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Roman Imperialism and Local Identities, by Louise Revell,
2009. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press;
ISBN 978-0-521-88730-4 hardback £42 & US$74;
xiv+221 pp., 33 b&w ills.

This comprises four main chapters, covering different
axes of the relationship between particular communities
and the wider empire. Chapter 2, ‘Living the Urban Ideal’,
focuses upon the concept of urbanism as an ideology. Covering key debates on the role of towns in Roman imperialism,
Revell explores some of the unifying threads of urban
experience — the importance of boundaries, the contrast
between town and country, and legal and administrative
matters — but also highlights their subtly different manifestations in four detailed examples. The next two chapters
examine important institutional forces within the empire
— the authority of the emperor, and the organization of
religious activity — again highlighting commonalities and
divergences in the interactions between individual communities and these structural sources of power. Chapter
3’s discussion of the Roman emperor is less focused on
individual emperors as agents and more upon the role of the
emperor, manifest through image, cult, political patronage
and historical consciousness. Thus we get a good sense of
how different urban communities experienced a seemingly
somewhat abstract idea of imperial rule in a very tangible
way. Similarly, in Chapter 4, the diverse religious institutions of the empire are explored primarily in their enaction,
through the evidence for different kinds of ritual activity in
different towns. The importance of this lies in getting away
from a simplistic discourse of what is more or less ‘Roman’
about Roman religion, and again examples are used very
well here to create dynamic and lively images of the activities going on in towns. The final substantive chapter links
together some of these preceding aspects through the lens
of another structure: status differentiation. Here we see the
cityscapes of the empire from different viewpoints, with the
contrast between the most prominent in the evidence — that
of elite males — and those of others used to good effect.
Comparing the use made of different kinds of public space
by different kinds of people effectively emphasizes the ways
in which structures of gender, wealth and citizenship were
shaped by the people living them out on an everyday basis.
The book concludes with a short summary further highlighting the key tension between similarity and difference
in Roman urban life that each chapter has demonstrated.
Overall, then, the book presents a very successful
implementation of practice theory in Roman archaeology
which offers substantial new insight into the diversity
of experience in Roman towns. In doing so, it brings to
life the public architecture of these towns in a genuinely
exciting fashion, and deserves to be influential beyond
Roman studies. There are just a couple of areas where
the argument might have been strengthened. The book’s
focus is on the public sphere, but in a Roman town this
might overlap considerably with the domestic, and yet
this does not really appear. Another incongruity comes in
Revell’s reference to Roman identity as an ethnic identity,
which begs a definition of ethnicity never elaborated. This
is important because one of the key dynamics of Roman
imperialism seems to be the transformation of a Roman
ethnic identity into something else — a cultural identity —
that can sit alongside an individual’s identification with the
place in the empire that they have come from and define

Andrew Gardner
One of the chief problems confronting the archaeologist of
the Roman empire is that of scale. For a field often accused
(and not without reason) of narrow parochialism it is nonetheless one which encompasses a wide expanse of space
and time, and a diverse range of social institutions. Understanding the articulation of larger-scale imperial processes
with smaller-scale community and individual narratives
has proven a challenge, frequently met with reduction of
the former to the concept of ‘Romanization’, and straightforward application of this to a small sample of the latter.
Recent scholarship has increasingly shown, on theoretical
and empirical grounds, that this simply will not do as a way
of interpreting the complexity of the empire, and Louise
Revell’s book is an admirable demonstration of the way
forward. Focusing on urban communities, but moving deftly
between different scales and axes of comparison, Revell
constructs a convincing account of the multiple experiences
of ‘being Roman’. In its attention to the everyday practice
of inhabiting the urban places of the empire, this book also
makes a significant contribution to the wider archaeology
of architecture and space.
Revell’s study is necessarily constrained to a particular
period — primarily the earlier part of the second century
ad — and to a part of the empire. In the latter case though she
takes the relatively unusual step of exploring case studies
from two regions — Britain and Spain — rather than only
one, and this allows for many profitable comparisons. While
of course further contrasts might be drawn with towns of
the eastern empire, there is sufficient variation within the
regions covered to highlight the similarities and differences
in material practice which underpin the interpretations of
identity offered. Identity is of course a key theme and the
book’s preface and introductory chapter briefly review previous approaches to ‘Roman-ness’ — largely encompassed
by the paradigm of ‘Romanization’. Revell rightly chooses
not to dwell too long on this retrospective, covered in detail
elsewhere, and instead moves forward by highlighting key
aspects of the structurationist social theory to be deployed
and of the material to be studied. The latter is tackled
at the general level of approaches to public architecture
and inscriptions, and in the particular detail of the towns
providing the main examples. The introduction does a
very good job of defining the goals of the book, though a
little more on certain aspects of identity — specifically the
nature of ethnicity — might have clarified one or two points
of the argument later on (an issue I will return to below).
Nonetheless, the chief insights of structuration theory are
well captured here and, more importantly, are successfully
worked through in the rest of the book.
CAJ 20:2, 269–70
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and material (archaeological) manifestations associated
with the processing and disposition of the royal corpse and
its accompanying soul(s). In bringing together different
sources of information, Fitzsimmons is careful to point out
the many instances in which interpretations of religious
beliefs and rituals based on epigraphy or iconographic
analyses outstrip what is known archaeologically. He is
on firmer ground describing burials and tombs and reconstructing likely behaviours from the archaeological data,
while expressing greater caution in attributing meanings to
the artworks and texts, although the latter is his principal
goal. Moreover, significant variation in religious beliefs and
mortuary practices existed across the royal courts of the
Maya lowlands. Fitzsimmons seeks to convey this variation
but primarily intends to suggest commonalities among the
funerals of kings.
The author draws upon the analytical concepts of
Emile Durkheim and his followers, Arnold van Gennep
and Robert Hertz, for an anthropological framework,
treating mortuary practices as collective representations of
self and society and as rites of passage. Employing these
notions as an organizational scheme, Fitzsimmons proposes
a hypothetical idealized sequence of actions involved in
the preparation and entombment of the body following
biological death, as well as rituals associated with ‘social
death’ and the destiny of the spiritual or metaphysical
components of royal persons. From Hertz’s seminal analyses
of secondary mortuary rituals, he suggests attention be paid
to dynamic interrelationships that link the decomposing
body, the journeying soul(s), and the changing statuses of
mourners in funerary and post-funeral rituals. Thus, a major
theme Fitzsimmons develops is death as a process rather
than an event, in some cases a very long, involved process
occasioning interregna and delayed succession rites. The
ultimate goal of most royal funerals was the transformation
of the deceased into a venerated ancestor, a process involving substantial resources and varying amounts of time to
accomplish. A second recurrent motif revealed in various
chapters is that the Maya recorded little direct information
in the inscriptions about their mortuary rituals, despite
the extravagant treatments they gave the royal dead, often
laid out in richly bedecked tombs under huge pyramidal
temples. In a related vein, Fitzsimmons remarks a number of
times how much of Maya scholars’ interpretations regarding
souls, the afterlife, and similar religious beliefs are based on
imagery, including scenes painted on Late Classic pottery,
for which no confirming names or descriptions have been
found in the hieroglyphs.
Following the introductory chapter, the author examines Maya (and related Mesoamerican) cosmologies that
shaped beliefs and practices associated with death. These
include metaphysical and literal linkages of the life courses
of humans to the earth and the maize cycle, an agricultural metaphor for death and rebirth, as determined from
imagery. In Classic period texts, however, such information
is less explicit. Death was sometimes alluded to as the
expiration of ‘white flower breath’ and as ‘entering a road’.
Information from colonial and contemporary Maya sources
as well as neighbouring societies is added to readings of

them more by legal status and by some shared practices.
More attention to this issue would do better justice to the
book’s core concern with the relationship between multiple
identities. It would also have been worthwhile for Revell
to develop Chapter 6 a little more by coming back to some
of the key points of structuration theory and highlighting
how the case studies have demonstrated the utility of these.
Nonetheless, these points do not detract from Revell’s
significant achievement in breathing life into the remains
of Roman towns, and inhabiting them with a diverse range
of people by exploiting in new ways evidence which has
rarely been used to its full potential. This book provides
a sound demonstration of how the complex business of
integrating the large and the small-scale in Roman archaeology should proceed.
Andrew Gardner
Institute of Archaeology
University College London
31–34 Gordon Square
London
WC1H OPY
UK
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Susan D. Gillespie
Although archaeological evidence of pre-Hispanic Maya
funerary practices has previously been compiled (Welsh
1988) and the deaths of named Maya individuals have been
determined from hieroglyphic inscriptions (e.g. Martin &
Grube 2000), Fitzsimmon’s book is the first comprehensive
study of mortuary practices that readily combines these
two types of information, material and textual. The analysis
is necessarily limited to the only subset of the dead for
whom inscriptions are available, principally kings but also
some queens. The subject matter is further circumscribed
temporally and spatially because such texts were written
principally during the Classic period (ad 300–900), most
of them in major capitals of the southern Maya lowlands.
Nevertheless, within these boundaries there is a great deal
of information on the royal dead, some of which can be
extended to Maya beliefs and practices more generally. An
especially valuable component of this book is a compilation
of the available archaeological evidence on Maya royal
burials in the form of tables, the longer ones constituting
several appendices.
The author explains his investigative objective as
interpreting the various ‘languages’ of hieroglyphs, imagery
CAJ 20:2, 270–71
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