Theory and Methodology for the Study of the Ancient World – booklet (Unit 8)
Representations of Slaves in Material Culture and Reliefs
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A sarcophagus relief depicting relief Valerius Petronianus, with his slave holding writing tablets, ca. early 4th century AD (Archaeological Museum, Milan)
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Matrone à sa toilette, thermes de Sidi Ghrib (Carthage National Museum, Tunisia)

For this online task you will consider representations of slaves in a variety of visual mediums, including depictions on stone reliefs, fresco and material objects. A series of images are given on the following pages. These are accompanied by specific questions at the end of each sub-section that you can use to inform any points that you may wish to post to the accompanying unit forum. 

If you are interested in doing further reading on the subject, it would be worth looking at the following chapters:
Chapter 5 – ‘Working Models: Functional Art and Roman Conceptions of Slavery’ by Noel Lenski in the book (edited by Michelle George) Roman Slavery and Roman Material Culture (University of Toronto, 2013).
[and]
Chapter 11 (Representations), in Peter Hunt’s Ancient Greek and Roman Slavery (Wiley, 2018).

Greek slave imagery

Identifying slaves in Greek Art
No distinctive type of “slave” clothing existed in the Classical Greek world, nor were somatic characteristics (like skin tone or hair colour) necessarily a sure guarantor of slavery, though they could sometime be a factor (e.g., note the popularity of Xanthias (Ξανθίας), meaning reddish blond, as a slave name, such as in several of Aristophanes’ plays).
“Now among the slaves and metics at Athens there is the greatest uncontrolled wantonness; you can't hit them there, and a slave will not stand aside for you… if it were customary for a slave (or metic or freedman) to be struck by one who is free, you would often hit an Athenian citizen by mistake on the assumption that he was a slave. For the people there are no better dressed than the slaves and metics, nor are they any more handsome.” – Pseudo-Xenophon Constitution of the Athenians 1.10 [trans. Marchant 1984]
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The “Blond Kouros's Head of the Acropolis”, based on an original gypsum found at Athens – reconstruction from Antikensammlung München, Germany. Likely this kouros (as with other Archaic kouroi figures) represented a god, heroic figure, athletic victor or a commemorative statue. 

That said some Greek thinkers supposed that due to the types of work undertaken by slaves (and also free artisans) meant that their bodies became warped, they supposedly could not achieve (physical) excellence. 
“Among menial occupations those who render such services to an individual are slaves, and those who do so for the community are artisans and hired laborers… since a person living a life of manual toil or as a hired labourer cannot practise the pursuits in which goodness is exercised.” – Aristotle Politics 3.1278a [trans. Rackham 1944]

As such, art historians need to rely on context, actions, physical forms and expressions in order to guess at possible representations of slaves. 
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Grave Stele of Hegeso (ca.410–400 BC), Athens
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Votive Relief with Banquet Scene, Ephesus, ca. 4th century BC – Carlos Collection of Ancient Art, 1999.011.003
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Description automatically generated]
Oinokles Painter, ca. 470 BC – Getty Villa, Gallery 103

[image: ]
Funerary Lekythos (made of marble) with Departure Scene, Attica, ca. 4th century BC – Carlos Collection of Ancient Art, 2003.018.001

[image: ]
The actor Xanthias, masked and costumed, standing next to a statuette of Heracles. A Campanian red-figure oinochoe, ca. 350-340 BC. – Pourtalès Collection.
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Terracotta of a comic slave mask – National Archaeological Museum, Athens

[bookmark: _Hlk99721438]Questions to consider: 
· Which of the figures (if more than one) from these images might represent slaves? 
· What actions or roles might also suggest this? 
· How might the size or scale of the figures indicate status? 
· How confident do you think we should be about such methods of identification? 

Images from the Roman Empire  
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The House of the Triclinium, Room 15, painting of banqueting scene from west wall of triclinium. Pompeii.
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Reconstruction of the above image. 
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Woman Painting a statue of Priapus, House of the Surgeon, Pompeii, ca. AD 55-79, fresco. Naples, Museo Archeologico Nazionale.
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]
Depiction of chained captives on a column base from Mainz, Germany, AD 50-100 (image from George, 2011)
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Description automatically generated]
Funerary relief from Capua, 1st century BC (image from Bruun, 2014). [Look at the lower register as well as the above]
[image: ][image: ]
A funerary stele from Amphipolis of the slave trader Aulus Caprilius, ca. Imperial period [see bottom and middle sections in particular]
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Painting from the House of Caecilius Iucundus at Pompeii

[image: A screenshot of a video game

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]
Image on left: Tray-bearing statuette from Tarragona (image from Lenski, 2011); Comic slave thymiaterion [a type of incense burner], provenance unknown (image from Lenski, 2011).
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Description automatically generated]
Lararium painting from the House of Obellius Firmus at Pompeii, slaves celebrating a festival or rites (possibly the Saturnalia)? (Image derived from Dunbabin 2003)

Questions to consider: 
· Can we use some of the same approaches discussed in relation to Greek art (mentioned above) – context, size, physical form, and actions – to identify slaves in “Roman” art?
· Why might some slaves be depicted more explicitly and others more discretely? 
· What role does functionality have to play in these images?
· Do the images of slave trading seem shocking subject matter to represent? 
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