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Sarcophagi 

Sarcophagi originated in Egypt and entered Greco-Romans in the fourth century B.C. Sarcophagus refers to the carved, generally stone case in which the  linen-wrapped mummy was placed. The gilded sarcophagus of King Tut with a painted face depicting the boy king, is the best known Egyptian sarcophagi. 

The Greek translation of the word sarcophagus is flesh eating, sark-flesh and phagos- plus, eating. The first reference to the word sarcophagus in the English language was from a translation in the works of the Roman writer Pliny the Elder. When he talked of a body entering a tomb that was a limestone coffin that was flesh eating.

Early Christian art forms were condemned by early Christian writers, saying that the depiction of religious subjects as blasphemous. Christians attracted by the pull of humanism, commissioned frescoes for underground burial chambers and sculptures. Christian painters and sculptors slowly fused their religious views with Greco-Roman tradition. A style that would dominate the art of the empire.

Roman worries about life after death evolved to Christian images and themes. The acceptance of burial became the prominent ritual over cremation; therefore, the sarcophagi were demanded. The wealthy Roman families would pay artists to sculpt classical heroes and heroines, gods and goddesses, military and political leaders, and famous battle scenes on their loved one’s sarcophagi. In turn the Christian’s took this idea and transformed them into salvation for life after death. Christianity perception of this artistic style of death became prominent after the Peace of the Church, but Classical style remained influential for some time. Romans would also carve philosophical ideas and images on their sarcophagi in order to capture the life of the mind.

Example of Egyptian Sarcophagus: King Tutankhamon. King Tut’s sarcophagus was rather elaborate and symbolic. It was the first Egyptian sarcophagus. On the forehead of the king’s tomb were a Cobra and a Vulture, which symbolized upper and lower Egypt. To many, the most touching symbol was the tiny wreath of flowers around those symbols, as many believe it was the last farewell offering of the widowed girl Queen to her husband. The sarcophagus was also laced with gold and other significant detail.

Example of Greco-Roman Sarcophagus. The whole reason for us choosing this topic, was because we saw this Greco-Roman sarcophagus at the Carlo’s Museum. The Greco-Roman Sarcophagus that we saw had two themes with in the imagery. The first was that of the seasons, symbolizing the cycle of life and death. Second, was the putti that separated these seasons, representing the Dionysiac motif which is stressed further on the lid. There was also two mythical scenes on the sarcophagus. These were Romolus and Remus, founders of Rome, suckled by a wolf and Telephus, founder of Pergamon (Asia Minor), who is cared for by a deer. 

