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TorN FILLETS AND A BROKEN SCEPTRE: CASSANDRA’S COSTUME,
Proprs AND ATTRIBUTES IN ANCIENT GREEK DRAMA AND VASE-
PAINTING

Fabio Lo Piparo

Cassandra stands out as one of the best examples of the long lasting role
played in the Western cultural tradition by figures drawn from Classi-
cal antiquity. This essay analyses the strategies employed for the visual
representation of Cassandra as a fictional character from two particular
perspectives that deal with her physical appearance, providing her with
an iconography that represents her in the figurative arts and theatrical
productions.

Both literary and figurative sources deliver the main lines of her myth:
Cassandra is a Trojan princess, the fair daughter of King Priam assaulted
by the Locrian Ajax during the sack of Troy, promised as a war prisoner,
slave and concubine to King Agamemnon, and eventually murdered to-
gether with him by the King’s wife Clytemnestra [see e.g. Mason 1959,
Mazzoldi 2001, Paoletti 1994].

Nowadays, however, Cassandra is quintessentially known as a cursed
prophetess: this main trait is related to her status of clairvoyant and prie-
stess of Apollo, the god who gifted her with prophetic wisdom and even-
tually cursed her, after having been betrayed, so that her true prophecies
would not be trusted by anyone.

As far as we know from extant sources, Greek epic and lyric poetry men-
tion sporadically the mantic role of Cassandra, i.e. when she foresees the
catastrophic outcome of Paris’ journey to Greece, or when she tries to
dissuade the Trojans from welcoming the wooden horse within the city
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gates. This specific feature is fully developed only after the emergence of
drama in sth century Athens onwards.

Attic tragedy, both in complete and in fragmentary dramas, portrays Cas-
sandra constantly and explicitly as a prophetess. This seems to occur even
when the focus on other aspects of the character are privileged, as in the
case of Sophocles’ lost Ajax Locreus, set around the effects of the hero’s
violence upon Cassandra. According to some reconstructions of the plot,
Ajax’s death would have been prefigured at the very end of the tragedy
by Cassandra — i.e. she is outlined as a prophetess and not just as a vir-
gin, victim or suppliant [see e.g. Fitzpatrick 2003; on the iconographic
treatment of the assault at the feet of Athena’s statue see, more recently,
Tzachou-Alexandre 2014].

The lack of chronological data for the fragmentary tragedies featuring
Cassandra leads to consider Aeschylus’ Oresteia as a starting point, his
portrait of Cassandra in the Agamemnon being the first, innovative thea-
trical appearance of the character as a prophetess.

The clairvoyant shows knowledge of the violent past of the House of
Atreus; she foresees Agamemnon’s and her own imminent deaths at the
hands of Clytemnestra; and tells the Elders the episode of her physical -
not yet sexual - encounter with Apollo, giving the first and most detailed
account of her betrayal, a story to be considered in all likelihood a truly
Aeschylean invention, or at least a less attested version, whose authority
the dramatist wanted to enhance.

What does Cassandra look like in the Agamemnon? A textual focus onto
Cassandra’s costume and stage properties is related to one of the most
pathetic moments in the play. Just before processing through the doors
into Agamemnon’s palace, Cassandra deliberately frees herself of the vi-
sual evidence of Apollo’s curse; she breaks and casts away her sceptre,
and strips and tearsoff her priestly fillets, violently throwing all her pa-
raphernalia onto the floor:

K A X Z A N A P A
i ont’ EHOUTIG KaToyEAwt Exw Téde
Kok oKNTTpO Kol peveeio mepl &épn GTEPT;
ot HEV npod poipag TG T SapBepd>-
it £G @Bopov- TEGOVTH Y ity apeifopan-
GAAinv ' ame vt EpoD nhovtilete.
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idov &', Amdrhov avTog oOKdOwY EpE
xpnotnpiav £aOnT. EMONTEVGUG 8¢ pe
Kaw Toiode KOGHOLG KOTOYEAWUEVTV pEYQ
pihwv oéxOpav ov Suyoppomac, péeTnv
GAwpévn 8¢, QOLTAG G GyvpTpLeL,

X0 Tahove Apobvng vecyopnv.

“Cassandra: [Shaking out her prophetic robe] Why, then, have I got this
gear on to mock me; and this staff, and the prophetic bands about my
neck? I'll destroy you before meeting my own fate! [She breaks her staff
and throws the pieces to the ground.] Go to perdition [throwing off her neck-
bands] - now you're on the ground, this is how I get my own back on you
[trampling on them]! Make some other woman rich with ruin, instead of
me! [As she tears off her robe] Look, it is Apollo himself who is stripping
me of my prophetic garb. He looked on when I, wearing all these accou-
trements, was being roundly and unanimously mocked by friends who
acted like enemies in vain, I endured having to wander like an itinerant
begging priestess, a wretched, starving pauper”.

Aesch., Ag. 1263-1264 [ed. and trans. Sommerstein 2009)

Her rejection of the sceptre and priestly fillets signify Cassandra’s ul-
timate repudiation of Apollo’s sacral consecration and divine gift of
prophecy, gifts perverted by the god causing his victim to be mocked and
derided. These concepts are reminiscent of two specific Apollonian attri-
butes that go back to earliest epic traditions. In the opening scene of the
Iliad, Chrises, the priest of Apollo, holds a sceptre with fillets marking
the god’s powerful presence by his side, while reclaims her daughter,
Agamemnon’s slave:

[...] o yép A0 Bodg émi vijog Ayouiv

Avoopevog Te  Bdyarpa @épwv T dmepeiol  dmow,
oTEPpaT EYOV Ev Xepoiy exnporov Amorhwmvog
XPUGEQD v oknmTp. [...]
AN ovK Atpeidy Ayaypiépvowt fvdove Bupd,
GAAG  Kok@G  apiel,  kpatepov & émi pdBov  EteAde-
“up o, yépov,  koikpowv €y mapd  viuol  kixele
| vV dnBdvovt’ | botepov adtig iovre,

i VO TOL 00 Xpoiopn okiaTpov Kot otépps Beoio.
“For he [scil. Chryses] had come to the swift ships of the Achaeans to free

his daughter and he brought with him ransom past counting; and in his
hands he held the ribbons of Apollo, who strikes from afar, on a staff of
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gold, ... yet this did not please the heart of Agamemnon, son of Atreus,
but he sent him away harshly, and laid on him a stern command: «Let me
not find you, old man, by the hollow ships, either loitering now or coming
back later, for fear your stafl and the god’s ribbon not protect you»”.

Ilias 1.11-28 [ed. and trans. Murray 1924]

Scholars, editors and commentators [see e.g. Fraenkel 1950, ad loc.; Mat-
teuzzi 2008] have suggested that there are similarities between Cassan-
dra’s oracular garb and the agrenon, a net-like garment worn by priests
and prophets - like Tiresias, as mentioned by Pollux in his list of tragic
costumes — and the comparable woollen, knotted cover of the Delphic
omphalos. Cassandra — partially merged, via the agrenon, with the Apol-
linean priestess par excellence, the Pythia — is portrayed as a prophetic

priestess.

The peculiar power of Cassandra’s scene in the Agamemnon is recalled
and evoked by Euripides in his Trojan Women, forty-three years after
the first performance of the Oresteia. Here Hecuba, informed by Talthy-
bius of Cassandra’s future at Agamemnon'’s side, invites her daughter
(still offstage) to throw away the laurel branches - yet another strong

Delphic attribute — and the sacred fillets that encircle her body:

E K A B H
TOUHOV <MEV> Tig ap’ €hotye TEKOG, Evere,
thapova Kaooavdpav;

T A A e Y B I O %
eEaipeToOv Vv EaPev Ayopépvov avok.
[.-]

B K A B H
pinte, TEKVOV, Labéoug KAG-
dog Kee o Xpoog Evdu-

TOV OTEPEOV LEPOLS GTOAHOVC,

“Hecuba: Tell me, who has won my daughter, Cassandra the unblest? |
Talthybius: King Agamemnon took her as his special prize. | ... | Hecuba:
Cast away, my child, your holy laurel branches, and from your body strip
the sacred garlands you wear!”

Eur., Tr. 247-258 [ed. and trans. Kovacs 1999]
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Later Cassandra, featured in a mantic as well as frenzied and maena-
dic attitude, follows her mother’s advice, loosing her priestly garb and
abandoning onstage as it will soon become inappropriate to her future
role of slave and concubine - no longer a virgin, pure no more. The dra-
matic tones of this farewell are almost romantic and nostalgic, and have
nothing to do with the anger or the hostility that mark the same gesture
in Aeschylus’ play:

K A P b3 A N A P A
® otégn  TobD  @Utdtov  por  Bedv.  aydhpot  ebu,
Yodpert'- giAéroup’ £0pThIC, aig népod)’ HyeAROpnv.
it an’ éuob  ypwtdg omapaypolg, ©¢ £r obs’  ayvi xpoa
d& Boaig abpoug pépeaboti oot Tad, & povrel dvak.

“Cassandra: O garlands that belong to the god I love best, finery of divine
inspiration, farewell! (She throws her sacred emblems on the ground.) I have
left behind the festivals in which I once used to exult. Depart from my
flesh as I tear you away, so that while I am still pure in body I may give
you to the swift winds to carry to you, my prophetic lord!”

Tr. 451-454 [ed. and trans. Kovacs 1999]

Passages referreing to Cassandra in other Euripidean tragedies, as well as
fragments from lost dramas that portray her, highlight the relationship
between Cassandra and the Pythia, a connection one can tentatively sug-
gest by considering her Aeschylean costume as an agrenon. In his Andro-
mache and Iphigenia at Aulis, the poet presents the prophetess in strictly
Delphic attire, sporting again the Apollonean laurel in form of branches
and garlands:

X 0 P 0 z
£l yap OIEP KEPUAGY Efodev KOKOV
o TeKOUod viv popov
TPV Tdaiov KOTOLKLG oL Aémac,
ote iy TP Oeomneoio ddpva
Boooe Kaoohvdpa KTOVELY,
peyahov  Ilpiapov morewg  Aofav. tiv' odk  €miABe,
moiov obK gAlooETO

dapoyepovwv Bpégog povedety;

“Chorus: Would that the mother who bore him had cast him over her
head to an evil end before he came to dwell on a ridge of Ida! Beside the
prophetic laurel Cassandra shrieked, bidding her kill the child, great de-
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54 |

stroyer of Priam’s city. Whom did she not approach, which of the city’s
elders did she not beg to kill the child?”

[Eur., And. 293-300 [ed. and trans. Kovacs 1995]

X @] P O z
el o Zpoevro Kol
Sivag apyvpoetdeig
fyvpig EAAavov OTPOTLOG
ava TE VOoiv Ko oiv OmAOLG
Thiov g neTpaiog
doifrov Séuedov,
Qv Kaooavdpay w Kot
pimtey EavBoig TAOKGOUG
XAOPOKOHE OTEPAVE Saupveag
KoopnBeiooy, droy Beod

HaVTOOLVOL TIVEDEO WG AVEYKAL.

“Chorus: They will come to the Simois and its silvery eddies, the whole
assemblage of the Greek army, and on their ships with spear in hand they
will reach the Phoebus-built land of rocky Ilium. There, I am told, Cassan-
dra tosses her yellow hair, adorned with the green crown of myrtle [lit. of
laurel] when she is controlled by the god’s prophetic inspiration”.

[Eur., IA 751-761[ed. and trans. Kovacs 2003]
Cassandra’s sceptre, however, remains an exclusive Aeschylean mark.

With regard to the iconographic treatment of Cassandra, what follows
is a brief gallery of selected Attic and South-Italian artefacts from the
second half of 5th century BC onwards, that focus on the incidence of
specific mantic attributes, useful to better understand the functions fulfil-
led by the character, and to gain insights into the resonances that drama
had on the visual arts.
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1| Attic red figured cup, attr. Marlay Painter, 450-400 BC (Ferrara, Museo Nazionale di Spina 2482
- T 264).

2| "Themis Cup’, attr. Codrus Painter, 450-400 BC (Berlin, Antikensammlung F 3538).

The central medallion of an Attic red figured cup attributed to the Marlay
Painter (450-400 BC, Ferrara, Museo Nazionale di Spina 2482 — T 264 =
LIMC Kassandra I 202) (fig. 1) depicts the imminent death of Cassandra,
positioned next to an altar, and about to be slaughtered by Clytemne-
stra with an axe [for another, possible depiction of this scene, see Bouzek
2012]. With no labels or inscription, two elements in the “scenography”
help to understand the scene and to name victim and assailant. The fal-
ling tripod - remarking, together with the altar, the perverted and cor-
rupted “sacrifice” of the woman - and a laurel tree are comparable with
the usual Delphic motives and settings, as seen e.g. in the depiction of the
oracular consultation in the Themis Cup by the Codrus Painter (450-400
BC, Berlin, Antikensammlung F 3538 = LIMC Themis 10) (fig. 2), chrono-
logically and stylistically related to the Ferrara Cup. However, there are
no attributes that pertain specifically to Cassandra.

This trend - recognizable also in the sparse coroplastic tradition related to
the character [see Chamay 2015] — is significantly reversed in South-I-
talian vase-painting, with examples revolving around three principal fi-
gures and workshops of Apulian production; the Darius Painter, one of
his predecessors (and teachers?), the De Schulthess Painter, and two of
his direct/indirect followers and continuators; the Underworld Painter;
and the Baltimore Painter, between Taras and Canosa in the second half
of the 4th century BC.
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3-4 | Apulian Volute Krater, attr. De Schultess Painter, 350-300 BC (Geneve, Coll. Tellas et Roma).

A Volute Krater ascribed to the De Schultess Painter (Geneve, Coll. Hel-
las et Roma) (figs. 3-4) showing the arrival of Paris and Helen in Troy
— the subject of lost Attic dramas such as Sophocles’ Phrygians [see e.g.
Pearson 1917:326-327]— portrays, on the upper register, a seated, sobbing
Cassandra with a laurel wreath and a knotted and tasselled fillet around
her head, holding two laurel branches encircled with similar fillets - one
has just fell off from her left hand - and a net-like outer garment made
of fillets attached to her leg. This image is the only extant depiction of
Cassandra wearing an agrenon [see Roscino 2008]. Moreover, the laurel
branch pointing towards the ship bringing Paris and Helen to Troy, de-
picted in the lower register, could suggest that the attribute assigned to
her serves as an iconographic device, translating into image the specific
subject of Cassandra’s prophecy.

5-6 | Apulian Volute Krater, attr. Underworld Painter, 350-300 BC (Berlin, Staatliche Museen
1984.45),
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A similar function for Cassandra’s laurel branches can be found on a
Volute Krater ascribed to the Underworld Painter (Berlin, Staatliche Mu-
seen 1984.45 = LIMC Kassandra I 32) (figs. 5-6), showing the departure of
Hector for the Trojan battlefield - a depiction related to Astydamas’ lost
Hector [see Taplin 2007:253-256]. On the upper register, Cassandra leans
in despair against her mother Hecuba; she wears a laurel wreath and
holds upside-down a wrapped branch with her left hand, two attributes
shared with her twin brother Helenus. Next to the woman, a filleted tri-
pod standing on the top of an Ionic column confirms her prophetic and
Apollonian characterization. The branch points to Hector’s helmet, held
by a charioteer, in the lower register, part of the Homeric legacy put into
drama and relived by Astydamas.

8 | Ajax grasps Cassandra’s hair and drags her away from Athena’s statue (detail of the Apulian
Volute Krater, attr. Darius Painter, 350-300 BC, Geneve, private collection).
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58 |

Laurel occurs together with a new, original attribute for Cassandra as
depicted onto a fragmentary Volute Krater by the Darius Painter (Geneve,
private collection = LIMC Suppl. 2009 Ilioupersis add. 1) (figs. 7-8). The
large vessel displays scenes from the Ilioupersis. Ajax grasps Cassandra’s
hair and drags her away from the statue of Athena she is clinging to.
Athena’s priestess, Theano — holding a filleted temple key — tries to hin-
der the aggression. A laurel branch fills the space between Cassandra and
Theano. A falling sceptre is painted across the victim’s body, between the
woman and her assailant: the shaft is dotted in white, its termination is
shaped as a naiskos, its pediment culminating with acroteria and two fi-
gures — their details carefully rendered in polychromy — within its frame.
Traces of a knotted and tasselled fillet between Ajax’s legs are possibly
related to the sceptre.

Both this attribute and the laurel branch are not indispensable to under-
stand a scene whose modular scheme and characters represent one of
the most frequent and recognizable patterns from — at least — Attic black
figured vase painting onwards. Whilst branches could be intended as an
ornamental motive, quite common in Apulian vase painting, the naiskos
sceptre constitutes a truly innovative attribute, scarcely attested as exclu-
sive to Cassandra and few others characters related to her prophetic role.

Surprisingly, scholars have drawn no attention to the naiskos sceptre, and
its interpretation remains still vague and uncertain. Its peculiar termi-
nation seems to replicate the naiskoi well attested in South-Italian vase
painting, appearing at the same time as miniaturized copies of the fune-
rary shrines which encircled the deaths. New, further insights into this
iconographic detail are therefore needed.

9 | Apulian Fragmentary Amphora, attr. Darius Painter,
350-300 BC (Halle 215).
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10-11 | Apulian Amphora, attr. Baltimore Painter, 350-300 BC (Avignon, Musée Calvel 20014, ex
Melbourne, Geddes Collection A:5:2).

Cassandra’s prop in Geneve Ilioupersis is useful to attempt a virtual re-
storation of another work by the Darius Painter, a fragmentary Amphora
(Halle 215) (fig. 9). Here a portion of fallen shaft, its termination unfortu-

12-13 | Apulian Amphora, attr. Baltimore Painter, 350-300 BC (Basel, Antikenmuseum BS 1456).

nately missing, crosses Cassandra’s right foot as she is attacked by Ajax.

Four pieces ascribed to the Baltimore Painter, two Amphorae — (Avignon,
Musée Calvet 2001.4, ex Melbourne, Geddes Collection A:5:2 = LIMC Kas-
sandra I 141) (figs. 10-11); (Basel, Antikenmuseum BS 1456 = LIMC Suppl.
2009 llioupersis add. 3a) (figs. 12-13) - and two Volute Kraters — (Zurich,
Galérie Nefer = LIMC Kassandra I 137) (figs. 14-15); (Basel, Antikenmu-
seum BS 1457 = LIMC Suppl. 2009 Ilioupersis add. 3b) (figg. 16-17) — depict
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60 |

the mirrored assault to Helen and Cassandra by Menelaus and Ajax. The
composition process by means of juxtaposing and replicating sections
emerges straightforward, despite slight variations and differences, for
Ajax and Cassandra’s blocks: four variations drawn out from the same
iconographic model. Cassandra’s sceptre adorned by phytomorphic tip
stands upright, encircled by her arms; the Basel Krater, again, depicts a

16-17 | Apulian Volute Krater, attr. Baltimore Painter, 350-300 BC (Basel, Antikenmuseum BS 1457).

knotted and tasselled fillet hangs from the shaft.
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18 | Apulian Dinos, attr. Manner of the Darius Painter, 350-300 BC (London, antiquarian market).

The five — perhaps six — vases featuring Cassandra’s sceptre are signi-
ficantly prominent to justify assigning it as one of her specific attribu-
tes. The few others occurrences of the naiskos sceptre in Apulian vase
painting assure its strong relationship with the mantic domain: it is at-
tested for Apollo (together with a filleted laurel branch and two tripods)
and Dionysus — gods who both exercise their influence upon Cassandra’s
prophetic behaviour in Euripides — on two twin dinoi ascribed to the
Manner of the Darius Painter (London, antiquarian market = RVAp Suppl.
[ 80/106a; 106b) (figs. 18-19).

19 | Apulian Dinos, attr. Manner of the Darius Painter, 350-300 BC (London, antiquarian market).
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20-21 | Apulian Calyx Krater, attr. Darius Painter, 350-300 BC (Boston, Museum of Fine Arts
1989.100)

A filleted naiskos sceptre, again, completes Teiresias’ outfit on a Calyx
Krater by the Darius Painter showing Alkmene’s apotheosis, possibly re-
lated to Euripides’ homonymous tragedy [see Taplin 2007:172-174] (Bo-
ston, Museum of Fine Arts 1989.100 = LIMC Teiresias 4) (figs. 20-21).

22-23 | 19th century drawing of a lost Apulian vase.

This evidence justify identifying the prophet as a member of the embassy
depicted on a lost Apulian vase known for 19th century drawings (figg. 22-
23). Séchan associates the scene with to Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex [Séchan
1926:143-145], rejecting previous interpretations that read the image as
the confrontation between King Agamemnon and the priest of Apollo,
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24 | Fragment of Pestan Calyx Krater, attr. Assteas, 330 BC ca. (Rome, Museo di Villa Giulia,
50.279).

Chrises, the Homeric precedent for Cassandra’s role in Aeschylus’ Aga-
memnon.

In the light of what has been said above, the circumstances which prevent
us to fully understand the treatment of costumes and “stage props” in the
gender-swapped parody of the Rape of Cassandra in the Pestan Calyx
Krater shard ascribed to Assteas (330 BC ca., Rome, Museo di Villa Giulia
50.279 = LIMC Kassandra I 154) [fig. 24], probably related to a comic ver-
sion of a tragic model — perhaps the Sophoclean Ajax Locreus? — are even
more unfortunate.

To conclude, the attributes given to Cassandra by Apulian painters un-
derline her status and function as a priestess of Apollo and a prophetess
even in cases where they are unnecessary for her identification, where
different aspects of the character - i.e. that of a harmless woman — are
required or expected as sufficient: this trend appears to be significantly
shared with Cassandra’s theatrical treatment.

The appearance of exclusive and peculiar props, such as the agrenon and
the sceptre — first assigned to the character of Cassandra by Aeschylus
- could set new landmarks within the boundaries of the “Pots&Plays”
question (see the issues of this research topic published in “Engramma”).
What seems just a matter of detail, two different bits of costume, could
point towards the recognition of effective relationships - though media-
ted via the winding routes of cultural tradition, and the circulation and
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derivation of images - amongst painted and performed scenes portraying
one of the most powerful, tragic women of ancient Greek drama.
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ABSTRACT

The paper deals with the strategies of visual creation of a fictional character within the
two main contexts that allow their physical materializing - and perceiving by sight -, in
the ancient Greek cultural tradition: the staging of a theatrical production and the icono-
graphic rendering in the figurative arts. The incidence of specific pieces of costume, props
and attributes related to the cursed prophetess Cassandra is analysed to underline the
functions fulfilled by the character both in Attic tragedy and South Italian vase-painting.
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