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An unusuAl RomAn theAtRicAl lAmp*



AbstRAct: this note discusses an unusual Roman bronze oil lamp in the 
form of a dramatic tragic mask, which has not previously been published. it is 
part of the Antiquities collection of national museums liverpool, accession 
number 53.114.433. the lamp was previously owned by Dr philip nelson, a 
prominent antiquarian and collector who lived in liverpool.

the antiquities collection of national museums liverpool in clu
des an unusual Roman bronze oil lamp in the form of a dramatic tragic 

mask. it forms a significant addition to the corpus of Roman lamps which 
relate to the ancient theatre.

the lamp (Figures 1 to 3), which has the accession number 53.114.433, 
was acquired in 1953 by liverpool museum (now World museum, part of 
national museums liverpool). it was donated to the museum by lily nel
son (also known as lily court), the widow of Dr philip nelson, a prominent 
antiquarian and collector who lived in liverpool.1 

the lamp depicts the type of tragic mask which was popular from the 
early hellenistic period throughout the Roman era, with a high onkos, a 
projection representing a tall hair style.2 the inner surface of the lamp sug
gests that it may have been originally formed as two sections, each of which 

* i would like to thank national museums liverpool for permission to publish this lamp, 
and my former colleagues chrissy partheni, barbara Rowan and pauline Rushton.  
thanks are also due to staff at the british museum for their assistance with this project, 
particularly Judith swaddling, Ross thomas, Fleur shearman and Duncan hook, and 
to paul Roberts, now at the Ashmolean museum, as well as Gábor lassányi of the 
btm Acquincumi múzeum in budapest. i would also like to thank the anonymous 
reviewers for their helpful comments.

1. p. Rushton, “A liverpool collector: Dr philip nelson (18721953)”, Apollo 467 
(2001) 418, summarises nelson’s career as a collector of classical and medieval antiq
uities, and the acquisition of much of his collection by liverpool museum.

2. A. schwarzmeier, “theater masks”, in m. l. hart (ed), The Art of Ancient Greek The
ater, los Angeles, 2010, 44.
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would have been a separate lamp. the lamp is 189 mm long, 55 mm wide 
and 75 mm in height. the nozzle of the lamp curves up from below the chin 
of the mask, and has a wickhole whose rim is decorated with a series of pro
trusions. the eye is pierced to serve as a filling hole. the inner surface, vis
ible on Figure 3, is flat apart from a sunken rectangular area which extends 
from the handle end of the lamp. two suspension lugs remain, one on the 
onkos and the other at the side of the chin, the latter with a chain and ring 
still present. this suggests that the lamp was intended to hang in a horizon
tal position with the flat surface against a wall. if this was the case, only the 
right part of a pair of lamps is present.3 the basering of the lamp is oval. 

the external surface of the lamp has been deliberately darkened, presum
ably by a former owner, whether collector or dealer. this ‘patina’ resembles 
the artificial darkening of the surface of Greek and Roman bronzes which was 
particularly prevalent during the 18th century, undertaken for the benefit of 
collectors such as Richard payne Knight and JeanJacques compte de cay
lus.4 Although the darkcoloured patina was preferred by european collec
tors in the 18th century, ancient bronze objects would originally have had a 
lighter surface finish.5 

As the lamp has not been previously published, it was not included by bai
ley in his list of examples of this type of lamp.6 bailey identified four lamps of 
this type. the first, and most similar to the lamp in liverpool, is in the collec
tion of the british museum7 and shows the left section of a dramatic mask. the 
lamp has been in the collections of the british museum since 1824, when it was 
donated by Richard payne Knight. it shares many characteristics with the liv
erpool lamp: the high onkos, the nozzle curving from below the chin, a wick 
hole with similar rim with protrusions, the filling hole being a pierced eye, sus
pension lugs in similar locations, an oval base ring, and flat inner surface with 
sunken rectangular area. Despite these similarities, it is clear that the lamps in 
london and liverpool do not form a single lamp, the differences being most 
apparent in the hair style and, in addition, the dimensions are slightly different. 

3. in describing the lamps, i have followed the customary practice of using the terms left 
and right from the viewer’s perspective when looking at the lamp vertically, with the 
nozzle at the bottom and handle at the top.

4. p. t. craddock, Scientific Investigation of Copies, Fakes and Forgeries, oxford 2009, 353.
5. R. Wünsche, “on the colouring of the munich bronze head with a Victor’s Fillet”, 

in V. brinkmann and R. Wünsche (eds), Gods in Color: Painted Sculpture of Classical 
Antiquity, munich 2007, 126127.

6. D. m. bailey, A Catalogue of Lamps in the British Museum. Volume 4: Lamps of Metal 
and Stone, and Lampstands, london 1996, 1718.

7. Accession number 1824,0454.28, Q3585 (bailey 1996,1718, plate 16).
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Also close in style is a lamp once in the collection of Jules sambon,8 who 
amassed a large collection of classical antiquities relating to the ancient thea
tre9 which were auctioned in paris from the 1st to the 3rd may 1911.10 the 
description indicates that the lamp was in the form of the left half of a trag
ic mask, with a suspension ring on the cheek. the accompanying illustra
tion shows the mask in profile. the surface is described as having a green 
patina and the illustration suggests heavy corrosion. the lamp in the sam
bon collection is fairly small, its length given as 13 cm, considerably smaller 
than the lamps now in liverpool and london, which are 18 cm and 18.2 cm 
long respectively11. the lamp is now in the collection of the museo teatrale 
alla scala in milan.12 however, their illustration shows the lamp as though 
the righthand portion survives,13 although the description and illustration 
in the catalogue of the sale of the sambon collection is of a lefthand portion.

A complete lamp composed of two split lamps joined together was noted 
by bailey.14 At the time of publication in 197515 the lamp was part of the col
lection of Alexandre iolas,16 a collector and art dealer in Athens. the lamp, 
which depicts the head of an African man, has some similarities with the 
lamps in liverpool and london, most notably the knobbed rims of the fill
ing holes.

the fourth lamp of this type noted by bailey was acquired in 1908 by cat
ania museum in sicily. this is described by bailey as a complete lamp with a 
split body which locks together. the lamp is in the form of three masks with a 
handle in the shape of an eagle.17 

  8. Also known as Giulio, as he was born in naples to a French family, F. slavazzi, “Giulio 
sambon (18361921): mercante d’arte, collezionista e studioso”, in A. ceresa mori, c. 
lambrugo and F. slavazzi (eds), L’infanzia e il gioco nel mondo antico, milan 2012, 9.

  9. slavazzi 2012 (n.8) 1013.
10. G. sambon, Catalogue des Antiquités. ... Collection Théâtrale de M. Jules Sambon, paris 

1911, 46, plate XXi, lot 399.
11. bailey (n.6) 17.
12. inv. statale 26331, inv. Del museo teatrale alla scala 256. n. Franken, “nur eine 

technische spielerei? bemerkungen zu zweiteiligen Kopflampen aus bronze”, in l. 
chrzanovski (ed), Lychnological Acts I. Actes du 1er Congrès international d’études sur le 
luminaire antique, NyonGenève, 29.94.10.2003, montagnac 2005, 123130.

13. Franken (n.12), plate 50, Fig. 4.
14. bailey (n.6) 18.
15. A. Andriomenou, “Vases et lampes de bronze dans des collections privées d’Athènes”, 

Bulletin de correspondence hellenique 99.1 (1975) 559561, no.6, figs. 2730.
16. inv. no. bronzes 139.
17. bailey (n.6) 18. Also note a double lamp in the form of a wild boar which was on the art 

market in Freiburg im breisgau, Germany, in 2001, Franken (n.12) 126.
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Franken also noted a lamp in the form of the left part of an African head, 
now in berlin,18 and a double lamp in the form of a head with a comic mask, 
now in milan.19 Another halflamp, the left portion, depicting a male wearing 
a fitted cap was sold at christie’s new York, in 2001.20

the only currently known example of this type of halflamp found in 
an excavated context came to light in 2012. it was discovered during an ex
cavation to the west of the Roman civil settlement of Aquincum in modern 
day budapest in hungary.21 the lamp, the body of which is 75mm long and 
25mm wide, shows the right half of a comic mask, and the excavator suggests 
a date of the 1st or 2nd century ad.22

the unusual nature of this type of lamp leads to consideration of wheth
er they are Roman in date or were produced in the 18th and 19th centuries 
to satisfy the demands of collectors. the high level of corrosion visible on 
the photograph of the lamp formerly in the sambon collection23 suggests it 
is ancient; it is unlikely that an 18th or 19th century workshop would have 
spoiled the appearance of the lamp to such a degree.24 the authenticity of 
the lamp once in the nelson collection was queried when the lamp was ac
cessioned by liverpool museum in 1953, undoubtedly because of its un
usual form together with absence of provenance. Although the impractical 
nature of this type of lamp may cast doubts on whether it is ancient, there 
is no overwhelming evidence to indicate that it is other than Roman in date, 
specifically early imperial, by comparison with other bronze lamps either 
in the form of theatrical masks, or depicting theatrical masks.25 other useful 

18. berlin, Antikensammlung. staatliche museen zu berlin. preussicher Kulturbesitz. inv. 
22010. Franken (n.12) 125, plate 49, figure 2ad.

19. milan, civiche Raccolte Archeologiche. inv. A.0.9.7048. said to have been found by 
a farmer in the early 19th century close to Roman Aquileia in northeast italy, Franken 
(n.12), 126, plate 50, figure 5.

20. Antiquities sale, 56 December 2001, christie’s new York, lot 615.
21. G. lassányi, “Kutatások az Aquincum polgárvárosától nyugatra épülő baseballpályán / 

Research on the territory of the future baseball park west of the civil town of Aquin
cum”, in p. Zsidi and p. Vámos (eds), A BTM Aquincumi Múzeumának ásatásai és 
leletmentései 2012ben/Excavations and rescue work at the Aquincum Museum in 2012, 
budapest 2013, 1931.

22. preliminary report in lassányi (n.21), 2728, figure 6. Full publication to follow.
23. sambon (n.10) plate XXi.
24. my thanks to Fleur shearman, conservator of metals at the british museum, for this 

observation.
25. such as those discussed by J.R.Green, “Roman bronze lamps with masks: Dionysos, 

pantomime and mediterranean popular culture”, HEROM. Journal on Hellenistic 
and Roman Material Culture 1 (2012) 2366.
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Figure 13: bronze lamp in the collections of national 
museums liverpool (World museum), accession number 
53.114.433. All images courtesy national museums liver

pool (World museum).

comparanda from the early imperial period are terracotta lamps in the form 
of masks, often showing a comic ‘slave’ mask,26 miniature flatbacked masks, 
perhaps used as appliqués, made from materials including terracotta27 or 
ivory,28 and sculptures in the form of masks, used as part of the decoration 
of 2nd century ad marble sarcophagi.29 in addition, images of masks appear 

26. For example, J.W.hayes, Ancient Lamps in the Royal Ontario Museum. I: Greek and 
Roman Clay Lamps, toronto 1980, 408 (no.103). 

27. examples include sambon (n.10) nos. 400 and 401, plate XXi.
28. For example, m. true and K. hamma (eds.), A Passion for Antiquities: Ancient Art 

from the Collection of Barbara and Lawrence Fleischman, malibu 1994, 356 (no.276).
29. national museums liverpool (World museum) accession numbers 59.148.219, 

59.148.219a, 59.148.307.2 and 59.148.307.3, included in b. Ashmole, A Catalogue of 
Ancient Marbles at Ince Blundell Hall, oxford 1929, plates 48 and 49. Also see ciner
arium lid in the collections of national museums liverpool (World museum) accession 
number 59.148.1001, which has masks at the corners (G. Davies, The Ince Blundell 
Collection of Classical Sculpture, vol. 2, nr 73, pl. 89) and J. paul Getty museum, object 
number 72.AA.152, front panel of a garland sarcophagus.

Figure 1

Figure 2 Figure 3
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in 1st century ad wall painting, most notably at oplontis on the bay of na
ples30 and solunto in sicily.31

other examples of bronze lamps have the body of the lamp in the form of 
an entire mask, rather than a halfmask32 or have lids in the form of masks.33 
Another form of bronze lamp which features theatrical masks has been re
cently discussed by Green.34 in contrast to the bronze lamps previously dis
cussed, this type of lamp has a conventional body with a mask at the end of its 
handle, which arches over the lamp.35 it is noticeable that the hairstyle shown 
framing the mask on this latter type of lamp bears some similarity to the hair 
on the halflamps now in the collections of national museums liverpool and 
the british museum. the hair on these two lamps is depicted as rows of tight 
curls extending over the brow and in three layers on each side of the face. 
Green has suggested that this type of depiction has its origins in the curls be
low the ears which were introduced in the late 2nd century bc for both comic 
and tragic masks, possibly to hide the edge of the mask, becoming more prev
alent in depictions of masks from the later 1st century ad onwards.36

turning to the reason why masks should be such a frequent theme on 
lamps, Green has identified the masks on the handles of bronze examples as 
showing Dionysos, as god of theatre and performance,37 specifically in pan
tomime, which, along with mime, was the most popular form of theatrical en
tertainment in the Roman empire.38 there is no reason why the masks on 
related lamps, such as the example in liverpool, and, indeed, on other dec
orative objects should also not show Dionysos. 

the lamp in liverpool makes, in my view, an interesting addition to the 
small group of Roman lamps in the shape of theatrical masks.

university of liverpool
G.m.muskett@liverpool.ac.uk

30. Green (n.25) 32, Figure 29.
31. Green (n.25) 33, Figure 30.
32. examples include true and hamma (n.28), 296 (no. 154) and 334 (no.176). 
33. For example, true and hamma (n.28), 355 (no. 248). 
34. Green (n.25) 23; true and hamma (n.28) 296 (no. 154) and 334 (no.176).
35. lamp type loeschcke XXb. Green (n.25), 24.
36. Green (n.25) 3031.
37. Green (n.25) 32, 36.
38. Green (n.25) 37.




