MJ Coldiron Body & Mask in Ancient Theatre Space Conference – July 9-10 2009


Selecting the objects: Ancient Objects for Performance
What are these mask models? 

· Mostly terracotta miniatures, designed either to hang on a wall or as free-standing pieces showing the full mask helmet.

· Masks are also incorporated into lamps, gems and architecture including fountains and sarcophagi. They can also be made of marble, stone or bronze.

What they were for remains a mystery. Perhaps some were models used by mask makers, or they might have been souvenirs of performances, particular characters or popular actors. Many terracotta mask models have been found in tombs—were they decorative, protective, commemorative or for companionship? It is impossible to say, but the ubiquity of mask imagery as architectural decoration, in wall paintings, vases and everyday objects is striking.

What were our criteria? 

· Mask models primarily from the period 1st c BC – 2nd c AD, though we could look at tragic masks from earlier periods.

· Only items that were definably mask-shaped, that could be made into working masks, therefore no gems, lamps or reliefs.

· Masks available for scanning

· As complete as possible, though for some unusual examples we made scans in spite of obvious damage.

· Diversity of character types. 

How are types defined? 


Pollux in his Onomasticon gives a detailed analysis of the iconography of the masks of his own time—the 2nd century CE. While this list is usually the starting point for the identification and classification of ancient Greek and Roman masks, it is rather problematic and more recent scholars of mask iconography have referred to Pollux but created their own lists of masks. One of the most comprehensive can be found in Monuments Illustrating New Comedy, by TBL Webster in its 3rd edition substantially revised and enlarged by Green and Seeberg, published by the Institute for Classical Studies.  The fundamental iconography of various mask character types is fairly straightforward. Young Men tend to be beardless, older men have beards and old men have long beards. Slaves have pointed or “trumpet-shaped” beards, grotesquely asymmetric features, broad noses and flat faces. In exploring the surviving mask models one notes that the “Slave” type appears to have been the most popular figure of all. Young women are generally pretty, often garlanded. Serious, free-born young women usually have closed mouths, while courtesans (hetaerae) tend to have mouths open for speaking. 


Mask iconography evolved over time as the theatre and visual aesthetics changed. It is apparent that tragic masks from the classical period of Greek drama in the 5th century BCE tend to have more “neutral” and idealised features, whereas New Comedy masks of the 3rd and 2nd century BCE are often more expressive, sometimes even grotesque. Masks of the Roman period become even more extreme in expression and larger in dimensions with the addition of the onkos or headdress which appears to incorporate a wig and makes the entire mask apparatus larger and more visible for enormous theatres, like the theatre of Pompey in Rome.

When we started our work we had several examples that had already been prepared by Richard Williams using photogrammetry, a technique in which a “mesh” or “grid” is projected over the object, which is then carefully photographed from every possible angle. These included:

· “Philoctetes” mask (4th c - Lipari/Kelvingrove) 

· Tragic Female (MNC 1 ST 46c 4th c - Lipari/Kelvingrove) 

· “Marble Slave” (MNC 5 DS 8; Fitzwilliam) 

· Young Man (MNC 5XT4; Ashmolean)

These examples and their fully decorated 3D versions are all available on our website. 

The process of photogrammetry, while very useful, also has a number of problems, not least of which is that the relationship of the camera to the grid and the object must be exactly the same for each photograph to avoid anomalies in the 3D rendering process. Moreover, the object is subject to a great deal of handling through this process, with all the risks that entails. 

Fortunately, in 2007 we had the good luck to be invited to collaborate with Stuart Robson and his team at UCL, who were already using a magnificent Arius3D digital laser scanner and working on objects from the British Museum. This offered considerable advantages for our work—better quality scans, more consistent data and less object handling. It also gave us a lever that helped to provide us with access to the extensive the collection of artefacts held by the British Museum but it presented some additional considerations in relation to the objects we could scan. They would need to be portable—(ruling out large architectural pieces and major sculptures) and they should be neither porous (like marble) nor reflective (like bronze). As a result, we focused our search on the British Museum’s terracotta collection. The masks we have scanned to date include:

1. Tragic Male 

2. Comic Slave 

3. Flatterer or Parasite 

4. Kalymnos “Full-Grown Heteira” 

5. Negro Slave 

6. Melos Slave 

7. Young man with curly hair and onkos 
8. Slave waterspout 

9. Satyr 

10. Old man 

These masks are now all available for viewing on the project website.

The relationship we managed to establish with the British Museum and UCL was very helpful, but we needed to collect many more examples and some of the best material is held by museums abroad. Fortunately we were able to enter into another collaboration this time with Graeme Earl and his team in the Archaeology department at Southampton University who loaned us their KonikaMinolta 910 Vivid portable digital laser scanner, and a technician to run it, Gareth Beale. Having access to this equipment has made it possible for us to visit some important European museums and, after a year of negotiations, we were given permission to scan some of the finest models in the Louvre’s collection in Paris. Masks scanned included two excellent examples from the 1st century of tragic young man masks with onkos, one of which shows a full head-shaped helmet and still has a good deal of colour. A mask from the 3rd century BC with the rough features of a farmer also retains much of its paint. Although it has been identified as a comic mask from before our target period, it was too fine and example to pass up.  There are also two excellent masks of young women, both of which feature a full helmet, although differently shaped and another excellent 1st century example of a young man, which has not yet been definitively identified as either tragic or comic.

 
Our next “field trip” took us to the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek Museum in Copenhagen where we scanned a number of interesting examples including:

1. Youth with wreath – on the website 

2. A beautiful young woman mask, sometimes identified as a maenad because of the ivy wreath in her hair. 

3. An excellent wreathed slave 

At the Thorvaldsen Museum, also in Copenhagen we found these 3 examples

1. Slave, identified as from “New Comedy”—damaged but with strong features 

2. Another extravagantly wreathed slave 

3. A Young Man with an ivy wreath. 

Gareth later returned to Copenhagen to scan some of the very large architectural pieces that hang in the Glyptotek Museum and came from Rome:

1. Young woman 

2. Young man with wreath 

In all we have collected more than 30 examples of mask models, many of which are now available for viewing on our website and we are very delighted to announce that later this month we will be scanning objects in Naples and Pompeii.
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