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Introduction 

 

During the Classical period spanning from roughly 500 BCE to 323 BCE, Ancient 

Greece experienced unparalleled levels of artistic, cultural, and political achievement as well as 

periods of disruptive internal and external warfare, including the Peloponnesian and Greco-

Persian Wars. Some of Ancient Greece’s most impactful cultural contributions occurred during 

this brief period, including the construction of the Parthenon, the creation of democratic 

foundations and principles, Aeschylus and Aristophanes’ tragedies, Socrates’ philosophical 

dialogues, Hippocrates’ advancements in medicine, and Herodotus’ histories. After the defeat of 

the Persians in 449 BCE, Athens became the most influential Greek city-state and reinforced its 

growing influence through an alliance among Greek city-states known as the Delian League. The 

taxes levied by the Delian League allowed Athens to fund large-scale projects and commission 

cultural advancements.  

During this period, artworks transitioned from idealized, mythical, and godly themes to 

those depicting humans in their daily lives with more naturalism, reinforcing democratic 

ideologies and providing visual representations of logic and rational thinking. Although Classical 

Greece is often viewed as a period of intellectual and philosophical greatness, foundational 

democracy, and artistic innovation, much of what we know about the Classical period in Athens 

is through literary references that were primarily authored by men and represent a potentially 

biased viewpoint. In contrast, Greek women viewed and participated in many components of 

Ancient Greek culture differently, specifically marriage, economics, and religion. This paper 

shall examine these three aspects from the perspective of an upper-class Athenian woman by 

analyzing three primary vessel artworks: a pelike (440-420 BCE), an oinochoe (490-470 BCE), 

and a skyphos (360-340 BCE). 
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It is challenging to understand and appreciate the Athenian woman’s perspective with 

certainty, as there is no surviving literature written by Classical Athenian women. However, this 

does not mean that existing texts are without value. As Marilyn Katz notes, the idea that a text 

written by a man cannot provide insight into women’s perspectives “not only introduces an 

artificial distinction between text and culture, but also implicitly relegates women to an entirely 

passive role in a patriarchal society - a view which could hardly be substantiated with reference 

to our own culture, and which is furthermore easily discredited through the comparative study of 

women in contemporary traditional, patriarchal societies.”1 Women’s perspective in Ancient 

Greece could also vary depending on city-state and class. A poor woman in Sparta might have a 

different perspective than a wealthy woman in Athens. The focus on wealthy Athenian women in 

this paper is simply because “it is the elite in all periods and in most cultures of antiquity who 

were wealthy enough to commission images.”2 

 

Women and General Seclusion 

 In Classical Athens, women lived the entirety of their lives in general anonymity, 

sequestered from the public and men outside of the family and under the legal guardianship of 

male relatives who guided their lives before marriage. “Very jealously they were guarded within 

the peaceful shelter of the home, ringed round like precious possessions from the touch of the 

outer world.”3 Aside from participation in rituals, once married, respectable Athenian women 

ideally remained at home, taking care of the household, and bearing children. Athenian women 

had no role in politics as they were not considered citizens, nor were they allowed any financial 

 
1 Marilyn Katz, “Ideology and ‘The Status of Women’ in Ancient Greece.” History and Theory 31, no. 4 (1992): 78. 
2 Jenifer Neils, Women in the Ancient World, (J. Paul Getty Museum, 2011), 13. 
3 Donald C. Richter, “The Position of Women in Classical Athens,” The Classical Journal 67, no. 1 (1971): 2. 
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responsibilities beyond their dowry or inheritance from their family upon marriage. However, 

there is an indication of a social life outside the immediate household, such as parties involving 

“female-defined drinking and dining gatherings that excluded men.”4  

Although Cohen presents evidence that women participated in a broad range of outdoor 

activities for economic and social reasons, women were broadly limited in their activities outside 

the home.5 The limited public role of women in Ancient Greek society is in stark contrast with 

the many female figures in Greek mythology like Athena, goddess of wisdom and patron of 

Athens. However, even Athena possessed many masculine qualities relative to other Greek 

goddesses. “Athena is a masculine woman... She is female in appearance and associated with the 

handicrafts of women and the fertility of the olive, but many of her attributes are those 

traditionally associated with males… Athena is the archetype of the masculine woman who finds 

success in what is essentially a man’s world by denying her own femininity and sexuality.”6 

Women’s isolation was partly due to sexism and the association of women with assorted 

evils in Greek mythology. “Many of these evil, stereotypical women exhibit voracious sexual 

appetites which sap men of their strength and even their lives… The Greeks believe that women 

had little control over their sexual desires and so, if not sequestered in the home, they might 

wander off, as Helen did when the Trojan prince Paris came to visit.”7 However, one of the 

primary reasons for these lifestyle limitations was more practical and due to safety concerns 

during the shift away from an agricultural economy during the late fifth century BCE. This shift 

resulted in a migration to urban centers, raising the need to take care of the home and moving 

 
4 Joan Burton, “Women’s Commensality in the Ancient Greek World,” Greece & Rome 45, no. 2 (1998): 150. 
5 David Cohen, “Seclusion, Separation, and the Status of Women in Classical Athens,” Greece & Rome 36, no. 1 

(1989): 7-8. 
6 Sarah B. Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves: Women in Classical Antiquity (New York: Schocken 

Books, 1975), 4. 
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women’s labor and activities indoors and less visible to the broader public. “Women of all social 

classes worked mainly indoors or near the house in order to guard it. They concerned themselves 

with the care of young children, the nursing of sick slaves, the fabrication of clothing, and the 

preparation of food… Women did not go to market for food… purchase or exchange was a 

financial transaction too complex for women.”8 Another reason for their seclusion was the large 

number of household activities for which they were responsible. “Any other restrictions of a 

wife’s freedom of movement were self-imposed by the very nature of conscientious 

housekeeping … The reason Lysistrata found it so hard to get out was not that she felt 

imprisoned, but that housework was so time-consuming.”9 

 

Classical Greek Pottery 

Given their ubiquitous and continuous use throughout Greek history as grave markers and 

repositories of liquids and wine, Greek vessels allow archaeologists and art historians to 

understand Greek life and religion throughout Greek history. Much of the surviving Classical 

Greek artwork is in the form of finely painted vessels and pottery - often with inscriptions - 

which provide insight into Greek life through the images rendered on the vessels, including 

depictions of Greek myths, legends, and daily life. Vessels during Classical Greece were 

typically made using either the black-figure or red-figure pottery techniques and styles. 

Decorative motifs typically included human figures representing Greek life and religious rituals. 

These artworks usually included outlines of the figures with fine details using thinner lines. 

 Invented by Corinthians but enhanced further by Athenian artists, black-figure and red-

figure are aesthetic techniques applied to ceramic vessels using slip (a mixture of clay, water, 

 
8 Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves, 10. 
9 Richter, “Women in Classical Athens,” 6. 
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and pigment). Using the black-figure technique, an artist creates objects and figures by applying 

slip on top of a vessel’s background of unpainted clay and then incising details using a stylus 

(shape tool), revealing the unpainted clay. The vessel is then placed in a fire chamber as part of a 

three-step process. In contrast, the red-figure technique creates the design details by painting 

liquid slip with a fine brush instead of a stylus, allowing greater artistic creativity and flexibility 

to achieve a more aesthetic form. As a result, on a vessel’s black background, the black-figure 

render objects and figures in black while those of the red-figure are in a lighter color. 

 

Women and Marriage 

 
Athenian Pelike, 440-420 BCE. 19.1 cm tall. The British Museum, London. 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/G_1864-1007-189.  

 A pelike is a storage jar for liquids with a flanged mouth, narrow neck with two vertical 

handles even at the sides with the edge of the sagging belly. This particular pelike is decorated 

with a red-figured domestic scene. Between an upper and lower patterned border, we find on the 
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left-hand side a bearded man rendered in profile facing the right and holding a walking stick. On 

the other side is a woman standing in profile with her two bent arms reaching out towards a male 

child looking up and crawling towards the woman. This artwork provides a sense of family life, 

indicating the mother as the primary caretaker under the husband’s watchful eye. “Family scenes 

are rare in Greek vase paintings, and this intimate scene of two adults encouraging a baby to 

crawl is unique.”10 

Athenian female children were typically not formally educated and were taught 

household duties by their mothers. Much of their training was in preparation for marriage, 

bearing children, and running the household. “Marriage, in reference to the procreation of 

children, was considered by the Greeks as a necessity enforced by their duties to the gods, to the 

state, and to their ancestors.”11 Around the age of fourteen, girls typically married a much older 

man, facilitating an initial subservient role based on age and maturity. A bride had limited 

discretion on whom she would marry, leaving the decision to her father or older male relative. In 

contrast to marriages in the Archaic period, the primary motivation of Classical Athenian 

marriages appears to be producing children that continue a family line and maintain their wealth 

through inheritance rather than forging economic ties amongst families.   

 Under the legal authority of their husbands, married women’s primary responsibility was 

managing the household and the family’s well-being. These activities included raising children, 

making clothes, and supervising enslaved people who handled many day-to-day activities. Greek 

women were not allowed to vote, attend public meetings, or hold any political position. Married 

women were legally expected to remain faithful and dutiful to their husbands, although this 

 
10 Neils, Women in the Ancient World, 69. 
11 Katz, “Ideology and ‘The Status of Women,’” 73. 
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requirement was not applied to their husbands who were allowed to frequent prostitutes.12 

Although one would think that the democratic framework of Classical Greece would enhance the 

lives of all people, including women, it created an imbalance that favored elite Athenian men. 

“The ensuing ideal of equality among male citizens was intolerable. The will to dominate was 

such that they then had to separate themselves as a group and claim to be superior of all 

nonmembers; foreigners, slaves, and women.13 

 

Women, Economics, and Household Duties 
 

 
The Brygos Painter, oinochoe, 490-470 BCE. 21.6 cm tall. The British Museum, London. 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/G_1873-0820-304. 

An oinochoe is an intermediary vessel designed to temporarily hold liquid until it can be 

poured, similar to a carafe. This particular oinochoe is relatively unique given its white ground 

format. In stark contrast to the glazed black neck, top, and base of the vessel, the central body 

portion has an off-white background upon which are black and red decorative elements, 

 
12 Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves, 90. 
13 Pomeroy, 78. 
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including a repeating tongue pattern below the molding above the vessel’s shoulder. The vessel’s 

body depicts a woman standing in profile, wearing a dotted chiton, bordered himation, jewelry, 

and sandals. She is in the act of spinning thread, holding a distaff with wool in her left hand 

while pulling and twisting a long strand between the index and thumb of her right hand. The 

woman appears to be of the higher class given her fine clothing, earrings, bracelets, and 

ornamental fillet securing her hair. Her social class is not determined by her spinning, as 

“spinning was one of the principal activities of Greek women” regardless of class.14  

Along with limited rights associated with political and legal representation, Athenian 

women were also restricted from actively participating in economic transactions beyond those 

that represented a low nominal amount and they had limited property ownership. A woman’s 

dowry was protected from her husband’s use and was returned to her in the event of divorce, but 

the dowry was not under her direct management. “The Athenians were protective of their 

women. A woman’s dowry was to remain intact throughout her lifetime and to be used for her 

support.”15 Women were allowed to work but limited to those activities that were an extension of 

their household responsibilities, like textile manufacturing. “While men do outdoor work such as 

ploughing and sowing, women’s work takes place indoors, and includes nursing infants, making 

bread and manufacturing clothes.”16 

 

  

 
14 Neils, Women in the Ancient World, 95. 
15 Neils, 63. 
16 Neils, 92. 
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Women and Religion 

 
The Sydney Painter, skyphos, from Lucania, 360-340 BCE. 12.4 cm tall by 22.4 cm wide by 15 

cm deep. 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/G_1867-0508-1174. 

The above image displays a skyphos (a deep, two-handled wine cup) featuring red-figure 

decorations. In between two symmetric abstracted floral motifs, an Athenian priestess is depicted 

in profile, walking barefoot with her hair tied in a bun, wearing a long peplos with a himation 

draped over her left arm. Her right hand is placed on her hip, and in her left, she holds a temple 

key that dangles a woolen fillet. Recognizable primarily from the large temple keys (a long metal 

rod bent twice at right angles) rather than other elements like clothing, priestesses had the role of 

key bearers (kleidouchoi), whereby they were responsible for locking and unlocking the temple 

doors.17 “Because Greek temples were filled with silver and gold offerings, they in effect served 

as treasuries and so had to be safeguarded. In this sense, women functioned much as 

housekeepers who tended the storerooms of the Greek Oikos.”18 

 
17 Joan Breton Connelly, Portrait of a Priestess: Women and Ritual in Ancient Greece, (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2007), 92-3. 
18 Neils, Women in the Ancient World, 179. 
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The most notable exception to women’s domestic seclusion during the Classical period 

was religious rituals and rituals like funerals and the festival Panathenaea honoring Athena. In 

addition, women served an essential role as priestesses of Athena during the cult of Athena 

Polias. Specific festivals only included wealthy married women like the Thesmophoria (fertility 

rituals). In fact, religion was one of the most respectable ways women could be involved in 

public life as “religion did not exclude them. There were priestesses in many cults, and women 

regularly took part in the festivals and sacrifices.”19 

 

Conclusion 

 Although the Classical Greek period was a Golden Age in its architectural, literary, 

political, and philosophical achievements, Athenian women were prevented from participating in 

and contributing to these areas due to the patriarchal and misogynistic society at that time. 

Therefore, it is possible that their viewpoints on Athenian culture differed substantially from that 

of their male counterparts. However, one could argue that this era of great achievement 

positively influenced the perspectives and environment of all Athenians, regardless of their 

ability to participate in society fully. Nevertheless, we can see how the vessels discussed above 

reflect what is described in historical and literary sources: Athenian women were expected to 

marry at a young age, procreate and take care of their children, and restrict themselves to 

household and other indoor activities like weaving, excepting a few women who served as 

priestesses and helped conduct religious ceremonies. Unfortunately, we may never entirely know 

the role and perspectives of women during the Classical Greek period, given the male dominance 

in the literary, historical, and artistic sources used to understand Ancient Greek culture. This 

 
19 Robin Osborne, “Women and Sacrifice in Classical Greece,” The Classical Quarterly 43, no. 2 (1993): 393. 
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imbalance ought to serve as another example of the importance of creating and preserving 

cultural artifacts that represent a wide variety of viewpoints so that future generations can have a 

more complete understanding of the world in which we live today.  
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