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This finely carved high relief with the presence of a Nubian figure is a rare and important artefact of the
practise of Hellenistic relief carving, and a significant document in highlighting the Greco-Roman world’s

knowledge of other peoples and races and, offers a fascinating context to understand such ideas in
relation to society today.

The exceptionally well carved Nubian figure is represented nude, with his back to us, turning further
away as he leans forward to blow out the flame of a torch held in his right hand. In his left he holds a pole

and a cloth. His contorted musculature has been rendered in exacting anatomical detail as have the
folds of drapery of the cloth draped on his left arm. To his left a small Priapic figure stands on a column,

leaning back with an erect phallus and raised right hand in gesture. Despite being portrayed in
miniature his anatomy is realised with equal distinction. To the right of the fragment a ribbon holds up

the remainder of a knotted drape, and it appears likely that the whole composition originally
represented the Nubian figure approaching a bed or a couch.

This is an important example of a relatively small field of reliefs from the Hellenistic world of which
Magarete Bieber has written: “Reliefs of this type were used for the inner decoration of houses,

palaces, bath establishments, and other public buildings. The older ones mostly have idyllic scenes of
small size; the later ones, probably all made for rich Romans, are mythological scenes of large size. We

see here the influence of the nature-loving and luxurious Romans on the Greek artists who worked for



them.”

The Nubian, although blowing out a torch, has a contorted body position which could also suggest
dance – in keeping with the Greco-Roman notion of the African dancer. The naked figure with large
penis, the crouched body position with the protruding buttocks, and the loin cloth on the arm, and the

inclusion of a long staff or stick are all attributes associated with a type of ‘stick-dancer’ which recur as
a motif in Greco-Roman art and are associated with magic ritual, theatre and pantomime - often lewd
and obscene. These figures, clearly reproducing a common prototype, are discussed in an article by
Katharine Dunbabin in which she observes that such dancers often have exaggerated or extenuated

body parts, dark skin, or sometimes explicitly African features and that there is an association between
these ‘stick-dancer’ representations and a type of dancer in antiquity known as gryllos especially
common in Egypt. Our Nubian figure is very similar in pose to one such stick dancer found on the

extreme right of a relief in the nave of the underground Basilica of Porta Maggiore in Rome in which the
figures appear to be in the act of conducting some magic and in which the characters have features and

poses with Egyptian associations.

The subject of the scene is of particular interest as depictions of Nubians in Greco-Roman art, whilst not
wholly unusual, are relatively rare. Knowledge of Nubia and its people was considerably enlarged during
the Ptolemaic period when the Greeks are reported to have travelled to Meroe (an ancient city situated

in present day Sudan) and beyond.
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