioned in Immerwahr, Script30, but the list can be enlarged.31 

26 T. B. L. Webster, Potter and Patron in Classical Athens (1972), passim.
27 E.g., the Tleson workshop seems to have preferred the version xaire kai piei eu, 

as against the version with tÆnde. See my paper cited in note 36.
28 Immerwahr, Script 31, no. 120.
29 Ibid. 69, no. 404.
30 Ibid. 44 note 30 and index.
31 741, Athens, N.M. 1104 (perhaps reference to o‰now rather than §po¤hsen).
2200, Berkeley 8/358.
2540, Bologna. Immerwahr, Script 54, 284.
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These inscriptions, mainly from Little Master workshops, should 
be compared with others on which the signature is garbled, chiefl y 
by being confl ated with elements of kalos-inscriptions and drinking 
inscriptions – the main elements of the vocabulary of Little Master 
cups:

2430: Berlin 4041.1. Frs. of RF cup. Skythes.
 A: (fr. a): ÉEp¤]lu[kow ---]. [--- §po¤h(?)]sen. B: (fr. b): [--- 

¶gra]fsen. Probably a mixture of the kalos-name Epilykos 
and a signature; cf. 6387 and 7094, below.

6056: Palermo, Museo Nazionale V 655. RF cup. Thalia Painter.
 Cachrylion potter.
 Xa[xrul]¤vn kal[Ò]w.
6387: Paris, Louvre G 10. RF cup. Skythes.
 ÉEp¤luko[w ¶graf]sen kalÒw. 
 I read kalÒw rather than kal«w; it is surely a confusion be tween 

a kalos-inscription for Epilykos and a signature of Skythes.
7094: Rome, Villa Giulia + Toronto 923.13.11. ARV2 83/8. RF cup. 

Skythes.
 [--]w kalÚw ¶g[raf]sen. 
 Beazley (ARV2, p. 82) compares 6387, Louvre G 10 (above).
 If this is also confl ation of the kalos-inscription favored by 

Skythes and his signature, the inscription might be restored 
with either [ÉEp¤luko]w or [SkÊyh]w. Because of the parallel, 
reading kalÒw is more probable than reading kal«w here 
also.

It seems clear that the garbled signatures are a sign of insuffi cient 
understanding of the basic inscriptions current among the Little Mas-

3319, Corinth T 1477, P 718.
3983, Heidelberg S 35.
5211, Munich 2127 (Tleson signature garbled on B).
5212, Munich 2128.
5236, Munich 2172 (together with a misspelled kalos-name).
5647, New York 27.122.27.
6085, Paris, Cab. Méd. 207 (epoitki, with other nonsense).
6570, Paris, Louvre C 10,256.
6974, Rome, Vatican 323.
7606, Tarentum, Museo Nazionale I.G. 20,784.
8095, Würzburg 418. A: eme^su^poiekelu^emin^ese. B: eukleus:eupoieskune. This 

contains letters from other words as well. Langlotz, Griechische Vasen in Würz-
burg (1932) 78 has a rather fanciful reading after Ulrichs; cf. also Kretschmer, 
Vaseninschriften 93 who is more doubtful. I think it is illiterate. 
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ters. Presumably the writer had mechanically copied them without 
proper comprehension. These inscriptions are thus good evidence of 
copying. The longer nonsense inscriptions cited earlier, which use 
the letters of certain words and multiply them into nonsense should 
also be considered evidence of incomplete literacy rather than as 
playful jokes to amuse the customers. The term ‘mock inscriptions’, 
used by me and others in the past, is thus rather inappropriate and 
should be abandoned.

Since nonsense inscriptions can be shown in use both by literate 
painters and by others not fully literate the question is how to 
assign a particular painter to one or the other category. The answer 
is that there is no overall criterion that could give certain results. 
The only method is to consider a number of features to gain a kind 
of “portrait” of each painter or group of painters. Such features 
should include the type of vases, whether large or small (since small 
vases are more apt to have hastily written nonsense inscriptions); 
the type of subjects found in the oeuvre, whether mythical, realistic, 
or “anonymous”; the proportion of vases with sense inscriptions to 
those with nonsense; the frequency and nature of errors in the sense 
inscriptions; and fi nally the type and especially the lettering of the 
nonsense inscriptions themselves. In this paper I will only discuss a 
number of test cases. A statistical survey of literacy in the Ceramicus 
is, I am afraid, out of reach, because the lack of literacy will frequently 
remain only a suspicion.

In Immerwahr, Script 39–44 I discussed the Tyrrhenian workshop 
in some detail, albeit without the benefi t of the recent publications 
of J. Kluiver that illustrate many inscribed vases.32 Important is the 
division into an earlier and a later group, with the earlier painters 
putting nonsense inscriptions mostly on the less important side of 
a vase, while labeling the mythological scenes on A33, whereas the 
later group uses only nonsense inscriptions, even in mythological 
scenes.34 There are a good many errors in the sense inscriptions of 
the earlier group. Another interesting feature is the lettering of the 
nonsense inscriptions, already noted by Thiersch (see Immerwahr, 
Script 39), which uses an incomplete alphabet. While the painters of 
the earlier group are certainly fairly literate, I think it is likely that 

32 BABESCH 67 (1992) and following years, especially 70 (1995) and 71 (1996).
33 E.g., 2211 in Appendix 2, the name piece of the Kyllenios Painter.
34 Immerwahr, Script 43, no. 202, Louvre E 864, is not by the Castellani Painter but 

by the Prometheus Painter who belongs to the earlier group. 
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there was social deterioration in the second group, who were not 
literate, although they knew the alphabet.35

A restricted alphabet is also a feature of the well-known nonsense 
inscriptions used by members of the Leagros Group, which I discussed 
in a paper on writing habits of Attic vase painters.36 “Leagran non-
sense” is not the only type of nonsense current in this group, for it 
is used mainly by certain painters of large amphoras and hydrias, 
with the Acheloos Painter the most prominent representative. The 
inscriptions are mostly short and thus not imitations of words and 
the alphabet is restricted. Notable is especially the rarity of alpha. 
Sense inscriptions are fairly rare in this group; for example I know 
of only one vase with sense inscriptions by the Acheloos Painter, 
5700, New York 49.11.1 (which has only ho pais kalos and kalos), 
and even the kalos-inscription of Leagros, after which the group is 
named, is not nearly as frequent as it is in red-fi gure. This suggests 
to me that these painters had some diffi culty in writing and preferred 
to copy each other’s nonsense inscriptions. 

A third group that may exhibit some diffi culty in writing are the RF 
vases (mostly cups) assembled by Beazley in the different groupings 
of The Coarser Wing (ARV2 122–158). They belonged to a number 
of workshops of which by far the most important are those of Niko-
sthenes and Pamphaios whose signatures are frequent. On the whole 
the cups are of course closely tied to the symposium at which they 
functioned. The scenes are mainly of symposiasts, athletes or satyrs, 
almost all left anonymous. Mythological scenes are quite rare and 
name labels even rarer. Inscriptions fall into two groups: anonymous 
praise of youths (ho pais kalos or kalos); nonsense inscriptions usually 
written in haste, and in contrast rather well written potters’ signatures 
and sometimes kalos-names. The Epeleios Painter is at the high end 
of this class. His most common inscriptions are kalos and ho pais 
kalos, while nonsense inscriptions are less frequent.37 I list only one 
vase signed with the name of Pamphaios (5087, Melbourne, Uni-

35 T. H. Carpenter, OJA 3 (1984) 43–56 argues that the Tyrrhenian workshop was 
not Attic, but the writing does not support this; in particular digammas are not 
uncommon in Attic nonsense inscriptions (Immerwahr, Script 140–41).

36 Observations on Writing Practices in the Athenian Ceramicus, to be published in 
a festschrift.

37 And usually on vases attributed to the manner only: 3566, Florence 3965 (Ext.); 
3691, Florence A B 4+; 3805a, Germany, Private (Hornbostel, Aus der Glanzzeit 
Athens 88/40, Ext.); 5324, Munich 2623; 5687, New York 41.162.133. Sometimes 
it is not clear whether we have merely miswritten kalos inscriptions or nonsense: 
e.g. 5314, Munich 2611. 
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versity MUV 32, manner), but there are some remarkable examples 
of kalos-names, notably Epeleios kalos but also a number of other 
youths. 2972, a cup in Bryn Mawr College (P 96) depicts conversa-
tions of youths (including one man) and has several kalos-names, 
Theodoros, Epeleios (three times) and Isarchos, as well as ho pais 
kalos several times, i.e., some youths are left anonymous. The painter 
may be suggesting that the kaloi are being talked about, or that they 
are actually present at the conversations, in which case Epeleios 
would be represented in different situations. My guess is that this 
cup was ordered by a particular group of people who cherished these 
youths. At any rate, the close connection with aristocratic youths 
places the Epeleios Painter on a higher social level than most of the 
other painters in this group, as does also the frequency of anonymous 
praises rather than nonsense inscriptions. A similar group of kaloi 
occurs on side B of 5321, Munich 2619a, with some of the same 
names, Epeleios, Isarchos, Theodoros, and Dorotheos. This vase has 
many mythological name labels on A and some spoken words on the 
Interior and is thus good evidence for literacy. 

These features are notoriously absent from the vases of the Niko-
sthenes Painter and especially of those attributed to his “Wider 
Circle”. Here too the subjects are mainly scenes suitable for an 
audience of symposiasts, and mythological scenes are uncommon.38 
Particularly striking is the absence of popular kalos-names.39 Were 
these vases less sought out by the aristocracy? The percentage of 
nonsense inscriptions is higher than for the Epeleios Painter.40 The 

38 I count only 19 vases with mythological scenes, 6 of which are single fi gures of 
divinities and 13 are true mythical scenes. Only one has a few name labels: 7635, 
Tarquinia RC 2066, Int.: satyr and maenad (ho pais kalos). A: Heracles and Kyk-
nos, with some name labels. B: athletes, with ho pais kalos. On the foot profi le is 
the signature of Pamphaios. In 2136, Basel Market (M.M.) (Auktion 70, 56/184, 
pl. 28), it is unclear whether the name [Paid]ikos refers to a satyr in the scene. 

39 But see Chairias, 650, Athens, Agora P 25,960, compared by Moore to the Coarser 
Wing Group but not really a part of it, and perhaps 4076, Kassel, Staatliche 
Kunstsammlungen T 504, Group of Adria B 300 (kalÚw Xa[--], but that may be 
Charops which is found on 3235, Copenhagen, NM 127, by the Charops Painter 
in this group, and on two other cups; see ARV2 1572.

40 Ho pais kalos, or kalos: I count 4 for the Nikosthenes Painter himself plus 7 in his 
circle. Nonsense or miswritten: 5 for self and 9 for his circle. Some vases have a 
combination of nonsense with the praise of anonymous kaloi (6800, Philadelphia, 
Uni. Museum 3499, and perhaps 7177, Rome, Villa Giulia 50,385). The fi gures for 
the Epeleian vases are: ho pais kalos, etc.: 17 for the painter, 35 for the manner or 
related vases. Nonsense only: none for the painter, 2–3 for the manner. There are 
however some vases that mix nonsense with kalos: 3612, Florence 91,455 (self); 
3566, 3805a and 5314, cited above in note 37 (manner).
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writing of individual letters is sloppy and idiosyncratic, contrasting 
with the relative clarity of the potters’ signatures. As stated earlier, 
these signatures, even when found outside the fi gured scenes, were 
written by the painters and not, as a rule, by the potters.41 Their 
neatness is thus the result of special effort, probably by copying 
a model. But in general the group of painters associated with the 
Nikosthenes Painter relied much less on writing for connection with 
the symposium than those associated with Epeleios. 

One odd feature of this group is the practice of strewing letters all 
over the fi eld, the so-called “litter of letters”, which (while it is found 
among many painters) is particularly striking in the Wider Circle of 
the Nikosthenes Painter.42 In Immerwahr, Script I illustrated part of 
one side of 2649, Boston 95.61, a RF kantharos with scenes of love 
making.43 The inscriptions are: A: .eo. greos. nose. se. noeseo. n[.]o. 
eso. eso (retr. and upside down). B: nose(e). seo. os(e)oeo. seopieo. 
naare(l)o(p). nsese[.]eese. (a)seopeo. This is a rather primitive way 
of using letters, for there is no attempt at grouping; instead, letters 
are simply used to fi ll a certain space, as shown by the repetition 
of the same few letters. That this may sometimes be an indication 
of lack of writing ability is suggested by vases like 4426, London 
E 11, a RF cup signed on the foot with the name of Pamphaios 
and compared by Beazley to the roughest cups of the Nikosthenes 
Painter.44 The inscriptions on the Interior are: nsos uesee e(s)es 
nose[1-2] plus a “word”, x(a)sn, followed by single letters: o n 945 
and h o e f. Elsewhere on(f)se. The Exterior is similar. Letter forms 
are extremely variable. 

By contrast, the clearest example of deliberate use by a literate 
painter is Euthymides. Characteristic is 4976, Malibu 84.AE.63, a 
RF neck amphora, with a single fi gure of an athlete on each side. 
Vertical inscriptions frame each fi gure: on A, the name of Phayllos 
is on the left (succeeded by two nonsense letters), a nonsense word, 
on the right. On B we have two nonsense words in similar positions. 
Earlier we noted two vases of his with only nonsense inscriptions. In 
addition, Euthymides sometimes places one or two nonsense inscrip-
tions in scenes with sense inscriptions. Characteristic are several vases 
that have a single (and seemingly quite superfl uous) nonsense word 

41 Above, p. 143 and n. 25.
42 See ARV2 130, bottom.
43 Immerwahr, Script 138, no. 943, fi g. 109. 
44 ARV2 129/22 and 130, bottom.
45 The letter marked 9 looks like a schwa, but is no doubt a miswritten omicron.
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in scenes that are otherwise well labeled and sometimes signed (see 
Appendix 2 for a full listing of these items):

5121, name labels, xa›re and xasa (Neils: Xarã). 
5260, eidonyemen among sense inscriptions (Furtwängler: e‰don: 

y°<v> men).
5258, among signature and name labels: eleopi, retr. (Neumann: 

≤g°ou, not retr.).
5259, among signature and name labels: xuxospi. (Neumann: x<ã>l-

xaspi<w>). 
6419, name labels, xa›re, and xarx(n) on A; xaireti and end of a 

name(?) on B.

Except for Furtwängler’s reading of eidonyemen which may con-
tain a refl ection of the word ‘to see’, the other attempts at reading 
sense are improbable as they posit unlikely names (Neils) or much 
misspelling and awkward letter forms (Neumann) by an artist who 
elsewhere writes unusual inscriptions without much trouble, such as 
hΔw oÈd°pote EÈfrÒniow on 5258 or ¶gxei ≤d<Án> o‰non on 8001, a 
neck amphora, Warsaw, National Museum 142,332. However, the 
main reason for rejecting these interpretations is that such insertions 
are part of a tradition that can be documented already in Oltos and 
Phintias and is found in other vases connected with Euthymides such 
as the Pezzino Group and even in the early Kleophrades Painter.46 
These single instances should be connected with the multiple non-
sense words found on the neck amphora in Malibu, 4976, mentioned 
earlier. 

Finally, there are painters who clearly prefer nonsense inscriptions 
to sense. In part, this may be a function of the production of large 
quantities of small vases like lekythoi, but it can also originate with 
a lack of writing competence. Typical seem to me some painters 
around the turn of the sixth to the fi fth century, such as the Sappho 

46 Oltos frequently mixes sense and nonsense; for examples, see Appendix 2, 3623, 
4431, 4923, and 5309. Phintias’ naizon on 5285, said by Furtwängler to be the 
equivalent of kalÒw (na‹ z«n), is written near a bearded man and thus probably a 
nonsense word. The Kleophrades Painter’s early vases have short nonsense inscrip-
tions in the Euthymidean tradition, e.g 3217, Compiègne, Musée Vivenel 1068; 
3913, Harvard 1960.236; 8122, Würzburg 507; and others. As Beazley has said, 
the Kleophrades Painter was not “a ready writer”, (AK 1 (1958) 6–8); his most 
common inscriptions are kalÒw and kalÚw e‰. For the Euthymidean tradition see 
also my paper, The Lettering of Euphronios, Euphronios und seine Zeit (1992) 
52–53.
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Painter, the Diosphos Painter, the Athena Painter and his RF “twin”, 
the Bowdoin Painter. The Sappho Painter is the most interesting, 
having a number of different types of inscriptions and decorating a 
number of shapes.

In addition to an important group of funerary vases, there are 
only a few vases with sense inscriptions. One is 5666, New York 
41.162.29, a BF/WG lekythos depicting Helios rising between Nyx 
and Eos departing, and Heracles sacrifi cing at an altar. The inscrip-
tions are: NÊkw47, retr. hÆliow. h°vw. hhra(k)l∞w, the kappa miswrit-
ten. 8002, Warsaw 142,333, a hydria in Six’ technique, shows Sappho 
playing the lyre, Gr.: Fsaf<f>≈. In both vases the spellings as well 
as the letter forms are peculiar.48 Two vases with kalos-names are 
also probably by the Sappho Painter or near him.49

The funerary vases painted by the Sappho Painter include a number 
of plaques, two loutrophoroi and a bail amphora. It is clear from the 
Exekias plaques which have proper names of participants, as well 
as from the so-called areio set (Athens, N.M. 2410, 2412, 2413), that 
funerary plaques were often ordered for specifi c funerals, with the 
names sometimes furnished to the painter.50 From the Sappho Painter 
we have only one plaque with such names: 4945, Malibu 80.AE.101, 
fragments showing two pairs of mourners and a column capital. To 
the right of the left pair is the inscription khdestÆ<w>, in-law. On the 
right, referring probably to a youth in the right pair: ÉAntil°vn. To 
the right of the bearded man in this pair: Ta[--] (perhaps Ta[ur°aw] 
or tç[liw], bride, referring to a lost fi gure). Note the mixture of 
proper name and anonymous specifi cation of relationship. Perhaps 
not all names were given to the painter. The famous plaque 6698, 
Louvre MNB 905, has a long array of these relationships (édelfÒw, 
patÆr, édelfÆ, tÆyh, etc.), all of which had specifi c functions in the 
funeral, accompanied by expressions of grief (o‡moi, etc.). There are 
also several nonsense words (losutos and losut, etc.), which appear 
to be supernumerary. Whether the Louvre plaque was ordered or 
47 J.-L. Perpillou, REG 105 (1992) 559–60 has shown that tenuis for aspirate had a 

certain vogue in vase inscriptions; cf. also (for ks = xs) Kretschmer, Vaseninschriften 
179 and Threatte, Grammar I, 20; II, 677 (this vase). 

48 In the fi rst, alpha is a high kicker (alpha 9 in the chart, pp. xxii–xxiii in Immer-
wahr, Script), heta resembles Roman h (S 5), sigma has a number of shapes. In 
the second note the different shapes of phi (S 16, like the cross-bun theta, and S 
18 with the vertical protruding and not carried to the bottom).

49 2960, once Brussels, van Branteghem, Haspels, ABFL 228/50 bis,Tel°nikow kalÒw. 
4872, Lyons 75, Kor≈(n)h kalÆ, fil«.

50 See in general J. Boardman, BSA 50 (1955) 51–66. H. Mommsen, Exekias I: Die 
Grabtafeln (Kerameus 11, 1997).
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produced independently by the workshop (to be used at any funeral, 
representing, as it does, an ideal family), must remain uncertain, but 
it is clear that there was a strict vocabulary for such plaques which 
could easily be copied by a painter.

Other shapes are less standardised. One loutrophoros (708, 
Athens, N.M. 450) has a funerary epigram written on a tumulus, 
which was once read by Conze éndrÚw épofyim°noio =ãkow kakÚn 
§nyãde ke›mai, but is now illegible. It is generally considered a 
bespoke piece, i.e. ordered, although no proper name is preserved. 
Another loutrophoros, however (4740a, London inv. 1928.7-16.1), 
has only nonsense inscriptions. Most remarkable is the bail amphora 
at Bowdoin College (2854, Bowdoin 1984.23), which depicts the 
nocturnal ceremony of placing the body in a coffi n. The inscriptions 
are all nonsense: around the head of the deceased, in letters larger 
than the other inscriptions, labmelituta. Elsewhere: e.g., osltisut. 
oiegoiolt. oltistios (around the head of a woman). The frequency 
of omicron suggests cries of lament, but the placement of several 
inscriptions by a head suggests proper names. These are the two 
features of funerary texts known to the painter who however had 
no specifi c instructions for the scene. 

Other vases show confusion by mixing sense and nonsense in 
peculiar ways. An example is 4884 (Appendix 2): On A, the name 
of Dionysus is amplifi ed by three nonsense letters (DiÒ(n)usow <IN) 
and a nonsense word is added near his lyre (xioio). Elsewhere there 
appear to be scattered letters (ki(.) and o)51. On B, tiono, a nonsense 
word similar to one found on A, takes the place of a fallen archer’s 
name; the remaining characters are properly named except that the 
name of Iolaus is given to a female, i.e. Eurytus’ daughter Iole. 

Most numerous are the vases that have only nonsense inscrip-
tions52, among them lekythoi, a shape which often has nonsense 
inscriptions, but also larger vases. There are two types of inscrip-
tions, short (4–5 letters) and long. Characteristic is 4381, London B 
639, a BF lekythos with Hermes weighing the souls of two heroes; 
one inscription is short: (e)iti, the other long: puoinointu, perhaps 
retr.; neither imitates labels. Elsewhere both types are used as space 
fi llers and also in the position of name labels, regardless of whether 
the length of the inscription is suitable. The latter is a practice much 
used by the Diosphos Painter, to an extent that makes one wonder 

51 Leroux: kito (“pour k¤ttou?”).
52 See Haspels, ABFL 96 for a discussion of the Sappho Painter’s use of nonsense 

inscriptions.
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whether (despite some sense inscriptions53) he was able to write sense 
without instruction. The Sappho Painter is more literate but he too 
uses nonsense inscriptions to a degree that suggests he was more 
comfortable with them. The style of lettering likewise suggests this. 
The Sappho Painter writes a thick and coarse hand, easily recog-
nized, which sometimes verges on imitation letters, especially in the 
long inscriptions where imitation letters are interlarded with better 
shaped letters. Unlike the Diosphos Painter he uses many letters, 
straight-sided and round (tau plus o is not uncommon), whereas the 
Diosphos Painter prefers straight-sided letters (including iota).54 The 
use of nonsense is even more prevalent in the Athena and Bowdoin 
Painters so that these painters present a descending sequence of 
competence.55

It is clear that we are dealing here with inscriptions that are a regu-
lar part of the vocabulary of ornamentation of Attic vases and not 
with simple primitivism or lack of competence. In general terms, 
the use of writing on vases serves to establish a connection between 
53 E.g., 6375, Louvre F 385, and 6671, Louvre CA 1961), both with mythological 

scenes. Two vases (679, Athens, N.M.?, ARV2 300, and 1912, Athens Market, 
ABFL 233/16) have well-written kalos-names. 2870, Brauron, Museum, AK Bei-
heft 1, 11/20, pl. 5,4, has the formula ho pais kalos. 6088, Paris, Cab. Méd. 219, 
a small neck amphora, has typical nonsense on A and the mysterious inscription 
Diow f≈w (or f«w?) by Dionysus on B, as well as the name of Hera. The inscrip-
tions on A and B are probably by different hands, i.e., the Diosphos Painter had 
some help.

54 E.g., 6655, Louvre CA 598, has a typical duplication of iotas: iiuii and 
iuui(.)(.).

55 Sense inscriptions by the Athena Painter are either doubtful readings or uncertain 
attributions. 2085, Basel, Private, a BF/WG oinochoe (Para. 262) has imitation 
inscriptions, one of which is read by Cahn ÖEvw. 5492, Naples Stg. 142, another 
BF/WG oinochoe, with ÉAxille[Ê]w and [h]°ktvr, is probably not by the Athena 
Painter himself. M. Bieber’s suggestion that some nonsense inscriptions on 3001, 
Buffalo, Albright Art Gallery G 479, imitate the words flerÒn and fleropoiÒw is very 
speculative (see AJA 48 (1944) 124 and note 11). 5882, Oxford 251, a BF lekythos, 
has the kalos-name KÊnippow, and is attributed by Haspels to the manner of the 
Athena Painter. The Bowdoin Painter has only one possible sense inscription, 
followed by a nonsense word: 5883 (App. 2), a WG lekythos with N¤[kh] isoi, 
according to Fairbanks. But there are several vases with kalos. The vast majority 
have only nonsense. Heydemann’s h(°)vw on 819, Athens, N.M. 1791 and Pasiy°a 
on 3788, Geneva, Musée d’Art et d’Histoire inv. 18,043, are probably misreadings. 
There is a certain similarity between the nonsense inscriptions by the Athena and 
Bowdoin Pinters, note e.g. staose in 3100, once Castle Ashby, CVA, GB 15, no. 
27, pl. 23,5–7 (Athena Painter) and staosas in 4, Abingdon, Robertson, ARV2 
685/185 (Bowdoin Painter); they confi rm the close relation, perhaps identity, of 
the two painters.
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the pictorial world and the world of the logos, i.e., of conversation 
such as took place at the symposium, but which always accompanies 
visual experience.56 Inscriptions show that the pictures in question, 
or the actions depicted in them, are worthy of being talked about. 
Thus inscriptions increase the importance of the scenes to which they 
are attached and nonsense insriptions profi t from the importance 
accorded to the written word.

As we have seen, nonsense inscriptions specialize in two aspects of 
writing: the visual image and the sound. They usually eschew mean-
ing, although there are instances of indirect reference, e.g. by using 
letters from well-known words. Both features of nonsense writing are 
used by literate painters and they say nothing about their competence. 
The proximity with which vase painters worked near one another 
established communication that led to mutual interdependence, 
which in turn led to the establishment of fashions, of which the use 
of nonsense inscriptions is one. The most important example of such 
a “fad” are the nonsense inscriptions of the Euthymidean circle.57

On the other hand, many painters make such copious use of 
nonsense inscriptions that it is legitimate to suspect that they simply 
chose the easier route of writing, one which required only knowledge 
of individual letters. Others even confi ned themselves to signs that 
merely resembled letters. I have not studied this aspect in detail, but 
when vases show nothing but dots instead of letters, the presumption 
may be that the “writer” was functionally illiterate. Most painters, 
however, show that they knew the alphabet (perhaps not always 
perfectly). Among them are groups that could only write letters but 
not words, as the later group of Tyrrhenian painters demonstrates, 
while others were able to follow direction when a request was made, 
e.g. for a potter’s signature or a kalos-name, but were more comfort-
able with nonsense inscriptions as a substitute for name labels. The 
56 This is what I meant when I spoke of the inscriptions on the François Vase 

establishing a narrative; see Immerwahr, Script 24. This function of inscriptions 
is clear in the metrical inscriptions on the Chest of Cypselus (Pausanias 5.18,7), 
the Thermon Metopes (where a written name (XELIDON) refers to the fate that 
befell the women of Tereus, who were turned into birds (LSAG 226/2, pl. 44); a 
conversation on the occasion of looking at pictures (in this case temple sculptures) 
is given in a famous passage in the Ion of Euripides (Eur., Ion 190ff.). Traces of 
this conception can also be found on vases: note, e.g., the Dourian cup depicting 
conversations at a symposium (4691, London 95.10-27.2, Hesperia 60 (1991) 
367–82) and the reproduction of an actual conversation about handsome boys 
(5293, Munich 2447, ABV 425). Among such conversations would be talk about 
pictures.

57 On such fashions see the paper cited in note 36.
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examples discussed above give a picture of the levels of competence. 
The painters of the Leagros Group certainly could write kalos-names 
such as Leagros, as well as some name labels, but much of the time 
they copied from each other a certain type of nonsense used on large 
vases. Some cup painters such as the Epeleios Painter, had a close 
connection with the symposium that led them to write kalos-names 
(perhaps by request or good business sense), while others, such as the 
circle of the Nikosthenes Painter, produced a more generally useful 
ware and confi ned themselves to the simpler nonsense inscriptions 
or the equally easy ho pais kalos. One suspects that they could do 
no better. Finally the lekythos painters I have grouped together (the 
Sappho Painter, the Diosphos Painter, the Athena Painter and the RF 
Bowdoin Painter) all prefer nonsense to sense, although their com-
petence varied. The Sappho Painter certainly could write, although 
not very well, to judge by his letter forms – note his funeral vases –, 
while I suspect that the other three really wrote nonsense because 
they had to. The few vases with sense inscriptions may well have 
been copied.

This picture is what one might expect in a social group that con-
sisted of citizens, metics and other foreigners and which did not have 
the advantage of formal schooling enjoyed by the aristocracy. They 
mostly learned writing from each other and were proud to adorn 
their products with inscriptions, whether meaningful or not.

Appendix 1: Illiterate Inscriptions

2230: Once Berlin 1766. BF lip cup. Unattributed. ABV 188/2. 
 A: A(.)^(.)ew : p(.)iesn. B: A^kii^ew : p(.)iesn. B: A^kii^ew : p(.)iesn. 

7207, Rome, Villa Giulia 50,679, by the same hand, has similar 
attempts at the same signature. In CAVI 2230 I wondered whether 
this was not deliberate “mocking”, but it now seeems to me more 
likely to be uncomprehending copying of a faulty original. 

2794: Boston 24.453. RF cup. Unattributed. Pamphaios potter. ARV2 
129/28. 

 Pa(n)(f)a›ow epoi..[.]n or perhaps: Pa(n)(f)›ow §po¤hs[e]n. “A help-
less little work: ... by a beginner?” (Beazley, ARV2 131). Odd letter 
forms; see CAVI. Copying is clearly involved.

3328: Cracow, Czartoryski Museum 1079. BF band skyphos. Unattributed. 
3/4 6. CVA, Poland 2, pl. 5,4. 

 A: xaiet�ekai. xaipoiesen. B: xai. No more preserved. Two failed 
attempts at the drinking inscription; and confusion with LM signa-
tures. 
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6849: Princeton 31.5. RF alabastron. Group of Paidikos Alabastra (g). 
ARV2 100/17. 

 On the top of the mouth, in a complete circle, in BG: paigogloi. 
This may be an illiterate attempt to write ho pa›w kalÒw. Around a 
woman’s head: io(a)ilo.

7823: Unlocated. Fr. of BF neck amphora. Red-Line Painter.58 Ca. 510 
(Cahn). 100 Werke Antiker Kleinkunst: Katalog 1 (December 1989; 
H.A.C., Kunst der Antike) 12/22. 

 A: Heracles and the Lion; Athena; Iolaus. B: Return of Helen (Cahn). 
A: above Heracles and the lion: ea�skdiw. The inscription imitates 
the name hhrakl∞w (Cahn, rightly).

Appendix 2: Sense and Nonsense Combined

1. With kalos or kale alone:
148:  Amsterdam 8210. RF cup. Sabouroff Painter. Ca. 460.
725:  Athens, N.M. 595. BF lekythos. Sappho Painter. Early fi fth. 
1977: Basel, Antikenmuseum BS 415. RF column krater. Unattributed. Ca. 

480 (CVA). 
2199: Berkeley 8/4. + Fragmentary RF cup. Unattributed (Coarser Wing i: 

Wider Circle of Nikosthenes Painter). 4/4 6. 
2631: Boston 95.30. RF cup. Telephos Painter (follower of Makron). 

470–60.
2709: Boston 01.8033. RF cup. Telephos Painter. 470–60. 
2718: Boston 01.8075. RF cup. Dokimasia Painter. 480–70.
2766: Boston 10.572. RF cup. Boot Painter. 470–60. 
2942: Brussels, Musées Royaux R 337. RF cup. Painter of the Paris Gigan-

tomachy. 1/4 5. 
3405: Edinburgh, Royal Scottish Museum 1881.44.22. BF oinochoe. Unat-

tributed. Ca. 520 (CVA). With kalÆ, referring to a shield.
3486: Ferrara, Museo Nazionale di Spina 19,108. RF cup. Connected with 

Adria Painter. Early fi fth. Individual letters on book rolls.
3598: Florence 75,804. RF cup. Curtius Painter (Penthesilean). Ca. 450 

(Magi). Probable only. 
3699: Florence PD 54. Fragmentary RF cup. Telephos Painter. 470–60. 
3741: Frankfurt, Liebieghaus St.V.9. RF cup. Telephos Painter. 470–60. 

kalÒw pi; i.e., kalÒw with two nonsense letters added.59

3957: Heidelberg 97. RF cup. Unattributed. Late sixth or early fi fth. Non-
sense letters on a shield.

4202: Leyden PC 75. RF cup. Painter of Louvre G 265 (Brygan). 480–70.
4282: London B 323. BF hydria. Painter A (Leagros Group). 510–500. 
4379: London B 633. WG lekythos. Unattributed. 2/4 5? 
58 Connected with the Leagros Group (Cahn). 
59 The habit of adding two nonsense letters is discussed in my paper cited in note 

36.
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 kal(h) | (a)iu(l), my reading. Beazley reads Muil and suggests ‘Muia’. 
So also Walters. M¤xa, Heydemann, Mikl = M¤kka, Wernicke. I think 
there is no name. 

4428: London E 13. RF cup. Unattributed. Cachrylion potter (attributed). 
4/4 6. May rather be miswritten. 

4448: London E 35. RF cup. Epiktetos. 4/4 6. 
4477: London E 71. RF cup. Brygos Painter. Ca. 490. 
4485: London E 85. RF cup. Sabouroff Painter. Brygos potter (att. Bloesch). 

2/4 5. 
 kalÆ px, i.e., kalÆ with two nonsense letters added. Also imitation 

inscriptions.
4718: London 1906.12-15.5. RF lekythos. Bowdoin Painter. 1/4 5. The 

nonsense inscription is on a laver.
4928: Malibu 76.AE.131. + Fragmentary RF cup. Briseis Painter (True). 

1/4 5. kalÒw on two wineskins. Also nonsense according to True, 
GVGettyMus 1 (1983) 76–79.

5012a: Malibu 86.AE.283. RF cup. Unattributed. Ca. 500. Mostly kalos’. 
Nonsense is only probable.

5286: Munich 2422. RF hydria. Phintias. 510–500. 
5355: Munich 7821. RF lekythos. Carlsruhe Painter. Ca. 460. 
 kalÒw xs. Again two nonsense letters added to kalÒw.
5597: New York 12.229.13. Fragmentary RF oinochoe. Harrow Painter. 

Ca. 480. Two inscriptions, the fi rst only nonsense and sloppy, the 
second kalÒw + nonsense, much neater. Two hands?

5624: New York 21.88.150. RF cup. Brygos Painter. 1/4 5. The kalos is 
on a krater.

5751: New York, Gallatin. ARV2 529/10. RF Nolan amphora. Alkimachos 
Painter. Ca. 470. The nonsense inscription is on a pillar.

6443: Louvre G 94 ter. RF cup. Recalls Epiktetos (Beazley).60 Ca. 510.
6537: Louvre G 381. RF lekythos. Brygos Painter. 1/4 5. Late (Beazley). 

(Not Eos, but nonsense: see CAVI entry.)
6911: Rhodes 12,296. RF cup. Telephos Painter. 2/4 5. kalÒw ps. Two 

nonsense letters added.
7361: St. Petersburg 658. RF cup. Telephos Painter. 480–70.
7765: Tübingen E 27. Fragmentary RF cup. Foundry Painter. 1/4 5.
7786: Tübingen E 140. Fr. of RF alabastron. Unattributed (Beazley cf. a 

WG lekythos by the Beldam Painter). 1/2 5. 
 kalÒw | six illegible letters. Imitates a kalos-name.
7802: Tübingen 7358. RF lekythos. Carlsruhe Painter. 460–50. 
 kalÒw (.)(.). The two nonsense letters added to kalos are indistinct.

2. With ho pais kalos, ho pais, vel sim.:
1984: Basel, Antikenmuseum BS 438. RF cup. Bonn Painter. 1/4 5. With 

litter of letters reminiscent of the Nikosthenic circle; A and B: mixture 
60 Outside near Epiktetos, inside not, but both by same hand.
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of nonsense inscriptions with attempts to write ho pais kalos. The 
Interior has ho pais kalos and kale (twice) clearly.

2030: Basel, Antikenmuseum Lu 36. RF cup. Bonn Painter. Ca. 500. 
2133: Basel Market (Münzen und Medaillen). Auktion 56, pl. 39/93. RF 

cup. Euergides Painter (Cahn). Ca. 520–10. Uncertain.
2276: Berlin 2030. BF alabastron. Unattributed? Date?
2318: Berlin 2270. RF cup. Thorvaldsen Group. 1/4 5.
3566: Florence 3965.+ RF cup. Manner of Epeleios Painter. 4/4 6. 
3612: Florence 91,455. Fragmentary RF cup. Epeleios Painter. 4/4 6.
3805a: Germany, Private. RF cup. Manner of Epeleios Painter (Hornbostel). 

W. Hornbostel, ed., Aus der Glanzzeit Athens 88/40. Ca. 510–500.
3930: Havana, Museum 163. RF cup. Penthesilea Painter. 460–50. 
4408: London D 29. WG lekythos. Carlsruhe Painter. 2/4 5. ho pais kalos 

is doubtful.
5652: New York 28.167. WG bobbin. Penthesilea Painter. 460–50. The 

nonsense is on a diadem.
6800: Philadelphia University Museum 3499. Fragmentary RF cup. Wider 

Circle of Nikosthenes Painter. 4/4 6. 
7177: Villa Giulia 50,385. RF cup. Wider Circle of Nikosthenes Painter. 

Pamphaios potter (Bloesch). 4/4 6. Not certain that the inscription on 
the Interior is nonsense. Elsewhere ho pais kalos repeated.

7365: St. Petersburg 679. RF rhyton (hound’s head; two-handled). Brygos 
Painter. Ca. 480. Uncertain; perhaps miswritten.

7809: Turin 4117 = inv. 3032. RF cup. Unattributed (see ARV2 1628). 4/4 
6. Nonsense is on a wineskin. Otherwise ho pais kalos repeated.

3. With name labels, signatures, kalos-names, and other signifi cant inscrip-
tions:
151a: Amsterdam, Allard Pierson Museum B 11.999 (loan). + BF Siana cup. 

Ainipylos Painter (Brijder). 560–55. 
 A: Aeneas and warrior between horsemen. B: duel between horsemen. 

A: Afin°aw; nonsense (5–6 letters); another nonsense inscription. B: 
nonsense (8 letters).

151d: Amsterdam, Allard Pierson Museum RALS 801a-b (loan). Ca. 550. 
Fragmentary BF band cup. Circle of Amasis Painter (Heesen). 

 A: Heracles and the Lion; Iolaos; Athena; between onlookers. B: war-
rior with two horses, betweeen onlookers. 

 A: nonsense: uslog(a)s (or lslos(d)s?). [ÉI]Òlevw, retr. hhrak{e}l∞w, 
retr. (in larger letters). Faint nonsense inscription of 10 very small let-
ters. ÉAyhna¤a (somewhat larger than the nonsense inscription, but 
smaller than Heracles’). Another nonsense inscription. There are per-
haps further traces at the right edge. B: each of six onlookers is given 
a nonsense inscription as does the warrior in this scene. B: nonsense 
related to the fi gures.
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1192: Athens, N.M. Acr. i, 2569. Frs. of BF plaque. Unattributed (compat-
ible with the Sappho Painter (Boardman)). Early fi fth. Chariot before 
a stoa; Athena with the reins; Heracles. Nonsense with xa›re, e.g. 
lolos^los. xa›re has a letter added: (g). Boardman, BSA 50 (1955) 
62/under 28 relates to Sappho Painter.

1241: Athens, N.M. Acr. ii, 75. Frs. of RF cup. Unattributed (some resem-
blance to Epiktetos, Beazley). 4/4 6. ARV2 80/1. 

 Int.: owl between olive branch and tendril. A: Ajax and Achilles play-
ing dice? B: warriors setting out (the central warrior’s shield device: 
satyr mask with kylix). 

 B: in thick red paint: [--- én]°y[hk]en. On the kylix: ukx(.)ri, retr. 
Above the kylix, on the shield, : exot(.)h, retr. Dedicated by the maker 
(if correctly restored)?

1436: Athens, Acr. ii, 806. RF column krater, fragmentary. Myson potter 
and painter. 1/4 5. ARV2 240/42. 

 A: Athena and male at altar. B: Athena seated, and youth. On the 
neck, horizontal two-liner: MÊsvn ¶grafsen képo¤|hsen.

 A: on the base of the altar, nonsense partly covered by lines: 
(.)o(.)>g(.)(.). I am not certain that these are letters.

2210: Berlin 1698. BF amphora. Group E. Ca. 540. ABV 136/54.
 A: Ajax and Cassandra. B: Theseus and the Minotaur.
 A: ÉAny¤loxow, for ÉAnt¤loxow. Poluxs°nh. A‡[aw]. Kat<t>ãndra. 

ÉAyhna¤a, retr. glaÊxw. SkamandrÒfilow. Sths¤aw ka[lÒw]. B: 
pe(p)ixspxoe, retr. (.)(.)sxs. YhseÊ[w]. (p)spueo(.)s. peup(.), retr. 
[ÉA]riãg(n)h, retr. v.(?) (r), retr. e vac. m(.)s(.).

2211: Berlin 1704. BF neck amphora. Kyllenios Painter (Tyrrhenian) (Both-
mer). 550–40. ABV 96/14.

 A: Birth of Athena. B: fi ght (three pairs of warriors). 
 A: DiÒnusow. hÆf{i}aisto<w>. herm∞w efimi K�lelniow. h(e)le¤yua. 

ÉA(y)hna¤a. DBeuw. [Dh]mÆthr. [EÈr]um°d[vn]? ÉA<n>f[itr¤t]h. B: 
roots. .onow. p(.).

2227: Berlin 1763. BF lip cup. Near the Taleides Painter. Tlempolemos pot-
ter. 540–30. ABV 178/1. 

 Handle zone: A: TlhnpÒlemow : m§po¤hsen. B: Tlenpoleme : knu-
nuon.

2244: Berlin 1799. BF band cup. Unattributed. Ca. 550. ABV 164. 
 Int.: frontal chariot. In the exergue: hound pursuing hare. A: Gigan-

tomachy? B: similar. 
 Int.: above the scene: remains of a senseless inscription. In the exergue: 

senseless letters. A: euopin. oitott. nltsxituipi. And others. B: similar 
inscriptions. 

 Under the extant handle: [h]ip<p>Òkritow | kãl<l>isto[w]. 
2262: Berlin 1904. BF hydria. Simos Group (Leagros Group). 510–500. 

ABV 364/54.
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 Shoulder: race of two chariots. Body: Dionysus mounting a chariot, 
with Semele.

 Shoulder: uesis. sldioo. 
 Body: iny(.)u. DiÒnusow. Sem(°)lh.
2280: Berlin 2098. Fr. of BF kyathos. Unattributed? Date? Furtwängler, 

Beschreibung 2098. Two seated women spinning. 
 Around them scattered letters; also: llo. ieiat. Between them: 

M¤kka. 
2306: Berlin 2244. Fragmentary lekythos in Six’ technique. Circle of Diosphos 

and Sappho Painters (Haspels). Early fi fth. Haspels, ABFL 107 n. 3. 
Reclining maenad playing fl ute, between two satyrs. Much restored. 

 Above her: [Br]¤ak[xow]. To her right: nonsense: .SHN. Briakchos is 
also a maenad name; the name does not refer to one of the satyrs.

2626: Boston 95.23. RF calyx krater. Fröhner Painter. 470–60. ARV2 
510/3.

 A: Zeus pursuing Thetis. B: a Nereid fl eeing to Nereus. 
 A: lo(.)l, apparently complete. l(o)(s)[--. lona(.) vac. B: kalÒw, retr. 

NhreÊw, retr. A and B are probably by different hands.
2649: Boston 95.61. RF kantharos. Unattributed (Beazley: cf. Epeleian 

and Nikosthenes Painter). Nikosthenes potter. 520–10. ARV2 132. 
Immerwahr, Script 138, no. 943, Fig. 109 (part of A).

 A: love making. B: the like. 
 Litter of letters between the fi gures. A: .eo. greos. nose. se. noeseo. 

n[.]o. eso. eso (retr. and upside down). B: nose(e). seo. os(e)oeo. 
seopieo. naare(l)o(p). nsese[.]eese. (a)seopeo. On the reserved foot 
profi le: Nikosy°nhw §po¤h[s]en. 

2801: Boston 59.176. RF calyx krater. Altamura Painter. 470–60. ARV2 
590/11.

 Iliupersis: A: Ajax and Cassandra; death of Priam; fi ght of two. 
B: Aeneas and Anchises. A: A‡aw, retr. loniol. B: Afin°a<w>. sotn. 
aoldl.61

2819: Boston 67.1006. BF hydria. Tyrrhenian Group (Archippe Group). 
3/4 6. Para. 43.

 Top zone: sphinxes between lions between cocks. 
 Main zone: Iolaus in chariot; Heracles beside it; at left, Hermes and 

Demeter; at right, Artemis and Aphrodite. 
 Top zone: nonsense: oteusp, retr. spex(.), retr., the last letter smeared? 

Main zone: herm∞w, retr. DhmÆth(r), retr. hhrakl∞w, retr. ÉIÒ(l)evw, 
retr. ÖArtemiw, retr. [ÉA]frod¤th, retr.

2835: Boulogne, Musée Communal 417. BF hydria. Manner of Lysippides 
Painter. 530–20. ABV 260/32.

 Body: Athena mounting a chariot with Heracles. AÈtom°nhw kalÒw. 
[--]teie. eieleieis. eieielsl. Two more inscriptions. Beazley also read: 

61 The reading is not quite certain. My note from a published photo says alodl; in 
Immerwahr, Script 102 n. 18 I give aolal.
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pai kalÒw. For the same kind of nonsense inscriptions see 4288 (below) 
and 2929, Brussels, Musées Royaux R 291.

3226: Copenhagen, NM 87. BF lekythos. Sappho Painter (Haspels). Ca. 500. 
CVA, Denmark 3, pl. 111,1. 

 Ajax pursuing Cassandra; altar; statue of Athena; warrior. A‡aw. 
Nonsense: as. s. d vac.1 xii. as|au. 

3458: Essen, Museum Folkwang A 176. BF amphora. Leagros Group. 4/4 
6. Para. 166/108 bis.

 A: Ajax and Achilles playing a game at an altar; behind the altar, Ath-
ena. B: Artemis(?) mounting a chariot; behind, Apollo citharoedus. 

 A: on the WG center block of the altar, in BG: ÉAyhna¤aw. Nonsense. 
Imitation letters: to left of Athena: 9 letters. To right, 9 letters.

3623: Florence 1 B 36.+ Frs. of RF cup. Oltos. 4/4 6. CVA, Italy 8, pl. 1, 
B 36, etc.

 Int.: nude man running. A: Heracles and Nessos; at right, Deianeira. 
B: satyr, maenad, donkey. 

 Int.: nonsense: at left: kretn[--]. At right: [--]osen. A: [---]x[---]. 
[hh]rak[l∞w]. DaÛãneira.

3628: Florence 3 B 15. Fr. of RF cup. Myson. 1/4 5. ARV2 242/83.
 Int.: satyr raping a maenad. A: warriors; on one shield: donkey.
 Int.: L°agr[ow ---]. A: on the shield: hign, perhaps not complete at 

end. 
3716: Florence PD 362. RF cup. Antiphon Painter. 1/4 5. ARV2 341/80.
 Int.: youth leaning on his stick; sponge, aryballos, strigil.
 Ext.: fragmentary: A: two hoplitodromoi arming on either side of a 

trainer. B: similar. 
 Int.: to left of upper body: koggis(?). A: L[Ês]iw k[alÒw] (so ARV2). 

B: ug (nonsense).
3816 = 3817: Gioia del Colle, Museo Archeologico Nazionale MG 29. 

Fragmentary BF column krater. Leagros Group (Ciancio). CVA, Italy 
68, pls. 21,1–2 and 22,1–4.

 A: Heracles and the Amazons. B: Amazon in a chariot; Athena. 
 A: oas^oas(.). hip<p>osoiLw.62 hhrakl∞w. [ÉAn]dromã(x)<h>, retr.
3921: Harvard 1972.40. RF kalpis. Unattributed Pioneer (recalls Euthymides 

and earliest Kleophrades Painter, Beazley, Para. 324/13 bis).
 Pr¤amow. xexi, retr. xetoi, retr. xini. tetl, retr. xetei. Nonsense inscrip-

tions of Euthymidean type, for which see Immerwahr, Script 71 n. 
35.

4056: Karlsruhe, Badisches Landesmuseum 59.61. BF lip cup. Unattributed. 
3/4 6. Photos in Beazley Archive. 150 Jahre Antikensammlungen in 
Karlsruhe 171, pls. 105–106 (non vidi).

 Int.: Artemis between two rampant lions. Lip: A: two naked run-
ners. 

62 “Mock” inscription: half sense: hip<p>os(y)<en>¤(a)w(?).
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 Int.: by the lions: pum(.)pu^(d)ps^s(a)(.)n. pou^(.)(o). Handle zone: 
A: xa›re ka[‹] <p¤>ei sÊ. No photo of B.

4066: Karlsruhe 69.61. BF lip cup. Epitimos Painter (Thimme, Robertson) 
= Lydos (Tiverios). CVA, Germany 60, pl. 22,1–7 and p. 51 (facs. of 
inscriptions).

 Int.: nonsense: puron. ops^�a(n)(s). gos. 
 Ext.: handle zone: [x]a›re ka[‹ p¤]ei sÊ. B: xa›re k[a]‹ pr¤[v me].
4224: London. RF kantharos. Unattributed? 2/2 5. JHS 41 (1921) 133/5.
 A: youth before a stele. B: similar, but youth holds a thyrsus. 
 A: on the stele: pl[.]no(n) (x)a›re. B: on the stele: atia. [Nonsense 

with xa›re.]
4229: London B 48. BF neck amphora (Tyrrhenian). Kyllenios Painter. 

560–50. ABV 100/70.
 A: athletes and trainers. B: fi ght of seven warriors. 
 A: inscriptions near the fi gures: Sixeow. hip<p>ost°nhw (young wrestler). 

Ouerpow. Olupoksuuxu.. Oupesoe, retr. (.)[---]riv(.) [sic]. 
 B: also near the fi gures: Poeo[.]. Pi�eso[.]. (.)uisoes. Ou(.)o(g)po[.]. 

P[.]poeso(g). One more. Unclear which “names” are miswritten and 
which are nonsense. One name (Hipposthenes) is written correctly; for 
the tau, see note 47. (g): the shape is that of an Ionic gamma, hence 
presumably not a gamma but misunderstood; perhaps partial pi’s?

4256: London B 209. BF neck amphora. Exekias. Ca. 540. ABV 144/8.
 A: Achilles and Penthesilea. B: Memnon between two Ethiopian 

attendants. 
 B: to left of Memnon’s head: aoihsn. To right of his head: ÖAmasiw. 
4278: London B 309. BF hydria. Leagros Group (Simos Group). 510–500. 

ABV 364/56.
 Shoulder: Heracles and the Cretan bull. Body: Man mounting a 

chariot. 
 Shoulder: some dots to right of Iolaus and behind Hermes. 
 Body: S›mow. Kle¤ta, complete. Telohuuw = T°l<l>v huÊw(??). Or 

part nonsense? To right of horses’ bellies: K.onou. The last word is 
probably miscopied by the painter; see my article cited in note 36.

4288: London B 333. BF hydria. Unattributed. 530–20. Immerwahr, Script 
57, no. 301, Fig. 92.

 Shoulder: duel. Body: Women at the Fountain. 
 Body: kalÆ. Mn°sil<l>a. eleleieln.63 ÑRÒdon. eleteien. AMAT, com-

plete. eleteleien. ERIS. ÉAnyÊl<l>h kalÆ.
 A replica, by a different hand, of 8072, Würzburg 304 (see ABV, 678, 

top) which has similar inscriptions but without the nonsense. Similar 
nonsense inscriptions occur on 2835, Boulogne 417 (listed above) and 
2929, Brussels R 291 (nonsense only).

4290: London B 336. BF hydria. Antimenes Painter. Ca. 520. ABV 266/3.

63 See Beazley in JHS 47 (1927) 83, n. 50, and ABV 677/MNESILLA 3.
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 Shoulder: warriors leaving home, one in a chariot. Body: Seven women 
at a fountain. 

 Body: ten nonsense inscriptions, two for each woman, one near the 
head, the other by the legs: arxnom. poguonnon. – psi(p)o. nuxeono. 
– (.)eoseo. po(s)no(.)(.)n. – stonsn. eg(.)posg. – By the head of the 
fi fth woman: (S)(¤)mh kalÆ. xargkexs. – No inscriptions between the 
sixth and seventh women. 

4313: London B 414. Plain lip cup. Unattributed. 3/4 6. CVA, Great Britain 
2, pl. 12,5 (A).

 Lip: plain. 
 Handle zone: A: xa›re ka[‹ p]r¤v §m°. B: xaireteneppstst. 
4338: London B 507. BF oinochoe. Unattributed. Keyside Class. Early fi fth. 

ABV 426/9.
 Forge: one male working on each side of it. On the left side of the 

forge: ho Û MËw | kalÚw Û doke›, | na¤. 
 To the right of the forge, three nonsense inscriptions: above the man’s 

head: fi ve letters, beginning lo... Starting to left of the man’s mouth: 
heuua(.)ei, retr. Behind his back: an inscription ending in ...n. 

4421: London E 7. RF cup. Manner of Epeleios Painter. 4/4 6. ARV2 

149/16. 
 Int.: warrior. A: two warriors fi ghting, between a warrior leading a 

horse on each side. B: two groups of fi ghting warriors. 
 A: around the shield device of the fallen warrior: h¤ppvn kalÒw Û. In 

the fi eld: ho p(a)›w kai. B: nonsense. 
4422: London E 8. RF cup. Oltos. 4/4 6. ARV2 63/88. 
 Int.: boy running, with lyre and meat. A: Heracles and Cycnus. B: 

Dionysus and a giant. Facing each handle, warrior with horse, prob-
ably belonging to A (Beazley). 

 Int.: imitation inscriptions. A: above Heracles: hhr(a)<kl>∞w(?).64 Imi-
tation inscriptions. B: under the left handle: imitation inscriptions. 

4431: London E 16. RF cup. Oltos. 520–10. ARV2 61/75. 
 Int.: boy lifting a hydria. A: departure of Ajax, with chariot. B: Diony-

sus with maenads and satyrs. 
 Int.: M°mnvn kalÒw. A: [1-2](.)r(a)low. A‡aw. x(a)tso, the so perhaps 

separate. ATOL(E). M°m[m]nvn and kalÒw. auk, complete? B: ELA 
is clear once; other inscriptions are similar, all short. 

4539: London E 255. RF amphora. Dikaios Painter. 510–500. ARV2 31/2. 
 A: The Struggle for the Tripod. B: warrior leaving home. 
 A: ÉAyhna¤a. palos. dexioi. ÉAp[Òl]lvn. ÖArtemiw. B: nonsense only: 

kisi. gexgogk. xle[.]si, retr., except for the fi rst sigma. xexgioxexoge. 
xleiopxio. 

64 Smith in the BM catalogue prints HERLES with three-stroke sigma and reads 
hhr<ak>l∞w, but that gives an Ionic lambda; I prefer alpha lacking the crosstroke. 
I wonder if this is not also nonsense, or at best a “mock” inscription. 
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4664: London E 815. RF cup. Nikosthenes Painter. Pamphaios potter. Early 
fi fth. ARV2 125/15.

 Int.: naked woman using olisboi. A: Hermes playing the lyre, with 
cattle (4 heads). B: three maenads and three satyrs. 

 Int.: Pan(f)a›ow, and §po¤hsen. A: nonsense (one inscription for each 
cow): nos[.]h. n(y)ios. epo[.]se. n[3-4]pon. B: not inscribed. 

4884: Madrid 10,916. BF amphora. Sappho Painter or close. Late sixth. 
ABV 508.

 A: Heracles at banquet, with Dionysus. B: Heracles and the sons of 
Eurytus.

 A: DiÒ(n)usow <IN. xioio.65 ki(.) and o. B: ti^ono, retr. EÎrutow, retr. 
ÖIfi^tow. ÉAnt<¤>fvlo<w>, retr. ÉIol^°a^(w), retr. (for ÉIÒlh?).

4923: Malibu. Fragmentary RF cup. Oltos. 4/4 6. Vidi. 
 Int.: part of an armed(?) fi gure. A: not noted. B: one running to left, 

followed by two mounted archers. 
 Int.: nonsense: h[.](n)ixp[.]pxi^. One iota elsewhere. A: he[rm∞w]. 

hhr[akl∞w]. Below: a retr. kappa. B: much nonsense: e.g.: pkpuphs. 
ehsp. hspk. Four more inscriptions. 

4976: Malibu 84.AE.63. RF neck amphora. Euthymides. 4/4 6. Immerwahr, 
Script 65, no. 375.

 A: discus thrower. B: athlete with javelin. 
 The inscriptions vertically down on either side of the fi gure. A: on 

the left: Fã#l<l>ow [-2-(?)] vac.1 io (or lo?), probably complete at 
end. On the right: kotelo, the last two letters very faint, but probably 
complete at end. B: along lower left: exopei. Along lower right: xoisi. 
Both complete. 

4986: Malibu 86.AE.82. BF neck amphora. Leagros Group (Bothmer). 
520–10. CVA, USA 23, pls. 41, and 44,3–4.

 Neck: A: chariot. B: Departure of Warrior: old man, warrior, dog, 
woman. 

 Body: A: Aeneas rescuing Anchises, with Ascanius(?) and Aphrodite. 
B: Dionysus between satyr fl autist and satyr. 

 Neck: A: mexteets. lebit[.]des. xtrto(.)n. B: muxtaen. 7–8 letters not 
legible in CVA’s photo. Body: A: peteleux. ÉA(f)rod¤th kalÆ. Anxisi 
(Anchises). Afin°a<w> : kalÒw.

 The neck has only nonsense inscriptions, except that lebit[.]des recalls 
a personal ending. The body has sense inscriptions with one nonsense 
inscription and one miswritten name.

5061: Manisa, Museum inv. no. 2137. Frs. of BF cup (with merrythought 
handles). Unattributed. 3/4 6. N. H. Ramage, AJA 87 (1983) 453–60, 
pls. 63–65. 

 Int.: legs of a running male. A: hoplite combat. B: Calydonian Boar 
Hunt. Under each handle: draped man. 

65 Interpreted by Leroux as X¤oio, sc. o‡nou, which is unlikely as a similar nonsense 
word appears on B.
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 Int.: ino[--] (nonsense or garbled name?). i(a)peoseu(.) (unclear 
reading).66 A: not inscribed. B: xa›re ka‹ p[¤ei ---?]. [---](.)w.(Ramage 
restores: [h]Êw).

5085: Melbourne 1730.4. RF cup. Nikosthenes Painter. Pamphaios potter. 
4/4 6. ARV2 125/20.

 Int.: satyr. A: Heracles and Alcyoneus. B: Dionysus with two maenads 
and two bulls. 

 In the scenes: nonsense inscriptions. On the reserved foot profi le: 
Pan(f)a›ow §po¤hsen. 

5121: Morgantina inv. 58.2382. Fragmentary RF volute krater. Euthymides. 
4/4 6. ARV2 28/10.

 Neck: A: Heracles and the Amazons: 11 fi gures. B: symposium.
 A: ÉAndro^mãxh. hhrak^<l>∞w. To H.’s right, Amazon and apparently 

some letters. Sos¤a<w>. xasa67. B: xa[›]re. xa›r^e (S)os¤a[w. [--]iow.
5236: Munich 2172. BF lip cup. Unattributed. 3/4 6. ABV 668. 
 Int.: siren; below, plant motif. Lip: A–B: sirens replacing handle pal-

mettes. 
 Int.: epoihepoi, retr. ei[..](s)e(.)ig, retr. Handle zone: A: hip<p>ot°lh<w> 

kalosen. B: hip<p>ok¤menow eaioi.
5251: Munich 2243. BF band cup. Unattributed. Glaukytes potter. The 

famous multifi gured band cup with the Calydonian Boar Hunt and 
Theseus and the Minotaur would need a lengthy discussion. It has 
numerous sense inscriptions but also a number of short inscriptions 
which have been variously interpreted as sense but some of which I 
consider nonsense or at any rate meaningless. See Rebillard’s funda-
mental article in BCH 116 (1992) 501–40. 

5245: Munich 2220. BF band cup. Unattributed (recalls Amasis and Talei-
des Painters, Fellmann). 3/4 6. CVA, Germany 57, pls. 30,6 and 
31,1–4. 

 A: two boxers; between them, a prize amphora; on each side a “judge”. 
B: similar.

 A: xeo(.)o(.). xonix(.)(.), retr.(?). xa›re (above the amphora). 
xo(n)ix(n)(.). xnxo(n)ix. B: four similar inscriptions. Above the 
amphora: x�i[--]. The nonsense inscriptions all start with chi. [Non-
sense with xa›re.]

5258: Munich 2307. RF amphora. Euthymides. 510–500. ARV2 26/1. 
 A: Hector arming. B: komos of three bearded men. 
 A: ¶(g)rafsen | Pr¤amow Û EÈyum¤dhw | ho Pol<l>¤v. h°ktvr. hekãbh, 

retr. 

66 Ramage thinks the two inscriptions are parts of a garbled epoiesen signature, but 
the second word is not very close.

67 My reading. Neils, AJA 99 (1995) 434, reads Xarã, but this is hardly a suitable 
name for an Amazon.
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 B: hΔw oÈd°pote EÈfrÒniow. K≈marxow. EÎ{e}dhmow. T°lhw, retr. 
eleopi, retr.68

5259: Munich 2308. RF amphora. Euthymides. 510–500. ARV2 26/2.
 A: arming similar to 5258, Munich 2307, A, but not mythological. B: 

two young athletes and a bearded trainer. 
 A: Mae[-4-]g[.] vac. xuxospi.69 Yvruk¤vn. h[o Pol<l>¤]v | EÈyum¤dhw{ew}. 

EÈyÊbo[low]. ÉOrsim°nhw, retr. EÈyum¤(d)hw | ho Pol<l>¤v. Both lines 
are retr.

5260: Munich 2309. RF amphora. Euthymides. 510–500. ARV2 27/4. 
 A–B: Theseus abducting Helen (or Korone). 
 A: her∞w (cf. perhaps the later kalos and kale name ÑHrçw, ARV2 1614 

and 1707?). Per¤youw. hel°nh. Yhse(Ê)w, retr. (K)(o)r≈nh. B: xa›re 
{t} YhseÊw. ÉAntiÒpeia. eidonyemen (e‰don: y°<v>men, Furtwängler, 
but probably nonsense).

5285: Munich 2421. RF hydria. Phintias. 510–500. ARV2 23/7. 
 Shoulder: symposium of two hetaerae playing kottabos. Body: music 

lesson. 
 Shoulder: kal«i. (s)o‹ thn(d)¤, EÈyum¤(d)hi. I.e.: so‹ thnd¤, EÈyum¤d˙ 

kal“, sc. latãssv. Body: naizon.(na¤, z«n, Furtwängler, = kalÒw; but 
it is written near a bearded man! Probably nonsense). [D]hmÆtrio(w). 
EÈtum¤dhw, i.e., EÈyum¤dhw. TlhmpÒ(l)emow. Sm¤kuyow.

5287: Munich 2423. RF hydria. Hypsis. 510–500. ARV2 30/1. 
 Shoulder: two boys on horseback, and chariot, with charioteer mount-

ing. Body: three Amazons getting ready. 
 Shoulder: S›mow. Pediow(?)70 k(a)lÒw. (x)a›re. Body: (ÉA)nd(r)omãxh. 

xeuxe. ÉAntiÒ(p)ea. hufo(p)ule. hÊfsiw ¶grafsen.
5309: Munich 2606. RF cup. Oltos. 520–10. ARV2 64/102. 
 Int.: naked woman cleaning her sandals. A: Dionysus seated, with a 

donkey, and satyr riding a donkey. B: two youths on horseback and 
a man (riding lesson?). 

 Int.: M°m[nvn] [kal]Òw. A: DiÒnusow. Behind the satyr fi ve indecipher-
able characters. B: kaikas semoni. 

5495: Naples Stg. 172. BF cup. Kallis Painter. 3/4 6. ABV 203/1. 
 A: heads of Dionysus and Semele. Vines and satyrs. B: heads of a 

maenad, Dionysus and two other maenads. 
 A: by one satyr: ni(.)(n)rio, and geiog(u) (doubtful reading). DiÒnusow. 

Sem°lh retr. Above her head: snso(n)(n)u, probably retr. By another 
satyr: (.)e(.)>geio(.) (doubtful). B: above Dionysus: xpiognitkp. DiÒ-
nusow, retr. Above the fi rst maenad on D.’s right: Kãl<l>iw. The other 
maenad: S¤mh. The left maenad is not inscribed. 

5521: New York 74.51.1331. BF hydria. Unattributed. 570–560. Immer-
wahr, Script 44, 214, Fig. 27.

68 eleopi is read by G. Neumann, AA 1977, 38ff.: ≤g°ou, not retr. 
69 Neumann reads xuxospi: x<ã>lxaspi<w>. MA... is unexplained.
70 My suggestion. Others: nediow, heriaw, her<m>¤aw. See CAVI.
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 Shoulder: two lions facing. Body: Heracles and the Lion; two birds.
 Shoulder: leoles. ls, retr. xoixsls, retr. xasxieao, complete. Kãr-

pow, retr. xileslxix, retr. nesl, retr. lxsa(.)ei(?). Body: nei(.)xsxi. 
hhra<k>l∞w, retr. leonh?eon, complete. (.)nili.: leili, complete. Karpos 
is perhaps a kalos-name with kalos omitted, but it would be very early. 
The name occurs, e.g., in IG II2 11,824 and later; see LGPN II. Some 
of the nonsense inscriptions use the letters of the word for lion. 

5534: New York 06.1021.47. BF olpe. Unattributed. 4/4 6. ABV 667.
 Apollo and 3 Muses. 
 oi(s)tohe. (s)ioets. neotloeu. EÈf¤lhtow. kalÆ. 
 One wonders whether the two sense inscriptions are by the same hand 

as the nonsense or are copied. I take kalÆ to refer to the Muse at right; 
I do not take it as a vocative to go with the name.

5547: New York 06.1021.155. Plain lip cup. Xenokles Painter?71 Xenokles 
potter. 550–30. Immerwahr, Script 53, no. 275, Fig. 52 (B). 

 Handle zone: A: Xse[nokl∞]w : §po¤h(s)<e>(n). B: Xesnoie(s)eno, or 
Xesnoie(w) eno. 

5642: New York 26.49. BF aryballos. Nearchos. 560–50. ABV 83/4.
 Handle plate, front: three satyrs masturbating. Left side: Perseus. Right 

side: Hermes. Rim: battle of pygmies and cranes. 
 Handle plate, front: behind upper body of left satyr: xa¤rei. In front: 

DÒfiow. I. e., DÒfiow | xa¤rei. Above the head of the middle satyr: 
Terp°khlow. In front of the right satyr: Fsvlçw. Behind the upper 
body: haoi. To right of his legs: lei, and (separated by the tail): bre. 
Under the plate, Gr.: N°arxow | §po¤hs°n me. On the left side of the 
handle plate: Perse|eÊw, retr. At right: heu|seti. On the right side of 
the handle plate: tei. Between Hermes’ legs: hod¤. On his right: herm∞w. 
On the rim, scattered: rio, retr. y[--]. auas, retr. kro. kal, retr. xos. 
arus. roru. yen. aki. �e. yoi, retr. baus, retr. pu. oai. 

5742: New York, Bastis. BF amphora. Unattributed. Andokides potter. 3/4 
6. ABV 253. 

 A: chariot with charioteer. B: similar; preceded by a man with wreath 
and branch (perhaps a victorious chariot). 

 A: hoino�<. By charioteer’s face: ÉAndok¤dhw. Below horses: §po¤hs<e>n. 
At right: piotsins. 

5806: Orvieto 1045. RF neck amphora. Syriskos Painter. 1/4 5. ARV2 
261/21. 

 A: boy before a man. B: similar (reversed; the man is offering a 
fl ower). 

 A: to boy’s right: [k]alÚw e‰. To left of man’s open mouth: kalÚw e‰, 
retr. B: to right of man’s face: k[a]lÚw e‰. To boy’s left “mock” inscrip-
tion, imitating the others: kgsg(o)i (so photo.; CVA reads kalÚw e‰ 
twice on B). The men are praising the boys and the painter is too.

71 Beazley in ABV 185 notes that the signatures on the undecorated Xenokles cups 
are “in the same style” [as the four cups attributed to one hand, ABV 184/1–4].
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5808: Orvieto 1049. RF cup. Oltos. 520–10. ARV2 64/103. 
 Int.: warrior. A: Dionysus with four satyrs and two maenads. B: 

Dionysus on a donkey with three satyrs and three maenads. 
 Int.: around the scene: M°m[n]vn ka[lÒ]w. A: kalÒw three times among 

numerous nonsense inscriptions. CVA, text, gives: eloolo(w). meane. 
ao guo. ego al(w). gkj�w (the xi probably a zeta with a blot. Koppa 
may be omicron). B: above leftmost maenad: kalÒ(w). Nonsense 
inscriptions. Between a fl uting satyr and Dionysus: kalÒ(w). 

5882: Oxford 251. BF lekythos. Manner of Athena Painter (Haspels). 1/4 
5. ABFL 161 and 262/1.

 Shoulder: between eyes: hunter; doe hit by two spears; stag rushing 
off. 

 Shoulder: (.)uon kalÚw KÊnippow. 
 Haspels 161: “Apart from these words, our painter strews a number 

of small blots in the fi eld, which give the illusion of an inscription 
from a distance, but which do not even pretend to be mock letters.”

5883: Oxford 265. WG lekythos. Bowdoin Painter. 2/4 5. Fairbanks, Ath. 
Lekythoi (1907), Gp A, Class 2/3. (ARV2 686/187). 

 Nike, fl ying, with caduceus; fawn. N¤[kh] isoi (so Fairbanks). 
6096: Cab. Méd. 251. BF stamnos. Unattributed. Ca. 530. CVA, France 10, 

pl. 77,3–4, 78,1–3. 
 A: Dionysus with satyr and two maenads. B: The Struggle for the 

Tripod, with Leto (or Artemis?); deer. 
 B: nonsense? mock inscriptions? Between Heracles and Apollo: 

heariow. To right of Heracles’ face: afxnga(.)t, retr. (uncertain). To 
left of Leto’s face: Lht«w(x), retr. (but CVA gives alpha as the fi rst 
letter).

6269: Louvre E 855. BF neck amphora (Tyrrhenian). O.L.L. Group. 550–30. 
ABV 99/53. 

 A: Heracles and the Amazons. B: warriors. 
 A: above an Amazon: gogoioigi (uncertain). To Heracles’ right: 

hhrakl∞w. By the second Amazon: gogi�iki, retr. Near one Greek: 
n(.)osiosin. 

6271: Louvre E 857. BF neck amphora (Tyrrhenian). O.L.L. Group. Mid 
sixth. ABV 97/26. 

 A: the Gorgons, fl eeing; at right, Hermes. B: warriors between horse-
men. 

 A: herm(∞)w, retr. (the epsilon miswritten as a slightly curved iota: her-
miw). Three nonsense inscriptions: (n)uo(l)iuoi. noiozui. nozuiogio. 

6273: Paris, Louvre E 869. BF hydria. Archippe Group (Tyrrhenian Group 
iv). 2/4 6. ABV 106/iv 2.

 Shoulder: lions between sirens. Body: Achilles receiving his armor 
from Thetis. 
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 Shoulder: sileton. leono, retr. lie(o)(s), retr. soiro, retr. zlei, 
retr. SirØn (e)fim¤. Body: ÉOlut<t>eÊw, retr. ÉAxil<l>eÊw. Y°tiw, retr. 
Pont¤(a).

6282: Louvre F 24. + BF amphora. Affecter. 3/4 6. ABV 347/88. 
 A: warriors setting out: nude warrior; woman; departing warrior; man; 

bird; hare. B: warrior setting out: similar to A, but the left warrior is 
replaced by a draped man. 

 A: Three nonsense inscriptions, with some imitation letters. 
 B: xa›re ka‹ p¤ei §m°. 
 For the unusual position of the drinking inscription see Immerwahr, 

Script 48, n. 43, and 186.
6291: Louvre F 53. BF amphora. Group E. Exekias potter. Ca. 540. ABV 

136/49. 
 A: Heracles and Geryon. B: warrior in chariot leaving home. Lid: 

sirens and stags. 
 A: ÉExshk¤aw §po¤hse. hhrakl∞w. EÈrut¤vn, retr. GeruÒnh or GeruÒ-

nh<w>. Sths¤aw kalÒw, retr. B: ÖAnxip<p>ow. Kal<l>ifÒra<w>. S∞mow, 
retr. Pur<r>okÒmh. Kal<l>i�Òmh. 

 On the lid: to left and right of one siren: two groups of nonsense let-
ters. Is the lid by the same painter?

6293: Louvre F 66. BF Siana cup. Unattributed. 2/4 6. Cf. Beazley, JHS 52, 
178, n. 21.

 Int.: man running. Ext.: no fi gured decoration (inscriptions on the 
lip).

 Int.: agbjmao(.)(.), retr. [--]uk�b(at). A third inscription. A: kalÒn 
efimi tÚ potÆrion kal<Òn>. B: nonsense: given in CVA, France 12, pl. 
77,8,12, as repetition of kau not less than three times. I read from a 
photo: [--?]katoensttopoyreon. 

6407: Louvre G 31. + Frs. of RF pelike. Euthymides. 510–500. ARV2 

27/9.
 A: two acontists. B: jumper and discus thrower.
 On one fr.: [L°ag(?)]row, retr. “The other inscriptions seem meaning-

less” (ARV2).
6416: Louvre G 41. RF hydria. Unattributed Pioneer. 510–500. ARV2 

33/8. 
 Shoulder: chariot, and warriors getting ready. Body: Dionysus with 

Ariadne; Poseidon with Amphitrite; Hermes. 
 Shoulder: Xãrhw, retr. S≈strato[w] and below: xa›re. oas. xair°tv and 

EÈ(y)um¤dhw. Body: herm∞w, xa[›re]. Dionu. DiÒ(n)usow. Poseid[«n]. 
CVA gives an extra xa›re on the shoulder beneath the horses’ bel-
lies.

6419: Louvre G 44. RF amphora. Euthymides. 510–500. ARV2 27/3.
 A: young warrior mounting a chariot. B: woman, youth and man.
 A: Da[m]çw. xa›[re] and S«siw. xarx(n). B: xaireti. --]aw, retr.
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6564: Louvre Cp 52. Frs. of BF lip cup. Unattributed. 3/4 6. CVA, France 
14, pl. 88,7. 

 Lip: A: two panthers or lions facing; between, an uncertain object. 
B: panther and panther or lion; between them, an uncertain object 
of odd shape. 

 Handle zone: A: xa›re ka‹ pr[¤v ---(?)]. B: xa›re ka‹ SOEIKA. Per-
haps not nonsense but miswritten. Cf. R. Wachter, Kadmos 42 (2003) 
169/129.

6963: Vatican. RF amphora. Kleophrades Painter. Late sixth. Very early. 
ARV2 182/3.

 A: Heracles and Athena, with Iolaus. B: komos: two youths and a 
man. 

 A: near the mouth of Athena: xa›re. B: from the mouth of a lyre player: 
notpo.

7023: Vatican G 59. BF lip cup. Unattributed. 550 or a bit earlier (Beazley). 
ABV 172. 

 Lip: A, B, each: Heracles and the Lion. 
 Handle zone: A: xa›re ka‹ p¤ei th<n>d¤. B: {xai}xa›re ka‹ p¤ei (p)e.72

7189: Villa Giulia 50,450. BF neck amphora. Leagros Group. 510–500. 
ABV 371/140. 

 A: Heracles in battle, between Athena and Hermes. B: athletes with 
fl autist. 

 A: (ÉA)yhnãa, retr. hhrakl∞w. Nonsense(?): (k)[.](.). iow. (probably 
one inscription). Niko[.?] (complete?). h[er]m∞w. 

7271: Rome, Marchese Giorgio Guglielmi. BF lip cup. Taleides Painter. 
Taleides potter. 550–30. ABV 175/15. 

 Lip: A, B, each: lion. 
 Handle zone: A: Tale¤dhw <§>po¤hsen. B: T(eggiodaneidldn�.
 Irregular letter forms; the second letter on B after its rendition in 

ABV.
7569: Syracuse 26,822. Lekythos in Six’ technique. Sappho Painter. ABFL 

96 and 228/48.
 Peleus and Atalanta; dinos. 
 “... in the middle of a long row without sense, he suddenly breaks into 

the name PhleÊw”, Haspels. 
7600: Tarentum I.G. 4434. BF Droop cup. Unattributed. Antidoros potter. 

550–30. ABV 160/2.
 A–B: chariot race: on each side, three chariots with charioteers. Under 

one handle: a standing fi gure; under the other, a seated fi gure. 
 A–B: nonsense: A: (n)slnin. nun:. n(.)ns. n(p)nhnhn(.)[--(?)]. Under 

the foot, around the central hole: ÉAnt¤dvrow §pÒh. 

72 M. Scheller, MusHelv 38 (1981) 222 n. 2, describes a pi pinched in. But Beazley 
reads re and notes that the inscription is inserted into a split xai - re, a joke by the 
painter. However, Scheller may be right, whence we have a false start and some 
nonsense letters.
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7601: Tarentum I.G. 4435. BF Droop cup. Unattributed.73 Antidoros potter. 
550–30. ABV 159/1. 

 A: boar hunt. B: battle of pygmies and cranes. 
 B: a(.)(d)(p)(.)(.). Under the foot, around the central hole: ÉAnt¤dvrow 

^ §pÒh. 
7604: Tarentum I.G. 6221. BF band cup. Sakonides. Kaulos potter. 550–30. 

ABV 171/ii. 
 A: male with woman and youth; king seated, with Nike, woman and 

youth; horseman with woman and youth. B: similar. 
 A: nonsense, e.g.: maises. exsei. etx[.]xi(n)i, retr. xei(y)tr, retr. sixo. 

epixsi. etxosxo, retr. xsosxo. Under one handle: KaËlow | §po¤hsen. 
Under the other: Sakvn¤dhw | ¶grafsen. 

7640: Tarquinia RC 4194. BF lip cup. Unattributed. 3/4 6. CVA, Italy 26, 
pl. 21,5–6.

 Int.: Heracles and Triton; fi ve fi sh; around the tondo, a zone with 17 
dancing Nereids, in a complete circle. Ext.: lip: A, B, each: chariot 
between two columns; at the handles, sphinxes. 

 Int.: under the armpit of each Nereid, a row of closely placed tiny dots 
(17 rows in all). A, B, each: handle zone: xa›re ka‹ p¤ei eÔ. 

7711: Toledo 72.54. BF amphora. Rycroft Painter (Bothmer). 520–10. CVA, 
USA 17, pls. 4–5. 

 A: Ransom of Hector: Hermes; attendant carrying a tripod and a stack 
of phialae; Priam; Achilles; woman [Briseis?] with hydria. 

 B: Departure of Warrior in chariot. 
 A: near Hermes: (k)(e)(.)[h]erm∞[w]. Near Priam: (d)o(g)(.)ad(.). 
 B: by the charioteer: ssus. By an old man: tlos. 
7944: Vienna 3613. BF hydria. Archippe Group (related to Tyrrhenian 

Group). ABV 106/1. 550–530.
 Shoulder: two warriors fi ghting; on each side, a sphinx and a woman. 

Body: departure of a chariot; on each side, a man and a woman. 
 Shoulder: telopus�ow. xilkew, retr. leotiw. (k)o>(x)lei, retr. sou-

etpolow. Body: ÉAnf¤loxow. ÉArx¤p<p>h. ri(.)i(.)(.). DiomÆdhw, retr. 
K<ã>l<l>ip<p>ow or more probably Kl<Æ>Ûp<p>ow (Beazley, AJA 58, 
187). EÈmel¤a, retr. The nonsense on the shoulder imitates names. 

7988: Warsaw, National Museum? (Ex Goluchow). BG oinochoe (olpe). 
Unattributed. Kriton Group. 4/4 6. ABV 446/2. 

 Undecorated. 
 Body, in a cartellino: (K)r¤tvn §po¤hsen : leposus. There are four 

olpai with a cartellino, 3 of them inscribed with potters’ signatures, 
the fourth blank: see ABV.

7989: Warsaw, National Museum? (Ex Goluchow). BF amphora. Diosphos 
Painter. 1/4 5. CVA, Poland 1, pl. 12,3. 

73 Beazley: “I cannot be sure that the pictures are by the same hand on both cups 
[this and 7600].” [The use of nonsense inscriptions is certainly different.]
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 A: Chiron receives the child Achilles from Peleus; dog. B: Maia and 
Hermes; ram. 

 A: XÆrvn. PhleÊ(w). B: behind Maia: 7–8 nonsense letters. To left of 
Hermes’ face: lxl(o)x. Are the inscriptions on A and B by the same 
hand?

8104: Würzburg 471. RF cup. Unattributed.74 Pamphaios potter. 4/4 6. ARV2 

129/20. 
 Int.: satyr with an amphora. A: six dancing satyrs (four with wineskins). 

B: six dancing satyrs (the second has a pointed amphora, the third a 
wineskin). 

 Int.: around the fi gure, : (a)s(o)ogoki(.)(.)u(d) (uncertain reading). 
A: on rightmost wineskin, in BG: os. B: nonsense inscriptions. On the 
reserved upper edge of the foot, in BG: [Pan]f[a›]ow §po¤hsen. 

Bibliographical Abbreviations

ABV: J. D. Beazley, Attic Black-fi gure Vase-painters (1956)
ARV2: J. D. Beazley, Attic Red-fi gure Vase-painters (1963)
CVA: Corpus Vasorum Antiquorum
Furtwängler, Beschreibung: A. Furtwängler, Beschreibung der Vasensamm-

lung im Antiquarium (1885)
Haspels, ABFL: C. H. E. Haspels, Attic Black-fi gured Lekythoi (1936)
LSAG: L. H. Jeffery, The Local Scripts of Archaic Greece. Revised edition 

(1990)
Para.: J. D. Beazley, Paralipomena: Additions to Attic Black-fi gure Vase-

painters and to Attic Red-fi gure Vase-painters2 (1971).

Abstract

The large number of unmeaning inscriptions that are found on Attic vases 
have received relatively little attention. The present article draws on the 
author’s collection of Attic vase inscriptions where these inscriptions have 
been included for the fi rst time. The aim is to fi nd out what they can tell us 
about literacy among vase painters. It can be shown that writing nonsense 
inscriptions is an ornamental practice not infrequently adopted by literate 
vase painters, but that it also enabled those with poor knowledge of the 
alphabet to adorn their products with inscriptions. The level of literacy in 
the Ceramicus was decidedly mixed.

74 A slight connection with the Nikosthenes Painter.


