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Who made the pottery?
Greek potters and painters would learn their craft by working alongside 
more experienced potters and painters. Workshops usually consisted 
of fewer than ten people (men and boys). 

Why did they make it?
Pottery was a very important element in Greek culture and society. 
Potters kept busy making hundreds of thousands of vessels for every-
day use as well as special ceremonies. Vases were even used as 
grave markers. In addition to being useful, this pottery was also beauti-
ful. Vases were used to tell stories, record historical events, and 
describe the nature and everyday scenes from life in ancient Greece. 

How did they make it?
The tools and techniques used by ancient Greek potters are similar to 
those used by artists today. Clay was a natural resource, but needed 
to be processed before it could be used for pottery. It was soaked to 
get out any impurities, and then aged and worked over time until it 
was ready to use. Potters used wheels to spin the clay as they 
shaped it, but their wheels weren’t electric like the ones used by 
modern day potters. Greek pottery wheels were turned by hand. 
Vases were painted and details were etched into the soft clay before it 
went into the kiln to be fired. The firing process heated the pottery to 
make the clay rock hard and transform the paint (made of clay, water, 
and wood ash) to a deep black color.

Greek Key
Greek key – some-
times called a meander 
– is a classic pattern 
design consisting of a 
long, continuous line 
that repeatedly folds 
back on itself. The 
design is inspired by 
the twists and turns in 
the ancient Maeander 
River of Asia Minor, and 
that’s where it gets its 
name. The river is even 
mentioned in Homer’s 
“The Iliad,” and art 
historians think the 
meander motif is 
symbolic of eternity. 
This decorative pattern 
is still popular today. 
You’ll find it in home 
furnishings, textiles, 
and floor tiles!

Ancient Greek
Architecture, Pottery & Sculpture

TheStudio

March 2019 | Week 3

ART HIST   RY KIDS
with



T H E  A N AT O M Y  O F  A  G R E E K  VA S E

2

Greek vases are kind of like the human body!
Potters would make the different pieces separately, and then put them all together.
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Row 1: kylix (type A), kylix (type B), kylix (type C), exaleiptron, early aryballos, red-figured aryballos, oinochoe, olpe.
Row 2: kantharos, lip-cup, phiale, skyphos, pyxis (type A), alabastron, askos, kalpis. 
Row 3: lebes gamikos & stand, lekanis, rhyton, psykter, stamnos, squat lekythos, shoulder lekythos, hydria. 
Row 4: dinos, calyx-krater, neck amphora, Nolan amphora, amphora (type A), pelike.
Row 5: volute-krater, column-krater, bell-krater, panathenaic amphora, amphora (type B), amphora (type C), loutrophoros

Ancient Greek pottery was useful. While some pottery was simply decorative or it was used for other 
purposes, the vast majority of the pottery we see in art museums was used by everyday citizens as cups to 
drink from, or a place to store or mix food and drinks. Depending on it’s shape, people could tell exactly 
what was inside, or what purpose the vase served. Certain shapes were used for water or wine, other 
shapes held olive oil. Here’s a chart that shows a few of the shape variations and what they tell us.

Chart of Vase Shapes, illustrated by Martha Bredemeyer, Understanding Greek Vases: A Guide to Terms, Styles, and Techniques.

amphora and stamnos 
used for storage

dinos, krater, lebes, or 
stamnos 
used for mixing wine and water

psykter 
used for cooling wine

kyathos (or a metal ladle) 
and the oinochoe
used for serving the wine

kantharos, kylix, mastos, 
rhyton, or skyphos
used for drinking wine

lekythos, and the small 
aryballos, alabastron, or 
askos
used for oils, perfumes and 
cosmetics 

Vase shapes and their meanings
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Composition & Perspective
Artists who painted these vases 
intentionally used dynamic composi-
tions to make the stories come alive. 
People were in active poses, and 
they used every inch of the vase. 
Artists learned to paint over the 
curving structure of the pottery and 
to compensate  for areas that were 
larger and smaller to make sure 
everything looked right. Perspective 
wasn’t exactly right when it came to 
facial features. Although their bodies 
are in profile, their eyes are painted 
from a frontal viewpoint.

Geometric Style
This style comes from a time 
before the Greeks used realism 
in their art. Sometimes the 
designs were abstract and 
decorative. Other times they 
relayed information. Things were 
symbolic, and graphic elements 
represented different things. An 
owl was the symbol for Athena 
(and later Athens), a trident 
stood for lightening, and other 
symbols told other stories. 
Greek people knew exactly 
what they meant, and could 
understand the story on the 
vase with ease.

Red-Figure Style
Around 510 BCE painters 
began to reverse the way they 
used black and orange. In 
red-figure style, painters would 
leave the image orange, paint 
the background so it would be 
black, and they used fine 
paintbrushes to add in detailed 
line-work. This style is more 
expressive than black-figure 
style because it’s easier to paint 
in details rather than use a 
sharp tool to engrave them. 

Black-Figure Style
In this style, the artist would 
paint the areas of the vase they 
wanted to turn black. They 
would leave the background 
unpainted, so after it was fired it 
would remain it’s natural orange 
color. Details were engraved 
into the black painted areas. 
Common themes were daily 
domestic life (like this vase that 
shows women getting water), 
scenes from nature (like 
showing olives or olive trees on 
a vase that held olive oil), and 
mythological tales.

Contrast
One of the things that 
makes Greek pottery so 
iconic and instantly recog-
nizable is the bold and 
dramatic style of the 
artwork. Because there are 
basically only two colors 
(black and orange), and all 
of the imagery is graphic 
silhouetted forms, the art is 
visually powerful.

Art notes:
Art notes:
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Art is connected to everything... music, history, science, math, literature, and 
more! Let’s explore how this month‘s art relates to some of these subjects.

Click here to see a series of 
interactive maps that show 
how Greek geography 
changed over time. If you’d like 
to add history to your study, 
there are videos that discuss 
how several significant wars 
changed the geography of 
Greece.
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Literature + Language Arts
Learn about Greek mythology – the classical way, or the modern way!

D’Aulaires is a 
traditional collection of 
Greek myths. This 
Treasury of Greek 
Mythology is another 
comprehensive and 
classic option.

For a more modern 
spin on the stories of 

Greek gods and 
goddesses, check 

out the Percy Jackson 
series and related 

materials.
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Math + Science
The Golden Ratio is also known as Golden Section, Golden Mean, and occasionally referred to as the 
Golden Number, Divine Proportion, and Golden Proportion. It works like this:

Greek sculptors in the Classical Period studied human 
anatomy to learn more about creating art that looked realistic. 

Try it yourself
Head to a museum to draw – use a 
sculpture of a realistic looking human as 
your model.

Learn at home with the help of a book 
like one of these!

Ask a sibling or friend to model as you 
draw them!

Make a square

Use the length 
from step 3 to 
lengthen the base

Find the midpoint Draw a line
from the midpoint
to the corner

1 2

4 5

3

Complete the
rectangle

Repeat

Greek mathematicians made many amazing 
discoveries and they applied an important idea 
to their art and architecture– the golden ratio. 
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Theater
In addition to their spectacular contribution to the visual arts, ancient Greeks also 
created performing art masterpieces! 

The plays began as tragedies that were performed at religious festivals in the 6th century BCE. Soon 
after that, playwrites began to create comedies for the stage. 

Playwrites like Sophocles and Aristophanes are credited with the invention of modern theatre as we 
know it today. But plays in ancient Greece were very different from a show you might see on Broadway. 

Plays were performed outside in open air.

Outdoor theaters were constructed with areas for 
seating and a stage. Architects made sure the 
acoustics were considered when building the 
theaters, since there were no microphones or 
speakers back then to help the audience to hear. 
(See the photo for an example of an ancient Greek 
Theater.)

Women were not allowed to act in the theater, and 
some say women weren’t even permitted to attend!

The earliest tragedies had one actor in costume with 
a mask. He would play all of the parts. (The photo 
on this page shows a marble replica of a mask that 
was used in an ancient Greek comedy.)

Later, more actors were included and many plays 
had a ‘chorus’ or a group of up to 15 actors who 
sang and danced but didn’t have speaking lines.

Theatre of Dionysos 
Eleuthereus, Athens 
Photo Credit: Mark 
Cartwright

This mask is dated as 
2nd century BCE. It 
was found in Athens 
near the Dipylon 
Gate.
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Let’s create some drawings inspired by the art on Greek vases.

There are two different ways you can do this week’s project. Or get creative and make art your own way!

Do you have terracotta planters and saucers in your yard? Decorate them like Greek 
vases! If you paint them with chalkboard paint you can redecorate them often!

Visit a local pottery shop (like Color Me Mine) and select an item to paint with Greek 
vase patterns or a mythological scene.

Get some red air dry clay and make a cup, bowl, or vase. Leave it to dry and then 
decorate it with black paint! (Remember, you can paint the figures with black paint, or paint 
the background black to simulate the different styles.)

Bonus Ideas! 

Project idea #1: 
Find a library book or go online to look at several ver-
sions of Greek vases. Use conté crayons or an orange 
colored pencil to draw your scene and/or your pattern 
design. You can even cut your paper into the shape of a 
vase if you’d like! If you’d rather work in the red-figure 
style, use a sheet of orange paper and do your drawing 
with black crayon, colored pencil, or pastel.

Project idea #2: 
Purchase some scratch paper online or at a local art/craft 
store. Use pointed wooden tools (they usually come with the 
paper, but you can substitute toothpicks, chopsticks, etc.) to 
‘engrave’ your image into the paper. The solid black background 
of the scratch paper is a fun medium to work on, and it lends 
itself really well to this style of art!
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