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Identifying Individuals: The Decline of 
Connoisseurship 

‘Attribution of pots is an 

 activity whose scholarly value is slight…’1 

For some scholars, the field of connoisseurship is of little relevance to the current study of 

Classical Art and Archaeology. The practice itself has diminished since the deaths of the 

pioneering practitioners, J. D. and A. D. Trendall. Despite the reverence with which these 

figures are still held, there appears to be a consensus that the work is no longer necessary. 

Richard Neer eloquently describes the current status of connoisseurship thus:  

It is difficult to overstate the ill repute in which connoisseurship now stands among 

all but the most hidebound archaeologists and art historians; it has been the defining 

scapegoat of both disciplines for the last twenty years and more.2 

1 Vickers 1999, 4. 
2 Neer 2005, 1-2. 
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The identities of artists are viewed in multiple ways. There is the ‘artistic personality,’ which 

gives agency to the artist, but there is also the ‘constructed author-artist,’ which can be viewed 

as a negotiated identity formed from the interplay of social and economic factors influencing 

the artist. 3  Martin Robertson, a student of Beazley, sees the studies of attribution and 

iconography as an attempt to ‘put ourselves in a position to see the pictures on vases as nearly 

as possible as contemporaries saw them.’4 By attaching a name to the painter of a group of 

vases, Beazley created a classification system that was centred on people rather than 

chronology or location, although these factors remained important.5 

The names of the painters, and the personalities and histories ascribed to them, have come 

under fire for being largely fictional. James Whitley describes Beazley’s lists of vases as 

‘humanist narratives disguising themselves as scientific facts.’6 It is important to note that the 

criticisms of attribution aimed at Beazley also apply to the work of Trendall and his colleague 

Alexander Cambitoglou, although they are rarely, if ever, named in such discussions.7  

There are a number of reasons for the diminishing importance of vase attribution in study of 

ancient Greek ceramics. The growing prominence of Social History has had an influence on 

many fields of history, even in areas such as Classical Archaeology, where attitudes are usually 

quite conservative and resistant to change. An examination of social factors and the 

consumption and use of vases, rather than their production, has dominated much of the research 

undertaken by historians in recent years. The individual artists who produced the images on 

vases and their larger body of work are irrelevant to the discussion when the focus is on the 

context and usage of items rather than authorship. Through repeated questioning of the 

                                                 
3 Pevnick 2010, 227. 
4 Robertson 1991, 11. 
5 Arrington 2017, 22. 
6 Whitley 1997, 46. 
7 Turner 2000, 57. 
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information that can be reasonably gained from the attribution of vases to painters, the long-

standing cult of individual genius is losing influence. Similarly, the intense scrutiny of details 

that forms the basis of connoisseurship does not lead to an increased understanding of how the 

vases were regarded. In fact, this narrow focus distorts the way that such items were viewed in 

the ancient world, as ‘few look at the rendering of kneecaps as closely as a curator in a well-

lit museum.’8 

It seems counter-intuitive that a closer examination of the images that appear on vases takes us 

further away from understanding the ancient context of those same vases. Some scholars, such 

as the archaeologist John Griffiths Pedley, acknowledge that, despite an increasing emphasis 

on the socio-political dimensions of an artwork, the artwork itself is still of importance and 

‘repays examination as a self-standing work of art.’9 The way that vases are regarded—as 

having ‘front’ and ‘back’ sides, or ‘obverse’ and ‘reverse’—illustrates the way that art history 

has transformed three dimensional objects into flat picture planes. Putting discussion about 

what is and is not art aside, there are many vases that are plain or repetitive. Devoting a great 

deal of time to attributing them to a specific painter may result in little, if any, knowledge 

gained. 

The theory of vision upon which the Morellian method is based presupposes that viewing is a 

passive act, when in fact connoisseurs look for the answers to questions and scan all the 

available information, looking for links and associations with pieces that have previously been 

viewed.10 The art historian Carol Gibson-Wood describes a series of deductions and suggests 

                                                 
8 Arrington 2017, 23. 
9  Pedley 1994, 34. 
10 Whitley 1997, 45. 
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that ‘Morellians’ relied upon intuitive attributions and provided supporting evidence after the 

fact.11 

One of the major criticisms of attribution and connoisseurship is the way that it relies on the 

single judgement of an individual to determine authorship. For the practice to operate with 

validity, it requires faith in one person’s eye and working method to provide an accurate 

assessment of the individual hand responsible for painting a vase. Some critics find the method 

used by Beazley to be invalid because it assumes that certain stylistic details are evidence of 

an individual painter, when they could also be a formulaic representation for that period or 

workshop.12 In contrast to this, it can be observed that sometimes the scientific analysis of 

ceramics is at odds with the practice of connoisseurship, and that some scientific developments 

hinder, rather than aid, in the detection of forgeries and frauds. With objects of ancient art still 

routinely subjected to new scientific developments and often undergoing destructive tests, 

forgers are swiftly developing techniques capable of evading detection due to continuing 

advances in detecting their handiwork.13 

Mary Beard challenges the humanising of the painters through her comments on Beazley’s 

work: ‘unlike the artists of the Renaissance, these painters have no existence, no social or 

historical reality that we can investigate outside the pots themselves.’14 This is a common 

perspective among critics of connoisseurship, that the painters are just names attached to the 

pots for a modern audience and that we do not know anything about their lives. Even if it is 

possible to locate precisely the geographic location where a specific painter worked, the place 

does not reveal the personality. This factor challenges a prevailing idea in the study of 

11 Gibson-Wood 1988, 243. 
12 Robertson 1992, 4. 
13 Spier 1990, 630. 
14 Beard 1991, 17. 
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connoisseurship, with Morelli viewing style as something that is specifically regional and 

autochthonous: the surroundings create the painter.15  

There is no certainty that painters were familiar with the narratives from mythology and theatre 

that have been so painstakingly applied to ceramics. It is entirely possible that some vase 

imagery was simply adapted from imports from Athens. Frank Hildebrandt offers a differing 

view in his analysis of the five fragmentary vases held in the Museum für Kunst und Gewerbe 

Hamburg, where he sees the images painted by the Darius Painter as revealing ‘an artist of high 

intellectual standards.’16 This assessment is made through observation of the iconographic 

evidence visible in vases painted by the Darius Painter, where a vast array of mythological, 

theatrical, and historical imagery appears to reveal an artist with a knowledge of all these realms. 

We can see this through comparisons to texts and other forms of artwork from the Greek world. 

Elsewhere, scholars can establish that a group of unsigned vases indicate an artist who was 

aware of contemporary events and through their medium was able to represent both Greek and 

foreign viewpoints.17 This can be seen in the Darius Painter’s name-vase, where the Persian 

King, Darius, is painted in a manner that is not disparaging to a former enemy. 

Michael Vickers, the former Curator of Greek and Roman Antiquities at the Ashmolean 

Museum at Oxford, is particularly scathing in his assessment of the field of attribution. In a 

review of an edition of the Corpus Vasorum Antiquorum authored by Dyfri Williams, Vickers 

states that ‘reassertion of a traditional picture, with no hint that scholarship may have moved 

on, is sadly characteristic of a discipline that has become stuck in a groove.’18 Despite his 

criticism of attribution, Vickers is known to have attempted an attribution of a Panathenaic 

amphora found in a grave in Cyrenaica to the Kleophrades Painter on the basis of stylistic 

                                                 
15 Feldman 2014, 18. 
16 Hildebrandt 2017, 179-180. 
17 Pevnick 2010, 243. 
18 Vickers 1994, 461. 
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similarity.19 This attribution was later dismissed by Susan B. Matheson in an article about 

Panathenaic amphoras painted by the Kleophrades Painter due to the differing shape of the 

vase, the proportions of the figures, and details of the drapery and costuming.20 As the dating 

of the excavated grave in Cyrenaica was completed using the approximate date of the 

(incorrectly attributed) pottery, this indicates the potential of attribution and connoisseurship 

when it is applied correctly. It is unlikely that a scholar such as Vickers would be critical of a 

field purely due to their own lack of success. However, the failed attempt at attribution indicates 

that Vickers previously viewed attribution as a worthwhile endeavour. 

The main criticism that Vickers has of studying ancient pottery is that we overvalue it in 

relation to other ancient artefacts, particularly metalwork - coincidentally, a major topic of his 

own research and the subject of a book he co-authored with David Gill, Artful Crafts. 21 

Williams criticises this kind of assessment, simply dismissing it as ‘the product of the Thatcher 

and post-Thatcher years that, among other things, reduced the concept of value to mere 

money.’22 Clay is indeed a cheap material in comparison to metal, and unlike metal, cannot be 

melted and reused when it is no longer desired. However, if we reduce the worth of an object 

to the cost of its materials, we similarly devalue paintings by the great masters. The worth of 

an object comes from the value that we give it, and the sheer complexity of the artistry on many 

Greek vases suggests that at least some of these items were highly regarded in antiquity. 

There is some physical evidence from antiquity to refute the suggestion that ancient ceramics 

were considered of little value: namely, the evidence of ancient repairs that were made to 

damaged pottery. Due to the careful nature of many of these repairs, it appears that ancient 

craftsmen had an appreciation for the objects being repaired. It is therefore highly likely that 

19 Vickers 1971, 69-84. 
20 Matheson 1989, 111-112. 
21 Vickers and Gill 1994. 
22 Williams 1996, 241. 
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they were of value due to ‘aesthetic, ritualistic or monetary reasons.’23 This treatment can be 

compared to the way that we treat objects today - a broken vase might be discarded, but if it is 

an antique or an object of sentimental value we seek to repair it ourselves or contact a 

professional conservator to carry out the necessary repairs. Similarly, the disparity of dates 

among vases found in some graves suggest that it is highly likely that some vases were carefully 

handled for decades before they accompanied a body into the grave as grave   goods. 24 

Although some vases appear to have been manufactured for the grave, the care taken implies 

some vases had a worth that goes beyond the utilitarian or intrinsic material value of the object. 

The process of attribution is often viewed as being tainted by its association with art 

connoisseurship and the art market. From the time of the earliest attributions of unsigned Greek 

pottery, there have been suggestions that connoisseurs have compromised themselves for 

financial gain. Paul Hartwig is recorded as authenticating the faked dish of Nephele while 

having commercial interests in common with the seller.25 Turner makes note of this connection 

between the market and connoisseurship and states that ‘there is no denying… the added value 

that a pot can attract on the art market with an attribution to a so-called Master painter, or of 

the marginalisation of pottery with no attribution…’26 Both Hartwig and his friend Hauser were 

connoisseur-dealers, with Hauser on the payroll of the wealthy American collector Edward 

Warren.27 These early connoisseurs of Greek art were not simply sharing their expertise, but 

also benefitting financially from the act of attribution. For this reason, archaeologists have a 

good justification for being wary of the practice. Attribution can lead to the illicit excavation 

of artefacts for the market, as well as the destruction and loss of archaeological context.28 Out 

23 Elston 1990, 55. 
24 Sparkes 1996, 270. 
25 Rouet 2001, 34. 
26 Turner 2000, 57. 
27 Rouet 2001, 34. 
28 Scott 2000, 630. 
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of their archaeological context, these objects are treated as objects of art rather than items of 

material culture. The display of such ancient artefacts in museums and galleries is consistent 

with other artworks, including modern art. The isolated nature of the display case means that 

the vases, which often had a function in the ancient world, are viewed in an entirely different 

way than what was intended by their makers at the time of their creation.29 

Objects that do not have a historical record, or find spot recorded, need to be compared to 

similar objects that do have such records so that their history can be extrapolated. This 

extrapolation results in little archaeological information beyond the object itself. In the case of 

an Apulian pot appearing on the market with no provenance, it can be theorised that it was 

manufactured in Southern Italy and that it was likely to have been excavated from an ancient 

grave. Following burial, it may have been unearthed by a tomb-robber or by chance, and if it 

surfaced from the 1970s onwards it is likely to have been trafficked through Switzerland due 

to previously lax laws concerning the importation of antiquities.30 A solid attribution to a 

painter adds value to these illicitly dealt antiquities. As stated by Sparkes: ‘the connoisseurship 

approach to vases and their painters has accentuated the cheque-book mentality that is fed by 

the tomb robbers of Tuscany and the dealers of the art-market capitals of the world.’31 

Since the death of Beazley in 1970, other areas of scholarship have led to a ‘post-Beazleyan’ 

approach. Modern scholars of vase painting focus on trade, the organisation of workshops, vase 

shapes, techniques, functions, and the use of pottery as a tool for social reconstruction.32 In this 

environment the idea of the ‘genius’ artist, working independently and compelled by 

inspiration rather than other mundane factors like economics, loses merit. 

29 Boardman 1996, 258. 
30 Chippindale and Gill 2000, 468-469. 
31 Sparkes 1996, 142. 
32 Alexandridou 2011, 4. 
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Newer theories that detail different methods used for the creation of vase paintings have gained 

some ground in recent years, although none have invalidated the work of connoisseurs to date. 

The Linierhaar technique offers an alternative to the traditional notion of preliminary sketches 

being used to compose an image. From the late 1970s, experimentation has shown that the 

relief lines that appear on Greek vases were not created through the use of a brush or stylus, 

but rather through the application of various animal hairs to mark out designs.33 This theory is 

not yet decisively proven, but the use of animal hairs to plot out the lines on a vase distances 

the hand of the creator in the formulation of a work. The spontaneous mark-making of the artist 

is therefore replaced with something far more methodical and formulaic, although no less 

skilful or complex. 

A perception that academic journals and museums are turning away from the recognition, and 

celebration, of individual hands, towards a classification system based on location and dates, 

appear to have been overstated in some recent literature. Nathan Arrington’s recent claim that 

attribution studies are in decline, using the evidence that articles written about single vase 

painters are no longer accepted for publication by one of the most highly regarded journals of 

classical scholarship, the American Journal of Archaeology, appears to have no grounding in 

truth.34 There is no information visible about such a selective editorial policy appearing on the 

journal’s website, and the Editor responded to a query of such a policy by affirming that ‘there 

is no policy at the AJA that I know about against articles about single painters and 

attributions.’ 35  Similarly, Arrington’s claim that the British Museum mounted a recent 

exhibition of Greek art that omitted the painters names does not appear to hold any truth.36 Ian 

Jenkins, the Senior Curator of Greek and Roman Antiquities at the British Museum, states that 

                                                 
33 Isler-Kerényi 2009, 14. 
34 Arrington 2017, 21. 
35 Jane B. Carter, ‘re: Vase attribution’ [email to Lauren Murphy], 13 July 2017. 
36 Arrington 2017, 21. 
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‘the Museum has never in my experience carried out such an experiment and almost certainly 

never will.’37 Suggestions of institutional disdain for attribution appear to be overblown, and 

the publication of such verifiable falsehoods in a seemingly reputable text suggests that there 

is some disinformation occurring within the field of Classical Archaeology. Undoubtedly, 

fewer scholars are dedicating themselves to the study of attribution but this is not due to an 

institutional rejection of the practice. Curiously, Arrington himself does not appear to explicitly 

position himself against the continued use of attribution in the study of Greek ceramics. 

The vast majority of attributions made by the giants in the field (Beazley, Trendall, et al), 

although occasionally revised during their lifetimes, have remained unchallenged in the years 

since their deaths. There are a few reasons for this. Firstly, the acknowledged and undisputed 

genius of the scholars who made these attributions means that others in the field are hesitant to 

overturn them, and perhaps feel unqualified to do so. However, reassignments occur 

occasionally. Martine Denoyelle and Francesca Silvestrelli published an article in 2013 that 

makes a strong case for the reattribution of a calyx-krater commonly known as the ‘New York 

Goose Vase’, from the Apulian Tarporley Painter to the Lucanian Dolon Painter.38 

Joan R. Mertens, the Curator of Greek and Roman Art at The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

responded to a query—as to whether or not the museum labelling had been altered on this vase 

to reflect Denoyelle’s scholarship—with the following statement: 

The question of when to change attributions is a vexed one here that has not been 

satisfactorily resolved. Martine Denoyelle has presented a very convincing case; the 

delay in making a change has more to do with internal considerations.39 

                                                 
37 Ian Jenkins, ‘re: A query about the attribution of vases’ [email to Lauren Murphy], 12 July 2017.  
38 Denoyelle and Silvestrelli 2013, 59-71. 
39 Joan R. Mertens, ‘re: Reattribution of South Italian Vases’ [email to Lauren Murphy], 8 May 2017. 
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The ‘internal considerations’ that hindered the museum from changing their labels appear to 

have been resolved since Mertens’ correspondence was received. The Metropolitan Museum 

website has revised the attribution in the last few months and the New York Goose Vase is 

now listed as being painted by the Lucanian Dolon Painter rather than the Apulian Tarporley 

Painter.40 It is worth noting that the reattribution of vases from one painter to another is not as 

monumental a change as it might appear, as Trendall also reassigned some vases from the 

Tarporley Painter to the Dolon Painter.41 The similarity in both the style and fabric of Lucanian 

and Apulian vases accounts for some of the difficulty in determining the regional origins of 

each group. 

The combining of the work assigned to differing hands to a single painter offers scholars a 

fertile area for future research and development. Philip Sapirstein sees the ‘hands’ on Beazley’s 

lists with ten or fewer attributions as being ‘“placeholders” for groups of vases linked by style, 

but not necessarily representing the entire production of a unique artisan.’42 The tentative 

groupings of separate ‘hands’ to a single painter makes sense of the seemingly low outputs of 

certain minor painters, but this has yet to be applied to great effect in the study of South Italian 

vases. In addition to this, the study of vases has progressed, as I have previously stated, to a 

contextual rather than artistic analysis. The attribution and reattribution of vases is described 

by Denoyelle as ‘a very satisfying activity when supported by various types of cross-checked 

evidence.'43 

Few of the criticisms levelled at scholars such as Beazley and Trendall are directed at flaws in 

their methodology or any presumption that there is an inaccuracy in their results. The consensus 

40 ‘Attributed to the Dolon Painter’, The Met [website], (2017) 
<http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/251532>, accessed 1 Oct. 2017. 
41 Robinson 2014, 223. 
42 Sapirstein 2013, 503. 
43 Denoyelle 2014, 126.  
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among scholars is that the techniques of attribution are valid, even if they are considered 

unnecessary. The reports of academic journals and museums no longer showing interest in 

attribution appear to be entirely false, and it is curious that so many would be so vehemently 

opposed to such a benign field of study. Perhaps the seemingly unparalleled genius of Beazley 

and Trendall really was unique, and modern scholars lack the same ability to make judgements 

of authorship with confidence in their visual memory and assessment. Dedication is required 

to devote an entire life to the study of attribution, like Trendall, who spent six decades assigning 

vases to individual hands and building a photographic archive documenting these vases. It 

would be difficult to build a career around such a specialised area of scholarship while still 

undertaking to learn the skill. Modern attribution continues at a much slower pace and there 

are no rivals to the legacy of either Beazley or Trendall. In their place, there is an occasional 

reassessment of their work, as in the case of the New York Goose Vase. Even then, the museum 

initially retained the original attribution by Trendall in their labelling, rather than Denoyelle 

and Silvestrelli’s reassignment.44 This museum label has since been changed, but with no 

central authority to bestow legitimacy to individual attributions there can only be continued 

renegotiations of authorship.  

The technique of attribution, with its quasi-scientific methodology and similarities to 

diagnostic sciences, has been accepted as valid. However, more work in this area will reveal 

where there have been mistakes made, and continued excavation will lead to more vases and 

pottery fragments in need of attribution. The ‘artistic personalities’ that are associated with a 

body of work are not merely created, but in many ways, they are exhumed and revived. We 

cannot know a painter beyond their work, but through the imagery of the entire body of their 

work we can attempt to see the world as they knew it. 

                                                 
44 Denoyelle and Silvestrelli 2013, 59-71. 
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