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Unmasking the 
HISTORY OF MASKS



Don’t 
forget 
your 
mask! 
Can you imagine someone 
telling you that a year ago? 
Probably not—unless you 
were a bank-robber, or on 
your way to fancy dress 
party! The coronavirus 
pandemic has made masks 
an everyday article, but in 
fact they have been with us 
since the dawn of history, 
protecting our identities 
and our souls  
(if not from viruses). 

1/ Greco-roman funerary 
ritual showcase at the AUB 

Archaeological Museum 

The AUB Archaeological Museum exhibits a beautiful and mysterious 
collection of masks in the Greco-Roman funerary ritual showcase. Such 
masks were fashioned from various materials, including terracotta and gold, 
and their main function was to protect the deceased from evil spirits. Others 
played a role in religious ceremonies, festivals, or theatrical performances. 

One thing we look for in a mask is its expression. A smile may have been 
thought to appease the evil spirits, while a frown would frighten them away. 
Ultimately, the goal of a funerary mask is to assist the deceased’s journey in 
the afterlife to dwell among the Gods in immortality. 



This handsome terracotta mask was 
donated to the collection in 1905 under the 
curatorship of Dr. Harvey Porter by Mons J. 
Rouvier and it was said to have been found 
in a cemetery at Amrit in Syria.

2/ Terracotta bearded mask 
at the AUB Archaeological 
Museum(Inv.# 112)
Hellenistic Period, 330-64 BC 
Provenance: Amrit (Syria)

Made of orange clay, it is similar to 
masks found in Punic graves of Ibiza 
(5-4th c BC). Although the holes drilled 
above each ear and at the crown of the 
head reveal it was indeed a mask, its 
small size, 9.9 x 7.9 cm, suggests the 
“wearer” was a statue rather than an 
actual human being. 

The appearance, with a drooping 
moustache curling slightly at the end, 
is strikingly Greek and reminiscent 
of the well-known Achilles heads. On 
the reverse side, there are clear traces 
of fingerprints where the sculptor 
must have clasped the wet clay while 
fashioning the mask’s striking features.      

3/ Dr. Harvey Porter, 
professor of History and Psychology 
(1870–1923), and Professor emeritus 
from 1914–1923



This second mask belonged to a 
deceased Roman of high standing and 
wealth. He must have been well-off to be 
able afford burial with this gold leaf face 
covering that measures 14.2 x 13.6 cm. 
The mask’s features retrace the features 
of its wearer and may be intended to 
immortalize his appearance as well as 
his eternal soul. 

4/ Gold face mask at 
the AUB Archaeological 
Museum (Inv.# 6460) 
Greco-Roman Period,  
330 BC-330 AD
Provenance: unknown

Our third funerary mask, made 
of terracotta and measuring 
11.7 x 17.3 cm, is something of 
a mystery. We call it a “comedy 
mask,” but the features are 
just as likely to provoke fear as 
laughter. 
A high forehead rises above two 
heavy eyebrows set in an angry 
frown. The large piercing eyes 
frame an almost porcine nose 
with flared nostrils. But most 
striking is the gaping mouth 
and exaggerated jowls that jut 
forward alarmingly. What is this 
mask trying to tell us as it glares 
out across the centuries? 
Comedy masks such as this 
were usually used in theater, 
their exaggerated features 
helping spectators identify the 
characters on stage, as well as 
hiding the actors’ identities. 
But what was a theatrical 
mask doing inside a tomb? 
Was the deceased an actor? Or 
passionate about the stage?  
Or perhaps he was a Dionysian. 
The cult of Dionysus had a 
large following in the 4th c BC 
throughout the western part of 
the Greek world.

5/ Terracotta comedy mask 
at the AUB Archaeological Museum 
(Inv.# 534) 
Hellenistic Period, 330-64 BC   
Provenance: Athene



Painted pottery illustrates 
the Dionysian thiasos 
(or retinue) of satyrs 
and maenads and their 
orgiastic world, giving 
a glimpse of the bliss 
which initiates of the 
cult expected to enjoy in 
the hereafter. Theatrical 
masks often appear in 
these scenes reflecting 
the deity’s connection 
with theater, in addition 
to winemaking and 
fertility. So it is possible 
that the owner of this 
angry mask was trying 
to reach the mother of 
all parties in heavens 
through the blessings  
of Dionysus.

6/ Silician calyx-krater depicting  
the God Dionysos, maenads and masks

 Hellenistic Period, 4th c. BC
 Lipari



The displays at the AUB museum speak eloquently of a rich 
and complex history of masks and their meaning—just as 
today’s mask wearers introduce meaning to their garments, 
be it responsible citizenship and concern for the health of 
their neighbors, or other more peripheral connotations.
And do not forget the masks that children wear on 
Halloween, a modern reminder of ancient cults. Or, for that 
matter, digital “face filters”, those mask-like graphics that 
hide or augment the self-photographed features of social 
media users. 
Even the makeup some of us wear masks an inner beauty, 
or does it enhance it? Do not forget or underestimate the 
ubiquitous presence of masks in our lives, well before we 
donned them for protection against the coronavirus. 
Our collection shows that masks have been with us for 
centuries, and will likely be with us for many centuries  
to come.

7/ Apulian red-figure calyx-krater depicting 
the God Dionysos, Ariadne and mask

 c. 350-340 BC
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www.aub.edu.lb/museum_archeo
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http://www.aub.edu.lb/museum_archeo/Pages/default.aspx

