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Paintings in the Stoa Poikile:
Athenian Large Paintings, War and Myth in 5th Century B.C.

YAMAGUCH]I, Kyoichiro

This paper focuses on the monumental function of the paintings in the Stoa
Poikile (the Painted Portico, built on the north side of the agora of Athens around
460 B.C. by the followers of the Athenian politician Cimon). This paper argues that
these paintings not only glorify the Athenian triumph over the enemies, but also
fulfill the moralistic function to caution the Athenians on their behavior in their
victory. Four paintings, very possibly by the three painters Polygnotus, Mikon
and Panaenus, were exhibited in the Stoa; Oenoe, Amazonomachy, Fall of Troy, and
Marathonomachy. Though these paintings were lost, we can know what they were
like from the descriptions mainly by the 2nd century travel writer Pausanias.
They were placed so that the two scenes of the heroic age were between the two
paintings of contemporary battle scenes.

Pausanias explains Oenoe as the painting of the battle of Argive Oenoe. There
are, however, some problems; no other historical sources mention the battle of
Argive Oenoe, and it is very odd that a building constructed by the followers
of Cimon, who was a strong pro-Spartan politician, contained an anti-Spartan
painting. In 1985, Francis and Vickers offered a hypothesis which resolves the
problems. Their hypothesis is that Oenoe was the scene of the assembly of the
Athenian troops and Plataean auxiliary force around the Attic village Oenoe near
Marathon just before the battle of Marathon. This paper supports Francis and
Vickers” hypothesis. Amazonomachy shows Theseus and his Athenian soldiers

fighting against the Amazons. Amazonomachy was a popular subject in 5th
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century B.C. Athens. The subject implies the Athenian triumph over Persia, and
Theseus was one of the heroes who best symbolized the polis. Fall of Troy showed
Greek kings who assembled to discuss how to deal with Ajax the minor, who
raped Cassandra when she threw herself on the statue of the goddess Athena. The
painting contained Greek kings and soldiers, Ajax, Cassandra, and captive Trojan
women. The Trojan War is the story of the Greek triumph over the Trojans, and it
implies Greek triumph over the Persians. Marathonomachy describes three steps of
the battle of Marathon. In Marathonomachy, those who were depicted are closely
related to the battle, and represent the glorious triumph of the battle of Marathon.
The four paintings were integrated by means of the motif of victory over the
barbarian and linked by elements such as the existence of Theseus.

The scene of Fall of Troy does not seem to be appropriate, however, for a
painting which solely praises the triumph; it concerns the discussion of how to
deal with a Greek hero who committed an impious crime. This paper argues that
the painting prompts caution as to the behavior of victorious troops. By describing
the scene of the discussion of the kings, which brought about catastrophic storm
on Greek fleet in the end, Fall of Troy prompts the viewer to reconsider what
decision the kings should have made; how victor, or victorious troops, should
behave. The issue of the behavior of the winner depicted in Fall of Troy was relevant
to contemporary concerns in the integration of the four paintings; Athena, who

revenged the Greeks, was also observing the Greeks in Marathonomachy.



