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§0. I show here a picture of a ram being sacrificed. His throat is being slit. This picture, a close-up of a
painting on a fragmentary vase now housed at the Getty Museum in Malibu, was noted by Gloria Ferrari
Pinney in a brief essay that she wrote in response to an essay of mine. Both essays are posted in Classical
Inquiries 2020.07.31. My new essay here is an extension of my earlier essay, which concerned another
picture of a sacrificial ram. In this new essay, I hope to correlate the meanings of the two pictures.
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Attic red-figure calyx krater fragment; about 430 BCE; 86.AE.213—The J. Paul Getty
Museum, Villa Collection, Malibu, California. Digital image courtesy of the Getty’s Open

Content Program.

§1. In her essay, Pinney makes some essential observations about the painting on the Malibu vase. She
concentrates on “two superimposed figural bands.” Pictured in the upper band is the sacrificing of the ram
and, next to that scene, to our right, there is a scene of combat between a pair of warriors; then, in the
lower band, we see the corpse of Patroklos being delivered to a grieving Achilles.

§2. In her reference to the slitting of the ram’s throat, Pinney mentions the classical Greek word sphágia
‘animal sacrifice’, following the analysis of Michael Jameson (2014:139–141), who interprets this picture
painted on the Malibu vase as a reference to a custom, not attested in Homeric poetry, where warriors
sacrifice a ram on the field of battle before the beginning of combat. Jameson goes on to say (pp. 140–141)
that the ram that is being killed in this painting “would in any case have been taken to be a victim
sacrificed for success in the battle taking place to the right, whatever the ultimate fate of the animal’s
body.”

§3. I have two initial reservations about this formulation. First, with reference to the battle that is taking
place to our right in this picture, I note that the focus is on a one-on-one fight between two combatants.
Second, following an observation made by Pinney, I note that the fighting here is analogous to what we see
being pictured in a painting on a vase housed in Basel. I analyzed that painting in the previous post, and I
show a picture of it once again here:
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Athenian red-figure stamnos attributed to Triptolemos Painter, ca. 500–450 BCE. Basel,
Antikenmuseum und Sammlung Ludwig: BS477. Line drawing by Natasha Bershadsky;

photo © Antikenmuseum Basel und Sammlung Ludwig.

§4. We see in the Basel picture a dead ram, with his throat slit wide upon, who is being fought over by two
contending warriors, to be identified as the heroes Hector and Ajax, fighting on opposing sides in the Trojan
War as champions respectively of the Trojans and the Achaeans. But the question is, what is the fighting
about? That is to say, what is really at stake here? For me, as I argued in my previous essay, the fighting is
all about the possession of the dead body of the hero Patroklos, who has just been killed by Hector, and the
picturing of a dead ram instead of the dead hero needs to be explained as a way of representing the role of
Patroklos as a ritual substitute of Achilles. For my friend Gloria Pinney, on the other hand, whatever
connection there may be between the dead ram and Patroklos is more complicated. In her essay written in
response to mine, Pinney draws our attention to another vase painting that depicts the sacrifice of a ram: it
is the picture painted on the Malibu vase, showing the moment when the ram’s throat is being slit, and we
see here also some other details that are comparable with details depicted in the picture of the dead ram
painted on the Basel vase.

§5. After comparing these details, Pinney goes on to say: “What gives me pause is the interpretation of the
slaughtered ram [pictured on the Basel vase] as the metaphoric substitute for the corpse of Patroclus.” She
adds: “In my experience, the imagery of the vases is not so straightforwardly poetic, in fact I can think of
no other instance.”

§6. In the essay I present here, I offer a clarification. I think that the idea of substituting a sacrificial ram
for Patroklos is not a matter of poetry. In other words, the picturing of a sacrificed ram is not so much a
matter of myth as mediated by the verbal art of poets. Rather, it is more a matter of ritual as mediated by
the visual art of painters.

§7. In the picture painted on the Basel vase, the identities of the two combatants is clear: they are Hector
and Ajax. And, at least in terms of my interpretation as I presented it in the previous essay, the stakes are
high, since the fight between Hector and Ajax, if we compare it to the fight between these same two heroes
in Iliad 17, is all about the possession of the dead body of Patroklos. Not only in the verbal art of Homeric
poetry, as in Iliad 17, but also in the visual art of at least two extant vase paintings, one of which I showed
in the previous essay, Hector and Ajax can be pictured as fighting over the corpse of Patroklos himself, not
over a newly-sacrificed ram. By contrast, in the picture painted on the Basel vase, we do see a newly-
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sacrificed ram positioned precisely where other pictures show instead the corpse of Patroklos. That is why I
see a substitution here. But I view the substitution of the newly-sacrificed ram for Patroklos in the painting
on the Basel vase to be an idea grounded primarily in the rituals of hero cult and only secondarily in the
poetics of myths that tell about the lives and times of heroes worshipped in hero cult. Such myths connect
directly to rituals involved in the cults of heroes like Patroklos, and a premier form of these rituals, as I
pointed out in the previous essay, is the sacrificing of rams to the cult heroes.

§8. In terms of my argumentation, then, I cannot accept the idea, considered above at §2, that the
combatants pictured on the Malibu vase, who are seen fighting one-on-one to the right of the scene
showing the sacrifice of a ram, are concerned only about success in the battle taking place and are
indifferent to “the ultimate fate of the animal’s body.”

§9. A problem remains. As Pinney points out, there is a painting, housed in Würzburg (L 508), that shows
the old men Phoenix and Priam acting as restrainers of Ajax and Hector respectively, and we see here an
analogy with what happens in Iliad 7—even though the restrainers of the two warriors there are two
heralds, not the two old men. The analogy is made clear by the fact that there is a reference in the
Würzburg painting to an exchange of gifts that happens after Ajax and Hector fight to a draw. Such a
reference in the Würzburg painting makes the scene analogous only to the events of Iliad 7, not to the
events of Iliad 17, where Ajax succeeds in rescuing the body of Patroklos from Hector—but without killing
Hector. So, similarly, the Basel painting might possibly be referring to a fight between Ajax and Hector that
is analogous to that other fight in Iliad 7 and not to the fight that the two of them have later, as narrated in
Iliad 17, where they are contending over possession of the corpse of Patroklos. Still, I am not sure that the
two old men who stand behind Ajax and Hector in the Basel painting are both restraining the two fighting
warriors. Yes, Priam standing behind Hector does in fact seem to be restraining that warrior, but what
about Phoenix standing behind the warrior Ajax? In this case, it seems to me, the old man could be
encouraging Ajax to fight off Hector and thus to recover the corpse of Patroklos, bringing it back to the
Achaeans side. And this idea of recovering the body of the hero conjures the idea of a sacrificial ram as a
ritual substitute for the hero himself, just as Patroklos is a ritual substitute for the grieving Achilles, who
will be presented with the corpse of his other self in the rest of the painting.
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