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A Matter of life and death
“reading” a funerary relief*

 

cathy callaway

funerary monuments from the eastern roman Empire are both numerous and 
varied. The Museum of Art and Archaeology at the university of Missouri has 
a particularly interesting one—a relief that commemorates a woman named 
levitha, who lived in the later part of the first century c.E. (fig. 1). The Mis-
souri monument raises many questions: What is its provenance? What does 
the inscription tell us about the woman depicted? Why is it in greek instead of 
Aramaic, the most commonly spoken language of the region, which is usually 
seen on relief sculpture of this type? Was levitha roman? or Syrian? or did she 
belong to one of the other cultures (greek, Palmyrene, Parthian, and so on) that 
are represented in the interconnections of this period in the near East? finally, 
can we ascertain who the artist was?

Description

The Missouri funerary relief is of yellow limestone and shows a frontal bust of 
a woman carved in high relief with her head turned slightly to the viewer’s left 
and her right hand held up, touching her chin.1 her left elbow is bent, and in 
her left hand she clutches a spindle and distaff, which, although broken away at 
the top, can be identified with some confidence since they are typical attributes.2 
Set in an arched niche, the figure wears a mantle or veil, draped over her head 
and wrapped around both arms. The diagonal folds of a tunic are visible beneath 
the mantle. A headband, or diadem, and a turban cover her hair, but two curled 
locks appear at the top of each ear, and long locks fall from behind her ears to 
her shoulders. The curls and long locks preserve traces of dark brown paint. She 
wears pendant earrings, and the right one is missing the bottom part. She also 
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Fig. 1. funerary relief: bust of a woman. northern Syria, Zeugma, roman, 96 c.E., 
limestone. Museum of Art and Archaeology, university of Missouri, acc. no. 70.19.  
Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.
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wears a beaded necklace, a bracelet on each wrist, and a ring on the fourth fin-
ger of her right hand. The nails of that hand are carved on each finger, including 
the slightly damaged fifth finger and the thumb, which is bent under her chin at 
the center of her neck. her right hand appears overly large in proportion to the 
rest of her bust, but the exaggerated size gives focus to the gracefulness of her 
gesture. She has large eyes, the pupils of which are incised; traces of dark brown 
or black paint remain on her left eye. The tip of her nose is chipped, and her lips 
are straight; the upper lip is somewhat thin, while the lower is fuller.

Provenance

This sculpture is similar to Palmyrene reliefs of this period, which are the 
best known because so many of them have survived. Palmyra is often the first 
assumption for a provenance for funerary reliefs of this kind.3 Arguing from 
certain stylistic characteristics and the type of limestone from which they are 
carved, Klaus Parlasca has, however, convincingly identified the Missouri relief 
and other funerary monuments as being from ancient Zeugma.4 Zeugma (mod-
ern Belkis) is located in southeastern turkey on the Euphrates and lay within 
the roman province of Syria (fig. 2). The city came under roman domination 
in the 60s B.c.E., and in the first century c.E. it was selected as the base for one of 
the Syrian legions.5 The twin towns of Seleucia (on the west bank of the Euphra-
tes) and Apamea (on the east) comprised Zeugma.6 Jörg Wagner has provided 
a compendium of information about Zeugma and defined the several cemeter-
ies in the two towns. his catalogue of the tomb types includes funerary reliefs 
similar to levitha’s.7 

in general, funerary reliefs from the region displayed a sculptured portrait of 
the deceased, or sometimes a couple, or a group of family members. The reliefs 
usually bore a brief dedicatory inscription. The monuments were known as 
nefesh (“personality” or “soul”) and were thought either to provide a residence 
for the deceased soul or to serve as a memorial. According to Malcolm colledge, 
“these Semitic beliefs” were shared with the “rest of Syria.”8 The relief plaques 
sealed loculi (or “compartments”), which were set into the walls of tombs. These 
tombs were either several stories high, or single-story house-like tombs, or 
underground rock-cut tombs called hypogea.9 These tombs were built outside 
Zeugma, Palmyra, and other towns and held the remains (often mummified) 
of wealthier citizens.10 no tower tombs have been found at Zeugma, and its 
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hypogea are relatively small, according to Kennedy, who comments on the 
differences between Zeugma and Palmyra.11 

Klaus Parlasca and ilona Skupinska-løvset have included the Missouri relief 
in their examination of funerary portraiture from Zeugma.12 Parlasca made 
several compelling arguments for identifying these types of monuments as 
coming from that city. Most importantly, the limestone of levitha’s monument 
and other such reliefs is a “fine yellow” in contrast to the “local nummulitic 
limestone” of Palmyra.13 Parlasca also points out that greek inscriptions are rare 
on Palmyrene grave reliefs. finally, he gives a specific example of a relief with 
a very ornate architectural framework with no known parallel from Palmyra.14 
levitha’s frame is not as ornate, yet the relief can still be considered “framed” 
because of the niche, a characteristic prominent on monuments from Zeugma, 
although also not unknown on Palmyrene reliefs.15

Fig. 2. Map of area.
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The Greek Inscription

The two-line inscription carved in ancient greek at the bottom of the 
monument gives levitha’s name (fig. 3). The letters are for the most part in a 
square form with straight lines. The inscription reads: Λέουιθα χρηστή ἄλυπε 
χε̃ρε ἔτους ΗΥ (“levitha, noble, free from pain, farewell. year 408”). dated 
inscriptions from Zeugma are rare.16 The year is calculated according to the 
conventions of the Seleucid era, which began on october 1 in 312 B.c.E. The 
letter Η is the equivalent of the number 8, and the letter Υ the equivalent of 400; 
312 subtracted from 408 gives a date of 96 c.E. 

The greek word χρηστή (the feminine form of the adjective) can be 
translated as “good, worthy, or noble.” its inclusion on a funerary inscription 
is not noteworthy, although Kennedy comments that in inscriptions from 
Zeugma, χρηστός is rarer than other laudatory adjectives.17 The imperative form 
of χαίρω (“farewell”) is again a very common form on a funerary monument. 
The form should be χαĩρε, but χε̃ρε also occurs on other reliefs from Zeugma. 
Kennedy surmises that it is probably an example of phonetic spelling—what the 
scribe heard.18 Although the adjective ἄλυπος is frequently used, its meaning 
here is uncertain.19 Was levitha’s death a release from a painful illness, or had 
she suffered a loss during her lifetime? or does it mean here “caused grief to no 
one,” or “carefree”?20

As Parlasca has established, greek inscriptions are rare on Palmyrene 
grave reliefs and are never applied to the bottom of the frame.21 Aramaic, the 
spoken language of the region, is the language usually seen, and inscriptions 
are often carved into the background behind the figure. in contrast, most of 
the inscriptions from Zeugma are in greek. only a few are in latin, and there 
are no texts recorded in Aramaic or in any of the local languages.22 finally, the 

Fig. 3. detail of figure 1, showing inscription. Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.
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name, levitha. i have found no parallel in inscriptions from the East with a 
similar name, and it may be that “levitha” is a transliteration from a different 
language. Perhaps it is a Semitic name derived from a hellenized or romanized 
one, such as “livia,” which has then been rendered into a hard-to-identify form 
in greek.23 The Aramaic lWy for “levi,” for example, illustrates the possibility 
of confusion in transliterating names.24

Jewelry and Costume

harald ingholt identified three distinct periods for Palmyrene reliefs. his 
first period coincides in date and description with that of the Missouri relief. 
Although caution should be used when applying this typology to works from 

places other than Palmyra, yet 
the levitha relief seems to fit into 
ingholt’s scheme.25 Period i at 
Palmyra, 50 to 150 c.E., is marked 
by “simplicity of ornament . . . 
possibly attributable to greek in-
fluence.”26 This “austerity of dress 
and ornament”27 could reflect 
current fashion or might portray 
less than opulent circumstances, 
although the deceased, or a fam-
ily member, had sufficient money 
to commission a relief sculpture 
and presumably a tomb, with the 
result of ensuring the prestige of 
the family. levitha’s jewelry dif-
fers from that of ingholt’s Period 
ii (150–200 c.E.) and especially 
from that portrayed in Period iii 
at Palmyra (200–250 c.E.), which 
is well illustrated by the relief 
shown in figure 4.

Fig. 4. funerary relief of a woman from Palmyra,  
Syria, 190–210 c.E., limestone. ny carlsberg glyptotek, 
in 2795, purchased in 1929 in Syria, probably from a 
private collection. 55 x 40.5 cm. Photo: ole haupt.
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Although funerary reliefs from Palmyra are all generally similar, the dif-
ferences in details suggest that many aimed at personal portraiture. The facial 
characteristics, features, and gestures, down to the mode of personal decoration, 
clothing, and jewelry, all point to an 
individual, although Jean howarth 
argues against true portraits and 
for a set type, which varied with the 
skill of the sculptor.28 The jewelry 
provides important evidence, per-
haps for the individual portrayed 
but certainly for a material culture 
that no longer exists, mainly be-
cause of tomb robbery.29 

female subjects on Palmyrene 
monuments usually wore earrings, 
as women probably did in real life. 
levitha’s are in the globular pendant 
style (fig. 5), which is roman and 
one of the types seen in the first 
century c.E., while her simple bead 
necklace is rarer but belongs to “the 
romanized hellenistic repertoire.”30 
levitha’s plain hoop bracelets have 
parallels in Palmyrene reliefs before 
150 c.E.31 

urban dwellers, especially in places such as Palmyra, favored the greek 
style of clothing, but the turban, diadem, and veil, which comprised part of 
the “costume of the desert,” were also worn throughout Syria.32 According 
to Bernard goldman, “Palmyrene women wore a version of Western dress 
with Eastern elements,” while the clothing of a woman in a rural area would 
be “fundamentally Asian with a faint echo of classical influence,” with a wide 
veil covering the head and draped over the back and shoulders, as we see on 
levitha.33 This style reflects the himation-palla worn by greek and roman 
women, but also the fashion of the area and the choice of the wearer.34 This 

Fig. 5. detail of figure 1, showing head.  
Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.
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type of veil could signify the respectability and enhance the purity of the 
wearer.35 The himation is often shown on sculpture with “strongly patterned 
folds,”36 and levitha’s is no exception to this. Much more attention seems to 
have been paid to the carving of her facial features, while the incised folds of 
the himation on her shoulders are very pattern-like and far from natural. 

Beneath her veil, levitha wears a stiff band, or diadem, around her forehead 
and above this a turban. like the jewelry seen in ingholt’s groups for Palmyra, 
diadems there display a progression from plain to extremely ornamental.37 
levitha’s is a simple one, with seven vertical bands, the middle one larger than 
the three others on each side. no other incision for decoration is apparent, but 
there are traces of red paint. colledge suggests that these diadems were actually 
metal ones, like the jewelry depicted on the funerary monuments.38 Marc-André 
haldimann and Marielle Martiniani-reber cite four examples of this style 
(including levitha) and claim that the diadem, turban, and hairstyle (curls at 
the side of the face) are typical of the workshop production of Zeugma.39 Above 
the diadem is a thick twisted band—a turban with definite connections to the 
near East; levitha follows tradition by sporting a knot in the center of hers.40 
Skupinska-løvset uses the established date of levitha’s relief as a terminus post 
quem for another group of funerary reliefs of women, shown with a triangular 
front piece, or diadem, in contrast to levitha’s.41

Gesture and Pose

levitha’s raised right hand and the himation-palla draped over her head and 
arms reflect the well-known roman sculptural type, the Pudicitia. This type 
appeared in numerous statues from the late republic on (fig. 6) and referred 
to the highly prized female virtues of chastity and modesty. in addition, “the 
pudicitia pose alludes to the veiling of the bride in the roman marriage ceremo-
ny.”42 The hand gesture of the pudicitia type is also significant. Maura heyn has 
examined the “social potency” and the connections between gender and gesture 
on Palmyrene funerary portraits.43 The raised arm gesture seen on levitha, as 
well as on other Syrian funerary reliefs, echoes the pudicitia gesture in rome but 
could have been adopted as a conventional way to portray women “modeled on 
the roman example without the concomitant social baggage.”44 
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Fig. 6. funerary statue of a woman. northern Syria, ca. 165–200 c.E., lime-
stone. Museum of Art and Archaeology, university of Missouri, gift of Mr. 
and Mrs. A. M. Adler, acc. no. 76.164. Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.
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This reference to modesty has a strong connection with the spindle and dis-
taff in levitha’s left hand.45 heyn points out that the gestures of women on grave 
reliefs could draw attention to these attributes, which in turn would enhance 
their standing in the local community. in the case of women, their standing was 
conveyed by wealth (jewelry), or by their role in the household (spindle and dis-
taff).46 levitha carries “her symbols as mistress of the household.”47 The spindle 
and the distaff underscore the role she wishes to impart to the viewers of her 
monument: she has fulfilled her duties as a woman of the house, and the weav-
ing tools convey the importance of those duties. According to Skupinska-løvset, 
the spindle and distaff are most prominent on funerary monuments between 50 
and 150 c.E. in Palmyra and then seem to lose their importance, in contrast to 
Zeugma, where they occur even in the first part of the third century c.E.48

Conclusion

levitha’s monument was produced in Zeugma in northern Syria, near the 
modern turkish border, if we accept the arguments of Parlasca, Skupinska-
løvset, and others. Although the type of limestone and the anomaly of the greek 
language on the monument suggest a different provenance from Palmyra, we 
could perhaps be looking at the work of a traveling Palmyrene artist or artists.49 
Skupinska-løvset, however, believes that it is unlikely that any Palmyrene 
sculptor worked at Zeugma.50 She argues for the existence of local workshops 
there, basing her conclusions on stylistic similarities.51 The sculptures from 
Zeugma show influence from the West and the East, as do the sculptures from 
Palmyra, but Skupinska-løvset sees no reason to suppose that local sculptors 
in Zeugma had been trained in Palmyra.52 The variety of sources found in the 
contemporary world of Syria greatly influenced the art of the area, and the 
Missouri relief reflects the mixed forms seen in the late first and second century. 
The East is represented by oriental attire (turban, diadem, and veil), frontality, 
linearity, and reduction of natural forms to simple systems and patterns of line,53 
but we can discern greek and roman influence on clothing, jewelry, hairstyle, 
and inscription.54 

This diversity of influences is a reminder of the difficulty of applying the 
old “romanization” model, which assumed the one-sided adoption of one 
culture by another. The old model enforces the belief that inhabitants of roman 
provinces gradually became more “roman,” led by the native elites.55 According 
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to Maurice Satre, the term “Syrian” designated anyone who lived in Syria and 
referred not only to the group of “non-hellenized natives” but also to the two 
types of “greeks”—colonized and hellenized natives.56 during the period of 
the Missouri relief (the late first century) and later, all these cultures in Syria 
participated in a permanent negotiation among themselves and drew upon 
certain practices in one realm or traditional indigenous customs in another. 
These could vary, depending on the individual and the situation. The influence 
of hellenism and the romans was important, but the interdependence among 
all the peoples in the area cannot be ignored.57 We see here examples of a 
cultural negotiation, where different cultures in what was politically roman 
Syria accepted and rejected practices, traditions, and attributes, as suited each 
individual. louise revelle defines “roman” as either a person or the material 
culture of a person who lived in the roman Empire after the annexation of the 
area where they lived.58 The identity of a person was negotiated daily through 
interaction with others of similar or different identities. “to be roman was 
a discourse rather than an absolute,” and not a uniform discourse: ethnic 
identity contained similarities and variabilities.59 Political activity and religious 
experience were connected to roman identity. The process was one of give and 
take within a specific social group and depended on the specific individuals, 
their gender, age, and rank, and their interactions with other individuals. other 
local practices created different experiences, not necessarily experienced in 
the same way and not in opposition to a shared ethnic identity.60 The model of 
two opposing cultures, a relationship where “roman” is an achieved stage of 
progress beyond “native,” needs to be abandoned.

Elise friedland, in particular, describes a physical manifestation of this 
phenomenon using the example of local populations of northern Arabia and 
roman Syria, who assimilated the greek goddess Athena with their local 
deity Allat, adopting some of Athena’s greco-roman attributes, but not 
necessarily her fifth- and fourth-century B.c.E sculptural types.61 She argues for 
conservatism and an interest in negotiation between the native religion and 
that of the romans, and she convincingly suggests that patrons controlled not 
only the visualization of the gods but also representations of themselves, or in 
the case of funerary monuments, of a loved one.62 Perhaps there is no better 
indication of this sort of negotiation than clothing, gestures, and attributes—
cultural preferences illustrated by the choice of what is accepted and rejected  
in the portrayal of an individual. 
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