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CHAPTER 3 

Masks 

GREEK MASKS AND THE ROMAN STAGE 

Masked performance was a standard feature of Greek and Roman 
theatre.' Masks do not operate in isolation: they are necessarily only 
components in a larger visual system that presents a complex of rela-
tionships that extends in three directions. First, masks relate to one 
another structurally, as has been shown for comedy and tragedy in the 
fifth century2 and later for Menander and New Comedy.3 Second, masks 
coordinate with other resources the actor brings to his part: to be effec-
tive, a masked actor must use his body and voice in a way that harmonises 
with the mask. Finally, masks may resonate with the society that produces 
them, so that when an audience sees a mask, it may make associations 
with particular individuals (as in the case of the so-called portrait masks 
of Aristophanes4) or with representations of faces in other plays or other 

' I do not believe the scant evidence that might suggest Plautus' actors would not have worn masks. 
Every staged performance tradition in Greece and Rome used masks, and anything else would have 
been inconceivable. Greek New Comedy and the fobulae Atellanae were masked theatre traditions, 
and these were Plaurus' principal influences. Further, later Roman New Comedy was masked. It 
seems perverse to propose an intermediary unmasked stage of comic development. See Gow (1912), 
Duckworth (1952) 92-4, Beare (1964) r86-95, 303-9, 372-4, Jocelyn (1967) 22 n. r, Gratwick (1982) 
83-4, Wiles (1991) 129-33. The view of scholars such as Hoffer (1877) and Della Corte (1975) that 
Plautus was performed without masks, cannot stand: Beare (r964) 303-9 assembles much of the 
data. In order to assume another identity as part of a staged entertainment in antiquity, one put on 
a mask. When this was not the case, as with the Hellenistic-Roman mime, the difference was 
noted, since non-masked performance implies a different kind of mimesis. 

2 Marshall (1999b), with bibliography. In my productions of Greek tragedy, I have not usually used 
masks. I have, however, often tried to reproduce the effect of ancient role sharing, dividing the roles 
other than the chorus between three actors. Quick changes do not need masks, and an audience will 
accept whatever the dramatic situation presents. 

3 Wiles (1991). It is not possible here to isolate all the points of contact with Wiles' detailed analysis. 
Broadly I agree with his semiological analysis, but believe that some refinements are necessary when 
the Greek New Comic tradition is transferred to Rome. While there are differences between my 
account of Greek masks here and Wiles, I do believe the different perspectives are largely 
compatible. 

4 See Marshall (1999b) 194-5. 
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arttsnc media. It is this third, societal, dimension that should make us 
question any direct continuity of the system of masks used from Greek 
New Comedy to the Roman New Comedy ofPlautus a century later. Just 
as the script has been freely adapted into Latin, so is there a parallel 
transposition of the Greek masking tradition. 

The mask is one tool available to Plautus' actors in their performance. 
Aulus Gellius (Attic Nights 5.7) confirms Roman masks covered the whole 
head, as was the case in the Greek tradition. 5 Though there are some late 
and conflicting sources questioning whether Plautus' actors wore masks, 
the word persona is already being used by Terence to designate a char-
acter, so it should not be surprising that sources centuries later use it to 
mean 'masked actor'.6 Because many scholars writing about masks in 
antiquity and modern times have not had experience using masks in 
performance, there are a lot of assumptions about masked acting that are 
uncritically repeated. It is, for example, simply wrong to assume that the 
chief benefit of masks was to facilitate the doubling of parts, or the 
playing of twins: the original performance of Shakespeare's Comedy of 
Errors instantly provides an effective use of these devices without recourse 
to masks? It is also wrong to assume that masks imposed a limitation on 
the actors, preventing them from representing such features as a character 
blushing (as at Terence, Adelphoe 643).8 It is precisely the power of the 

5 Beare (1964) 186, 309. 
6 Terence, Eunuchus 26, 32, 35· Beare (1964) 193, 309. Diomedes, a late Roman grammarian (p. 489 

Kiel), is the best evidence for no masks in the time of Plautus, though his claim that Roscius was 
the first to use masks to disguise his squint follows no logic, and might be derived a 
misreading of Cicero, de Oratore 3·59.22!. This fact essentially removes any other ancient 
objections. Relevant passages are collected by Beare (1964) 303-6. 

7 Duckworth (1952) 93, Beare (1964) r87, 192, 307-8. A few small points do need. to be 
however, because often the arguments for or against masks are presented With 
assumptions. McLeish (1976) 28 presents such a view and is represen.tative. of the often 
raised. For him, the benefit of masks is that quick changes are poss1ble (m as few as SIX lmes, he 
suggests), bur the drawback is that are and. the text can only give a lame 
confirmation or denial of what is already obvwus to the ennre aud1ence. Duckworth (1952) 93 notes 
the large number of 'twins' on the Plautine stage, an effect that he suggests is only possible with 
masks. All of these considerations are, I believe, false, and misunderstand how masks work. Second, 
the notion that a mask has a fixed expression is not borne out by experience. Expression from a 
masked actor is conveyed by body language and posture: the same mask can be made. to look.like a 
king or a slave, depending on how the actor the mask. What .most surpnses audiences 
when they first see a masked theatrical performance ISm fact how the masks.can be. 
not, then, self-evidently true, as Duckworth (1952) 93 contends, that The remarks m Donatus 
commentary about the expression (vultus) of the characters were obviously intended for readers, not 
for actors.' Certainly, the presentation of twins is easily by masked the 
large number of Atellan titles referring to twins show that was often done m annqmty m what 
is known to have been a masked theatrical form, but there 1s no necessary connection. 

8 The example comes from Beare (1964) 193, and see 191 and 306-7, and Duckworth (1952) 93· It is 
these 'realistic' concerns that constitute Chiarini's objections to masks; see Chiarini (r989) 141-2. 


































