Everyday Life in Athens and Rome (HPHP4020)
Theatre masks in the Graeco-Roman world
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In this workshop we will explore theatre masks and material culture depicting actors in the Graeco-Roman world. In Greek theatre all actors were masked, and these masks were typically large and visually striking, concealing the faces of the actors. Unfortunately, no original masks survive from the ancient world (nor do original costumes). This is unsurprising given the organic materials from which these masks were constructed (stuccoed linen and/or stuck-together pieces of rag). However, we do have depiction which survive in artwork, including terracotta replicas of masks. The latter prove an invaluable source of material for those wishing to explore how actors performed in the Greek theatre. A series of images of ancient terracotta masks and other materials is given below. Have a look at these, and keep the following questions in mind:
1) How might these masks be helpful to the performing actors?
2) How might they also be a hinderance? 
3) How easy would it be to recognize stock characters from these masks? 

Think about issues such as acoustics, visual effects and how these would be impacted by the surroundings – consider also the circumstances in which the actors would be performing.
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Description automatically generated]
Can you recongise what stock character this type of mask is depicting? What types of performances or roles are they likely to feature in? 
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Description automatically generated]
What about this figure – a common character in New Comedy – what role can you guess he played?
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Description automatically generated]
Does this mask seem more attractive than some of the others you have seen so far? What role in the play might this character have?
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Description automatically generated]
This character would often be linked to the above character, playing an important role in advancing the plot (particularly in New Comedy). Can you guess his role?
[image: ] See also this Roman lamp, ca. AD 75-125. The character was popularly depicted in figurines.
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Description automatically generated]
Compare the depiction of this female character, with the two different characters below. 
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Description automatically generated] [image: A screenshot of a computer

Description automatically generated]
What different roles do you think these females characters played? 
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Description automatically generated]
What type of drama (or other performance) do you think this type of mask is likely to feature in?
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The only descriptions that we have of ancient mask types THE HETAERA

come from Julius Pollux, a Greek scholar in the third century With a reddish complexion

AD, who was born in Naucratis in Egypt but who lived and and curling hair, the hetaera,
N A N a symbol of opulence, would

worked in Athens. He wrote a text called the Onomasticon, in have been easily recognizable

which he describes the repertoire of comic masks (forty-four in on stage, such as Bacchis in

total). Here is a selection of the most common masks and the Menander's Dis Exapaton.

characters they represent.

THE MAIDEN
With a pale complexion, a promi-
nent parting, and straight black
brows, the Maiden often served as
the object of the comic hero's affec-
tions, as the daughter of Knemon
does in Menander's Dyskolos.

/

)¢
/

THE YOUNG HERO

Ruddy, athletic, and tanned,
with raised eyebrows, the
admirable young man was the
hero of comedies, such as Me-
nander's Samia.

THE SATYR

Identified by the vines in his
hair, the satyr would have been
a common character in Satyr
plays, often forming the chorus.
Euripides’ Cyclopes is the only
surviving play of that genre. THE LEADING OLD MAN

L | With a wreath of white hair and

a long white beard, the Lead-

ing 0ld Man, such as Knemon in

Menander's Dyskolos, is often an

obstacle for the hero to overcome.

THE WOLFISH OLD WOMAN

Characterized by her wrinkled face
and squinting eyes, the white-
haired Wolfish 0ld Woman would
accompany the Maiden, as does
the Nurse in Menander's Samia.
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oo
the top. As the goal of the project was also to  antiquity, Isidore of Seville, we find a reference
stage a production of Aristophanes’ Clouds, the  to actors wearing “imitation
masks also had to be as close an approxima-  faces made of stuccoed
tion as possible to the masks that would have  linen adorned with

theatrical mask.

© The Rijksmuseum van Oudheden

The world of ancient masks
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THE YOUNG HERO

Ruddy, athletic, and tanned,
with raised eyebrows, the

THE SATYR

Identified by the vines in his admirable young man was the
hair, the satyr would have been / hero of comedies, such as Me-
a common character in Satyr / nander's Samia.

plays, often forming the chorus.
Euripides’ Cyclopes is the only
surviving play of that genre. THE LEADING OLD MAN

L | With a wreath of white hair and

a long white beard, the Lead-

ing 0ld Man, such as Knemon in

Menander's Dyskolos, is often an

obstacle for the hero to overcome.

THE WOLFISH OLD WOMAN

Characterized by her wrinkled face
and squinting eyes, the white-
haired Wolfish 0ld Woman would
accompany the Maiden, as does
the Nurse in Menander's Samia.

THE TRAGIC YOUNG MAN

Likely the most common mask
early theatre goers would have
encountered, the Tragic Young
Man, with his high hair tied by a
ribbon, was a frequent character
in tragedies, like Orestes in
Aeschylus' Oresteia.

THE LEADING SLAVE

With bright red hair and a fur-
rowed brow, the Leading Slave
i, unsurprisingly, the leader of
the slave characters, such as

Daos in Menander's Aspis.

A gold ring, dated to ca. 325-300 BC, with an

engraving of an acter holding a theatre mask

K~ Greek theatre culture provided a wealth of
iconoaraphic
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