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Abstract

This paper investigates five skeptical figurines from
the private collection of Tomas de Asensi y Lugar, in the
collection of the National Archeological Museum in
Madrid. Asensi marked the location where he purchased
these figurines in his manuscript and specifies them from

Lebanon. The examination of these figurines is classified

typological as “banqueter”. The aim of this study is to
present as possible the production center, origin and the meaning within the socio-
cultural context with a wide range of iconographical and stylistically comparisons
from local, Greek and Near East models.

Key words: Figurines, female, banqueter, mitra, polos, Greek, Near East
figurines, Hellenistic period.
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Introduction:

The terracotta figurines addressed in
this article form a part of the collection
of antiquities in National Archeological
Museum in Madrid which originates
from the private collection of Tomas
de Asesni y lugar. Asesni noted in his
book seven Egyptian coroplastic terra-
cotta figurines from the Phoenician city
of Beirut!; whereas only five of these
pieces are mentioned in this study.
These five figurines are homogenous in
their typology of figurines portraying a
reclining female banqueter (N°% 15-,
Figs. 15-), and can be assigned to a
period that ranges between first to
second century B.C.; A brief summary
of Asensi’s aspects of life will be
helpful to better understanding for his
collection.

Tomas de Asensi y lugar

Tomas de Asensi y lugar was born
in Algeria in February 18112, and died
around 18753,

He was well educated man and
proficient in many languages as he was
also familiar with many science and

humanities Asensi was introduced to
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the diplomatic career by his father, who
trained him to function as a chancellor
in Algiers - After that and during
his life career, Tomas Asensi vacant
multiple positions from 1836 to 1843
as he was appointed vice-consulin
in Genoa Nice and consul of Elsener
and Cette. In 1848 he was appointed
Consul general to the Minister of
state in Madrid and then in 1854 as
deputy director of the commerce in
Spain, until he was the director of
commerce in Spain (1855). During
his career as director of Commerce
and consul he had some trades and
collected archaeological pieces, his
collection was exceptional because of
the catalogue dated to 1875 by Asensi
himself4  this

the origin, subject, measurements,

catalogue included
description for the pieces in addition
to ink drawings showing details of the
objects. The collection was divided
into categories (architecture and
ceramics, terracotta figurines, efc.) and
from different places like Asia (Persia,
India, Palestine, and turkey), Africa
(Egypt, Morocco, Algeria, and Tripoli,

Sierra Leone) and from America.



After Asensi’s death and due to
financial issues his widow Maria
Del Rosario de Laiglesia, offered
the Asensi antique collection which
composed of 1320° to the state in
1876% and acquired to the National

Archeological Museum in Madrid.

Catalogue
The
terracotta figurines presented according

catalogue embraces five
to their typology. Each catalogue enters
with paper catalogue number, the inv.
museum number, measurements which
are given in centimeters and in general
are the maximum height (H), width
(W), and thickness, as well to the color,
condition and bibliography followed
by a description. This catalogue was
made by the aid of the catalogues by
Laumonier (1921) and Pons (1997).

Type: Reclining Female.

No 1. inv. no: MAN 3190 (Fig. 1)

Dimension: H: 18 cm, W: 9 cm;
thickness: 3.8 cm.

Color: Umber’ in color or whitish
gray® clay.
Hollowed
neglected model, blurred. The back is
flat.

Date: First to second century B.C.

Condition: poor

Bibliography: Laumonier 1921:
112, n° 560; Pons 1997: 108, n°® 25;
Rada y Delgado 1883: 250.
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Fig. 1: Reclining woman with oriental coiffeur.
Photo by: Angel Martinez Cams (Museo Arqueol6-

gico Nacional - Resultados de la bisqueda (mcu.es)

Description: A fully clothed
female lies upon a very thin and low
couch. She reclines in frontal position
supporting herself on her left side.
The face and torso are hardly defined.
Her upper body is leaning to the left,
while the head is tilting to the right.
The legs are stretched one above the
other, her right leg lies upon the left
one. Her right arm extents and rests on
the right thigh while the fore arm bents
inward. The left elbow and forearm

rests on a cushion?

,acup is seen in her
left hand!®. She wears a long chiton
from which the feet protrude, were the
uppermost left ankle is raised upward
on the right ankle forming a fish tail
form; she is probably wearing shoes.
The himation pulled over the high
oriental conical coiffeur and acts like
a veil and falls around her torso, then
wraps tight around her limbs. No signs

for the folding for the himation.



No 2. inv. no: MAN 384711 (Fig. 3)

Dimension: H: 7.2 cm; W: 8.5 cm;
thickness: 2.1 cm.

Color: Yellow12

Condition: Hollowed and blurred.
The back is flat.

Date: First to second century B.C.

in color or white 13

Bibliography: Laumonier 1921:
112, n° 563; Pons 1997: 107, n° 21;

Fig. 2: Reclining female with polos

Description: Female in frontal
position reclines on her left side on a low
couch, supporting herself on a cushion.
The upper body is lifted to an almost
perfectly straight position. The legs
slightly bend and the knees are somewhat
forward. Her right hand stretches along
her right side. The left elbow rests on the
cushion while the forearm slightly rises
holding a cup against her body.

Her face is ovoid. The eyes, nose
and mouth are identified, the chin is
round, and the anatomy especially the

breast can be clearly seen. She wears a
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V-neck, long chiton from which the feet
protrude. On her head she wears wide
and low polos and a beaded diadem

with a himation framing her face.

No 3. inv. no: MAN 3848 (Fig. 4)

Dimension: H: 9 cm; W: 11.4 cm;
thickness: 3.8 cm.

Color: Yellowish!4 in color.

Condition: Hollowed. No vent
hole. blurred model, covered with
whitish grey crust. The back is flat.

Date: First to second century B.C.

Bibliography: Laumonier 1921:
112, n°® 561; Pons 1997: 108, n° 23;
Iam. LI, n® 2.
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Fig. 3: Reclining woman with high oriental coiffure.

Description: Female banqueter in
frontal position reclines on her left side
upon a thick couch, supporting herself
on a cushion, the upper body is straight.
The left leg is extending while the
right leg is seen in profile and bended
at the knee upward. Her right elbow



rests on the right hip and the forearm
extents inward, while the left elbow and
forearm rests on a cushion. She holds
an object in her left hand possibly a cup.

The face is ovoid; the eyes, nose
and mouth are not identified, the chin is
pointed. She wears a long chiton with V-
neck. The feet protrude from the chiton.
A himation pulled over her high conical
cap which has a carved peak probably
linked to a Persian style, draped over
the left and right shoulders framing the
upper body and arms and wrapping her

lower body. The coiffeur is indistinct.

No 4. inv. no: MAN 3850 (Figs. 56-)

Dimension: H: 7.7 cm; W: 10.8
cm; thickness: 2.4 cm.

Color: Yellowish in color!®; greyish
Traces of red color on the feet!9.

Condition: Without vent hole. The
back is flat.

Date: First to second century B.C.

Bibliography: Laumonier 1921:
112, n® 564, P1. LI, n°® 1; Pons 1997:
108, n° 24; Tam. LI, n° 1.

Fig. 4: Reclining woman with mitra and conical cap.
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Description: Female banqueter
reclining in frontal position on her
left side, with her upper body propped
upright by the left arm supporting her
body on her left bended elbow. Her
head is slightly tilted to the left. The
legs are slightly bended with the knees
forward; the feet are high. Her extended
right arm rests on the right side
grasping the border of the himation in
her right hand. While she holds in her
left hand an object probably a cup!” or
pateral8 against her body.

Her face is ovoid, the nose is wide,
the mouth is small with thin lips and the
chin is round; the anatomy of the breast
can be clearly seen. She wears a long
chiton with échancrée neck and a hi-
mation framing her face and apparently
pulled over her headdress then fastened
over the shoulders. She grips the side of
the himation in her right hand thus thick
horizontal folds is grasped below the
hand, then the himation falls to the feet
in thin folds. A belt can be seen under
the breast. She wears a necklace and ear-
rings. The hair is found as puffs over the
ears and below the conical cap and sorts
as a tuft under the head-band mitral®
which ends with a boucle on each side

20- she is must probably wearing shoes.

No 5.inv.no: MAN: 384921 (Fig.7)
Dimension: H: 6.8 cm; W: 13 cm;
thickness: 3.6 cm.



Color: Reddish?2 in color.

Condition: hollowed; The head,
right shoulder and half of upper torso
are missing. The rest of the body is
cracked. The back is flat.

Date: First to second century B.C.

Bibliography: Laumonier 1921:
112,n° 562; Pons 1997: 107, n° 22;

Fig. 5: Reclining woman.

Description: fragment of the lower
body of female banqueter, the upper
body along with the head are missing.
She is in reclining position on her left
side upon a low couch; a thin cushion
can be identified. The legs are bent
together at the knee. Her right hand
rests along the right side. In her left
hand she holds a patera23 against her
body. She wears a long chiton from
which the feet protrude, and most
probably a himation which wraps
her limbs tight thus no folds can be
recognized.

Analysis:
This group constitutes one of the

most common themes in coroplastic
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art: the banqueters®*. The figures
are almost eroded and it’s nearly
impossible to define some facial
features or hairdos, nonetheless we can
outline some anatomical features as the
breasts which are clearly emphasized
in cat. n? 2,5. Despite that they are
unified in gender and clothes (long
Greek chiton with himation), they are
roughly similar in their general pose.
The treatment of some elements such
as the posture of the upper body, the
position of the legs and feet, hairdos,
headpieces as well as furniture show
diversity of prototypes and molds used
in production.

Stylistically,in general composition,
according to the gender, clothing
and occasionally headpieces, these
figurines are extensively documented
in the coroplastic art in Hellenistic
Mesopotamia were reclining
banqueters are exclusively depicted
as females2>. While the comparison
on the posture and position of the
legs suggest influences from different
coroplastic centers.

The bodies with

extended legs and feet like fish tail

tilted upper

as per cat. n° I (Fig. 1) recalls the
posture of figurines from Babylon;
case in point the nude figure in Louvre
Museum?%. Another version of the
titled upper body position yet the right
leg is extended forge ahead the 1. leg



as in cat. n° 4 (Fig. 5) reminiscent
of those of alabaster figurine from
Parthian Mesopotamia especially were
no couches and cushions are added
to the scene 27. The combination of
frontal position of the upper body
with straight and almost horizontal
line on the shoulders along with the r.
leg bended upward at the knee (Fig.
4), is unusual in Mesopotamia (the
upper body is usually in third quarter
posture) on the other hand this posture
is widely detected on male banqueters
from Taranto between 6™ to 4t century
B.C28; while the frontal position with
extended legs slightly bent at the knees
(Fig. 3), similar to those from Aegean
islands like Imbros and from Eleonte?’
; while in cat. n° 5 (Fig. 7), the upper
body is missing but the position of the
legs bending together at the knees,

which prompts the style from Samos
0

example the commissioner’s figure?

The position of the right hand
constantly seen prolonging above the
right leg whiles the left elbow always
bending and resting on a cushion
except for cat. n° 4 (Fig. 6). The left
forearm sometimes rises up to the chest
as in cat. n® 2, 4 (Figs. 3,5) or extends
straight but in both cases holding
different objects cat. n° 1, 3, 5 (Figs.
14,7). The furniture and attributes
varies from one figure to another, thus

the low couches differ in style from
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thin to thick mattresses, with cushion
on the left side, except of one figurine
(Figs. 56-) where no couch is added to
the figure. The attributes are confined
with patera and cups.
The of the
undistinguished in most cases except
in cat. n° 4 (Figs. 56-) which follows

styles hair are

a Greek hairstyle, whereas in cat. n°l
(Fig. 1) the hairdo follows the oriental
hairstyle with possible turban under the
himation and though this style is not
widely spread, it is attested on a stela
on display in the National Museum of
Beirut from Qartaba3!.

Generally Greek men and women
wore no headdresses’? and yet the
headdress was not a quotidian item33
however the Asensi female reclining
figurines are all veiled in himation
which pulled over different headpieces.
the low beaded polos in Greek style
(Fig. 3), was the common headdress
of banqueters and was worn by both
male and female banqueters34, one of
which a figurine from Corinth is said
to be female banqueter3®, it represents
a reclining female, wearing a light
chiton and polos on her head, and
holds a phiale in her left hand; and it is
referred as Aphrodite and derived from
Babylonian Astarte. Another female
figurine from Babylon and now in the
Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology
(B 9122)%

and  Anthropology



represents a reclining female lying on
top of a low couch, wearing long light
chiton and himation with polos on her
head. The conical cap with carved
peak (similar to Kybrasia which is a
Persian style3” (Fig. 4) is comparable
to one fully draped female banqueter
wearing a pointed cap (Kyrbasia)
with curved peak on her head from
Seleucia (n° 687)38, whereas the
turban with a himation pulled over the
head is attested locally and reminds us
with the portraits from Palmyra. The
conical cap like the pileus was worn
in ancient Greek and varies in form
amongst the different nations by whom
it was adopted39 along with the mitra,
which is originated as a Near Eastern
headband 4? (Figs. 56-).

Another version of same theme
is known*! from Tripoli - Lebanon
and now on display in the collection
of The American University of Beirut
Museum. What

interesting of this figurine lies not only

Archaeological is
in its singularity as the only known
example of the banqueter type known
in Lebanon, but also its gender as
male, and the treatment of the posture
and the position of the right arm which
is now curved inward, furthermore the
attributes in both hands: a rhyton in the
right hand, and possibly a pet in the
left one. However, this statuette does

not provide us with further information
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concerning female banqueters except
that banqueter theme was not confined
with female gender but also as male
figures, following the majority of
Greek models, which are usually
depicted as males#2.

In comparison with other pieces
apparent from Lebanon was a terra-
cotta figurine collected by Dosseur,
Fernand-Henri and Darasse-Dosseur,
Marie and now held by Louvre
Museum, Department of Oriental
Antiquities (AO 1584)*3 however not
exposed; This figurine dated back to
800500-. The uniqueness of this piece
is that it illustrates a reclining woman
stretched on a high banquet in frontal
position on a high bed; both legs
extended above each other while her
right hand stretched over the right leg;
while the other is bended resting the
elbow on a cushion while holding an
object or a pet in her hand. The face is
in frontal position but eroded; we can
still see traces earring in front the hair
which falls down to the shoulders. in
front her legs a child also reclining and
tilting to the left supporting his weight
on the left elbow. Double reclining
figures is not an outlandish motif
as it is attested on sarcophagi from
Lebanon as the limestone sarcophagus
from Déde.

One more alabaster figurine was

discovered in Phoenicia 305224-



B.C. held now by Louvre Museum
but not exposed (AO 24597)* also
demonstrates a reclining woman with
feminine features and pleated himation.
Most probably wearing a long sleeve
dress. The body is in a frontal position.
The right feet are bended upward at the
level of the knee while the right hand
extended over the right leg. The weight
of the upper body is rested on the left
elbow whereas the arm extended in
front the chest while the palm of the
hand and the fingers are clearly carved
as though she is holding an object.
Regardless to the scarceness of
of

banqueter theme from Lebanon, the

comparable terracotta figurines
banquet scenes and banqueters are
found generously on stones and across
periods. One of many, a well-known
banqueting scene depicted on the long
side of Ahiram sarcophagus?® from
Byblos dated back to 850 B.C.; another
familiar scene dated to about 430 B.C.
shows a banqueter holding a huge horn
cup in his right hand on the small side of
Sarcophagus of Satrap of Sidon*® now
in Istanbul Archeological Museum.
Alternative scene from Saida is attested
on a painted Funerary stelae of Robia%”
in National Museum of Beirut who
lived sometime from second to first
century B.C. Numerous banqueting
scenes correspondingly with funerary

iconography are verified on reliefs and
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sarcophagi from the roman period,

hence these representations were
mainly male banqueters accompanied
by a female (reclined or seated at
the end of the couch for example the
sarcophagi from Tyre, Rachaya and
Nebi Shit*8) except of one unique
banquet scene representing a female
banqueter reclining on a high legged
bed on the long side of a marble
sarcophagus from Beirut*® on display
in the National Museum of Beirut.
There is a major debate to the
function of this terracotta banqueter’s
unanswered
the

significant cult of their presence. These

(male/female). Many

questions remain regarding
types of banqueters, which could be
interpreted in a variety of ways, is
more significant if it can be related
to the specific context and associated
which unfortunately
this  group.
indications point to its interpretation

material, 18

unknown for Some
as a cultic banquets designating to
worship god and goddess, or heroized
the dead or heroes, this depends on
whether the terracotta is considered
religious or funerary banquets>?. Hence
the veiling is indicative to special
occasions and the polos considered as
attribute to the mother goddesses and
related to fertility cult, in Greek art,
or worn by the cult devotees of both

gender®!. Whereas the mitra is also



often worn by the wine god Dionysus
and considered as a recurrent element

in the iconography of deities involved
52

B

in addition to the attributes held by
the banqueters especially cups, patera

in erotic scenes or passion scenes

and both are related to libation; It

is therefore most probably these
representations of female banqueters
can belong to either divinities or
mortal women as devotees, priestess

participating in ritual symposia;

Conclusion

At the end of this reading we must
take note to the diversity of these
figurines in their style and fabric
despite they belong to the same
type. In consequence these figurines
assemble a combination of inspired
regional iconography. The assessment
of the terracotta to the geographical
area is based on stylistic and clay
analysis, regardless of no clay analysis
according to fabric color (especially
the reclining figures) we can doubt
about the Egyptian coroplastic center
theory; it is nearly impossible to link
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2- Yanes 1995: 5.

3- Yanes 1995: 7.
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