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ANOTE ON THE BERBER HEAD IN LONDON

Abstract: The well-known ‘Berber Head’ in the British Museum, found at Kyrene in 1861, has long defied exact stylis-
tic analysis. Its findspot provides no precise date, and ever since the excavators suggested that it was a piece from the
fourth century Bc, this dating has been sustained, generally through inertia. Yet recent scholars have become increasing-
ly aware of the weakness of this date without offering specific alternatives other than a gradual down-dating. Its North
African features indicate that it is a portrait of an indigenous ruler, and thus attribution must be based on the likelihood
of such a person being honoured in Kyrene. It is herein suggested that it is a portrait of the Numidian prince Mastanabal,
son of Massinissa, and that it dates to the time that Massinissa was a close associate of the king of Kyrene, the future
Ptolemaios VIII of Egypt, or 163148 BC. Mastanabal was a noted athlete and thus the piece may be a commemoration
of one of his victories. Its commissioning would fit into his father’s vigorous hellenization policy. Although the style
remains difficult of analysis, certain features, especially the beard under the chin, support a second-century Bc date.

ONE of the best known pieces of ancient art is a bronze head from Kyrene, now in the British
Museum, familiarly known as the ‘Berber’ Head.! It was discovered in 1861 in the Temple of
Apollo, sealed about 3 m below the surface in the ruined lower levels of the temple after its
destruction during the Jewish Revolt of AD 115 and the subsequent rebuilding that began under
Hadrian. The head is 35 cm high and was part of a life-sized torso, probably forged by the indi-
rect lost wax method from a live subject. Since the excavators found (but abandoned) fragments
of bronze horses and pieces of gold leaf, it may have been part of an honorific equestrian group.
It is individualized with a furrowed brow, a slightly irregular nose, heavy eyebrows and North
African features, but overall is classicized in form. There are no definite stylistic dating criteria,
although the beard under the chin is reminiscent of later Ptolemaic portraits. An analysis of the
bronze by Paul Craddock of the British Museum also resulted in no dating evidence. Thus the
only secure date for the piece is before AD 115, based on its location when found, and indeed it
shows some effects of the fire that destroyed the temple.

The excavators, Robert Murdoch Smith and Edwin Porcher, originally proposed a date in the
fourth century BC.2 This has generally been upheld, within the limits of 400-280 Bc. They also
suggested the indigenous North African context that has consistently been a standard interpreta-
tion of the piece.3 Yet, especially in recent years, there has been an increasing awareness of the
weakness of the dating criteria, largely because there are no definite comparanda: in 1999,
Claude Rolley wrote, ‘On a hésité sur la date’, but then fell back on the traditional mid fourth-
century BC attribution.# But the British Museum label now has ‘about 300 BC, and the most
recent suggestion is that its placement was perhaps connected with the renovation of the Temple
of Apollo around 350-325 BC, when the temple may have become a location for the display of
honorific sculpture.s These fluctuations of date indicate the difficulties of stylistic analysis.

So far all critiques of the head have been based on style, placing it within the Late Classical
school of the brothers Lysippos and Lysistratos. This theory was first advanced by the excava-
torst and has influenced all subsequent discussions, to some extent through inertia. Although this
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sique (Paris 1999) 306. The author would like to thank
Andrew Stewart of the University of California at Berkeley,
Judith Swaddling and Neil Adams of the British Museum,
and especially Sally-Ann Ashton of the Fitzwilliam
Museum, Cambridge, for their advice and assistance.

2 Robert Murdoch Smith and Edwin Porcher, History
of the Recent Discoveries at Cyrene (London 1864) 42-3.

3 Smith and Porcher (n.2) 94; see also Lucy M.
Mitchell, 4 History of Ancient Sculpture (London 1883)
628, an indication of how quickly the traditional inter-
pretation became standard.

4 Rolley (n.1) 306.

5 Neil Adams of the British Museum is currently
engaged in a doctoral thesis which includes an examina-
tion of the head and its role at the Temple of Apollo, and
communicated this conclusion to the present author
(April 2001).

6 Smith and Porcher (n.2) 94.
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is a possible context for the piece, the matter is complicated by the lack of any comparanda from
North Africa, and it does not seem to be in the tradition of Lysippan athletic sculpture such as
the Apoxyomenos. Other known pieces from the fourth century BC provide little in the way of
comparison. The famous so-called Maussolos portrait in the British Museum,” securely dated to
the middle of the fourth century Bc, is significantly different, especially in the treatment of the
hair, mouth and beard. The boxer from Olympia,8 also in a tradition of honorific sculpture at a
major sanctuary, shows a slight similarity in the details of the hair and the heaviness of the fore-
head, but is different in its almost brutal character and the overall irregularity of the hair. The
Antikythera philosopher,® perhaps from the third century Bc, is different in all respects except the
treatment of the mouth. Even portraits of Alexander the Great offer little comparison: the
Dresden Alexander!0 is perhaps the closest but again lacks similar detail.

Furthermore, there is no fourth-century comparandum from Kyrene itself. The only other
bronze head found at the Temple of Apollo is a portrait discovered in 1926 that has long been
thought to be of Arkesilas IV, the last Battiad king of Kyrene,!! perhaps commemorating his vic-
tory at the Pythia in 462 BC that was recorded by Pindar.!2 This identification has been ques-
tioned as much as it has been sustained, and is of no real assistance in understanding the Berber
head.!3 Attribution of the Berber head is further complicated by the scant knowledge of Kyrene
between the assassination of Arkesilas IV in 440 BC and the time of Alexander the Great, a peri-
od that is almost blank.!4 Although this does not affect any stylistic dating of the head, it makes
it difficult to determine any contemporary historical context when a North African chieftain
might have been honoured at the Temple of Apollo, and perhaps gives the fourth-century BC date
more authority than it deserves.

There is one period, however, when there were especially close relations between Kyrene and
North African royalty. This was the mid second century BC, during the tenure of Ptolemaios VIII
of Egypt as king of Kyrene, when he became an associate of Massinissa of Numidia.!s
Massinissa was the most famous of the long line of Numidian royalty. Numidia, the territory
south and west of Carthage, was ruled by independent hellenized kings until the defeat of Juba
I by Julius Caesar and the provincialization of the territory in 46 BC.!6 Massinissa, the great-
great-grandfather of Juba I, was the first to consolidate a strong Numidia: during his long reign
from 205 to 148 BC he moved steadily into the Roman sphere and became a paradigm for vigor-
ous old age, living to 90.17 His court was one of the most notable of the early second century BC,
attracting Greeks and Romans, including Polybios and Scipio Africanus: his relationship with the
Carthaginian Sophonisba became one of the great romantic love stories of antiquity. He culti-
vated the leading states of the period and sent his sons to Athens to be educated. When
Ptolemaios VIII became king of Kyrene, he and Massinissa became close friends. The date of
this contact can be determined with precision: between Ptolemaios’ accession at Kyrene (163 BC)
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and Massinissa’s death 15 years later. Ptolemaios visited the court of Massinissa, and it is high-
ly probable that Massinissa was in Kyrene.

Yet it is doubtful that the Berber head is of Massinissa. He would have been between 75 and
90 years old during the years in question, and the head, seemingly done from life, is of a far
younger man. It is possible that a youthful portrait of the king was commissioned, but given his
almost mythic reputation as the aged and wise leader and the ultimate survivor — the only role in
which Ptolemaios would have known him — this seems unlikely.!8

It has long been argued that the head represents a victorious athlete, and this suggests anoth-
er possibility. Massinissa’s son Mastanabal, father of the famous Jugurtha, was victorious in the
Panathenaia in 158 Bc,!9 exactly the time when his father and Ptolemaios were closely associat-
ed. Mastanabal was probably an athletic competitor elsewhere, and it is compellingly reason-
able that Ptolemaios would have honoured the son of his colleague by allowing his portrait to be
placed in the Temple of Apollo, a milieu long used for athletic commemoration. Such an
assumption, needless to say, goes against the vague stylistic criteria that have long been used to
date the piece to the fourth century BC. Yet there are stylistic reasons for assuming a date in the
first half of the second century BC. A crucial, yet often ignored, feature of the Berber head is the
beard beneath the chin. This is a distinctive element of late Ptolemaic art, appearing first at the
time of Ptolemaios VI. Examples include two gold sealing rings in the Louvre,2° whose attri-
bution ranges from Ptolemaios VI to XII, or, in other words, the mid second to mid first centu-
ry BC. The beard under the chin and the curling hair of the Berber head also appear on a coin of
Ptolemaios VI,2! and in a bronze of Ptolemaios IX or X in Stuttgart.22 One is also reminded of
the Getty Late Ptolemy and similar pieces in Boston and Alexandria.23 Sealings from Edfu pro-
vide an additional comparandum.24

Massinissa was noted for being the first Numidian to hellenize his kingdom. It is compellingly
reasonable that Greek-style sculpture would have been part of this effort, and it is expected that
his son Mastanabal, a noted athletic victor in Greece, would be artistically commemorated in
Greek fashion at a Greek sanctuary. Moreover, given the close contacts between Numidia and the
Ptolemies in the second century BC, it is probable that Ptolemaic influences would be paramount
in many aspects of Numidian culture, including art. Thus some time between 163 and 148 BC
Massinissa, in one of several ways he sought to demonstrate his legitimacy in the Greek world,
commissioned a victor portrait of his athletic son at the Temple of Apollo in Kyrene, the most
important Greek sanctuary near his kingdom and a place with which he was personally connect-
ed. As to be expected in the tradition of athletic victor portraits, the bronze of Mastanabal was in
a classical tradition, but at the same time showed definite Ptolemaic influence.

DUANE W. ROLLER
Department of Greek and Latin, The Ohio State University
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(a) The ‘Berber’ Head, London, British Museum.
(Courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum)

(c) Seal from Edfu.
(Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum)
(b) The Getty Late Ptolemy.
(Courtesy of the Getty Museum)
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