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Totenmahl reliefs in the northern provinces:
a case-study in imperial sculpture
Peter Stewart

Despate the wealrt: of documentation that exists for Roman provincial arh, including various
national anid international corpora and countless regional or local shudics, mporlant aspoecls of
the sulbject have remained unlil recently in a stale of comparative neglect.! Such is particularly
te case with sculpture Much of the existing work on provincial sculplure has tended 1o focus on
wngdsvidual provinces and regions without much regarding Roman art as an empire-wide phero-
menon.? The sculpture of Roman Britain, for inslance, is urusually well publsied, yel compari-
son with related material or the Continent, especially in France and Germany, is relatively
undeveloped. Paradoxically, vven progressive, theorehical studies of Romaro-Brirish art
adopling a broadly “post-colenialist” approach: risk folling into their own kind of parochial-
iste A5 they shifl the orientation away frtom Kome ard the Roman élile o the para-tustorical
culture of the provincials themsrlves® at the same time, questions about the production and
wiage of provineial acl are tou easily lell oulside their theoretical frame.

This case-sludy 15 an alleeapl Lol 1o highliglt and, in a small way, to eclify, thal silos-
tion. It it an examinalior of one kind of provircial sculpture, the Totenmah! {"lunerary
banguet! relief, that was used by parlicular groups of people nght across the empire. It has
been chosen for ils polential 1o raise specific questions about provingizl sculpture 1hat rely on a
broad perspeclive, yel without resarling to problematic concepls such as ‘Romanizabon’ and
“cullural identity’, which send to inform the old and more recent scholarship, respectively. The
focus is on Roman Britam 2wk the intention is o show whal can and should be alternpled by
locking across provincial boundaries, in this case between Britain and Germany. The veliefs
allonw us to appreciate how and why sculprure was made, its mareniality and the processes of
its manufacture — which should in tum have implicesions for o wider comprehension of ae;in
the Roman cenpire.

Totenmahi rehels

Totenmah! (*feast of the dead”) is The conventional, if ol recessarily explanatory, termn
applied to ‘funerary barcuet’ scenes in scuplure, and sometimes in other mediat Toteamaki
sceres are varied bul corlain cenlain regular, formulaic elements. Typically, a man or woman
(probab.y nearly always to be identified as the deceased) reclines on a Eise {couch). A three-
legged table in front of it bears food and wine vessels (Ihe emphasis s more often on drinking}.

1 Cf i Heay, Tl art of Roman Britaun {London 19951 111, For fresh mquiry note, ey The shinalelieg
reogee of gtudics io 5 Scob: and § Websier fedd.), Romz imgenaitsm @nd provncn! 1! {Camlndge 2002}
ur the recen: procesdings of te 7th inlermational collequiae: on praglers of Forman prevaoal arc P
Moelke [ed.), Romanisatior wnd Rewistionz fn Plashs, Arciitexesr wnd inschriften der Propinzen des
St Ramarie (Maing am Khen 2003

2 OIn the problem, ¢f. F. Moelke's foresword in Romuaiszlion [supra nl) ix. Mote as an exeeprion .
tdaners, “Die Reliefverzterten rbrrischen Grabstelen der Proving Oritannia: Themen urd Typer”,
Kalnlp 22 119390 7801 fe.z., comments at LT

1 For these authers’ reaclion agans! Romang-centr;sm ard the pwdel of ‘Romanizalion’, see e z. M.
Aldhouse-Green, An irchavcfogy of imeges: wranology ard coselogy in Jrowr Age amd Roman Europe
{Landon 2004) especially 215-41; Scott and Webster [supra n1). Note also comments oy [N . Mattingly
in id {ed.), ihatogues in Romar mperialism JRA Suppl. 23, 19970 esperially 9-21. CIL R nglt‘}':
Closalizing Roman cufture {London 2005} especially 14-43. 3 eritique of Romandzatior; anc G Woold,
Recerring Roman: Hie origins of provnciat eiiihzatien ia Ganl (Camizridge 1998) especially 132 Mote
the atterypts of Hlingley, as a revisiondst, to sd<ress the sisk of parachialismy speaificaliy un’:hu p.rub!urr.
ol alemicing the empire, cf. id,, “Recteating coherence withelt reinveanting Komznizatior,” in Cigressus
3 (M3 cwwwdigressus orpfarteles S romanizationppl L1-119-Eingley.pdfz.

¢ Buoragervral introduction see K. M. [ Munbabin, Tre Romare bgie! inages of eonefingiily (Carkridge
2007 especaily 1G3-10. © Journal of Roman Archaeology 22 (2009)
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