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Il volume raccoglie gli Atti del XX Convegno internazionale L’Africa romana (Alghero, 
26-29 settembre 2013) dedicato a Momenti di continuità e rottura: bilancio di trent’anni di 
convegni «L’Africa romana». L’opera, che corona una lunga serie di incontri internazionali 
ai quali hanno partecipato centinaia di studiosi, è curata da Paola Ruggeri, professore associa-
to di Storia romana e direttrice del Centro di Studi Interdisciplinari sulle Province Romane 
dell’Università di Sassari. Hanno collaborato Maria Bastiana Cocco, Alberto Gavini, Edgar-
do Badaracco, Pierpaolo Longu. 
Nel suo intervento introduttivo Guido Clemente ha ricostruito la storia dei Convegni L’Africa 
romana e sottolineato l’ampia collaborazione con i diversi Istituti di ricerca, con molte 
Università, con numerose Società scientifiche internazionali, infine con i giovani dell’Asso-
ciazione Nazionale Archeologi.  
Nella Presentazione del volume, Claude Briand-Ponsart nota che «L’Africa romana est 
devenue depuis longtemps une véritable institution scientifique d’envergure internationale 
et ce vingtième congrès a respecté la tradition, il a rempli la mission qu’il s’était fixée. Grâce 
au dynamisme et à la générosité des organisateurs qui ont accueilli aussi bien les chercheurs 
confirmés que les nouveaux venus d’Italie, du Maghreb et de bien d’autres pays, ces ren-
contres ont accumulé un capital inégalé de savoirs, de connaissances dans tous les domaines 
historiques et culturels de l’Afrique du Nord antique et de la Sardaigne. Lieux privilégiés 
d’échanges et de discussion, elles ont contribué à nouer des relations fructueuses, à tisser des 
liens d’amitié entre les participants dans une ambiance de chaleureuse convivialité». 
Per Attilio Mastino «l’iniziativa dell’Università di Sassari si è sviluppata ben al di là di 
quanto si potesse immaginare al suo esordio: anche questo convegno documenta la crescita 
collettiva, il coinvolgimento sempre più ampio di specialisti, l’attenzione con la quale la 
comunità scientifica internazionale ha seguito l’attività dell’Università di Sassari, che ha 
finito per colmare uno spazio importante negli studi classici. Dai nostri convegni è derivata 
così una rete di rapporti, di relazioni, di amicizie, di informazioni, che crediamo sia il risul-
tato più importante dell’esperienza che abbiamo vissuto in questi anni, con il sostegno e 
l’incoraggiamento delle autorità e di tanti amici, i nostri amici del Maghreb, i nostri amici 
europei, i nostri amici dei nuovi continenti, i nostri studenti, gli studenti impegnati nelle 
imprese dell’Africa romana. Anche nelle condizioni difficili e terribili di questi trent’anni 
e in particolare tra il 2001 e le primavere arabe, abbiamo proseguito il nostro impegno di 
costruire ponti fra le due rive del Mediterraneo, con il senso di un’attenzione e di un rispetto 
che vogliamo affermare, il desiderio di un incontro e di una speranza». 
Nei 195 contributi di studiosi italiani e stranieri trovano il consueto ampio spazio anche le 
novità epigrafiche e le testimonianze di numerose provinciae affacciate sul Mediterraneo 
occidentale.
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estefanía alba benito lázaro, sergio españa-chamorro
Images of Black People in Roman Age 
through Sculpture: Identity and Otherness

The study of the representation of black people is an interesting topic to know 
more about the non-classical image of the Roman society. They were a mino-
rity and mostly a marginal part of the society, as it can be interpreted from 
the statues of slaves which we know. But we should not understand the me-
aning of the figures of black people in the Roman mind with the prejudices 
of racism and ethnic animosity created mainly in the Medieval Europe and 
perpetuated since then.

Key words: Blacks, otherness, iconography, Aethiops, African people.

Geographical and terminological contextualization

The most common term to refer to a black person in Antiquity was 
Aethiops, but it was not the only one. The Greek word aithiops means lite-
rally “sunburnt face”. But the Greek conception of Ethiopia and its people 
was not so clear. Its geographical contextualization was a little more accu-
rate in the age of Herodotus. He described two types of Aethiopes, those 
who inhabited the territories of the south of Egypt and Libya and who had 
woolly hair – clearly the type that we today know by the name of “black” or 
“Negro” – and those who lived within the zone of the modern Iran and Pa-
kistan – the so-called “Eastern, or Asiatic, branch” – and who were straight-
haired; still a mystery for scholars, whose debate is focused on the question 

* Estefanía Alba Benito Lázaro and Sergio España-Chamorro, Departamento de Cien-
cias y Técnicas Historiográficas y Arqueología, Universidad Complutense de Madrid 
(ucm). 
Thanks to Fabiola Salcedo Garcés and to her National Project funded by the Spanish Mi-
nistry of Science and Competitiveness “Proyecto Cartago: Iconografía Clásica y contacto 
cultural en el África romana: programas escultóricos en Cartago (Túnez)” (har 2011-
23445).
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of the possible identification – or confusion – of this kind of Ethiopians 
with the later Indi1.

Other terms used to describe black people in ancient literature – already 
in Roman texts – were niger, perniger, nigerrimus, fuscus, decolor and rubens. 
The difference between these words was, basically, the degree of darkness in 
the colour of the skin of the described person2.

Of course, the African provinces of the Roman Empire had more con-
tact with black people than the other regions. They would not have been 
so common in the European provinces but even despite these scarce con-
nections, there is sufficient information from the literature, visual art and 
hearsay to recognize and to know about them.

Their dark skin was the foremost ethnical difference comparing Aethio-
pes with the white Italians. But this difference, as it seems, was merely aes-
thetic and noted because its “scientific” interest, not implying psychological 
factors or elements of another class, at least not in the vast majority of the 
cases and following the most recent interpretations.

There are tens of literary references to this black population in the clas-
sical texts but the most clarifying of them all could be this one:

erat unica custos
Afra genus, tota patriam testante figura,
torta comam labroque tumens et fusca colore,
pectore lata, iacens mammis, compressior alvo,
cruribus exilis, spatiosa prodiga planta.

Translation: «His solitary housekeeper was she, her nationality was African, 
and all her figure proves her native land. Her hair was curly, thick her lips, and 
dark her colour, wide was she across the chest, with hanging breasts, her belly 
more compressed, with slender legs, and large and spreading foot»3.

This text – as many others – just describes a black servant woman in a 
physical way. We have other texts where some authors speak about the in-
telligence and education of the Ethiopians, many times in a pretty positive 
and laudatory way4.

1.	 Snowden (1947), pp. 268-9, note 7.
2.	 Snowden (1970), pp. 1-14.
3.	 Moret., 31-35; translation on virgil.org, obtained from Mooney (1916).
4.	 Especially in legendary texts, but with a lasting continuation through history. Gruen 
(2011), pp. 201 and ff.
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Iconography

African people in the iconography of the Classical Antiquity were repre-
sented mainly as slaves, warriors, entertainers and as dwarfs in Nilotic sce-
nes. Most of the black people inhabiting Italy and Europe arrived there as 
a result of the commercial transactions between Italy and the African pro-
vinces, also in contact with the inner regions of the continent and the de-
sert routes. In this sense, we find some representations of Negroes as simple 
slaves.

Maybe one of the most interesting topics was the iconographic type of 
the so-called negrillón. This was developed in the Hellenistic period and 
it was pretty popular in the Roman age. This category is defined by the 
representations of black children or youths as slaves in a servant situation.

For instance, we can ascribe the lampadarium of the Museo Nacional 
Arqueológico de Tarragona – which was found near the port of the ancient 
Tarraco – to this category. It has been interpreted as a black youth holding a 
tray to bear the necessary elements to light and make a lamp work. We find 
some lamps in the shape of heads of Ethiopians as well (fig. 1).

The iconographic type of Blacks as slaves can be seen in another sen-
se. For example, the Hellenistic sculpture of maybe a slave acting, sup-
posedly, as a musician found in Chalone-sur-Saône (France) and now in 
the Cabinet des Médailles in Paris, shows to us the appreciation of the 
patricians for the educated and skilled Blacks. Playing music by the streets 
of the cities seems to have been a usual occupation for black people in 
Antiquity (fig. 2).

We have other examples in the Galleria dei Candelieri at the Musei Va-
ticani, for example, the one which displays a young slave with a lekythos, and 
another sculpture in Adana.

To this category have been ascribed many sculptures of black children, 
like those we have mentioned. It is frequent to explain them as examples of 
slavery related to Ethiopians, but in some specific cases we do not have any 
proof of this status. We can find an example of this in the child with the 
dove at the Musée de Sousse (Tunis). We have another example of these 
children without proofs of their slavery status in Ostia, found at the Ca-
seggiato dei Molini. Here, the black youth wears over his tunic a sleeved 
cloak like a paenula to which is attached a hood (cucullus), a kind of visual 
indicator of relatively good social position (fig. 3).

In the same line, we can also speak about the head of a black sculpture 
in bronze found in Limagne Auvergnate. It shows a black child represented 



Estefanía Alba Benito Lázaro, Sergio España-Chamorro2180

in alexandrine style. Or another one in the Cabinet des Médailles in Paris. 
This is a balsamaire (a perfume vase) shaped like the head of an Ethiopian, 
in bronze (fig. 4).

At the same time, we have many other examples of representations of 
slaves without being necessarily children. This sculpture was found in the 
thermae of Afrodisias (Turkey) (fig. 5).

Among other representations, we also find defeated warriors in the ico-
nography. The problems with the Aethiopes and, in general, with black Afri-
can populations in the southern frontier of the African Roman provinces 

fig. 1  Lampadarium representing a young black slave at the Museo Arqueológico Nacio-
nal de Tarragona (photo J. A. Remolà Vallverdú, Área de Colecciones, Documentación e 
Investigación of the Museo Nacional Arqueológico de Tarragona).
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could have been the inception for creating this kind of iconographic topic5. 
They are not so common as, for example, the Galatian and German types, 
perhaps because the war in Africa was not so intense and long as in those 
other regions. However, we can find some examples of these figures at the 
Musée du Bardo (Tunis), which owns two hermaic pillars in black schist 
from the thermae of Antonine in Carthage: one of them representing an 

5.	 Snowden (1947), p. 283, note 86 and Id. (1970), pp. 130-43 about the military con-
tacts between Romans and Ethiopians in a broad sense.

fig. 2  Black musician from Chalone-sur-Saône, now at the Cabinet des Médailles of the 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France in Paris (Snowden, 1970, n. 60, pp. 84-5).
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actual Ethiopian and the other one interpreted as a portrait of a Libyan due 
to his special haircut. A similar model is kept at the Ashmolean Museum 
in Oxford, but it is currently regarded to as a mocking image6, maybe not 
representing in this case an enemy or a captive, as long as the treatment of 
the figure is totally different from that in the other two hermae. Another 
example of a defeated Ethiopian is the sculpture found in the Fayyu-m, near 
Memphis, Egypt – now at the Musée du Louvre (figs. 6-7).

Culture contact

Greeks were the first – after the Egyptians, who were geographically much 
closer and so, more likely to establish these contacts – in coming to meet 

6.	 Gruen (2011), pp. 213 and ff.

fig. 3  A small bust of a black youth 
from Ostia, at the Museo Ostiense 
(Snowden, 1970, n. 53, p. 80).

fig. 4  Balsamaire in the shape of a head at 
the Cabinet des Médailles of the Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France in Paris (photo taken and 
edited by the authors).
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Ethiopians, and also their literature and their material evidences reflect 
these interactions – examples of them are, above all, the so-called plastic 
head vases, sometimes Janiform7, or some interesting depictions in painted 
amphorae or vases. Romans began to take fluent contact with black people 
essentially since the defeat of Carthage. After this, Africa was annexed as 
a province and dark-skinned people started more frequent and long-term 
relations with the Roman population, in some cases becoming Roman 
themselves and even reaching high social positions.

The contact between Blacks and Romans was continuous. Conside-
ring the textual and material sources we have, we cannot assume any kind 

7.	 Gruen (2011), pp. 216-9.

fig. 5  Balneator (or slave at the baths) found in Afrodisias and now at the Musée du 
Louvre in Paris (Snowden, 1970, n. 117, p. 251).
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of racism or discrimination on the basis of race and physical appearance 
for the Antiquity. The value of each person for their actions and their 
specific civic status was always more important than other factors in the 
definition of people. The colour of the skin was understood as a direct 
mark of identification and was clearly perceived, but it seems to have not 
had other implications which have probably been added to our mentality 
in later historical periods.

fig. 6  Black prisoner with hands bound behind his back from the Fayyu-m, now at the 
Musée du Louvre in Paris (photo Wikimedia Commons).
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